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      In the Royal States of America, magic rules all, but life—and love—always finds a way.

      Once upon a time, Adam had been betrothed to North Dakota’s heir, and she’d been his everything, his reason for living. Failing to develop his parents’ talents, he’s stripped of his rank and shipped to a remote corner of the kingdom to live out the rest of his life as a shamed outcast.

      Defying the realities of his new caste and hiding his love for the one woman he can’t have, Adam turns to the stock markets, ghosting through the financial world in search of purpose. Trouble comes calling when his beloved’s little brother shows up on his doorstep. Adam’s first mistake is inviting in the royal runaway. His second is listening to the child’s plight, learning of New York’s plan to crash North Dakota’s stock market and incite rebellion.

      Unless Adam does something to stop the rival kingdom, his former betrothed will become the property of another man. Unwilling to see her reduced to a trophy bride and unable let her go without a fight, Adam pits his love and fortunes against the influence and power of kings.

      Should Adam falter, North Dakota will lose more than a princess: it will fall to civil war.

      Copyright © 2017 by Susan Copperfield

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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      Dear reader,

      Underaged marriage is a serious problem within the United States (and other parts of the world.) In Null and Void, I touched on this current practice. Yes, it's a current practice in the United States.

      When I wrote Null and Void, my intention was to bring this practice to light, taking what is (questionably) the best-case scenario and using it to showcase the issue, which at its base level, is horrific.

      In Texas, current laws allow estranged (IE, runaway) children to marry anyone they choose as long as they are 16 years of age or older. In Null and Void, I changed this law to 15 with parental consent, which is a current law in the following states: Hawaii, North Dakota, Utah, West Virginia, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Washington.*

      Washington requires a superior court judge waiver.

      Many other states allow 16 with parental consent. There are states with younger than 15. Tennessee has a history of marrying ten year old girls to adult men.

      In the case of pregnancy, the following states have no limitations on the age a girl can be married:  Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Idaho, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Washington, West Virginia, Wyoming, and Massachusetts.

      Georgia, Maryland, and a handful of other states have rulings on pregnant girls being married at 14 or 15+ years of age (with or without parental consent.) The rules vary by state.

      This arc was not a mistake. It was not a glorification of the issue, either.

      It is a social commentary about how current laws can dramatically harm our society. The Royal States world is a post-dystopian society that embraced elements of extremism.

      Before change can happen in the Royal States world, it must be faced.

      In the Captive King, this issue is revisited, and some of the more astute readers will be able to identify the shift against child marriage in the society.

      In A Guiding Light, this issue is faced in blunt clarity.

      Including this arc was not a decision made lightly. The inclusion of a society following this practice is not a reflection of the author’s personal beliefs.

      For more information on the problem of child marriage in the United States, American Child Bride is a book you may wish to check out of the library or order from your favorite bookstore. It touches on the history of this issue.

      However, you can simply verify the truth on google or with your local government law offices. While I don't typically recommend wikipedia, due to the easy nature of age verifications for marriage, it's a good starting point for those interested in learning more about this issue.

      Thirty-six states permit minors to be married if they meet certain requirements. These requirements vary but may include pregnancy (consensual or otherwise,) parental consent, and common law circumstances.

      Thank you for reading.

      Disclaimer: Laws change on a yearly basis, so these rulings were valid at the time this foreword was written.
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            Why are you here?

          

        

      

    

    
      Had I been a wiser man, I would’ve punted His Highness’s scrawny ass to the curb instead of inviting him in. The royal pain in my ass, twelve years old and the youngest child of North Dakota’s monarchs, swore he’d be useful, promised to sleep on my tattered couch without complaint, and attempted to bribe me with doing my chores.

      I remembered being his age; when I’d stooped to offering to do someone else’s chores, it was serious business.

      As I didn’t want my neighbors figuring out I was harboring a prince, I held open the door. Before I could say a word, Prince Marshal darted inside, skidded to a halt, and started stuffing hundred dollar bills into my pockets.

      I closed my door with one hand and pinched the bridge of my nose with the other. While the first day after my construction job ended for the year always threw me for a loop, I’d never been blindsided by royalty before. What the hell was I supposed to do with a prince, and what was the maximum penalty for harboring him? Would I be sentenced to life in prison, or would I earn a quick execution?

      “You’ll let me stay, won’t you?” Prince Marshal shoved a few more bills into my pockets, ran out of room, and stared at the crumpled wad of cash left in his hands. “Please.”

      I wasn’t equipped to handle a child. I could barely handle myself. Kicking him to the curb would’ve been wiser—and safer—for both of us. “Are you insane? You live in Fargo. This is Hettinger. That’s over five hours away from Fargo. Why are you here?”

      I’d never met the kid in my life; I’d been long gone from his family before he’d been born. That someone from the royal family, even a kid, had noticed me undid all the hard work I’d done convincing myself they were out of my life permanently.

      A member of the royal family showing up on my doorstep was a direct violation of my strict rule to keep anything royal out of my life.

      Prince Marshal grinned at me, stood on his toes, and stuffed more bills into my shirt pocket. “I stowed away on a mail truck. It was easy. I hid.”

      Great. The prince had developed his mother’s talent early. He’d probably pack a punch down the line, disappearing on his whim. His talent, a rare twist on an illuminator’s talent, made him the ideal troublemaker. Instead of being a guiding light, he tricked those around him into believing he wasn’t there.

      With a strong enough talent, he’d even be able to fool cameras.

      “Why did you run away, and why on Earth would you run away to here?” Snagging a prince by the back of neck would land me in prison, but I hauled him to the couch I’d be sleeping on because I couldn’t stand the thought of the kid being poked with busted springs throughout the night. I shoved him down, crossed my arms over my chest, and glared at him. “Start talking.”

