
  
    
      BEAUTY’S CURSED PRINCE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A CINDERELLA FAIRYTALE RETELLING

      
        THE CURSED BEAUTY SERIES

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        MARY E. TWOMEY

      

    

    
      MARY E. TWOMEY, LLC

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Henry and Henry

      

      
        2. Bad Boy Henry

      

      
        3. A Lethal Among Them

      

      
        4. Two Henrys in the Car

      

      
        5. Cheeks and Feet

      

      
        6. Pinpricks of Possibility

      

      
        7. Tea and National Security

      

      
        8. The Danger of a Kiss over Lunch

      

      
        9. What the Baron Requires

      

      
        10. Four Dozen

      

      
        11. Remus’ Offer

      

      
        12. Big Mouth Henry

      

      
        13. Who Are You?

      

      
        14. Hearing and Seeing

      

      
        15. House Rules

      

      
        16. Reading between Remus’ Pages

      

      
        17. Henry’s Bedroom

      

      
        18. The Center of Too Much Attention

      

      
        19. Peace from Rory

      

      
        20. Cordray’s Secret

      

      
        21. Comfort and Chaos

      

      
        22. Red and Rafe

      

      
        23. Guadalupe, Connor and Errol

      

      
        24. Part of the Pack

      

      
        25. Because You’re My Sister

      

      
        26. Sick, Sick, Sick

      

      
        27. The Darkness of Remus and Ella

      

      
        28. Comfort to End the Darkness

      

      
        29. Someone to Lean On

      

      
        30. Finding Her Role

      

      
        31. A Word from the King

      

      
        32. The Bigger Picture

      

      
        33. Remus’ Conspiracy Theories

      

      
        34. Howling in the Night

      

      
        35. Eavesdropping

      

      
        36. Standing on Her Own

      

      
        37. Ella’s Scandal

      

      
        38. Remus’ Secret Lover

      

      
        39. Ella’s New Job

      

      
        40. Locked in the Dark

      

      
        41. Remus’ Date to the Ball

      

      
        42. Always and Only You

      

      
        43. Happily Ever After

      

      
        44. Ugly Girl

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEAUTY’S CURSED PRINCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Cursed Beauty Novel

        Book Three

      

        

      
        By

      

        

      
        Mary E. Twomey

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COPYRIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 Mary E. Twomey, LLC

        Cover Art by Shayne Leighton

        of Parliament House Book Designs

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

        First Edition: January 2019

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The author holds exclusive rights to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

      

        

      
        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

        

      
        For information:

        http://www.maryetwomey.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Maybee

      

      

      

      
        
        Forever my princess who conquers whole kingdoms with her gentleness.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            HENRY AND HENRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Henry stared at his phone, his face a wash of indignation. Since he had no audience, he spoke to his phone as if it was his best friend’s stubborn face. “The nerve! You can’t hang up on me just because I check in on you, Rory. You married a man whose Pulse had to be taken away, it was so deadly. I’m not overreacting.”

      Henry wanted to say more, but slid his phone into his pocket. He tried not to let the frustration affect him, but that seemed to be a losing battle.

      Rory Johnstone had married a Lethal, which meant Henry felt no shame in calling her more often than usual. He’d felt a mild pang of chagrin when he interrupted her honeymoon, and even permitted her new husband, Cordray, to chew him out for a good five minutes before he’d agreed to back off. That, of course, meant only one phone call per day, as opposed to nearly a dozen. As her best friend, Henry felt it was his duty to make sure Rory was, at the very least, alive.

      Henry ran his hand through his blond hair, glancing around the foyer of the palace before his eyes landed on his father’s raised eyebrows. “Oh, I didn’t see you there.”

      The King of Avondale was known and beloved for many things, and rarely spoke out of turn. He closed the leather-bound day-planner he was holding and tucked it under his arm, adjusting his tie. “How is our dear Rory doing? Settling into married life well, I hope?”

      Henry took in a long breath through his nose before he answered. “She’s fine. I’m fine. We’re fine. I’m glad she’s happy and all; I just didn’t expect her to settle down with a Lethal. I’m worrying more than I was expecting to.”

      The king smoothed his hand over the buttons on his pressed shirt, looking every bit the part of the professional. Since they were on the main floor of the palace, important officials were permitted to walk through with the escort of a guard. King Hubert’s hair, angular jaw, high cheekbones and easy smile matched his son’s perfectly. The only difference was that the king had a few wrinkles around the corners of his pale blue eyes, and his chest was slightly less barreled than the late-twenties prince. “Cordray is still on the pill, yes? His magic is muted?”

      Henry nodded. “He can’t hurt Rory by accidentally Pulsing his deadly electricity into her with a stray touch. I get that.” He shook his head at himself, his shoulders slumping. “The whole thing is throwing me, is all.”

      “Did you wish your betrothal to Rory had held? Is that what’s really bothering you?”

      Henry’s eyes widened as he leaned back against the closed front double doors, glancing up at the elaborate crystal chandelier. He recalled running around the palace with Rory and Adam when they were children. They’d chosen the ornately tiled circle under this chandelier as the safety zone when playing tag.

      How he wished for a safety zone now, one where he could tell his oldest friend anything, and she’d truly hear his heart. Henry studied the golden loops and twists above, wondering where things had fallen so far off the track that he couldn’t make himself understood to the one woman who’d always known his mind. “No, I don’t want to marry Rory. She’s like a sister to me. It’s that she just barely woke from her coma, and now she’s diving headfirst into what could be a dangerous situation.”

