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        This book is dedicated to my daughter, who, like me, loves reading all about kings, queens, princes, and princesses. Together we have seen all the movies and read several books. And even though she knows she doesn’t need a prince to come to her rescue, it doesn’t mean she won’t find her prince one day to share her amazing life with.

      

        

      
        I love you, sweetheart.

        You will forever be my little princess.
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            Antonio
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      A solid knock on my office door while I go over the agenda with my private secretary, Alejandro Sanchez, grabs my attention. Usually, no one disturbs me during this time. Most understand how important it is I get through this quickly so I can start my day.

      “Enter.” I grant whoever it is permission to interrupt us.

      “Excuse me, Your Highness. I apologize for disturbing you, but this is of utmost importance.” The head of my father’s personal staff bows as he enters.

      I should probably introduce myself before I continue. I mean, it’s not customary for one person to address another so formally.

      I’m Prince Antonio Ramon Reyes of Hermosa Islas, heir to the throne.

      You may not have heard of Hermosa Islas, many haven’t. We are a small group of islands in the Northern Atlantic. A country that was established when a Spanish prince decided he wanted to explore the world, instead of sitting on his thumbs, wasting away. He wasn’t the successor—seventh in line, to be exact—so like many arrogant princes, he did as he pleased. Hired a few former members of the Royal Navy and launched a new adventure.

      Long story short, the prince later arranged for his wife and children to be brought to him after a few months. Eventually, he offered a safe refuge to others who weren’t satisfied with the current rulers of Spain and its surrounding countries. Over the next fifty years, he erected a port for all to stop and rest from their travels or trade routes. He even extended an offer to settle in a new land if they so desired. A place for those who concluded life at sea wasn’t for them, either. It became a new territory to colonize. He named the islands Hermosa, which means beautiful, because that is what the prince thought they were when he first discovered them.

      My family—the House of Reyes—has been seated on the throne since the mid-eighteen hundreds. Queen Juliana Teresa Aragon, the first Queen of Hermosa Islas, married Duke Tomas Philip Reyes from Portugal. They had a son, Prince Nicolas Tomas Reyes, who acquired the throne in 1872 after his mother’s death. Instead of ruling under the Aragon surname, King Nicolas elected to use his father’s surname, Reyes. Moving his people into a completely different era, one that would bring us into the twentieth century and change how this country governed.

      Okay, so now that you’ve had a quick history lesson, and I am certain are bored to death, let’s get back to what is happening in the here and now.

      I acknowledge the male servant who has been faithful to my father during his reign. “It’s fine, Jorge. What seems to have you so on edge?”

      “It’s just that we haven’t been able to locate the King this morning. He retreated to his private chambers last night and hasn’t yet emerged,” Jorge informs me.

      I ask the obvious, even though I know the answer before Jorge gives it to me. “Did you enter the King’s chambers? Perhaps he has… overslept.”

      “I did not enter his chamber, Your Highness. He asked us to give him his space when he retired last night,” Jorge answers.

      My father is an intolerant man. When he gives an order, he expects all to heed that order, no matter the circumstances. After all, he is King and in this beloved country, the king holds the majority of the power, not all but a great deal of it.

      I stand.

      When I do, my secretary also stands, because no one remains seated when a royal stands. “Excuse me, Sanchez.”

      My secretary gathers his items and vacates my office as I am leaving. He is not allowed in the office of a royal unless that person is present. I know where to find Alejandro after I have checked on my father.

      While I am walking through the halls to reach the King’s chambers, I decide to call him. I am not surprised when he doesn’t pick up. As soon as I arrive outside the large wooden door, I press the buzzer and wait. When no one responds, I press it again.

      “Have you spoken with the Queen about this?” I hold back the bitter taste uttering those words about my father’s second wife.

      “Yes, Your Highness. Princess Isabel was not feeling well last night, so the Queen spent the night in her chambers,” Jorge informs me.

      I push the buzzer a third time. “I hope the young princess is feeling better this morning.”

      Princess Isabel is my baby sister—technically my half-sister. I fell head-over-heels for the young princess the first day I met her. I swear she was born with a smile on her face. Her innocence captivated my siblings and me immediately. We may not be fond of her mother, although Sofia is a wonderful mother, we all, however, adore the little princess and treat her accordingly.

      “Much, Your Highness. Just a bit of a cold that will run its course rather quickly, I’m sure. Dr. Torrez visited last night just to make certain when she sounded wheezy.”

      “Good.” I sigh because I hate I have come to one conclusion now where my father is concerned. “Key, Mr. Gomez.”

      Jorge produces the key.

      “Was he alone last night? Or do we not know for sure?” I ask as I insert the key in the lock and wait for the click.

      “He was alone last I knew,” Jorge states.

      Another detail about my father is that he likes to entertain. That fact ultimately ended my parents’ eighteen-year marriage. My mother tolerated it, turned the other cheek for a long time. It was what they advised her a queen does, so it is what she did. Until my sister, Gabriela was born and my father missed it, all because he was not to be disturbed while philandering around with his latest mistress. My mother decided enough was enough, moved her children to the country citadel we frequently retreated to when she desired a break. It became her permanent home, where my brothers and sister resided with her.

      I was not allowed to depart with the rest of my family since I was intended to one day become king. At seventeen, I was being groomed in the ways of a future king, and only the current King/Queen seated on the throne is authorized to oversee that process. That meant I could only visit them on holidays and special occasions. ‘Tis the price one must pay when expected to one day reign over his people.

      “That will be all, Jorge. If I need you, I’ll buzz,” I notify the older man as I enter my father’s chambers.

      Chambers may be a vague description when describing these particular quarters. The king’s private chambers are more like a home. There is a large sitting room, a dining area, a kitchen—which is only used when one of our cooks is called to prepare a private dinner—I can’t remember the last time that happened. It also has a library that serves as a second sitting room and home office, along with four large bedrooms.

