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PROLOGUE


Washington, D.C.

“He won’t fall for it.” Hunter Pierce zeroed in on the gaping flaw in his boss’s plan. “King Jozef might still be searching for the granddaughter everybody — including him — knows died decades ago, but he’s not a complete fool.”

From behind her utilitarian government-issue desk, Sharon Johnson sighed. “For someone working for the Department of State, you haven’t learned much tact.”

He grunted. “The point is, the Bureau of Diplomatic Security isn’t in the business of making up fairytales.”

“We’re not making up a fairytale. We’re simply saying we’ve found someone we think might be his granddaughter.”

“We know she’s not.”

“Do we?” she asked in that There-Are-Mysteries-Greater-Than-Us voice. He hated when she did that. Almost made him wish she hadn’t taken an interest in his career.

“You know as well as I do, she was spotted years ago and—”

“Spotted because of her uncanny resemblance to King Jozef’s family, not to mention having the family characteristic.”

“—researched again when she surfaced in connection with that science fiction author.”

“Gerard Littrell. Yes, that was interesting.”

He ignored her musing tone. “She’s the only child of Melanie and Jeffrey Gareaux, both deceased. Not of Princess Sofia and Prince Leopold of Bariavak.” The hand thing was a fluke.

“There are gaps in the record,” Sharon said serenely. “That’s why I’m adding you to surveillance now that you’re back from New York.”

“Most of the gaps don’t matter. The ones from around the uprising are because her parents moved a lot, not because she’s a long-lost princess.”

“Maybe, and maybe not. The gaps are enough to open the door. That’s all we need. Possibility.” The dark skin at the corners of her eyes creased with her smile. “It’s for Christmas, just until he has the surgery.”

“It’s a cheap effort to curry favor with a strategic ally.”

That was a low blow. Maybe higher-ups approved this hare-brained scheme with an eye only to extending the overflight treaty before the elderly King of Bariavak’s surgery in January, but Sharon also liked the man. You’d think she had enough to do with her job, husband, three kids, two dogs, and a rabbit without taking an aged and ailing monarch under her wing.

“It’s humanitarian, it doesn’t hurt anyone, it’ll give him happier holidays, and, yes, it might get overflight renewed, which would help our military,” Sharon retorted. “So work your magic when you talk to her today, Special Agent Pierce, and get this rolling.”

“What happens when he spots her as a phony.”

“We’d let it drop. No harm, no foul. But he won’t. Not with you in charge.” Sharon sat back, a slow smile spreading. “Even you can’t begrudge an elderly man a happier Christmas.”

“The king of Bariavak.”

“Still a man.”

“A king.”


CHAPTER ONE


April Gareaux emerged from the Washington, D.C., Metro station into a gloomy Thursday morning rush, and experienced a sinking feeling.

That was strange. She had no cause for a sinking feeling.

Unless it stemmed from the notion she was being watched.

No, no, she’d decided that was simply her imagination working overtime. There was nothing in it. Nothing at all.

She was engaged to a wonderful man. A wonderful, wonderful man. She lived with him in his gorgeous house.

Well, his mother’s house, actually. And more of a complex than a house. A gorgeous, gorgeous complex.

This Christmas wouldn’t be like the ones she’d come to love over the past fifteen years. Of course that made her sad, and she was sorry to disappoint Leslie, Grady, and the rest. But she’d be with Reese. And his mother.

True, the holidays were something special with her family. Well, not actually family, as Reese pointed out when he’d said her idea to divide time between her family and his wouldn’t work. But she was related to Leslie, and since Leslie was married to Grady he was family. The others, too. Just not the way Reese was used to.

Reese had always had a home. The one he still lived in. He was secure, grounded. Yes, that came with age, though, really, the twenty years between them didn’t matter.

And they were going to have a fabulous Christmas. Their first together.

So she had absolutely no cause for a sinking feeling.

Except that she was early for work.

