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TODAY bestselling author Maisey Yates brings you a sensation scandal behind the palace doors in this unforgettable, digital exclusive, showing just how much trouble Royal Babies can be!
Princess Alys Bowen has always known she was destined to marry for duty, love was not an option. But with the announcement of her perfectly arranged engagement looming, for just one night she will take matters into her own hands!
Her brooding bodyguard, Liam Ryder, has always been there for her—literally putting his life—and body—on the line. And in his eyes, Alys can see that he’s resisting temptation just as much as she is.
But now Alys and Liam have nine months before facing the consequences of their delicious and forbidden desires...
Don’t miss the other titles in this fantastic collection that celebrates Royal Babies all over the world!









Dedication
To my own unexpected baby. You’ve brought me the greatest joy. I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE
“NORMALLY
I
HAVE
a lot more paparazzi to wrangle.” Liam Ryder leaned back against the wall, the motion seemingly casual. But if Alys knew one thing about Liam, it was that nothing he did or said was casual. Even his appearance was too afraid to do anything unexpected in his presence. His dark suit perfectly pressed. Not one gleaming black hair out of place.
Alys studied him, her bodyguard, confidant, best friend, and, for all intents and purposes, her date to this extremely lavish wedding. She caught herself studying him far too often, in truth. The sharp angles of his face. The hard lines of his body. And she found herself, lately, keeping track of how many smiles she was able to coax from that serious mouth of his. “True, but then, normally, I’m not overshadowed by tech royalty. Or more specifically, technology’s biggest rivals turned lovers. Julia Anderson and Ferro Calvaresi are the story of the moment, and for once, I am not. Not even the newly married couple can rival them for newsworthiness.”
“Disappointed?” he asked, a small smile curving his lips, his pale blue eyes glittering with humor. A point for her Liam Smile Book.
“Not in the least. Perhaps I can eat without fear of being caught in an awkward chewing photograph. ‘Princess Alys gnaws on shrimp cocktail.’ Such a memorable caption. Newsworthy. Whatever else would they write about if I didn’t chew indelicately?”
Nothing half so newsworthy as the announcement of her engagement to a man she barely knew, which was coming soon. Much sooner than she would like. All things considered, she would rather see the shrimp headline.
“The public love things like that. They like to know you eat shellfish, just like they do.”
“The people’s princess. Lover of common foods,” she said drily.
“Quick, eat before the media’s new fascination break up,” he said.
“Are you kidding? If they decide to break up, cameras will most definitely be on them. The fireworks will be unbelievable. Me chewing on shrimp will have nothing on the spectacle they’ll make.”
“A reprieve, then.”
“Indeed.” And it almost made her want to ask him to dance. But she couldn’t. They both knew that. It was one thing for him to go with her to events like this. He appeared as a date, dressed for the occasion, but he was essentially a shadow. Never stepping into the spotlight. Never calling attention to himself.
Since he was well over six feet tall with arresting good looks, it was a skill she marveled at. And yet he did it with ease. He’d been her bodyguard for seven years, and she’d never been able to understand how he managed it.
Considering that, he probably wouldn’t appreciate her dragging him onto the dance floor. And she imagined her father wouldn’t appreciate it either. A man like Liam was wholly unsuitable to make personal contact with her royal personage, at least in her father’s estimation.
Unless, of course, he was moving her out of the way and jumping in front of a bullet for her—no one seemed to have a problem with that. Seemed hypocritical to her, but she didn’t make the rules.
And then there was the small matter of Damien. The man to whom she would be engaged. The man she would eventually marry. This understanding had been in place for years and had to be preserved, which seemed to mean she wasn’t allowed to touch men of any sort. Not while the understanding was still being...more clearly understood. And certainly not now that the time was ticking on it all becoming more official.
It’s time, Alys. Damien is ready to put things in motion for marriage. Your public relationship will start soon, followed by a more official announcement. Then the wedding.
Alys closed off the memory of her father’s voice, of the conversation they’d had just before she’d left for this wedding.
The clock was ticking on her freedom, louder now than ever.
She looked at Liam again and her heart jolted a little. It did that sometimes when she saw him. Inconvenient since he was always around.
How she wished she could put marriage off. At least marriage to Damien. It was difficult to feel any excitement or even openness to that relationship. She couldn’t even imagine wanting him. Not when only one man had held the starring role in her fantasies. The man she wasn’t ever allowed to make a move on. The man she could never ask to dance.
Oh, Liam Ryder was far too many things. Bodyguard, confidant, best friend—and the man she wanted desperately as her lover.
The bride and groom made their way out to the dance floor and Alys’s heart tightened. That was what she wanted. She wanted love. The kind that made vowing to give your entire life to someone seem like a joy rather than a terrifying chore.
She ignored the ache in her heart that said she already had that. It didn’t count if the man you felt it for didn’t feel it back.
And it especially didn’t count if he was a man you would be absolutely forbidden from making vows to, even if the love was mutual.
“The shrimp isn’t all that good, Liam. I’m ready to go back to the room.”
And because she was the princess, what she wanted was all that mattered. At least in this case. She looked at Liam and her heart sped up. Yes, at least in this case.
The sad fact was, when it came to other things, the most important things, what she wanted would always be out of reach.









CHAPTER TWO
LIAM
LET
THE
hot water run over his shoulders and release the tension. Slowly. It would never go away entirely. It was an impossibility. Guarding the life of another person twenty-four hours a day meant rest wasn’t optional.
And there was no one else to whom he trusted Alys’s safety.
Her old guards had missed a threat that had nearly cost the young princess her life, and Liam had taken a bullet—thankfully only to the flak jacket—in order to save her.
And he would do it again. Because the royal family of Brynland had his allegiance. Because their country had been his home when he’d had none. Because he’d found purpose in their household.
And because he cared so deeply for their princess.
Another reason he could never fully relax.
Alys had a strange hold on him. Her safety and well-being seemed inextricably linked to his own. If anything happened to her, he was certain he would forfeit his life. Then there were the other ways Alys had hold of him.
His body tightened at the thought and he pushed it away. She was too young, among other things. He was ten years older and a hell of a lot more jaded. One marriage behind him already.
Then there was the small matter of him not being royalty. The Bowens had an impeccable lineage containing royal blood from many European lines, and they did not marry commoners.
