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            HELLO FROM ABBY!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles, please visit my author page at www.authorabbyknox.com.

      

        

      
        To keep up with all my latest news, subscribe to my newsletter here.

      

      

      

      
        
        Happy reading!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAVORED PRINCE

          

          A CONTEMPORARY ROYAL ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
      Torben

      As the eldest son and next in line to the throne of Gravenland, my father expects to marry well. But no one in my tiny island kingdom has been able to win the my affections. After one catastrophic royal engagement embarrasses the king, all of us Haart siblings are sequestered in the palace and told in no uncertain terms that it's time to settle down. Find a spouse and start producing heirs, or the palace will no longer finance our clothes, food, travel, or lavish lifestyles.

      Always the hardest working and most obedient royal, nobody expects me to rebel and secretly flee to America to find a match. I’ve lived under the watchful eye of palace security and chaperones my entire life, though, and now I’m going to do things on my own terms.

      The woman of my dreams, the one who makes me fall flat on my face and worship the ground she walks on ... she's another story entirely. She’s got a mind of her own and is unfamiliar with what it takes to marry a prince. On the surface, Hailey is the opposite of me in every way, and yet underneath, she is my one and only queen.

      

      Hailey

      Do I believe in true love? Sure. Fate? Absolutely. Whirlwind romances? Swoon!

      But those things are not for me, Hailey Wild, a 29-year-old single tollbooth worker on the West Virginia turnpike.

      Or so I assume...

      Until one day, destiny lines up with a crossword puzzle clue, and I come face to face with a lost driver wearing a laughable disguise.

      On the one hand, spending time with a handsome stranger seems pretty damn dreamy. On the other hand, this is all pretty dangerous and stupid.

      But I have a secret of my own: I know who he is.

      With nothing else on my agenda, I step into the fairy tale. Just for one day.

      What can it hurt?

      We all know what happens next. That fairy tale becomes too real. Suddenly, the stranger is making me an unbelievable offer: one that will change my quiet life forever.

      It's going to take more than a handsome prince and the promise of titles, riches, and fame to convince me that Torben is the man for me.

      

      ABOUT THE RECKLESS ROYALS

      Reckless Royals is a tropey, soapy, swoony and sexy collection of romances. It's got everything: Bad boys, grumpy, gorgeous heroes, strong, sassy heroines, arranged marriages, divorce pacts, marriage pacts, and lots of surprises along the way.

      It’s all packed into one royal family with five stand-alone love stories to tell! No cheating, no cliffhangers. Five separate HEAs with epilogues.
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      Torben

      

      The stone bell tower chimes midnight over the packed plaza, prompting the festive crowd’s eruption with cheers, noisemakers and air horns.

      “Aren’t you special?” The gruff voice next to me in the balcony box drips with irony. Sigurd knows how much I detest this particular tradition.

      I turn to my right and beam at my brother with a practiced smile that delivers a sneer only a brother can see. “Jealous?”

      Sigurd’s unmanaged beard twitches. “Jealous of the heir apparent? Brother, I’m grateful to still be a bachelor with no expectations from anybody.”

      The person to my left finally speaks, slurring his words. “Except psychopathy.”

      Here we go.

      The flash in Sigurd’s eyes serves as the first warning.

      Wanting to defuse this exchange before it becomes a situation, I lean to the left and place a brotherly hand on the shoulder of the slightly teetering Etienne, attempting to force his glassy eyes to focus on me and not on our youngest brother.

      “Not here. Not now,” I urge Etienne. Our mother, the queen, gives us a subtle side-eye while waving at the cheering crowd.

      Etienne, undeterred, leans backward to address Sigurd with a wagging forefinger. “The first sign of a psychopath is poor treatment of animals.”

      The thickly-bearded one simmers next to me. “Where do you think your hangover duck sandwiches come from? Hunters, you imbecile.”

      Etienne laughs, “Your friend, the gamekeeper, rounds them up for you. Not much of a fair fight if you ask me.”

      At the mention of the gamekeeper, our baby sister, Princess Flora, looks up from her knitting. She wants to say something, but then changes her mind and returns to her project. 

      On the twelfth bell, the queen leans behind Etienne and hisses to me, “Order.”

