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      Zelly Prince has given up on finding her happily ever after. When the only man she's ever loved breaks her heart, she's shocked when fate decides to throw her into his arms once more. 

       Flynn Evermore has waited around long enough and it's time to put his plan into action. Now all he has to do is convince the woman that hates him to be his bride. Locking her in a tower might do the trick but he's got a better idea to get her to open up. 

      Warning: Fairy tales are forever so grab your pajamas and get ready for the best kind of bedtime story. We've given these classic tales our own sprinkle of love and can't wait for you to roll around in them. 
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      “You really grew these yourself?” Ella beams at me. She gets so excited about everything, which is so sweet. I can’t help but adore my brother's new wife. She has been a ray of sunshine not only in his life but mine as well. It’s something I didn't know I was missing. 

      It’s strange since I can often spend hours at a time in my garden with it shining down on me. Where else was I going to go? I hated to leave the property, so I had to find things to keep me busy. Gardening has become one of my favorite things to do. 

      When you plant something, it’s new and has a fresh start. It’s a blank slate really. I can be a bit obsessive about my garden since I want everything to come out perfect. 

      “Yep. Fresh pumpkin pie.” I set down the pumpkins I’m holding and I see Ella grabbed a giant one. Mine are smaller because they always make for the best pie. 

      “How much pie are you making?” she laughs, knowing I still have a bunch out in the garden that need to be picked. 

      “I never end up using all of them.” I start washing the ones I grabbed and then use the rest for a holiday display. I’ll try to use them all, but there’s a lot. 

      “Are we going to carve some for Halloween?” she asks, and I pause at her question. 

      There’s a tension rising inside of me, but I quickly try to hide it by getting back to cleaning my pumpkins. 

      “If you want.” 

      “I used to do it with my dad.” I glance up to see the sadness in her eyes. Both of us have lost our fathers, which is one of the many things that helped us grow closer together. But not too close. I’ll never let that happen. Not anymore. 

      “You can if you want,” I offer, wanting to make her smile. 

      While Ella was locked away by her stepbrothers, I chose to hide on our estate. At least I think it’s me that hides away. If people forget about me, then maybe no one will request my hand in marriage. It’s a prison of my making but only because of the traditions of my family. If I didn’t fear a suitor, then I would venture outside of the family estate more often. Though I think I might be running out of time.

      My mom and brother have brought up my betrothal several times, but I try to avoid the topic. I might have peeked at some of the offers that have come in, but each time I’m disappointed because I don’t see the name I hope for. Flynn Evermore. My brother’s best friend. 

      I would do anything I could to hang out around my brother and Flynn when I was younger. My brother Leo was never annoyed with me so he would let me tag along. Which only made me crush hard on Flynn, and then I thought it turned into love. 

      There was a time I believed he might see me as more than his best friend's little sister. Until that night. Until the night I wasn’t perfect Zelly anymore. If anyone knew about the aftermath of my accident, it would be Flynn. He was the one to find me, after all. 

      “I’m going to start simple.” Ella cuts into the pumpkin, making the scars on my back tingle. The ones I always cover with clothes and when I can’t do that I use my hair. I keep it long to help me hide, but that was something I never used to do. 

      I used to always be adventurous and not shy to let someone know how I felt. Which is why I’m sure Flynn knew of my crush. Now I have to force myself to not be shy. It’s all an act so no one knows how deep the scars really cut. I didn’t know how deep they truly were until Flynn treated me differently after that day. 

      I went from thinking he was my knight in shining armor to loathing him with each day he put more space between us. I tried to pretend it was because he went off to college to build his career, but I was wrong.

      The thing about scars is they never go away. I’ll always see them. That’s all I see when I hear his name or see his face. 

      Scars. 

      Perfect Flynn Evermore would never want me. He’s too good for anyone. He couldn't even be bothered with his own family's business. Shamelessly, I can’t help but keep up with gossip about him. Circles can be small when it comes to our world. 

      “You okay?” Ella stops carving into the pumpkin, but I don’t get a chance to answer her before my mother comes into the room. 

      “We should have a Halloween party. It would be fun,” my mom says with her eyes on Ella. 

      She’s spent a lot of time trying to pull Ella out of her shell. We both have. I thought my parents' love was rare, but seeing my brother find it too has been hard. I want that for him, but it makes my insides ache knowing I’ll never have it. 

      “We’ll plan it together,” my mom pushes, sitting in the chair at the kitchen island next to Ella. She already has her tablet in her hand. I’d bet my life she’s made a handful of calls already, wanting to get invites out. 

      “I’ve never planned a party,” Ella says softly, but I can tell she’s intrigued by the idea. I force a smile. My problems are silly compared to what she’s had to endure. She’s spent years thinking love was something she’d never have. 

      I have it. It’s just not the kind a girl dreams about late at night when she lies in bed thinking of her future. 

      “There’s a first time for everything,” I force past my lips to encourage the idea. 

      The last thing I want is to throw a party. Flynn might not have time for anyone else, but he and my brother have always stayed in contact. If my brother has a party, Flynn will have to show up. 

      It’s too bad I know he’ll never show up for me again.
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      “You’re sure you want to clear out all the trees?” The lead contractor looks up from the plans and to the wooded area behind us. “I think you might be taking away from some of the scenery with this design.” 

      “For the last time, yes. These plans are clear on what I want. If you can’t follow the instructions or need me to reiterate my choices, I’ll find another contractor who will.” 

      I stare coolly at him, but his eyes don’t meet mine as he straightens the blueprints and clears his throat. “Of course. It was just a precaution. There are a lot of trees in that section of the woods.” 

      “There are over two hundred acres behind this house full of trees and wildlife. I want this section cleared.” I point to the acre immediately next to the house. “Follow the plans. Do we understand each other?” 

      The reason I bought this house to begin with was because of the land and all of the surrounding woods. There was so much to work with, and I knew that she would love the space. It’s also the reason I’m having the trees cut back so that more light can come in for planting vegetables. 

      “Yes, Mr. Evermore.” He takes off toward the group of guys in the distant clearing and gives them a signal to proceed. 

      The sigh I let out is heavy, but I guess this is part of the job. Only it’s not exactly a job. I’ve hired a crew to do some extensive landscaping to get ready for the spring, so I should have expected there to be some bumps along the way. Too bad I couldn’t go to school for landscape design like I wanted to and am only able to pursue it now as a passion. 

      My father was insistent on a business degree and forced my hand. I graduated high school early, but I should have expected that my father would keep the strings on my trust tight until I was twenty-one. So I bided my time, and after I graduated and got my trust, I put both my middle fingers up to him and Evermore Holdings. 

      When I was growing up, I changed my mind a lot about what I wanted to be in the future but one thing I knew for certain, deep in my bones, is that I never wanted to be like my father. Sure, his company is one of the most successful of its kind and he’s well respected by everyone he works with, but that changes when he’s behind closed doors. 

      “So this is what you’re wasting your money on?” 

      This is what happens when I think of him. It’s like I can summon the devil without meaning to. 

      “Hello, Father,” I say but don’t bother turning around. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as he walks onto the terrace and peers down at the men working. 

      “Leave it to you to piss away millions on a dump in the middle of nowhere. The resale value is plummeting by the second.” He pulls his hand away from the railing and pretends to wipe off some kind of dirt. 

      The house is an old estate that was abandoned for a few decades, but I managed to get it in a private sale, and I’ve spent every moment since making it perfect. For her. 

      “Good thing Grandfather left me more money than I could spend in a lifetime.” I know better than to engage in conversation when he’s like this, but he knows exactly how to get under my skin. By insulting me, demeaning the things I love, and worst of all, reminding me that he’s still alive. Why do all the worst people live the longest and the good ones die young? My grandfather was a wonderful man who loved and guided me but died before my fifteenth birthday. How he was able to produce the spawn of Satan, I’ll never know. 

      “If it was up to me, he wouldn’t have left you one red cent,” he sneers, and I feel my lips twitch in a smile. 

      “I know. My lawyers told me how many times you tried to take it.” 

      The way his cheeks turn red lets me know that I’ve had a direct hit. Maybe this visit won’t be so bad, after all. 

      “He must have known you’d grow up to be a deadbeat.” 

      Fuck. I should know better than to play tag with a shark. 

      “Why are you here?” I say, getting to the point. I can’t spar with my father for too long because my soul ends up dark and withered for days afterwards.

      “Your seat on the board is still open.” 

      I can’t hold back the audible scoff that comes out of my chest at his mention of my seat. “As it will remain until the day you die.” 

      With the last name Evermore and being one of the majority shareholders of Evermore Holdings, he’s desperate for me to come to the dark side. It will never happen. I’ll eat my own ass before I agree to work for him. For now, I send a proxy to vote for me when the need arises, but I keep my power locked away. It’s the other thing my grandfather left me when he died and I’ve always wondered if he did it to bring my father and me closer. Or more likely, he knew that my father would try to control me for the rest of my life and this slice of EH would give me the freedom to do what I want. 

      “You’re a spoiled little shit,” my father hisses. “I’ve given you every advanta—” 

      “Along with the bruises, right?” I cut him off, and if possible, those cold blue eyes of his turn glacial. “You gave me every advantage while beating me to within an inch of my life. Isn’t that what you were going to say?” 

      “You got what you deserved for your insolent behavior. And it wouldn’t hurt you to have another smack or two.” His fists clench at his side, but it’s been a long, long time since I feared him physically. 

      “I’m sure it’s frustrating that I got bigger than you and now you can’t beat on someone weaker. Thank God Mom’s dead.” 

      “Don’t you dare mention her name.” 

      “I’m glad you loved something in your life,” I admit as I look out over the vast land in front of me and try not to let him get in my head. “Truly. I’m glad you didn’t treat her the way you treated me.” 

      “You were out of control and wouldn’t listen. I did what I had to do to get you to behave. Stop being so dramatic about it.” He huffs. “It’s called punishment. Which is what more of your generation needs, if you ask me.” 

      There’s a stretch of silence between us as I scan the area where the men are working. My mind is already picturing her here and all the things she could create. I don’t want my dreams to be stained by this monster, so I decide it’s time to end the conversation. 

      “When you leave, take a good look at the house,” I say as I tuck my hands in my pockets and take a step off the terrace. But before I walk away, I pause and glance back. “Because it’s the last time you’ll see it. If you show up here again, I’m calling the cops.” 

      “Flynn, you can’t be serious,” my father tries, but then I give him my back and step onto the cobblestone path. 

      I smile when I remember how much Zelly loves cobblestones.
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      “Have you come up with a costume for the Halloween party?” Ella’s eyebrows pull together as she pushes her hands against her cheeks. Mom wanted to do this party to make Ella feel like a part of our family, but I think we might be giving her anxiety instead. That makes two of us, but I’m better at hiding it. 

      “The point of Halloween is that you get to dress up extra sexy and no one can give you shit.” The second the words leave my mouth, Leo is out of his seat. 

      A sister has to get her jabs in here and there. God knows I wouldn't be showing up bearing it all. I bite the inside of my cheek, wondering how it would go over if I could ever bring myself to do it. Would it get a reaction out of Flynn? There were a few times I thought he might be a little jealous, but I’m sure showing off too much skin would only remind him of my scars. I keep hiding them in hopes he’ll forget and we can go back to the way it was before. 

      It’s an insane thought because I never give him the time of day. All I do is allow these fantasies between the two of us to play out in my mind. If I could stop them, I would, but they hit me out of nowhere all on their own. 

      I can try and pretend Flynn didn’t break my heart, but it’s bullshit. The scar lingers, and it always will. More than anyone, I should know there’s no point in running from it because it’s not going anywhere. 

      “Not happening.” My brother moves over to Ella as if to protect her from me and my naughty ideas. 

      I smirk, relishing my small victory. If he can drive me insane with possible suitors, I could do the same but in my own way. I think it’s fair. 

      “You think I can’t be sexy?” Ella’s bottom lip puffs out. 

      “You’re already too damn sexy,” Leo grumbles. My whole plan to poke at my brother backfires on me as I watch the two of them fawn over each other. It’s disgusting. 

      And yet I want that kind of love. 

      “I think I’m going to be Princess Gilda,” my mom says, not glancing up from her giant iPad. She’s got a freaking TV screen in her lap. 

      “Who?” I ask. 

      “From The Wizard of Oz.” 

      “She’s not a princess.” What the hell is she talking about? Her sister is The Wicked Witch of the West. That could be fun to dress up as. I’d drop a house right on Flynn’s head. 

      Ugh. Why do all my thoughts circle back to him? 

