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        This book is dedicated to all the moms out there

        raising strong independent girls.

        Keep encouraging them go after their dreams.

      

        

      
        Dreams are what makes the world go around.
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      Standing in front of the mirror, I stare at the image I present. I can’t believe I permitted my mother to dress me for such an important event. I realize I don’t have the most flattering figure out there. Or perhaps I should disclose I’m not supermodel-skinny like my three sisters. To be clear, my dress isn’t flat out ghastly. It’s similar to every other dress I have ever worn.

      I was hoping since tonight was my night, I’d be wearing a dress that flattered me more than this one. Instead, it appears I’m doomed to wear another with quarter length-sleeves and a high neckline. It drapes loosely off of my frame, with a straight unflattering skirt that touches the floor, concealing any curves I possess. The color is even plain, ensuring I don’t stand out in the crowd. Making it difficult for anyone to notice me once in the ballroom. Even though everyone attending is here so they can take note of the woman I have become.

      It is an observed tradition in Hermosa Islas when a young lady reaches the age of adulthood—eighteen—she be thrown a debut soirée social. It is more customary for those who have grown up in high society, as opposed to those who have not. Mainly because it is when negotiations often begin.

      A negotiation for what exactly is what you are asking, isn’t it? Well, believe it or not, most raised in the lifestyle I have been brought up in don’t get to decide who they will one day marry. That decision is usually left to both sets of parents, but not always.

      My oldest sister, Dalia, sealed my fate when she wasn’t able to lock down the man my father had selected for her. He’d allowed her to do her best to obtain her young man’s attention without interference. She had almost done it, even, came very close. However, when this man overheard her gloating to my mother and my two other sisters about how she was confident to soon be getting everything she ever wanted, the affair ended abruptly.

      Now my father is not about to allow any of his other daughters to make the same error. And because I am the youngest, and the least attractive—my family’s words, not necessarily mine—he has made it clear I will get no say in the matter. A fate I have accepted only because I see no other way around it.

      “I guess this gown will have to do.” My mother steps in behind me so she can study my reflection. “I just don’t understand how you manage to maintain all this extra weight. No matter what I feed you, it doesn’t seem to make a difference. Are you sneaking food again, Winifred?”

      A common lecture I have listened to most of my life. Apparently, I’m blind, because I seriously don’t get what she is talking about. This last year I’ve dropped a considerable amount of weight. I’ll admit I went through a chubby stage between ages twelve to sixteen, possibly enough that one could have gotten away with calling me fat. Although that is no longer the case, I’m not skinny by any means, never will be, but I’m not carrying extra weight.

      My sister Karina starts, “She was in the kitchen again after we⁠—”

      “I was only there to grab an apple,” I cut her off.

      I fail to mention anything about the half sandwich I ate to go with my apple. Seriously, who can live on a small salad—sans the dressing—and water? No wonder they all look as if the wind blew just right, they’d fall over. Sue me. I like food. Real food, not rabbit food.

      Paschal steps up next to me, wearing a sour frown and dares to inspect my reflection. “I’d die if I had to wear something like that to cover my fat arse.”

      I don’t have a fat arse. I mean, not really. I just happen to have one. Along with breasts and a little shape in my hips. Like I stated earlier, I’m not supermodel skinny, but I’m not fat. Unlike my sisters, God has blessed me with a few female curves.

      I glance around the room at my sisters who are all dressed in gowns full of color, hugging their bodies. Dalia’s is burgundy with a sleeveless bodice and a sexy mesh panel between her average-size breasts. Karina’s is dark blue with a deep V-neck and spaghetti straps that crisscross in the back. Paschal’s is strapless and purple, with a slit up to her thigh, which enables her to move freely since it is that tight. There is no way anyone will miss those three tonight in their colorful gowns. My gray dull gown will simply blend in, keeping most of the male guests—especially their eyes—off of me, like always.

      My mother shakes her head as she waves my sisters away, pointing them toward the door behind us. At first, after they disappeared, I thought she was about to report they were wrong. However, I once again underestimated her.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do, Winifred, when you provide them with every reason to voice all those truths. I just hope the men your father invited tonight for you will be able to look past this.” She gestures up and down my reflection. “It wasn’t as if we had a large pool to choose from. Not many men can see the potential in a woman like you. Make sure you smile, appropriately respond to any questions they might ask, and only talk when instructed to do so. Don’t go off-topic or discuss anything that⁠—”

      “I know, mother.” I force a smile. I am always forcing a smile around her. “I promise to not disappoint you or Papa.”

      “I highly doubt that, dear. And please remember to not eat the hors d’oeuvre, no man wants to observe you stuffing your face.” She shakes her head, disgusted again, before offering a sigh. “It will be a miracle if your father gets any offers at all.”

      Wow.

      Thanks for the encouraging words, Mother.

      “Also, remember, tonight is not all about you. We have taken the liberty of inviting a few influential men for your sisters. King Antonio, along with his brothers, will be attending. I do believe Prince Esteban would make a wonderful companion for Paschal.” My mother’s eyes get a little glazed over. “If we are lucky, the king will realize how much he needs Dalia now that he has been doing life in his station alone for almost a year. Perhaps he will finally be able to appreciate how a woman like her could benefit him in so many ways.”

      “One can only hope.” I smile the best I can, even though I don’t agree.

      She scans over me one more time before leaving me alone to wait for my father. That gives me time to reflect on all that was disclosed.

      I should have known this night would end up being more about my three sisters than me. That is the way these events always seem to go for me, where I stand in line with the family dynamics. I’m merely the background noise that is an inconvenience, as far as they are concerned. The fourth child who was not planned, a thorn in all of their sides, my father’s last disappointment. I have never fit in. So many times, I was the one they blamed whenever things went south.

