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      Ella Cinder lost her father and now the step mother she adored can't remember her. After being locked away by her wicked step brothers, a chance meeting with a Prince changes everything. 

      As the head of his family Leo Prince must do his duty and take a bride. What he doesn't expect is to take one look at the beautiful stranger and give up all his responsibilities. 

      Warning: Fairy tales are forever so grab your pajamas and get ready for the best kind of bedtime story. We've given these classic tales our own sprinkle of love and can't wait for you to roll around in them. 
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      “Do you really think you need that?” The white chocolate strawberry pauses right before it hits my lips. The sound of Matthew’s voice has always annoyed me, and I’m pretty sure my dad felt the same way.

      “We must make sure they taste good.” Oliver, the chef that has been here for longer than I can remember, is quick to defend me.

      There are only a few of the staff my dad hired remaining on the Cinder estate. Slowly my step-brothers Matthew and Jace have replaced them one by one. They wanted full control over the Cinder estate, and they aren’t even Cinders. Their mom isn’t one either. She wanted to keep her last name the same as her sons’.

      When I lost my dad five years ago, it was devastating. He could be old-fashioned at times, but I loved him, and I’ve never met a sweeter man. I always felt loved too, even though I was a late-in-life surprise baby for him and my mom. They hadn’t planned on having children and instead focused on building their company together. That had been their baby together before I came along.

      My dad always told me how thankful he was that I was a surprise. He said he would’ve never made it through losing my mother without me. I’m not sure what I did because I was only a few years old, so I don’t remember. At times I’m thankful I was so young, because losing my father was all my heart could handle.

      Then I almost lost my stepmother Fiona. My dad died instantly in the crash, but by some miracle Fiona made it and was in a coma for months. When people think of stepmothers, they cringe, as I did at first. My dad was even hesitant for me to meet her, but she was nothing like I expected.

      I was ten when they got married, and I worried that she’d take my dad from me. Instead, Fiona gave me a taste of what having a mom was like, but after the accident, she wasn’t the same.

      Her memories and thoughts can get jumbled together. There are times she is crystal clear, and I cling to that. Her mind can make her gullible, which is something her sons use against her. They’re horrible, and I hate them both. How they came from her, I’ll never know.

      Both are over ten years older than me, and most days I’m able to ignore them.

      Today, however, Matthew is his usually terrible self. I take a bite of the chocolate-covered strawberry, deciding that I should get to taste them. I was the one who made them to begin with, even though they are for a party I’m not going to. In my own home! It’s the yearly celebration of Cinder Financial, and it’s almost laughable. I’m the only Cinder in this whole estate, but I’m not allowed to do most things.

      My stepbrothers keep me locked away, wanting the world to forget that I exist. It’s what they need if they want to finally take full control of Cinder Financial, even though my parents built the company. It’s not that I want the company; it’s the fact that they thought they could claim it. Day by day, they’re getting closer, and my time is slowly running out.

      I let out a small moan because white chocolate is my weakness. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Matthew glaring at me with hate. The tension between me and my stepbrothers is growing by the second, and I suppose time is running out for all of us.

      “I’m going to get ready for the party.” He turns, leaving the kitchen.

      Oliver pulls out one of his biggest knives. “Are you sure don’t want me to—”

      “No!” I laugh. I think he’s teasing when he makes jokes about handling Matthew and Jace for me, but sometimes I’m not so sure.

      I can see the anger in his eyes because he hates them too. I don’t think my dad cared for them much either, but he loved his wife and tried to make it work. He loved her, but he also had this need to try and give me a family.

      Oliver can be very protective, and my dad knew that. It’s why he specified in his will that Oliver was to maintain his job at the Cinder estate unless he requested to leave or I personally dismissed him, no matter my age. He was a fill-in parent at times because Dad ran a giant company that was growing faster than he could keep up. It made him a very busy man, and Oliver was often picking me up from school and being a second parent.

      My dad’s will was odd, and it doesn’t help that my stepmother isn't considered fully competent. With how close I was with her, a lot of what my father wanted weaved between her and me.

      Then there were fallback contingencies that shocked me at first, like if something happened to Fiona. The active board at the company would maintain control until I turned twenty-one, and then I could step in, whether it was to oversee daily operations or take my place at the head of the table.

      There was also one more little contingency that stood out. By the time I turned twenty-one, I had to be pregnant or have already had a child. It was a week after my father died and I was only fifteen years old the first time I heard it. Even at that age, I knew not to ask what would happen if I wasn’t.

      I truly don’t think my dad believed something might happen to both him and Fiona. Now her sons are chomping to get their mother’s inheritance, but that isn’t how it works. Cinder Financial was to go to either Fiona or me alone.

      Now my stepbrothers are hoping that when I turn twenty-one I won’t have met the guidelines of the will. They are going to try and wiggle their way into taking control of the company under the guise that if it can’t be Fiona and me, then it should be passed to Fiona’s sons. Them. They already work for Cinder Financial, which gives them an advantage.

      I’m three months away from my birthday, and there’s no way I’m getting pregnant before then. I know my father put that into the will because he often said that he and my mom should have had kids sooner and more than one. I’m guessing he didn’t want me to follow in their footsteps, but honestly, I’m nothing like them when it comes to work and family.

      I love the idea of being married and having babies. What I don’t love is being forced into it, and that is what my stepbrothers are doing. We don’t fully know what will happen when my birthday passes and I haven’t done what the will dictates, but they’re prepared to take matters into their own hands and force a marriage between Jace and me.

      Jace and Matthew have made it a mission to make sure no man gets near me. That was easy when I was in an all-girls high school, but after I graduated, they practically locked me inside the Cinder estate. Jace made it clear that the only way I’d meet the requirements was through him.

      I’m supposed to marry him and have his child, but the thought makes me want to throw up the delicious strawberry that’s turning sour in my stomach.
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      “I’m not going.” I push the paper invitation to the side and go back to typing. Who the hell sends paper invitations these days anyway?

      “You have to. It’s the yearly Cinder Financial celebration,” my mother insists.

      “Great, that means I can go to the next one.” I don’t look up, but I can almost hear her eyes rolling as she sighs. “You go. Take Zelly. It will be a good excuse for her to leave the house.”

      “Your sister’s activities are none of your concern.”

      When I finally glance up from my screen, I see the expression on my mother’s face that means she’s fully resigned to getting her way, and I don’t stand a snowball's chance in hell of getting out of this tonight.

      “Why is it so important that I go?” I ask even though we both know she’s going to win this battle. She doesn’t ask for much, so in moments like this I know I have to give in and play the role I’m expected to.

      “Because you are Leo Prince, CEO of Prince Enterprise and the head of this family. It’s your duty to attend the most important events, now more than ever. Your sister enters society soon, and you’ll need to name her husband.”

      “Mom—” I start, but she cuts me off.

      “No, you’ve ignored this long enough, and I won’t hear excuses now. Since your father died, it’s fallen to your shoulders to initiate the contracts of her betrothal. I have a list of eligible bachelors from the top five families, but you’ll need to meet with their heads of houses to negotiate.”

      “Negotiate? Really, Mom, is this not archaic? Have we even asked Zelly how she feels about this?”

      “She will do as she’s told to secure her financial future and legacy for this family.” My mother’s words are direct, but she’s not angry or mean as she says it.

      The facts remain that Zelly comes from the kind of power and influence that could be used against her or us if she were to marry the wrong man. It’s in our best interest that we vet her future husband to ensure that she’s protected along with her children. My father was supposed to be the one to do this, but he died suddenly last year and left me to take over.

      I’d started learning the business as soon as I could walk, but I wasn’t ready to lose my father and mentor. There was no time for me to mourn before I was suddenly thrown into the deep end alone, and since then I’ve been trying to keep my head above water.

      “This is the first year without him,” my mother says softly as she touches the invitation, and I realize that she used to attend all of these with him.

      They were an arranged marriage, but they fell in love and ended up being best friends. They had fun going to parties, and he loved dancing with her at all of these events. I can only imagine the pain of losing someone you cared for that deeply.

      I’ve been so busy with work that I often forget about my mom losing a husband and my sister losing her hero. It’s left a hole in our family, and she’s not wrong: This falls on my shoulders now.

      “Tell Avery to lay a suit out for me,” I say and offer her a smile. “And my most comfortable dancing shoes.”

      “I’ll see you downstairs in an hour.” When I open my mouth to argue, she shakes her head. “One hour, Leo.”

      “One hour,” I agree, and she smiles happily as she leaves my office.

      I lean back in my chair and stare out the window onto the perfectly manicured grounds. Our family has owned this land for centuries, and at one time the castles on the property were lived in by my ancestors. When my great-grandfather got married, he had a modern estate built which serves as the main house today. But Zelly refuses to live in the main house with my mother and me even though we are separated by immense wings that are practically their own houses within the house. She could have her own space, but still she prefers the solitude of the castle to living with us.

      I'm busy thinking about how the hell I’m going to choose a suitable husband for my sister when an alert on my phone shows a text message from my best friend.

      Flynn: Are you going tonight?

      Me: Unfortunately my mother has insisted.

      Flynn: Good. Now we can talk shit about the Vault twins taking over Cinder Financial.

      Me: Speaking of talking shit, save a dance for my mother.

      Flynn: She hates me.

      Me: I know.

      Flynn: You’ll owe me. Big time.

      Me: Don’t I always?

      Flynn: Yeah, but I mean it this time. If I’ve got to sacrifice my pinkies to your mother’s stilettos, I deserve something good in return.

      Me: How about my sister? I’m supposed to find her a husband tonight, so you’d be doing me a favor.

      Flynn doesn’t respond before I see an urgent email I need to reply to, and then I’m swept up in work. Before I realize it, my valet Avery is coming into my office and telling me I’ll have to get dressed quickly if I’m going to make it on time.

      My dark suit is embroidered with gold on the lapels, and I’m wearing a gold tie and vest. My mother is in all black, and I’m not surprised. It’s the only color she’s worn since my father died, but I don’t mention it as I tell her she looks beautiful.

      Tonight is about fulfilling my family obligations and nothing more. I’m supposed to treat my mother to a night out, interview prospective husbands for my sister, and strengthen business relationships that mutually benefit Prince Enterprise.

      It’s too bad nothing goes according to my plan.
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      “Ella, dear, what are you doing?” I pull my nose out from the book I’m reading to see my stepmom in the doorway of my bedroom.

      After I got done cooking with Oliver, I slipped out and took a shower before putting on my comfy pajamas for the night.

      “Reading.” I hold up the book, smiling at her. It’s always nice when Fiona knows my name.

      Even when she doesn’t remember, she’s always so sweet and tells me I’m the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen.

      I enjoy it until she talks about introducing me to one of her sons. It is a bit funny, though, that she’ll whisper that they need a strong woman to put them in their place. At least on some level, she knows her sons aren’t perfect, but I’m sure that would be hard. To love them but know that they aren’t the best.

      “Reading? Now?”

      “Ah, yeah. Do you want me to read to you?” I ask as I pat the other side of my bed. I’m guessing not, though, since her makeup and hair are already done. She must be going to the party tonight.

      “You can read to me while you’re in the makeup chair if you want.”

      “What?” I ask, confused.

      “The party is starting soon. You can be fashionably late but not too late. Don’t you want to see if there are any handsome men?” She gives me a smirk I know all too well, and I hold back the lump in my throat.

      I can’t go to the party. My stepbrothers would freak out, but I can pretend for the moment. Fiona’s head is clear, and I’ll go along with anything to keep it that way.

      “Are you trying to marry me off?” I tease, picking up Jaq from my lap. I carry him over to the cat tree and set him on top with his brother Gus.

      I found the two of them a year ago. They must have gotten through the gate and onto the property. They were so tiny that I had to bottle-feed them at first. I give Gus a scratch on his head, and although he’s a bit fluffier than his brother, he loves his snacks, and I can’t fault him for that.

      “I don’t think I’ll have to try. They’ll be all over you.”

      “Right,” I laugh.

      “What's so funny? Boobs and ass for days.” I burst into laughter. Fiona is tall and thin. “Isn’t that what men are into these days?”

      “I think everyone has their own tastes,” I respond, because I haven’t a clue what men are into besides money and power.

      “What’s yours?” She grabs my hand to hurry me along to get ready.

      “Loving.” It’s the first thing that comes to mind as I follow Fiona down the long hallway into her suite. There are people waiting when we walk in, and I’m taken aback. They look like they could be pieces of art.

      “Oh, you were right,” the man says before coming over to me. He grabs my chin and tilts my face back and forth. “A little shine to give her some sparkle. But yes, we should keep her natural for the most part. Your skin is perfect. What do you use?”

      “Soap?” I say, and he laughs.

      “I’m Mic.” Now he’s the one pulling me over to a chair.

      “And I’m Nova.” The lady introduces herself. Of course she has a cool name. Her hair is waves of purple and pink. “Is this virgin hair?” she asks as she threads her fingers through my locks.

