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      Ellandra

      My life was never my own.

      After twenty-four years, I doubted it ever would be.

      I tried to ignore the way my stepmother complained beneath her breath as I adjusted her pillows behind her. Neither of us enjoyed this, but we both did our best.

      All but bedridden, my stepmother needed a great deal of care. Her sons made sure there was a nurse with her during day and to ready her for bed at night, but there were still responsibilities for me. I tended to her laundry, brought her food, and cared for her in instances when one of her nurses could not attend to her.

      Despite her grumbling, Felicity settled into her pillow nest with a sigh. “Thank you, Ella.”

      I nodded but didn’t speak as I collected her breakfast dishes. There were only a few bites of egg and toast missing from her plate. Her teacup was half full. Worry pierced my belly. Her appetite grew weaker with each passing day, and I knew she would be gone soon.

      I would be alone in the world.

      A spinster without a husband or children. A woman without prospects or even property. What would become of me?

      My stepmother made no secret of her disappointment in my failures as a daughter. All the efforts I made to connect with her over the past ten years had been rebuffed with chilly civility. Cruel words never passed her lips, but her icy stare and tense jaw said more than enough.

      The only time she ever smiled was with my stepbrothers.

      Now that she was dying a piece at a time, I gave up any semblance of hope that she would return any affection I offered her.

      Still, she was the only mother I truly remembered. The woman who birthed me died when I was four, and my memories of her were fuzzy. Though I did remember how warm I felt in her embrace and had vague impressions of happiness while I was in her company. She might not have loved me the way I hoped a mother would, but she did show me care in her own way. And she had taken care of me when my father died eight years ago.

      The house became hers upon his death. By law, she could have sent me to live with a distant relative rather than allow me to remain in my childhood home. Instead, she kept me housed, clothed, and fed. My dresses might be simple, but they were well-made. I kept the bedroom where I slept my entire life. I never lacked for the things I needed.

      The only thing Felicity required in return was my help running the house. I organized the staff, planned the menus, and even did some of the cleaning. I also cared for our chickens and the few dairy cows we had room for on our property.

      Now that my stepmother was ill, I also helped care for her.

      Once she was gone, I had no idea what would become of me. Would Cael, my oldest stepbrother, have me removed from the house? Or would they let me stay?

      “Ella, when you go into the village today, please purchase some strawberries. I have a taste for them.”

      Felicity’s polite command drew my attention from my predicament. “Of course, Felicity.”

      The few times I called her “Mother” or “Mama,” she firmly insisted I use her name only. While it hurt at the time, perhaps it was for the best.

      I carried the breakfast tray from her bedroom, passing the nurse in the hallway as I did. She nodded to me before disappearing into Felicity’s room.

      When I entered the kitchen with the tray the cook, Lily, and the kitchen maid, Margaret, turned to me.

      “How is the lady of the house this morning?” Lily asked as her eyes fell to the tray in my hands. She didn’t wait for my answer. “I see.”

      Margaret took the tray from me and carried it over to the sink, where she began washing dishes.

      “Thank you, Margaret.” I turned to Lily. “Felicity has asked me to purchase strawberries when I go into the village. Is there anything else you need while I am there?”

      “No, dear. Enjoy the sunshine while you’re out.”

      I gathered a light shawl and the woven basket I used to carry my shopping and left the house. There was a chilly breeze blowing, but the sun warmed my face as I walked through the front gate and headed toward the village.

      The tense muscles of my shoulders eased with each step I took away from the house.

      Out here, I could pretend I was free. That I was happy.

      The scent of freshly cut grass lingered in the air as I walked past a small field. Father and son worked together with large scythes, cutting the tall grass with smooth strokes. Birds sang and twittered without interruption. It was a picturesque scene.

      With a bounce in my step, I made my way into the village center, going straight for the grocer stalls to buy strawberries. After haggling over the cost and getting the price I wanted, I wandered through the rest of the market, looking at all the things for sale. I wanted to enjoy my freedom for as long as possible.

      With my eyes on everything but where I was walking, it was only a matter of time before I bumped into someone. My left shoulder clipped a firm bicep, and I stumbled, almost dropping the basket hooked over my left forearm.

      Large hands clasped my shoulders, steadying me. I looked up and straight into the lightest, brightest blue eyes I had ever seen. They were the color of the sky on a cloudless winter’s day—cold, pale blue. I was so consumed by the rare, beautiful color that it took me a moment to take in the rest of his face. His skin was lightly tanned and my eyes traced over his chiseled jawline. All his features were sharp but melded together into one of the most handsome faces I’d ever seen. His brows were dark gold, and lashes of the same color surrounded those arresting eyes.

      A hat was pulled low over his face, and I never would have noticed him if I hadn’t walked right into him.