It was Alys who’d had a prospect pegged from a very early age. Royal, suitable in every way. All the things Liam was most definitely not.
A good thing he had something to keep him in line. Another man standing in the wings.
He laughed and turned the water off, stepping out of the shower and wrapping a towel around his waist.
A strange thing to want to protect a woman from everything. From danger, from censure...and all the while wishing more than anything that you could ravish her.
Yes, very strange.
But it was his life, and had been for far longer than it should have been. His devotion to Alys and to the Royal Family had been one of the main factors in the dissolution of his marriage. He’d never touched Alys, never violated the vows he’d made to his wife or to Alys’s father, but his life was centered around the princess. And that meant it couldn’t be centered around the woman he’d married. A fact Neve had come to resent, and he couldn’t blame her.
Neve had been aware of what he’d done for a living before they’d married, and what it meant to him, but she hadn’t truly understood until after they’d taken their vows. Until she’d had to spend half her nights alone.
No wife wanted to share her husband with another woman. And that’s what she’d been doing.
It was what any woman in his life would be doing. Even if he never touched Alys, she would always be a part of him.
Because Alys had his loyalty first. And always. Which was why he was staying single. And why it was becoming harder to ignore his attraction to the beautiful princess.
Three years of celibacy was taxing on a man’s self-control.
He pushed open the bathroom door and walked out into his room, his hand on the towel. And he froze. Before he saw her, he knew she was there. Because he could feel her. It was one reason he was able to protect her so easily. He always knew where Alys was. What she was doing. If she was breathing.
She was here now. And she was breathing very hard.
He looked into the corner of the room and saw her sitting in one of the wide armchairs. In an instant, he took in every detail, as he was trained to do. He evaluated the danger. Her curves were barely covered by a cream silk bathrobe, nipples visible through the thin fabric, her strawberry-gold hair loose, damp and curling. Her makeup was gone, her skin pink as though it was freshly scrubbed.
Yes, he evaluated the danger and found it to be very, very real.
“What are you doing in here? Is everything all right?”
She shook her head, her eyes wide.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, crossing the room and moving to the door that connected his suite to hers. “Is someone...”
“Nothing like that, Liam. The gates haven’t been breached.”
“Then what is it?” He turned to face her, his posture automatically going rigid, as though he were on duty. And not bare-ass naked under the towel he was clinging to for all he was worth.
“I need to talk to you.”
That in and of itself wasn’t so strange. They talked a lot. Especially when they were away on trips like this and sharing a room. Often they would sit in the common area and talk for hours. But not like this. Not in a bedroom. Not while he was wearing a towel and she was wearing a robe that allowed him to accurately judge her cup size from ten paces.
“It couldn’t have waited?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s been waiting, Liam.” Her words echoed in the room. “How much longer do we leave it? Until I’m engaged? Until I’m married and we can never speak of it?”
“Alys...”
“No. I was watching them, the bride and groom. They love each other and it’s a beautiful thing. But more than that...they chose to be together. I envy that, more than you can ever know. That endless, wonderful array of choices that were set out before them. A world open. Even Ferro and Julia, the business rivals, they have all these odds stacked against them and yet, they chose each other. Even though it makes no sense. I don’t have that luxury. I can never choose a man who doesn’t make any sense. I can never choose the man that I really want. And I have spent a long time pretending it didn’t matter. Prepared to do my duty. When I get back from the wedding, my father and I are meeting to discuss when exactly the engagement should become finalized. I’m twenty-four and that’s leaving things a bit too long in his opinion.” She took a deep breath. “That means that this can’t wait. You know that.”
“What is it you’re talking about?” he asked, his entire body tight, ready to snap in two.
“You know.”
He knew. It had been there between them for longer than it should have been. He’d thought he’d hidden it well. He’d thought she hadn’t realized how much he wanted her. He’d even convinced himself it was one-sided, because that was far less dangerous than acknowledging that she might want him, too.
“I’m not going to say it. And it isn’t because I’m a coward,” he said, his throat constricted, his voice rough. “It’s because I have been trusted with the task of protecting you, which means every thought I’ve ever entertained of doing something to the contrary has been in violation of my orders. Any time I have allowed myself to be distracted because you were on my mind—your face, your body and not your safety—I compromised you. And if I were to speak the words now, or act on the impulse that I felt, I would be leaving my role as protector behind completely in favor of becoming a predator, and I will not do that.” He took a step closer to her, his hands trembling. “But if you say the words. If you cross the line...”
“I’ve been good all of my life. Never causing scandal, never doing anything beyond what was expected of me. But that’s because I think I never wanted anything enough to make rebellion worth it. But I do now. I want you,” she said, without hesitation, without pause. “That’s why I’m here. Because I will not have everything decided for me, and when I go into that meeting with my father I will go in feeling like I’ve at least lived some of the life I wanted. I can’t have everything I want. My position makes that impossible. But...but dammit, Liam, I will have a piece of what I want.” She stood up, her voice trembling, her hands trembling. She was a force of anger and sadness, beautiful and desolate. She made him ache.
She always made him ache.
“In your one last grab for the things you want...you would choose me?” he asked, not trusting his voice. Not trusting anything at the moment.
“Every time,” she said. “I would choose you every time.”









CHAPTER THREE
ALYS
COULDN’T
BREATHE. This wasn’t random, and it wasn’t something she was doing on a whim, even though she was sure it must seem that way to Liam. Whom she had never so much as batted her eyes at before and was now propositioning, essentially naked, in her flimsy little bathrobe.
But it had all felt as if it was closing in, starting at the reception. Her future was on a collision course with the present and she was desperate to escape it. To push it back.
Because it had always felt as if there was time. It had felt as if it was okay. Liam was there, and as long as he was there, by her side, there was a chance for the longing she felt for him to be satisfied.
But there was no time now.
And she needed this. Needed a moment of pure, wild passion with a man she wanted, before a lifetime of duty with a man who made her feel nothing.
Right now, it was more important than anything. More important than being good. More important than doing her duty.
Right now, Liam was everything.
She put her hands—stupid, shaking, silly hands—at the belt that held her robe closed and started working at the knot, the slippery fabric difficult to grasp, considering how unsteady she was.
She let the belt drop. Let the robe open. Then she lowered her shoulders and let the robe slide from her body, down her arms, a pool of vanilla silk on the floor.
“I think this counts as me making the first move,” she said. “Don’t you?”
