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        This book is dedicated to all those who are brave enough to start fresh. It’s not easy to take a leap of faith. Putting past choice behind us can be difficult and often held against us. Therefore, when a person decides it’s time to make a better life for themselves, I find that worthy and commend them for it.
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      My Noble Fight mentions the acts of physical, mental/emotional, and sexual assault which I understand be subjects some readers wish to avoid.

      This romance novel is a work of fiction. It is about the healing of a woman determined to have a better life for herself and her daughter. I do not go into great details, but do discuss those matters so you as a reader can understand the heroine's strength. Then hopefully you will be able to celebrate her as a survivor, warrior, and a champion to her daughter. Reader Discretion is advised.

      If you have found yourself in a similar situation as Violet, I am genuinely sorry for all you have endured. I hope that through my telling of Violet’s story you can find some healing and that I was respectful in my telling of it. If you are in need of some assistance or want someone to speak with please reach out to the National Domestic Violence Hotline: https://www.thehotline.org/
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      I’ve never been more infuriated with someone before in my life. If you were to ask why I am so bothered on why this individual has such a hold on me, I don’t even know if I could provide you with an honest answer.

      I’d have dealt with her sooner. However, extreme circumstances took a great deal of my time these last couple of days, so I’ve had to put it off until those matters were settled. Now I intend on confronting this woman for the unacceptable offense I feel she is guilty of. There is no excuse for what she did, hence the reason I am determined to get to the bottom of it once and for all.

      If I hadn’t been derailed during the party when Winifred’s estranged sister showed up a bloody and confused mess, I’d have handled it that night. As one might imagine, that situation became a priority. It required our undivided attention. In fact, we’ve been dealing with that mess for most of the week. I’ve been running interference with the press. Feeding them just enough information to satisfy while my other brothers managed everything else.

      Now that it has settled down, I am finally free to confront the most frustrating woman in the kingdom. Clearly, this woman holds little respect for the King’s family, along with the office where she works. Although my brothers strongly disagree with my opinion. They have it in their delusional minds that it’s me she has an issue with.

      And perhaps that is what bothers me the most. I cannot for the life of me understand why she has a problem with me. I’ve never done anything to make this woman, not like me. Never once was I rude or treated her disrespectfully. I never dared to belittle her alone or around others. If anything, I’d like to believe I had done just the opposite.

      I pride myself on treating everyone respectfully, no matter what their social status might be. Striving to make all feel extremely comfortable around me. It happens to be one of my many talents, especially when it comes to the ladies. Women always like me. I have had no problems interacting with them, until her.

      It began on the first day I walked into my brother, the King’s office, and was introduced to his new secretary, Miss Violet Blanc. I got the impression almost instantly she didn’t much care for me. Not understanding why, I’ve done my very best to change her mind. Took a little extra time when I stopped by, making a point to speak with her. Endeavored to get to know her while letting her also get to know me. Except she always ignored me, tried to dismiss me, often suggested I not waste my time. Claiming that me trying to impress her was never going to work and then proving her words true by her body language.

      I thought she only needed to get to know me better. Therefore, I kept making a point to not allow her actions to bother me. Doing my very best to always smile genuinely at her, even though she only scowled at me.

      Even tried to bribe her with treats I’d witnessed her enjoying from time to time. Only to watch her dispose of them in the trashcan next to her desk, as if she didn’t trust me. It was as if she believed I would lace them with something. Something I would never even consider. I found it disturbing she’d consider that a possibility. My father died because his wife slipped drugs into his nightcap. Thus, I have no tolerance for that sort of conduct.

      Then the day came when I made a very demanding request of her. It was two days before my brother threw his wife—who also happened to be my best friend—a surprise party. I was tired of all the animosity between us I felt was undeserved, so I challenged her. Invited her to attend the party as my date. Not surprisingly, she declined immediately. Then attempted to blow the entire event off by claiming she had other plans that evening, which couldn’t be changed.

      I’ll admit I might have overstepped my role. Gave Violet an ultimatum she’d not be able to refuse. Explained how when a member of the royal family extends such an invitation to a private event—one that was a celebration—one did not blow it off, first and foremost. I went so far as to suggest should she forego the festivities; she might want to start searching for a new job. Dared to point out that it would be in her best interest to show her support. Let those she worked for witness firsthand how she was more than appreciative of an invitation to such an event.

      I myself could hardly believe what I was suggesting. All because I knew no one in my family would hold it against her if she declined. That wasn’t how our family treated its employees or friends. Thankfully, Miss Blanc hadn’t figured that fact out yet.

      With a very angry disposition, she agreed to attend the celebration. Declining however to be my date. Wild horses, she’d mentioned, couldn’t drag her there should that be a requirement.

      I felt guilty about lying to her after I’d had time to cool off. Started to realize my behavior was uncalled for. It was then that I offered a sincere apology. That is the very reason I returned to the palace later that afternoon.

      Upon my return, I overheard Esteban’s secretary discussing a subject that struck me as quite inappropriate. It took no time at all to grasp it was Violet she was gossiping about. Daring to belittle her choice of clothing and style. All of which had me giving it my all to figure out what was wrong with her choices exactly. I took significant effort to recall several of the outfits I’d witnessed her in. I suppose they were simpler than what the other women in the office wore. They certainly were not so dire to draw this kind of attention.

      The other woman seemed to disagree. Pointed out to whoever she was chatting with how rotating the same three ensembles, mixing them slightly, was not acceptable for a person who worked in the palace. Even less so, it seemed, when said person reported directly to the king himself. Violet had lowered standards, being allowed to dress in budget department store clothing, making the rest of the staff appear like fashion amateurs.

      Needless to say, I thought the woman was crazy. Possibly jealous because Violet had acquired the position as the king’s secretary instead of her. There were reasons that woman hadn’t been assigned such a promotion. Her loyalty to feeding the gossip pool was high on the list. Antonio needed someone he could trust to keep tight lips. Not having to worry if this person had issues offending even the most powerful and arrogant men. Something Violet had proven several times she had no problem doing, me included.

