
  
    
      CALL HIM PRINCE DADDY

      Book Three

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LAYLA VALENTINE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Layla Valentine

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Sophie

      

      
        2. Jacques

      

      
        3. Jacques

      

      
        4. Sophie

      

      
        5. Sophie

      

      
        6. Jacques

      

      
        7. Sophie

      

      
        8. Jacques

      

      
        9. Jacques

      

      
        10. Sophie

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            SOPHIE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      That night, I strolled calmly into my favorite Korean barbecue joint, looking casual in jeans and a T-shirt, with some of my favorite high-heeled boots on and my hair held back by a chic bandana. It was a supremely casual look for me, and an even more casual look for the scene in LA.

      Casual. Extremely casual. Nothing to see here, folks. No big scandal brewing, and certainly not a secret meeting with my biggest competition and previous mentor to hear about the situation with my new spokesmodel and the guy I’d accidentally slept with last night. No big deal.

      Of course, inside my head, I was screaming. My entire body was shaking with nerves and I felt as if I might throw up at any second.

      I’m usually really good with pressure, and I don’t care about competition or intense meetings or even bad news. I’d been in business and at the top for too long to let things like that actually get to me.

      And it had taken me about three steps out of my house earlier tonight to figure out why I was freaking freaked out about the whole thing. It wasn’t the pressure. It wasn’t the shady backroom feel of this meeting with Stephano. It wasn’t the fact that he’d showed up at my photo shoot somehow not only knowing when it was happening but also that I’d be there.

      Yeah, those were all inconveniences. And I was definitely going to have to talk to Gloria about whether she’d let anything slip to him about my whereabouts. But those were all regular business. Business as usual when you worked in one of the most back-stabbingest industries that existed. Even when I had the most reliable assistant ever, those sorts of things happened, and I dealt with them like a normal, grown-up human being.

      No, the problem was nothing to do with business. And it certainly couldn’t be filed under ‘business as usual.’ The problem was that Stephano wanted to talk about Jacques.

      And that had hit a nerve I didn’t even realize I had.

      The moment he’d said Jacques’ name, it had struck me somewhere down in the depths of my stomach, pulling at a thread that somehow led right to my heart. And that had freaked me right out. Because it had made me realize two things.

      One, I was way too personally involved in this particular situation—which was why I had told myself for the last twenty years that I shouldn’t mix business with pleasure. And two, I didn’t yet trust Jacques enough to know for sure that Stephano didn’t have anything on him.

      I definitely had feelings for the guy, and those feelings were big enough that I was completely avoiding looking at them too closely. But evidently those feelings didn’t mean I trusted him yet. Because I was walking into that restaurant terrified that I was going to hear something even worse than what I already knew about him.

      And that right there had me going through what I knew in rapid-fire style, trying to figure out where there might be holes. Trying to remember everything he’d ever said, and whether I had asked enough questions about the stuff he didn’t talk about as much.

      Because he said he’d told me everything. But when the shit hit the fan, I actually had no way of knowing whether that was true or not. And I was in deep enough now that I didn’t know if I could get back out again. Not without making an enormous fucking mess in the process.

      None of which even touched the stickier question, which was the feeling of ultimate pending betrayal. What would I do if I found out that Jacques had been lying to me? What would I do if it turned out he’d put me in an even worse position by keeping something else to himself, when my company was on the line?

      Still. You don’t show your competition that you’re scared—even if that competition is also your mentor. So I threw open the door and walked into that restaurant in my completely casual look, doing my damnedest to keep my face neutral and look like I didn’t have one single care in the world.

      But inside my head, I was screaming.
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      Stephano was already seated, and the hostess gave me a quick set of directions on where I could find him. I laughed when I saw that he’d reserved a corner table—and I laughed more when I saw that he’d already sat down with his back to the wall. He was the one who’d taught me that, I remembered. It was one of the first things he’d told me about having a meeting with clients.

      Still, I didn’t want to have my back to the open room. So instead of taking the chair across from him, I took the one that would also put my back against a wall.

