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      The last time I attended a funeral, I ended up with a broken arm. The story made headlines after I threw myself into my mother’s open grave. It’s been over two decades since that day, and while I’ve completely changed as a person, my aversion to mourning hasn’t. But due to my responsibilities as my late grandfather’s youngest relative, I’m expected to stand tall and unbothered during his wake. It’s nearly impossible, with my skin itching like I’m wearing a cheap polyester suit. 

      My patience wanes as the hours go on, with hundreds of Kane employees and business partners offering their condolences. If there’s anything I hate more than funerals, it’s talking to people. There are only a few individuals I tolerate, and my grandfather was one of them.

      And now he’s gone. 

      The burning sensation in my chest intensifies. I don’t know why it bothers me as much as it does. I’ve had time to prepare while he was in a coma yet the strange sensation above my rib cage returns with a vengeance whenever I think of him. 

      I run a hand through my dark hair to give myself something to do. 

      “I’m sorry for your loss, son.” A nameless attendee interrupts my thoughts. 

      “Son?” The one word leaves my mouth with enough venom to make the man wince. 

      The gentleman centers his tie across his chest with fumbling hands. “I’m—well—uh.” 

      “Excuse my brother. He’s struggling with his grief.” Cal places a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. His vodka and mint-coated breath hits my face, making me scowl. My middle brother might look dressed to the nines in a pressed suit and perfectly styled blond hair, but his red-rimmed eyes tell a completely different story. 

      The man mumbles a few words I don’t bother listening to before heading for the nearest exit. 

      “Struggling with my grief?” Although I don’t like the idea of my grandfather’s passing, I’m not struggling with anything but uncomfortable heartburn today. 

      “Relax. That’s the kind of thing people say at funerals.” Two blond brows pull together as Cal stares me down. 

      “I don’t need an excuse for my behavior.” 

      “No, but you need a reason for scaring off our biggest Shanghai hotel investor.” 

      “Fuck.” There’s a reason I prefer solitude. Small talk requires far too much effort and diplomacy for my taste. 

      “Can you try to be nicer for one more hour? At least until all the important people leave?” 

      “This is me trying.” My left eye twitches as I press my lips together. 

      “Well, do better. For him.” Cal tilts his head toward the picture above the fireplace.

      I let out a shaky breath. The photograph was taken during a family trip to Dreamland when my brothers and I were kids. Grandpa smiles into the lens despite my tiny arms wrapped around his neck in a chokehold. Declan stands by Grandpa’s side, caught in the middle of an eye roll while Cal raises two fingers behind his head. My father shows a rare sober smile as he wraps an arm around Grandpa’s shoulder. If I try hard enough, I can imagine Mom’s laugh as she snapped the photo. While the memory of her face is fuzzy, I can make out her smile if I think hard enough.

      A weird scratchiness in my throat makes it difficult to swallow. 

      Residual allergies from spring in the city. That’s all. 

      I clear my irritated throat. “He would have hated this kind of show.” Although Grandpa was in the entertainment business, he disliked being the center of attention. The idea of all these people driving out to the edge of Chicago for him would have made his eyes roll if he was still here.

      Cal shrugs. “He of all people knew what was expected of him.”

      “A networking event disguised as a funeral?” 

      The side of Cal’s lips lifts into a small smile before falling back into a flat line. “You’re right. Grandpa would be horrified because he always said Sunday was a day of rest.” 

      “There’s no rest for the wicked.” 

      “And even less for the wealthy.” Declan stops by my other side. He stares at the crowd of people with an unrelenting scowl. My oldest brother has intimidating people down to a science, with everyone avoiding his pitch-black stare. His suit matches his dark hair, which only adds to his cloak and dagger look. 

      I’m somewhat jealous of Declan since people typically talk to me first, mistaking me as the nicest child because I happen to be the youngest. I might have been born last, but I most certainly wasn’t born yesterday. The only reason guests take the time to speak to us is because they want to stay within our good graces. That kind of fake treatment is to be expected. Especially when all the people we associate with have a moral compass pointed permanently toward hell. 

      An unknown couple walks up to the three of us. A woman pulls out a tissue from her purse to dab her dry eyes while her counterpart offers us his hand to shake. I look down at it like he might transfer a disease. 

      His cheeks flush as he tucks his hand back into his pocket. “I wanted to offer my condolences. I’m very sorry for your loss. Your grandfather—”

      I tune him out with a nod. This is going to be one hell of a long night. 

      This one’s for you, Grandpa. 
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        * * *

      

      I stare down at the white envelope. My name is written across the front in my grandpa’s elegant cursive. I flip it over, finding it untampered with his signature Dreamland’s Princess Cara’s Castle wax seal.   

      The lawyer finishes passing out the other letters to my two brothers. “You’re required to read his individual letters prior to me reviewing Mr. Kane’s final will and testament.” 

      My throat tightens as I break the seal and pull out my letter. It’s dated exactly a week before Grandpa’s accident three years ago that led to his coma. 

      
        
        To my sweet little Rowan,

      

      

      I choke back on a laugh. Sweet and little are the last words I’d use to describe myself since I’m as tall as an NBA player with the emotional range of a rock, but Grandpa was blissfully ignorant. It was the best thing about him and the absolute worst depending on the situation.

      
        
        Although you’re a man now, you’ll always be the same little lad in my eyes. I still remember the day your mother gave birth to you like it was yesterday. You were the largest of the three, with these fat cheeks and a head full of dark hair that I was sadly jealous of. You sure had a pair of lungs in you and you wouldn’t stop crying until they handed you over to your mom. It was like everything was right in the world when you were in her arms. 

      

      

      I reread the paragraph twice. It’s strange to hear my grandpa talk about my mother so casually. The subject became taboo in my family until I could barely remember her face or her voice anymore. 