      The brat dared to giggle. Great, just great. I was over six feet tall, he was scrawny and needed to have a few milkshakes poured down his throat, and he thought I was funny. I should’ve moved and covered my tracks. There was only one place I could think of he could’ve gotten my address: I’d made the stupid mistake of sending a letter to my parents. They’d tried to contact me three times, but I’d used a return to sender stamp denoting an invalid address to discourage them.

      I’d thought my ploy had worked.

      Obviously, it hadn’t.

      “Giggling is not talking.”

      “I stole your address from my sister.”

      The last person I wanted to talk about was Her Royal Highness Princess Veronica, the woman I was cursed to love for the rest of my life. Instead of developing my parents’ rare talents and their elite rank, I’d gotten a dose of empathy and barely enough illumination to find the bathroom in the middle of the night.

      Only my doctor knew I was a leech, and he only knew so he could prescribe the medications meant to dull the symptoms of an unrequited bond. He thought the therapy was working.

      I played along with his belief, hoping for the day Dr. Berriner would authorize the nullification that would finally free me, in truth, from the royal family’s affairs.

      Prince Marshal showing up on my doorstep had not been part of my plans.

      I held my breath and waited for the unsettled feeling in my chest to subside. “How did your sister get my address?”

      “She’s stalking you.” Prince Marshal dumped the money in his hands onto my scuffed coffee table and fished more bills out of his pockets, adding to the crumpled collection. “Mom says I eat through money; I brought this so I’m not a burden.”

      I understood. At his age, I’d been convinced I’d one day rule North Dakota with his sister, and I’d thrown myself into my responsibilities so I wouldn’t disappoint anyone. I wasn’t sure what to think of his claim my once betrothed was stalking me, but I didn’t like it.

      Her even thinking about me was another direct violation of my rule to be completely uninvolved with royals.

      Hell had found its way to my door in the form of a young prince. The problems of my past would have to stand in line behind more practical matters. “If you’re expecting gourmet cooking, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      “You’re not going to call Mom and Dad? Or the cops?”

      I clacked my teeth together, ground them for a while, and sighed. It came out more of a growl than anything else. “I don’t know your parents’ number, nor do I want to know it. I also don’t want to deal with the cops—or get arrested—so you better start talking, kid. Why are you here? Why did you run away? Why would you steal my address from your sister? How the hell did she even get my address?”

      I grunted at my slip, although I considered it a miracle I’d managed to ask so many questions without a single fuck slipping out. A plethora of fucks waited for my use, and as soon as he was out of earshot, I intended to use them all.

      For eighteen years, I’d stayed off the radar, dodging anyone and anything that might link me to Fargo, the royal family, or my family. I’d jumped through a lot of hoops to maintain my privacy, although I’d put in most of my effort keeping my business life segregated from my personal one. After I dealt with the royal problem on my couch, I’d go over my work and ensure the royal family couldn’t trace me any more than they already had.

      As soon as I returned the kid back to where he belonged, I’d disappear again, and I’d do a better job of it.

      Damn it, I’d gotten too complacent.

      “I didn’t steal your address. I copied it. It was on an old envelope she’d stolen from someone. Nobody touches her envelope. I wrote it down while she was sleeping so she wouldn’t murder me for touching her envelope.”

      Yep, the letter to my parents was biting me in the ass again. I really should’ve moved after sending the letter, which had contained a repayment for every cent they’d invested in me when after they’d sent me away at fifteen, a failure for not producing the talents required for me to be wed to Veronica and rule North Dakota at her side.

      Why would any of them come to me after so many years? “Why come to me?”

      Prince Marshal dumped more cash on my coffee table and refused to look me in the eyes. “My sister said I could trust you.”

      Princess Veronica was addled. Why would she trust me? Any sane person would list me as a high risk. I had more reasons than not to hate the royal family. If anything happened to any of them, I’d be one of the first people they’d accuse.

      They’d ruined my life because I hadn’t been born with the right magic.

      Had she remembered what I wished she would forget? I’d loved her from the day she’d tumbled over the castle wall into the stream serving as the castle’s moat, much to the horror of her guards. I’d been fishing for trout but had caught a princess instead. Even when I’d hooked her arm, she hadn’t cried.

      At five, I shouldn’t have had any magic yet at all, but she’d woken my talent early and sealed my fate. I’d offered her my fishing pole and taught her how to cast as an apology for hurting her with my hook.

      She’d been happy and excited, everything I’d wanted in my life.

      Those days were gone, and I missed them.

      If I was going to survive a royal sharing my roof, I needed to ditch his title or I’d be the one addled. “Why’d you run away, Marshal?”

      “Mom and Dad are being pressured to send Veronica to New York and make one of my siblings the next monarch. New York will ruin our economy to coerce her into going. They want our talents in their royal bloodline. If they want Veronica, they’ll have to get rid of you, but they don’t know about you yet. They will soon. My sister’s scared. Our parents don’t think they have a choice.”

      Shit. “I have absolutely nothing to do with your sister going to New York. It’s none of my business. Why involve me?”

      For a kid, Marshal had one nasty glare. “You’re a leech, and you’re bonded with my sister. Why else would she go into full hysterics when anyone touches her envelope? Only an idiot would ignore the signs.”

      “Well, ain’t that just fucking spectacular.”

      Damn it. One had slipped out. I pinched the bridge of my nose harder, hoping the pressure against the blood vessels would put me out of my misery for a few minutes. It didn’t work.