      The king nodded sagely. “Ah. The papers are still printing pictures of the kingdom’s Sleeping Beauty. Her wedding was months ago, Henry. Perhaps you should let her go a bit.”

      Henry snorted at the name the press had given her. Before, they’d called her “the Chancellor’s daughter,” or the snarkier papers, “the Chancellor’s shamed Deadpulse daughter.” When true love’s kiss had woken her from her coma, Rory’s magic was finally awakened. She could perform all the spells she’d failed at before, and finally won the respect that should’ve been hers all along.

      When her father passes away someday, she would sit in the Chancellor’s chair as head of the council. When Henry’s father passes someday, he would rule Avondale. The two got along better than most President and Vice President pairings did.

      Henry shoved his hands into the pockets of his khakis. “What if Cordray forgets to take his pill? What if he rolls over in bed one night and electrocutes her by accident? I like him and all, but this whole thing is going to give me an ulcer.”

      The king chuckled at his son’s consternation, letting his folder go and floating it in the air at his side, so he could reach down and tug at his sock that had slipped to discomfort. “I guess I know how you’ll be voting on Proposition 7,” the king said as he stood. He looked every bit like his son, only with brushes of silver lining his temples. While his glory days playing rugby were far behind him, he was still almost as imposing as his tall, broad-shouldered son, especially when he went head-to-head with members of the council who occasionally got out of hand.

      Henry shrugged. “I had my opinions before, but now I don’t know. I keep going back and forth.”

      “Forfeiting all of one’s magic to mute one’s Lethal abilities is a steep price to pay, but that’s the only option I can offer them. The pill has its shortcomings, but it took so long to get it where it is now. It’s a viable option if you want to keep your loved ones safe when your Pulse is deadly. I’ve invested all I care to in the project. The Baron thinks privately-funded companies might be able to take the pill to the next level—muting the deadlier aspects, while still allowing Lethals to perform perfunctory magic.”

      “And what do you think?”

      The king met his son’s gaze with a tight smile. “Henry, it’s the Baron’s idea. When have I ever not trusted the Baron?”

      The two shared a loaded chuckle. The Baron was a snide, sniveling weasel who was always vying for more power. It had been the Chancellor’s seat he’d had his eyes on for too long, but now it seemed the Baron had moved on to wanting control over the pill. “Fair point. So you’re saying I shouldn’t vote yes on Proposal 7?”

      The king shrugged, a wizened look softening his eyes, making them crinkle around the edges. “I’m saying I have faith in your decision-making process. I know you’ll steer the country well someday.” He glanced at the watch on his wrist. “The guests will be arriving soon. Remind me again why I host these dinners?”

      Henry gripped his father’s shoulders, looking him in the eye as if he were a football coach. “Dinners for the Elite are important rituals for the council and other officials to get together in a non-political setting. They’re supposed to use the opportunity to make friends with people who have opposing views, and not talk politics, so we have a more unified nation, even when we disagree.”

      “Right. That sounds exactly like something I’d say—wise but taxing. Tell me that each day only holds twenty-four hours, and this one won’t drag on beyond it.”

      “This evening will feel like an eternity, but it’s worthwhile. This is a good thing you’re doing—encouraging the leaders to see beyond their own agendas.”

      “Yes, I’m very smart. One day when the throne is yours, I hope you have a son of your own who can talk you through each of the brilliant ideas you hate.” King Hubert and Henry shared a smirk as Henry slapped his father hard on the shoulder twice. The king checked his watch. “See that you make it to the dining hall before the Baron, otherwise I’ll be forced to sit next to him. He’s been taking garlic pills.” He shuddered, and then grabbed his folder out of the air and tucked it back under his arm, kissing his son’s cheek before leaving for his study.

      Henry deflated against the doors the moment his father left. He always hated when his father made comments like that, bringing to attention that the adored king might not always be around. Many people in Henry’s position would be happy to inch closer to the crown, but that would only mean his father wouldn’t be there—a concept that sat heavy in his stomach. He knew that when the time came, he would rise to the occasion. But no one seemed to realize that the day he put on the crown would mean that his father was no more.

      Henry couldn’t think of a worse thing.

      His secondary cell phone buzzed with a text from his date last night. He thumbed the nude photo she sent him to entice him into another night out, at which he merely chuckled. That was far beyond his level of commitment. No matter how much fun they’d had during their night together, a second date felt like a marriage, which made him itch to delete her from his contacts.

      His primary cell phone rang, and he answered immediately. Only his family, the palace staff and his small circle of true friends had his real cell phone number. “I’m sorry, Rory. I was overbearing.”

      Rory’s gentle voice came out in a rush. “I don’t like it when we fight. Let’s be sorry and forgiving, and forget it ever happened.”

      A lazy grin swept over Henry’s handsome face. “Darling, telling the kingdom I’m amazing in bed means never having to say you’re sorry.”

      Rory giggled through her nose at the innocuous flirtation. They’d never slept together, though the tabloids had entertained the masses with many stories countering the truth. “I’ll be careful. Cordray doesn’t have a problem taking the pill. We both have alarms set to make sure we don’t forget.”

      “For what day? I’ll set one, too. Then you’ll only get a territorial overprotective phone call from me once a month.”

      “I can’t imagine you’ll show that much restraint.” Henry could hear the smile in Rory’s voice. “First of the month. But if you’re not barking at me about things I’m already on top of, then I’ll miss out on all of your fantastic apologies. I’m not sure it’s worth the trade-off.”

      “I miss you,” Henry admitted. “Tell me you’re almost here.”

      “I am. Be nice to Cord.”