      
        
        I know I’ve been busy with work and that I didn’t spend as much time as I should’ve with you all. It was easy to blame the company for the physical and emotional distance in my relationships. When your mother died, I wasn’t sure what to do or how to help. With your father pushing me away, I devoted myself to my job until I became numb to everything else. It worked when my wife died and it worked when your mother met a similar passing, but I realize that it set your father up for failure. And in doing that, I failed you all as well. Instead of teaching Seth how to live a life after great loss, I showed him how to hold on to despair, and it only hurt you and your brothers in the end. Your father parented in the only way he knew how, and I’m the one to blame. 

      

      

      Of course Grandpa excuses my father’s actions. Grandpa was too busy to pay close enough attention to the real monster his son turned out to be. 

      
        
        As I write this, I’m living in Dreamland, trying to reconnect with myself. Something has been bothering me over the last couple of years and it didn’t click until I came here to reevaluate my life. I met someone who opened my eyes to my mistakes. As the company grew, I lost touch with why I started this all. I realized that I’ve been surrounded by so many happy people, yet I have never felt so alone in my life. And although my name is synonymous with the word “happiness,” I feel anything but. 

      

      

      An uncomfortable feeling claws at my chest, begging to be released. There was a dark time in my life when I could relate to his comment. But I shut that part of my brain off once I realized no one could save me but myself.

      I shake my head and refocus my attention. 

      
        
        Growing old is a peculiar thing because it puts everything into perspective. This updated will is my way of making amends after my death and fixing my wrongs before it’s too late. I don’t want this life for you three. Hell, I don’t want it for your father either. So Grandpa is here to save the day, in true Dreamland prince fashion (or villain, but that’s going to depend on your perspective, not mine).

      

        

      
        You each have been given a task to complete to receive your percentage of the company after my death. Do you expect anything less from the man who writes fairy tales for a living? I can’t just GIVE you the company. So to you, Rowan, the dreamer who stopped dreaming, I ask you one thing… 

      

        

      
        Become the Director of Dreamland and bring the magic back. 

      

        

      
        To receive your 18% of the company, you’ll be expected to become the Director and spearhead a unique project for me for six months. I want you to identify Dreamland’s weaknesses and develop a renovation plan worthy of my legacy. I know you’re the right man for this job because there’s no one I trust who loves creating more than you, even though you lost touch with that side of yourself over the years. 

      

      

      I loved creating. Emphasis on the past tense because there’s no way I would draw again, let alone willingly work at Dreamland. 

      
        
        An independent party will be contacted and asked to vote on your changes. If they are not approved, then your percentage of the company will be given to your father permanently. No second tries. No buying him out. That’s the way the cookie crumbles, little lad. I had to work to make the Kane name what it is today, and it’s up to your brothers and you to make sure it lives on forever.

      

        

      
        Love you always, 

        Grandpa

      

      

      I stare at the ink until the words blur together. It’s difficult to concentrate on the lawyer when he discusses the splitting of assets. None of that matters now. These letters put every plan on standby.

      Declan shows the lawyer out before returning to the living room.  

      “This is utter bullshit.” I swipe the whiskey bottle from the coffee table and fill my glass to the top. 

      “What do you have to do?” Declan takes a seat.

      I explain my impending task. 

      “He can’t demand this of us.” Cal rises from his chair and starts pacing. 

      Declan runs a hand across his stubble. “You heard the lawyer. We either go along with it, or my ability to become CEO is null and void.”

      Cal’s eyes grow wilder with every ragged breath. “Fuck! I can’t do it.” 

      “What could possibly be worse than losing your percentage of the company?” Declan smooths out his suit jacket. 

      “Losing my dignity?” 

      I give him a once-over. “That still exists?”

      Cal flips me off. 

      Declan leans back in his chair as he takes a sip from his tumbler. “If there’s anyone who has a right to be pissed, it’s me. I’m the one who needs to marry someone and impregnate them to become CEO.” 

      “You know babies are created by having sex, right? Is that something your internal software is capable of learning?” Cal’s pushing for a fight he can never win. Declan prides himself on his reputation as America’s most untouchable bachelor for a reason other than sleeping around. 

      Declan plucks Cal’s letter from the floor and gives it a bored glance. “Alana? Interesting. Wonder why Grandpa thought it would be a good idea for you both to reunite again.” 

      Alana? I haven’t heard that name in years. What does Grandpa want Cal to do with her? 

      I reach out to grab the letter from Declan but Cal rips it out of his hand before I have the chance. 

      “Fuck off. And don’t speak about her again,” Cal seethes. 

      “If you want to play with fire, then prepare to be cremated.” Declan tips his glass at Cal. His gaze flickers between the two of us. “Regardless of our personal thoughts on the matter, we don’t have a choice but to proceed with Grandpa’s terms. There’s too much at stake.” 

      I will never allow our father to obtain our shares of the company. I’ve waited my entire life for the ability to control The Kane Company with my brothers and I don’t plan on losing against my father. Not when we’re fueled by something far stronger than the need for money. Because if there’s one lesson we learned from Seth Kane, it’s that love may come and go, but hate lasts forever.
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      My new assistant, Martha, is a Dreamland veteran who has worked for all the Directors of the theme park, including my grandfather. She’s handled my transition with ease. The way she knows everything about everyone has been a bonus, making me breathe easier considering my move to Florida.  

      Because of Martha’s key intel, I know how to find most of the Dreamland employees all in one place to formally introduce myself. I’m able to secure my choice of a seat because I made sure to be the first one to arrive for the morning meeting. I pick the perfect spot in the back of the auditorium where the fluorescent lights don’t reach, cloaking me in much-desired darkness. Sitting away from curious eyes will allow me to observe how the crew interacts and how the managers resolve problems. 

      Ten minutes before the meeting, everyone files inside the space and fills the countless rows of seats. Whatever energy I give off has the employees avoiding the back row for the more preferred seats in the front and middle. There’s only one person who braves the seat in front of me. The older gentleman stares at me like I’m inconveniencing him by sitting in his territory, but I ignore him. 

