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      22 Years Ago

      Something is amiss. There’s an electric current charging the air. My gut aches and sending up all these warnings to stay alert. I may only be a kid, twelve to be exact, but I know when trouble is closing in. While the adults held hushed conversations, doing their very best to keep my sister and me out of the loop, their efforts didn’t work. These last few weeks I listened in the shadows.

      I’m constantly aware, on guard. It’s a trait my father swears will make me a powerful man. One who recognizes danger before it sneaks up on him. I’m not sure why that’s important, but I trust him to know.

      My father is a wise businessman who dabbles in politics. I overheard someone call him Your Majesty the other day, which I thought odd. I assumed the man was joking until my father’s eye caught mine and I realized there was more to it than I understood. I haven’t had the chance to speak with him about that. Men who are acting more like prison guards have overtaken our home.

      We’ve always had security. Today, however, it feels different.

      My mother looks more stressed than usual. She tries to conceal it, but I pinpoint every forced smile and false pleasantness she bestows upon us. I notice how she never lets a few hours pass without checking in with father. She’s never been so involved with his business. Not to mention, I’ve overheard her crying this past week when she assumed she was alone. I even caught my father comforting her, telling her it would be fine. That he would make sure of it and keep us safe. But it became obvious she was worried and didn’t believe him.

      A few hours ago, my sister Giovanna and I were sent to the study. It was after my uncle stopped by for a visit. Something felt off about his unannounced social call. I cannot explain it, just that I’m not sure I trust him. It’s not the first time I’ve had that uneasiness around him. Over the last several months, a tension began building in the air between Father and Uncle Dracul. It’s as if hatred now stands between them.

      An armed guard of my uncle’s steps inside the room and snaps his fingers at us. “Come.”

      I recognize him from earlier. His eyes are wild and a deep scar marks his left cheek. When we hesitate, he grabs the back of my neck, squeezing hard, making me wince in pain. Laughing at my reaction, muttering a response in a language not commonly used around us. A mixed dialect of Hungarian, Slovak, and Romanian. The language I read about in the book my father keeps in his office. It’s not one I’ve actually heard spoken until now, though.

      “Don’t fuck with me, boy.” The guard turns an eye on my sister who has tears streaming down her face. “I have no problem taking out my frustrations on a little girl. Keeping her until she comes of age, even.”

      I’m bigger than a boy of only twelve should be. Many times, I’ve been mistaken for older, often thought to be sixteen. My father trained me well on how to defend myself and my little sister. He always proclaimed a man should know how to fight, so he can protect those he cares most about. He taught me not only to use my brain, but my muscles as well.

      “Over my dead body,” I spit out as my fist connects with his face, catching him off guard. The man’s body crumbles and lands with a loud thud. His head bouncing when it hits the wood floor.

      “Simion!” Giovanna screams my name as she watches the jerk drop.

      I spot the earpiece in his ear. Yanking it out, I place it in mine, allowing me to eavesdrop. Immediately, I realize the situation is worse than I’d imagined. We only have seconds to hide before more of these assholes show up and do God knows what.

      One I can handle. More than one? I’m not sure.

      “Gia, I need you to listen and move quickly. We have to get out of here.” I remove the gun from the holster strapped to the guard’s side and check it. Again, my father taught me how to use one. He wanted me to always feel comfortable enough to respect them. I’m beginning to believe he did so for a time such as this. “Through the back passage, hurry.” The passages hidden within the walls were often our playground. Only a few of my father’s most trustworthy men even knew they existed.

      At only seven, she’s scared, but my sister has always trusted me. We’ve only ever had each other, more so these last three years. Our parents claimed it was too dangerous to continue attending private school, too many uproars in this country we called home. We’ve only interacted with tutors, our parents, and each other.

      We run for the bookcase. Gia enters first, me close behind her, latching the lock just as my uncle’s men storm the study. I place a finger over my mouth, signaling Gia to remain silent. Since I’m still wearing the earpiece, I hear what they’re saying. They’re assuming we fled the room before they could get to us, and that’s to our advantage.

      I flip the extra padlock that will keep them out and motion for Giovanna to lead the way. When we reach the safe room—another hidden secret—I order her inside and instruct her to stay while I check on our parents. She doesn’t want me to leave, but at the same time, she wants our mother.

      We have a signal, a knock we’ve used more than once over the years. Child’s play that will come in handy now. I remind her of it and promise to use it when I return, so she knows it’s me, ensuring her it is safe to open the door. I hate leaving her, but right now she’ll only get in my way. In this space, no one can get to her, and it puts my mind at ease.

      When I reach my father’s office, I listen through the comm still in my ear. The other voices have stopped speaking. Only my uncle’s pierces my ears now. “Dragos, where are your children?”

      I slide the concealed panel open carefully so I can see inside. It’s behind a vent. No one will notice, and while it obscures my view, it allows me to assess the room and see what I need to.

      I don’t miss it when my father looks directly at me. “How am I to know that, brother? And even if I did, I’d not tell you.”

      My uncle curses in Russian, a language he often uses, as he stomps out of my view. When he steps back into it, he has my mother in an agonizing grip. She’s crying, a gag over her mouth, a fresh bruise on her cheek. I cover my ears when I watch him lift his gun to her head and fire without so much as a warning.

      Red is all I see now. Crimson takes over my vision. I can’t be sure if it’s from the blood now pouring out of her or the fury building inside me. My heart is pounding in my chest so hard I can hear it. I want to pound my fists into the wall but can’t, so I clinch them to hold back my rage and not give up my hiding spot.

      I hate him, will forever hate him.

      My father has tears streaming down his face, but remains strong. I can tell he’s dying inside, but refuses to let my uncle see him physically crumble. It takes all the strength he has to not collapse at the sight of my mother executed in front of him.

