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      For all the Ladies looking for their Prince Charming

      

      It takes hundreds of hours and thousands of dollars to produce a novel, so thank you for buying this book and supporting an author’s dream.

      

      If you got this book/ebook for free (outside of your local library) then this book has been pirated against the author’s wishes.

      

      Please enjoy immersing yourself into the world of Avalone and falling in love with the people of this unique nation.
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      Before immersing yourself into the world of The Royals of Avalone, please allow me to give you some information that will help your experience a little.

      The island nation of Avalone resides within the middle of the Atlantic Ocean and is tied loosely to Europe after it broke from English rule in the 1500s. However, it prefers to be self-sufficient, only forming trade deals where it absolutely must, and forgoing any involvement in other nation’s military matters. While they are a very insular nation, they hold a particular dislike for their British cousins.

      Due to their desire not to be reliant on other nations, Avalone uses the Gold Standard for their economy. Therefore, their money is valued differently to those who use the Dollar Standard.

      In Avalone they use  bits, slivers, and crowns, with 100 bits making 1 sliver, and 100 slivers making 1 crown.

      A crown is worth 1 gram of gold, so the wealthy citizens of Avalone will often refer to having gold over having money. This is important to note, as at the time of writing the series (2019) 1 gram of gold is currently worth approx. £45.00 GB or $60.00 US. This means that having a million crowns is not the same as having a million pounds or dollars! This is something to keep in mind when reading… This is a very wealthy nation, and these are very, very wealthy people!

      For more information and history of Avalone, please visit www.evdarcy.com.

      Enjoy!
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      ‘I’m sorry, can you repeat that, please?’ Lady Victoria Snape asked, trying to process what the old coot in front of her had just said. The solicitor, the supposed best in all of Avalone, peered over her late father’s will at her and her equally flabbergasted sisters, as if his words had been perfectly understandable.

      But they couldn’t have heard him correctly; their father would never-

      The lawyer cleared his throat before he repeated, slowly, ‘The remaining two-thirds of your father’s estate will only be handed down to you and your sisters when—and if—you marry before the age of thirty-five.’

      Yes, she had heard him right, and yes, her father had indeed screwed them over. What in God’s name? Why would he put in such a barbaric clause? They weren’t living in Victorian Britain! As had always been the case in Avalone—since they had split from English rule in the sixteenth century—women were treated as equals to men; for as long as men had the right to work and receive an education, women had it too. So why the hell had their father done this?

      ‘Should you do so,’ the solicitor continued. ‘You will then be granted access to your share of the money-’

      ‘Access? What does that mean access?’ Lady Henrietta enquired, her eyes narrowed.

      Victoria, glad her younger sister had picked up on that point, was quickly brought back to there and then, to the finer details of the disgusting clauses their late father had tied to their inheritance.

      The lawyer sighed heavily, as if he were dealing with stupid little girls rather than fully grown, well-educated—well perhaps not Victoria—women, and it was starting to get on Victoria’s nerves.

      ‘Your Highnesses—’

      ‘Ladies,’ Lady Philippa corrected the man. ‘We are not Royal Highnesses. Never have been, never will be.’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ Lady Alexandra sniffed impetuously. Victoria glared out of the corner of her eye towards her youngest sister. Being rich wasn’t the be-all and end-all of their lives, and they were very, very, blessed in that department—or had been until their father died—but their youngest sibling wasn’t on the same page as her three elder sisters. Alexandra wasn’t merely happy with holding the title of Lady, or being the daughter of the richest man in Avalone; no, she wanted a crown, and everything their mother hadn’t been able to give them.

      ‘Ladies,’ Victoria said with a sigh, calling her sisters back to the matter at hand. She rubbed her temples to try to stave off a headache. ‘Please, go on, Mr Daven.’ She managed a smile of contempt to the self-important twerp who, she was sure, fully supported her father’s conditions. Perhaps the bastard had even encouraged them. Maybe he’d put the idea in their father’s head.

      The lawyer nodded, removed his glasses, and began to fiddle with them as he recollected his thoughts. ‘Once you marry, the balance of your inheritance—allowing for any interest gains—will be held in a trust under your name. You’ll have a yearly stipend from it to ensure that your new family is taken care of-’

      ‘I can look after myself,’ Philippa muttered, but quickly bit her tongue when Victoria turned the glare her way. They had no idea how much influence the man had over the trust, but Victoria was certain he had some say in it.

      ‘Yes,’ Mr Daven nodded. ‘Of course you can.’ It was clear he didn’t really think she could. ‘But the stipend will be there should you need it. After the birth of your first child, then you’ll—’

      ‘What!’ Henrietta shrieked, practically jumping from her chair at the final nail in the coffin. ‘We’re being made to breed? Like bloody horse stock? I won’t have it,’ she shouted, smacking her hand on the solicitor’s large wooden desk. ‘I am thirty years old. I have attended two of the highest universities the world has to offer. I have a bloody PhD! I have no plans to have children, ever. And I will not be turned into some man’s chattel to get a bit of money and property.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Philippa stood and joined her sister’s side. ‘And if you must know, I run 2+2, one of the largest accountancy firms in the country… Actually, don’t we do your books?’

      ‘If they don’t marry, do I get the lot?’ Alexandra asked, peering around her older siblings who made noises of disbelief at her question. Victoria merely rolled her eyes, knowing full well of what Alexandra was capable.

      The man shifted in his chair, his shoulders straightening, an almost cat’s-got-the-cream gleam in his eye as his dry, shrivelled lips twitched in the corner.

      ‘Girls.’ Victoria said the single word her sisters knew meant business. Her voice was low, measured, as she eyed the unmoved lawyer; she had a sinking feeling the baby clause wasn’t going to be the worst thing they’d hear that day.

      ‘Mr Daven,’ Victoria said, feigning politeness. ‘Let me get this completely straight, so that none of us have the slightest misunderstanding. Father left a third of his fortune to charities’—the solicitor’s eye twitched at that—‘and left each of us an equal share of the remaining half a billion crowns, but we’re cut off from it and all its assets—the houses, cars, etcetera—until we marry. And we must marry before we turn thirty-five or we’ll never see a bit of it. Am I right so far?’

      ‘Quite.’

      ‘And should we marry before the deadline, we’ll have some access to our inheritance, but we’ll only receive control of our own fortunes once we bear a child?’ Again, the man nodded. Victoria sighed as she rubbed her tired eyes. The unexpected death of their father, the organisation of his funeral, and now… this, was starting to take its toll on her. ‘So, as Alexi said, what happens to the money should we not marry, or produce a child? Is there a time limit on the’—Victoria took a deep breath—‘the baby clause?’

