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				Crown her if you can…

				Betrayal made her flee her fairy-tale life inside the castle. Now Kim Guilder is struggling to raise her illegitimate baby alone in exile.

				Jake Marallis has been tasked with bringing the runaway princess home. The last thing he needs is to fall for Kim… With treachery everywhere—and his feelings for Kim and the baby growing by the day—Jake’s only choice is to speed them to safety! For, alone they are defenseless, but as a family they just might save the kingdom…and themselves!

			

		

	
		
			
				The Lost Princes of Ambria

				Royal fathers in search of brides!

				Come to the breathtaking land of Ambria and get swept up in Raye Morgan’s captivating world of feel-good fantasy as you fall in love with three royal daddies who juggle duty, fatherhood—and finding their perfect wives!

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				So what’s so great about royalty, anyway? They’re just people who happen to be born into a situation a little luckier than the rest of us. They’re not usually any better-looking than we are. They’re definitely not any smarter. Or more talented. Or kinder, or better or harder-working. So why do we care about them?

				But we do. They fascinate us. From earliest childhood we listen to fairy-tale stories of handsome heroic princes rescuing beautiful princesses from dark towers. We look at them and hope to see how a charmed set of people, elevated above everyday concerns, operates on a higher level than we do. 

				The funny thing is, they so often disappoint us. They don’t always slay the dragon, or rescue the captive hero, or protect the orphaned children from the witch. But they always seem to be running around in exotic locations, wearing stunning clothes and being treated like the celebrities they are. And all that just for being born into royalty.

				So we watch with wide eyes and imagine what it would be like to live like that. They may not be any better than we are, but they certainly seem to be having more fun!

				Long live fairy tales!

				Raye Morgan
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				CHAPTER ONE

				KIM GUILDER stared out the bus window into the intense eyes of the stranger in the long leather coat. He was coming down the wide, stone stairway from the hospital administration building, moving like a man with a purpose, headed straight at her.

				 Her heart lurched and she looked quickly at the bus driver. Would he wait? Would the man make the bus?

				 But no. Relief filled her as the bus began to pull away from the curb. She reached out to steady herself on the handrail as it lurched into high speed. She looked back at the stalker, feeling a strange sense of triumph. He stood very still, staring after her. There was no way he could stop the bus, no way he could catch it and climb aboard. But she shivered in a quick attack of irrational fear anyway.

				 She didn’t know him. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before. But he knew her. The way he’d been coming down those stairs when she’d looked up and caught sight of him, the way his eyes had blazed at her, she’d known right away he was trying to catch her. And she even thought she knew why.

				 She glanced around at the other passengers, wondering if anyone had noticed what had just happened. No one looked up except a little girl with bouncing red curls, sucking her thumb. The child stared at Kim, but dully, without significance.

				 Kim took a deep breath and tried to settle her pulse rate. What was she worried about, anyway? He’d caught sight of her there in that public area and obviously he’d recognized her right away. But that had to be pure coincidence. He couldn’t possibly know where she was going or even the location of the rooms she was staying in right now. But something told her he would try.

				 Maybe she’d better find another place to stay, quickly. Maybe she should just race back to the rooms, grab her baby, and go.

				 But go where? It was coming down to that. There weren’t many places left to run to.

				 She glanced back toward where they’d come from with a new spurt of adrenaline, suddenly wondering if he could find a way to follow the bus. No, how could he? It was almost impossible to find a taxi in this town, so unless he’d leaped up at the last minute and was clinging to the roof like an action hero, he had no hope.

				 So why wouldn’t the butterflies in her stomach settle down? She looked out at the darkened streets. It was starting to snow. Half the streetlights were out, just another consequence of the recent war. But some optimistic souls had strung up Christmas lights here and there. It wasn’t exactly cheerful, but it was a sign of survival.

				 She pulled her fake-fur coat more tightly around her and tried a couple of cleansing breaths, waiting, hoping, to feel a bit of calm return. She knew this was crazy. A man she didn’t even know had picked up her world and tossed it into chaos for a moment or two. She couldn’t let that sort of thing happen. She had a baby to think of.

				 But where had he come from so suddenly? His face, his eyes, they looked so familiar. She didn’t know who he was, but she knew two things about him: he knew exactly who she was, and he’d been sent by the Ambrian royal family, and that meant Pellea, who was now queen.

				 Pellea was one thing—this man was quite another. Those icy spikes of fear she’d felt were a direct response to the animosity in his eyes. He’d never met her before and he already hated her. What did that tell you about the relationship she had with the royal family?