      His last words will forever stay with me, haunt my dreams for many nights. “Fuck you! I’ll never tell you or forgive you for what you just did. We may have once shared a womb, but today we are no longer brothers. You will never achieve the prize you are hungry for. You will never rule or wear the crown.”

      An evil laugh flows from my uncle before he lifts his gun and shoots his twin the same way he did my mother. I can only stare at my parents’ lifeless bodies as my world disintegrates in front of my eyes. There is so much I don’t understand. The hatred building inside my soul, for the man I once thought was a good person, will drive me now. He will one day pay for what he stole from me.

      It isn’t until I hear my uncle speak that I come to my senses. “Locate those brats. Do not kill them. I may allow the girl to live. We could certainly sell her for a profit to the right man. The boy, however, he must die, but I want him brought to me first. My brother should have told me where to find them. Torturing his son will now give me great pleasure. Revealing who he is will be my reward for all I’ve been through living as the second best, under Dragon. Simion’s fate is now sealed, and it only makes this so much sweeter. Find them so we can get this over with. We’ve wasted enough time here already.”

      I close the panel and collapse to the floor, not sure I’m strong enough to do what I know I must. How the hell am I supposed to break us out of here? I know my uncle will eventually discover the passages, even though it could take him hours to do so. Which means I need to sneak us out sooner rather than later. But where will we go, and who can we trust?

      I wipe the tears off my face while I devise a plan. If Giovanna and I have any chance at all, I need to remain strong, like father. I’m not sure why our uncle murdered our parents, and at this moment I don’t care. We have to get out of here first. I’ll deal with the reason why later.

      Once I return to the safe room, I’ve composed myself enough to keep Gia from becoming suspicious. As soon as the door opens, I inform her of the plan I’ve come up with. I lie, of course. I tell her mother and father will meet us later in the forest. That we are to make our way to the east garden and then head for the woods. Find a good hiding place and stay there until they come to get us. I don’t know what I’ll do once we get there. It’s important I get us out of here first, I’ll figure out our next move once we’re safe.

      Forty minutes is how long we take to make it down the interweaving passages. The comm I’m wearing keeps me updated. No one’s onto us yet. Once outside, that could become a different story. My uncle and his men are doing a perimeter check, searching the grounds frantically for us. As soon as we leave our safe hiding spot, we’ll have to climb the enormous stone wall, possibly exposing us.

      We wait until the men move past the garden. I offer up a prayer, hoping I don’t get both of us killed.

      “I’m scared, Simion,” Giovanna admits as I do my best to help her scale the wall. “How am I going to climb down? It’s too high.”

      “I’ll help you, promise.” The wall is taller than I remember, but I trust I can do just that. “Sit here while I climb down. Once I’m on the ground, jump to me.”

      She nods, but I see the fear in her eyes. As soon as I’m on solid ground, I scan the area to make sure no one is near. “Now, Giovanna.”

      “I can’t,” she cries as the concern of getting hurt mares her face. “I can’t do it. I’m scared.”

      I rub my hand across my forehead, knowing we are pushing our luck the longer we stay here. “I’m scared too. I promise I’ll⁠—”

      Before I can say more, rapid gun fire assaults the air.

      Giovanna screams.

      I watch in horror as she topples forward off the sixteen-foot wall and pitches over. My legs have never moved so fast. Before she hits the ground, I catch her, not perfectly, but enough to break her fall. “Fuck.”

      “You aren’t supposed to say that word,” she reminds me.

      I snort squeezing her tight to my chest. “Forgive me. I’ll try to do better the next time you topple off a wall and nearly give me a heart attack.”

      She giggles, although it sounds forced. “I’m glad you move fast. Thank you.”

      We don’t have time for chit chat. “Can you walk? We need to make it to the woods.”

      She nods, and we run. We run together the fastest we can. When the yelling starts, I fear we’ve been spotted. I stop and order her onto my back so we can move faster. It works until a sharp bite tears through my thigh and knocks me to the ground. One more rips through my back and everything goes black.
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        * * *

      

      “Simion, don’t move.” A male voice breaks through my fog and the pain. “Hold still, son. I need to stabilize you so we can get you in the chopper.”

      “Giovanna. You have to help her.” I force my eyes open and stare at the face covered in black, concealing his features. His blue eyes, however, are plain as day looking down at me. The sadness in them tells me all I need to know. “Let me die. I have no reason to live. My family is gone and I want to join them.”

      “You have thousands of reasons to live. You just don’t know it yet. One day, you'll see the light.” He ties something tight around my thigh and then tosses me over his shoulder. “We cannot let a future leader die before his time. I have my orders. While we failed to save the others, we will not fail to save you, and you will appreciate why that is when the time comes. It won’t be easy, but one day you’ll return to this land and understand why God chose you to survive. Trust me. Now let’s get on that chopper so we can take you to Hermosa Islas. Your father, King Dragos, has arranged everything to ensure your safety. Time to get the fuck out of here and secure the future for you and so many others.”

      I don’t fight him. I let him load me on the chopper and watch as five others dressed like him join us. As we lift off, the world I once knew disappears. I have no idea what I’ll face, but I swear then and there that before I die, I will avenge my family’s unwarranted deaths. My uncle will pay for what he has done.
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      16 Years Later

      I lie low in the shadows, trying not to overreact as I watch her sneak out once again. We’ve played this game a few times already this week. I’ve lost track how many times this month she’s dared to test my ability to stay ahead of her. She’s only slipped past me once, and in my defense, it was because I’d been away for the evening. I was, however, waiting for her when she returned. I didn’t miss the snarky expression in her copper brown eyes as she passed, knowing she won that round. It was a sport for her now. Could she slip past me or would I be there waiting to send her back?