      Mr Daven met the eyes of each one of them before answering, clearly expecting the fall-out that was about to take place. Victoria wanted to wrap her hands around his scrawny little neck for taking such glee from their predicament.

      ‘Should you marry, you’ll have five years to naturally produce a child—no adoptions, no fostering, no… medical treatments. Should any sister fail to meet any of the stipulations set in the will, their part of the inheritance will be given to the King for—’

      All four sisters exploded in a tirade of shock and horror, each declaring their outrage and disbelief that their father would do such a thing. There was no way, Victoria’s mind screamed, that their father would give his money to his wife’s family. A family that had all but disowned her for marrying him in the first place.

      ‘Over my dead body!’ Victoria declared, launching herself out of her chair. Mr Daven was unmoved. In fact, it seemed to give him more pleasure, as if he wanted her to react in such a manner. ‘Those cretins will never get my father’s money. They treated Mother and Father like dirt and turned us all into outcasts, unworthy of their time or attention. Hell will freeze over before my grandfather, my aunts and uncles, or my cousins get their grubby hands on a single sliver of our father’s empire.’

      ‘Then you’ll have to get married.’ Mr Daven said the statement so matter-of-factly Victoria knew there was nothing else they could do. ‘And you, Lady Victoria, have barely six months. May I ask, are you currently engaged?’

      She narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin at the audacity of the man. ‘No, I am not.’ Even four years after her ex-fiancé had dumped her, it still stung, and she was sure that love was not in her future. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to find someone since. It was just that in comparison to her sisters, her cousins, and even her friends, Victoria wasn’t exactly noteworthy for her looks. Or her brains. Not even her career ambitions.

      No, there were only two things that endeared Lady Victoria Georgina Snape to men’s hearts: her royal connections and her father’s money. Maybe it was time to use those assets to her advantage.

      She stared at the lawyer who seemed to smirk at her as he slid his spectacles back onto his bony nose.

      ‘I’ll have my secretary send you all copies of the stipulations and conditions,’ Mr Daven said, peering up at them over the thin, golden frames. ‘And the rules for each that must be followed.’

      ‘Girls.’ Victoria addressed her sisters, but she kept her eyes firmly on the man in front of her. She would get married, she vowed as she stood and glared at the solicitor, even if she had to pay someone to take her. ‘We’ve got a wedding to plan.’
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      Victoria lost herself as she watched the milk mix into her tea, slowly turning the almost black liquid into a rich, caramel colour. The rattle of a teaspoon against a saucer made her blink as the quiet of the room was disturbed, but her gaze remained on the tiny swirl in the centre of her fine china cup.

      She’d always loved watching the spinning twists of the tiny whirlpools, something Mummy had pointed out to her many years ago when she was a child learning the proper etiquette of afternoon tea. Her mother had told her that any problem could be solved with a good cup of tea, that all your troubles and worries disappeared into the vortex when you took your first sip.

      Oh, how Victoria wished that were the truth. How everything they’d had dropped on their shoulders that morning could disappear with her first sip of the flavoursome brew, but many years ago she’d learnt Mummy’s words were sadly not the truth. She sighed as she lifted the cup from its saucer to take a much-needed sip.

      ‘Relax, Victoria,’ Pippa said before taking a drink of her own preferred blend. The heat from the cup steamed her sister’s thick glasses, but Pippa paid it no heed. Victoria assumed she was probably used to it after all these years but frowned as she wondered if the glasses were thicker than a few months ago when she’d seen her last. An occupational hazard, Pippa had once told her, a downside to looking at numbers on computer screens all day.

      ‘You’ll find someone,’ Pippa continued after savouring that first taste of her brew. ‘Between the four of us, we’ve hundreds of eligible men at our disposal. In fact, just the other day, Zach was extolling your virtues after he bumped into you in that little coffee house.’

      ‘Pippa, I’m quite sure he’s interested in someone else.’ Victoria threw her sister a wink, knowing how in love Zach, Pippa’s assistant, was with his boss. How her sister hadn’t realised it, Victoria had no idea.

      Pippa frowned. ‘No, he definitely said how beautiful you looked. Was going on about the dress you were wearing.’ Victoria returned the frown; when she’d bumped into Zach, she’d been wearing her jeans and boots, which she was about to say when Hattie joined the conversation.

      ‘What the hell was Daddy thinking when he wrote that monstrosity of a will?’ Victoria and Pippa shook their heads, both just as baffled by their father’s actions. ‘And to offer it to Grandfather should we not meet the stipulations!’ Now it was her turn to frown. ‘Do you think he merely did that to ensure we’d go through with the barbaric thing? Because I don’t need a man in my life and I certainly don’t want kids, but I equally don’t want Ol’ Dick to get any of Daddy’s money.’

      ‘Don’t know, don’t care. It is what it is,’ Alexi said, finally putting her phone down and reaching for her own cup. ‘But what I don’t get is that you’re almost thirty-five, Victoria, what if he’d died after your birthday? Would he have cut you off?’

      Victoria opened her mouth to tell her sister not to be stupid, but promptly closed it again as she considered Alexi’s words. Would their father have done that? She wanted to say no, that his unexpected death had merely stopped him from updating his will, from removing something he’d put in years ago, but perhaps he wouldn’t have…

      Her scowl deepened. It was just so unlike her father to put in such a clause in the first place, yet he had; he may well have called her into his office on her birthday and told her she was out of the will.

      ‘Don’t be stupid, Alexi,’ Hattie snapped, shaking her head at their baby sister. ‘Daddy would have ensured that Victoria was taken care of.’

      Victoria looked at her sister, aghast at the comment. ‘And what the hell does that mean?’ she asked. ‘Taken care of?’

      It was Pippa who sighed as she put her cup down and looked at Victoria, her face all business. ‘Come on, Victoria, don’t act like you don’t know what Hattie’s talking about. You don’t have a job—’

      ‘I’m a working royal!’

      ‘—you don’t have any qualifications—’

      ‘I have my SEC!’ Victoria protested, but even as she said the words, she knew it was a weak argument. The Secondary Education Certificate wasn’t difficult to get from any Avalonian academy, never mind the awfully expensive private one she’d gone to. Her father had been disappointed she’d not managed to get the Diploma, but at least she’d come away with something. School had never been her strong point but put her in a room full of toffs and what-nots as Hattie called them, and she knew how to work it.

      No, there was no way her father would have cut her off. She’d been his way into half the deals he’d made over the last decade and a half.

      From the age of sixteen, when their mother had sadly passed, Victoria had been the Lady of the family. At eighteen, it had fallen upon her slender shoulders to attend all the functions she'd been required to as part of their connection to the Avalonian Royal Family—no matter how unwanted she might be. The parties, galas, boring state dinners, the over-the-top weddings and long-drawn-out funerals, and everything and anything else they deemed she was required to attend to represent their mother's legacy.

