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For all the girls who love a cinnamon roll hero — this one's for you.


CONTENT WARNING

My books are closed-door romances (nothing beyond kissing) and will always have a happily-ever-after. However, there are some topics touched on in this book that I want you to be aware of (if you want to be) before jumping into the story.

There is a pregnancy announcement for a side character and a minor panic attack depicted on the page.

But remember…there’s a happily-ever-after at the end. :)


Chapter One
Drew


Parents should never involve themselves in the art of matchmaking.

Especially when said parents were forcing their son to spend time with the most conceited, stuck-up woman in existence.

Drew hadn’t even had time to unpack his suitcase after a trip to Edgemont for his childhood friend, Rosalie’s, vow renewal ceremony. Yet his parents were already throwing Clarissa at him. Again.

Technically, Clarissa was the one throwing herself at him. However, his parents knew she was interested, and they were the ones who kept inviting her family back to visit, so they were the ones he blamed.

As the Crown Prince of Glencrest, Drew understood they needed him to marry one day to continue the family line for the throne. As their son, he wished his parents wouldn’t try to make him spend time with such a miserable woman.

He reached into his pocket, feeling a little more at ease as his fingers traced the worn creases of the piece of paper he often carried with him—the one his best friend, Bri, had almost seen while they were at Rosalie’s wedding. If she’d seen it too early, before he was ready for that conversation, the results could have been disastrous. For now, it was better off safely tucked into his pocket as a reminder for him—a beacon of hope that he might live out his greatest dream someday.

Drew shivered the second he saw Clarissa sashaying toward him, swaying her hips so forcefully he was shocked they didn’t pop out of their sockets. The plum dress she wore was tight and revealing. He was sure plenty of men would find her pretty—beautiful even—with her feminine figure and sleek dark-brown hair. But there was only one woman he had eyes for—and it was not her.

“Andy,” Clarissa called out in a honeyed tone, wiggling her fingers at him.

He did his best to refrain from wincing. Drew hated it when people shortened his full name, Andrew, to Andy.

“Clarissa,” he responded flatly.

Her black stilettos echoed off the gray marble floors of the palace’s main hallway. He looked down at the floors then up at the white coffered ceiling—anywhere but at her.

As she got closer to him, he couldn’t help himself. His lips pulled into a grimace, and he involuntarily shivered again. When she reached him, Clarissa wrapped her fingers around his arm, squeezing it.

“Have you been working out?” She puckered her lips and leaned in, kissing his cheek.

His whole body tensed, and it took everything in him not to wipe at his cheek with his sleeve. He removed his arm from her talon-like grasp only for her to take hold of it again a second later. She may as well have been made of Velcro for how much she clung to him.

Drew didn’t care that Clarissa was the daughter of a trusted duke on his father’s council. That only meant she should’ve been raised with more decorum and understanding of how to act in the royal sphere. It definitely didn’t give her the freedom to hang all over him.

Before he could ask her why she was there, she provided him with an answer.

“My parents had a meeting with your parents this morning. Isn’t it great that we can spend the day together? I have a feeling we’ll be spending a lot more time together in the future.” She smiled widely and shot him a wink, still keeping a death grip on his arm.

“Splendid.” Drew forced a smile. “Why would we be spending more time together, though?”

Clarissa playfully pushed his chest. “Oh, Andy. You’re hilarious.”

He heard more footsteps coming from around the corner and sighed with relief. Finally, his parents and Clarissa’s parents, the Duke and Duchess of Berwyn, came into view. It felt like an eternity as he waited for them to walk down the long hallway and join them.

Drew sent his mom an expression that said, “Help me.” She shook her head and shot him a stern look. He took that as her telling him to play nice. He was on his own, and nothing about this was nice—he was seriously starting to worry about the circulation in his arm.

“I see Clarissa has found you. Isn’t it wonderful she could come along today?” his father, King Maxwell, said.

“Just magnificent,” Drew gritted out.

“I couldn’t agree more.” Clarissa somehow squeezed his bicep even tighter.

“You two look darling together.” Clarissa’s mother, Felicity, placed her hand over her heart.

Clarissa let go of her hold on his arm, providing him a momentary sense of relief, before wrapping both arms around his waist. “Don’t we?”

Drew shot his mom another look, and she finally acquiesced. “Why don’t we go for a walk on the forest trails? It’s beautiful outside today.”

“That sounds lovely, Your Majesty.” Clarissa’s mother nodded at his mom, and they led the way to the back doors of the palace. Drew knew from experience that Clarissa wasn’t any less handsy or forward with their parents around, but at least he wouldn’t have to be alone with her.

Once they were outdoors, Drew inhaled the crisp air. Spring was his favorite time of year, especially as the season slowly transitioned to summer. He loved the cooler temperatures and the scent of blooming flowers on the breeze.

“I could just live here forever.” Clarissa sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder.

Real subtle.

“I’m lucky to call it home.” Drew was always careful to not say anything that might lead her on, but it was hard at times to ride that line between being kind and encouraging her advances.

As a prince, certain things were expected of him. He had to know Glencrest’s laws and policies like the back of his hand. He had to make public appearances and speeches at various events. His parents—and the whole country—expected him to always appear calm, cool, and collected, even when his patience and kindness were stretched to their limits.

All he wanted to do right now was hike the trails in the woods—the trails he knew from memory. Bonus points if Bri was joining him.

Instead, he was held to a tortoise’s pace with Clarissa leaning on him while her heels repeatedly sank into the dirt path.

“Ugh,” she huffed, pulling him to another stop as her manicured nails dug into his arm. “The hem of my dress is getting dirty.” Clarissa bent over and bunched the bottom half of her dress over her arm. “This is awful. My poor Louboutins will never be the same.”

He bit back an eye roll. Bri would never complain about a little dirt. She would be the one begging him to go outside, already wearing athletic gear and her favorite hiking shoes.

“Sorry to hear that,” he gritted out the words. Maybe you shouldn’t wear expensive heels outside.

For the rest of their walk, he attempted to clear his mind, pretending the person hanging off his arm was Bri.

[image: image-placeholder]

Thankfully, Clarissa and her parents decided to return home after their jaunt in the woods. Drew was grateful for a quiet dinner with his parents. As an only child, he used to hate how lonely a dinner for three felt when there was no one else his age to talk to. As an adult, he found it peaceful, especially after a day like today.

He approached the entry to the family dining room, but whispers around the open door made him pause.

“Do you think he’s going to buy that?” he heard his father ask.

Drew didn’t want to eavesdrop, so he stepped into the room.

“I’m sure he—” His mother’s words cut off as Drew joined them at the table. “Oh, hello, darling. You’re early.”

“Like you always taught me, punctuality is key.” He looked between his parents. “Am I interrupting something?”

“Not at all.” She took a long drink of water.

“I thought I heard you mention someone buying something?”

His father opened his mouth to speak, but his mother leaned over and placed a hand on his arm. After clearing her throat, she said, “We didn’t know how many flower arrangements you would want to buy for the palace from the upcoming Spring Fling carnival. I hear the schools will have multiple flower booths to raise money for their arts programs.”

He took a seat across from his mother. “We could always buy what doesn’t sell.”

Her eyes lit up. “What an excellent idea.” She turned to her husband. “You’ll let the staff know?”

“Of course, dear.” He motioned for a palace server to retrieve their meal.

Steaming bowls of beef stew were placed before them, and they conversed about their day as they ate. When they’d mostly finished eating, his mother looked at her husband before shifting in her seat and turning her gaze to him.

“Drew, your father and I have to talk to you about something important.”

His back straightened, and his attention heightened. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Sorry, that wasn’t the best way to lead in.” She smiled softly at him. “We’re both fine.”

Drew’s shoulders relaxed a little as his father cleared his throat.

“We know you’re knowledgeable about Glencrest’s laws and policies, and you’ve put so much effort and hard work into learning how to run this country. But we also want you to have fun and live your life. You’ve never seriously dated anyone. You spend all your free time with Brielle, and we love her, but you need to think about the future of your country,” his father said and then ate the last bite of his stew, as if this was just a typical dinner table conversation.

Drew sighed in exasperation, spinning the friendship bracelet from Bri on his wrist. It was tattered, and the once vibrant blue and green threads were faded from having been worn every day for over a decade. But he refused to take it off, because it was the first gift Bri had ever given him. “What do you expect me to do? Stop hanging out with her? We’ve been best friends for sixteen years.”

No matter how they answered his question, Drew would never stop spending time with Bri. Because she wasn’t only his friend…she was his everything. There was no way he could ever seriously date or marry someone else when he was completely gone for his best friend.

“That’s not what your father meant, dear. Bri is like family to us. We’re only saying we want you to think of your own future. We want you to find someone who makes your heart sing. We want you to have what we have,” his mother said, wrapping her arm through his father’s and looking at him with such tenderness it almost made Drew tear up. “As you know, we’re not getting any younger. We’ve been reflecting and thinking about what we want the rest of our lives to look like.”

Drew bit the inside of his lip, looking back and forth between them.

His father wiped his face with a white linen napkin and then folded it before setting it on the table and looking at him. “I want to spend time with your mother, exploring the world together.”

That’s all they wanted to share with me? I was worried over nothing.

“That’s great news. I think you deserve a few vacations.”

His mother looked at her husband before turning back to him with her lips turned down at the corners. “We’re not talking about a few vacations. We’re talking about retiring early.”

Drew’s eyes widened. “Retiring?” He looked at his father. “You mean you want me to ascend the throne before you’re even gone?”

His father nodded. “I had to rule so young—before I even met your mother. Our focus for the first ten years of marriage was trying to have you. We’re so blessed that we got to raise you, but now we’d love to have some time to spend traveling to all the places we’ve always wanted to go and creating new memories together.”

Drew rested his head in his hand, letting out a long breath. “You are the best parents I could’ve asked for, and you deserve that time together. When are you expecting me to take over for you?”

“We’re not going to force the throne on you. We want you to feel prepared to rule, but with those preparations comes the other thing we wanted to discuss.” His father looked at his mom like they were having a silent conversation. She finally nodded and faced Drew again.

“We would love for you to have a wife by your side when you ascend the throne. It’s an honor to lead your country, but it can also be a burden. We want you to be able to share that with someone else.”

He already knew who he wanted that person to be. He would give anything to be with her. There was just one problem…Drew had never told her how he felt. He wasn’t sure he ever would. How does one tell their best friend of sixteen years they’re in love with them?

If Bri had ever given him the smallest indication she might feel the same way, he would’ve worked up the courage to share how he felt with her. But since she had only ever acted like he was a brother to her, Drew had kept his feelings hidden. He would much rather still have Bri in his life as his best friend than lose her altogether if he shared his feelings and she didn’t reciprocate them.

“We believe the best option for you is Clarissa.”

Drew sputtered. “Clarissa? Seriously?”

He respected his parents and their opinions deeply. There must have been something he wasn’t seeing—some put-together, elegant side of Clarissa he’d yet to meet.

“Her parents were very agreeable to the idea of a marriage between you two.” His mother shrugged.

His eyes went wide. “You talked to Felicity and Anthony about this before you talked to me? And you seriously want me to marry Clarissa? Marriages of convenience—arranged marriages—are outdated.”

“Are you forgetting what happened to Rosalie?” his father said. “This is a better situation than that because you know Clarissa. Rosalie didn’t even know Colin before their wedding day, and look at how happy they turned out.”

Drew shook his head. “The fact that they fell in love was a long shot, and you know it. I can’t believe you’re serious.” He rubbed his forehead, trying to soothe the headache forming there from this conversation. “Why would you suggest her rather than Bri…or literally anyone else?”

His mother wore an innocent expression. “Oh, I didn’t think of Bri as an option since she’s your best friend. You’ve known Clarissa practically as long as you’ve known her, so I thought it might be a decent match.”

He bit the inside of his lip, trying to maintain his composure. Drew knew his parents meant well, but this wasn’t something he was willing to give them.

“I can’t marry her.”

“Give me one good reason why you can’t marry Clarissa.” His mother met his gaze with a challenge in her eye.

He had to do it. Drew needed to reveal the one thing he had planned to keep hidden forever—the secret he planned on taking to the grave.

“I’m already in love with someone else.”


Chapter Two
Bri


Some people said home was wherever they were with the person they loved, but Bri felt the most at home whenever she was exploring the world.

She stood dangerously close to the edge of the cliff. With her arms outstretched, she took in a deep breath of the cool mountain air, and a smile settled on her lips. Finding new places made her feel alive. What was the point of having the entire world out there if not to explore it?

Bri tugged at the sleeves of her pullover before she swiveled on the heels of her hiking shoes and stepped forward, immediately slipping on a frost-covered rock. Her arms flailed as she lost her balance and started to careen backward toward the cliff’s edge. She heard her bodyguard’s footsteps nearing, and a strong grasp took hold of her forearm, pulling her to safety.

She turned to the side and smiled at her bodyguard as he towered over her with a scowl on his face. “Thanks, Bastian.”

He shook his head and rubbed his temples before shooting her a stern look, forcing the wrinkle lines on his face to deepen. “You’re going to send me to an early grave, Your Highness.”

Bri swatted his arm. “You know you love me.”

Bastian grunted in response, crossing his large arms across his chest. Only his gray-peppered black hair waved slightly in the breeze. He was as immovable as a tree trunk with his stocky build and stoic expressions. But Bri knew who he truly was on the inside…a big old softie.

She briefly checked the time on her phone. “I should probably head back.” Bastian gave a slight dip of his chin before she started walking, more careful of her steps.

He broke the silence as they walked. “Where do you want to travel next, Your Highness?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I need to look at my favorite travel blogger’s page, but I’m thinking somewhere near the water.”

“Do you think this trip is the one that will satisfy your adventurous spirit?”

She sighed. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see, but if Italy, America, New Zealand, Spain, and Australia didn’t do it, I’m not sure anywhere will.”

As a princess, she had been blessed with the opportunity to visit many of the places on her bucket list. Yet, no matter how many places she visited, she was always left with the feeling of wanting more. She just didn’t know what it was quite yet.

When they neared the palace, Bri pulled her phone out of her pocket. A smile tugged at her lips when she saw a message notification from her best friend, Drew.

Drew: Did you know Neptune has only completed one orbit around the Sun since its discovery?

Every morning, without fail, he texted her a random space fact. He had been obsessed with the solar system for as long as she’d known him. While she wasn’t an avid space lover like him, Bri looked forward to his daily texts.

Bri: *exploding head emoji* I don’t know how I lived my whole life without knowing this!

Drew: Sarcasm has never been your forte.

Bri: How do you know I was being sarcastic? What if my life is forever changed by learning Neptune moves slower than molasses?

Drew: *gif of Jim from The Office giving the camera ‘the look’*

Bri: Okay, you got me. This fact was at least more interesting than yesterday’s.

Drew: You didn’t like learning you could survive for about two minutes in a leaky spacesuit? I thought that was cool. I mean, you would pass out after a few seconds, but you could say you lived for two minutes IN SPACE.

Bri: Except, there wouldn’t be anyone to tell…

Bri: Because you would be dead…

Bri: *skull emoji*

Drew: Fine, fine. I concede.

Bri’s brow furrowed. Drew typically put up more of a fight in their daily discussions, and he’d texted her five minutes later than usual this morning, according to the timestamp above the text message. His texts to her were never late, not even by a minute. He was the person who put everyone else first. He was the person who knew her better than anyone. Like how he waited to text her until nine every morning when he knew she would be awake, even when he was always up at the crack of dawn.

Bri: What’re you up to today?

Drew: Just a few meetings here and there.

Drew: I have to go, sorry.

She stopped walking as she read his response. Drew usually told her what he was doing for the day in a bullet-point list. He never evaded her questions.

Bri shoved her phone back into her pocket, trying to push aside her worries. She continued her walk back home with Bastian trailing at a reasonable distance behind her to allow for privacy.

But the closer she got to the palace, the more her mind wandered to Drew. She’d thought maybe he was just busy this week and that was why he seemed more distant than usual, but Bri was concerned there was something he wasn’t telling her.

He’d still sent her his usual morning texts, but she knew him well enough to recognize something felt off. Earlier in the week, Drew had told her Clarissa’s family was visiting, and ever since, he’d been acting strangely. After today’s response, she was certain something was up. He’d been secretive about whatever paper he was holding at Rosalie’s wedding last weekend too. All her thoughts left Bri with a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.

She forced a smile onto her face as she stepped back into the palace.

“Welcome back, Your Highness,” the palace’s head butler greeted her, his disposition cheerful. He extended a glass of iced tea to her, which she gladly accepted. “How was your walk today?”

She took a sip of the drink, savoring the sweetened black tea with a hint of peach puree. Bri let out a contented sigh. Sweet tea had been her favorite since she was a little girl sneaking it up to her treehouse with Drew.

“The spring air made the hike perfect.”

Bastian scoffed from behind her.

She shot him a sassy smile over her shoulder. “Fine, perfect minus the one time I slipped.” Bri held up a hand when the butler’s eyes went wide. “I’m good. Bastian was there to save me. You know, since it’s his job?” She could practically feel her bodyguard roll his eyes behind her.

“If you say so, Your Highness,” the butler said warily.

Bri stood taller and nodded. “I’m going to head down to the kitchen to see if—”

“I’ve already had a bowl of watermelon sent to your room.”

She might have a slight—major—obsession with watermelon. The palace staff knew this and imported it from other countries year-round to ensure it was always fresh and ripe.

“You’re the best.” Bri headed toward her room, offering a quick shout of thanks over her shoulder.

Upon reaching her bedroom, she immediately took a big bite out of a slice of watermelon. Bri did a little dance with her shoulders as the refreshing flavor hit her tastebuds.

She took another sip of her peach tea before plopping down on the blush-pink settee in the sitting area. Pulling out her phone, Bri began scrolling through her favorite travel blogger’s feed, dreaming about where she would travel next. When she clicked on a photo of a gorgeous mountain view along with a crystal-blue lake, she immediately knew Banff would be her next destination.

Maybe Drew could go with her and row her around in one of the cute rowboats in the pictures the travel blogger had shared. But that would mean she would have to persuade her best friend to be spontaneous and leave work behind for a week.

A dry laugh escaped her lips at the thought of Drew being spontaneous.

She finished her sweet tea and watermelon before popping up off the couch. Checking the time on her phone, she realized she was late for her scheduled meeting with her father. Bri rushed to one of the palace’s conference rooms. She always looked forward to their weekly standing meeting. She felt awful whenever she was late, which happened more often than she cared to admit.

Bri stepped into the small conference room just as a figure jumped out from behind the doorway, yelling, “Boo!”

“Phillip!” she squealed, holding a hand to her racing heart. Her brother was only three years younger than her, but Phillip had never gotten over his teenage pranking phase. “You’re the worst.” She swatted at his arm, and he jumped away, laughing.

“At least you didn’t have a drink this time.” Phillip raised his pointer finger in the air, a wry grin on his lips.

Bri shoved her brother’s shoulder. “You deserve another drink to the face.”

“Drinks don’t mix well with my devilishly handsome features.”

She rolled her eyes and walked over to her usual chair, falling back into it with an exasperated sigh. When she heard retreating footsteps, she called out, “Make sure you duck, or your enlarged ego might hit the doorframe on the way out.”

“You think you’re so funny—” Her brother’s voice was cut off by a tsk sound.

Her father’s warm, deep baritone voice filled the room. “Are you still pulling pranks, Phillip?”

“It’s not my fault people don’t know how to take a joke,” Phillip mumbled from the door.

Her father released a humorless laugh, but she saw the smile he attempted to hide behind his hand. Even though he was now a king, Bri would bet all the watermelon in the world that her father had acted a lot like her younger brother back in his youth.

The door gently clicked shut, and her father came and placed a kiss on the top of her head before taking the seat across from her.

“Sorry, my last meeting ran a few minutes late. How’s my girl doing?”

“Great. I hiked a new trail this morning.”

Her father rubbed his short beard. “I heard about your little adventure from Bastian.”

She sighed. “I promise, I was perfectly safe.”

“As long as you’re being careful.”

Bri nodded. “How did your surprise date with Mom go?”

A warm smile pulled at his lips. “It was wonderful. She loved the symphony.”

The look on her father’s face reminded her that true love was still alive and well in the world. She hoped to have a love like theirs in the future—one that was sacrificial and all-consuming. But for now, Bri liked not being tethered to one person or place, which gave her the freedom to travel the world as she pleased.

“I’m glad you had such a good time.”

He leaned forward. “Do you have any updates on your initiatives?”

Bri ran her fingers through her long blonde waves as she thought through everything she wanted to share with her dad. Every week, he set aside time to meet individually with her, her brother, and her mother to talk about projects they were working on in the community. He wanted to hear how his people were doing and what the royal family could do to better the lives of all the citizens of Westridge.

She placed her hand on the table, reaching for her notebook, but quickly realized she’d forgotten it in her rush to get there. Bri ran through the list of projects she’d been working on, but with how full her week had been, it seemed impossible to convey the details. She decided to focus on one initiative in particular.

“Our new family center is thriving. They have more visitors each week, and citizens are responding well to all the activities offered. I’d like to start exploring the possibility of offering grants and scholarships to patrons. Things like grant money for Christmas gifts and scholarships to fund study abroad for high school and college-aged students.”

“That’s a brilliant idea. I’ll need you to draw up a full proposal about how to fund an initiative like that—and how we could sustain it into the future.”

Yet another thing she loved about her father: he truly listened to her ideas and supported them. “Thanks, Dad. I already have some ideas.”

“What else?”

“Um…” Bri bit the inside of her lip, trying to think of other local initiatives on her plate, but her thoughts kept wandering back to her concerns about Drew.

He leaned back in his seat, rubbing the scruff on his chin. “You seem distracted today. Is there something else you want to discuss? Work can always wait. I care more about how my daughter is doing.”

She sighed. “I’m worried about Drew. He’s seemed off all week. Has his father said anything to you?”

“I haven’t heard anything of concern from Max. How exactly has Drew seemed off?”

“He’s been short in his text conversations with me all week. It’s not like him.”

His lips pulled to the side, looking like he was processing what she’d said. “I’m sure he’s busy with work after traveling for Rosalie’s vow renewal last weekend. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Plus, you can ask him how he’s doing tonight when his family is here.”

A smile covered Bri’s face. She’d forgotten Drew’s family was visiting for their monthly game night tonight.

“You’re right. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Good.” He stood and walked over to her, helping her rise from her seat. “I hope you don’t mind if I cut our meeting short today. Your mother will never let me forget it if I’m late tonight, and I have a lot of work to get done before then.”

“Of course not. I’ll see you then. And I’ll have the proposal for the family center to you in the next few weeks.”

Her father led her out of the room to the hallway, their shoes echoing on the wood flooring with each step. “Sounds good.”

Her smile never left her face as she walked back to her room. This was just the kind of evening she needed. Hopefully, time with Drew would help them get past whatever was feeling off this week.
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“You’re going down tonight.” Bri narrowed her eyes at her younger brother as she pointed at him and then the ground.

Phillip smirked. “Lucky for me, it’s my night to pick the game.”

“It’s Drew’s turn to pick.”

Her brother walked over to the game cabinet and perused the options. “Drew said his family isn’t coming.”

She whipped her head to the side to face him. “What? Why?”

Phillip shrugged. “Didn’t say. But it was my turn to pick next month, so we switched.” He turned around with a wry grin on his face. “Which means tonight we’re playing Ticket to Ride.”

“You always win that game.”

“Exactly.” His smile widened as she chucked a pillow at him. He easily swatted it away, carrying the game box over.

As Phillip set up the board game on the table, her parents walked in, hand in hand, a glow on their faces.

Her mother came and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, gently squeezing before she sat down. “I’m so sad the Whitakers can’t make it.”

“Did they tell you why they aren’t coming?”

“Lily said they had a busy week.” Her mother shot her a sympathetic glance.

She didn’t understand what could be keeping them. Yes, it’s a two-hour drive one way, but our families always make time for our monthly game nights. Unless it’s for the same reason Drew has been distant.

Bri swallowed hard and remained silent throughout the game. She played whenever it was her turn, but she didn’t care about the moves she made. Her mind was focused on Drew. By the time Phillip won the game, her stomach was in knots. She was relieved when everyone decided to retire for the evening, rushing back to her room and grabbing her phone off the marble coffee table.

She clicked on the text conversation with Drew, her stomach plummeting even more when she realized she had no new texts from him.

Why did Drew tell Phillip he wasn’t coming, but not me?

When Bri couldn’t stand it any longer, she sent a few rapid-fire texts to him.

Bri: Is everything okay?

Bri: You’ve seemed distant this week.

Bri: And then you didn’t show up for game night.

Bri: I’m worried about you.

Bri sank back into the settee cushions, running her hands across her face. She closed her eyes, hoping a response would come faster if she wasn’t staring at her phone screen. After a few minutes, the text notification sound dinged, and she scrambled to grab her phone.

Drew: Can we talk tomorrow morning? In person? I can come to you.

Bri pressed her lips together as she fidgeted with her phone. She let out a long, slow breath, trying not to read too much into his message.

Bri: Of course. I’ll meet you at our spot.

Drew: *thumbs up emoji* See you at nine.

Bri: Can you at least give me a hint of what’s going on? You’re freaking me out.

Drew: Everything’s fine. I’d just rather share with you in person. Please don’t freak out.

She was typing out another question when words she’d never seen before popped up at the bottom of their text thread. Drew has notifications silenced.

He put on Do Not Disturb. In all the years she’d known him, he’d never ignored her messages.

Knowing there was nothing more she could do right now, Bri went through the motions of getting ready for bed. Her mind raced through all the worst-case scenarios of what could be so important that he would want to tell her in person.

His country is going to war. One of his parents is sick. Drew is dating someone, and she doesn’t want him to talk to me or see me anymore.

She hoped it was none of the above, because all the reasons she could think of would pull Drew away from her, and she couldn’t dream of life without him in it.

When she finally lay down, Bri told herself that no matter what Drew said tomorrow, she wouldn’t let it affect their relationship. Because she was determined not to lose her best friend.


Chapter Three
Drew


Eleven Years Ago

“Come on!” Drew took Bri’s free hand and pulled her with him at a jog toward their treehouse.

“I can’t run this fast in my dress and these stupid shoes.”

Her hand slipped from his, and he turned and watched as she knelt, putting her cup of sweet tea beside her before she unclasped the straps of her short heels. Drew couldn’t help but admire her in the pink dress. She was the prettiest girl he’d seen in his entire life, and he didn’t think that would ever change.

Bri tied the bottom of her dress in a knot to the side before grabbing her shoes in one hand and her cup in the other. When she caught back up to him, there was a giant smile on her face. “That’s better.”

He returned her grin. “I think you should wear your sneakers with your dresses.”

“Tell that to my momma.” She nudged his shoulder with hers.

They walked the remaining few yards to the treehouse Bri’s parents had arranged to have built for them on the palace grounds when they were younger. They’d thought it was the coolest thing they’d ever seen, from the wooden ladder and the arched entryway to the way it was nestled perfectly in a giant tree. Now, at the age of twelve, Drew still thought it was the coolest hangout spot.

“Do you want me to carry your drink up for you?” Drew asked.

Bri shook her head. “I got it.” She dropped her shoes onto the grass and bit down on the plastic cup with her teeth. She climbed up the ladder effortlessly, even in her ball gown. Once she reached the landing, he followed up behind her, carrying his drink between his teeth the same way she had.

When he stepped into the treehouse, Bri had already taken a seat at the small wooden table in the corner and wrapped a knitted blanket around her shoulders. He took the seat across from her and took a long swig of his drink. “I’m so happy they had sweet tea at this ball.”

“And I’m thankful for the servers who don’t report to my parents when we have more than our fair share.” Bri giggled and brought her own cup to her lips.

“Did you see who my parents forced me to talk to tonight?” Drew’s lips curled up in disgust.

“No, my parents were too busy carting me around to talk to all their other friends and their kids.” Bri rolled her eyes. “Whom did you have to talk to?”

“Clarissa.”

Her face pulled into a grimace. “Ooh. Why’d they make you hang around with her? She’s the worst.”

“I don’t know, but I’m nervous they might try to pair me up with her or someone else one day. Could you imagine anything worse than an arranged marriage?”

“That would be awful.” Bri looked at him for a minute before her face slowly morphed into a smile. “I might have an idea that could help us both.”

“I’m all ears.”

She reached into the box behind her and pulled out a piece of paper and a marker. “Why don’t we make a pact to marry each other?”

His heartbeat picked up speed, and his palms felt clammy. “You want to marry me?”

“I don’t like you like that, silly. But we could make a promise to each other so we don’t get paired off with awful people one day. I would much rather be stuck with you.”

The idea of them stuck together forever had Drew grinning from ear to ear. “Yeah, I would rather be with you too.” He picked up the marker and pulled his lips to the side as he thought. “Maybe we should sign our names and promise that if we’re both still single by a certain age, we will marry each other.”

“Yes!” Bri nodded enthusiastically. “And if our parents try to make us marry someone else we don’t like. At least we like each other.”

“This is all good, but we need to make sure it sounds fancy,” Drew said.

“Maybe we could use a few big words? My daddy’s proclamations always have big words in them.”

“What big words could we put in it?”

“Hmm…” Bri looked around thoughtfully. “I remember part of a speech said they ‘do so solemnly swear.’ Maybe we could use that?”

“I like it.” Drew wrote down what they’d said so far in his best handwriting. His tutor would be proud. He nodded at the paper once he finished. “Now, what age should we say we will marry each other if we’re still single?”

“Thirty should be good. That’s ancient, right?”

“Right,” Drew replied, already writing it down.

“We should also give it an official name. The Marriage Pact.”

“That’s perfect. Now, we need another big word to make it sound extra professional.” Drew tapped his chin with the end of the marker. “Maybe we could use a silly word like forevermore or henceforth.”

“Henceforth it is.” She raised her plastic cup of sweet tea into the air. He mirrored her motion, and they clinked their glasses before downing the refreshment.

Drew wrote the final line and then signed his name at the bottom before passing the marker to Bri. She signed her full name underneath his, and then they read over the agreement together.

We, Andrew Henry Archibald Whitaker and Brielle Margaret Elizabeth Clairmont, do so solemnly swear to marry each other if we are both still single by the age of thirty or if one (or both) of our parents tries to force us into an arranged marriage.

This agreement shall henceforth be referred to as The Marriage Pact.

Signed,

Andrew Henry Archibald Whitaker and Brielle Margaret Elizabeth Clairmont

“It looks very official. You did a good job.” She slung her arm around his shoulder, and his cheeks warmed at the touch.

“Thank you,” he squeaked out. Turning to her, he added, “Should we seal it with a pinky promise?”

Her eyes went wide. “That would make it the most official thing ever. We never break a pinky promise.”

Drew extended his pinky toward her. “Then let’s promise each other right here and now that we’ll marry each other under any of those conditions. Or…if we ever actually fall in love.” He added the last sentence with a shrug, trying to look casual despite the pounding of his heart.

“I pinky promise,” Bri said, wrapping her dainty finger around his.

“I pinky promise.”

Bri stood, smoothing the top of her dress and folding the blanket she’d been using. “I should get back to the ballroom before my parents realize I’m missing.”

Drew let her step down the ladder first as he carefully folded the marriage pact and then tucked it into his pocket. When he landed on the grass, he dropped to his knee and slipped Bri’s shoes back on her feet for her.

She smiled down at him, and he hopped up, offering his arm. He escorted her back to the ballroom, and just before she slipped behind the door, Bri popped her head back around. “Drew?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for being my best friend.”

He stepped forward and pulled her in for a hug. “Thanks for being mine,” he whispered.

Drew had recently started giving bear hugs to those he was close to. Everyone thought it was the way he felt the most loved, but only he knew the truth behind those embraces—he wanted a reason to hold Bri in his arms as often as possible.

Without another word, she disappeared behind the door. Drew walked to a nearby bench, where he rested until his parents found him.

“There you are.” His mother pulled him to his feet and wrapped an arm around him. “Are you ready to head home?”

Drew nodded and followed them outside to the car.

They went to bed when they arrived back home two hours later. When he was sure everyone would be asleep, he tiptoed down the hall and into his father’s office, softly closing the door behind him. Drew hurried over to his father’s desk and set the pact down before opening the top drawer. He located the king’s official seal in the secret compartment in the back of the drawer and took it out. He wanted to make this piece of paper as legally binding as possible.

After lighting a tea light candle, he placed the stick of blue wax over it. While he waited for it to melt, Drew ran his thumb along the metal edge of the seal. It was a replica of his family crest, complete with a white horse on top. The king’s seal was used as a way for other members of the royal court to “sign” a document when the king wasn’t present to make it official, although the method wasn’t used often.

When it was hot enough, Drew carefully dripped a small amount of the wax underneath their signatures and then pressed the seal down on top of it. He let it cool for about a minute before pulling the seal away, leaving a perfect replica of the stamp on the paper.

He blew out the candle and carefully folded The Marriage Pact in thirds. After putting everything back as it had been, he peeked out the door. When he found the hallway clear, Drew sprinted through the palace halls until he reached his bedroom. He set the document on his desk. I’ll find the perfect hiding spot for it tomorrow.

Once he’d brushed his teeth and changed into his pajamas, Drew hopped into bed. As he pulled the covers up to his chin, he couldn’t hold back the smile that spread across his face. It may not have been the prettiest document in existence, but The Marriage Pact he’d made with Bri was as legal as he could possibly make it. And the pinky promise on top of it all sealed the deal. If they took anything seriously, it was their love of sweet tea and the sacredness of their pinky promises.

That night, he fell asleep with only one thought on his mind: One day, I’m going to marry Brielle Margaret Elizabeth Clairmont.


Chapter Four
Drew


Drew had lain awake last night, trying to figure out what he was going to say to Bri. How did someone tell their best friend, “Hey, I told my parents we’re engaged. Surprise!”

They didn’t.

Last week, after he’d shared with his parents that he was already in love with someone, they’d grilled him until he’d finally admitted his love for Bri. That much was true.

Drew was completely, madly, totally in love with his best friend. The never-turning-back, there’s-no-one-else-for-me kind of feelings. He had been for as long as he could remember.

If he’d thought there was even a chance she returned his affection, over all the years they’d been friends, he would’ve made his move. But since she’d never seemed to look at him as anything more than a friend, he hadn’t pursued her. He’d been patiently biding his time, and now might be his moment.

However, he might’ve taken things a step too far when he informed his parents that he and Brielle were secretly engaged. That much wasn’t true.

Drew leaned his head against the car window as his driver chauffeured him to Westridge Palace. He needed advice—and fast—before talking to Bri in their treehouse. He couldn’t talk to his parents or Bri, whom he would normally reach out to for advice.

He rolled up the soundproof panel behind the driver so his conversation wouldn’t be overheard. Drew pulled out his phone and called the one person he believed he could trust with his thoughts—the other woman who rounded out his childhood friend trio: Rosalie.

She picked up after a few rings. “Drew, what a pleasant surprise.”

“Hey, did I catch you at an okay time?”

“Yeah, I just got Addie set up with her tutor for the morning.”

“I can’t believe she’s already starting school,” he said. Rosalie had married Colin, the king of Edgemont, the year before. Drew had attended their vow renewal ceremony just last weekend, and he had seen the joy and love in their little family, including Colin’s five-year-old daughter. Rosalie had stepped right into the mom role and was thriving at it.

“You’re telling me. I feel like she’s growing an inch a day. Enough about me. I’m guessing you have a reason for calling?”

“A man can’t just call his friend to catch up?”

“He can, but you and I both know you always have a tight agenda, so I can only assume you’re calling me in a panic about something. And since you’re calling me and not Bri, I bet it has to do with her?”

Drew blew out a breath. “Forget being the queen of Edgemont. You should work for a detective agency.”

“So I’m right?”

“Yeah, I need to talk things through with someone without it getting back to Bri.”

“You can trust me, Drew. Plus, I already know you’re in love with her, if that’s what you’re scared of saying out loud.”

His mouth fell agape. “You…how?”

“Your feelings are obvious—to everyone except Bri, that is. Now, stop sitting there with your mouth open and tell me what you need advice about.”

He spun the friendship bracelet under his sleeve and took a deep breath. Drew released it slowly before spewing out the words he’d yet to tell anyone. “I might have told my parents I’m engaged to Bri to keep them from forcing me to marry Clarissa.”

“You did what?” Rosalie sputtered. “Why are your parents trying to make you marry Clarissa?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. They reminded me how well your arranged marriage turned out, but I mean…have they met Clarissa? I would never be able to like her, let alone love her.”

“I usually look on the bright side of things, but she’s just awful. So, why did you tell your parents you were engaged and not just say you are in love with Bri?”

“I didn’t want there to be any room for them to argue. If I only told my parents I love her, it might not have been enough to stop them from trying to marry me off to Clarissa. It sounds stupid now that I’m saying it out loud.”

“It’s not entirely stupid, just a little poorly executed.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” He laughed. “But you’re right. I didn’t think through the ramifications. Now my parents want to talk with me and Bri about making a public announcement and planning a wedding…and she still has no idea I’ve pulled her into this. I convinced my parents to skip our monthly game night with her family—mostly to buy me some time to think things through and talk to Bri before my mom says something to Queen Caroline. There’s no way this will stay a secret for long.”

“Yeah, there’s no way you would’ve come out of game night unscathed,” she agreed. “How long ago did you tell your parents you were engaged?”

“The end of last weekend. I know I’ve pushed it by waiting this long. I’m meeting Bri at our treehouse this morning to tell her.”

After a short pause, she asked, “What are you going to say?”

“I’m planning to enact our marriage pact.”

Rosalie gasped. “Excuse me, your marriage pact?” She practically screamed the last two words.

He pulled the phone away from his head as his ear rang. Drew took a minute to explain everything that had happened eleven years ago and how he’d dreamed of cashing in the promise he made with Bri back then.

“Wow. I had no idea.” Rosalie’s voice grew quiet. “Do you think she’ll agree to this? I mean, you were kids when you made that promise.”

“I have no idea if she’ll consent to marrying me, but I have to try. I’m more scared of losing her than anything. I can deal with the fallout for not telling my parents the truth, but I don’t want her to be angry with me for dragging her into this. I can’t lose her friendship.”

“Then tell her that. Honesty is the best policy, Drew. You can’t control how she’ll respond, but you can tell the truth.”

“You’re right.” He released a long sigh, letting out all his pent-up anxiety. “Thanks, Rosalie. I really needed to talk this through.”

“Anytime. You keep me updated, okay? I’m invested.”

“I will.”

“And Drew?”

“Yeah?”

“For what it’s worth, I hope she agrees to go through with this. I always thought you two would make the perfect couple.”

He hoped Bri would go along with it too. More than anything in the world. Because while their engagement may not be real, his feelings for her were. Feelings Bri had no idea existed. But he hoped enacting their marriage pact would give him the chance to show her how much he cared about her.

After he hung up with Rosalie, Drew reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a single sheet of paper, stained and wrinkled at the edges. He reread the childish handwriting for the hundredth time. He carried The Marriage Pact with him most days as a reminder, a sort of countdown until he could enact it and marry the person he loved. Until then, he’d done his best to avoid dating any other women.

There was no placeholder.

There was no one else on his radar.

There was only Bri for him. There would only ever be Bri for him.

And even though they’d made the pact when they were kids, Drew still took it seriously. He carefully folded the paper and placed it back in his pocket as the car came to a stop. When he looked outside the window and saw Westridge Palace, his heart raced.

It was time to propose to his best friend.

He scrambled to grab the pink tumbler filled with peach iced tea from the cupholder. The driver came around and opened the door for him. Drew stepped out, giving him a nod of thanks before walking around the side of the palace. With each step he took toward his and Bri’s spot, he calmly whispered to himself, “Breathe.”

When their treehouse came into view, a smile pulled at his lips. It was tucked perfectly into a large oak tree, still standing strong even after all these years.

They had visited this spot any chance they got when they were kids, but it had been much too long since they’d last met here. Drew climbed up the ladder with his free hand, being sure not to spill any tea.