      I saw his lips twitch at that and knew that he’d seen exactly what I’d done. But he evidently didn’t feel like making small talk about how well I’d learned the lessons he’d taught me.

      “We have a problem,” he said, running his finger through the condensation on his water glass and not looking at me. “Or rather, you have a problem.”

      “I have more problems than you could possibly guess,” I said lightly. “Which one are you referring to, specifically?”

      “A problem with a name. Jacques von Evanberg. And his history.”

      I dropped the flippant attitude and scooted my chair closer to him. “I know about his history, or at least I think I do. And we’ve already got a cover story mostly fleshed out for the press. But I might not know everything there is to know. What have you got?”

      It turned out that he didn’t have anything more than I had, thank God—though I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised by that, given the fact that our information had come directly from the FBI. Still, it was good to know that there wasn’t more hiding in the shadows. It was good to know that Jacques hadn’t been keeping more secrets from me.

      That small fact eased the tight knot that had been building in my stomach, and suddenly it became easier to breathe. Which meant that it also became easier to think.

      “We know all of that, and we decided that it’s worth the risk,” I said quietly. “No one can blame him for wanting to take care of his family. With luck, the contract with my company will bring in enough money—get him enough appearances—to pay off the contract he has with the mafia. Get him in the clear. In the meantime, he’s a royal with a tragic past, and has had to make some scary decisions to make sure his daughter has a roof over her head. At least that’s what our publicity department is going with.”

      Stephano stared at me, his face going through a range of emotions.

      Finally, he said, “Sophie, you know I love you like a daughter. This sort of information could really hurt your company, no matter how you spin it. If the wrong person gets a hold of it and decides to make trouble… Well, I don’t want to see that happen. So I’m going to do two things for you.

      “You say you’re hoping that your contract garners Jacques enough in royalties to pay off the contract with the mob. I know how much that contract is for, and how much he has left on it. I’m going to minimize my own Christmas launch, give you a shot at better publicity in LA. And I’ll go one step further than that. I have a private investigator—the man who gave me this information. He also works as a… form of interference, shall we say, between some of my clients and the press. I’ll put him on this case. Make sure the press doesn’t get wind of Jacques’… difficulties.”

      My mouth dropped open in surprise at both offers. Because he was offering to not only take a hit during our biggest season, but also pay someone to come in between my spokesman and any members of the press who might expose him before he had his life in order.

      It was beyond generous. It was… unreal.

      “You would do that?” I asked, my heart pounding against my ribs at the realization of how much Stephano was putting on the table. “Why?”

      He reached out, took my hand, and squeezed it. “I’ve known you since you were a wide-eyed newbie who couldn’t think past the shade of lip gloss you wanted to buy at the store. I’ve known you since you couldn’t afford your own coffee. I’ve watched you pull yourself up in this industry without anyone’s help, and no one is prouder of you than me. No, you are no longer in my house, but you will always be one of mine. And you should know, Sophie, that I always protect my own.”

      I let a tear slip down my cheek, and then I dove in and threw my arms around him, letting my actions speak for me, since my voice seemed to have become lost.
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      The thing you should understand about me is that once someone has my heart, once they’ve made their way into my inner circle and become part of my life, I’m loyal to them for the rest of time.

      I don’t let many people in. My history and my position in my country—or at least my one-time position—had always dictated that I needed to be careful about that kind of thing. I needed to make sure to always protect myself. Once Ava was born, my protective instincts included her in that particular bubble, and my parents were there as well.

      My wife had been there, too, at one time, but then she’d died. And there was no point in protecting her after that—though I did do as much as I could to make sure her reputation stayed as bright as it had been when she was alive.

      Honestly, there was a large part of me that had sort of envied the idea that she didn’t have to worry about things like that anymore. She was so far beyond the damage and the drama that being royal brought with it, and for a long time after she died, I’d wished we could have switched places.

      Then I’d remembered Ava and my responsibility to her, and I’d dragged myself up, got myself started again, and focused on protecting my little girl from anything that might harm her.

      She was another reason that
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