      “Of course she is,” my mom counters. 

      “She’s a witch,” I say, and that’s when my mom’s eyes lift from her tablet. 

      “No, she’s a princess.” 

      “Mom, are you…” I trail off, catching on to her. 

      “See? I can poke too.” She gives me the same smirk I gave my brother. 

      “We could dress up together,” Leo suggests to Ella. “Cinderella?” 

      “Why Cinderella?” 

      I roll my eyes at the cliché. It makes me a hypocrite because I eat that shit up in my books, but they don’t know that. I’m being spiteful, and I really need to get it together. 

      “Technically I’m Cinderella, but I don’t think I could fill out a dress the way my wife does.” 

      “You’re Cinderella?” Ella beams up at my brother like he placed all the stars in the sky for her. I honestly wouldn't be shocked if he did. 

      “If you remember, I was the one that lost a shoe that night,” he says softly to her. 

      “I can’t with you two.” I burst into laughter. 

      What the hell has Ella done to my brother? Leo ignores me and kisses his wife. They’re adorable, and as much as I want to hate it, I’m happy for them. The part that bothers me is that my brother gets to have love but I’m tossed off to a random man.

      “Have you thought of anything?” my mom asks, her attention back on the tablet. I peek over to see what she’s doing and see a list of names on the screen. 

      “You made the list?” I dodge her question, not wanting to think about dressing up as my fingers go to my hair and I start to braid it. 

      “I think I’ve made a good one.” She hands me her tablet, and I release my hair, letting the braid fall free. 

      The top of the list is filled with people I knew my mom would invite. As my eyes work my way down, I notice the list bleeds into one male name after another. 

      “Is this a Halloween party or an excuse for the both of you to put me on stage?” I toss the tablet down on the blue velvet sofa between my mom and me. We all came to the library to sort out some of the details, and Leo invited himself because he can only stay away from Ella for so long. 

      “Zelly.” My mom says my name gently. 

      “Don’t.” I stand up. 

      “What’s going on?” Ella asks. Her eyes dart between all of us. 

      “They’re inviting a bunch of men so they can auction me off.” 

      “No!” Ella gasps in surprise. She’s from our world, but she’s been very sheltered from it. This is normal, but today I find myself angrier than usual about it. “Leo?” She smacks his chest. 

      “It’s not like that. Zelly can turn them down. I wouldn’t force her.” Leo is quick to try to soothe Ella’s wrath, but she’s not backing down.  

      “But you’ll sell her off like cattle?” Ella snips back. It’s nice having someone in my corner. My brother and mom often fall on the same side because they think they know what’s best for me. 

      “We’re only inviting some of the men we think might be a good fit,” my mom chimes in. “As you know, Ella, anything can happen at one of these parties.” Ella’s face turns pink. The evidence from the night she met my brother is almost unmissable. The small baby bump is starting to show. 

      “That’s true.” Ella sinks her teeth into her bottom lip, switching sides on me. 

      “Zelly, it’s only a party. You can mark a few off the list, or maybe one could be what you’re looking for.” My brother's tone softens as his eyes lock with mine. 

      “What if I’m not looking?”  

      “You’re my sister, and I know you. I remember what you wanted before.” 

      I fight back the lump in my throat, and it dawns on me that when Flynn and I pushed away from each other, I’d done the same to my brother in the process. He did know me. We used to be so close. 

      “Okay,” I relent before I sit back down. 

      “Okay?” Now my mom is the one that’s shocked. 

      That makes two of us.
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      “You’re looking sparkly, Janet,” I tell Mrs. Prince as I lean forward and let her kiss me on the cheek. “Although I would have pegged you for a wicked witch.” 

      “I don’t remember seeing your name on my guest list.” She narrows her eyes at me and then at Leo. “I’m guessing this is your fault?” 

      Leo and Zelly’s mother, Janet Prince, has never warmed to me. Part of me wonders if it’s because she thinks I’m like my father. A long time ago, she was close with my mother, but after she died, that connection was lost. Now she looks at me with a side eye and keeps her warm smiles for everyone else. If she knows anything about my father’s behavior, then I can’t blame her for keeping me at arm's length. It’s just too bad that her son is my best friend and her daughter…well, her daughter is something else entirely. 

      “Relax, Mom. It’s a party,” Leo tells her as he ushers me inside and leaves her by the front door to greet guests. 

      “Think she’ll poison my drink later?” I ask only half-jokingly. 

      “Just keep an eye on your cup.” Leo makes a face and then we laugh. 

      “Where’s your bride?” I glance around, surprised they’re not attached at the hip. 

      “She’s getting ready with Zelly.” 

      At the mention of Zelly’s name, I try to play it cool and grab a drink from a passing waiter. The room is packed, and I’m not sure who half of the people are even though they probably all come to the same parties. Another sweep of the house and I’m surprised to see that the men outweigh the women by a large majority. Weird. 

      “Who are you supposed to be?” I ask, taking a sip of the cocktail and eyeing his costume. 

      “I’m a prince,” he says with a grin, and I roll my eyes. 

      “Of course you are.” 

      “And this is?” He pokes at the sword on my hip, and I shrug. 

      “I’m a thief.” I shrug and point to the crowd. “What’s with all the guys in the room? Is your mom looking for a good time?” When I wiggle my eyebrows at Leo, he scowls at me just like his mom did earlier. 

      “They’re for my sister.” 

      That shuts me up. My words falter in my throat for a second before I recover. 

      “You’ve invited suitors to the party?” 

      He nods and takes a drink from a passing tray. “Mom thought it would be easier for Zelly to meet several at once. Kind of make a gauntlet of it and hopefully weed out a few.” 

      “Interesting,” I say, trying to keep the anger and possessiveness out of my voice. “Speaking of Zelly, I’ve got something I’ve been meaning to run by you.” 

      “Oh?” Leo says, only half-listening. There are some people he knows on the other side of the room waving to get his attention. 

      “I’ve got a project at my house I’d like her to take a look at.” 

      I came up with this plan a few months ago, and it’s taken me longer than I anticipated to get it into place. Hearing that there are literally dozens of men here to gawk at her and stake a claim, I think it’s time I kick this plan into action. Maybe I don’t have everything exactly the way I want it right now, but I can’t wait any longer. 

      “For what?” Leo looks back at me before nodding to someone that passes us. 

      “I’m putting in a garden, and I’d like her opinion on where to set up a few things.” I’m having to think fast, and Leo’s distracted. 

      “Okay.” 

      “She’d need to stay with me for a few days.” That gets his attention. 

      “Why?” His brows furrow as he finally looks back at me. 

      “My contractor is sporadic at best, so I never know when he’s going to be there. The crews are working nonstop, and I need someone I trust to direct them on what to do.” 

      “Oh. She does know a lot about gardening.” He purses his lips like he’s thinking it over. 

      I don’t exactly need permission from him to ask Zelly to stay with me for a few days, but it will go a long way to make things go over smoothly with Janet if he gives his blessing. 

      “They’ve already screwed up the plans several times, and I know she’s better with what to plant and where. I’d like to have the beds built as soon as possible, and it would really help me out.” 

      Leo nods and then shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t see why not. I’ll mention it to Mom, but it should be fine for a few days.” After he says this, he seems to have another thought. “She might not want to.” 

      “I know,” I admit honestly. 

      Ever since her accident a few years ago, I’ve kept my distance. It was for her own good, and I had my reasons, but I couldn’t exactly tell her at the time. It’s been awful keeping her at arm’s length, but the waiting is over, and it’s time to make my move. If anything, this party has pushed me into action ,and now I’m going to stake my claim. 

      “Then I guess it’s really up to her,” Leo says, and there’s no malice behind his words, only facts. 

      “Now that you and Janet have agreed.” I smile, and he shakes his head. 

      “You know she hates it when you call her that.” 

      “And that’s why I keep doing it.” I wink at Leo as the music begins to grow louder, and we all turn in the direction of the dance floor. 

      Janet Prince steps on to the makeshift dance area as the band stops and the crowd applauds. She smiles at the crowd before taking a microphone and welcoming the guests. 

      “Thank you everyone for being here with us tonight. I’d like to thank my new daughter Ella for helping me plan everything.” 

      Just then the crowd turns, and I see Leo’s wife standing in a ballgown fit for a princess. Leo walks over and takes his wife by the hand as he leads her onto the dance floor next to Janet. She says a few more words, and then the band begins to play again while other couples join in. 

      I’m scanning the crowd when my eyes land on something colorful in the corner. Feeling that familiar tingle on the back of my neck, I take a step forward just as the crowd clears. 

      Zelly is doing her best to try to blend in, but it’s no use. She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and there’s not a chance in the world of her disappearing from me.
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      I saw Flynn the moment I stepped into the room. He’s hard to miss since only he and my brother, along with a few others, stand taller than everyone. Flynn has always had an aura of power around him that’s sprinkled with darkness. Sometimes I wonder if other people can sense it too. Flynn is the first one to crack a joke to make people laugh. He can seem carefree a lot of times, but he keeps most people at arm's length. It’s weird that I’m now one of those people. 

      A server passes by with a tray of drinks, and I snag one. After taking a giant sip, I do my best to not make eye contact with anyone. I swear I can’t go two feet before bumping into someone, and I realize my mom really wasn’t messing around. I know she means well, but it’s all overwhelming. 

      It doesn’t help that Flynn is here. How can I think about another man when he’s in the same room? It’s hard enough not to think about him when he’s miles away. Out of sight out of mind is total bullshit. 

      Unable to help myself, I peek in his direction. The crowd parts, giving me a direct line of sight, and my breath catches when I see his costume. I jerk my eyes away from him quickly, wondering what the hell he has on. Is he a fucking knight? Can he be serious right now?! That’s how I used to think of him years ago: my knight in shining armor. 

      Without thinking, I toss back the rest of my drink. Tonight is cursed, which is ironic because I’m dressed as a witch. I should be doing the cursing, not having it done to me. 

      “Zelly, how are you?” a man twice my age asks, and his smile gives me the creeps. 

      “Great,” I chirp, handing him my empty glass. Okay, this is so not happening. 

      I shift around the room, doing my best to avoid Flynn, but with each step I take I know he’s not far behind. Am I hallucinating? Flynn has never followed me around. It was always me that followed him. Well, until I stopped. 

      When I peek back again, I see Flynn closing in. Then a beautiful redhead steps in front of him, and I narrow my eyes. I’m relieved she stopped him but I’m annoyed she’s there. When I see my mom and brother speaking across the room, I notice they’re in deep conversation. I can tell by the way my mother’s brows pull together that she’s not happy with whatever my brother is saying. 

      That’s different. They are always on the same team, and it’s me that’s against them. A pang of sadness fills me. When Dad was here, it was me and him against them. It used to be kind of funny until he was gone. Now I’m left without a partner. 

      “She will do no such thing,” I hear my mother say when I get closer. 

      “Who?” I poke right in. I love good gossip. 

      “Are you being nice?” My mom ignores my question and asks her own instead. 

      “What does that mean? I’m always nice.” 

      “Right,” my brother mutters under his breath, and Ella elbows him in the ribs. 

      “We talked about this. You have to be open if you want to meet someone,” my mother reminds me. 

      I got this talk while we were getting ready and my mom informed me that I could be a bit rude to the opposite sex. Men are dicks, and they want to poke you with them. What happened to a man having to work for it? If you can’t put up with a little pushback, we’ll never make it. 

      My brother and Ella are adorable, but there is a spice to their relationship that is missing. For me, at least, but I guess everyone has their own taste. 

      “So who is doing ‘no such thing’?” I ask, flipping the conversation back to my mom. Yes, I can do that too. After all, she was the one that taught me how to do it. My mom is feisty, so I’m not sure why she thinks I would be different. She can drive me insane, but watching her and my dad together showed me what love could be. 

      There are so many wives in our world that let their husbands get away with almost anything. My mom would never, but then again, she picked a man who would have moved mountains just to watch her smile. Dad did, however, enjoy working her up. I think it’s because he loved being the only one to calm her down. 

      “You.” Ella fills in the blank for me. 

      “She’s not doing it.” My mom is quick to cut Ella off before she can say more. 

      “Sorry, I—” 

      “Mother,” Leo grits out. 

      “Sorry, Ella, it’s not you. It’s just—” 

      “I’ll do it,” I cut in, and Mom stares at me with a tight face. It’s a look that worked better on me when I was younger. It also helps that she can’t be too loud right now. There are ears all around us, and I’m with Leo on this one. There’s no need to be rude to Ella. 