      It became apparent that Violet had overheard the other woman once I entered the king’s main office. She’d been standing a few feet away, checking out her reflection in the window before she caught sight of me. I might have even witnessed a tear or two building. Though I cannot be sure once her ice princess persona slipped into place the instant she realized I was standing behind her.

      I can recall that conversation as if it happened only yesterday.

      “What brings you back twice in one day, Your Highness?” Violet asked me as she took her seat behind her desk and then pretended to work. “His Majesty is not here. I believe he has left for the day, even. You should go.”

      I ignored her while I took a step closer. All while I gave her outfit a respectable once-over. She was wearing a black pencil skirt, silk pink blouse, a pearl necklace with matching earrings, finished off with black stockings and pumps. A black suit jacket was hanging off the hook behind her. I could easily distinguish the outfit was not of exceptional quality, but it was in excellent condition. More than acceptable for this office.

      I then took a second peek at her necklace, easily recognizing it was not real. Not that it mattered one way or the other; it was classy enough and worked just fine.

      “Is there a reason you are still here?” Her annoyed voice questioned while I stood there and blatantly checked her out. It was clear when our eyes met that she was self-conscious about my openness. Possibly wondering if I felt the same as the other woman across the hall. Believing her outfit was not good enough for this office.

      “Sorry,” I shook my head as I did my best to refocus. “I’ve come with a peace offering. Earlier I might have…”

      “No,” she interrupted, not giving me a chance to explain. “Take it with you when you leave.”

      Not interested in accepting her request, I stepped even closer. I then set down the wrapped box and crossed my arms. “Since I all but forced you to agree in attending Princess Winifred’s birthday bash, I thought I could at least make certain you were properly clothed for the occasion.”

      Her eyes darted up. For a moment I believed I saw a flash of vulnerability behind them. It didn’t last long, because Violet wasn’t one to display those emotions easily. Nevertheless, she was drawing the wrong conclusion about my being there.

      Her next words clarified that for me. “I believe I am capable of dressing myself.”

      “Clearly,” I motioned to her ensemble. “You seem very capable, in fact. But one can never have too many cocktail dresses in her wardrobe, correct? I presumed a new dress would be nice. My sister, Gabriela, seems to always light up when I splurge on her. I assumed you don’t like wasting your hard-earned money on frivolous things, therefore I decided I’d indulge you. See if I could make up for my earlier rudeness.”

      Violet started to say something. I’m certain it would have been epic and put me in my place very quickly, but she surprisingly stopped herself.

      “Just open it before you dismiss my over-the-top gesture. It’s not every day I go shopping with the intent to make amends. So, before coming unhinged on me, at least take a peek. That way you can criticize my taste along with the gesture.”

      A slight twitch at the side of her lips made me think she might actually smile. Making me nudge the box closer, hoping to at least tempt her curiosity.

      “I cannot accept this.” Violet stared at the box with uncertainty, “It wouldn’t be right.”

      “One might suggest that it would be less right for you to deny a gift from your prince. Although I get the impression that you, Miss Blanc, don’t give two cents what others might think. You are your own woman and do as you dare choose. To hell with what others think. However, it would be a shame to not at least appreciate what you are refusing before denying it. Don’t you agree?”

      “Why?” she tapped the box skeptical. “Do you always buy gifts for your women?”

      “My women? I don’t have women, Miss Blanc. So no, I don’t buy them gifts or offer many apologies.” I shoved the box toward her, “You would be the first.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “Seems a pattern you have crafted where I am concerned. I suppose there lies an answer somewhere in your mind, although I don’t know what or why that is, only you do.” I’d like to though; know why she disliked me so.

      “You remind me of someone.”

      It’s the first time I’d been given a hint as to why she held some animosity against me; it certainly gave me something to ponder on.

      “What a shame. He must be a real putz since you seem to sincerely dislike this person so much. My apologies.” Should I ever meet that man, there is no doubt that we’d exchange a few words.

      Violet blinked several times as if thinking that over. “You really are something else, you know. Apologizing for someone that you have no control over and could not even change.”

      I had so many points I wanted to make about that statement. I decided it best to leave it for now, though. “Open the box and stop stalling.”

      “Gaw, you are extremely bossy.” She vented as she took the box, then began untying the ribbon that was holding it shut.

      I watched closely as she opened the package and separated the tissue paper. It became evident to me that this woman didn’t receive nearly enough gifts.

      “This is too much,” her weak voice stated. “I can’t…”

      “Debaixo de bom saio está o homem mau.”  (Judge not according to the appearance.)

      I am a firm believer of that statement. Judging a person is never a good idea. First impressions can at times be deceiving if we have preconceived notions. It is obvious Violet did since she claimed I reminded her of someone else.

      “Peace offering, Miss Blanc.”

      She pulled the dress from the box and then let it hang from her fingers. The black dress was nothing special, really. Every woman, I believe, owned one more than one, probably. It was nice enough she’d be able to wear it to any formal event, yet casual enough to wear it when going out with her girlfriends. The style didn’t imply I’d gotten it for her to suggest something I was not suggesting. The dress was elegant and modest and would look so very lovely on her. Although if I’m honest, I imagined it could also be extremely sexy while remaining classy. I guess I would only know that if she actually accepted it and then wore it later.

      “No more gifts please,” she folded it and set the box aside. “Promise me this.”

      I hated to lie to her because I knew it was one I could not keep. Therefore, I moved on and ignored her request. “I’m glad you have come to your senses. So about me picking you up and escorting you…”

      I’m not sure how I’d gotten Violet to allow me to pick her up for the party, but somehow, I had. Although she’d refused to let me come to her flat and retrieve her there. She insisted I meet her at a friend’s instead. Something about needing to go there anyway, because she had swapped her previous plans. This friend was now doing her one huge favor by letting her get ready there.

      The evening of the party, I’d thought we’d moved past it all. We’d been having a nice time. Spoken to each other like civil adults and not once had she gotten cheeky with me. We were two hours in when she received a text that caught her attention. Everything from that point forward shifted. I sensed her pulling back and slipping her mask on. And when I questioned her about it, she asked me to mind my own business and kindly stay clear of hers.