      Marshal grinned and bounced on my sofa, which squeaked in protest. “Veronica reminds them every day they had made a mistake by taking you from her. She doesn’t realize you still live here, but I saw it.”

      The devil disguised as a child was a seer who could hide himself from watchful eyes. Under no circumstances could I ever let him trick me into playing hide and seek with him. “You’re a seer.”

      “I have my great-grandmother’s talent. Veronica loves using me as an example, reminding our parents you’ll pass down your parents’ talents into our line. I think they’re all stupid. I’m tired of them fighting all the time, and only you can make it better.”

      Great, just great. A runaway prince expected me to clean up a royal mess. I hadn’t asked for anything that had happened. At five, I’d only cared about catching fish, and Veronica had liked fishing, too. Worse, if Marshal truly had inherited the seer’s talent, he’d be catching glimpses of likely futures.

      Seers rarely lived long or happy lives.

      Poor kid.

      “Is your talent strong?”

      Marshal squirmed and wrung his hands together. “Unfortunately. I’ve dreamed of you every night for months. They’ve gotten stronger, more consistent. That means the future’s inevitable. New York will attack our economy to get my sister, and you’re important. You can fix it.” The child’s brow furrowed. “That’s what I don’t understand. I don’t see how it’s possible. I can’t see how you fix it. You’re…”

      I took a long look around my tiny basement apartment, which consisted of a sparse living room, a kitchenette so small I couldn’t open the oven door the entire way, and a bedroom with a shower installed in the corner because the bathroom didn’t have room for it.

      “Poor?” I suggested, allowing myself a smile for tricking him into believing the evidence of his eyes. “Your talent doesn’t tell you how I’m supposed to help?”

      He burst into body-shaking sobs. “It’s too confusing!”

      Grimacing at my accidental cruelty, I sat beside him, wrapped an arm around him, and held him while he worked his way through his tears. “I’m sorry.”

      “If they find out I’m dreaming, they’ll never let me out of the palace again. I don’t want to stay there. Let me stay with you.”

      Common sense demanded I return Marshal to where he belonged, but my chest ached for him. I understood; I had a bottle of pills that dulled my talent so I could live without the only woman I’d ever love.

      Who was I to tell him no?

      “I’m expecting you to tell me everything, Marshal. However, you need a shower first, and you’re going to need clothes, bedding, and a toothbrush. Unlike you, I didn’t see this coming.”

      My god-awful pun coaxed a giggle from him. “That was terrible.”

      “Terrible but funny,” I replied, pointing in the direction of my bedroom. “Take your time, kid. You’re pretty ripe.”

      He shot a glare at me on his way to discover the horror of a tiny shower surrounded by an apocalypse of dirty laundry.

      I really needed to clean my apartment.
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      A baseball cap wasn’t much of a disguise in a small town like Hettinger, but I’d told people I had a younger brother, so it wasn’t hard to trick the curious into making assumptions. Marshal played along with disturbing enthusiasm, not voicing a single complaint during the thirty-minute drive to the thrift store for used clothes.

      The novelty that people would buy used clothes enthralled him. When I ditched a few of his hundreds for twenties at the bank next door, he found the existence of ATMs almost as fascinating as his new wardrobe.

      Once upon a time, I’d felt the same way, but reality had dulled the shine of new experiences within a few days. I’d ease Marshal into living in a small town, far harsher than anything he’d ever experienced.

      Dinner would deal the first blow to his perceptions. Macaroni and cheese with canned tuna made up half of my diet. Canned beef stew took second place. Once a month, I splurged on steak. I could’ve afforded better, but I chose not to. Instead of wasting money, I hunted new stocks to buy, expanding my fortunes a little every day.

      It’d probably do me some good to vary my diet.

      After I secured everything in the truck’s bed, I started the engine and waited for Marshal to buckle up before heading home.

      “I’m really confused,” he confessed.

      That made two of us. “What’s confusing you?”

      “Why do I dream about you fixing what New York is going to do to us when my sisters refuse to wed Prince Ian?”

      “Wait, sisters? I thought New York was after Veronica.”

      “They’ll take any one of my sisters. They’re just targeting Veronica right now.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. A headache brewed behind my eyes at the amount of work I’d need to do to verify Marshal’s claims of impending economic chaos. “I think you need to give me an idea of what your talent’s telling you.”

      “It’s vague,” he mumbled. “I just get the feeling you’ll make it better, but I don’t understand how.”

      “It depends on what New York’s going to do,” I admitted.

      If New York meant to stage a mass sellout of North Dakota’s stocks, I could get involved. I couldn’t prevent a collapse, not if a kingdom like New York drew on its major investors, bribed them to take the hits to their portfolio, and staged the sort of financial collapse capable of crippling a kingdom for years.

      After staging the collapse, New York could ‘generously’ offer a bailout in exchange for one of the kingdom’s three princesses. Taking North Dakota’s heir would be the best move possible for New York.

      Unlike me, Veronica had inherited her parents’ talents.

      Marshal slumped in his seat. “Mom and Dad confirmed a lot of New Yorkers have stock in our banking sectors; we only have two major North Dakotan investors near the maximum allowed stock holdings. One is right beneath the maximum. That investor has stock in all our banks. If the New Yorkers sellout, our bank values will plummet.”

      I gave credit where credit was due: Marshal hadn’t run off without taking the time to learn about the problem first. Unfortunately, North Dakota was about to learn why allowing a twenty-five percent stock holding maximum in the banking sector was a very bad idea. They’d also learn why setting their maximums to per corporation rather than per individual was equally bad.