      The crowd bursts into “Happy Birthday, Prince Torben.”

      I can’t bear listening to this, but I’m happy for a distraction. Our mother has cued me to get control of everyone now, or I’ll hear about it later.

      I subtly nudge Etienne. “Stop goading Sig. For my sake.” 

      “It’s too easy,” Etienne chuckles.

      At my right, Sig is still eyeing our drunken brother, barely pretending to maintain a serene face for the public. 

      “Smile,” I remind him. “The paps are watching.”

      “Good; I hope they catch the royal introduction of my fist to Etienne’s groceries.”

      “For me. Ignore the little bastard, just this once. You owe me.”

      Sig stiffens, and that god-awful beard twitches again. He knows what for. He harrumphs but otherwise tries to ignore the other brother.

      The crowd below transitions into the Gravenland national anthem. Oh god. This will take a while.

      I lean behind Sig and gesture to Flora.

      She looks up from her sweater project—I swear I don’t know who she’s knitting sweaters for when her wardrobe is choked with finery sent from designers the world over—and frowns. 

      “What are you waving those pretty gloved hands at me for, brother? I’m minding my business,” she says.

      “Stand up,” I tell her in my most stern big brother voice.

      “Why?”

      “Because everyone can see you!” 

      “I’m trying to work this knot out.”

      “Flora, please.” 

      “I’m not bothering anybody, and this song will last an hour. You can’t expect me to stand through the entire thing.”

      This. This is why I don’t like to be put in charge of my siblings. I am not their parent. But I’ve more or less been forced into that role from the time we were all children.

      And now, I’m 35, and it appears the only way out of this parental role is to get married, move out of the palace, and begin bossing around a family of my own. Oh, joy.

      “Flora,” I growl through gritted teeth.

      With a dirty glare and a hissed, “Why don’t you get laid already and leave the rest of us alone,” Flora stands but refuses to set down her handmade wooden needles, a precious gift sent to her by an adoring fan. It’s sweet that she’s taken such a liking to such a simple present. I give most everything away to charity, whatever they will accept. Not because I’m such a goody-goody, but I don’t like to be reminded that I have fans. 

      Not that I’ve earned admirers. I was born in the public eye, and I’m doomed to remain there.

      I lack Flora’s sentimentality, and it’s one of the things I admire in my sister.

      She waves at the crowd, joining in on the third verse of the Gravenland national anthem.

      The cameras will only show the happy, smiling faces of the six members of the royal family, all basking in the good wishes of their citizens.

      What they don’t see is Flora quietly in a snit. Sig barely controlling his temper. Me, exhausted and searching for new excuses about why I’m not interested in this or that nobleman’s daughter on this, my 35th birthday. Etienne, halfway to being drunk off his ass and smirking. The queen, having had it with all of us. And the king, down at the other end of the balcony box? The king is happily oblivious to all of us.

      Because he is bound and determined to marry me off, once and for all.

      By the time the crowd below us has gotten around to the fifth verse of the world’s longest national anthem, something snaps on either side of me. Etienne makes a big show of joining the crowd in song, lifting his goblet above his head merrily and pumping his fist. The crowd goes nuts at his antics, not knowing he’s mocking the entire thing. In his state of compromised judgment, he looks past me and thrusts his goblet on the long high note. Wine splashes out, spilling deep red drops all over Sig’s face and beard.

      Sig loses it. He hurls himself over me in one rather impressive leap, grabbing Etienne by his overcoat lapels. The impact knocks the golden goblet out of Etienne’s hand. I lunge for it as it tumbles over the balcony’s edge. But it’s too late. I watch in horror as the bejeweled vessel falls to the ground below, spilling wine all over the fascinator hat of a visiting dignitary.

      Haplessly, Etienne stretches his arm over the railing toward the goblet. Sig’s face gets in the way of Etienne’s reach. In seconds, it’s a fully involved fistfight.

      Where are the security guards? Probably rushing to the aid of the poor woman with the wine-soaked fascinator. 

      Not that they’d be any help up here; they usually let me break up the fights between siblings because they’re all too scared to lay hands on the royal family.