      Tonight, I decide it’s time to handle this another way. I’m not sure why. Maybe it has more to do with me understanding her motive for sneaking out. At her age, I’d done the same thing, snuck out because I could, without the knowledge of my new family. I appreciate the pressure of being trapped, not yet recognizing your place in a world you didn’t understand. Always feeling lost and confused about why you were here and not somewhere else, someone else. Wishing you could be like others your age, but unable to change who you are. It’s out of your hands, so you choose to steal a moment here and there when you can.

      I’ll never forget the day my eyes were opened to a world I’d never known existed. Waking in a hospital next to a man with piercing blue eyes. The same one who promised to keep me safe when I wanted nothing more than to die. He’d saved me from certain death and swore one day I’d see the bigger picture.

      I didn’t feel like he’d saved me. I felt betrayed. My entire life had been one lie after another. At twelve, I didn’t comprehend why it was so important for everyone to keep my identity from me. Why my father pretended to be someone he was not, instead of proud to be the man he was. Or why he never once shared who we were, how important we were, even. I was confused on why he’d refused to explain after he’d placed us in danger, even though his reason sounded like the right thing to do. For so many years, I questioned why, with no real answers. As I grew older, I saw matters differently, but that didn’t mean I agreed with his choices. In the long run, it would’ve been best if we’d known, so we were prepared, but he’d obviously felt different about that.

      The world I was raised in collapsed after he sided with the people when they declared a revolution was necessary. They’d sought him out for support, the only kind a man like him could offer them. Why? It turns out they wished to overthrow the government that was holding the citizens in our country down. They expected my father to lead the way. Once he’d accomplished that, they looked forward to him accepting his rightful place as sovereign leader, one his family once controlled. They desired a king who would lead them, not another dictator who ruled over them.

      My father was the rightful heir to a throne that hadn’t held power for almost two hundred years. Many wars were fought since the day his family lost sovereignty. Governments were erected and later removed many times over.

      When the current government of Kosonia learned he was backing those fighting against them, they sent my uncle to resolve the issue. Dracul vowed to annihilate the problem, starting at the top and then working his way down. In cold blood Dracul murdered his own brother when the dictator, a close friend of his, promised a seat next to him after proving his loyalty.

      My father had seen through his brother’s corrupt plans. The reason the unit of covert men showed up to save me in the end. They’d arrived too late to protect the leader of the revolution, but not too late to rescue his successor who was unaware he was an heir. The plan was to keep him—me—far away from the war until the time was right. Hide me inside a country often overlooked as an influential one.

      After they explained my heritage the best it could be to a twelve-year-old orphan, the man who saved me took responsibility to raise me as one of his. I no longer could be known as Simion Kelemen. It was important everyone believed the Prince of Kosonia was dead, so I constructed a new name. In honor of my family, I’d chosen Gino Luka Leblanc, a way to remember those I’d lost. Gino to honor my mother Gianna, and sister Giovanna. Luka for my father, Dragos Lucian, a man I couldn’t decide if I respected or hated. Only time would reveal if I’d accept father’s reasoning for why he’d done this to us.

      My new father, Sergeant Kyle Leblanc, recognized my potential and continued my training the best he could. Encouraged me to learn all I could about the royal family of my new country, to study them, eventually accept my assignment as one of their most trusted guards. To be a man who stood by the king of this land, ready to do what needed to be done while also learning how he ruled over his people. The irony did not escape me. That, in reality, we were more equals than I led any of them to believe. The only ones who knew the truth were sworn to secrecy. The respect I held for this family was deep, making me determined to not let anything happen while I was a part of such a vital team.

      King Ramon finally introduced me to Princess Gabriela, his young daughter. I was drawn to her instantly. At first, it was a protectiveness I couldn’t explain. She reminded me of Giovanna. That feeling changed rather quickly when she was no longer a young girl, but turning into a feisty young woman. It was then I noticed how beautiful she was inside and out, and refused to acknowledge why.

      The fire she possessed to never let her position hold her back had me toying with her. It started as a fun game between a guard and a child, but when she moved back into the palace with her mother, it turned into something else. She was determined to slip away, breaking all the rules meant to keep her safe, and I enjoyed catching her, sending her back to her quarters.

      It wasn’t until I’d stepped in a few months ago, after some arsehole tried to take advantage during her first after party, that things between us grew even more interesting. She’d awakened something entirely different inside of me that night. An emotion I’ve been fearful to let spark. I thought it risky, and I didn’t take those. Now I’m in knots over her and more protective than I was before.

      She’s merely eighteen, a baby in comparison to my twenty-eight years, and yet she dares to challenge me like no one else ever has. Not only does she challenge me as one of the guards, testing my skills, but also as a man who knows it is wrong to be so attracted to this fireball.

      When it comes to Ela—her nickname she acquired that night, and the only one I use when I think of her—it seems I’m willing to risk it all, even the job I love. If we get caught, both our heads will be on the chopping block. But it’s become clear she needs to learn a lesson on why there were rules, why she’s assigned guards. I’ve accepted the task of being the one who will teach her this, all because I understand all too well what happens when danger closes in. It wasn’t my choice really, Sir Edward, my captain, has requested I help keep an eye on her.

      Bloody hell.

      Had I known she’d give me heart failure the second she suspected she’d left the grounds undetected, I’d have stopped it sooner. Thankfully, I’m parked right outside the gates so I can follow her. The entire drive, I’m cursing her recklessness and myself for thinking this was a good idea. All the while promising to disable or even steal the damn death machine she’s riding like she’s been doing it her entire life.

      How the fuck has she kept this a secret? When did she learn to ride and take the corners like a pro?

