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      Hello reader friend,

      

      If you haven’t read my books before, you might not know this, but I write darker stories that can be upsetting and disturbing. My books and main characters aren't for the faint of heart.

      

      To remain true to the characters, the vocabulary, grammar, and spelling of Rule of a Kingdom is written in British English.

      

      Rule of a Kingdom is a short story prequel of a duet and is NOT standalone.

      

      Kingdom Duet:

      #1 Reign of a King

      #2 Rise of a Queen

      

      Don’t forget to Sign up to Rina Kent’s Newsletter for news about future releases and an exclusive gift.
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      His kingdom. His rules.

      

      My name is Jonathan King.

      They call me ruthless, brutal, and heartless.

      It’s all true.

      Power is my chessboard and people are my playthings.

      I might appear like a refined gentleman but I’m the villain of this story.

      Everyone who defies me belongs on their knees.

      Including her.
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      Those who bow down after defeat don’t know how to grab power by the throat.

      They don’t know how to make their enemies fall and never get up again.

      Power isn’t about winning. It’s about never losing. It’s about one win after the other to the point that suffering a loss becomes a foreign concept.

      Power is snatching the first move in a chessboard so the opponent always follows your lead, not the other way around.

      I lean back against the chair in my home office, my fingers cradling a glass of cognac. My friend, Ethan, stares at me through the laptop. His shoulders are tense under his English cut suit and his chestnut brows draw over cobalt blue eyes.

      “Well played, Jonathan,” he grits out before taking a sip of his own drink.

      I allow my lips to twitch in a smirk. “Crushing you is always a pleasure, Ethan.”

      “Just because you won this bid doesn’t mean you crushed me. I’ll win the next.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      Ethan and I have known each other since university days. If you ask me how we gravitated towards one another, I wouldn’t be able to pinpoint the exact moment. All I know is that we share the same tendencies, the same competitive streak, and we’re even attracted to the same types of women.

      That’s why we ended up married to our respective wives. Or in my case, it’s one of the reasons.

      My relationship with Ethan started as a camaraderie of sorts, a friendship, since we understood each other the best. However, it’s now some kind of a rivalry. Neither of us likes to lose and we don’t pull punches to make sure of that fact.

      “Come to Birmingham.” He tilts his drink in my direction. “I’m setting up a poker table.”

      “Pass.”

      “You don’t want to win?”

      “I only gamble when I can have a sure win.”

      “When did you become such a bore, Jon?”

      “Since I started beating you at your own games.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Where’s your lap dog Agnus?” I pretend to search behind him. “Is today his appointment with the vet?”

      Ethan sighs heavily and slides his glass of whiskey on the table with distaste. “For the thousandth time, I told you not to call him a dog or I’ll stop playing nice.”

      That’s exactly why I do it. Ethan doesn’t like anyone badmouthing his childhood friend, Agnus, since we were in university. He barely shows any agitation unless it has to do with his family or Agnus.

      A sound of the door opening comes from his side before Agnus appears into view, carrying a little girl with braided blonde hair. “Daddy!”

      Ethan stands up and takes her from Agnus’ arms, a huge grin on his face. “How’s my princess today?”

      Elsa, Ethan’s daughter, grins and waves a red chocolate packet. “Agnus bought me Maltesers!”

      “He did?” Ethan stares at his second hand before focusing on his five-year-old girl. “You shouldn’t eat so much chocolate or it will rot your teeth.”

      “It’s supposed to be our secret, Elsa,” Agnus whispers to her.

      “Sorry,” she grins. “We won’t tell Daddy next time.”

      “You’ll hide things from me, Princess?” Ethan tickles her tummy and she breaks out in giggles.

      We’re supposed to talk about a project we’ve been envisioning with the Japanese, but if his daughter is in the picture, he’s out.

      He turns so sappy when it comes to his wife, children, and Agnus.

      I’m about to end the conference call when Agnus steps in front of the camera. His bland features greet me with no expression at all. Even his pale eyes are almost washed. I stare back with a smirk, knowing how much he gets offended on Ethan’s behalf whenever I ruin his plans.

      Without saying a word, he ends the call, making the screen go black.

      Fucker.

      I continue staring at the laptop as I take another sip of my drink.

      The way Ethan deals with his family is...strange. I suppose it’s because I can’t seem to wrap my mind around it. I don’t allow my family to get in the way of my business. Each has its own time and occasion.

      Maybe that’s why he keeps losing to me.

      There’s a small knock on the door that could only be a child’s. I stare at my watch — nine, which is way past Aiden’s bedtime. It couldn’t be Alicia because for once, she said she’ll take her meds. Whenever she does, she passes out for the entire night.

      My nephew, Levi, is on a trip with my brother James to some exotic place in Asia. He wanted to take Aiden, too, but I disallowed him. I don’t trust James with my son. I don’t trust him with his own son either. That’s why I sent security to keep an eye on them from afar in case he got too engrossed in his sensory world and lost my nephew.

      “Come in.” 

      The door slowly opens, and Aiden stands at the threshold, wearing his plain blue pyjamas and staring at me even though there’s doubt in his dark grey eyes. I taught him that — to never look down, to never bow his chin, to always walk with his head held high. He and Levi are the future of the King household and they’re not allowed to be weak.

      Aiden is a replica of me, looks-wise. We share the same eyes, though his are bigger like the shape of his mother’s. Our black hair is similar, though mine is thicker. His fair skin tone is a mixture between me and Alicia. 

