

[image: Cover]



​Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

THANK YOU!


Her Billionaire Prince

PART THREE

 

By K.L. Zales

 

Copyright 2017 by K.L. Zales


Chapter One

 

The only thing that made the flight to the funeral more bearable was the fact that Justin had a private jet.  He and Cindy could avoid commercial. 

Thick tension filled the cabin.  Even though Cindy remained seated by Justin’s side, she could feel his regret and shame.  It came in waves.  Sometimes Justin would manage a smile, and the ocean would calm for a bit, but then he would turn his gaze down to the table and twirl a straw wrapper around in an angry circle.  

No matter how many times she told him that things would turn out okay, the storms refused to stop.  It wasn’t like Cindy could blame her new boss.  It wasn’t every day that you learned that the half-brother you never met had crashed in his private aircraft and died.  And it wasn’t every day that you went to meet your royal father, Crown Prince Torin of Marietta.  Justin hadn't seen the man since he was very young.  He didn't even remember his father.

“I shouldn’t have come,” Justin said, eyeing the clouds.  They had turned yellow on the tops as they flew above.  

“You’re going to be fine,” Cindy said.  “You’re doing a good thing for your image, showing up for the funeral.”

“Everyone will be looking at me.  I’m not legitimate.  The media loves a good story, especially if it smears someone.  But I suppose it comes with the territory, right?”  Justin managed another grin.  They had reached another calm part of the ocean.  

“You’ve had practice,” Cindy said.  Being the CEO of Gobbly, the world’s biggest search engine, put Justin in a spotlight that he didn’t like to take.  Cindy knew him.  He was more a computer guy than a public speaker.  “This won’t be like your mother.  If your father didn’t want you there, he wouldn’t have sent the representative.”

Justin smoothed out his white work shirt.  At least he hadn’t fussed over what to wear.  That was a girl thing, and a feature Cindy was glad that men didn’t have.  

“Oh, my mother wants me around,” Justin said.  “My father left.  He didn’t care.  I never even got a letter from him.  Can I blame the guy?  No.”  He spoke in a tone that said that he did, in fact, blame the Crown Prince.

“He obviously wants to see you,” Cindy said.

“I can’t take the throne of Marietta.  It’s the law.  To tell you the truth, I’m relieved.”  Justin got up from his seat and walked to the bathroom.  He shut the door behind him.  It was clear that there was no room for love right now.  Cindy had a passing thought of following him into the bathroom, but Justin gave off vibes like he wanted to be alone.  

From what she understood, Justin’s father had ailing health.  She couldn’t remember what he had, only that he wasn’t expected to live much longer.  She’d heard that piece of info through her best friend, Hannah, who was eagerly waiting at home in Camry for news of Justin's--and possibly Cindy's--future.  The Royal Family's representative had said that it was possible that Marietta’s Royal Council would change the law, now that the chosen son was gone.  It wasn’t like they’d have a choice if the royal line were to continue.  Justin was the man for the job—the only man for the job.  He understood that as well as she.  He spoke with hope in his voice, hope that he wouldn’t have an entire country falling on his shoulders.

Wasn’t Marietta one of those small countries in Eastern Europe, like that tiny nation between France and Spain?  Cindy wished she had done more research.

Justin remained in the bathroom for a long time.  A toilet flushed.  A sink ran.  The light outside got longer and more tired.  Even though he was leaving his abusive mother behind, Justin still carried her with him along with all her criticism. 

Cindy hated that woman.

Justin emerged from the bathroom, adjusting his tie.  She caught a glimpse of a suit hanging on the door, ready for use at the funeral.  Justin averted his gaze from it.  He hated that kind of clothing.  It was one thing Cindy loved about him.  He didn't like rules and conventions.

“Why don’t we get some sleep?” Cindy asked.  “I can tell that you’re tired of thinking about all of this.”

Justin shrugged.  “There’s no stress here at all.”

“You know,” Cindy said.  “It’ll help you to have someone here with you.”