      As you might suspect, it is typical for the king to reside in these quarters with his family. It is where my siblings and I spent most of our time when our parents were married. After my mother moved out, and once my father remarried Sofia, that changed. Sofia and Isabel live in a much smaller, but still very large, quarters known as the queen’s chambers.

      I head to my father’s bedroom first. Knock loudly several times before I dare to enter. “King Ramon, are you decent? Sir, it’s Prince Antonio. Father?”

      After no one answers, I open the door and notice the bed is drawn down—probably from the chambermaids—but hasn’t been slept in. That seems rather odd to me.

      I continue to the large attached bathroom to make sure he isn’t there. Nothing.

      Next, I carry on to the library.

      Following my parents’ fallout, I found my father often passed out in here after a night of overindulging in the Royal scotch. That was always better than discovering him nailing one of his many lady conquests, which I also have had the unfortunate privilege of doing more times than I care to recall.

      The door to the library is slightly ajar. I can see a light has been left burning. Meaning, I expect to catch the king with an empty bottle in hand and passed out. And at first sight, that is exactly what I have concluded to be the case.

      King Ramon is seated in his favorite chair. A discarded tumbler rests at his side on the floor, where he most likely dropped it. He is slumped over in the chair in the most uncomfortable position. I wonder how he could stand to remain like that. Since I have never been a big drinker, I assume the alcohol in his system makes it so he doesn’t care.

      “King Ramon,” I speak his name, hoping to stir him. “Father.”

      Nothing. Not even a little flinch from him when I clap my hands loudly.

      Shaking my head, I bend to pick up the tumbler, and that is when I notice the coloring of his hands. Grey skin with a blue tinge to his fingers and I realize this will not have a desirable outcome.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath before I lift his hands in mine. They are ice cold—so very cold—and lifeless.

      Lowering my head, trying not to let emotions take over, I gather myself before I stand. Staggering over to his desk, I place a call to the security office and wait for someone to pick up the phone.

      “Your Majesty.”

      “Prince Antonio, actually. I require the King’s Guards to report to his chambers immediately. Please inform Dr. Flores to join them.” I drop into my father’s chair.

      “What should I mention is the reason for being summoned to his quarters, Your Highness?”

      “Tell them that the King has had an… accident.”

      “They are on their way now, sir.”

      I hang up and force myself to stand so I can collect them at the main door. It only takes the calvary a few minutes to arrive, and once I have them all secured inside, I explain. “King Ramon Reyes seems to have had one too many scotches last night. I found him when I arrived in the library.”

      “I’ll take care of him promptly, Your Highness. Sober him right up.” Dr. Flores starts to head that way.

      “That won’t be necessary, Dr. Flores. I require you to confirm that the King…” I swallow hard and try to breathe. “That my father has passed.”

      “Passed?” Dr. Flores’ eyes widen. “Are you positive?”

      “Cold. Gray. Blue. Yes, I am positive. Although I need you to verify.” I motion for him to continue.

      Sir Edward Perez, captain of the King’s Guard, is right on our tail. As soon as we enter the room, he halts the doctor from proceeding. “Doctor, I order you to step aside. Is this how you found him, Prince Antonio? Exactly how you found him?”

      “Yes. I started to pick up the tumbler, but as soon as I noticed his hand, I stopped.”

      “Very good.” Edward takes a slow perusal of the room. “I’m going to ask that you not touch anything until we have conducted a proper investigation. Doctor, you may proceed to confirm, but please do not disturb the King’s body any more than necessary.”

      “Do you suspect foul play?” I ask, disappointed I hadn’t thought of that as a possibility.

      “I’m uncertain. But one can never be too careful.”

      Dr. Flores states what we already know. “King Ramon Esteban Reyes, I am regretful to report, is most definitely deceased.”

      I stare at my father’s lifeless body when it hits me. Not just the fact that my father is dead, but what that means. My legs suddenly cannot hold me upright. Sir Edward, along with one of his men, seizes my arms to keep me on my feet.

      “Your Majesty.” Dr. Flores rushes over as he instructs the men. “Take him into the other room so he can sit down.”

      Sir Edward barks out a long list of orders. “Send the Queen’s team down to her chambers and have them secure her there. We need to call Prince Esteban and Prince Lorenzo to come and sit with King Antonio. Also, make a call to Her Royal Highness Angela; summon her to the palace to join her sons and to bring Princess Gabriela with her. Contact the council for an emergency summit, so they can establish the proper procedures that we’ll need to follow.

      “We are to keep this quiet until we have done a thorough investigation and confirmed exactly how King Ramon died. No one. No one is to mention we found King Ramon deceased in his quarters until I give the okay.”

      His men nod in agreement, and Sir Edward turns to me. “Your Majesty, is there anything else you’d like to add?”

      “Just that I don’t believe you should address me in such a way until we are ready to announce that my father has…” I can’t say it again. “I think for now everyone should continue to address me as Your Highness or Prince. That is an order as your King, therefore I expect you to follow it until you hear otherwise from me.”

      Sir Edward gestures to his men to get moving. “You heard your Prince. Now let’s do what needs to be done.”

      Not exactly how I predicted my day to start, or how I assumed my legacy to the throne would begin. Every Monarch, going back five generations, has willingly passed down the title to the next successor sometime after the heir turned thirty. I am only twenty-five. I expected to have at least five more years before possibly being ordained with that title.

      Five years to find a proper queen to rule next to me.

      Five years to prepare and learn how to act as I absorbed what to do in certain situations. Being a king isn’t just about instructing the people on what to do and how to do it. It is about guiding them while listening to the voices of the nation and elected council. There is so much I still haven’t been taught yet.