That would give Jason more time to barrage her with unfunny jokes and Zoe more time to deliver sure-fire rules for success. At least Zoe’s intentions were good, unlike Jason’s. Like his pointing out — loudly — when she skipped the Brussels sprouts at Tuesday night’s Vegetable Consortium reception at the Willard Hotel.

April passed a shoe store, then crossed the side street to a drug store with battered yellow and orange fake autumn leaves plastered on its window.

The reception at the Willard Hotel had been the start of this feeling that she was being watched.

Could Reese…? No. But possibly his Evil Ex.

Zoe, who was rarely wrong about such things, had told her Tuesday morning that Roberta Warrington was back in D.C. But even so, why would Roberta, who’d walked out on Reese a year ago, be tracking her?

April stopped in front of a jewelry store. Though there had been that odd sensation, as if her skin attracted rays of attention that condensed into a thread of awareness like … Like the shiver gathering at the base of her skull now. Next it would—

April whipped around.

Nobody was behind her.

Nobody was staring at her.

Nobody was paying the least attention to her.

She turned back to the shop window.

Then, forgetting the sense of being watched, forgetting the Willard reception, forgetting Reese’s Evil Ex and mother, even forgetting Reese, April Gareaux smiled.

The jewelry store’s window held a gleaming Santa sleigh filled with tiny beribboned boxes behind reindeer positioned for liftoff. A hand-lettered sign read: “Dear Kris Kringle, if Cupid and Blitzen are in the wrong spot, let us know — we aim to please!”

Spotting a white-haired man inside, she pointed at the sign referencing the opening of the original — the real — Miracle on 34th Street, and waved. He waved back and smiled.

She snapped a photo to send to Grady Roberts, Leslie’s husband. He’d introduced her to that movie and so many others, just as he and Leslie had taught her to love Christmas.

The red of cinnamon and green of firs. The sweetness of cookies and tartness of cranberries. The prickle of mistletoe and the crackle of wrapping paper.

It would be different this year, but Christmas was still Christmas. They would have a terrific time, she and Reese. And his mother.

At that moment, gray skies opened, gushing cold rain on her head.
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“April, you’ve got to do something with that mop.” Zoe Holland opened April’s top desk drawer, fished out her brush with one immaculately manicured hand, and thunked the handle into her palm. “Here, brush.”

“Why?” It was nearly quitting time, and her hair had looked like this since this morning.

Still, discussing hair was a relief. When Zoe marched toward her desk, April had feared the topic would be Brussels sprouts.

Despite the thinnest resume on the planet for a twenty-eight-year-old woman, April knew she was good at some things. And maybe nobody would be great at lobbying for Brussels sprouts, but not one of April’s cold contacts had produced a nibble — no pun intended. And then there’d been Jason’s announcement at the reception for all to hear that she’d skipped the Brussels sprouts.

Tuesday. What a rotten day. It started with Zoe telling April about Reese’s Evil Ex being back in town. Then Reese called her at work and said they needed to talk.

She’d reminded him about the important reception. Reese, who once called her plucky for working when he could take care of her every whim, had curtly ordered, “Skip it.”

She’d refused.

“Why brush your hair?” Zoe repeated her question. “Because there is an absolutely delicious man waiting for you in the conference room.”

April stopped brushing. “For me?”

Zoe flapped her hand as an order to keep brushing and rooted in the drawer where April kept her minimal makeup.

“He’s from State.” Using D.C. shorthand, like “State” for the Department of State — and knowing that was its official name, rather than the State Department — was a Zoe Rule. “They’re looking for an expert on Brussels sprouts. God knows why. Here, put on some lipstick. Don’t you have any blush?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m an expert, Zoe.”

“You listen to me, April. For this man, you’re going to be an expert. Don’t tell him what you don’t know — dazzle him with what you do know. You’re a talented woman. Look what you did for Gerard Littrell, but—”

“That had nothing to do with talent.”

“—when it comes to men — Reese Warrington for God’s sake! But never mind that now. How about mascara?”