      It would take something big to make my mom do anything to upset Ella. She has spent weeks trying to lure Ella out of her shell and into our family. We are all protective of her, so I’m surprised by her reaction. 

      “Lovely to see you again, Janet.” 

      My back straightens at the sound of Flynn’s voice. He comes to stand right beside me, so close that I can feel his body brushing against my side. I can’t remember the last time I was this close to him. Was it that night? I don’t dare glance up at him, but I swear I feel his hand lightly touch my back, and I refuse to give him the time of day…or I guess night.  

      “Mrs. Prince.” Mom is quick to correct him. 

      Her tone catches me off guard for a second, but when I think back, she’s always been short with Flynn. My dad loved Flynn, and he mentioned it to me more than once that he thought Flynn was misunderstood. I didn’t know what he meant by that or why he told me, but he did it a few times when we’d been alone. 

      “Zelly has agreed to come stay with you and help with your garden,” my brother says. 

      “Wait, what?” I gasp. Flynn has a garden? And I’m doing what with it? 

      “Perfect.” Flynn’s hand moves to my hip, and is it my imagination or is he pulling me into his side?

      I snap my head up to meet his gaze. I have no clue what game he’s playing. This time around, I’ll be the winner and he’ll be the one left with scars while questioning himself. Revenge sounds delightful even if it might be overkill. But hey, I'm a witch. 

      Happy Halloween, Flynn Evermore.
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      “If you’ll excuse us,” I say to a red-faced Janet who is doing her best not to argue with several dozen people close by. 

      I’m using the crowd to my advantage even if it’s a sneaky tactic. Just as I’m pulling Zelly away with me, I see Leo move closer to his mother and hiss something under his breath. I could see the exchange from where I was standing, and whatever Janet said to Ella set Leo off. Yeah, I think it’s best I get Zelly away from that. Leo can handle his mother all on his own. 

      “I almost feel sorry for my mom,” Zelly says, but I don’t think she meant to say it out loud. 

      “Almost?” I tease, and she presses her lips together like she doesn’t want anything else to come out of her mouth. I’m still smiling as my hand goes to Zelly’s elbow and I lead her over to the dance floor. 

      “Wait, I’m not dancing with you,” she says abruptly, and her feet stop just at the edge. 

      “That’s okay, you don’t have to.” I shrug, and the second she relaxes, I grab her by the hips and practically lift her onto the dance floor. “I’ll do the dancing for the both of us.” 

      “You tricked me.” She narrows her eyes, and I want to laugh at how adorable she is when she’s mad. She’s like a wet kitten, but I don’t dare tell her that. 

      “It’s Halloween. Tricks and treats are part of it. Besides, this is the only way I can touch you in front of your family without them making a scene.” 

      Her lips part, and I see a slight hesitation there. “You can put me down. I won’t run.” 

      “Can’t take the chance.” I shake my head. Never mind that I love having an excuse to hold her in my arms.

      Her feet float above the dance floor as I spin us around in the crowd. 

      “Fine,” she huffs and her arms go around my neck. “Why don’t you tell me what it is you need me to do? And why do I have to stay at your house?” 

      “My contractor is like a wrecking ball in a glass house. I need someone with a more precise knowledge of gardening that can go in with a delicate approach.” 

      She snorts and rolls her eyes. “Delicate? I think you’ve got me all wrong, Flynn.” 

      The sound of my name in that voice is almost enough to make me drop her. Almost. Instead, I tighten my hold on her and lean in so that my mouth is close to her ear. 

      “I think I’ve got you exactly where I want you.” 

      She’s quiet before she clears her throat and pretends she doesn’t feel the heat between us. For so long, I’ve had to keep my distance, and even though it was self-imposed, it was torture. After the accident, I had to give her time to heal, but I’d hoped after long enough she’d come to me. I should have known better. Zelly never does what I expect of her or does things the easy way. No, she’ll purposely be difficult just to see how much someone can withstand. That’s one of the things I love most about her. She doesn’t give in or back down but instead challenges me. It’s the reason I fell in love with her to begin with. 

      “Fine, I’ll do it but only because I could really use a break from Janet.” 

      I snicker at the use of her mother’s first name. “She really hates when I call her that.” 

      “She really, really does,” Zelly agrees, and when I look at her I see the corner of her mouth turn up in a half-smile. 

      With the way she scowled at me recently, I’ll take that tiny little hint of a smile as a win. 

      One song turns into another, and before I realize it, we’ve been dancing for what feels like hours. I do my best to keep the conversation light by asking her about her garden and the best way to grow certain things. Zelly is a wealth of knowledge on the subject, and it seems like that’s what she loves talking about. It’s a safe subject for her, so she offers up information without me asking a question and gives tips without a prompt to do so. 

      The more we dance and the more she talks, the softer she becomes in my arms. She must not even realize that her fingers on the back of my neck have been lazily stroking me there. Meanwhile, I’m hyper aware of every touch and lush curve pressed against my body. My hands have gradually moved from her hips to her back, and at first she tensed at the contact but then eventually settled against me. 

      More than once, my lips have grazed her ear when I’ve leaned close to tell her something over the loud music. It left a tingling sensation on my mouth, and I hope it never goes away. I want her to mark me in every way imaginable. 

      “I think you’ve monopolized enough of my daughter's night,” I hear Janet say from behind me. 

      Turning around, I place Zelly on her feet because now is not the time or place to make a stance. Anything I do could have her mother keeping her from coming to my house, and I won’t risk that. Not when I’m so close. 

      “Zelly, there are a few men I’d like you to meet.” Janet quickly cuts her eyes to me before pushing Zelly in the direction of her brother and Ella. “Let Leo introduce you. I’d like a word alone with Flynn.” 

      “Come on, Janet, you can have more than one word. How about two?” I say, and Zelly gives me a look I can’t decipher before she goes to join her brother and sister-in-law. 

      As soon as Zelly is out of earshot, Janet moves closer and speaks to me under her breath. Her lips are barely moving, so she really must not want anyone else to overhear her. 

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing by inviting my daughter to your house, but I’ve got my eyes on you, Flynn Evermore.” 

      “My middle name is Ryan if you want to use the whole thing.” I use my fakest smile to greet an asshole passing by who happens to be friends with my dad. 

      “Do you think you’re being clever?” This has me turning to face her. “I won’t risk my daughter’s reputation and position in society so that you can get your kicks.” 

      “Kicks?” I raise an eyebrow, and I swear I see flames in her eyes. 

      In the distance, I see Leo introducing Zelly to Thomas Newsom, and my smile drops. His family is well off and well connected, but I heard his father paid off a bunch of people at his old school to cover up some bad shit he did. 

      “I won’t start a war in my family by putting a stop to this but know that your days are numbered.” Her words are the only thing that make me look away from Thomas and Zelly. “She will be matched with someone befitting her status, and that certainly won’t be an Evermore.” 
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      The alarm sounds, letting me know someone has come into my home. I live on the family estate, but I stay in the casita behind the main house since it’s close to the garden. I wiggled my way into moving out here, and I love it because there aren’t people constantly coming and going. When I’m here, I know I’m all alone and this is my space. 

      I hear Ella’s feet moving around the house, and I call out to her. “I’m in my room,” I shout before zipping up my suitcase and starting on the next one. I’m overpacking, but I don’t know how long this will take.  

      “I’m stealing one of these cookies.” Ella appears a few seconds later with not one but two cookies. “Did you stay up all night baking?” 

      “I love baking.” I know I sound defensive. 

      Really I was trying to calm myself down because I hadn’t been able to sleep. When I bake or work in the garden, it gives me a sense of calm. It reminds me I have a purpose, and it keeps my mind busy. 

      “I know,” she laughs. “It was a long night. Thought you’d be worn out.” 

      I should’ve been worn out both mentally and physically. I’d been on my feet most of the night while my mom paraded me around the room introducing me to everyone. It didn’t help that the whole time I could see Flynn watching me. He was pissed off, and it reminded me of the times I could sense a darkness in him. 

      “I wanted to take some with me. Flynn’s kitchen is probably bare. I bet he doesn’t even own a blender.” Unless he has a staff. 

      “What was that about?” Ella takes residence on the chaise at the end of my bed. 

      “I guess he needs help.” I shrug. “Might be nice to get out of here for a few days.” I live in the casita, but it’s a short walk from the main house. One my mom has no problem taking, and I know she has two men in mind for me already. 

      “That is so not what I meant.” 

      “He’s been Leo’s friend forever. It’s not crazy for me to do it.” 

      Actually it is. I hate Flynn. Don't I? He has me questioning everything after last night. I have no clue how long we danced, but we slid back to a time when I adored him. Our conversations started to come easier with each word we spoke to one another. 

      “That’s still not what I meant,” Ella says as she polishes off her first cookie. 

      “Then what do you mean?” She doesn’t know about my past with Flynn. That I loved him and then he broke my heart. Although I’m not a hundred percent sure that he knows about breaking my heart. He pretended last night that there was no hostility between us. 

      I’m typically short and direct when I have to speak to him, and there’s no way he could miss that. When he was around, that is. He had to know he did something to turn me against him because I was never that way before. Even when I was younger and he did something to annoy me, I’d only try to annoy him back or argue with him. I never wanted to run from him like I do now.   

      “Your mom for starters. Leo speaks highly of Flynn, but your mom doesn’t care for him.” 

      “I don’t know actually.” I found that strange too because I thought she was close to Flynn’s mom. 

      You never know what my mother’s motives are, but it was clear she wanted to get me away from him last night. All I wanted to do was run back to him. Instead, my mom made me prance around the room with her. 

      “Does that mean he’s off the possible suitor list?” 

      “He was never on it.” I push my hair out of my face as I pack.  

      “How do you get on it?” Ella’s nose scrunches. 

      “Some put in a request to my brother.” 

      “And he didn’t put one in? Weird.” She bites into her second cookie while I toss a few pairs of shoes into my next bag. 

      “Why is that weird?” 

      “Duh. He was all over you. At one point, I thought he was going to murder one of the men your mom had you talking to.” 

      “He enjoys poking at my mom. It’s a hobby we share.” I smirk. 

      “That doesn’t explain the stare-down he had with the other men. He went over to one after you were done talking to him, and they got into it.” 

      “Really?” I must have missed that. 

      “That’s what it looked like to me.” She shrugs. 

      “He’s probably being protective. When I was younger, he was always around. I used to follow him and my brother like a lost puppy.” 

      “Ohhh.” Ella perks up. “You had a crush on him, didn’t you?” 

      I turn around and grab my overalls, then fold them in an attempt to hide my blush. 

      “Your non-answer is really an answer, you know.” 

      I spin back around to put my overalls into my bag. “Yes, I had a giant crush, but as I said he’s never requested to marry me. In fact, he has spent the last few years ignoring me.”

      “But now he’s wiggled a way to get you to stay with him?” Ella is almost giddy about this. I can see the hearts dancing around her head. She found a Prince and now believes we all get them. 

      “Because he needs my help. Don’t forget that part.” I grab the rest of the things I picked out to pack and drop them inside my bag, zipping it up. “You saw him.” 

      “Yeah, he was funny.” 

      “Yes, Flynn is charming. He’s also very handsome. I’m sure he has a whole roster of women to choose from. It would explain what he’s been up to all this time.” 

      “You think I’m handsome?” My heart leaps out of my chest and into my throat. 

      “How did you get in here?” It comes out like an accusation as I eye him up and down. He’s in jeans today with a simple black shirt. I swear he can wear anything and be so damn hot. 

      “The front door was unlocked.” 

      “The alarm didn’t beep.” 

      “Maybe you were too busy thinking about how handsome I am and didn’t hear it,” he says smugly, and Ella laughs. 

      “Flynn, you know you're handsome.” I roll my eyes at him. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and take my bags.” 

      “I’d love to,” he agrees and grabs them for me. 

      “I think he’s into you,” Ella says the second he’s out of the room. 

      “Notice he didn’t deny his roster of women?” I point out. What if while I’m staying with him, he has someone over? 

      Great. I go pack the cookies because I’m going to need them, and I won’t be sharing. With Flynn or his roster of women.
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      “Those look good.” I eye the container of cookies in Zelly’s lap, but she ignores me. “Do I get to have one?” 

      “No.” 

      I glance away from the road to watch her turn her nose up ever so slightly. How can this woman drive me crazy and make me happy at the same time? 

      “No?” 

      “No.” When she says it this time, it’s with a finality, but I’ve never been good at following the rules. Especially ones I don’t like.  