      “What?” I try not to stutter.

      “You’ve never dyed or done anything to it?”

      “Oh no. I haven’t.”

      “It’s so healthy.” Nova sounds excited about this.

      “So—” Fiona picks up where we left off. “What else do you want in a man besides loving? Anyone would love you, sweetheart. What kind of man are you attracted to?” Both the stylists are working on me, but I know they’re listening.

      “I have a thing for short men,” Mic says, breaking the ice.

      “Because he wants to be in control.” Nova rolls her eyes but is smirking.

      “I think I’d like someone in control,” I admit, but my words are almost a whisper. I can’t believe I said it out loud to begin with.

      “Girl, me too.” Nova brushes my hair, making me relax.

      The next hour is the most fun I’ve had in a long time, and I don’t want it to end.

      “Holy crap,” I say when I see myself in the mirror. It’s me, but Mic has highlighted some of my features. He made me shine as he said he would, and Nova gave my hair gorgeous waves.

      “I know, right? Fiona nailed it.” Mic stares smugly at me in the mirror while he admires his work.

      “Nailed what?”

      “She said natural for you,” Nova answers. “The best look is one that appears effortless. I could never pull that off, but you got it.”

      “You’re all going to inflate my ego.”

      “Good.” Mic winks at me before they both pack up, and we say our goodbyes. Fiona is already dressed, so she’s ready to go.

      “Are you ready to put your dress on?” Fiona asks. I honestly didn’t think we’d make it this far. How do I tell her I don’t have one and that I’m not invited?

      “I’m not sure I should go. It’s Matthew and Jace’s night.” Fiona's expression turns confused, and I wonder if I might be losing her.

      “What are you talking about? You’re a Cinder.”

      “My dress didn’t get done in time either,” I blurt out, not wanting to do this. My makeup is perfect, and the last hour has been so lovely. I don’t want to end it in tears.

      “I thought you might try that on me.” She grabs my hand. “You know that you could be your mother’s clone,” she says, surprising me. That was not what I thought she was going to say.

      “Yes, I’ve heard many people say that.” I’ve gotten a few double-takes before.

      “So I picked something out from her collection.” Fiona disappears into her closet before coming back a moment later with a pale blue dress. There are tiny crystals all over it, making it shimmer in the light.

      “This was my mom’s?” I run my finger down the soft material in awe.

      “Yes, your father kept all of her things for you. I thought tonight might be the perfect night to wear one in her honor.”

      Once again, I fight back tears. Fiona has always been so kind when it comes to my mom. There was never jealousy or her trying to wash her from our home. The same can’t be said for her sons, and I often thought she and my father were friends more than anything.

      “Okay,” I tell her because I can't say no. I also don’t want to.

      The top of the dress is tight enough that I thankfully don’t need a bra. Normally I do, but as I stare at myself in the mirror, I realize the dress might have been made for my mom but it fits me perfectly.

      I don’t care what Matthew and Jace say. I’m going to that party. They won’t cause a scene. Not with everyone watching.

      For once, tonight will be mine.
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      “And what about that one?” my mother says as we take another turn around the dance floor.

      “Owen Taintus? I guess nothing except his last name,” I say, and my mother snorts.

      “Yes, it’s rather unfortunate. Zelly wouldn’t appreciate the monogram either.”

      “ZIT?” I offer, and my mother tries to press her lips together to keep from laughing. “Yes I suppose it’s not a match then.”

      Her eyes are sharp on the crowd as we move to the music being played by the live orchestra. It’s clear tonight that Cinder Financial is alive and well and not afraid to drop some serious coin on this extravagant party.

      “And you’re sure you don’t think the twins would be an option?’ my mother asks for the second time, and I shake my head.

      “Matthew and Jace aren’t even Cinders, though it seems like everyone has forgotten that in the rush to fill the void left by their stepfather.”

      She hums in agreement before the music comes to a stop. Just before the next song plays, Flynn appears like an absolute saint and offers his hand to my mother.

      “Come on, Janet, let’s dance. I’ll let you make a man out of me yet,” Flynn jokes, but my mother scowls.

      “Is it necessary to be so lewd?” she huffs, but she takes his offered hand, and I swear I see her cheeks turn a little pink when he bends down to kiss it.

      “Take it easy on him,” I tell my mother before the two of them waltz back into the crowd.

      On the other side of the room, I see Matthew and Jace speaking to some of the executives from Evermore Holdings. It’s another one of the major players in this city, and if they’re looking to legitimize their claim on Cinder Financial, then it’s probably a good move to get on their good side.

      Franklin Cinder died suddenly five years ago, leaving behind a widow named Fiona and her two sons. I’d heard rumors of a young daughter, but she must have gone abroad to live with family after his death.

      No one has seen her in years, and it was assumed that she would need full-time care with Fiona recovering from her injuries. It was a tragedy, but I was away at school when it happened, so I didn’t get all the details.

      All I know is that when I got back, Matthew and Jace had temporarily taken over but are now looking for permanent placement. Prince Enterprise has dealings with them—most everyone in the city does—and in the few times I’ve had to interact with them, I’ve been less than impressed. If it were me, I’d think long and hard before putting them in charge, and maybe I ought to make my opinions better known to Evermore Holdings.

      But even as I glance around the room, I realize that will probably be an impossibility tonight. There are hundreds of people here, and there’s practically a line forming behind Matthew and Jace to speak to the Evermore executives. I’ll make a call early next week and drop a few hints. Maybe find out where their heads are on the whole situation.

      Glancing at Flynn and my mother, I see they haven’t killed one another yet, so I go in search of a drink. These kinds of parties exhaust me because I can only put on a fake smile for so many hours. There are people everywhere, and when I finally reach the bar, I order a double out of sheer desperation.

      After I down the entire thing in one gulp, I order another but decide to take my time with this one. In the distance behind the bar, I see a flash of color that catches my attention. It’s odd because that hallway is blocked off with a velvet rope and not well lit. It’s supposed to be closed off for the party, but as I move closer to get a better look, I see the flash of color again. It’s ice blue and it sparkles, and now I have to know what it is exactly.

      Placing my drink on the bar, I glance behind me to make sure no one sees me slip behind the privacy rope and down the hall. Up ahead, there’s a door slowly closing, and I see the flash of blue disappear inside. Something about it calls to me, and although I don’t understand why, I have this feeling in my gut that I have to follow it.

      I hurry my steps until I reach the door, and thankfully when I turn the handle, it silently opens for me. I slip inside undetected, and even in the dimly lit room I can see it’s a library. One that would rival my own, which is saying something.

      A soft sound comes from the other side of the room, and it’s almost like singing. There’s a gentle hum in the quiet, and then out of the shadows steps the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. The dazzling blue is her dress, and it twirls as she hums the melody of the music to herself. I’m mesmerized by her every movement as she dances with her eyes closed and sings the song softly.

      I could name every person in that ballroom of hundreds of people, but this creature is unknown to me. There’s no way I would have ever seen her before because I wouldn’t have forgotten something so pure and innocent.

      My tie feels tight around my neck, and my skin heats as I take a step toward her. There’s an ache in the pit of my stomach like I’ve leapt from a tall building, and there’s nothing under my feet. I don’t blink because I don’t want to miss a moment of her perfection in the moonlight, and yet even as I watch her, it feels like I’m running out of time.

      “May I have this dance?” I say before I can stop myself, and the spell is broken.

      The beautiful songbird stutters to a stop and gasps in surprise to see me standing there. “I’m sorry. I was—”

      “Please.” I cut her off and try to somehow recapture the moment. Taking another step forward, I reach for her hand, and when her petal-soft skin touches mine, there’s a jolt of something familiar. It flows through my veins and heads straight to my soul. “Dance with me,” I manage to say, my voice husky and low.

      This close to her perfection is nearly unsettling as I pull her into my arms. Her ice-blue eyes that match her dress perfectly look up at me in wonder.

      “Who are you?” She asks the question as she breathes, and it makes it as soft as butterfly wings.

      “Prince,” I say, not really thinking about the words coming out of my mouth as I memorize the curve of her full lips.

      One hand slips around her waist as the other holds her, and we begin to dance. The library is almost as large as the dance floor, and with it being only the two of us I can easily move her where I want her to go.

      “I’m not supposed to be in here,” she whispers to me like we’re sharing secrets. The thought makes my heart beat faster, and I wonder how many secrets I can get her to confess.

      “Neither am I,” I agree, and when she smiles, I feel my body temperature rise like I’m standing in front of the sun.

      She closes her eyes and begins to hum the same song as before while I lead us around the room. The more we dance, the closer I hold her, and pretty soon her feet are no longer touching the ground.

      “Is this real?” she finally asks when I stop moving and look into her eyes. She’s flushed from singing or spinning or just being in my arms, but her hands move to my shoulders, and I feel her fingertips on the nape of my neck.

      “If it’s a dream, don’t wake me,” I admit before I bend down and press my lips to hers.
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      I’m having a hard time believing this is actually happening. It’s too magical to be real. A lot of this day has been like something out of a dream, but when his lips touch mine, my body comes alive in a way I’ve never experienced before. It has to be real. A dream isn’t even this good.

      He holds me close, my feet still off the floor. He easily picked me up in his big arms, making me feel small and dainty in his hold. His mouth brushes softly against mine, and all I can do is melt against his touch.

      When he first walked in, I was taken aback by the size of him. I caught a glimpse of him across the room earlier, but it’s not like I could have missed him with how tall he was. I could also tell that he was someone important. It was the way people moved around him that made me wonder who he was, but I couldn’t bring myself to approach him. I’d been trying to stay under the radar and not draw attention to myself.

      I felt awkward not knowing anyone at the party, and it was intimidating with everyone dressed up and the women being so beautiful. I wanted to shine and have my night, but I quickly realized I’m not used to being in large groups. My stepbrothers have kept me locked away for so long that it was overwhelming. And when I tried to blend in, it wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I noticed a few men openly staring at me, and when one finally approached to ask my name I hesitated.

      Part of me was afraid to give my real name, but then I was silent for so long, people started giving me strange looks. Someone asked if I could hear, and I wanted to die. What a fool I’d made of myself.

      Flustered, I blurted out a random name before I turned to make an escape. I’d already embarrassed myself, so I couldn’t make it worse. Well, maybe if I’d stayed.

      I went straight for the library, which was another place I didn’t belong. Matthew and Jace didn’t outright forbid me from coming in here, but every time I did, one of them would show up. Matthew would say he needed the room or Jace would come and be creepy. I know they did it to get under my skin, and it worked. Each day, their antics have increased, and now they’re starting to get angrier.

      “Kiss me back, beautiful,” Prince says against my mouth, making me forget about them. They aren’t going to ruin this moment. My first kiss.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck tighter, I kiss him back. Prince isn’t like anyone I’ve ever met, and he doesn’t make me feel awkward and out of place. He’s also easily the hottest man at the party.

      When he walked into the library and his eyes locked with mine, warmth bloomed inside of me. I should have been scared because he could have done anything to me. The idea makes the pulse between my legs ache, and I kind of want him to.

      We’re alone in a room together, with everyone else down the long hallway. There’s music and laughter all around them so they won’t hear.

      When he held his hand out to me, without a thought I took it and let Prince pull me into his arms. For such a big man, somehow he’s gentle yet firm. I get the feeling he doesn’t want to let me go. It’s a sweet, sexy mixture that has me dizzy with desire.

      Prince runs his tongue across my lips, and I part them, wanting to taste him. He does it the second I open, and now his kiss is needier. His mouth presses harder against mine, and I do the same to follow his lead. God, I hope I’m doing this right.

      When he lets out a groan, it answers my unspoken question.

      “Fuck, you taste good,” he says, and I whimper at his words.

      I need to be closer to him, but the dress I loved hours ago is now in my way. Once again, I swear the man is in my head because he carries me over to one of the big chaise lounges and lays me down across it. He keeps his mouth on mine even as he pushes the material of my dress higher.

      “Prince.” I whisper his name.

      He freezes, then slowly his eyes close as he takes a few deep breaths. “Do you want me to stop?” It’s like he has to force the question out, and it only makes me want him more. Am I really testing this man's control?

      “No, I don’t want you to stop.” I pull at his tie and start to undo the buttons of his shirt. He makes me bold, and suddenly all of my sheepish inhibitions fall away. The way he greedily keeps touching me makes me want him just as badly.

      He watches my actions for only a second, and then the next thing I know, Prince has my dress pushed all the way as he tears away my panties. I don’t even have time to be embarrassed about the simple cotton underwear that doesn’t go with my dress.

      He moves with urgency between my legs, forcing me to spread to accommodate the width of his body. Then a low groan comes from him when his warm hand rubs against me.

      “You’re bare.” My teeth sink into my bottom lip. “Every part of you is so fucking soft.” His finger traces up the seam of my sex, and I gasp.