He was frozen, ice-blue eyes fixed on her, his jaw locked tight, a muscle twitching there. “I would say.”
And for one terrible moment she wondered if she’d misread him. If those glances that had lasted a little longer than were appropriate had been all about assessing potential threats. If those late-night conversations had been the pure indulgence of a lonely princess.
She felt anchorless. As if everything she’d come to believe in firmly just didn’t exist anymore. She was a job to Liam, after all. She was his charge. He was a thirty-four-year-old man with life experiences she simply didn’t have.
And she suddenly felt very naked and wondered what on earth she’d ever thought she might say that could interest him. She was probably nothing more than a silly spoiled girl to him. Nothing more than...
Then he crossed the room, that liquid grace on display, and pulled her into his arms. And...dropped his towel.
Oh, my.
“Well,” she said, looking down to where her breasts were crushed up against his chest, pale skin against tan, “this went better than I expected.”
“Already?” he asked, leaning in, his breath fanning over her cheek. “I haven’t even kissed you yet.”
“But I think we got naked in record time.”
“Eightyears hardly feels like breaking any land-speed records to me,” he said.
“True. But...for the purposes of tonight it was...great timing.”
“Timing is everything.”
“I suppose. I mean, that’s the case with those shrimp-chewing photos anyway.”
He sifted his fingers through her hair, his eyes intent on hers. She could feel him, feel his erection hardening against her hip, and a little shock of nerves ran through her.
Yes, there was most certainly a gulf of experience between them. But he did know that. He’d known her since she was sixteen, well enough to know that she’d hardly been kissed before much less...
Well, this.
“Yes. And if they are an example of that then your timing is superb.”
“Often,” she said.
Alys put her hand on his shoulder, then slid her fingertips down his arm. He was so hard. So masculine. So very different from her. She quite liked it.
“This,” she said, brushing her fingers against his, “can’t ever be more than tonight. It can never be more than sex. I assume you know that?”
He laughed and cupped her cheek. “Trying to let me down gently?”
“Only... It’s just that you’re my very dear friend and I don’t wish to compromise that with confusion.” Even as she said the words they felt stupid on her tongue. Heavy and completely nonsensical. As if they would come out of this unscathed. As if she would ever look at him the same way again.
But she would try. She would try.
“So it’s best to be honest, then?” he asked.
“Yes, I should think.”
“Then you should know that I have fantasized about this moment for much longer than I should have done. I have thought of you...how you would look, how your skin would feel against mine. What it would be like to kiss you...so many times there are paths worn in my mind to those thoughts. So that no matter what happens, they’re easy to get to. So that I can always find my way back to them. To you.”
She swallowed hard. “I think it’s past time you kissed me.”
He dipped his head, his mouth claiming hers, her tongue sliding against the seam of her lips, coaxing them open. Oh, she had never truly been kissed like this. Because this was Liam. The reason she needed this experience before marriage.
If it hadn’t been for him, it wouldn’t have mattered. She didn’t have a burning desire to experience sex in general, but she had a need—a fierce, gripping need—to be with him.
He kissed her neck, his tongue sliding along her collarbone, down to her breast. He sucked her deep into his mouth and she arched against him, a hoarse sound escaping her lips. It was not at all dignified and, if captured on film, would be much more newsworthy than her eating shrimp. But she didn’t care. Nothing mattered but Liam’s lips on her skin. Liam’s body against hers.
She finally had him in her arms and she found now that she did, she never wanted to let him go. Frightening. Exhilarating.
He moved his hands over her curves as he explored her with his lips and tongue, his mouth hot on her neck, her breasts. She looked down at him, at the man who was more dear to her than any other person on earth, and her heart shook.
This was Liam. She’d had him as a protector. As a friend. Even, on occasion, playing the part of stern guardian. But this was Liam as the lover. The last piece of him. One she’d never been privileged enough to have before.
And as the pieces of him came together, it was like the pieces of herself came together, too. The princess, the woman, the lover, the friend.
She was more whole in that moment than she’d ever been before.
“Kiss me,” she said, even though that was what he was doing. But he understood what she meant. He pressed his lips to hers, the kiss deep and hard, as he pulled her against him and walked her backward to the bed.
He lowered her to it gently, his legs tangling with hers. His were rough with hair, a strange observation maybe, but all of her senses seemed heightened all of a sudden. The hardness and strength in his body made her aware of the delicate softness of her own.
He was breathing heavily, his heart pounding beneath her hand, which was trapped between them and flattened against his chest.
“Alys.” Her name was a prayer on his lips as he kissed his way down her body before hooking her legs over his shoulder, his eyes fixed on the most intimate part of her.
Her stomach tightened, everything in her tense with anticipation. It made her feel wicked. And sexy. To have that laser focus directed at her in such a wholly sexual way. To see Liam, so unshakable, so intense, looking at her as if she was, in that moment, his every dream come true. His every dirty dream, at least. But she would take it.
He lowered his head and slid his tongue over the place where she ached for him most, an arrow of sensation shooting through her and lodging low in her pelvis, the pleasure so sharp it was nearly pain. An empty, aching pain that seemed to build even as he drew her closer and closer to the brink.
She was missing him. She needed him. Inside her. Now.
“Please,” she said, the word a sob. “Liam, please.”
He rose up and captured her lips with his, settling between her thighs, the head of his arousal pressing into her slick entrance. She didn’t have time to tense or worry about pain. He slid in slowly, easily.
It didn’t hurt. It simply felt new, foreign. But wonderful.
Finally she was joined with him. Finally she had Liam.
He froze for a moment, just a moment, his eyes on hers, his expression unlike any she’d ever seen on that fierce face before. Tenderness. Concern. Awe.
He flexed his hips and she let her head fall back. He kissed her throat, her neck, her jaw as he moved inside her, building the pleasure in her, pushing her closer to the edge.
He moved his hand around, cupped her buttocks and pulled her up hard against him, helping her meet his thrusts, showing her what to do. She moved against him, following his urging, driving them both closer to the finish. Closer to satisfaction.
She clung to his shoulders, her fingernails digging into his skin as the tension in her reached a breaking point. He thrust into her one last time, freezing above her, a harsh groan on his lips, complete abandon on his face, and the tension snapped. Unraveling and blooming inside her. And she let go, falling endlessly, lost in a world of pleasure.