      I’d excused myself to go speak with someone I needed to talk to, only gone fifteen minutes at most. When I returned, all her belongings were nowhere to be found, and she too was missing. I did my best to dismiss it. Excused her absence by assuming she was using the lavatory. Thirty minutes later, I knew she had disappeared without so much as a goodbye or explanation.

      It had rubbed me completely the wrong way. I tried my hardest to not let it, but nothing I did seemed to work. Perhaps it was that I had come to realize she had returned to her stony ice princess persona, directly after someone had interrupted our evening. My assumption was that it had to do with the person I reminded her of. And because I was there instead of him, I was to bear the expense of her emotions.

      So here I am, just outside her building. I am in my vehicle staring at it, trying to decide how to proceed. This place isn’t exactly what I had expected. I was certain she could afford something nicer with the salary she received, or so I hoped. Although, I hadn’t actually looked into her financials. I assume because she is the king’s secretary, she makes an adequate salary.

      My driver stops me with his words as I am reaching for the door handle, “Sir, I must insist…”

      “Hush,” I pause only long enough to give him a direct order. “You may join me, but you will keep your opinions to yourself.”

      Rico sighs, a sure sign he expected that answer. Thankfully, he doesn’t argue with me. “Certainly, Your Highness.”

      I climb out and wait for him to follow. “Enough with the attitude. Shall we?”

      “After you, sir.” He motions for me to move first while he does a surveillance of the area.

      “Do you suppose it is unlocked?” I ask as I reach for the security door and yank it open with no problem. “Do me a favor. Have Javier do a full background check and financial assessment on Miss Violet Blanc. This is unacceptable for any woman, in my opinion. Surely Antonio pays her better than what it costs her to live here. If not, then I shall be having a harsh word with my brother the second I am finished here.”

      A rat scurries out in front of us, making a quick exit from the building. “Even the rats agree that the conditions are not up to standards,” I state as I begin to make my way toward the elevator bay. As soon as the door opens, we are bombarded with the stench of urine and stale cigarette smoke. “Perhaps the stairs will be healthier?”

      “Doubtful sir, but at least we won’t be trapped in a public urinal should this deathtrap get stuck.” Rico looks and sounds almost as disgusted as I am. “Are you certain you have the correct address?”

      I push open the stairwell door and realize he was correct when the odor inside washes over us. “I hope for her sake this is not the correct address, that it was somehow mistyped into the system. Be ready to fight a feral cat should I find her here and decide to vacate with her over my shoulder. It could get ugly.”

      Rico chuckles behind me, but it’s not because I believe he thinks this is funny. “Might be easier to knock her out before transport.”

      We don’t talk the remainder of our climb to her third-floor flat. When we reach her floor, we exit the stairwell into a hallway that isn’t any better. By the time we arrive at her door, I am beyond furious. There are no words, no explanation she can come up with that will be good enough to explain this away.

      Before I can knock, the door swings open. I come face-to-face with a man I know all too well. He’s slightly taller than me, but with the same dark hair and brown eyes. We often have been mistaken as brothers during our younger years when it was difficult to tell any of us apart.

      His smug expression explains way more than I wish. “Hello, cousin.”

      “What are you doing here, Ruben?” I try to remain calm.

      Reaching down, he zips his trousers, even though I’m not convinced they were actually undone. “You know the usual. Visiting my whore and baby factory.”

      “Don’t call her that.” I long to punch him for disrespecting Violet in such away. My hands form a solid fist but remain hanging by my sides.

      “Sorry. I believe your type refers to them as mistresses and surrogates, but I’m rather confident this one is the former rather than the latter.” He takes a step back and invites us inside as if it is his right to do so. “I didn’t realize she was extending her services to others, although I suppose that is understandable. Once I’ve successfully secured a second heir, I’ll be done with her for good this time. Lady Amber is not interested in more than two, and as you know, I give my wife what she wants when I can.”

      “You son of a...” I start to lunge for him, except Rico holds me back.

      “Careful cousin. Do not forget who you are dealing with. You are no one to me, to the people really. Third born only makes you a nuisance, one no one would miss all that much.” Ruben lifts his head slightly and squints his eyes as if studying me. “Do not push me.”

      “You need to leave,” I warn him. “Don’t come back.”

      Ruben laughs in that sadistic way he has perfected. “I’ll keep returning to see her until I decide not to, Your Highness. Please do not disturb her, unless you want me to return sooner than I first intended. Tell her to come by the house in a few days. Since she was a good girl and didn’t give me nearly as much trouble this time as last, she’s earned her reward. Charlotte will be happy to see her.”

      I close my eyes as my mind recalls the young daughter who seemed to appear out of thin air. She had to be over a year by now if memory serves me correctly. A dark-haired, beautiful little angel who looked like Ruben but nothing like his wife, Lady Amber. Rumor suggested his wife was barren after an accident. He had promised to not let that stop him from giving her a child, though. I dare not think how Violet fits into that promise. I refuse to believe this was a choice she would have made freely.

      We watch him gather the rest of his belongings as he keeps a close eye on Rico and me. He only takes his eyes off us for a second when he does a quick perusal of the flat and agitates his head. “She’ll probably be sore, so you should be extremely gentle with her cousin. And please, double wrap, to ensure our swimmers don’t intermingle. That could become a tricky situation should we achieve a positive result. Do you not agree?”

      He opens the door to her flat and then leaves me with more to think on. “Don’t worry Lorenzo, she isn’t spilling any palace secrets. Not even after given my special serum. I don’t honestly know what she finds so repulsive about me. I’ve never been anything but good to her. Took care of her when she was all alone and needed some extra cash. Funny how they so quickly forget, isn’t it?”

      I stare at the door for what seems like hours once it closes. Wishing I’d gotten my hands on him before he left. It isn’t until Rico speaks, do I take my eyes off it and try to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      Why was my cousin really here? What did he want with someone like Miss Violet Blanc? How did Violet get involved with a man like Ruben?

      All questions only she could answer should she choose to do so.

      “Sir,” Rico holds up an empty syringe he discovered on one of the side tables. “We should probably check on Miss Blanc.”