      Spotlights at the front of the room focus on Joyce, the daytime crew manager and Dreamland house mom. She has a helmet of white hair and blue eyes that scan the entire room like a drill sergeant. I’m not sure how she knows my location, but her eyes land on mine and she nods with pressed lips. 

      Joyce taps her clipboard. “All right, everyone. Let’s get started. We have a lot to cover and little time before the first guests arrive.” She sets the meeting agenda and moves through countless questions with confidence. She barely breathes as she discusses the July schedule of parades, festivals, and celebrities visiting the land. 

      The door behind me creaks open. I turn in my chair and look over my shoulder. A younger brunette woman slides through the small crack before shutting it softly behind her. 

      I look down at my watch. Who is she and why is she twenty minutes late? 

      She clutches onto a neon pink Penny skateboard with one golden brown arm as she scans the packed room. I take advantage of her distraction to assess her. She’s beautiful in a way that makes it difficult to refocus my attention on the conversation at the front of the room. 

      I hate it yet I can’t look away. My eyes trace the curves of her body, drawing a path from her delicate throat to her thick thighs. The speed of my heart picks up. 

      I clench my hands into two fists, disliking the lack of control I have over my body. 

      Get a hold of yourself. 

      I take a few deep breaths to slow my heart rate. 

      A lock of dark hair falls in front of her eyes. She tucks it behind an ear decked out in gold piercings. As if she senses my gaze, her eyes land on me—or more so the empty seat next to me. 

      The woman walks out of the lit entrance and toward the aisle shrouded in darkness. She checks out the seating arrangement as if she wants to figure out how to slide into the chair beside me with as little contact as possible. 

      “Hi. Excuse me.” Her voice is soft with a hint of an accent. She takes a deep breath as she moves inch by inch into my personal space.

      I don’t say a damn thing as I clutch onto the armrests. I’m given an up-close and personal view of her backside, barely constrained by her unregulated attire of jeans and a T-shirt. 

      There’s a reason uniforms are mandatory while on company property and I’m staring straight at it. The back of my neck heats, and the armrests creak under the pressure of my hands. Her perfume hits my nose. My eyes drift shut at the intoxicating smell—a mix of flowers, citrus, and something I can’t quite place. 

      She fumbles around my long legs with the gracefulness of a newborn giraffe. 

      Wanting to end this, I give her some space by sitting up. My sudden movement has her tripping over my feet. One of her hands smacks against my lap for balance, missing my cock by only a few inches. Electricity shoots up my leg right to my crotch. 

      Shit. Since when has someone’s touch given me that kind of a reaction? 

      Her wide eyes look into mine, showing off thick lashes and brown, almond-shaped eyes. She blinks a couple times, proving she possesses some form of cognitive functioning. “I’m so sorry.” Her lips gape apart as she stares down at her hand on my lap. She gasps and rips her hand away from my thigh, taking her warmth and the weird feeling with her. 

      Some older crew member looks over his shoulder. “Do you mind taking a seat already? I can barely hear Joyce over your usual racket.” 

      Usual racket? Good to know that this is a pattern.

      “Right. Yes,” she sputters. 

      I consider her ability to slide into the chair beside me without another accident as a miracle. She drops her loud jangling backpack on the floor, causing yet another distraction. Metal rattles and pings as she bends over and unzips the bag. 

      I shut my eyes and breathe through my nose to calm the dull ache pulsing at my temples. Except I take in more of her perfume with each deep breath, making it impossible to forget her.  

      Her arm brushes up against my leg during her search. A similar spark shoots down my spine at the contact, like a rush of heat begging to go somewhere. 

      Anywhere but there for fuck’s sake. 

      “Do you mind?” I grind out. 

      “Sorry!” She winces as she finally grabs her notebook and snaps back into a sitting position. Her Penny board slides off her lap and smashes into my two-thousand-dollar shoes. 

      There’s a reason those damn things were banned from the park decades ago. I kick the contraband item away from me and right into the ankles of the same man who reprimanded her earlier. 

      “Come on, Zahra.” The man turns his head and shoots her a withering look. 

      Zahra. Her name fits the wildness I’ve only had a tiny taste of. 

      “Sorry, Ralph,” she mutters. 

      “Stop being sorry and start being early for once.” 

      I fight the urge to smile. There’s nothing I enjoy more than people being called out on their bullshit. 

      She leans over and places a delicate hand on the man’s shoulder. “Can I make it up to you with fresh bread that Claire and I made last night?” 

      Bread? Is she seriously offering this man food after he got annoyed with her? 

      Ralph shrugs. “Throw in some cookies and I won’t complain to Joyce about you being late again.” 

      I blink at the graying grump in front of me. 

      “I knew you had a soft spot for me. People say you’re mean but I don’t believe a word of it.” She shoves his shoulder in a familiar way. 

      I see what she’s doing here. Somehow, she wrapped old Ralph around her finger with nothing but a smile and a promise of baked goods. 

      This woman is dangerous—like a landmine someone doesn’t see until it’s too late. Zahra grabs a package from her backpack and drops it into Ralph’s waiting hands.

      Ralph cracks a smile, revealing a chipped front tooth. “Don’t let anyone in on our secret. I couldn’t handle the fall out.” 

      “Of course. I wouldn’t dare.” She lets out a soft laugh that reverberates through my chest like someone smashed a damn gong with a sledgehammer in there. Warmth spreads through my body, scaring the shit out of me. 

      Her white teeth stand out in the dark as she shoots Ralph a beaming smile. There’s something about the look on her face that has my heart racing faster in my chest. Beautiful. Carefree. Innocent. 

      Like she’s actually happy with her life rather than faking it like the rest of us. 

      My teeth smash together as I let out an agitated breath. “Are you done? Some of us are trying to pay attention.” 

      The whites of Ralph’s eyes grow larger before he turns around in his chair, leaving Zahra all by herself. 