“I’m wearing mascara.”

“The stuff isn’t rationed. Put it on like you mean it. C’mon, I’ve got emergency supplies in the ladies’ room.”
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April took a quick breath then opened the conference room door. On the far side of the table stood a man in a dark suit, straight and still, allowing her a three-quarters view of his face. He appeared to study a photo of an avalanche of green peas as if he didn’t quite trust them.

She saw men like him in D.C. Most often in the background at special events, infrequently during everyday errands, never at bars. Especially not the bars Mandy had dragged her to when April had still lived across the hall. The men at those bars talked loud and long about how important they were. And they smiled. Oh, how they smiled.

Like Reese.

No. Where on earth did that come from? Reese was nothing like that.

Nor, to be accurate, was he like these other men, either. These other men — the ones like this dark-suited man — seldom spoke and rarely smiled. But their eyes took in all that was around them. They saw things, yes, they definitely saw things.

Oh, and they had the jaw.

She’d tried to explain it, but Mandy had wanted to distill the jaw to size and angles and that wasn’t the point. Leslie, on the other hand, had gotten it immediately. The jaw would never cave in. The jaw was something to rely on, something to believe in.

Reese had nothing like the jaw. But that was okay. He was very attractive. And surely living with the jaw would be uncomfortable.

This man, she saw as he turned, had one of the finest examples of the jaw she had ever—

“Ms. Gareaux.”

“Yes.”

With two strides he closed much of the gap, though far from cozy.

Automatically, she catalogued a description as she’d learned to do for Gerard. High, sharp cheekbones balanced the jaw. Neatly trimmed medium brown hair. Penetrating eyes, narrowed so much she couldn’t tell their color.

Whoa!

What had she been thinking about men with the jaw seeing things? He sure did. He was cataloging right back. It felt like a beam of light, like—

A vibration started at the base of her skull and zinged down her spine. “You’ve been watching me.”

His eyelids lowered and rose once. That was it. One blink. Otherwise, he could have been a lump of granite — albeit a nicely shaped lump.

Oh, God, had it been her imagination? All the times she’d looked around these past days, she’d never spotted anything or anyone out of place. And why on earth would this man with the jaw be following her?

“Ms. Gareaux, please sit down.”

He pulled out a chair. She sat.

“My name is Hunter Pierce.” He flipped open a passport-sized leather folder for a flash of a two-part ID with the top part including the Department of State logo and the words “Special Agent” and the bottom part showing a signature and photo ID. It was definitely the same man. He returned it to his inside suit jacket pocket. “I’m here on a confidential matter on behalf of the Department of State. This matter—”

“About Brussels sprouts?”

“No. About you.”

“Me? Oh.” Her stomach flipped. “Oh, my God. Leslie, Grady—.”

“No.”

“Nobody’s hurt? Reese or—”

“No.” He waited a breath as if to be sure his certainty had stopped her. It had. “For the sake of our country, you must never discuss with anyone what I’m about to tell you, whether you agree to cooperate or not. I need your pledge to that.”

Her mind raced, trying to make sense of this. “Cooperate with what?”

“First, your pledge.”

That was dirty pool. Dangle the sake of her country, make it all mysterious and 007ish — what was the chance of saying no after that?

“I pledge not to discuss whatever this is — unless it’s going to get somebody hurt or something,” she added.

He’d pulled out a paper with closely printed type beneath the United States seal, and placed it on the corner of the nearby table. He held out a pen. “Sign here, please.”

She took the pen, but tugged the paper from under his fingers and brought it in front of her to read the legalese. “Hey! This says I can go to jail.”

“Only if you divulge what you just promised not to divulge without permission. The appeals process—” He tapped a figure to the last paragraph. “—is spelled out if you feel permission would be or has been withheld without sufficient cause.”

She read the words again. This was not a Monopoly “Do Not Pass Go, Go Directly to Jail” card, this was the real thing. On the other hand, if she didn’t find out what this was about she’d be lined up right behind the cat under “Cause of Death: Curiosity.” In which case going to jail would be moot.