				 It hadn’t always been like that, at least, not with Pellea. They’d been best friends most of their lives, pampered children of the Granvilli regime which had toppled the royal family before they were born. And then Pellea fell in love with Crown Prince Monte DeAngelis and helped him invade the island, restoring the monarchy. And Kim was left behind to pick up the pieces and mend the fences—and take the brunt of the anger when the Granvillis began to lose.

				 Her stop was just ahead. She rose, hanging on to the metal bar and moving toward the back exit. She looked out into the dark street behind. Headlights swooped by, making her heart lurch every time, but no one seemed to linger. She stared harder into the night. She couldn’t help it. She just had a feeling….

				 The bus slowed to a stop at the side of the slippery road. It seemed to take forever for the door to open, and when it did, she took a deep breath and headed out into the snowy night.

				 “Hello, Kimmee,” a deep voice spoke from just behind her.

				 She whirled, shock rocketing through her soul. It couldn’t be him. It was impossible. And yet…

				 There he stood, tall and dark and terrifying.

				 Her first instinct was to run. He saw it in her eyes and his hand clamped down on her upper arm.

				 “I need to talk to you.”

				 She looked around quickly, trying to find someone who might help her, but the bus was leaving, its red taillights staring back impassively. Even more chilling, though cars rushed past anonymously, the street was empty of pedestrians. There was no one to run to. Her heart pounded.

				 “Let me go,” she gasped at him. “I’m going to scream. The police…”

				 “The police are hard to find these days and you know it,” he told her dryly, his eyes glittering in the light from the street lamp. “Besides, you don’t need them. I’m not here to hurt you. I was sent to give you some important information. Something that could change your life.”

				 She thought quickly. He was probably telling the truth. He wasn’t the first who had been sent to try to convince her to come back to the castle. Each one seemed to have a more fantastic story meant to lure her away.

				 But this was a bit different. This one didn’t like her.

				 She looked up at him, studying his face for a stealthy moment. How could he look so familiar at the same time she was so sure she’d never seen him before? Odd.

				 He was ridiculously handsome, with even features and a square jaw that bespoke a lack of tolerance for nonsense. His eyes were crystal blue and penetrating, framed by lush dark lashes any beauty queen would commit outlandish crimes to get for herself. Still, there was no hint of softness, not even a trace of any sort of compassion or sensitivity.

				 Everything about him telegraphed strength and authority, even a sense of command. And every one of those elements only made her feel more rebellious.

				 Still, he was bigger than she was, stronger than she was, and right now, he had hold of her arm. She figured it was useless to try to get away. Better to play along until she saw her chance.

				 “Okay, change my life,” she said a bit sarcastically, looking at where his long fingers held her prisoner. “Tell me quickly. I’ve got to go.”

				 His hold on her tightened.

				 “Where are you going?” he asked.

				 Looking up, she met his cold gaze and managed to keep from flinching. That was a plus.

				 There was no way she could let him know where she was staying. The rooms she’d taken were only a block away. Dede, her nine-month-old baby, was there with a babysitter she didn’t completely trust. She had to get back to her right away. But letting this hostile man tag along was an impossibility. She felt trapped.

				 “Just tell me this important information you have for me,” she said, trying to look as hard as he did while wiping snowflakes off her cheeks and shaking them from her thick blond hair. “And I’ll be on my way.”

				 The faint twist of his wide mouth almost looked like a smile, but there was no sign of that in his cold blue eyes.

				 “No chance,” he said, then glanced up and down the dark street. Most of the shabby stores were closed, but a small café on the corner looked open.

				 “Let’s go in there,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the coffee shop. “I’ll buy you something warm to drink.”

				 She tensed, firming her resistance. Maybe if she showed him she was no pushover he would tell her quickly and leave her alone. Maybe.

				 “I don’t want a drink or anything else,” she told him crisply. “I don’t know who you are or where you came from. If you’ve got information for me, why don’t you send it to me in a letter?” Her chin rose and she glared at him as fiercely as she knew how.

				 He searched her face impatiently, looking as though he were weighing the alternatives.

				 “I think you know very well that Pellea sent me,” he said tersely.

				 He was right on that one. Pellea, the queen of the new, restored Ambrian monarchy, wanted her old best friend to come home to the castle for some reason. But she didn’t seem to understand that it could never be home to Kim again. Her people, the Granvillis, had been driven out. The DeAngelis royals were in charge. There was no place for her there.

				 Still, Pellea didn’t give up, and she kept sending people to try to lure Kim back. If she’d understood how deeply Kim’s feelings of pain ran, if she had a clue how she resented the way she was treated toward the end, she might not have bothered.