      The similarities don’t stop there, though.

      We both are silent but aren’t calm. Behind the façade, a whole world lurks inside — a world we keep exclusively to ourselves. I have a picture from when I was his age and I had that same look in my eyes — the doubt about everything.

      Aiden is so different from Levi. While my nephew is constantly encouraged by his father to be chaotic and say everything on his mind, Aiden prefers to not speak unless he absolutely has to.

      Pushing back in my chair, I fix him with my signature blank stare. “You should be in your bed.”

      “I can’t sleep.”

      “Go to bed, close your eyes, and you’ll sleep.”

      He’s silent for a beat then whispers, “Mum sings or reads for me when I can’t sleep.”

      “Your mum is tired today. She had to go to bed early. I’ll call Margot so she can read to you.”

      Aiden and Levi like our housekeeper because she cooks their favourite food and spoils them in every way possible.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want Margot.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      He stares at me, swallows, and although he’s almost the same age as Ethan’s daughter, I can’t help noticing how lonely he appears right now compared to her.

      My son rarely laughs or smiles but when he does, it’s either with Alicia or James. Forget about giggling like other children. That’s foreign to him.

      “Can you do it, Dad?” His voice is so quiet, I can only hear him because the room is eerily silent.

      Aiden doesn’t come to me when he can’t sleep. He goes to either Alicia, James or Margot.

      This is a first.

      I consider sending him back to his room with the housekeeper, but the desperate look in his little eyes stops me. I know it took him a lot of courage to come and ask that, and he deserves to be rewarded.

      Standing up, I head to the lounge area, “Come here.”

      A small smile grazes his lips as he slowly closes the door and quickens his pace towards me. I sit on the sofa opposite the glass chessboard on the table. Aiden hops beside me, his feet dangling on the high sofa, but he keeps a distance between us.

      “Do you know what this is, Aiden?”

      “A war board.”

      “You can call it that. How did you come up with that name?”

      “Because you and Uncle James go to war when you sit around this.”

      “That we do. How about I teach you how to win a war?”

      He snuggles to my side, so his thigh touches mine and looks up at me with wide grey eyes. I see myself in the awe of those eyes, and it’s the best way to ever see oneself. “Yes, please.”

      I take a piece. “This is the king, and you need to protect it at all costs.”

      “Like our last name?”

      “Exactly. The king takes one step in all directions.”

      “Why only one step?”

      “Because winning wars takes patience.”

      “Really?”

      I nod and place the king piece in his tiny hands. He continues staring at it, his eyes doubling in size and his lips parting. It’s his special way of processing things. Despite being a highly intelligent kid, he’s still learning how to store information for later use.

      After giving him some time to study the kind, I take another piece. “This is the queen, and you also have to protect it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she can move in all directions.”

      “That’s so cool.”

      “It is. However, if you can win, you can sacrifice her.”

      His brows crease. “But wouldn’t the king feel lonely?”

      “It doesn’t matter if he’s lonely as long as he wins.”

      I go on to explain the other pieces, and Aiden’s awe-filled eyes follow my every move like he’s caught in a trance.

      Lifting him up, I sit him on my lap, so he can have a better view of the simulation game I’m setting up. He grins up at me, his little features breaking in joy.

      I didn’t know he could smile like that, and not in front of Alicia or James or Levi, but in front of me.

      That’s a first.

      Who knew my son and I would be able to bond over chess? I will teach him to be the striker, to defend not only his name but also himself and anyone he holds dear.

      I might not be the best father out there. I’m not as affectionate as Ethan or as good in expressing emotion, but I have one point over him.

      I will not sugarcoat life for my son. He’ll learn early on that he needs to be a wolf so he won’t be eaten by wolves.

      He’ll be the king everyone bends the knee for.

      That’s my legacy.

      Somewhere along the way, Aiden falls asleep in my arms, his long lashes fluttering over his chubby cheeks. His lips are open and his tiny fingers clutch my shirt as a safety net.

      I brush my lips against his forehead.

      Aiden will grow up to be the son I’m proud of.
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      I carry Aiden in my arms to his room. His head falls against my chest and he snores softly while his small hands hold on to my shirt.

      Persian carpets spill under my feet and dim yellow chandeliers lighten the way. The halls are silent, eerily so. It’s nothing like the times when my grandfather and my parents were alive.

      We used to keep more staff than we needed and my mother desperately tried to breathe life into the mansion.

      It’s useless to revive the dead. It’s better to refocus that energy on creating something new and make sure it never perishes. Besides, silence is good. Silence means I can hear when something goes wrong.

      Like right now.

      My feet come to a slow halt at the sound of the balcony’s curtains flapping inside. Margot knows not to leave anything open at night so that can only mean one thing.

      Fuck.

      Holding Aiden tight, I cross the distance to the open balcony at the end of the second floor. I contemplate dropping him in his room but that will take me time I don’t have to spare. I also can’t leave him on one of the huge chairs positioned near the walls because I don’t trust he’ll be safe.

      My only son shouldn’t be fucking unsafe in my own house, but the danger to his life isn’t a situation I can ignore. I can’t remove it either since he’ll never forgive me.

      Nor can I forgive myself.

      A hissing sound reaches me first as I stand at the threshold of the balcony. Then, murmuring follows; low, and haunted.