      When Dalia’s engagement fell apart, it was my fault because I hadn’t noticed Prince Antonio standing just outside the private dining hall. Just like it was my fault when Karina got drunk at her debut soirée, then threw up all over one of her more prominent suitors. My fault, when Paschal was found making out with two young gentlemen down a dark, hidden hallway at her soirée. No matter what went wrong, it somehow always ended up being my fault. Before this night is over, I’m certain to be blamed for at least one issue, if not more.

      My father enters my room and grunts. That sound indicates it’s time to pretend we are one big happy family. I’m not at all surprised to have to endure a lecture on our journey to the ballroom, located in our larger-than-life home. “Do not embarrass me tonight, Winifred. Your mother and I have invited those I believe will best suit you. Men, I am certain will be able to see potential in a young woman who has not yet been tainted. I should have narrowed the selected few with the other three, however, I allowed them to talk me out of it. Hear me now; I will not be persuaded to do so where you are concerned. If those three haven’t locked it down yet, there is no way you have a chance to do so without me stepping in. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” I know better than to argue with him.

      “Good girl. I don’t want to hear any grumbles or groans. I want you to do your best to impress these men. One of them will hopefully end up being your husband. It will be in your best interest to at least show them you have been well-trained, and in a few years will make a suitable partner. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” I stick with my go-to response. It’s easier that way.

      “Mingle with those I instruct you to mingle with. Accept any invitations from them for private conversations, but please do not embarrass me while doing so. It is very important you only converse tonight with them. There will be plenty of time for more after we come to an agreement. Do you understand?”

      I have to swallow the bile that rises in my throat before I answer. “Yes, sir.”

      Even though he did not disclose what more was, I have lived in this house long enough to figure out what that means. If I get my way, more will only take place once a man has made me his wife, not before.

      “Good girl. Now smile, and please, don’t screw this up. You will be rewarded greatly if you follow those rules I have explained.” He pauses and does a thorough inspection of my gown. “I suppose you will do.”

      I spend the next several hours by my father’s side while he introduces me to various men—who are, in my opinion, old. Most of them are in their late twenties, a few are in their thirties. Perhaps if I were older, it wouldn’t matter as much as it does right now. Call me old-fashioned, but I’ve always thought it creepy when a man married a woman a decade younger than him, especially when the woman was in her early twenties—or younger like me.

      It became obvious which ones in this selected group were interested in discussing future prospects. Two stuck out in the hand-picked crowd, and both men gave me the creeps.

      Lord Ernest Rupert is in his late twenties, I believe. He works in the banking business. His family owns several all over the world, and they are loaded. He is also very homely. Produces an odor that smells of rotting apples in the scorching summer sun. Not to mention his greased back hair and crooked teeth—seriously crooked teeth—which I didn’t get since his family could more than afford to correct them. He also believes he is funny. Laughs at his own jokes, with a laugh that is louder than it needs to be. Then there is the fact he is very handsy, always touching me, touching every female who dares to get close to him. A problem I imagine any woman he got involved with would not appreciate.

      Lord Hector Colón is in his early thirties. His father is governor of the southern region. He is a solicitor in one of the largest law firms in the kingdom. Many predict that one day he will follow in his father Aaron’s footsteps and become his successor. This man is only just a man, as far as looks go. He is very well put together and speaks with an air of certainty. I’d probably not think him odd if he didn’t make my skin crawl every time he eyeballs me. Not just how he looks at me, either, but all the younger ladies in the room, some who aren’t women yet. For a man in his thirties, it seems as if he is way too interested in me, a girl, still, in the eyes of many. I may be eighteen but I have not yet graduated from boarding school.

      Currently, I am standing off to the side with my best friend, Ingrid Lennox. The two of us have been friends since the age of ten. I met her during my first year of boarding school. We were kindred souls who gravitated to the other and have been close ever since.

      “Dalia doesn’t seem happy,” Ingrid points out, fascinated by what is going on with my eldest sister right now.

      “I’m positive she isn’t. King Antonio hasn’t even glimpsed in her direction since he arrived. In fact, he seems to avoid her at all costs, keeping his mother close while he makes the rounds.” I scan the room. “Karina is drawing a crowd, though.”

      At the moment, my second oldest sister has three men surrounding her, all doing their best to secure her attention. She is eating it up, and if I were a betting woman, my prediction is she’ll disappear within the hour with at least one of them.

      “Are you two ladies hiding over here?” A familiar male voice asks from behind us.

      When we spin to face him, we are engulfed in his arms. Not an act that is at considered appropriate for a man in his position.

      Prince Lorenzo Reyes is one of our classmates. He is also one of my closest friends. When my sister started dating his brother, I was certain that would change. However, Lorenzo didn’t hold her snobby and conniving behaviors against me. Said he could differentiate that we were completely unrelated souls.

      “Why aren’t you out there showing those men they are interested in the wrong sister?” he asks as he gives my shoulder a little squeeze.

      I glance over my shoulder and shoot him my best, are you serious, glare? “Like I’d have a chance with any of them. Plus, I’ve been warned not to interfere with their escapades. My approved collection of men are over there.” I point my champagne flute to where that group is currently standing.

      “Seriously?” Lorenzo drops his arms, reaching for a flute of his own when a server offers. “Those men are too old for you.”

      “My father doesn’t seem to think so.” I groan, totally agreeing with his analysis.

      Ingrid sips on hers. “I’m with Lenny. They are old creepy dudes. You can do so much better. Don’t you think Fred can do better?”

      I should hate that she calls me Fred. Largely, for the reason most call me that is because my sisters once shortened my name as a cruel joke. Introduced me as their brother once they caught me climbing a tree when I was eleven. The only reason I climbed that tree was because I was trying to get a better look at him.

      Who is him you ask?

      I’m sure you’ll figure that out sooner or later.

      Ingrid’s faith in my ability causes me to chuckle. “I should hope so. Lord Ernest and Lord Hector seem the most interested when I was forced to entertain them. One smells of rotting fruit and the other, I suspect, is a perv. Both have requested to meet with my father next week, according to him. Which is why I was allowed to join you—give the men a chance to converse without the little lady nearby.”