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers under her breath. 

      I ignore her apology and refocus my attention on Joyce. 

      “Some big changes are happening at Corporate that we will be reviewing over the next week. They’re going to be keeping a close eye on us this quarter.” 

      “Great. Just what we need,” Zahra mumbles under her breath as she scribbles in her notebook. 

      “Do you have a problem with Corporate?” I’m not sure what I expect to hear or why I even care. 

      She laughs to herself, and I’m hit with another weird feeling in my rib cage. “The real question is who doesn’t have a problem with Corporate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because The Kane Company Board is filled with a bunch of old men who sit around talking about how much money they’ve made, without actually discussing the important matters at hand.” 

      “And you’re an expert on board meetings all of a sudden?” 

      “It doesn’t take a genius to draw conclusions based on how they treat us here.” 

      “And how’s that?”

      “Like we don’t matter as long as we make them billions of dollars a year.” 

      If she notices my glare, she seems unbothered by it. “Aren’t employees paid not to complain?” 

      She directs her smile at me. “Sorry, that’ll cost the company extra, and seeing as most of us make minimum wage, silence isn’t part of the deal.” Her voice is light and airy, which only annoys me more. 

      “It should be if only to prevent you from spewing more ignorant statements.” 

      She sucks in a breath and returns her focus to her notebook, finally giving me the quiet I wanted. 

      “This next quarter is going to be different from the last one.” Joyce’s eyes brighten. 

      A few crew members grumble under their breath. 

      “Oh, come on. It’s the truth.”

      Zahra makes a noise in the back of her throat. She scribbles some notes across her notebook, but I can’t make out the words in the dark.

      “You don’t believe her?” What the hell are you doing, man? She finally shut up and now you’re asking her questions?

      Her head snaps in my direction, but I can’t make out her expression. “Because nothing good can happen now that Brady’s really gone.” Her voice cracks. 

      My molars smash together. Who does she think she is to call my grandfather Brady? It’s insulting. “The park has performed better in the last year alone than ever before, so I find your statement baseless.” 

      Her knee bounces in an annoying fashion. “Not everything is about a bottom line. Sure, the park performed better, but at what expense? Small wages? Cheaper health insurance benefits for employees and unpaid vacation days?”

      If she’s trying to appeal to my humanity, she might die trying. People in my position don’t lead with our hearts because we would never be satisfied with something so ridiculous. 

      We don’t seek to make the world better. 

      We seek to make it ours. 

      I readjust my position in my chair to look at her. “Spoken like someone who knows nothing about running a multibillion-dollar industry. Not that I’m surprised. You do work here, after all.” 

      She reaches out and pinches my arm. Her small fingers lack the strength to do any real damage.

      “What the hell was that for?” I snap. 

      “I was trying to see if this was a nightmare. Turns out this whole train wreck of a conversation is very real.” 

      “Touch me again and you’ll be fired on the spot.” 

      She freezes. “Which department did you say you were from again?”

      “I didn’t.” 

      She smacks her forehead with her hand as she switches between English and a foreign language I’m not familiar with.  

      “What department do you work in?” I counter. 

      She sits up taller with a grin like I didn’t threaten to fire her a second ago. Bizarre. “I’m a beautician at The Magic Wand Salon.” 

      “Great. So at least you don’t do anything important enough to be missed.”  

      Her chair creaks underneath her as she recoils. “God, you’re such an asshole.” 

      Joyce couldn’t have planned my entrance any better than this. She calls out my name and everyone’s heads turn in the direction of our dark corner. 

      I rise from my seat and look over at Zahra with a raised brow. Her head hangs low, and her chest shakes. From laughter? 

      What the hell? She should be apologizing and begging for her job.

      Joyce calls my name, and my head snaps in the direction of the stage. 

      I turn toward the crowd and walk away from Zahra. There’s only one thing I need to focus on, and my goal has nothing to do with a woman who dared to call me an asshole and laugh about it.
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      I slam the door to my locker shut. 

      “What’s got you all upset?” Claire takes a seat on the bench across from me and puts on her flats. Her dark, shoulder-length hair curtains around her face, and she shoves it out of the way. 

      “I met the biggest jerk this morning during the meeting. And you won’t believe who it was.” 

      “Who?!” 

      “Rowan Kane.” 

      “Get the fuck out!” My roommate’s brown eyes go wide. 

      A couple heads snap in our direction. Mrs. Jeffries fumbles for her cross necklace as she stares at us. 

      “Claire.” I groan.

      “He’s Dreamland royalty. Excuse my shock.” 

      “Trust me. Some things are better left to the imagination.” 

      Whatever sweet stories Brady shared about his youngest grandson were nothing but a fantasy. The rumors circulating Dreamland were right. Rowan has earned a reputation as a ruthless businessman known to stir up the same level of happiness as animal euthanasia. He first gained attention after being the tie-breaker vote against increasing the minimum wage for employees. Because of him, The Kane Company has continued to pay their employees pennies for their hard work. His reign of terror was solidified over the years. He has cut back on employee’s paid vacation days, swapped our health insurance plan for one that hurts rather than helps, and laid off thousands of employees.

      Rowan might have the looks of an angel but the rest of him is pure sin.

      Claire tugs on my dress. “Well, tell me! Does he smell as good as he looks?” 

      “No.” Yes. But I’m not about to tell Claire that. 

      Not only did Rowan smell amazing, but his company photo doesn’t do him justice. Rowan is beautiful in an unapproachable kind of way. Like a marble statue surrounded by a red velvet rope, tempting me to cross into forbidden territory for one single touch. His cheekbones seem sharp enough to cut while his lips look soft enough to kiss. And based on the part I pinched and the thigh I touched, he is packed with lean muscle. He seems perfect, looking every bit like a pretty boy with his perfectly styled brown hair, pressed suit, and deep caramel-colored eyes. 