She signed.

“What is this about, Mr. Pierce?”

He refolded the paper and tucked it away before saying, “Your country needs your assistance. This is not dangerous or hazardous duty. Quality accommodations and meals would be provided. All expenses would be covered. However, it would require a commitment until January second. That means—”

“January? That’s weeks from now. I haven’t worked here long enough for that kind of vacation—”

“An official request for your assistance would be made. A lobbying organization such as this would not refuse such a request.”

“But you said this doesn’t have anything to do with Brussels sprouts.”

“It doesn’t.”

“What does it have to do with?”

“It has to do with you being a princess for the month of December, Ms. Gareaux.”

It had made more sense when it was about Brussels sprouts.

“A princess?” she repeated.

“Yes. Until the first of the year. After that—”

“I’m not a princess.”

“We know that. However, you bear a strong resemblance—”

April shook her head, trying to get things back in order. “Wait, back up. I’m not a princess and you know it? So people who know this princess would also know I’m not her. Uh, she.” Wouldn’t a princess get the pronoun right the first time? “Plus, people who know me will know I’m, uh, me.”

So not a princess.

“No need to worry about people who know the princess. And you wouldn’t be around people you know. As I started to say, you will step away from your usual life. We would provide housing, any necessary wardrobe, transportation—”

“Transportation? So you’re like the dog and horse who became the footman and coachman.” She chuckled. “Although, actually the mice provided the transportation when they were turned into horses.”

He didn’t react.

“Cinderella?” she prompted. “ ‘Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo’?”

Come to think of it, if he provided the wardrobe that also made him the Fairy Godmother. Before she could swallow that image, he gave a single shake of his head. “I am not at liberty to further discuss arrangements until you have agreed to this, Ms. Gareaux.”

He spread another form before her, but she didn’t look at it. “Did Zoe hire you?”

“No.”

She wouldn’t put this past her boss, who’d hired a male stripper dressed — briefly — as a doctor for nine-months pregnant Lorene’s baby shower and was forever saying April needed to get a little wild.

April eyed Mr. Jaw. He would look even better with his attire reduced to a single stretch of spandex than Mr. Stethoscope had. Though she’d never heard of a stripper impersonating a member of State’s security. Not even in Washington.

But it had to be something like that, because otherwise it was real.

“Are you a friend of Jason’s?” she demanded.

“No.”

“If this is one of his so-called jokes, it’s even less funny than the others.”

“I assure you Ms. Gareaux, this is not a joke.”

She stood. “If it’s not a joke, I’m the absolutely last person you want.”

He stood, too, picking up the form. Two of his fingers brushed across the back of her left hand.

It was a tiny fraction of the contact experienced each morning and evening with any number of strangers in standing-room only Metro cars. Yet the warmth of this contact against her nerve-chilled hands was like a close encounter with a defibrillator paddle. It certainly changed the rhythm of her heartbeat.

His hand jerked the tiniest bit too … didn’t it?

Hunter Pierce’s voice snapped her back with a thud. “You’re the only possibility, Ms. Gareaux.”

In that instant she knew it wasn’t a joke.

“No,” she said, retreating. “I’m sorry … No. I have a fiancé.” Why hadn’t she said that from the start? She couldn’t possibly disappear for the month of December to pretend to be a princess.

She hadn’t quite reached the door when he said, “April.”

Reluctantly, she halted and faced him.

“Remember, you have sworn to tell no one about this.” He tapped his jacket where he’d put the first form, over his heart.

“I remember.”

Green.

His eyes were green.


CHAPTER TWO


“Miss April, Mrs. Warrington asks that you be taken to her upon your arrival,” Barton said when he opened the entry door to her. She’d reminded Reese a week ago that she still didn’t have a set of keys.

“I’ll just go upstairs and…” Try emergency repairs to her hair.

“She asked to see you immediately, Miss April.”