      I glance at the only other door in the flat that happens to be closed. “Call Gayle and Laney. Have them meet us at my place in an hour. Make sure they call Dr. Wilson. Give her a rundown of the situation we will need her assistance on.”

      “And what is that exactly, may I ask?” Rico runs his hand over his head, displaying his frustration.

      “Just tell her… tell her… tell her we suspect a rape, but cannot confirm it yet. Possibly one where drugs were involved and who knows what else. Express that we expect full disclosure on the matter.

      “While you do that, I’m going in there to establish what the damage is.” I point to the closed door. “Be ready Rico, this could get ugly way faster than I expected.”

      I place my hand on the doorknob and turn it.

      The first thing I notice when I step inside is the dress I bought her. It has been shredded as if someone took scissors to it and went to town on it to prove some point. I’ll obviously replace it for her.

      As the light overtakes the darkness in here, it is then that I spot Violet on the bed. She is awake and staring at me with a drug-induced gaze. Her naked form attempts to coil up and retreat. But because of the drugs that are affecting her, she barely moves.

      “Please, no. No more. I’ve done as you’ve requested. You promised if I was good, you’d let me see Charlotte.” Violet does her best to cover her naked body, except there is nothing to cover it with. The very reason I can identify the bruises, bite marks, and old scars. They stand out, along with the new ones she will likely soon acquire.

      “I’m going to be sick.” I hear her announce, right before she clutches her stomach and then retches its contents all over the bed.

      I don’t bother with decency at that moment, I simply react. Scoop her up in my arms so I can carry her off to the bathroom where I deposit her in the tub.

      “Sir,” I hear Rico behind me. “Don’t wash her.”

      “I have to clean her up,” I argue, blocking him from seeing her clearly.

      “Sir. I understand where you are coming from, I do. But if you wash her…”

      He doesn’t need to explain more. I understand what he is advising. Not that it will matter, because I also know my cousin, along with the connections he holds. It is why he wasn’t worried about us finding him here. He does as he pleases and no one touches him. No one messes with a Del Markov or his family. Most fear them for good reason, I suppose, since they run the other empire that thrives in Hermosa Islas.

      Every country has to deal with organized crime in one form or another. Ours is no different. The exception, I guess, being that my father’s youngest sister Marjorie ended up married to the second most powerful family we have in our great kingdom. A family my father hated more than he hated all those opposed to his reign. That hatred had put a wedge between the Reyes family and the Del Markov family, had them fighting to destroy the other without considering the financial cost.

      “You look like him,” I hear Violet express as she stares at me blankly. “I hate him. I’m afraid I’ll never get out from under his thumb. No matter how hard I try or what I give him. Even when I don’t want to give it to him. Please leave. Just… please leave me be. Maybe this time I’ll die before it wears off and I’m forced to face the reality of my situation again.”

      Violet’s body convulses almost instantly. I climb in the tub with her so I can protect her the best I am able to. Afraid she will do more damage than has already been done if I don’t secure her safely against my body while I protect her head.

      It kills me to know this is all I can do right now for her. If I could, I’d suffer all this for her, take away her pain, give her something else to focus on.

      Her words break me in a way that I’ve never been broken before this woman entered my life and somehow changed it. I hold her against me, doing my best to be there for her. Even though I’m sure it is not what she wants. However, knowing it is what she needs. What she is going to get from here on out.

      “I’ve called for an ambulance. They should be here in five minutes.” Rico announces as he drapes a blanket over Violet’s shaking body. Protecting her too, because that is what my team does.
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      I’ve been camped out in this white sterile room for three days now. Not once have I left it since they wheeled Violet inside. I’ve remained by her side after a nearly fatal reaction to whatever drugs my cousin injected into her system.

      She’s suffered so many seizures the doctors are concerned about the effects it could have on her long-term. Watching her brain diligently for any signs that suggest complications she’ll have should she ever wake. It isn’t clear yet if and when that might occur.

      Right now, the doctors are hopeful, but Violet is not out of the woods just yet. They can only understand so much while she sleeps and her body does its best to heal. The seizures have stopped finally. Even the minor ones that could only be detected by monitoring her brain waves. Now everyone is playing the waiting game. Only Violet can determine when this game will end.

      I’ve had three days to sit here and reflected over the last eleven months I’ve known this woman. Recounted it all over in detail. Bringing each and every interaction I have shared with Violet to mind.

      The first day Antonio introduced us, I remember catching her retreat slightly. Taking a step backward and trying to play it off. When I extended my hand to shake hers, it took every ounce of strength she had inside of her to allow me to touch her. I recall how her hand trembled when I captured her fingers with my hands, while I expressed it was a pleasure to make her acquaintance. She couldn’t yank her hand free of mine fast enough. Her hasty retreat behind her fortress of a desk where she could place a solid barrier between us seemed odd. I didn’t miss how she kept a close watch on me from that point forward. Rarely saying more than necessary when addressing me.

      That was how those first several months transpired between us. I’d come to the palace to discuss Reyes Capital with my brother, and Violet had regularly done her best to avoid me as much as possible. She pretended to be busy or made some excuse to leave shortly after I arrived. Never participating when I attempted to make small talk, always acted annoyed by me. At first, I assumed maybe she did that to everyone, so it never truly bothered me much.

      Until the day I walked in and heard her laughing with Alejandro and Dane, my brother’s personal secretary and one of his fiancée’s guards. I only caught a portion of the conversation, but enough to realize Dane had basically asked her out on a date. Violet gratefully had declined. Told him she was flattered he considered her in his league, but that at the moment wasn’t dating. Her life was way too complicated for her to add a dating life into the pot. She barely had time for herself as it was, didn’t feel as if it were fair to disappoint another person. Especially someone she was supposed to be trying to impress, and hopefully later convince she was a catch. Dane had chuckled, as had Alejandro. He expressed that when she found her life slowing down, where she discovered she had time on her hands, to give him a call or throw him a bone even, so he could call her.

      I proceeded into the office thinking I’d find her in a good mood and flip matters around for us. Except as soon as Violet laid eyes on me, I visibly watched her demeanor transform to the icy, unemotional princess she always was around me. The one who noticeably thought very little of me. It was also clear that the other two gentlemen had caught on as well, because they did that tennis match spectator move with their heads.