      “Fine. I’ll offer to make out with him first, and then you second, so he’ll feel all important.”

      “What a gentlemanly proposition.”

      “Pass!” Henry heard Cordray shout in the background.

      Henry sighed as he walked through the walls of the palace that were outlined with gold-painted wainscoting and baseboards. He passed the portrait of his deceased mother on the wall and blew her a kiss, as he always did whenever he happened by it.

      “That was our longest fight yet,” he commented. “I didn’t care for it. In fact, I wrote whole oceans of sappy poetry in the two minutes we were at odds. Would you like to hear some of it?”

      Rory groaned good-naturedly. “Not even if it’s in song form.”

      “Of course it’s in song. How else does one apologize to a fine lady like yourself?”

      “You’re too much,” Rory chuckled.

      “You’re exactly the right amount of everything. Tell your husband the second he drops the ball, I’ll be marking my territory, peeing all over you to tell the world you’re mine.”

      Cordray sounded bored, if not mildly irritated when he chimed in. “You realize I can hear you, right?”

      “Oh, Cord. Don’t be jealous. I can pee on you, as well. I had no idea you were so fond of such things.” Making Rory laugh was easy enough for him to accomplish but it was satisfying every time. “See you soon, sweetheart. You too, Rory.”

      “Please don’t pee on me when you do,” she requested through her laughter.

      “I make no promises.” Henry ended the call and moved into the kitchen, pinching Carlotta’s pudgy waist just to make her jump and shriek with indignation. She’d burped him as a baby, but didn’t hesitate to get out the dish towel and whap at the prince’s caddish grin.

      “Henry, I swear! I’m putting the finishing touches on the rolls. What if I’d messed up the Baron’s?”

      “Which one is the Baron’s? I’ll rub it under my armpits for good luck.”

      Carlotta narrowed her eyes, her flour-covered hands on her generous hips. “I swear, you make me crazy some days.” The doorbell rang, and her eyes widened. “They’re already arriving! Move out of the way. I have to get these in the oven.”

      “You have to relax, otherwise people are going to think we run too tight a ship around here. Dinner will be served when it’s ready. You’re looking at this all wrong. The stuffy officials don’t hold the power; you do.”

      “Said the stuffy official himself.”

      Henry scoffed, his hand over his heart. “Dad and I adore you. Dinner is served when you get to it, and we’re grateful every time.”

      Carlotta shoved the rolls in the oven and sighed. “I know. I love you, too, you sweet boy. It’s not you; it’s the others. The Baron’s date has called three times with different specifications on how her meal is to be served. I’m half-tempted to rub her portion in the dirt.”

      Henry’s eyes danced with mischief. “Which one is hers? Come on, let me mess with it.”

      Carlotta’s round face was red with sweat, but she grinned for the boy she’d always adored. “You can mess with her all you like, but not her food. That will come back and bite me, for certain.”

      “Did you make me a pre-meal snack?”

      “Only because I know you’ll dig into the meal early if I don’t. Top shelf of the fridge, sweet pea. But if the guests are arriving, you should go out and greet them with your father.”

      “I will, I will. But a growing boy needs nourishment.”

      Carlotta blew a raspberry and waved her hand at the jar of preserves, so it screwed itself on without her having to touch it while she busied herself in the cupboard. “You’re nearly thirty! The only way you’re going to grow is wider if you keep eating two dinners.”

      Henry rubbed his toned abdomen as he pulled down a bowl of cut-up fruit and tossed the lid into the sink. “Just more of me to love. From Avondale’s sexiest bachelor, to Avondale’s sexiest Santa. The tabloids will eat up every glorious ounce of me.”

      Carlotta tossed her dish rag in his face, shaking her head at him with a smile as the cloth fell to the counter. “At least take that food out back. Don’t eat it in front of your father’s guests.”

      “Alright, alright.” Though the air had the chill of fall to it, Henry didn’t bother with a jacket if it meant he could put off the stuffy formalities for a few more minutes. It had been his father’s idea to get the notable officials together every other month to have social niceties, so every interaction wasn’t always about furthering an agenda. It was a good system, but Henry grew tired of the many occasions that required him to be on his best behavior.

      The kitchen door on the side of the palace led to a small gazebo that was visible from the long, winding driveway. Henry didn’t mind if the chauffeurs saw him, and sat and ate his bowl of berries while he waited for Rory’s driver.

      His phone buzzed with a text from Adam, his other best friend. The three had been inseparable from childhood, but recently Rory and Adam endured a falling out, in which she’d needed Adam, and he’d remained a hermit, stalwart in his resolve to seclude himself while the world still turned, often in need of his intervention.

      “What have you done to me? You’ve stuck me with a cyborg. This woman you hired never sleeps. I swear, I got up this morning, and she’d shined all my shoes in the night. What am I supposed to do with that?”

      Henry chuckled and typed in his response. “Why yes, I believe I did see some wires sticking out from her hair. She’s working out alright?”

      Henry loved his friends as they were, but every now and then, he found that they needed a little push. Rory had needed a push with Cordray in the beginning, and Adam needed someone to make sure…

      Henry swallowed hard, the strawberries losing all flavor. He didn’t like thinking of one of his best friends holed up alone in his castle, secluded from the world. The nurse and housekeeper Henry had hired to look after Adam seemed capable of handling Adam’s prickly nature, which, Henry reasoned, perhaps did make her part-cyborg.

      He could hear Adam’s acerbic nature coming out in his text. “Belle’s fine, I guess. The next time you go hiring someone to work for me, make sure I actually need the help, which I don’t. I can shine my own shoes.”