      Victoria had made sure she had never caused a fuss, never raised her head above the parapet, had ensured she never gave her grandfather any reason to dislike her, but it never mattered. It seemed just being her father's daughter, a reminder she wasn't the product of a match the King had deemed worthy, was enough to earn his derision and scorn. He'd sneer at her every time she was presented, his nose wrinkling like a bad smell had suddenly invaded his hairy nostrils.

      So, while Victoria had not been the brightest of the Snape sisters, the forced attendance at the royal events gave her access to connections her father had needed. She’d heard things, seen things; she knew who was doing what, where they were doing it, and when it was happening, all because no one thought that dim little she could possibly be a problem. She was merely an ornament, another socialite who lived off her daddy's money, and added a sparkle of beauty to the room.

      Well, perhaps not the last part. The papers, glossy magazines, and news shows, not even her father had ever described her as a beauty. Marcus had always said she was pretty, cute, adorable even, but never beautiful. But that wasn't the point.

      The point was, she’d been her daddy's ear. Plain old Victoria had been her father's tip-off on deals being made and who was backstabbing whom. However, such work wasn't suitable for a resume; attending parties to gain information didn't give her any employable skills.

      The cold, hard reality was Victoria was completely screwed if she didn't get her inheritance.

      ‘And there it is,’ Hattie said, lifting her teacup as if toasting the revelation. ‘The bit’s finally dropped.’

      ‘Merde,’ Victoria breathed, not even bothering to look abashed about the use of such a word. ‘Do you think he’s done it to make us stand on our own feet?’

      ‘Really?’ Pippa said, gazing at Victoria over the top of her teacup. She slid her eyes towards Hattie before looking back at Victoria. ‘Perhaps, for you and Alexi.’

      ‘Hey!’ Alexi protested. ‘I keep telling you guys, I’ll be a queen one day.’ Victoria, Pippa, and Alexi rolled their eyes and groaned in unison at the words they’d grown tired of hearing. ‘You can mock me all you want,’ Alexi said haughtily. ‘But you mark my words, I will be a queen.’

      ‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ Victoria said. ‘Just don’t try and bonk Alistair, okay?’

      ‘Ew! We’re cousins!’

      ‘At least she has some boundaries,’ Pippa sniffed. Her comment made Hattie snort into her cup. Victoria bit back a smile as she watched her sister’s cheeks flush bright red at her lack of decorum; she wasn’t a total heathen after all.

      ‘But, before you go and rule whatever great nation you’ve set your sights upon,’ Pippa continued. ‘We need to put ourselves on the back-burner and ensure that Victoria’s share doesn’t go to King Richard.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Hattie said.

      ‘I’d rather be beheaded for treason than see him getting my money,’ Victoria said defiantly as she picked up her cup before taking a sip of her drink. ‘But I’m afraid that it may end up being the case.’

      ‘What?’ Hattie asked, her head turning sharply to her elder sibling. ‘Why? As Pippa just said, we’ll help. Between us, we know a plethora of men; we’ll find you someone.’

      ‘Oh, what about those friends of yours—Jensen or Roman Tyrrell?’ Alexi piped up. ‘They’re handsome and independently wealthy. They’ll need their own heirs and old man Tyrrell would kill to get his hands on some of Daddy’s assets.’

      They certainly were handsome, but Jensen Tyrrell was a womanising wild man, who Victoria didn’t think could be counted on and had caused many problems between Hattie and their father. And the few times Victoria had met his twin Roman, he’d been cold and aloof to everyone present. There was no warmth to him; what would he be like as a husband and father? She was about to shake her head no when Hattie beat her to it.

      ‘No.’ Her voice was firm and brooked no room for argument. Colour rose to tinge her cheeks pink as all three pairs of eyes turned to focus on her, brows raised in surprise at the amount of venom held in a single word. ‘I mean, Jensen’s sworn he’ll never marry and Roman has a long-term girlfriend, Fiona Martin.’

      ‘Ugh, I hate the Martins,’ Alexi said, stirring her tea with a silver spoon. ‘I heard she’s as cold as a fish. Maybe he’d be willing to give her up in exchange for something.’ Hattie narrowed her eyes at her youngest sister.

      ‘You’re all forgetting one thing,’ Victoria said with a sigh, before Hattie could answer. ‘We’re in mourning, I can’t find a husband if we’re locked away for six months as we were when mother died.’

      The rattle of Hattie’s cup hitting the table, the splash of tea over the edges pooling in the saucer made the other three Snape Ladies turn their attentions back to their sister. Hattie glared at Victoria as she pulled her legs from under her and sat forward. ‘You were locked away,’ she spat, and Victoria recoiled from the heat within her words. ‘I was shipped off to school in Guildford—remember? That’s how I know Roman, Jensen, Fiona and any of the others you want to try and jump into bed with.’

      ‘Hattie, we don’t mean it like that.’ Pippa tried to soothe their younger sibling as Victoria swallowed at the memory of watching the maids filling suitcases with Hattie’s clothes, and Hattie, still distraught from Mummy’s death, begging Daddy—literally on her knees in front of him—not to send her away. Victoria had argued with him for months afterwards, pleading with him to bring her home, but it had all fallen on deaf ears.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Victoria whispered.

      Hattie sniffed, throwing her curly hair over her shoulder and turning her face away slightly, but Victoria swore she caught the shimmer of unshed tears in her eyes.

      ‘You’re head of the house now, Tori’—Victoria glared at Pippa’s use of an endearment she hadn’t heard in years—‘Victoria, sorry. But I am right; you’re head of the house, you set the mourning period for us. If you only want a month—’

      ‘Two weeks,’ Hattie said, refusing to meet anyone’s gaze as she stood up. ‘I say two weeks and we just get on with it. I’ve never understood such a stupid tradition anyway,’ she informed them as she moved towards the door. Pippa’s butler, Giles, appeared without prompting, with her coat ready. ‘He’s gone, we’re not, let’s keep going.’

      ‘Hattie, please—’

      ‘Two weeks, Victoria,’ Hattie said as she fastened her coat, still not meeting her sisters’ eyes. ‘I’ll see you in fifteen days at Dick’s birthday celebration.’ And with that, she turned and left the room, leaving the remaining three sisters to stare after her.

      ‘Wow,’ Alexi said as she put her own cup back on the table between them. ‘She’s still pissed at Daddy for sending her away.’

      ‘Wouldn’t you have been?’ Victoria asked, staring after her departed sister. As Pippa shifted in her seat and Alexi coughed politely, Victoria knew she was asking the wrong sisters; Pippa had done everything she could to keep up with Hattie’s intellect, desperate to get on the same programme as the thirteen-year-old and failing, while Alexi had felt like a prisoner within the walls of Renfrew Hall at just six years old, all her friends forbidden to come and play with her.