      “What would it take for me to get a taste?” At my question, she looks out the window, and is it my imagination or is she blushing? “Come on, Zelly. We’re going to be living together for a little while, so we might as well make the most of it.” 

      “Exactly how long do you intend this project to take? I have a life I need to get back to.”  

      She’s all business right now, and I’m going to have fun getting under that cool façade. Hearing her call me handsome was a boost to my ego for sure, but I love our verbal spars no matter what she’s saying. 

      “You mean baking cookies in your pool house?” I raise a brow at her, and she huffs. 

      “For your information, it’s called a casita.” 

      “So it’s a house. By a pool.” 

      The little sound of frustration she makes has my grin growing. 

      “Come on, Zel, you can’t tell me you’re not excited to get out from under Janet for a few days.” That earns me a tiny smile and a reluctant shrug. 

      “She’s just being protective.” It looks like she thinks it over for a second and then lets out a long sigh. “But I’ll be glad to get a break from her relentless matchmaking.” 

      Now I’m the one feeling irritated. My hand grips the steering wheel so tightly it makes a squeaking sound and I have to ease up. “Looked like you were enjoying yourself at the party.” 

      “Some of it isn’t so bad.” Why does it sound like she’s trying to get a rise out of me? 

      “You need to watch some of the men you talk to.” The warning comes out as an order, and Zelly turns to glare at me. 

      “It’s none of your business.” 

      “It’s my business when your mother is shoving pieces of shit in your face,” I snap and then press my lips together to keep from blurting out anything else. 

      “What does it matter who she shoves in my face? You don’t get to tell me who to marry.” Zelly is almost as fired up as I am, and I know I should calm this down. 

      Too bad. 

      “If it were up to me, I’d lock your ass in a tower.” My mouth is getting the better of me, and this has escalated quickly. 

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing you never requested to marry me.” 

      Her words are like a kick in the balls. She crosses her arms over her chest and rolls her eyes. 

      “You don’t get a say in my life, Flynn. On who I marry or who I talk to. You’re not on the list of approved suitors, so keep your nose out of my business.” 

      The silence that stretches between us is deafening, but I’m not able to form words. Instead of speaking, I go back to driving while my thoughts spin out of control. 

      My request was the first one Zelly ever got. I know this because I handed it to Janet on her eighteenth birthday. It was right after her accident, and even though I was giving her space to heal, I made my intentions clear. 

      With the way Janet looked at me that day, I knew that I didn’t stand a chance in hell of winning Zelly. It didn’t matter that I had the money, the social status, or the connections. Janet was always going to look at me like I was my father, and I had to find another way to make Zelly mine. 

      Part of me hoped that over time, Leo would have asked about it or would have picked up on all my hints. I was afraid that if I came out and said it that it might ruin our friendship. I see now that giving Zelly space and thinking Leo would see my love for her was a huge mistake. 

      “You’re right, Zel,” I say as I begin to turn down the road to my home. I stop the car to key in the code at the gate and turn to face her. “I’m not on your list of approved suitors.” Her eyes move to mine, and the thing that’s always so strong between us pulses like a heartbeat. “But did you ever think that if the list is created by your mom, it might just be total fucking bullshit?” 

      She’s silent for half a second before she finally cracks and lets out a snort of laughter. “You’ve got me there.” 

      The air in the car was so tense, but now it feels almost like old times. Almost. 

      “Come on, give me a cookie and I’ll show you my house.” I hold out my hand, and she pretends to be annoyed as she gives me one. I see the smile she’s trying to hide, so I’ll call it a victory. “Damn, these are good.” 

      “I hope you enjoy it because you’re not getting another one.” 

      “We’ll see about that,” I tell her as I park the car at the front door. “Don’t get out.” 

      When she looks at me funny, I get out of the car and go around to open her door. She blushes a little when I hold out my hand and help her out of the car before grabbing all of her suitcases. 

      “Don’t you have someone that can do that?” she asks, looking around like someone is coming to get them. 

      “Nope. It’s just you and me. Thank goodness you brought food,” I tease, but she looks less than thrilled as I lead her inside.
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      “What is this place?” I drop my head back to look up at the high vaulted ceiling in the entryway. It’s made of glass, which lets the sun pour in. 

      “It was called Castle Farm.” 

      That made sense because it felt like both. “It’s beautiful.” 

      “It is.” I turn to see Flynn staring right at me. 

      I quickly avert my eyes while my stomach flutters. One foot in the door and I’m already having thoughts that make me feel excited and nervous. I’ve got to pull it together or I’ll go insane. 

      “You’ve only seen the entrance.” Flynn places my bags down. “Let me show you the kitchen. I fixed up the master suite first and then did the kitchen. It needed more work than most of the house, and I added a few updates.” He places his hand on my back, and I tense, but Flynn only pushes me along. “I want to keep as much of the house's history as I can, but some things have to be overhauled.” 

      My mouth drops when we enter the kitchen, and this must be what he meant by overhaul. I swear it’s like it’s been dropped in from some kind of magazine with how perfect it looks. There's an island with gorgeous flowers in the center and another glass ceiling overhead. This one is lower, letting me see out. 

      “Is that a tower?” I point up to where a half circle comes out from the back of the house on the second floor. It’s covered in vines and cascading wisteria. 

      “It’s off the master. It can be used as a sitting area or a nursery if you want to keep the baby close.” 

      “A what?” I turn to see him watching me. 

      “Nursery,” he says again, and his eyes never waver.  

      That’s what I thought he said. My mind flashes to Flynn holding a baby, and way too many emotions hit at once. I don’t want to think about him being here with another woman and their child.

      “Because you’re going to have babies?” I tease him to mask my jealousy. 

      Flynn has always been charming, so I have no doubt he can get into most girls’ pants. When he’s ready to settle down, it won’t take much. Hell, he’s already got a dream house in the works. One he wants me to help him with. That’s not uncomfortable or anything. 

      “Some day.” He shrugs. “Come on, I'll show you.” He takes the cookie container from my hand, placing it on the island before he gently grabs my wrist.

      “I don’t need to see your nursery.” I try to dig my feet in, but it’s pointless because another tug has me following after him. 

      On the way, Flynn snags one of my bags with his other hand and then we walk up the curved staircase. All the light spilling in through the windows and glass ceilings makes it feel so warm and inviting. This place is incredible. 

      “Haven’t done anything with these rooms yet.” He nods towards a few doors down the opposite end of the hall. 

      Even with how large this home is, there’s a coziness to it. I’ve always hated the main house where I live because it’s too big. It’s too much space, and there’s always a cold draft. Flynn’s house might be slightly smaller, but it doesn’t feel overwhelming. It’s weird, but I’ve got this achy longing as I look around and discover more. 

      At the end of the hallway are double doors, and when Flynn pushes them open, I see the master suite. My eyes linger on the large bed for a moment before I glance around and see that he doesn’t have much else in here. 

      “There are two fireplaces,” he says, pointing to the wall on the left. “There’s one in the bathroom too.” 

      “I love fireplaces.” 

      “I know.” He smirks. 

      “Don’t be all braggy.” I roll my eyes at him before I walk over to the nearest one and run my fingers across the beautiful stone. It looks like it’s original to the home. 

      “You like?” 

      “It’s incredible.” I don’t think I could have dreamed up a better home. It’s roomy but not too big, and there aren’t a million rooms that end up never being used. 

      “And here.” He grabs my hand again. “You can see out the window to the garden.” He brings me over to the circular tower with rounded windows. Flynn pushes them open, and the sounds of birds chirping floats inside. “See?” He holds me against his side so I have no choice but to look out the window with him. 

      The garden is enormous and also a disaster. But even in its disarray, it’s as perfect as the rest of the house. 

      “It’s great.” I try to step away, but he doesn’t release his hold on me. 

      “I know it’s a mess, but you’ll have it perfect soon. I have a contractor on standby to help install any boxes you might want. You have a lot of them in your garden.” 

      “I do, but I garden,” I remind him. What is he going to do with a giant garden? “Are you sure you want one that big? It’s almost twice the size of mine.” I’m jealous of his space because he could even do a greenhouse and grow all year. 

      “I know what I want.” 

      His words send a shiver down my spine, and I peek up at him. I shouldn’t be surprised that once again, he’s staring at me. 

      “Right.” I dip my knees so that I can escape from under his arm before he can stop me. Once I’ve got some space between us, I can think more clearly. “You don’t have much furniture in here,” I say, changing the subject. 

      “Decorating isn’t my strong suit.” 

      “Yeah, and your baby mama might want to do that.” 

      “Baby mama?” He lets out a chuckle. “Actually we should talk about that.” My whole body freezes. “As you noticed, I don’t have much furniture yet, so we’ll have to share.” He casually nods to the bed like it’s no big deal.  

      “What?” That wasn’t what I thought he was going to say, but it’s still shocking. 

      “It’s a big bed,” he says and then does another one of those shoulder shrugs. They’re getting annoying at this point.  

      “We can’t share a bed,” I hiss at him. 

      “Why not? We used to pass out together in the movie room all the time.” 

      “We were kids.” My brother would fall asleep before us, and so many times I wished for Flynn to lean over and kiss me, but he never did. 

      “I’ll put a movie on at night if that makes you feel better.” 

      “My brother would kill you if he knew.” 

      “I was thinking your mom, but you’re probably right.” 

      “You’re nuts.” I turn to leave, not wanting to be in this room any longer, but I only make it a few steps before my feet leave the ground and Flynn tosses me on the bed. A few pillows go flying, and I grab one as I hurry to my knees. 

      “See, there’s lots of room.” His smile is wicked as he steps closer. 

      “Don’t even think about it.” I lift the pillow higher. 

      “I’m already thinking about it. I’ve been thinking about it.” 

      “What does—ah!” I scream when he lunges towards me, and a second later I swing the pillow. He grabs it with ease and tosses it to the floor. I go for another, but his arm wraps around my waist and keeps me from getting away. “Flynn!” 

      The next thing I know, he’s got me pinned to the bed with my hands over my head. 

      “Give up yet?” He wiggles his eyebrows, and I clench my teeth. 

      “Never.” I glare up at him. 

      “I didn’t want to have to do this.” He shakes his head like I’ve brought this upon myself. 

      “Do what?” 

      His other hand drifts down my side until it gets to the bottom of my shirt. When his fingers drift across my stomach and over to my hip, I suck in a breath.

      “This.” He smirks before he starts tickling me. 

      “No!” I squeal and try to wiggle free. I forgot how he used to do this to me, and I know how relentless he can be. “I give!” I shout, knowing it’s my only option. 

      How does Flynn always get whatever he wants?  
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      Zelly is laughing and breathing hard as I pull my hand away. Then I release my hold on her wrists, but I don’t move off of her completely, not yet. 

      “You’re beautiful when you laugh,” I tell her and then watch as her smile falters slightly. Her eyes move to my mouth, and then she licks her lips. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you do it.” 

      “It feels like a long time since I’ve had a reason.” She brings one of her arms down and presses it against my chest. “And you haven’t been around to see it.” 

      “I didn’t want to stay away.” The words feel like a confession, but it’s been so long since we were honest with each other. It’s the reason I’ve tricked her into coming here, so why not start with this? “But I want you to know I’m not going anywhere. Not ever again.” 

      “It doesn’t matter. You don’t owe me an explanation. You’re free to go and live your life.” She’s purposely trying to create space between us, and I can’t allow it. 

      “Don’t do that.” I shake my head and cover her hand with mine. Holding her palm against my heart, I try to put it into words. “Don’t dismiss that time as me living my life. After your accident, I thought the only way to make things right was to stay away.” 

      “What?” She blinks at me and looks confused. “Why would you think that?” 

      “You needed time to heal, and the whole thing was my fault.” 

      “It wasn’t your fault, Flynn. I was the one that jumped. Nobody made me do it.” 

      “I goaded you into it. Leo and I jumped off that bridge a thousand times, but we knew how dangerous it was. The night you came, I knew it was a bad idea. The water was too low, and you weren’t strong enough to jump out as far as we did.” 

      She turns her head away as tears form in her eyes, but I touch her chin until she looks back at me. Using my thumb to wipe away the single tear that’s fallen, I shake my head. 

      “It was my fault, and I should have stopped you. I should have never let you come.” I swallow hard, thinking back to that moment. I knew the second she let go of the bridge it was too late. She didn’t jump out far enough to get away from the rocks. “Afterwards I couldn’t look at you without hating myself.” 

      “You were my best friend. Then you just disappeared.” 

      “I could have lost you.” The words are almost whispered as I stroke her cheek. “There’s no way I could have recovered from that.” 