      My damn cock is so fucking hard watching her dart through traffic on the sexy midnight blue Ducati. She’s guiding the beast like it was custom built for her. The machine glides through the street with ease. As she takes a corner, the sight of her thighs, gripping tight, make my mouth water. She’s not even following the traffic laws, forcing me to break them while attempting to keep her in my line of sight. It’s a good thing my Porsche can keep up with the speed demon. When I catch her, she’s getting one hell of a lip lashing from me. I’d spank her arse, but something inside warns me that could lead us to a whole other kind of trouble, and there’s no way we’re ready for that.

      I remind myself she’s only eighteen, a child inside one sassy body that screams woman. She may be legal, but that does not make it okay for me to pounce like I might if she were older. Her innocence is still intact, and I’m a complicated man. My demons are specific. I’m here to teach her a lesson. Not drag her off and educate her on what her behavior does to a man attracted to her. I am a man who has been watching everything she does closer than he should. And she tempts me like no other woman ever has.

      Fuck.

      My heart settles slightly when Ela parks her Ducati outside a popular nightclub. I pull over and watch as she joins a group of her friends. They appear to have been waiting on her before heading inside.

      It’s then I make a phone call to have the motorcycle confiscated and taken back. “I need a team to pick up a motorcycle and deliver it to the palace. Park it next to Sir Edward’s precious vehicle. I’m confident he’ll have questions about who it belongs to, and I’ll be more than happy to share that with him when he does. You can even leave him a message to contact me in the morning about it.” He has a unique relationship with the princess. She often seeks him out for fatherly advice, even though he’s the man sworn to protect her family, and nothing more. I’ve watched them interact enough to appreciate how important their relationship is and hope to use that to my advantage. “No, that’s all. I have something else to deal with or I’d do it myself. And make sure you tell them that if they put one scratch on it, heads will roll.”

      Once I hang up, I decide it’s time to establish my point and move this evening along. I flash my badge to gain access into the club, locating the princess almost immediately. I watch and wait for the right moment to strike. If anyone knew my plan, I’d be fired and tossed in jail. But until someone is willing to show this young woman why we have established protocols, she will continue to carry on like this, never understanding that putting her life at risk for a good time is dangerous. Her negligence for her own safety affects all our jobs.

      Watching her is always one of my favorite pastimes. It allows me to get to know her better, observe a side she keeps buried when she knows I’m watching. Tonight, she believes no one has followed her, so she lets her guard down just a little.

      Ela’s laughing with her friends, having a good time. Unless you know who she is, it would be hard to recognize her dressed the way she is. Her makeup is even different from how she wears it when portraying the flawless, prestigious princess. The dark eyeliner, the bolder colors that define her cheekbones, all conceal the sweet princess she is when standing next to her family. I hate I notice the difference and like it. I hate that her laughter encourages me to smile, and how the sway of her hips when she dances affects my body. It even stirs me when I realize she’s aware of her surroundings, like we have trained her to do. All of those little things bother me because I shouldn’t let them affect me at all.

      A few hours pass before I acknowledge the time to act is now. I almost second guess myself on what I’m about to do. If she wants to report me after it’s all said and done, she could. My job as a guard would end, and for good reason.

      What pushes me to carry out my reckless scheme has more to do with the man I notice now stalking her. He’s watching her just as closely as I am. A sick unknown stalker who has nefarious intentions for her, even if he doesn’t recognize he’s tracking someone who could cost him his life. The twat is up to no good. I’m not about to take a chance with him getting his turn to carry it out, with her or anyone else. Before I can deal with her, I need to handle this fucking bastard.

      “Little old for this crowd, aren’t you?” I close in on him from behind.

      The arsehole doesn’t even hear me approaching. He startles at my voice and drops something. It makes a clanking noise when it crashes to the floor, catching my attention more now. I collect it before dragging his arse out the backdoor.

      “What were you going to do with this?” I shove the switch blade in his face, pressing it against his cheek just hard enough to draw blood. “I should gut you with this. Open you up and let the rats feed on you.”

      “I-I h-h-have kids.” Wide-eyes turn on me, the light of the alleyway making his skin ghostly white.

      “And yet here you are, ready to do something extremely stupid.” I shake my head and glance down, where I notice the stain on his pants growing wetter by the second. “You fucking piss yourself and somehow thought you were going to be man enough to grab some badass chick? She’d have your balls before you saw it coming. Do us all a favor, man, stop pretending to be a tough guy and get a life. Go home to your kids and do better for them.” I yank his wallet from his back pocket and flip it open. “I’ll be checking in on you, Dorian Helms. I never forget a face or name. If I so much as catch you anywhere near her again, you won’t be walking away. Do I make myself clear?”

      Dorian nods and then runs off like the chicken shit he is. Never once looking back or waiting for me to return his wallet. I close the knife and shove both in my waistband. My level of anger is tenfold now. Princess Gabriela is about to meet her match and learn a lesson she will never forget.

      I’m done. Tonight, she’s about to see a side of me that can’t be ignored, and I know once I do, things between us will change.
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      It is such a relief to finally escape that stifling palace. To breathe and hang out with others my age without someone always hovering.

      No one understands what it’s like growing up the way I have. While a few of my friends have security, it’s not the same. Theirs are mostly drivers who double as body guards when one is required, but even then, they are often left alone to do as they please. My guards never leave when they’re around. They stick close by, scrutinize everyone who attempts to approach me, and always object to letting me visit places like this one. If I’d asked to come here, they would have told me no. Informed me, the crowd inside couldn’t be vetted properly to ensure my safety and blah, blah, blah.

      Instead, I did what I started perfecting when I was ten. I snuck out. I’ve only gotten caught a few times, well not true. Recently, I’ve been stopped more and sent back, forced to plot out my next escape.

      Damn, I hated living in the palace. It was way harder sneaking past the guards and staff than it had been when we lived in Prieto. Especially since a certain guard of my brother’s has made it his life’s goal to guarantee I fail.