For an instant, she thought she saw sympathy in Barton’s impassive face.

“Of course.” No sense in getting him in trouble.

“Thank you, Miss April.”

She hated being called Miss April by the staff. She’d asked them to call her April. Mrs. Warrington had countermanded her. Reese had suggested Ms. Gareaux. Mrs. Warrington had said, “We don’t need to go that far.”

He led the way to Mrs. Warrington’s office. Tapped on the door, opened it, then closed it behind her once she was inside.

“Come in, April. Sit down. Your hair style is particularly unfortunate today.”

She couldn’t argue. She sat on the “guest” chair that would have been considered cruel and unusual punishment in several states. “How are you today, Mrs. Warrington?”

“I am in splendid health, as always.”

April tried not to notice that the older woman didn’t thank her for asking, nor ask in response. April also tried not to compare Reese’s mother to her own great-grandmother. To many they would appear to come from the same mold, though Beatrice Craig was somewhat older. Her great-grandmother was a tartar, for sure. But she had a graciousness, a kindness, Mrs. Warrington lacked.

“I will not prolong this,” the woman began.

Prolong what? April knew better than to ask.

“Roberta has returned.” Mrs. Warrington said no more, apparently waiting for her to respond.

“Reese told me.” After she’d asked him about the rumor Zoe had heard.

Mrs. Warrington grimaced. “If he had, we would not be having this conversation.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No, you don’t.” The older woman’s sigh held exasperation that she was required to explain. “She has returned to Reese. Roberta was always his proper match, and they have reconciled. Your things have been packed. Barton has called a taxi.”

April understood the words. She even got the picture. Maybe at some level, with the way Reese had acted this week, she’d suspected. Those years after her dad died, with Melly swapping men as often as addresses, she’d come to sense when it was brewing, like feeling a change in air pressure.

Yes, at some level, she’d suspected. Still, she was shocked. And sad, of course. But she wouldn’t cry in front of Mrs. Warrington. That’s why her eyes were totally dry. Pride. “Reese is having his mother break up with me?”

“The ring, of course, will be returned to us, since it is a family piece.”

“A grown man — nearly fifty years old — has his mother break up with his fiancée?”

“Reese regrets any pain you might have incurred.”

“You incur debt. You feel pain.” Or inflict it, in the case of this woman. April wanted to rail at her. Wanted to pound on the desk. Wanted to hunt down Reese and pound on him.

The spirit of Beatrice Craig — though still, thank heavens, safely ensconced in her great-grandmother’s elegant and surprisingly sturdy form — entered April and infused her backbone with steel.

She stood.

She removed the ring.

She looked down at the woman, a bubble of something rising in her. “I hope you’ll all be very happy together.”

She closed the door behind her. Maybe now she’d cry.

Nope. Barton appeared in the hallway.

“Your taxi is at the door, Miss April.”

Along with her luggage, no doubt. All very efficient. She slid her icy hands into her jacket pockets. The right one encountered the business card she’d placed there. Hunter Pierce. She’d thought about that strange encounter non-stop until the moment Barton had opened the front door. “Thank you, Barton. First, I’m going to the kitchen.”

“Mrs. Warrington said—”

“I’m sure she did. But what she says no longer affects me.”

She headed for the kitchen. Corrinda, the cook, was at the sink and Harlan, who kept the grounds and house running, sat at a table in the far corner.

“Oh, Miss April,” Corrinda said, as soon as she saw her. “I’m so sorry.”

Of course, they’d all known before she did. “Thank you. I wanted to say goodbye to you — to you both, and to thank you for your kindnesses to me.”

“Common decency, that’s what you got from us. It only looks like kindness in comparison to what you’ve received from the head — and tail — of this house’s family,” Corrinda said.

Automatically, April started to deflect criticism of the Warringtons, then reconsidered. “You’re partly right. You both have been kind, but they have been awful. I was an idiot. Just like Leslie tried to make me see.”