      “I-I-I apologize,” I stammered. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      A small smile quirked his mouth. “Neither was I. Did I hurt you when I ran into you?”

      Unable to think of a single word, I shook my head. In addition to my awe of his face, I realized he still held my shoulders in his hands, his fingers firm and warm through the light fabric of my dress.

      We stared at each other for a few moments until the sound of a chicken squawking broke me free from my stupor.

      Brushing a nervous hand over my skirt, I took a step back and mourned the loss of his touch as his hands fell away from my shoulders. “Again, I’m sorry for bumping into you. Good day.”

      Feeling embarrassed and awkward, I scurried away, clutching the basket close to my body. Once I was free of the crush of other shoppers, I couldn’t help myself. I glanced back. The man still stood where I left him, his incredibly blue eyes locked on me.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks as I turned my back to him and kept walking.

      My enthusiasm for shopping dampened. It was time to go home.

      At least there, I wouldn’t slam into handsome men and turn into a bumbling fool.
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      Ewan

      My hands clenched into tight fists as I fought the urge to punch something. Preferably the face of the man who was currently staring at Ella with open hunger. Unfortunately, I could not.

      The crown prince of Blestria was well protected, even when he walked among his people in a small village market. I would not get close enough to strike him. Not without risking my own death.

      It was no surprise my little sparrow caught his attention. Her long hair was a mixture of golden brown, streaked with blonde by the sun, the top half twisted into a braided bun pinned to the back of her head. The wide neckline of her simple pale green dress covered most of her chest but bared the delicate line of her collarbones and the smooth pale expanse of skin on top of her shoulders.

      It wasn’t just her beauty that drew his attention. It was the easy elegance with which she carried herself. I knew he was drawn to it. Because it drew me in as well.

      My stepsister was the embodiment of grace and sweetness. Anyone who met her recognized it instantly. It was obvious by the way they spoke to her and about her.

      And now she’d caught the attention of the worst man in the kingdom.

      Adrenaline flooded my veins. I flexed my hands and rolled my head, trying to release the tension in my muscles. It didn’t matter. I would protect her. No matter what it took. No matter who I had to kill.

      Even a prince who believed he was untouchable.

      Once I was sure Ella was no longer in the prince’s eyeline, I slipped from the nook where I’d taken position and followed her out of the market. She continued through town and back toward the manor, oblivious to my presence. I shook my head at her inattention.

      Prey had an instinctual awareness of a predator. She should feel the weight of my eyes on her, the dark nature of my intentions. Yet my little sparrow wandered down the road, the basket swinging from her hand as she tilted her face toward the sun.

      She was like a wildflower—beautiful and blooming unchecked in the most unlikely of places.

      She glided through the gate and around the house to the kitchen. My stepsister was predictable in her habits.

      I didn’t follow her inside. Instead, I circled the house and took position in a copse of trees at the rear of the property. She wouldn’t be able to see me, but I would have a clear view of her.

      After leaving the strawberries she’d purchased with the kitchen staff, she emerged from the kitchen and made her way toward my hiding place. Blissfully unaware of my presence, she halted beneath a hazel tree, staring down at two headstones. Smoothing her skirt over her knees, she knelt between them and began to weed the flowers planted around the base of each one.

      “Good morning, Mama and Papa,” she said quietly. “It’s a beautiful day today.”

      Her hands moved quickly and competently among the daffodils and tulips, plucking weeds effortlessly.

      “Spring is finally here,” she commented. “I’ve been yearning for some sunshine and warmth the past few weeks.”

      I loved listening to her one-sided conversation with her parents. I wished she would talk to me the same way. I had ruined any chance of that years ago, though. When I was younger, I hadn’t understood the feelings my sparrow stirred in me. I behaved like an ass, treating her poorly because I needed some sort of reaction from her. I needed to affect her the way she affected me.

      Now that I was older, I understood I wanted her. That, in my own twisted way, I loved her. I wanted her to return my feelings and lashed out when she didn’t. By the time I came to that realization, it was too late. I had destroyed any chance of her forgiveness, much less her affection.

      So, I settled on watching her from afar. My purpose now was to keep her safe. It was all I could offer her.

      Ella sat back on her heels, brushing the dirt and grass from her hands. She folded them on her lap, her eyes locked on the headstones in front of her.

      “I miss you both,” she whispered.

      I ground my teeth together as a single tear dripped down her cheek. The urge to go to her and gather her in my arms was so strong that I took a step before I could stop myself.

      Ella’s eyes flew to the trees where I hid, but I knew she wouldn’t see me as long as I remained very, very still. Her dark eyes seemed to pierce mine before she looked to my left and right.