      But you won’t, Henry thought, pain twisting his handsome features. He summoned up his courage and spoke the truth to his friend. “You haven’t showered or gotten dressed in who knows how long. You wear that bathrobe like it’s a uniform. Belle stays.”

      Adam wasn’t labeled “the beast” by the media for no reason. He’d been cursed by Malaura nearly ten years prior. On his next birthday, Adam was destined to turn into a wolf and go off to join the Lupine. The curse deformed him and made fur sprout all over. Adam didn’t go out of the castle much anymore—only when Henry and Rory forced him outside.

      Henry knew Adam wouldn’t respond to the hard truth, so he tucked his phone back in his pocket.

      His attention was drawn from Adam’s predicament when a car backfired up on the winding driveway. He didn’t think much of it until smoke started spilling out of the hood. While most of the vehicles were sleek and waxed town cars, this sedan was a bit older, though not decrepit just yet. Henry put down his bowl of fruit on the bench in the gazebo and trotted up the embankment toward the car. “Can I help you out? That didn’t sound all that great.”

      He expected a suited man in his fifties to come out of the driver’s side, since that was the norm for these types of events. Henry’s eyebrows rose when a flash of golden curls caught his eye, a look of determination pinching her button nose as she emerged. “I’ve got it. Thanks. Stupid carburetor. Does this all the time.”

      Henry was fascinated with her preoccupation, utterly transfixed by her frown. Usually women got within ten feet of him and lost their minds with the excitement of stardom. Her informal attire made him wonder whose driver she was. It seemed none of the more notable officials’ staff got out of bed in anything short of a full business suit.

      None of the other drivers offered to help until they saw the stunning woman in jeans and a white button-down inspecting the contents of the engine. Then suddenly everyone was a car expert, getting out of their vehicles to lend a hand.

      Henry waved them off. “I think we’ve got it, gentlemen. As you were.” Then to the woman, he offered a smile through the autumn chill that stung the nape of his neck. “I take it you’re in need of a mechanic?”

      She peered into the mess of wires as if frustrated with the puzzle she knew how to fix, but somehow couldn’t. “Actually, just a wrench would do the trick for now.” Her eyes closed in frustration. “But my tools are at home.”

      “You can use ours. Though, I confess, I don’t know much about fixing carburetors.”

      “Thank you.” She glanced around to the line of town cars, and waved them to pull around, mildly embarrassed. “Is it okay if I leave the car here like this while we go get some tools?”

      Henry smirked at her, though she hadn’t even looked up at him yet. “I’d wager we don’t have much choice. The garage is just over there.” He proffered his elbow to her, but she didn’t take it.

      Instead, she held up her hands and finally met his eyes with a sheepish note of apology. “I don’t want to stain your shirt. But thanks for the gentlemanly escort.”

      She was stunning in a way that made him wish he could study her features for far too long. Her deep blue eyes were more vibrant than his. Her heart-shaped face was utterly captivating – complete with naturally pink and plump lips, rosy cheeks and a sweetness to her smile that made him want to lean a little closer.

      Henry walked beside her, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep from fidgeting. “I’m Henry.”

      “Nice to meet you. Do you get many cars breaking down in the driveaway of the royal palace, or am I just the luckiest of all the girls?” She grinned over at him, revealing deep dimples that didn’t disappear when her smile faded to a pleasant expression.

      “The fortune’s all mine.” Henry blanched the moment the words hit the air. He’d wanted to come across as his usual charming self, but he sounded like some stuffy royal. He wanted to say something funny just so he could see her smile again, but he was coming up empty. “That sounded stupid. My name’s Henry.”

      The woman sniggered, but covered her mouth out of politeness. “You said that already.”

      He cringed. “This would be the part where you tell me your name.”

      “My name is also Henry,” she deadpanned, her hands in her pockets.

      He narrowed his left eye at her. Most women were too nervous around him to poke fun, or they came onto him like cats in heat. “Hilarious.”

      “That’s what they call me. Hilarious Henry who can’t go on the freeway without overworking her carburetor.” Her smile drifted away, but the wells in her cheeks remained, transfixing Henry as they walked. He wanted to touch them, but guessed that wouldn’t be appropriate. “I’m not a fan of unreliable cars, but that seems to be the way of things.”

      “To be fair, you’re relying on one that’s probably more than half your age.”

      When they reached the garage, Henry cursed himself for not spending more time learning how to fix cars. He’d had a driver since he was born. Though he had his license and drove himself occasionally, he didn’t know the first thing about vehicle maintenance.

      He cast around for a toolbox, relieved when he opened the third tall white cabinet on the side of the sixteen-car garage and found one. “Here you are, Henry,” he said with that same squinty eye.

      “Why, thank you, Henry.” When she glanced up at him, he was treated to a fresh view of her loveliness. Her blonde waves were swept back, fashioned with two crossed pencils that allowed a handful of ringlets to escape and tickle the nape of her neck. “You’re the prince, then?” She shot him a look that bore a small bit of hesitance, as if needing it confirmed how far out of her world he was.

      Henry flashed a bright smile that always dazzled his dates. “It seems a little showy to introduce myself with my title.” He reached into his pocket. “Let me call Maximus. He services our cars, and he can give yours a look.”

      The woman waved her hand, gripping the toolbox with the other. “No need. Unless he’s got a new carburetor up his sleeve, I can handle it.” When Henry’s face fell at not having a reason to stick around her, a small smile pulled her mouth to the side. “Feel like learning how to do a poor man’s fix on an old engine? Being that we’ve got the same name and all, I figure you’d be good with your hands. All Henrys are.”