      ‘Fine.’ Victoria’s cup rattled as she put it carelessly on the table and shoved it away from her before she, too, stood up to leave. ‘Two weeks from now. I’ll see you all at the birthday celebrations.’

      ‘Victoria wait—’

      ‘Oh, come on—’

      Pippa and Alexi’s cries fell on deaf ears as she left without even waiting for her coat.
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      The roar of the crowds from beyond the gates below was thunderous as the large glass doors, leading to the balcony of the Grand Palace, slid open. Victoria and her three sisters stepped out onto the stone terrace, the lowest-ranking members of the Royal Family always the first to face the cheering crowds on public holidays. Victoria wanted to shrink back, to recoil and hide from the horde below. She spied the telescopic cameras atop the news platforms in the middle of the filled boulevard that led to the palace gates.

      She didn’t see any flashes from them—pointless at such a distance—but she knew they were eagerly snapping away at the foursome as they confidently strode into public again after just two weeks of mourning, the shortest in the Royal Family’s history. She knew the event was being broadcast live, that homes across the nation—and the world—would be watching their appearance on their television screens with newscasters voicing aloud the question they were all thinking; surely it was too soon for the four Snape Ladies to be here. Even the most die-hard of royalists out there, knowing how important the King’s ninetieth birthday celebration was to the nation as the world’s longest-reigning monarch, would find their short-lived mourning period distasteful. But while Victoria would love to settle into a long, traditional time away from the world’s prying eyes, come tomorrow she had to get ready to start seeking a husband.

      Of course, the world would never know it was actually Daddy’s fault they’d had to break with tradition. They’d never know he was forcing his daughters to marry and breed, and that by his stupid time frame he was forcing his eldest to marry someone who’d amount to nothing more than a stranger.

      She internally cringed at the thought of what the press were going to say over the next few months. Her father dies and only a fortnight later she’s off courting any Tom, Dick, or Harry. She fought off wrinkling her nose; she’d have to get her secretary to cross off anyone on the list with such names. Best to avoid giving the press any easy headlines.

      The cheering started again, rowdier and louder than it had been before as the four of them reached the solid stone railing and into full view.

      Victoria waved at those below, her sisters on either side, before they split into pairs; she and Alexi moving to the right, and Pippa and Hattie to the left to make way for Jane, Louise, Elizabeth, and Hugh, the next rung up on the royal ladder.

      Each set of her younger cousins would appear, immediately followed by their parents, with Prince Alistair of Avalone and the Grand Duke and Duchess making their appearance just before the King.

      Although today’s holiday was an extra special event, all public holidays were graced with the presence of the Royal Family; the people of Avalone were loyal to the monarchy and proud of their heritage and history. They boasted they were the only country with a true ruling monarchy left in Europe, leaving other kings and queens merely puppets of their respective states, figureheads with no real purpose other than to be national trinkets, rolled out to play nice to those with power when they visited their country; courtiers, in their own home, courtesans for their politicians.

      And while royal houses had changed throughout Europe over the centuries—Britain had gone through the House of Tudor to the current house of Buckingham, passing through many European branches on the way—the House of Grey had ruled Avalone since the sixteenth century when Queen Jane had been spirited away from the chopping block under the orders of the future Queen Elizabeth of England.

      Victoria had always shared these feelings; proud her nation stood tall and still carried the true blood of kings and queens in their veins. She just wished she weren’t so directly part of the establishment, that she could be one of the people who stood outside the gates, enjoying it jubilantly and unaware of the ins and outs of the infighting of the family, ignorant of its flaws and traditions. She wasn't sure her grandfather knew she was aware of the unspoken traditions, of the secret they'd hidden away for hundreds of years. But she did know, and once she’d found out, she’d promised she’d keep it hidden from her siblings, protecting them from the audacity of it all. She also knew if her sisters found out the true depths their family would go to, to maintain the status quo of their perfection in the eyes of the public, the secrets would be spilt.

      Hell, Hattie would shout them from the balcony, screaming to the crowd below at the top of her lungs, consequences be damned.

      Victoria shifted her eyes, casting a glance at her sister across the terrace. Hattie held the prescribed shadow of a smile as she waved at the crowds, but her glassy and vacant gaze showed she was far from the proceedings. Victoria held back the sigh she wanted to heave. Ever since Hattie had been half-dragged away to Guildford University, there had been a distance between the third Snape sister and the rest of them. Nothing Victoria tried had worked, and the rift had only intensified every time Hattie was made to attend a royal function or event. Victoria was sure that if Hattie was given the option, she’d cut herself off from every member of her family—including her sisters—and hide away somewhere with just her computer and an internet connection so she could work.

      Victoria was brought back to the moment as the cheering became those hysterical screams of excitement that only a woman could make when their heartthrob entered their view. Without glancing back, Victoria knew her cousin Alistair had stepped into sight. The Prince of Avalone, second in line to the throne, had tickled the fancy of many a woman from his teenage years. His pictures had become pin-up posters in teenage magazines growing up, much to his chagrin, and endless amusement and jealousy from his other cousins. At twenty-eight years old and still unmarried, there were always rumours of who his wife and future queen would be.

      Victoria’s heart ached for her younger cousin, trapped more than she was by the bindings of royalty and unable to do a thing about it without dire consequences for the nation’s stability. He’d often come to her drunk, spilling secrets she knew their grandfather would hang anyone else for revealing and confessing how he hated everything about his lineage and the trappings it came with, that he’d give up the crown and everything it came with for a normal, simple life.

      But she had no time to dwell on the misfortune her favourite cousin had in his future; in a few moments, after the Grand Duke appeared, the chants of God Save The King would start and she’d have to face her grandfather for the first time in months. He hadn’t even had the decency to attend her father's funeral.

      Victoria felt the grind of her teeth sliding over one another as the chants began. The hand at her side, hidden from the view of the crowds below by the stone balustrade, curled tightly into a fist. Although His Majesty was always the focus of such events, he never showed himself to the rest of the family before he entered the balcony.

      Running the country means there isn’t time for standing around and making idle chit-chat, her mother had once explained when Victoria had been but a tiny child at her first public holiday and asked where her grandfather was. Up until the moment he walks through those doors, he’s being told information about the country and being asked what everyone else should do.

      And what should everyone do, Mummy? she’d enquired in her innocence.

      Whatever the King says, her mother had said, standing up and smoothing down her dress before they had walked onto the balcony, her tiny hand clenched in her mother’s.

      She heard the low whistle from one of the footmen announcing the King’s arrival, and just like a trained dog, she turned to face the grand doors before dropping into a low curtsy and holding it.