      Gino Leblanc is quickly becoming a pain in my arse. It’s as if he possesses some type of radar that notifies him when and where I’m going to make my next breakout. Like he always knows what I’m planning before I even do it, and it is so fucking irritating. The only time I was able to sneak past him had been when I overheard him speaking with one of my guards. He was warning the other man to stay on top of me, to watch me closely. I knew then I could slip past everyone, finally have some fun with no one being the wiser.

      What I hadn’t expected was the disappointment I felt by not getting caught that night. Freedom was great and all, but the way Gino stood there waiting, like he’d been anticipating catching me long before I even made my plans to escape. I’d sickly grown to appreciate him spotting me.

      I once again suffered disappointment tonight when he wasn’t there ready to send me back. To hear his voice, with the deep sexy tone that made my stomach do weird things while melting my insides. None of the boys I’d met elicited that sort of physical reaction. They had to do a hell of a lot more than just open their mouths, and even then, it didn’t hold a candle to how he affected me. I’d taken advantage of him not being around, disappointment be damned, and made a run for it so I could feel slightly normal.

      I think what I enjoy more than an evening out with my friends, is jumping on my baby and experiencing the power of it vibrating between my legs. My Ducati is my freedom, my way of giving life the middle finger and taking charge.

      I learned to ride one while at boarding school. A local boy would drive his motorcycle around town, attracting my attention. One day, I stopped him and then convinced him to take me for a ride. Later, I persuaded him to teach me how to drive it.

      He’d taught me more than how to drive this exhilarating machine. He also showed me what it was like to be female. Even though he never took my virginity, we’d done more than I had with any boy before him. He differed from the guys I went to school with. A little bad, but still one of the good guys. It would have been only a matter of time before I let him take that too. But the kitchen fire at the citadel happened, and my time with him ended abruptly.

      A year ago, I ran into him at a club in Aragon, the capital city of Hermosa Islas. I convinced him to help me purchase a badass motorcycle, one I could park in a garage near the palace under a false name I paid dearly for. He knew I loved the thrill the speed stirred when I rode, and only agreed to help if I secured a proper license and proved I could handle the dangerous machine like a pro. Once I’d done that, he bought it with my money and then warned me to be careful.

      What was the fun in being careful? I wasn’t stupid, but I also refused not to enjoy life. I liked the edge, the thrill of adventure. Not following all the rules drilled into my head since birth kept my blood flowing. I’ve faced death enough times to know it would come when it was ready. Childhood cancer sucked, and dying no longer scared me. Until it was ready to take me, I vowed to not sit around and play it safe, but to live a full, adventurous life.

      I wasn’t stupid. I also took the proper precautions to make sure I remained safe. Learned how to defend myself, because I knew there were people in this world who would assume I was easy prey. Not because I was a princess, but simply because I was female. I made sure I wasn’t defenseless, by training with some of the best guards assigned to us, soaking in anything and everything they were willing to teach me.

      Sir Edward was eager to confirm that even a small framed woman could do serious damage if she knew how. He seemed to enjoy it as much as I did. Never once suggested I didn’t need to know how to defend myself because I had guards. My enthusiasm to learn, to take it seriously, brought a smile to his face. He would beam at me the way I’d always wished my own father would have when he was alive. And when mine died, Sir Edward was there to pick up as many pieces as he could, stepping in to do his best to be that for me.

      So now when I go out without guards, I know I can take care of myself. Even when no one else believes it, I know, and I’m not worried.

      My evening has been interesting so far. Mercedes, my best friend and cousin, is with me. We don’t go anywhere without the other. On the nights I’d not been able to sneak past Gino, she’d come and sit with me, help me plot.

      Five others join us. They aren’t my favorite people—but to be fair, I’m not fond of most—but they are pretty cool. Not snobs like so many others we often find ourselves forced to hang out with. These five would never make it inside of the socials hosted at the palace. They weren’t part of high-class society, but from middle-class families, who weren’t bothered by my princess status—not that they know who I am. We’ve never once told them, and we both look very different on nights like this. You can do amazing transformations with makeup to alter yourself, and Mercedes and I have perfected that. At least we’ve never been recognized, or if we have, no one has said anything.

      “I’m so glad you made it tonight.” Mercedes hugs me as soon as we find a table. “I needed this.”

      “Me too. I’m so tired of being stuck behind those guarded walls. I can’t wait to move out and make my own way. It’s suffocating.” I grab my drink we ordered moments ago, letting the burn slide down my throat.

      “How do you drink that hard stuff like that? It tastes like cough syrup, worse than that, even.” My cousin makes a face that has me laughing. “I like my alcohol to hide under the sweetness of fruits and sugar. Then I forget I’m even drinking, which isn’t always a good thing.”

      I sip my bourbon through the tiny straw and let it wash the day away. “Why drink if you can’t taste it? It’s all about the flavors, the taste of the barrels it sat in, the hints of vanilla or cinnamon. They all have something unique about them, and when you mix them in fruity drinks like that, you ruin all that.”

      “You sound like your mother.” Mercedes shakes her head.

      “Who do you think taught me about savoring a good bourbon?” I lift my glass to hers and click it. “To good drinks, great company, and a night free of overbearing men.”

      She laughs. “How long before you think he tracks us down tonight?”

      “Hopefully not for several hours. I need time to drag some guy off into a corner and have my way with him.” I glance around, because I’m not so certain he’s not already here. It’s as if I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t see him, so I assume I’m being paranoid. I brush it off and continue with my night, determined to have a great time.

      A guy with us is doing his best to hit on me. It’s kind of cute. I mean, I’m flattered. He’s a decent bloke, one of the good ones. If I were hoping for a good guy, he would fit the bill just fine. And because I’m a nice person and don’t want to hurt his feelings, I’m doing my best to let him down easily.

