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THERE IS A ‘FANTASTICAL’ element to this otherwise contemporary romance.

I was inspired by a reader in a Reverse Harem group who put up a meme with the writing prompt:

“When you were seven, you held a fake wedding by the swings with a kid (or in this case- kids) you met at the park. You never saw your childhood ‘spouse’ again.

Today you received a letter summoning you to a foreign country... where your wedding to the heir to the throne twenty years ago is seen as valid.”

I have also taken liberties with the laws and details of the country Lichtenstein 😊

I really hope you enjoy the first story in this royal harem series.
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Chapter 1
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ERIN

When I was little, I had so many dreams about how amazing my life was going to be when I grew up. I’d have a great job—and a great guy, of course. Marriage, babies, maybe a nice house, too. 

Life didn’t deliver. Or at least, not so far. Things definitely hadn’t turned out as I’d expected.

My twenty-seventh birthday was just around the corner, and I didn’t have even one tick in any of those boxes. After four years together, my college boyfriend decided he was too young to be tied down and promptly disappeared. And, despite working my ass off for the past five years since then, I was nowhere near my dream job.

I’d managed to buy a cute, one-bedroom apartment that I was slowly decorating, but it wasn’t exactly the house full of love and kids that I’d dreamt of. But then again, fairy tale dreams were written for kids, not adults. Right?

So, when an airplane ticket to some random European country turned up in my mailbox, I assumed my parents had won the lottery and sent me a generous gift. They knew I’d always wanted to travel and hadn’t been able to yet, so I figured this must be an early birthday present or something.

With the ticket clasped in my hand and my heart racing in my chest, I called my parents to thank them. 

“Hey, Mom!” I said as soon as she picked up the phone. “Did you guys just send me a plane ticket?” 

I stared at the papers in my hand. First class, too. They must have won big.

“Us?” Mom sounded as shocked as I was excited. “To where? Florida?”

They’d moved to Miami to be closer to the beach, and now that they were three states away, I rarely saw them anymore. As an only child, it kind of sucked.

“Uh... no.” I stared at the very authentic-looking tickets and opened my laptop to do some research. “Maybe it was a prank or something.”

Where the hell was Liechtenstein?

“Someone sent you a plane ticket? Is there a note or instructions or something?” she asked, like I was a regular surprise scavenger hunter or the oft recipient of charity plane tickets that came with instructions for what to do when I landed.

I peered inside the envelope the ticket had arrived in for probably the tenth time. “No. No note.”

“Be careful, sweetheart,” Mom cautioned, ever the wealth of wisdom. “There are a lot of scams around.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know, Mom.” 

I was the one who’d grown up in a world with internet, smart phone hacks, and credit card fraud. My mom still had a DVD player because she refused to stream anything and Wi-Fi was a foreign concept, but I loved her more than anything.

Disheartened and more than a little confused, I changed the subject. “How’s Dad?”

She went into detail about Dad’s aching knees. They were weather-sensitive, could apparently predict rain better than the Channel 4 meteorologist, and I zoned out. 

Had I missed a piece of the puzzle? Surely, there was more information in the envelope that I hadn’t seen. I grabbed the ticket and looked over every corner of the paperwork. Nothing. The only clue was the time and date of the flight.

When Mom finished giving me all the pertinent information regarding Dad’s ailments and then somehow switched subjects to and then finished telling me all about the people they’d made friends with down in Florida, I hung up and started pacing my apartment.

Would it be crazy to go to the airport and get on that plane? The answer was obvious. Totally. If I thought the ticket was sent to me by mistake, I wouldn’t be so shaken, but the ticket had my name on it. It was definitely for me. In my name. Delivered to me. Which begged the question, why? Only one thing was truly clear. Whoever had sent it meant for me to appear in an obscure European country next week. And he or she finally realized what I’d known all along. I was meant to travel first class.

However, there were flaws to the first-class plan. Insurmountable flaws. Flaws that made this whole thing impossible. An impossibility of insurmountable...work. I had work. Things my employer paid me to do. Counted on me to do.

My cell phone rang, and I stared down at the screen displaying an overseas number. While I’d usually let an unknown caller go to voicemail, my gut told me to pick up. 

“Hello, Erin speaking.” This call felt different. It was my first from overseas. 

“Hello, Erin. This is Henryk Gabelli.”

His voice was insanely sexy—deep, masculine, exotic. He spoke the Queen’s English but with an accent. The way he spoke—almost too proper—made me think he was some sort of lawyer or something. 