As he ducked and pulled himself onto the landing, nostalgia washed over him. He and Bri had made so many memories here. Laughs and smiles and tears had all been shared here over the years, and it only felt right for this conversation to happen here too.

Drew was pleased to find he didn’t have to crouch to fit in the treehouse with its raised wood ceiling. He set the tea on the child-sized table in the corner, worn from wear and countless games played on it, and then walked over to the storage box on the opposite wall. Thankfully, the chest still contained a knitted blanket in good condition. He laid it out across the floor of the treehouse and sat down. A quick glance at his watch told him it was two minutes until nine. Bri should arrive any moment.

He ran his hands along his khakis before wringing them together. When the floor started to shake slightly and he heard the faint sound of shoes coming up the ladder, Drew anxiously tugged at the collar of his white button-down shirt, suddenly feeling like all the air had been sucked out of the treehouse.

“Why is it that this ladder gets progressively difficult to climb?” Bri huffed when she reached the top. Once she stepped inside, she brushed her blonde locks away from her face.

While she wasn’t looking at him, it gave Drew a moment to take her in. She wore a tea-length pale-blue dress with three-quarter sleeves, perfect for this spring weather. White platform sneakers finished off her look. It was so uniquely Bri. Whenever she wasn’t in the public eye, she switched her heels to more practical shoes, like these.

“Could it just be that we’re getting older?” Drew teased.

She waved off his comment. “No, it couldn’t possibly be that.” Finally looking over at him, Bri sent him a soft smile. “Hi. It’s good to see you.”

He stood and took a step forward, wrapping his arms around her middle in one of his signature bear hugs. “A week is way too long, Bri Bear.”

She squeezed his sides where he was most ticklish, making him gasp. “It wouldn’t have been so long if you had come to game night.” Bri pulled back and searched his eyes. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

Drew took a step back and grabbed the pink tumbler, extending it to her. “I know it’s early, but I brought your favorite drink.”

Bri grabbed the cup from him and took a long swig before answering. “It’s never too early for peach tea. Thank you.” She sat down on the blanket and patted the spot beside her. “Now, quit stalling and answer my question, will you?”

Drew lowered himself beside her and ran his hand through his dark-blond hair. “I’m sorry, I’m a little nervous.”

“You have nothing to be nervous about.” She leaned over and placed her hand on his forearm, giving it a gentle, reassuring squeeze. “We’re best friends. You can tell me anything.”

He took a deep breath and started from the beginning. “When I got home from Rosalie’s wedding last weekend, you know I was surprised by…an unwelcome visitor.”

“Yeah, Clarissa, right?”

“The one and only.” Drew let out an exasperated breath. “I’m sure you can imagine how well that went. I swear she has her nail stylist file them into little talons just so I can’t escape her grasp.”

Bri threw her head back and laughed. It was Drew’s favorite sound in the world, and it took him a little too long to realize she was staring at him, waiting for him to continue talking.

He cleared his throat. “She kept mentioning weird things, like how she had a feeling we’d be seeing more of each other in the future and how she could see my palace as her home. Then, that night at dinner, my parents told me they’re hoping to retire early, but they want me to be married before they hand the throne over.”

Bri’s eyes went wide, putting all the pieces together. “No, they didn’t. They couldn’t.”

Drew sighed. “They sure did. They said Clarissa’s parents are very agreeable to the idea of a marriage between us.”

“Well, of course they are. You’re a prince. Clarissa has never been shy about her feelings for you. I don’t understand why you were scared to tell me. You had to know I would help you find a way out of this.”

Drew bit his bottom lip before digging into his pocket and pulling out the marriage pact. After he unfolded it, he held it up between them. “Remember this?”

Bri looked closer before her eyes lit up with recognition. “That old thing? I can’t believe you still have it.”

“Crazy, right?” He tried to play it cool, hoping his thoughts weren’t written all over his face. “It’s actually what I was looking at during Rosalie’s wedding. You know, the paperwork you teased me for bringing along.” Drew nudged her shoulder with his.

She turned to face him, her brows pulled low. “But wasn’t Rosalie’s wedding before the whole talk with your parents?”

Drew bit back a groan. He hadn’t come up with a good reason why he would’ve had it with him at the wedding—other than the truth: that he had been counting down the days until he could marry her since the day they’d made the pact.

“I found it in an old box that morning, right before I had to leave for the wedding. I didn’t want to lose this valuable piece of history, so I put it in my coat pocket.”

She looked a little skeptical at first, but then her expression softened. “We were silly back then. A marriage pact… Where did we even come up with that idea?”

He nodded and wished with all his being what he was about to say wouldn’t ruin their friendship. “About that. I know you said you wanted to help, and I might’ve already found a way out of the Clarissa situation. That’s why I asked you to meet me here, because…I want to enact our marriage pact.”

Bri’s mouth fell open as she stared at him, her eyes darting back and forth between his like she was waiting for him to say he was kidding. When he didn’t say anything else, she gawked. “You want what? Are you serious? We were kids when we made that.” She took it from him and pointed at the old piece of paper. “It’s literally written in blue marker. We wrote the word ‘signed’ above our signatures.”

Before she could notice the official seal he’d added to the document, Drew reached over and took the marriage pact back.

“I know, but…I sort of told my parents we’re secretly engaged…and you wouldn’t make me a liar, right?”

“You did that all by yourself, Drew.” She took a sip of her drink and then whipped her head back to look at him. “Wait, did you just say you already told your parents we’re engaged?” She yelled the last word, her eyes widening.

“You’re right. I messed up.” He tapped the piece of paper before tucking it back into his pocket. “But you made a pinky promise, and we never break a pinky promise.”


Chapter Five
Bri


Bri stared at her best friend, waiting for him to tell her this was all some big joke, but he didn’t. He looked at her earnestly, his eyes filled with hope instead of mirth. What he’d said wasn’t a lie—they’d never broken a pinky promise to each other.

They considered pinky promises to be sacred and binding, an undying oath to each other. Like the time they’d promised they wouldn’t rat each other out when their parents asked them who had dug up a garden bed to make a giant mud pit for wrestling. They’d both been grounded for a month, but from that moment on, they’d known they could trust each other with anything.

Only now, Bri was regretting the fact that she’d sealed their marriage pact with not only a signature but a pinky promise too. She needed to think on her feet. There had to be some way out of this scenario, a way she wouldn’t have to marry Drew. She didn’t want a marriage of convenience any more than he did, and there was no way she would ever make him marry Clarissa. But there had to be some other option they hadn’t thought of, one which didn’t require either of them to get married—to a stuck-up woman or each other.

While she wanted to get married someday, right now the idea of it seemed scary to Bri. She didn’t want to be tied down to one place or person when there was still a whole world out there to explore, but she did want to help her best friend escape this scenario.

A giant grin covered Bri’s face as the perfect idea crossed her mind. “Well, I’m not going to actually marry you…but who says we can’t fake it? At least, for a while?”

Drew reared his head back, and Bri could’ve sworn she saw hurt flash in his eyes. “How could we fake it?”

She shrugged. “We know everything about each other. We could totally make a fake engagement look real.”

He was silent for a long moment. She was about to backpedal, shoot down her own idea, when he finally responded, “I don’t doubt we could make it look real, but what about the ramifications of publicly faking an engagement?”

“Did you think about the ramifications of telling your parents we were engaged when we weren’t?” she shot back at him with a quirked brow.

“Touché. I think we need to talk through what this would mean. If you really want to fake an engagement, we’d have to break up publicly too. Do you think there would be any fallout from our people? I feel like the media would have a field day with a broken engagement.”

Bri bit her lip. She hadn’t thought about that.

He ran his hands through his hair. “I never should have dragged you into this mess. I’m so sorry. I’ll tell my parents I made it all up, and…and I’ll figure out another way to avoid marrying Clarissa.”

“No,” she said adamantly.

“No?”

“I’m the one breaking our pinky promise by not agreeing to marry you. The least I can do is pretend we’re engaged until this all calms down. We can deal with the consequences when the time comes.”

He pressed his lips together as his eyes looked back and forth between hers. Finally, he said, “You’re the one doing me the favor. I’ll do whatever you want, Bri.”

“Then let’s do this, fake fiancé.” She extended her hand to him, and he took it, giving it one firm shake. “We should probably come up with some ground rules. I don’t want anything to complicate our friendship. You mean too much to me.”

“Agreed.” He let out a long breath. “What kind of rules? Like I said, you’re doing me the favor here, so I’m fine with whatever you want.”

“Okay, first we have to figure out a timeline. How long should the fake engagement last? We wouldn’t be able to put off a wedding for too long without our parents getting suspicious.”

“I don’t want you to feel trapped forever either.” Drew shot her a sad smile. “Maybe we could follow this plan until Clarissa’s parents move on and find another suitor for her. I don’t think it should take too long, but if it’s longer than a year, we can agree to fake an amicable split at that point?”

“Yeah, we’ll have to think carefully about what kind of public statement we would make so there isn’t any trouble between our families, countries, or with the press, but I think we can manage it,” she said.

“That sounds good, fiancée,” Drew added the last word with a smirk.

She felt a small pang in her heart at being called his fiancée. Even though it was fake, it still felt like a monumental moment in her life—being called that for the first time. Plus, it would be real to the rest of the world.

They would have to look and act like an engaged couple. She supposed this meant it might feel real to her sometimes too. Her heart rate picked up. Bri didn’t want this to feel real. Drew was her best friend, and she couldn’t risk losing him if things got awkward between them.

“Now for the rules. Our friendship needs to remain our top priority. So, rule number one: No catching feelings. I don’t want to lose you.”

“You’ll never be able to get rid of me.” Drew took a step forward and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a hug that melted her anxiety away.

Once she took a step back, she felt stronger and more ready to take on the situation. “Okay. Rule number two: No PDA unless it’s necessary to keep up our façade.”

He crossed his arms across his chest. “Are you trying to escape my bear hugs?”

“I would never.” She smiled at him. “We can still hug. Anything we have done as friends will still be okay. Just no kissing or more couple-y things unless it’s necessary to convince someone we’re together.” Bri shifted uncomfortably at the thought of kissing her best friend.

Drew’s cheeks turned a light shade of pink. “Okay, I can manage that. Is it okay if I add a rule?” Bri nodded, so he continued. “I can’t risk this information getting out. Rule number three: No one except us can know this is fake.”

“I don’t necessarily like that we have to hide the truth from our families, but I understand why we need to.” Bri bit her bottom lip. “What if we have one person on the outside who knows? Someone we both trust to not say anything, who isn’t a family member.”

“Maybe Rosalie?” he suggested. “We’ve been friends with her since we were all kids. Plus, she just went through an arranged marriage herself, and we know she’s trustworthy. Besides, I called her on the way here to sort of…get my head on straight. So she already knows I told my parents we were engaged.”

“I can’t believe you told her first!”

“I had to. She’s the one who convinced me to just be honest with you.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment then nodded. “I can understand that. I think she’s the perfect person for us to talk to whenever necessary. Now, onto rule number four: No going on other dates while we’re engaged.”

“I would never.”

“Well, I know you wouldn’t. That would require you to go on dates with anyone, which you rarely ever do. I was saying it more for me. I want you to know I’m not going to be out on dates with another man while we’re fake engaged to each other.”

Drew’s gaze dropped to the treehouse flooring as he shuffled his feet. “I appreciate that.”

“Do you have any other rule suggestions?”

He shook his head. “I think that about covers it for me. How about you?”

“I think what we have is a good start. We can always amend the list.”

“Works for me. It only seems right we seal the deal the old-fashioned way.” Drew extended his pinky toward her.

When she met his gaze, he smirked. Bri wrapped her small finger around his and squeezed lightly.

Before she knew what was happening, Drew was dropping to one knee and pulling a red velvet box out of his pocket.

“What’re you doing?” she gasped, her hand flying to cover her mouth.

“No one will believe us if you don’t have a ring.” He popped open the box to reveal a stunning white gold band studded with small diamonds surrounding a large, cushion-cut diamond in the middle.

Bri leaned toward him, examining the ring up close. “It looks so real.” But it has to be as fake as this engagement. There’s no way Drew would give me an actual ring. She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard.

“Brielle Margaret Elizabeth Clairmont, will you marry me?”

While she didn’t want to get married right now, Bri hoped to someday. Hearing her best friend say those words impacted her more than she’d thought possible. Her heart beat faster in her chest as she looked into his eyes, surprised at the tenderness and sincerity she saw there.

“Why, of course.” Bri playfully curtsied to him as she offered him her left hand, trying to lighten the mood. He slipped the ring on her finger, and it was a perfect fit. She grabbed his hands and helped him stand back to his feet. “We should probably go fill my family in on the news.”

Drew’s face paled. “Is your dad going to be mad I didn’t ask for his permission?”

She shook her head. “You already know how much he loves you. But it wouldn’t hurt to lean into the idea that we wanted this to be a surprise for them.”

He gave one decisive nod. “Let’s do it.”

Drew carried her tumbler of peach tea down the ladder, and she followed behind him.

Once she reached solid ground, he wrapped his arm around her. “I’m glad you agreed to the plan so quickly. I didn’t even have to mention I had The Marriage Pact stamped with my family’s royal seal.” He released his hold on her and started walking backward, a big smile on his face.

“You did what?”

His loud chuckle was the only response she got as she chased him back to the palace.
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“You’re engaged?” her father asked, his eyes darting back and forth between them.

Bri grabbed Drew’s hand, interlocking their fingers as they nodded. She raised her left hand in the air so they could see the ring.

“Finally!” Her mother jumped up from her seat.

“What do you mean ‘finally’?”

Her mother hurried over and grabbed each of their free hands. “I’ve been waiting for the two of you to get together for years. I’m so glad you finally realized what I could see all along.”

Bri’s eyes went wide at her mother’s confession. Aside from friendship, she had no clue what her mother could have been seeing.

Her mother sighed when she didn’t respond. “You know…that you love each other.”

“Right, we love each other,” she replied, leaning her head on Drew’s shoulder for emphasis. He immediately wrapped his arm around her shoulder and leaned into her touch.

“This makes me so happy,” her mother gushed. “I can’t wait to call Lily.”

Bri stood and was instantly pulled into her mother’s arms for a tight hug. When her mother let go, Bri looked over at her father. “What are you thinking?”

When he remained silent, Bri turned back to Drew, her eyes wide with worry. He stood and placed his hand at the dip in her side.

“I apologize for not asking your permission first, sir. We wanted to surprise both of you—”

Her father lifted his hand in the air, cutting off Drew mid-sentence. When a smile pulled at his lips, Bri let out a sigh of relief.

“Drew, we’ve thought of you as a son for many years. I’m looking forward to making it official.”

Bri looked up at Drew as he wiped his eyes. She was impressed with his ability to manufacture tears.

“That means a lot to me. Thank you, sir.”

She nudged him forward, and Drew hugged her mother and then her father.

“Good luck being stuck with her for the rest of your life.” Phillip popped out from behind a window curtain, making them all jump.

Drew laughed good-naturedly and walked over to him, clasping her younger brother in a hug.

“Phillip, you know better,” her mother tutted.

“Excuse me for wanting to be involved in the conversation where I find out my dearest sister is getting hitched.”

Bri rolled her eyes. He hadn’t even known what the conversation was going to be about before hiding in the room to eavesdrop.

Her father rubbed his temples, but the ghost of a smile covered his lips.

“Oh, fine, but no more hiding and jumping out from behind things. You’re going to give someone a heart attack one day.” Her mother swatted at his arm.

“It won’t happen again.” Phillip used his pointer finger to draw an X over his heart.

Her mother turned back to her, grabbing both of Bri’s hands. “Now, have you picked a date yet? When can we go dress shopping? When did you realize you were in love? Tell me everything.”

Bri’s heart rate picked up. She didn’t want to lie to her parents. As she was contemplating how to respond to her mother’s line of questioning, Drew placed his hand on the small of her back and stepped toward her mom.

“You might want to sit back down for this, Caroline.” Drew gave her mother an easy smile before leading her back to the chair across from them. He rejoined Bri on the couch, grabbing her hand and intertwining their fingers again like it was something they did all the time.

The gesture steadied Bri—more than she expected. Drew was still her rock, anchoring her in a moment when she needed a sense of calm.

She gave his hand a small squeeze, which he must’ve taken as an invitation, because his thumb started rubbing circles on the back of her hand.

The moment everyone was settled, Drew started talking. “We haven’t picked a date. We want to enjoy our time as an engaged couple for a while, so we’re thinking maybe sometime next year, but we’re not locking anything in quite yet.” He lifted their hands slightly. “I can’t speak for Bri, but I’m assuming she won’t want to go dress shopping until closer to the wedding.”

She nodded emphatically. “Yes, definitely not for a while.”

Disappointment covered her mother’s features, but she quickly righted herself. “Oh, all right. Can we at least hear the story of when you realized you were in love?”

“That I can tell you.” Drew leaned back into the couch cushions. “I’ve thought Bri is beautiful for a long time. I mean, have you looked at her?” Bri blushed. “Anyway, I had a crush on her for a while, and then when our families journeyed to Edgemont together, we were talking out on the beach, and I realized I couldn’t live another day without letting her know how I felt.”

“That’s so sweet.” Her mother pressed her hand to her heart. “What about you, Bri? When did you know?”

Bri swallowed. She’d expected Drew to talk the whole time. She was never the best at thinking quickly on her feet. “Oh, it wasn’t really until he told me how he felt that I considered my feelings for him. I think after being best friends for so long, it took me a little bit of time to realize I could see him in a romantic light.”

“Well, I’m so happy you finally did.”

Drew nodded in assent. “Me too.”

When her parents finally finished bombarding them with questions, Bri walked Drew outside, stopping halfway to his black SUV so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard.

“That was a lot.” She sighed, rubbing her temples. “Are you sure we can do this? Think about how much worse the questions will be with the paparazzi.”

He opened his arms to her, and she fell into them, pressing her head against his chest and listening to the cadence of his heart. “You did great,” he whispered into her ear. “Thank you so much. I’m so thankful to have you in my life. Not many people would—”

“Pretend to be your fake fiancée?” Bri cut in, saying the words with as much sass as possible.

Drew chuckled. “Exactly. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I can’t thank you enough.” He gave her one final tight squeeze before stepping back and looking at her with the kindest expression, his eyes soft and full of care. “I know this situation is a lot, but we’ll make it through. Together, we can handle anything.”

She grinned up at him. “I’ve got your back if you’ve got mine.”

“Always,” he responded with a goofy smile, his mouth pulling up at one corner. Drew walked the remaining distance to his car, pausing to offer her a quick wave before getting in.

Bri remained outside, watching his car drive away until it was only a small black dot in the distance as she processed everything that had happened. She hadn’t expected to become a fiancée today—a fake one, but a fiancée, nonetheless.

She reminded herself she was being a good friend, saving Drew from a desperate situation. She knew he would’ve done the same thing for her in a heartbeat if it had been her parents trying to force her into an arranged marriage. But she couldn’t help but think she’d just made a colossal mistake that could impact their friendship forever.


Chapter Six
Drew


“Drew, there you are.” His mother rushed over to his desk as fast as her short legs would allow. “Caroline called and told me how you and Bri fell in love.”

He straightened the papers in his hand before placing them back in their file, trying to look nonchalant. “Is that so?”

“Yes, she’ll never let me live it down that she heard it first.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t tried to force me into an arranged marriage with Clarissa, I would have shared it with you first.” His eyes narrowed as he teased his mother.

“Now, that’s not fair,” his mother pouted.

“Isn’t it?”

“Oh, fine,” she conceded. “Are you free to come talk about wedding plans with your father and me? It shouldn’t take long.”

“Mom, I told you we want to wait.”

“I know, and we’ll honor your wishes. However, we do still have some wedding-related items to discuss with you.”

He glanced at his watch before looking back at her. “I suppose I could spare a few minutes.” Drew stood and crossed the room to stand in front of her.

“Don’t sass your mother.” She patted his arm before looping hers through it.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” He wiped his hand over his mouth to hide his smirk.

When they reached the palace’s informal family room, Drew’s father was already waiting for them in his usual recliner, the black leather worn from time and use.

Drew walked his mother over to a chair beside his father and then sat on the loveseat opposite them. “What is it you’d like to discuss?”

His father reached over and grabbed his mother’s hand. “Some part of this needs to be done properly. We need to make a formal announcement regarding your engagement.”

“We don’t even have a wedding date yet.”

“I know. We’ll make a statement about your engagement without giving any details about the upcoming nuptials.”

“Though, we really do hope you both will reconsider and get married sooner,” his mother added.

He mulled over his father’s words. It would make the situation very public…but it would also ensure Clarissa and her family would hear the news, prompting them to find a different suitor for Clarissa. Although, he hoped that wouldn’t happen too quickly, because he needed enough time in this charade to show Bri how good they could be together.

“Moving the wedding up isn’t negotiable.” Drew pressed his lips together and shot his mother a don’t-push-it look. “But the formal announcement should be fine. Of course, I’ll double-check with Bri, but I don’t see any issues. What do you have in mind?”

“We were thinking of hosting a royal ball this weekend to make the initial announcement. Then a royal press conference and interview the next day.” His mother looked off into the distance with a dreamy gaze. “You know how I love a ball. I’m sure Bri does too.”

Drew smiled. He knew that his best friend did, in fact, love balls—but mainly for the sweet tea and endless bowls of watermelon they always had prepared for her. “Sounds good to me. I’ll reach out to Bri and text you all to confirm. Is there anything else?” He stood and pulled at his suit coat.

“That’s it. Thanks, Drew.”

He made his way back to his study. After sitting down, he pulled out his phone and opened his text thread with Bri. He waited until the time read exactly nine o’clock, not wanting to risk waking up his best friend. A smile pulled at his lips as he typed out his fun space fact of the day.

Drew: Did you know the center of the Milky Way galaxy smells like rum and tastes like raspberries?

Her response was almost immediate. He imagined she’d just woken up and… Drew shook his head, trying to rid himself of the image of Bri half-awake, her blonde waves messily splayed across her pillow.

Bri: I have multiple thoughts.

Bri: How does one discover what the center of the galaxy smells like? Did someone have to remove the helmet from their space suit to smell it?

Bri: Were they the person who discovered you could survive for about two minutes in a leaky spacesuit? If so, how did they get the news out before…dying?

Bri: Also, I feel lied to by the inventors of the Milky Way bar because it doesn’t taste like raspberries.

Bri: Why isn’t there a candy bar that tastes like raspberries?

Bri: Or better yet…watermelon!

Drew stared down at his phone, grinning like a fool. The back-and-forth between them was as natural as breathing.

Drew: I have no idea how people have obtained these facts, but let’s hope they could smell it from inside the spaceship. Tasting, on the other hand…*man shrugging emoji*

Drew: I didn’t even think about Milky Way bars. You should make your own raspberry-flavored candy bar called The Galaxy.

Bri: I’ll get started on that right away!

Drew: As much as I love talking about space, I do have a question for you.

Bri: What’s up?

Drew: Are you okay with my parents hosting a ball this weekend to announce our engagement? And we can do an official press release and interview the next day?

Drew: I don’t think this is something we can push off.

Bri: I’m down! You know I can’t resist a good ball *watermelon emoji* *hot beverage emoji*

Bri: They need to make a sweet tea emoji.

Drew: They really do.

Drew: Thanks—I’ll let my parents know. You’re the best!

Drew: Plus, our announcement will hopefully get Clarissa off my back. She was NOT happy when my parents let her family know there wouldn’t be any wedding bells in our future.

Bri: Ooh, I wish I could’ve been a fly on the wall for that conversation.

Bri: Anytime. I’m happy to help!

Bri: Speaking of the announcement…we should probably tell Rosalie everything at the beginning of the ball. It doesn’t feel right to have her hear the news when we announce it to everyone else.

Drew: I agree. Do you want to text her and let her know we want to talk?

Bri: Sure, sounds good!

Bri: See you this weekend. I’ll be the one in pink! *winking face emoji* *pink heart emoji*

He leaned back in his swivel desk chair, stretching his arms and wearing a smile. Drew couldn’t wait to face the world with Bri by his side.
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Drew rocked on his heels near the foot of the stairs as guests continued to arrive. He’d said a few polite greetings, but he couldn’t truly focus on anything else or hold a coherent conversation when he was only thinking of Bri.

Tonight was a big night for him—for both of them—and he wanted everything to be perfect.

“Introducing Her Royal Highness, Brielle Margaret Elizabeth Clairmont, Princess of Westridge.”

Drew turned and watched as Bri walked down the short flight of steps. The whole world around them disappeared. She was undoubtedly the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, whether dressed in a ball gown or sweats and a t-shirt.

Love and devotion flooded through him as she entered the ballroom. Her light-pink gown swished with each step she took. Thin spaghetti straps framed a delicate white lace bodice, the overlay fanning out across a full pink satin skirt.

No matter how this fake engagement ended between them, he would always be attracted to her. He would always love her. She’d been the center of his universe for so long—and that would never change.

The sound of her heels tapping against the gray marble flooring matched the racing beat of his heart. When Bri finally reached him, he took her hand and grazed her knuckles with a gentle press of his lips. “You look gorgeous. Absolutely enchanting.”

Her eyes were playful as she peered up at him. “Are you trying to use words from Taylor Swift songs to compliment me?”

“Is it working?” His mouth pulled up at one corner into his signature grin.

She held his gaze for a moment before saying, “You’re as rare as the glimmer of a comet in the sky.”

“A Taylor Swift lyric about space?” Drew pressed his hand to his chest and staggered backward. “You flatter me.”

She ran her fingers through her long blonde hair, perfectly curled. “Let’s go find Rosalie.”

He smiled at her before offering his arm. When she wrapped her dainty hand through and settled it on his arm, his muscles instinctively flexed.

Bri stood on her tiptoes and cupped her hand around her mouth as she quietly said, “You don’t have to try to impress me with your muscles. I already said yes to your proposal.”

“I didn’t mean to. My muscles are just so big that sometimes they flex all on their own.”

She shook her head and laughed lightly. “Likely story.”

“If we weren’t in a big group of people right now…” he mumbled.

“Then what?” Her eyes narrowed as she challenged him.

I would kiss you senseless. Well, he would if she were his real fiancée. Their flirty banter and the playful looks she gave him made him a puddle of mush. Bri didn’t even seem to know the effect she had on him.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older.” He tried to play off his words as casual and cool, despite the fiery, intense feelings swirling inside.

“You’re only two months and five days older than me. Plus, we’re the same age right now.” She pinched his side, right where he was the most ticklish, and he bit back a laugh. That was not a sound he wanted to make around someone he was continually trying to impress, let alone in a crowded ballroom.

Thankfully, he was kept from responding when Rosalie and Colin approached. Rosalie pulled them into a group hug the second she reached them.

“It’s good to see you both again.”

When she let go, Drew reached out and shook Colin’s hand. “I trust you’ve been well since your vow renewal ceremony?” he asked.

“We have.”

“Now we know why people call it the honeymoon phase.” Rosalie gazed up at her husband with lovestruck eyes, and Colin’s serious expression morphed into something softer as he looked at his bride. When he smiled at her, Rosalie’s cheeks turned the color of her auburn hair.

“As much as I’d love to leave you two lovebirds to your bubble, we’d love to talk to you away from the crowd, Rosalie. That is, if you don’t mind, Colin?” Bri asked.

Colin nodded. “There are some people here I should speak with. Have fun with your friends, sunshine.” He kissed his wife’s cheek and headed to the other side of the ballroom.

Drew escorted Bri and Rosalie out the doors and down the hall into a side room.

“The anticipation is killing me. What do you want to talk—”

Rosalie’s words cut off as Bri held up her left hand, showing off the dazzling ring Drew had given her.

“We wanted to tell you before we announced it tonight, even though I know Drew already told you about the whole situation.”

“I’m so happy for you.” Rosalie pulled Bri into another hug. “I always knew you two would end up together. I’m glad you figured it out too.” Rosalie smirked at Drew. “See? You had nothing to worry about.”

He paled as Bri turned to him with raised brows.

“Worry about what?”

When Bri faced Rosalie again, he gestured across his neck with a cutting motion, his lips pulled into a thin line. He couldn’t very well have her tell Bri he’d been worried about proposing to her—not when she still thought the whole situation was fake. Drew needed time for her to see him in a different light before he professed his love.

Rosalie’s eyes widened a little when she caught on. “He doesn’t have to worry about the situation with Clarissa now that he has you.”

“Right,” Bri said, looking between them. “That’s another reason we wanted to talk to you…it’s fake.”

“What’s fake?” Rosalie’s brows furrowed.

Bri gestured to the ring on her finger and then to him. “All this between us. We’re faking an engagement so his parents won’t make him marry Clarissa,” Bri explained.

“You’re the only person who knows the truth, aside from us,” he said. “After today’s announcement, the rest of the world—including our families—will think we’re engaged for real.”

Bri ran her fingers through her hair. “We need someone to confide in, someone we can talk to.”

Rosalie mimed locking her lips and throwing away the key. “Your secret is safe with me.”

“We appreciate it.” Bri motioned to the door. “We should probably get back to the ball, but we will catch up soon.”

“That would be lovely.” Rosalie wrapped her arm around Bri’s waist, and together they walked back with Drew trailing behind. The instant they stepped into the ballroom, Rosalie pointed at Colin in a corner, surrounded by guests. “It looks like my husband might need my assistance. He’s not one for crowds. Good luck with the announcement.”

Bri wrapped her arm through Drew’s and leaned her head on his shoulder. “It feels like a weight is lifted off now that someone else knows the truth.”

He nodded so she knew he was listening, even though his chest felt heavy at the reminder that none of this was real to Bri.

“Should we talk to our parents before we make our big announcement?”

“I think we should.” Drew put on his practiced royal smile when they reached both of their parents.

“Caroline. Edward. It’s nice to see you again.” He gave them each a hug. “Mom. Dad.” Drew kissed his mother on the cheek and shook his father’s hand.

“You look wonderful together,” his mother said as she pulled Bri into a hug.

“Thank you.” Bri sent him a soft smile over his mother’s shoulder.

“Do you have any questions before we take the stage and make the special announcement?” his mother asked.

He turned and looked at his best friend, who gave a small shake of her head, though he could see the hint of fear in her eyes. Drew faced his father. “We’re ready whenever you are.”

“Then let’s not waste any more time.”

They followed their parents onto the stage. As the four parents gathered around the microphone, Drew and Bri stood a little off to the side, within sight of everyone in the room. Bri’s grip on his arm tightened, and he reached up and placed his free hand over hers, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

She sent him an appreciative glance as his father cleared his throat into the microphone.

“Thank you all for joining us this evening. We are delighted to announce the betrothal of our son, Prince Andrew, to Princess Brielle, daughter of King Edward and Queen Caroline of Westridge.”

Murmurs filled the room as the guests took in the news. Facial reactions revealed everything from awe and excitement to shock and displeasure. The most dissatisfied expressions were worn by none other than Clarissa and her mother. Drew carefully looked over their heads, avoiding eye contact. He didn’t want anything to dampen his mood.

Drew wanted to soak in one of the happiest moments of his life. A public announcement like this brought a new sense of reality to the situation. It had him longing for a future that wasn’t yet his. Maybe one day, his wildest dreams would come true. But for now, Drew was happy to have Bri’s arm wrapped through his, her sparkling diamond on full display under the chandelier light.

“A formal announcement with the royal press will take place tomorrow morning, followed by the couple’s first public appearance in the palace courtyard and an official interview. Let us celebrate.” King Maxwell lifted a flute of champagne in the air, and everyone followed suit.

“Do you think everyone believes us?” Bri pressed her lips to his ear, whispering the words.

Goosebumps covered his skin, and Drew did his best to breathe deeply before responding, not wanting to reveal how much she affected him. “There’s only one way to find out.” His voice was husky as he responded. He took a step back and offered her his hand. “Will you dance with me, fiancée?” 


Chapter Seven
Bri


Bri stared down at Drew’s extended hand. His voice had sounded somehow different when he’d asked her to dance. She didn’t have a clue why. All she’d done was whisper a question in his ear. They’d done that their whole lives—shared secrets at important events.

She shook it off. The only reasonable explanation was that he was parched. They could resolve that problem with an ice-cold glass of sweet tea…right after they tried to prove to everyone in attendance that they were madly in love with each other.

Bri placed her hand in his, and Drew escorted her off the stage and down to the middle of the dance floor. The weight of his hands, one holding hers and the other at the dip of her waist, grounded her as they moved through the steps of the Glencrest waltz.

They’d completed this dance countless times together, but it felt different tonight. It was the first time they’d done it as the center of attention, all eyes on them. Bri raised her gaze to stare into Drew’s eyes. They crinkled at the corners as he smiled at her without missing a step.

She didn’t understand how he appeared so calm and collected after their announcement, but she tried to lean on his strength and confidence. A moment later, Drew pressed his mouth to the side of her head. To all on-lookers, it would look intimate and romantic, but realistically, he was whispering in her ear, “You could try to look more in love and less pained.”

When she looked back at him, his mouth was pulled up at the corner into a goofy grin. Bri didn’t know if he was teasing or serious. “I’m not pained.”

“You look like someone about to get a cavity filled.”

A puff of laughter escaped her lips. “You can’t be serious. I think my royal training has taught me better than that.”

His grin widened. “Maybe I just wanted to see you smile. Plus, it’s good for the guests to see us looking completely giddy and head-over-heels for each other. Should we give them a show?”

“Isn’t that what we’re already doing?” Bri smirked.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, fiancée.”

Before Bri knew what was happening, Drew lifted her off the ground, spinning her in a circle before gently setting her back on her feet. Those in attendance clapped at the embellishment to the traditional waltz.

They continued moving, flawlessly in time to the music. Together, they were the perfect fit, like peanut butter and jelly or macaroni and cheese. They had always brought out the best in each other. He was supportive and made her want to be a better person, while she was spontaneous and helped Drew get out of his routine and comfortable bubble.

On the dance floor, they moved seamlessly. Drew spun her out, and her pink gown swished around her before he pulled her into him, her back pressed against him. His chest was harder than she remembered. Come to think of it…his arm had felt more muscular earlier.

Has he started working out more?

She shook away thoughts of his brawniness. Best friends don’t think about each other’s muscles.

As the song came to an end, Drew dipped her, low and deep. When he pulled her back to her feet, she noticed he was breathing heavily and looking at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. Before she could ask him what was wrong, everyone around them applauded.

She dropped into a curtsy as Drew bowed to her, and then people gathered around them on the dance floor. Some were preparing to dance to the next song, but most of the crowd was approaching them to offer congratulations.

Bri put on a bright, practiced smile as she and Drew greeted the well-wishers, expressing their thanks. When they finally left the dance floor, she approached the refreshments table, grabbing two glasses of sweet tea.

She took a sip from one glass and offered the other to her best friend. He sent her a grateful smile before downing the drink.

When they finished their tea, Drew escorted Bri around the perimeter of the room. They played the role of hosts, greeting royal families in attendance from the other countries on the continent of Fenimore.

Bri was about to ask him if he thought everyone was buying their engagement act when they were stopped by a fuming Clarissa. She wore a tight black dress that left little to the imagination. Clarissa was glaring at her with a look so cold and ruthless that Bri was slightly worried for her safety. She had a whole new level of understanding regarding the quote about a scorned woman now.

“Since when do you like her?” Clarissa spouted the word with her lips turned down in disgust and followed it up with a sideways glance, taking in Bri from top to bottom.

Drew’s arm tightened around her waist. “I’ve loved Bri for as long as I’ve known her.”

Clarissa scoffed, like the idea of someone liking Bri was the most ridiculous thing in existence. She turned her murderous expression to Bri. “You’re telling me you two are suddenly more than friends?”

Bri glanced over at Drew and found him watching her quizzically. This was it. This was their first test to prove if they’d be able to maintain this act. She turned her gaze back to Clarissa, trying to make her expression as love-stricken as possible. “What can I say? He told me he was in love with me, and I realized how blind I’d been.”

Clarissa’s lips curled up until she looked like a snarling dog. “I’m not buying this. I’ll be keeping a close eye on the two of you.” Her mouth morphed into a sultry smirk. “Especially you.” She blew a kiss to Drew and shot one more glare at Bri before sashaying away.

Drew let out a low whistle. “I would’ve gotten engaged sooner if I’d known it would come with such warm felicitations.”

“You’re telling me.” Bri let out a humorless laugh.

Drew wore his signature grin again. “Want to go raid the watermelon supply in the kitchen?”

A playful smirk pulled at her lips. “I thought you’d never ask.”

As they hid in the kitchen pantry, sharing a giant bowl of watermelon, Bri finally felt her shoulders relax. Away from the crowd, they were just Bri and Drew—two best friends hanging out—and that was exactly what she wanted them to be.
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The following morning, Bri gulped as her eyes perused the lawn covered with paparazzi and press members. “There are a lot of people out there.”

Drew came up behind her, looking over her shoulder. “It’s about right for a royal announcement.”

“I know, but they’re all here for us.”

He huffed out a laugh. “That’s typically how these things work.”

“But I mean only for us. They’re not here to hear from our parents or about the state of the country. They’re here to document our engagement.”

He stepped to the side and placed both hands on her shoulders. “If you’re too overwhelmed, we don’t have to do this.”

She gazed up at him. Bri had always admired how warm-hearted and loving he was. It was one of the many reasons she wanted to go along with this whole charade for him. “No, I’m sure. I want to do this.”

Drew gave her shoulder a light squeeze. “Are you with me, Bri?”

She nodded. “I’m with you.”

“Good.” He pulled her into a bear hug. “Let’s go crush this.”

They met their parents downstairs in the palace’s foyer, and Bri’s mother pulled her to the side.

“How are you feeling about everything, dear? Engagements are big news for royal families, and this will be celebrated publicly, but I want to make sure you and Drew are still celebrating this big moment together.”

She sighed. “I’m hanging in there. It does seem like it’s all happening very fast, but I’m thankful to have my family alongside me—and Drew, of course. We’ll have time to celebrate once the announcement is made.”

Her mother’s gaze softened. “I hope you do. This is a moment you’ll remember for the rest of your lives. You only get engaged once.”

Bri’s heart felt like it stopped beating. The collar of her dress started to feel tight and restrictive, and her skin felt itchy. She’d never thought about it that way—she was losing her shot at her first real engagement with this fake one. It wasn’t like she’d be able to pretend it never happened. But she’d agreed to help Drew, and she would follow through on that promise.

She let out a slow breath as her mother leaned in and hugged her. As her mother left, Drew walked over and immediately stilled as he took in her expression.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” His eyes raked over her as if checking for an injury.

Bri didn’t know how he did it, but Drew could read her better than anyone. Heck, he probably knew her better than she knew herself. He could decipher one of her fake smiles from a real one in an instant. He could see she was uncomfortable from a mere glance. He knew all her favorite things, from food and drinks to movies and hiking trails. It was like he was an expert on all things Bri. And normally, she liked that. It felt good to be known and understood by someone.

But right now, she wished he couldn’t read her so well. Bri wished she could push everything she was thinking out of her mind and get through their first official public appearance without him asking about her feelings.

“Everything’s fine.” She tried to smile convincingly up at him. “We already made it through Clarissa’s interrogation. We should be able to survive anything now.”

His expression didn’t look any less worried, but he smiled anyway before offering his arm to her. “We don’t just survive, fiancée. We thrive.”

She adjusted the collar of her cream, midi pencil dress. “We sure do.”

“I’ve received word the royal press has just announced the news of your engagement. All the journalists and photographers should know why they’ve been invited now.”

Drew pulled his phone out of his pocket and leaned closer to Bri so she could see the screen as he opened the official statement from the Glencrest royal family news page.

His Royal Highness Prince Andrew of Glencrest and Her Royal Highness Princess Brielle of Westridge are engaged to be married.

The couple became engaged last week in Westridge. A wedding date has yet to be chosen. Those details will be released to the public in due course.

Both royal families are delighted at the betrothal of their eldest children.

Once married, the couple will reside at Hillside Cottage in Glencrest.