      “I like the feel of it,” I admit, my voice shaking as I lift my hips at the same time. My body is trying to get his fingers to do more than caress me. I don’t hate it, but the ache I feel is too intense, and I need a release.

      “Gorgeous, I’m holding on by a thread here. I can’t think about you touching yourself right now.” Heat rushes to my face. “I want to be the one touching you.”

      I inhale sharply when he drops down between my thighs and his fingers part my folds. Then his mouth goes straight for my clit, and he doesn’t hold back. The way he kissed my mouth is different from the way he kisses my sex. He’s slaking his thirst as he thrusts his tongue against me, and my hips jerk. But even as I wiggle, Prince puts his arm across my stomach, pinning me down so that he can take what he wants.

      And I let him.

      Right now, he can do anything he wants as long as he keeps touching me. He’s the only thing I can think about as he takes control, and it’s oddly freeing.

      Something I haven't felt in years.
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      “Look how pretty you are,” I say and then rub my face against her pussy. It’s like I can’t get close enough, and I want the scent of her all over me. “How wet and needy you taste.” Her little gasps are driving me wild, and she’s so close to cumming. “I’m going to own you, gorgeous.”

      “Prince,” she breathes just as her body uncurls and she releases her pleasure on my tongue.

      Somehow she gets even softer as I lap at her opening and drink in her desire. I nuzzle her clit with my nose as I curl my fingers in her tight opening and test just how much of her I can possess.

      I’m not thinking about consequences or duty to my family. For once, I’m taking this for myself. I’ve lived my entire life for my future, but right now I’m living for this moment. All of my base instincts are coming to the surface, and I want to rut and fuck and cum all over this innocent little creature.

      When her fingers thread through my hair, I close my eyes and savor the feeling of eating her pussy and being caressed at the same time. My cock is straining against my pants, and I reach to set it free.

      There’s a hint of something in the back of my mind that says this is dangerous, but I ignore it. The louder and more desperate part of me is telling me this is right, this is what I’ve been missing. My world was black and white before I opened the door to this library, and now it’s like I’m suddenly seeing color for the first time. She’s rainbows and sunshine, and it’s like I’ve taken a drug. If this is wrong, then I never want to do the right thing again.

      “Let me have you,” I demand as I jerk open the front of my pants and my heavy cock falls in my palm. The tip is swollen and dripping as I push it through my fist. “Don’t deny me.”

      I should wait for her consent or some sort of acknowledgement of permission as I grab the base of my cock and move between her legs. This isn’t me, I’m not like this, but I’m mad with lust, and I can’t stop.

      As soon as I swipe the fat head of my dick against her clit and see the cream I’ve left behind, I growl low in my throat. It’s a possessive, animalistic sound, and if I wasn’t so far gone, it would shock me.

      “Please.”

      The soft whisper has me looking up from her cunt to see her bright blue eyes locked on what I’m doing. She stares at my cock as I slide it through her wetness and then to her opening. Her hips rock just enough that I slip inside, and that’s all the permission I need.

      Blanketing my body over hers, I hold her down on the chaise and look into her eyes. “Breathe.”

      There’s a moment of confusion in her eyes before I thrust every inch of my throbbing cock into her and she’s stretched full. Her lips part, and I bend down to cover them with mine in a kiss that’s meant to soothe and quiet.

      She whimpers as I begin to fuck her, but I can’t stop. I’ve never felt anything this good, and she’s so wet and warm that it’s like the finest silk wrapped around me. I can feel her release and desire dripping down between us, and my sac draws up tight.

      “My gorgeous girl,” I whisper against her lips. “Look at how good you’ve made me feel.” I slide an arm under her hips so I can tilt them just right. She moans softly and then closes her eyes as I grind against her clit. “That’s it, take it just like that.”

      She’s clenching now, and I try to grit my teeth to keep from cumming, but I can’t last. She’s too hot, too wet, too fucking sweet. Bending down, I graze my teeth along her neck and bite down just a little. Enough to leave my mark and stake my claim.

      “Then next time you slide your little fingers over this cunt, I want you to remember what it felt like to have me inside you.” Her mouth falls open, but no words escape as I rut on top of her. “I want you desperate to fill it as perfectly as my cock, and when you can’t, I want you to beg for me.”

      “Prince,” she begs, and I feel the side of my lips curl in an evil smile.

      “This is mine now, gorgeous, and I plan on wearing you out.” This time when I grind against her, I don’t pull away. I stay buried deep as I feel her grip me tightly, and I bite her earlobe. “I’m going to keep your legs spread so often that when I walk in a room, your thighs will automatically part, readying for my cock.”

      Her back arches closer to me, and then I feel her orgasm rush between us. The sweet heat of her pussy milking me is all it takes for me to fall over the edge with her. My cock begins to pulse, and cum spurts out of me in a rush. It’s so intense I have to cling to the chaise so I don’t pass out, and then I bury my face in her neck. The sounds that leave me are guttural, but I have no control over my body.

      I cum and cum and cum until there’s nothing left, but I’m still solid and hard inside her. There’s no room for anything but my cock, and my seed has run out where we’re joined and down her ass. I don’t like the thought of it not being inside her, so I slide out just enough and use my fingers to push it back in.

      She hisses when I swipe some over her clit, and I grin down at her. She’s sensitive, but I don’t stop, and it’s easy to coax another orgasm out of her. I’ve never loved anything as much as I love getting her off.

      “I think I’ll have you again,” I say, but just then a clock chimes from the other side of the room, and we both turn to see it’s midnight.

      “Oh no,” she whispers, and I don’t have time to react before she’s sliding off my cock and out from under me. “I have to go.”

      “Where?” She’s pushing the material of her dress down her legs and back into place as she hurriedly glances around the room. There’s a loud sound from the hallway like someone shouting, and I press my lips together angrily. “What’s going on?” I demand, but she only shakes her head as she sprints for the door. “Wait!”

      The sound in the hallway is getting louder, but I’m still half undressed. I do my best to shove my cock back in my pants, and then I realize at some point she must have ripped open my shirt. Some of the buttons are gone, and as I try to tuck it in, she flings the door open and disappears out of sight.

      “Shit.” I’m tripping over my feet as I chase after her because I apparently lost a shoe while we were mindlessly fucking.

      When I reach the door, I look down the hallway and see a group of people arguing. I scan the crowd, but my gorgeous girl isn’t anywhere to be found, and I curse as I run toward the party. There are still hundreds of people here, and everyone is blending together as the argument in the hallway escalates. I have no idea what’s going on, but Flynn comes over and grabs me.

      “We have to go,” he says, physically pulling me to the door.

      “Wait, I’m looking for—”

      “Your mother is waiting in the car. She’s been hit.”

      “What?” I stop fighting him as I try to understand what he’s talking about.

      “I’ll explain in the car, but we have to get out of here. Now.”
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      Gus and Jaq sit perched on the bathroom counter watching me dry heave over the toilet. This has been going on for a few days now, and it comes in waves. I never know when it’s going to happen before I find myself racing to the bathroom.

      When I think life can’t get more miserable, it goes and hits me with another thing. How can one of the best nights of my life turn everything upside down? Now my heart aches for someone I don’t know. I think when he gave me his name, he was teasing me. Nobody has the name Prince.

      “I’ll feed you soon,” I huff, then push off the floor and drag myself into the shower.

      The warm water is relaxing, and I let it run over me while I wish it could wash away so many things. The past two months have been hell, and all I’ve done is lay around all day instead of actually doing something outside of my bedroom.

      My head jerks up when I hear two loud hisses, and I spin around to see Gus and Jaq through the foggy glass. They’ve jumped off the counter and are standing in the doorway of the bathroom. Their backs are raised, and they’re ready to attack. Not knowing what else to do, I turn off the water and grab a robe, quickly pulling it on. I need to see what has them worked up.

      “It’s going to be a shelter for you soon.”

      The sound of Jace’s voice makes my blood run cold. Since the night of the Cinder party, both of the brothers have been edgier than normal, which is saying a lot. I think a few ideas or business ventures didn’t go as they hoped, and I heard there was a big outburst at a board meeting. Of course no one told me what it was, so once again, I’m kept in the dark.

      “Why are you in my room?” I make sure my robe is tightly closed before I step out of the shower and make my way over to the doorway.

      Jace is standing there in a white polo and khakis. He must be going to the country club. Normally both he and his brother are in suits. I think it makes them feel powerful, which is the stupidest thing ever.

      “I knocked, and you didn’t answer.”

      “So you thought it was okay to walk in?” I snip back, but Jace’s eyes are on my bare wet legs. “You can’t walk into my room.” I say it loudly this time to get his attention.

      “Four more weeks, and I can do anything I like. Unless…” He licks his lips.

      “What do you want?” I ignore him because being with him will never happen.

      We still have no idea what’s going to happen in four weeks. None of us know how this is going to play out with my father’s will.

      “Oliver made a request for you to leave the estate to see a doctor today.”

      “Okay,” I respond blankly. I didn’t realize Oliver made an appointment, but he’s seen my moods lately, and they’ve been all over the place.

      “What’s wrong?” Jace sounds entitled, and it grates my nerves.

      “That’s my personal business.” I can see the anger flick across his eyes. He hates the parts of my life he can’t control. There are very few at the moment, but no matter what happens with the will, I’ll be free.

      “We can have a doctor come here,” he tries to insist, but this isn’t an area where he gets a say. My medical needs are to be handled by myself or Oliver since my stepmother can’t do it.

      “I will go to my doctor's office.” I know why this is a problem for them, but they don’t want to openly say it because they know how messed-up it is. They’re trying to keep me captive. How dumb do they think I am? It’s a big deal for me to leave because they don’t want me out from under their thumb.

      “You’ll take a security guard and driver.” Jace checks his watch. “I’d take you, but I have something that needs to be handled.”

      “I don’t need you to take me to the doctor’s, Jace.”

      He takes a step forward, and this time he doesn’t try to hide his anger before he grips my chin. “You’re going to be begging me to give you everything in a few short weeks.”

      I jerk back, smacking his arm at the same time. “Keep your fucking hands off me,” I hiss.

      “Don’t give me your innocent act. I saw the mark on your neck. Are you going to fess up to who put it there?”

      I roll my eyes because I told them I didn’t know how I got it. The brothers hadn’t pieced together that I was at the party, but they noticed a small mark on my neck the next day. They think that I might be fooling around with someone here on staff. Since then, all the employees have been shuffled around. Oliver is the only male allowed around me on the estate if I’m alone.

      “I’m not fooling around with anyone on your payroll. You’re being crazy.” I try to push past him, not wanting Jace to think he intimidates me, but it’s a lie. At this moment he does, and the fact that we’re in my room alone is scary.

      Jace grabs my arms and I cry out. “Jace!”

      “I’m sorry, Ella,” he says, surprising the crap out of me. “I suppose I’m jealous.” His eyes actually soften.

      “What?” I ask, thoroughly confused. My understanding is Jace only wants me because it’s a sure way to get his hands on the Cinder fortune.

      “I’ve been a jerk, but why can’t you open up to the idea of there being an us?”

      He’s lost his mind, but I suppose I have too. I let a man I didn’t know do things to me no one else ever has. I would’ve thought it was a dream if not for the evidence he left behind coating my inner thighs.

      “You can’t be serious. A jerk? That’s putting it mildly.”

      “It’s Matthew. He makes his stupid comments about you, but I think it’s because he wants you all to himself. I called you first, so he’s pissed.”

      I’m in the twilight zone. “Called me first?!” I jerk my arm from his hold. “It doesn’t matter what you called. You’ve stood by while he’s done it and said nothing. You’re no different than him.”

      “You don’t understand.” He runs his hand through his hair, flustered.

      “I don’t want to. You’re a coward.” I spit the words, and he flinches.

      “I deserve that.”

      “I think you should go.” I take a few more steps away from him. I’m not sure what he’s up to, but I want no part of these mind games.

      “All right, but this isn’t over. I’ll show you. I can be different.”

      I want to tell him again it’s never happening, but I don’t want to prolong the conversation. He needs to get out of my room. My stomach is starting to turn again. Right now, all I want to do is get to the doctor’s and find out what is wrong with me.

      I think I already know, but I’m not sure if I’m excited or petrified.
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      “You’ve got to calm down,” Flynn pleads as I pace the room again.

      “Calm down?!” Rage floods my veins like hot lava, and I grab the chair in front of my desk and hurl it across the room. It hits a bookcase, and as they come toppling to the ground, I can’t help but compare it to my sanity.

      “Did that make you feel better?” He raises an eyebrow, and I want to reach out and rip it off his face.

      “No,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Why don’t we try something more productive? Sit.” He points to the leather sofa on the other side of the room, and I stomp over to it and flop down. “Today we’re going to try using our words.”

      “I swear to god—” I start, but he smothers a laugh.