      That is until he opens his mouth. 

      “Okay, let’s ignore the fact that he’s a jerk and talk more about if he’s single or not.” She bats her lashes. 

      “Last time I checked, he isn’t your type.” I shove her shoulder, knowing she doesn’t give a damn about boys. She declared herself gay during high school and never blinked at men ever again.

      “Bitch, I’m asking for you, not me.”  

      I run a hand down my purple renaissance costume. “Seeing as he told me that my job wasn’t important enough to be missed, I’m not interested. Not to mention he’s our boss.” Even though Dreamland doesn’t have any rules against fraternization, I’ve officially labeled Rowan off-limits. Been there, done that, and bought the souvenir. My ex-boyfriend met my lifetime asshole quota.

      “Man. What a dick.” 

      “Tell me about it. I can’t believe he’s our new Director. It was so all of a sudd—”

      “Roll call!” Regina, the salon manager, shouts from the main floor. 

      Claire and I step onto the salon floor and line up with the rest of the staff. We’re surrounded by a sea of empty, colorful chairs and lit vanities waiting to house children who dream of being dressed up as princesses and princes during their time in Dreamland. 

      All the employees stand through our assignments before setting up our stations. 

      “Ready?” Claire looks over at me from her vanity.

      I grab my unplugged curling wand and wield it like a sword. “I was born ready.” 

      Henry, today’s floor attendant, opens the doors and lets in a crowd of kids and their parents. My heart warms at the bright-smiling, starry-eyed children who assess all the costumes lining the walls. 

      Henry rolls a little girl in a wheelchair toward my station. “Hi, Zahra. This is Lily. She’s excited to have you make her look like Princess Cara today.” 

      I bend over and give Lily my hand. “Are you sure you need a makeover?”

      She nods and smiles.

      “Are you sure you’re not a princess already?”  

      Lily muffles her giggle with her other hand. Her straight blonde hair falls into her face, shielding her green eyes from me. 

      I tap her scrunched nose. “You’re going to make my job so easy that my boss might think I have superpowers.” 

      Lily laughs. The sound is so sweet, I can’t help joining her.  

      “I like your pin.” She points at today’s enamel pin that rests above my name tag. 

      “Thank you.” I smile at the Bee Happy script covering a cartoon bumblebee. My small rebellion against the uniform code is a hit with the little ones. 

      I get to work, starting with Lily’s hair. Her straight hair stubbornly struggles to hold the classic Princess Cara curls, but I don’t give up until she looks perfect. 

      A weird prickling sensation shoots down my spine. I turn toward the vanity without watching my hands and swipe Lily’s cheek with purple eyeshadow. 

      “Hey!” She laughs. 

      “Oh God.” 

      “What?”

      Rowan stands beside the front desk. His weighted stare in the mirror has my skin heating and my eyes threatening to pop out of their sockets. A flush spreads across my cheeks, and I turn away from the makeup station to hide my reaction. 

      “Ohh, you’re getting red. Mommy does that with Daddy.” Lily’s eyes light up.

      “Hmm.” What is he doing here? Am I going to be fired?

      Lily catches me staring at Rowan’s reflection in the mirror. “Do you like him?”

      “Shh! No!” I wipe the makeup off her cheek. 

      “Is it a secret?” she whispers. 

      “Yes!” I’ll say anything to get her to shut up. 

      I take another peek over my shoulder. The asshole-in-Armani’s eyes remain focused on me, adding to my anxiety with nothing but a scowl. 

      Henry walks up to my vanity under the guise of offering Lily a juice box. “So, care to share why Mr. Kane is asking about you?” 

      “Because I might have made him angry earlier?” 

      Henry’s eyes crinkle with concern. “I wanted to come over and warn you that he’s asking Regina all kinds of questions about you.” 

      I hope Regina keeps her personal dislike toward me to herself. While she would love nothing more than to complain about me, my performance speaks for itself. My client tips are nearly double everyone else’s, which only fuels her personal vendetta against me. I don’t understand her problem. Her daughter is the one who had an affair with my now very ex-boyfriend while we were still dating. I’m nothing close to a threat because I wouldn’t touch Lance with a hazmat suit, let alone get back with him. 

      I straighten my spine. Thinking about Lance and Tammy only dampens my mood. It puts me back in that bad mental place, and I refuse to reduce myself to being that girl who thought she would marry her college sweetheart. That future crashed and burned after finding out about Lance’s double life with Tammy. 

      Let it go. Show them that they didn’t break you, no matter how close you got. 

      “Is he your prince?” Lily grins. 

      I snap back into the conversation. 

      Henry shimmies his shoulders. “We’ll have to wait and see if he carries her off to his kingdom.”

      The only kingdom that man resides in is hell and I’m not interested in visiting. He’s a devil in a designer suit with a personality to match.  

      “Good luck! You’re going to need it.” Henry leaves after patting me on the head like a child. 

      Every time I look in the mirror, Rowan’s emotionless, brown eyes meet mine. I shiver under his stare despite the warm lights of the vanity. 

      During the entire makeover, I somehow keep a straight face despite my heart pounding against my rib cage. I throw all my energy into ignoring my new boss while making Lily the prettiest princess in the whole park. 

      As I get closer to the reveal, I turn her chair toward the center of the room and away from the mirror. I finish up the final touches before making a show of swiveling her chair back in front of the mirror for the big reveal. Her eyes water as she checks out her reflection. 

      “You look beautiful.” I bend over and give her a small hug. 

      “Thank you.” She frowns at her chair.

      My heart squeezes in my chest, making me wish I could do more for kids like Lily. They always seem to be overlooked. 

      I wrap my arm around Lily’s shoulder and smile into the mirror. “You’re one pretty lady. I bet someone is going to mistake you for the real Princess Cara the moment you leave here.” 

      “Really?” Her entire face brightens again.    

      I tap her nose. “You bet. And I know kids are going to be jealous of your cool wheels when their feet are aching and sore.” 