      In my attempt to separate the two brothers, I tug too hard, and Etienne stumbles backward, then overcompensates and stumbles forward again drunkenly, dangerously close to tumbling over the edge.

      Grabbing a fistful of his cloak, I wrench the fool back from the edge, sending him tumbling to the floor of the balcony box.

      And in my attempt to hold the drunkard back from the edge, I fail to notice what is happening to my right.

      A feminine shriek makes my blood run cold while Etienne looks past me in horror.

      The final note of the Gravenland national anthem is quickly drowned out by astonished shouts as the crowd nearest us catches on to what’s happening. 

      I whip around. My brain registers that Flora no longer stands where she’d been, but it doesn’t connect that fact with why Sig leans dangerously over the balcony’s edge.

      The queen lets out a bloodcurdling scream. The king bellows angrily, like he’s being merely inconvenienced, “What is it now?”

      I rush to the ledge, only to see Flora hanging on by a thread. 

      Literally.

      One of Flora’s hands clutches a thick wooden needle, around which a loop of yarn is cinched in a jumbled knot. At the other end of that thread is our brother, Sig, holding on for dear life. I scan the horrifying tableau, and my stomach threatens to send my dinner back up. At my feet, the half-finished sweater sits in a pile. 

      The yarn pulls so tightly I can see it cutting into Sig’s hand. Calloused though they may be from a lifetime of climbing rocks and wrestling bears or whatever the hell he gets up to, he grimaces in pain.

      Someone’s shoulder joint gives a sickening pop. Adrenaline courses through me, and the next thing I know, I’ve got both hands in front of Sig’s, but it’s not enough of a hold to do any good.

      I can pull Flora up if I reach more of the yarn and persuade Sig to let go. He may be bigger than me, but I’m twice the weight of our baby sister.

      “Let go, Sig. I’ve got her.”

      With a curse, Sig tells me to shut up, and tugs with his good arm. The yarn is so taut it’s cutting into his flesh to the point of bleeding. I’m not a soft one by any means, but no one has more callouses than Sig.

      “Etienne!” I cry out. “We need you!”

      “I can help!” Etienne shouts with uncharacteristic, unbridled excitement.

      I don’t dare take my eyes off my sister, who’s looking up at me, her big brother, to save the day.

      “I’ve got hold of the yarn! Let go before you dislocate your other shoulder, Sig, you idiot.” Etienne sounds authoritative for the first time in his life, and I feel a flash of pride.

      Neither of us looks at Etienne, but Sig snarls in pain as the wool slips through his other hand. “I can’t hold it!”

      Sig refuses to let go, but Etienne is shouting. “I’m anchoring it! I’ve got it; you can let go.”

      Meanwhile, security and hotel employees are scrambling, five stories below us, on the plaza, to clear the area to make way for a rescue squad. Revelers are instead insisting that they can catch Flora if she lets go. But we all know that won’t end well for anyone.

      “Don’t make me regret this, Etienne!” Sig releases the yarn, and we turn to look at our brother. Etienne holds the unfinished sweater and his grip, looking proud of himself. 

      A fresh wave of panic surges through me in that instant when we all realize—too late—that the yarn is unraveling itself row by row by row by horrifying row at an alarming speed. 

      I don’t hesitate. I run inside the building, shoving past the guards, bounding down five flights of stairs. I burst through the hotel doors and prepare myself for the worst moment of my life.

      But the worst moment never comes.

      Someone has caught Flora.

      Setting aside my shock and disbelief, I close the distance between myself and the unknown citizen holding my sister, intending to thank him profusely. This is like trying to run headlong into a maze, until people realize who I am.

      The crowd parts like the Red Sea, and there before me is Flora. Alone, clutching one needle.

      I catch up to her and shield her from the gawkers. Her frame trembles in my arms.

      “Brother, I’m okay.” Her eyes are wide and look right through me. She’s in shock, not wholly aware of herself.

      “Who caught you?”

      Flora’s face is ghost white as she shakes her head. “He’s gone.”

      I glimpse a tall, dark-haired fellow ducking his way through the crowd, away from us.

      I try to bring her back to earth with a joke. “Thank God someone made those needles for you. They should be commended.”

      She shakes her head again.

      “How did that man catch me?”