      We stare at one another for a long moment before she breaks the silence. “Why am I here now, Flynn? What’s changed?” 

      “I was giving you time to heal. Time to stop hating me.” 

      “And you’ve decided I don’t hate you anymore?” 

      “No,” I admit, and I see a little grin at the edge of her lips. “I’ve decided I don’t care if you hate me. I’m done waiting.” 

      “Waiting for what?” 

      Without another word, I close the final space between us and press my lips to hers. She’s still at first, but as soon as I lick that pouty bottom lip, she opens her mouth and lets me in. 

      “Good girl,” I tell her before I enter her again and then groan at how good she tastes. 

      Fuck, I’ve wanted this. I’ve dreamed of this exact moment—having her in my bed and underneath me. But I can’t rush this. The need to take more and more is overwhelming, but somehow I force myself to slow down. 

      Pulling back enough so that it breaks the kiss, I can feel her ragged breath on my wet lips. “Give me a second.” Why do I sound like I’m out of breath? 

      “You want to stop?” Thankfully, she sounds just as worked up as I do. 

      “No.” I swallow hard and stare into her eyes before I shake my head. “I’m trying not to embarrass myself.” 

      My cock is throbbing against her leg like it has its own pulse. Hell, maybe it does right now because it feels like all the blood in my body has rushed to my dick. 

      “Does it hurt?” 

      She looks up at me innocently through those thick lashes as her soft thigh nudges my cock. The sound that leaves me is guttural as I bury my face in her neck. She does it again, and my goddamn body responds in kind by humping her back. My cock makes demands, and before I know what’s happening, I’m humping her leg like a horny dog. 

      “Zelly,” I moan in her neck when my lips find her ear. “I need to stop.” 

      “Then stop.” She says the words, but I feel her hands on me, pulling me closer. 

      “I can’t.” The words sound desperate to my own ears as I edge closer and closer to cumming in my pants while dry-humping her leg. 

      That’s when I feel her thighs widen, and I shift so that I’m rutting against the soft inside of her leg now. So close to that warm wet center I’ve been dripping for. How many times have I taken my cock in my hand with thoughts of sinking into her hot little pussy? Thousands. 

      “Flynn,” she moans as my mouth moves down her neck and to the front of her shirt. I can see her hard nipples through the thin material, and I can’t stop myself from going over and biting one little nub. 

      She lets out a small scream of pleasure as I lick the material and get it wet, then do it again. I want to strip her bare, but somehow it’s dirtier with clothes on. 

      It’s gone too far, and just when I’m about to tell her we need to stop, the alarm next to the bed goes off. 

      The sound of someone coming to my house uninvited is quite possibly the only thing that could tear me away from Zelly. 

      “What’s wrong?” she asks when she sees me sit up quickly and glance around. 

      “Someone’s here.” 
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      What the hell? Of course someone is here. My whole body is humming with desire, and all I want is to grab his shirt and pull him back down onto the bed. Instead, I let go of his arm that my fingers are digging into. 

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” He cups the back of my neck and then his mouth comes down onto mine in a hard kiss before he releases me to stand. 

      Damn, that was hot. The skin on my neck tingles where he grabbed me so possessively. Looks like I enjoy his manhandling. Good thing because he’s the only one I would ever let get away with it. 

      “That’s the second time you’ve called me beautiful,” I tell him and bite my bottom lip shyly. 

      “You’re counting? I guess I’ll have to say it so many times you lose count.” 

      “You used to call me that all the time.” I haven’t felt beautiful in a long time, but that’s my own insecurity. I hate that I’ve made myself feel this way. 

      “Hey.” He grabs my chin again to draw my eyes back to his. “You’re beautiful.” 

      When I nod and pull back, his hand drops. The lust that was utterly consuming moments ago fades away. 

      “Shit,” he mutters. “Let me see who is here so I can tell them to fuck off and I’ll show you exactly how beautiful you are with my mouth.” 

      “Flynn,” I whisper.

      “What? You don’t believe me so I’ll have to show you.” I watch as Fylnn presses his palm down on his pants over his cock, and I swallow. The man really is big everywhere. “How hard I am should be a good indication, but I’m good proving it with my mouth.” 

      “Okay,” I agree. 

      “I’ll be back.” He drops another kiss on my lips before he jogs out of the room.  

      My mind is spinning as I blow out a breath. All this time Flynn’s wanted me? I’m not sure what to make of that. I’ve wanted him for as long as I can remember and resigned myself to it never happening. With my mom and brother planning my future, I assumed I would end up in a loveless marriage. 

      Reaching up, I grip my shoulder and then let my fingers trail over one of my scars. He blamed himself. A knot forms in my throat because it hadn’t been his fault. Yeah, they let me come with them, but back then I wouldn’t have cared. I would have followed him anywhere. 

      While I climbed up the side of the bridge, all I could think about was impressing Flynn. I knew I was going to jump no matter what my brother or Flynn said. Flynn jumped, and I wanted to do the same. I had this stupid idea that maybe if I jumped, he would stop seeing me as a little girl and someone older and more mature. 

      Then I made a fool of myself and ruined everything.

      To this day, I can still hear the horror in Flynn’s shout. The rest of what happened after that is splotchy. I recall Flynn lifting me out of the water and then the red and blue lights. There was more shouting, but what I remember more than anything was clinging to Flynn and not wanting to let go. He pleaded for me to release him. Then he was gone. 

      Deciding that I can’t sit here thinking about the horrible night that changed everything, I get off the bed and go in search of Flynn. I’ve felt the loss of him for far too long, and I don’t want to feel it a second longer. 

      Pausing at the top of the stairs I peer down and see a man in a suit standing in the entryway. It takes me a second to recognize Flynn’s father because I can’t recall the last time I saw him. 

      “Zelly Prince? Is that you?” he calls out, and Flynn's head jerks back. 

      When my eyes meet his father’s, there is a coldness to them. 

      “Hi, Mr. Evermore.” I start to come down the stairs, but Flynn’s voice stops me. 

      “I thought I told you to stay put.” There is an edge in his tone, and I wonder if he’s embarrassed that his father found me here.  

      “Call me Richard. It’s been a while.” He gives me a smile that doesn’t meet his cold, dark eyes. 

      “Time to go.” Flynn tries to push his father out, but Richard doesn’t budge. 

      “Let me say hi to the lovely Zelly.” 

      I’m unsure of what to do so I hesitate before coming down.  

      “You’ve really taken after your mother,” Richard continues. 

      “Thanks.” I start to descend thinking that maybe I can smooth this over.  

      “Does she know you’re here?” he asks, and I suddenly feel like a kid caught sneaking out. 

      “That’s none of your business,” Flynn grits through his teeth. 

      “I believe Zelly is getting married soon.” Richard grins and gives me a knowing wink. 

      Warmth fills my cheeks because he must think Flynn and I here are doing things we’re not supposed to. I mean, I guess we are, according to my mother. 

      “Yeah, I know.” Flynn grips the door, and I can see his knuckles turning white. 

      Richard ignores Flynn and addresses me. “I heard Ray Sterling mention you and his son.” 

      “All the Sterlings are dumbasses.” Flynn shakes his head. 

      “No one has been chosen, but my mom and brother are working on it.” It’s strange to think people are talking about me in such a way. Getting married feels so intimate, but that might have to do with me knowing what will come after I say I do. 

      “I know Flynn’s not in the race.” Richard smirks at his son. “Janet wouldn’t allow that.” 

      “You’re fucking done.” Flynn steps in front of his father, who managed to make it a few feet into the house. 

      “What do you mean he’s not in the race?” I ask. My mom has always been so vague about why she isn’t a fan of Flynn, and I never understood it. 

      “Besides his temper? I would imagine the bridge.” I’m about to ask what temper, but I don’t get the chance because Flynn slams his fist right into his father’s jaw. 

      “Oh my god!” I gasp. 

      Richard stumbles backwards, and I think he’s going to fall, but he barely manages to stay on his feet. Thank goodness the wall is behind him to hold him up. 

      “Get out,” Flynn growls, and it sends a chill up my spine. 

      There’s always been a touch of darkness to Flynn even though he never showed it to me. 

      Richard wipes his mouth where the blood is forming in the corner of his lips. 

      “You’re more like me than you want to admit,” Richard says with a sneer. 

      This time when Flynn moves toward him, I grab him by the arm.

       “Stop.” I pull on him hard, but I’m under no illusions that he’s not much stronger than me.  

      “Get off my property. I told you what would happen the last time you showed up unannounced.” 

      “It was nice seeing you, Zelly. Tell your mother I said hello.” 

      I’ve got both my hands wrapped around Flynn’s bicep, and I dig my nails in. Thankfully, his father listens this time and turns to leave. I don’t want to release my hold on Flynn, but I don’t have much of a choice. Once Richard is through the open door, Flynn slams it closed and locks it for good measure.

      Afterward, he rests his hand on the door while keeping his back to me. 

      “The bridge wasn’t your fault, Flynn. I would have followed you to the ends of the earth. I was going to jump before you or my brother said anything.” I want to reassure him because I can tell he's livid right now. Has Flynn been hiding his temper from me all this time too? 

      He turns around to face me, and his eyes are clouded. I’m not sure if it’s anger at me or his father but I glance down as fear runs through me. 

      I’m not afraid of his temper but of what he might say next.
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      The distant sound of my father leaving has some of my anger dissipating, but seeing Zelly look at me with cautious eyes doesn’t help.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.” I shove my hands deep in my pockets because I can’t touch her with them. I busted one of my knuckles after hitting him, and now they feel dirty. I feel dirty. 

      “Flynn.” She says my name softly with a controlled tone someone might use on a wild animal. I suppose that’s what I look like to her right now. 

      Weren’t we kissing? Wasn’t she under me and in my bed like I’d always dreamed of? All that went away in the blink of an eye because of my father. Just like my chance to marry her. 

      “He ruins everything he touches.” The words come out of me, and I realize I didn’t mean to speak them. My eyes are on the floor as I think about what just happened. “I’ve turned into him.” 

      “Talk to me.” I hear her come closer, and I don’t know how she can look at me and not see a monster. “Tell me why you made him leave.” 

      When my eyes finally meet hers, I see worry as she reaches up to touch my face. I’m so damn selfish because I lean into her touch and take the comfort she’s offering even though I acted like an asshole.  

      “He’ll want to use you against me,” I finally say and then reach for her waist.

      If I wasn’t watching her so carefully, I might miss the way her eyes widen and her lips part at the confession. But when it comes to Zelly, there’s not much I miss. 

      “I think he used my mother to get information from your mom about Prince Enterprises. I don’t have proof, but that’s my suspicion. My father made excellent investments that just so happened to coincide with our mothers’ get-togethers, and I think somehow your mom found out. And maybe she thinks now I’m going to do the same with you. Or that I’ve tried to do it in the past with Leo.” 

      “But you don’t work for Evermore Holdings,” Zelly says, and I shrug. 

      “Yes, but my seat is always open. I could go in at any time and use what information Leo said in passing or you overheard to my advantage.” It’s a truth I’m willing to admit to her even though I’d never do it. 

      “You wouldn’t do that.” 

      I’m stunned at how quickly she comes to my defense even after all these years of keeping my distance from her. 

      “My father tried to use the accident against me. After you were taken to the hospital, he tried to hush it up. I knew that if he buried it, eventually he’d hold it over my head. That’s why I made it known that it was my fault. It also didn’t do me any more favors with your mother.” 

      “She’s hated you all this time because of what your father did,” Zelly says softly to herself. “Because she was betrayed by her best friend.” 

      I nod, knowing that’s the same conclusion I came to. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. I’m lucky that you and Leo didn’t let her keep me out of your lives.” 

      “You kept yourself out long enough.”  

      “Like I said, I blamed myself for what happened to you. And I had to make sure that when I cut ties with him that there wasn’t a way for him to pull me back. I couldn’t risk dragging you into his world.” The sigh I let out is heavy. “Now you’re here for two seconds and I’m turning into him.” 

      “You defended me, Flynn. That’s a big difference.” 

      “I’m so fucking selfish because I don’t think I can let you go.” My chest tightens at the thought of it. “It took me so long to get away from him and to make sure that when I could have you there was nothing he could do to take you away.” 

      “There’s nothing he could say or do that would make me turn on you. As much as I tried to hate you for all those years, it went away when you kissed me. It’s like the bitterness I was holding on to has been erased.” 