      She laughs. “You’re funny.” 

      “If someone asks you for a free ride, make sure to charge them. Promise?” 

      “Pinky promise.” She holds up her tiny finger for me. We lock ours together and shake on it.

      I turn to call for Lily’s parents. My eyes lock on Rowan’s. Heat blooms in my stomach, spreading like wildfire across my skin from one look. 

      Am I coming down with a fever? I knew that sniffling kid at my station yesterday didn’t have allergies. 

      Lily’s parents come over and rave all about her makeover. While her dad kneels to talk to Lily, her mother turns and clutches my hand with her trembling one. “Thank you so much for taking care of my daughter. She was scared she wouldn’t fit in here like the other girls but you went out of your way to make her day special.” She throws her arms around me. 

      I return her hug. “It’s my pleasure. But Lily made it easy because you both have one beautiful daughter, inside and out.” 

      Lily’s dad blushes while her mom grins. With one last look in the mirror, her parents roll Lily away. 

      I turn toward the area where Rowan and Regina were chatting, only to find it empty. My stomach sinks. 

      I remain permanently nauseous for the rest of the day. No matter how many smiling kids leave my chair, I can’t shake this weird feeling in my gut. I’m not sure what Rowan’s up to but I need to keep an eye out. There was a time I ignored my intuition and I refuse to make that mistake ever again.
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      Dreamland might be in the business of selling fairy tales, but it brings me nothing but nightmares and bitter flashbacks. The energy surrounding this place chokes me as much as the Florida humidity. Despite the raging summer sun, a chill runs down my spine as I stare up at Princess Cara’s Castle. The architectural monstrosity that put my grandfather’s park on the map nearly five decades ago reminds me of a past life I’ve long since forgotten. 

      Get over it, you worthless piece of shit. Focus on what matters. 

      I’m not sure why my grandfather tasked me with fixing a theme park that has run seamlessly for forty-eight years. Tickets are always sold out, and we meet maximum capacity every single day. With the park outperforming each quarter, I question how I can make improvements. 

      To put it simply, this place is perfect. Almost too perfect. I’ve dealt with more issues in one day as the chairman of our streaming service subsidiary than this park manages in a whole year. But with my twenty-five-billion-dollar shares on the line, I’ll turn over every single rock in this entire place if it means exposing weaknesses and building upon Dreamland’s strengths. There is no other option. My brothers are counting on me to do my part in securing our future, and I don’t plan on letting them down. 

      I abandon my spot on the wooden drawbridge. My breathing becomes easier as I add some distance between the castle and myself.

      Think of how much better life will be once you get the hell out of this town.

      That’s the thought that keeps me sane in a world built on nothing but haunted memories and broken dreams.  
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        * * *

      

      My patience is thinning with each roadblock I hit. After back-to-back pointless meetings with Dreamland staff, I’m desperate for news about where the park is underperforming. I’ve learned nothing worth noting since I arrived forty-eight hours ago. 

      On paper, Dreamland is hitting new goals with every financial quarter. The demand for more is the only common theme I’ve heard from employees. More rides. More lands. More hotels. More space. 

      There’s only one team that can help me with this kind of grand-scale expansion. Dreamland’s Creators are world-renowned in the theme park business. If there’s an attraction, venue, souvenir, or consumer experience at Dreamland, the Creators helped design it. So they’re the people I plan on working side by side with for the next six months. My micromanaging approach will be a significant change from the laid-back attitude they’re used to from the previous Director, but quite frankly, I don’t care. It helped me turn a start-up streaming company into a billion-dollar empire, and it’ll help me here.  

      I enter my office and shut the door behind me. The two head Creators jump in their seats before regaining their composure. Sam, the male who has the common sense to mix a plaid shirt and a polka dot tie, can barely look me in the eyes. The top of his brown curly hair is the only image I get as he scribbles in his notebook. Jenny, the brunette co-manager, sits straighter than a needle beside him as if one kink in her posture will set me off. 

      I take a seat. “Let’s get started.” 

      They nod in unison. 

      “I am expected to come up with a new plan for the park that identifies our weaknesses. Together we will evaluate the performance of Dreamland’s attractions and determine how we can better serve our guests. That includes renovating current rides, creating new lands, updating skits and float parades that will increase Dreamland’s ROI by five percent, at the very least.” 

      Sam’s eyes somehow double in size while Jenny’s face remains stoic. 

      “Based on my preliminary analysis, our competitors have been growing fiercer over the years. And although Dreamland performs above average each quarter, I’m looking to obliterate our competition and steal their profit margins.” 

      Sam’s throat bobs while Jenny scribbles in her notebook. I appreciate their silence, given my limited time between meetings with each department. 

      “Projects like these take years to go from blueprints to live-action rides. That being said, I’m expecting your two teams to develop the initial plans that I will then present in front of a board in six months.” 

      It was Declan’s idea to keep my real reason for being here a secret. He thinks that if I revealed my less-than-altruistic intentions for a project of this magnitude, people might sabotage me for the right price. So no one will be the wiser about my temporary position here for the next six months. In their eyes, I will be the Director they always dreamed of. In reality, I can’t wait to crawl out of this hellhole and go back to Chicago to replace Declan as the CFO.  

      “Six months?” Jenny croaks. Her cheeks lose all their coloring. 

      “I assume that won’t be a problem.” 

      She shakes her head, but the hand clutching onto her pen trembles. 

      “I’m looking to package this whole idea as a fiftieth-anniversary celebration and generate a buzz that pulls at people’s heartstrings. The project should appeal to the new and old generations who grew up with Dreamland characters. I want it to emulate everything my grandfather loved about this park while also moving us toward a brighter—and more modern—future.” 

      Sam and Jenny are nothing but two bobbing heads, hanging on to every word as they scribble in their notepads.

      “So whatever needs to be done, do it. Time is not our friend.” 