      Since the day I’d turned fifteen, I’d been collecting bank shares like they were forbidden fruits. If New York did mass sell, after I created several new corporations, I could own the bank shares of an entire kingdom. In time, if I managed my stock sales carefully, I’d walk away with the sort of profit investors dreamed of.

      I’d have the power to sell stocks at prices I wanted, and I’d be playing by the golden rule: buy low, sell high.

      To do it, I’d have to liquidate high-profile stocks and wait for the hardest part of the crash. If I bought early enough, I could possibly limit the damage New York could do to North Dakota’s economy.

      I had eighteen years of chasing gut feelings and keeping score—and toeing every legal line I could—backing me. I had the money, and I wasn’t invested in just North Dakota. I lived in the basement of a house the owner refused to occupy because it was too run down, but I could afford to buy the entire banking sector of North Dakota if I wanted to.

      All New York had to do was sell.

      It was so hard to keep from cackling at the thought of staging the sort of economic takeover required to stall the market’s collapse. Once I had the kingdom’s banks under my control, my first move would be to change the rules at individual banks to limit shareholders to five percent. It’d be a hassle, but I’d extend the limitations to apply to sister corporations.

      “Adam?” Marshal whispered.

      “Do you think turnabout is fair play?”

      “Sometimes, I guess.”

      “In good news, North Dakota can survive a crash,” I told him, hoping I’d be able to relieve some of his worries.

      “But people will suffer.”

      Ah. I didn’t envy his gift or his insight. “North Dakotans are tough. We’ll manage, and the market won’t crash for long. The real problem is your disappearance.”

      “I told them I wouldn’t come home if they agreed to send any of my sisters to New York. I left a note.”

      The royal family had a stubborn streak a mile wide, and Marshal would do as threatened for as long as he could. I considered pulling over so I could bang my head against the steering wheel. “Are you trying to incite panic?”

      “New York would steal our sovereignty.”

      “New York would take over the world if it could. They have more ambition than sense.” I shrugged. “I try to avoid politics.”

      “But you should be our next king.”

      Marshal would never learn how deep his words cut, not from me. The wound from losing Veronica would never heal. My cursed magic ensured I’d yearn for what I couldn’t have until the day I died. She was my first thought in the morning, and she was the reason I spent more time staring at the ceiling than I did sleeping.

      Ruling a kingdom was a small price to pay for my peace of mind. If only it were that easy.

      “We don’t always get what we want. I wasn’t born with the right talents. Your parents did nothing wrong by making use of the out clause in the betrothal document. Without my parents’ talents, I offer North Dakota nothing.”

      “You made my sister happy,” Marshal sobbed.

      Without his talent, he never would’ve known about my history with his sister beyond a jealously guarded envelope. I sighed. Everyone had a breaking point, even kids. I’d reached mine long ago, and a pair of pills every morning kept the pain almost manageable. I pulled over and put my truck into park. “One day, she won’t need me to be happy, Marshal.”

      I hated I spoke the truth.

      He shook his head.

      “It’s not my fault you don’t like the truth. In a few months, I’ll qualify to have my talents burned out. She’ll be free of me.”

      I’d never be free, but that was a price I was willing to pay. The scars left behind from nullification would never heal, but my magic would no longer bind us together.

      “You can’t. You’ll die.”

      I grimaced at the conviction in Marshal’s voice. “That happens sometimes, yes. It’s a risk. I’ve been under treatment to take the worse of the edge off.”

      “It isn’t working. She misses you every day. She tries to hide it. She wants to be a good queen, but she misses you too much. Her heart’s gone because you have it, just like she has yours. You belong together.”

      To cover my dismay and anguish, I asked, “Are you really twelve?”

      “Dad says I’m going on forty. Mom says I’m a cranky granny with a broken rocker.”

      “They might be right.”

      “It’s my talent’s fault. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for something you can’t change, Marshal. The truth hurts. I can’t be what you want.”

      “But why not? You’re everything she needs. Who cares if you don’t have the right talents?”

      How could I explain the truth to a child already burdened with his talent? We had a lot in common on that front. Life would be much easier if we hadn’t been born with our magics. “Everyone but you, Marshal. Your parents. My parents. Every politician in this kingdom. Everyone.”

      “And you?”

      “Do you want the truth or the answer that’s easier to live with?”

      “The truth.”

      A wise kingdom would aim to make Marshal its king. “If I don’t take the meds, I can’t function at all. I get pain in my chest, and it’s only a matter of time before I have a heart attack. I’m going to die anyway. I’m at the legal maximum dose, and if my doctor finds out it isn’t helping much, I’ll no longer qualify for nullification or the drugs. No matter how it plays out, it all ends the same way: I die. With nullification, I have a fighting chance. If I were a better leech, it’d be easier.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I admired him for being able to admit his confusion. “I’m a one-trick pony, kid. From the beginning, there was only one person for my talent. I accepted that years ago, and you should, too. But, you came to me for help without knowing why. I can help you. I may not be able to give you everything you want, but I can help you with your New York problem.”

      “But how?”

      “You’ll see,” I promised.
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            I knew nothing about caring for a child.

          

        

      

    

    
      Marshal played a mean game of trick the adult, as he made it into my apartment, stumbled to the couch, and spent twenty minutes howling that life wasn’t fair. He had me convinced he’d never run out of energy.

      Falling asleep on his feet exposed his ruse, and he dropped onto the cushions without waking up.

      The incident taught me a very important lesson: I knew nothing about caring for a child. If North Dakota ever expected me to contribute to the continuation of the royal line, the kingdom would get a rude awakening. I wasn’t convinced I could keep a twelve-year-old alive for longer than a day or two. Was I supposed to wake him for dinner? Would he sleep until tomorrow if I let him? Tomorrow morning was only sixteen hours away.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept for more than three or four hours at a time.