      My sister is shaking like a leaf, so there’s only one thing to do. I scoop her up and begin calling out for a medic.
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      Hailey

      

      Are you familiar with the illusion of frequency?

      I don’t mean to be fancy, but folks also call it the Baader-Meinhof effect.

      It’s when you learn about an obscure thing for the first time, and then very soon afterward, you encounter that same dang thing repeatedly.

      It’s wild how that happens.

      I only know about it because of a crossword puzzle clue.

      I learn all kinds of things because of crossword puzzles.

      It so happens that the Baader-Meinhof effect is messing with me right now, all within the same 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. shift at Toll Plaza C on the West Virginia Turnpike.

      Usually, this shift is pleasant and uneventful. I prefer these slightly cooler witching hours, especially in summer. Even with fans and air conditioning, West Virginia is as humid as Lucifer’s jockstrap in the summertime, and tonight is no exception. But the best part about the graveyard shift is I see people at their realest.

      The vacation season is winding down now that it’s mid-September, and traffic is not what it was back in July.

      Most motorists have been cordial tonight. Many people are distracted by their phones, which is unnerving. One man was shouting at his kids, and I waved and smiled at the little ones in the back seat as they pulled away from my booth.

      The job is a steady one, and I like my coworkers. My boss, Sylvie, is nice enough, but she keeps bugging me to take a vacation. I keep reminding her I took plenty of days off to care for my mama after my daddy died, but Sylvie has it in her head that I need to get away and do something for myself.

      Do what, though? And go where? I’m up for anything, but money is tight. I may not have to pay rent anymore now that I moved back with Mama to help out. But what I don’t pay in rent disappears pretty quickly between medical bills and occasionally slipping cash to the people my daddy borrowed money from.

      As you can see, I have a lot on my plate. So it’s a good thing I have a job that I can leave at work. None of this answering emails and whatnot on my day off. Sylvie would never.

      The work itself is strangely satisfying and not mentally taxing for me, which gives me time to do my crossword puzzles and dream about adventures I can’t afford to take.

      This morning around 3 a.m., I’m staring at a particularly vexing clue. I am a born and bred West Virginian, so some people look at me funny when I use words like vexing; I admit that. If I’m too big for my britches for liking fancy words, so be it.

      This particularly vexing clue is a proper name.

      “Nicknamed the Favored Prince of Gravenland.”

      Graven…land? I laugh out loud. That is not a real place. Maybe it’s a show on HBO.

      I could Google it, but I try not to. It feels like cheating to me.

      Traffic is picking up again, anyway, so I set it aside. 

      I forget about the vexing clue until my friend April texts me.

      

      April: Hey babe, where’d they put you today?

      

      Me: Plaza C, by Dry Creek.

      

      April: Nice. Busy? 

      

      Me: On and off. What are you up to today?

      

      April: Ugh. I’m on late gift-shop duty at the welcome center, watching some Michiganders fall in love with overpriced moonshine jugs.

      

      I laugh because I know April’s backyard is full of that shit for free.

      

      Me: Now, April, you be friendly to the tourists.

       

      April: Always! But you know Drunkle Eli turns those jugs out in his sleep.

      

      Me: Drunkle?

      

      April: Short for a drunk uncle.

      

      Me: lol.

      

      April: He is quite the prince.

      

      Me: Oh, that reminds me! Have you heard of a show called Gravenland?

      

      April: This one of your crossword clues?

      

      Me: Yep. It says something about a “favored prince” and “Gravenland.” You know I can’t get into those high fantasy types of shows. The lighting is terrible, and I can’t hear a word anybody says.

      

      April: Lol! I think it’s an actual place. Hang on. Let me Google it.

      

      About five minutes, two Subarus, seven SUVs, and four semi-tractor-trailers later, April texts me back with an answer. What? It’s a lifeline! It’s not cheating.

      

      April: Torben Haart!

      

      Me: Sounds like something you should see a cardiologist about.

      

      April: No, silly. That’s his name. That’s the Favored Prince. He’s an actual person and lives on this tiny island in the North Sea. Or the English channel. Or…I’m not really sure…but it’s somewhere in Europe.

      

      Me: Never heard of it.