      “You can do so much better, Freddie.” Lorenzo sounds serious; therefore, I dare to glance back at him.

      “Lenny, are you offering to rescue me from the inevitable?” I snicker when he wobbles his head, immediately declining. “That’s what I thought.”

      You need to understand a few details. Prince Lorenzo is an attractive young man, funny, and smells like a man should smell—even after sweating it out. He will one day make a young woman very happy, treat her right, and provide her with an enjoyable life. However, it would never work for us.

      I know this and am completely okay with that fact. He and I have been friends long enough now for me to understand that is all we will ever be. And as my friend, he has allowed no one to mistreat me, or at least he has done his best to keep anyone from doing so when nearby. Thankfully, my sisters attended a prestigious boarding school far from me. So, my life at school has never involved them.

      “Don’t misunderstand, Freddie. If I were in the position to do so, I would. However, I am not, for reasons I cannot reveal at the moment.” There is an unreadable expression that appears on his face. “Maybe he can, though.”

      I have no idea who he is talking about. My back is turned to the majority of the crowd. If it weren’t for the wide eyes of my other dear friend, I’d think Lorenzo was just doing what he does best, sidestepping.

      A rich, deep voice invades my ears before I can turn and has me melting on the spot. “Glad to see they finally released you to socialize with your own age group. Lovely soirée your family is throwing for you, Winifred. Too bad they felt your time was best spent with those older gentlemen. I was hoping I might be able to steal a few moments with you.”

      I cautiously allow my body to twirl so I am now facing him. “With me?”

      Prince Esteban is standing there, looking as stunning as always. The first time I saw him, really saw him, was when he came to our family home with his father. I climbed the tree in our courtyard so I could appreciate him better while he sat in my father’s office. I thought I was being sneaky about it. I assumed no one would notice me.

      Except he did.

      He stared out the office window and eventually discovered me. Flashed me his perfect smile, displaying his lovely teeth as he dipped his head, gesturing a hello.

      Later, when he left, he was friendly with my sisters Karina and Paschal, greeted them like taught. And when they tried to encourage him to ignore the shy, awkward child hiding behind the kitchen door, he slipped right past them. Ordered me to step out from my hiding place and then smiled at me again. Greeted me exactly the same way, except it seemed to hold a distinct significance about it. It was as if he saw me like no one else ever had, and that was the first time I suffered from the fluttering in my belly.

      “Is this not your debut soirée, Winifred? I may be wrong, because I never had one, haven’t been to very many. Never wanted to attend one until now. I thought those invited, especially the men, were here so they could get to know the young woman being introduced.” Esteban displays his perfect smile once again. “Am I mistaken?”

      “N-no.” I stutter. “I-I mean n-no, Your Highness, not really I suppose.”

      “So, if I invited you to join me, you’d accept my offer?” He presents his arm.

      I stare at it for a few seconds. Not once did I imagine this particular man would approach me and then ask me that question. “I-I guess that would b-be okay.”

      Leaning in a little closer, granting me a whiff of his perfect male scent, my brain momentarily forgot all the reasons I should decline his invitation. “As the next heir in line for the throne, I insist you join me, Lady Winifred. Are you going to deny your prince?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, Your Highness, I don’t see how I can. It would be rude and against all those etiquette lessons my mother forced me to attend.” I offer Esteban my hand and let him place it in the crook of his arm.

      “Shall we take a walk in the garden, where it is quiet and fewer eyes are scrutinizing our every move? I’d like to talk freely without an audience.” He leads me toward the door behind us, where a few of his men are waiting, men who are assigned to protect him. “I can assure you no one will bother us and that I will be the perfect gentleman.”

      I don’t argue. Why would I? This may be the only time in my life I’ll get to spend time alone with this man. No way am I going to pass up an opportunity like that, no way am I going to turn him down. For once in my life, I am going to go with my gut. Let the object of every fantasy I’ve had whisk me away like I always envisioned he would.
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      I’ve been waiting years for this moment—seven, to be exact. I know you’re wondering why a man in my position would have to wait so long to finally make his move. However, there are several details about the life I live you don’t understand, so please allow me to explain.

      I am Prince Esteban Carlos Reyes, second born to King Ramos and Queen Angela. (My mother will always in my mind be queen, always. Even though in the eyes of many, she relinquished her title when she divorced her husband, the king, and then he later married another.)

      Being the second born is almost as important as being the firstborn, almost. It means I endured all the pre-designed preparations my older brother Antonio went through, even though I was never expected to need the skills they taught me. I was the backup to the heir should something unexpected happen to him.

      When I left for university, I chose one in Switzerland, so my life wasn’t an exact replica of Antonio’s. I wanted to pave my own path, have my own friends. Even make my own mistakes that didn’t mirror his. I settled on a business major, chiefly because it was intended I take the reins of the family business once I learned the ropes. I minored in art history, a passion I inherited from my mother, and one I hoped I could use one day.

      A little over a year ago, my life changed drastically. My father, the king, was found dead in his chambers. His wife was convicted of poisoning him. Meaning my brother became the new king, and I became the next heir to the throne. All those preparations I suffered through as a young boy suddenly became of use to me.

      While I still had so much to learn about my duties as the heir, it wasn’t as stressful as what my brother Antonio has had to deal with. My job from that day forward was to be his second hand, pick up the slack. Be an influential face of Hermosa Islas, one who makes his job easier.

      I had somehow managed to put my father off—more than once—when he began insisting I consider some of the marital offers being sent my way. Offers from not only those families who resided in our great nation, but a few from other prominent families elsewhere in the world; families with titles equal to the ones mine held. The only difference being our country still honored those titles fully. Saw our family as the leaders meant to rule over them. My father would bring it up, send me a few of those inquires, and then ask me to seriously consider them. I kindly requested he allow me to finish university first. Promised that as soon as I returned home, I would start receiving a few. Go to him so he could help me determine the best fit for me. Knowing I was implying what he thought would be best for the family as a whole, not necessarily just me.