      As long as the young prince kept breathing, I’d count my efforts as a win. While I waited for him to wake up, I began my part of the work. With the dissolution of the United States, there were few rules all the Royal States followed, and most of them dealt with immigration.

      Every kingdom made its own laws, and North Dakota had lax trade and investment legislation in place, making it ripe for the picking. New York could easily recreate the Great Depression. While most no longer studied history before the rise of magic, the stock market crash had changed the world.

      The conditions weren’t quite the same as the Great Depression; investors weren’t selling or buying stocks to artificially grow the market. New York would drop the market value in a stunt that would mimic the consequences of the stock market crash, crippling the banks and financial sector.

      North Dakota lacked the wealth of other kingdoms, so it didn’t have far to fall, but for those who fought for every dollar of value, the crash would hurt. Had North Dakota been a richer kingdom, I never would’ve been able to afford buying the stock New York meant to drop all at once.

      It was the perfect storm, but we would weather it far better than New York thought possible.

      My first job would be to check every law regarding stock markets and trading in North Dakota and make certain my stable of fronting corporations stayed legal. Once I positioned myself for mass stock acquisitions, I needed to read into New York’s trade laws.

      I wouldn’t be the one buying shares in New York. No, I’d recruit some of the more ruthless investors to do the dirty work for me, all from kingdoms also threatened by the greedy royal family dominating the east coast. It wouldn’t take much to involve players from Montana and Texas; both kingdoms had reason for a grudge.

      I’d also make a point to avoid Alaskan investors; their new queen had been born in Pennsylvania, New York.

      Well, shit. I’d been following politics again without meaning to.

      I grunted over my accidental breeching of my own rules and went to work. After I verified the North Dakota laws, if New York’s market had a weakness, I would find it.
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      On the surface, New York had an iron-clad financial sector. With a cap limit of three percent per shareholder, I’d need an army of investors to make the giant fall—and several trillion dollars I didn’t have. To hit three percent in the New York Royal Bank alone, I’d need to invest hundreds of millions. If I wanted to hit three percent in every bank, I’d need to invest over a billion dollars.

      I was rich, but I wasn’t that rich.

      Since attacking the banks directly wouldn’t work, I’d need a different plan. But how could I defeat one of the world’s richest kingdoms in a financial war?

      I wanted to take down their banks like they meant to flatten North Dakota’s beneath its heel, but no matter how I looked at it, I doubted it could be done. I’d need to convince current shareholders to abandon ship and get new investors in. In the money game, New Yorkers could be bought; most of them had a price if I could afford to pay it.

      Even if I found the world’s twenty richest investors and convinced them to help, it wouldn’t be enough. New York was too established, too expensive, and had too many protections. The number of shares needed to topple the beast intimidated me. How many people would it take to teach New York an important lesson?

      Once North Dakota’s market crashed, finding high numbers of people willing to play in the financial sector wouldn’t be hard. Some would want revenge. Some would want to protect the interests of their home kingdoms. Some would want to see New York take a hit because New York didn’t care how many enemies it left in its wake.

      I could use that. It wouldn’t take much to trigger an avalanche; I’d whisper tales of New York threatening North Dakota’s sovereignty, lay a foundation for anyone interested in taking a stab at the enemy, set a date, and hit the investment networks.

      Many would be willing to lose a few hundred dollars a share to protect their kingdom from becoming the next victim.

      To pull it off, I needed proof.

      Within the public stock exchanges, anyone with the time, the patience, and the tools could pull down a list of those who owned stock in a company or bank. As a top shareholder of every bank in North Dakota, I had access to a bank-provided list of other shareholders. Public stocks were beautiful things.

      Within four hours of playing with a spreadsheet, I had the data I needed.

      Marshal hadn’t been lying or exaggerating. New York owned almost as much of the North Dakota banking sector as I did, and when they sold, just as the young prince had foreseen, it would be a disaster. The royal family’s seven percent kept New York from being able to stake a majority in any of the banks, which essentially belonged to me thanks to their move.

      If I wanted to start manipulating the banks, New York and the North Dakotan royal family would have to join forces to stop me. It’d be a cold day in hell before that happened, especially once New York made its move.

      New York had made one critical miscalculation, which would amuse me to my dying day.

      North Dakota was small and stubborn. It wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      Despite my feelings for the royal family, good and bad, I’d do my part to make certain New York regretted the day it targeted my home kingdom.
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      The peace and quiet lasted five hours and twenty-two minutes, ending when Marshal woke up snarling mad. When hungry and half-asleep, I was a bear, but the kid knew more curses than I did and used them with vehement vigor until I set a bowl of macaroni and cheese topped with tuna in front of him.

      It disappeared in minutes, calming the rabid beast long enough I could make him more, which likewise vanished into his cavernous pit of a stomach. Comparatively, I pecked at my dinner like a bird, foraging long enough to keep from starving to death.

      I really needed to do better about certain habits. I got a monthly scolding from Dr. Berriner over my weight. It usually went in the wrong direction, except during the peak of the construction season, when I ate enough for five just so I could keep up with my job.

      It flummoxed him.

      He couldn’t understand a simple truth: the peak of the construction season was the one time of the year I felt useful, which made it a lot easier to go through the motions without falling prey to my misery.

      When I worked hard and had a purpose, I could almost forget everything I’d lost—almost.

      To set a good example, I brushed my teeth, took a quick shower, and glared at him until he did the same. He grumbled more curses but obeyed, so I ignored the curses as I’d won the more important war.