      ‘My bloody knees,’ Alexi said, her voice a quiet whisper to Victoria’s ear, but Victoria knew her sister was shouting to be heard over the roar of the crowd. ‘I swear when I’m a queen, I will never make anyone do this for such a stupid amount of time. A short dip will be plenty long enough.’

      Victoria gently knocked her sister’s elbow, silently warning her to keep her thoughts to herself, especially at such a public event.

      ‘Oi!’ Alexi sounded indignant but returned the nudge with one of her own. If Victoria hadn’t been practising her pose every night before bed for the last fortnight, knowing she was well out of practice, she would have fallen over.

      The King’s arrival at the balustrade was the cue for the family to rise from their prolonged bows and curtsies and return to the attention of the masses far below, and Victoria was able to turn to her sister and drop her words directly into her ear. ‘Queens never complain in public. It isn’t dignified.’

      She didn’t wait for a response, turning back to the crowds and the news outlets with their prying cameras and recording equipment, but from the corner of her eye she saw Alexi's chin rise ever so slightly. The serene ghost of a smile Victoria had taught her siblings years ago brushed her perfectly painted lips. Victoria didn't for one moment believe Alexi would ever actually become a queen, but if she did have the good fortune to have her wish granted, Victoria believed she’d make the picture-perfect consort beside her husband.

      ‘We shouldn't even be here,’ she heard Alexi say anyway, and knew her sister was trying to get a rise out of her. She always did once she was put in her place.

      But in this instance, her sister was right; they should be in their homes mourning their father’s death, no matter how much Hattie and he had butted heads. Or that he thought his eldest needed a man to come along and take care of her. Or that he forbade Alexi to follow the royal circuit despite her desires. Or that he always showed his disappointment in Pippa for wanting to start her own business rather than entering his… Victoria mentally sighed. No matter all that, they should still be there, mourning their father. But right now, this was their lot in life, and unless she found a husband, this would be it for the rest of hers.
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      The world started to tilt as Victoria all but stumbled across the car park, trying to get away from Simon. The man had been a buffoon all evening, a horrible chauvinistic pig, who thought he was God’s gift to the planet, and for that reason alone, was owed everything he wanted in life. She was going to kill Alexi when she got home.

      If she got home.

      That thought scared the living daylights out of her and spurred her shaking legs on. But, as she heard her pursuer huffing and puffing as he tried to move his heavy frame as fast as he could to catch up to her, she realised such a horrible sentiment might become reality.

      Fine, she’d haunt her sister’s arse and whatever palace the damn wannabe-queen ended up in. She hoped it was small and cold, with an army of ghosts she could sway to terrorise her youngest sibling.

      ‘Victoria! Wait!’ Simon called out. She sent a prayer of thanks to the Heavens that even as messed up as her head was, she was able to outrun him. Although, she wasn’t sure for how much longer.

      What in God’s name had he done to her? Why was her head so screwy? It had to be something he’d done as she’d purposefully only had one glass of wine and that had been with her meal, so she couldn’t be drunk. She certainly didn’t feel-

      Her vision went blurry, and she staggered to the left as the world decided to tip to one side without warning… Although, that might be because her head suddenly felt too heavy for her neck and it decided it wanted to meet the floor. Luckily, a car broke her fall.

      Her hands slammed onto the bonnet of the vehicle first, stopping her body from smashing into it, but not from collapsing on top of the cold, hard metal, and setting off the car’s alarm.

      The blearing, screaming siren startled her mind, clearing the fog just enough so she could turn herself over and get back to her feet. But it was a short-lived effect; the world started to dim again as she spied her pursuer’s super-sized frame stop under a streetlight not far from her.

      Simon’s gaze fell on her, his eyes narrowing and his thin lips seeming to disappear altogether as he scowled at her. He didn’t seem perturbed by the screeching alarm, too focused on his prey trying to slip through his fingers.

      ‘Why’d you have to run?’ he asked, leaning against the lamppost to try and catch his breath. Victoria hoped he had a heart attack. ‘If you’d just got in the damned car, you’d have passed out in comfort…’

      He had given her something.

      Victoria tried to speak, wanted to tell him exactly what she thought of him as the darkness crept into the corners of her vision. But her tongue was too heavy, her mouth tasted like it was filled with cotton wool and she was trying to stay standing.

      Her brain tried to comfort her, telling her it was a valiant effort as the strength disappeared from her knees. Simon became almost two feet taller than just moments before, and her mind thought how strange it was to know that her knees had connected to the road, yet she hadn’t felt a thing.

      She’d done a good job trying to get away from the creep, but it wasn’t enough. She shouldn’t have allowed herself to get into this position in the first place. If Marcus could see her now, he’d stand there tutting at her, shaking his head and listing all the things she’d failed to do that night to keep herself safe. But she’d take her ex-fiancé being an utter bastard to her while saving her arse over giving Simon everything he’d been alluding to wanting all evening.

      Her.

      The darkness no longer crept into her vision but slithered through it as her kneeling body swayed. The devil gathered himself together and stepped towards her. She wanted to punch the smug grin right off his face.

      Her last thought before she passed out was that she hoped her sisters would mourn her for more than two weeks…
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      ‘Cormac!’ Geri shouted down the corridor just as he fell onto the break room sofa for his fifteen minutes of respite. ‘Your car’s alarm is going bloody nuts-o again.’

      Cormac groaned, wondering what the hell else could go wrong this evening. He’d been late to work and thus banned from the main stage, and to top it all off, it appeared he’d been ripped off on the repairs on his piece of shit car.

      ‘On it!’ he shouted back, pulling himself up from the crappy couch. Grabbing the keys to his little Volkswagen from his already open locker, he stumbled out of the break room and into the narrow corridor, cursing the new layout of the club again.

      The money is made out there, he remembered Britney saying when the staff had complained the remodelling had made the employees’ area smaller than before. More space, more customers, more tips for you, the boss had countered.

      Cormac ran down the short set of stairs at the back of the club, the clanging of his feet on the metal steps echoing down the empty stairwell. He frowned as his ears picked up the screeching alarm. He was going to just rip the damn thing out of the rusty, too small Beetle and be done with it. The piece of crap wasn’t ever likely to get stolen anyway, and if it did, well, the thieves would be doing him a favour!

      He pushed open the staff door at the back of the building and stepped out into the employee car park. He swore if some kids were—

      ‘What the fuck?’ he said without thinking as he took in the scene of a man leaning over what looked like a woman spread halfway under his car… Hell, had his car rolled forward and hit someone? He was going to sue the arse off the garage if that was the case. He’d told them the handbrake needed fixing.