      “All right, all right.” He sits down next to me on the sofa and props his feet on the coffee table in front of it. “Leo, you’ve been raging around here like a pissed-off hornet for months. You won’t tell anyone what the hell is going on with you.”

      “It’s nothing.” It’s absolutely not nothing, but I’m not going to discuss it with Flynn.

      “Liar.” He calls me on my bullshit, and I guess since he’s my best friend, he’s the one to see right through me.

      “I can’t find her.” I finally say the words that have been stuck in my throat since the night we left the Cinder Financial event.

      “Okay, buddy, I’m trying to use my context clues here, but seriously, what the fuck are you talking about?”

      The sigh I let out is so deep it feels like it comes from the depth of my soul. “You remember the party at the Cinder estate?”

      “How could I forget? Your mom was pissed.”

      It turned out there was a dispute with the Vault twins and one of the executives at Evermore Holdings. One thing led to another, and there was a scuffle near the dance floor. Matthew pushed his brother Jace into one of the violinists, and it was a domino effect. The next thing Flynn knew, someone accidentally elbowed my mother in the eye, and it was a spectacle.

      I’m not entirely sure what the initial argument was about, but trouble seems to follow those two. If Cinder Financial is to be left in their possession, then I’m afraid the company is doomed.

      “After we took Mom home and I made sure she was okay, I tried to go back to the party.”

      “Why?” He looks genuinely confused.

      “I met someone. That’s where I was when you were looking for me.” I shake my head in frustration. “By the time I got back, everyone was clearing out, and I never saw her.”

      “What’s her name? I can ask around,” he offers.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s she look like?” He tries again.

      “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” I close my eyes and I can almost taste her. I would say she’s haunted my nights, but that would be a lie. Because she haunts every moment of every day like nothing else, and I’ve become obsessed.

      “That should narrow it down.” When I look back at him, I feel my anger surge forward, and he holds his hands up in mock defense. “Okay, sorry. I’ll try and be helpful.”

      “It’s no use. I’ve asked around to everyone I know that was there. I’ve hired a detective to dig around and see if he can get a guest list, but everything he’s come across is a dead end.”

      I let my head fall in my hands and rub my eyes with the heels of my palms. I’m not sleeping, I’m not eating, and I can feel the ache of her absence all over me.

      Flynn pats my back in the least comforting way, but I know he’s not used to seeing me like this. I’m never like this.

      “Just to be clear, you’re sure she’s real?”

      “Yes,” I say flatly.

      “Sorry, I had to check.” He looks like he’s thinking over options and then shrugs. “Okay, so what now?”

      I move my hands away from my face and lean back on the sofa. “I’m at a dead end. Which is why I tried to throw a chair through the wall.”

      “Good point, but have you tried asking the twins?”

      “Matthew and Jace?” I shake my head. “No, I don’t want them anywhere near her.”

      “How do you know she’s not already?” Flynn says, and I peer over at him.

      “What do you mean?” My hackles rise, and he shakes his head.

      “Relax. I mean, if she wasn’t on the guest list and nobody at the party knew who she was, then maybe she works there or was part of the catering?”

      “I don’t think so. She was in a ballgown. Anyone dressed like that was definitely a guest.”

      “Think about it, Leo. The staff in places like this know more about what goes on in these walls than we do.”

      He has a point. My gorgeous girl wasn’t dressed like any of the staff that night, but maybe someone that works at the Cinder estate knows who she was. “You could be right.”

      Something close to hope stirs inside of me, and I’m afraid to believe in it. I’ve spent the past two months miserable without her, and the spark inside of me has dwindled down to nothing. At this new line of inquiry, it begins to glow, but I’m so fucking scared that if I can’t find her it will die out altogether.

      “It’s worth checking into. Let me make some calls and see if anyone knows someone that works there. We could set up a meeting so that the Vault twins have no idea.”

      “Okay,” I agree, and I say a silent prayer that she’s coming back to me.
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      Dr. Hart stares at me, waiting for a response to her question. I chew on my bottom lip, not sure if I want to do this. In the back of my mind, I’d thought this was a possibility, but I just couldn’t bring myself to believe that people really got pregnant from having sex one time.

      “We’ll have the results quickly. Unless you haven’t been with anyone?” She lifts one of her perfect brows, and I swear it’s like she wants me to admit to some new love life I’ve gotten since I saw her last.

      “I have,” I whisper, although it’s not a love story. I think most people would call it a one-night stand.

      “Honey, you’re almost 21. You can have sex. I had a feeling this might be why you came in when Oliver called me. You’ve never asked me to put you on birth control when I’ve asked if you needed it during your yearly checkups.” She’s right, but at the time I really didn’t think I needed it. “Did he wear a condom?”

      I put my face in my hands, feeling like a dummy. “I’m stupid.” It was stupid. Kind of? My emotions are all over the place. That night was one of the best of my life. I hadn’t felt so alive in years, and I wanted to treasure it. But as days went by, that happiness started to turn into the familiar ache of loss.

      “You’re not stupid. Shit happens.” I drop my hands, loving how blunt and real she is. Dr. Hart gives me a warm smile. “You’ll know better next time, but I’d like to do some other tests besides the pregnancy one.”

      “Oh gosh,” I groan.

      I could have more than a baby? Of course I could! The man didn’t know my name, and he banged me without question. It was probably a normal Saturday night for him. I try to push those thoughts away because I have enough problems as it is on top of trying not to vomit.

      “It will be quick,” she urges.

      “No one will know, will they? Any of my results?” If I’m pregnant, this could change everything. I don’t think Matthew and Jace would be too happy about that.

      “Of course not!”

      “I’m sorry.” I give a small shrug, hating that I doubted her. Dr. Hart has always been a good doctor to me, but life has left me jaded. “Money can buy a lot of things in my world.”

      “I promise you. No one but you and I will know anything. I’ll run the test myself and even use a different name for lab work.” She places her hand on mine, giving it a small squeeze to reassure me.

      “Thank you.” A small weight lifts off my shoulders, not that it helps much. There’s still another ton there filled with worry.

      “You don’t have to thank me, Ella. I’m your doctor. It’s my job to make sure you’re taken care of.”

      “Okay, let's do this,” I agree. If I’m pregnant, then I need to make sure I am healthy. Not only for myself, but for the life that could be growing inside of me.

      It doesn’t take long for Dr. Hart to confirm what I already thought, and tears break free. If I thought I was lost in my emotions before, this is a whole other level.

      The only real family I have is growing inside of me right now. It might have been a one-night stand to my mystery man, but it’s going to be so much more for me.

      “Ella, everything is going to be okay. Whatever you want—”

      “I want the baby,” I blurt out.

      “That wasn’t even what I meant yet, but okay. Still, everything will be okay,” she says, and when I nod, she hands me a tissue. “I want to set you up for a sonogram to get the conception date.”

      “I know when it was. It was only once.”

      “All right, I would still like to have one done.”

      “I can’t. Then people will know.” I was already getting grilled about coming today, and a sudden fear shoots through me. I know the Vault twins can be assholes, but how far would they go to get what they want? I’m pregnant, which means my father’s will is cut and dry for me to inherit.

      “Ella, is there something you need to tell me? Are you—”

      “I just don’t want people to know yet.” I cut her off before she can finish asking the question.

      I can’t make claims against my stepbrothers if I don’t have real proof. It could make things worse. If I can make it until my twenty-first birthday, then I can tell everyone. Hell, I could throw the brothers out on their asses then.

      “We can call it a check-in to make sure you’re still doing well. Honestly, there are a million things we can make up, and no one will be able to find out the truth. They will only have what you tell them.”

      “And Oliver.” I have to let someone know.

      “What about the father?” she asks, and my stomach clenches.

      “I’ll have to speak with him.” If I can find him, I think to myself.

      He was a guest at the party, so I’m sure I could track him down with Oliver’s help. I know I’ll have to tell the father at some point, but I wouldn’t hold him to any responsibility.

      “All right,” she agrees and then gives me a clean bill of health on all of the other tests she ran.

      The relief, even for a short time, is immense. Being pregnant is enough to deal with, so I’m lucky that there isn’t something more. After that we talk about my next appointment and she gives me prenatal vitamins so that I don’t have to go and get them on my own. I shove them down into my purse before leaving the doctor’s office and meeting Oliver outside.

      “Anything I should know?” Oliver asks when we get back into the car.

      “I’m pregnant,” I say, and Oliver simply nods his head like he already knew.

      “It was the hickey,” he admits, and the man really doesn’t miss a beat. “Do you have a name?”

      “It’s too early for that,” I answer, but he smiles at me kindly.

      “We both know that’s not what I meant,” Oliver chuckles.

      “I don’t know his name.” My nose starts to burn with embarrassment and unshed tears.

      “Ella, I’m not judging you.” He’s quick to comfort me, and I’m once again thankful he’s here when I truly have no one else.

      “Tell me what you know, and maybe I can find him,” he offers, and I give all the details I can. Maybe a few too many. “He said his name was Prince?”

      “I think he was teasing.”

      “Hmm,” Oliver responds.

      “What am I going to do?”

      “Nothing right now. Let me do some digging.”

      I nod in agreement, but I hate how useless I feel right now. I place my hand over my stomach thinking that things can’t go on this way. I have to do something, but I think Oliver is right. We need to figure a few things out before we turn everyone’s world upside down.
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      “It’s been days, tell me you have good news,” I plead with Flynn when he walks through my front door.

      After our last conversion, I’ve tried not to get my hopes up, but here I am once again on the edge of sanity. Clearly my hopes are more than up.

      “Let’s go” is all he says before turning around and walking right back out.

      I don’t hesitate or ask follow-up questions before my long strides catch up to him, and we get in his car parked out front. Once he starts the engine, I finally let them all out.

      “What’s happening? Did you find her? Where are we going? Does she know we’re on the way?”

      “Simmer down or I’ll leave you behind,” he says, but we both know he’d have to pry my cold fingers from his body before I’d let him leave me behind.

      “I’m dying inside, Flynn. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but the more time that passes, the worse it feels. I have to see her. You don’t understand.”

      “Maybe I understand more than you think.”

      His cryptic statement is said mostly to himself, but I have no idea what he’s talking about. I’ve never heard him talk about being with anyone, let alone this crazy for a woman. It doesn’t matter, because at this moment I’m laser-focused on finding my girl.

      “Flynn, where are we going?”

      “I’ve managed to get a meeting with the chef of Cinder estate. His name is Oliver.”

      “Oliver?” The name sounds familiar, and then it finally clicks. “He’s the one that’s been with the family so long.”

      “Yep, so if anyone knows the girl, it will be him.”

      “What about the Vault twins? I can’t imagine they’d let us speak to him alone without a million questions asking why.”

      “That’s what’s taken so long to arrange. I explained to Oliver that we had a sensitive issue we needed to discuss but would prefer for it to be private. Luckily for us, he doesn’t seem to have much affection for the dynamic duo.”

      “Does anyone?” I roll my eyes.

      “Evermore Holdings has a meeting with them this afternoon.” Flynn seems annoyed by this.

      “And?”

      “I thought for sure after the party and the whole incident with your mother getting hit that Evermore wouldn’t meet with them.” He grips the wheel tighter, and I can see this isn’t good news.

      EH is Flynn’s family business, although he doesn’t have any say in what goes on. His father runs the board with a group of executives, and although Flynn has a seat, he refuses to play by his father’s rules. That’s a whole other story, but if EH is taking a meeting, then there must be something his father wants from them. Most likely it’s Cinder Financial.

      “So while we’re at the estate, the twins will be meeting with Evermore?” I ask, and Flynn nods. “All right, we’ll make this quick, and if you need me to make some calls about their meeting today, I can.”

      “Thanks,” he says then nods up ahead. “There it is.”

      The estate comes into view, and it’s truly stunning. The gothic structure is surrounded by large iron gates, but Flynn doesn’t pull up to the main entrance. Instead, he goes around the back to where deliveries are made and the gates are less opulent. The tiny keypad nearby buzzes when we pull up and the gates swing open.

      Once we’re parked, an older man wearing an apron comes out, and I recognize him right away. Flynn holds out his hand to shake, and then I do the same.

      “Thank you for meeting with us,” I say, and he nods behind him.

      “Come inside. I’ve got some breakfast if you’re hungry.”

      “Always,” Flynn hurries to say because he never turns down food.

      As nervous as I was on the way here, for some reason, I’m starting to relax. Maybe it’s being back here or knowing that I’ll get some kind of answers today, but the worry and anxiety that had me in knots for weeks is beginning to loosen.

      The kitchen is massive, and there are several people milling around as we enter. Once inside, Oliver points to a couple of stools near the bar and says something in French to the people in the room. They all nod and then quickly make their escape, leaving the three of us in the kitchen alone.

      “Help yourselves,” he says kindly as he places a basket of fresh croissants in front of us and then pours coffee.