				 Kim stared at the dark man and shook her head. She didn’t have a lot of choice. She could stand here and scream at the top of her lungs, but he’d been right about the police. Since the end of the war, they were hard to find. Street crime was rampant. He could knock her on the head and drag her off into an alley before anyone even noticed, and from the look in his eyes, she had no doubt he wouldn’t hesitate.

				 On the other hand, she could go with him to the coffee shop. It was a public place. He wouldn’t do anything to her there. He could tell her his information, she could tell him why she didn’t care, and hopefully, that would be that.

				 “All right,” she said reluctantly. “Let’s get this over with as quickly as possible.”

				 His wide mouth twisted with a sort of mocking amusement at her words.

				 “Hold on a moment,” he said, letting go of her arm and turning to snap a chain and lock on an ancient, crumbling motorcycle she hadn’t noticed before, fastening it to the bus bench.

				 So that was how he’d caught her. She sighed, rocking on her heels, tempted to make a run for it now, while she had the opening—sort of—but just curious enough to give him a chance, at least for a few minutes.

				 Turning back, he tucked her hand into the crook of his arm in a familiar way she found utterly offensive, and escorted her into the coffee shop as though they made a habit of meeting this way.

				 She pulled her hand away as soon as she was able and slipped into a booth. He slid in across from her, holding her gaze with his own icy eyes. She stared back, feeling warmth begin to creep up her neck to her cheeks.

				 Why were his eyes so filled with accusations?

				 The coffee shop wasn’t much at this point, but it had obviously been a trendy meeting place before the war. The remnants of the decor were still in place, looking shabby and worn, but still hopeful. A young girl who looked like she should have been home finishing up an assignment for her biology class came to take their order. She watched them brightly, her hair pulled into braids at either side of her head, and Kim smiled at her.

				 “I’ll have a cup of tea,” she said. “Herbal.”

				 “Black coffee,” he ground out. “Bold.”

				 The girl nodded. “Nothing to eat?” she asked hopefully. “We have a lovely apple pie. The cook just took it out of the oven.”

				 Now that she’d mentioned it, the scent of the pie was in the air. Kim breathed it in with pleasure, then caught the dark man’s gaze and saw that he was doing the same thing.

				 Her eyes widened.

				 His narrowed.

				 Something electric snapped between them, shocking her. She wasn’t sure if it was a sign of attraction or one of pure loathing and she looked away quickly, trying hard not to react.

				 But her heart pulsed. Was it fear? She didn’t think so. But if not that…what?

				 She didn’t even notice that he’d ordered them a piece of pie with vanilla ice cream and two forks until it appeared on the table along with their drinks.

				 That was just a little too friendly, wasn’t it?

				 She looked up and met his gaze again. He was watching to see how she would react, and she flushed, looking back down. She thought about refusing to take a bite, but she knew that would seem churlish, and it did smell so good. She hadn’t eaten all day. Could he hear her stomach rumble?

				 She looked at the luscious piece of pie. Steam was coming off the apples. The crust looked crisp and crumbling. The ice cream was just starting to melt around it.

				 Maybe just one bite. Or two.

				 They ate in silence. He very carefully only took his share and she wondered why. It was his pie, after all. She risked another glance at his face but his cold expression didn’t tell her anything.

				 When every bit of pie was gone, he sighed with satisfaction and murmured, “That has got to be the best apple pie I’ve had since…”

				 He didn’t go on and his mouth tightened. She wondered what painful memory had stopped him. So there was more to him than pure anger. That did make him seem a little more human.

				 The little café was warm. She opened her coat a bit, flushing as she noticed him looking at her nurse’s uniform. She wasn’t really a nurse, she just played one at the hospital, since actual nurses were in such short supply these days. But the uniform seemed to give people confidence.

				 “Tell me something,” she said, looking at him directly. “Who are you?”

				 He took a deep breath before he answered. “I’m Jake Marallis. Pellea is my sister.”

				 “Your sister!” She stared at him, surprised and not sure she believed him. “That’s impossible. I’ve known Pellea all my life. She doesn’t have a brother.”

				 “Half brother.” He shrugged. “My mother was married to her father before her mother was.”

				 She thought that over quickly. It was possible, she supposed. But she knew she’d never seen him. Had Pellea ever mentioned him? Actually, now that she thought about it, she might have. She seemed to remember something….

				 “You never lived in the castle?”

				 “No. Not in the old days.”

				 She studied his face. Yes, she could see it now. That was what was so familiar about him. The look in his eyes was just like Pellea’s, even though his eyes were blue and hers were dark. How extraordinary.