      

      April: me neither, but Google says he’s also known as the untouchable prince, the bachelor prince…the nicknames are a lot. Apparently, Torben is next in line for the throne and has just turned 35 years old. He’s unusual because no one in the entire country has been able to bag him yet.

      

      Me: Ha. I should take a crack at it.

      

      April: Sure. You know those royals have gotta be pressing him. Hell, my mama has been yakking at me nonstop since I turned 25, and that was only three years ago, and I don’t stand to inherit shit but a rusty Airstream trailer and her burn-out boyfriend.

      

      Me: Oh, honey, don’t forget about your Uncle Eli’s garage full of moonshine jugs.

      

      April: Ugh, goodbye forever!

      

      Me: How tragic to lose my only friend at the ripe old age of 30. At least I have Prince Humperdinck to console me.

      

      April: You’re 29. You’re not allowed to turn 30 without me there to witness it.

      

      Less than an hour after April helped me with that clue, I’m scrolling through the news on my phone during a lull in traffic. And wouldn’t you know it: there’s a story about the royal family in none other than little ol’ Gravenland.

      “The heck? Are you serious?” I say to no one out loud.

      I read on, and the story gives a background of the recent fiasco at Prince Torben’s birthday celebration. Apparently, the entire country parties all week around the prince’s birthday because it took so long for the king and queen to conceive an heir. Seven years, to be exact. That doesn’t seem like a big deal to wait seven years to have a baby, but when you’re dealing with palace politics, maybe it is.

      According to the article, the four Haart siblings got into a fistfight during a highly public moment. Princess Flora, the youngest of the four, fell off a balcony. There’s a link to another story, which I’ll save for another rabbit hole because now I’m invested.

      The main story explains that the king and queen gathered their offspring for a top-secret family meeting.

      It’s incredible to me that I have never heard of this family or this tiny country before. Nor about this highly entertaining family. 

      I need to get out more. That has become a joke among my coworkers—that, like my Mama, I’m a bit of a hermit outside of work. But what they don’t know is I hunger for adventure.

      Judging from these articles I’m reading, though, European royalty doesn’t seem all that different from my own pains in my ass.

      We have our own drama up on Cooper Holler, and I don’t want any part of it. When it’s somebody else’s drama? Gimme all the tea, piping hot.

      I click through endless slideshow photos of the royal family. This drags me down another rabbit hole of scrolling through pictures and articles about them individually. And, holy shit, one is more good-looking than the other.

      Princess Flora is a stunning woman in her early 20s and has her mother the queen’s eyes but the same strong chin as her three brothers. She’s not a wispy thing; she’s tall and curvaceous, with an enviable rack and a smile that hides some secrets.

      Prince Sigurd has the wildest hair and beard I have ever seen on someone dressed in a fine suit. But he has kind eyes and a shy grimace hinting that he dislikes being photographed. 

      The second oldest, Etienne, seldom appears in group family photos. His scruffy chin and devilish eyes remind me of that Damon character from Vampire Diaries. 

      The oldest, Torben, is…astonishing. I suck in a breath when I land on a close-up photo of him, smiling and laughing with one of the other princes. In official photos, Torben’s face is kind but practiced and reserved. In the laughing snapshot, he’s breathtaking, with a wide Jake-Gyllenhaal smile that reaches his cool blue-green eyes. 

      And did I say I thought his brothers had sexy lips? Torben has the kind of mouth that makes a person stare for a creepily long time. If I said out loud what I’m thinking about when I zoom in on those lips— yes, I did that—it would get me banned from church if our family hadn’t been kinda-sorta ostracized already.

      I fan myself and look out at the winding, quiet turnpike. I need a distraction. Something to turn me off, and fast.

      I’ve got it.

      Quickly, I dial up my brother on FaceTime. Yep, that’ll do it, and yep, Toad’s awake at 2 a.m. since he’s in between swing shifts at the sheet metal factory. Yesterday he worked three to eleven, and he’ll return at 8 a.m. today after picking me up from work because my stupid car is busted again. He should be sleeping, but he’s a dumbass.

      “If this requires me to Google something, forget it,” Toad says without a greeting, his attention focused elsewhere. From what I can tell, the phone sits beside him on the sofa, with only part of his face visible in the frame. Judging by the sounds in the background, he’s playing God of War again.