      “What is our budget?” Sam’s eyes shine. 

      “Keep it reasonable—so around ten billion for the entire park. If you need more, my accountants will review the numbers.”

      Sam nearly chokes on his tongue.  

      “I expect results. If not, then you’re better off applying for the traveling carnival.” 

      Jenny stares at me while Sam’s eyes drop to the carpet. 

      “Sir, may I speak freely?” Jenny taps her pen against her notepad in the most irritating fashion.

      I check my watch. “If you find it absolutely necessary.” 

      “Based on your rapid timeline, I was wondering if we could open up the annual employee submissions early this year? That way, the Creators could work with fresh ideas rather than starting from ground zero.” 

      I blink at her. Annual submissions are nothing but a headache meant to boost employee morale. We have plenty of Creators who have worked at Dreamland for decades already. They don’t need the useless input from low-paid employees who don’t know the first thing about how to design a park. 

      But what if someone submits something the current Creators haven’t considered? 

      I work through the pros and cons before determining that I don’t have much to lose. “Open up the applications for two weeks only. I want you to personally review the submissions and deliver only the best ones to my desk.” 

      Jenny nods. “Of course. I’m sure we have a good idea about what you’re looking for.”

      Doubtful but I don’t bother wasting any words correcting her. “Get to work.” 

      Jenny and Sam exit in a rush, leaving me behind to answer emails and prepare for the next meeting of my day.   
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        * * *

      

      “Son.” 

      I instantly regret answering my father’s unusual personal call. Stupid curiosity got the better of me because he’s been too quiet about the whole Dreamland business. Something about his silence makes me wonder what he’s planning behind the scenes. 

      I settle into a leather couch across from my desk. “Father.” Our titles are nothing but a front developed over the years for public appearances.

      “How’s everything in Dreamland? I assume you’ll be attending our board meeting on Monday regardless of whatever plans you’ve got going on.” His tone remains light and indicative of the calm facade he’s perfected across decades. 

      My molars grind together. “Why do you care?” 

      “Because I’m intrigued by your sudden interest in becoming the Director after your grandfather’s passing.” 

      Does he think so little of my intelligence? 

      Of course he does. He’s done nothing but mock you for the entirety of your existence. 

      “Is there a purpose to this phone call?” I ask with a faux indifference. 

      “I was curious about your progress after reviewing the funding request you put in. Ten billion dollars isn’t a joking matter.” 

      Every muscle turns rigid in my body. “I don’t need your advice.” 

      “Good. I wasn’t offering it.” 

      “God forbid you acted like a father for once in your pathetic life.” 

      “Interesting word choice from my weakest son.” 

      My fist tightens around my cellphone. It was stupid for me to answer my father’s call because of some budding curiosity. I should have expected that nothing would change, even after my grandfather’s death. The only thing my father is interested in is reminding me how inept he thinks I am. 

      He’s trying to screw with your head. That’s all. 

      “I’ve got to go. I have a meeting that I can’t be late for.” I hang up the phone. 

      I take deep breaths to lower my blood pressure. I’m not that hopeless boy anymore that craved a real relationship with my father. Because of him, I turned my mind into a weapon rather than a weakness. No matter how hard he tries to poke at me, I’ll always come out on top because the child he once knew no longer exists. I made sure of that.
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      Claire drops onto our couch and shoves her laptop onto my lap. “This is your chance!” 

      “What is?” 

      She pauses the TV, interrupting my binge marathon of The Duke Who Seduced Me. 

      I read the email before putting her laptop on the coffee table. “No way. Not happening.” 

      “Hear me out—”

      “No.” 

      “Yes! You’re going to listen to my argument without interrupting me. You owe me that much as your best friend and personal chef.” She wags her finger in the same way my mom does. 

      “My stomach might love you but my thighs sure don’t.” 

      She only glares at me. 

      I cross my arms. “Fine. I’ll give you a chance.” 

      She readjusts her tiny bun. “Okay, so I get why you’re hesitant. I’d be too if someone betrayed me like Lance did.” 

      “Do we really need to bring up Lance?” A cold feeling seeps through my chest, chilling my veins. Betrayal like that is hard to come back from. 

      Claire’s smile falters. “The only reason I’m mentioning him is because this is the final step in the process of letting him go.” She waves at her laptop like it will solve the world’s problems. 

      “I’ve moved on already.” 

      “I know you have, but there’s still a tiny part of you that is afraid of chasing after the dreams he stole right out of your hands.” He stole a lot more than my dreams. 

      My eyes sting. “I don’t dream about inventing anymore.” 

      “The bullshit he said about your skills was only a diversion to keep you from submitting the same idea as him. You know that, right?” 

      “But—”  

      “But nothing. Lance lied because he wanted to hold you back long enough for him to steal your idea.” 

      It makes sense in theory, but I’m still not sure. 

      Claire grabs my hand and holds on to it. “This is your chance to prove to yourself that nothing anyone says defines who you are. Only your actions do.” 

      My chest tightens. “I’m not sure…” 

      She squeezes my hand. “Come on. Just submit one teensy little project. That’s all. What’s the worst that can happen?” 

      “Well, where should I start? I mean—”

      Claire covers my mouth with her palm. “It was a rhetorical question!” 

      I raise a brow. “Why are you pushing me so hard to apply?” 

      “Because that’s what friends are for. We need to push each other out of our comfort zones. Because if you’re not afraid—”

      “Then you’re not growing.” I smile back at her. 

      “So what do you say?” 

      I pull out my phone from my pocket and open an email I received last week. “Speaking of comfort zones…I wanted to bring this up to you, and now seems like the perfect time. Because if you’re not afraid…” I tease. 

      “Oh no.” 

      My grin widens. “If I’m submitting a proposal, then you’re applying for the apprentice position at The Royal Chateau. They have an opening in the kitchen that has your name written all over it.” 

      Claire’s smile drops. “This wasn’t supposed to be about me.” 