      When my father passed, all those promises died with him. I no longer had to wonder how I was going to explain my opinions on that practice. My mother, thankfully, supported her sons completely and didn’t pressure us to rush into the sanctity of marriage before we were ready. She openly stands by my brother and his vision of marrying for love and only love. A concept unheard of in the world we grew up in.

      Which meant I was free to determine if that was in the cards for me as well. I decided to put off that subject until the woman I am interested in was capable of understanding what I had to offer her, what I was hoping to offer her.

      When I first met Lady Winifred Josefina Batista, she was only eleven. It was one summer when visiting my father during the duration of my break. He was conducting royal business as he so often did, and I was accompanying him as instructed to do. There to learn about how politics worked and why it was important to keep your enemies close and content. Justice Ivan Batista had my father to thank for his appointment to the highest court, but that didn’t mean they were friends. They were only on the same side of the political spectrum, which meant they worked together better than they did with those on the opposite side of it.

      It didn’t take me long to realize Justice Batista had his own motives for wanting me to join my father. He was sizing me up, determining if I might be a suitable match for one of his daughters. They didn’t specifically mention that, mind you. That isn’t how it is done. At that specific time, only one was of age, and as he suggested, already off the market, had her eyes on a prize she was certain to obtain.

      The two teenage girls who greeted me shortly after my father and I arrived didn’t impress me. They were what my brothers and I referred to as high noses. Those who held their noses high in the air, just so they could glance down at those they now determined beneath them. A habit, I quickly came to realize, they had learned from their mother, Lady Eva.

      I swiftly became bored with the topic surrounding me and my future plans, plans I hadn’t given much thought to at the age of sixteen. I nodded appropriately, though, while I stared out the large window overlooking the garden.

      It took me all of two minutes to recognize there was a pair of eyes spying on me. Had I not been paying attention I might have missed them. They were green and peering behind the leaves of the tree a few meters from the window. Perched on a branch, I am certain was a good four meters off the ground, since the angle had that particular little spy gazing down.

      As the conversation turned away from me and onto other national issues, so did my focus. I struggled to determine who could be so brave to climb a difficult tree and then balance their body well enough to keep from falling. But this particular spy was doing a suitable job of not revealing more than the eyes. Until the two previously mentioned teenage girls started screeching at the person hiding. It was clear they were unaware I was watching, taking notes on how obnoxious they were acting. I even watched as they picked up several rocks and then did their best to knock the culprit out of the tree. Luckily for my spy, those two couldn’t throw worth a damn. After a while, they gave up long before accomplishing their goal.

      Lady Eva finally appeared, hands firmly planted on her hips, where she ordered the climber to come down before shooing the older girls back inside. Which is when I got my first appraisal of the youngest Batista child, a young girl who I imagine would love running around the citadel in Prieto with my younger siblings. She had to be close to the same age as them, possibly closer to Lorenzo’s.

      Unlike her sisters, who were wearing dresses, this young girl was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt—dirty ones at that. Her hair was drawn back into a braid, a messy braid, most likely that way after getting snagged by all the tiny branches. She brushed her hands off on those jeans, while she displayed a shy little smile at me, before rushing off in the direction the others went only moments earlier.

      Ten minutes later, I was officially introduced to her. Not because anyone thought it necessary, they most definitely did not. But something about those eyes sparked my interest, made me want to meet the girl they belonged to.

      It has taken that girl seven years to grow into a young woman. During that time, I did my best to forget about her. Reminded myself a few times it was crazy to assume a chance meeting like that was the moment I became obsessed with emerald green eyes. Attracted to women who possessed them, but could never stumble on any that sparkled quite like hers.

      So here I am, now leading that young lady to the garden where it all began. Hoping to figure out precisely where I go from here. Wondering if I am as crazy as I feel, or if I made more out of an encounter than I should have.

      As soon as we step through the garden breezeway, Winifred releases her hand from my arm and widens the gap between us. I instantly miss the warmth of her touch and want to demand she return.

      “Forgive me for being so bold, Your Highness, but this was unnecessary. I appreciate you trying to make me feel special, paying me a moment of attention. However, I am very much aware of where I stand, and the pecking order I am expected to follow,” she informs me as we gradually stroll along the stone-paved path. “Thank you for coming.”

      “First of all, I insist you address me by my name. Better yet, I’d like you to come up with one of your clever little nicknames. I believe Lenny is what you call Lorenzo. He refers to you as Freddie, correct?” I see her nod. “I’m not particularly fond of that nickname for you. Reminds me of when your sisters tried to introduce me to their brother Fred.”

      A grumble emerges from deep inside her. “Please, don’t remind me. I wanted to run and hide when they did that, except you wouldn’t allow it. Made me step out and show myself, while they made fun of my clothing and disheveled self.”

      “All I recall from that day is finally encountering something real. You were the first authentic person I had come in contact with in a very long time. The only genuine person who resided in this very home. The only one who wasn’t afraid to show me exactly who she was, instead of putting on some mask to hide behind,” I tell her, and am blessed to catch the blush that brightens her cheeks. “May I call you Winnie?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “All right, then. So now you need to figure out how you will address me then, Winnie.”

      Winifred slows her pace to a shuffle. “I’m not sure I am comfortable with that, Prince Esteban.”

      “Come on. I insist. Brainstorm for me and see what you can come up with. I promise if I don’t like it, I’ll let you know.” I do my best to encourage her, because I want to watch her while she brainstorms.

      She shakes her head, frustrated, and then closes her eyes as if she can’t believe we are having this conversation. I have news for her; we are going to have many more conversations that will be a bit less comfortable. Not all of them will happen tonight, though. They will occur over time. After all, she is only eighteen and not even close to where I need her to be yet.

      “Ingrid is the one who started calling Prince Lorenzo Lenny. Not completely sure why or how it started, but after he laughed at the common name she bestowed on him, that was it for us. We’ve been mates since. He’s sort of like a brother to me, to her as well.” Winifred blows out a puff of exasperated air. “You seriously expect me to come up with some nickname on a whim?”