      The guy jerked upright at Cormac’s voice, twisting around in surprise at the disturbance. The stranger’s beady eyes grew wide at Cormac’s large frame, probably made all the more foreboding by the light spilling from the building’s entrance behind him. He probably looked like a hulking shadowy beast, and even in the pallid yellow light of the nearby lampposts, Cormac saw the man’s face drain of colour.

      Definitely not a Good Samaritan situation.

      ‘She alright, buddy? You need a hand?’ he called as he stepped towards the couple without waiting for an invitation. The man’s tiny eyes darted down to the woman and back to him, and Cormac knew the guy was about to turn and run—

      Okay, in reality it was more like a waddle, and while Cormac knew he could easily chase the bastard down—a three-legged, half-dead turtle probably could—he was aware he needed to check on the woman first.

      It took four attempts to switch the stupid alarm off as he jogged over to his car, with the noise finally ceasing a moment before he reached the damsel in distress. He crouched down, brushing back the woman’s long dark hair that had fallen over her face, and held his hand in front of her mouth to ensure she was still breathing. Thankfully, she was.

      He gently turned the woman over and managed to get his arms behind her neck and knees, easily lifting her as he stood. He wasn’t dealing with this shit out here; poor woman had enough problems, being a public spectacle didn’t have to be one of them. As he headed back to the building, he noted that although she wasn’t short, the mystery lady barely weighed anything; a diminutive thing like her wouldn’t have stood a chance against the hefty prick who’d been towering over her.

      As Cormac climbed the stairs towards the staff lounge, he shuddered at the thought of what might have happened to her if he hadn’t arrived when he did. It was bloody lucky his alarm was messed up or he wouldn’t have known about the whole thing until the club had shut and the staff headed home. Hell, that was hours from now and who knew what could have happened in that time; would she have even still been there? The guy could very well have taken her if Cormac hadn’t interrupted.

      ‘Geri!’ he shouted down the corridor as he reached the break room. ‘Get here, now! And bring the first aid kit!’

      He kicked the door to the staff room open and stepped inside, thankful he’d been put on a solo break. He didn’t want the woman to be the talk of the town before she even knew what’d happened.

      He placed her on the old, tatty couch, gently resting her head on the only pillow it offered. He brushed her hair back behind her ear, his hand caressing her jawline before falling away. Despite the graze along her left cheekbone, her skin was beautiful; clear and radiant, and so soft. He reached up to trail his fingers along her cheek again…

      ‘What’s the prob— Who’s she?’ Geri said, making him jump guiltily as she came strolling into the lounge.

      ‘Dunno,’ he said with a shrug as he checked the mysterious woman over for any signs that she’d been assaulted in any way. Her dress—which even he recognised as expensive—was still fastened, her shoes were on properly, so no struggle, and her tights, although there were bits of dirt on her knees, didn’t look like they’d been disturbed… and the thought that perhaps they had been, made his stomach drop.

      Hell, if he ever got his hands on that bastard, he’d wring his puffed-up neck!

      ‘Hey, Geri, do me a solid, just check under her dress to make sure it’s all… still there.’

      He felt the bookkeeper go still behind him. Yeah, it wasn’t a standard request, and he was sure that to anyone else it would sound perverted, but he had to know if he had got there in time. Had he managed to spare her at least that heartbreak? He was going on a manhunt as soon as he possibly could—and he was sure the rest of the boys at the club would happily join him—but he needed to know if they had to kill the prick or just break every bone in his fat body.

      ‘What?’ she squeaked. ‘What the hell happened?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure, but I think she’s been drugged. The graze looks more like it came from the floor than a fist, and I can’t smell alcohol on her breath, so I don’t think she’s been drinking…’

      ‘Hells bells,’ Geri breathed as she stepped forward. ‘And you think she might have been messed with?’

      ‘Guy was standing over her in front of my car,’ Cormac said, eyes still on the unconscious woman. He refused to move from her side, even as Geri stood beside him to take a quick peek. The blue-haired woman swallowed before she carefully lifted the woman’s skirt up with two fingers, just enough to check if anything untoward had happened, before she quickly dropped it again.

      ‘All intact there; tights still up properly!’ she said as she quickly stepped away again, running her hands through her short hair. ‘Obvs I’m not an expert, but I’d say you got there before the perv could do anything like… that. I’ll go call the fuzz.’

      Cormac released the breath he’d been holding, and rolled his neck across his shoulders, wincing at the crunching noise that ground through his bones.

      He returned his attention to the unconscious beauty. She was tall with a slim frame; her tiny shoulders were bare, and her skin was a beautiful peach colour. She had long, dark lashes, and a plump, lush mouth that just begged to be tasted. For a moment, the thought of kissing her drifted through his mind, waking her like the princesses in the films he watched with his little brother, James…

      He took a step back and turned around, his hands grabbing the back of his neck as he tried to regain his composure. He pulled at the collar around his neck, the Velcro giving way easily, and threw it to the other side of the room. He’d just rescued her from a potential sexual assault, and there he was daydreaming of doing the same exact thing as Pervy McPervface!

      Hell, he’d always thought the princes in those fairy tale films were creepy as hell; he’d tried to explain such a fact to his six-year old brother, that the princes should ask the princesses if they wanted to be kissed, but James just looked at him as if he was hopeless.

      It’s a fairy tale, had been his childlike, matter-of-fact answer, not real life, Corrie. And how can the prince ask if she’s asleep? The duh had been silent.

      He wondered if anyone had tried that explanation in court? He could imagine the lawyers trying to call it the Sleeping Beauty Defence.

      He glanced over his shoulder towards the mystery woman as she groaned and shifted her head in her sleep, and his eyes unwittingly travelled down her body. Her breasts were small but pert and round, her hips flared ever so gently, and he wondered if the peachy colour of her shoulders was true for the rest of her body.

      He blinked at the thought and turned his lip up in disgust at himself. Man, he had to get out there and meet someone, or at least get laid soon. His next night off, he was going out and meeting someone, for real this time. Ogle some women in a bar, conscious women who’d stare back at him, rather than poor, vulnerable, unconscious women.

      He popped out of the staff room, to give himself a second to get his head straight and took the chance to shout to Geri to hurry the fuck up.

      ‘What the hell is up with you tonight?’ she asked as she came bouncing along the corridor again, a jangle of chains and piercings, her hair drifting between purple and blue as the light shifted over it. ‘You’d think you resent being a hero.’

      ‘Hero? I’m not a hero,’ he said, narrowing his eyes at his co-worker. There were times he really wanted to put his finger through her bullring and yank it. Today was one of those days. ‘I just found her.’

      ‘You do know who that is, don’t you?’ Geri asked as she squeezed past him to get a better look at their guest.

      ‘No.’ He took his own step towards the sleeping princess, a frown pulling his brows together. He didn’t recognise her, but there was a hint of familiarity.