And when she landed, she was in Liam’s arms. The world around her was shattered, but he was there. And that was all that mattered.
He covered them both with a blanket, pulling her against him, his hand resting on her stomach. She felt so warm. So right.
Tonight, she was in his arms. Tonight she would have everything she’d always dreamed of. In the morning she would have to leave it behind. Get out of the warm bed she was sharing with him and face the cold, stark air. Alone.
But not tonight. Tonight was a fantasy. Tomorrow wasn’t allowed to intrude. Not yet.









CHAPTER FOUR
ALYS
TRIED
TO
ignore the strange, dizzy feeling that assaulted her when she looked over the balcony and down to the garden below. She backed away from the balustrade, pushing down the pitch of nausea in her stomach as she went back into her room.
She felt horrible. The last month had been horrible.
She’d come home from the wedding in Alaska, and she’d barely set foot on her home soil when her father whisked her to his office to talk about firming up her engagement. Even though she’d been expecting it, it had been horrible. She’d still been able to feel Liam’s hands on her skin. The idea of marrying another man seemed impossible.
But then...how could she say no? And did it even matter who she was marrying when it would never be the man she loved? Why not Damien? He met all the requirements.
No, he would never be Liam, but no one would be. And Liam was absolutely not an option for marriage.
So she’d found herself agreeing to proceed. What had followed was a whirlwind of awful, staged dates so the public could get used to the idea.
But what made it truly awful was Liam’s watchful presence over the whole thing. He stood in the shadows, watching over their dinners. Watching as Damien made a very calculated move to kiss her hand when the press was present.
She felt as if she was being unfaithful. Which was silly in some ways because she and Liam had always known what their night together would be. They’d known it could never be permanent, or even a semipermanent relationship. Not when obligation prevented it.
The simple fact was that she was in line to take the throne, and she was expected—more than expected—to marry royalty. Liam was not. Moreover he’d never even said he wanted to marry her. Not even vaguely.
She remembered his divorce. She’d gone through it with him. Been a friend while he’d been dealing with the fallout of it. He’d never had kind things to say about marriage.
Still, the Damien-Liam thing was horrible. The prospect of marrying Damien was awful. The fact that the royal family was releasing an official announcement about her engagement to Damien this morning was even worse.
She intended to hide in her room until it blew over. So perhaps two or three years.
At least here, in her room, she didn’t have Liam lingering about. No need for him to guard her half so closely when they weren’t away from the palace.
She grabbed her computer tablet off her dresser and opened the case, making the hasty decision to commit the ultimate sin and look herself up on Google. She shouldn’t do that, she knew. It only turned up upsetting and unflattering comments and a million things she didn’t want to know people thought about her.
And pictures of her with her cheeks full of shrimp.
But she wanted to know if the story had broken yet.
The results were instantaneous and conclusive. The news of her engagement to Count Damien Rycroft was indeed world news.
She wanted to throw up. In fact...she was going to.
She ran into the bathroom and got to her knees just in time. She braced herself on the toilet bowl, wondering what the press would do with a photo op like this.
What a wreck. Of course, she couldn’t just blame the news story. She’d been feeling off for about four days. Emotional, too, but she couldn’t even blame PMS because she hadn’t started her...
Her mind went blank for a moment, truly, as though someone had come through with an eraser. And when it started again, it was filled with shouty, terrified words that she could hardly sift through.
She hadn’t thought of this. Which had to be denial. Because there was no other explanation for why she’d blocked out her missing period after years of regularity. A missed period that came after her first sexual experience.
Yes, denial was the only word for that.
There was the slight problem of how a princess who was currently hot news got ahold of a pregnancy test. She couldn’t exactly ask her bodyguard to take her to the chemist, all things considered.
There was a sharp knock on her bedroom door. “Ella?” she called, knowing her maid was due.
“Yes,” she called, coming in, the door closing behind her.
Alys stood up slowly and walked out into the bedroom. “I need a favor.”
Liam hadn’t been summoned by Alys...ever. He was usually around, but when she was at the palace he didn’t have to stay as close. So receiving a message on his phone saying that the princess was requesting his presence in her sitting room was a surprise.
One he wasn’t sure if he relished or resented.
Seeing her now, with her engagement to Damien hot news, when she was going on dates with the man and he had to stand by and watch, was a torture he could scarcely bear.
But there was nothing to be done. Protecting Alys was the most important thing. His feelings, his desire to put the other man’s teeth through the back of his head, were not relevant. He knew—he had always known—that there was no future with Alys, and yet he had taken her to bed.
It did no good to let emotion affect his work now. He hadn’t allowed his emotions for his own wife to distract him from doing the job of protecting the princess. It would be a heavy irony if being overly attached to her caused him to forsake her now.
And that was impossible. She would be higher profile in the year leading up to the wedding. A royal wedding was a worldwide event and the media coverage would be relentless. She would need him. And he couldn’t afford to let anything affect her safety.
He pushed open the door to her sitting room and stood, his hands behind his back, his posture straight, eyes on the wall behind her. “Princess Alys, you requested my presence?”
“Don’t bother with formality now, Liam—I’ve seen you naked. It’s laughable. Not your nudity but your attempt at distance. Please come in and sit.”
A rash of heat burned on the back of his neck, and he closed the door behind him. But he didn’t sit down.
“Sit,” she said again.
“As you have just pointed out, Alys, we’ve seen each other naked. Don’t try to get imperious with me now. It’s laughable.”
He looked at her for the first time and his stomach tightened. She was so beautiful. But she looked sad. Pale, with dark circles beneath her eyes.
“I have something to tell you,” she said. “Something that, I fear, changes things, rather a lot.”
“And that is?”
“Well, and this relates back to us having seen each other naked and then, in that state, getting into bed together and...well, you remember, don’t you?”
“I’m not likely to forget,” he said, the blood in his veins burning.
“Right. Well. It turns out there were consequences.”
And then, for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t decide if he was elated, angry or more scared than he’d ever been in his life. The possibilities hit him like a rain of bullets against a flak jacket.
“I’m pregnant.”
And just like that, the whole world changed. Everything around them looked the same, but everything inside him was shifted, upturned. Drawers inside him where he kept emotions locked up pulled open, the contents tugged out and spread all over.
Alys was pregnant with his child. And the situation was as impossible as it had ever been.