      The prince’s face lit up at her slight teasing. “Only if I can carry the toolbox. It’ll make it more believable when I tell my dad I helped fix a car with my bare hands.”

      The two chuckled together as they walked back up the embankment. With every step they took, Henry realized when he bantered with her, the fall breeze wasn’t quite so chilly anymore.
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      “You’re ridiculous,” Henry commented, turning the bolt as per her instructions. “There. Is that right, then?”

      “You’re holding back. She’s an old one, so the bolts come loose at the slightest bump or rattle. Crank it until she won’t turn for you anymore.”

      Henry complied, letting out a small grunt as he gave it his all. “Why does everything you say sound so filthy?”

      “It’s a gift.” Then she looked down at his wrist and grimaced. “Oh, no! Your sleeve is dirty. I told you I should be the one with my hands in her.”

      “See? Absolutely raunchy.”

      She sniggered, shaking her head at him. “Seriously, Henry. Your sleeve has an oil stain on it. If you’ve got some club soda, I can get that out, and no one will know.”

      Henry quirked his eyebrow at her, tilting his head to the side at her fretting. “Wow. Who do you work for that runs such a tight ship? We’re not nearly so strict around here.”

      “Lady Tremaine,” she replied with a closed expression that chased away all the lightness from her features.

      “Who?”

      “Exactly.” Then, as if catching herself being sassy, she straightened, looking over her shoulder. “That was rude. I didn’t mean that. I just meant that this is her first time at one of your events. She was invited by the Baron. She’s very excited to be here; I shouldn’t have been so rude.”

      “Ah,” Henry replied with a knowing nod. “Carlotta mentioned the Baron’s date was a bit of a pain.”

      She giggled, but then caught herself in the scandalous act. She stepped back and fiddled with her sleeve, and Henry could practically see the guilt washing over her in waves at speaking her true mind. “Lady Tremaine is particular. Lots of very successful and amazing people have a keen eye for detail.”

      Henry turned to her, confused at her sudden shift. “I guess that’s true. You alright?”

      She shook her head, biting down on her lower lip. “I don’t like to gossip. It makes me feel dirty to say mean things about other people, even if they’re true.”

      Henry studied her slight movements as if she were a strange bug he couldn’t help but be endeared to. His social life was peppered with, and surrounded by, gossip. It’s what made the tabloid world go ’round. “Then you’ll have to forgive me while I try to catch up. If I leave the house without a tie on, the rumors start to spread that I’m on the brink of losing my title and my fortune. A citizen who doesn’t appreciate gossip? I think you just might be the first.” He tossed the wrench back into the box, and then watched while she straightened it, hooking it inside the tin lid on a small loop he hadn’t thought to look for. “I wonder what you might say if you gave in to such tawdries as gossip. You look like you have oceans inside of you, just begging to burst out.”

      Her eyes darted around, noting that all the other drivers were in their cars, waiting out the event with their noses buried in books or tablets. Still, she lowered her voice. “I might say that Lady Tremaine could find the flaw in anything—create a smudge on a pure canvas with her imagination, and then blame the world for not being as sparkly as everyone else sees it.”

      Henry leaned in, utterly captivated by her response, and felt privileged that he’d been the lucky one to coax the truth out of her. “You can’t confess your true thoughts to me and still keep your name a secret. We’re old friends now. You can’t be ‘Henry’ to me anymore.”

      She shook her head, a bashful smile playing on her lips. “I’m no one you’ll see after today. Let’s just let this be a fun memory.”

      Henry’s lips pursed at her secretive nature. “I’m just going to ask Lady Tremaine who her beautiful driver is.”

      All the play fled from her face as her eyes grew wide in earnest. “Don’t. Please. She doesn’t like when people notice me. It’ll get me into trouble.”

      Henry’s brows pushed together as he frowned. “I hardly think it’s possible not to notice you. I mean, look at you.” He motioned to her face and then her form, but then straightened awkwardly, hoping he hadn’t been inappropriate. She had a trim waist, a sweet curve to her hips, and sizeable breasts he tried not to glance at. “Sorry. But have you seen the other drivers? You’re a diamond in a sea of trolls.”

      Her chin lowered as if to savor the compliment. When her eyes lifted again to meet his, true appreciation shone there, bathing him with the full force of her beauty. “See? You can’t be doing that. You just went and said the perfect thing. How’s a girl supposed to resist charm like that?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I think I should get your name for my good behavior.”

      She opened her mouth, but closed it again when her stomach rumbled. “You should go back to your party. I’m keeping you from the fun.”

      “Come on inside. I’ll get you something to eat.”

      For the first time in their exchange, she looked scared. Her gaze shifted toward the palace, and she visibly backed away. “No. I mean, no thank you. I’m not hungry.” As if on cue, her stomach growled again. “Ignore that. It makes that sound sometimes.”

      “When you’re hungry?” he asked, perplexed. “Funny, that.” When she didn’t concede, he motioned to the gazebo in the backyard. “How about the outdoors? Are you allowed to eat with me there?”

      She met his eyes with a look that told him something was burning to burst out of her, but her lips kept whatever confession she had tucked tight inside. “I think that would be okay. So long as no one sees us.”

      Henry craned his neck back to look at her from a slightly different angle. “Is this… Is this what it feels like when someone’s ashamed to be seen with a person? I’ll admit, that’s a first for me.”

      She shook her head apologetically. “No! No, it’s not that. Who would be ashamed to be seen with you? You’re perfectly nice. It’s just that Lady Tremaine wouldn’t approve. When she gets cross, she’s… unpleasant to live with.” She covered her mouth and let out a bleat of frustration. “You’re a bad influence on me! I never gossiped this much before I met you.”