      Instead of drawing more attention to it, I, for the first time, ignored her the best I could. Announced myself and asked if His Majesty was ready to see me. Wondering out loud if I had time to visit the heir Prince before he graced me with his presence. Yeah, I was bitter, and it showed.

      I’d wracked my brain after that day to determine if we’d possibly met before and I’d somehow offended her. Paid way more attention to how she treated every other male she came in contact with. Only to get more frustrated when she was civil, even to the worst of them. No matter what I did or said, Violet was unmoved. Each gesture only seemed to irritate her more than the last. Unbeknownst to her, it only fueled that fire inside of me that was determined to make her see me differently.

      It also was how this woman snuck into the one place no other one had been able to get inside before. Her constant denial of me made me that much more attracted to her for some odd and unhealthy reason. Suddenly I wasn’t interested in entertaining other women whose only objectives were to manipulate me. Not that I’d allowed myself to be manipulated, or bothered really, to grant them more than a single date. If you could even call them dates.

      Was it a date if you only went out with a woman once? Not allowing any real physical contact with them? Did your best to be there in the present with each woman, yet found you were often bored with it all? Wishing you were anywhere else but there?

      I cannot tell you the last time I went on an actual date with someone where I got caught up in it all. My guess is never, honestly. Not even when I was a teenager, did I find myself infatuated with all the very eager ladies who threw themselves at me. I can probably count on one hand the number of females I’ve kissed on the actual lips, and I’d done that a few times under protest.

      As a man, I’d been extremely careful. Although I’m sure most will argue that at twenty-three, I haven’t been a man all that long. Except I’d argue that at eighteen, shortly after I left for university, it took me all of three seconds to figure out what kind of man I had to be to protect myself. There were way too many female prospects willing to do whatever they had to do to trap a prince like myself, so they could keep him. I’d vowed at that point to not allow myself the pleasure of getting caught up in it all. Not until I was certain I’d uncovered the one who would forever be mine. Kept my hands to myself, for the most part. Touching only when dancing or maneuvering them in the direction I wanted them to move. Determined to kiss nothing more than the back of a hand or a cheek when it seemed appropriate to do so. Making sure to not lead any to believe I was interested in pursuing them. If needed, I had no problem letting my words be straightforward and to the point. Which, as you might imagine, often gave me the reputation of being the prince who played the field. When in reality, I wasn’t playing at all. All I was doing was what I always referred to as sleight of hand. So that those who might be paying close attention to my dating life were left to assume I had one. In reality, I did not.

      Nor did I want one. Until recently, that is, when the very irritating Miss Violet Blanc started messing with my mind. I do trust that was in no way her intention. She was unaware of what she was doing by treating me the way she did. If she had a clue to the fact that I’d become infatuated with her because of her actions, I’m confident she’d have done her best to figure out another way to steer me clear of her. Although now that I’ve had time to deliberate about it, I’m not sure it would have mattered.

      Something drew me to her. At first, I’d written it off as being all because she wanted nothing to do with me. That, however, made me want to encourage her to change her mind where I was concerned.

      I stand from my spot in the chair I’ve spent hours in and amble over to her bed. As I stare at her, I am reminded of the fairytales my sister Isabel is often engrossed in. She and I have watched them so many times that I could give you a play-by-play. It is also a great possibility that I’d win some trivia games about them.

      Two of those countless stories come to mind while I watch Violet lie perfectly still. Her body is fighting to stay alive, denying her earlier request when all hell broke loose. She looks as if she is only sleeping when in reality it is way worse. It has me truly frightened that we’ve wasted away most of our time together.

      My hand moves without being instructed to do so. Brushing her chocolate-colored hair from her face. It traces the contours of her features, taking in every curve and line. My fingers skim over her eyebrows, as my mind recalls how her brown eyes change depending on her mood. Right now, I wish she’d open them so I could appreciate the transformation. Study them closely while her eyes lighten or darken in that unique and amazing way they do.

      My eyes shift to her lips. They are usually perfect appearing soft lips. Often covered in shades of pinks and reds, just subtle enough to attract attention. Even cracked and dry, they draw mine. Not just my attention, but they seem to be enticing my lips to want to connect with them. Appreciate exactly how they would feel against mine.

      Leaning forward, I find myself running my thumb over hers first. My mind recalls how two of the princes in those fairytales broke the spell that had been cast on their princesses with a kiss. Not just a kiss. It had been one with promise and sentiments that in no way had been faked.

      I realize now that over these last several months, I’ve developed more than just an infatuation for this woman. When I wasn’t paying attention, I’d fallen for her fully and completely. Even though she’d done her best to push me far away, it seemed she’d failed royally.

      Therefore, I wonder if there is some truth in those stories. Start to let myself believe in the power of something I hadn’t considered until this very moment. Funny how when it hits you, you are futile to fight against it, instead you begin letting it suck you in and overtake you.

      Which can only explain how my lips land on hers. Clarify why they remain there while I give her everything I possess. I don’t move until hers twitch slightly against my hand, the one that is caressing her face.

      As I pull back, I am confident I will discover her eyes staring up at me. Unfortunately, that isn’t the case, reminding me that real life isn’t as neatly put together as a child’s fairytale. A kiss can’t magically awaken the maiden, no matter how noble the suitor’s intentions might be.

      I hear the door behind me click closed. Then I begin to wonder if I just made a complete fool of myself in front of one of the nurses charged to care for Violet. As I rotate to face the person standing behind me, I realize I’ve done one better. I’ve made a fool of myself in front of my mother, who now looks at me with eyes of understanding.

      “Hello dear,” she softly speaks as she approaches. “How is she?”

      I don’t move. I only turn to stare back at Violet as I answer her. “Same, unfortunately. She needs to wake up. Each day she doesn’t, causes my hopes of her waking to dwindle more and more. I just found her mother; I can’t lose her before we are given a real chance.”