CHAPTER FIVE
“YOU’RE
SURE?” HE
asked, his expression so still it might have been carved from stone.
“No, Liam, I’m not. I thought it best to sound the false alarm before I was certain. Yes, I am certain. As certain as one can be when all one has done is relieve oneself on several little white sticks and not gone in to see a doctor. And there’s the matter of me being a week late.”
She didn’t know how he could be so damned serene, not when she felt as if everything was changed. As if everything was wrong and right all at the same time. Perfect and utterly destroyed. How could he look calm when the world was its most beautiful and most terrifying? She certainly wasn’t calm.
She was two more quick breaths away from full-on hyperventilation. Which could not be good for the baby.
Oh, dear Lord, the baby.
His baby.
“I see.”
He was so stoic. It was unreal. As if they were having two different conversations. Or as if he didn’t believe....
“You’re the only man I’ve been with,” she said.
“I would never have questioned you on that,” he said, his tone sharp.
She blinked rapidly. “All things considered, I suppose I couldn’t have blamed you since I am engaged to another man now.”
“And what is to become of that?”
“I have three options, Liam,” she said, her voice trembling as she fought to get out the speech she’d rehearsed earlier. “And the option I choose is not entirely up to me, but to those around me. To you. That is my life as a princess. I am a human and a commodity. And then...you share in this. The baby is yours, too, and I feel you must be involved in making decisions.”
“Go on,” he said, bracing himself on her dresser, his knuckles white as he gripped the dark wood corner, his fingers tracing the ornate scrollwork. She could happily stop talking now and simply watch his hands caress things all day.
But that wasn’t an option.
“There are three options that I can see. I quickly seduce Damien and hope that he doesn’t pay attention during prenatal visits regarding dating.” The very idea made her queasy, but she had to voice it because it was a possibility. “The second option is that I tell him and count on my position to keep him with me. That I tell him the wedding must be moved forward as I’m pregnant and I do not desire my child to be the subject of malicious gossip. Or to be born a bastard.”
“He would raise my child?” Liam asked slowly.
“In that scenario, yes, he would. You could never claim him. You could never...” Her throat tightened and she could barely force out the next words. “You could never hold him.”
“And the third option?”
“We tell the truth.”
“And?”
“And I will be the first in the Bowen family to wed a commoner.”
“Is there a chance it will bump you from succession?”
She bit the inside of her cheek. “Yes. I’ve done just a bit of research on the subject, and there is that chance. If my spouse is deemed a liability or the marriage a danger to the traditions or good standing of Brynland, then yes.”
“That is not possible.”
“Afraid it is.”
“I mean we cannot allow it to happen,” he said, teeth gritted.
“Can we not? When the alternative is for me to marry another man and for our child to never know that...to never know his real father?”
“I do not see another way, Alys. If I so much as try to claim our child and it goes wrong, and you end up losing your position...”
“Then my cousin steps in. It’s not so bad.”
“Your cousin Duncan is a weed.”
“Perhaps. But...but...he is more than capable. It isn’t as though he would...wreck anything. He’s as strong a contender as I am”
“He isn’t you.”
Pain lashed at her and she found she couldn’t speak again. She wanted Liam—it was that simple. She didn’t want to marry Damien, no matter how sensible it might be. No matter that it would protect the throne and ensure the line went on as it should with no scandal attached to it.
She wanted. Desperately and deeply. It was the thing that had gotten them into this in the first place and she had no idea what would get them out.
“We will make no decision,” she said, her voice soft. “Just...not for a couple of days.” “It seems that time is of the essence.”
“Perhaps,” she bit out, “but I’ll be damned if I allow emotions and a tight timeline to force me into making decisions that will direct the rest of my life. Fine for you, Liam. You aren’t the one who would have to marry—”
And suddenly he exploded into motion, pacing the room, his muscles tight, speaking of barely leashed violence. “Fine for me?” he asked, his voice rough. “Because I am only deciding whether or not I will ever hold my son or daughter, or if I will spend my life protecting the man who is raising her as his own while never allowed to touch a hair on her head. Yes, that is fine for me, Alys. Just fine.”
“That isn’t what I meant. But you can go on and choose someone else. Have children with someone else that you want and I will...”
“But I won’t.”
“Why?”
“I had never planned on marrying again. I don’t see why I would change those plans.”
A weight hit her hard in the stomach. That was something she’d never considered. That he might mourn the loss of the child in his life, but not of her.
That he would want fatherhood without marriage. Although in their position they both knew it was impossible.
“Well, then. Well.” She stiffened and tried to look imperious. But she’d never been that good at imperious, and in front of Liam, who knew everything about her, from her favorite color to what she looked like without knickers on, it seemed beyond a joke.
What she needed was a break, time away. But of course she couldn’t have time away, not alone. When she went somewhere, even if there was no one else present, she always had to bring...
She looked up. “Liam, I am planning on taking a short holiday to the family chalet.”
* * *
Liam cursed her fine ass a thousand times as he followed her into the chalet. It was impossible to keep his eyes from lingering there. She was in a fitted brown jacket that was designed to insulate her from the cold, and in tight matching pants that hugged her perfect behind in such an intimate fashion that the pants might as well have read “Liam, keep your eyes on this spot.” It would have been redundant, however, because they said it anyway.
And he was stuck up here with her. His pregnant princess, in a remote home up in the mountains. It was by no means empty. There were staff everywhere, just as in the palace, but as far as someone like Alys was concerned, someone who was accustomed to letting employees blend into the background, this was quite alone.
Alone as they’d been the night in the hotel. The night he had taken advantage of his position, of her, and had altered the course of their lives forever.
Yes, it was far too much like that.
The door to the massive home opened and a woman dressed in a black-and-white uniform greeted them with a nod of her head. “Princess, we were expecting you.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I trust my room is made up?”
“Yes, Princess.”
“And a room for my bodyguard, as well. I should like him to be near to me.” She looked at him, her eyes luminous and filled with mischief.
If he hadn’t known her so well he might have missed the mischief.
“Of course, Princess.” The woman kept her tone bland but Liam had a feeling she suspected something. Of course, she would never voice it. That was how she’d come to her position, he was certain. By being circumspect in all things. And never questioning the commands of a royal. “Shall I give you adjoining doors?”
Oh, yes, she definitely suspected.
“For my safety,” Alys said, her eyes still on him, burning a hole through him, “I think that would be a very good idea.”