Bri looked up as Drew’s mother pushed them toward the door with a wide smile.

“It’s time, dearies.”

Her grip on Drew’s arm tightened. He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “I’m with you.”

The repetition of his words from earlier helped calm her nerves just as the palace doors opened. She put on her practiced smile, and they stepped outside together. Once Bri and Drew were close to the crowd, they stopped and waved.

Cheers erupted from press members and civilians alike at the news of their engagement. Bri focused on the sound of clicking cameras as they continued to smile and wave. They walked along the length of the courtyard, ensuring every photographer in attendance would have the opportunity to photograph them. With a final wave, Drew escorted Bri back into the palace. Once the door was safely shut behind them, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“We did it.” His lips raised at the corner.

“We sure did.”

“Now we just have to get through an interview later this afternoon, and we’re golden.”

“Oh, only an interview where we have to convince the world we’re in love?” she said with a laugh.

“Easy-peasy.” He shot her one of his goofy, lopsided grins.

His carefree attitude left her feeling lighter. Bri only hoped she would be able to hold onto that optimistic feeling during their interview this afternoon.
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Drew’s leg bounced beside her on the modern cream sofa as their interviewer from the Fenimore Royal News station entered the room. Bri placed her hand on his knee, giving it a gentle squeeze she hoped would calm his nerves.

He shot her a grateful smile and wrapped his hand around hers.

“Well, aren’t you two adorable?” the interviewer said as she sat in the chair across from them. “I love your dress, Your Highness.”

“Please, call me Brielle. And thank you.” Bri ran her free hand along the skirt of her dress.

“We’ll get started, if that’s all right with you. I’m sure your schedule is full after such a grand announcement.”

Drew nodded to the woman, and the small crew around them started counting down to when they would begin recording. With a few seconds remaining, Bri pulled her hand back into her lap and rested her left hand on top so the engagement ring would be visible in the video footage.

She put on a bright smile as they started rolling.

“Hello, I’m Isla Hall with Fenimore Royal News, bringing you all the royal tea. I’m honored to be sitting here today with His Royal Highness Prince Andrew of Glencrest and Her Royal Highness Princess Brielle of Westridge.” She turned to face them. “First, let me offer my sincerest congratulations on your engagement.”

“Thank you,” they said simultaneously.

“Now, let’s get to the question I’m sure everyone is asking. Where and how did you propose, Andrew?”

“Bri’s parents built a treehouse on the Westridge Palace grounds for us soon after we became friends. We’ve shared many memories there over the years, so I thought it would be the perfect place for a proposal. I popped the question at the beginning of the week, so we enjoyed our secret for almost a week before sharing the news with the rest of the world.” Drew’s posture implied he was relaxed, but Bri still saw the telltale signs of anxiety, from his bouncing knee to a few beads of sweat by his temples.

“It’s sweet you were able to propose in a place that means so much to both of you. It sounds like we have a romantic on our hands.” Isla’s eyebrows raised in interest as her gaze turned to Bri.

She leaned over and affectionately placed her hand on his knee again. “Drew is very romantic.”

Bri was relieved when Isla’s next question was for Drew. “Was it a planned proposal or more of a spur-of-the-moment thing?”

“I’ve always been a planner, so I had the ring with me and knew I would propose that day. However, Bri is spontaneous and had no idea it was coming, did you, darling?” A wry smirk graced Drew’s lips as he rubbed circles on the back of her hand.

She laughed lightly as memories from the surprise proposal filled her mind. Shocked didn’t begin to describe how she had felt that day when he’d whipped out their marriage pact. “I can honestly say I had no clue he planned on proposing to me that day.”

Isla laughed along good-naturedly. “What was your response when he asked, Brielle?”

“After I got over my shock, I asked him if he was serious. When Drew assured me he was, in fact, serious, I said yes.”

“It sounds like it truly was as much of a surprise to you as it was to the rest of the world, since the general public didn’t even know you were dating. How did you keep your relationship a secret?” Isla crossed her legs and leaned in closer, like she was dying to know the juicy details.

Drew squeezed Bri’s hand, and she inferred it meant he would answer the question. “We’ve spent a lot of time together in the public eye throughout our lives, so no one ever thought twice when we were pictured together. I suppose since we were friends first, it was easier to continue portraying that to the public to keep our dating lives private.”

Isla nodded along the entire time he spoke, hanging on his every word. Bri even believed what he was saying. She knew it wasn’t the whole truth, but he wasn’t necessarily lying either. They both kept their dating lives private—they’d just never dated each other. But they couldn’t say that in their engagement interview.

“How long did you date before popping the question?”

“It honestly wasn’t long. It felt like practically no time at all,” Bri jumped in with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

Drew turned to her with a soft smile, tenderness in his eyes. “Since we’ve been close friends so long, dating felt superfluous. I already knew everything that mattered to me about Bri. Most importantly, I know her heart and that she is the perfect fit for me.”

“So it sounds to me like it was more of you gradually falling for each other rather than a long-term relationship kept from the public?”

“Exactly.”

“Now, let’s talk about your families,” Isla said. “Did you ask Brielle’s father for permission to marry her first?”

His lips pulled up into a cheeky grin. “With my proposal coming as a surprise, I thought it best I ask Bri before I talk to her father. I’m pleased to report he was thrilled at hearing the news.”

“It’s no secret your families are very close. How did both of your mothers respond to the news?”

Bri laughed lightly. “If my father was thrilled, what’s a stronger adjective than that?”

“Ecstatic,” Drew supplied with a chuckle.

“Yes, our mothers were both ecstatic at the news. Completely on cloud nine.”

“Now let’s take a journey back to the past. For those who may not know, would you mind sharing how you two first met?”

She tapped on his fingers, letting him know she would take this one. “My family always told me I could finally attend a royal ball when I was seven. The first ball right after my seventh birthday was hosted by Drew’s family, so I got all dressed up in a pink tulle dress, and we drove to Glencrest. When we arrived, Drew’s parents greeted us, and I remember him being right behind them, standing tall and princely but looking bashful at the same time. I introduced myself and said, ‘We should be friends.’ We were inseparable the rest of the evening—and ever since.”

Isla smiled happily at them, eating up the story never shared with the public before. She cleared her throat before asking, “Now, Andrew, when did you know you wanted to marry Brielle?”

He squeezed her hand as his breath hitched. Questions like this were what made their fake engagement tricky.

Though he’d seemed caught off guard, his words came out sure and strong. “We were young and talking about the future. When the idea of marriage was brought up, I remember thinking marriage to my best friend didn’t sound like such a bad idea. I already loved her as a friend. Surely romantic love could grow too. And here we are today.” He lifted their joined hands in the air.

Bri put on her practiced smile while her mind sifted through his words. Drew almost made her believe this was real. The casual way he talked made what he said seem unpracticed. It came across like he truly meant every word he was saying, which was exactly what they needed to sell their love story, but it also left her with a weird stirring in her stomach.

“Since we’re nearing the end of our time together today, I have to ask if there is any significance behind your stunning engagement ring.”

Bri turned to Drew, awaiting his response. She’d never thought to ask any questions about the ring, assuming it was a fake.

“I decided to forgo using any of our family’s heirlooms. Instead, I selected something a little more Bri’s style.”

Bri held her free hand out so the cameraman could zoom in on her ring finger. “He chose well.”

“He did. Now for the last question today. What’s next for you? Do you have a wedding date in mind? Any plans for when you’ll start expanding your family?”

She wanted to cringe at the invasive questions, but she knew it was simply part of the territory of being a member of a royal family. The public and the media thought they deserved all the details about your private life.

Drew rubbed small circles on the back of her hand, obviously sensing her discomfort. “For now, we’re planning to enjoy our time together as an engaged couple. Of course, we’ll slowly begin planning the wedding, but for now, we’re looking forward to the start of our future and the family we will build together.”

“Perfectly said, Your Highness. Thank you both again for meeting with me today.” Isla turned to face the camera. “From Fenimore Royal News, I’m Isla Hall, bringing you all the royal tea.”

When the red light disappeared from the camera, Bri released a long sigh, easing the tension in her shoulders.

It was official. After the last two days’ events, the world knew they were engaged. There was no turning back now.


Chapter Eight
Drew


The morning after their official appearance on the palace lawn, Drew was scared to look at his phone. It almost seemed better to live blissfully unaware of what the rest of the world had to say about their engagement. However, as the future king of Glencrest, he needed to be informed.

He pulled out his phone as he brushed his teeth, clicking on the Royal Inquisitor news app. Drew’s stomach churned as he scrolled through the headlines.

A Royal Surprise: Prince Andrew Engaged to Princess Brielle.

Shock Ripples Throughout Glencrest Following Prince Andrew’s Engagement.

Our Theories Behind the Sudden, Secretive Royal Engagement.

Drew bit the inside of his cheek as he opened the article filled with theories explaining his engagement to Bri. It listed everything from political negotiations between their parents to a suspected pregnancy. He rolled his eyes at that one. A paragraph at the end caught his eye, though.

Many citizens have thought for years that Prince Andrew would one day wed Glencrest’s very own Lady Clarissa. We can only speculate as to why he would unexpectedly announce an engagement to Princess Brielle of Westridge. What we do know for certain is that there is more to the story here than meets the eye. We will keep our devoted readers updated as we uncover more information about this sudden royal engagement.

His cheeks deflated as he slowly released a long breath. He’d thought the ball and public appearance would help satisfy everyone’s doubts. After he saw the pictures of himself and Bri together dancing at the ball and then on the lawn at their press appearance, he’d believed it himself. In so many of the pictures, Drew’s eyes were squarely focused on Bri, as if she were his whole world. The smile on her face further sold their love story.

Drew knew it wasn’t true. She didn’t love him—at least not in a romantic way. He’d said things to make her laugh in those moments, but he was still holding onto hope that one day she’d be looking at him that way because they truly were each other’s whole world.

As believable as he thought the pictures looked, he was surprised the media wasn’t fully buying the story they were selling. They needed to come up with an idea—something to show his relationship with Bri was moving forward. It might be hard to do with Bri living a few hours’ drive away, but…

That’s it. Bri can move into one of our royal cottages.

It would solve the problem of them both having to travel back and forth all the time. Plus, it would allow them to be seen together on a weekly, maybe even daily, basis. If they were truly engaged, people would expect them to be spotted together having fun and celebrating their engagement. Having her live close by would allow that to happen even more often.

Not to mention, it would give him extra opportunities to convince Bri they would make a good couple.

Drew finished getting ready for the day and headed downstairs to the informal dining room. He grabbed a plate from the sideboard and served himself bacon, scrambled eggs, and sourdough bread slathered with raspberry jam before taking a seat next to his father at the table. Immediately after sitting down, a server walked up behind him and filled his mug with steaming hot coffee. He poured in a heavy dose of cinnamon-vanilla creamer before stirring it with his spoon and taking a sip.

As he dug into his eggs, his mother cleared her throat from where she sat across the table.

“Did you see the articles this morning, by chance?” Her face was full of pity.

He nodded as he finished chewing. “The response was…unfortunate.”

“We need to do something about it,” his father said.

Drew ate a strip of bacon. “I believe I’ve come up with a solution.”

“By all means.” His mother motioned for him to share.

“What do you think about Bri moving into Hillside Cottage now instead of after we’re married? With her close by, we can attend more royal events together. I think being seen together will help solidify our engagement with the press and the citizens of Glencrest.”

His parents shared a look before beaming back at him. “I think that’s a brilliant idea,” his mother proclaimed, and his father nodded in agreement. “When?”

Drew rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, I need to ask her first, but I’m hoping sometime this week.”

“You haven’t asked her yet? Then what are you doing talking to us about it? Go talk to your fiancée.” His mother shooed him.

He quickly ate the remainder of his eggs and bacon before picking up the piece of toast as he stood. “Will you have—”

“I’ll have someone deliver coffee to your room.” His mother repeated her shooing motion.

Drew smiled at how well she knew him. “You’re the best.”

By the time he made it back to his room, he’d finished off the piece of toast, and waiting for him on his end table was a steaming cup of coffee, just the way he liked it. He grabbed the mug and walked over to his favorite seat, a gray tufted wingback chair.

After pulling out his phone, he opened his text thread with Bri. Checking the time, he noted it was two minutes until nine. It was earlier than normal for him to text her, but they needed to get everything resolved as soon as possible.

Drew: Did you know that Mars has a volcano bigger than the entire state of Hawaii?

Before he had time to exit their conversation, his phone screen lit up with an incoming call from Bri. He smiled down at her contact picture—one she wasn’t even aware he had taken of her. They had been on a mountain hike together in Westridge, and they had finally reached the peak. She’d spun around, her blonde hair swinging around her, the most genuine smile on her face. That was the exact moment he’d snapped the picture.

Every time she called him, he was taken back to that memory. He could almost smell the petrichor in the air mixed with the warm vanilla notes that always surrounded Bri. He could feel the sun beaming down on his skin, the mountain breeze ruffling his hair.

Drew hurried to answer the call before it went to voicemail. “Good morning, Bri Bear.”

“What’s wrong? Just tell it to me straight.”

“No good morning or hello from you?” he teased.

“You texted me two minutes earlier than you ever have. I know something’s wrong, so please tell me whatever it is.”

Drew sighed. “Have you seen the news headlines this morning?”

“Seeing as your text woke me up, no I haven’t.”

“Sorry.” He cringed. “I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but…”

“People aren’t buying our relationship?”

“Some do, but there are some articles out there questioning it. They think there’s more to the story and have promised to dig until they find the truth.” He took a sip of his coffee.

“I mean, there is more to the story.”

“But we can’t have them thinking that.”

“What are you suggesting we do?” Bri yawned.

He paused, unsure how she would react to his question. “How do you feel about moving into Hillside Cottage?”

“Isn’t that the cottage on your palace property where we would live if we actually got married?”

His heart sped up at the thought of living together with Bri as a married couple. Drew nodded, trying to play it cool, but then remembered she couldn’t see him. “Yes, until I ascend the throne.”

“You think it would help if I lived there?”

“People think something is up, and I think the perfect way to convince them we’re serious about each other is to have you move here. It would show we’re taking the next step in our relationship, and it would give us the chance to attend more public events together.”

After a stretch of silence, she finally responded, “A year is a long time…”

“I don’t expect you to live here the whole time, just long enough for us to attend some events to get the press off our backs. Plus, I’m sure Clarissa’s parents will find her another suitor in no time, and then we can stage our amicable split.” He sighed. Drew knew he was asking a lot of her by suggesting she move here. “If this is all too much—”

“I think I can make it work,” she interrupted him. “Just let me run the idea by my parents before I commit to anything.”

“Yeah, of course. Whatever you need.”

“I’ll call you back in a few.”

Drew tapped on the arm of the wingback chair, anxiously waiting for Bri’s picture to pop back up on his phone screen. Maybe this was a terrible idea. She loved a good adventure, but Bri also loved Westridge, and it was too much of him to ask her to leave her home.

Eight minutes later, his screen lit up again with her face, and he answered after the first ring.

“Hey, Bri. I shouldn’t have asked you to—”

“I’ll do it.”

“You will?” His eyes went wide. He’d thought for sure this would be a harder sell.

“I promised I would help you not have to be with Clarissa. If it takes me moving there for a while, so be it. I’m working on a project for a family center here that will still require some of my attention while I’m there, but otherwise, I’m all yours.”

“Have I ever told you you’re the best ever?”

“And don’t you forget it.” The sass in her tone made him smile. “Okay, but now about the real thing we need to discuss. The media we can handle. A volcano bigger than an entire state? Now, that’s terrifying.”
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Bri had officially moved into Hillside Cottage at the end of the week, her bodyguard, Bastian, grumpily carrying boxes at her side. It was nice having her close by. She still slept in until nine every morning, missing breakfast, but she joined his family in the palace for lunch and dinner most days. It was the most time they’d spent together maybe ever, and Drew didn’t plan to waste this opportunity.

He intended to show her—somehow—that he was the best man for her. If, by the end of their charade, she didn’t reciprocate his feelings, he would figure out a way to let her go romantically. The thought made his heart sink in his chest and his stomach churn.

“Drew, are you ready?” Bri’s voice called out from the other side of his study door.

He walked out and joined her in the hallway, wearing a smile to hide the storm of emotions he was feeling inside. “Ready. Let’s go.”

As they made their way to the waiting car, Drew took in her outfit. She wore a light-blue skirt that hit her mid-calf, a long-sleeved white ribbed turtleneck tucked into it. The look was finished off with her favorite white platform sneakers, and her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders in perfect waves.

He helped her into the black SUV and then followed her in. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

“Thanks.” She smiled at him. “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

Drew looked down at his khakis and white button-down. “This old thing?” He gestured to his outfit. “I’ve got nothing on you.”

Bri leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

They’d sat like this countless times over the years, but something felt different about the gesture today. More intimate. More romantic. Drew chided himself for the rest of the car ride. It’s all fake for her—at least for now.

Once they neared their destination, Drew sat up straighter. “We’re nearly there.”

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“I could never ruin the surprise. I know how much you love them.” He smirked at her.

When the car rolled to a stop, the driver opened the door for him. Drew stepped out into the flashing lights of cameras and offered his hand back for Bri. She grasped onto it like a lifeline as she joined him.

Her eyes lit up in pleasant surprise when she looked behind him. “Is this what I think it is?”

“If you think it’s Glencrest’s annual Spring Fling carnival, then you would be correct.”

They posed for a few photos for the press, but before they could walk into the carnival, they were bombarded with questions.

“Your Highness, is your engagement real?”

Bri’s grip on him tightened, and he gave her an encouraging smile before turning back to face the media. His bodyguard and Bastian made a move to shield them from the reporters and photographers, but he waved them off. Drew stood protectively in front of Bri.

“Our engagement is very real. We’re excited for this next step in our relationship together and for the way it will further unite our countries,” Drew gave his practiced answers.

“So it’s not a shotgun wedding?” another paparazzi yelled.

He felt Bri stiffen behind him and reached his hand back, grabbing hers and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I can assure you it’s not. We’re very much in love and looking forward to starting a family in the future to strengthen the line of succession for the Glencrest throne, but we would like to enjoy our engagement and then our marriage first.” The lie tasted bitter coming out of his mouth, but he hoped it would become the truth soon enough.

Yet another reporter raised their hand before asking, “Are Glencrest or Westridge experiencing financial difficulties like Findorra was? I’m sure you’re well aware of the circumstances that led to the recent wedding of Their Royal Majesties in Edgemont.”

He would never stop being astounded at the audacity of some reporters. “There is no need to fear over Glencrest’s or Westridge’s financials. Princess Brielle and I are simply two royals who fell in love and decided to spend the rest of our lives together.” He took a step back, standing with Bri. “That’s all the time we have for questions today. Thank you.”

Drew turned around, continuing to shield Bri with his arm. They followed their bodyguards into the middle of the carnival. With a few of the palace guards corralling the press back at the entrance, he felt like he could finally breathe.

“That sure was something,” he muttered.

“Your answers were perfect.” Bri pressed her lips together. “I think we need a little pick-me-up. What do you say we get a funnel cake?”

His smile grew as he looked at her. “I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather do right now. Lead the way.”


Chapter Nine
Drew


Eleven Years Ago

Any event offering an endless supply of sweets was the best. Drew looked around the Spring Fling carnival, his eyes lit with excitement.

He waited outside the gate with his family when his friend Bri finally arrived with her parents and her younger brother, Phillip.

“Can we go in now?” Drew asked his mom, not even trying to hide his impatience.

His mom laughed at him. “Yes, dear. Bri’s bodyguard, Bastian, will escort you three.”

Drew ran over, grabbed Bri’s hand, and waved for Phillip to follow them as they rushed into the carnival, Bastian trailing closely behind them. The smell of fried foods made him grin as they dove right into the middle of the action.

“What should we do first?” Phillip’s eyes were wide with wonder as he took in everything around them.

“How about the water gun race?” Bri suggested.

They all agreed and walked a few yards to a tent and took their places behind stationary mounted water guns. They each put on their game faces, hands ready on the handles, then the bell rang for them to begin. Drew aimed his water stream at the small target, hitting it right in the center after a moment. He watched as his horse started moving closer to the finish line. Bri’s moved steadily along with his, while Phillip trailed behind.

When his horse crossed the finish line first, Drew let out a whoop before choosing his prize—a small stuffed panda bear. They’d always reminded him of Bri, with their playful spirit and attentiveness. He walked over and handed it to his best friend.

“For you, Bri Bear.” The nickname felt fitting for her.

She tried to shove it back in his hands. “You won it, fair and square.”

“I want you to have it,” he insisted. A slight blush covered her cheeks as she thanked him.

Drew couldn’t look away. All he could see was the smile on her face—and the blush he had put on her cheeks.

“Can we do the ring toss?” Phillip tugged on his sister’s arm.

“Sure,” she said, taking a few steps toward the new game. When she realized he wasn’t following, Bri turned back to face him. “You coming, Drew?”

He shook his head out of his daze. “Yeah, coming.” Drew jogged to catch up with them.

Phillip won the ring toss and duck pond games, both solely based on luck. Bri shocked both boys by dominating the basketball shootout game.

“Where have you been hiding those skills?” Drew asked, his eyebrows raised in surprise.

“I might have been practicing in our gym.” She shrugged, but a smirk tugged at her lips.

“I’m impressed,” he said truthfully, admiration coating his words.

“Thanks.” Her lips turned up into a full-on smile. “I’ve worked up an appetite. Are you ready to get some food?”

“Of course. I’m starving.”

“You’re always hungry.” She lightly shoved his shoulder as his stomach let out a low growl. “Let’s go.”

Drew didn’t have to be told twice. They walked over to a nearby food stand where they ordered three funnel cakes and lemonades. As soon as they had their fried treats and drinks in hand, they sat down at an open picnic table with Bastian standing guard nearby.

All three of them dug into their funnel cakes without another word. Soon enough, their fingers were covered in powdered sugar, and their stomachs were full of the sweet goodness. Drew took another sip of lemonade to wash it all down.

Their parents met them at the table soon after, and Phillip jumped up to tell his mom about all the games he’d won. Drew looked up to talk to Bri and spotted some powdered sugar on the side of her mouth, close to her cheek.

“You’ve got some sugar.” He pointed to his face where she needed to wipe.

She rubbed on the wrong side. “Did I get it?”

He shook his head and leaned across the wooden table, gently wiping the powdered sugar off with the pad of his thumb. As his finger ran across her skin, Drew felt like an electric current ran through him, shocking his entire system. He quickly jerked his hand back, sitting down and rubbing his hands on his jeans.

What was that? Drew asked himself as he felt a blush climb his neck. For the rest of their time at the fair, Drew couldn’t help himself. His gaze continued to roam back to Bri.

The setting sun left a warm aura around her, making her blonde hair look almost golden. Bri was his best friend, but looking at her in this setting, he felt something else, like a warm sensation in his heart and fluttering butterflies in his stomach.

He finally recognized them for what they were—feelings. And he didn’t know if he would ever be able to go back to feeling like just friends.


Chapter Ten
Bri


As they walked into the middle of the fun, even the smell of fried treats couldn’t seem to distract Bri from her thoughts.

They obviously needed to do a better job of convincing the press they were together and in love, that this engagement wasn’t a sham—even though it was.

While their betrothal might be fake, the way Drew had shielded her from the press with his body was very real. She appreciated how protective he was of her. She never doubted if she was safe around him, because she knew he would never let anything happen to her. Whether it be something life-threatening or just a slew of over-the-top, invasive questions from the press, Drew would always have her back. And it was only one of a million reasons why she was grateful for his friendship.

When they reached the funnel cake line, Bri finally shook herself out of her thoughts. “I’m excited to be here. It’s been a few years since I’ve been to the Spring Fling carnival.”

“I’m glad to have you with me.” He shot his signature grin at her. “We’re not here just for fun, though.”

“Oh?”

“This year, local schools are hosting flower booths to raise money for their arts programs. We’re going to purchase whatever flowers they don’t sell at the end of the weekend, but I wanted to make sure the royal family made an appearance to show our support.”

“You’re always so thoughtful.” She leaned closer so her next words wouldn’t be overheard. “Some girl is going to be so lucky to snatch you up.” Bri bumped her hip against him.

She sensed Drew stiffen beside her. When she turned to face him, he was looking straight forward, his jaw clenched and twitching, like he was grinding his teeth.

“Are you okay?” Bri asked, placing her hand on his arm.

“Fine,” he gritted out.

Before she could ask him what was wrong, it was their turn to order. Drew stepped forward and bought a funnel cake and two lemonades. He placed a big bill in the tip jar and led her to a picnic table, pushing the plate and one plastic tumbler toward her.

“Where’s yours?” She tore off a piece of the powdered sugar-covered goodness and hummed happily as she ate it.

Drew ran his hands through his dark-blond hair. “I don’t have an appetite right now.”

Bri gasped, nearly choking on a cloud of powdered sugar. “Who are you, and what have you done with my best friend?” She placed her hand on her chest. “You never pass up food, especially funnel cakes—they’ve always been your favorite. Seriously, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I ate before we left.”

She knew for a fact that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but Bri chose not to say anything. If he didn’t want to tell her what was going through his mind, she wouldn’t push it.

“More for me.” She smirked before popping another large bite in her mouth and wiping her fingers clean with a napkin. When Bri finished chewing, she asked, “So, what do you think we can do here to look like a couple? Do we need to hold hands or kiss or what?”

Drew was mid-sip when she asked the question, and he must’ve inhaled his lemonade down the wrong pipe, because he coughed and pounded his chest with his fist. “You think we should kiss?”

She shrugged. “We said no PDA unless it’s necessary to keep up our façade, and it seems like we still have some convincing to do.”

“But it’s frowned upon for royals to kiss in public.”

“I know. I’m only spouting off ideas. What do you think we should do?” Bri finished off her funnel cake and wiped her fingers clean.

Drew was quietly staring at her like he was sizing her up. “I think some handholding should sell it well enough until we can come up with a targeted game plan.”

“Works for me.” Bri took a long sip of lemonade. “You know what would make this day better?”

“What?”

She lifted her cup in the air. “If there was some sweet tea to go with this lemonade.”

He finally smiled again, a twinkle of amusement back in his eyes. “I think we can manage that.” Drew stood and extended his hand to her. “Let’s go see the flower booths.”

Bri slipped her hand into his, intertwining their fingers as they made their way to the booths on the other side of the carnival grounds. Their hands had grazed plenty of times throughout their friendship, but they’d never held hands like this. The only other time their hands had been interlocked like this was when he’d reminded her of their pact and “proposed” to her. But something about this felt different, and she didn’t know what to think.

Her neck started to feel splotchy, and her palms started to sweat. When Drew pulled her to a stop in front of a make-your-own-flower-crown booth, he rubbed his thumb along her skin in small circles, and she felt a flicker of something in her abdomen. She told herself this was normal. Surely, this was how everyone felt when pretending to date someone else. It was easy to confuse the ruse with reality.

“Bri?” Drew’s voice snapped her out of her daze.

“Mmm, sorry. What was the question?”

He gestured to the booth in front of them. “Is it okay if I make you a crown?”

She attempted to shoot him a playful smile as she curtsied. “Why of course, Your Highness. I would be honored.”

Drew sat down on a stool and got to work, creating a flower crown with the assistance of two young girls who ran the booth with their teacher. She watched as he bit his tongue in concentration when picking out the specific blooms he wanted and the careful way he arranged them.

After a few minutes of watching him, the teacher pulled Bri aside.

“I’m Eliza.” The brunette stuck out her hand, and Bri gave it a gentle shake. “I wanted to offer my congratulations to you and His Royal Highness. It’s about time we had another royal wedding to celebrate.” She smiled brightly at her. “But really, I want to thank you both for coming.”

Eliza glanced over at the booth where Drew was still working on her flower crown. “I can’t tell you how much the support of the royal family means to our school system. I teach art, and it’s the favorite subject of so many students—like the young girls helping His Highness.” She swiped at the tears in her eyes. “Allowing us to raise the money to continue teaching art and music classes and offering extracurriculars in the arts not only lets us teachers keep our jobs, but it ensures students will continue to have a creative outlet.”

Bri pulled Eliza into a hug. “You don’t have to thank us. We’re happy to help.”

Eliza nodded over toward Drew. “It looks like your fiancé finished his craft.”

Bri turned as Drew approached her, almost sheepishly, with a flower crown in hand. He’d chosen an arrangement of cream spray roses, pink strawflowers, and some greenery.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

He smiled at the compliment. “May I?”

“Of course.”

Eliza went back to the booth as Drew stepped toward her and set the crown on her head. She turned around, and he tied the ribbons into a bow in the back.

“What made you select these flowers?” she asked when she faced him again.

“They reminded me a little bit of the gown you wore to our engagement ball.” He looked at the ground.

Bri blushed at his words, grazing her fingers over the crown. “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard you say. I didn’t know you were such a romantic.”

She bit the inside of her lip as soon as the words were out. This is fake. It would’ve been the sweetest gesture—if it were real. If they were dating and he said that, it would’ve made her heart melt. But this wasn’t real. He was just saying it for the sake of those who might overhear their conversation.

“Looks like you’ve still got a lot to learn about me.” He raised his eyebrows in a challenge. “Are you ready to keep exploring?” Drew asked, and she nodded. She waved a quick goodbye to Eliza and wrapped her arm through his.

They bought a variety of things from the different booths supporting local schools, giving the items to a palace staff member standing by Bastian, who Bri just now realized had been trailing them the whole time.

When they reached the carnival rides, Bri squeezed Drew’s arm. “Ooh, can we ride the Ferris wheel?”

“Anything to make you happy.”

Bri’s smile faltered. There he was, saying something sweet and flirty again, and he seemed so genuine that she couldn’t tell whose benefit it was for—hers or all the people around them who needed to be convinced their engagement was real. Had he been saying things like this to her all along, and she hadn’t noticed?

She put back on her bright, royal smile as they reached the front of the line. Drew waved off their guards, and they sat down together in the seat.

The ride attendant secured the safety bar over their laps, and then they were slowly moving up.

Bri was looking out at the view of Glencrest when she heard Drew’s shallow breaths. She turned to face him and noticed his white-knuckled grip on the bar at his lap.

“What’s wrong?” She rubbed his shoulder.

He sucked in a long breath at her touch. “Heights.”

She let out a small laugh. “You climb the ladder to our treehouse with one hand.”

When he didn’t laugh with her, her chest tightened. He was seriously anxious right now. Bri reached over and placed her hand over his. He let go of his iron grip and intertwined their fingers, squeezing her hand like it was the only thing keeping him on Earth.

“Hey.” She turned sideways and gently cupped her other hand to his cheek. He leaned into her touch. “You’re going to be okay. I’m right here with you. We’re perfectly safe.” She dropped her hand, letting it rest on his arm, rubbing up and down in soothing motions.

“As safe as a carnival ride can be,” he muttered, pulling a laugh out of her.

“How am I just now learning you’re scared of heights?”

Drew shrugged. “You’ve never wanted to ride the Ferris wheel before. The treehouse has walls, and when we’re in the mountains, I have solid ground beneath me. It’s when I’m in open air like this that panic sets in.”

“That makes sense. It’s different, being up here.” She turned, placing her hands on his cheeks as he started hyperventilating. “Look at me, Drew.” Bri waited until his eyes met hers. “You’re okay. You’re safe.”

She kept one hand cupping his cheek while the other wandered to the back of his head, running through the hair at the nape of his neck. “Can you try to match my breathing? Breathe in.” She inhaled. “Breathe out.” She let out a long, slow exhale.

Bri continued guiding him through the breathing exercise. With his eyes locked in on hers, she realized how pretty they were. His irises were swirls of ocean blue flecked with green. They were captivating, pulling her in like the ocean’s tide.

Finally, his breathing slowed, and he looked a little more at ease.

“Are you with me, Drew?” she repeated the question he’d asked her on the day their engagement had been announced to the world, trying to help calm his nerves the way he’d calmed hers.

His eyes softened. “Always,” he said, his voice husky and his pupils dilated.

Suddenly, Bri felt like she was the one struggling to breathe. She had to change the course of this conversation—and fast—before she started focusing on whatever was stirring inside her.

“Is it weird for you?” she squeaked out, dropping her hands from his face and looking back out at the view.

“Is what weird?”

“You know…having this be the first event we’ve attended outside of the palace together since announcing our engagement?” Bri twisted the ring on her finger.

“Honestly, not really.” He shook his head. His breathing finally sounded normal, and he was back to acting like the Drew she knew. “We’ve been hanging out together at events like this our whole lives.” He squeezed her hand. “Is it different for you?”

Well, shoot. She hadn’t thought he would turn the question back on her. This wasn’t something she wanted to think about right now. It wasn’t something she wanted to think about ever.

Trying to act unaffected by the whole thing, Bri nudged his shoulder with hers. “Same as you. It just feels like I’m hanging with my best pal.”

Best pal? Where on earth did that come from? We never call each other pal. She internally face-palmed.

“All right then, ol’ buddy ol’ pal.” His laughter was unrestrained and drew out Bri’s smile.

“Stop teasing me.” She pinched his side, and he gasped.

“Then don’t call me pal.” He reached over and grabbed her waist, leaving a trail of fire along her hip. It felt like he moved in slow motion as he brushed a stray hair out of her face, looking straight into her eyes.

She tore her gaze away, looking out at the bird’s-eye view of the city. “Apologies, fiancé.”

Bri heard the gasp he sucked in at her new choice of nickname. She let out a slow breath through her nose as she chided herself. She had no idea what she was doing. Flirting wasn’t something they did. They didn’t tease each other like this. They didn’t touch each other like this.

What she did know was that she was now the person who wanted to get off the Ferris wheel the most. Surely once they weren’t glued to each other’s sides anymore, she would be able to shake off these weird feelings and flirty vibes, and everything would go back to normal.


Chapter Eleven
Drew


Drew stood just outside the palace entrance with his parents and Bri, waiting for their guests of honor to arrive.

Today, Glencrest had the distinct honor of hosting the Fenimore Kingdoms Alliance meeting—a meeting that occurred once a year between the rulers of the eight countries that made up the continent of Fenimore. The location changed each time, allowing each kingdom to host once every eight years. Rulers from across the continent met to talk, establish trade agreements, and discuss issues affecting all their nations.

Drew looked around, taking in the large number of palace guards stationed every few feet around the palace grounds. He knew there were just as many inside, stationed at each entrance. Whenever the ruling families from Fenimore gathered, security measures were increased tenfold.

He had been looking forward to today for a multitude of reasons, the biggest one being that his father had invited him to join the meeting. There was only so much he could learn before he ascended the throne, and attending such an important summit as this would help give him a taste of what it would truly be like to rule Glencrest.

Flashing lights drew his attention to the long drive where a huge motorcade of royal families and security from the seven other allied countries approached the palace with a police escort.

Bri walked over to hug her parents and younger brother as they stepped out of the first black SUV. One after the other, the royal families, their security details, and other support personnel emerged from the vehicles, and the head butler welcomed them all inside.

“We’ll have any guests not attending the meeting enjoy the afternoon in the sitting room.” The butler motioned to the room behind him. “Everyone will reconvene in the formal dining room for dinner when the meeting has concluded.”

Once all the other guests had entered the sitting room, Drew walked with his parents and the visiting royalty to a large meeting room used for various conferences and occasions like this. Even though the room was vast, it felt full with everyone’s individual bodyguards and other palace guards standing watch around the perimeter of it.

His father, Max, started off the meeting once everyone was seated. “Thank you, everyone, for attending. As discussed at our last Fenimore Kingdoms Alliance meeting, we unanimously decided to have both ruling monarchs—king and queen—present for our annual meeting moving forward.”

Drew’s eyes roamed to all the queens at the table. It made his heart swell seeing them all there. Over the last few decades, the ruling monarchs across Fenimore had been men who had first-born sons rather than daughters, and the absence of a female presence at their table was apparent. The vote the kings had made at the prior year’s meeting conveyed their wish to further unify their countries and to show the strength of the crown with a couple ruling together.

Max motioned to the king of Edgemont. “And, Colin, it’s wonderful to have you back with us.”

He noticed Colin only offered a curt nod in response, always a man of few words. Rosalie smiled brightly beside him, looking the epitome of pure sunshine—a stark contrast to her husband.

This was Colin’s first time attending the yearly meeting in over five years—since the death of his first wife. In the time he hadn’t attended, he’d sent his most trusted advisor, Duke Wesley Hughes, in his place. Colin had changed considerably since he’d married Rosalie last year, and Drew was glad he was starting to attend events and resume his royal duties.

“As you all have likely noticed, I have invited my son, Andrew, to attend today’s meeting.” His father steepled his hands and released a long breath before continuing. “He is going to be taking over for me soon, so I thought it prudent for him to attend a Fenimore Kingdoms Alliance meeting to get the lay of the land.”

“If our rulers keep getting younger and younger, everyone is going to start thinking the rest of us are old and senile,” King Nicholas of Rothwell joked, making the other more senior kings and queens chuckle.

“Aside from Liam and Colin, we’re all…what? In our fifties and sixties? That’s hardly old, just middle-aged.” King Frederick of Findorra gave a decisive nod.

His father took control of the conversation with a single clearing of his throat. “Now that we’ve clarified we’re not yet elderly, let’s go around and share updates.”

Nicholas spoke first with his wife sitting proudly at his side. “We’ve made efforts to preserve our forests and the ocean. The next step in our plan is to focus on decreasing pollution, specifically from plastic. I’ll have my secretary compile some of our documents and findings and send them to everyone if you’d like to implement more preservation efforts in your countries.”

“I’m happy to hear Rothwell is pursuing such sustainable endeavors. I’m sure we’d all appreciate the information being passed along.” With Nicholas’s update done, his father turned to address the King of Meldovia. “How about you, Michael?”

“Everything is well.” He smiled at his wife, Alexandra. “Our daughter, Josephine, is finishing up her last semester of school and is preparing to work on some new initiatives for the crown.”

Alexandra turned to the queen of Rothwell. “Victoria, is Nathaniel almost finished at the university as well?”

“Yes, he’s in his final courses now. He’s hoping to take on some charitable projects of his own to serve Rothwell when he returns home. I’m glad to see this next generation is invested in bettering their countries.”

“Hear, hear.” Edgar raised his glass into the air.

“Do you have any updates for Bristol, Edgar?” his father asked.

Edgar motioned to his wife, Lena. “Our son, Sullivan, is currently stationed at a military post in western Bristol. We expect he’ll remain on active duty for a few more years. Our daughter, Annalise, is focusing on her passion project: increasing accessibility to mental health services and resources.”

“That’s a very admirable endeavor. We all look forward to seeing her results and following her lead in our own kingdoms.”

Edgar nodded before continuing his update. “Our new shipping port on the southeastern coast has also been operational for three months. As you may know, in Bristol we’ve been increasing yields for our citrus crops through hybridization, resulting in a surplus beyond what we need for our own citizenry. This port establishes infrastructure we need to further trade relationships with other nations both in Fenimore and beyond.”

“We’re happy to welcome any guests who would like to observe our new techniques,” Lena added.

“Excellent. Keeping a project of that scale on schedule is quite a feat. I’m sure some countries will take you up on that offer.” His father turned to his best friend, King Edward, gesturing for him to go next.

“I’m sure everyone is already aware of Westridge’s most recent announcement—my daughter, Brielle, is engaged to Andrew.”

All eyes in the room turned to Drew, and he did his best to maintain a neutral expression as a round of congratulations was offered—though most of them had attended the ball when the engagement had first been announced. He felt awkward, being congratulated repeatedly for something that wasn’t real—something he hadn’t thought about before suggesting he and Bri enact their marriage pact.

“Thank you, everyone. We are thrilled and look forward to having you all attend our wedding in the future.” The words tasted like a bitter pill in Drew’s mouth. It was hard enough feeling like they were lying to their families and the citizens of their nations, but carrying on the ruse to a room full of kings and queens from all across Fenimore felt downright dangerous.

All Drew wanted was for this to be real. Not only so he could spend forever with the woman he loved but also so they wouldn’t have to announce to the entire world they weren’t getting married after all.