      “I’m scared,” I admit as I pull her closer to me. “He destroys everything I love.” When I say the words, a silence falls between us as my hands slide slowly up and down her back. “I’ll do anything to keep you, Zelly. No matter what your brother and mom decide, you belong to me.” 

      I don’t give her a chance to say anything because part of me is worried that she won’t say it back. Instead, I lift her off the ground and press my lips to hers. When we connect, I feel her kiss me back more passionately than before, and my body hums with possessive need. 

      It’s okay if she doesn’t love me yet. I can wait. I’ll build her a thousand gardens if it means she won’t leave me. I’ll dig them by hand if it means I can have her for one more day. I’ve waited so long and wasted years because I thought I was doing the right thing. Not anymore. 

      “I need to taste you.” I don’t ask for permission as I put her on the stairs and kneel down on the floor between her legs. “Can’t wait.” 

      My words are broken while I push her legs apart and shove her skirt up her thighs. The pretty pink panties that greet me are already wet, and I hum my approval. She’s on her elbows leaning back on the stairs as I press my face against the cotton and inhale her sweet scent. My mouth waters just before my fingers find the edge of the material and I yank it to the side. There’s the sound of stitches popping, but I ignore it as I eagerly lick up her warm wet center and bury my tongue between her pussy lips. 

      “Flynn!” she cries out, and the sound of it echoes off the walls and up to the glass ceiling. 

      The sun is shining down on her gorgeous body as I eat her pussy and watch her eyes roll back. She’s so lost in pleasure that her hips start to move on their own, and she’s rocking against my mouth as I lick and suck. 

      My cock is full and heavy so I reach between my legs and open my pants. As soon as it juts out, I wrap my hand around the girth and jack myself off while I feast. She tastes so fucking good, and her desire is running down my chin. I lap it up like it’s my last meal and I’m rewarded when she starts to cum.
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      “Flynn!” I cry out his name as pleasure unlike any I’ve ever felt rolls through my body. I lick my lips, opening my eyes while the hum of euphoria tingles on my skin. 

      “Say it again.” His expression is one of the hottest things I have ever seen. It’s filled with a need that’s only for me. “Again,” he orders, sounding almost pained. His body shifts against mine, and I watch his shoulder moving as he reaches between his legs. 

      “Flynn.” I give him what he asks for, hoping he’ll do the same. 

      “Good girl.” There it is. 

      His mouth takes mine. I taste myself on his lips right before his body jerks over mine. I slide my hands around his neck, wanting to touch him. 

      “Again. Need it.” He buries his face in my neck as he works himself.  

      “Flynn,” I whisper into his ear. 

      His body gives one last hard jerk before a loud groan echoes through the room. It’s followed by a warm splash between my legs and on my lower belly. I glance over Flynn’s back to see his arm has stilled. God, that’s so hot he just jerked off to me saying his name. 

      “Beautiful,” he says against my neck, and I feel more of his release spill onto my sex. He came on me, and I lift my hips, wanting to feel his cock. When my sex brushes against it, he looks down at me. “You need more?” 

      “Always.” 

      “Good.” He slips an arm under my waist, easily lifting me off the stairs. I wrap myself around him and then kiss up and down his neck as he carries me back to the bedroom. When I take a lick of him, he almost misses a step. “Fuck.” 

      With every sound and touch, Flynn washes away the insecurities that formed along with my scars. Wanting another reaction from him, I nip his neck first before I suck the spot. He grunts, his hold on my ass tightening. 

      “We’ll shower. Then I need to feed you,” he tells me, placing me back on my feet so he can start the shower. It’s massive, like the rest of the bathroom. “Clothes, beautiful.” He watches me as I wiggle out of my skirt before hooking my fingers into my panties. After pulling them down my legs, I’m only in my shirt, and my fingers hesitate.

      “Hey.” Flynn comes closer and moves into my eyeline so I’m forced to look up at him. “Let me show you.” He reaches behind his neck and pulls his own shirt off with one quick tug. 

      “Show me your hot-ass chest?” I laugh, running my fingers down it. The man has been carved from stone. “Not that I’m complaining.” 

      “I bet yours is better,” he says, and I snort a laugh. “No. I know why you’re being shy all of a sudden, and I want you to see that you have nothing to be ashamed of. If anything, we’ve got more in common than you know.” 

      I’m not sure what he means until he slowly turns around, giving me his back. At the sight of the long thin scars across his back, my breath catches. 

      “What the hell happened to you?” I run my finger across one. Unlike me, Flynn doesn’t flinch at my touch but instead leans into it.  

      “My father.” My eyes fill with tears, and as if Flynn can sense it, he turns to face me. “Don’t cry.” He shakes his head and cups my cheek. 

      “I had no idea.” Holy shit. I was nice to that asshole. Kinda. 

      “I didn’t show you them to make you cry.” He brushes his thumb against my bottom lip. “Do they change how you see me?” 

      “No!” I gasp. 

      “You will always be beautiful and sexy, and nothing will ever change that, Zelly. You were my girl, and now you’re my woman. Scars and all.” 

      “Flynn.” His confession doesn’t help with my watering eyes. I think I always knew I was his whether he made it known or not. I hated him, and yet I still couldn’t bring myself to move on. It was too late to give my heart to someone else. 

      “You’re the only person I’ve ever wanted. The only person I’ll ever have.” My lips part in surprise. “What? I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. You think there was ever another?” 

      “It’s been years.” 

      “And I told you. I was giving you time. You weren’t waiting alone. I promise you that.” 

      “Marry me,” I blurt out, and his eyes widen before a smile lights up his whole face. He looks younger, and it reminds me of when he was a teenager. 

      “That’s my line.” He leans down, taking my mouth in a hard kiss. “Let me see the rest of my future wife.” Flynn takes a step back to get a full view of me taking off my shirt. 

      I pull it off before letting the thin bra I’m wearing drop to the floor with it. We both stand there for a few long seconds, and I’m the first to speak. “Are you just gonna stare?” 

      “Don’t start with me.”

      “Hey, I’m the naked one here.” I peek down at the hard outline of his cock, dying to know what he looks like. Flynn is twice my size, and I can tell all parts of him match. “It’s hard,” I stupidly point out. 

      “All you have to do is breathe and it's hard. Now you’re fucking naked in our bathroom. Yeah, I’m fucking hard.” Did he say our bathroom? 

      “I just thought, I don’t know.” I shrug. “You came on me?” 

      “I did.” 

      “Oh, I thought men go down after.” 

      Flynn strips his pants off, shaking his head. “It’s not going down.” He wraps his hand around his cock, giving it a few strokes. “At least not until I’ve fucked you a few times.” 

      “Flynn, don’t be crude.” 

      “I’m going to be more than crude, beautiful.” He pulls me into the shower with him and under the warm water. “I don’t want to wash my cum off you, but I guess I can put more back on.” 

      Did he really say that? God, he’s so crass, yet it turns me on.  

      Flynn’s big hand cups my breast, and his thumb teases my nipple. Reaching down between us, I boldly grab his cock, and I’m rewarded with a groan before his head falls back. I slowly work my hand up and down his cock the same way he had. Except my hand can’t wrap around him as well. It’s so hard and tight, yet his skin is velvety soft. My sex clenches thinking about it inside of me. 

      “I don’t think it will fit,” I whisper. 

      “It will fit.” I grip his cock tighter, and it jerks in my hand. 

      “Can I...ah...” I bite my bottom lip, and Flynn's eyes open. 

      “What?” 

      “Like you did me.” I lick my lips now, wondering if it will even fit in my mouth.

      “No.” 

      “What?” I actually feel offended. I know I’m pouting, but now that he said no, I want to do it more. What would happen if I threw a fit? Then I wouldn't be his good girl, but would he like a bad one? That doesn’t sound terrible. 

      “If you put your mouth on my dick, I’ll want it inside you.” 

      “Yeah, that’s how it works. It has to go into the mouth.” I roll my eyes at him having to fight a smile. “Virgin.” 

      “Watch it.” He gives my ass a small slap. “You’re not getting my virginity until we’re married.” 

      What. The. Hell. 

      “You’re pissed?” He smirks. “Good, now you’ll make sure we get married quickly.” He kisses my shoulder before he turns me around. “Let me take care of you tonight.” 

      His fingers trail down my back followed by kisses. I close my eyes and give Flynn what he asks for, but the whole time I’m thinking we should go to Vegas and get this done sooner rather than later.
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      “Fuck, that’s it,” I groan as Zelly lowers her pussy on my mouth and rocks her hips. She’s riding my face while I jerk off, and the sounds she makes have me cumming hard. 

      We’ve been at this for days. I’ve eaten her sweet little cunt in every way imaginable while I’ve managed to keep my dick out of her. Honestly, I deserve a medal. 

      Scooping up my release as she screams out her orgasm, I use two fingers to rub it over her opening and then to her ass. She clenches and moans while I suck on her clit and tease her at the same time. 

      “Please, Flynn. Just a little? Just the tip.” 

      Her pleading has me hard all over again, and I curse as I drag her down my body and roll us over. “You ready to marry me yet?” 

      “I said I would.” 

      “No, that’s not happening. We’re not running off and doing it in secret like we’re ashamed. I don’t have anything to hide, and I won’t claim you in the shadows like it’s wrong.” Spreading her legs, I bring my fingers to her pussy and circle her clit. “I’ll keep you like this for weeks, Zelly. Months even, if you don’t give me what I want.” 

      “Flynn.” Her nails dig into my shoulders as I bend down and suck one of her nipples into my mouth. 

      “You could hardly walk last night after I had your legs spread for so long.” I graze my teeth over her nipple, and she whines. “Wait until I’ve got you on my cock, then you won’t be able to sit down without wondering why it isn’t in you.” 

      “Oh shit,” she hisses right before she cums on my hand. 

      Swiping some of my cum off her thigh, I bring my finger to her mouth. “Open.” When she does, I rub it across her lips. “Suck it clean.” Her eyes meet mine as her lips wrap around my finger and she hollows her cheeks. She sucks it like she would my cock, and I feel her tongue flick over the pad of my finger. “Good girl.” 

      “Just touch me with it,” she whispers as she brushes the inside of her thigh over my hard length. “Rub it on me a little.” 

      I shake my head and roll her over onto her stomach before smacking her ass in one loud pop. 

      “Flynn!” She says my name like a curse as I smile and then bend down and bite the spot I just smacked. “You’re an ass.” 

      “I love your ass,” I say and then bite it again. “Marry me.” 

      “How many more times do I have to say yes?” She looks over her shoulder at me, and I gently kiss the scars along her back. 

      They aren’t as bad as they were right after the accident and have faded over time. But no amount of time will make them disappear completely. They’ll always be there as a reminder to me that I could have lost her forever that night. Seeing them now, I’ll always remember to cherish Zelly and never take a day together for granted. Which is why I’m not running off to Vegas to make her my wife. She deserves someone who will stand by her side proudly. 

      “Okay,” she says softly as she rolls over and cups my face. 

      “Okay?” I raise a brow, waiting for her to say the words I need to hear. 

      “Okay, let’s go tell my mom.” 

      Her squeal echoes through the bedroom as I toss her over my shoulder and carry her into the shower. 

      “What are you doing?” She tries to smack my ass, but she can’t reach it and ends up hitting my lower back instead. 

      “Getting your ass ready before you change your mind.” 

      It ends up taking us a little longer than I anticipated to leave the house. Much, much longer, actually, but that’s what she gets for having such a sweet little pussy. My mouth is still watering as we pull up to her mom’s house and I park the car. Maybe I should get her off again before we go inside. 

      “No.” She gives me a look before I have a chance to offer. “I can practically hear what you’re thinking, and it’s not happening.” 

      “Maybe it will make me relax?” I give her my biggest smile, and she rolls her eyes even as she blushes. 

      “I’ve seen what happens to you when you go down on me, and nothing about it is relaxed.” 

      “Come on. Just a little one before we go inside.” My hand is already sliding between her legs and up her skirt, but just then the front doors of the house open and Janet comes walking out. “Well, that’s one way to get my cock to soften.” 

      Zelly snorts as I get out and come around to the other side and open her door for her. She takes my hand, and by the time she steps out, Janet is there to pull her into a hug. 

      “Please tell me he’s finally bringing you home.” She cuts her eyes to me briefly before releasing her daughter and looking her up and down. “Did you change your hair?” She cocks her head to the side like she’s looking to spot the difference. 

      “No, Mom.” Zelly smiles hesitantly at me, and I can see she’s afraid she made a mistake. Now that she’s back here and her mom is in front of us, all her fears are coming back to the surface. 