“Hello there, Henryk,” I said, grinning. A call from a sexy-voiced foreigner who knew my name. My normal Saturday was spinning into one mysterious day. “How can I help you?”

If this was a prank call or a sales pitch, a request from one of those foreign princes for my bank account number, I’d hang up. But for now, I perched on the edge of my kitchen stool, my stomach twisting with excitement.

“Well,” he began. “You can confirm whether or not you received the plane ticket my steward sent you.”

My jaw dropped. He had my attention. “Your steward?” What the hell is a steward?

“Yes. It seems we have a small problem that needs to be addressed.” Interesting choice of the word we.  “It’s been explained that the only way to do so is to assure you have transportation to Liechtenstein so we can sort the issue.”

“Hold on.” I held the phone with my shoulder and opened my laptop, then put Mr. Fancy Pants on speaker and began typing. Where the hell was that country, exactly?

“Um... what’s the problem you’re referring to, Henryk?” I asked.

Such a cool name, and I was sure I’d heard it before, though for the life of me I couldn’t figure out where. 

Google flashed my results onto the screen. There were articles, a map, a Wikipedia entry. Just because I hadn’t heard of Lichtenstein didn’t mean no one else had. 

Liechtenstein was a small European country full of castles, run by a noble family. Population only thirty-eight thousand people? That was tiny! A corner of New York. A neighborhood in Los Angeles. A piece of London. 

“The problem is,” Henryk began, then stopped and sighed heavily. “It’s more suitable for you come over here and we can discuss it properly in person.”

I narrowed my eyes even though he wasn’t here to see it. “Look, buddy, I’m not going anywhere unless you tell me what’s going on.” I might have been excited by the idea of a paid-for European adventure, but I wasn’t stupid.

Nothing “for free” came without major strings attached. Not in this world.

He heaved a sigh heavy enough for the weight of it to be heard halfway around the world. “Erin, do you remember a park with blue swings? In Washington? You were there on vacation with your parents, I believe.”

Do I remember? My heart began to thump a little harder. Was this guy some sort of years-long stalker? How on earth did he know about a vacation I’d taken with my parents many moons ago? Correction. The blue swings—that day—it was forever ago.

“Yeah... what about it?” I asked, cautious as hell now.

“Do you also remember you married three boys that day because you couldn’t decide who you liked better?” His tone was deeper with frustration, but his words took me back twenty years.

I froze then began to laugh. “Oh my God! Is that what this is about?” Henryk. A familiar name. Was this his roundabout way of looking me up after all this time? 

I picked up the ticket that I’d set beside my laptop and looked at it. It appeared real enough. Had the airline logo. A seat number. Was stamped first-class. No one did paper tickets anymore, but wouldn’t it have been quite the plot twist in this little mystery if it was real? 

“I was one of those three boys. I had long brown hair back then.” I’d been seven, but I had a vague recollection. So much time had gone by. 

But then, I jumped to my feet as memories flashed across my brain. “Henryk! You had bright blue eyes and hair to your shoulders! You were so cute.” That was probably too much information. 

He sighed again, and I giggled. The situation wasn’t as funny as it was entertaining, although I doubted he found it so. “Thank you, but that isn’t the point of this phone call.”

“Please tell me then, what is the point?” I asked, mimicking his pompous accent. “You didn’t need to send me a fake plane ticket to reach out, you know.”

“It’s not fake.” He sounded offended, every word sharper, and I almost laughed. Almost, but I was also processing. That ticket was real?

“And the point,” he said, “is that, unfortunately, in my country, such a commitment, a promise, as it were... is legal.”

I opened my mouth to respond, and for a few seconds, no words came out. Was he freaking serious? “We were seven years old!”

“I remember.” His tone was dry, and I tried to picture him now. Probably in a cardigan, with one of those fancy tobacco pipes, maybe a pocket watch. It was the image his tone inspired. “I imagine you are in shock. I was, as well. It is an unfortunate thing, but I need you to come to my country and legally release me from that bond.”

I wanted to burst into hysterical laughter, but about the more I thought about it, the less funny this seemed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Deadly serious,” he said, and if his words hadn’t said it, his tone conveyed the depths of his solemnity.

“But I married all three of you that day!” So that made me a bigamist. Or a polygamist? I wasn’t sure of the verbiage, nor did it matter. I threw my hands in the air. “You gave me a daisy, not a ring. It can’t be legal. That’s ridiculous!” Most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard.