      ‘She an actress or something?’ he asked.

      ‘Are you kidding me? Get your head out your arse and start taking in what’s going on in the world outside this place. That’s Lady Victoria Snape,’ Geri said in disbelief, pointing at the stranger.

      ‘Bullshit,’ he scoffed, but he glanced towards the woman with curiosity. ‘Lady Snape’s like what, forty? And that woman’s not even thirty.’

      ‘Aw, she’ll be happy to hear that when she wakes up,’ Geri mocked, rolling her eyes at him. ‘Not only did I not get sexually assaulted this evening,’ she said in a faux-upper class voice, holding her hand to her throat. ‘A man thinks I’m five years younger than I really am! My skin care regime is really working!’ She stood on her tiptoes and whacked him on the back of the head, making him yelp and glare at her.

      ‘Dude, you’re probably going to get like a heap of cash from her as a reward. Oh! Maybe King Richard will knight you and give you a big house somewhere!’ The impish woman started to bounce on her feet.

      ‘Well, if that happens, I’ll ensure to stop by here every day so you have to bow to me.’

      ‘You’ll kiss my arse before I bow to you,’ she said, and Cormac knew she spoke the truth. He highly doubted he’d get anything of the nature—he wasn’t that lucky—but a small reward wouldn’t be refused by him. A few crowns would certainly help to pay the mountain of bills he’d piled high recently. If he could just clear the rent arrears, he’d be laughing.

      He was about to ask Geri if she seriously thought he might get something when his friend’s whole body suddenly went rigid. ‘Oh, bollocks! You don’t think they were trying to kidnap her, do you?’

      Cormac considered her question for a moment, his mind recalling with perfect clarity the scene he’d stepped into. The man had been standing over Lady Snape, moving down to bended knee. He moved his thoughts passed the guy, trying to remember the surroundings; no cars or vans were running nearby, the barrier to the car park was still lowered…

      ‘Nah,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘There was only the one bloke.’

      Geri wrinkled her nose in disgust, a clear sign she was about to rant about something, but the hammering of feet on the metal stairs stopped her before she began. The two turned to the doorway just as Nick popped his head around the frame.

      ‘Geri!’ he panted, looking happy to see the woman until his eyes grazed over the sleeping princess—quite literally, it appeared—between them. ‘Holy shit, it’s true!’

      ‘What?’ the duo asked, almost in unison.

      ‘The Lady Snape, she’s here! Axel sent me up to see if they could be right before he called the boss.’ Despite not having a clue what his co-worker was talking about, Cormac groaned at the idea of Britney coming all the way down to the club on her night off. If she did, there’d be hell to pay.

      ‘There’s a load of police officers downstairs,’ Nick continued. ‘And the Royal Guard—the head of the Guard is here!’

      Cormac groaned. That was all they needed. The elite task force in charge of the security and safety of the Royal Family on the premises was going to put a huge mark on the business and not for the right reasons. Britney was going to go berserk when she found out and have all their hides for it.

      ‘They’re threatening to raid the place if they don’t get to see the Lady Snape. I’ll send them up. Perhaps Brit won’t come then.’

      ‘No, wait,’ Cormac said, stepping forward. ‘We’ve got to handle this carefully; send only the Head of the Guard up and two female officers. No one else, I don’t care what they say to you. Get Axel and Davy to stand their ground; they know the legalise of them being on the premises without warrants.’ Nick nodded along to all his requests and Cormac wondered if he was giving the bloke too much to do. He was useless at taking the easiest of drink orders from customers on a slow night. If Nick hadn’t been the best looking of them all, Cormac was sure he’d have been fired long ago.

      ‘Offer the rest mineral waters and soft drinks in the Green Room—that’s available this evening, isn’t it, Geri?’

      ‘Um, yeah.’ The girl stared up at him as if she had no clue who he was. Cormac internally scowled; he could take charge when he had to—he’d just saved a princess, for crying out loud. Nick nodded and disappeared back down the stairs.

      Cormac dragged his hand down his face as he glanced back at the woman—no, Lady Snape—on the couch. Her body shivered slightly in the cool room, and without thinking, Cormac grabbed his coat off the peg and stepped towards her. He hesitated as he held it over her and took another look at her pretty face.

      A heavy ball of worry sat in his stomach; he’d just got caught up in something and this was something big. He’d already thought his life was a mess, but he had the sinking feeling it was about to get a whole lot messier.
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      Victoria snuggled down further down into her bed as the wisps of sleep were whisked away from her. She groaned in disapproval as voices, although muffled, pulled her further away from the land of slumber. She wanted one night, one night of peaceful sleep…

      Actually, one night of sleep full stop would be a blessing, she mused, thinking of how she hadn’t had more than a few hours of restless slumber since her father had passed away. She’d spent most of her nights going over the mess the will had left her in, trying to figure out what she’d do if she wasn’t able to fulfil its stipulations. On nights she had dates, she went over them in excruciating detail afterwards, trying to determine if her suitor that night was worth meeting up again. So far, she’d had only three men make it to date number two and none of them had managed to reach any further.

      She frowned as the voices grew louder, clearer, and she knew she wasn’t going to get any more sleep that night, no matter how much her foggy mind was trying to pull her back into the waiting arms of the Sandman. She’d have to have a word with Berryman in the morning about the staff being noisy.

      Pulling the covers tighter around her, she tried to snuggle further into the bed. A spring was sticking into the bottom of her back and she needed to—

      She sighed happily as she managed to get the right angle to avoid the spring and better still, the voices became silent. She smiled sleepily into the soft, warm blanket, breathing deeply the wonderful rich scent it carried. She’d have to compliment Helen in the morning on the wonderful fragrance she’d had the sheets dusted with—far better than the usual overly flowery smell the laundry maids always used.

      ‘She’s waking up,’ an unfamiliar voice said, making Victoria crack her eyes open.

      Dammit!

      The light was bright and made her head thump. Her stomach wanted to turn inside out at the painful pulsing at her temples, and her mouth tasted as if it already had. She stuck her tongue out in disgust and wrinkled her nose. She needed painkillers and a toothbrush, pronto.

      ‘Hey, you okay?’ a deep, male voice asked. It set her on high alert. She knew every member of staff at Renfrew Hall and what they sounded like. It was all part of the security protocols in case anyone tried-

      Unknown voices. Uncomfortable bed. Unfamiliar smells…

      Oh, God. She’d been kidnapped!

      ‘Are you okay?’ the voice enquired again. ‘Do you want some water?’

      She wanted to shake her head no, but she knew if she did it would likely explode. And then there were the rules security had drilled into her over the years…

      Do whatever they say.

      Accept kindnesses, lest they become angry at you.

      Look at everything you can.