      “If you don’t mind. No pressure.” I shrug and then chuckle when I notice her rolling those lovely green eyes.

      “Esteban.” She lets my name fall from her lips as if testing it out. “Este sounds odd, doesn’t suit you.” Winifred tries a few more variations she doesn’t like. I get the impression she has come up with something, although I’m not sure if she likes it, either.

      “Say it. I want to hear all those fascinating considerations, even the ones you aren’t certain of.” I roll my hand to encourage her.

      “Stan.” She blurts out and then scrunches her face as if she’s afraid I won’t like it.

      There are no words that describe how I feel when I hear her utter that name for the very first time. The corners of my mouth turn upwards and I nod once. “I like it. You may call me Stan when we are alone like this. It will be our little secret. Our private way of communicating with each other. No one else will be privileged to it.”

      Winifred pauses by the tree she once climbed and reaches out to run her fingers along the bark of its trunk. “You want me to call you Stan when we talk? Do you know something I don’t, Stan? Because from where I am standing, and my experience to date, this most likely will never happen again.”

      Not at all appreciating the truth she is revealing, or the fact I know several powers will do their best to work against us, I decide to sway her differently. “Or we could suggest that I’ve solely been waiting for you to come of age.”

      Still tracing the bark with her fingers, she whispers, “Is that true?”

      I nod, except I know she isn’t looking my way. Taking a step closer now, so she can hear my quiet tone. “I believe so.”

      That seems to grab her attention. “You believe so? The lack of confidence in your response has me doubting the sincerity of your words. Say what you will about the other men my father has selected for me. However, I can assure you they all were bloody confident in their pursuit. Not at all afraid to let those around us know. Especially my father. They seem to understand the best way to secure more time with me is through him, so they confidently went there.”

      “And if I don’t suffer the need to go running to Daddy in order to buy time with you, are you saying I’m wasting mine? Or are you only going along with those traditional methods because you are afraid to rock the boat?” The flash of uncertainty in her eyes, once they glance my way, provides me with her answer.

      “I should probably get back before I am missed. I’m sure word has spread that you dragged me off unsupervised into a dark garden. It wouldn’t look good for either of us if we stayed.”

      I don’t exactly know what comes over me. I’m not sure if it is her concern or the fact I know she is right. Maybe it is because I am also certain this young woman has always done as she was told. Whatever the case may be, I can tell you I will never regret it as long as I live.

      I have daydreamed about this moment off and on over the years. More so, the closer she got to being old enough for me to not feel like some debauched male. I realize I should have waited until she was older, except something inside of me demanded this was my chance to sneak past her defenses essential for her to survive.

      The second our lips touch, I wasn’t sure which one of us was more affected. I wanted to toss her over my shoulder and take her with me right then and there. I knew at that moment, this woman belonged to me, the one who would stand by my side and bear my children one day.

      When I pull back, Winifred sinks onto the bench near us as she brings her fingers to her lips. “Why-why did y-you do th-that?”

      “Why do most boys kiss girls, Winnie? Why have other boys kissed you before?” I grin, knowing that little maneuver shook her. “Because I wanted to. Because you wanted me to.”

      “How d-did you know I-I wanted y-you to k-kiss me, Stan? And no other boy has ever dared to kiss me before. Not that you are anywhere close to being considered a b-boy.” Her stuttering is cute and makes me want to kiss her again.

      “Are you saying you didn’t? That you’ve not pondered doing just that with me since the first time you sat in this very tree and watched me with those expressive green eyes?” I know I sound cocky, sure of myself, very confident in my assessment.

      Isn’t that what she accused me of not having? Confidence? I can assure her I have more than enough confidence to go around. I just don’t plan on going through her father to win her over. I want her to choose me without the influence of others. Once she has done that, then I will decide how to move forward.

      Winifred blinks rapidly, as if I shocked her. “I don’t kn-know. I mean, those were girlish fantasies. Daydreams that got me through some tough times, I guess. Reality is different from⁠—”

      I press my finger against her lips, stopping her from revealing any more. “Shh. What if I was more than willing to⁠—”

      Winifred presses three fingers against my moving lips now, causing me to snicker. “Please, don’t. Don’t say it. I’m not sure I could handle that kind of...” She stops herself this time.

      “Winnie,” I mumble behind her fingers. “Do you trust me?”

      I’m not surprised when she shrugs. There aren’t many people I imagine she has ever fully trusted.

      “Understandable. Can I make you a promise? Can I promise to do my best to earn your trust?” I give her chin a gentle squeeze. “Once I have earned your trust, then and only then will we discuss what happens next. Okay?”

      “Okay. And maybe you can promise no more unexpected kissing.” She blushes as the words leave her lovely mouth.

      “You have my word.” I reach for her hand. “Shall we head back, before someone comes looking for you?”

      I place her hand in the crook of my arm, then lead her to the ballroom. My men are still standing guard, precisely like I knew they would be. I am also aware that they had to run interference for us not all that long ago. One glance from my head of security advises me we came back just in time to avoid a massive scene.

      As soon as we step into the ballroom, I snag us both a flute of champagne. Lady Eva spots us and makes a beeline in our direction. Her expression is a mixture between happiness and ire.

      She removes the flute from Winifred’s grasp and sets it down on the tray of a passing server. “You disappeared.”

      “I—”

      “My fault, Lady Batista. I only wanted to welcome Lady Winifred into the fold. I suggested we go for a walk in the garden, used my position to force her from being able to tell me no. I hope you understand.” I grab another flute and hand it to Winifred. “You have done a very adequate job with this one. She is lovely in all ways and will make some young suitor very happy one day. Will make a remarkable partner, I am certain.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. I just hope we can find one for her.”

      I have so much I’d like to say to that statement, but refrain.

      “Winifred, your father is requesting you join him again. Time to say thank you and let the prince return to those who have been wishing to speak with him.”