      But like every monarch who has come before me, feeling equally unprepared, this is my time to step up and show everyone that I am qualified. So that is what I plan to do. I will rule my kingdom the best way I can and make Hermosa Islas proud.

      I am King Antonio Ramon Reyes, the first unwed king to ever take the throne.
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            Larkin
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      I stare at the man standing in my kitchen like he has lost his mind. Not once has he even tried to kiss me, and I’m so confused. I’ve known this guy since I was nineteen. We met during my first year at UIC (University of Illinois Chicago) and became friends shortly afterward. He differed from the people I normally hung around.

      Okay, I guess I should explain a few specifics so you understand. I mean, until you know a little of my background, you will never fully appreciate where I am coming from.

      I’m Larkin Moon Cross.

      Hippie sort of name, isn’t it? And if you knew who my parents were, you’d be surprised about that. I have a hard time with it sometimes as well. My parents are not responsible for naming me, so there is that.

      I’m adopted. I lived the first three years of my life in the foster care system. My birth parents were messed up. They took me from my mother shortly after I was born, who, at that time, was overdosing on cocaine. Yep, you guessed it, I was a drug-addicted infant.

      If you have never been around a baby born in those conditions, then I recommend you do a little research. Basically, it’s hell on the baby, the staff at the hospital who is fighting to help the baby, and later the family who accepts the privilege of taking the baby home with them. Both of my foster parents happened to be doctors, so that was beneficial all the way around.

      After my birth mother got clean, they returned me to her. I was six months old. My social worker took me away from her again when I was nine months when she was found her high. This pattern repeated itself until I was eighteen months old and my mother successfully OD’d on meth. She landed in the same hospital where my foster father worked. He pronounced my birth mother deceased, then made a very important decision that altered my life and his. At age three, I officially became a member of the Cross family. My new father was also appointed the newest state senator for the Chicago area that same year. Years later, he won a seat as a United States Senator for Illinois. One of his biggest platforms dealt with foster care and how it failed so many children. My new family, Sam and Eleanor Cross, changed the course of my life and loved me like no one else ever could.

      Growing up in the home of a senator and pediatric surgeon had its own challenges. It was a privileged life I never was that comfortable with. I was a timid girl who struggled in social settings. Eventually, they diagnosed me with ADHD, and while they couldn’t prove it resulted from all the drugs my birth mother did while pregnant with me, everyone knew they didn’t help. My parents were great and did their best to teach me ways to cope. They only asked me to attend functions for brief spurts and allowed me to leave when I needed to. Best of all, my parents didn’t expose my issues to the world to profit from or benefit my father’s career. Instead, they aimed to keep it under wraps until I was old enough to decide it was an important topic to discuss. As I got older, issues were easier for me to control, although I remained reserved and preferred being solitary.

      When I left for college, I opted to live on campus. That decision came as a surprise to my parents. It was clear to me I needed to get out from under their wings and learn to survive in uncomfortable situations. That is also when I met this laid-back simple guy, Randal Booker.

      Randal was from a blue-collar single-family home. His mother worked in a convenience store in his Fuller Park neighborhood—which, if you aren’t familiar with Chicago, is rough. He lived his entire life like mine started. No one came to rescue him from it as they had me. And while his mother wasn’t a drug addict, she wasn’t living the life of a saint, either. Alcohol was her choice of drug, and when she was drunk, she turned mean, then took it out on Randal and his brother Billy. Foster care was never offered to him because no one was around to notice how it would have benefited both boys. They did have places they could retreat when conditions got rough, but even those homes weren’t ideal. Lucky for me, he was a smart guy and knew the only way out for him and his brother was for him to step up and make a change, which he was well on his way to accomplishing.

      My parents weren’t huge fans of Randal Booker at first. They didn’t give him a chance after learning his background until he graduated valedictorian and secured a job at one of the best architectural firms in the city. That’s when they decided maybe Randal wasn’t hoping to ride the coattails of the wealthy senator’s daughter to get out of an unpleasant situation. They came to understand he was doing his best to change his stars by himself and just happened to have my support while he did it.

      That being said, the thing I always liked about Randal was the fact he wasn’t like everyone else I grew up around. He wasn’t politically correct all the time. Didn’t care what others thought about him and he always lived life to the fullest. He took each day as it came and strived to make the best of it; I assume it’s something he learned growing up.

      And no, Randal and I are no more than friends. He has always been a guy I felt extremely comfortable around. I never worried about having to pretend to be someone I wasn’t. I could blurt out the gibberish that sometimes slipped into my overly crowded brain and knew he would let it be. Sometimes he laughed because the nonsense I verbalized was laughable, but he never once made me feel like an outcast or was weird about it. We were completely comfortable with each other, and that was something I never really experienced until him.

      Okay, so now you have a better understanding of who I am, who we are, even.

      Tonight, we are celebrating.

      I just got accepted into the master’s program at UIC for architecture. I never thought much of the field until I met Randal and he opened my eyes to it. My original plan was to get a degree in something like art and then teach it to young children. Art was always my outlet when I needed to get my head on straight. It was the one thing I could focus on completely, where I could let my mind wander. However, after meeting Randal, I soon fell in love with the art of buildings, really old buildings.

      School, until that point, had been a struggle for me. Once I discovered my obsession with architecture and all the wonderful fascinations surrounding it, school became easier. I had Randal to thank for that, which is why when I found out I had been accepted into the program, I called him immediately.

      So back to me staring at the man in my kitchen with a shocked expression on my face, mostly because I don’t know what to think right now. I told you we were never romantically involved. He has dated a lot of women since he graduated three years ago, and all of those women were gorgeous.

      So why did he just kiss me like no one else ever has before?