      “My dear Lorenzo,” my mother takes my hand in hers as she too studies the woman fighting for her life. “Time is often the best medicine. Don’t give up hope. She will need your strength to get her through when she returns to us. Let God do what he needs to do and trust him to take care of her while he does. I know it is easier for me to say than it is for you to accept or do. But I also believe there is a reason you are here with her now.”

      I only nod in agreement.

      “When was the last time you showered, ate, slept?” She asks me as she takes Violet’s hand in hers and gives it a gentle squeeze. “Why don’t you let me sit with her while you go and take a few hours to do those things.”

      “No.” There is no way I’m leaving her side until she wakes.

      “Allow me to try this again. Go shower Lorenzo. Three days’ worth of stale body odor, isn’t going to impress her when she finally comes back to us. While you are gone, I promise to not leave her side. I thought I might even help her clean up as well. Take the time to change her gown and fix her hair. Do a little personal hygiene with some assistance from one of the nurses.” It amazes me how my mother seems to care equally for Violet as she does for me. “She’d be embarrassed if you were here while we took care of those personal matters, don’t you agree.”

      “Violet wouldn’t want you here either, or anyone else for that matter. I’ve already witnessed the worst while I held her so…”

      My mother tugs me against her the best she can. “Lorenzo, you and I both know that is not the same. You did what you had to do at the time when she had no one else there to do so. She now has me to step in and assist you and her until she is well enough to take care of herself again. It would be my honor to look after her like I would any of my other children. Even those children that have come to be mine, only because the ones I’ve born found them and claimed them as their own. A mother’s love knows no limits, dear.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper with a great deal of emotion. “You promise to alert me if anything changes.”

      “Of course, I do.” She draws me back so she can look me directly in the eyes. “Take a few hours away from this. Go home and shower, have someone fix you a decent meal. Return if you must, after that. You can sleep here on a cot; I’ll ask the staff to bring one in. But you will sleep, while I continue to stand vigilantly here with you until she is out of the woods completely. You do her no good in this condition.”

      She’s right. I know she is right.

      “Fine. I will be back after I’ve showered and eaten.”

      Patting my cheek, my mother smiles, “Good boy. Now tell her goodbye.”

      As mother takes a seat, I do just that. I reach up and run my fingers over Violet’s face softly. It nearly kills me to leave her, even though I realize my mother will do exactly as she has stated.

      “Violet,” I whisper her name as I lean in next to her ear. “My mother is here. She’s going to stay with you until I return. I won’t be gone long, a few hours at most. Be good for her. Don’t give her any trouble, save that for me please.”

      I then graze the side of her face and shut my eyes, as I try my best to maintain my composure. Violet doesn’t need me falling apart right now when she can’t make fun of me for doing so. I give her one last kiss on her forehead, and then quickly make my way out the door before I change my mind about leaving at all.
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      Slowly, I wake and become aware of my surroundings. Hear unfamiliar noises. Voices I don’t recognize immediately. They sound muffled and distant, causing my head to pound worse than it already was.

      Everything is foggy.

      My last clear memory is not a pleasant one. None of my memories involving Ruben Del Markov ever are. He is a man who entered my life when I was a stupid, naïve teenage girl. From that day forward he has been a recurring nightmare that I haven’t been able to escape.

      Don’t ever let anyone tell you that what you do as a teenager will soon be forgotten once those days are long gone. That might be true for some. It certainly has not been true in my case.

      I expect that to be because most do not have to live the life I have been subjected to endure. Therefore, the majority don’t comprehend how difficult getting out from under the thumb of certain mistakes can be nearly impossible. Once you start down a particular path, you are forever stuck on that path.

      If I could do it over again, I’d walk away from those choices and never look back. Except do-overs are not granted in this life.

      My mother died when I was twelve. Petra Hill fell in love with Dolan Blanc, who was gone more than he was home. She found it challenging to remain positive during his absence. While I suspect she truly loved me, her ability to take care of both of us during those spells was beyond her.

      My father enjoyed the nomad way of life more than he did the settled down life my mother wanted for them. I was a mistake that pushed him into marrying my mother. After my mother’s untimely death, he dumped me on my grandparents, ultimately making me their responsibility. Our relationship never really developed; I was only his daughter by blood. A harsh reality I’d learned to live with during my younger years. As you might imagine, it left me with all kinds of issues.

      My grandparents weren’t interested in raising another child, so they didn’t. I lived with them. They fed me, clothed me, even offered me shelter. What they didn’t do, however, was parent me or teach me how to make choices that would get me safely through this life. I was left to raise myself, and in due course got drawn into a crowd that wasn’t exactly ideal.

      At age sixteen, I dropped out of school so I could travel the world with that group of friends. We considered it cool that someone was paying us to travel to places like Bali, Fuji, and Brazil—just to name a few. All we had to do was make it through customs without getting pulled aside and searched. For a year we did just that without incident. We were living an incredibly exciting life for teenagers. Each one of us felt we were untouchable until the day came that we weren’t.

      One day the five of us almost didn’t make it out of Turkey. We’d been flagged because of all the stamps we had acquired on our passports in such a short time. They hadn’t found the diamonds or drugs we were smuggling that trip. However, they held us long enough we were positive we were going to jail.

      As soon as we landed in Hermosa Islas, the man we worked for had us brought directly to him. That was the first time I came face-to-face with Ruben, and it was also the day my life went straight to hell.

      I’ll never forget that day as long as I live.

      He confiscated the merchandise we smuggled in immediately, then paid each of us for the job. Afterward, he dismissed everyone, said we were no longer of any use to him. Dumped us back into society. As we were exiting, he studied each one of us remarkably close. It made me extremely uncomfortable and frightened about why he was doing so. Before I was able to make my escape, Ruben stopped me and pulled me aside.

      “What is your name?” He snagged my arm, separating me from the others.

      “Violet.”

      “How old are you, Violet?” His eyes did a quick once-over down my body. “You are very pretty.”

      “Seventeen.”

      An agitation of his head communicated that wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for. “What a shame. You and I could have had fun. When is your birthday, Violet?”

      At that moment, I realized he was not asking out of curiosity. He was asking because he had intentions for me that made my skin crawl. “I just turned seventeen a few months ago.”