      It occurred to me I had no idea how to keep a kid amused. My work would bore him to tears, and I was grateful the construction season was over, as there was no way I could take a prince to an active construction site.

      As I had done, Marshal blitzed through his shower, changing into his not-quite-new pajamas. “How much money would you need to move somewhere nicer? I’m pretty sure your shower’s going to die soon. It’ll be a terrible death. Awful, even. You do not want to know what’s in the drain pipes.”

      “Did you see that, or are you just planning on staying around for as long as you can, thus your concern for the state of the shower?”

      “Dad’s goons are too stupid to look for me here. My sister has no idea I copied your address down. She still thinks keeping important things under her bras will hide them.”

      I absolutely couldn’t afford to think about Veronica or her bras. I assumed the goons were the RPS agents responsible for protecting the royal family. “How did you escape from your agents?”

      “I behaved for two whole weeks, waited for the morning deliveries, and slipped into the truck. The hard part was figuring out how to get here, but I’ve gotten really good at hiding. My middle name is Paul; you should call me that so people don’t figure out who I am.”

      Once word spread the young prince had gone missing, anyone with a working pair of eyes would look at him and realize who he was, but I wouldn’t pop his bubble yet. “I’m probably going to call you whatever I feel like at any given moment. Kid will be common.”

      Marshal frowned, but he nodded. “I’m old enough you can leave me alone when you need to work. It’s okay.”

      “You really don’t know anything about me, do you?”

      He gulped.

      “I’m a construction worker, Marshal. I’m done until the spring. I do the spring and summer rounds and fill in during the fall. That’s good for you, as it means we won’t have to go out often.”

      Heaving a sigh, he flopped onto my squeaky couch and relaxed. “That explains why this place hasn’t fallen down yet. You’re handy to have around. That doesn’t answer my question, though. How much would you need to move somewhere nicer?” He paused, glancing in the direction of my bedroom. “Somewhere with a shower that isn’t going to explode messily into your bedroom and ruin everything you own.”

      “You’re determined to make me move.”

      “You’d make me help you clean up the mess. Please move. You deserve better. I bet you could move near Fargo without anyone figuring it out. You use a different last name than your parents.”

      I needed to stop leaving my mail out so a nosy invader named Marshal couldn’t read it. “Yes, I use a new name specifically so people like you don’t knock on my door. If you don’t want the RPS knocking at my door and tossing me in prison, you’ll need to pretend you never heard of me or your family.”

      Marshal snorted.

      “I hope you realize the whole point of living in the sticks is to be difficult to find.”

      “Distance won’t help you.”

      The truth hurt, and I hated hearing it. If anything, distance made my problems worse. “Why Fargo?”

      “My father’s selling good land on the outskirts of the city, zoned for residential buildings. My sister’s mad because your waterfall is up for sale, the one you used to take her fishing when it was still a park.”

      Regicide seemed like a very attractive choice. I’d probably die, but wringing the king’s neck in my hands would be the perfect way to go. “He’s selling the park?”

      “He needs the money to help when New York sells. He’s going to take the funds and use them for public programs so when people lose their jobs, they won’t starve. He’s expecting a lot of people to lose their jobs. He’s going to rezone panned-out mining areas as parks and have them reforested after the dust settles.”

      Land near Fargo ran tens of thousands per acre, and I had no doubt the elite would buy large lots to build their personal wonderlands. I didn’t care if I only landed the one lot, but the waterfall was a place I couldn’t let go. I’d spent the best days of my life there with Veronica.

      If anyone was going to own that slice of heaven, it would be me. “You win, kid. What’s the going rate, and when does it go on sale?”

      “Tomorrow. It’s part of why I came now. The manager overseeing the lot will take reservations now, but no one knows it’s going up for sale yet—just you. Father didn’t tell anyone so he wouldn’t be bothered about it.”

      Seers were useful, and I’d have to reward the kid with something better than macaroni and cheese. “The going rate?”

      “Fifty thousand an acre.”

      I’d need to liquidate stocks to get the money, but as I needed to clear out any holdings in New York anyway, it would work. I wasn’t even sure how much I had invested in New York, but if I didn’t have enough to cover the lot’s buying price, I’d dip into other kingdoms until I did. “Do you know the lot numbers?”

      The prince had a far nicer wallet than mine, and he dug through it and handed over a folded printout with ten lots highlighted. The waterfall’s lot was circled. “What are the other nine lots?”

      “Prime land near the waterfall. It’s big enough for you to build a nice house on. You could invite my sister over. She’d love it, especially if you took her fishing. She misses fishing.”

      I missed fishing, too, but unlike the young prince determined to become a matchmaker, I held no hope of returning to the past. “You like making my life difficult, don’t you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s your special place.”

      The young seer was a useful pain in my ass. I bet the damned brat knew the waterfall and his sister were one of many reasons I couldn’t sleep at night. “Anything else I should know?”

      “Dad’s hoping if she can’t go to your favorite places anymore, she’ll forget about you.”

      Of course he did. His Majesty had made it clear I wouldn’t be polluting his family line. North Dakota needed reliable talents to stay a contender in the Royal States. I hadn’t bred true, so I’d been deemed unfit. Everything, to him, was what he thought was best for the kingdom.

      Had I been given the chance, I would’ve given everything I had to the kingdom to stay with Veronica.

      Under no circumstances could I allow Veronica’s brother to learn how much his presence cut into me. “His Majesty is an idiot. Veronica can out-stubborn a rock when she wants. He’s the damned one who made her that way.”

      “He just wishes she’d stop loving you.”