“Oh, now, never tell me that sweet lady said you were an idiot. She loves you. And so does that husband of hers. You go right to them and tell them exactly what happened. They’ll take care of you.”

Despite the phrase they’ll take care of you echoing in her head like a discordant gong, April again said, “Thank you.” She hugged the woman, then laid a hand on Harlan’s shoulder. “And you, Harlan. Good-bye.”

“You’re better off,” he said with a grunt, patting her hand.

On her way back to the front entry, she passed the open double doors to what Mrs. Warrington insisted be called the drawing room. It sure wasn’t a living room.

And there sat the three of them, looking like a bad knockoff of those ancient Noel Coward movies Grady loved.

The Evil Ex was the first to spot April at the threshold.

“This is the piece of fluff you’ve entertained yourself with? Really, Reese.”

Fluff? Her? A piece of fluff? The other woman must have seen things in her no one else ever had.

He half rose. “April?”

“Reese.” Roberta and her mother-in-law spoke in unison.

He sank back down.

Had he even tried to break free? He’d said he would. But looking at him now, she knew he never would have succeeded. Mrs. Warrington was right. He and Roberta belonged together.

“Goodbye, Reese. Good luck.”

At the front door, Barton watched closely as a taxi driver stowed two totes atop the two large suitcases she’d brought when she came here four months ago. The rest of her few belongings were in storage.

“The driver has been paid sufficiently to drive you wherever you would like to go in the metropolitan area. May I tell him your destination?”

“No, thank you. I’ll tell him.” When she came up with something.

“Will you be okay, Miss April?

“You can stop calling me that now. It’s just April. And I’ll be fine. Thank you for asking, Barton. Thank you for everything.”

He inclined his head. “Goodbye, April.”

When the door closed with her inside, the taxi driver slued around in the seat. “Where to?”

Somewhere she could think, without admitting how wrong she’d been. Somewhere she could feel, without being exposed. Somewhere she could be loved, without having to explain.
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“Where’s she going with all that stuff?” Derek Kenton asked.

Hunter Pierce didn’t answer. Kenton was a rookie asking a rookie question. If they knew where subjects were going there’d be no need for surveillance.

Derek had been on day-time surveillance of April — the subject — for more than a week. Sharon had instructed Hunter to take the lead starting Tuesday evening. He’d picked up the subject at the Willard Hotel and had followed her here to the Warrington estate.

Wednesday and today, she left at eight a.m., dropped by a driver at the nearest Metro station, then commuted to her office in D.C. Returned by the same route.

Wednesday night she hadn’t left. Tonight was different.

He contacted Sharon and reported April Gareaux’s departure by taxi with luggage.

“Interesting,” she said. She didn’t ask if they were following. She knew they were. “I might start hoping she’s changed her mind about our proposal, except she hasn’t contacted you. Let me know where she goes.”


CHAPTER THREE


For years April had volunteered twice a week at the Fairlington, Virginia animal shelter, visiting with the not-yet-adopted dogs and — more difficult — the unadoptable. That ended when she’d moved in with Reese, or rather, with Mrs. Warrington.

So that’s where she went to be loved without having to explain.

But she’d certainly had no intention of adopting a dog that day of all days.

Sitting on the floor, petting two dogs at once and with a third curled up inside the curve of her bent knee, she’d reached into her pocket for a bag of treats and felt the business card.

“Well, at least somebody thinks I’m a princess,” she muttered dryly, causing Dragon to cock his head at her.

Thank God she hadn’t signed a government form saying she wouldn’t think about Hunter Pierce’s bizarre proposal. They would have hauled her off to jail a hundred times.

What she needed to think about was what to say when she called Leslie.

What she needed to not think about was what Leslie wouldn’t say.

What Leslie hadn’t said had been loud between them ever since she and Grady teamed up with Great-Grandmother Beatrice to give April a home.

April had been thirteen. Her mother had still been alive, though not much of a mother. Really, Melly had never been much of a mother. It became more noticeable when April’s father died when she was six.