      Henry’s cocky smile crept back onto his features. “That’s what they call me. Bad Boy Henry.”

      She sniggered at him and picked up the toolbox. “They call you Prince Charming, and they’re not wrong.” She walked with him to the gazebo, sitting down a respectable distance from him. Her dodgy glances didn’t stop until Henry offered her the bowl of strawberries he’d left on the bench, and her eyes zoomed in on the goodness.

      “Have some,” Henry said when it was clear she wasn’t presumptuous enough to take what she wanted.

      “Are you sure?”

      She was so adorable, but Henry couldn’t enjoy the sight of her cuteness. There was something sad about a woman who was astonished over a bowl of fruit being shared with her. As if she didn’t deserve nice things such as… food. “Help yourself. I can get you an extra dinner from the kitchen, too.”

      “No, no. Don’t go to any trouble. This is plenty.” She bit into a berry, moaning at the luxury. “Oh, these are amazing. Have you tasted them? They’re so fresh.”

      Henry chewed on his lower lip, reminding himself to be a gentleman. Watching her eat was positively erotic, her lips wrapping around each berry, savoring every bite. He draped his arm across the back of the bench behind her, loving that he could fulfill a need she had.

      “I’m being rude,” she said apologetically, and then offered him the bowl. “I’m sorry, I’m plowing through more than my half. Here.”

      He could’ve watched her eat forever, but at her insistence, he opened his mouth and moved his chin a little nearer, wondering if he could tempt her closer.

      Her cheeks heated as she glanced around, confirming that they were alone. “Bad Boy Henry, indeed.” She smirked as she fed him a berry, wetting her lips when she brushed her fingertips across the curve of his mouth. Then she pulled back, caution flaring in her eyes. “We can’t do that,” she whispered, offering him the bowl.

      “Can’t do what? My arm is broken. In fact, it’s fallen clean off. I’m utterly helpless. Are you the kind of person who turns her back on the wounded?” He feigned a pitiful sniffle and gave her a clear shot of his puppy dog eyes. “If it helps, I served a term in the army, so technically I’m a war vet.”

      She shook her head at him. “You are absolutely incorrigible.” Despite her scolding, she pressed another berry to his lips, letting him kiss her fingertips this time. Her breathing grew uneven at the slow tease, taking in Henry’s hungry eyes with unconcealed longing.

      And yet, she continued. Another strawberry, and another—each one brought the two inching closer until he could smell the sweetness of her breath.

      Henry wanted to pounce, to devour her lower lip that seemed to call to him and erase all higher brain functions. Though he still didn’t know her name, he was desperate to kiss her. Through her hesitance she leaned in, and Henry knew this was the green light he was yearning for. No one captured his attention like she had. No one made him wonder as much as her.

      The moment he leaned in, Carlotta’s voice broke through the grounds. “Henry! Son, are you out there? Your father’s looking for you.”

      Henry was crestfallen when she jumped up and shoved the bowl of berries at him. “I have to go! I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… I wasn’t thinking!”

      “Wait! It’s just Carlotta. She doesn’t care.”

      “I’m supposed to be waiting in the car. You never saw me out here!”

      Henry wanted to grab her and demand she tell him her name, birthday, address, shoe size, favorite color, and a million other things. He wanted so much more, but she was already scurrying off the gazebo and running away. Henry stood, his fist clenched in frustration with himself. He’d never cared much who occupied the seat next to him—there was always someone to take it. But now that he finally had an opinion about who sat there, he couldn’t keep her in one place long enough to understand her.

      What’s more, she’d only eaten a handful of fruit, and he wondered if she needed more.

      “Henry, don’t you make me come out there.”

      “Coming, Carlotta.” He clutched the bowl, wanting to follow after her, but knowing he had to tend to his duties. His entire body tightened with regret as she trotted up the embankment toward the driveway, disappearing into her car as she locked herself inside.
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      Henry cringed at the grating laugh from across the table. It sounded like a mix between a cartoon character and breaking glass. He’d never paid attention to who the Baron brought to these dinners, but tonight he was tuned in to every move made by Lady Tremaine. She was tall with a long neck, reminding Henry of a gangly ostrich. She had black hair that was pulled too tight into a bun at the top of her head, wreathed with golden combs. Her low-cut dress stood out, since all of the other women at the dinner were either in professional office wear or tasteful dresses befitting a refined dinner at the palace. Lady Tremaine’s freckled and wrinkled breasts were on display for the Baron, pushed up garishly and demanding attention.

      “I mean, his butler had never heard of a ceramic burr grinder. Can you imagine?” Again, the tinkling laugh tumbled out of her, and she placed her hand on the Baron’s forearm.

      Henry blanched, but tried to keep his displeasure from view. The Baron’s hooked nose was constantly wet, and his greasy slicked-back hair made him look as slippery as his motives. He chortled at Lady Tremaine’s quipping, his eyes slipping to her cleavage none too subtly.

      Rory touched her fork to Henry’s knife. “Hey, mister. You look about five seconds from jumping across the table to throttle the Baron.”

      “I’ve got a solid ten seconds in me before anything like that happens.” Henry tore his eyes from the odd couple and brushed his shoulder to his best friend’s. She’d always been placed at his table because of their betrothal. Their constant companionship was also due to her father being the Chancellor, which meant he was second only to the king. They’d kept each other company through too many of these dinners over the years, and now they had Cordray to share in their private asides. The dining hall was filled with almost a hundred notable officials, but when they were together, the whole world felt simpler and manageable.