      “It was nice of you to spend a portion of your evening with me. Thank you, Prince Esteban.” A small smirk, genuine in nature, crosses her face.

      “I’d like to join you if that is okay? I believe I have some business to attend to in the direction you are heading. It might be nice to have a lovely lady with me while I do so.” I offer her my arm to take.

      “I’m sorry, Prince Esteban, but I don’t know if that is such a wise idea. Perhaps Paschal could join you.” Her mother suggests, motioning for Winifred to start moving while she waves the aforementioned one over.

      “That is not acceptable,” I dismiss her instantly and watch her drop her arm in defeat. “Tonight should be about Lady Winifred, therefore I want to keep it that way. I know you understand. Shall we?” I motion for Winifred to lead the way.

      There is no way I am allowing her father to make promises to other undeserving men while I am around. No way will I not step in after I made a few promises to her earlier in the garden.

      As we walk in that direction, I lean down and whisper, “Did you honestly believe I’d let her steal you away from me, Winnie? Let you suffer through the agonizing stench of rotting fruit.”

      A joyful giggle sneaks out of her, and I know we are one small step closer to her trusting me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Winifred

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke this morning, I was certain I dreamed it all. Maybe not all of the previous evening. I know for a fact a fragment of it had to be real. Like those first few hours, when I was forced to endure the company of men I had absolutely no interest in whatsoever. My worst nightmares couldn’t top that portion of the evening.

      However, I am almost certain the best segments of my evening had to be a dream, my mind playing tricks on me. It wasn’t possible the obsession of all my fantasies actually spoke to me on the biggest night of my life. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d mixed up my reality with a few fantasies where he suddenly appeared.

      For example, when I turned sixteen and a few of my friends threw me a surprise party. Those friends were Lorenzo, Ingrid, and Crispin Oliver. They convinced the dean to allow us to join Lorenzo for a weekend evening away at his mother’s home. It was nerve-wracking enough, knowing one of my closest friends was a prince. Then grasping his mother, Her Royal Highness, had personally baked me a cake for my birthday, with the previously mentioned prince’s assistance. I often elected to forget my friend Lenny was one of the King’s sons.

      So, when we slipped out to the barn later that evening with a bottle of his family’s wine tucked away in Crispin’s jacket and got drunk, my mind invented that the man who escorted Ingrid and me back to our dormitory well after curfew, was none other than Prince Esteban. That he carried my teenage, drunk butt inside, while Lenny and Cris supported Ingrid so she didn’t get hurt. It was the same night she acquired her nickname, Dinger. The guys never liked any of the other nicknames they thought up for her, so they began experimenting with all her letters and came up with that. It stuck, even though they had replaced one of her I’s with an E.

      The only clue I hadn’t been mistaken all these years, occurred last night once the party was winding down. Esteban called her Dinger as he wished her a good evening. Ingrid and I both stared at each other for several long minutes before bursting into laughter, knowing my report about what I hallucinated when we were sixteen had been accurate all along.

      Several more minuscule incidents, similar to that one, had transpired over the years. Small occurrences where I swore some guardian angel was looking out for me. A very influential one who seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere. And while I couldn’t prove he was around keeping watch, I now wonder if he had a hand in it.

      An uneasy thought crosses my mind. One that has me picking up my phone so I can send Ingrid a text, asking her if she thinks I am crazy. Except when I finally retrieve it off the charger, I almost drop it.

      There’s a text from Stan—and yes, it displays that particular name on my screen. Meaning, somehow, he or someone else put that information into my contacts. I read it several times, not sure if I should trust that one of my sisters isn’t setting me up. Convinced they somehow overheard our conversation and are now playing a cruel joke on me just because they can.

      
        
          
            
              
        STAN: Call me as soon as you wake.

      

      

      

      

      

      The text came in around seven this morning. That was about an hour ago, which is the only detail that has me doubting those first thoughts. My sisters don’t get up that early, especially after a night like last night.

      Dalia practically glared at every female in the room who spoke with King Antonio. While she glared, her intake of champagne became considerable. One of her male companions ended up escorting her out before she made a scene. My guess is he also took full advantage of her mood, was likely still entertaining her and helping her forget she screwed up in the worst way where the king was concerned.

      Karina finally chose an eager male suitor around the same time. I’d watch them sneak off not long after Dalia, using her as an excuse to get it on. She approached my mother, most likely to lie about checking in on Dalia when in reality her only thought was locking this man down. Poor chap had better have supplied his own protection. I wouldn’t put it past any of my sisters to trap a man, especially the men in attendance last night. All of those men have large bank accounts, are well-established, and have plenty of influential pull, which make them quite powerful in our social clique.

      Then of course there was Paschal. I know for a fact she had ulterior motives. At first, I was worried she’d been pouting because Prince Esteban hadn’t shown her any attention. But it seemed my sister had her own idea about who she fancied, and that suited me just fine. The man she’d set her target on was essentially going to cause more strife for her. Not only because he was not on her list of the approved, but also because he was already married. He was here for political reasons and unaccompanied. His wife hadn’t been able to attend because she was pregnant with their first child and home on ordered bedrest. My sister zoned in on that man the moment he stepped inside. She hung on his every word and then started hanging all over him. It was obvious to anyone watching he had no issues with that. Would indeed take liberties later before returning to his wife. Which meant Paschal was most likely in some hotel room, getting as much of him as she could before he went back to his life and forgot all about her.

      I reread the text for the hundredth time when a new one appears below it.

      
        
          
            
              
        STAN: Why haven’t you called me yet? Call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I very likely read that message ten times before my phone lights up and his name flashes across my screen. Even start to smile when I notice a photo of our tree appear behind his name.

      After the third ring, I finally press the green button to answer it. “Hello?”

      “Are you alone?” His question throws me.

      “Yes. I only woke a few minutes ago.”

      A sound of relief washes over him. “Winnie, we need to talk. Do you suppose you might find an excuse to leave and have breakfast with me?”