      This should become normal considering that I witnessed such scenes countless times before.

      It isn’t.

      Far from it.

      I’ll never get used to seeing my wife gradually losing her mind. Or the fact that I can’t even recognise her sometimes.

      Like at this moment.

      Alicia stands on the balcony’s stone railing, her frail arms open wide as she walks on the edge. Her white nightgown is thin and reaches her ankles. The cloth and her long black strands fly behind her in the night wind.

      I approach her slowly to not startle her while still keeping a deadly grip on Aiden. The last thing I want is for him to see his mother this way. We’ve been both trying our best to protect him from this side of her, but she loses complete control during the night.

      It could be insomnia, the depression, the hallucinations, or the neurosis. It could be all of them combined. 

      What’s for sure is that she’s been getting worse over the years. When I first met Alicia, she was a soft and laid back woman who loathed the spotlight. At the time, she lost her mother to suicide and soon after, she was in a car accident with her friends in which she was the only survivor.

      Both incidents messed with her head, especially since they happened close to one another. However, she didn’t have hallucinations. She didn’t roam the halls in the middle of the night then break down in tears. Or perhaps she did, but maintained a perfect job at hiding them.

      Alicia was always the type who suffered in silence, talked with silence and expressed her pain with silence. Maybe that silence suffocated her after all.

      It definitely suffocated me.

      Her intelligible words become clearer when I stand a small distance away from her. They’re still murmured, fast with some syllables skipped over.

      “Not my mother...I’m not my mother...I can’t be my mother...I am, though...I am. Now, I will pay. They’re coming for me...he’s coming for me and for her and now it’ll be over. I’ll be over...all over....everything...everyone...what if Aiden will also be over? No, no, no...I will be my mother…I have to be my mother...why did you do it, Mother? How could you do it? How did you live with yourself? If I do it, will it be over? Answer me...tell me…”

      It’s how it usually goes. What she usually says. Sometimes, she’ll be crying or sobbing out her mother’s name. 

      I try to find the meaning behind her words, but her psychotherapist told me it’s useless. Alicia is the only one who knows what’s going on in her head and if I try to meddle, it’ll only make it worse, not better.

      So I do the only thing I know to. Softening my voice, I call her name. “Alicia…”

      She freezes, her murmurs coming to a halt, but she doesn’t turn around to face me. So I do it again, making my voice as welcoming as I possibly can. “Come down, Alicia.”

      She shakes her head violently, her hair swishing over her shoulders.

      “If you don’t come down, you’ll fall.”

      “I-I can’t fall or she will pay.” Her voice breaks at the last word.

      “She?” 

      Aiden moves in my arms and I hold his head against my shoulder so he doesn’t see the scene in front of me. There’s a reason why I don’t leave him unsupervised with her anymore. I always have one of my security with them even when they’re within the house’s walls. I might not be able to let go of Alicia, but I will not risk my son or my nephew’s safety.

      Aiden’s soft snoring fills the silence and Alicia slowly turns around, her head tilted to the side. Her hair covers one of her unblinking dark eyes, her petite nose and her defined cheekbones. In the dark, she appears as pale as her nightgown. Like a ghost of herself.

      Her expression is far away, almost as if she’s disconnected from this world and already reaching for a distant one.

      It’s only when her eyes fall on Aiden that she blinks twice and tears shine on her lids. “W-what is he doing here? He shouldn’t be here, Jonathan. The devil will come for him.”

      “I’ll take him to bed, okay?”

      She nods several times. “Okay.”

      “Now, come down.” Keeping one hand on Aiden’s back, I reach the other to her. “Let’s take you to bed, too.”

      She stares at my extended palm as a tear falls down her cheek. “I didn’t take my pills.”

      “I know.” 

      If she had, she wouldn’t be roaming the fucking halls in the middle of the night. But I also can’t and won’t force her to take them, even if the shrink tells me it’s for her sake. Antidepressants turn her numb and she stops paying attention to Aiden. She stops eating and talking.

      She stops existing altogether. 

      “The pills don’t let me feel,” she whispers.

      “I know.”

      “I hate it. I hate not feeling.” She’s full out crying now, tears soaking her cheeks and wetting the delicate line of her throat.

      “I know.”

      “Don’t you hate me, Jonathan? Don’t you wish you got yourself one of those normal women?”

      “I never hated you, Alicia. I hate the world who turned you into this.” I take one more step forward, resisting the urge to yank her down from the edge. “Now, come down.”

      She stares at my hand, lips trembling. “But I hate me. I hate what I’m doing.”

      “What you’re doing?”

      Slowly, her eyes meet mine as she reaches her hand. “I saw the devil today, darling. I think he’s coming after me.”

      “What devil?”

      “I’ll take the pills.” She sniffles, pulling her hand back before her fingers could touch mine. “I think I hate feeling more than not feeling.”

      Ignoring my extended palm, she gets off the railing, her bare feet touching the ground. She approaches me but never looks me in the eyes. Instead, she brushes her lips against Aiden’s hair.

      He mumbles something in his sleep, and she smiles. It’s a weird one — her smile, that is. Not only is it heartbreaking but it’s also like an extension of her tears.

      “Protect him, Jonathan.” She pauses. “Even from me if you have to.”

      I’m about to hug her, to tell her that she’d never hurt Aiden, but she brushes past me in the direction of the stairs.