      The thing people don’t know about me, is that I’m not looking for love. I’m not even hoping to find a boyfriend. I don’t want one. Never plan on falling in love or getting married. I’m just hoping for a good time. I have a lot of personal issues that I consider make me less than whole.

      My mother would argue with me about it, but I know what others expect. A royal wedding and babies. It’s all anyone expects from a princess, and I don’t plan on falling into that trap. I have other ideas about how my life will play out. And since this is my life, not theirs, I’m determined to focus on me and do it my way.

      So, while I’m flattered, it will never happen. I mean, I guess we could have some fun. He’s probably never gotten to second base or even attempted to since he’s on the shy side. I’d be more than willing to fool around with him, but guys like him aren’t usually about good times, they want the complete package. And he deserves that, the real deal, not someone like me who has too many flaws.

      Which is why when I see my chance to dance with someone else, I do. I don’t miss the disappointment in his eyes, I even feel a little guilty. But better to let him appreciate the real me now than to lead him on and break his heart later.

      Plus, the guy I’m dancing with is exactly what I’m searching for. He wants to have fun, no strings, a good time that will last one night. It’s not hard to differentiate those guys, they give off a vibe I can relate to.

      “I think it’s time we blow this joint,” he whispers in my ear grabbing my arse. “Damn. These leather pants you have painted on this little sexpot body are killing me. My place is only a few blocks away.”

      “Do you have a car?” I slide my hand down the front of his shirt. “I’m not sure I can wait that long.”

      I could go home with him. I’ve tried that a few times, and it didn’t work out the way I’d expected. Plus, I’m not sure I want him to get the wrong idea of what it is I’m looking for. I want to fuck quickly. Get this done with so I can go. I have no expectations on it being amazing or mind-blowing. All I want is to finally do the deed. Give it another shot to determine if my body will fail me again like it has the last couple of times, or if maybe this time will be different. The last two guys I tried this with didn’t get that far. I have an issue they weren’t prepared to deal with—like I said earlier, childhood cancer sucks. This time I have it covered, but that means we have to do it fast and quick so this guy never catches on to why. It’s not a conversation I wish to have.

      “Whatever you want, baby.” He drags me closer and rubs his hard length against me.

      I grind into him, hoping that will jump start a reaction, something. But like always, nothing happens. I refuse to let that stop me, though. “I need to use the ladies’ room first. Give me ten minutes, I’ll meet you right outside.”

      “I’m Caton. Thought you should know that so you can thank me later.” He drags his teeth along my ear, proving he’s done this before. “Hurry up.”

      I do just that. I’m prepared. Leather pants aren’t exactly the best for a quickie and skirts aren’t ideal for riding, which is why I shoved one in my small backpack. I’d planned to change as soon as I got here, but then became distracted. I’m pretty sure Caton won’t complain, easy access and all.

      Once I’ve changed, I dig for the other item I know I’ll need. My body isn’t like others. It can be stubborn at the worst moments, and like I’ve learned from past experiences, will require lube. The other guys didn’t have any and refused to go there once they were aware of my dilemma. It was embarrassing, and I’d left quickly once I knew it was a no-go.

      I should be thankful, right? That they didn’t want to hurt me or make it painful. It sucks having a body that doesn’t work like it should. This time I’m adding the lube first and praying that works. It’s also why I wanted to do it now and not wait until we got to his place. If we go to his place, I’ll have to explain, and I didn’t fancy having that conversation with a complete stranger. I know that’s weird since I’m okay with fucking one, but talking about the mechanics of sex when you only want a quick fuck is way too personal.

      The door to the washroom opens and I think nothing of it. There are two other stalls not being used. What gets my attention is when I hear the lock engage.

      “Hey, I’ll be out in a minute if you prefer privacy,” I holler and sigh when I realize I won’t be finishing my task.

      When the lights go out, I become pissed. I toss the tube in my backpack and jerk it over my shoulder. This bitch is about to get an earful.

      Yanking the stall open, I step out. “Did you not⁠—”

      I’m grabbed from behind, shoved forward until my front slams into the wall. I try to squirm free to no avail. The person trapping me is way bigger than I am, easily overpowering me. So instead, I relax, giving this individual the illusion they’re in control. Except he doesn’t seem to buy into it. My hands are seized and wrenched behind my back, as my body is pressed harder into the nasty washroom wall.

      “Look, my boyfriend is waiting on me. He’ll come looking for me soon. Not to mention, I’m someone you don’t want to mess with.” I do my best to announce it with confidence.

      The only response I receive is a snort and the pressure of plastic zip tie cuffs being slipped over my hands. I can get out of those easily if given the chance, although it makes things interesting now.

      I bang my forehead against the wall and try to focus. Something is oddly familiar. Why am I not freaking out? Why do I feel at ease instead of panicking?

      Closing my eyes, I allow my other senses to kick in. The noises around me start to center. I block out the background club hums and focus on those that will help me figure this out. Like the breathing of the body behind me. It’s rhythmic, calm, not pumped up with adrenaline the way I would expect it to be. Everything is too composed for this type of situations.

      I don’t want to breathe in the surrounding scents, but I do. The stenches of the washroom are strong, almost overpowering. But there is something else I recognize. It’s subtle, but it’s there. I smile inwardly, knowing I’m going to kill him when he lets me go.

      His breath tickles my ear, causing me to shiver. “You are in so much trouble, Princess.”

      I fucking hate it when anyone calls me princess, even more so after the incident at the after party a few months ago. Jerking my head away from him, I grumble, “Fuck you, Gino. So, you followed me instead of stopping me this time? What do you think my brother would think of that?”