				 “You know she wants you to come home.” He said it softly, as though testing the waters. And he got a quick reaction.

				 “Home!” She winced, looking inside, probing her own response. Did it still hurt as badly as it used to? Was the feeling of betrayal healing over yet? Not a chance.

				 “That castle will never be home to me again.”

				 But to her surprise, her tone came out more wistful than angry. She frowned. Maybe she was softening. She would have to keep an eye on that.

				 He leaned back, his narrow gaze penetrating without a hint of sympathy.

				 “What keeps you away, Kimmee?”

				 She grimaced. It had been a long time since anyone had called her by that childhood nickname. “It’s Kim now, not Kimmee. That name is from my old life.”

				 He shrugged. “As you wish.” He raised one dark eyebrow. “The question still stands. I know I’m not the first my sister has sent to find you. Why won’t you come back?”

				 It was none of his business, and he probably only wanted to know so that he could use the information against her, but for some reason, she found herself telling him anyway.

				 “Come back to what?” she said. “I’ve lived my whole life as part of the Granvilli era. I’ve never been a subject of the DeAngelis monarchy. I never backed the invasion. Ambria has been torn apart by the war between these two factions. The DeAngelis royalty now has the castle in their possession.” She lifted her chin and met his gaze defiantly. “Well, bully for them. I’m with the Granvillis. And I won’t turn traitor and go back to the protection of the castle just to have an easier life.”

				 He frowned as though he were trying to understand but couldn’t quite get there.

				 “And yet, from what I’ve heard, you helped Pellea hide the DeAngelis crown prince in her chambers, nurturing their relationship. How does that fit into the picture?”

				 She flushed. How did one go about explaining all the regrets in one’s life?

				 “I’m a romantic at heart. What can I say?” She shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do at the time.” She shook her head, looking off into the distance, and added softly, “Who knew it would start a war?”

				 He didn’t speak for a long moment, watching her. Finally she drew her thoughts back to the present and looked at him again. He was taking a long sip of his hot coffee. She made a face.

				 “I see you’re planning to stay up all night tonight,” she said tartly.

				 “Not really. Caffeine rarely bothers me.”

				 Too cold blooded, she guessed.

				 “Does anything bother you?”

				 His eyes flashed. “Oh yes, Kim. A great deal bothers me.”

				 She leaned toward him, curious. “Like what?”

				 He looked at her, seeming to see more deeply into her eyes than people usually did. She pulled back again, uncomfortable at the scrutiny, but he shook his head.

				 “This conversation isn’t about me.”

				 She shrugged. “I’m just trying to figure you out.” She pressed her lips together, frowning at him with narrowed eyes. “Are you the enforcer? Are you supposed to get a little rough with me? Maybe even apply a few caveman tactics?”

				 His gaze was as frosty as ever, and completely impenetrable. His mouth twisted but he didn’t deign to answer her charge. Her heart began to thump in her chest. He wasn’t denying it. Just how far was he prepared to go? She hoped she wouldn’t have to find out.

				 “Did Pellea send you as a last resort?” She leaned forward again, staring into his eyes and adding coolly, “Are you really as mean as you look?”

				 His eyes flickered with a flash of surprise, which he quickly quelled. “I prefer the term professional,” he muttered crisply.

				 Her eyes widened. “As in professional hit man?” she whispered.

				 His handsome face registered a quick sense of outrage, colored by a hint of disbelief. “Oh, for God’s sake…”

				 “No.” She put up a hand as though to stop him. “I don’t think I’m being ridiculous. Pellea seems to be relentless. Why shouldn’t her emissary be the same?”

				 He felt insulted by her charge, that much was plain. “I like to think I’m a reasonable man with logic on my side,” he said through gritted teeth. His gaze narrowed. “I’m hoping to avoid strong-arm tactics.”

				 “Oh. How comforting.”

				 He looked as though he would like to give her a good shake, but he controlled himself. “Let’s get back to the point.”

				 She could tell her eyes were sparkling at him. She was actually enjoying this in a way. He’d started out thinking he could bully her, and now she had him tied up in conversation not of his own making. Ha!

				 She sparkled at him some more. “Back to things that bother you. I’ll bet you hate all of my favorite things.”

				 He was beginning to look bewildered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				 “Let’s give it a try. How about these?” She pretended to be thinking. “Snowflakes on noses and whiskers on kittens.”

				 A shadow flitted through his gaze and she couldn’t tell if he was annoyed or amused.

				 “It’s raindrops on roses,” he said in a growl. “And why would they bother me?”

				 “I don’t know.”