He was so caught up in his own thoughts that Drew missed the rest of Edward’s update for Westridge. When he tuned in once again, King Frederick of Findorra was speaking.

“Thanks to the assistance from Edgemont, Findorra is in a much better financial position than we were a year ago. Using our revenue from our new tax structure, we are improving transportation infrastructure and have opened a second children’s resource center, thanks to Grace’s efforts.” He placed his hand atop his wife’s, who flushed at the compliment.

“Congratulations to you both. That’s quite the turnaround,” Michael said with an easy smile.

When no one else spoke for a few moments, his father moved on. “Colin, how are things in Edgemont?”

“My royal board and the citizens of Edgemont are very pleased about my marriage to Rosalie. My daughter is obsessed with her”—he reached over and squeezed his wife’s hand—“as am I.”

Rosalie gazed up at Colin, her eyes full of admiration. Then Colin did something Drew had never expected—he smiled. Colin wasn’t the kind of person to be open about his feelings, but Drew supposed love had a way of changing people.

“We’re working to host more events, including”—he paused, pulling at the collar of his shirt—“royal balls, on our calendar in the upcoming year. I’ll be sure you’ll all be informed of anything planned.”

The whole room seemed stunned into silence. When no one else spoke, Drew offered a quiet, “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“It’s Colin, for friends.” He offered another smile, though this one looked more like a grimace, but it was the thought that counted.

“I suppose I’ll go next,” said King Liam of Wistonia.

The King of Wistonia had ascended the throne at a young age as well. It gave Drew hope for his own future. If Liam had been able to do it, surely he could too.

Liam smiled widely, placing his hand over his wife’s. “Charlotte, why don’t you share our news?”

Tears brimmed Charlotte’s eyes, though a grin graced her lips. “We’re expecting our first child later this year.”

The room erupted into another round of congratulations.

“That’s wonderful news,” Drew’s father said. “Anything else you’d like to share?”

“We celebrated Wistonia’s Founding Day recently, and we had our third annual soccer game where the palace staff and I played against the children from a local orphanage. Both Charlotte and I have been incredibly moved by the joy on the children’s faces every year, so we’ve decided to facilitate an annual sports camp that will offer free training in a multitude of sports for children who otherwise wouldn’t be able to afford it.”

“It sounds like a wonderful opportunity for your community,” Drew said, knowing how impactful it was for him to get outside and be active as a child.

“Do you have any news to share for Glencrest?” Edgar asked, the question aimed at Drew’s father.

His dad turned to him and waited, as if he expected Drew to be the one to respond.

He cleared his throat. “As my father said, I’ll be ascending the throne earlier than expected, with Brielle ruling at my side. Our local schools are working to gain further funding for arts programs, and we have a charity run coming up to raise support for Glencrest’s Cancer Research Center.”

Drew looked at his father, making sure he hadn’t missed anything. He got a brief nod in response. He’d done it. Drew had successfully completed his first major meeting with the royal families of Fenimore.

With their updates finished, everyone chatted in smaller groups until the head butler returned to the conference room.

“Your Majesties, it’s time for me to escort you to dinner.”
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“Do you think we can pull this off?” Drew whispered into Bri’s ear as they walked at the back of the large group headed to the formal dining room.

“Reply hazy, try again.”

His brows furrowed. “What kind of answer is that?”

“One from a magic eight ball.” She shrugged. “I thought it was fitting for tonight. There’s no predicting how this will go, especially after the questions we got from the press at the carnival.”

“I’m hoping there’s enough other news to overshadow our engagement.”

With the formalities of the meeting done, he looked forward to more casual conversation over dinner. They entered the room, and he took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

After everyone was seated, the first course of crab cakes with a mango avocado relish was served.

Drew’s mother was sitting beside the duke, Wesley, whom Colin had brought with his family. She turned to him and asked, “Wesley, have you found someone to settle down with?”

Wes shook his head, his floppy brown curls bouncing back and forth with the motion, his cheeks tinged pink.

Liam turned his gaze to the opposite end of the table. “Annalise or Josephine, if either of you are single, you should hit this stud up.”

Wes’s eyes darted to the other end of the table, and he froze as his face lost all color. Drew looked down at the two princesses Liam had addressed. Neither of them looked embarrassed, just amused by Liam’s antics.

Huh. Wes must have a thing for Annalise or Josephine. I’ll have to ask Bri about it later.

Charlotte placed her hand on her husband’s shoulder and shook her head, though she wore a knowing smile.

“What?” Liam groaned. “Everyone deserves to find love.”

“Look at my husband, the romantic.” Charlotte kissed him on the cheek.

He shot his wife a look filled with so much affection that Drew felt like he was intruding on a private moment.

“While we have everyone’s attention, we have an announcement. I know we shared it in the meeting, but we wanted everyone else to know our news before it’s announced publicly later this week. We’re expecting a baby later this year.” Charlotte’s face glowed as she spoke.

Bri clasped her hands over her mouth and turned to Drew with excitement twinkling in her eyes. He knew she would be genuinely excited for them, but it also was just what she’d wanted—news that might overshadow their engagement and keep the attention off them.

Liam leaned back in his chair, letting out a dramatic puff of air, eyeing the fathers in the room. “Now that the news is out, I have to know… Do all women get the most outlandish cravings while pregnant? Seriously, who wants a banana split but switch the banana for pickles?” Liam pressed his lips together in disgust, and Charlotte whacked him lightly on the arm.

“It’s very common from our experience, but just wait. The cravings tend to get worse throughout the second trimester,” Drew’s father said.

Liam groaned in response, and they all laughed.

After the next course was served, Rosalie turned to Bri. “Addie has a question she’s been dying to ask you.” She gave her stepdaughter an encouraging squeeze on the shoulder.

“Bwi, I was wondewing if I could be your flower giwl or help cawwy your dwess down the aisle at your wedding?”

Addie was the most precocious child he’d ever met, but her speech impediment caused all her R sounds to come out like W’s and reminded him of how young she was.

Bri’s hand flew to her heart. “Aw, I would love to have you be part of our wedding, Addie. When we get more serious about making plans, I’ll let your mama know.”

Drew’s stomach dropped. There wouldn’t be any wedding details if they parted ways. He couldn’t think about that happening. Drew needed to hold out hope that Bri would come to have the same feelings for him that he had for her.

He remained quiet throughout the rest of the dinner courses, preferring to observe everyone interacting around him. It was only through his watchful eye that he noticed Princess Josephine of Meldovia and Prince Nathaniel of Rothwell glaring at each other nearly the whole dinner.

As the dessert course was served, Bri reached over and placed her hand on Drew’s leg. His breath hitched at her touch. Out of instinct, he wrapped his fingers around hers, and everything felt right in the world.


Chapter Twelve
Bri


It’d been a week since Bri had spent quality time with Drew. Luckily, it had left her time to complete the proposal for how to fund scholarships for the family center back home in Westridge and send it to her dad. But truthfully, she missed Drew.

She’d seen him at the occasional dinner with his family. However, most days he was gone, practicing with his crew for the Fenimore Regatta. They typically only practiced once a week, but in the weeks leading up to today’s race, they’d been on the water constantly.

After seeing him every day during her first week living in Hillside Cottage, it was weird to be without him. It also didn’t do anything to help their image as an engaged couple. They couldn’t prove to the media they were in love when they were so infrequently seen together. But today there was a one hundred percent chance they would be photographed together at the Fenimore Regatta.

Bri wanted to look her absolute best while supporting him, so she’d worn one of her more formal outfits. She’d donned an elegant pale-blue wool midi-length coat dress in the color of Glencrest’s flag. A matching fascinator, nude suede pumps, and her engagement ring completed the look. She wondered if Drew would appreciate the care she’d put into choosing the perfect outfit for the day’s event.

I shouldn’t care if he likes my outfit. We’re only friends.

She reached up, adjusting her fascinator as Bastian grunted from the seat beside her in the back of the SUV.

“Do you have something to say?” she asked.

“You’re making me anxious with all your fidgeting.”

Bri shook her head, biting back a smirk. “Surely adjusting my fascinator isn’t enough to worry a strong bodyguard like you.”

He deadpanned. “Do you want to talk about why you’re so fidgety?”

She wished she could share everything with him. It was nice having Rosalie to talk to, but she had her own family and life in another country. If someone in her everyday life knew, it would make things a lot easier. But she’d made a promise to Drew, and she intended to keep it.

“I’m just nervous about what I’m wearing. I’ve never attended a regatta before.” Her stylist had selected three options for the event, and Bri had changed a handful of times before settling on this outfit. But now she was second-guessing it.

Bri had taken the time to learn about the rules of rowing because she wanted to show an interest in what Drew cared about, but none of her research had indicated anything about appropriate clothing for spectators—especially a spectator who was the best friend and fake fiancée of one of the rowers, who also happened to be the future king of his country.

“You look fine,” Bastian grumbled.

She pursed her lips. “That makes me feel so much better.”

“You know what I mean. Nice or cute…or whatever.”

Bri leaned over and patted his arm. “You should stick to your day job.”

“That’s the last time I ask a question,” he mumbled under his breath.

The car rolled to a stop, and Bastian quickly exited the car, holding the door open for her.

She made her way to her designated seat beside Drew’s parents, King Maxwell and Queen Lily, Bastian following closely behind.

“You look lovely, dear,” Lily said.

Bri released a relieved breath as she sat down. Drew’s mother looked as regal as ever today in a black-and-white polka dot ankle-length dress and a white ascot hat, so praise from her meant the world to Bri.

“Thank you.” She rubbed her hands along the skirt of her dress, hoping she could play the role of doting fiancée today.

I can do this. I can pretend to be in love with their son.

“I can’t wait for the regatta to begin. I think Drew’s crew has a chance at winning today.” Lily leaned closer to her. “Especially with you here. He’s going to show off for his fiancée.”

Bri smiled at Lily. Her knee began to bounce up and down in nervous anticipation of the event—and of all the cameras that would be trained on her and Drew. “I’m happy to finally see him compete.”

In all the years they’d been friends, she’d never had the opportunity to see him compete in a rowing event. She was happy to have the chance to watch him while she was living in Glencrest. It was a normal thing for friends to support each other at events like this, so she tried to focus on that.

Lily placed her hand on Bri’s knee, stopping the bouncing. She gave Bri a sympathetic look. “There’s no need to be nervous, dear. Drew will be overjoyed, win or lose, because you’re here.”

Bri bit the inside of her lip. She hated lying to their families.

Lily looked over Bri’s shoulder and smiled. “It looks like you have some surprise visitors.”

“Surprise visitors…” She stood and turned just in time to catch Addie as she launched herself into her arms, squeezing her in a tight hug.

“Bwi! I love your dwess.”

“Thanks, Addie girl.” Bri leaned back, holding the young girl against her stomach so she could look at her. “I like yours too. You look beautiful in purple.”

“I know.” She flipped her hair, and Bri set her back down with a laugh. “It’s my favowite color.”

“My girl is as sassy as ever.” Rosalie smirked before pulling Bri into a warm hug.

Colin stood closely behind them, his hands now on his daughter’s shoulders. He offered a nod and a quick, “Hi, Bri.”

“It’s good to see you again,” she said warmly.

“I thought I’d say hello before the race starts.” Rosalie wrapped her arm through Bri’s. Colin leaned down and pressed a kiss to Rosalie’s temple before scooping a squealing Addie up and walking to their box.

Rosalie pulled Bri back a few paces away from Drew’s parents. “How is engaged life treating you?”

She looked around them, making sure she wouldn’t be overheard. “Can I call you tomorrow morning? I would love to hear your perspective about a few things.”

“That should work for me.” Rosalie checked to make sure no photographers were around them before waggling her eyebrows. “It sounds juicy. I can’t wait.”

“It is.” Bri breathed out a sigh of relief, knowing she could unload all her confusing thoughts soon. “How’s married life?”

Marriage looked great on her friend. Ever since her arranged marriage to Colin had blossomed into a love match, Rosalie had become even more of a ray of sunshine than she’d been before. Today, her auburn hair framed her face in soft curls, the perfect complement to her simple white floral dress.

Rosalie’s gaze turned dreamy as she looked at Colin’s retreating form. “It’s wonderful. I feel like I was born to be a wife and a mom.”

“You really were. How’s the sweetest five-year-old around doing? I miss her.”

“Addie’s wonderful. She’s growing like a weed and still as precocious as ever, as you saw.” Rosalie laughed lightly. “I’m so thankful and honored to be her mama.”

“She’s blessed too.” Bri smiled, happy to see her friend so full of joy. “Oh, Drew wanted me to ask you…do you know if Wes has a thing for Annalise or Josephine? He said Wes looked embarrassed when Liam mentioned they should hit him up.”

“Really?” Rosalie cocked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “I’ll let Colin know and see what he thinks. I’ve been dying for Wes to settle down so we can have someone to double date with.”

“I think the race is getting ready to start,” Lily called back to them, pointing to the water.

“I should go find Colin and Addie. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Rosalie gave her a quick hug and left.

Bri returned to her seat next to Lily and gazed out at the river. The races were fast—most crews covered the two-thousand-meter course in under ten minutes, so the day passed by quickly. Bri cheered when Drew’s crew won their first heat against Findorra and their second race in the semifinal against Rothwell.

Teams from Wistonia, Edgemont, Westridge, and Meldovia were eliminated, leaving Glencrest, Drew’s crew, to race against Bristol for the championship title.

Once both crews’ boats were ready, the starter’s voice sounded over the speakers around the river. “For the championship title, we have Glencrest and Bristol. When both boats are straight, I’ll start you by saying, ‘Attention. Go.’”

Each coxswain held up a hand in the air until they were ready.

Finally, the starter said, “Attention…Go.”

Then both crews were off, rowing hard in their first drive. At the one-mile marker, Bristol’s team was ahead by a few seconds, but Glencrest had a great rhythm going, and she knew they had a shot to come back and win the race.

Bri crossed her ankles and yelled, “You got this, Drew!” Even though she knew he couldn’t hear her, it felt right to cheer for him. She saw Lily nudge Max’s arm and could feel them watching her as she cheered for her best friend.

As the teams neared the final stretch, Bri was amazed to see Drew’s crew picking up speed. Their strokes were smooth from the catch to the finish. They looked clean and synchronized, moving together as one. With only seconds to spare, Glencrest’s boat pulled into the lead. The boats were finally close enough that when Bri spotted Drew in seat five, she couldn’t hold back her excitement.

“Yes! Go, Drew!” Bri cheered, jumping out of her seat. This was no act. It felt natural and good to be supporting Drew at this monumental event in his life.

She clutched Lily’s hand just as Glencrest’s boat crossed the finish line a mere second before Bristol’s. Bri threw her free hand in the air and cheered for her best friend, smiling widely as his teammates slapped the water in excitement over their win.

When they were free to get out of the boat, Drew jumped into the water instead of onto the platform, swimming straight toward her.

He emerged from the water, his white tank clinging to his torso. Bri couldn’t help but let her eyes roam over his body, taking in his chiseled arms and the outline of his abs. Since when does Drew have abs?

Their entire childhood, he’d been scrawny. But the man walking toward her with water dripping off his body was muscular and confident. She was speechless.

Bri tried to shake away the thoughts flooding her mind. There was no way she could have a real attraction toward her best friend.

This is all fake, she reminded herself.

Except, it didn’t feel fake. Not when she had a stirring feeling inside her she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Not when Drew sucked in a sharp breath when she called him her fiancé. Not when he shielded her from the press and held her hand. Not when she saw him step out of that water, looking like a Greek god.

Bri looked forward to her call with Rosalie tomorrow because she desperately needed to vent about what she was feeling. Things were getting confusing.

She looked back at Drew and found he was only a few paces away. Her mouth fell slightly open when she spotted the blue-and-green bracelet on his wrist. The threads were faded, but she recognized them nonetheless. It was the friendship bracelet she’d made for him over a decade ago. She had no idea how it had remained intact for so long, but the fact that he still wore it all these years later had a blush covering her cheeks.

With as much calm as she could muster, Bri put a smile back on her face and clapped for him. When he reached her, Drew pulled her into his arms, wrapping her in a tight hug. The clicking sound of cameras erupted nearby.

She sucked in a gasp as the cold water quickly soaked through her coat dress. “You’re freezing, Drew,” Bri squealed in his arms.

He pulled his head back with a laugh and looked right into her eyes. “Then I guess I need you to warm me up.”

He’s only saying this because we’re in public. But Bri couldn’t rid her mind of the niggling thought that right in her arms was exactly where he wanted to be, regardless of who was watching.

A shiver spread through her body, and it wasn’t because of the cold water soaking through her dress. 


Chapter Thirteen
Drew


She was totally checking me out. Shout-out to past me for forcing myself to do an ab workout yesterday.

He didn’t know if she was playing up her reaction for the cameras, but regardless, she’d given him the look.

The complete up-down, her eyes roaming over him, a beautiful blush on her cheeks. It made him grin like a fool.

If she was attracted to him, maybe he had an actual chance with her. Maybe he had a shot at convincing Bri he was the right person to love her for the rest of her life.

She sucked in a gasp as he hugged her tightly, likely shocked by the cold water clinging to him. “You’re freezing, Drew,” Bri squealed in his arms.

He pulled his head back with a laugh and looked right into her eyes. “Then I guess I need you to warm me up.” Drew finally released Bri from his arms, not wanting to soak her dress. He could hear the clicking of paparazzi cameras around them.

She gazed up at him, looking shocked by his boldness. Before she could respond, Drew moved past her and hugged his parents. His mother kissed him on the cheek, and his father clapped him on the back.

“Congratulations, son.” His father’s smile was full of pride.

“We knew you could do it,” his mother added. She motioned her head toward Bri. “Especially with how loud your fiancée was cheering for you.”

He turned back to face Bri. “You were cheering for me, huh?”

Her cheeks tinged with pink. “Of course I was.”

His lips turned up at the corners, but they pulled back into a frown when he saw who was strutting toward them in a black gown better suited for a ballroom than a riverfront.

“Clarissa.” Drew’s mother, always prim and proper, greeted the unwanted guest. “It’s lovely to see you. I didn’t know you enjoyed the regatta.”

“I had to come cheer on my Andy.” Clarissa smirked before turning her attention to Drew. “You looked great out there. So buff and handsome.” She leaned forward and squeezed his arm as she bit her bottom lip.

Bri moved to his side, wrapping her arm around his middle and leaning her head against him. “He is buff and handsome, isn’t he?”

The words buff and handsome coming out of Clarissa’s mouth? Irritating.

The words buff and handsome coming out of Bri’s mouth? Exhilarating.

“Thanks for supporting Glencrest.” He offered the generic platitude to Clarissa, nothing more. “I hope you have safe travels home with your family.” Turning his back to her, he faced Bri. Drew motioned toward the crew’s tent. “I’m going to get changed into some dry clothes. Will you wait for me?”

Bri nodded. He brought her hand to his lips, pressing a light kiss to her knuckles. She sucked in a breath at his touch.

Oh, yes. She was definitely attracted to him. Finally.

As he walked toward the tent, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

Once inside, he stripped off his wet uniform, throwing it into a plastic bag. Drew changed into black suit pants and a white button-down before adding a tie and putting on a light-blue blazer with a pin of Glencrest’s flag on the lapel. He pulled on black socks and dress shoes before taking a look at himself in the mirror. His hair was wild, sticking out every which way. He did his best to smooth it down without any gel before heading out of the tent.

He started to move toward where he had left Bri, but someone from his crew grabbed his arm.

“Drew, they’re calling us up to present the trophy.”

The conversation he wanted to have with Bri would have to wait until later. He begrudgingly followed his crew up onto the stage. As Glencrest accepted the championship trophy, Drew scoured the audience until he found who he was looking for. Bri stood in the middle of the crowd, and he locked in on her, smiling at her as she beamed back at him.

That smile alone was what made him feel like a champion today.
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As Drew walked to the observatory, he couldn’t help but think his favorite room in the palace was the perfect place to talk to Bri about how they were feeling about their engagement. She was supposed to meet him there at ten, and since everyone else had gone to bed, they hopefully wouldn’t be interrupted.

When he reached the room, Drew placed the bowl of watermelon and pitcher of sweet tea he carried on a small table between two recliners. He looked up to the starry night sky, perfectly visible on this cloudless night through the glass dome above.

He let out a sigh, relieved to be in his happy place. Drew’s eyes wandered around the room, taking in the desk against one curved wall, where he often worked when he wanted a change of scenery from his study. The remaining walls featured curved built-in bookshelves filled to the brim with rolled-up maps and books about the solar system that were far older than him or even his father.

Drew turned when he heard footsteps. Bri walked into the room wearing a beige crewneck sweatshirt, black joggers, and her signature white platform tennis shoes, her hair up in a ponytail. She looked beautiful.

“I’m glad we’re finally getting some time to hang out. It feels like it’s been forever since we had time just the two of us.” She looked at the table in front of him. “Ooh, watermelon and sweet tea? You spoil me.”

Bri settled into a recliner and ate a cube of watermelon. Drew couldn’t help but stare as she licked the juice from her fingers. He blinked himself out of his stupor as she grabbed another piece.

Drew grabbed two cups from a cabinet in the corner of the room and sat down in the open recliner. He motioned to the sweet tea. “Want a glass?” She nodded, so he poured some for each of them, setting her glass on the table and taking a long drink from his. “Also, this isn’t spoiling you. You’re doing me a favor, and I’m providing you with your favorite snack and drink. If someone’s going to spoil you, you deserve a lot more than this.”

She took a sip, but he saw the smile on her lips. “So, what do you want to talk about? Were you going to try to show me proof of your space fact today—that Venus spins in the opposite direction of all the other planets?”

He chuckled. “I wasn’t planning on it, but isn’t that cool? That means the sun rises in the west and sets in the east there.”

Bri shook her head at him as she laughed. “You and your space knowledge.”

“You know you love it.” Drew ran his hand through his hair. “Anyway, I do want to hang out, but I also have a question for you.”

She looked over at him expectantly. “Go ahead.”

He looked down, scared to speak the words. “Do you think we should practice?”

“Practice what?” Bri asked, popping another piece of watermelon into her mouth.

He pressed his lips together, trying to think of the right word to convey his thoughts without sounding too over-the-top. “Being…cozy together.”

She looked at him quizzically. “You’re going to have to spell it out for me, Drew. What exactly does it mean for us to practice being cozy?”

Drew wrung his hands. “We have our engagement photos tomorrow, and I don’t know if they will make us…if we will have to…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. “Do you think they’ll want us to kiss for a picture?” Drew felt like he was in middle school, whispering the words.

There would be absolutely zero problems from his end. He would love to kiss her—something he’d been dreaming about for the past decade. But he didn’t want his first kiss with her to be for the sake of a picture. He wanted it to be on their terms—because they both wanted it.

Bri stopped moving, her hand stalling mid-air on the way to the plate of watermelon between them. “You think they would make us kiss? Most of the royal sphere is opposed to PDA.”

“We both know that’s less of a rule in Glencrest and Westridge, thanks to our lovestruck parents.” Both of their parents had been so in love that PDA from the royal family had become more of a common occurrence in their countries.

He stood and looked up through the domed glass ceiling of the observatory into the clear, starry night sky. “Our palace photographer will be taking the photos. The press team will release the standard formal engagement portrait to news outlets. However, I think they’ll expect to take more personal photos for us to remember our engagement. What are we going to do if she asks us to kiss for a photo tomorrow?”

She tapped her nails on the leather arm of the recliner. “Well, we can’t have it look like we’ve never kissed before. That would definitely give everyone something to talk about.”

Drew’s gaze shot back to her. “What do you suggest we do?”

“Exactly what you said we should do.” She stood and joined him in the middle of the room, underneath the stars. “Practice.” Her voice was breathless, and a slight blush covered her cheeks.

He stepped closer to her, placing one hand at the nape of her neck and cupping her cheek with the other. He looked her in the eyes, waiting for her consent to take the final step. She gave him a slight nod, and that was all the encouragement he needed.

Drew tentatively pressed his lips to hers, soft and gentle, the barest whisper of a kiss. The sweet taste of watermelon on her lips nearly did him in. He wanted to dive in deeper, kiss her with all the love and affection he’d held back for so long, but Drew didn’t want to scare her away. Instead, he pulled back before the kiss had barely even started.

It was the kind of kiss that shouldn’t have any major effect on a person, but to Drew it was earth-shattering. His world tilted on a new axis now, only spinning for her. If he thought he’d been in love with Bri before, he knew it with complete certainty now. He would wait forever for her.

He pressed his forehead to hers. “You good?”

“Mm-hmm,” Bri murmured, though she wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I just need a second.” She placed her hands on his stomach, resting perfectly on his abs before drawing in a gasp and dropping them as if she’d been burned. “Sorry.” She rested her head on his chest, taking in long, slow breaths.

Drew gently grasped her hands in his. “You don’t need to apologize.” After giving her a minute to gather her thoughts, he squeezed her hand. “Want to talk about it?”

She released a puff of air, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “I can’t even look at you. How do you expect me to talk about kissing my best friend?”

There was the word he was starting to loathe. Friend. It sliced Drew’s heart like a dagger. He wanted to be so much more than that.

“I’m the same Drew you were talking to three minutes ago.”

“You’re right.” Bri finally stood straight and peeked up at him. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He smiled at her. “Do you want to sit and talk now?”

She nodded, and he led her over to a small loveseat, barely big enough to fit the two of them.

His shoulder and knee brushed against hers as he said, “I’m sorry, Bri. I shouldn’t have suggested we—”

“It’s okay,” she said, placing her hand on his and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “If we were a real couple, holding each other close and kissing would be a usual thing for us.”

“I know, but we said no PDA unless it’s necessary to keep up our façade, and I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable in any way.” He pulled his hand back and rubbed it along the scruff covering his chin.

“It’s fine, Drew. I overreacted. It was barely even a kiss, right?”

Yes, but it was still one of the best moments of my life.

“Right,” he lied. His eyes roamed over her, taking in her tense shoulders and tight smile. “Are you okay? How are you feeling about…all this?”

“It’s…confusing.” Bri sighed. “I don’t want things to be confusing between us, Drew. You’re my best friend, and I don’t want that to change after this charade is over.” She looked down at her lap.

It’s not an act. This is all real. I love you.

“I already told you nothing’s going to change. You’re never going to lose me, Bri. You mean too much to me,” he said with every ounce of sincerity he could muster.

She leaned into him, wrapping her arm around his middle. He hugged her back, releasing a relieved sigh at her touch. “Do you mind if I ask you what’s confusing about it?” he whispered into her ear.

Please, just tell me you wish this wasn’t fake, and then everything can be real.

Bri was quiet for a minute, so he rubbed small, soothing circles on her back.

When she finally spoke, her voice was quiet, almost shy. “I guess it’s weird acting one way in front of people and another behind closed doors. It’s getting hard to tell the difference between fiction and reality.”

“How about we pull a Katniss and Peeta? You can ask me anytime if something is real or not real.”

“You know I love it when you talk about my favorite books.” She laughed.

Drew leaned down to look her in the eyes. “Or I could tell you right now that I would never say or do something I didn’t mean. You’re the most important person in my life, Bri.”

Her laughter came to a sudden stop. Bri’s expression softened as she looked at him. “You’re my favorite person too.”

“Whoa.” Drew held his hands up, eyes wide. “I never said anything about you being my favorite,” he teased, gently nudging her shoulder.

She huffed out an exasperated breath. “You’re the worst. You know you love me.”

I sure do.


Chapter Fourteen
Bri


Bri had tossed and turned all night, unable to stop thinking about her kiss with Drew. She had no clue what had taken over her when she’d stepped closer to him and told him they should practice. He’d even given her another opportunity to get out of it, waiting for her nod of consent before continuing with the kiss. Instead of running in the opposite direction, as she should have, she’d nodded, giving him free rein to kiss her.

Their kiss had started a little awkward and shy, but after a moment, the press of their lips had felt right—so right she’d been completely sucked into the moment and forgotten everything else around them, including the fact that this was fake.

Drew had been respectful and pulled away before the kiss had truly even started, but she was still reeling from its effect, and Bri had no clue what to do about it. He was her best friend, so maybe she’d been confusing the comfort she felt being around him with something more.

She plopped down on the sofa in Hillside Cottage with a sigh. The soft material of the cushions felt like a warm hug. The thought that this cottage would be Drew’s home when he married one day made living in it feel a little awkward, but it had started to feel like home to her sometime over the past month.

The steeply pitched gable roof, gray stone exterior, wraparound porch, and arched front door gave it a quaint charm. The interior of the cottage exhibited the same character and attention to cozy, comfortable detail, with exposed wooden beams, the original brick fireplace, and carefully selected furniture upholstered with luxurious fabrics, cultivating a homey environment.

As she sat on the sofa, the kiss replayed in her mind. She needed to vent about everything to Rosalie before her brain exploded and she shared something with the wrong person. Bri snatched her phone from the coffee table and typed out a text to her.

Bri: Hey, girl. Is now a good time for us to talk?

Her friend responded in an instant.

Rosalie: Of course!

Bri clicked on Rosalie’s contact and hit the video call button. After a few rings, Rosalie’s smiling face popped onto the screen.

“I’ve been waiting for your call all morning.” Rosalie’s sunny countenance rivaled that of the morning sun peeking through the large living room window. “I’ve been dying to talk with you more since your engagement ball.”

Bri sighed, biting the inside of her cheek. “That’s what I want to talk to you about. We couldn’t share all the details with you at the ball, and too many people were around at the regatta yesterday.”

“Okay, what’s going on?”

She let out a long breath before the words flew out of her mouth. “I know Drew talked to you, so I’m assuming you know his parents were trying to work with Clarissa’s to set up some kind of marriage contract?”

Rosalie nodded. “Yeah, I wish I could say I was shocked…but she was always all over Drew, even when we were kids.”

“I know, and she still is, even though we’re engaged.” Anger coursed through Bri, but she didn’t know why. Their relationship was fake. There was no reason for her to be jealous. She clenched and unclenched her fist. “That’s when he came to me and told me he wanted to enact our marriage pact.”

“Your what?” Rosalie’s mouth was open as she stared at her through the screen, although she didn’t look particularly surprised. “Girl, I need details.”

“You’d better buckle up then, because I’m not even close to done.”

Bri shared everything with Rosalie—how they wrote and signed the marriage pact when they were kids, and how she agreed to be Drew’s fake fiancée so he wouldn’t have to marry Clarissa.

Rosalie sat patiently through all the news, and once Bri was done sharing, she finally spoke. “Oh, my goodness. We’ll dive into all that in a second, but first, how are you doing?”

Bri propped her phone up on the coffee table and wrapped her arms around her middle. “I’m hanging in there. Most of the time, it’s not too bad. I’m just hanging out with my best friend.” She hugged herself tighter. “But it’s hard lying to our families. And things are starting to get confusing.”

“I know how close you are with both families, so I can’t even begin to imagine how hard it is for you.” Rosalie’s face was full of sympathy. “How are things getting confusing?”

“You know I was cheering him on in the Fenimore Regatta.” She blew out a low whistle. “Girl, he jumped out of the boat after they won, swam over to me, and came out of the water looking like a chiseled man sculpted to perfection.” Bri fanned her face with her hand. “I’ve never looked at Drew like that before. He’s always been my best friend, sure and steady. I guess I’ve always seen him as the same awkward and dorky kid I became friends with when I was seven.”

She took a moment, breathing deeply. “Now I can’t seem to get this new image of his physique out of my head, and I shouldn’t be feeling these things. I can’t be attracted to him. Not when this is all an act and we’re going our separate ways one day.”

She looked at her friend, expecting to see her still looking at her sympathetically. Instead, Rosalie was grinning and nodding her head, her arms crossed.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

Rosalie clapped her hands excitedly. “There’s so much to unpack here.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t think this attraction you’re feeling is a bad thing. I’m very happily married, but even I can admit that Drew has grown up to be a handsome man.”

“That makes me feel a little better.” Bri let out a sigh. “But it’s more than the attraction. To make matters worse, I let him kiss me.” Bri let her face fall into the palm of her hand. “What was I thinking, Rosalie?”

Rosalie’s mouth fell open. “You kissed Drew?” she squealed.

Bri told her about their conversation from the night before about the engagement photos they would take later today—the conversation that had led to them practicing a kiss.

A blush covered her cheeks as she thought back on their kiss. “I didn’t know Drew could ever make me feel like that. That he could stir up feelings and butterflies.” She shook her head. “I’m sure it’s only all my heightened emotions about the situation.”

Rosalie didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t push either. “My advice would be to keep your heart open to whatever this time with Drew brings. You never know what could happen.”

After a few more updates from Rosalie, they said their goodbyes. When Bri hung up, she sighed, lying down on the couch.

It felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders after finally being able to talk about everything she’d been feeling. Yet, even with the burden gone, Bri still didn’t know what to think about her feelings for Drew. There were still questions she didn’t have answers to, but she didn’t have time to dwell on that. She had a photoshoot to get ready for.
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Once Bri changed into the pale-blue midi dress Drew’s mother had given her, she slid on a pair of nude pumps. She ran her fingers through her curled hair and touched up her lip gloss before walking outside to the driver waiting with a golf cart to escort her to Glencrest Palace.

There was no reason for her to be worried. They’d already gotten through the most difficult parts: telling their parents, announcing their engagement to the world at the ball, their first official appearance on the palace lawn, enduring questions from the press at the interview with Isla and at the carnival, and practice-kissing so their charade would look real.

If they’d gotten through all that together and come out on the other side alive and well, then they should easily be able to take a few measly pictures. Yet, Bri had an uneasy feeling in her stomach. She tugged at her three-quarter-length sleeves after the driver dropped her off in the palace’s garden.

Her palace didn’t have much of a garden since it was nestled in the mountains, so she always loved visiting Glencrest in the spring when the flowers were the most beautiful. She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing in the wonderful floral aroma. Bri followed a stone path until she spotted Drew in front of a rose bush.

She felt relieved they were in this together. There wasn’t another soul on the planet she could be fake engaged to.

Bri knew the exact moment Drew saw her. His whole face lit up, and his mouth pulled up at one corner into a goofy grin. He glanced down at his feet, looking nervous as she approached him. But when he glanced back up at her, his eyes were full of admiration.

“You look stunning, Bri.”

She smiled up at him. “Thanks. You don’t look too shabby yourself.” His classic black suit and tie were doing him all sorts of favors. She didn’t know how she hadn’t noticed how muscular he was before the regatta, but now that she’d seen it, she couldn’t unsee it.

Bri shook her head, attempting to focus on the task at hand.

“The photographer is just over there.” He pointed to a wooden bench in the middle of a row of flowers, where a photographer readied her equipment.

When he extended his arm to her, she accepted it, and they walked together into the middle of the garden. The photographer introduced herself and began directing their locations and poses. She took a few photos of them sitting on the bench before having them stand in front of a wall of climbing blush-pink roses for the more formal pictures that would be shared with the press.

Bri, ever the adventurous spirit, always felt awkward in posed photos like this. There was practically no one else, aside from royalty, who would barely touch or merely wrap their arm through their significant others for an engagement photo. But she would do what was necessary to meet the royal expectations into which she had been born.

“I’m glad those are over. I always feel stiff taking posed formal pictures.” Drew stretched his back. “I know you can’t be a fan either, with your bold spirit. You’d probably rather be taking a picture in activewear and sneakers, your arms spread wide in front of a mountain landscape.”

He knew her well. “You’re not wrong.”

“Hopefully, the next ones will feel a little more natural.”

They followed the photographer over to a weeping willow tree. “All right, Prince Andrew, would you please hold Princess Brielle in a way that feels comfortable for you?”

His hand settled on the dip of her waist, and she inhaled a sharp breath. His thumb gently grazed her hip and left a trail of heat, even through the fabric of her dress. It felt intimate, romantic, and not at all fake. She looked up to find Drew looking at the photographer, but the satisfied smile on his face told her he knew what his touch had done to her.

It was almost as if he was being touchy and over-the-top on purpose, trying to get a reaction out of her. She didn’t know what to make of that. Bri was having a difficult time gauging her reaction to everything between them lately. She steeled herself, locking all her emotions in a box in her heart and throwing away the key.

This is all fake. Drew and I will go back to being just friends in less than a year. We’re not actually engaged. This isn’t real.

“You okay?” he whispered, his lips grazing her ear.

Bri used every bit of willpower she had to not shiver at his touch. “Of course,” she fibbed.

They followed the photographer’s instructions, posing in a variety of positions: his hand on her waist, his arms wrapped around her from behind, and her hands clasped behind his neck as they looked at each other lovingly.

When it seemed they were nearing the end of the photoshoot, the photographer had them press their foreheads together. She was close enough to Drew that their whole bodies were touching, and her fingers grazed the hair at the nape of his neck. Bri moved her face slightly, and her nose brushed his. She heard him suck in a breath, sending her heart racing.

This is about to happen. We’re about to kiss again.

As she finished internally preparing herself for their lips to meet again, the photographer nodded and looked at her camera. “I think I’ve got everything I need. Thank you for letting me take these for you, Your Highnesses.” She curtsied to them before she packed up all her equipment.

“I can’t wait to see all the pictures,” Drew replied kindly.

Bri pressed her lips together in frustration. They’d made it through the entire photo session without being asked to kiss, which meant they’d practiced for nothing. It had been completely unnecessary.

If only she had Hermione Granger’s Time-Turner to go back to last night for a do-over. She wouldn’t have kissed him, and then they wouldn’t have a giant, confusing moment hanging over them.


Chapter Fifteen
Drew


Drew escorted Bri to one of the formal sitting rooms inside the palace, where he had a pitcher of peach tea and an assortment of snacks waiting.

He wished their engagement photoshoot hadn’t had to end. It had given him the perfect excuse to wrap his arms around Bri and act like the real couple he wanted them to be. It had also been a bummer that the photographer hadn’t asked them to kiss for any photos. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to stop kissing her if they started again.

Their first kiss had been like a teaser of what could be, like taking a bite of the most refreshing ice cream on a hot summer day but not being able to eat the whole thing. Drew wanted to kiss her like he meant it, with all the emotion he’d been storing up inside for years. But he didn’t just want a kiss. He wanted it all with her. He wanted a real engagement that led to a long, loving marriage and a whole palace full of babies.

For now, he would have to continue being patient and play the long game.

The instant they walked into the room, Bri hurried to the table and piled her plate high with watermelon Caprese skewers, deviled eggs, pesto pizza, and shaved asparagus with parmesan vinaigrette. “I might never leave—not with how much you’re spoiling me.”

You have a place with me forever.

He followed her, taking small servings of the vegetable and fruit dishes and large amounts of everything more filling. There was nothing wrong with fruits and veggies, but Drew would be hungry again in an hour if he didn’t eat something more substantial.

“Is that so?” he asked, trying to keep a smile off his face as they sat together at a small table.

She gestured to the plate in front of her. “Yeah. There’s always an abundance of watermelon for me at home, but you really go all out to make sure I always have access to my favorite foods.”

“Happy wife, happy life,” he said, taking a giant bite of pizza without really thinking about the implications.

“Oh, I’m your wife now, huh?” she teased.

His face blanched. “I didn’t mean my actual wife.”

“What kind of wife did you mean, then?” Her lips pressed together into an amused expression.

“The almost kind. The fake kind.” The words fell out of his mouth rapidly. He sighed. “It’s only a saying. I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful husband someday who will ensure you’re well fed. Otherwise, he would always be stuck dealing with your hangry, sassy side.”

Bri held a hand to her chest, her mouth agape. “I’m never hangry.”

“Not around me, because I always feed you.”

She shook her head. “You’re one to talk, Mr. I-Eat-Everything-In-Sight.”

“Precisely. I never get hangry because I never allow myself to reach that level of starvation.”

Bri rolled her eyes, but a smile still tugged at her lips. “You’re insufferable.”

“You’re just mad I’m right.” His eyes twinkled with mirth. He popped a deviled egg into his mouth. “I need to talk to you about some of our upcoming obligations.”