      “You want me to have breakfast with you?” I ask, surprised by his invitation. “Why did you ask me if I was alone?”

      “Oh, Winnie. I would love to have breakfast with you.” There is a pause as if he would like to disclose more, but is refraining. “It’s just... I was worried after all that was suggested last night... never mind.” He’s talking about the unexpected segment of my evening I’d much rather forget.

      When I returned to my father, he wasn’t excited Prince Esteban had appointed himself as my escort. Lord Hector seemed equally irritated about it. My father then inquired if Esteban had any intention of speaking with him, wanted to discuss negotiations, or make an arrangement. I wasn’t sure I liked how that sounded.

      Esteban tightened his hold on my arm tucked in his, making it very clear he did not wish to do so. He then clarified a few matters where I was concerned.

      In his very influential voice, he reminded both men of a case that is receiving a great deal of attention. The case involves an older male and a nineteen-year-old female. She was accusing the man of making an arrangement with her father against her knowledge, not long after she turned eighteen. The arrangement involved a payment from the older male to the young woman’s father, suggesting a bill of sale was made. A few days later, the young woman was moved into a townhome that belonged to the buyer. She is claiming to have been held there against her will, threatened violence if she left before the agreed amount of time. Then threatened again after he let her go should she ever consider sharing her story.

      I will never forget the displeased expression on my father’s face, nor will I forget how Hector seemed angered by the prince’s boldness. It didn’t go unnoticed he was suggesting they were about to do the same with my young life. That thought had made my stomach churn. I hadn’t dared to imagine a situation like that being a possibility until that very moment. Maybe I wouldn’t be sold for a period of time like the woman previously mentioned. Something, however, warned me I was being offered to the highest bidder. The one who promised my father he would keep me in line and offer my family something as well.

      And that is when I concluded I was nothing more than an object as far as my parents were concerned. One that had been given certain privileges, just so one day I could pay them back in full. I had no choice in the matter, either, unless I wanted to be disowned and left to fight for everything just to survive.

      That is where these people trapped you. They understood the lifestyle one became accustomed to would be difficult to give up. While there were those who have walked away, most young women were terrified to do so, of being forced to figure out how to survive on their own. Honestly, I was a little afraid of that myself—why I had always done as expected and let my sisters treat me the way they had. I had no idea how I would survive on my own, not sure I would ever have the guts to even try.

      “Winnie,” Esteban whispers my name. “Don’t be afraid.”

      “What?” I jostle my head to bring my mind back to the present. “I’m not.”

      “It’s okay to be, you know. You only need to trust me, Winnie. Know I am looking out for you. Will be watching to make sure nothing happens you don’t want to happen. This is your life, Winnie, and you should be in the driver’s seat, not in the backseat letting someone else drive it for you.”

      I want to yell at him and tell him I don’t know how to drive—figuratively and literally. Someone has always driven me around, told me where I was going and with whom. Never given me any other option than to go along with the program.

      “I’ll be at your front door in twenty minutes. Make sure you are ready.”

      I don’t let the irony of his words slip past me. “I thought I was supposed to be driving?” The words slip out unexpectedly.

      “Touché, senorita. Forgive me. I, too, must learn a few new ways; learn I cannot control everything or everyone. It will be good of you to remind me of that from time to time. Please, will you join me for breakfast if I come and pick you up in twenty minutes? Does that give you enough time to get ready?”

      “No. Twenty minutes is not anywhere close to enough time. I need at least an hour, Stan.”

      He groans into the phone and I can’t help but giggle. “I do so adore it when you call me Stan. One hour it is, then. Dress casually. My chauffeur will bring you to me. Don’t freak out when he refuses to share any information with your family on where you are heading. I want no one to know where you are going, only because I don’t want you to undergo the pressure from those who believe they can control you. Just go along with his explanation and leave the rest to me.”

      I giggle again, knowing I sound like the teenage girl I am when I do. “Sounds so secretive, which will only perk my family’s interest more.”

      “Exactly, and that, my sweet Winnie, is what will keep them behaving while I do my best to get to know you. I promised last night to convince you to trust me. Now hurry up. I’m hungry, and it seems I have to wait an hour before I will satisfy either of my appetites.” I don’t miss how he makes all that sound, but I also understand he will keep matters between us simple.

      I rush to the shower and do my best to keep it casual. Later today I will head back to Prieto, where I will remain for six more weeks. That’s how long I have left before I graduate and leave that place forever.

      I am both happy and sad about that for three reasons. I will leave behind three very important people when I ditch the place that has been my refuge for eight years. Ingrid is heading to the United States, where she will attend Princeton, studying engineering. She will also play fútbol for them. Something I wish I could do—maybe not for Princeton, but I wouldn’t mind continuing competing. Crispin and Lorenzo are both heading to England, where they will study business while competing in lacrosse.

      Right now, I’m not sure where I will be allowed to go. My father hasn’t approved any of my choices yet. They include Princeton, the University of Melbourne, the University of Edinburgh, and Columbia University. All great choices and respectable universities where I had been accepted into easily. In fact, with my grades, there isn’t a school out there that would deny me admission. Although I’d be surprised if I were authorized to leave the country. Most likely I will be granted permission to pick one of the three great universities here at home.

      As soon as I descend the stairs, the drama from last night continues. I can hear my father lecturing Dalia from inside his office. He is not holding back today, laying out his expectations she will be required to follow from this point forward. Clarifying that unless she wants him to cut her off completely, she will start behaving in the way he deems appropriate.

      When Dalia emerges from his office, she noticeably appears shaken. I missed the revealing part on why she was receiving such a lecture. However, I don’t miss the glare she shoots me. I’m guessing she blames me for her getting lectured by our father, even though I had nothing to do with her behavior last night.

      She takes three seconds to prove me right, “This is all your fault.”

      “My fault?” I point at my chest. “How is it my fault? You’re the one who screwed it up with the king. I had no hand in that. You’re also the one who drank too much last night and had to be escorted out by one of your many...” I flinch when she starts her advance, knowing that was not the smartest move on my part.