				 She hid her amusement carefully, though she knew her eyes were a dead giveaway. He’d admitted he knew those lyrics and that just made her want to laugh out loud.

				 “You just seem like a bit of a Grinch. On the surface, I mean.”

				 A look flashed on his face that surprised her. She’d hit a nerve. Or something. But he covered it up quickly enough.

				 “The fact is, I like whiskers on kittens as much as the next man,” he said gruffly.

				 “Which means not a whole lot.” She gave him a cynical look.

				 He threw out a hand as though asking for a witness to her nonsensical talk. “So now you’re anti-men?”

				 “Not really.” She shook her head. “Just mean men.”

				 “I’m not mean.” He glanced up quickly, realizing others could hear his raised voice, and he moderated his tone as he looked her in the eye, and then forced himself to relax. “Okay, so maybe I’m a little…hard. A little serious.”

				 He appeared uncomfortable with the topic and she hid a smile. It was pretty obvious he wasn’t used to letting the conversation go off on a tangent he hadn’t initiated.

				 “Just another way of saying mean,” she said, just to needle him. “I’ll bet you’ve never made a superfluous gesture of pure romance in your life.”

				 “I…” He stopped himself, swearing softly and shaking his head as he looked at her with exasperation. “How the hell did we start down this road?”

				 She shrugged. “Just saying.”

				 “Back to the subject. Again.”

				 She looked innocent. “And that is?”

				 “You.” He leaned back, pinning her with his intense gaze. “Going back to the castle. Reuniting with your family.”

				 “My family.” She grimaced. “And who might that be?”

				 The anger was back in his eyes, the accusations. A chill went down her spine. She knew something was coming, something she wasn’t going to like.

				 “Are you still with Leonardo?” he asked, his voice low and menacing.

				 The name made her jump, and she blinked rapidly. She hadn’t expected that one.

				 Leonardo Granvilli was the current leader of the rebel regime which had ruled the island nation of Ambria for over twenty-five years. He and his forces had only recently lost their power when the DeAngelis royal family retook most of the island, leaving the Granvilli faction a small section to the north, including the mountain city of Tantarette, where Jake had found her. Here was where the remnants of the Granvilli army and the civilian refugees had gathered, their dreams of glory ground to dust.

				 “Leonardo?” she asked, stalling for time. “Why would I be with Leonardo?”

				 His lip curled. “Because he fathered your baby.”

				 She swallowed hard. She hadn’t realized that was common knowledge. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she told him, her voice ringing with confidence even though her fingers trembled.

				 “I know enough.”

				 “Do you actually know Leonardo?” she asked quickly, before he could say anything else. “I mean, have you personally talked to him?”

				 “Yes.”

				 She studied his eyes. They were cold as a winter’s day on the river. That thread of fear she’d thought she’d conquered was back.

				 “They say to know him is to love him,” she said softly, just probing a bit.

				 His eyes flashed one unguarded spark of anger and his lip curled. “They lie.”

				 She almost gave a nervous smile. They could certainly agree on that, but she wasn’t going to tell him so.

				 She glanced around the café. Except for one man sipping soup by the window and an elderly couple just finishing up their meal, they were the only ones in the place.

				 “Aren’t you afraid of being recognized? You’re on the wrong side of the boundary line.”

				 “No one knows me here. I never spent much time in Ambria before the war.”

				 “A stranger in a strange land,” she murmured.

				 “There’s only one person I know well over here,” he said, watching her eyes. “Leonardo Granvilli. He and I have a history that goes way back.”

				 Her mouth went dry. There was something chilling in the way he’d said that. She tried to remember if Leonardo had ever mentioned Pellea having a brother, but she couldn’t come up with a thing. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him. It was more that she hoped he was lying so she wouldn’t have to care.

				 She glanced down at the empty plate the pie had come on. The waitress hadn’t been back to take it away. She had a twinge of nostalgia for the few moments when they had first arrived, when it almost seemed they might be able to have a normal chat. That was gone now. The sense of his leashed antagonism was palpable. He despised her. She had to get away from him.

				 “Listen, we’re wasting time,” he said bluntly. “Here’s the deal. I’m taking you back. Pellea needs you and I promised her I wouldn’t come back without you.”

				 The man was direct. Painfully so. There was no warmth, no humanity to him. Except for the superficial likeness, she could see nothing of Pellea there.

				 She shook her head as he spoke. “No.”

				 “You have no choice any longer. The game’s up, Kimmee—or Kim, as you prefer. Everyone knows the truth now about who you really are. It’s your duty to come back.”

				 “Who I really am?” She stared at him blankly. “What are you talking about?”

				 His mouth twitched impatiently.
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