      I’m not completely antisocial. I’ve had my share of boyfriends in both high school and college. The last guy I dated was probably my most serious relationship. We met during the senior seminar—you know, when the college brings the seniors together to help them transition from college life into the real world. Teaching them interview skills, talking about job fairs, encouraging everyone to use the career center to review resumes, and conduct mock interviews. I met him then, and we started dating. Dated for six months until he took things a little too far one night. After that, I ended our relationship rather quickly, because I just wasn’t ready to go there. Not because I am some religious person who believes one should only do that once married. I mean, I guess that may have played into it a little, but not completely. I just wasn’t feeling it with him, and afterward, I knew he wasn’t for me.

      Randal shakes his head and smiles like I have never seen him smile before. “Dang, Larkin. I always knew if I ever got the courage to do that, it would ultimately ruin me.”

      “Ruin you? What in the world were you thinking, kissing me like that?” I blink a few times. “Why? I mean, we’ve known each other for three years, and you’ve never once tried to do… that?” I wave my hand in a circle, knowing I must look ridiculous.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you, Miss Cross, since the day you ran into me and spilled my hot coffee all over my senior project.” A flash of something I don’t recognize moves across his face. “I should have done that a long time ago.”

      Randal drops his head, and I swear he appears sad. Why does he look sad? Does he think I won’t let it happen again? Because I can tell you right now, I will most definitely let it happen again. He can kiss me like that as many times as he pleases.

      “Why now?” I ask.

      When Randal glances up again, I don’t like what I detect in his eyes. Pain that warns me something is desperately wrong. So much pain behind his eyes, I am truly afraid of what he will reveal. A quick shake of his head forces that suffering behind a mask he brings in front of it. Then he takes a solid step my way and I can’t seem to move. He grabs my shoulders and stares into my eyes for a long time.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask finally. My voice is so much quieter than it ever has been before.

      “I’m so proud of you, Larkin. Never forget that.” He repositions his hands to grip my neck and steady my head. “You know I love you, right?”

      I laugh lightly. It’s not like he’s never told me that before. Randal has said that several times over the years. Most of the time, it was done so in a light, friendly way. You know, like when you are laughing hard about something and you look at the other person and say, ‘God, I love you. You are seriously disturbed and I just love that about you.’ Or like when you are hanging out and as you’re walking out the door you holler, ‘Love you. Talk to you later, babe.’

      So, I laugh and nod. “I know.”

      “No, I don’t think you do.” He presses his forehead to mine. “I’m an idiot. I should have told you a long time ago how I felt. Too late now though, huh?”

      I don’t get the impression he is sharing this with me. I get the feeling he is having a private conversation with himself. He’s been doing that a lot lately, saying things that make little sense.

      “Why?” I grab his face. “Talk to me.”

      “I wish I could. I wish I had done so many things differently since that first day you showed up in my life, Larkin. Promise me something.” He rubs his nose against mine. “Promise me you will never give up on your dream. No matter what happens, you’ll finish school and be one of the best dang architects there ever was. Live the dream. Love deeply when you find it. Never lose that person inside of you. Promise me that.”

      “Why do I get the feeling…” He covers my mouth with his hand.

      “Promise me you will live life to its fullest. That no matter what, you won’t let it change who you are. I need to know that you will be okay.” Randal leans down and kisses my lips gently this time. “I’m sorry, Larkin. Please know that if there were any other way, I’d grab a hold of it with both hands. There’s not, so now I just need to know that you and Billy will be okay. Even look after each other for me.”

      “What are you talking about? Are you going somewhere? What’s going on, Randal? You’ve been weird lately and frankly I don’t like it,” I tell him.

      “You are going to be fine.” He smiles and kisses my forehead again. “I have to go. I love you, Larkin. I love you so much that it pains me to think this is going to hurt you.” Randal backs away and grabs his jacket.

      “What is going to hurt me?” I snatch his arm and the muscles in it tense.

      But when he spins to face me there is a smile pasted on his lips. “Nothing babe, just me talking it all out in my head again. You know how I get sometimes. Congrats again. I’m so dang proud of you.” He leans in one more time and kisses my cheek. “So proud.”

      I walk him to the door and watch until he reaches the stairwell. “Why do I get the suspicion you aren’t telling me everything?”

      A sad smile takes over his face, and I swear I see his eyes fill up with tears. “Because I’m not. I love you.”

      And like that, he is gone.

      I clean up my kitchen and try to piece it all together, but can’t. So, after I’m done, I take a shower and get ready for bed. My text tone dings from my phone on my nightstand as I am brushing my teeth. It’s from Randal.

      
        
          
            
              
        RANDAL: You, Larkin Moon Cross, are one awesome chic.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        RANDAL: No. No, that is for me to know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Are you drunk?

      

      

      

      

      

      I have only known Randal to get drunk one other time in the three years I’ve been friends with him. That was when his little brother Billy wrecked his car and ended up in the ICU. Luckily, Billy made a full recovery and has since gotten his life straightened out. He will graduate from North East Illinois University (NEIU) in the spring with a degree in business.

      
        
          
            
              
        RANDAL: Most definitely drunk.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I’m coming to get you. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        RANDAL: Nope. Not telling.

      

      

      

      

      

      I try to call him, but he isn’t picking up.

      I text several more times, except he isn’t responding to them either.

      An hour goes by before I hear anything from him, and by then I have worked myself into full panic mode. So, when my phone rings, I answer it frantically. “Tell me where you are.”

      “Now is that any way to talk to a man on the verge.” He slurs out slowly. “I just called to tell you goodbye. It’s been nice knowing you, Larkin. Time for me to go meet my maker.”

      I start to respond, but the loud blast of a horn steals the breath out of me. The line goes dead and I drop to my knees, screaming into my phone, realizing what just happened.

      My fears are confirmed a few hours later when I get a call from Billy informing me that Randal stepped off the L-train platform into an oncoming train. They believed he was so drunk he stumbled off of it by accident.