“I didn’t know the guy,” Justin said.  He stared at the wall of the jet, then at the cream-colored curtains that separated them from the pilot.  “I suppose I’ll have another funeral fairly soon after this one.”

“Still,” Cindy said.  “Just being around that atmosphere is draining.”  She hated the whole thing—the suits, the flowers, the pointless attempts to make something horrible into something not quite as nightmarish.  It was all so fake.  

Her father, waxy and stuffed--

Yasmin sobbing and putting on a show for everyone who attended--

Cindy remembered sitting in the front row, drifting into space and wishing she was one of the people in the back row, the ones who would leave and go on with the rest of their day.  The family friends.  The work acquaintances.   

Justin seemed to read her mind.  “Cindy, I know you hate funerals.”

“You’d have to be a little insane to like them,” she said.  “Well, I suppose if someone we hated died, it might not be nearly as bad.  Like Yasmin, maybe.”  Cindy didn’t wish this kind of pain on even Karina.  She understood it too well for that.

“That’s if Martin doesn’t kill her first,” Justin said.  He flopped down on the couch and patted the cushion next to him, inviting Cindy to sit down.  She did.  

“You gave my stepmother a killer parrot?”  She was glad to change the subject.

“Not exactly.  But there’s the slim possibility that Yasmin will throw herself out a window from all his squawking.  The pet store told me that he tends to make noise at night.  I left out that fact when I dropped him off.”

“Nice,” Cindy said, wrapping her arm around him.  She could imagine the grand time her stepmother was having with the parrot right now.   “I wonder if she gave him my room.  You know, I feel sorry for Martin.  I hope he did get my room.  He’ll at least have some peace in there.”  She could expect bird feathers on her carpet, then.  She had locked the door, right?  

Cindy hadn’t gone back to her house since Justin had dropped off Yasmin’s surprise gift.  There was too much tension there.  She had spent one more night at Justin’s before the two of them set out for the funeral.  The royal family promised Justin that both of them would have proper clothes to wear.  Cindy had never been to a royal funeral before, but she had the feeling that they weren’t any more fun than the regular thing.

“Yasmin won’t hurt Martin,” Justin said.  “I’ve been thinking about him a lot.”

Justin’s phone buzzed with a text, but he didn’t answer.  “Why don’t we watch a movie?” Cindy asked.  She knew they would probably fall asleep in each other’s arms before whatever flick they chose was up, but they’d already been on this jet for eight hours, and the lack of movement was getting to her.  By the time they landed, they might be in Europe to refuel, and then from there, they would head to Marietta.  A Royal Council team would meet them at the airport and take everything from there.  Justin had explained that they existed to maintain the traditions of the royal family from generation to generation.  Of course, Justin didn’t know everything about it.  He hadn’t done a lot of research and was relying on what the representative had told him.

They were both going in blind, but at least they were doing it together.

Justin hadn’t packed a lot of movies into his private jet, but he did have a DVD player and a small collection.  He was a busy guy, probably on business while in the air, so entertainment hadn’t been a top priority with the decorating.  Cindy got to choose the movie and picked an old Disney flick about a girl with a prince father.  Justin groaned when he spotted her choice.

“That was not my idea to have that in here,” Justin said.  “Jamal’s sister left that here as a joke.  I bet Jamal told her to do it.  They rode on the jet with me a few times, and she wanted to have some entertainment.  She also explains the chick flicks.”

“Sure,” Cindy said with sarcasm.  She poked Justin in the side.

In the end, they settled for the royalty film, and Cindy’s prediction was right that she fell asleep halfway through it, head resting on Justin’s muscular chest.  It wasn’t a muscular as before as if the stress had taken some of the muscle away, but Justin was still a man who felt every bit confident.  

But inside, he was frightened.

He was as scared as Cindy.  He might have a kingdom on his hands along with a multi-billion dollar business.  All Cindy had was a house to wrestle from Yasmin’s grasp.  Her problems felt tiny compared to Justin’s.

And together, they flew into the unknown.

 

* * * * *

 

Cindy was also right that they landed somewhere to refuel once they got out from over the ocean.  She couldn’t guess what country they had ended up in, but she caught a glimpse of distant palm trees and a fiery, late-evening sky on the horizon.