      I release a long sigh as my hand falls to my side, lifeless and empty. A foreboding feeling stays lodged in my chest as I watch her retreating back. 

      Why the fuck does it feel like the beginning of the end?
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      Drastic measures.

      They aren’t something I want to take, but something I have to.

      I’m only playing the cards I’ve been dealt. Well, I’m also paying for not being more careful, but it’s pointless to ponder on the past.

      I, of all people, know that so well.

      The wedding isn’t what I expected from grandiose families like the Kings and the Steels.

      It’s a simple ceremony with a few people present. They’re probably the elite of the elite if they managed to get invited to this event.

      I sure wasn’t.

      Instead, I spent an entire week trying to forge an invitation. I ended up going out with one of Steel Corporation’s leaders, Agnus Hamilton. He’s not just the CFO. He’s also Ethan Steel’s right-hand man.

      In a way, I killed two birds with one stone. I got to learn more about the corporation — not that he talked a lot on that subject. I also got invited to the wedding as his plus-one. I didn’t even have to try as hard as I predicted.

      Agnus gave me a direct opening into Ethan Steel’s entourage.

      He only escorted me inside the reception area, then disappeared somewhere.

      I’ll have to find him so he can introduce me to Ethan, but first… I need to practice my pitch again.

      That’s why I’m standing in a secluded area by the buffet table, nibbling on a piece of lobster and taking note of my surroundings.

      The wedding reception is set up around the pool of the Steel household. The bride’s home.

      The afternoon’s dim sun glints on the surface of the water, illuminating the light blue colour. It’s an elegant picture frame filled with distinguished men in expensive tuxedos and women in designer gowns.

      My research paid off in recognising almost all of the big shots present here today. I learnt early on to never be blindsided, and for that very reason, I did as much research as possible.

      For instance, the shorter man in a sharp tuxedo is Lewis Knight, secretary of state. He’s smiling at something the two men with aristocratic features have said. They’re actual nobles with titles. Duke Tristan Rhodes and Earl Edric Astor.

      It doesn’t end there, though. The Prime Minister, Sebastian Queens himself, and his wife are congratulating the bride and groom.

      It shouldn’t be a surprise.

      They all belong to the same circle of influential figures. Power oozes from every corner of this ‘familial’ reception.

      Corrupted.

      Infinite.

      Untouchable.

      It’s like being in the sun’s immediate orbit. If a normal person wants to approach that type of power, they should be ready to be burn.

      I guess I am.

      Because I have no choice.

      Desperation leads you to radical decisions you would’ve never considered before.

      This is my only chance to save the livelihood of hundreds of workers, their families, their futures, and their debts — that they funnel for these rich people. They say you always have a choice, but distinguishing between those choices is never clear cut.

      Making decisions is even more difficult. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have stepped a foot here. If it were up to me, I would’ve avoided this circle of people like the plague.

      The groom lifts his head and I slowly retreat behind a young couple who are laughing. Xander Knight, the son of the secretary of state, and a green-haired girl, who, if I remember correctly, is the daughter of a famous artist and a diplomat.

      They’re university kids. Just like the happy couple who got married today.

      When I first heard they were both nineteen going on twenty, I admit to being surprised. I didn’t realise kids these days married so young. I’m twenty-seven and it’s not even on my radar. Not that it ever will be.

      I’m defective, and I won’t inflict my atypical life on anyone.

      But hey, I’m thankful they chose to get married now. It’s given me a straight opening to this scene that I would’ve never dreamt of walking into.

      Even if Agnus had helped beyond inviting me, he wouldn’t have presented me the chance to have a meeting with the great Ethan Steel, even if I’d offered my body.

      Not that I would.

      This is my perfect opportunity.

      Today is the union of two powerful families in the United Kingdom. Ethan Steel’s daughter is marrying Jonathan King’s son.

      In other words, the long, ruthless rivalry between the two ex-friends, Ethan and Jonathan, is coming to an end.

      King Enterprises and Steel Corporation are turning the page with their children’s union. They even joined forces for a partnership with the family business of Tristan Rhodes’s — the duke I saw earlier.

      Or that’s what the magazines say. In reality, it could be something entirely different.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learnt in my life, it’s that the truth isn’t always what it seems. Especially with the powerful and the mighty.

      The people who have money and influence pumped through their veins instead of blood think differently than the rest of us peasants. They act differently too, which is why I need to be careful.

      I can’t be caught.

      Especially not now.

      I do another discreet sweep of the guests, searching for Agnus. There’s no trace of him or Ethan. Could they be in a private meeting?

      No. The prime minister, the duke, the earl, and the Secretary of State are outside. Since Agnus and Ethan belong to their closest circle, they wouldn’t leave them out. Did they perhaps go to the other side of the garden?

      I need to get this over with and leave before I meet him.

      Or worse, before he recognises me.

      I can’t stress enough that I cannot be caught. It’ll blow everything up in smoke.

      That’s the only downside of coming here instead of scheduling a meeting in Steel Corporation. I have better chances of striking a deal, but there’s also the risk of confronting him.

      Sucking deep breaths through my nose then mouth, I smooth down my black mermaid dress with a double deep V at the front and back. It shows a bit of skin, but not too much, and moulds against my curves perfectly. I’ve accentuated the look with the pearls my best friend got me for my birthday.