She ate one of her Caprese skewers, nodding for him to continue.

“Your family will be here in a few hours for our monthly family game night. Next month, game night will be back in Westridge at your family’s palace. Next week, we will represent the palace at a charity run. Originally, we were just going to make an appearance, but I persuaded them to let us run it.”

Her eyes widened in excitement. “That’s amazing! Thank you for doing that.”

“Of course.” Drew nodded. “My parents are insisting on a birthday celebration for me at the end of May, but I have a little surprise for you before then.” He looked at her with his eyebrows raised.

“Oh, spill it already.”

“I secured tickets for us to attend the French Open.”

She stared at him, her mouth hanging open in shock. Then she jumped out of her chair, clasping her hands together, and squealed. Bri ran over to his side of the table, and he scooted his chair back on instinct. She flung her arms around his neck and squeezed tightly.

“You’re the absolute best.” With her head tucked against him, her breath tickled his neck, making goosebumps cover his body. “I can’t believe you remembered how much I love watching tennis.”

I remember everything about you.

He could never tell her. If she knew he had everything about her memorized, from her different expressions and types of smiles and laughs to all her favorite things, then she would undoubtedly know the depth of his feelings for her. And he couldn’t have her know that yet. Drew still needed more time to show her they were perfect for each other before making any big declarations.

He rubbed the back of his head. “I thought you mentioned tennis a time or two.”

She stood up straight so she could look at him. “Those couldn’t have been easy tickets to get.”

They weren’t. Even with his royal status, he’d spent an entire week pulling all sorts of strings to get two tickets to the French Open, but Bri was more than worth it. Just seeing the smile on her face now made all the effort worthwhile.

“Ahh, it’s not that big of a deal.” He waved the idea away.

She raised an eyebrow at him that implied she knew it absolutely was a big deal, but she wouldn’t press the matter. “What do you want to do to celebrate your birthday?”

He felt like he was getting the best early birthday present right now—seeing Bri so excited for an upcoming date. It made this whole arrangement feel real. Like they were just two people dating and in love, talking about their upcoming plans.

Drew shrugged. “Maybe your family could visit. Phillip’s been hounding me about going four-wheeling. It would be fun to hit some trails.”

“You want to spend your birthday with my little brother?” Her nose wrinkled.

“He’s only three years younger than us. He’s not little anymore.”

“He sure acts like it,” she scoffed.

“It’s his job as your younger brother to annoy you. I’m pretty sure it’s a written law.” Drew grazed his knuckles along the back of her hand without thinking.

At his touch, her eyes shot to his, and she crossed her arms and took a small step back. “Well, then, he’s a model citizen.” Her voice was breathless, and she looked everywhere but at him as she spoke the words.

Drew’s hope deflated like a balloon. His shoulders slumped as he chided himself. I can’t get lost in the moment like this again. She’s not my real fiancée. He must’ve been mistaken about the signs of attraction and jealousy he thought he’d seen at the regatta. He needed to be more careful moving forward if he wanted to win her over. Baby steps, he reminded himself.

They sat down and quickly fell back into their conversation about her family. Drew couldn’t help but think this was exactly what life would look like if they were married. Bri challenged him. Their banter, whether in person or over text in response to his daily space facts, was something he lived for.

Bri pulled him outside of his comfortable bubble, and he was a better person because of her. Drew hoped, at the end of this charade, they would still be together and have many more days just like this one.
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“Drew, it’s your turn to select the game.” Bri’s mother called him over to the game cupboard.

Without even looking at all the options, he said, “Tonight, we’ll be playing Trivial Pursuit.”

Bri looked over at him with a wide smile. “I love trivia.”

“Are you two only going to pick games the other person likes, now that you’re in love?” Phillip groaned. “It’s sickening to watch you together.”

“Phillip,” Bri’s mother, Caroline, scolded. Turning to Drew, she said, “I’m so sorry. It’s quite lovely watching you and Bri interact.” Her expression softened as she smiled at her daughter.

Drew felt a lump in his throat. He hated lying to their parents. It was necessary to keep up the ruse and avoid having to marry Clarissa, but it didn’t make him feel any better about lying to them.

He pushed his feelings down and smiled. “Sorry, Phillip, but I’ll always support Bri and her interests.”

“You’re whipped, dude,” Phillip muttered, shaking his head.

Caroline shot her son a stern look, and Phillip retreated to the couch, still whispering under his breath. She came over and wrapped Drew in a hug. “I promise, we’re all excited to have you join the family.”

“I know you are. Thank you,” Drew responded. Raising his voice so the whole group could hear, he said, “What do you say we get this game night started?” He took a seat on the couch opposite the one where Phillip was sitting, everyone else joining them to begin the game. His parents sat next to him, and Bri’s parents sat beside Phillip. Bri sat in an armchair positioned to the side of both couches.

Drew set up the board as everyone selected their pieces. His parents formed a team so their group wouldn’t surpass the six players the game was designed for.

Family rules dictated that, as the youngest, Phillip went first. His roll landed him on the Art & Literature category.

Drew’s father, Max, picked up a card and read the question aloud. “The Last Supper was painted by what artist?”

“Leonardo DiCaprio?” Phillip guessed.

“The correct answer is Leonardo da Vinci.”

Bri’s parents looked at each other before sighing. “Is that what you learned from all the years you spent receiving an expensive private school education?” Caroline asked.

“I was close enough. They’re both Leo D. I think it should count.”

“It definitely does not count,” Bri scoffed.

Caroline rolled, trying to ease the tension of the sibling rivalry. She landed on a History space, and Bri read the question.

“Mom, what Civil War nurse founded the American Red Cross?”

“Oh, I know this one. She was mentioned in a historical romance I just read,” she exclaimed. “It’s Clara Barton.”

“That’s correct.” Bri smiled at her as Caroline put a wedge in her token.

She answered her next question from the Geography category incorrectly, so she handed the dice to her husband, Edward. He landed on the Entertainment category and grimaced. It was well-known among his family and friends that he rarely watched television or listened to music.

His wife read him the question. “Disney’s animated movie Frozen is based on what fairy tale?”

“Oh, I know this one.” Bri bounced on her seat, sitting on her hands and pressing her lips together.

“Well, I surely don’t,” Edward said. “Is it ‘Rapunzel’?”

Bri sighed. “It’s ‘The Snow Queen.’”

“I guess I should’ve joined you for one of your movie nights.” Edward chuckled as he passed the dice over to Drew’s father. He rolled for their duo and landed on the Science & Nature category.

“Max and Lily, what famous mathematician is credited with discovering gravity?” Edward read him the question on the card.

“Isaac Newton, of course,” Drew’s father answered without skipping a beat.

“You got it.”

Lily rolled for them next and moved their token to the Sports & Leisure category.

“Mom and Dad, what is the most widely played and watched sport in the world?” Drew asked.

“Oh, dear, that’s a difficult one.” She pressed her lips together in concentration and whispered a little bit with her husband before answering. “Our guess is field hockey.”

“I think that’s near the top of the list, but the correct answer is soccer…or football.”

“Which one is it? Soccer or football?” she asked like he’d given a trick answer.

Drew bit back his smile. “They’re the same sport, Mom. Most of the world calls it football, but America, Canada, and a few other countries call it soccer.”

“Well, that’s just downright confusing.”

They all laughed at her comment before she motioned for Drew to take his turn. He landed on the Geography category.

“All right, Drew,” Bri said, waggling her eyebrows. “By what name did the city Istanbul used to be known?”

He tapped his fingers on the arm of the couch. He was sure he’d learned it in geography lessons, but he couldn’t remember it now, being put on the spot. “I’ll guess Turkey.” He shrugged, knowing the answer was incorrect.

“Unfortunately, that’s the wrong answer. It was Constantinople.”

“Oh, I should’ve known that one.”

Bri went next, moving her token to an Art & Literature space.

Drew read the question for her. “Which fairy tale is found in almost every culture and language?”

Without skipping a beat, Bri answered, “‘Cinderella.’”

“You’re right, of course,” he said, pride written all over his face. Bri incorrectly answered her next question from the Sports & Leisure category, and it was Phillip’s turn again.

“All right, Entertainment.” Bri flipped up the first card. “What does VHS stand for?”

“Very Honestly Stupid.” Phillip pouted, leaning back farther into the couch.

Drew’s father covered his mouth with his hand, laughing silently behind it.

“Really, Phillip?” Caroline scolded.

“I hate this game. I always lose,” Phillip muttered.

They went around the room, each player answering their question incorrectly until it got back to Bri. She landed on an Entertainment space, just like her brother.

Drew took the top card and read the question. “Whitney Houston’s hit ‘I Will Always Love You’ was originally written and performed by which musician?”

Her lips pulled to the side as she thought. When she looked at him, there was a light of recognition in her eyes. “Dolly Parton.”

“Correct.”

So began Bri’s winning streak. She correctly answered that the Bahamas are the country in which tourists can swim in the sea with pigs, the Eiffel Tower was built before the Panama Canal, and it is true that competitive tickling exists.

“Ah, I landed on Science & Nature. That’s the last wedge I need.”

“Of course it is,” Phillip mumbled before nibbling on a chocolate chip cookie in defeat.

“True or false: platypuses have venom,” her father read the question aloud.

She bit her bottom lip as she thought, and Drew used all his willpower to not stare at her very kissable lips. “I’m going to go with true.”

“Way to go, kid. It is true. I can now say I never want to cross a platypus,” Edward chuckled.

When she rolled and got the exact number she needed to return to the hub spot to answer the game-winning question, Phillip groaned.

“What category do we want Bri to have to answer to win?” Drew asked.

“That’s easy—Science & Nature,” Phillip responded.

Both sets of parents, not wanting to get involved in their sibling competition, nodded in assent.

Drew picked up a card and grinned as he read the question. “The North Star, Polaris, is located within which constellation?” He found it humorous that the potential game-winning question was space-related. It was time to see if she truly paid attention to his daily space facts.

She smiled at him, not taking her eyes off his. “Ursa Minor, also known as The Little Dipper.”

“Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner, folks!” He ran around the table and pulled her out of her seat. Drew wrapped his arms around Bri’s waist, picking her up and spinning her in a circle.

“My girl is so smart.”

My girl. He could get used to calling her that.


Chapter Sixteen
Bri


Bri rarely craved time to unwind at home, but after a very busy couple of weeks, she was ready for a day of relaxation.

This fake engagement was turning out to be a much larger commitment than she’d anticipated. It was one thing to tell everyone they were engaged when they weren’t, but moving to a new country and spending all her time with Drew and his family was causing the situation to be even more sticky.

It had been great having her family visit for a game night, but she didn’t know how long she’d be able to keep up the ruse around them. She blushed as her thoughts wandered back to Drew’s reaction when she’d won their trivia match. She definitely hadn’t been sad when he had picked her up and spun her around in celebration.

Bri shook the memory away. She didn’t need to focus on anything that might add confusion before Drew arrived. He’d agreed to come hang out with her tonight, and she hoped it would be like old times, back when they had only been friends and she’d had no cares in the world related to their relationship.

She pulled out her phone, rereading their text conversation from earlier in the day.

Drew: Did you know one million Earths could fit inside the Sun?

Bri: I didn’t, but that’s very cool. I didn’t realize the sun is that big.

Drew: You know what I never realized? How much you listen to my space facts, Ms. Trivia Champion. *crown emoji*

Bri: It doesn’t ALL go in one ear and out the other! *winking face with tongue emoji*

Bri: Are you free to come to Hillside Cottage tonight? We could make dinner together and hang out. I could use a relaxing night in.

Drew: I’ll be at your door with sweet tea at five o’clock sharp.

Bri: *thumbs up emoji*

Glancing at the time, Bri panicked. Drew should be here any minute, and she’d completely forgotten about the cooking part of their evening. She had no idea what lurked in her refrigerator, especially when it came to ingredients she could use to throw a quick meal together.

Hurrying to her kitchen, she opened the fridge door and was pleased to find it well stocked. Someone from Drew’s staff must regularly bring her groceries since it certainly wasn’t her shopping for fresh meat and produce.

Before she could figure out a plan for dinner, a knock sounded at the door. She opened it, and a smile instantly covered her face when she saw Drew standing there with a big pitcher of sweet tea in one hand and a bouquet of sunflowers.

She let him inside and accepted the blooms, placing the vase in the middle of her coffee table. “Did you have these imported? Sunflowers are only in season in autumn.”

He shrugged off her question. “It was worth it to see the smile on your face.”

Comments like that left her belly swooping and her feelings all over the place, especially when no one else was around to hear them but her.

“Thank you. What did you do today?” she asked, but the words fell out of her mouth so quickly as she tried to change the subject that she wasn’t sure they were comprehendible.

If he picked up on her trying to switch topics, he didn’t react at all. “I attended a Royal Board meeting with my father. Since he’s trying to prepare me to take the throne sooner than expected, he’s been throwing me into the deep end with more meetings and responsibilities on my schedule than I’m used to.”

She let out a long breath. “Sounds like there’s a lot on your plate right now, between everything your dad is having you do and all the public appearances we’re making to convince the world our engagement is real.”

Drew nodded. “It’s a lot, but I wouldn’t change any of it. No one ever said it was easy being royalty. Anyway, how was your day?”

“I had a much-needed low-key day. I watched How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days for probably the hundredth time, then binged a few episodes of a new show that’s streaming. I barely got up from the couch except for when I needed to answer the door and let in your staff to deliver my breakfast and my lunch. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

He feigned shock. “Someone had food delivered right to your door? What a wonderful idea.”

Bri shot him a look. “Mm-hmm, sure. Well, you can thank whoever made those arrangements.”

“I’ll be sure to pass on your gratitude. What do you want to make for dinner?” He rubbed his hands together, and his eyes lit up like they always did whenever food was involved.

“I honestly have no idea what to make.”

“Let’s see what you have.” Drew moved to the kitchen and looked inside the fridge. “Oh, this is great. You have a lot to work with.” He pulled out some fresh shrimp and Brussels sprouts before grabbing golden potatoes and basil from the bowl on her countertop. “How does marinated grilled shrimp with mashed potatoes and crispy hot honey Brussels sprouts sound?”

“You can make all that from what I have here?” Her eyes went wide in amazement.

“You bet I can.” He reached his hand out in a fist, and she bumped hers against it. “Want to be my sous chef?” Drew held out an apron from a drawer she hadn’t even known was there.

“Gladly.” She wrapped the apron around her waist, tying it behind her back.

When Bri saw him putting on an apron of his own, she snorted. “The lace is a whole look for you, Drew.”

He propped his hands on his hips with a sassy look on his face. “Why, thank you.” He curtsied to her.

“You’re ridiculous.” She threw a dish towel at him.

He laughed, catching it easily. “Will you turn the oven on to 425°, please?”

She turned it on to preheat while Drew got to work. He moved around her kitchen like a seasoned professional. Within a few minutes, he had the shrimp marinating in a bowl with some tomato sauce, red wine vinegar, basil, salt, and cayenne pepper. Then he moved on to washing potatoes, which he passed to her, along with a cutting board, asking her to quarter them.

“Quarter them?”

Drew moved to stand behind her, placing his hand over hers on the knife. His other hand moved around her to hold a potato. With a fluid motion, they cut the potato and then sliced each of the halves again.

“Where did you learn to cook like this?” Bri asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

“When my parents were at events when I was a teenager and I didn’t need to attend, I would go down to the kitchen, and our head cook would teach me how to make whatever was on the menu that day.”

She felt his breath on her neck, and goosebumps erupted across her skin. I don’t know why my body is having this reaction to my best friend. Maybe I’m still thinking of his abs from the other day. There was no other possible explanation for such a physical reaction to his nearness.

He was a great teacher, but she thought it was a safe bet that his palace’s head chef hadn’t taught him to hold a knife this way.

When he moved back to the other side of the kitchen, she looked up at him from the cutting board in awe. “How is it that we’ve been best friends for so long, and I feel like there are a lot of things I’m still learning about you?”

Drew washed and halved the Brussels sprouts, tossing them into a bowl. “We’ve never hung out this regularly before. I know we’ve always been close, but there’s only so much you can learn in sporadic visits and text conversations.”

He was right. They hadn’t spent this much time together…well, ever. And as confusing as it was, Bri loved hanging out with him. He knew her better than anyone, and they always had fun together, regardless of what they were doing. He was her person. Her forever friend-mate—because she couldn’t use the word soulmate in reference to him, even though that was what he felt like.

Drew knew her soul. He knew every part of her—good and bad—and he still loved her the same.

She looked up at him again to find him smirking at her.

“What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

“Nothing,” she said too quickly.

“I don’t think nothing would have you neglecting your potato-cutting duties.” He gestured to her cutting board with his baking sheet of already cut and seasoned Brussels sprouts before putting them into the preheated oven.

When she didn’t respond, he huffed out a laugh, taking the knife from her hand and quartering the remaining potatoes.

“Would you mind getting out a large pot?”

She walked to the cupboard beside the stove and grabbed a stockpot, placing it on the counter beside him. Drew dropped all the potatoes into the pot and filled it with enough water to cover them before seasoning the water with salt and some minced garlic. He placed it on the stove and turned the heat to high before turning back to her.

“We have a little bit of time before we have to do anything else.” He spread his hand out, motioning to all the dirty dishes. “I’ll wash, you dry?”

“Sounds good to me.” She picked up the clean dish towel she’d thrown at him earlier and laid it on her shoulder.

Bri put on a playlist of country music, and they got to work. They moved like a well-oiled machine. As soon as she finished drying a dish and put it away, Drew was ready to hand her another clean dish. They continued like this until the kitchen looked nearly spotless again.

“All right, the potatoes should be done boiling now. I’ll strain them and put them in a bowl. Do you mind mashing them with some butter and milk while I get the shrimp out on the grill?”

“You got it.” She held up the masher he’d left out on the counter. Bri got to work mashing the potatoes he’d placed in front of her.

Bri couldn’t remember the last time she’d cooked dinner. It made her appreciate all the time and effort the palace staff put in each day to have food on the table.

She threw in the butter Drew had left out so it had time to melt while the potatoes were still hot. Once she didn’t see any more major lumps, she poured in a splash of milk at a time, mixing as she went.

I can’t believe I didn’t know Drew could cook like this. He continued to surprise her the more time she spent with him. And she found it attractive that he knew how to cook, even though he was royalty and didn’t have a reason to. He had been humble enough to go to his staff and ask them to teach him something new.

Just as she’d deemed the mashed potatoes creamy enough, Drew walked back into the kitchen with a bowl of steaming grilled shrimp.

“Perfect timing.” He smiled at her, one corner of his mouth pulling up. “Let me just grab the Brussels sprouts from the oven and season the potatoes. Could you grab the honey and sriracha from your pantry?”

She handed the bottles to him, and he poured equal parts of them into a bowl and mixed them before tossing the crispy Brussels sprouts in the sauce. He then sprinkled a good amount of salt into the mashed potatoes before tasting them and declaring them perfect. Together, they carried all their dishes to the small dining table she’d prepared earlier with two place settings.

Drew pulled out her seat and made sure she was comfortable before grabbing the pitcher of sweet tea from the fridge and pouring them each a glass. He served her a plate before making his own. “Let’s dig in. I’m starving.”

She shook her head. “I thought you never allowed yourself to get to the point of starvation. Something about never being hangry?”

“Well, I’m not actually starving. I ate a piece of banana bread before coming here, but I do always have an appetite.” He speared one of the shrimp and moaned the minute he put it in his mouth. “These are delicious.”

“I would tell you to thank the chef, but since you are the chef…” She trailed off, eating a big forkful of mashed potatoes. The flavors danced in her mouth in perfect harmony.

Drew really knew what he was doing when it came to cooking. She wouldn’t ever say it out loud, but she had to admit, she had really liked watching him do it.


Chapter Seventeen
Drew


Drew came out of a meeting with his father and Glencrest’s Royal Board with a giant smile.

It was impossible not to be ecstatic when the woman he loved had invited him over for a date. Okay, maybe she hadn’t exactly used the word date. But he was holding onto whatever hope he could when it came to their relationship, and this felt like a step in the right direction.

He made his way to Hillside Cottage as quickly as possible, reading through their texts as he walked.

Drew: Did you know that we know more about our moon and Mars than we do about our oceans?

Bri: Isn’t that more of an ocean fact than a space fact?

Drew: A little bit of both, but isn’t it wild? I know I’m obsessed with the solar system, but maybe I’ll start learning about the ocean next.

Bri: I’m fine with the switch to ocean facts in the future, as long as you promise never to make me do a cage dive with sharks.

Drew: Aye aye, captain. *saluting face emoji*

Bri: I know it’s a little last minute, but do you have lunch plans today?

Drew: I’m free after I meet with the Royal Board. What’s up?

Bri: Meet me at Hillside Cottage after? I’ll take care of everything!

Drew: Sounds good *smiling face emoji*

He finally reached the cottage, and Bri opened the door before he could knock, wearing a grin. Light-blue and white paper streamers hung from the ceiling around the living room, and the table was set for two with steaming bowls of food.

“What’s all this?” Drew asked as he stepped in, taking off his suit coat and laying it over the arm of the couch.

“I wanted to do something to celebrate your regatta win, so…ta-da!” Bri flung her arms out beside her. “I know it’s a few days late.”

He pulled her into a bear hug. “This is the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me. Thank you,” he whispered into her ear.

“Oh, this is nothing. I’m sure people have done much nicer things.”

But they’re not you. Everything meant so much more when it came from Bri.

“Anyway, we should eat before it gets cold.” She led him over to the table. “I attempted to make lunch. I’m not much of a cook, so I’m not sure if it’s good, but I got the recipe from your head chef.”

He took the seat across from her with a raised eyebrow. “You spoke with Elaine?”

“I did. She was very kind and helpful, but I had planned on making the meal with her guidance. Looking back, I probably should’ve scheduled this in advance, but you know I’m not a planner. So, Elaine was busy; however, she did have enough time to give me a recipe card and explain the steps.” Bri motioned to the food before them. “She said it was one of your favorite meals to make.”

He stared down at the bowl in front of him, his eyes wide. It looked nothing like anything he’d made with Elaine over the years. All he could see was rice with dark chunks of meat topped off with brown blobs. It didn’t look appetizing, to say the least, but she’d made lunch for him, and he really appreciated the gesture.

“I had lots of favorites. Which one did you make?” he asked, trying to be kind with his words but also trying to figure out what he was about to eat.

“Carne asada bowls.”

“Ahhh.” He moved the fork around in his bowl. “So it appears we have some cilantro lime rice, beef, and pico de gallo. What did you top it off with?”

“Guacamole.” Her shoulders fell as she slumped in her seat. “I made it first, and it turned brown faster than I expected. You’re allowed to say it looks like dog poop.”

Drew bit back a laugh. “Guac can turn brown quickly—it’s not your fault. I’m sure you did a great job.” He took a big bite to emphasize his words. As soon as the overly spicy flavors filled his mouth, Drew regretted his decision.

“How is it?” Bri bit her bottom lip as she looked at him.

He could see the hope in her eyes, and he couldn’t be the one to deflate it. “It’s great,” he lied. Drew took a long drink of water, knowing it wouldn’t do a thing to touch his burning mouth. He’d need some milk for that, but he didn’t want to embarrass Bri by getting a glass. “I see you’ve upped the spice level.”

Her brow furrowed. “It shouldn’t be super spicy. I followed the recipe she gave me. There was only about a tablespoon of each of the spices.”

“Was it a big T or a little T on the recipe?”

“Does that matter?”

He laughed. “There’s a pretty big difference between a teaspoon and a tablespoon.”

“How big of a difference?”

“Like three-teaspoons-make-a-tablespoon kind of difference.”

“So I tripled the spices in the recipe?” She grimaced, pushing her bowl back. “I messed it all up. We can have the kitchen make something else or order a pizza—”

“I don’t want anything else.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. “This is perfect because it’s a thoughtful gift from you.”

“You don’t have to be kind for my sake.”

“It’s just extra flavor.” Drew shrugged, taking another bite.

Bri peered into her bowl, tentatively putting a forkful in her mouth. “Yeah.” She coughed. “There’s no way we’re eating that. I’ll have them send over a pizza.” She got up from the table, grabbing her bowl and then his before carrying them over to the sink.

“I don’t mind eating it, Bri Bear.”

“Yeah, and I don’t want you dying today from my terrible food.” She rinsed the bowls out in her sink before placing them in the dishwasher. “I think I’ll let you stick with the cooking from now on.”

“It was a lovely gesture.” He walked up behind her as she washed her hands, wrapping his arms around her waist and giving her a peck on the cheek. The gesture was as natural as breathing to him, so Drew didn’t even realize what he’d done until he felt her body stiffen. He immediately stepped away, dropping his hands to his sides and flexing them. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said, but her voice sounded wobbly. “I just didn’t realize you were behind me.”

He went to the living room and sat on the couch. Bri cleared her throat as she joined him.

“On a completely unrelated note, do you know if Elaine is single? She appears to be around Bastian’s age, and I think it’s about time he found love.”

Drew shot her an amused smile. “Does he want to find love?”

“He’s never mentioned it…but we don’t usually talk about that kind of thing.” Bri waved it off. “Just tell me if she’s single.”

“The last I heard she was.” He ran his hands along his pants legs, trying to rid his body of the anxiety that had spiked when Bri had stiffened at his touch.

He’d thought they were moving in a positive direction—a more romantic one—after the way she’d looked at him at the regatta, but maybe her feelings still didn’t go beyond friendship. The thought made him completely lose his appetite.

“Great, I’ll have to find the perfect time to tell him. One when he’s not super grumpy or mad at me for running off again on a hike by myself.”

“Good luck with that,” he teased.

She hit him on the arm with a pale-blue throw pillow. “Do you see my phone anywhere? I need to request the pizza.”

He pulled his phone out. “I can do it. What kind do you want?”

“Pepperoni and banana peppers?”

“Perfect.” Drew typed out a quick request to the kitchen and slid his phone back into his pocket. “Done.”

“Thanks.” She turned back to him so fast he flinched. “I almost forgot about the gift.” She jumped off the couch and ran into her bedroom. When Bri returned, she was holding a t-shirt with an image of two oars in an X formation that said May the oars be with you.

His mouth pulled into a grin. “I don’t think you could have found a more fitting gift.” He stood, taking it from her and holding it to his chest.

“I know you can’t wear it super often because you’re a prince, but I couldn’t resist.”

“There’s no rule I can’t wear it under my dress shirts.” He winked. “I’ll be like a rowing, Star-Wars-watching Superman.” Drew widened his stance and placed his hands on his hips.

She threw another couch pillow at him while she giggled. “Whatever you say. I’m glad you like it.”

“Like it? I love it. Thank you so much.” He gave her a quick hug, careful to not hold on too long and scare her away.

By the time the pizza arrived, his appetite was back—just like his hope. If he was being honest, Drew wasn’t sure he’d ever wear the shirt. He’d rather put it in a frame and hang it on his wall as a reminder that the woman he loved knew him to his core. On the hardest days, it could serve as a beacon of hope that their fake relationship could turn into a real one.


Chapter Eighteen
Bri


Bri ran over to Drew, completing a jump-stop in front of him, her arms stretched out wide. The pink tutu she wore fluttered around with every movement. He smirked as his eyes roamed up and down her outfit.

“You look festive.”

She shot him a playful smile. “I’m glad you think so because…” Bri pulled out the blue tutu she’d tucked into the back of hers. “I brought one for you to wear too!”

She was expecting him to come back with an excuse for why he wouldn’t wear it, but he surprised her by making a give me motion and saying, “All right, hand it over.”

Her eyes searched his, narrowing slightly. “You’ll wear it?”

“You brought it for me, so of course I will.” He took the tutu from her outstretched hand and slid it on over his charcoal joggers until it rested around his waist. Drew fluffed it up before propping his hands on his hips. “How do I look?”

Bri laughed. “Like you’re ready to crush this Survivor Run.”

Today’s race was to raise support for and awareness of the Cancer Research Center in Glencrest’s main hospital. She couldn’t think of a better way to combine two of her favorite interests: philanthropy and the outdoors.

When she spotted Bastian and a slew of palace guards behind Drew, she quirked an eyebrow. “Are we going to have a whole entourage running with us?”

He shook his head. “I got them to agree to stand guard on the course every quarter mile. Only Bastian will run with us—undercover, of course.”

A voice came over the speakers saying, “Welcome, racers. This is your ten-minute warning to get to the starting line.”

“We should go,” Bri said once the announcement was over.

Drew agreed, and after a quick word with a guard, they all scattered to their positions along the road. Bri and Drew made their way to the archway where the race would start, standing in the middle of the gathered crowd.

As they waited for the race to begin, she stretched out her calves and did a standing quad stretch. Drew watched her with amusement.

“What?”

“You look cute when you stretch.”

She was sure her face matched her pink tutu. Luckily, the announcer’s voice came across the speaker system again, saving her from having to respond.

“Racers, the seventeenth annual Survivor Run will begin in three, two, one.”

The sound of a horn blared through the speakers, and the charity run began. Bri and Drew started jogging at a steady pace, only speeding up or slowing down as they weaved in and out around slower joggers and walkers. Drew easily matched her pace, slowing his longer stride to fit with hers.

“I haven’t been able to ask you yet, but how did my cooking compare to the dinners you’ve eaten at the palace?” Drew’s words came out even and steady, like running the race wasn’t taxing at all.

“If I hadn’t seen you cook it yourself, I wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference. The head chef taught you well,” Bri said between measured breaths.

“Well, shucks.” He shot her a lopsided grin.

She gently shoved his arm. “If you were searching for a compliment, you could’ve just asked for one.”

“But it’s so much better when I don’t have to ask.”

Bri let out a sarcastic laugh. They jogged in silence for a few minutes, but around the halfway point, Bri couldn’t seem to shake the feeling someone was watching them. With a brief look over her shoulder, she spotted someone a few paces behind them with a camera slung around their neck.

When he saw her looking, the man held the camera up to his eye, snapping a picture in their direction. “Your Highnesses,” he called out, his voice ragged and out of breath. “Why did you decide to get engaged? What are you hiding? What is the palace hiding?”

With the paparazzo calling out his questions, Drew looked over at Bri, realization spelled out across his face. He nodded slightly toward a wooded path to their left, and she immediately understood what he was saying.

As they approached a water station, they slipped through the volunteers on the side of the road onto the wooded path. They increased their pace but were careful with their steps, looking out for any stray branches or other ways to twist an ankle.

Drew led them down a side path diverting off the main one. “I think this might be a shortcut.”

She jogged behind him, knowing he was trying to make sure they lost whoever had been following them. Bri looked behind them after a few minutes, pleased to find that no one had followed them—not even Bastian. They were lucky they’d been able to slip away unnoticed.

When Bri faced forward again, she gasped, trying to sidestep a large tree branch. She heard a ripping sound and looked down, spotting a tear in her shirt near her ribs.

She heard Drew’s footsteps stop and watched him turn around and see how far back she was. He sprinted back to her and crouched to look at her directly.

“What happened?” His eyes raked over her. “Are you hurt?”

“I was checking to make sure no one had followed us, and when I turned back around, I nearly ran straight into a branch.” She motioned to it with her hand. “I was able to jump around it but not completely unscathed.” Bri poked her finger through the hole in her shirt.

He kneeled in front of her. “May I?” Drew pointed to the tear.

She nodded, and he pulled up the bottom of her shirt. His fingers gently grazed over her skin, and she had to press her lips together so she didn’t let out a gasp. Even though his touch was light, she felt it everywhere.

“Hmm, there’s a small scratch, but it isn’t deep enough to have drawn blood.”

Her hand flew to her chest in mock exaggeration. “Oh, thank you, doctor.”

He smirked at her. “You’re lucky I was here. I think you’re going to make it.”

She rolled her eyes as he stood up.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You didn’t twist your ankle or anything?”

“I’m good. My t-shirt, on the other hand, may not make it.”

“I can’t solve that problem right now, but I might be able to fix it enough to finish the race.” Drew stepped forward and grabbed her tutu, pulling it up so the elastic band rested over the tear, blocking it from view. “There. Nobody will notice anything was ever wrong. Now, what do you say we get back to the race so everyone doesn’t think we ran off into the woods to make out?”

She dropped her gaze to the ground, trying to hide her blush. “And so Bastian and your palace guards don’t freak out because they lost sight of us.”

His eyes were playful as he stared at her. “Sure, that too. I like the making out idea more, though.” He winked at her and then turned on his heels and started jogging back down the wooded trail.

She pressed her lips together, unsure if he was actually flirting with her or if this was just for show. There wasn’t time to dwell on those thoughts now, though.

Bri ran after him, trying to wipe the image of them kissing in the woods from her brain. She caught up to him, and they ran side by side for about five minutes before she stopped, both hands on her hips.

“Do you know the way back to the road?” she asked, her eyes roaming over the trees around them. They all looked identical to her.

He grimaced. “We need to go to the right…I think.” Drew grimaced as he looked around. “But I can’t hear the race announcer anymore.”

She felt her face fall. Drew placed a hand on her arm and shot her a warm smile.

“Hey, we’re going to figure it out.” His features darkened as he looked at her. “I would never let anything happen to you, Bri.”

The intense way he was looking at her made her feel more vulnerable than after they had kissed. It felt like a declaration. A forever kind of promise. But it couldn’t possibly be that.

“Let’s head to the right. I’m sure we’ll find our way back.”

Sure enough, after a few more minutes of brisk jogging, they came out of the woods and popped back onto the road where the race was being held. Almost immediately, one of his formally dressed guards approached them.

“The press member who was running behind you has been detained, Your Highness.”

“Why was he detained?” Drew asked, slipping into the formal royal persona he wore so easily.

“Bastian saw him harassing you with questions then watched you slip away. He was able to stop the press member from pursuing you any further, but he lost sight of you while he was detaining the man.”

Drew stood quiet for a moment, looking thoughtful. “He doesn’t need to be detained. He was only trying to do his job, and he didn’t cause us any harm.”

“Of course, Your Highness. I’ll have him released immediately.”

He nodded curtly at the guard and turned back to her, his face instantly morphing into a casual grin. “Shall we finally finish this race?”

It always impressed her how Drew could easily slip between the goofy man she knew into royal mode. It didn’t look practiced or forced. It seemed effortless. “We shall.”

They fell back into an easy pace for the rest of the race. When they neared the finish line, Bri reached over to him, and Drew wrapped his hand around hers. They crossed the finish line together with giant smiles.

After posing for a few photos for the press, they made their way back to the car waiting for them. Drew had told her they would make an official donation on behalf of the entire royal family.

When they arrived back at the palace, the sun was setting, and Drew led her back inside.

“Do you want to eat dinner together in the observatory? Maybe do some stargazing?”

“That sounds great.” She looked down at her outfit. “I should probably change first, though.”

He waved his hand between them. “You can borrow one of my shirts and some sweatpants. If you go back to your cottage and change and come all the way back before you eat, you’re going to be starving, and I can’t have that. Let me feed you.”

The words every woman wants to hear: Let me feed you.

“I can’t say no to that.” She smirked. “Lead the way, doctor chef.”

Drew chuckled. They walked through the palace and up the stairs to Drew’s room. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in there—probably when they had been kids. Being in there now felt more significant. It felt personal and intimate, but Drew didn’t seem to mind as he walked over to a large walk-in closet and looked through his clothes to find something Bri could wear.

While he did that, she walked along the perimeter of the room, taking in the details. Bri smiled when she saw the black picture frames on his desk. One held a picture of him and his parents a few years ago in front of a Christmas tree, all laughing. Another held a photo of her and Drew, his arm slung around her shoulders as she smiled at the camera while he gazed at her. But the last framed picture stopped her in her tracks. It was just of her—a photo she’d never known he’d taken.

She instantly recognized when the picture had been taken. They had reached the peak on a mountain hike in Westridge. Drew must’ve taken this picture the moment she’d turned to him, when she’d thought he’d only been capturing the view. The joy of having reached the peak was written all over her face.

Why does he have this picture of me in his room? He hadn’t known she would be coming up here today, so it hadn’t been purposefully placed there as a prank. But if it had a permanent spot on his desk, that only added to her confusion. Surely he’s trying to convince his parents we’re engaged and in love. That has to be it.

“Here,” Drew said from behind her, making her jump. “I think these will fit you best.” He extended a small pile of clothes for her to change into.

She took them and stepped toward his bathroom. “I’ll be right back.” In her periphery, Bri saw him step toward his desk, looking at the photographs. Just before she shut the bathroom door, she peeked through the crack and watched as he took the picture with only her in it and hid it in his desk drawer, rubbing a hand on the back of his neck.

I wish I hadn’t seen that, she said to herself. Because it didn’t fit with the story she’d been telling herself at all. On the contrary, it told her Drew hadn’t wanted her to see that photo, and she didn’t have the faintest idea why.

She quietly closed the door and stripped out of her clothes before pulling on his sweatpants and rolling them three times at the waist. Bri then slid on the navy t-shirt Drew had set out for her. It felt like butter against her skin and was perfectly oversized and cozy.

I wonder if it smells like Drew.

Bri paused, looking around as if someone might pop into the bathroom door at any moment. When she couldn’t resist any longer, she brought the collar to her nose and inhaled, smiling softly when his soft scent flooded her senses. It was a little sweet mixed with a hint of spicy, but one hundred percent Drew. The scent brought an instant sense of calm to her.

She wasn’t sure if she would ever give his shirt back. It smelled too good for her to care if that was a couple-y thing to do.


Chapter Nineteen
Drew


Drew scoured through his closet, attempting to find a t-shirt and sweatpants that wouldn’t completely swallow Bri. He selected a navy t-shirt with a chest pocket from one shelf and then rifled through his small collection of sweatpants until he found an older pair that had shrunk slightly.

He carried the pile over to Bri. “Here, I think these will fit you best.”

She jumped when he spoke and turned to look at him with slightly flushed cheeks. “I’ll be right back.” Bri walked into his bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

I wonder what made her so jumpy.

She’d been standing in front of his desk, so he stepped toward it to investigate. His breath caught in his throat when he saw the picture of her from their mountain hike. The one that he had as her contact photo in his phone. The one she didn’t know he’d taken.

He grabbed the frame from his desk and tucked it into one of the drawers. Drew rubbed the back of his neck as anxiety coursed through him.

I really hope she didn’t see the photo. I don’t know how I would explain having taken it—let alone displaying it on my desk.

He looked back up as he heard the bathroom door open. The moment Bri stepped out of the bathroom wearing his clothes would forever be ingrained in his brain.

Drew couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. Seeing her standing there in his sweats and shirt did something inside him he couldn’t explain. He was weak in the knees and breathless at the mere sight of her. Bri was his entire world, and he knew he could never go back to being just friends.

“This is perfect. Thanks.” She pointed back to the bathroom. “I threw my shirt in the trash and my leggings into your laundry bin. I hope that’s okay.”

He nodded, willing his brain to stop staring at her. After mentally shaking himself, he said, “Ready to head to the observatory? We can send for some food when we get there.”

She nodded, so Drew led them out of his room, down the hall, and up a set of stairs into the palace’s east wing. When they arrived at the observatory, Drew didn’t feel the sense of peace rush over him like he usually did. Instead, his eyes were drawn to the spot where he’d kissed Bri a few short weeks ago.

The whole palace was becoming overrun with memories of her. If she ended up leaving at the end of this rather than staying with him for real, he would never be able to escape her.

Bri’s eyes glittered with excitement as she stepped into the room next to him. He watched her as she took in the setup he’d prepared earlier this morning. A giant memory foam beanbag and throw blanket lay in the middle of the hardwood underneath the large glass dome. A picnic blanket covered the floor just in front of the beanbag, ready for them to eat their dinner once the food arrived.

“You did all this for me?” She looked up at him in awe, and he nodded. “How did you have time? We were gone all day.”

“I planned ahead and had the staff set it up while we were at the race.”

Her eyes searched his, like she was trying to find the missing answer to an extremely important question. Drew did his best to school his expression. It was too early to reveal his true feelings for her. He didn’t want to scare her away by saying Hey, I’ve been in love with you for a decade.