      I know differently after having talked to him right before it happened. That is explained a few days later when the coroner released the autopsy report. It reveals Randal had terminal brain cancer. That report, along with the letters his brother and I received several days later, painted a very vivid picture for us.

      Randal had been given a death sentence. Instead of suffering, he chose another ending. Made his peace with everyone important to him. Explained he didn’t want to force us to watch him suffer while he became an invalid incapable of taking care of himself. Hoped we understood why he did it that way—which we didn’t, or maybe we did, but we were selfish and wanted more time with him.

      After we picked our broken bodies up off the floor, we did what we knew would make Randal proud. Billy finished school, and I went on to get my master’s in architecture. We lived our lives one day at a time. Tried our best to move past the loss of a great man who always encouraged us to do our best.

      The one thing I could never do after that was to allow myself to forget what might have been. I compared every relationship I had to the one I had with Randal. I wasn’t sure why we never became more than friends, wondered often if we had, if that would have made him want to stay longer. Probably the reason I became afraid of letting anyone in like I had let him in. I wasn’t convinced I could live through that kind of pain again, so I kept things casual and kept people at a great distance.

      My work became my focus and provided me with the commitments I believed I needed and wanted. At least that is how I made it through each day and night without completely falling apart, knowing my life would never be what it could have been with Randal.
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      Five days after discovering my father’s body, I asked the family to assemble at my current residence, Castile Vicente. I’ve lived here since moving out of the palace. It is located in the heart of Aragon.

      While we have now made the world aware King Ramon was found deceased in his quarters a few days ago, we have not announced the circumstance surrounding his death. Sir Edward and his trusted men have not released a cause of death or the details of his investigation.

      Three hours ago, Sir Edward summed me to Aragon Palace so I could meet with him, along with the Prime Minister and Governors. He had new information about King Ramon’s death. It was his job to deliver his report to the King’s Council alongside the King—which happens to now be me.

      Me as King. Something I am trying to wrap my head around. I always knew eventually that would be my burden since I was the firstborn of a family who still faithfully served.

      Hermosa Islas is a constitutional monarch where the King/Queen is the head of the government with limited sovereignty. Which means I cannot just create a law and force everyone in the kingdom to follow it. I have to get it approved by the King’s Council, who are all elected officials with regulated terms. It makes matters rather interesting.

      After I turned twenty-one and graduated from university, I became my father’s right-hand man. I did all that while completing my MBA I felt would help me be a better leader one day.

      Okay, so now that you understand a little more about how affairs run, you hopefully grasp why the other six members of the King’s Council were asked to attend. It is of equal interest they hear why their Sovereign died before his time as much as mine. While the man was also my father, as well as my leader, he was the face of Hermosa Islas. And it is their responsibility to figure out what needs to be done next.

      We all sat in one of Aragon Palace’s official conference rooms and listened to Sir Edward explain the particulars to us. He was very thorough in his presentation. Producing evidence that supported his findings, suggesting this was no accident, leaving little to no doubt in everyone’s mind. His initial investigation painted a very vivid picture.

      After he presented his case, the Council and I discussed how to handle this issue. We deliberated over several scenarios that would satisfy what our constitution stated needed to be done in such a situation. None of us wanted to leave until we were convinced, we had all our bases covered and ready to move forward with a solid plan. Then and only then did we disperse with the agenda to reconvene again in a few days. We would then determine if we should take further action.

      When I arrive at my home, Sir Edward is with me, as is the Prime Minister, Celia Trevino. There was a rumor floating around that Celia and my father were closer than they should be. This rumor cannot be confirmed, but neither was it able to be proven false. I had to wonder about the truthfulness of the rumor after witnessing her solemn demeanor once we learned how my father died. I would never actually come out and ask her about it. She is a married woman with a family. And since I have rumors flying around about me that hold no truth, I realize she isn’t immune to false accusations, either.

      “Why is she here?” Queen Sofia, however, doesn’t seem to have a problem with it.

      “Sit.” I point to the chair she just leaped out of.

      Sofia must detect the tone in my voice, because after one glance in my direction, I’m sure she comprehends I know what she has done. She drops back down in her seat and just as quickly lifts Isabel off the floor in front of her. Holding her very tightly against her chest as a few tears roll down her cheeks.

      I can barely even look at her right now.

      “Sir Edward, please ask Isabel’s au pair to come retrieve her.” I close my eyes and try to maintain my cool.

      “Please, Antonio…” Sofia begs me through her tears.

      “Say your goodbyes, Sofia. Furthermore, you will address me as Your Majesty or King.” I warn her through clenched teeth.

      When Beatriz, the young princess’s au pair, enters the room, Isabel smiles up in her direction. The young woman makes her way over to the child and waits. After a solid squeeze and kiss from Sofia, she passes her daughter off to the au pair and sobs.

      I glance around the room only to discover several confused faces. My sister Gabriela seems to be conflicted about whether she should console Sofia or let her be. Although, my mother halts her after her eyes lock with mine, establishing how that would not be a wise idea. My brothers are also closely watching Sofia, who is sobbing uncontrollably. They seem to have their suspicions. Both peer up at me around the same time.

      “Why?” I question the blubbering woman, who I suspect understands her fate has been sealed.

      “You cannot be serious,” Sofia wails. “I did everything Ramon ever asked me to do. Everything. I gave him a child. Looked the other direction when he brought in his whores. And still, it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.”

      I nod toward Sir Edward, giving him the signal to do what he came here to do.

      “Queen Sofia Lopez Reyes, you are being detained for the murder of King Ramon Esteban Reyes. You can confess now and forgo a trial, or you can choose to allow the people to decide your fate.” He steps forward with his men flanking him. “What do you say?”

      “I beseech for understanding.” Sofia falls to her knees. “I beg your forgiveness and ask that you have mercy on me, Your Majesty. Think of Isabel.”