CHAPTER SIX
HE
OPENED
THE
adjoining door between their rooms at 11:01 p.m. He hadn’t been able to take it anymore. She’d gotten them adjoining rooms for a reason—she’d brought them here for a reason. She was scheming, and he knew it.
She was seducing him, and she knew it.
But to what end?
And then, when it was after eleven and she still hadn’t come to him, he hadn’t been able to stand it for another moment. His body was hard and aching, his heart thundering, jumping at the slightest movement.
He felt like a teenage boy instead of an experienced man in his thirties. But then, where Alys was concerned, that had always been the case.
She had always affected him. Always.
He stepped into her room and saw her sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark. She lifted her face, the shaft of light coming from his room spilling across her features. Beautiful golden eyes, pert nose, full pink lips. Lips that haunted his dreams, and had done for far longer than he cared to admit.
“What’s your game?” he asked.
“What is my game?”
“You have us put in adjoining rooms, after you’ve brought me up here to this remote location, and then you don’t use the bloody door? What game is that?”
She smiled slowly. “I suppose I was hoping you would use it. I put myself out there already. I took a chance on you once. I thought it might be nice to see if you would risk yourself.”
He laughed, humorless, the sound pulled from him by a force he couldn’t control or understand. “You wanted me to risk myself? Alys, you foolish girl, I risked myself the first time I ever thought of touching you. Do you have any idea of the risk? Of what your father could have done to me? I grant you we don’t live in medieval times, but it would not be a stretch to prove that I had somehow taken advantage of my position of authority.”
“I’m a princess,” she said stiffly. “I have the authority.”
“No, you don’t. And you know that. That is the part of this relationship, bodyguard and client, that becomes tricky. Because if you do not do what I say in a dangerous moment, it could be the end for both of us. That’s why when it comes down to it, though your family may pay my bills, in so many ways I call the shots. I am the man you must look to in situations where threats are involved, and that makes it... It makes it inappropriate for me to have touched you as I have. It was more than a risk. It was against my honor. Against the code I live my life by. It was disrespectful to you, as we both knew nothing could come of it.”
“I wanted it—how was it disrespectful?”
“You might have wanted it, but did you want the consequences? I should have been the one making sure we were safe, and I did not.”
“We weren’t planning on having sex that night, not with anyone. I think we both happily blocked the existence of condoms from our minds so we could have what we wanted.”
“You were a virgin,” he said.
“So? I know what a condom is. Prevents pregnancy and STDs. I may be able to claim innocence, as such, but not ignorance.”
Yet again, she made him laugh when it felt as if nothing at all was funny. “No matter, I suppose. What happened happened.”
“And...I would like for it to happen again,” she said, the words rushed.
“Again?”
“Yes. For heaven’s sake, I’m already pregnant. I’m already miserable and sick at the thought of having to be with another man when you’re the one that I want. I might as well have you now. Until it’s impossible. Until I can never have you again, because right now there’s no marriage vow stopping me and until the moment there is...”
“You’re engaged, Alys,” he said, his voice soft.
She shook her head. “I know. And I’m pregnant with your baby. So...so what wins there? This engagement that has no feelings in it. No desire, no love...or this?” She got up from the bed and wrapped her arms around his neck, brushing her lips against his.
The touch of her mouth on his sent a bolt of lightning through him, a shock of electric need that raced from his lips to his heart, and down lower.
Just a kiss. So soft, so innocent, really, and it had the power to undo him.
That was Alys in a nutshell. The surface of her was softness, innocence and beauty. But it was the core of steel that ran through her, the strength, the cleverness, the determination, that defined her. That made her a force he couldn’t deny or resist. A force even he couldn’t stand strong against. Bullets were one thing, but Alys on a mission was another.
Of course, the bullet he’d taken had been for her. Perhaps that was why the decision had been easy. Perhaps he had wanted her even then.
Wrong to admit. She’d been sixteen at the time. And he’d gone on to marry someone else.
He’d also divorced that someone else because Alys had remained his priority. Professionally only, of course. He had never violated his marriage vows and never would have, although...although now he wondered if Alys had owned more of his heart than he’d ever realized.
It had never been half so much about duty as he’d imagined.
Certainly now, with her soft lips against his, it wasn’t about duty. It was about this great and terrible need that seemed to pull at him from every direction. That demanded he give up every part of himself. To this. To her.
And he surrendered to it.
He let himself feel it. That this was what he’d wanted for years. That she was all he’d ever really wanted.
Other desires had never been this pressing. This urgent. They had never felt as necessary as breathing, but kissing her did. Putting his hands on her skin did.
Removing her clothes, and his, so he could feel her body against his—absolutely integral to his survival.
He laid her on the bed and kissed the curve of her breast, her neck. Slid his hand down her thigh and pulled her leg up behind his back as he thrust deep inside her. She arched against him, a short cry on her lips as he rode her, drove them both to completion.
And then, afterward, he held her. Because tonight he was indulging himself, and that didn’t just mean touching her and tasting her. It meant being with her. Like this. Skin to skin with his woman, his lover.
She snuggled against him, sighing, and he let his fingertips drift over her hip, down to the curve of her breast.
“Do you know the saddest thing, Liam?” she asked.
“What?” He didn’t want to know the saddest thing. He knew too many sad things about the situation as it was.
“He’s not going to be half the father you would be.”
His gut tightened. “You think?”
“You’re so strong. So wonderful. You know just when to be hard and when to be soft. Like now.” She put her hand on his, where it was tracing patterns on her skin.
“I’ve never had any experience with children,” he said, his hands going to her stomach now. He rested his palm on her and felt a wave of emotion for the life inside her. For her. For everything he couldn’t have. “But I’ve been a husband before, Alys, and I didn’t do a very good job of it. Perhaps you should just be thankful you’ll have him as a husband instead of me.”
She wiggled away from him and sat up, on her knees, her hair spilling over her shoulders, breasts bare. “I won’t,” she said. She put her hands on his face. “Don’t you know that by now? Don’t you know that if the entire world fell away and there was no responsibility, no nations, no palaces or principalities or kings, that I would choose you every time? Don’t you know it? Always, Liam, from the moment I set eyes on you. Even when you were husband to another woman. Even when I shouldn’t have looked at you, it was always you that I wanted.”
“Alys...”