      “That’s not why I’m calling. Just bored,” I lie. I’m not bored; I need to escape what could become a royal rabbit hole time-suck, as internet stalking tends to become.

      “Slow night?”

      “Sorta. Hey, have you ever heard of the country called Gravenland?”

      Toad snorts. “Yeah, of course. Don’t they make beer?”

      “You know about their beer?”

      “We have some in the fridge right now, dumb-dumb.”

      “We do?” If that’s true, I don’t remember seeing any. But then, I’m not a big drinker.

      “Yeah, it’s a dope-ass pale ale with a hot chick on the label.”

      Ah. Of course.

      “I’m wondering, has everyone heard about this place except for me?”

      Toad grimaces at the TV, battle cries echoing in the background.

      “You do live under a rock.”

      “Rude.”

      “Prove it,” I say.

      “Prove what?”

      “Get your ass up off the sofa and show me a beer.”

      With a low curse, my brother pauses the game and picks up the phone, the movements on the camera making me nauseous as he goes to the fridge and opens the door.

      “See?”

      All I see is white light blinding me for a second, but then I see the brown bottles and the label with a pretty, feminine silhouette in a crown and a dress. The label reads “Princess Honey Blonde” in swooping letters inside the shape of a tiara. Underneath that is a stylized banner with the branding “Reckless Royals.” Toad turns the bottle, and sure enough, it’s bottled in Arenhammer, a city in Gravenland, the obscure country I had not heard of until an hour ago.

      “That’s so odd,” I say.

      “What is?”

      “That you would ever buy imported beer.”

      “Only wild to you. I have discriminating taste.”

      “Since when?”

      “Look, it’s been at least ten years since we shared a fridge.”

      And now that Mama is the way she is, the three of us are sharing a fridge again. A fridge, a bathroom, a garden, the whole damn double-wide manufactured home where Toad and I grew up. The house where Mama brought him home from the hospital with the name “Todd.” I, a horribly jealous big sister at age 3, changed it to “Toad,” and it stuck.

      My brother is right. A lot has changed between moving away and returning to look after Mama. Namely, we don’t fight like cats and dogs like we did as kids. 

      “Did Mama get up and try to cook in her sleep tonight?”

      “Nah. Haven’t heard a peep.”

      “Good. Check on her before you leave for work, okay?”

      He knows what I mean. Check her pulse. Check her pill bottles. Count everything.

      “Always do. And hey, if you want to lend a hand on your day off, the Cooper brothers are coming by to help fix up the last of the fire damage behind the stove.”

      Ugh. The Cooper brothers. Of course, they’re coming to help. As always, I’ll have to grit my teeth and say thank you.

      “I’ll try,” I say. “I might have plans…with April.”

      “Liar.”

      “I am a liar, but Marsh Cooper gives me the creeps.”

      “He’s alright.”

      “He’s been sniffing around Mama ever since Daddy died, and it’s gross,” I say.

      “Maybe Mama likes him. Did you ever think of that?”

      “Mama is not in a good place to take on a beau. Least of all, anybody named Cooper.”

      “Huh.”

      “What?”

      Toad groans as he lowers his too-young-to-be-groaning body back onto the sofa and unpauses his game. “You learned I’m a beer snob, and I’m learning you’re a people snob. Interesting.”

      Nobody can push a girl’s buttons quite like a brother. “I am not.”

      “Sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

      I know what he’s getting at, and I’m not going there. 

      We both remember my ill-fated date with the younger of the Coopers, Hitch. Hitch told everyone I thought I was too good for him because he wore a tee shirt with a hole in it for our coffee date. The truth was, I ended the date because I became nauseous when he showed up to the date with a toothpick in his mouth. He took it out when we drank our coffees, and that disgusting thing went right back into his mouth afterward. 

      If that makes me a snob, then so be it.

      But I’m not going to argue about it with Toad. He and his friends can think what they want about me. 

      I’ve been through the wringer, dating-wise, and I have my standards.

      Growing up in Cooper Holler outside of a small town in West Virginia, I have had to kiss a lot of frogs, and not a single one has turned into a prince.

      But I’m keeping my eye out, thank you very much.
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