      Forget my talent. Prince Marshal was going to be the death of me. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the age where girls have cooties? You’re matchmaking. It’s also not happening. It’s an impossibility, Marshal. Your father won’t allow it. Your father’s council won’t allow it. Hell, no one would allow it.”

      I left out the ‘in this hellhole’ part of my thoughts, as it wasn’t fair to him—or anyone else—I resented what I couldn’t change.

      “I like fishing, too. It drives Dad nuts. No matter how hard he tries, he can’t erase you from our lives. We only fish because you liked to fish.”

      “Not only are you matchmaking, you want me to spend half a million dollars so you can fish at my spot.”

      “The next time I have to run away, it’ll be easier to reach your house.”

      The damned brat was already planning to run away? He hadn’t even gone home yet from his first flight. “You assume there’ll be a next time.”

      He grinned at me.

      I sighed, wondered how I’d gotten to the point in my life where I was eligible to have a mid-life crisis, and prepared to buy a fortune in prime real estate I’d ultimately be forced to build a house on, all because I couldn’t stand the thought of someone other than me owning a damned waterfall I hadn’t visited in eighteen years.

      At least I’d have a good place to spend the money I’d be liquidating out of New York before masterminding a financial attack on a kingdom far larger than mine. The money would help my plans, too, sparing the people I once would’ve ruled from hardship while I waged war from the shadows.

      In another life, I must’ve been a terrible person.
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      Armed with the lot numbers and my laptop, I evaluated my New York stocks, set up to sell, and began the tedious process of moving money from Point A to Point B so I could pay for a fortune in land. Only an idiot would pay fifty grand an acre for wild forest a thirty-minute drive from civilization. Worse, if I wanted to access the highway, I’d need to buy thirty acres.

      Roads didn’t pave themselves, and the other elite who’d snap up the land for their retreats wouldn’t allow someone else to run a road over their prized property.

      While tempted to spit curses, I thought them instead, taking the bait hook, line, and sinker. I didn’t want to think about how much it would cost me to build a house on my new land. I expected it would cost me far more than the land.

      Damn it. I really wanted to punch His Royal Majesty in his mouth and break his perfect teeth for turning my life into a living hell.

      The real estate manager in charge of selling the lots almost pissed his pants when he found out I was paying in cash and wanted to close immediately. He told me it would take up to a week to finalize; four days if I could come to Fargo and sign in person.

      The prince’s arrival on my doorstep had changed everything, and I didn’t hesitate long. In three days, I could handle my affairs in Hettinger before hauling ass to some suburb of Fargo. If I dressed Marshal down and shoved a cap over his head, I might even get away with towing my newly acquired royal pain in the ass around.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spent the fruits of my labor on something I wanted. Darker thoughts brewed beneath the surface, too. Owning the land would cause me nothing but trouble. It was only a matter of time Veronica poked her nose where it didn’t belong.

      Being apart was hard enough. Meeting her again wouldn’t do either one of us any good.

      Before I’d accepted the inevitability of spending the rest of our lives apart, I’d daydreamed about building the sort of home she’d love, putting it in a place she couldn’t resist, and waiting for her to return to me. The dream had never happened; I usually fell asleep before she found me, leaving me waiting as always.

      Despite everything, I still didn’t want to let her go.

      “You’re scheming,” Veronica’s brother announced.

      At the rate I had to keep misleading the royal brat, I’d be a world champion liar by the end of the week. “Logistics. I hope you’re ready to keep your head down and pretend you’re nothing more than the bastard kid of some dude who got lucky and won the lottery.”

      “You’re too young to be my dad.”

      Technically, I wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to enlighten him about the error of his thinking. Had things been different, had we been given a chance, I suspected my firstborn child would’ve been around Marshal’s age.

      It hurt thinking about it.

      “Fine. Pretend I’m the younger brother of your father, we’ll slate your parents as low-life druggies, and I’m stuck with you because they’re in jail in another kingdom for going on a bender. Actually, only your deadbeat father’s in jail. Your mother’s bailing him out, and I was watching you while they were on vacation.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s unfortunately common.” I knew of four families in Hettinger broken apart through drug use, and most of them had gone to Nevada to chase fortune they’d never catch. “You’re also homeschooled because you’re too busy working under the table to pay for their habits. You gopher for construction workers during the peak season, and you’re tipped for handing over tools. You also help out in a local garage to keep cars running.”

      “I sound like I work a lot. Yuck.”

      “That’s the deal, kid.”

      “Anything else I should know, Uncle Adam?”

      “You’ll be lucky if you don’t starve to death because I can barely take care of myself.”

      “You do look thin. I was wondering about that. I don’t get it. You had one and a half million dollars to spend on land. Why are you so thin?”

      “Keyword: had.”

      “No one spends that much without blinking unless there’s a lot more available. You didn’t even think about it. You have money, but you live like this?”

      Damned perceptive brat. “Why waste the money?”

      “I don’t understand. Being healthy is important.”

      For someone with something to look forward to, health was important. What did I have to look forward to? I shrugged. “I needed to do something to fill the time, so I made money. I’m reclusive, so I have a lot of time.”

      “I heard you’d refused everything you family gave you after—” Marshal snapped his teeth together.

      “After it was clear I had a weak illumination talent unlikely to develop into something useful. At the time, I was so pissed over them sending me to a cheap school I wanted a little payback. It wasn’t just a cheap school. It was a cheap school with no prospects, one that wouldn’t meet any requirements for expanded education. I was dumped with the expectation I’d be working in manual labor for the rest of my life. I won’t lie. I wanted payback. Returning their wasted money, with interest, was that payback. That’s where the envelope came from. I was sending them the money from the only account with my birth name on it. The bank account used had an originating address in Fargo, which was a mail forwarding service to a PO box I check four times a year. The return to sender stamps were to give the illusion I didn’t live here.”