“No, that’s not fair. I’m allowed to say things even if you don’t like to hear them.” She moved to straddle him, pushing him back, her thighs on either side of his, her hands planted on his chest. “Liam Ryder, you are my fantasy made flesh and you ought to know it.”
He put his hands on her hips. “Alys, you can’t have wanted me for all that time.”
She shifted against him and he started getting hard again. Wanted to be joined to her again. What would he do when she was with another man like this? Knowing another man was touching her?
Worse than that, what would he do knowing he could never touch her again?
“I did,” she said, shifting, taking him inside her body. “I do.”
And then they didn’t talk anymore until they’d both found their way to ecstasy.









CHAPTER SEVEN
“I
LOVE
YOU.”
The words sounded so loud in the quiet bedroom. They sounded even more foolish out loud than they had in her head. What was she thinking? Well, she wasn’t thinking. She was feeling. And she finally knew what to call the feelings that she’d had for Liam for the past eight years.
She felt him jerk beneath her, move away from her. “What?”
“I love you, Liam. I have for so long. That’s why... That’s why I never found a man other than Damien to marry. I was far too focused on you. How could I ever want another man when every piece of me has been devoted to loving you for so long?”
“You can’t mean that,” he said, his voice rough.
“Why not? Who else should I love? Who else should I love but the man who protects me? The man I confide my deepest fears to, the man I adore above all else? The man who has my respect and also respects me. The man I can laugh with and cry with. You’re all of those things. You were all of those things before you ever became my lover or the father of my baby and now you’re those things, too. All that’s left for you to be is the man who loves me.”
“I can’t,” he bit out.
“Why not? Because your first marriage was so hard?”
“No,” he said, getting out of bed and pacing, completely unconcerned with his nudity. “My first marriage was so hard because of you. Because you filled my days and my nights, because when I wasn’t with you, I was worried about you. Because I couldn’t fathom even taking a honeymoon for fear that someone else would be left in charge of you and that they wouldn’t keep you safe the way that I would.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Well, now you do. Because I was there that day. I saw that man pointing a gun at you. And I couldn’t even think of doing anything but stepping in front of that bullet. There was no other thought. There was no waiting to see if your personal bodyguard would notice. Protecting you is my life.”
“But do you love me?”
“I would—I will—die for you, Alys. I don’t know what you want to call that. Call it duty if you wish. Call it... Call it something else. But that’s what it is. That is what I feel. And it’s the best I can do.”
“And you think you can’t protect me while being my husband?”
“I have learned that I cannot have a life that extends outside of protecting you. It doesn’t work.”
“And what of my life, Liam? What of me? And your child? You’ll just...stand by and protect me while I marry another man? While that man raises your child? While I have other children with him—children that should be yours—and share a bed that should be ours with someone I don’t even want?”
“You will learn to love him,” he said, his voice rough.
“I didn’t have to learn to love you. My love for you grew in me, even when I tried to stop it. Like a stubborn, flowering weed in the middle of a carefully groomed lawn. One that couldn’t be cut down or snuffed out because the roots have gone too deep. And I know it’s out of place, and wild when everything is so contained, but I don’t even care. I’ve let it take hold, because I want nothing else. I want you. Forever. I want you to marry me. Marry me, Liam, please.”
He froze. “You know that’s impossible. There is the chance you will lose your place on the throne.”
“Only the chance,” she said. “And I’m sure I can make my father see. I am having your child.”
“But the chance is too great.”
“No, it’s not too great.”
“And how will I protect you? How will I protect the baby? I can’t be both. I can’t do both,” he said, his voice ragged.
“Why not? What better way to protect me than to sleep beside me every night?”
“I cannot be a royal, Alys. I cannot ride in a car with you while other men are out there watching for your safety. I cannot put on a tux while other men put on bulletproof vests. Because that’s the danger there is. And it’s a danger you’re not supposed to have to deal with. I bear the burden so that you’re relieved of it—that’s the idea. That I pay attention to all possible dangers so you never have to feel a moment of paranoia.”
“You forget something,” she said, her voice soft. “You forget that the day you took a bullet for me, I was there. That I am well aware it was meant for me. That even though I wasn’t hit, I appreciate it all for what it was. An attempt on my life. A show of the danger I face in this world. I know it, and I choose not to dwell on it.”
“Because I am behind you,” he said. “I dwell on it so you don’t have to. And it’s even more important now.”
“So you’re scared for me? That’s it?”
“Yes.”
“And because of that you have to say no?”
“Yes,” he said, his tone vehement.
Pain stabbed at her, her heart tearing into pieces. “What if I said I don’t believe you?”
“And why don’t you?” he asked, crossing his arms over his bare chest.
“Because I don’t think you’re protecting me. I think you’re protecting yourself. I think you’re afraid to love me. I don’t know why, but I think that’s the real problem.”
“I’m not afraid of anything, Alys. I’m the one with the means to protect.”
“Except you can’t protect yourself from this. From feelings and pain that come from inside of you, and I think that’s what scares you so much.”
“You think you know me better than I do?”
“I do. Because when you talk, I listen. And when you don’t talk, I study you. I have for years. And I’ve learned a few things about you. You’re so comfortable giving everything to me. Protecting me, risking your life for me. But taking something from me? Taking love? That scares you. Because you’re afraid of what might happen if you need me. You’re afraid.”
“Are you going to call me names next because I can’t give you what you want?”
“Would it help?”
He shook his head. “No. I am decided.”
“You’re an ass.”
“I told you it won’t help.”
“I don’t care—it had to be said.” He turned toward his bedroom door. “You aren’t just walking away from me,” she said. “You’re walking away from your child.”
“I am doing what I must to keep you both safe.” And then he walked through the adjoining door and closed it behind him.
Alys wanted nothing more than to surrender to misery. But she couldn’t do that. Couldn’t give in to the tears that were building behind her eyes, or the ache in her chest.
Because she had to come up with a plan. Because right now none of her three options seemed at all acceptable.









CHAPTER EIGHT
“SO
THAT’S
DONE, then,” she said into the silence of her room. She was likely the official Bowen black sheep now, but she didn’t really care. A lifetime of utter obedience destroyed with two simple words: I’m pregnant.
She was going to have a child out of wedlock. She had broken up her engagement to Damien.
It was option four, and it was impossible. Except, she’d decided it was what she was going to do.