      However, the buzz of the doorbell stops her from carrying out her attack. Her entire demeanor alters when a fine specimen of a man swaggers into the vestibule behind our butler.

      My father blinks several times before he addresses the man, the one who is staring at me like he knows something I don’t. He ignores all the others in the room and struts right up to me, leans down, and whispers in my ear, as he pretends to kiss my cheek.

      “Winnie, I presume. Lovely as rain.” Then he speaks so everyone else can hear what he has to say. “Lady Winifred Batista, you have certainly grown into quite a woman.”

      “Do I know you?” I ask, struggling to place him.

      My sister gasps as she quickly offers an apology. “Forgive her Your Grace, my little sister has forgotten her manors. What brings the Duke of Falcon to our home so bright and early?”

      “Duke of Falcon? You’re Darius Falcon?” I bow my head in reverence and blush, embarrassed I didn’t recognize him. “Forgive me.”

      “All is forgiven, but only if you’ll agree to have breakfast with me and one of my colleagues.” He grins mischievously. “I seem to have overlooked your soirée last night. My invitation must have gotten lost in the mail, no? For that reason, I’d like to make it up to you. Of course, that is, if it is okay with your father? I wouldn’t want you to develop a reputation or anything.”

      Dalia snickers, as if there is something she knows that I don’t.

      When Karina strolls in from the kitchen, looking like she has had one rough evening, glancing up just in time to spot the duke, she yelps. “You’re Darius Falcon. Why is Darius Falcon standing in our foyer at a quarter till nine? Did I miss something?” Then she glimpses down at her disheveled attire and whirls around to escape.

      At that moment, her overnight companion enters wearing the same clothing he had on last night. He also does a double-take at Darius, before directing his gaze in my father’s direction.

      My father is agitating his head in disgust as he groans. “Sir Holcomb, please either leave or step into my office, so we can start the process.”

      The young man is smart enough to escape while he has the chance, and as he exits, the last of my sisters enters behind Darius. “Whose Rolls Royce is parked out front? Why are we receiving guests so early? Did you find someone to buy...?” She stops dead in her tracks when she notices Darius. “Hello.”

      A chuckle rolls out of him, as he enjoys the chaos of the morning. “Justice Batista, it seems you’ve had a very interesting morning so far. Perhaps I can take this one with me, while you handle the others how you see fit? When I return her in a few hours, we can share a drink. I bet you will be in much need of one by then.”

      My father gestures for us to leave while he takes in Paschal’s walk of shame attire. I hear him order her into his office. Then he orders Dalia to go retrieve the other disappointment, so he can handle them all at once. When my sisters grumble, he shouts something I will never forget. “Shut up! Maybe it’s time you all take a look at Winifred. Obviously, she understands what she has to do to gain a gentleman’s attention without embarrassing all of us in the process. Who would have thought she’d be the one to finally get this right? Now hurry before I...”

      I don’t get to hear the rest, because we step outside before he finishes. A large Rolls Royce is waiting for us, where the driver is holding open the door. I slide in, and the man who has caused a great deal of ruckus slides in behind me.

      Now it’s my turn to squeal when the unexpected transpires yet again. I didn’t realize someone else was in the car until I am dragged across the aisle to the seat opposite me.

      “Good morning, Winnie.”

      I do my best to straighten and act older than I am; this is not the time to act like a silly teenage girl. “Stan. I thought you said those names were private and only to be used...”

      “Falcon will keep our secret. God knows I’ve kept plenty of his.” Esteban reaches for my hand as he addresses the man across from us. “Did they buy it?”

      “Hook. Line. And sinker.” Darius’ smile is one that would make any female shiver, me included. “Now why don’t you explain why I just marched into a house of whores to retrieve the only pure thing left?”

      “Did you just call my sisters whores?” I should probably be appalled and defend them, but before I can pull that off, I completely lose it and start snorting. “Wow. That was worth putting up with all those insults they’ve thrown my way. Hearing Darius Falcon sound disgusted, after meeting three women who are the most conniving bitches I know, has made my day. I’ll forget none of their faces when they first laid eyes on you, then later realized you were standing there because of me. It was priceless, and I don’t even care it was all for show.”

      Darius wobbles his head as he stares at me. “Honey cakes, you’re wrong. I may have been helping out a friend and all, but that doesn’t mean it was just for show. Your sisters are living up to their reputations, but let’s be clear about something I think you are missing. Those three don’t treat you the way they do because they think less of you, they treat you that way because they know they can never live up to you. Your light shines bright and they are jealous of that. They have always known that one day you’d pass them all up, and they’d be left standing in your shadow.

      “Now please, Stan the man, enlighten me. What exactly is the plan? I do believe after meeting your shining star, I understand why it is important to keep interactions on the down-low. No need to rile up the natives, put them on the attack before the time is right.”

      I’m not sure what he is talking about, although I think I’d like to hear Stan out as well. What is the man sitting next to me actually thinking?
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      I wish I had a plan. That would have been wise on my part. However, when it comes to this young lady seated next to me, I only wish to figure out how I can truly get to know her.

      The only reason Darius Falcon is with me at all is because he called me shortly after I hung up with Winnie. I needed to throw those sisters of hers off my scent, while confusing her father long enough for him to agree to let her leave. So, I picked him up on the way. He was not invited to join us, only here as my decoy.

      Darius is one of those men everyone finds interesting. He is a duke and a mystery to all, especially females. I know him well. Met him during our days at university. He’s Swiss and lived most of his life in Switzerland. His family owns several prominent businesses there that pull in an unbelievable amount of income.

      My friend is the youngest of a large family, and doing his best to keep all of them guessing. Most assume he is a playboy, because that is what he wants them to believe. He is very talented at pretending to be living off his family’s fortune and not bothered about how his carefree lifestyle comes across. He lets others draw their own conclusion about his adventures and doesn’t bother correcting them, even though they are all wrong.

      Darius has a very important career
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