      “We’re a duo. If I’m pushing myself to my limit, then you’re coming along with me.” 

      This is my chance to help Claire out. She never wanted to permanently stay at The Magic Wand Salon, but she never worked up the nerve to apply for the position she was initially rejected from. 

      “I can’t apply there. They have a Michelin star!” 

      “All the more reason to apply to the very best.” 

      “But I don’t have a culinary degree from some fancy French school!” She jumps up from her spot on the couch. 

      “No, but you have a degree and heaps of experience working at restaurants during high school and college.” 

      She throws her arms in the air. “Last week I burnt a batch of cookies.” 

      “Only because I forgot to set the timer.” I laugh. 

      “The entire building had to evacuate because of the fire alarm. There’s no way anyone would trust me in a kitchen after that.” 

      I laugh. “Don’t be so dramatic.” 

      She plops onto the couch and lays her head on my lap. “You weren’t supposed to blackmail me.” 

      “What are friends for?” 

      “Oh, I don’t know, anything but felonies?” 

      I smile. “Come on. What do you say?” 

      “I say you’re annoyingly chirpy for someone who was against this whole idea only five minutes ago.” 

      “I’m taking advantage of an opportunity.” 

      “Just so you’re aware, I’m only agreeing because I’m okay with being rejected if it means seeing you chase after your dreams again.”

      My smile wobbles. “Sure thing. Just like I will only agree to your plan because I’d rather see you try again. If not, you’ll end up like Mrs. Jeffries, working at the salon until you retire at ninety.” 

      Her lips purse. “Now you’re just being intentionally cruel.” 

      Together, we laugh up to the ceiling before shaking on our agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Sifting through the weathered pages of my idea notebook hits me with bittersweet memories. I trace over Brady’s cursive handwriting covering the pages where we brainstormed what Nebula Land would look like if it became a new land within the park. 

      He and I spent weeks on it after he rejected my initial submission and told me I could do better. The catch? He would be the one to guide me. Together, we formulated a proposal while developing a brief mentorship. 

      Nebula Land was supposed to be the project that turned me into a Creator. But after Brady’s accident, it felt wrong to submit it, so I held off. I was surprised to read about my idea in the company newsletter after learning Lance stole the main parts I had shared with him in private. 

      What would Brady think of Lance manipulating our idea? The ride looks nothing like our original plan. My lungs burn with the heavy breath I let out, and my eyes become watery as I run a finger across a sketch Brady did. 

      Critiquing Lance’s idea isn’t going to get you anywhere closer to submitting yours. 

      I turn on my laptop, sign in to my employee account, and open the annual Dreamland submissions portal. The blinking cursor in the empty text box mocks me, but I refuse to give up. Claire believes in me, and maybe it really is time I stop letting Lance get in my way of believing in myself. 
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        * * *

      

      This was a very bad idea. After my first failed draft, I decided wine and a broken heart were a good combination for my second attempt. 

      Update: It was not. 

      I’m still nowhere close to having a submission ready. Everything I write about seems too underwhelming and lacks my usual passion. I take another swig of wine straight from the bottle in a way that would horrify my mother. 

      What if working through your negative feelings about the Nebula Land ride helps open up your mind to more creative ideas? 

      Yes! Maybe that’s what I’m missing. I delete everything from the text box and restart. At the top, I write The real Nebula Land that would make Brady Kane proud. My fingers fly across the keys as I let out every single thought I have toward the project. I’m done staying silent and pretending the ride doesn’t bother me. 

      When I was with Lance, that’s the kind of person I became comfortable being. The silent, demure type who didn’t want to make any waves because I prioritized his happiness. In the end, it was all for nothing. I gave up the person I was for a man who couldn’t handle the woman I was meant to be. 

      All my fingers cramp up from typing. It feels empowering to tear apart something that broke me first. By the time I’m done, my vision is a bit blurry and my coordination could be better. 

      Since drinking and typing have no place in my life, I decide to click the Save Draft button at the bottom and shut my laptop for the night. 
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        * * *

      

      “Oh no!” Oh no, no, no. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuuck!” 

      Claire runs into my room. “What is it?” 

      I stare at the application portal. 

      This can’t be real. I pinch my arm so hard, I wince. The bright green letters mock me in a way that has my stomach threatening to revolt. 

      Your application has been submitted. 

      Claire looks over my shoulder at the screen. “You submitted it without asking me to double-check for typos? Who are you and what have you done with the real Zahra?” 

      “It was an accident!” I drop onto my bed, cover my face with a pillow, and scream. 

      Claire rubs my trembling arm. “What if you send an email to Mr. Kane and the Creators explaining the mistake? I’m sure they would understand.” 

      I tug the pillow away from my face. “Are you kidding me?! What am I supposed to say? ‘Sorry I got a tiny bit drunk and submitted an application tearing apart your most expensive ride’?” 

      She brushes my hair out of my face. “Maybe it’s not as bad as you think.” 

      “I called Lance’s ride a big metal pile of shit that would make Brady Kane roll over in his grave.” 

      She winces. “Oh, okay. Well. Yeah. You have always had a talent with words. At least you’re putting that English degree to good use.” 

      I groan. “I can’t believe I hit the wrong button. I should have never been drinking and working. What was I thinking?” 

      The bed dips under her weight as she sits next to me. Her arms wrap around me in the best hug. “Well, this was the first big step in letting go of the past. Maybe it needed to happen like this.” 

      “Yesterday you said fate was a fool’s way of avoiding plans.” 

      Her chest shakes from silent laughter. “Only because you love to tout your kismet horn for everyone to hear. So what, you only believe in fate when things go your way? That sounds like some bullshit logic to me.”

      I purse my lips. “Yeah, but what if I get fired? I’ve already made some mistakes.”

      First, I called Rowan an asshole and made fun of his board, and now this? I’ll be lucky if I’m allowed to pick up trash at the end of all this.
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