So not as impossible as one might have thought.
Breathing was bit more difficult to do when one had a broken heart, but she was managing that. Along with making decisions for her life, so all things considered she felt quite accomplished.
She sat on the edge of her bed and tried not to cry. Or think too much about the future. Her father had been...stoic. He hadn’t had much of a reaction to the news of her pregnancy or the broken engagement. While she’d been very clear the baby wasn’t Damien’s, she had not been forthcoming about who the father was. She wouldn’t take Liam’s position from him.
But that presented her with another option. Now that she’d gone and created option four, she seemed to have more options flowering off it at rapid speed.
The option that meant Liam could potentially have some contact with his child as a father.
Of course, he might not take it if it endangered his precious job.
“If only you wanted to protect my heart as much as you seem to want to protect my body.”
Her bedroom door opened and Liam walked in without knocking.
“Excuse me!” she said, her face heating. She didn’t exactly relish the thought of him catching her talking to herself. Or rather, pretending to talk to him.
“I needed to see you.”
“I did not summon you.”
“No,” he said, “you did not. You have not for days, and I found I could not wait.”
“Have you come to reiterate just how much you do not want to marry me?”
“Quite the contrary. I’ve come to tell you that if you marry that man I will not be responsible for what I do to him. And if you allow him to play the part of father to my child... If he is to be allowed to play husband to you,” he said, his voice getting rougher, “God help me, Alys, I don’t know what I will do.”
“What? I don’t...I don’t understand.”
“You are so strong. The way you carry out your life. The way you were willing to sacrifice your happiness for duty. But that’s not what reached me. It’s not what changed me. It was your bravery. The moment you told me you would leave it behind, that you would change your entire future, all for love. All for me, and for the baby. It is a strength that humbles me. It’s a love I’m not worthy of, but one I desperately want.”
“Is this a declaration?” she asked, holding her hands tightly in her lap. So tight she thought she might break a finger. She was afraid to hope. Afraid not to hope. Her throat ached so fiercely that taking a breath was excruciating. “I mean...I suppose it is. Of violence, at the very least.”
“And more,” he said, his voice choked now.
“What more?” She stood slowly, the room fading away, everything fading away but Liam. And just as she’d told him, with none of the trappings, with nothing but him, he was what she wanted.
“I...I have tried not to love you. From the moment I first saw you, I tried. And I have been failing slowly since that day. With every smile. Every touch of your hand. Every thought I had for you. And since I was protecting you, there were so many thoughts that grew and wove together until you were all I could think of. I made the mistake—not a conscious one, but a mistake—of marrying another woman because deep down I was convinced I would never have you. You were right, Alys—I was afraid. I am afraid. I have been for so long, because if I never admitted how much I needed you then when I found out for sure that I could never have you, I wouldn’t hurt. It wouldn’t destroy me. But that was a lie. I wanted to protect you instead of love you because it seemed easier.”
He crossed the room and cupped her cheek, his palm warm against her skin, his eyes intent on hers. “It’s easier to take a bullet for you than to bare my soul to you. Than to expose all of this. To tell you I have loved you for years but couldn’t face it because I knew... I knew I could never have you. And then when you offered, I refused. Because I’m a fool. Because I’m a coward. I hid behind my need to protect you, and I do need you to be protected, Alys, but I can do that as bodyguard or husband. I was just using it as an excuse. And if I’ve lost you forever, I understand. It’s no less than I deserve. But I had to come and try. I had to come and say that if your proposal still stands, my answer is now yes.”
“Liam...you idiot. You complete and utter ass. You haven’t lost me. You never could. I...I told my father already, and I’ve told Damien, as well, that the engagement is off. I also told my father about the baby.”
“Did you mention me?”
She kissed him. “No,” she said, rolling her eyes, “because I didn’t want you to lose the job you went and sacrificed our love for. I was ready to take whatever dishonor and garbage from the press I had to, but I was not going to allow another man to raise your child, and I was not going to take another man as my husband. I basically planned to spend the rest of my life seducing you into acquiescence.”
“That sounds...not so bad.”
“I may still do it,” she said. “If you prove to be too difficult, I’ll have no choice.”
“Then I’ll have to endeavor to be difficult.”
“Oh, Liam, for you I doubt it will be an endeavor.”
He kissed her, deep and hard, and she pulled him back onto the bed with her. “I love you,” he said. “Instead of trying to deny it every day, I should have told you every day.”
“Yes, you should have. That means you have a lot of catching up to do.”
“I love you.”
“I love you, too. But there’s the matter of my father.”
“I love you. We’ll deal with him later. Tomorrow perhaps.” Liam was already taking her clothes off her, not that she was complaining.
“Good plan,” she said. “We can celebrate our engagement and worry about practicalities later. Because I warn you—I’m marrying you, no matter what he says.”
“I love you,” he said again. “And I am marrying you. No matter what.”
“Excellent. Anything else before the lovemaking commences?”
He laughed and the sound sent a thrilled through her body. An arrow of happiness that lodged in her heart.
“I love you. I love you. I love you,” he said.
“Just keep saying it. And keep showing me, and I’ll do the same. And then no matter what happens, I think we’ll be okay.”
“Darling Alys,” he said, “I tried so hard to keep it all inside, to simply not feel it. It will be a relief to spend all of my days simply letting myself love you.”









EPILOGUE
PRINCESS
ELERI
WAS
born to much media fanfare. The story of Princess Alys and her bodyguard had become the stuff of fairy tales, not just for Brynland, but for the whole world.
It had taken a while for the king to come around, but the people had supported their princess from the first moment her new engagement and upcoming baby were announced. Love trumped duty in the eyes of the people.
Alys lay back in bed and watched her husband holding little Eleri against his chest.
“I was right,” she said.
“What about?”
“You are gentle. And wonderful. And being titled quite suits you.”
“I’m not sure about the prince nonsense. But there are two titles I’m very happy with.”
“And those are?”
“Husband. Father.”
She smiled. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a happier moment. Because I’ve never loved two people so much, and I have you both, right here.”
“Always,” he said, looking at her. “And did I tell you yet today? I love you.”
“You tell me every day, Liam, but it never hurts to hear it again.”
He smiled, her favorite smile in the whole world. She’d finally lost count of how many smiles he’d given her, because there had simply been too many. The Liam Smile Book overflowed.
“I love you.”
* * * * *
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