      And if you can’t see, listen!

      She gave her captor a weak thumbs-up out of the side of the blanket to his question, and listened intently to his heavy footfall as he moved around. There wasn’t carpet on the floor and the slightly sticky footsteps made her already queasy stomach clench uneasily. She tried to open her mouth to alleviate the cotton wool feeling that filled it and cringed as she felt the skin on her lips slowly pulling apart. Seriously, what the hell had happened? How had they managed to take her? She built up the courage to ask the questions when a cool glass was gently pressed against her dry mouth.

      She jumped at the contact and the water sloshed over her lips, wetting her mouth and chin, and dribbling down her neck. But she paid it no heed as soon as the cool, crisp water touched her tongue; her body went on instinct and tried to take as much as it could. It was better than the most expensive champagne, more exquisite than the finest wine she’d ever supped, and she wanted it all.

      ‘Sip it, don’t guzzle,’ the voice said softly, pulling the glass back slightly so she couldn’t get to it. She swallowed the water in her mouth and mewed in displeasure, reaching blindly for the glass and sticking her now wet lip out in a pout. She needed that water; it was the only thing in the world that would make her head stop pounding, her throat stop feeling like it was made of sandpaper, and her stomach acting like it was on the high seas during the worst storm ever recorded.

      ‘Fuck,’ the voice breathed before the glass was shoved back at her mouth. It clipped her teeth, making her wince and groan. Her hand flew up between the glass and her face to rub at her lip and the voice swore again. ‘I’m sorry,’ it muttered, and Victoria once more tried to peel her eyes open to see her carer.

      The light was bright, and her eyes wanted to fight against her, but slowly she forced them open and made them focus on the first thing she saw…

      A divine-looking man sat at her side, his hip pressing against hers, a spot of warmth on the otherwise cold leather couch. She met his mossy-green eyes that crinkled in the corners as his lips turned upwards into a tentative smile.

      She tried to think if she’d seen him before; Marcus said that kidnappers were likely to have run into their mark at some point as they tried to establish their target’s routine. Some would even converse with their prey, try to get to know them to make any attempt easier.

      She didn’t recall seeing this man any time recently. She was certain she’d remember those eyes, the fullness of his mouth, the way his freckles dusted his nose…

      Freckles. She stared at them. She almost reached out to try and touch them, to count them as her mind began to drift lazily back towards the fog rather than focusing on the matter at hand.

      Slowly, Victoria turned her head, keeping her eyes on him for a moment longer before she finally took in where she was. She raised a well-maintained brow at the state of the place. Whatever the room was supposed to be, it looked more like a junk yard-cum-building site than anything else. Everything, including the couch she’d been deposited on, seemed to be covered in a layer of dirt, grime, or grease.

      Oh, God, she was lying on it!

      She didn’t think of the consequences, didn’t consider that if she tried to get off the couch they may tie her up, handcuff her to the radiator so she had to sit on the floor—she swore those were mice droppings down by the pipes—or even lock her away in a dark cupboard somewhere, but she had to get off that filthy thing right now!

      Her captor stood with her and held out a hand to help her up, but without thinking, she batted it away. She paused in her scramble to get up, fearing a smack for her action, but the man merely sighed and nothing more. No ranting, no screaming, no threats to do something to her. He simply put the glass of water he was still holding on the tiny table in front of them before standing nearby, ready to catch her when she started to sway.

      Okay, perhaps she should have accepted his help. She reached out with one hand, and the man instantly offered his arm to steady her.

      Where was she? Why was she here? And what the bloody hell had happened for her to feel like she’d been hit by a car?

      Crap, had she been hit by a car? Was that how they’d got her here? Why couldn’t she remember anything? And why was her captor shirtless, covered in what looked like baby oil, and wearing trousers so tight she wondered if they’d been painted on? The tiny, pointless cuffs at each wrist made her frown deepen. What the hell was going on?

      ‘What… happened?’ she finally croaked as she looked up at the stranger—damn, he was tall. Usually, at her height, she didn’t need to tilt her head back to look at a guy. However, this one could probably throw her over his shoulder and haul her off somewhere without effort at all. Had he carried her here?

      ‘You don’t remember anything?’ the stranger asked.

      ‘You’ve kidnapped me.’ She narrowed her eyes at him in challenge. This wasn’t the first kidnapping attempt made against her, and sadly she knew it wouldn’t be the last, but it was certainly the most successful. No one had ever actually got away with her before.

      However, that didn’t mean she was going to be an easy captive; she’d make them rue the day they took her.

      ‘You won’t get anything from King Richard if that’s your aim. No money, no bargaining—no negotiations what-so-ever.’ The man frowned, his smooth brow furrowing, his nose wrinkling ever so slightly, making those hypnotic freckles dance. ‘And my father’s money is tied up,’ she continued. ‘The company is off limits too, embroiled in so much red tape until the will is settled that it would be a nightmare to try and get anything from it. You really picked the wrong time to take me.’

      He licked his lips and made to speak, but a noise behind him caught her attention. Victoria peered around his muscular frame and caught sight of a tiny, slim woman with blue-purple hair cut into a pixie style leaning against the door jamb. Her face was decorated in lavish make up and she had a variety of piercings. While Victoria knew she couldn’t overpower the man—although her stiletto heel driven into his foot would work nicely at slowing him down—the woman’s facial decorations would give Victoria an easy way to inflict pain.

      But first, she needed to know if there were others around and where they were. How many were there? Were they all together or spread out? What building was she in? How many floors up, or was she below ground? How—

      She grimaced; her head hurt too much to continue, but one thing she did know was that if she managed to get out of this alive, she was going to get on the phone to Mr Daven the first chance she got and demand she and her sisters have their security reinstated. Surely, her father wouldn’t have wanted this to happen?

      ‘We haven’t kidnapped you,’ the man said, recapturing her attention. ‘I found you outside. Don’t you remember anything about this evening?’

      ‘You found me?’ she scoffed. ‘Was I lost?’ She took a small step back as she spoke, resting her weight on her back foot, ready to drive the other into his, heel first. Once she was past the blue-haired imp, the shoes would have to come off and be used as hand weapons instead—a stiletto to the throat was almost as good as a knife.

      ‘You were out cold—’

      ‘Cormac saved you!’ the woman interjected from her guard post. ‘If he hadn’t—’

      ‘Thanks, Geri,’ the man said, keeping his eyes fixed on Victoria. While she knew he was only doing so to ensure she didn’t try anything, she found herself unable to look away, mesmerised by the tiny little flecks of gold hidden within their green depths. The gold shimmered and-

      ‘I was on a date,’ she blurted out as the image of a restaurant came rushing out of the fog. She’d been at a table, watching someone pouring wine into a
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