      Cordray cut a portion of his steak, a smirk playing on his ebony features. “Imagine if I hadn’t asked you to marry me. You could’ve ended up with the Baron as your father-in-law if you’d given into his son’s offer. Then your new mother-in-law could dress you.”

      Rory narrowed her eyes at her husband, keeping her voice down. The table was long and wide, and the chatter around them was loud, so their conversation managed to stay semi-private. “Hilarious. Even if you hadn’t proposed, I never would’ve married Calvin.”

      “Now, now. Don’t say that. Calvin could’ve given you a good life, filled with leering, posturing and backstabbing.”

      “Every little girl’s dream,” she simpered, reaching over to lace her pale fingers through her husband’s. A few diners nearby caught the scandal and hissed their disapproval. Rory’s chin raised in defiance, her grip on her husband tightening to declare to the elite that her love for Cordray wouldn’t be hidden or shamed to make the meal more palatable for those who felt her love life was their business.

      Henry noted with relief that Cordray was wearing black driving gloves. Though Cordray was on the pill to mute his Lethal abilities, it was widely known that the Chancellor’s daughter had been saved from her coma, only to marry a man that might one day accidentally murder her with an errant touch. Everyone was a little wary around Cord who, aside from his deadly Pulse, Henry had no issues with.

      As the meal went on, course after course was served to the sound of polite, thinly-veiled political posturing. Henry’s father, the Chancellor, and the Chancellor’s wife were having hushed conversations about the many ramifications of Proposal 7, and what could be done to soften the blow for anyone who fell on the losing side of their vote when the ballots were cast.

      Henry usually did his part to be the son of the greatest ruler their kingdom had seen in decades. His great-great-grandfather had been a horror to his people, taxing them beyond reason. His great-grandmother had been dubbed the “Wicked Queen” for going after Snow White, who next took the throne. Then of course, after Queen Snow came Malaura, his aunt, who’d been killed by Cordray upon his escape from her clutches.

      Henry sighed as he glanced at his father, wishing his mother were alive to see him handling the throne so regally. Henry knew it was not without much effort or upset, but King Hubert loved his people. Henry only hoped that one day when it was his turn, he would rule with the same level head and generosity of spirit.

      He wanted to wolf down his dinner and slip out so he could spend more time with… He still wasn’t sure what her name was, but the woman waiting just outside in his driveway had drawn him in so thoroughly that he barely tasted his dinner.

      “Prince Henry, your pictures in Lady Aurora’s wedding were simply adorable,” Lady Tremaine said, leaning forward so she could give the prince a clear shot of her bosom. She was a few seats down and across from them, but lifted her voice so she could be heard by him and several others. “I can’t believe she had you declared her Maid of Honor. You two must have a special bond—to have been betrothed, and then be given up for an outsider.”

      Rory stiffened, but her smile remained firmly in place while she chewed. Henry touched his foot to hers, as they often did in solidarity when one of them was challenged. He imagined that when he became king and she was the Chancellor, they would have each other’s backs much the same way.

      “Indeed, we do.” Henry donned a light smile, making sure not to glance down at Lady Tremaine’s breasts, as it was clear she wanted him to do every time she leaned forward with a faux-coy smile.

      The Baron elbowed his date and pointed with his knife at Cord. “Cordray isn’t just an outsider; he’s a Lethal, as well.”

      Henry met the tightening of Cordray’s gaze with a silent warning to breathe through the public needling. This was part of the gig; but losing one’s temper when pushed was not. Cordray’s shoulders remained taut with tension, but the affront smoothed from his face at Henry’s nod of solidarity.

      Lady Tremaine feigned surprise with wide eyes and a hand across her chest. “My! You know, I think I did hear something about that. I just assumed it was all rumors. To think that the Chancellor would allow his daughter to take up with someone who could murder her if left unchecked! But then again, perhaps that’s why Chancellor Stefan has held onto his seat for so long when it’s clear retirement should be in the cards. He knows not to pass his power down the bloodline when his daughter’s in such a precarious position.” Then she laughed at the absurdity. “Smookie-poo, could you pass me the gravy? My potatoes are a little dry.”

      King Hubert placed his hand on his son’s knee under the table. “Steady, son. Let Stefan handle it.” There was the weighty command to stay in place, since Henry didn’t take kindly to complaints about Rory, Cordray, or the food. Henry was viciously protective of his best friend, and by proxy, Cordray. Carlotta had been his surrogate mother growing up, so a slight on the meal was a slap across her face, as far as he was concerned.

      The Chancellor’s tone was light as he placed his napkin on the table. “Forgive me, what is your name, ma’am?”

      “Lady Tremaine,” she said with a saccharine smile. She had thin lips that revealed her wide, bubbly gums when she grinned. “I’m so pleased to be eating at the same table as the great Chancellor and the King of Avondale.”

      “Pleasure. My daughter was only in danger from Malaura, whom Cordray was instrumental in taking down. We trust our new son with our daughter’s life, and don’t lose a moment of sleep about it.”

      Rory’s Uncle Remus, the sharp-dressed Chancellor’s brother, chimed in from his brother’s left. “Cordray is my nephew now. He’s part of the ruling families. Lethal or not, it’s not a person’s Pulse that decides who they are, but what they do with the power they have—whether it be great or very, very small.” Remus said the last few words like a dig, making sure Lady Tremaine knew her sugar-coated slights would not be tolerated. Remus exchanged a look of familial loyalty with Rory, and then with Cordray.

      Henry had always loved Remus, and tonight was a perfect reminder why.