Maybe tonight, lying together underneath the stars, would be a good time to test the waters. He could accidentally have his shoulder or hand brush hers to see how she reacted.

Drew led them over to the beanbag, and Bri fell onto it, her arms spread wide.

“I’ve always wanted to do that.” She giggled.

He laughed with her before pulling out his phone. “Now I have a very important question for you. What do you want for dinner?”

“Oooh, let’s see.” She tapped her lip with her finger. “I could go for a burger and fries.”

“This is why we’re friends.” He grinned at her, typing the order into his phone for two cheeseburgers and a basket of fries before sending it to his butler. Drew made sure to mention no onion and extra pickles on Bri’s burger. He sent a follow-up text, additionally asking for watermelon, peach tea, and some soft pretzels with cheese sauce. He knew soft, salty pretzels were one of Bri’s guilty pleasures. The butler texted back they would have it delivered shortly.

“All right, food will be here soon.” He set his phone aside and sat beside her on the beanbag, looking up through the large glass dome overhead.

“You’re the best.” She kept her gaze trained upward. “What constellations will be visible tonight?”

“It needs to get a little bit darker, but we should be able to see Hydra.”

“I don’t think you’ve told me the story of Hydra before.”

A small smile covered his face at her interest. “Hydra was a mythical sea serpent. It’s the largest constellation in the sky. There are two legends about it, but the one you likely know is the nine-headed monster, Hydra, killed by Hercules. If you cut off one of the heads, it would be replaced with another two.”

“Ah, just like the one from the movie?” She sat up and looked at him with wide eyes.

“Exactly.”

“I can’t wait to see it.”

“We have the best view of it in Glencrest during spring.”

They talked about a few more stars in the sky, and Drew was pointing out Polaris, the North Star, when a palace servant walked in pushing a cart of food.

Drew motioned him over to the picnic blanket and got up from the beanbag. He picked up the plates of burgers and put them on the blanket while the man carried over a tray of snacks and fries. Drew went back and grabbed a pitcher of peach tea, pouring glasses for each of them. The palace server offered him a stack of napkins before excusing himself from the room.

“Thank you,” Bri called out to him.

Drew helped pull her to her feet, and they both sat down on the picnic blanket.

“I’m so excited for this. I’m starving after all that running.” She smiled as she picked the burger up off her plate and lifted the top bun to inspect it. “You even remembered I like extra pickles and no onion.” Her grin widened. “And all my favorite snacks—even soft pretzels. Thank you.”

Of course he remembered. He knew Bri like the back of his hand.

“You’re welcome.” Drew lifted his burger to his mouth, taking a giant bite. Tangy barbecue sauce and salty notes of bacon danced around in his mouth.

“I’m going to have to try some more adventurous toppings next time,” she said as she took a bite.

“What kind of toppings do you consider to be adventurous?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe a fried egg, jalapeño poppers, or onion rings.”

“So basically, anything fried?”

“What can I say? I love anything deep-fried.”

“You don’t say,” he teased. “What about peanut butter?”

“Peanut butter on a burger?” She grimaced. “That might be a little too out there for me. Would you try it?”

He shook his head adamantly. “Barbecue sauce and bacon is about as adventurous as I’m willing to get.”

“I’ll make an adventurer of you one day, Andrew Whitaker.”

If you say I’m yours, I’ll try anything you want. I’ll take you anywhere your heart desires. I’ll travel the world with you for the rest of my life.

“Maybe someday.” He shrugged nonchalantly while he grabbed a few fries and dipped them in ketchup. “Where are you headed for your next adventure?”

She ate another bite of her burger. “I really want to go to Banff. You should see the scenery there. It’s stunning.” She dipped a fry in what she referred to as fry sauce. “I wish you could come with me. You could row me around Lake Minnewanka, especially now that you’re a championship rower.” She shot him a playful smirk. “But I know it would be difficult to persuade you to leave work behind for a week. Spontaneous and Drew are two words I wouldn’t ever use together.”

“Hey, I can be spontaneous. I travel to other countries all the time.”

“Yeah, for official visits,” she chortled. “When was the last time you went somewhere for fun? When was the last time you went somewhere for you?”

He took a sip of his tea and then pressed his lips together, thinking about it. He couldn’t come up with anything aside from official state visits, so he said, “We went to Edgemont last year to visit Rosalie.”

She shook her head, eating another few fries. “That doesn’t count, and you know it.”

“We’re flying to the French Open soon.”

“Which is a gift for me, not you.”

“Okay, you got me. I’m a boring, workaholic prince.” He finished off his burger and dug into the fries. “When are you planning to go to Banff?”

“I’m not sure.” Her smile faded. “It doesn’t feel right to leave when I’m engaged to you.” She used her fingers as air quotes when she said the word engaged. “Since we don’t know how long we’re going to have to keep up the act, it seems I’m stuck here for the foreseeable future.”

Stuck here. He didn’t want her to feel trapped. With her independent nature and adventurous spirit, she needed the space to spread her wings and fly.

“You know you’re not a prisoner here, right? You’re allowed to go home or take trips if you want to.”

She threw a French fry at him. “I know I’m not literally stuck here. But I would feel bad leaving you—you need me right now. You know the second Clarissa caught wind I was out of the country, she would be here in a heartbeat.”

He caught the fry and tossed it back at her, laughing. “You’re not wrong.”

They finished eating dinner, saving the snacks for later. When they sat on the beanbag and leaned back, Drew made sure he sat as close to the middle as possible, causing Bri to roll into his side. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

“Is this all right?” he whispered.

She shivered against him, and he watched her eyelashes flutter repeatedly. “Yeah.” Bri laid her head on his chest and wrapped her arm around his middle.

He did his best to maintain his composure and keep his breathing steady. His heart was pounding so hard he was sure she would be able to feel it, hear it. He’d planned on a brief shoulder or pinky graze, but now they were in his favorite place—right in the spot where they’d shared their first kiss—cuddling under the stars.

She hadn’t shied away from his touch like he’d expected she would. Bri had embraced it. And Drew had no idea what it meant for them. All he knew was he was going to soak in every last minute of this night.


Chapter Twenty
Bri


Nine Years Ago

Bri’s mouth fell open in awe as she walked into one of the rooms in Drew’s home she’d never seen before—the observatory.

“This is my favorite place in the entire world.” Drew’s eyes looked upward as he spoke.

Bri looked up with him, gazing out the large glass dome ceiling that allowed you to feel like you were outside stargazing rather than in a luxurious palace.

“It’s beautiful,” she agreed. “I’m surprised you’ve never brought me here before.”

They’d been friends for close to seven years now. She found it a bit odd he’d waited until they were teenagers to bring her here if it was his favorite space.

“I don’t bring anyone here.” Drew shrugged. “It’s my haven. The place I come to think and relax. Just me and the stars in the sky to keep me company.”

“Well, I’m honored you brought me here.” She slung her arm around his shoulder. Bri was about an inch taller than him, now that she’d hit her growth spurt, and she loved reminding him of it.

He ducked out from under her arm and shot her a wry look. “I’m going to be towering over you soon.”

“We’ll see.” She smirked even though she knew he was right. Once he hit puberty, he probably would tower over her.

“Wanna stargaze until you have to leave?” He motioned to the two recliners in the room.

“Of course.” She let him sit down first, knowing he probably had a favorite chair. Bri sat next to him and reclined back, looking up at the starry night sky.

They lay silent for a while, both taking in the view.

When Drew finally spoke, his voice sounded far off, almost like a dream. “Want to hear a story that’s written in the stars?”

“Sure,” she responded, burrowing deeper into the recliner.

“King Cepheus and Queen Cassiopeia had one child, a daughter they named Andromeda. Cassiopeia boasted that Andromeda was more beautiful than anyone who had ever lived. As punishment for the queen saying her daughter was more beautiful than sea nymphs, the sea god, Poseidon, sent a monster named Cetus to destroy their kingdom.”

Bri gasped. “What kind of monster?”

“Cetus was a giant beast—part fish, part serpent, and part dragon. He began to destroy the kingdom’s villages. When any battle the king and queen waged against the beast failed, they were told if they sacrificed their daughter to the beast, their kingdom would be spared. So, they shackled Andromeda to a rock by the shore as a sacrifice for Cetus.”

Her mouth fell open in shock. “They put their own daughter in danger just to save their country? That’s horrible.”

Drew nodded. “It really is, but thankfully, the story isn’t over yet. The demigod Perseus was returning home when he saw Andromeda in danger and fell in love with her at first sight. One version of the story says Perseus slayed Cetus with his diamond sword and saved Andromeda. Another account of the story says he turned the sea beast to stone using Medusa’s head. Either way, he saved her, and Andromeda and Perseus married and lived long lives together. They were placed together in the sky as eternal lovers.”

Bri was quiet for a moment as she looked up at the stars and reflected on the story. “Wow,” she whispered. “That’s a crazy story, but it has a beautiful ending. I love that he put himself in harm’s way without even knowing her. It shows that true love is sacrificial. It says a lot, especially when her own parents weren’t even loyal to her.”

“Exactly.” He sighed. “I want a love like that one day.”

Bri whipped her head around to look at him. “You want your love to be betrayed by her parents so you have to slay a dragon for her?”

He chuckled. “Of course not. That’s ridiculous. I meant I want a love that real—a beacon of love. A love story so beautiful, people would make a constellation about it and tell our story for generations to come.”

“I believe you’ll find a love like that.”

She could feel his eyes on her as he said, “I hope you’re right.”


Chapter Twenty-One
Bri


When Drew had settled down next to Bri on the giant beanbag underneath the stars, his body weight had made the beanbag dip enough that she rolled into him. While her brain might not have fully understood what was going on between her and Drew, it seemed her body had a reaction of its own whenever he was around, and being cuddled up against his side pulled an involuntary shiver out of her.

Again, Bri didn’t know how to think or what to feel. It was like she was a magnet, drawn to him whether she wanted to be or not.

With her head pressed against his chest, she could hear the rapid beating of his heart, matching her own. She realized she wasn’t alone in her feelings, his quickened heart rate revealing his body reacted in a similar way to hers when they were together. Maybe one day they would be able to talk about how they were both feeling and move past these confusing emotions, but for now, she decided to enjoy this cuddle session with her fake fiancé.

They lay in each other’s arms for a while before Bri finally spoke.

“Do you remember the first time you ever brought me here?”

“How could I forget?”

She sighed happily. “I’ve always remembered the story you told me that night about Andromeda and Perseus. You told me one day you wanted ‘a love story so beautiful, people would make a constellation about it and tell our story for generations to come.’”

He turned his head to look at her. She tilted her head to look at him, their noses so close they almost touched. “I can’t believe you remember what I said. That was almost ten years ago.”

She blushed slightly, nuzzling her cheek against his rock-hard chest. “I think about that story and what you said every time I look up at the night sky. You know I love traveling and not being locked down in one place, and I’ve never been sure if love would fit that lifestyle. But the more I think about what you said that night, I feel like I may want a love like that too.”

“What made you change your mind?” He pressed his cheek against the top of her head.

“I could never get over your whole ‘beacon of love’ comment. It made me realize we’ve both grown up with beacons of love to look up to—our parents. We’re lucky to have such good role models for what true, sacrificial love looks like because we’ve seen it day in and day out. I want to be able to show my future children and every kid who looks up to the monarchy to hold out for love like that too.”

With his cheek pressed against her head, she could feel a smile pulling at his lips. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. That’s still what I’m holding out for.”

“I’m sure you’ll find it,” she whispered. For some reason, thinking about him finding love with someone else made her heart twinge. But that was ridiculous. There was no reason for her to feel jealous or upset about him finding love. Bri should be happy for her best friend. Trying to play it cool and avoid her feelings, she said, “Isn’t it every girl’s dream to marry someone like you?”

“Not the only one who matters,” she heard him mutter under his breath.

“What was that?” she asked, trying to make sense of why he would say that.

Drew’s body stiffened against hers. “I said, ‘Not the only one who matters.’”

She was surprised he repeated the words he’d spoken, thinking he hadn’t meant for her to hear them.

He sighed exaggeratedly. “You know how it goes. If it’s someone’s dream to marry royalty, they probably shouldn’t. I only meant I don’t think the one for me would necessarily dream of marrying me—at least until they got to know me.”

Bri huffed out a laugh.

“I’m irresistible once someone gets to know me.”

She squeezed his side, and he twisted away from her.

“More like irritating.” Bri lightly patted his stomach, only to be distracted by the flat planes of his ab muscles. When she realized she had stopped playfully hitting him and started grazing the tips of her fingers against his abdomen, she flushed and pulled her hand back immediately, sitting up. “I’m ready for some watermelon.”

She moved to the picnic blanket and got busy making a plate with a few pieces of watermelon, hoping he wouldn’t notice her hands were shaking.

“I could go for a snack.” He joined her, adding a soft pretzel and cheese sauce to his plate. “Are you sure you’re not just thirsty?” Drew poured her a glass of peach tea and extended it to her.

She set down her watermelon and took the cup from him. After taking a sip, Bri held the glass in front of her like a defensive barrier. She swallowed hard, embarrassment coursing through her veins. He totally noticed she’d been feeling his abs.

Of course he noticed. It’s practically impossible not to be aware of someone running their fingers across your stomach.

She tried to play the situation off as though it were a joke. “Why, thank you. I was parched.”

His lips cocked up to one side in his signature grin. “Next time you want to touch my abs, you only have to ask.”

Bri sputtered on her sip of tea, coughing as it went down the wrong pipe. When she finally felt like she could get a full breath again, she held a hand to her chest. “I don’t want to touch your abs.”

“You made a pretty convincing argument saying otherwise back there.” He motioned to the beanbag.

She shoved his shoulder. “You know how there are times when it’s kind to not say what you’re thinking because it could make someone else feel uncomfortable? This is one of those times.”

“Well, I guess that’s why you said I’m irritating instead of courteous.” Then he winked at her.

Bri pressed her lips together to keep from laughing as she shook her head.

“So, what would you rate them?” He tore off a piece of his pretzel and dipped it into the cheese sauce before popping it into his mouth.

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “I haven’t tried the pretzels yet, so I can’t really say.”

“Not the pretzels.” He smirked, looking pleased with himself. “My abs.”

She couldn’t help it; a belly laugh erupted out of her. “You want me to rate your abs?” Bri asked between gasping breaths, still giggling. “How many abs do you think I’ve felt in my lifetime to be able to accurately rate yours?” A blush climbed her neck. “I might need to find some more test subjects. I’ll give you a solid seven until I’ve found others to compare to yours. Maybe some of your palace guards will be amenable.”

His eyes took on a steely expression. “I don’t want your hands on any other man’s abs.”

She was caught off guard by his change of tone and how protective and jealous he seemed. Bri took a bite of watermelon before responding. “Fine, I’ll upgrade your score to a nine, but that’s my final offer. Now, enough talk about abs. Tell me about your week.”

His features lightened. “I can accept a nine.” He ate another piece of his pretzel. “My week was good. Dad had me attend a few more meetings with him. It’s interesting to see a little more behind the curtain. I’ve spent my whole life being trained for this role, but you never really know what it actually entails until you start living it.”

She frowned. “I’m sorry I haven’t asked about that lately. I can’t believe your parents want to pass the throne to you so early.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “You don’t need to apologize. I still can’t believe it myself most days. I’m twenty-three—”

“Almost twenty-four,” she piped in.

“I’m almost twenty-four, and I never imagined ruling so young. I’m worried my people and other rulers in Fenimore won’t take me seriously.”

She placed her hand on his arm. “First of all, if they don’t take you seriously, that’s on them. I believe you’re going to be the best monarch Glencrest has ever seen. You take your work seriously, and you dedicate so much of yourself to ensuring the well-being of your citizens. Secondly, look at King Liam of Wistonia. He was only twenty-six when he ascended the throne, and he wasn’t very well-liked or respected by his people until after his dating competition aired.”

He let out a long sigh, and his shoulders visibly lowered. “You have this way of talking me off the ledge when no one else can.”

“You also rarely share how you’re feeling with anyone. Even I don’t know everything going on in that brain of yours.” She took another bite of watermelon before wiping her hands on a napkin. “I know you like to take care of everyone around you—sometimes to your own detriment. But when you’re so focused on everyone else, you tend to close up and not let anyone in.” Bri leaned over and took his hand, intertwining their fingers. “It’s okay to not always be the strong one. You can always tell someone else—me—what you’re going through.”

Drew pulled her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to the back of it. He’d kissed her there in formal settings plenty of times over the years, but it hit differently now, knowing how his lips had felt pressed against hers. His lips gently grazing her knuckles sent a tingling sensation up her arm and had her feeling flushed. As if everything between them wasn’t already perplexing enough, now her body had to add more confusing reactions to the mix.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.” He dipped his pretzel into the sauce and took another large bite out of it.

She ate another slice of watermelon, trying to appear unaffected. When she looked back over at him, she stifled a laugh. “You have a little cheese…” She motioned to the corner of her mouth, mirroring where a glob of cheese sauce remained on his face.

He swiped at his cheek. “Did I get it?”

“Not quite.” She started reaching her free hand out. “May I?”

He nodded, so Bri leaned over and wiped the rogue cheese sauce from the corner of his mouth. His pupils dilated, and his lips parted, making him appear both surprised at her touch…and eager. He seemed to be as affected by her touching his face as she had been by his kiss on her knuckles. She debated licking it off her finger but refrained, wiping it on her napkin instead.

It made her think of the book If You Give a Mouse a Cookie. If she licked the cheese sauce off her finger, Drew would likely look at her lips. If he looked at her lips, she would look at his. If she looked at his lips, Bri would wonder what a real kiss from him would feel like.

And she couldn’t think about sharing a genuine kiss with him. When they’d had their practice kiss, she knew he had held back—for all the same reasons she had. We’re best friends. This is fake. We don’t want to ruin our friendship. We can’t break our rules. But the more time they spent together, the more attracted to him she was becoming. And if he kissed her for real, she wasn’t sure their relationship would ever be the same again.

However, the idea of settling down with a serious relationship was only now starting to not feel stifling. She would never forgive herself if she risked their lifelong friendship to see if it could become something more, only to realize she wasn’t willing to say goodbye to her adventurous lifestyle or she didn’t have feelings for him beyond friendship after all.


Chapter Twenty-Two
Drew


Drew sat beside Bri on Glencrest’s private jet as they flew to Paris. He was a little ashamed to admit he’d pretended to be scared during takeoff so Bri would hold his hand. After the Ferris wheel incident, she hadn’t let go of his hand during the flight. Then, halfway to their destination, she’d fallen asleep on his shoulder.

He pulled up his phone camera on selfie mode again, looking at the beautiful, mirrored image of Bri sleeping, tucked up against him, her blonde curls splayed across his chest. It felt natural. It felt like they were a couple. It felt right.

They were attending the last day of the French Open to watch the men’s singles final. Bri had told him she’d hardly slept a wink last night because she was so excited about the day’s festivities. He was glad she could finally rest now—that she felt comfortable enough to fall asleep beside him.

It was easy to imagine a lifetime of moments like this with her. Holding hands as they hiked mountain trails. Dancing under the night sky in the observatory. Sharing a funnel cake at the spring carnival. Stealing kisses at balls. Falling asleep beside each other every night.

That was what he wanted with Bri. He wanted all the big things—a wedding, a lifetime together with her—but he also wanted the little things that didn’t seem like much but left a lasting impact.

“Your Highness?” The flight attendant pulled him from his thoughts.

He looked up at her with a dazed expression. “Yes?”

“We’re descending now. We’ll land in Paris shortly.”

“Thank you.” Drew nodded, and she curtsied to him. When she walked away, he smiled down at the sleeping angel beside him and brushed her hair away from her face. “Bri.” He gently nudged her shoulder, trying to wake her. “Bri, we’re here.”

She slowly came to, her lashes fluttering before she opened her eyes. Bri pushed off his shoulder, sitting up and looking at him with a shy expression. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to use your shoulder as a pillow.”

“I’ll lend you my shoulder anytime you need it,” he said without even thinking.

Bri pressed her lips together in a soft smile before running her fingers through her blonde curls and straightening the collar of her short-sleeved sage-green tweed jacket.

“Ready for the landing?” She squeezed his fingers.

His lips pulled into a side grin. “With you by my side? Always.”

She examined him…really looked at him, like she was trying to see right into his brain and find the true meaning behind his words.

Drew had been testing out saying things like that. Things he’d wished he could say to her for years but hadn’t felt the freedom to until now.

Bri opened her mouth like she was going to say something but then she thought better of it. He squeezed her fingers tighter as the plane landed on the private runway. As soon as the seatbelt sign turned off, Bri unbuckled and jumped out of her seat.

“Come on.” She turned back to him, rocking excitedly on the balls of her feet. “We have some tennis to watch.”
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Drew sat with Bri and a group of other celebrities in a private box overlooking the tennis court. His personal bodyguard sat in front of them while Bastian was behind them.

She let out a small gasp, leaning close. “Is that Rhett Hayes? I love him.” Bri pointed to a man with blond hair—hair that looked eerily similar to Drew’s—a few rows in front of them.

“I think it is.” He nodded. He’d listened to a few of Rhett’s country hits but only because Bri had talked about them nonstop. She was obsessed with his music. Even if Drew was a little jealous of how freely she declared her love for the country star, he could admit his songs were good. The man had the kind of natural talent that couldn’t be taught.

“He looks great.” Bri played with her hair, and Drew clenched his jaw.

“Rhett looks just like me,” he muttered under his breath.

She bit her bottom lip. “Do you think it would be weird if I introduced myself?”

Drew couldn’t hold in his thoughts any longer, the jealousy that had been simmering now at a full boil. He pressed his cheek against hers, his mouth near her ear. “I thought we said we wouldn’t date anyone else while we were engaged?”

Bri turned to him with a smirk, almost brushing his nose with hers in the process. “Are you jealous?”

He scoffed. “I’m not anything. I’m Switzerland, completely neutral. Not jealous at all.”

She nudged his shoulder. “I don’t want to date him, Drew. I only wanted to say hi and tell him I love his music. I’m engaged to you, remember? I keep my promises.” Bri held up her left hand, waving her ring in front of his face. “Plus, I think this giant rock will act as a natural date deterrent.”

Not wanting to catch the attention of a camera with their whisper-fight, Drew sighed. She’d never given him any reason to doubt her. It wasn’t her fault he’d been in love with her for years and the thought of her even talking to another man she admired made his skin crawl. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my place to say anything. You should go say hi if you want to.”

Bri stood, straightening her skirt. “I think I will.” She walked out to the stairs and down a few rows until she reached Rhett Hayes.

He watched her like a hawk. Even though he knew Bri saying hi to the singer meant nothing, Drew couldn’t help but ball his hands into fists as he watched Rhett stand and bow to her. Bri placed her hand on Rhett’s arm and smiled widely at him.

“Your Highness?” The question came from behind him.

He glanced back, noting it was Bastian, and gave him a nod to continue.

“May I ask permission to speak freely with you for a moment?”

“Granted.” Drew gulped in nervous anticipation.

Bastian hopped with ease over the row of chairs into the seat next to him. He ran a hand through his peppered gray hair and faced Drew, though his gaze remained fixed on Bri and Rhett.

“There will be times in life when we have to endure things we’d rather not. Do you understand my drift?”

He bit the inside of his cheek, looking away briefly only to look right back at them like a car accident he couldn’t help but watch. “Yes.”

“What matters most is how we respond to those moments. You can either let them consume and break you, or you can let them fuel you into action. I’m no expert on matters of the heart, but I think the same rules apply.” Bastian leaned in closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Sometimes you have to risk it all to go after what you truly want.” He stood, brushing his hands along his suit pants before exiting the row and returning to his seat behind him.

Drew was stunned into silence. He couldn’t recall a time he’d ever heard Bastian say so many words at once. From the sound of it, Bri had either told him about their situation, or he’d figured it out on his own. Probably the latter—nothing ever seemed to slip past Bastian.

His advice seemed sound, though. Nothing was ever handed to you in life, even as a royal. Yes, he had status and privilege many did not. But he didn’t have the one thing he truly wanted: Bri. He would have to allow moments like this, where he was jealous, to push him into action. It was time he upped his flirting and truly started to lay his heart on the line to win her over.

Drew watched Rhett laugh at something Bri said and then wrap his arm around her as he took a selfie with his phone. She pulled out her phone, likely having him send the photo to her via Bluetooth before they continued talking. A few minutes later, Drew’s sanity was saved by an announcer coming over the speakers saying the first match would begin in five minutes.

He finally felt like he could breathe deeply again when he watched Bri say goodbye. She returned to their row and took her seat next to him with a pleased smile.

“Sooo,” he drawled. “Does Rhett Hayes live up to the hype?”

“Definitely. He’s just as kind and genuine as he seems on his socials.”

“That’s good.” They sat quietly for a minute before he said, “What did you talk about?”

“His music, of course.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “And you, actually.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, he asked about my engagement to you and offered his congratulations. He said he loves following news about royal families around the world. He’s a big fan of ours.” She smirked before turning her eyes back to the tennis court, where the two players competing for the championship title were being introduced.

“Huh. Who would’ve guessed an American country singer would be a fan of ours?”

“Crazy, right? I almost fainted when he bowed to me, greeting me by name.”

Drew rubbed the back of his neck. The first game began, and they fell into a comfortable silence. He watched for a few minutes, having no clue what was going on as words like love, fifteen, and thirty were said over the speakers. Since he was going to be sitting here for the majority of the day, he figured he should probably understand what was going on in the game.

He leaned into Bri, using a program to cover his mouth. “If I’m being honest, I have no clue what’s going on.”

Her lips twitched like she was trying not to smile or laugh at him. “You brought me to the French Open, and you don’t know anything about tennis?”

“I know you love tennis. That was enough.” Drew hoped his true meaning came across: he would do anything to make her happy. He cleared his throat. “Can you explain it to me in simple terms? Like tennis for dummies.”

She laughed. “I’ll give it my best shot. Have you ever heard the saying game, set, match?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s what the tennis announcer says when someone wins a competition, but those words all mean something in tennis. A game is played until a player scores four points. I don’t really know where the scoring system came from, but those are the words you’ve been hearing. Love means zero points, fifteen is one point, thirty is two points, and forty is three points. After that is the game-winning point. It gets a bit tricky when it’s forty all, meaning they both have three points, but you don’t really have to understand all those details.”

Drew’s eyes widened as she spoke. “Why do they have to overcomplicate everything in sports?”

“What would you have named the points if you were the creator of tennis? And not the boring zero, one, two, three, please.”

He sat quietly, thinking through her question. “My scoring system would be goose, rooster, phoenix, maverick.”

She turned to him, an amused look in her eyes. “I should’ve known you would’ve named them after Top Gun: Maverick call signs.”

“I’m impressed you know where they’re from.”

Bri shrugged. “You only made me watch that movie ten times when it first came out.” She smirked. “I would’ve put rooster on top, though.”

“Why?” He turned his attention back to the court, trying to grasp what was happening now that he knew the scoring system.

“Because Miles Teller is gorgeous, duh.”

He kept his eyes on the court but shook his head at her antics. Maybe she was trying to make him jealous. He wouldn’t let it get to him this time…also because he couldn’t deny what she was saying. Drew knew most women loved a man in uniform.

The announcer’s voice came over the speaker again. “Moreno wins.”

Drew clapped loudly, and Bri reached over, setting her hand on his leg. She gave a soft shake of her head when he looked at her. “What? They just said he won.”

“It’s a lot more than one game. The next term you need to learn is set. A set is a collection of games. To win a set, a player has to win six games, and they must win by at least two.”

“That’s a lot of games.”

“Yeah, and that’s not even all of it. The last term is match. For men to win the match in this tournament, they must win three of five sets.”

His eyes widened. “So, technically they would have to win at least eighteen games?”

She nodded. “Yep, and it’s near impossible to win that many games straight, so think about how many games they have to play to win a set, let alone win three of them.”

“Man, these guys must be in great shape to have the kind of stamina needed to play at such a high level for so long.”

“They do work hard to build up that level of endurance. That’s why we’ll be sitting here most of the day, watching Moreno and Gunter battle it out.”

The rest of the day, Bri watched the tournament unfold. Drew observed the game when he could, but his attention kept being drawn to her instead.

Her outfit today was very feminine—the perfect look for being in the public eye. His heartbeat picked up as he watched her fiddle with the pleats in her skirt during tense moments in the match.

Moreno was up five sets to four, and he was one point away from winning the final game needed to win the sixth set. If he won, he would set a new record for consecutive wins of the French Open. But even though history was about to be made, Drew’s gaze was pulled back to Bri as she watched in awe.

He was so attracted to her he was surprised he didn’t look like the heart-eyes emoji every time he was around her. It didn’t matter what she did or what she wore…it was simply her he was attracted to. As the crowd around them cheered, Drew clapped politely, but it was the twinkle in Bri’s eyes and excitement written all over her face when she turned to him, offering a high five, that truly made him smile. Drew felt like he was the real winner of the French Open.


Chapter Twenty-Three
Bri


There it was again. Bri ducked beneath the large window near the living room. For the second time this evening, she’d heard a series of clicking sounds outside, eerily similar to the snapping of a camera. She thought she was just hearing things the first time it happened, but now Bri knew she hadn’t been mistaken.

She sat on the ground and pulled out her phone. After opening the Royal Inquisitor news app, the first headline she saw made her stomach drop.

Princess Brielle Now Residing at Hillside Cottage.

From skimming the article, she discovered a “close source to the royal family” had shared she was living in Glencrest at one of the palace’s properties before the wedding. She knew it wasn’t likely someone from the paparazzi had made their way onto the palace grounds without catching the attention of a guard, so whoever was taking photos of her cottage right now had to be someone they knew—someone who wouldn’t be questioned walking around the palace in the evening.

When she heard the same sound a third time from her spot beneath the window, Bri attempted to call Bastian. He didn’t answer, so she clicked open her text thread with Drew. She couldn’t help but smirk as she reread his space fact from this morning.

Drew: Did you know that if you could fly a plane to Pluto, the trip would take more than 800 years?

She had no idea how someone would estimate such a thing because it seemed impossible for a plane to last that long. Bri shook her head. She needed to focus and message Drew.

Bri: Hey, I know you’re probably busy and getting ready to relax for the evening, but I think someone is outside my cottage taking pictures. Bastian didn’t answer my call, and I wasn’t sure who else to reach out to.

Drew’s response popped up within seconds.

Drew: Stay inside. Coming with backup.

A few minutes later, Bri heard sounds outside. She moved onto her knees and peeked out the window, spotting five figures running toward the cottage, backlit by the setting sun behind them. Her body immediately filled with relief as she recognized Drew’s figure leading the group.

She rose from her spot and walked to the front door, opening it as Drew raised his hand to knock. He rushed to her, pulling her into his chest in a crushing hug.

“Are you all right?” He ran his hands up and down her arms as he searched her eyes.

She saw so much care and concern in his gaze that Bri immediately felt safe and comforted.

“Yeah, I honestly thought I was hearing things the first time, but when it happened again, I knew there had to be someone out there.”

“Did you see a person or a figure? Someone you could describe to the guards?”

She shook her head. “I ducked below the window so they wouldn’t get any photos of me.” Bri looked at the wood flooring. “Did you see the Royal Inquisitor article this afternoon?”

“No, I was in meetings all day. What happened?”

Bri showed him the article on her phone. “It explains why someone was here, but I also feel like it had to be a person the guards wouldn’t have stopped. I don’t think someone would get this far onto the palace grounds without a guard’s permission.”

Before Drew could respond, three palace guards gathered around her front door, along with Bastian.

The head guard spoke first. “We’ve secured the perimeter, Your Highness. Some footprints near the window appeared to fit the shoe size of an average female, but we didn’t spot any individuals around the premises or the surrounding trees.”

Drew nodded curtly before turning to Bastian, whose lips were pressed into a firm line. “Tonight was my night off, but I won’t leave my post again until they discover who was here.” His eyes took on a steely determination. He turned to Bri. “I’m so sorry I missed your call, Your Highness. I assure you it won’t happen again.”

“I appreciate your dedication to keeping my fiancée safe.” Drew clapped Bastian on the shoulder before pulling his group of guards aside, whispering orders to them Bri was unable to hear. When Drew walked back to her, his cheeks were flushed, and his chest visibly puffed, like he was breathing deeply.

She wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“Of course I’m worried. There are footprints in front of your house.” He stepped into the cottage, closing the door behind him and locking it. “I’m not leaving until they find whoever was out there.” Drew moved into the living room and plopped down on the couch, patting the seat beside him. “Let’s watch a movie.”

She remained standing, crossing her arms over her chest. “You should go back to the palace, Drew. It was nothing. I overreacted.”

“I’m not leaving until I’m positive you’re safe. Nothing will ever happen to you on my watch.”

She looked at him, searching his features. He’d been saying things like that a lot lately—and not when there were people around to hear, which had her questioning what was real and what was fake. But they were best friends, after all. Maybe he wanted nothing to happen to her for that reason alone. Maybe she was reading into everything lately.

He kicked off his shoes and rested his feet on the coffee table in front of them, settling deeper into the couch. “What movie are you feeling?”

She knew she was fighting a losing battle, so she sighed and took the seat next to him. “How about The Proposal?”

Drew turned on the television and pulled up a streaming platform, scrolling until he found the movie. He clicked play and pushed up from the couch.

“Where are you going?”

He smiled at her. “We can’t have a movie night without popcorn and candy.”

Bri leaned over and grabbed the remote, pressing pause. Even if Drew would never admit it, she knew he loved this movie as much as she did. She played around on her phone until Drew came back with snacks.

When he sat back down beside her, he was closer than before, his thigh touching hers. Trying to ignore the fluttering in her stomach, she grabbed a handful of perfectly buttered popcorn.

Once she finished chewing, Drew extended an open box of watermelon-flavored sour candies her way. Her eyes widened. “Do you carry my favorite candy around with you?”

“No, but I do have the palace staff put boxes of it in a secret spot only I know when they bring your weekly groceries—in case of emergencies.”

“What emergencies call for these?” She reached in and grabbed a mini watermelon, popping it into her mouth.

“Low blood sugar. Or a…candy emergency.”

“I would say tonight is a candy emergency.” She grabbed the box from him, pouring herself a handful, eating them one at a time, savoring the sour coating that morphed into a sweet watermelon flavor.

She held a piece of candy out to Drew. “You know why these taste nothing like actual watermelon?”

He smirked at her before taking it from her hands and eating it. “I don’t. Please enlighten me.”

“It’s because the chemistry of watermelon’s flavor is so complex, scientists still haven’t found individual molecules that mimic the taste of actual watermelon.”

“Huh…you learn something new every day.” He smacked his lips like he was evaluating the flavor. “I think I like the candy watermelon taste more.”

Bri deadpanned as she whirled on him. “You did not just disrespect my favorite fruit like that.”

“I don’t say things I don’t mean.” He raised his eyebrows before eating another piece of candy and then a whole handful of popcorn. “Can we start the movie? I’m ready for my Betty White duet.”

“Your Betty White duet?”

“The fire dancing scene.”

Bri cackled as she imagined Drew dancing between Betty White and Sandra Bullock. She hit play on the remote.

“What? You have no comment on that?”

“I have plenty of comments, but I’m saving them.” She motioned toward the television. “For now, I’m starting the movie so we can get to the scene, and I can unleash them all.”

He took a swig of water and settled back into the couch. “As you wish.”

“Now you’re quoting The Princess Bride to me?”

Drew smirked, but his eyes remained on the screen. “I am.”

Her breath hitched. I wonder if he remembers that line is code for “I love you.” She brushed off the thought. There was no way he remembered that.

This new version of Drew continued to surprise her. He spoiled her with her favorite snacks. He flirted with her. He got her heart racing at the mere sight of him. He quoted her favorite movies. He kissed her, and she hadn’t been able to forget it since.

Bri was still staring at him when he tossed a few kernels of popcorn at her. “Are you going to watch the movie or not?”

“Yeah.” She straightened, turning her attention back to the television. “Yeah, of course.” When Bri leaned back into the couch, her shoulder pressed up against Drew’s. She didn’t shy away from the touch. She embraced it.

Drew shifted beside her until his whole arm was pressed up against hers. He brushed his pinky finger against hers, and they sat like that, brushing their fingers as they watched the movie.

The popcorn sat untouched on his lap as Sandra Bullock and Ryan Reynolds faked their relationship and slowly fell for each other. It felt like déjà vu watching it play out on the screen. A little too familiar.

She was thankful when the fire scene finally arrived. Bri couldn’t wait for Drew’s performance of the “duet,” but it also meant Drew had to get up and give her a little bit of space to get her head back on straight before he sat next to her again.

Drew jumped up from the couch as Sandra Bullock encountered Betty White on the screen. He bounced his hips back and forth to the beat of the drum. Bri held her hand over her mouth to contain her laughter, not wanting the show to end early.

Drew jumped around the living room, shaking his booty with absolutely zero rhythm. He had a goofy grin on his face as he flailed his arms around like an air dancer, also known as a wacky waving-inflatable-arm-flailing tube man.

For someone who had just won a rowing championship, which required precision in his movements, Drew didn’t have one ounce of rhythm in his body. He could follow a routine dance like a waltz, but put on some pop music and he looked incredibly awkward…and she loved it.

Suddenly, he turned around and placed both of his hands on the built-in bookshelf and started shaking his booty. She hit pause on the remote, laughing so uncontrollably that she was unable to pay attention to anything aside from the wild dancing in front of her.

“What in the world are you doing?” Bri asked between gasped breaths and laughter, tears streaming down her face.

“Isn’t it obvious?” He shot a wry look over his shoulder before turning around and continuing to shake his booty. “I’m bookshelf twerking.”

“Bookshelf…what?”

“I’m twerking…while holding onto the bookshelf.”

She waited a second to see if he was joking, but when he didn’t say anything else, she burst into laughter. “I don’t know what it is you’re doing”—Bri motioned to him—“but it definitely isn’t twerking. It’s more like a toddler doing an ‘I need to pee’ bounce combined with a dog wagging its tail.”

He stopped and turned to her, forming a fist and hitting it to his chest. “You wound me.”

“I only speak the truth.”

Drew held his hand out to her. “Then get up here and show me how it’s done.”

She pushed up from the couch and took his hand. He twirled her around as they danced to a beat of their own. She threw her hands up in the air and moved her hips side to side, spinning around in a circle. When she turned back to face Drew, he was closer than she’d anticipated.

His hands landed on her waist, their faces mere inches apart. All it would take was the smallest of movements and their lips would collide. She could pull him in for a kiss she had no doubt would be world-changing, but she couldn’t do that.

So, instead, she took a step back and returned to the couch. “We should probably finish the movie.”

His lips pressed into a thin line. “Right.” Drew sat beside her again, leaving a little bit of room between them this time.

She played the movie but had a hard time focusing. Bri missed his touch, so she kept her hands busy in other ways, like eating popcorn. I shouldn’t be missing anything. He’s my best friend, not my real fiancé.

As they reached the grand gesture moment of the movie, Bri’s eyelids felt heavy. She yawned, and when the credits started rolling soon after, the music lulled her to sleep, and Drew’s shoulder felt like a nice place to rest her head…


Chapter Twenty-Four
Drew


When Drew woke up the next morning, Bri’s head was in his lap. One of his hands rested on her arm, and the other was tangled in her hair. It felt domestic, like they were an old married couple who had fallen asleep watching a movie together for the hundredth time.

He didn’t want to wake her up, but there was no way he was going to get out of this position without jostling her. If he had the time to let her sleep, he would. He knew better than anyone how Bri needed a full night’s rest to be a functioning adult, but he had a full schedule today.

Drew brushed stray strands of hair away from her eyes, tucking them behind her ear before rubbing his hand along her arm in gentle strokes.

“Bri,” he whispered, and she started to stir.

Her eyelids fluttered a few times before they slowly opened. When her chocolate-brown eyes landed on his, they widened, and she sat up with a renewed burst of energy.

“What happened?” Her eyes darted around the living room like she was trying to remember where she was.

