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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	“Oh, Cinderfella, I want you to know I will be marrying the woman I have been seeing, tomorrow, in a short ceremony at the church in town.” 

	Cinderfella looked up in surprise at the words, and his hands stopped polishing the wooden staff he was cradling in his lap. “Father?”

	Baron Von Duty moved to his son’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know this will be hard for you, Cinderfella, but I need a mother for you and a companion for myself. I’m not young anymore, even though you are.” He walked around the table and stood staring at his son. “You need to be taken care of. I’ve been ill, of late, and it won’t do you any good to be alone if anything happens to me. So, after seeing Madame Neila for some months now, ah…she’s a widow with two sons…we have decided to marry for both of our conveniences.” He waited for his son’s reply, unsure of how he would react.

	Cinderfella shook his head slowly, his hands closing around the staff, his fingers turning white with anger. “Father, we have been fine on our own. I’m almost sixteen and can look after myself. I’ve been running the stables for two years now.”

	The Baron put up a hand to stop him. “And you’ve done a fine job, Cinderfella, but it is done. We will marry tomorrow, and I hope you will be there to welcome Madame and her sons with open arms, but I will understand if you cannot.” He walked back around the table and squeezed his son’s shoulder. “They will be moving in with us as well. There are more than enough rooms to go around, so you will not need to move out of yours.” He walked toward the door with the gait of an old man near his end, pausing only long enough to give a hacking cough. “I will see you tomorrow, Cinderfella.” He closed the door behind him.

	Cinderfella shook with fury. A woman! Married! How could he consider such a thing after Mother passed? How could he dare to take another to his home? And a woman with sons! Like I need brothers! I’ve been fine on my own. 

	His eyes bulged with hatred as he glared around the tack room. The stable was a large part of the Von Duty estate and it was his job to keep it running in tip-top shape. What would happen now there would be a woman on the estate? He stalked the handmade dummy figure he’d made up for practising his martial arts, and whipping around in a circle, he swung his staff back and forth and bashed the dummy until it split in two.

	He straightened and stared at the two pieces of hay-filled chaff sack on the floor as his heart slowed down to normal speed. If you so much as hurt my father, that is what I will do to you, Madame Neila.

	 

	*****

	 

	“I now pronounce you, husband and wife.”

	The small group gathered in the church politely applauded as Baron Von Duty kissed his newly married Baroness Von Duty.

	Cinderfella leaned against the back wall watching with a grim expression as two handsome young men stood to kiss and congratulate the Baroness, and solemnly shake his father’s hand. Must be my new stepbrothers, he thought, straightening as his father and new stepmother walked down the aisle toward him with the young men trailing behind.

	“Cinderfella, I’m so glad you came,” the Baron cheered. “Come, meet your new mother, Baroness Von Duty.”

	She politely extended her hand for him to kiss, and he politely kissed it in return. She glowed with youth and radiance and some distaste at having a stepson.

	A lot more youth than my father, Cinder thought. She looks way too young to have two sons older than me.

	“And these are your new stepbrothers, Wilhelm and Mikhale.”

	Cinder extended his hand to shake. They glared down at it with such screwed up faces that Cinder thought they would be sick. Standing there with his hand out, he noticed the Baroness give them a slight nod, and they both accepted his hand.

	“Nice to meet you,” they muttered before retracting their hands and wiping them in stiff white handkerchiefs.
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