      I’m spun around so fast I almost lose my balance. There’s barely any light for me to see him properly. The only available is coming from the tiny window, making it difficult to take him in. Not that the dimness makes his features any less impressive.

      Goddamn him for having such an effect on me. Why is he the only man my body dares respond to? It’s not fair and only pisses me off. Mostly because I know there’s no way anything will ever happen between us.

      Gino leans in and gets so close I can almost feel his lips on mine. “I should⁠—”

      “You should what?” I snarl as I raise my chin, tempting him. “I’m too young and innocent, remember? Although I wouldn’t be so innocent if you’d stop interfering with my life.” I’ll never forget him saying those words after discovering me with a boy I’d taught a valuable lesson to—don’t fuck with a princess. He’d leaned in and warned me I was too young.

      He bites his lower lip as he directs his gaze at the ceiling. “That only makes me more determined to continue, Princess.”

      I shift my body forward into his, giving him a solid shove. “Stop calling me princess. Call me that one more time and I’ll make you pay.”

      He takes another step away, giving me more space, or him, maybe. It’s a good idea no matter, because I was having difficulty focusing with him that close.

      “Do you know how close you came to getting into some serious trouble? I mean, my plan was to scare the shit out of you, but I had no idea I’d find a real twat who thought he’d have a go.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Caton is not a twat.” I take this chance to get out of the cuffs cutting into my wrist. It’s almost too easy, he didn’t tighten them like he should have.

      Spinning on his heels, he stomps like a disgruntled child, flips the light back on while tramping around. When he turns to face me, I’ve freed my hands. I drop the cuffs on the floor before crossing my arms, waiting for him to explain.

      “I have no idea who this Caton guy is, and I dare not ask. I meant the twat I caught stalking you, watching and waiting for you to separate from your friends. He had this and intended to use it. I’m sure he was hoping to scare the shit out of you.” He flashes a switch blade, and I’ll admit—to myself—that could have been a complication, although I’ll never tell him. “Now granted, I’m sure you’d have taken it from him and then cut off his balls, but that is neither here nor there. The point is, if you’d stop being so fucking stubborn with all this sneaking around crap, guys like him wouldn’t be a problem.”

      There’s a knock on the door interrupting us. “Did you change your mind, baby?”

      Gino’s eyes grow dark for reasons I’m not sure I want to know. They go even darker as he listens to my response. “I’ll be there in five. Sorry, I got a call I couldn’t ignore. I didn’t change my mind. I’m eager and⁠—”

      Before I know it, Gino is throwing the door open, surprising Caton when he comes face to face with him. Caton’s eyes shift to me and twitch when he notices I’ve changed, making Gino groan out a warning. “Who the fuck are you? Ela will not be joining you tonight or any other night.”

      “You don’t get to…” I raise my voice and attempt to storm past him.

      He steps in front of me, keeping me here for now. “Princess, I swear I will⁠—”

      I warned him.

      Without so much as a second thought I perform a maneuver I learned a few weeks ago. It’s one I know will knock him on his arse.

      When my foot comes in contact with his face, two things cross my mind. First thought is, take that you wanker. Then another immediately washes the first away. I just flashed both these men with that stunt, since I left my knickers at home. Probably explains why Gino is dazed and Caton is blushing. At least it allows me to get the hell out of there before he can retaliate.
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      My hand drags down my face as I blink, unable to get the flash of her sweet, wet pussy out of my mind. I don’t even care she dared to execute a perfect hook kick and landed it. I watched Amanda, Queen Larkin’s guard, teach her how to execute one while sparring. If I could actually think, I’d be impressed, but I can’t. All I can focus on is what she flashed us the moment she lifted her leg straight over her head and kicked.

      Us.

      “You will forget everything. You saw nothing.” I grab the shirt of the prick who was banging on the door. “Nothing.”

      He nods, but I can tell he’s planning to whack off to that image later.

      “Who are you again? Caton, is it? I see you anywhere near her again and we are going to have a problem. Understand?” I tighten my grip to get my point across.

      He raises his hands in defeat. “I didn’t know, man. I don’t fuck around with someone else’s chick. I assumed she was free game.”

      I don’t correct him about her being mine. She’s not, but hell if he needs to know. “Maybe tell your cronies to steer clear as well. That one’s off limits.”

      When I loosen my grip, he takes off quickly, glancing over his shoulder once to make sure I’m not about to follow. Now that he’s gone, it’s time to go after her.

      I no sooner step outside than to catch her staring at the spot where her Ducati was parked, except it isn’t now. The fury on her face is way sexier than it should be. When she notices me, that fire behind her eyes ignites, and I prepare myself for the inferno I’m about to walk into.

      “What did you do?” she yells, her anger rising fast. “You had no right!”

      I don’t bother responding. It doesn’t matter what I say, she’s not in any mood to hear me out. Plus, she’s right, not that I’ll admit it. Instead, I walk toward my car, sensing her close behind. When we’re next to it, I open the passenger door and wait.

      “No.” Ela stops short and glares at me. “Where’s my bike?”

      “Get in,” I order, my grip on the door tightening. “Now.”

      I should’ve realized that was the wrong thing to say, that she’d not follow a direct order. I watch her straighten her spine and begin walking, just not in my direction. Well, she can think again, I’m done playing tonight. I’ve sat back and studied her all night while I fought my attraction to her. I’m on her in five strides, tossing her fine arse over my shoulder before she protests.

      “Enough,” I grunt, not happy with how her body provokes mine. As soon as we’re next to my car, I set her feet on the ground and point at the seat. “Get in. Buckle up. Please.”

      “If there is one scratch on my baby, you are paying for a new paint job. You,” she snarls right before she yanks the door closed.

      I walk around, adjusting my cock that is way too fond of the little minx who thinks she can give me orders. Not that I wouldn’t gladly do that. I would, but fucking hell, this cannot happen.