      The Baron’s smile always looked like a grimace, unless he was gleeful over something terrible happening, in which case the expression came more naturally to him. “Now, now. There’s no need to worry, my sweet. Cordray is on the pill, so he’s no harm to you.” He fawned over Lady Tremaine, touching her face as if he was preening her. Though she was easily four inches taller than him, he acted as if she was a wilting flower, and she played the part of the delicate damsel to appease him. The Baron’s eyes cut to Cord. “Isn’t that right, Cordray? Assure my date that she’s in no danger of being murdered in cold blood by a Lethal. Tell her you’re on the pill, and she has no need to fear you.”

      Cord’s jaw was tight. His eyes were on his food, but he opened his mouth to comply with the public needling he found himself subject to at random. “I…”

      Remus was quick to cut off Cordray. “I can’t imagine how that’s any of your business. We aren’t asking you about what medications you’re on over your supper. You can see he’s wearing gloves, so of course he’s no danger to anyone here.” Remus ran his hand over his tie, changing it from canary yellow, to pink, and finally settling on blue. It was a subconscious habit he did when he was in deep thought.

      Rory put down her fork and glared at the Baron. “My husband is a great man. You’ll do well to remember who defeated Malaura. It’s gratitude you should be giving him, not a subtle inquiry.” She turned her chin to address her uncle. “And you don’t need to ask the Baron what sort of medicine he takes. It’s clear he swallowed an entire bottle of garlic pills before he came here.”

      Henry choked on his lambchop, his eyes watering. He took the glass of water Rory offered him and washed his mouthful down, wishing he could jump in on the subtle digs.

      The Baron chuckled, as if Rory had said something funny. “Now that you’ve finally found your Pulse, you’ve got something to say. Good for you, Aurora. Tell me, have you learned to levitate a teacup yet?”

      King Hubert picked up his fork and tapped it twice to his crystal goblet, clanging it gently to rein everyone in. That was all it took for the table to fall silent. The other tables in the dining hall also ceased their chatter, respecting the king as he stood.

      “It seems there’s some confusion over whether or not the pill is mandatory, and whether or not it’s anyone’s business what another person’s Pulse is.” King Hubert didn’t raise his voice, but it carried effortlessly through the room.

      The king’s expression was pleasant enough, but there was a firm command in his eyes that warned the world he would not be trifled with. “Let me be perfectly clear: it is not. Just as we don’t expect you to report if you own a knife in your home to protect yourself with, we don’t expect Lethals to register themselves or wear some sort of sign to declare to the public that they should be feared and treated as lepers. The only reason they come to us is for help to make sure their loved ones are safe from errant mishaps, and we are glad to assist.” He looked out at the elite and raised his glass. “We will not have division amongst ourselves over a simple flip of genetics. We will be unified, or we will be nothing.”

      Then the king glanced down at Cordray, who sat taller in his chair. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be nothing. I don’t prefer a legacy of simple and petty nothing. To us,” he said, and everyone toasted the king’s words, making them their own.

      Henry always loved his father, but that night he was reminded anew of how much he respected the man who saw through the fight of the moment to a brighter outcome for his people. Henry nurtured a deep respect for the relationship between his father and the Chancellor. They didn’t always agree on every single issue, but they found a way to hold tight to their friendship through the years. Henry only hoped he would have the same tight bond with Rory forever, taking on her causes and shielding her when the public threw stones, as they inevitably did.

      When King Hubert was about to sit, it was clear Rory decided she couldn’t take it anymore. She rose from her seat and moved past Henry to his father. She wrapped her arms around him, raising up on her toes like a ballerina. “Thank you,” she said to him. “I would have been proud to call you my father-in-law, had that been my destiny.”

      “And you are always the daughter I’m most proud of. Cordray is a good man.” King Hubert embraced the girl he’d known from birth, and had hoped would one day marry his own son. Though fate had other plans, he never stopped looking at Rory as the daughter he’d always wanted.

      Henry loved his father for that, as well.

      When the whispered fawning over the king’s kindness finally died down, Rory moved to her own parents, kissing them both on the cheek, and then to her uncle, whom she high-fived.

      Henry caught Cordray’s tight gaze and gave him a nod of brotherhood, which Cord returned. It would be a long time before people accepted Lethals into the community, but Henry was determined that Cord would not be the leper among them. He was the only Lethal in the entire Dinner of the Elite.

      Lady Tremaine’s smile was tight and forced, and the Baron’s had vanished completely.
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      Henry knew it was foolish to try and sneak back out to see Lady Tremaine’s driver again, but he found he couldn’t help himself. Cocktail hour was for mingling, with everyone milling about while a string quartet played in the background. It was usually the point in the evening where he, Rory, and now Cordray, too, would sneak out and play poker in the kitchen while Carlotta made them root beer floats, like she’d done when he, Rory and Adam were children.

      Henry thanked his lucky stars that Rory seemed to want to introduce as many people as possible to Cord, integrating him into her world, so they wouldn’t be so very afraid of him. The prince slipped away to the kitchen, grabbed a carton of strawberries, a banana and a tin of yogurt, and shoved it all in a bag. He wondered if he should bring her more, or if he was already looking a little desperate.

      If he was being honest with himself, he was feeling a longing for something real. He didn’t know if he would find it waiting out in his driveway, but something inside begged him to try.

      He walked through the twilight towards the oldest car in the long line, running his free hand through his hair before he rapped his knuckles on the cracked window, startling her.

      She grabbed a fistful of her shirt over her heart, her eyes bouncing toward the ceiling before shooting him a look
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