      He nodded and took a step back. Then appeared to be deciding if that mattered to him or not. “I’m not the sort of man who is typically interested in someone so innocent.”

      “Who said I was innocent?” I’m not sure why I’d blurted that out, but for some reason I had.

      It was clear Ruben was lying since he’d pulled me aside and had asked about my age in the first place. He didn’t care that I wasn’t an adult in the eyes of the law. The law was not important to a man like Ruben. This man’s occupation incorporated every imaginable illegal activity you could think of, and a few I suspect you couldn’t. He was striving to make me assume it mattered to him, and that I was somehow special. I didn’t feel special though.

      He raised his eyebrows and then laughed. “I see. Perhaps I should keep you around then, Violet. We could get to know each other. That way I can decide how to best use you.”

      “Maybe I’m not interested.” I’d dared to challenge his authority over me.

      A wicked smirk crossed Ruben’s face as he stared me down. “I don’t believe I asked if you were, now did I? You and I, Violet, will get along better if you do as you are told. Go now, before I break all my own rules, and show you a few things before you are ready. In a few days, someone will be in contact with you and you will do exactly as they instruct or else. Do not mistake me as a nice man because I am letting you go for now. Understand that I always get what I want when I want it.”

      Two days later, a man dropped by my grandparents’ home and instructed me to pack my belongings. I did so while he watched closely. He then drove me to a building in a rough neighborhood, where he set me up in one of its flats. Before he left, he informed me I was enrolled in classes at a local trade school where I was to be trained on how to work in an office. Told me that if I didn’t show up and go to class, Ruben wouldn’t like it. That it would be in my best interest to not upset his boss. I wasn’t sure what to think. Although it didn’t seem to be an awful arrangement at that time.

      Over the next year, I’d taken Ruben’s opportunity for trade school seriously and completed it with high marks. He made frequent visits to check up on me. Taught me all the stuff no one else had ever bothered to. Showed me how to balance my checkbook, where he’d deposited a substantial sum of money in already. Helped me learn how to pay the bills, cook a decent meal, all while encouraging me to study hard. Sent me to a salon that coached me on how to apply makeup and fix my hair, so that later I’d look like a professional. He even bought me clothes to wear in an office, to ensure I’d fit in with the other staff instead of stand out. When I was finished with school, he also helped me acquire a few jobs in companies he had some interest in.

      I’d started to assume he was a nice man. Forgot who he was or why he was doing all those things for me. Not because he dropped the act of being attracted to me, but because he never acted on that attraction like I first feared he would.

      That all changed once I turned eighteen. Ruben showed up like he often did on that Friday night, except this time he didn’t leave until late Sunday. I’d been so excited to see him, so happy to have someone finally remember my birthday. Willingly accepted the cupcakes and champagne he brought with him to celebrate me coming of age. I’d let my guard down just long enough for him to sneak in.

      I’ll admit, at first, I was flattered when he told me he thought I was beautiful. Let all his friendly gestures soften me up and trusted him more than I should have. Allowed Ruben to get me a little tipsy. Even accepted a pill he offered me when he caught on that I was growing anxious once he started to put the moves on me. He enlightened me it would help me relax just enough so the two of us would be able to have some fun. It was then I realized how naïve I had been for trusting him at all.

      From that point on, Ruben controlled my life. I was his to do with as he pleased whenever it pleased him to do so. When I tried to refuse him, he’d show me why I couldn’t. It continued like that for two years. And as you might imagine, every day that passed I wished I’d never met the man.

      Then it ended for a short time after I turned twenty. That’s when Ruben married his betrothed Lady Amber, and he was no longer free to roam like he once had been. I had hoped he’d lost interest in me. Even started to consider he was finished with our relationship. Convinced his new wife was keeping him occupied.

      I should have known better though. Men like Ruben don’t let their most prized possessions go. That is what I was to him. A possession he’d kept hidden away and used when it pleased him. Once he came back, he did so with a vengeance. He was way more violent than he had been before. Started lacing my food with drugs after I refused to accept his pills. Then when I stopped eating anything he brought with him, he no longer tried to cover up the fact he enjoyed drugging me. If he couldn’t force me to swallow a pill, he had no problem holding me down while injecting his drug of choice into my system. It became a game to him. He would test his newest street drugs on me for fun. Doing his best to ruin me, forcing me to become one of his addicts.

      It might have worked if he had continued the practice much longer. I was close to becoming a junky when I’d discovered myself pregnant. At that point, Ruben once again started leaving me alone. He still visited, except without the drugs and the awful unpleasant sex. I got to experience a gentler side of him. I should have known it was all an act. Understood he was only doing so to benefit himself. It had nothing at all to do with me.

      As my due date approached, Ruben’s visits became more frequent. He started stopping by daily, even spending his nights in my flat. When I only had a few weeks left, I learned why that was exactly. He’d planned it all out perfectly. Escorted me to our appointment with the doctor he’d handpicked for me to use. As soon as we arrived, I once again realized my mistake in putting my trust in him.

      Lady Amber was waiting for us this time inside the doctor’s office. It was clear her thoughts about me were not pleasant by the way she scowled when we walked in.

      “What’s going on?” I’d stupidly asked.

      “Did you really think I was going to let you raise my child, Violet?” Ruben sounded so sure I’d not argue with him.

      “Are you so stupid that you’d think I’d just hand this baby over to you?” I had retorted and learned that is exactly what he’d expected me to do.

      I delivered my baby girl two weeks earlier than necessary. I was held captive in that dingy office against my will and forced into labor. Once my baby was born, she was immediately passed off to Lady Amber as if she were hers. I’d not been allowed to hold her, even though she was mine. They’d whisked her away and into another room, leaving me behind wailing about how they’d stolen her without my consent.

      Ruben made it very clear once I’d calmed down what my role would be in our daughter’s life. He wasn’t worried he’d not get his way. I’d lived in his world long enough by that point to realize fighting him was pointless.