      “Confess and it will be a swift sentence, carried out in private. Or you can draw this out and let the people condemn you to death. At that time, it will become a public execution, one I will not be able to prevent. I am thinking of Isabel, which is why I am even giving you the first option. The law is clear about how this is to be handled. You are lucky I could convince the King’s Council to do the right thing here.

      “We found your fingerprints on the tumbler, along with the bottle of scotch. Traces of the drug you slipped into his drink were discovered inside the necklace pendant you used to transport it. A maid saw you slip out of the king’s chamber early that morning when you assumed no one was around. The au pair confirmed you called her to sit with Isabel around two so you could shower and take a break, returning around five looking shaken. Security cameras may not have caught you entering the king’s chambers, however, they spotted you in the hallways leading to and departing from the area.

      “Do yourself a favor, do Isabel a favor, and confess. You should also understand I will not allow you to have any unsupervised contact with her again. From this moment forward, Princess Isabel will be under my protection and mine to nurture as I see fit. And as King, my word in this matter is law.”

      “Then my life has no meaning any longer. All I ask is that you look after her and do your best to never let her lose her spirit. I, Queen Sofia Lopez Reyes, slipped a lethal dose of sleeping pills into my husband’s, King Ramon’s, nightcap. I did it after I went to him and tried to talk him out of filing for divorce. What else was I to do? I would have been sent away, Isabel as well, and then all but forgotten. Therefore, I did what had to be done to secure her status in this family, and I accept my fate. Make it swift and please tell my daughter I love her every day.” Sofia’s body tumbles and the guards have to practically carry her out of the room.

      My brother, Esteban, is the first to say anything as soon as the Prime Minister and Sir Edward leave with Sofia. “She killed him?”

      “There was even a diary in her suite stating her plan. Seems father was tiring of her and no longer wanted to have her around.” I walk over to one of the empty chairs and collapse into it.

      “I always told you there was something about her that didn’t feel right.” My youngest brother, Lorenzo, reminds us. “That there was a screw or two loose inside that pretty head.”

      “What did the council have to say?” My mother stands and takes the seat next to mine.

      She isn’t talking about Sofia; there is nothing to discuss anymore where she is concerned. Once the Queen is taken to the authorities and recounts the incident, signs a confession in front of the five Justices, and reads her statement for the record, her fate will be absolute. At that time the Justices will sign off on her death decree and resolve which method seems the most just in this situation. Nothing will be released to the public until after that point, and within a few weeks, they will carry it out in private.

      My mother is asking me about my status as King.

      “What is there to say, really?” I square my shoulders and try not to appear defeated. “I am King.”

      “And what about the fact you don’t have a Queen?” She is a smart woman to understand that even if they did not bring it up today, it will be soon.

      “What of it? As you are very well aware, I was in a lengthy relationship that didn’t work out. No matter what others may think about my feelings where any of that is concerned, I will not compromise.”

      I hate thinking about how it all went down nearly four months ago. The woman I was involved with for nearly two years, whom I deemed might be the one, turned out to not be. We started off slow, friends first. Which as you can imagine, isn’t easy when you are the Heir Apparent, for so many reasons. Everyone wants to be your friend. Most women want to date you. There is always a motive behind matters where both are involved.

      Lady Dalia Batista didn’t come across that way in the beginning. A friendship with her was easy and never seemed forged. After a while, we began dating—my suggestion. She was even hesitant about it. Reported she wasn’t convinced she was suited to be royalty if things between us should become serious. Which only made me more fascinated with her and want to prove her wrong. Several months passed and my feelings for her started to grow. I considered telling her I loved her, thought about it seriously.

      Until I overheard her talking with her sisters and mother when I showed up early for my lunch date with them. I heard them laughing, and paused so I could grasp what was so funny. That is when I discovered Lady Dalia had played me like a dang fiddle and all along knew exactly what she was doing.

      When I stepped out of my hiding place, she realized I had caught her, although she didn’t even seem phased by it. She excused her behavior away as acceptable. Even voiced if I believed I would ever encounter a woman who loved me for who I was as a man, rather than as the future king, then I was delusional. Love was a fantasy written for movies and books. Pointed out that my mother and father didn’t marry for love, my grandparents and those before them hadn’t married for love, her parents hadn’t even married for love. Therefore, she also wouldn’t be marrying for love. Instead, she would do so for status.

      Later, Dalia believed she would learn to love me like her mother loved her father—which was a crock. I told her exactly what I thought about it, then ended things. She didn’t take that very well, threw the biggest temper tantrum I have ever witnessed, which only made me that much more relieved I’d eavesdropped on her conversation.

      I wasn’t a perfect man. I had my flaws and made mistakes along the way. Used my title to get girls to fall at my feet and let me do things with them when I was a teenage boy coming of age. That all changed once I realized I was quickly becoming my father. It happened after I caught him advising a young maid that as King he could do as he pleased. If she liked her job, wanted to continue working in the palace, then she’d keep her mouth shut and please her King.

      I swore then I would never be like that; never make anyone feel obligated to do as I said just because I was King. Vowed that I would only marry for love and nothing more. I didn’t realize how difficult that would be. I refused to marry only because it was what they expected me to do. A king, after all, is to produce an heir, the next ruler to follow in his footsteps, so there would be those who would try to sway me. Ultimately, I hoped to one day do just that, but I would do it my way and only my way.

      A proud smile appears on my mother’s face. “You are going to make a great king, Antonio. You will be the leader others can once again look up to. Just be careful to keep your eyes open and your heart under lock and key. They will come out of the woodwork, but only one will stir a fire deep inside of you.

      “Let the Lord be your guide. Ask for him to open your eyes when you meet the woman he knows will love you like you so very much deserve. The one who will love you first and foremost and then fall in love with the people you serve second. Lead your people like God has asked of you. You do that and everything else will fall in place as it should.”