      With a sigh and shake of her head, she rose to her feet, swiping her skirt with her palms to get rid of any dirt or grass that had stuck to her.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow. I love you both,” she murmured.

      I waited until she disappeared through the kitchen door, then circled the house and entered through the front door. I headed straight to my brother’s office. He needed to know what happened at the market.

      When I opened the door and slipped inside, Cael didn’t even look up from his paperwork.

      “Been watching our sister again, Ewan?” he asked.

      Shutting the door behind me, I moved to the chair in front of the fireplace and slouched into it. “She bumped into Prince Edmund in the market this morning,” I said, crossing an ankle over my knee.

      That got his attention. Cael looked up from his papers and dropped his pen on the blotter. “Explain.”

      Used to his abruptness, I took no offense. “The prince is on the prowl again and he has a new target—our stepsister. He caught sight of her when she was buying strawberries and made sure that they literally walked right into each other. He put his hands on her shoulders and spoke to her. Being a smart girl, she walked away quickly, but he watched her until she was no longer in his eyeline. I saw the way he looked at her. By tonight, he’ll know who she is and where she lives.”

      Cael leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, staring over them at me. “I see.”

      “That’s all you have to say, brother?”

      He sighed. Just as I was used to his bluntness, he was used to my impatience. “We both know that Ella must remain with us. The prince is unsuitable for her.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I scoffed.

      Cael ignored my sarcasm. “We will have to watch her closely.”

      “This isn’t some minor noble or farmer we can frighten off or bribe like before. The prince can snap his fingers and have her exactly where he wants her, no matter what any of us says or does. What we want. What she wants. None of it will matter.”

      “I know,” Cael agreed. “But there is always a way. I will take care of it.”

      “How?”

      “It is better if you don’t know.”

      “That doesn’t fill me with optimism,” I retorted.

      “Have I ever failed you before?”

      At his question, I relaxed into my chair. He’d never failed me. We might have different fathers, but Cael had always treated me as a true brother. He would do anything for me, and I would do the same for him.

      “I’ll need more details before you act.”

      “Of course.” My brother picked up his pen, his eyes returning to the papers in front of him. “Close the door behind you when you leave.”

      Biting back a curse, I got to my feet, clearly dismissed.

      I would trust Cael to handle this, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a contingency plan in place. My brother might excel at court politics, but I had allies of my own.
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      Ellandra

      After lunch, I hid in the library and picked up the novel I’d started a few days ago. I loved to read, but I hid the habit. Between my stepmother and stepbrothers, I knew they would have harsh words for what they viewed as wasted time.

      Tucked in a corner of the library, behind a shelf, I curled up in an overstuffed armchair and lost myself in a story where the orphaned heroine found a family of fairies who adopted and loved her. As much as it hurt to know that would never happen for me, I couldn’t stop myself from reading the story. There was still a small, secret part of me that desperately wanted that for myself.

      “Ella.”

      At the sound of Cael’s voice, my head snapped up.

      My eldest stepbrother stood next to the shelf, his arms crossed. His black eyes sliced like knives as they moved over me, lingering on my ankles. With my legs thrown over the arm of the chair, my dress had ridden up, revealing my bare feet and lower legs nearly up to my knees. My shoes were on the floor in front of the chair, along with my stockings.

      I slammed the book shut and shifted my posture until I was sitting properly in the chair, my skirts smoothed over my legs, covering me once again.

      “Good afternoon, Cael,” I greeted him. My hands began to shake, so I clasped them in my lap.

      His piercing stare remained on my face, somehow conveying his disapproval without a word. “Good afternoon.”

      The deep rumble of his voice set off a prickle at the base of my neck, and goose pimples broke out all over my body. I hated the effect his voice had on me. The sound never failed to put a pit in my belly and incite the urge to squirm.

      “Does Felicity need something?” I asked when the silence stretched on. The urge to fidget was so strong I laced my fingers together to keep them still.

      “No, Mother is fine.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he only stood there, watching me. “Is something wrong?”

      “I have an important task for you the next few weeks.”

      My eyebrows lifted at his statement. Cael treated nearly everyone around him with cool disdain. His analytical brain worked in ways very few people could understand. Which also meant he didn’t trust many people with anything he deemed important. Not unless he trusted them implicitly.

      “Mother and I have been talking, and she suggested that we refinish the attic as a suite for you. Now that you are assuming so many of the responsibilities as the lady of the house, we feel you should have more space and privacy.”

      The attic was enormous enough to create three suites the same size as Felicity’s rooms. It was also filled with clutter and dust.

      “The entire attic?” I asked, both awed and appalled.

      He shook his head. “We will need to keep part of the space for storage. But there is more than enough room to create a suite of rooms for you as large as Mother’s. However, the items need to be catalogued and organized as soon as possible. Mother explained that many of them belonged to your mother and her family, and your father’s parents. We felt that it was best if you went through them to determine what you would like to keep and what is unnecessary.”