      In the beginning, I’d been allowed to visit with my daughter once a week, as I dropped off the breastmilk I was forced to pump. Once she was old enough to not need my milk, I could only see her a few times a month. Only when it was convenient for Lady Amber, though. When my daughter was no longer a cute and cuddly baby, started to be a handful and they both needed a break, Ruben would bring her to me. He’d even allow me to keep her overnight on the weekends. Of course, I wasn’t completely left on my own. Someone that worked for him stayed with us to make certain I didn’t try to run.

      I always took whatever time with her they would allow me whenever they would offer it to me. A fact Ruben quickly came to use to his advantage, and once again used against me to acquire what he wanted when he wanted it.

      And since Lady Amber couldn’t be bothered with being pregnant, because it would ruin her body and was an inconvenience. As soon as she decided Charlotte needed a sibling, I once again became his victim. His frequent visits started up again. If I wanted to continue to be a part of my daughter’s life, I was expected to comply with all his demands.

      Meaning that when I missed a scheduled visit because of the party I’d been invited to, he’d gone completely off the rails. Took my punishment to an entirely different level. Using my daughter once again as leverage to force me to fall back in line and do as I was told.

      “Where were you?” Ruben asked when I walked into my flat. After leaving the party, I’d known had been a mistake to attend.

      “At a birthday party for Princess Winifred. I was told it was rude to refuse such an invitation.” I had done my best to explain, even though I’d come to understand he’d find it hilarious.

      “If they only knew you, Violet, like I know you. They might think differently about all that. Perhaps I should come visit you one day at the palace so I can introduce myself to your boss.” He’d threatened with a sadistic laugh. “What do you imagine the king would think about that, Violet? Do you suppose he would appreciate that his secretary is my whore?”

      I’d refused to answer him. Made a point to not show how hearing him call me his whore affected me. It would only encourage him. He did not need to be encouraged.

      “When I summon you, it is not a request, Violet. You drop whatever it is you are doing and you come. I don’t care what you have to tell your precious royals. I told you taking that job was a mistake. Explained that you were not good enough to be associating with their type. They will never accept you should they ever discover the truth. Imagine the scandal that would arise if anyone learned the king hired someone associated with the Del Markovs.” He informed me as he became comfortable.

      “When did you get that dress?” Ruben asked as he examined it closely.

      “It was a gift.” I didn’t elaborate because I’d known he’d only use who gave it to me against me, eventually. “What is it you want that couldn’t wait until I returned later this evening?”

      I found myself up against the wall with his hand tightly around my neck as soon as I’d mouthed off. “I don’t wait for you, Violet, ever. You will pay for making me. And this time you will not be offered something to help you relax. Maybe next time you’ll remember that and play nice. Now about this dress…”

      The next time he summoned me, I remembered how much better it was when he drugged me. I allowed him to do so without arguing. He’d spent two days with me. Most of our time together I’d been so high to even care that he was using my body, however he pleased to do so.

      I’d started to come down when he handed me a syringe while he reminded me of the reason he was there. “My wife has decided Charlotte requires a sibling. So, I will continue to stop by like this until we achieve the results she is hoping for. The sooner we do, the sooner I will be out of your life for good, Violet. If you want me out of your life, then it would be in your best interest to stop fighting me. What do you say?”

      I stared at the needle in my hand as I thought long and hard about his words. “What is in here?”

      “Do you like how it makes you feel, Violet? Take it, let me do what I need to do; if you do, I promise to let you visit Charlotte. You can even take her for an evening if you’d like. Be a good girl and let’s have some fun.”

      I handed him the needle as I nodded my head in agreement. It wasn’t that I preferred to give him what he wanted. I was done fighting for my freedom and hoped that maybe this mix of drugs would end it all for me. As the warm liquid flooded my veins, I prayed God would stop the madness and let me fall asleep and never wake again.

      I don’t remember much after that. My body relaxed and my mind started floating into a state that was between reality and sleep.

      Ruben did whatever he usually did to me, while I let my mind wander and recall the memories of my daughter. Deciding that if I woke from this, I should take her and run. Save us both from this man who had ruined me, and would most likely do the same to her. Understood that he’d eventually realize the reason I wasn’t getting pregnant. I had an IUD inserted shortly after Charlotte by a doctor he didn’t know I’d visited.

      I briefly recall hearing Ruben speaking with someone who sounded pissed after he left me naked on my bed. The high I was experiencing was unlike any I’d ever suffered from before. My body was numb and my brain was making everything appear as if it were moving in slow motion.

      A man who looked similar to Ruben, only younger, entered my bedroom and stared at me with concern in his eyes. No man had done that before, so I wasn’t certain how I felt about it while I was so vulnerable.

      The last thing I remember clearly is being carried into the bathroom after throwing up all over my bed. Then gazing into familiar brown eyes, while wishing I’d met whoever this was instead of Ruben all those years ago. Knowing how different my life would have been had that been the case.

      Then my world went black.

      Now I am slowly waking up in a place unfamiliar to me. Surrounded by voices I don’t recognize. My mind now understanding I didn’t die. So that means I am going to have to face Ruben all too soon. Nothing is ever going to get any better for me. I’m doomed to suffer through another day.

      I open my eyes sluggishly, dreading the reality I will face.

      Blinking a few times, I strain to coerce my eyes to focus.

      A shadow moves into view and I do my best to try to make it out. Except my eyes aren’t cooperating fully yet.

      An earlier muffled voice starts to become clearer, “Violet.”

      I recognize that voice.

      It’s the same voice that was at my flat arguing it out with Ruben.

      As the voice becomes clearer, so does the shadowy figure hovering over me. I come face-to-face with the one man I have been doing my best to avoid all these months because I couldn’t handle how he affected me.

      “Hey.” His large hand brushes over my head. “Welcome back.”

      “Go. Away.” I try to tell him, except my voice is weak and my mouth is dry.
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      I want to die right now, for other reasons than I did prior to this moment. My mind is clearer than it was a few moments ago. When I was doing my best to recall what happened and why I was here.

      I can’t believe my luck or lack of it.

      “Please. Leave.” My lips move and form words, although I don’t believe my voice actually utters them.

      How is it possible that I always find myself in situations that result in horrible consequences? Why did Prince Lorenzo have to be the person who found me after Ruben left?
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