      My hair is tied elegantly at my nape and my makeup is bold — red lipstick, heavy eyeliner, and too much mascara. It’s nothing like I would normally wear on a day-to-day basis.

      Living my whole life in the shadows has taught me to never stand out. If I do, it’s game over.

      Today, I’ve had to go against my core survival method for a different survival game.

      My appearance suits being on Agnus Hamilton’s arm. Not that the man knows how to compliment, but considering his position in the great scheme of things, I needed to look the part of his date.

      And also, to pique Ethan’s attention.

      I’m about to head back to search for them when a presence suddenly materializes by my side.

      My heel steps back involuntarily and a shudder shoots up my spine and engulfs me in a thick shroud of fog.

      Run.

      They found you.

      Fucking run.

      I swallow those thoughts and steady my breathing. I’ve lived here for five years. No one knows me.

      No one.

      Smothering the panic, I plaster on a smile and stare up at the person who’s appeared out of nowhere — without even making a sound.

      I know because I’m usually the best at hearing the smallest noises. It’s how I’ve survived this long.

      Glancing over my shoulder, in my closet, and under my bed isn’t just a nasty habit. It’s the only way I can exist.

      My smile falters as I come face-to-face with none other than the groom himself.

      Aiden King.

      Jonathan King’s only son and one of his two heirs, along with his nephew, Levi.

      He has sharp features and an impressive height that allows him to look down at me. His metal grey eyes zero in on my face with awe, wonder, and what seems like…loss.

      The small mole on the side of his right eye catches my attention first, causing my legs shake.

      It’s the same as in my memories.

      His lips part, but it takes him a second to speak, “Mum?”

      A tremor grips my fingers as I place the unfinished lobster back on the plate and pretend to fiddle with the food even though I’m seeing blurry shapes. I’m thankful my voice comes out calm, unaffected even. “I’m sorry. You’ve got the wrong person.”

      He says nothing, but he doesn’t attempt to move. I feel his gaze digging holes into the top of my head like a hawk.

      “Why aren’t you looking at me?”

      I lift my head and flash him the serene smile I can fake so well. The one that hides endless chaos underneath.

      Aiden continues watching me with judgemental and calculative eyes. “You’re not my mother.”

      Phew. “That’s what I said.”

      “Then who the fuck are you?” His attention doesn’t leave my face, almost as if he’s searching for something.

      Or, to be more specific, someone.

      “Excuse me?” I feign innocence.

      “If you’re not Alicia, why do you look exactly like her and what the fuck are you doing at my wedding?”

      I keep my cool. “I was invited by Agnus.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know how to answer that.”

      He steps closer, his face and voice losing their surprised element and morphing to a steel so cold, it matches the colour of his eyes. “Why are you here? Who the fuck are you? And don’t tell me this is a coincidence, because I don’t believe in that.”

      No wonder people call Aiden a replica of his father. If he weren’t eight years my junior, I’d actually be scared of him.

      Scratch that. The only reason I’m standing my ground in front of him is because I’m already acquainted with the devil.

      People are nothing compared to the devil. So they don’t frighten me.

      “Aiden?”

      The bride appears by his side, holding the hem of her ample white dress. Her blonde hair falls in elegant waves down her back, giving her an angelic appearance.

      “What are you doing…” she trails off when her blue eyes meet mine. Her surprised expression is louder than her new husband’s and she blinks a few times. “A-Alicia?”

      “I was just telling Aiden you’ve got the wrong person.” This time, I recover quickly.

      He narrows his eyes. “How do you know my name?”

      Shit. “It’s all over the place. Congratulations on your wedding.”

      I turn around and leave before Aiden can catch me. I have no doubt he’d question me, and I can’t allow that to happen. Besides, I have no answers for him.

      I’m on a mission.

      All I have to do is finish it and get it over with.

      I slip through to the other side of the garden, quickening my pace as if I’m being chased. Which I might as well be.

      A breath leaves me when I’m out of Aiden’s visual range. I take a pause at the back corner and collect myself.

      That was close.

      Which means I’m pressed for time and need to get this over with as soon as possible.

      As expected, I find Agnus and Ethan here. They stand around a table with Calvin Reed, a diplomat and the father of the green-haired girl I saw earlier.

      I touch my wristwatch, the one I have on me at all times. My lucky watch that’s saved me more than once. It’s almost like the one who gave it to me is looking out for me.

      Here we go.

      Putting my smile in place, I take a champagne flute from a passing waiter, snap my spine into a straight line, and waltz towards them.

      Just when I’m about to reach them, a child no older than ten crashes into Calvin’s leg and demands his attention. The diplomat nods at the other two, takes the boy’s hand, and leads him towards the house.

      Ethan and Agnus continue talking amongst themselves.

      My perfect chance.

      Like the pictures on the internet, Ethan’s appearance is striking with light chestnut hair, a sharp jawline, and a tall, fit figure. From afar, he doesn’t really share many features with the bride, but as I approach them, the resemblance is there, subtle and creeping under the surface.

      I touch Agnus’s bicep. “There you are.”

      His bland eyes fall on me. It’s like they have no colour; their pale blue is washed out, almost non-existent. He’s broader than Ethan, but with a less sharp edge and a more silent demeanour. His physique is very well-built for someone in his mid-forties, and he gives untouchable vibes.

      When I first made him my target and figured out where he takes his morning coffees, I thought I’d have the hardest time getting him to notice me, considering he never dates or even shows interest in women.