      “I hope you’re right, mother. Mostly because I don’t know when I’ll even have time to take a piss, let alone have the time to court someone while doing this job. I suppose that is why it is ideal to do so before you become king.”

      Truer words have never been spoken, I’m afraid. Because as soon as we buried my father, King Ramon Esteban Reyes, two days later, I moved into the palace and haven’t come up for air yet.
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      I’ve worked for Manchester International for three years now. They hired me right before I completed my master’s to work in their historical department. That department was quickly growing, and they were looking for someone with my brand of passion.

      One of my projects during my studies captured the attention of Zach Greene, a mid-level partner. He came to listen to my presentation and then approached me afterward. Later that day, he invited me to meet senior partner, Timothy Manchester. They offered me a job three days later, and told me it wouldn’t take me long to make my way up in the ranks if I had more ideas like the ones they’d seen.

      They had been truthful about my advancement. I took their jabber as a way to get me to join the company, and not as seriously as I guess I should have. I accepted the position with them because they had one of the best historical departments around. They took on projects all over the world, and it thrilled me to think where that just might take me.

      Chicago has always been my home. The only place I’ve ever lived. However, after Randal died, it never felt quite the same again. Working for a company that would send me on assignments far from the city that was a constant reminder of him, was ideal.

      It took me two years to get assigned to a project like that. I recently returned from Mexico City, where we restored a crumbling cathedral that had been neglected for way too long. It took us almost a year to complete the project—eleven months and fourteen days, to be exact. It was one of the most challenging projects I’ve had the privileged of being a part of, and I loved every minute. Mainly because the entire time I was there, my thoughts rarely drifted to Randal. Everywhere I looked didn’t trigger some memory that made me sad and lost on the inside. I was able to live my day-to-day life in the moment, while appreciating the beauty of my surroundings.

      The one thing that went amiss during that time, was what I allowed to materialize with one of the other architects, Chandler Sloan. The anniversary of Randal’s death was always a tough time for me. Chandler and I have worked together since I started. He was the one who urged me to join him on the Mexico City project. So maybe deep down, I felt some kind of obligation to him. We didn’t know anyone else in the city, so when he invited me out for drinks that particular evening, and because I was feeling down, I accepted. I mean, it wasn’t as if we’d never gone out for drinks before, we had. Except that night I should’ve known better than to set myself up for disaster.

      Now, you should probably understand this about Chandler. He is one of those types. You know, the kind who believes he is all that and a slice of pie. And I’m not going to lie. He is rather pleasing on the eye. His bleached blond hair is cut just long enough to flop around. His eyes possess this light blue tint that is a rarity, so one might tend to stare at them because they are so unusual. And while his smile isn’t perfect, it does the job when he flashes it at you in that way. I’ve watched him use it many times to charm women, so it wasn’t as if I didn’t recognize what type of guy he was.

      However, that night I felt extremely lonely, so I let him kiss me. I mean, like really kiss me. He wanted more; thankfully I was able to fend him off by claiming since we weren’t actually dating, it wasn’t happening. Not that it would happen even if by chance we were dating, which never happened, so there was that.

      The next seven months after that misguided night were filled with me constantly avoiding him, brushing him off, or making plans with anyone but him. Ensuring I had a legitimate excuse not to spend time outside of work with him again. Not that it stopped him from trying his darndest to get me to let him show me what we could have together. Which is why I was relieved when we completed the project and got to return home. I knew he would be different once back in Chicago. For one, he had his friends to distract him here, people he had known a lot longer than me. Plus, we would no longer be required to spend every single working day together. Once work ended, we could go our separate ways.

      What I hated about it ending was that I knew as soon as I saw the city, Randal would take over my mind again. After having lived somewhere else for the past year, it was not something I welcomed back into my life at all.

      I am positive that explains why I make a beeline to Zach Greene’s office two days later. I need to escape this city. I will go anywhere that isn’t Chicago, and yes, I do mean anywhere.

      Zach acknowledges me as soon as I step into his outer office. “Come on in, Larkin. You look stressed.”

      I attempt a genuine smile, but I just don’t have it in me. “I need to get out of here.”

      Zach laughs as he leans back in his chair. “You just got back. Ready to blow out again so soon?” He motions for me to take a seat.

      “Yes. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hate this city.” I admit as I plop down in the chair and sigh.

      A sad expression crosses Zach’s face as he rocks in his chair and studies me carefully. I know he gets my mindset since he is one of the few people who understands why. Randal and Zach once worked together. His death had been a shock to him and this company.

      Oh yeah, did I forget to mention that part? Randal also once worked for Manchester International and his picture hangs in the main hallway as a memorial to a friend they lost too soon. They held high hopes for the kid who worked his way from the bottom to the top. Randal was an inspiration to those who knew him, but that was too much for me to deal with day in and day out.

      “Let me see what I can come up with.” Zach seems open to a suggestion, so I give him one.

      “I was thinking maybe I could help with the…” I glance at my lap, where I wrote the project’s name on a post-it before I walked down here, “… the Hermosa Islas project.”

      A chuckle escapes him as he straightens and clicks his computer on. “You aren’t messing around. That’s a five-year proposed project, maybe longer. We are sending a team over in a few days. I’m not sure I have room on that team at the moment.”

      “I hear Janice isn’t excited about being assigned to that particular group. She knows it’s career suicide to refuse a project of this magnitude, although I imagine she’d be happier with something closer to home. I’d be glad to take her spot.”

      I know this because when I was here late last night, trying to figure out what I was going to do, she was around. Janice was sitting at her desk, stressing about the upcoming move she reluctantly agreed to. I’m sure she felt if she informed them she’d rather not accept the assignment, her chances of getting promoted would fade fast. However, if I volunteer to take her place, she can then be reassigned somewhere else, and all is good, right?