This was bullshit. It had to be.

“Yes. That’s the other problem,” he said. 

I had to give him credit. From across the distance between his phone and mine, he’d managed to inspire my guilt reflex. I had married three boys that day. Caused this poor guy some sort of marriage problem. No telling what quandaries the others had found themselves in as a result of a game when we were seven.

I crossed my arms, my heart pounding hard. “What else is wrong?”

“Unfortunately, in this country, polygamy is legal. So, you’ll have to sign a release form in relation to the other two boys as well as me.”

“Yeah, fuck that.” This time I cackled with laughter. “Okay, I appreciate a joke as much as the next girl, but you’ve got to be kidding me.” I admired his dedication to it, though. To the thought that I’d been married since I was seven. I laughed and laughed until tears streamed down my face. He hadn’t responded, so I said it again. “You can’t be serious.”

I sat down on my sofa, taking my phone with me. This had to be one of those candid camera jokes.

“Their names are Silas and Viktor, and they’re being located as we speak.” Now that he’d said the names, even more memories came pouring back. The daisies we’d picked, probably illegally, from the park. The solemn expressions on our faces as we swore our vows to one another. Jesus. 

“Hopefully, we four can meet once more next weekend, sign our releases, and then never see each other again,” Henryk said as if he were troubled by the whole thing.

I frowned. For a guy who was sending out free flights to his tiny little country, he was certainly in a big hurry to be rid of us.

“What’s the rush, Henryk? Getting married?”

“Unfortunately, I am.” He said it as if he had just been sentenced to life in prison. 

My mouth dropped open. Well, that explained it. “Oh. Okay.” The little girl in me who vividly remembered his bright blue eyes was jealous. The grown woman realized that was silly.

“It is an arranged marriage, not a love match.” Well, that explained the dour tone. Pompous and dour still somehow managed to sound attractive. 

But I got the feeling he didn’t talk to Americans very often. “Erin, I am asking you... please, come. We are happy to compensate you for your time, of course. Perhaps a vacation after our business is concluded.”

I frowned. I didn’t remember the boy in the park being rich. “That’s generous.” What if he was some super rich drug lord, luring me to his country? I’d been watching a lot of streaming TV and it seemed like everyone was involved in a cartel these days. I didn’t know Lichtenstein’s economy, but I needed to know my involvement was with someone who didn’t shoot first and snort questions later. “How can you afford that kind of thing?”

“I just can.” Vague. I was about to say no, but he added, “So please, will you come?” It was just desperate enough to convince me. 

I glanced down at the first-class ticket. Maybe he could afford it. And honestly, it was a free trip to a country I hadn’t even known existed before and looked quite wealthy. “I’ll have to speak to my boss first.”

“Of course. But that is excellent news.” Happiness—a chuckle—accompanied the words. Happiness or relief. “I look forward to meeting you again soon. My steward will send someone to meet you at the airport, and once we sign the releases, we can put all this mess behind us.”

“Okay,” I agreed, feeling strangely numb. Mess? That was a bit harsh to describe an innocent game of children. We’d been role-playing, pretending to be adults, nothing more. But I didn’t comment further and it wouldn’t have mattered if I had.

“Goodbye.” Henryk abruptly hung up, and I sat on my sofa, dumbfounded.

At least today I couldn’t say my life was boring.
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Chapter 2
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I WORKED FOR A MARKETING company and it was February, in a down time, of sorts. So, it might have been more than luck on my side when I walked into his office to ask my boss for two weeks off, especially since it was such short notice. He agreed that I could have the time, though the way he only half-smiled when he said it made me feel like I might not have a job to come back to.

Perhaps it wasn’t good luck at all. Could’ve just been a squirrelly little man looking for an easy mark for downsizing. But I wasn’t going to worry about that yet. I had enough on my plate. 

Liechtenstein was north and east compared to South Carolina. And the internet said the average temperature wasn’t much cooler than home.  Probably wouldn’t drop to freezing, but I wasn’t taking chances. 

And I didn’t have a lot of cold weather clothes, so I decided a shopping spree was in order. I called my best friend, Bree, and she met me in one of the local stores I frequented on a regular basis.

“I can’t believe you’re just up and going to Europe. And without me no less,” she lamented, shaking her head as we walked through Carolina Apparel.

“Well, if you have the money for a ticket, come with me,” I told her. I had savings too, so if we needed to pay for some sort of accommodation upgrade, I was all for it. “I’d love the company.”