      Colour me surprised when he offered to pay for my coffee that morning.

      Maybe I’m majorly underestimating myself? Who knows? No matter how tough it got, I’ve never reduced myself to playing these types of games before, so I have no past experience to compare to.

      “Right.” He smiles. Or tries to, anyway. Agnus barely has any expression, like they were washed out at birth or something. When he speaks, there’s a hint of a refined Birmingham accent to his words. “Aurora, let me introduce you. This is Ethan Steel. Ethan, Aurora Harper.”

      We exchange business cards and I try not to grin. Acquiring Ethan’s with his personal phone number on it is like hitting the jackpot.

      “I told you about her,” Agnus adds.

      He told him about me?

      Yes!

      My victory dance is halted when I perceive the pause in Ethan’s features. He’s the emperor of Steel Corporation, mid-forties, and has a presence so strong, you’re tempted to stop and look at him. It’s not the intrusive type, though. It’s more like the welcoming type where you just have to get in his vicinity.

      That’s why he’s the most fitting candidate to help me out. He was in a coma for nine years, and since he returned almost three years ago, he’s been investing in small companies and building back his empire by using several investments in different fields.

      The fact that he’s pausing isn’t good. Please don’t tell me he’ll act as if he’s seen a ghost like his daughter and Aiden did.

      “Ms Harper.” He takes my hand a places a kiss at the back of it, never cutting eye contact. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Phew.

      “The pleasure is all mine, and please, Aurora is fine. Congratulations on your daughter’s wedding, Mr Steel.”

      “Ethan is fine. Agnus tells me you sell watches?”

      Thank you, Agnus. I throw him a grateful glance and focus back on Ethan. “Yes. In fact, it’s my passion.”

      “How so?”

      I motion at his wristwatch. “That must’ve cost a fortune, but do you know why?”

      “The brand.”

      “Yes, brand awareness. But also, the work the brand established to have said awareness. Your watch is custom-made to fit your wrist size and be comfortable, even if you spend twelve hours in the office and then a few more hours at dinners or parties. It’s there to help you get through your day, but it remains unnoticed. Almost like background motivation.”

      “Impressive.” He glimpses at his right-hand man.

      “I told you,” Agnus says with the same blank face.

      “Let’s make a toast.” Ethan raises his glass. “To background motivation.”

      “To background motivation.” I raise my flute in return, a wide grin on my face.

      I did it.

      I’m saving the company.

      All I have to do is keep up with pleasantries, offer him another custom-made, and move on to business talk.

      I have no time to waste. Countless people in H&H look up to me and I will not let them down.

      “I’ll go get another drink.” Agnus nods at us before disappearing out of view.

      That leaves only Ethan and me. I smile, even though I prefer having Agnus around. He’s a great backup, considering he did most of the work for me. I may not click with him emotionally, considering he doesn’t really have those types of connections with women – or any human being, but I’ll be forever grateful for the help he offered.

      Ethan leans closer, his features welcoming but concentrated. “Tell me more about the business side.”

      As I’m about to start, my mind rushes with all the pitches I’ve spent a long time preparing.

      I lift my head slightly and my smile disappears when my gaze collides with sinister grey eyes.

      Killer eyes.

      His presence rips me from the now and slams me to eleven years in the past.

      I’m back to that day, catching my breath at the side of the road. I broke to pieces and I’m still unable to pull myself together again.

      He is one of the reasons I never will.

      Jonathan King.

      A ruler in this world.

      An actual king who holds more power than the queen herself.

      My worst enemy.
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      Ghosts are supposed to stay where they belong.

      Dead.

      So why the fuck is that ghost looking at me as if she’s ready to drag me with her to the grave?

      In my world, it’s the other way around. I’m the one who drags things — and people — to wherever I please.

      It’s bad enough that I have to be in Ethan’s house to celebrate my son’s marriage to his daughter — which I still don’t think is the brightest decision Aiden’s made.

      I don’t need the situation made worse with this…ghost.

      If I hadn’t seen Alicia dead with my own eyes, I would believe she’d somehow resurrected.

      Perhaps she’s returned for vengeance. Perhaps it’s time for her to serve justice.

      Only, what’s justice? If everyone’s perception of that word is different, whose truth is the real truth?

      For me, justice doesn’t exist. It’s a useless word the politically correct folk have picked up to put their little minds at ease.

      Justice is a delusion in a world where the likes of me grip the reins of power with ruthless hands.

      I don’t believe in justice. My father did, and he died still searching for it. What did justice give him? Fucking condolences, that’s what.

      Since then, I’ve built my kingdom with merciless methods and brought justice to its knees right in front of me.

      That’s where everyone who defies me belongs. On their fucking knees.

      Alicia — or her doppelgänger — stands around a table with Ethan, drinking from a flute of champagne. Her dainty fingers painted red surround the glass with infinite elegance.

      She’s the same. From her dress and uptight posture to the curve of her neck and the softness of her cheeks. Her inky black hair and her petite nose. Even the contours of her full mouth.

      It’s all a replica.

      One thing is wrong, though. Or more accurately, two.

      One, the red lipstick. Alicia would never put that on.

      Two, the colour of her eyes. It’s like dark blue skies right after a war.

      Or right before a storm.

      As it seems, wars and storms are my specialities. If there’s a chance to disturb someone’s peace and grab what’s there for the taking, I don’t hesitate.