      Flynn is moaning over the food, but I’m too nervous to eat as Oliver takes a seat across from us.

      “I knew your father,” he says, looking at me. “He was a good man. He liked to sneak down to the kitchens to play cards when we had parties.”

      “I didn’t know that.” I smile, thinking that it sounds just like something my father would do. He hated parties, but the man loved cards. It’s only been a year since he died, but we all miss him.

      “From what I hear, you like sneaking away from parties too,” Oliver says without breaking eye contact, and I get the feeling that he’s sizing me up.

      “That’s why I’m here. I met someone at your last party, and I need to see her again.”

      “Hmm” is all he says in response.

      “Please,” I try again, but Oliver is unmoving. He needs to understand how important it is that I find her, so I give in and say exactly what I’m feeling. “I’m not sure how else to explain it, but if I don’t see her again, I think I might die.”

      “Could you be any more dramatic?” Flynn asks with a mouth full of croissant.

      “I’m begging.” I ignore Flynn and focus on Oliver. “It was one night, one meeting, but it was a moment that’s changed my soul. I can’t breathe, I can’t sleep, I can’t eat until I find her. I don’t even know her name, but I know that she’s my reason for living.”

      “And what will you do if you find this mystery woman?” Oliver once again reveals nothing with his expression.

      “Beg her to be mine.” I sigh like it’s been decades since I’ve touched her instead of two months. “Give her everything she’s ever dreamed of and pray that she’ll let me take care of her.”

      “That’s all?” Oliver says, and this time I see a tiny hint of a smile at the corner of his lips.

      “I would lay my fortune at her feet for a chance to hold her hand,” I say, and he must see the conviction in my eyes because he nods like he’s impressed.

      “All right,” Oliver agrees. “Let me—”

      His words are cut off by shouting coming from behind us, and we all turn to look outside. The door bursts open, and in come Matthew and Jace, the latter covered in what looks like coffee.

      “You fucking asshole, now I’ve got to change.”

      “We’re going to be late.” Matthew talks over him, but they’re too busy shouting at each other to notice us until they’re all the way inside the kitchen.

      They stop and stare at us, the tension growing tight.

      “Morning, boys,” Flynn says, and the twins put on their fake smiles.

      “Good morning.” Jace is the quickest to recover. “I didn’t know we had visitors.” He sends a scowl to Oliver as he comes over to shake my hand.

      I’m pissed that we’ve been interrupted, but my manners get the better of me, and I stand up to greet him. Just as my hand lands in his, there’s a movement out of the corner of my eye, and I see her.

      Standing there in a messy bun, wearing an oversized sweatshirt, is my gorgeous girl. My dream beauty I’ve been desperate for appears out of thin air like I’ve summoned my soul from the sky.

      “Prince,” she gasps, and the whole room goes quiet.
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      After I say his name, I snap my mouth closed. Where did Prince come from and why is he holding Jace’s hand? Are they friends? Of course they are. He was at the party, but then again, everyone with money was invited.

      “You’ve met Ella before?” Jace asks, glancing between Prince and me.

      “Ella,” Prince repeats. How can one word make goosebumps rise over my entire body? Thankfully, my oversized sweatshirt hides them.

      “I…ah, what’s your name?” I feel so stupid having to ask that question.

      “Prince,” Jace answers for him and gives me a strange look.

      “Leo Prince.” My mystery man gives me his full name, and it finally fills in the blanks. So he really was a Prince. At least I didn’t sleep with someone whose name I didn’t know.

      “It’s nice to see you again. I’m just going to grab a muffin.” I can feel everyone's eyes on me as I move toward the breakfast island. Another man in a suit is sitting there with a giant smile on his face. Clearly he’s loving this surprise meeting.

      “Join us,” the man says as his smile broadens. He nods to the chair next to him and then winks. “I’m Flynn.”

      “Knock it off,” Prince snaps.

      “What? There’s no need for her to rush off.” Flynn pulls out the chair, but I want nothing more than to run out of the kitchen as fast as possible. A million questions are swirling around in my mind. Plus, I’m a total mess right now. The last time Prince saw me, I was in a ball gown and made up from head to toe.

      “Don’t you want your orange juice?” Oliver asks, already pouring me a cup. Then in French he tells me I should stay.

      I hold Oliver's gaze, and I realize that he knows. Now I understand his reaction after I told him that I called the man Prince. Oliver knew who I was talking about, and I’m guessing he wanted to do some more digging before filling me in. It makes me wonder if there’s something wrong with Leo Prince if Oliver wasn’t quick to tell me who he was.

      “Okay,” I agree and slip into the chair next to Flynn.

      “I’d almost forgotten Cinder had a daughter. You’re about Zelly’s age,” Flynn says.

      “Zelly?” I ask, and Flynn nods his head over toward Prince as he pops a bite of croissant into his mouth. Prince is staring at me, but I don’t think he’s stopped since I walked into the kitchen.

      “She’s with Leo.” A small gasp leaves me, and Flynn’s brows lifts. “I’m surprised you haven’t met her. They keep you locked away in here or something?”

      Oh god. Is that why Oliver didn’t want to tell me about Prince?

      “I think I should—” I start to get up, but Prince moves quickly toward me, his hand going to the back of my chair to block me. Unless I want to rub against him to get by, I’m stuck.

      “She’s my sister,” he rushes to say before staring down at me. Even in the high top chair, he still towers over me. “You should meet her.”

      “It would be good for you to get out,” Oliver suggests.

      “Ella stays here,” Jace cuts in, and Leo slowly turns toward my stepbrothers.

      “Is she not allowed to leave the house?” His voice is smooth and calm, but it makes a hot shiver go down my back.

      “She can leave the home,” Oliver says casually.

      I’ve never really pushed to leave, but the problem more than anything is money. I don’t have any, at least not until I’m twenty-one. That’s when I get my trust and everything under the Cinder name. Right now, only Oliver and I know that.

      “Ella has been sick.” Jace’s voice is getting tighter with each word that’s said.

      “I actually feel better today,” I admit without thinking.

      “My father hates when people are late.” Flynn taps his watch. “You boys better get re-suited.”

      I can’t help the snort that comes out of me, but I do try and cover my mouth with my hand. The twins look like children playing dress-up in their suits. Flynn and Prince look like the clothes they have on were made for them.

      “Right, we’ll be back.” Matthew has to shove Jace along to go change since they’re both covered in something.

      “She doesn’t go anywhere,” Jace hisses before he lets Matthew push him out of the kitchen.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Flynn’s hand snap out to grab Prince’s arm.

      “Don’t,” Flynn says to Prince. It’s the first time that Flynn actually appears serious. Everything about him before now was playful. Prince takes a deep breath, and Flynn releases his arm. “Focus on why we’re here.”

      “You’ve been sick?” Leo’s attention comes back to me, and I see the concern in his eyes. Am I the reason he’s here?

      “I’m fine.” This is so awkward. “Do you guys all have a meeting or something?”

      “No,” both Flynn and Leo respond at the same time.

      “This is far more entertaining,” Flynn says before he hits me with another wink.

      Prince’s hand comes down on Flynn’s shoulder in a warning. “Do it again.”

      “Shit, man, this is brand new.” Flynn pushes at his hand, and eventually, Leo releases it. Then Flynn pretends to wipe away wrinkles in his suit jacket that aren’t there.

      “Can I get you something to drink, Prince?”

      “Call me Leo,” he tells Oliver. “I’m good, but thank you.”

      “I wasn’t sure I’d see you again,” I say softly, and I don’t know why. Oliver hears all, and Flynn is right there.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. He was going to find you again. Driving us all fucking nuts.” Flynn shakes his head, popping another bite into his mouth.

      “How are you?” Leo asks, ignoring him. He brings his hand up to stroke my cheek, and without thinking, I lean into his touch.

      “Ella, sweetheart?” I pull back from Leo as my stepmother enters the kitchen.

      “Morning, Fiona,” I say as she looks around the room.

      “We have guests?” Fiona's face lights up as Flynn stands to introduce himself and Leo does the same. “Are you here to see my husband? I think he’s still…” Fiona starts to explain but then trails off.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask to distract her from her thoughts, slipping off my chair and changing the subject. Leo lets his hand trail down my back as I step away from him. It sends a warm sensation through my whole body. “I’ll make you the tea you like.”

      “I would love some,” she agrees as she takes a seat at the breakfast bar.

      “I’ve got it,” Oliver says, already going for one of her teacups. “Sit and eat.” Oliver clearly wants to make sure I stay put.

      “Are you Leo Prince by chance?” Fiona asks Prince, who comes to stand right behind my chair again when I sit down. He only told her his first name, so I’m surprised she knows. It must be a good day for her.

      “That is me.”

      “How is your mother? It’s been a while.”

      “At the moment, she’s trying to get my sister married, so that keeps her busy.”

      “She’s too young,” Flynn says through a chunk of his croissant this time.

      “You’re never too young to fall in love,” Fiona says sweetly.

      “Agreed.” Leo’s hand rests on the back of my chair, but I can feel his thumb rubbing my back. “You and Ella should come over. My mom loves guests.”

      “That would be fun.” Fiona perks up more. “It feels like we haven’t been out in ages.”

      We haven’t, but I keep that to myself.

      “Mother.” Jace is back before his brother, and he cuts Prince a look. I’m not sure what it means, and I can’t tell if they like each other or not.

      “Morning,” Fiona says before Jace kisses her cheek. It’s not something he does normally and it dawns on me that they could use her against me too. I have no say over Fiona but it’s Oliver and me that always watch over her. “I see you’ve met Flynn and Leo. We were all just leaving.”

      “Ella invited us to stay for breakfast.” Prince drops into the chair next to mine, making it clear he’s not going anywhere.

      “We’ve got to go.” Matthew is still fixing his tie as he comes through the kitchen.

      “Don’t let us hold you up,” Leo tells them.

      “Come on, we really have to get going,” Matthew tells Jace. “We’ll catch up later, Leo,” Matthew promises before he’s out the door. Jace doesn’t have much of a choice but to follow his twin.

      “We need to talk,” Prince says before he easily plucks me out of my chair.

      “But what about breakfast?” I try to stall as he takes my hand and walks out of the room, giving me no choice but to go with him.

      I’m not so sure making him wait is going to work. Leo is on a mission, but I’ve got my suspicions. He is, after all, friendly with my stepbrothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          LEO

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Nobody says a word as I leave the kitchen and practically drag Ella with me. Someone should give me a sainthood for keeping my cool after I first saw her and then while her stepbrothers tried to make a claim. What the fuck was Jace doing not letting her leave? Matthew is the one I always assumed had control, but he didn’t say a word. Maybe he didn’t have to because Jace was the one running his mouth.

      The thought of the two of them keeping her locked away while I searched for her is infuriating. But I can’t focus on that right now or I’ll lose my mind. I’ve got to concentrate on the fact that she’s here, she’s with me, and she’s going to be mine.

      “Where are we going?” she breathes, and I realize she’s having to run behind me to keep up with my pace.

      “Here,” I say when I see the door up ahead.

      The room is dark, and although I have no idea what it’s used for, I see a lock, and that’s all I care about. I pull Ella in with me, then crowd her against the door before locking it tight. She has no time to object as I place my hands on either side of her head to cage her in. Thankfully there’s enough light that I see her look up at me with those ice-blue eyes. The ones that have dominated my thoughts and teased me into release.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me?” My voice is a rumble between us as I lean closer. “What you’ve made me do?”

      My lips brush against hers in a teasing kiss that’s only making me want her more. She opens for me, and I lick her bottom lip before I graze it with my teeth. She’s too soft, too delicate for all the things I want to do to her.

      “No.” Her voice is soft as it caresses my skin, and I slowly lower to the ground at her feet.

      “Every night,” I begin, but I have to swallow because my mouth is watering. My fingers go to the top of her leggings, and I begin to pull them down. “Every night I thought of you while I stroked myself.”

      She’s not wearing any panties, and I groan at the sight of her bare pussy lips in front of my mouth. “Prince,” she breathes, holding my shoulders for balance.

      “It did nothing to stop the ache. I would lay there covered in cum still hurting while I begged for you.” I kiss the seam of her cunt, and the way she gasps makes me smile. “How I longed for you.” My tongue slides between her soft lips and tastes her clit. “How I suffered for you, gorgeous.”

      Deciding I can’t wait any longer, I rip away her leggings and toss them to the ground, then I lift her thighs over my shoulders and sink my face into her sweetness. Her body welcomes me as she widens her knees and I drink down her desire. She calls out my name as her fingers tighten in my hair and I tongue every inch of her.

      My tongue tells her all the things I’m too afraid to say out loud. I love you, I need you, I can’t live without you. Marry me, have my babies, and spend eternity in my arms. Those are the words I can’t say, not yet, but soon enough.