Bree sighed and shook her head. “I can’t. There’s no way I’d get the time off work that quickly.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. I know.” 

Bree was the executive assistant to some bigwig in a finance firm. She had to give him six months’ notice for a sick day. The money was good, though.

“Explain this whole thing to me again,” Bree said, holding a white shirt with cold shoulders and long sleeves up against me. “What exactly is going to happen when you arrive in some foreign country that you never planned to visit? You could get kidnapped and sold into a human trafficking ring. You know that, right?”

“Liechtenstein isn’t exactly known for human trafficking, Bree.” Certainly not more than they were known for their cartels. I’d done some research, and though there were definitely some risks. I’d looked up the safest ways to travel and I’d be checking in with people back home every day. I had a plan.

“Then what happens?” she asked again. “You get there, see the rich boy ticket buyer and what?”

I selected a wool sweater and some thick socks and put them on the pile of clothes I was buying. “Henryk’s steward called last night and gave me all the details.”

Now that had been an experience. The steward was a strange man with an even thicker accent than Henryk’s. All posh and haughty. I hoped the rest of Europe wouldn’t be like that too. If it was, I’d spend the whole trip rolling my eyes at everyone.

Bree grimaced, with a look that reminded me of the same uncertainty I’d experienced when I heard that phrase. “What the hell’s a steward?”

“I know, right? I think it’s some sort of butler or servant for a rich family.” A valet for a man. A maid for a woman. Rich.

Bree’s mouth fell open. “Wow.”

“Yeah. Well, anyway, the steward guy called. His name is Francis or something. Anyway, he said he would send someone to collect me from the airport, and then I’d meet Henryk and the other two guys at Henryk’s apartment, sign whatever I need to sign, and then we’d be done.” And my first “marriage” would be no more than a vague memory from days gone by.

Such a weird concept. I still couldn’t fathom that a bunch of kids playing wedding with daisy chains could actually be legal. There was no license. No witnesses. Well, except each other.  A marriage like this certainly wasn’t legal in the United States.

Bree grinned at me. “So, your guy’s servant is gonna send more servants to annul your play wedding?”

I laughed at the very idea of having such a chain of command beneath me. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Bree picked up a pair of jeans. “Oh, these are cute. Go try them on.”

I grabbed them and checked the size. “I’m not a size six, Bree, but they’re cute. Grab a size ten.”

Bree didn’t argue, just threw me the jeans and we headed to the changing rooms. They fit great but were loose at the waist, which was often my problem. I had a small waist, but thick thighs and hips.

Dresses looked fine on me, but jeans weren’t so easy to fit.

“You nailed it,” I said to my friend. “These are great.”

“I’ll get the other stuff,” she called to me. “Try on some of the sweaters, too.”

I waited for her to bring me more clothes and went over the last day in my head for the hundredth time. I was going to Europe to sign away a marriage that, to me, was just ludicrous. Even if there was some sort of law in the words of a child’s promise to another child, surely being seven years old should make anything about that situation null and void?

She flicked a pink sweater over the door, and I dragged it down and brushed my hands over the delightful fabric. “This is so soft.”

I put the sweater to my face for a moment, before pulling it on. Another piece that fit perfectly over my big boobs.

Awesome.

“I don’t get why he’s doing this,” Bree mused, standing outside the changing room door. “Why not just leave it?”

I grinned as I pulled a sweater up over my head and threw it onto the maybe pile. “He’s getting married!”

And our daisy chain child wedding somehow stood in the way of his adult, legal wedding.

“Married?”

I actually laughed this time. “The way he said it, I don’t think he even knows who his bride is. He said it’s some sort of arranged marriage.”

Another concept that was incredibly foreign to me. Marry someone I’d never met? Someone my parents had chosen for me? I could picture the pocket protectors and wire rimmed glasses. The family car and Sunday night bowling league. Uh... no, thank you.

I reached for a black sweater and tried it on. It was too tight at my hips and the arms were too long as well.

“Arranged marriage? Do people still do those?” Bree called through the door.

I shrugged. Nope, definitely don’t like the black. Now for the turquoise one...  “In some parts of the world, I guess. But honestly, I have no idea. It sounds totally medieval, doesn’t it!”

Bree chuckled on the other side of the door. “Medieval is right! Have you even googled Liechtenstein? It’s full of castles and all things ancient.”

I opened the door, bringing with me the clothes I had decided to buy. “Yeah, I did, but I won’t be staying there long. Henryk said they’ll set me up with some travel
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