      “Janice is a Level II architect. You are a Level I, Larkin.” Zach peeks up over the glasses he slipped on just a few minutes ago.

      “But I should be a Level II after the project I just kicked butt on. Come on, Zach. You and I both know this would be an excellent fit for me. The team you’re sending, Cameron, Bradley, and Reginald are all fantastic, but they would be better if I were there with them.” I am painting it on thick and I know it.

      “Hope is going as well. Timothy thought it would be good experience for her.” Zach tries to sound like he agrees.

      Hope, by the way, is Timothy Manchester’s youngest daughter. She is a few years younger than me and she is good, but not great. Her sister Nicolette is great—spectacular, in fact—which is why she made Junior Partner by the time she was thirty. That woman is who I inspire to be in a few more years, why I work so hard. I mean, I know I will never make Junior Partner by the time I’m thirty. My daddy isn’t the Senior Partner, and I am not the person he plans on handing the company over to when he retires.

      And because I am fantastic at selling myself, I see a better reason for me to do it. “Which is an even better reason to send me. Hope and I started around the same time. She just finished her master’s and has done very little fieldwork. I can mentor her and she’ll be much more comfortable with me than Janice. Janice intimidates her, which, come on, if anyone should be intimidated, it should be Janice just because of who Hope is.” Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t have said that last part out loud, but I can’t retract it now. “Plus, Timothy has always had a soft side for me.”

      Zach leans back in his chair again and crosses his arms. I realize that means he is thinking about everything I’ve said. When his desk phone rings, he leans forward and snags it off the receiver. “Zach here.” His eyebrows lift almost to his hairline, which you should appreciate is receding. “He’s here now? Like in the building and on his way up. Son of a…”

      There is a long pause and Zach nearly leaps out of his chair. “She did what? When? Last night? Why am I just now hearing about this? Yes, I’ll handle it. I can’t believe she would up and leave us like that without a warning this close to an important project. Yes, Bradley, I understand what this means. I know it throws a serious…”

      I can hear Bradley Stanton, Project Manager for Hermosa Islas, loudly expressing himself through the phone line. He isn’t letting Zach get a word in edgewise. The man is rubbing his face and nodding as if he totally agrees with everything the other man is communicating.

      There are footsteps behind me. I can tell by the sound they belong to someone important. Don’t ask me how I know these details, I just do. I turn around and nearly fall out of my chair when a large man, flanked by two substantial men, enters Zach’s office. One man glares at me like I am doing something wrong by remaining in my chair, gawking at the specimen in front of me. So, I glare back but don’t move.

      The one who I assume is in charge turns to his companions, and when he opens his mouth, he speaks in this rich, very unusual accent. “You may wait for me outside.”

      After hearing his rich voice, I slip out of my chair and land on my hip with a loud, “Ugh.” I suddenly feel like I did when I was ten after I tripped and landed at the feet of the President. The day he came to my father’s office in D.C. to congratulate him.

      My cheeks heat as I do my best to save face by rolling over onto my knees so I can stand.

      “There is no need to kneel before me, señorita.” The arrogant male chuckles as he reaches out to give me a hand.

      This conceited man no longer impresses me now that he has shown his true colors by making me feel foolish. I slap his hand away and stand on my own, placing a hand on the chair and pushing myself up. It may not have been the most graceful move I’ve ever done in my life, but at least I didn’t require his assistance.

      So, what if he is the most stunning male I’ve ever laid eyes on? He is almost a whole foot taller than me. And I am not short by any means, only two inches shy of six feet in my two-inch heels. His shoulders are broad, giving him a very unyielding posture, dressed in his tailor-made suit and very shiny shoes. Even his square jaw has a deep dimple where it meets his chin, making him appear so much more lethal.

      Then there are his brown eyes, which seem to notice everything. They mix well with his skin tone and black wavy hair—not too wavy, but enough to make him look dapper. I mean, who cares what he looks like if he is a complete jerk and doesn’t have the decency to ask me if I’m okay.

      Did I tell you how I mouth off when I’m frustrated or feeling uneasy? That I blurt out what I’m thinking and don’t even care if it offends or makes others equally uncomfortable. It’s a defense mechanism my mother desperately tried to break me of but always ended up apologizing for later.

      “Kneel? Please! I wouldn’t kneel to you if you were the King of freaking England. And since I know you are not the King of England, that can be checked off the list.” I make a big check mark in the air and bend to grab my misplaced items off the floor.

      “Bowing isn’t necessary, either.” Again, he chuckles as he clears his throat, visibly amusing himself.

      Argh.

      I’m pretty sure that is the noise that escapes when I stand and all but stomp my foot at him. “You, sir, are an arrogant, egotistical jerk. One I don’t have time to deal with at the moment.”

      I turn to Zach, who is just now hanging up his phone. He is staring strangely at the man I just chewed out. Whatever. “Let me know what you decide. If that won’t work, then I need to figure out what my other options are.”

      Zach shakes the cobwebs from his head like he just realized I was still there. “Meeting in five minutes. Bring all of Janice’s notes. She quit as of this morning, which means if you are serious about taking her place, it’s yours.”

      I do a fist pump in the air and grin widely. “I’ll be there.”

      The large man has relocated and is now blocking my escape, or at least trying to. People don’t intimidate me, because frankly, I don’t care what they think. When I step right, he steps that way too. I move left, and he does the same. I fake a move and then dart around him, feeling very victorious that I slipped past him without saying anything else to the stunning, annoying stranger.

      There are more important matters to take care of right now than to deal with someone like him. I am going to impress the heck out of all those attending this meeting using Janice’s notes. And then I am going home to pack. Or maybe I am going home to not unpack.

      I need to sublease my place again, or just get rid of it this time, since this project will be a more permanent relocation instead of a temporary move. One I am pleased about.
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