      Contrary to common belief, I’m not heartless. I’m relentless. I don’t stop until both the war and the storm end in my favour.

      If they don’t, they might as well go on until they fall to their knees in front of me – like everyone else.

      For the first time in a decade, I don’t act first.

      I stop.

      I watch.

      I savour the moment and the shock value of it.

      She surprised me, I’ll give her that.

      I don’t like surprises — unless I’m the one who issues them.

      It takes me a moment to separate what’s in front of me from what I already know.

      The reality from the past.

      The truth from the imagination.

      And it is her.

      Not Alicia.

      But someone so close, she managed to slip from under my radar for years.

      Fucking years.

      I thought she died in a hole somewhere, or that she pissed off to another corner of the world.

      Turns out, neither are the case. She’s here in my empire. Right under my nose.

      She appeared out of thin air like a fucking ghost.

      Does she think she’ll slip between my fingers this easily? Or that she can escape me in my own territory?

      Now that I’m past the haze and thinking more rationally, I recall the first and last time I met her.

      It was at my wedding to Alicia.

      A little girl with barely brushed hair ran into me, lifted up her huge sparkling eyes and her mouth formed into an ‘O’. Her first words to me were, “I’m sorry, sir.”

      She’ll be more than sorry now.

      She’ll wish she’d stayed far away from my kingdom.

      That lowlife Ethan must’ve played a part in this, but he’ll also pay. And it’ll be by using her.

      The ghost.

      The sneak.

      My dead wife’s little sister.
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      Oh, no.

      No, no, no.

      He wasn’t supposed to come now, of all times.

      My gaze is held captive by his darker, grim one. He doesn’t even blink or show any reaction.

      Jonathan stands a small distance away, but he might as well be wrapping his hands around my throat in a tight noose.

      A sharp tux flatters his broad frame and highlights his long legs. It’s almost as if he’s in his late thirties instead of his mid-forties. His appearance is taut, hard, and fierce — like everything about him.

      His midnight-coloured hair is styled back, revealing a strong forehead and an angular jawline that could cut me in half if I get any nearer. A slight stubble covers his face, giving him an older, harsher, and untouchable feel.

      The king.

      Literally.

      Figuratively.

      It’s more than his last name and all about his power that knows no limits.

      The queen? Forget about her. She does nothing in the real world. It’s the likes of Jonathan King who toys with the economy like it’s his personal chessboard.

      The prime minister? Forget about him, too. Jonathan was the main sponsor of his campaign and that should explain everything about how far his influence can reach. It’s scary to think what else he could have under his control.

      Or if there’s anything that isn’t.

      Of all things, running into Jonathan King is the risk I took when I came to the wedding of his son — my nephew — who doesn’t even know I exist.

      Here’s hoping Jonathan doesn’t either. We only met that one time, during his wedding to Alicia. There was also that phone call, but it was so long ago. Surely he doesn’t remember me.

      I remember him, though. I don’t think it’s possible to erase the few memories I have of him.

      Jonathan has a presence that creeps up on you out of the blue and soon enough, it takes over everything in your surroundings. It’s the bombing from an aeroplane.

      The sound of thunder.

      The eruption of a volcano.

      And that? That’s not even close to forgettable. For so many people, meeting Jonathan is the highlight of their existence.

      At his wedding, I was young. Seven. He was twenty-four. But I clearly recall how larger than life he looked.

      Like a god.

      I couldn’t stop staring at him while hiding behind Alicia’s wedding dress. I dug my little fingers into the cloth and peeked up at him, making her laugh in that radiant way that warmed my chest. She told me I didn’t need to hide and that he was family now.

      I did, though.

      Because he was a god, and gods have wrath so brutal, it eradicates everyone in their path.

      If Jonathan was larger than life then, he’s now a force not to be reckoned with. He’s the fury whose path I don’t want to walk through, no matter how much I hate him for what he did to Alicia.

      Maybe he’s forgotten about me. It’s possible, right? Alicia’s been dead for eleven years and I last met him twenty years ago.

      Stay calm.

      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      Jonathan strides towards me with steps so strong, it’s almost as if I can feel them in my bones.

      He stands beside me. Not beside Ethan — me.

      The itch to touch my wristwatch rises to the forefront of my psyche, but I shut it down as fast as I can possibly manage.

      Jonathan’s not close to the point of invading my personal space, but he’s close enough that I can smell his strong, distinctive scent that for some foolish reason, I still recall.

      Back then, I didn’t know how to categorise that scent except for it being so addictive. Now, I recognise it as spicy and woodsy. Jonathan is all about power, even in the way he smells.

      It shows in his entire appearance. The specially tailored suits with diamond cuffs. The custom-made Italian shoes. The luxury Swiss watch.

      Everything about him says without words, ‘I’m not a man to be crossed.’

      If anyone tries, I have no doubt he’d crush them under the sole of his leather shoes.

      “Jonathan,” Ethan greets with a tone so dispassionate, I feel the subtle aggression behind it.

      “Ethan.” The deep tenor of his voice hits my skin like a whip.

      I tighten my fingers around the champagne flute, and that’s when I realise how my head has been bowed since he started standing here.

      My sole attention is on the blue watch strapped on his wrist. Watches are my speciality, my passion, and they usually boost me with confidence.

      Not today.

      Today I feel like I bet myself and lost. I made a risk and it’s now biting me in the arse.