      I thought something like this might happen, but I’m not going to disappear again. Not ever again. Right now, Zelly needs me to show her that I’ll always be by her side even if her mother and brother have a problem with it. 

      “We’re here to talk, Janet,” I say before I slide my hand around Zelly’s waist and pull her against my side. “I think you should sit down for this.” 

      If looks could kill, I’d be in a million tiny pieces, but lucky for me I grew up with Richard Evermore as a father. I learned the hard way that backing down only gives them power, and I won’t have an ounce of it stripped from Zelly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen
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      My body melts into Flynn’s when he wraps his arm around me. I know it’s his way of telling me that he’s not only with me, but no matter what is about to be said, we’ll still be together at the end of it. Of course Flynn wouldn’t let me go, but my mother can be intimidating. She means well, but she doesn’t know everything. Most people run the other way instead of going head to head with her. 

      She has no idea what it’s like to grow up with a shitty family. Then for Flynn to lose his mom at such a young age. It pisses me off that all this time she has been treating Flynn horribly while Ella was accepted with open arms. My mom goes out of her way to make her a part of our family, but she’s never done the same for Flynn. 

      “Am I going to need a drink for this?” Mom asks as we follow her into the main house. 

      “Celebrations often have toasts, so sure, why not,” Flynn says, and my mom levels him with one of her iconic glares. He smiles pleasantly, and I love that she doesn’t faze him in the least. 

      “Here.” Mom nods to the sitting room we never use. 

      “Not there.” I stop her. “I’m not a guest, and neither is Flynn. He’s been here hundreds of times.” I turn to walk toward my brother's office across from the sitting room. The double doors are open with no one inside. 

      “That was a long time ago. Things change.” My mom’s heels click loudly on the marble entryway as she chases after us to keep up. 

      “My brother wouldn’t mind if Flynn or I used his office.” I sit down on one of the smaller sofas in the room, and Flynn does the same, keeping himself pressed against me. His hand never leaves my hip. “Besides, it’s fitting for what we’re here to discuss. This is a business transaction, isn’t it?” The sarcasm drips from my words. 

      “What is?” my brother asks when he appears in the doorway. 

      “Me, I’m a business transaction,” I snip, and then I feel Flynn’s thumb stroke my side like he’s trying to cool my rising anger. 

      “You mean your upcoming engagement?” Leo enters the room and then leans against his desk casually. 

      “Not so upcoming,” Flynn mutters. 

      “I think I’ll have that drink.” My mom walks over to the bar next to the fireplace and pours herself a finger of scotch.

      “Is that so?” Leo’s eyes are locked on Flynn. 

      “Hey, I’m the one talking about this. It’s my life.” My brother lets out a long breath, but his attention swings back to me. 

      “I told you that I wouldn’t force anyone on you. That you could pick from the list.”

      I roll my eyes. “What if who I want isn’t on your list?” I fire back. 

      “That’s how things are done,” my mom cuts in, wanting to take control of the conversation.

      “Leo picked who he wanted to marry,” I point out. 

      “Ella is of the proper standing, and I approve of her.” My mom slams her now empty cup down on the bar, making the bottles rattle. 

      “And if I hadn’t been?” Ella stands in the doorway, not walking in, but Leo goes right to her. 

      “I don’t care where you come from,” Leo says before taking her hand and bringing her in with us. He’s making it clear she’s always allowed in here and that he wants her by his side. 

      I bite the inside of my cheek, not wanting to cry. My mom adores Ella. I love my mom, but she’s made it abundantly clear she doesn’t care for many of the decisions I’ve made in my life. Leo is always peppered with praise while I’m criticized for the smallest action.

      When she dreamed of a little girl, it wasn’t me. I’m not the first to jump at a shopping trip with her, nor have I enjoyed throwing parties. I know they’re for good causes, but it’s not for any that I would choose. When do I get to pick what I want that’s not from a curated list? 

      I’ve done my best to avoid her events because I know that when I attend, it comes with whispers about me getting married. The pressure is too much, and I got so sick of it. 

      “It’s not only who I marry, but this has controlled my life. You all think I don’t want to leave the house because I’m broken. You think ‘Poor Zelly wants to hide away because of what happened to her.’ No.” I shake my head. “I do it because I knew if I went out there, I would be married off faster.”  

      “It’s no fun being locked away in your own home.” Ella gives me a soft smile filled with understanding. 

      “Come here, love.” Leo holds his wife close and kisses the top of her head. I notice Ella won’t look my mom’s way, and the room grows quiet.

      “I avoid my family too because I know getting married is the only thing they will want to talk to me about.” I swipe away a tear, and Flynn holds me tighter. “I avoid you because whatever I choose isn’t what you want. You make me feel guilty for doing what I want with my time.” More tears slip free. 

      “You got this,” Flynn whispers into my ear.  

      “Zelly,” Leo says quietly. “I apologize if what I’ve done has caused you this pain. I would never want you to be a prisoner in your own home. I’m so sorry.” 

      “Thank you.” 

      “As for marriage, I’m not sure I’m seeing the problem. It seems you’ve picked someone that is more than qualified. Honestly, I kept waiting to see when one of you was going to say something. I started to think I’d been making shit up in my head.”

      “What?” I gasp. 

      “I didn’t think I was all that subtle,” Flynn responds. 

      “I knew when we were younger, but these last few years—” 

      “That was my own fuck-up. I was giving her time, and I shouldn't have.” Flynn runs his hand up and down my back. 

      “No,” Mom says firmly, finding her voice. “You have no idea who the Evermores truly are.” 

      “No.” I jump up from my seat. “It’s you who doesn’t know who Flynn Evermore is.” I hold my hand out to Flynn. He takes it, locking our fingers together. “I love him, and I’m going to be an Evermore, so start getting used to it or I’ll do as you wish and this Evermore will never grace your presence again.” 

      “Zelly.” My brother gets up, but I’m already heading for the door. The shocked expression on my mom’s face doesn’t change, and it's one I have never seen before. “Zelly.” Leo catches up to us at the door. “I’m sorry, sister. I love you.” He hugs me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “You’ve always been my brother, Flynn. Take care of her because clearly I’ve been fucking it up.” 

      “I will,” he vows. 

      I have no doubt Flynn will be the one to make sure all my dreams come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen
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      “With this ring, I thee wed.” I slide the gold band onto Zelly’s finger, and she looks up at me with unshed tears. 

      “With this ring, I thee wed,” Zelly repeats, and I watch as she places a matching gold ring on my finger. 

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Before the court judge can say the last part, I’m kissing my bride and lifting her in the air. 

      “I love you, Flynn Evermore,” she says against my mouth as her fingers tighten in my hair. 

      “I love you, Zelly Evermore.” 

      We grin at each other as I carry her out of the courtroom and into the perfect fall day. The air is cool, the leaves are crisp, and I’ve made my girl my wife. 

      After we left the Prince estate, we agreed that we didn’t want to wait for her family to make up their minds on supporting our marriage or not. There was a small part of me that wished her family could have been there, but it wasn’t worth sacrificing our happiness. 

      Maybe one day they’ll understand what went on, but it’s not up to us to prove we’re worthy of their love. If I learned anything while I waited to make Zelly mine, it was that the people that truly care about you don’t need the whole story; your love is enough. My love for Zelly was enough for her, and I’ll spend the rest of my life proving to her that it was worth it. 

      I was prepared to give my bride the wedding of her dreams, but she was adamant we go straight to the courthouse and seal the deal. If I’m honest, I can admit that I didn’t fight her too hard on it, and who's to say one day we can’t have a big wedding?

      “We did it,” she says after I deposit her into the passenger seat of my car and get in. 

      “According to this piece of paper.” I hold it up between us, and she laughs and lunges for me. “Don’t think you can try and tear this up. I made sure they had multiple copies.” 

      “Of course you did.” She giggles and crawls into my lap. “Make love to me, Flynn.” 

      “I will as soon as I get you home,” I say, but she’s already shaking her head. 

      “No, you’ve made me wait long enough.” 

      “Zelly, have you lost your mind? We’re literally in a parking lot next to the courthouse.” 

      “Come on, nobody’s watching. Besides, your windows are tinted.” She’s reaching for the buckle on my pants as she straddles me. 

      “Fuck.” I look around, and yeah okay, we’re at the end of the parking lot with some trees on the other side, but it’s not like we’re invisible. 

      I open my mouth to protest just when her hands dip into my underwear and wrap around my dick. As soon as she squeezes the hard shaft, my mind goes blank and I can’t think of a single reason not to fuck her right here, right now. 

      “It’s already weeping,” she says and then swipes her thumb over the tip. 

      “Zelly.” I squeeze my eyes shut and try to fight this, but goddamn it, it’s no use. 

      She’s pumping her hands up and down as she pulls her panties to the side. “Please, Flynn. Just a little. You promised.” 

      “Shit.” I grip her ass then pull her forward with a grunt. A breath leaves me when the head of my cock rubs against her slippery sex. 

      Her fingers spread the lips of her pussy as I slide between the puffy folds. When the fat head finds her little wet hole, I pop her down on me in one hard thrust. She screams, and I have to put a hand over her mouth to keep her from drawing attention. 

      “That’s it, let me in,” I say in her ear, and she whimpers. “Fuck, you feel so good. Let me have it, baby. Just relax, I'm so close.” 

      Zelly clenches around me, and I bury my face in her neck. 

      “Look how pretty you are stuffed full of my cock.” My free hand goes under her sweater, and I pinch her nipples. “Out here letting me pop your cherry like a dirty girl.” 

      Her hips move, and I can feel her getting wetter. 

      “You want me to make you a mother today too?” I grin against the skin of her neck and then graze my teeth down the same spot. “I’m going to cum in you so many times you won’t know what it feels like to be empty.” 

      As soon as I take my hand away from her mouth, we’re kissing frantically like it’s that first time all over again. I grab her hips with both hands and move her up and down my thick cock. I make sure to grind against her clit, and she whines in pleasure. 

      “Cum on it, beautiful. I wanna feel that sweet syrup run down my balls. I know how good it tastes, and I want it all over me.” 

      “You’re so filthy,” she says, but I feel her getting wetter. 

      “You love it.” I give her a cocky grin. 

      “I love you.” 

      “Damn right you do.” She squeezes me as she starts to cum, and it almost takes my breath. “Tight” is all I can manage to hiss as I thrust in her one last time and empty my load. 

      My arms go around her back, and I pull her to me so there’s not an inch of space between us. We’re panting, and I’m dizzy from how hard I got off, but after a moment Zelly starts to giggle. 

      “What’s so funny?” I ask while kissing her cheeks and lips and everything else I can reach. 

      “I never thought I’d lose my virginity in a car parked outside the courthouse.” She giggles again, and I can’t help but laugh with her. 

      “It’s okay, we can go home and have a do-over.” 

      “You promise?” She wiggles her eyebrows the same way I do when I’m playing with her.  

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.” Holding her face in both my hands, I kiss her again because I can’t stop. “I’ve got a surprise for you when we get there.” 

      “A surprise?” Seeing her look of excitement makes me want to surprise her every day. I think I can manage that. 

      “Don’t worry, I didn’t bake it myself. But every bride deserves a wedding cake.” 

      “As long as we can eat it in bed.” She’s the one to kiss me this time, and I love how bold she is with her love. 

      “Deal,” I agree, and we seal it with a kiss.
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      “Beautiful, what the hell are you doing?” 

      “Quantum physics.” I peek over my shoulder to see my handsome husband standing behind me before he walks over and smacks me on my ass. I guess that’s understandable because it’s sticking up in the air, and I was being a smartass. When I reach over to grab another tomato, I pretend to be annoyed. “Hey,” I huff, and then I feel his hand rub the spot, and I smile. Flynn is always touching me if I’m within arm’s reach. 

      “It’s too hot out here,” he says before offering me his hand. 

      I toss the tomatoes I collected into my basket before I take it and he pulls me up to my feet. 

      “I’m fine. That’s why I came out so early.” 

      “I don’t like waking up and not finding my wife in bed.” A pout forms on his lips, and it’s kind of adorable. The way he always wants to be near me never gets old. 

      “Miss me?” I tease, and he answers with a kiss. 

      “How are my girls?” Flynn rubs his hand across my small baby bump. 

      “Craving tomatoes. That’s how we’re doing.” 

      “Let’s get you cleaned up and I’ll cut you some.” He doesn’t give me much of a choice because he scoops me up his arms after he snags my basket off the ground. 

      “I’m not the dirty one.” I kiss up his neck to his ear. “But I can be if you want.” I nip his ear, making him let out a low groan, and that one sound can light up my whole body. 