“We’re in Spain from the looks of it,” Justin said.  The television played the credits for the Disney movie.  “We should be in Marietta in a few hours if we get our fuel quickly.”

“At least we’re not the pilots,” Cindy said.  She grinned evilly.  “How about a chick flick?”

“A chick flick it is,” Justin said.  “I’m going to be sleeping, anyway.”

Cindy took out the Disney movie and put in the next one.  Justin leaned back and let out a pretend snore before the film had even started.  At least even in the face of life-changing stress, he still had his sense of humor.  She loved him for that.

The flight took another few hours as Justin predicted, but at last, they landed on a runway with ordinary sodium lights and painted yellow lines.  The jet came to a stop.  The place was desolate this late at night, but Justin picked his head up from the couch and looked outside.  “I see a limo,” he said.  “Over there.  Look.”

She followed his gaze.  Parked outside the small terminal was a long white limo, complete with flags.  It looked very official.  As they drew closer and pulled to a stop, Cindy could see the elaborate coat of arms on each flag, with a palm tree cresting the design.  The purple background screamed royal.  Wasn’t Marietta a country of less than a million people?  Cindy wished she’d done some research before agreeing to come with Justin.  

They disembarked a few minutes later, Justin carrying his pressed suit.  It looked too somber to belong on Justin.  The suit looked as if it belonged in a coffin.  

Cindy gulped.

She recognized the same old representative of the royal family when the two of them stepped outside and onto the tarmac.  Justin shook the old man’s hand.  The man still wore a suit with the purple lapel.  The Marietta coat of arms shone in the electric light.

“Mr. Justin Tzovsky,” the representative said with an accent.  “If you and your assistant may step this way, we will be off to the hotel.”

“Hotel?” Cindy echoed.  

The old man said nothing.  Cindy had already forgotten his name.  It was something Russian.  Wasn't Marietta a country bordering Greece, with an ethnic Russian population?  Hannah had mentioned something about Russian royals or nobles setting up trade in the area centuries ago.  They did a lot of fishing and got rich.

“It is too late to enter the palace,” he said, opening the front passenger door of the limo.  “We do not allow entry or exit at this time of night.”

Cindy let some anger rise for Justin as the two of them climbed into the back of the limo together.  She hadn’t admitted it to herself until now, but she wanted Justin to come to Marietta in case his father valued him more than his mother did.  Justin deserved better than that abusive troll.  So far, his father wasn’t standing here, waiting to sweep Justin up in a hug.  The man had stopped visiting when Justin was very young, anyway.  What had she expected?

Justin wore a neutral expression as he closed the car door, and he said nothing all the way to the hotel.  The landscape was too dark to watch, but after about twenty minutes of driving, Cindy felt her eyelids drooping.  

Her boss said nothing.  It seemed they were both thinking the same thing.  

The hotel was posh, and it gave Cindy some hope that the rest of Justin’s family would have some respect for him.  The representative led the two of them into the front of a gorgeous building with an overflowing fountain, bright lights, and marble flooring.  

“I believe this place got built for dignitaries and special guests," Justin whispered in her ear as the two of them entered.  Another fountain bubbled inside, and the seating sported leather.  The representative explained that they were a mere ten minutes’ drive from the family palace.

Once the old man had gone, Justin let everything come to the surface.

“So I’m not invited to stay in my father’s home,” Justin said, unlocking their hotel room door.  The representative had booked separate rooms for Cindy and Justin, believing them to be mere colleagues, but they had both decided during the flight that wasn’t going to happen.  Besides, after relegating Justin to a place outside the palace, even though it was classy, the royal family could lose a bit of money.

“Maybe they do have a curfew,” Cindy said.  “Security, or something.  Royals have to be careful."

“Nobody cares about attacking Marietta.  It’s a tiny blip on the world radar.”

“They’re still royals,” Cindy said.  “It’s not like your place, where you can just drive up and knock on the door.  There must be guards with spears and fuzzy hats.”
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