      The sound of her sharp inhale as her thighs tighten makes me feel like I’ve been given drugs. I haven’t forgotten what it’s like when she cums. She rolls her hips, and I lick around her clit just enough to send her over the edge. When she calls out my name, I reach for my pants and start to undo my belt.

      “I’m here,” I say as I take my cock in my hand and lower her down my body. I hold the base while I guide it into her opening, and she straddles my lap.

      I’m still on my knees as I enter her, and I groan loudly once I’m seated all the way inside.

      “It’s too big,” she hisses, trying to rise up, but I grab her hips.

      “No,” I order, and she stills. “You’ve kept this from me, and I won’t be denied.”

      Her pussy clenches around my pulsing cock, and she touches my face. “I’m sorry.”

      “All you have to do is spread your legs and take it,” I say as I raise her hips and then slowly lower her back down. “That’s it, be my good girl, Ella.”

      “It’s so deep.” She bites her bottom lip, and I see something flash across her eyes before it’s gone. Is she worried?

      “It’s been too long. I can’t go easy on you.” My thrusts speed up, and she moans when I grind against her clit. “You can’t ask me to stop, not now. And I’m not pulling out.”

      I feel the corner of my lips turn up when she clenches around me. She wants me to do it.

      “Not too hard.” Her voice is shaky, and she’s close to cumming again. She tells me this but spreads her thighs and arches her back so that I can get deeper.

      “No, Ella,” I order as I pin her to the door. “You’ll take it. For me.”

      “B-but…” Her pussy squeezes me tight as she gasps, and I thrust all the way inside one last time. “The baby.”

      Her words slowly register as we start to cum at the same time. The more my cock pulses my release in her womb, the more that one word sinks in.

      Baby. Baby. Baby.

      My eyes are locked on hers as my heart races so quickly I’m worried it’s going to burst through my chest. That little look of worry is back, but it doesn’t fade this time, so I bend down to kiss her.

      “Now you’re truly mine,” I say against her lips.

      “You’re not upset?” There’s nervousness in her voice, and I shake my head before I bury it in her neck.

      “How could I be upset at the thing I want most in the world?” My cock somehow grows bigger inside of her, and I gently thrust through the mess we’ve made. When I look in her eyes, I see tears begin to form, and I use my thumb to wipe them away.

      “I was so worried,” she sniffs, and I shake my head.

      “You never have to worry again, Ella.”

      As much as I mean the words, at that moment I didn’t realize how hard I would have to fight to make them true.
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      I rest my head against Leo’s shoulder while he keeps a tight hold on me. It’s soothing but worrisome too. I never dreamed when I found him again that he’d be happy about me being pregnant. I wasn’t sure what his reaction would be, but I was also going to wait until I was further along to tell him. Thankfully, he seems happy because it’s already going to be complicated enough with my stepbrothers and the will.

      “Relax,” he says softly, noticing I’ve tensed up.

      His hand runs up my back and under my sweatshirt. It’s the only thing I still have on while he's fully dressed. Twice we’ve been together, and we still haven’t managed to get all our clothes off.

      Leo’s cock is still inside me as I straddle him, and I’m wondering how he’s still hard. I felt him cum inside of me when I all but blurted out that I was pregnant.

      “It isn’t that easy, Prince,” I tell him, though I wish it was. My eyes have adjusted more to the dim light so when I look up, our eyes meet.

      “This feels more than easy.” He brushes his mouth across mine. “It’s a perfect fit.”

      I smile against his lips because he’s not wrong. When he touches me, I melt into him, and I can’t think straight. But for the moment, I have to get it together.

      “No one can know about us,” I tell him, and his body stiffens. Now who’s the one not relaxing?

      “Why?” he asks while his grip tightens.

      “I have to breathe,” I squeak, and he grunts before loosening his hold.

      “I’m not hiding you, and I think you’ve done enough hiding of yourself.”

      He grabs my hips and easily lifts me off his cock. My internal walls clench for him even though he’s not there, but he puts me on my feet, and my oversized sweatshirt falls down to cover my sex. Leo watched his release run down my thighs as he stuffs his cock back into his pants and then stands up.

      “You don’t understand,” I plead and go in search of my leggings.

      Before I can take a step, Prince grabs me and pins me to the wall. I place my hand on his chest to shove him back, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Instead, my fingers grip his shirt, not wanting to let go.

      “You don’t understand. You’re pregnant with my baby. That makes you mine.” His words send a thrill through my body, but my brain is fighting it.

      “I’m not a thing to own.” Now I do shove at his chest, but he doesn’t move an inch. “You can’t just take me.”

      “Watch me.” He goes to get my leggings for me, and I glance to the door. “Don’t even think about it. I’ll catch you, and I’ll have to murder anyone who sees you without pants on. That includes Oliver.”

      “This is basically a dress. I’ve seen girls wear shorter ones.”

      “Not happening.” He shakes his head, grabbing my leggings off the floor.

      I watch him untangle them before he comes back to me, and when I try to take them from him, he drops to his knees. He carefully holds out one leg at a time for me to step into. I don’t know why, but the act has some of my resolve crumbling. I brace one hand on his shoulder and put one foot in and then the other. He drags them up my legs, pushing my sweater up in the process. When he gets to my stomach, he brushes a kiss across the skin there.

      Holy crap. He’s not making this easy. Instead, he’s making me want to be kidnapped.

      “Are you always this bossy? I thought you were kinda sweet.” He was possessive and needy that first night. Part of me thought I’d made that bigger in my mind than it really was. Now with him in front of me again, I know I recalled it all correctly.

      “Sweet?” He gives a half smile that makes him more handsome. I can’t stop myself from reaching out and fixing his hair. Even if it’s sexier with it being a mess from my fingers.

      “A little.” Okay, more than a little, but I can’t give him too much.

      When he stands, he crowds me in. “I’ll be the sweetest thing you’ve ever known if you don’t fight me.” His hand cups my cheek tenderly as he looks into my eyes. “But I’ll raise hell if you do.”

      With that, he starts to pull me from the room. “What are you doing?” I hiss as I try to dig my heels in. “We can’t walk out at the same time.”

      “I’ll carry you out of here if I have to.”

      “Stop being a jerk,” I huff. “I don’t like it.” Okay, maybe I like it a little bit. Lies. I love it, but once again, I’m not telling him that.

      “You made me this way, Ella. You make me crazy.” I stare up into his eyes and see that he’s not messing around. How do I make this man crazy? I bet he has every girl's panties dropping. I’d know.

      “Well, you’re making me crazy!” I snip back at him. “You just randomly kidnap girls and fuck them without knowing their names.”

      “Don’t say ‘fuck.’”

      “I’ll say whatever the fuck I want.” I stomp my foot like a spoiled child. It actually feels really nice to say it. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I shout the last one.

      “You’re about to get yourself fucked if you don’t knock it off.” With his other hand, he reaches down and adjusts himself.

      “Oh,” I whisper. It turns him on.

      “I didn’t know someone could be adorable and so fucking sexy at the same time.”

      “Hey, you said it.” Why do I sound like the brat here?

      “I did,” he agrees as he unlocks the door. “And I don’t fuck random girls.” He opens the door before I have a chance to respond, but it doesn’t matter because I want to die when I see Oliver standing there.

      “Where is her room?” Leo asks Oliver like we weren’t just having sex.

      Oliver doesn’t answer him right away, but I can see he’s actually debating if he’s going to tell him or not.

      “He’s trying to kidnap me,” I say to make it perfectly clear.

      “I know,” Oliver responds and turns to Leo. “Ella might need a second to get her bearings.”

      “She’s had a million seconds since the last time I saw her.”

      “True. Then why don’t you take Ella to see your home? A change of scenery might help her relax. It would be best for the baby.” Oliver pulls out the trump card.

      That knocks some of the wind out of Leo’s sails. “All right,” he agrees and looks down at my bare feet. “We need to get you shoes.”

      “I’d like to change.”

      Maybe Oliver has the right idea. If I go home with Leo, I could hang out at his house and calm him down. Then maybe he’ll see that this is crazy fast. As much as I’m eating up his obsession, what if it’s temporary? This is my life, and I have my baby and Fiona to think about.

      My stepbrothers scare me, but they’ve never done something outright cruel. There’s just a nagging feeling that they’ll do anything to get their hands on Cinder Financial and the Cinder Estate. That’s why I didn’t want anyone to know I was pregnant until the last second.

      “You can change,” Leo agrees, but when I try to pull my wrist from him, he doesn’t let go. “Lead the way.”

      I have a sneaking suspicion this isn’t going to be a quick visit.
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      “You’re being ridiculous,” Ella hisses as I open up the trunk of the car and put her overnight bag inside.

      “Get in,” I order because I’m done with her making demands. “Or you’ll see exactly how ridiculous I can be.”

      She makes the cutest little growl before getting in the back seat, and I follow behind her.

      “Buckle up, kids,” Flynn says from the front seat, but I’m already strapping Ella in.

      “Just drive,” I tell him when I double-check that her belt is secure.

      “It’s fine,” she says and crosses her arms over her chest in irritation.

      When we went to her room, Oliver followed after us, so there wasn’t much of a chance for a private conversation. Although he did bring me a small suitcase, which was incredibly helpful. It’s too bad Ella scowled at me the whole time I was packing it.

      We’re still not alone as Flynn happily hums from the front seat like he’s enjoying himself, and maybe he is. I’m not sure how I’d feel in his shoes because I can’t stand the thought of Ella being with anyone but me.

      “It was only a change of clothes,” I sigh as I slide close to her and put my hand on her thigh. I wanted to bring more, but I’m trying to compromise so I don’t upset her. Or the baby. “Oliver told me you’ve been getting sick.”

      “Yeah, well he’s a snitch.” She shrugs, still looking out the window.

      “Ella.” I say her name, but she doesn’t look at me. I try another tactic and lean closer. “Gorgeous.”

      Her cheeks flush as she turns to face me, and I want to smile with vindication, but instead I give her a soft kiss that only teases my need for her.

      “Tell me why you’re upset,” I say as I graze my lips along her jaw. “I know it’s not because Oliver helped me take you.”

      “What if this is a phase?” She says it so quietly I almost don’t hear it, but I lean back to make sure she’s serious.

      “A phase?” The word tastes dirty in my mouth. “You think me hunting you down and demanding you come with me is something that will…what? Go away?” She shrugs in answer, and I shake my head. “My gorgeous girl, you have no idea the power you wield.”

      “You don’t know what the future holds.”

      There’s sadness in her voice, and I’m reminded that she’s lost so much. After her father died, the only mother she ever knew doesn’t always know who she is. She’s been practically held captive in that estate since her stepbrothers took over and the only person who can truly protect her is Oliver.

      He’s a good man, but he only has so much reach even with living under the same roof as her. Deciding that Ella will need action and not words, I’m going to show her that I’m not going anywhere. From here on out, I’m going to live each day dedicated to convincing her that this is it for me. That she’s enough and I’ll always be by her side.

      “That’s not true,” I tell her as I slide my hand over her belly and keep my eyes locked on hers. “As sure as the sun will rise, my love will be waiting for you every morning.”

      “Leo.” The way she says my name is in disbelief, like I can’t be here sitting next to her and opening my heart.

      “Later,” I tell her, then kiss her forehead.

      It’s a quick drive back to my place, and as soon as we’re there, Flynn jumps out of the car and goes to the trunk. Once I climb out, I reach in and hold out my hands for Ella. She doesn’t hesitate to grab on to me as I help her out of the back seat and then get her bag from Flynn.

      He’s not looking at me as he hands it over, and when I turn to see his line of vision, I see Zelly in the vegetable garden nearby.

      “I’m going to go,” he says, still not looking at me.

      “You all right?” I turn to Zelly and then back to him, but he’s already getting in his car.

      It’s odd because his usual cheery demeanor wasn’t anywhere to be found on the way back home. Was it something he heard me say to Ella? Why would the sight of Zelly make him want to leave?

      “Who is that?” Ella asks, bringing my attention back to her as Flynn pulls out of the driveaway.

      “My sister.” I smile and pull her in that direction. “Come on, I want you to meet her.”

      When we walk into the garden, Zelly looks up and beams at Ella. She puts her gloves down next to the basket of tomatoes she so lovingly grew and hurries to greet us.

      “You must be her,” she says and throws her arms around Ella.

      Ella looks at me with shock, then it changes to something close to happiness as she hugs Zelly back. “I’m Ella. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You’ve been driving my brother crazy these past two months.” Zelly doesn’t even look in my direction and keeps her entire focus on Ella. “Anytime you feel like doing it again, let me know and I’m happy to help.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind if I need to escape,” Ella says not so quietly, and I move between them.

      “All right, that’s enough.” I try to nudge Zelly out of the way, but she walks around me, and Ella giggles at our behavior.