      My husband always makes me feel like I’m the sexiest, most beautiful creature in the whole world. He’s managed to heal me in ways I didn’t know I needed. 

      “Shit.” He stops walking, and I lift my head to see what he’s talking about. When I see my mother’s car in the driveway, a knot forms in my stomach. “What do you want to do?” 

      “I’ll talk to her,” I say as I wiggle for Flynn to put me down. He reluctantly does but keeps me pressed snuggly to him. 

      It's been strange not having my mom in my life for the past few months. I used to see her every day, but I needed time away. When I get closer, she steps out of the car, and seeing her brings a rush of emotions back. I’ve missed her.

      “I was hoping we could talk,” she says. 

      “Sure,” I quickly agree and walk toward the front door. “I’ll make some tea.” 

      “That sounds lovely.” She glances around, taking in the house, and her eyes move over to the garden. “It’s beautiful.” She smiles. “This place was made for you.”

      “I love it here,” I agree. I couldn’t have dreamed this up. Thankfully, my husband knows me better than I do myself at times.

      “How long have you been working on this place?” she asks Flynn. 

      “I bought it a few years ago,” he says before holding the door open for us. 

      “You made it for her.” I’m surprised when her eyes start to water. My mother never cries; she’s always put together. 

      “I knew if I wanted to keep her, I’d need a garden she couldn’t resist,” Flynn says playfully, not holding a grudge.  

      “A kitchen too,” Mom adds when she steps into ours. “You really went all out.”

      “When it comes to Zelly, I’ll do whatever I have to.” 

      “I believe you.” Mom tucks a piece of hair behind her ear, and I can tell she’s nervous. “I owe you both an apology. It’s clear you’re nothing like your father.” 

      “He’s not,” I say, taking Flynn’s hand. 

      “I know, and I truly am sorry that I judged you for something you have no control over. I was scared. It’s why I started to rush for Zelly to find a match. I knew you wanted to marry her, and we all knew she’s been in love with you for years. I thought I was keeping her safe, but all I did in the end was hurt her. I know I can be overbearing, but I love you, Zelly. You’re my little girl.” A tear slips down her cheek.

      “Mom.” I go over and hug her. “I love you too.” 

      “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve kinda missed you too,” I admit. 

      “I wanted to come sooner, but I knew you needed some time.” 

      “I did. Flynn and I had some lost time to make up for.”

      “How about I make you ladies that tea?” Flynn offers. 

      “I’d like that,” my mom says, and the tension in the room eases as we fall into conversation. Mom wants to know everything we’ve been up to. 

      When I tell her I’m pregnant, her face lights up, and we spend the next hour talking about a baby shower. I can’t stop smiling when Mom goes to leave and gives Flynn a hug. 

      “So?” I ask my husband when the door closes behind my mother. 

      “I’m happy you’re happy. That’s all that matters.” He smiles before sweeping me off my feet. “But I was in the middle of something before your mother showed up.”

      “Hmm.” I tap my finger against my lips. “What was that?”

      “You were going to be a dirty girl for me.” His smile is devilish as carries me up the stairs. 

      “That’s right,” I agree before he sets me on the bathroom counter. “You know I’d do anything for you too,” I confess, and Flynn cups my cheek. 

      “You’re already doing everything just by being mine.”
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          FLYNN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fifteen Years Later… 

      

      

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Zelly is so nervous she’s fidgeting like crazy, but all I can do is smile as I take her hand. 

      “Are you really asking me that?” I raise a brow at her, and she shakes her head. 

      “No.” 

      “This is a great idea, beautiful. It’s great for the community, it's great for you and the kids.” 

      “But what about you?” She cuts me off and looks up into my eyes. 

      “Me? I’m the one getting the most out of this because I get to see how happy this makes you.” 

      She softens, and I feel some of her tension leave as she leans into my side. 

      “Better?” I ask, and she nods. 

      “Much.” 

      Zelly takes a deep breath, and then they call her name. I hate letting her go, but when she doesn’t move, I have to nudge her a little toward the stage. 

      She’s being honored by the city today for donating the land for the newest community garden. It’s multiple acres we’ve had put into a land trust so that it can remain protected from development.

      For years, Zelly worked in the gardens I had designed for her, and as soon as our kids learned to walk, they were out there helping right beside her. The more the years went by, the bigger it got until it was more than one family or anyone in our extended family could use. 

      Zelly started by donating produce to our local food bank, but pretty soon after, she started making food to donate as well. It didn’t take long before she recruited a list of dedicated volunteers and created a place where people could not only shop for produce but eat for free. 

      Once she outgrew that space, I helped her set up a nonprofit so she could teach people how to grow their own gardens and offer classes on canning so they could preserve food for longer. Even after all that, she designed a food delivery service for seniors in our city. 

      I knew that there wasn’t anything Zelly couldn’t do, and seeing her heart continue to grow has been my greatest joy in life. She finally found the cause that meant something to her and one that didn’t require fancy parties and snotty auctions. She gets in and gets her hands dirty, literally.

      When she asked me about donating the land, I couldn’t have been prouder. I agreed instantly and knew it was the right thing to do. Now these gardens will be protected for a lifetime to come, and the community can benefit all year long. 

      She continues to amaze me in every way, and seeing her honored today is truly special. Of course, I tell her all the time how incredible she is, but seeing the city acknowledge it is especially sweet. 

      They say a few nice words, and when they hand her the little plaque, she looks at me with tears in her eyes. I blow her a kiss, and she laughs and then winks at me. 

      A few people from the community speak about how this will impact them and how grateful they are for all of Zelly’s work. 

      Our kids are beside us, and they cheer the loudest when it’s time to clap. Her mother and Ella and Leo are all here today too along with their kids. Seeing everyone so supportive of her work is all I’ve ever wanted for Zelly. Having her family here today was important to her, but part of me wishes we were alone. I’d love nothing more than to pull her in my arms and kiss the shit out of her. 

      Damn, I’m a lucky man. 

      After they finish with the speeches and she walks off the stage, I manage to grab her out of the crowd and hold her face while I press my lips to hers. Somewhere around us, people are whistling or cheering, I’m not sure. All I can think about is how much I love my wife. 

      “What was that for?” Zelly is breathy when I lean back, and I love how she still blushes from my attention. 

      “I wanted to make sure everyone here knows that I’m not stupid enough to ever let you go.” I brush my thumb over her bottom lip, and she grins brightly. 

      “Good thing you won’t make the same mistake twice.” She pokes me in the stomach before going up on her tiptoes to kiss me. “I love you.” 

      “I love you too, beautiful.”

      

      
        
        THE END!
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            Unexpected Princess

          

        

      

    

    
      Romy has let the paparazzi make up their own story about him. But the secret he’s managed to keep is his love for Star. He’s watched her from a distance, loving her since the day he saw her, but never able to make his move.

      Star has developed a reputation, even though she never had the fun of earning it. She’s spent her life looking for love, and the tabloids have twisted it into something dirty. All she ever wanted was to find her forever, but she’s ready to give up.

      One morning Star wakes up in the bed of the biggest playboy around, and to her shock there’s a ring on her finger. What? How? Who?

      Warning: Don’t worry… it all works out. It’s safe, sane, and over-the-top as these two find their ridiculous happily ever after.
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          STAR

        

      

    

    
      My mind feels foggy as my eyes flutter open. I try to move, but arms tighten around me. I look down to see strong, tanned arms wrapped around my body, holding me possessively. My heart is beating like crazy. I look around the room, trying to remember where I am, but nothing in this room is familiar. Nothing about how I got here is coming to me.

      My legs are tangled with the mystery man wrapped around me, and I have to move a little to free myself. I don’t feel any soreness between my thighs. I would be sore if I had sex, right? I shift again and hear the man whisper my name. I glance back down at the arm again, and it shifts so his hand comes into view.

      My heart stops cold when I see a wedding band on his finger. I close my eyes tightly and open them again, thinking maybe this is all a bad dream. Nope, I’m still here.

      “What have you done?” I whisper to myself.

      I have to get out of here. Slowly I try to work my way out of his arms, but they only tighten further. His face comes to my neck as he starts to kiss me on my bare shoulder. It’s then I realize I’m naked. I move just a fraction and am relieved when I can feel that I have underwear on. At least there’s that. I’m trying to find one positive thing to grasp. I’m pretty sure I didn’t have sex last night.

      “Let me go,” I whisper, but the man doesn’t. In fact, his hold becomes impossibly tighter.

      “Never,” he growls into my ear before going back to kissing my neck.

      I hate how my body tingles at his touch, and I even tilt my head so that he can reach more of my skin. As I close my eyes and feel the soft press of his lips on me, I think about his voice. It sounds familiar, and things start fluttering back through my mind.

      “Romy?” I say his name, but he doesn’t stop kissing me. Instead, he latches even more, sucking me into his mouth.

      “Wife,” he finally responds between kisses, and my head really spins.

      I lift my hand to see a wedding ring on my finger. The night before floods back. I went to his brother Carlos’s wedding last night. It was amazing there. I spent most of the night watching the bride and the groom. They were so in love, and it was beautiful to watch. I wanted that. A love that was like nothing else. A love like my own parents had until my mom was taken from my dad and me.

      Like always, whenever Romy and I were at the same event, he’d seek me out and drive me crazy. I’d had a crush on him for what felt like forever, but everyone knew he had a reputation, that he jumped from one bed to another, so I’d always tried to keep my distance. Romy has heartbreak written all over him.

      I’m looking for my one true love, but I guess the same could be said about him. I’m always in the newspapers and magazines with headline drama. They talk about who I’m dating and what I’m doing, but they’re mostly lies. I don’t go through men because it’s something that I like or want to do. I’m looking for my one true love. But I can never seem to get past the first date. So the media brands me a serial dater and gives me a reputation I didn’t even have fun earning.

      Now I’m married.

      A lump forms in my throat. I’m married. Married to a man who won’t be able to love me like I want. I know his type. Or at least I think I do. He’ll have mistresses in different cities.

      There’s no going back. Divorce isn’t allowed. I’m a princess, after all. Whoever I marry will take over the throne for my father. I’m an only child, and I sealed my fate without seeking my father’s approval. This is bigger than marriage.

      A tear slides down my cheek as I think about what my father is going to say. My parents have always been so proud of me. They’ve always known I wanted true love like they found. My mother used to tell me stories about their romance, about how my father almost gave up his title to have her, but at the last minute they had the rules changed. She wasn’t a princess and didn’t come from royal blood, but like me, my father was looking for love. He didn’t care what it would cost to have it. That’s why he said he would never arrange a marriage for me and that I was to fall in love on my own.

      Romy turns me on my back, and he comes over my body, looming over me. His eyes search mine before me leans down and kisses away the single tear.

      “Did I hurt you?” His hold on me eases, and I can see the concern on his face. His eyes grow soft.

      Why does he always have to be so sweet? Hell, why does he have to be so freaking handsome? It’s been hard fighting off his advances for the past year. He’s always so charming, and when I try to ignore him, he makes me laugh with his cocky remarks. He also makes me want to smack him and kiss him at the same time.

      “What did we do?” I ask him. His eyes search my face, then fill with sadness. It’s a look I’ve never seen on him before. He’s always been happy Romy to me.

      I remember drinking a little too much champagne while watching the happy couple together at the reception. Then I remember dancing. God, I think I danced most of the night with Romy. Images of us laughing float through my mind. I remember him twirling me around the ballroom. In fact, I know he saved me from a terrible date I’d been on.

      “Why am I naked?” I add, wanting more of my memory to come back, but it’s not happening.

      Romy drops his forehead to mine, a pained expression crossing his face.

      “After we got married we came back to my room, where you stripped your dress off,” he tells me, and then I remember doing it. I also remember doing a little dance while I did it, as Romy’s eyes raked over my body.

      “I tried to get you to put on my shirt, but…” He trails off, and I remember that, too. He’d made me lie down in bed. I kept trying to get him to do more, but he kept telling me no, wrapping his body around me to cuddle. Nothing more.

      “I…” I can’t find any words to say. “I’m in your room? In your bed?” I finally get out.

      “Yes,” he says simply. For some reason, anger grows within me, and I don’t know what to do with it. Or where to direct it. God knows how many women he’s had in this bed. I’m not even special.

      I’m never going to know love.

      Maybe that isn’t true. Romy could easily make me fall in love with him. But I don’t know that he could give me the marriage I’ve always dreamed of.

      What have I done?

      

      Read Unexpected Claim in the Princess Series!
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