      “This house belongs to an old couple. My father looked into it.”

      “He didn’t look close enough.” I smiled at that. The truth was, the old couple had made the apartment under the table, and I used the house mailbox as mine.

      “You really did return their letters.”

      “I did. I didn’t have any interest in being the family shame.”

      “But you have a strong leeching talent. It’s really strong. We all know that because of my sister. It’s strong enough Mother’s worried about it. Father just keeps hoping it’ll go away. It won’t.”

      That the royal family was discussing my talent left a sour taste in my mouth. “My inability to look at another woman has no value to anyone.”

      “Except my sister.”

      How much was her, and how much was my rogue talent binding us together? I’d been warned I’d always carry the brunt of the burden, but if she wanted the bond, she’d be equally trapped until the day I died.

      Being trapped wouldn’t be so bad if I had more than impossibilities to cling to, no matter what Veronica’s little brother said. Would being closer ease some of the pressure or make it worse?

      Returning to Fargo hadn’t been in any of my plans, and I’d made that clear when I’d written to my parents and returned their money along with their name. Adam Penshire no longer existed. I’d legalized the documentation severing me from my family and cutting all ties. The law sided with me. Their actions classified as a disowning, and as the disowned who’d filed the final severance, they couldn’t find me, nor could any official associations, which included the royal family.

      The betrothal document, even nullified in the court, counted as an association.

      I was the only one who could revoke the clauses preventing contact.

      “Adam?”

      “Do you love your parents, Marshal?”

      He frowned. “Of course.”

      “Then why would you abandon them by running away?”

      “It’s because I love them and my kingdom. You’re the only one who can help. I’m not abandoning them. I’m just disappearing until my dreams show a better future.”

      I longed for his confidence. “I’m a broken glass they threw out because I couldn’t do the job I’d been made for. There’s no fixing missing magic. I was packed up and shipped off to be trained in a job someone of my new caste can do. From five years old, I’d been taught to cherish one woman, reminded daily of my duty, and trained in the little things a consort who’d one day become a king needed to know. I knew every monarch by name, I could point where every kingdom was on the map, I was instructed on the importance of a strong economy and obeying the laws. I was supposed to be the embodiment of North Dakotan principles.”

      The young prince bit his lip and stared at the floor. “Sorry.”

      “My talent evaluation changed everything. I became the kingdom’s failed gamble. When I came here, I swore I wouldn’t fail any other gambles. I went to the school they picked, I lived in the cheapest apartment money could buy, and I ate only enough to survive. Every other penny I invested. Then I invested every penny those pennies made. Every new penny validated me. ‘Look,’ they said. ‘I’m not a waste.’ I have a lot of pennies now.”

      “But they don’t make you happy.”

      “No, they don’t.”

      “Why collect pennies, then?”

      I laughed, but it was a bitter sound. “To help the kingdom I can’t leave behind, it seems. At least my pennies can be put to good use for a change.”

      “You bought the waterfall. That’s a good use.”

      “Memories are what I have left. That’s all that waterfall is, a very expensive memory.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “But they’re what I have.”

      In Fargo, I would have a purpose for a while. It would have to be enough.
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      I had more invested in New York than I’d thought; one of the startups I’d supported on a whim had spiked, and it alone paid for my new land. It would pay for the house I’d have built, too. Most of the land I’d preserve, although I’d make a fire buffer and install a watering system for the trees near my new home.

      As people learned year after year, one wildfire could ruin everything.

      In the four days before closing on my lots, I packed my belongings into a rented trailer, hitched it to my pickup, and drove to Fargo with the runaway prince. I expected every cop on the road to pull me over. When we arrived at the mid-range hotel I’d picked as my base of operations, I expected the staff to recognize Marshal.

      The older lady behind the counter beamed at the prince. “Aren’t you a handsome one? Don’t give your father gray hairs; he’s a handsome one, too.”

      “He’s my uncle. Mom and Dad did a stupid, so Uncle Adam’s taking care of me for a while,” Marshal replied, bouncing on his toes. “I’m Paul.”

      “You poor dear.” She smiled and leaned over the counter, holding out the room keys to Marshal. “You go run along with your uncle and get yourselves settled. If either one of you need anything, you let us know.”

      A strategic retreat was in order, and I stammered a thanks and bolted for the safety of the elevator while my royal charge laughed at me.

      Damned brat.

      “That old lady completely flustered you. You’re not going to be fit to rule over our hotel room at this rate.”

      “She thought I was your father!”

      Under no circumstances would I mention she thought I was handsome.

      “I didn’t want to mention this earlier, as I didn’t want you to feel old, but technically, it is biologically possible.”

      I shot him a glare. “Do you even know how old I am?”

      “You turn thirty-three in two weeks, on October 28. My sister has it written on her envelope along with a few other things. You left eighteen years ago on October 27. You knew who I am because you can’t help it. You watch every bit of news you can about my sister.”

      “I think you’re a stalker, kid.” Arriving at our room spared me from being the focus of the prince’s attention. He bounced inside, his eyes wide. The lack of a kitchen ensured we’d be eating out until I found a more permanent home for us. In a pinch, I could use the microwave. We couldn’t afford to take advantage of the hotel’s free breakfast. Someone might recognize him.

      “It’s better than your couch,” the prince declared despite having only taken a brief nap on my couch. “Aren’t the beds a bit small for you?”

      Ah, the curse of being
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