      If only I had just kept my accountant on a leash and checked everything he did, he wouldn’t have stolen the company’s funds and left us with bankruptcy flags in the distance.

      I trusted him. We all did.

      We’re a family at H&H. We started so small and we grew in the span of a couple of years. We began to take bigger contracts and were given better exhibition opportunities. We were ready to take it to the next level until Jake ruined everything.

      Then we had to beg for investors when we always thought we were above them. However, the moment they found out about the numbers and that our next product was a gamble, they pulled back.

      The bank refused to give us any more loans, considering the amount we already owe them.

      Ethan is my last resort before I have to cut back on employees and eventually announce bankruptcy and kill the dream I started with my own bare hands.

      The thought alone makes me lose sleep.

      “Who’s your company?” Jonathan asks Ethan with an unreadable tone.

      I release a breath. This means he doesn’t recognise me, right?

      Ethan smiles, but it’s projecting the exact opposite of what a smile should. Instead of being welcoming, it’s downright ominous. “I don’t see why that should concern you.”

      “Is that so?” Jonathan’s gaze falls back on me. I feel it without having to look up. And I won’t look up. That’s like signing my own death certificate.

      He’s studying me. Actually, no. It’s more like he’s sampling me before he pounces like a hungry predator.

      Only, I’m not his prey.

      It’s been a long time since I swore to never be anyone’s prey again.

      I already brought down one predator in my life and I’ll do it all over again if I have to. Consequences and nightmares be damned.

      However, having Jonathan King as an opponent is the last thing I want. There’s being brave and then there’s being downright foolish.

      Challenging the king in his kingdom is the latter.

      It’s how messengers sent by monarchs got their heads chopped off and hanged on the entry of the capital for everyone to see.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Ethan says, “Aurora was in the midst of telling me something.”

      “Aurora,” Jonathan muses. “That’s not the right name, though, is it?”

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      Damn it!

      I feel as if I’m about to vomit my guts out as I peek up at him. He’s watching me with a cool, almost manic expression that betrays nothing of his thoughts. But I can feel it loud and clear.

      He knows.

      He remembers.

      My fingers shake around the flute and it takes everything in me to place it on the table without spilling it and making a fool out of myself.

      “Did you not hear the part where you should excuse us?” Ethan raises a brow.

      “I did. Though, as it happens, I don’t take orders.” Jonathan is speaking to Ethan, but his entire attention falls on me.

      Impenetrable.

      Unemotional.

      Unmoving.

      With each passing second, his focus hones, turning harsher and darker. If anything, it becomes lethal with the intention of destruction.

      A god about to unleash his wrath.

      I need out of here. Now.

      Plastering on a smile, I face Ethan. “I’ll go search for Agnus. I have your card, so is it okay if I call you?”

      “I have yours. I’ll be the one to call.”

      “Thank you.” I barely acknowledge Jonathan with an unintelligible nod as I turn around and stride out of the scene.

      It takes everything in me not to run and give away my discomfort or the sense of how royally I fucked up.

      This is bad. No. It can be disastrous to everything I’ve spent years building while I carefully stayed in the shadows so I didn’t get noticed.

      I’ve ruined everything in one night.

      As soon as I’m in the pool area, I avoid Aiden, which isn’t super hard. He’s slowly dancing with his bride, her head hidden by his shoulder as he rests his chin on top of her hair.

      For a second, I stop and stare at the scene, at how serene and happy they both appear. It’s similar to Alicia and Jonathan’s wedding day twenty years ago. Although…Jonathan didn’t dance. I suspect whether the tyrant even knows how.

      I pull myself out of my stupor and sneak to the car park.

      So I lied.

      I wasn’t going to find Agnus. That meant I would’ve had to linger around, and there’s no way in hell I was spending a minute longer in Jonathan’s vicinity.

      As for my other side of the plan? Now that I broke the ice with Ethan, we can have a meeting at his company, and hopefully, I won’t have to see Jonathan again in this lifetime.

      He’ll be on his throne and I’ll go back to my small corner of London that he doesn’t focus on. Being a ruler means he doesn’t care to look at insignificant presences, and that’s exactly where I plan to stay.

      I don’t ask any of the staff to bring my car and, instead, quicken my pace towards it, not sparing a glance behind me.

      If you don’t look behind, no one finds you.

      Or so you think.

      I shake my head at that sinister voice. His voice. The devil I’m acquainted with.

      My fingers are unsteady as I pull out my keys from my bag. I push the button on my car keys, causing my Toyota to unlock with a beep.

      The moment I open the door, a hand comes from beside my head and slams it shut. I flinch as the same strong woodsy scent I’ve never forgotten invades my nostrils.

      Jonathan’s hot breath leaves goosebumps on my face as he whispers in a low, almost threatening tone, “Long time no see, Aurora. Or should I call you Clarissa?”
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        The story continues in Reign of a King.

        Pre-order now.
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        Click here to read the complete story of Aiden, Jonathan’s son. Find out what happens when she provokes the school’s most popular boy.
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      Thank you so much for reading Rule of a Kingdom! If you liked it, please leave a review.

      Your support means the world to me.

      

      If you’re thirsty for more discussions with other readers, you can join the Facebook group, Rina’s Spoilers Room.

      

      Up next is the continuation of Jonathan & Aurora’s story, Reign of a King.

      Release date: October 29, 2020
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