“Everything’s okay. We fell asleep during the movie. I’m sorry to wake you, but I need to get going. My agenda is full today before we leave to visit your family this evening.”

Bri yawned, making Drew feel even worse for waking her. “I’m sorry for keeping you.”

Drew got to his feet and helped pull her up from the couch. He slipped on his shoes and carried their empty bowl of popcorn over to the sink before meeting her at the door.

They stepped outside together, and he watched Bri as she looked around at the guards he had watching over Hillside Cottage. She might think it was excessive that he’d assigned ten palace guards to protect her home, but no amount of protection would ever be excessive in his eyes when it came to Bri’s safety.

She turned back to face him. “Isn’t this a little…overkill?”

“Nothing is overkill for you.”

She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but he cut her off.

“I should go. I’ll see you for dinner.”

He leaned in and kissed her temple. It was the briefest of touches, barely a whisper of his lips pressed to her skin, but it affected his entire body, filling him with an electric buzz. It felt like a sweet sugar-induced hangover that could only be cured by her hand in his, her lips on his. Bri was the cause and the cure.

His body tensed as he pulled back, already missing the nearness of her. Drew started the ten-minute walk to the palace without a glance back.

He went through the motions of the day, but his mind always wandered back to Bri. When he’d finished his final meeting, Drew was tired, but the realization that it was finally time to see Bri again filled him with a new bout of energy.

With hurried steps, he approached the family dining room, but he stopped in his tracks when he saw Clarissa standing in the hallway, blocking his path.

“Andy,” she cooed, sauntering over to him the moment she spotted him.

He instantly clenched his teeth. She was like the human embodiment of getting a cavity filled. Being around her made him feel tense and grated on his nerves.

“It’s been far too long since we’ve seen each other. I’ve missed you.” Clarissa pouted and swatted his arm. She moved closer and closer to him until he was cornered up against the wall.

“I hope you’ve been well, Clarissa,” he gritted out as he moved to the side, trying to keep his distance.

“Come on, Andy. You don’t have to keep up this little charade around me. I know it’s me you want.” She draped herself on his arm like cheap curtains.

He took a step away, and she had to catch herself to keep from falling. Drew didn’t even care. All his royal training went out the window. Pure determination and honesty took over as he said, “Let me be very, very clear. I. Love. Bri. I always have. I always will.”

Love had always felt like a big word…but with Bri, it didn’t feel big enough. It didn’t encompass the depth of his feelings for her.

His face must’ve had the truth written all over it because Clarissa’s flirtatious smile faltered slightly before she put on a confident grin. “You don’t have to put on a show just because she can hear you. I know none of this is real.”

Drew whipped his head around. He spotted Bri standing a few feet behind him. Her arms were crossed in front of her chest, likely frustrated with how Clarissa acted around him even though they were engaged. But her eyes… Her chocolate-brown eyes were focused solely on him, looking into his in a way that made him feel naked.

He was sure she could see straight into his heart—that she would realize it beat only for her. Drew dropped his gaze, still unwilling to share the depths of his soul with her when he wasn’t sure his feelings would be reciprocated.

Except. Had she been standing there when he’d told Clarissa he always had and always would love Bri? He shuffled his feet, feeling completely vulnerable in front of the woman he loved and the woman he was desperately trying to get away from. When he peered back up at Bri, she was taking unwavering, deliberate steps toward him with a look on her face he’d never seen in all the years he’d known her.

She stopped right in front of him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips to his. Drew was utterly shocked, but he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to kiss her like he’d been wanting to for weeks, months, years.

Without an ounce of hesitation, he placed one hand on her waist and tangled the other in her silky hair. While their first kiss had been tentative and short, this one was unrestrained and full of confidence. He kissed her with all the passion of a man fully in love. While he may not be able to tell her that yet, Drew could show her—so he did.

I love you. His lips explored hers slowly and then more fervently as he tried to learn this side of her—a side he’d never been able to explore before.

You’re the most precious thing in the world to me. Drew pulled his lips back so he could kiss her cheek, her nose, her temple, her forehead, her jaw, the soft spot beneath her ear.

I want this to be real so badly it hurts. When she tugged him back to her lips with an impatient sound, he softly tilted her head back to deepen the kiss.

Only when Clarissa cleared her throat beside them did Drew finally pull back. His heart raced, and his mind swirled with thoughts of Oh my goodness, I can’t believe that really happened. When he opened his eyes and saw Bri looking up at him, wearing the same kind of disbelieving expression, he smiled.

It gave him hope to see her chest rise and fall to catch her breath and the love-dazed look in her eyes. Though it wasn’t much, even the smallest implication she might love him too made his heart swell with optimism.

A grin spread across Bri’s face while he was still reeling from the effects of her lips all over his. “How’s that for real?” She placed her hand on her hip as she turned to Clarissa.

Clarissa’s face was so red with anger he was surprised steam wasn’t coming out of her ears. After a few deep breaths, she looked at Bri with pinched lips before turning to Drew. “You can’t honestly say you would pick her over me.” Clarissa spouted her words with vitriol.

Drew held onto Bri’s hand as he leaned in and kissed her cheek. All he wanted to do right now was press his lips to hers again, but that would have to wait. He kept his gaze on her as he said, “I would choose Bri a thousand times over.”

Clarissa pressed her lips into a thin line. “Then why was she alone all day yesterday? For being engaged, it seems you don’t spend much time together.”

“We spend plenty of time together, but I have royal duties that require my attention, as I’m sure you know.” He paused, the reality of her words hitting him. “Wait, how do you know she was alone yesterday?”

Clarissa shrugged, but her cheeks flushed. “I was only trying to get a few photos to expose your engagement for the sham it is.”

“So, you were the one outside her window?” When she didn’t deny it, he continued, “I don’t understand how you could take photos to sell to the paparazzi. As someone who holds royal standing, you know what it’s like to have your entire life under a microscope. I’m appalled you would stoop so low.” Frustration oozed from Drew, holding no room for discussion.

Clarissa sputtered, looking back and forth between them. When she realized no one was going to come to her defense, she stood tall, and her eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to apologize for it. We’re meant to be together, Andy. You might be fooling everyone else, but you’re not fooling me.” With that, she spun on her stilettos and marched down the hallway and out of sight.

Bri popped her lips once they were alone. “Well, that was…something.”

“At least we know who was outside your window yesterday.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It makes sense that the guards wouldn’t have stopped her since her family visits frequently enough.”

“Honestly, I should’ve known it was her. She said she was going to keep a close eye on us at our engagement ball. I didn’t realize she would go to such extreme measures to try to prove we aren’t together.”

“I didn’t either.” He rocked on the balls of his feet, not wanting to address the elephant—the kiss—in the room but knowing he should. “Should we talk about what just happened?”

Bri blushed a bright shade of pink. “I—”

“Oh, good. There you two are.” His mother stepped out of the family dining room. “We need to eat now if we’re going to make it to Westridge in time for family game night.”

Drew was about to tell her they would be in shortly so he could talk to Bri about the kiss first, but she answered before he was able.

“Right, so sorry we’re late.”

His mother smiled, looking between them. “Don’t apologize, dear. I know what it’s like to be so caught up in the honeymoon phase that the rest of the world around you fades.”

Bri’s blush deepened, and Drew felt his own cheeks flush. “We’re not in a honeymoon phase. We’re not even married yet, Mom.”

“Oh, pish posh. You’re young and in love and distracted by each other’s company. It’s the same difference.”

Does it count if only one of us is in love? Drew shook off the thought. He felt like Bri had to feel something, even the smallest inkling of feelings for him, after that kiss.

Drew was able to remain quiet throughout most of dinner and the ride to Westridge, only participating in conversation when he was directly asked a question.

“Are you all right?” Bri nudged him with her shoulder as they sat side by side on the couch while they waited for her father to pick out a game to play that evening.

“Yeah, of course. Everything’s fine.”

But it wasn’t. His mind was going a million miles a minute. He wondered what Bri had thought of their first real kiss. He wondered if her feelings for him had grown beyond friendship or if she’d only done it to get Clarissa off their backs. Drew felt like there was a big red flashing “Just Kissed” sign over their heads, and he wondered if their parents could see it too.

It was ridiculous for him to think that. They probably assumed he and Bri had already kissed. They thought they were engaged, after all. He didn’t know why he suddenly felt awkward around them. But everything felt different to Drew now that he’d fallen asleep cuddling Bri last night and kissed her for real today.

Maybe it was because he hadn’t been able to talk to Bri yet when all he’d wanted to do was talk to her about the kiss, confess his love, wrap her in his arms, and kiss her again.

When Edward announced that his game of choice was charades, Drew bit back a groan. He was tired of this charade—tired of acting like this was all fake around Bri when it was so very real to him. And he didn’t know how much longer he could pretend.


Chapter Twenty-Five
Bri


Bri lay in her old bedroom at Westridge Palace, unable to get up. Their game night had gone later than usual, so she and Drew’s family had decided to stay the night. It was nice to be back after so long away, but she couldn’t feel too excited when she was unable to think about anything except Drew.

His hand in hers. Signing the marriage pact. Their movie night. Slow dancing together. Running away to their treehouse to drink sweet tea. Drew down on one knee, fake proposing to her. The image of him emerging from the water at the regatta. Their practice kiss. Their real kiss. His goofy grin. How protective he was of her. Even his bookshelf twerking.

Image upon image. Moment after moment. Every memory of him flashed through her mind, a video montage of their lives. He’d always been part of her life. She honestly couldn’t remember life before he was in it except for a few vague spots here and there before they’d met.

She couldn’t imagine a world without him in it. But Bri didn’t know how to sort through her feelings right now. Whenever she tried, it went a little something like: Drew is my best friend. But Drew is also the most attractive man I’ve ever seen. I would never do anything to hurt our friendship. But I think I would like a repeat of yesterday’s kiss.

The conflicting feelings were driving her crazy. It was like a mental game of tug of war.

Spending last night with both of their families had only emphasized the awkwardness of the whole situation. Drew had been distant, barely interested in their game of charades. He was the kind of person who went all out in everything he did. Whether it was work, how he cared for his family and friends, or a game of charades, Drew did everything wholeheartedly. He kissed that way too…but he’d also withdrawn completely last night with the same amount of gusto.

Bri knew they needed to talk about it, but she didn’t know how to bring it up. It wasn’t like she could just walk up to Drew and tell him she loved him as a friend and she was potentially also falling for him romantically.

She needed to talk to someone about this who would understand and encourage her but also give it to her straight. Bri shot up out of her bed. I need to call Rosalie again.

Bri quickly brushed her teeth and sent in a request to the palace’s butler for a bagel breakfast sandwich and fresh-squeezed orange juice. While she waited for the food to arrive, she dressed for the day in a pair of magenta-colored leggings, a black fitted tank top, and her favorite pair of sneakers, ready for the walk she planned to take later in the morning. When she was ready, Bri plopped down on her chaise as a knock sounded at the door.

“Come on in.”

She turned her head as her bodyguard walked through the door, carrying a tray with her breakfast and juice.

“I have the breakfast you requested, Your Highness.”

“I was unaware you got demoted to a palace server, Bastian,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

“Ha. That would be a promotion, but I offered to deliver your food.”

She held a hand to her chest as he placed the tray on her coffee table. “Aw, you wanted to see me?”

He grunted. “I can’t remember why now.”

Bri laughed. “You know, most people hide their true thoughts when they’re around royalty, but your honesty has always been a breath of fresh air, Bastian.”

The smallest of smirks covered his lips before it quickly disappeared. “I’m looking forward to our journey back to Glencrest. I’ve grown quite fond of living there.”

Before she could respond, he was gone. Maybe if she moved to Glencrest permanently, he would consider making a move there as well.

Whoa. Why am I thinking about living in Glencrest permanently?

She needed to talk to Rosalie—stat.

Bri took a bite of her bacon, egg, and cheese breakfast sandwich on an everything bagel. The salty and garlicky notes danced on her tastebuds. A hint of sriracha mayo pulled the whole dish together. She sipped her juice as her phone vibrated on the coffee table.

She glanced at it and went to take another bite of her bagel, but her eyes darted back to the phone. Her mouth fell open at the image of an incoming call with a picture of her and Rosalie on the screen.

“Hello?” she answered the call, drawing out the greeting.

“Hey, I was thinking about you and your…situation, and thought I should call and check-in.” Rosalie’s sunshine personality came through, even on the phone.

“Your ears must’ve been burning because I was about to call you.”

“It’s our friendship telepathy kicking in. Now, tell me everything, girl.”

Bri blew out a long breath. “Since the last time we talked, Drew and I have hung out a lot, and it’s only made everything more confusing. He cooked me one of the most delicious dinners I’ve ever eaten.”

“He cooked for you? That’s so romantic,” Rosalie squealed.

She ate another bite of her bagel sandwich. “I didn’t even know he could cook, but he was moving around my kitchen like a professional chef.”

“Ooh, it’s hot when a man knows what he’s doing in the kitchen.”

Bri fanned her face. She couldn’t deny how it had added to her attraction toward Drew. “You’re telling me. I tried cooking for him after…and it did not go well.” She laughed breathlessly. “He also planned a date night for me in the observatory.”

“A night under the stars? That’s so dreamy, and you told me how much he loves everything to do with space. That makes it even more meaningful.”

“The observatory is his safe haven, so I’m always honored when he shares it with me.” Bri ate more of her breakfast, mulling over what had occurred since then. “Drew surprised me with tickets to watch the men’s singles final at the French Open. He didn’t even know anything about tennis. I had to explain everything to him. And Rhett Hayes was there, and Drew was jealous when I wanted to say hi.”

“Okay, you seriously landed the sweetest man ever. I love the fact that he’s planned all these unique experiences for you. That’s the kind of treatment you’ve always deserved. And I’m green with envy over here that you got to meet Rhett Hayes, so I can only imagine how Drew felt. What’s confusing to you about it all?”

“How is it not confusing me is the real question. He’s acting like we’re in a relationship, even when there’s no one else around. He brushed his pinky finger against mine and made me feel butterflies. He ordered my burger just the way I liked it without me saying a word. He watches my favorite movies and talks with me about tropes and grand gestures. He ran to my house to protect me when I thought I heard something outside and spent the evening making me laugh. Drew sees me down to my core.”

“I still don’t understand how any of that is confusing.”

Bri sighed, pushing her sandwich aside. “We’re best friends, and I don’t want to mess it up by telling him I might have deeper feelings for him.” She hit her forehead with her palm. “Did I mention I might’ve already messed it up? Because we kissed again. Actually, I kissed him.”

“Kissing is fun. You should do more of it.”

“Rose!”

“Sorry,” she said, but she didn’t sound remorseful at all. “Why did you kiss him?”

“To show Clarissa we’re together. She’s trying so hard to prove we’re not a couple, and I couldn’t sit back and listen to her any longer, so I kind of threw myself at Drew.”

“How was the kiss?”

Bri wanted to be annoyed at her friend’s question. She wanted to lie and say it was awful…but she couldn’t. “It was amazing. I think I surprised him, but the second he embraced the kiss…” She blew out a puff of air. “The man kissed me as if I was his only source of oxygen—like he would die if he pulled away.” A blush covered her face as she thought back on it.

“Yes, girl,” Rosalie squealed. “That’s the kind of kiss you deserve. It doesn’t sound like you’re messing anything up to me. You’re both simply having fun and enjoying being a couple.”

But it’s fake, and it’s all going to end.

“Did I mention there’s also a picture of me in his bedroom? And before you freak out, I was only in there to borrow some clothes after we participated in a charity run.”

“I don’t think a picture of you and Drew is that out of place. I mean, you’ve been best friends for over a decade.”

“Drew wasn’t in the picture.”

The line was silent before Rosalie let out a long, “Ohhh. He had a photo of only you in his bedroom?”

“In a frame right next to one of both of us and another of him with his parents. I’d never even seen the picture of me before. It was one I think he took when we were on a hike. I didn’t know he took it. Then I saw him stash it away in a desk drawer like he didn’t want me to see it.”

“This situation is getting juicier by the minute. I’m living vicariously through you right now. The only tea I get anymore is the fake variety at a tea party with Addie.” Rosalie sounded like she was bouncing in anticipation. “I don’t understand why he would try to hide it.”

“Try to hide what?”

“I mean, it’s completely obvious. I’ve known it all along,” Rosalie continued on her train of thought without providing any further explanation.

“You knew what?”

“That you and Drew were meant for each other. It wasn’t a matter of if you would get together, but when.”

Bri stuttered, “Wh-what do you mean?”

“I’ve been friends with you two forever, but I always knew I was going to be the third wheel to your duo. Not only because you’re besties but because I knew you and Drew would be more than friends one day. I mean, he’s been in love with you forever. I’m glad you’re finally realizing you feel the same way.”

In love?

She attempted to play it cool and casual. “You really think it’s obvious?”

“Of course. He makes sure you always have your favorite snacks and sweet tea. He drops anything—even work, which we both know he’s focused on—to spend time with you. He’s never dated anyone because he’s too hung up on you. And don’t get me started on the way he looks at you. That man is a walking heart-eyes emoji.”

Bri didn’t answer. She was too busy wrapping her brain around the idea of Drew being in love with her. Even if he did love her, she still didn’t know if she could fall for him romantically. Yes, she’d recognized how attractive he was lately, and she’d been feeling things, but she’d never been able to pinpoint exactly what it was.

Rosalie continued talking. “And the way you’ve been talking about him since this whole fake engagement thing started is completely different from anything you’ve said about him before. You’re falling in love, Bri. And I know that’s scary, but it’s also one of the best feelings in the world.”

She couldn’t answer. It wasn’t possible. She hadn’t been falling in love with Drew all this time…had she?

“Oh, no. I freaked you out, didn’t I? Don’t listen to me. I’m just stating my observations over the years. I could be mistaken.”

Bri shook her head, trying to rid it of all thoughts of Drew. “It’s fine. I just need a distraction. Tell me how you and Colin are doing.”

“Everything’s great here. I couldn’t have picked a better partner for myself. Colin and I are vastly different but in a good way. We challenge each other, forcing me to grow in ways I wouldn’t have been able to with someone more similar to me. We’re planning our first vacation soon. I want to take Addie somewhere fun where she can just be a kid.”

“I’m so happy for you.” Bri smiled. “I’m glad you’re finally receiving all the love you always share with everyone around you. If anyone deserves all the happiness in the world, it’s you. I hope you have a wonderful vacation. I’m sure Addie will love anywhere you take her.”

As they finished their call, Bri downed the rest of her juice in a few large gulps. She stood and stretched before taking the familiar walk through the palace’s halls until she was outside.

Being outdoors was exactly what she needed to decompress and get her mind in the right place again.


Chapter Twenty-Six
Drew


Seven Years Ago

Drew kicked a stray pebble off the wooded path where he was walking with Bri.

“We should play a game,” she suggested.

“Wanna play truth or dare? I’m always down for a childhood classic.”

Bri snorted. “Remember when you dared me to stick Phillip’s hand in warm water while he was sleeping? I can’t believe we convinced him he peed his bed.”

“Good times. Do you want to go first?”

“Sure. Truth or dare?” she asked.

“Let’s start it off with a dare.”

She looked at the wooded landscape around them. “I dare you to climb that tree.” Bri pointed to one nearby, just off the path.

“I could do that in my sleep,” he said easily, trying to impress her. He jogged over and tested out his weight on a lower branch, making sure it was stable enough to hold him before he started to climb. With little effort, he ascended the tree until he was about six feet off the ground. Drew looked back at her with a pleased grin.

She clapped for him as he made his way back to solid ground. He wiped his hands on his basketball shorts as he approached her.

“All right, your turn.”

“Dare, of course.”

He should’ve known that’s what she’d pick. Bri was the most adventurous person he knew.

Drew didn’t want today’s game to be all about adventure, though. He’d had a purpose for today’s game…to learn if his best friend returned the more-than-friendly feelings he had for her. If she gave him the smallest hint of evidence that she might have a crush on him too, maybe it would give him the courage to take the final step and ask her out on a proper date.

“I dare you to make up a rap about me, discussing my best features.”

Bri turned to face him, raising one of her perfectly sculpted brows. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “Or you could take the punishment.” Drew knew she would never say no to a dare, but she would definitely never admit defeat and take the punishment.

“Oh, that’s low.”

Drew smirked. “I’m not the one who broke a priceless antique vase gifted by the Queen of England.”

She shoved his shoulder. “You were the one chasing me around the corner of the hallway.”

“Then I guess neither of us can ever take the punishment and admit the truth to your parents.”

“Fine, let me think about this rap.” After a few quiet minutes, she ran a few steps ahead and turned around, walking backward as she started to rap.

“Let me tell you some things about my best friend, Drew. He’s always there for people when they’re blue. I have to admit, he’s the hardest worker I know. No, he’s not your average teenage Joe Schmo. He’s as steady and constant as the Northern Star. With him by my side, I know I can go far.”

Drew applauded as she said the final line, even though his shoulders drooped.

Supportive. Hardworking. A reliable friend. Those were all great compliments but not what he wanted to hear from the person with whom he wanted so much more.

Where were the comments about how attractive he was or how he had kissable lips? The kind of stuff all the great romance authors wrote about.

“Bri Bear regrets to announce her retirement as a rap star. Thank you and goodnight.” She curtsied to her audience of one.

“Aw, man, already? You were just getting started.”

Bri rolled her eyes. “Truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

“What was your first impression of me?”

“I thought you had more energy than anyone I’d ever met.”

She laughed lightly. “My parents called me the Energizer Bunny for a reason. I never stopped moving.” Her expression grew more curious. “What’s your impression of me now?”

You’re the most beautiful person, inside and out.

“You’re the most fun and kind person, and I’m lucky to know you.”

Bri held her hand to her heart. “Aw, thanks. See, I don’t need to write a rap in the future to share the kind of person you are.”

His lips tilted in a crooked grin. “I much prefer hearing it in rap form though.” He waved his hand in front of him. “All right, truth or dare?”

“Let’s go with truth this time.”

His eyebrows raised. “I think that might be the first time you’ve ever picked truth.”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

He cocked his head to the side as he thought about what question he could ask. If he was brave, he would ask her if she had a crush on anyone, but he wasn’t—not after she’d said he was a supportive friend, firmly placing him in the friend zone. He could still ask a question more in the realm of dating—something he wouldn’t normally dare ask her.

“Who was your first kiss?”

“Lord Sutherland.”

He pressed his lips together as he looked at her, biting back nausea at the thought of her kissing someone else.

She stared at him intently. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Drew shrugged. “I didn’t know you’d kissed anyone.”

“We’ve never really shared dating info with each other. But I’m sixteen… I feel like that’s a normal age for a first kiss. I don’t plan on it happening again with him, though.” She grimaced.

He smirked. “That bad, huh?”

“It felt like I was kissing a fish. I’m no expert, but I don’t think it’s supposed to be like that.” She shook her head as she continued walking. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

Bri’s lips morphed into a wry grin. “Who was your first kiss?”

Drew blanched. He hadn’t expected her to ask the same question back. “I really don’t want to talk about that.”

“You brought it up first,” she scoffed. “It’s not a hard question. I told you mine.” Her eyes gleamed with mischief. “Unless you want to do the punishment.”

“Fine, it was Lady Bridgette.”

She turned quickly on her white platform tennis shoes to face him. “Bridgette from Bristol? She’s, like, two years older than us.”

He shrugged. “It was last year, so I was fifteen and she was seventeen. We were at a ball, and she danced with me so I wouldn’t have to dance with Clarissa again. As a thank you, I gave her a quick kiss on the balcony. It wasn’t much, but it was pleasant.”

“Huh. So you’ve got a thing for blondes?”

You have no idea.

“I wouldn’t say I have a type exactly.”

I just have one person who makes my heart beat out of my chest.

“Your turn—” he started saying.

“Dare,” she said before he could finish.

“I dare you to a foot race.”

“We’re not kids anymore.”

He shot her a smirk. “Last one to the tree is a rotten egg!” he shouted as he took off at a steady jog. Drew pushed himself to a sprint as he heard her gaining close behind.

He kept his pace as they ran, always staying a few feet in the lead. But at the last second, he slowed his sprint, allowing her to pass him and cross the finish line before he did.

“Ha! I beat you.” She threw him a victorious smile over her shoulder.

He would let her win a hundred times over just to be the reason that beautiful smile was on her face.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
Bri


Moving farther down the dirt path of the wooded, mountain trail, Bri felt lighter with each step. Anything to do with adventure and the outdoors filled her soul. Even though she’d walked this trail countless times, nature was always changing, providing a new backdrop for each hike.

It was just what she needed today to forget about her kiss with Drew. She was still reeling over what she had felt.

There she was, thinking of him again. Stop it, she chided herself. This hike was supposed to be a Drew-free zone, a way to get herself out of her head and relax.

After a few more minutes of walking with only the sound of chirping birds around her, she finally felt centered again. When she reached the peak of the small mountain, Bri took in a long breath and slowly exhaled, soaking in the moment. The scene in front of her was so beautiful, from the canopy of the blue sky to the rocky mountainscape. She was sitting in a 360-degree masterpiece.

Bri sat down, letting her feet dangle over the cliff’s edge, thankful she’d been able to leave without any bodyguards trailing her today so she could enjoy the scenery around her in peace. She breathed in the mountain air, loving the petrichor smell lingering in the warm breeze after this morning’s rain.

When she finally felt refreshed again, Bri pushed up to her feet. She took in one last look at the mountains around her, knowing she would be returning to Glencrest with Drew and his family later today, when the scuffling of rocks behind her caught her attention. Bri turned around and saw Drew standing a few yards away, holding a blush-pink tumbler.

“I brought you peach tea.” He raised the cup in the air between them like a peace offering.

She took the tumbler from him. “Thanks. How did you know I’d be out here?”

“This is always the trail you walk when you want to think.”

Bri took a long sip of the tea, hiding behind the cup as she processed what he’d said. She’d never realized it until these last few months, but Drew knew her better than anyone. Maybe he hadn’t made it completely obvious until now, but either way, she felt more seen and cared for and loved by him than by anyone else she’d ever known.

She thought back on what Rosalie had told her yesterday, about Drew being in love with her, and she wondered if her friend could actually be right.

“Bri?” Drew’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts. “Your mind seems to be wandering a lot lately. Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I think I’m tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” She busied herself by taking another sip of the tea. “I was gonna head back to the palace… Did you come to find me for anything specific?”

His eyes dropped to the ground, and his lips pulled down. “No, I thought we could enjoy some time together. I know I’ve been busy the past week, and I wanted to make it up to you.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “If you’d rather be alone, I can leave.”

When his eyes met hers again, she could see the vulnerability there. She could see the words he wasn’t saying. He wanted to spend time with her, but he didn’t want to feel like a burden.

“I don’t mind the company,” she said, already regretting what she might say on the walk back. Bri was worried she might do something crazy, like ask him if he loves her for real and what he wants their relationship to be moving forward.

His demeanor changed entirely at her words. He stood tall with a smile on his face as he gestured to the path. “After you.”

She moved around him, and he laughed as they began their walk back to the palace.

“Do you remember when we played truth or dare on these trails?”

“I remember crushing you in a foot race.” She threw the quip at him over her shoulder with a sassy grin.

“You’re going to hold that over me forever, aren’t you?”

“Obviously.”

“Wanna play it again?” he asked.

She stopped walking, turning to face him with her hands on her hips. “Aren’t we a little old for that?”

Drew shrugged. “Maybe, but we don’t have to make the questions or dares childish.”

“Okay, but we’re taking our usual punishment off the table. We’ve made it this far without telling my parents we were the ones who broke the vase, and I’m not changing that now.”

“I can agree with those terms.”

“Since it was your idea, you can go first. Truth or dare?” Bri took another gulp of sweet tea.

“Truth.”

“What’s your biggest fear, aside from heights?”

“Rejection,” he said without missing a beat.

She glanced over at him. “Really?”

“Yeah.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I like feeling needed and accepted, whether it’s by my friends and family or the people of Glencrest. The idea of someone rejecting me or disapproving of my choices or who I am terrifies me.”

Knowing that helped her understand him more. Drew didn’t seem like the kind of person who would ever have an issue with people liking him. Everyone loved him, and she knew he would be well-respected as king when he took over for his father. But it made more sense to her now why he never seemed to voice his feelings. He was never standoffish when asked what he was thinking, but Drew always put other people’s feelings and needs above his own.

He nudged her side. “Your turn.”

“Do you even have to ask?” She smirked, pulling his signature grin out of him.

“I dare you to do your best impression of a celebrity.”

Bri stopped and widened her stance, holding her hands in the air like she was playing an air guitar. She bopped her head to the beat playing in her mind and then sang out the lyrics to her current favorite Rhett Hayes song in her best country accent.

After she finished the final line of the chorus, Bri curtsied, and Drew applauded.

“I think you would make a great country singer, even though I’m not sure about your song choice.”

She narrowed her eyes, but they sparkled with mirth. “I know you secretly like his songs.”

He harrumphed. “They’re catchy,” Drew mumbled.

Bri placed her hand on his arm, giving it a light squeeze before continuing their walk. “Your turn.”

“I’ll choose dare this time.”

“Ooh, I was hoping you would pick that. I dare you to respond to the last person who texted you only with song lyrics.”

“Should be simple enough.” Drew pulled his phone out and tapped on it for a second when his eyes went wide and his face blanched.

“What is it?”

“Can it be the second-to-last person who texted me?”

“Why can’t it be the last one?” she asked.

He held up the phone screen in front of her face. She skimmed over it, her eyes widening when she read the most recent text he’d received.

Clarissa: I just can’t believe you would choose Brielle over me.

Clarissa: Was it your plan all along to make me jealous, Andy? *winking face emoji*

Clarissa: Well, it worked. You can stop pretending now!

“She never quits, does she?”

“Apparently not.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

“I still say you do it.” Bri shrugged. “It’ll give us a good laugh at the very least.”

Drew let out an exasperated laugh. “Don’t be mad at me if this turns out poorly.”

She waited as he typed out a message with a smirk on his face the whole time. When he showed her the message he sent, she chuckled.

Drew: Let me stop you there before you speak.

His phone buzzed right after he finished showing her, and Drew got back to typing another message. The smirk on his face never faded, and Bri couldn’t help but smile beside him.

“There,” he said with a hint of finality. “I don’t think she’ll be giving us any more trouble.” He handed his phone over to her, and Bri scrolled through the messages.

Clarissa: You can’t stop this feeling between us, Andy.

Drew: My name is no.

Clarissa: You’re not making any sense…

Drew: My sign is no.

Clarissa: Are you okay?

Drew: My number is no.

Clarissa: This isn’t funny.

Drew: You need to let it go.

Clarissa: UGH!!!

Clarissa: You’ve made your point. I’ll leave you alone.

Clarissa: I hope you enjoy the rest of your miserable lives together.

After reading the rest of the conversation, Bri bent over laughing so hard tears streamed down her cheeks. She gave the phone back to him and wiped the tears off her face.

“You texted her lyrics from a Meghan Trainor song?”

He shrugged. “Clarissa needed to let it go.”

“I think that point was made.” Bri pressed her lips together, trying not to fall victim to another laughing fit. “I didn’t know you listened to pop songs.”

“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.” Drew backed away slowly with his eyebrow raised in a flirtatious manner. “Do you mind if I go again and share a truth with you?” he asked.

She nodded, so he continued. “I have a surprise for you when we return home.”

Hearing him call Glencrest their home made her stomach flutter, like she was on a sharp drop on a roller coaster. She tried to push aside all thoughts of Drew’s home being hers. “A surprise?” Bri rasped out.

“Yep. Just wait until you see the gift I got for you, fiancée.”

“Ha! Is it big and shiny?” she teased.

“Well, if I thought you would accept a giant wedding ring, I would’ve gotten that for you instead.”

On the outside, Bri maintained her cool and calm expression. But on the inside, she was screaming.

He couldn’t be serious. She’d thought he was joking, but now he was taking the joke to another level by talking about a wedding ring.

His flirtatious words had her questioning everything. She’d felt like they had been slowly inching their way out of the friend zone into uncharted territory the past few months. But a comment like that felt like a giant leap, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it. Because if he was serious about a real ring—a real engagement—it would be a big jump from best friends to betrothed.

She cleared her throat, trying to change the subject. “I know you’re dying for me to pick truth, so go ahead and ask whatever it is you want to ask.”

Drew smiled but then was quiet for a moment as they walked along the dirt path. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, almost shy. “Why did you kiss me yesterday?”

A twig snapped somewhere in the distance, and Bri’s head turned in that direction. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah.” He peered around them. “I don’t see anything. Must’ve been an animal.” He nudged her shoulder with his. “Now, stop avoiding the question. Why did you kiss me?”

She inhaled a sharp breath, a blush covering her cheeks. “Clarissa kept trying to prove we weren’t together. I thought if I kissed you in front of her, it would finally get her off our backs.”

He stopped walking and turned to her, taking her hands and looking into her eyes in a way that left her feeling like he could see the mix of emotions going on inside her. “Was that truly the only reason?” His voice was gravelly, and his intensity made goosebumps erupt across her skin.

Bri hesitated. No. Yes. I don’t know. She didn’t have an answer to his question, so she didn’t say anything, her eyes darting back and forth between his.

Drew stepped toward her and took the tumbler from her hands, setting it on the ground before he gently nudged her backward until she was pressed against a large tree. He wrapped one arm around her waist and brushed her jaw with his other hand. The light touch made her shiver and her breath hitch as he leaned in ever so slowly.

When she didn’t do anything to stop him, Drew’s lips finally met hers, and she sighed against them. Bri wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him as close as possible. Every press of his lips to hers was frantic, like he wasn’t sure if this was the last time they would kiss.

She could feel how much he cared for her with every tender caress of his lips. She’d known Drew practically her entire life, but she didn’t feel like she truly knew him until this moment. He was completely vulnerable, laying his feelings on display for her to see through the careful way he held her and the passionate way he kissed her.

When he finally pulled back, his lips were swollen, and Bri’s heart raced, like his lips had brought it back to life. His kiss made her feel alive.

Bri was starting to understand why Rosalie said kissing was fun. If this was how Drew kissed, she’d been missing out all these years, and she would definitely like to do more of it.

Drew brushed a stray curl behind her ear, leaving a trail of heat everywhere his fingers touched along her cheekbone. “Should we talk about this?”

“Yeah, we should.”

“I know we need to get back to Glencrest, so maybe we can chat once we get back home?”

“Sounds great.” She smiled up at the man who was quickly becoming more than just her best friend.

Back home. She was starting to like the sound of that.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
Drew


“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Drew. Happy birthday to you.”

He made his wish and blew out the candles on the triple-berry ice cream cake the palace baker made for him every year. His parents and Bri cheered for him.

A palace servant came over and cut slices, handing a plate and fork to each of them.

“I can’t believe you’re twenty-four already.” His mother pulled him in for a side hug as she dabbed at the tears in the corners of her eyes. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom.” He smiled and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

His father clapped him on the back. “What did you wish for, son?”

Drew’s eyes darted to Bri to find her staring right back at him with a wide grin. Her. I wished for the confidence to tell my best friend that I’m madly in love with her.

He’d been trying to talk to her since their kiss in the woods, but things kept getting in the way. Between official duties, his parents being in the room with them, and now his birthday celebration, he just hadn’t found the right time to talk to Bri. Tonight was the night he hoped to get her alone and finally talk to her with no distractions.

He cleared his throat. “I can’t say because I want this wish to come true.” Drew took a large bite of his ice cream cake, savoring the vanilla ice cream and mixed berry flavors dancing on his tastebuds.

His mother reached beside the couch she sat on and lifted a gift bag into the air, extending it to him. “It’s present time. You can open ours first.”

Drew took the bag from her and pulled out the card from his parents, biting back emotion at the kind words they’d written on the card. Their words of encouragement meant more than all the gifts in the world.

He pulled the tissue paper out of the bag and smirked at the sight of a photobook with a picture of him and Bri on the cover. Drew recognized it immediately as one of the pictures from the engagement photoshoot they’d done. He thumbed through the pages, smiling as he scoured the countless pictures of him and Bri holding each other and pretending to be a real couple.

Drew handed the book to Bri, got up, and hugged his mother and father. “I love it. Thank you.”

His mother squeezed him tight. “I couldn’t stop crying as I selected the pictures to include. You two are the sweetest couple, and I’m glad you finally got together after all these years.”

“We’re happy too.” He shot a closed-lip smile toward Bri, whose cheeks looked flushed.

“My turn.” She hopped up from her seat and grabbed a gift bag from beside her chair, bringing it to him.

He opened the card, and his heartbeat picked up speed as he read the words written to him by his favorite person in the universe.

Drew,

How have we already celebrated seventeen years of birthdays together?!

It feels like just yesterday we were escaping from parties to drink sweet tea in our treehouse or pretending we were superheroes running through the gardens.

No matter what life has thrown our way, I’m so blessed to have had a strong and steady best friend like you by my side through it all.

You’re my person, Drew. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.

Here’s to another year of living life together and celebrating the wonderful human you are.

Love,

Bri

Before he even got to the gift in the bag, Drew pushed up from the couch and wrapped Bri in his arms, rubbing small circles on her back and attempting to steady his breathing to match hers. He didn’t want her to know how affected he was by her words—how much it meant to him that she couldn’t imagine life without him in it. Maybe it meant she wouldn’t leave him high and dry when he shared his feelings with her.

Drew had grown tired of pretending…not pretending they were engaged, but pretending he wasn’t completely, madly in love with Bri.

“I’m so thankful for you,” he whispered into her hair, and he could’ve sworn she shivered.

“The feeling is mutual.”

Drew released his hold on her and sat down, ignoring the look his parents shared. He opened the gift bag and pulled out a large hardcover book.

“A date night for two cookbook.”

“Since you said you love cooking so much, I thought we could try out some new recipes together. I’ll let you take the reins on the actual cooking part, though. We don’t need another carne asada bowl scenario.”

He smiled at her so widely that his cheeks started to ache. “It’s perfect. I can’t wait to cook with you again.”

“There’s one more thing in there.” Bri motioned to the bag.

He peeked into the bag and spotted a rectangular piece of paper at the bottom. Drew reached in and grabbed it, his cheeks sore now as his smile widened even further. It was a handmade coupon that read: Valid for one moonlight hike with Bri.

“You pick the perfect night with clear skies and just tell me when. I’ll bring everything else we need.”

Drew’s eyes were alight with joy and love as he turned to her. “Thank you. You know me so well.”

She returned his smile, and they all finished their cake.

His father was the first to stand. “It’s getting late for us old folks. You two have a good evening.” He walked over and clapped Drew on the shoulder again. “Happy birthday, son.”

His mother walked over, leaning down to press a light kiss to the top of his head. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

“Thanks. Goodnight,” he called out to them as they left the room. Drew turned to Bri. “Are you ready to turn in yet?”

“Me? Are you kidding? I could stay up for hours.”

His grin reappeared. “I’m glad to hear that. There’s one more thing that would make this the best birthday ever.”

“Anything,” Bri said, and he could’ve sworn she glanced down at his lips.

“Will you stargaze with me?”

“I’d love nothing more.” She wrapped her arm through his, and he led them to the observatory. “I thought you said you wanted my family to visit for your birthday so you could hit some four-wheeling trails with Phillip.”

“I’d much rather spend time with my person in my favorite place.”
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As they sat under the stars, holding hands, Drew couldn’t get his last kiss with Bri out of his mind. Their practice kiss had happened to prepare them in case they needed to kiss to keep up their ruse. And when Bri had kissed him in front of Clarissa, he’d been able to explain it away as her way of keeping up the charade—even though it had been completely mind-blowing.

But their kiss in the woods…that had been just for them. It hadn’t been about proving their relationship to anyone. It hadn’t been about keeping up a façade. It hadn’t been about anything except a man and a woman sharing a moment with each other.