      “Seriously. Say the word and I’m your partner in crime.” Zelly winks at Ella before going back to the garden and grabbing the basket of vegetables. “I’m taking these to the kitchen, but I’ll see you for dinner?” she asks Ella, who nods back. “Excellent. I’m excited to have someone to talk to that’s not invested in my marriage status.”

      “What does she mean?” Ella asks me as we walk around to the front of the house.

      “She comes of age in a few weeks and will enter society. I’m negotiating her betrothal on behalf of my late father.”

      “That must be a big responsibility,” Ella says, thinking it over. “Can’t she marry for love?”

      “In a perfect world, yes, but Zelly and I come from an important family, so it’s equally important she marries someone at or above her station.”

      “Is it the same for you?” She stops as we get to the front door, and I turn to face her.

      “No, but it’s different for women, and that’s why I have to look out for Zelly. I have to make sure that her future and financial status are secured.” I tuck a lock of hair behind her ear and let my fingers linger on her neck. “But I’m lucky that the woman I’m going to marry is the woman I love.”
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      “Gorgeous, you have to learn to trust me.”

      Leo has been repeating these words to me for the past few weeks, and although I want to trust him, I really do, there’s too much on the line. He has done nothing but try to prove how much he wants me to be with him and that he loves me. For some reason, I still haven’t said the words back, but I do love him. I’m just scared.

      It’s been strange to be away from my family estate for so long. Cinder has always been my whole world, but it’s been nice to feel free. Even if I’m with a caveman. Leo can be possessive, but he lets me go anywhere I want. All I have to do is ask, and the only requirement is that he gets to be by my side. It’s sweet.

      I don’t have much experience with love other than Oliver. He loves me but in a family way where it’s kind of expected. With Leo, it’s chosen because he picked me. There aren’t any rules, obligations, or strings. Leo wants me and nothing more.

      He slipped down to his office early this morning while I showered. Even after that, I can still smell him on me. The man has branded me in every way possible.

      Staring down at the ring on my finger, I remember how sure he was when he gave it to me. It wasn’t a random ring he went out and bought but one from his family. I tried to tell him we don’t have to get married and we could give it time. He wasn’t too happy about that, and we ended up getting into one of our little fights.

      I don’t think you’re supposed to enjoy fighting, but Leo makes it so good. At times I do it on purpose. It’s shameful, but when he flips out and gets possessive, my whole body comes alive, and I end up pinned to some nearby surface.

      Before Leo, I spent years letting time pass. Each day was the same as the one before, but now I’m alive, and a fog has been lifted from my eyes. How could I not say yes to that?

      “Hey!” Zelly chirps, and I spin around from inside my closet to see her standing there with a bright smile.

      One of the best parts of living with Leo is Zelly. I adore her. She’s feisty and pushes back on things, which is refreshing to see. Leo doesn’t get mad when she does it, either. If anything, he pretends to be annoyed, but I can see the love between them. It’s sweet, and it reminds me of when my dad would say that he wished he’d given me a sibling.

      I think that was what he thought he was doing when he married Fiona. But I would have rather been left alone than deal with her sons. Fiona was the exception, and I miss both her and Oliver dearly. I’m not sure what’s going to happen if I don’t come home, and I worry about Fiona daily. When I mention it to Leo, he tells me to trust him. I don’t think my stepbrothers would hurt her unless they knew it would affect me. They haven’t been able to get close to me since I left the Cinder estate, so I can only hope Oliver is taking care of Fiona.

      After I told Leo everything, he only said, “Gorgeous, you have to learn to trust me. I’ve got you” and left it at that. He has a way of making me put my faith in him, but he hasn’t let me down yet. He does make me forget, though, because he’s easy to get lost in. He tells me that he loves me, and the way he touches me makes me want to believe him. Not only that but when we talk it’s for hours, and I often think it’s too good to be true.

      Once again, I remind myself that it’s okay to let him do the worrying for me.

      “Hi,” I tell Zelly as I hang up the dress I was thinking about wearing.

      Leo tricked me. He got me here with the promise of an overnight bag. Only because he knew he’d fill my closet himself. I’ve got my own giant closet, and he has his too, but his is half the size. I’m pretty sure he had Zelly and their mother help him. They are always ready to help, which can be overwhelming at times. From what I can tell, Leo has been ordering them to chill, and that’s laughable. If anyone should calm down it’s him, but honestly, I don’t want him to.

      Zelly’s in a flowy purple dress, and her long golden hair is braided to the side. It doesn’t matter what she wears; Zelly always reminds me of a princess. She could be in jean shorts with a shirt covered in dirt from her garden or a sundress with heels that would kill my ankles. Either way she’s always glowing.

      Every now and then, I notice a touch of shyness, but she has a backbone. Zelly seems so effortless, but I know this world, and appearances can be deceiving.

      “It’s your birthday. Why are you frowning?” Zelly asks as she steps further into the closet. She’s holding a present wrapped in yellow paper with a blue ribbon.

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt out because I can’t help myself.

      I want to laugh because it’s nice to finally be able to tell someone. I made Leo promise me he wouldn’t tell anyone after I confessed everything. Then I said we’d wait until my birthday before making the announcement. I guess today’s the day!

      “Now you’re smiling.” She smiles and hands me my gift. "It certainly explains the glow you always have.” Zelly doesn’t appear surprised, but then again, it was only a matter of time. Leo doesn’t hide his affection, and PDA doesn’t bother him in the least.

      “Glow?” I laugh. I don’t think I’m glowing. Thankfully, I haven’t thrown up in the last week because that was terrible. It also helps that I wake up to Leo stroking my face sweetly.

      “Yeah, glow.” She grabs a dress. “You should wear this one. Blue suits you.”

      “Perfect.” I take the dress and lay it across the giant island in the center of the closet.

      Jaq jumps up on it to inspect what I’m doing, then Gus tries, but he can’t jump that high. Zelly laughs, picking him up and placing him on the island with his brother. They both smell the present she brought.

      “Open it,” she orders while finding shoes to go with my dress.

      I pull at the paper, ripping it away and then look at the box. “A phone?” I’ve had tablets but oddly not a phone. There wasn’t much of a reason for one when I was confined to the Cinder Estate.

      “How else are we going to plot our evil plans?” Zelly teases me. “I programmed the family on it already.”

      “The family?” I mutter more to myself.

      “Well, yeah.” She places a pair of flats next to the dress. “We’re family.”

      “We are,” I agree as a lump lodges in my throat.

      I want that more than anything, but Oliver and Fiona are my family too. I wonder if she remembers today is my birthday or if she's having a bad day. Has she noticed I’m gone? I know Oliver will take care of her, but I can’t help but worry.

      “I don’t want to be a total bitch, but those stepbrothers or whatever you want to call them don’t count.” Zelly scrunches her nose. “Can we kick them to the curb?” Zelly is never one to hold back how she feels. It’s refreshing.

      “You know them?”

      “Sadly, I met them a few minutes ago when they arrived.”

      “What?” My stomach drops, but of course they’re here. Today is the day, and they want what they think is theirs.

      “Leo is hanging with them downstairs.”

      “Hanging with them?”

      “I think they’re having a meeting or something. I should smack my brother. It’s your birthday, and he’s having a meeting. It’s rude as hell!” Zelly starts braiding my hair.

      Trust him, I tell myself, but I can’t help but think the other shoe is about to drop.
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      “Thank you both so much for meeting me here today. It's been a lot easier for me to work from home the last few weeks than it is to go into the city.”

      “We understand,” Matthew says smoothly as he steeples his hands in front of him.

      Jace nods along with his brother, but I see him looking around the room, assessing my office. “We were told she was visiting here for some fresh air.”

      “Ah yes, I let Oliver know that Miss Cinder would be staying here until she felt better. The country air seems to do people wonders.” I slide my hand under my desk and clench it into a fist so that I can keep my cool.

      “That was very gracious of you,” Matthew agrees. “She wasn’t feeling her best at the time you came to visit.”

      “Is she close by? We’d like a chance to speak to her,” Jace asks, and I have to bite my tongue. “Our mother misses her and would like for us to give her a message.”

      “That can be arranged after our meeting.” I nod and put on a polite smile. “In the interests of saving time, I’ll get to the point. I spoke with Sebastian Evermore, the president of Evermore Holdings.”

      “Yes, we met with him a few weeks ago.” Matthew is the one speaking again, so I’m assuming he’s the one in charge of their financial assets.

      “He told me that you two were looking for a more permanent position in Cinder Financial once—” I grab the paper off my desk and scan it over for the exact language even though I’ve got it memorized. “Ella Cinder is unable to fulfill her duties and is no longer the designated beneficiary.”

      Matthew and Jace share a quick look before Matthew nods. “That’s correct. But we’ve also taken into consideration that Ella’s presence will give the board a sense of leadership, and we’ve decided to include her.”

      “Oh?” I sit back in my seat and do my best to keep my position casual. “How do you plan on including her?”

      “We’re getting married,” Jace says as he sits up a little straighter. “I thought—”

      “We thought,” Matthew corrects him.

      “We thought it would be good for business to keep it in the family, so to speak.”

      Rage bubbles inside me like hot lava, but I was prepared for this. Ella told me everything, and I’ve spent the last few weeks planning for this moment.

      “Yes, now that the contract is null, the estate can be closed,” Matthew continues. “We’ve secured support from Evermore Holdings and plan to hold the wedding ceremony this week. Once Jace and Ella are married, we can start working on a baby.”

      “We?” I say, and I’m surprised at how calm my voice is.

      “They.” Matthew pretends to laugh it off, and I see Jace cut his eyes over to his twin. “I misspoke. My brother and Ella can begin to start a family. It’s one more way to secure the future of Cinder Financial.”

      “I’d like to be perfectly clear on this since I’ve got a stake in Evermore Holdings.” I straighten some of the documents on my desk before I look up at the twins. “You two, who have absolutely no experience in investments, property acquisitions, business, or literally anything related to making money want to take over one of the wealthiest financial portfolios in the country?”

      Based on their blank expressions, they look like I’ve just told them that I’m part dolphin.

      “I don’t think that’s an accurate assessment—”

      “Oh it’s more than generous,” I cut off Matthew and stand from my desk. “I’d like to point to section four in the will that includes the pregnancy clause. This legality is tricky, and I had my team of lawyers look into its validity.”

      “Why would you do that?” Jace scowls, his and his brother’s casual demeanors quickly fading.

      “Since I’m the one that got her pregnant, that makes her my responsibility,” I say as I look between the both of them. “And before you start to make demands or stomp out of here in a rage, I want to make a few things very, very clear.”

      Jace’s face pales, and Matthew’s turns red with anger. Slowly, I walk around to the front of my desk and stand over them as I lay out exactly what’s going to happen next.

      “You two will vacate the Cinder Estate by the end of the day. I’ve got a group of men waiting out front to take you back and make sure that it’s done.” Matthew starts to open his mouth, but I hold up a finger to stop him. “You will be allowed to see your mother under supervised visitation that is prearranged and at an alternate location.”

      “You can’t keep her from us,” Jace hisses.

      “I can, and I will,” I say evenly. “You will be provided a monthly stipend from your mother’s estate that was established before her marriage to Ella’s father.”

      “That’s nothing!” Matthew roars as he stands so quickly his chair nearly topples over. “You can’t expect us to live off of that.”

      “You two have all but drained her dry while waiting on a payday from Ella. I will no longer allow you to have access to her money without her consent, and now that Ella is her power of attorney, she’ll be the one to make those decisions.”

      “That’s not possible.” Jace is standing now too, and he looks indignant.

      “The petition was filed today, and the judge made a motion this afternoon. It’s in Fiona’s best interest that she’s looked after by someone who doesn’t drain her assets for their own personal gain.”

      “You can’t do this.” Matthew gets in my face, but he’s so much shorter than me it’s almost comical.

      “It’s done.” I shrug and let myself smile. “You two gambled away millions on a lifestyle you were desperate to have. It's desperate and quite frankly embarrassing.”

      “Fuck. This wasn’t my idea,” Jace pleads. “I swear it was Matthew the whole time. He wanted her, but I knew he wasn’t going to be good to her, and I tried to protect Ella. Please, Leo, you have to believe me.”

      “Ella told me everything,” I say to him and let out a deep sigh. “No matter what you tried to do, you still managed to keep her locked away and isolated while you stole from your sick mother. You don’t deserve an ounce of mercy.”

      “You won’t get away with this. I’ll fight it.” Matthew is desperate as he tries to cling to some sense of control.

      “After your things are off the Cinder Estate, I plan on informing the Internal Revenue Service of your new address. When I told them about your situation, they seemed really curious about the mismanagement of estate funds. Weird, right?”

      “Goddamn it,” Jace whimpers. “We’re so fucked.”

      “Oh, and you were right about one thing,” I say as my office door opens and my gorgeous girl walks through the door. “There will be a wedding before the week is over.”

      She smiles and comes straight to me as she ignores her former stepbrothers and walks right past them.