      My heart leaped at the idea of looking through things that once belonged to my mother. After she passed away, Father had the maids pack her things in trunks and tuck them away in the attic. When Felicity arrived as my new stepmother, she had swept through the house, redecorating all of the rooms to her taste.

      At the time, I hated it, but now that I was older, I understood why she wanted to make changes in her new home. I was also grateful she hadn’t thrown out my mother’s choices but had them stored in the attic with the rest of the trunks.

      “That sounds wonderful,” I whispered.

      “The issue is time. The workmen will have to come in two weeks’ time. You will need to be done by then.” He sighed when he saw my wide eyes. “I apologize for the short amount of time for you to work, but we would have to wait until winter if we do not begin the renovations in two weeks. The crew is scheduled to work in the castle beginning in the summer when the royal family is away. The cook and maids will take over your shopping tasks and caring for Mother when her nurses are not here. This will free up your time to focus solely on what needs to be done.”

      While I enjoyed the idea of more privacy, I mourned the loss of my ability to traipse into town several days a week for the foreseeable future. Still, I wasn’t about to say no. Not when he was giving me an opportunity to examine my mother’s things and not forcing me to get rid of them.

      “Very well,” I replied, resting my hands on my knees. “I will begin tomorrow morning after breakfast.”

      “Please notify me if you need anything to aid you in organizing, and when you have chosen things you would like to sell. The money from the sale of your mother’s things will, of course, go to your dowry.”

      Just like that, hope crashed around me. It seemed my assumption was inaccurate.

      “You’re selling her things?” I asked.

      “Not all of them, of course,” he said. “You are free to choose a few items to keep. And the heirlooms will remain with the estate.”

      Tears filled my eyes, but I resolutely blinked them back. I’d learned long ago that crying was useless when it came to my eldest stepbrother.

      “I understand.” I got to my feet, the book tumbling to the floor. “Please excuse me. I need to…” Escape. Cry. Scream. Mourn the fact that this was going to be the rest of my life. “Tidy upstairs this afternoon.”

      I tried to move past him without touching, but my shoulder brushed his bicep. I kept my head down as I scurried out of the library and to the stairs and managed to hold onto my tears until I reached my room.

      As soon as the door shut behind me, I leaned back against it and slid down to the floor, tucking my knees against my chest.

      Then, I pressed my forehead to my knees and sobbed.
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      Cael

      My knuckles cracked, and my fingernails created grooves in my palm as I watched the sheen of tears brighten Ella’s eyes. When she brushed past me, her shoulder touching me, only the finest thread of discipline prevented me from reaching for her.

      I waited, motionless, until I heard her rapid footfalls on the stairs. With her out of reach, it was safe for me to release the tension that held me still.

      Moving slowly, I walked from the library to my study, closing and locking the door behind me. My limbs felt heavy as I crossed the room to my desk and sat down behind it. The ghostly strains of quiet sobs filled the room. With each raspy breath and each soft cry, the guilt increased. Her eyes grew wet when I mentioned selling her mother’s things. I only meant the items she did not want to keep, but it seemed my stepsister misunderstood and assumed the worst.

      I didn’t blame her. Over the years, I had done little to disabuse her of the notion that I was a cold, unfeeling man whose only concerns were money and reputation.

      As her cries continued, I could have gotten up and left the room. I could have escaped the sounds of her distress, but I refused. I was the cause of her tears, so I would endure listening to her pain. Just as I had done for the past few years, since I realized I could hear Ella in her bedroom from this space. Within a week, I’d moved my study from a corner of the library to where it was now.

      If I couldn’t have Ella the way I wanted, I would take even the smallest pieces I could get.

      The sound of the door to my study opening brought a sigh to my lips. “Ewan, I locked that door for a reason.”

      “You made her cry.”

      “I know.”

      I watched my stepbrother come forward, his hands fisted by his side. “I told you about Edmund so you could intervene, not hurt her.”

      I sighed again. “Unfortunately, I’m doing what I must in order to protect her.”

      “So, hurting her is protecting her? Because from my perspective, you seem to enjoy making her cry,” he asked, planting his fists on my desk and leaning forward.

      The final thread of my control snapped, and my hand shot out to the side, knocking a stack of books, papers, and a heavy crystal paperweight to the floor. When I surged to my feet, Ewan straightened, his body tense.

      “You think I enjoy hurting her?” I hissed. “That I want her to hate me? To fear me the way she does? You don’t think it burns in my gut every time she looks at me with wounded eyes and shies away from me like she’s afraid I’m going to strike her?”

      He scowled at me. “Then, why do you do these things? If you care
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