Until then, he’d been unsure about Bri’s feelings toward him. He’d noticed small things, like her staring at his abs or her gasping at his touch. But it wasn’t until she’d let him kiss her with no one else around that he’d known with certainty she cared about him as more than a friend. She may not be as invested as he was yet, but he was confident there was something there. Tonight, he planned to lay all his cards on the table.

It was finally time to tell his best friend he loved her so much his chest ached when she wasn’t around. His heart beat with the hope of a future with her. But a small part of his brain reminded him she could reject him, and he could lose her forever.

He didn’t know where to begin, so Drew just started talking.

“Do you remember how I told you I had a surprise for you when we got home?”

She shot up to a sitting position, her eyes bright with excitement. “Yes, do I finally get to know what this big surprise is?”

Drew nodded, gently pulling her back down beside him.

He leaned closer to her and pointed up at the night sky above them. “You see that bright star up there? Not the North Star but the one shining to the right of it?”

“Yeah,” she hummed.

“As of a few weeks ago, that star is officially named Brielle.” The guiding light to always lead me home.

She turned to him with her mouth agape. Their faces were so close together that he would only have to lean down a few centimeters to press his lips to hers. But he’d made a promise to himself that he wouldn’t make any further moves until he told her how much he loved her and learned if she felt the same way.

He couldn’t continue to kiss her if she didn’t share the same feelings. He’d already invested too much in this relationship. He’d loved her more than half of his life. If they continued kissing the way they had been, without having discussed their relationship, Drew would never be able to recover. He wasn’t sure he would anyway…but it made sense in his brain.

Now, the second she said this was real for her too…he would never stop kissing her, caring for her, holding her, cherishing her, loving her the way he always wanted to.

Bri’s eyes were wide with surprise. “You got me a gift for your birthday?”

“It’s a gift for me too. Now I can have you with me whenever I look up at the night sky. So even if you aren’t here, you won’t feel far away.”

She closed the distance between them and placed a kiss on his cheek. “You’re the sweetest, most thoughtful man I’ve ever known, Andrew Henry Archibald Whitaker.”

He didn’t want her to think of him as sweet. I want to be attractive and loved. I want to be yours.

Drew hugged her, and she nuzzled her face against his chest. “Thanks. I’m looking forward to finding it in the night sky while we’re out on our moonlight hike. Are you planning on having a telescope set up for us outside?”

She scoffed. “Of course. I’m not an amateur.”

“I’ve taught you well, young Padawan.”

He felt her scrunch up her nose. “You know I don’t understand your Star Wars references.”

“Then maybe we should watch it for our next movie night instead of a rom-com.”

She gasped, flinging a hand to her chest. “I could never cheat on my rom-com movies with Star Wars.”

Drew squeezed her side, and she let out a giggle. “I have a feeling your movies will understand.”

“They wouldn’t,” she cried out between laughs. “I could never betray Matthew McConaughey like that.”

“Why is he in so many rom-coms anyway?”

“Because his looks are, ‘Alright, alright, alright.’”

Drew rolled his eyes. “That doesn’t make—”

Bri held up a hand. “I know. It sounded better in my head.”

“But I don’t mind that your celebrity crushes like him and Rhett Hayes both share something in common with me. Looks like you’ve got a thing for blonds.” He closed his eyes, a satisfied smirk on his lips.

She sputtered. “Who are you, and what did you do with the real Drew?”

“I’ve been right here all along, Bri Bear.”

And, hopefully, after what he had to say tonight, he would be able to stay right by her side for the rest of their lives.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
Bri


I think I’m falling for my best friend.

Her breath hitched when Drew rubbed small circles on her arm as they gazed at the stars.

Scratch that. I think I’m in love with my best friend.

But Bri wasn’t sure of the depth of his feelings. He had been flirty with her, but from the beginning, they’d said this engagement would be fake. They had rules. Rules they’d broken…but rules, nonetheless.

Breaking the no-PDA rule had led to her breaking the no-catching-feelings rule. It had started like a small snowball at the top of a hill, but now it was this giant mound, careening at her full speed and hitting her with an avalanche of feelings.

She felt like she was stuck under all the feelings, unable to breathe, unable to process everything at the rapid pace it all was piling on top of her.

Trying to change the subject, she said, “How has work been lately?”

Drew sighed. “It’s been a little like getting thrown into the deep end of the pool without a floatie.”

“Information overload?”

“Yeah,” he scoffed. “I thought I already knew everything I needed to know to rule from watching Dad, but I was sorely mistaken. I’m fine at events, because I’ve been attending those my whole life, but being the one in charge of meetings… I’m still trying to figure that one out.”

“That’s understandable. You’ve heard how your father has answered questions he’s asked at meetings recently, but that can only prepare you so much. It’s okay to still be learning as you step into a new role. People don’t expect you to know everything, and it’s okay to seek further counsel before getting back to them. Everyone knows how dedicated you are to Glencrest. You were not only born to be in this position because of your family, but I believe this is the role you were created for. The people deserve a king as kind and caring as you.”

He leaned his head gently against hers. “You give the best pep talks.” Drew pressed his lips to her temple. “Sometimes I feel like my best isn’t enough, so it means the world to me knowing how you see me.”

“I’m happy to remind you anytime.” Her voice came out a little breathless. The press of his body beside hers. The feeling of his lips on her skin. Everything about him was making her heart rate increase and her palms feel clammy.

When she opened her mouth to ask another question, Drew beat her to the chase, shooting up onto his feet and pacing the room.

“Bri, we need to talk about our kiss…and our relationship. I’m done pretending,” he practically shouted.

She sat up on the bean bag, turning to face him. Her heart dropped at his words. She hadn’t been expecting him to say that. If they were done pretending, she didn’t know how to go back to what they were before.

“Where do we go from here now that it’s over?”

He ran his hand down the back of his neck before grabbing fistfuls of his hair. When he turned to her, his eyes were filled with emotion. “What do you mean it’s over?”

“That’s what you said, isn’t it?” She stood, placing her hands on her hips.

“That’s not what I meant, Bri. I’m done pretending.” He crossed the observatory in a few long strides. Drew took her hands and pressed a small kiss to her knuckles.

“I’m done pretending this isn’t real. I’m done pretending I could walk away from you with my heart still intact. I’m done pretending I don’t love you with every fiber of my being. This has been real for me since we attended the Spring Fling carnival when we were twelve. I’ve always known you were different. That you were special. That you were it for me. And I’m ready to treat this relationship like it’s real for both of us.”

Her mouth fell open in shock. Each little declaration he made wiggled its way deeper and deeper into her heart. He was saying he hadn’t pretended. He was saying he loved her… But she needed to protect her heart. None of this is real, she reminded herself.

“But I thought we agreed everything would be fake.”

“Not one part of this was ever fake to me. I told you I don’t say anything I don’t mean.” He cupped her jaw with both hands, looking into her eyes with so much love and devotion it made her feel weak in the knees. “When I asked you to enact the marriage pact, I wanted to marry you for real. I’ve been carrying that piece of paper around with me for most of my adult life, wondering when I could finally use it, but you thought I was joking and said you wouldn’t marry me for real…”

Drew dropped his hands, rubbing the back of his neck again. Her eyes moved to the ground as memories from that day a few months ago danced around in her mind.

“You told me you would fake an engagement with me to get my parents off my back about marrying Clarissa, and I went along with it because I wanted you to be comfortable doing this. But not one moment of this has ever been fake to me. Not our dates. Not our conversations. Not our kisses. Not even the words I said to our parents about my love for you. I’ve loved you for so long I can’t remember a time in my life when I didn’t.”

Her eyes wandered around the room, looking everywhere but at him. It was a lot to take in. This giant love confession. How he said he’d loved her for years when she’d had no idea.

“Why did you never tell me?” she asked, her voice shy. “You say you’ve loved me all these years. Why wait until now?”

“I would’ve told you in a heartbeat if I thought you felt the same way, but I never saw you look at me that way…not until recently.”

He wasn’t wrong. She’d never noticed Drew in a romantic sense until these past few months. Her attraction to him had grown, slow and steady over time, until it was a feeling she couldn’t hide anymore.

“Look at you what way?”

He shot her a sad smile. “Like I might actually have a shot with you. Like you might feel even a fraction of what I feel for you.”

She blushed under his gaze. “I do think I might feel something for you too. There’s something real between us. We have so much shared history, and I’ve always cared about you, but these past few months…I can admit something has felt different. But I’m not sure what to believe right now, Drew.”

“What do you mean?”

Bri sighed. “It’s hard for me to sort through my thoughts right now. It’s like you just handed me all the pieces to a thousand-piece puzzle and want me to see the finished product, but I haven’t had time to put it together yet.”

“What can I do to help?”

“I need a day to process everything. Can you give me that?”

“Of course.” Drew looked down shyly, kicking his feet against the hardwood floors before looking back at her. “Will you meet me here in the observatory tomorrow evening? I can answer any questions you may still have then.”

“I’ll be here.” She nodded, looking more sure of herself than she felt.
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Bri hardly slept a wink, tossing and turning in bed all night. Her mind was full of thoughts and memories she needed to sort through before talking to Drew.

She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready to talk to Drew about her feelings for him. Bri was still attempting to understand them herself. And the thought of settling in one place forever still scared her.

When she finally climbed out of bed, she selected her outfit for the day: a blush-pink midi skirt and a short-sleeve ruched white shirt. After throwing her hair up into a ponytail, she added a few curls and put on minimal makeup. She slipped on her tried-and-true white platform sneakers and took the short walk from her cottage to the palace. Once inside, she made her way to her favorite room in Glencrest Palace.

As she rounded the corner and walked through the doorway into the large space filled with natural light, her shoulders immediately felt like a weight had been lifted.

In all her time living there recently, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t ventured to this room. Maybe it was a testament to how much time she’d been spending with Drew…how she craved being around him compared to other things that brought her joy.

On one side of the room, floor-to-ceiling windows flooded the space with the morning sun and made her feel like she was out in the woods. Bri stood by the windows and closed her eyes, soaking in the warmth of the sun beaming down on her. The warmth filled her up, giving her the strength to take a seat, pull out her phone, and open the photos folder entitled Ride or Die.

She took a minute to scroll back to the beginning, smiling as she took in the grinning young faces of her and Drew at seven years old. Their faces were squished together, and the camera was way too close to them, but they looked like they didn’t have a care in the world except for what freshly pressed juice they would request for snack time.

Those were the days she dreamed of now—to go back in time and have nothing to worry about. To not have to sit here and process her romantic feelings for her best friend.

She swiped through the photos until she reached their early teen years. Bri stopped when she saw a picture of her holding a funnel cake up, staring at it with her mouth open in excitement. Beside her, Drew was staring with the same awestruck expression, except his eyes were focused only on her.

The look on his face could only be described as love. There wasn’t any other explanation for it. She continued looking through the photos, noticing the same softness in his eyes and admiration written all over his features in almost every photo. It was like she was seeing the pictures for the first time.

“All these years… He’s loved me all these years. How did I never see it?”

It became even more obvious, especially in the more recent years’ photos. She had no clue how she’d failed to see it all this time. She had been so focused on their friendship that she’d been blinded from the truth. But now the blinders were off, and their past collided with the present as she reevaluated their entire friendship.

She swiped to the next photo, one from their later teenage years. Her arms were wrapped tightly around his middle, her head pressed to his chest. Her chest bubbled up with emotion as she stared at it. Bri had loved Drew her whole life. Not in a romantic way but in a he’s-my-best-friend-and-I’d-do-anything-for-him way.

But throughout the time she’d been fake dating him, the lens through which she’d seen him had irreparably shattered. She would never be able to see him as just a friend again. Instead, she couldn’t get over how attracted she was to Drew and the way her heart felt whenever she was around him. Not to mention the way he knew her better than she knew herself and the fact that he was the most kind, considerate, strong, caring, and giving person she’d ever met.

She could go on and on describing how wonderful he was…so why couldn’t she seem to come to terms with the idea of a future with him?

Bri opened the photos folder from her travels and began looking back at her most recent trip to Spain. Her tour through the Basílica de la Sagrada Familia. Walking along the shoreline of Costa Brava. Going cliff jumping in Menorca. Looking at all the pictures brought back a rush of adrenaline—a feeling she only got when exploring the world.

But when she thought of going on her next trip, something about it didn’t feel right. The things that had made her feel alive and most like herself didn’t make her soul sing anymore, because she would be alone doing it. Because Drew wouldn’t be there with her.

“I’m in love with Drew. I want a future with Drew.”

It felt freeing to finally say the words out loud.

“It took you long enough to realize it,” Bastian huffed, stepping into the room. “I could’ve told you that after your kiss in the woods. I had to rub my eyes for a solid hour, trying to remove the image from my memory.”

Bri gasped, holding a hand to her chest. “Bastian, you need to let someone know when you walk into a room. Not all of us are ninja bodyguards with bionic hearing.”

“I thought my statement was enough to announce my presence. I’ll try to walk extra loud next time.” He crossed the room with exaggerated steps that echoed off the marble floor.

“Good. Now, what’s this about you seeing our kiss in the woods?” Bri rubbed her face, mortified he’d seen the kiss she and Drew had shared.

“You know it’s my job to tail you, right? Trust me, I wish I hadn’t seen it as much as you do.” His lips pulled into a grimace. “I know I said I wouldn’t ask any more questions, but do you want to talk about it?”

“That depends. How much do you know?”

A blush covered Bastian’s cheeks. She hadn’t thought it possible the stoic man in front of her was capable of blushing.

“Everything, Your Highness.”

Bri’s voice dropped to a whisper, “You know our engagement is fake?”

He offered only a curt nod.

“How long have you known?”

“From the beginning. Did you think I believed you would get engaged to your best friend after never going on so much as a date with him?”

She shrugged. “Everyone else seemed to believe it. Why didn’t you say anything? Why did you move here with me if you knew it wasn’t real?”

“I figured you had your reasons for not sharing the truth, and I moved here because I took an oath to protect you, whether you’re living in Westridge or elsewhere.” He stood tall, his hands clasped in front of him.

“We agreed not to tell anyone, but that’s beside the point now.” She let out a dreamy sigh. “Last night, Drew told me he loves me.”

“Yeah, and?” Bastian stared at her blankly. “I could’ve told you that years ago.”

She groaned. “Did everyone know but me?”

“Everyone with eyes,” he muttered.

A laugh escaped from her lips. “If you ever decide not to be a bodyguard, you would make an excellent comedian.”

He shook his head, but the barest of smiles covered his lips. “You really didn’t know?”

“No clue. I’m not sure I would’ve taken the news well before now. It took this time where we were together more consistently for me to realize I felt the same way. Right before you walked in here, I realized I love him too.”

“Then what are you still doing here talking to me? Go put the man out of his misery.”

“I will. I’m meeting him in the observatory tonight. For now, I’m going to enjoy the day my life changes forever. The start of my future.” She stood, a smile gracing her lips as she started to walk toward the door. At the last second, she turned around and said, “By the way, I thought you should know that Elaine, the head chef here, is single and beautiful. She makes great food too, which is always a plus, in case you are interested in finding love of your own…”

Bastian barked out a deep, hearty laugh—a sound she’d never heard from him before. “Are you looking for another reason for me to stay here with you once you’re married and officially residing in Glencrest?”

Bri smirked. “Is it working?”

He walked out into the hall with her trailing behind. “I think I could use a snack before lunch. Maybe I’ll make a detour to the kitchen.”

She laughed as he walked away. When he was out of sight, Bri let out a long exhale.

The thought of settling down had always terrified her, but now she was more terrified of living life without Drew right by her side. He was her best friend, the love of her life, and the person who knew her better than anyone, all wrapped up in one handsome, magnificent man. And she knew with every beat of her heart and breath in her lungs that she wanted to be with her best friend for real.


Chapter Thirty
Drew


Today was the day. The day that would end all the questions surrounding his relationship with Bri. The day that would change the course of Drew’s life, for better or worse.

His heart thudded with the hope she would say yes to forever with him, but it was also filled with dread at the possibility she wouldn’t.

As he rounded the corner of the hallway, heading to breakfast, his hand grazed the wainscoting covering the lower part of the wall. When he took another step, Drew felt a snag and heard a ripping sound, stopping him in his tracks.

No.

He knew what it was before he even looked down. On the hall floor laid the friendship bracelet Bri had made him over a decade ago. With it went his last shred of hope that Bri was going to believe everything he’d told her, that she might love him and want a future with him too.

Drew bent over and picked up the ripped bracelet, rubbing his fingers over the faded green and blue threads before shoving it into his pocket with a sigh. His fingers brushed the velvet box in there—he planned to propose to Bri today for real. The only real question was what her answer would be.

He pulled his hand out of his pocket and made a fist before opening it, flexing his fingers. All he wanted to do was place a ring on her left hand, but for now, he would give her the space she’d asked for until this evening. A rumble erupted from his stomach, so he finished the walk to the dining room, greeting his mother before making a plate of food from the sideboard.

“Hi, Mom.” Drew piled scrambled eggs, chicken sausage, roasted potatoes, and an assortment of fresh fruit, sans watermelon, onto his plate.

“Good morning.” She smiled brightly at him.

“Is father joining us?” He set his plate on the table and dragged his hand through his hair before taking a seat across from his mother.

She shook her head after taking a bite of toast smothered in a mixed-berry jam. “He has a call this morning with Edward.”

Drew nodded to acknowledge her response as he shoveled eggs into his mouth.

“How did you sleep?” his mother asked.

He pushed the remaining eggs on his plate around with a fork. “Honestly, not too well.”

“It wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with a certain blonde-headed beauty, would it?” His mother sipped her tea.

Drew sputtered as he took a drink of orange juice, the citrus burning his throat when it went down the wrong way. “How do you do that?”

“A mother always knows.”

The look of amusement she shot his way had him nervously chewing on a potato. She couldn’t possibly know about everything between him and Bri. She couldn’t possibly know the truth.

“What exactly do you think you know?” Drew popped another potato into his mouth, feigning nonchalance.

“Sweetheart, I’ve always known about the marriage pact.”

“You…” His mouth fell open as his eyes searched hers. “What?”

“I decided to let you sleep in a little bit the day after we attended a ball, and I saw it on your desk when I went to wake you. I don’t make a habit of snooping through your belongings, but I noticed the royal seal on it, so I looked over the paper to ensure you hadn’t taken an important document from your father’s office.”

Drew pressed his lips into a firm line as he resumed pushing the eggs around on his plate. “And you read my marriage pact with Bri?”

“I did. I’ve always loved the friendship you two have shared, but one of the greatest joys of my life was watching you fall in love with her right before my eyes.”

His attention shot to her.

She smiled at him, gently setting her cup of tea on its saucer. “Now, it appears to have taken quite some time for her to return your affection, but I believe you have it now, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I…she…” Drew could hardly speak as his brain attempted to keep up with all the revelations his mother was sharing. He rubbed his mouth as he gathered his thoughts. “I can’t believe you’ve known about the pact and my feelings for Bri all this time.” His mouth fell open as another notion hit him. “Why on earth were you going to force me to marry Clarissa, then?”

His mother’s grin grew. “I never would’ve let you go through with marrying that girl. Did you really think I wanted Clarissa as my daughter-in-law?”

“I didn’t know what to think.” He shook his head. “Why did you say you thought Clarissa was the best option for me? Why did you speak to her parents about the potential of a marriage contract?”

“I’ve always loved Bri like she was my own daughter. I’ve known you loved her for a long time, and I thought you needed a little push to share your feelings with her before you were thirty…or some other lucky guy snatched her up.”

Drew gritted his teeth to keep his jaw from dropping again. “Let me get this straight… You tricked me into proposing to my best friend?”

Her cheeks tinged with pink, and she didn’t meet his gaze. “I wouldn’t choose the word tricked.”

“What word would you pick, then?”

“How about nudged? Or encouraged.”

“By telling me you thought I should marry the most conceited woman I’ve ever met?”

She shrugged and smiled innocently at him. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“Maybe it would have if Bri had felt the same way I did when I asked her to marry me.” He ate a sausage link before adding, “Maybe then she wouldn’t have suggested we fake the whole thing.”

“Fake the whole thing?” His mother blanched. “You mean you’re not actually engaged?”

Drew shook his head. “Not according to her, we aren’t.”

“But according to you?”

He set his fork down beside his plate. “Nothing has ever been more real for me.”

“Then you must fight for her,” his mother declared.

“How?” Drew dropped his gaze to the half-eaten food on his plate.

“All most women want is to be seen for who they are and loved despite their faults. You have to show her you see her. Tell her everything you love about her. Lay all your cards on the table and see if she feels the same way. And Drew, I’ve seen the way she looks at you. I can’t imagine she would turn you away.”

He sighed. “What if I’ve already done that? What if I’ve already told her how much I love her, and all she did was ask for time?”

She reached across the table and took his hand, giving it an encouraging squeeze. “Then all we can do is hope she realizes her heart is in the same place as yours.”

Drew didn’t know if he wanted to hear an answer to the question plaguing his mind, but he asked it anyway. “And if it’s not?”

His mother spoke with a gentle determination. “Then you either find a way to move on or do everything in your power to fight for the woman you love.”

He couldn’t lose Bri. If it wasn’t her, there wasn’t anyone for him. She was his person, his shining star, his everything. And he was going to fight for her, no matter how long it took.
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Drew paced his bedroom, glancing at the clock on the wall every few seconds, as if time would magically start moving faster. Thankfully, only a few minutes remained until he would meet Bri in the observatory. He wasn’t sure he had the patience to wait much longer. Even just one day without seeing her—without talking to her—was pure agony.

It had taken every bit of willpower not to text her a space fact today. Come to think of it, he couldn’t recall another time in all these years when he hadn’t sent her a message in the morning. If today ended the way he hoped, he wouldn’t have to text her at the start of every day. He could merely tell her at breakfast or roll over in bed to deliver his daily fact.

When another look at the clock revealed it was finally time to meet with Bri, Drew flung open his bedroom door and walked with hurried steps to the observatory. He stepped into the room and released a long sigh the moment he saw Bri.

Without a second thought, he crossed the room, pulling her into his arms. “I missed you.”

She responded by tugging him even closer, her arms crushing them together in a tight embrace.

“Did you know that space is completely silent?” he whispered into her ear.

“I didn’t.” Bri pulled back, taking his hands in hers and looking up at him. “Today felt the same way without you.”

Drew smirked. “Are you saying I’m loud?”

“I’m saying the silence feels lonely without you.”

His smirk fell as he took in her words, the gravity of them filling his heart with a swell of hope. “What are you saying, Bri? I need you to spell it out for me.”

She placed her hand on his cheek, a soft smile covering her lips. “I looked back through pictures of us. Ones from when we were kids until now, and I saw everything. I saw how unaware I was of your attention. I saw the way you always noticed me and cared for me. I saw the way love was written all over your face when you looked at me.” Bri dropped her hand and ran it through her ponytail. “I realized I’ve been so focused on what I thought I wanted in life for so long that I was blind to what has been right in front of me all along.”

She looked up at him shyly, and he could see the vulnerability in her expression.

“Are you saying—”

“You. I was blind to my feelings for you, Drew. Feelings that terrify me because I didn’t know I could feel this deeply.” Bri placed her petite hands in his again. “I never wanted to settle down because I thought it would keep me from exploring the world, but now all my dreams feel worthless if I’m not sharing them with you.”

Drew leaned down, pressing his forehead to hers. She has feelings for me. He took in shallow breaths as his heart pounded in earnest. As his heart pounded for her.

“So you can see yourself settling down someday?”

She raised onto her tiptoes and pressed her lips ever so softly to his. He hummed at her touch, craving more.

“For the right person, I’d be happy to settle down right now.”

That was all the encouragement he needed. Drew covered Bri’s lips with his in a tender kiss. It was gentle and slow, unhurried. He refrained from sharing all the passion bubbling up inside of him, because there would be time for that later. This kiss was sweet with the whisper of a forever promise to each other. He cradled her neck in his hand and pressed one more kiss to her lips before pulling back.

Drew reached into his pocket and produced a red velvet box as he stood before Bri.

“First the marriage pact, now a ring? Do you just carry this stuff around in your pockets?” she teased.

“I’ve wanted to marry you for years, and I wasn’t going to miss my chance.”

He dropped to one knee. “Marry me for real, Bri. Be my wife, and I will love you and cherish you more than anything in the world. Marry me, and I will spend every day until my dying breath proving to you why you made the right decision in choosing me.”

“There is nothing in all the world that would make me happier than being your wife.”

He rose to his feet, pulling her into his chest and wrapping his arms around her. When she loosened her grip, Drew raised the velvet box between them.

“Shall I?”

She rocked on her feet, looking down at her hand and the ring she already wore from his treehouse proposal. “I know this one isn’t real, but I’ve grown fond of it.”

He glanced down at the white gold band studded with small diamonds with a large, cushion-cut diamond in the middle that she twisted around her ring finger. “What makes you think it’s not real?”

Bri’s gaze jumped to him. “You mean to tell me you gave me a real engagement ring when you fake proposed?”

Drew stepped closer, a wry grin pulling at his lips. “Like I told you, none of this was ever fake to me. Plus, I couldn’t very well have my fiancée, the woman I planned to make my queen, wearing a fake diamond in public. The paparazzi would’ve had a field day with that.”

She closed the remaining distance between them, grabbing his lapels and playing with the fabric. “You continue to surprise me, fiancé.” Bri’s eyes moved from his face back to her hand on his chest. “Are you all right if I stick with the first ring you gave me? I’m sure whatever else you picked is lovely, but this one feels like…me.”

He flicked open the box with his thumb, showing her it was empty before throwing it onto a nearby chair. “I was betting on you saying that.” His smile grew as she wrapped her arms around his neck and gazed up at him. “I love you.”

She let out a happy sigh, pressing her cheek to his chest where she surely heard the rapid thudding of his heart. “I love you, Drew. More than I ever thought possible.”

Hearing her say those words—words he hadn’t been sure he would ever hear from her lips—filled his soul. This right here was better than anything he’d imagined in his wildest dreams.

He captured her mouth with another kiss, putting his all into showing his best friend—his fiancée—how she was the most precious thing in the world to him and that he would never let her forget it for a single moment of the rest of their lives together.


Epilogue
Bri


Three Months Later

Bri woke up to her alarm blaring far too early in the morning. If she had anything to say about it, no one would ever have to get up at the obscene hour of six o’clock. She was usually unable to function before nine, but circumstances were different when she was on the most wonderful trip with her fiancé. After rubbing her eyes, she pushed up off the plush mattress and brushed her teeth before tying her hair back into a ponytail.

She grabbed her phone and typed out a message to Drew, wanting to beat him to the punch for the first time.

Bri: Did you know I love you to the moon and back?

He responded less than a minute later.

Drew: My love for you is bigger than all the stars in the galaxy.

Drew: And did you know there are more stars in the universe than grains of sand on all the beaches on Earth?

Bri: Your fact is way better than mine.

Drew: Not true. Anytime you text me anything to do with the solar system, I fall for you even more.

She smiled down at her phone. They’d been engaged—for real—for three months, and it had been the best time of her life. Dating Drew was surreal. He was the whole package. She hated how long it had taken her to see, but now that she knew how sweet life could be, settling down with the person who loved her to her core, she would never take a single day for granted.

After she grabbed a bottle of leftover sweet tea from the fridge, Bri decided to open the Royal Inquisitor news app and reread her new favorite article—The Upcoming Wedding of the Century for Our Royal Sweethearts. The final paragraph was her absolute favorite.

Prince Andrew and Princess Brielle have made us believe in true love again. If you’ve had the distinct pleasure of seeing them interact in person, you know the sparks fly between them. With a love so strong between two lifelong friends, we wouldn’t be surprised if we see the Glencrest royal family continuing to grow very soon. While we once believed there was more to the story behind the surprise engagement between Prince Andrew and Princess Brielle, we can now say for certain that we’ve never been more glad to be wrong. Their love is one people will talk about for years to come—the truest of loves between the kindest of souls. Thank you, devoted readers, for staying along for the ride. Be sure to keep an eye out for our inside look at the royal wedding of the century later this year.

Bri let out a happy sigh. She headed to select her outfit for the day when a knock sounded at the door to her hotel suite.

She opened it and welcomed a beaming Drew into her room.

“I can’t believe you beat me to the punch today. I don’t even know who you are, waking up so early,” he teased.

She shrugged. “Maybe my soon-to-be husband is rubbing off on me with his early bird ways.”

“Or maybe my soon-to-be wife just doesn’t want to waste a moment of her trip to Banff.” His eyes landed on her, and his brows furrowed. “Is that my shirt?” Drew’s eyes roamed over her before meeting hers, looking at her in a heated way that made a blush cover her cheeks.

She glanced down at the oversized navy shirt she had worn as her pajama top last night—the one he’d allowed her to borrow after their charity run, which she’d failed to return. Men had to know by now there was an unspoken rule: if you give a shirt to your girlfriend, you will never get it back.

“Since it’s been in my closet for months, I would say it’s my shirt.”

He leaned down and kissed her, quick and sweet. “What’s mine is yours.”

“I like your shirt.” She grinned as he took off his sweatshirt, revealing the May the oars be with you shirt she’d bought him after his team had won the Fenimore Regatta.

“It was a gift from the most beautiful woman in the world.” Drew smirked and raised a brown bag with a local bakery’s logo. “I come bearing breakfast.”

Her mouth started salivating as they walked to the kitchen area of her suite. “What are our options?”

“We have donuts, blueberry muffins, breakfast sandwiches, and watermelon.”

“You know you’d make a wonderful Prince Charming. You’re always thinking of others and just so dreamy.” Bri squeezed his hand before reaching into the bag and pulling out a muffin and the plastic container of watermelon. “But you’re already spoken for.” She tore off the muffin wrapper and took a big bite.

“If I wasn’t already a prince, I’d find a way to be one for you. As you wish.” He winked at her before digging into a breakfast sandwich.

Her eyes went wide, and her mouth fell open as she pointed at him with her free hand. “You actually understand what that means?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He smirked then hid his mouth behind his food.

As she ate her muffin and watermelon, she was reminded yet again of how long Drew had loved her. He was the kind of guy who watched all her favorite movies, learned what tropes were, and knew the coded messages behind her favorite movie quotes. Drew was the man who always showed up with peach tea and watermelon in hand. He was, simply put, the best man she’d ever known, and she was the luckiest woman in the world to call him hers.

“What’s going on in that brain of yours?” he asked, always attentive to her.

“Just thinking about how much I love you.”

He set down his food, wiping his hand on a napkin before pulling her into a hug. “I love you more, Bri Bear.”

When they finished their breakfast, Drew began to put away the leftovers.

“I’m going to go change before we do anything.”

He smiled. “I have a little something planned for you, so wear something you don’t mind getting wet.”

“A surprise?” she squealed. “Yes, sir. I’ll be ready in five.” Bri saluted him before hurrying to the closet and grabbing a bubblegum-pink matching athleisure set, a sports bra, socks, and her signature white platform sneakers. She changed in the bathroom, putting the small gift she’d made for him in her pocket, and emerged ready for the day, modeling her outfit for Drew. “What do you think?”

“I think we should move our wedding up so I can marry you tomorrow.” His voice came out husky, and his pupils dilated as he took her in.

She blushed under his gaze. “I would marry you right now if I could, but at least we’re halfway there. Only three more months to go.”

Once they’d decided to be engaged for real, it had been an easy decision to pick a wedding date six months out. After a lifetime of knowing each other, they wanted to get married as soon as possible. Their parents had been ecstatic, ready to jump in and help them plan a royal wedding as big and extravagant as their love for each other.

“Only ninety-three more days,” Drew said, because of course he was the kind of person who would know from memory. He kissed her on the temple. “You ready to go on an adventure?”

“Always. But first, I have a little something for you. Close your eyes.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the gift, placing it in his outstretched hand. “You can look now.”

Drew looked down at the small present she’d been working on for the past few weeks in her spare time. His eyes turned misty as they met hers, and his voice was filled with emotion as he said, “A friendship bracelet?”

“To replace the one that broke.”

“It’s even the same colors.” Drew spun the blue-and-green bracelet between his fingers before pulling her into one of his bear hugs. “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

Bri squeezed him, happy to do something for him. “Of course. Now, I’m ready for this adventure.” She took his hand, and he led her down to the car where a driver and Bastian waited for them. They drove for a little bit until it seemed they were more northwest of Banff. “Where are we going?”

“The only hint I’m giving you is most people have to take a shuttle to get where we’re going, but I pulled some strings for my girl.”

Bri smiled at him, her eyes full of adoration and wonder that she was going to marry this wonderful man.

When they turned onto a more secluded road, Drew leaned in close, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Close your eyes, my love.”

He helped her out of the car, and she gripped his hands as she walked forward with her eyes shut, trusting he would get her safely to wherever they were going.

If she knew anything for certain, Bri knew Drew loved her and would never let anything happen to her.

“Okay, you can look now.”

She opened her eyes, blinking a few times to adjust to the bright sunlight. Bri gasped when she saw where they were. Before them was Lake Minnewanka, the beautiful body of water she’d seen her favorite travel blogger post about.

“I always wanted to visit this lake,” she squealed. “It’s even more stunning in person.”

“I read everything the travel blogger you love so much suggested to do here, and I thought this would be up your alley.” Drew gestured to the building beside them.

When she saw the words boat rental on it, she shrieked again. “Please tell me you’re about to row me around this perfect lake with your massive muscles.”

He wiggled his brows and flexed. “My biceps are at your service.”

She grinned like a fool as Drew led her down to the water. He helped her into the canoe before taking a seat on the bench across from her.

A worker pushed their boat into the water, and Drew shot her his signature smile as he got to work rowing them across the lake with the attached oars. Everything about the view was breathtaking, from the picturesque crystal-blue lake to the snow-capped mountains and tall trees surrounding them, to the gorgeous man sitting across from her.

She couldn’t take her eyes off his sharp jawline or the veins in his forearms as he rowed.

He sighed and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Do I have powdered sugar on my face? I knew a filled donut wasn’t the smartest choice for breakfast.”

“No, you’re perfect,” she replied. “I just can’t believe I have such a handsome championship rower showing me how it’s done.”

A blissful smile covered Drew’s face, giving him a glow of pure joy.

“What?” She smiled softly.

“I don’t think I’m ever going to get over hearing you call me handsome.”

“You never have to because I pinky promise to tell you every day for the rest of our lives.” Bri carefully leaned forward, wrapped her pinky finger around his, and sealed the promise with a kiss.

She sat back on her bench, basking in the sunlight and the beauty around them, and reminiscing about how thankful she was for a marriage pact sealed with a pinky promise long ago that had led them to this very moment.
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Keep reading for a bonus epilogue!


Bonus Epilogue
Drew


Seven Months Later

The spring air carried a refreshing breeze as Drew walked beside Bri on a dirt path.

He rubbed her hand in a circular motion with his thumb. It still made him smile that he was free to shower her with affection after years of suppressing his feelings whenever he was around her. Now that he was her husband, Drew would never tire of showing his breathtakingly beautiful wife how much he loved her.

“I can’t believe you waited so long to use your coupon for a moonlight hike planned by yours truly,” she said, swinging their arms with their hands joined together.

Drew smirked. “I planned it this way.”

“You planned to wait ten months to use the coupon?” She wore a dazed look of bewilderment he had to focus to see in the glow of the moonlight. “It’s practically your birthday again. Why’d you wait so long?”

He gently pulled her to a stop and wrapped his arms around her waist. Leaning down, Drew pressed his lips to hers in a lingering kiss—a promise of what the rest of the night would hold. “Because now that you’re my wife, we can try out the one-bed trope you rave about. Only, we’ll be testing it out with one tent. Let’s just call it an extension of our honeymoon.” He waggled his eyebrows.

Bri flushed under his gaze. “It is a chilly night. I guess that means I’ll need my husband to keep me warm.”

Even though they’d already been married for about four months, Drew’s heart still pounded in his chest every time Bri called him husband.

“We can just skip the hike and go to the tent part,” he said with a shrug, a playful smile on his lips.

She shook her head. “You know I’m not the biggest planner, and I took the time to organize this whole date for you. I’m not wasting it.” Bri wrapped her fingers through his again and pulled him forward onto the dirt path. “Come on. It’s a clear night, so we should be able to see everything when we get to our destination.”

“Anything for you, Bri Bear.” He pulled her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her palm.

The farther they walked from Glencrest Palace, the harder it became to see in front of them without any illumination from the palace’s lights.

“Hold on a second.” Bri stopped Drew with a hand to his chest before moving behind him and pulling at the zippers of the backpack she’d packed but he’d insisted on carrying. A minute later, he heard her zipping it shut, and she returned with a headlamp on and a matching one in her hands for him to wear.

“You thought of everything.” He accepted the light, pulling it on so it rested on his forehead.

“Anything for you, Drew Boo,” she quipped back as they continued walking.

He laughed. “Now that’s a new one.”

“Anything’s better than Andy, though, right?”

Drew nodded emphatically. “Yes, but I truly don’t care what you call me as long as you still call me yours.”

“That might be the mushiest thing you’ve ever said to me.” She squeezed his fingers.

“Trust me, I’ve thought way more sappy things in my head over the years.”

“When do I get to hear them?”

He nudged her shoulder with his. “Now that we’re married and you’re stuck with me forever, you get to be the lucky recipient of all my lovey-dovey words for the rest of our lives.”

“I suppose that’ll have to be enough,” she teased.

They walked the rest of the way to their destination in comfortable silence. Drew’s mouth fell open when he saw the camp Bri had arranged for the palace staff to set up for them.

A blue tent with a mesh roof was pitched in the middle of a grassy clearing. A small bonfire and an outdoor couch were positioned near it. Several yards away, he noticed a giant telescope ready for them to get a close-up look at the spectacular world above them.

“Do you like it?”

“Like it?” Drew laughed incredulously. “This is amazing.” He pulled Bri in for one of his signature bear hugs and pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re amazing. Best birthday present ever.”

They dropped off their backpack and headlamps in the tent and made their way over to the telescope.

He looked up at the sky in wonder. “This might be the prettiest view of the stars I’ve ever seen.” He pointed above them at the long, thin band of light stretching across the night sky. “You can even see the Milky Way.”

“I know.” Bri smiled proudly. “I scouted every night for a while with Bastian until I found the perfect spot for you to see the solar system you love so much.”

“I love you so much.” He kissed her again and then looked longingly at the telescope.

“Go ahead. I know you’re dying to look.” She laughed. “Just don’t move it. I had the staff angle it right where I wanted.” As he looked through the eyepiece, Bri said, “You know how you named a star after me last year?”

He murmured his affirmation, “Mm-hmm.”

“Well, the series of stars you should see right now is a new constellation as of last week. It contains the star you named Brielle after me and one I had named Andrew after you. In the middle of them is another star I named Eternal Love, so now we’re forever connected in the night sky by a symbol of love as infinite as ours.”

Drew stepped back from the telescope and peered at his wife in awe. Awe that he somehow landed the most gorgeous woman on the planet. Awe at how thoughtful she was. Awe at how deeply and truly she knew him. Awe that he got to spend forever with the love of his life.

He grabbed her face and kissed her with every ounce of passion he felt in that moment. He cradled her cheeks and tilted her head back to deepen the kiss. She wrapped her arms around his neck, playing with the hair at the nape of his neck.

Each press of their lips reaffirmed their love for each other. When they finally parted, their lips were swollen, evidence of how thoroughly he’d kissed his wife.

He moved to stand behind her, encircling his arms around her waist as she took a turn looking through the telescope eyepiece.

Under the glittering night sky, with Bri in his arms, there was nowhere else in the world he would rather be.

Drew always wanted a love story so real and beautiful with Bri that it would be written in the stars. Now they had a constellation of their own—one that could act as a symbol of love for generations to come, exactly like he’d always dreamed of.

They spent hours examining the night sky and talking about their dreams for the future. When they finally retreated to their tent, Drew and Bri proved why the one bed—er, one blow-up mattress—trope was so effective in all the romance movies she loved so much.

He fell asleep holding his wife—his best friend, his person, his everything—with a satisfied smile on his lips, and he didn’t dream at all that night because real life was finally better than any fantasy he could ever conceive.
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