      “Ella,” Matthew starts, but I give him a deadly look, and he closes his mouth.

      “They were just leaving,” I tell Ella, and the guards appear in my office. “These men will escort you to the estate.”

      “It didn’t have to be this way,” Jace says to Ella.

      She pretends she doesn’t hear him as she cuddles against my chest. The guards come in and grab the twins before they finally give in and leave. They make some noise outside, but as soon as the front doors close, the silence that falls over us is peaceful.

      “I heard everything you said.” Ella looks up at me, and I kiss her forehead. “I love you.” She finally voices the words that I’ve seen in her eyes for weeks, and it takes my breath away. “I loved you before this, but I think I was afraid to believe that it was real and that I could trust you.”

      “And now?” I ask as I brush my lips over hers.

      “My heart is in your hands, Leo Prince. From now until the end of time.”

      “I love you,” I tell her back as I pull her close. “And I’ve got another surprise for you.”

      “How could you possibly make me any happier?” She’s got the happiest sparkle in her eyes as I lead her out of my office and into the kitchen.

      As soon as she steps inside, she gasps. Oliver is at the stove cooking, and Fiona is sitting at the counter watching him. When she sees Ella, her face lights up, and she rushes to hug her.

      “I’ve been waiting so long for you.” She wraps her arms around Ella and gives her a kiss on the cheek. “Happy birthday, darling.”

      Ella has tears streaming down her face as she looks at her stepmother. “Well, the good news is you don’t have to wait again.”

      “I think this calls for cake,” I tell my almost-wife, and she beams at me as Oliver comes around to get his birthday hug.

      Now the happily ever after can truly begin.
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      I watch the snow fall out the hospital window. My room is utterly silent. It’s the first snow of the year. I place my fingers against the cold glass. When I stare out the window now, the world is different. I don’t have the urge to run or break free.

      My eyes drift back to my husband Leo, who is sleeping in the chair with it leaning back, our son wrapped up in his hold. A tear slips free seeing them together. My heart aches but not in pain.

      “Thank you, Dad,” I whisper.

      My father always got his way. I don’t mean that in a bad way. Often I felt he was four steps ahead of all of us. I suppose to have built the company he and my mom had, you’d have to be. His will that sounded crazy to me had inevitably led me to find what he always wanted for me.

      True love. A family.

      I turn when I hear the door to see Oliver. I motion for him to be quiet. This is the first time Leo has slept in a few days. The labor might have been harder for him than me. It all happened so fast. I’m ready to go home. The doctor said we’ll get to head out in the morning.

      Oliver holds up a bag in his hand that I asked him to bring for Leo. We had packed me a bag, but I didn’t count on Leo not leaving my side even long enough to go home and shower. His button-up shirt is a wrinkled mess. So long I’ve felt lonely. Now I can’t get a second to myself. Not that I’m complaining. I wouldn’t change a thing.

      Slowly to not wake my husband, I creep over toward Oliver. He sets the bag down by the door. I slip out into the hallway so I can speak to him for a moment.

      “He must be exhausted if he didn’t hear me open the door.”

      “Yeah. He’s been restless. It’s annoyingly endearing.” I let out a small laugh but cover it quickly so Leo doesn’t hear it.

      “And you?”

      “I’ve never been better.”

      “Good, that’s all we ever wanted.” I grab his hand and give it a squeeze.

      “How is Fiona?”

      “Zelly keeps her busy. The specialist Leo found is really helping. It also helps that she’s no longer on those fucking drugs.” Oliver grits out the last part.

      “Don’t blame yourself. I didn’t know either.”

      When I didn’t think Matthew and Jace could get worse, we found out they’d been drugging Fiona. It was partly why her memories would blur together. It wasn’t until Leo stripped through everything in our lives to see what all Matthew and Jace might have done that we figured it out.

      That was one I wasn’t going to let slide. We pressed charges. It will do them good to spend some time behind bars. A couple of spoiled assholes. How they could do that to their own mom I’ll never understand. She only wanted the best for them.

      Leo really did come along and save us all. That first night I thought he was Prince Charming. I wasn’t wrong. The man is everything I could have dreamed of and more. The rest of his family is too. I adore his mom and sister. They are my family now too.

      “I’ll be here in the morning to pick you all up.”

      “Thank you.” I kiss him on the cheek before he goes.

      “Excuse me.” I turn around thinking I’m going to see a nurse but a girl in a hospital gown is standing there. She’s a tiny thing. Her eyes are wide.

      “Are you okay?” She blinks a few times. “I’m Ella.” I step toward her.

      “Where am I?”

      “We’re at the hospital.” We’re not on any floor. It’s a secure one with only a handful of suites on it.

      “How long have I been here?” She tilts her head to the side, and I see a small bandage on the left side of her forehead near her hairline.

      “Let me get someone for you.” It’s a little after midnight, but I know the nurses make rounds regularly. She has to be staying on this floor or she wouldn't have gotten past security to get on it.

      “Annabelle!” I hear a deep voice bellow, making both of us jump. I spin back around to see a giant man at the end of the hallway. A nurse pops out of one of the rooms. The man's eyes are locked on the girl next to me.

      Without thinking, I move in front of her. The man comes storming down the hallway toward us. Before the man makes it close to me, Leo is bursting out of my room. He must have put our son back in his bed.

      “The hell is going on?” He goes toe to toe with the man. They’re the same height, but the other man is built like a lumberjack. He kind of looks like one, but instead of a flannel shirt and jeans, he’s got on slacks and a button-up shirt that’s rolled up to his elbows. The girl grips the make of my gown.

      “Leo, move.”

      “The fuck, Damien?” They know each other. Is that like a rich people thing? All of them know each other?

      “Move.”

      “You need to calm down.”

      “You’re standing between me and what’s mine,” the man growls. Both Leo and I turn our heads to look at Annabelle. This Damien is three times her size.

      “You do that to her?” I accuse.

      “She’s my wife.”

      “That didn’t answer the question, Damien,” Leo clips.

      “Annabelle.” Damien softens his voice. “Come here.”

      “She doesn’t know her own name,” I tell him. Leo lets the man pass. I step to the side some. The girl stares up at him.

      “Belle.” He reaches out to cup her cheeks, but she steps back. Damien’s whole body goes rigid.

      “It’s okay.” One of the nurses rushes toward all of us. “Annabelle is in Damien Shadow’s care.”

      “Come on, gorgeous.” Leo guides me back into our room.

      “Should we just leave that? She has a cut on her head.”

      “Damien Shadow is an asshole, but he’s not a woman beater. I don’t think.”

      “You don’t think?” I hiss.

      “He keeps to himself. Never seen him with anyone when he does grace an event. Didn’t know he got married, but I suppose he wouldn't be one to have a wedding.”

      “Leo.”

      “Trust me, he’s not going to hurt her.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I saw the look in his eyes.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, confused.

      “That is a man obsessed. A little scared too.”

      “You’d know,” I tease. Leo grabs me, pulling me into his warm body. His arms wrap around me to hold me close.

      “I would,” he agrees.

      “Fine,” I huff. Leo leans down, kissing away my worries.

      For all I know this, Annabelle might be getting her own Prince Charming with a fairytale ending.

      Though I think that man might be more beast than charming.
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        HIS PRINCESS

        by

        Alexa Riley

      

      

      Alena is a princess, and with that comes responsibility. Like marrying the giant caveman King Roman, who looks more like a warrior than a ruler. Everything about him is intense. Especially the way he looks at her. But she's been promised to him, and there's no way out.

      Roman took one look and made up his mind. Princess Alena will be his and no one will stop him from taking her. Everything about her belongs to him now, and waiting one week for a wedding isn't going to happen.

      This beast of a man might just claim his princess before she has a chance to say "I do."

      

      Warning: Oh, this is good. It's so, so good. Trust us.

    

  


  
    
      For fairytales… they are alive and real in your heart.

      And maybe your lady business.
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      “Is that him?” Tabby asks as she comes up behind me to get a better look. Her long dark hair tumbles onto my shoulder as she peers at my laptop screen. It’s as if she’s never seen the man in question. Everyone knows who King Roman is. Well, if you’re royalty you do. Right now, there’s not a royal alive who doesn’t know who he is, because he’s decided to take a wife. A wife of his choosing, and I’ve been chosen.

      It’s the fate of someone with my bloodline. I don’t get a choice on who I get to marry, so when my family was presented with the arrangement, it was decided behind closed doors, and papers were signed. I’m officially the promised bride to the King, and that’s that.

      I look at my future husband, and there’s no missing that Roman is a born leader. It radiates off him in commanding waves. I can even feel it through my computer screen. Though I’m not sure if he should be sitting on a throne or leading an army of men into battle. From the look on his face, you would think he was a warrior.

      He’s nothing but lines and fierce angles. The man is well over six feet tall and then some. In his pictures he even towers over some of his own security. His hair is dark as night and comes to his collar, but it does little to hide his eyes, which are just as black. He’s not lean either. He’s thick and broad like a rugby player, and I can see why the public has nicknamed him The Wall. He radiates strength and power, and my hand is shaky as I click the next image.

      “Tabby. I can’t marry him,” I plead with my sister.

      I don’t even know how I was chosen over her. Tabby is the one men flock to. Her beauty lights up a room. I look nothing like my family.

      Somehow I ended up barely over five foot with blonde hair, blue eyes, and the fairest skin. My sister, on the other hand, like the rest of my family, is almost six foot and has long black hair, deep green eyes and skin that looks like the sun kisses it every day.

      I stand out in a way I don’t like. I’ve felt like I don’t belong since birth, but Tabby would never make me feel that way.

      She wraps her arms around me from behind, both of us still staring at the screen. “I tried,” she says, making me gasp. I turn around and look at her.

      Tabby is dreading getting married, probably because my parents have been talking about her marriage since she could walk. The worst part is, she doesn’t even want to marry royalty. In fact, she despises the idea. If it was up to her she’d have a little cottage with twenty kids and a brute of a husband. Yes, a brute. One too many romance novels and now Tabby is in love with cavemen. “I knew you wouldn’t want this.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Al.”

      “I can’t believe you’d do that for me.”

      “You know I’d do anything for you. I’m your big sister. It’s my job.” She pulls on a strand of my hair. “I was hoping that maybe if he had agreed to marry me instead, I could bring you with me. But to be honest, I don’t even think they asked him.” She walks over to my bed and plops down on it. “He wants you.”

      “Maybe. Maybe I can ask to take you with me,” I try. If I get married to this man and have to leave home, it wouldn’t be so bad if I had Tabby with me. Because when I talk about home, I don’t mean the one my parents made for us. I mean Tabby is my home. The thought of us being apart is something I don’t want to face.

      “Yeah, right.”

      I knew that wouldn’t be possible before the words left my mouth. Tabby is my parents’ golden ticket. She’s had so many offers of marriage we’ve lost count. But my parents turned them all down. Never rich enough, never had enough status or power. Tabby is twenty-four and still unmarried. That isn’t normal. I’m barely marrying age. I thought I had more time and even thought maybe I would never be asked. I’d hoped that I could just go wherever Tabby went.

      But to my—and my parents’—shock, I was chosen. And by someone with a lot of power and money.

      I turn back to my laptop, forcing myself to look at my future. Not only is Roman intimidating, the word is he rules with an iron fist. I click through pictures of him and never once do I encounter one where he’s smiling. His face is always straight and stoic, even in the pictures of him as a little boy with his mother and father.

      I don’t know how long I scroll through the pictures when Tabby interrupts me. “Who’s that?” she asks, and I jump. I didn’t even feel her come up behind me.

      “Princess Kaul,” I say, glancing down at the print under the picture. “Looks like they are on a date at some ball. She’s pretty,” I mutter, feeling a pang of jealousy that my husband—future husband, I correct—was out with another woman not even a month ago.

      “Meh,” my sister says dismissively. “Who knows if she’s really pretty once you wipe all that shit off her face.”

      I giggle.

      “Why didn’t he just marry her?”

      “Maybe he got all that make-up off and ran for the hills. Maybe she’s annoying. Maybe she chews with her mouth open. Who knows.”

      “But he’s going to marry me without even meeting me. What if I do all that stuff? I can do all that stuff.” I turn in my chair. “Layer my face up, stuff my mouth with food so he can see every chomp. And we both know my laugh is the worst.”

      “It is pretty bad,” Tabby agrees, grinning.

      It’s not that it sounds funny, it’s just kinda loud. Really loud. Maybe a little infectious, too, because a few times I’ve started laughing, then Tabby and I are laughing about my laugh, and this will go on for five minutes. It drives my parents nuts, which is an added bonus.

      Tabby’s eyes light up at a thought. “He’s coming for dinner.”

      My shoulders drop. I don’t know why she’s excited about that.

      “Maybe you can make a fool of yourself. Make him realize that you aren’t the one he wants!” Tabby jumps up, and I can see this plan is already in motion.
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