      When I get in, she’s digging through her purse frantically. In the process, a few items spill out, so I reach over to pick them up. As soon as I recognize what I’m holding, all the resolve I’ve been holding on to so dearly dissolves, and I see red. In my hand is a vape and a tube of lube.

      Her eyes meet mine as she pulls out her phone and shrugs, as if daring me to object to her choices. “What?”

      I lay the tube in my lap and wave the vape at her. “What the hell are you thinking?”

      “That’s not mine. And don’t even start with that shit. I’ve seen you and a few other guards enjoying a cigar after a tough day.” She types on her phone as if her explanation should cut it for me. “What?”

      “Have you ever tried it? And whose is it then?” I toss it into the backseat because that piece of shit is not going back into her purse.

      “I don’t remember. Someone gave it to me a few weeks ago to hold for them and then they forgot to take it back. I’ve been holding onto it until I remember who.” She glances at my lap where the lube is resting and blushes. “Can I ask you something and you promise not to overreact?”

      “No.” I start the engine and shift into first so we can get out of here.

      “Okay, then, can I have that back?” She points to my lap, still blushing. I don’t miss how it darkens when the light from the streetlight shines in on us, making my predicament more visible.

      “Tell me why you have this and I’ll think about it.” Clearly, I’m provoking a fight throwing those words out there.

      She burrows through her purse again. As soon as she finds what she is searching for, an evil grin forms on her face. My grip on the steering wheel tightens when she opens up her hand.

      What the hell is she doing with a butt plug? It’s a small one, very small, but fucking hell. Is she serious? Does she dabble in that kind of shit? She’s fucking eighteen. How the hell does she even know about butt plugs?

      “You know, it’s not sanitary keeping that in there.” I snarl, doing my best to not imagine what it would be like to watch that toy disappear inside of her right before I fucked her.

      “Thanks for the info. I’ll make sure to thoroughly wash it before letting some guy shove it up my bum.” Ela rolls her eyes like she’s done so many times. It stirs an urge inside of me that has me fantasizing about them rolling for other reasons.

      I’m not sure what I’m thinking or why I do what I do next. It doesn’t matter because I don’t regret it one bit. My hand snags the offensive toy, and just as quickly, I hit the button to roll down the window, tossing it out as it lowers. Now I can think without having that sex toy around to distract me.

      “You’re an arsehole. You know that, right? And for the record, before I let some guy shove anything up my arse, I probably should let him fuck me first. Which was the plan tonight before you once again stuck your nose where it does not belong.” Ela directs her eyes away from me, so she’s looking out the other window, not allowing me to see her face. I do, however, notice when she lifts her hand and wipes something off her cheek.

      The rest of the ride is quiet. As soon as we park, she starts to jump out, no concern about getting caught when walking back in. I reach for her arm, firmly holding on above her elbow. There is a reason I’ve always avoided touching her. Every time I do, a jolt of energy races through me, awakening the man I do not believe I’m capable of being.

      I try my best to make her feel better. “There is nothing wrong with you being a virgin still, Ela. You should wait until you find someone who will⁠—”

      “I’m not like my brothers, Gino. I have no desire to find love. I’m not sure I even believe in it.” She tugs on her arm, encouraging me to release it. “And don’t act like you’re some saint waiting around for the love of your life to drop into your lap. Why is it okay for guys to fuck about, but when a girl decides she’s not into flowers and happily ever after’s, she’s a slut?”

      I release her arm so we climb out at the same time. As she walks away, I have one more fact to reveal. “I never said you were a slut for wanting to have sex. You are very right about what you said. But Ela, you’ll have to forgive me for wanting only the best for you.”

      “Why do you even care, Gino? I’m nothing. Not really. There’s so much no one knows and for that reason alone, it’s best I don’t drag some unsuspecting soul down with me. Some of us are better off alone. I believe you understand what I mean? Isn’t that why you’ve remained unattached at your age?” Her insight into my life surprises me. “Goodnight.”

      “Ela.” I jog after her and almost laugh when she sighs and slumps against the gate leading to the garden.

      I’m not sure why I do this. Call me stupid.

      We’re hidden in the shadows when I lean in, placing one hand next to her head, while letting the other trace her cheekbone. I catch a glimpse of a future I never deemed possible and hear the truth in my words as I admit, “No one should have to settle for a life alone. We all eventually need someone to share our lives with. Maybe one day our paths will allow that.” Then I bend forward ever so briefly and let my lips brush hers before stepping back and briskly walking away.

      What the fuck was I thinking? That brief contact was more intense than it should have been. Moving forward, I’ll need to be extremely careful or I’ll forget why we are a bad idea and let my selfish cock get his way.
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      2 Years Later

      I can’t believe my speedy exit after Lorenzo’s unexpected cage fight against our cousin Rueben went so well. I came to the arena to watch a few good rounds and ended up having to sit there and watch those two go at it. My mind is still trying to wrap itself around how it came to be. I’m not sure why Violet let him step inside a cage with a man we knew wanted them both dead. My loud protests were ignored, no one listened to me. They had a plan in play, and no matter what I said, the fight was happening. It ended in Lorenzo’s favor, thankfully. I’d sat there and worried my asshat cousin would play dirty and my brother would be carted off in a body bag. Instead, it was Rueben being dragged out of there after getting his clock cleaned.

      That wasn’t the worst of it, really. I mean, sure, those two—Lorenzo and Violet—had serious stuff going on, and it was hard to wrap my head around all of it. But I had my own problems weighing me down. One of those being the man determined to be a black thorn in my side.

      Once I left for university, I was granted a little more freedom. Living in Hermosa Islas, allowed me to live in the dorms with everyone else. The only stipulation was those on my floor had to be approved. I had my own room
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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