Sitting there on the floor, getting far more solace than she was giving and thinking this might be when the tears came, April tried to decide which was worse — Leslie not saying, or Great-Grandma Beatrice saying. God knew Beatrice Craig had not and would not hesitate to express her opinion—

That’s when April looked up and saw the card.

[image: *]*

“What is she doing at an animal shelter?” Sharon demanded.

Silence was the only possible response to that unanswerable question.

“Right,” she said. “Let me know when something changes.”
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A date card on Rufus’ cage. How had she missed that when she’d let him out?

The date was tomorrow’s. And since the shelter was officially closing soon for the night, he had run out of time. In the morning—

She didn’t hesitate, she put in the adoption papers.

She used the Warringtons’ address. No one in the shelter’s back office had seen her suitcases, so they had no reason to wonder. And her years of volunteering persuaded them to bend the rules, letting her take Rufus immediately. His near-death experience also contributed, she was sure.

Walking out with him suffused her with joy. She’d saved him. She had a dog. She got to take him right home.

She got to take him right home.

There was the snag. She didn’t have a home.

Standing in front of the now-closed shelter with suitcases and a dog on a leash from the first-night-home goody bag, she considered her options.

If she called Great-Grandma Beatrice, a car service would pick her up before she could turn around.

April would have a lot to listen to once the car reached Charlottesville. That wouldn’t be fun, but she could handle it. The sticking point was Rufus. He would not be welcomed. She certainly couldn’t send Rufus back to a shelter. Even if she could find another place for him in the nanosecond her great-grandmother’s tolerance of dogs lasted, could she let him go at all?

So that left Leslie and Grady.

No problem with Rufus there. They’d take him in. Never raise a fuss if he damaged anything in their beautiful home. The problem was they weren’t in that beautiful home.

Oh, she knew the code. And they’d be fine with her staying there, even if she never called and told them she was doing it.

But that was too cowardly.

She’d have to call.

Then they’d want her to come to Illinois, where they were. Where they all were.

Every year they gathered for the holidays. An extended family that kept expanding like a balloon with marriages, births, and oddballs like her.

Grady had been best friends in college with Paul Monroe and Michael Dickinson, then Paul’s younger cousin Tris joined them their senior year. Later, Paul married Bette, then Michael and Tris got married, and of course Grady married Leslie. But it didn’t end there. There were all their kids, Paul’s younger sister Judi and the family she’d married into, Paul and Judi’s parents, assorted in-laws and connections.

All the people who’d taken her in nearly as much as Leslie and Grady had. They were Leslie and Grady’s friends. They were her … What? The people who’d hugged away her tears when she let them, cheered her successes when she had them, defined security and friendship and decency.

They would wrap her up in love and the holidays. They would distract her with their kids, who’d long viewed her as something between an aunt and a camp counselor. They would keep her too busy with festivities and traditions to mope. They would fix things.

They’ll take care of you.

She looked down at the dog.

He looked up with melted milk-chocolate eyes, content and trusting.

She needed to figure this out.
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Maybe Hunter took a little perverse pleasure in making his next report to Sharon, “She has a dog.”

“What?”

“A dog. Four legs. Tail. Fur.”

“I know what a dog — What is she doing with it?”

“Standing. In front of the animal shelter, with her luggage, making phone calls.” And looking more disheartened with each call.

“She must be going to the Roberts’. She must be.”

“They’re out of town, aren’t they?”

“Yes.”

He looked over at Kenton. “You said she let herself into the Roberts’ house at lunchtime Monday, right?”

“Yes. Watered the plants.”

He spoke back into the phone. “So she’d go right there. No need for phone calls. One call maybe to see if it was okay, but she’s made more than a dozen that were short, now three that have lasted — Wait a minute. She’s flagging down a taxi. On the move.”
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“Crap!” Derek Kenton retreated three steps.

“Don’t move,” Hunter barked. He and Sharon had immediately gone still. Derek froze now.

April Gareaux rolled her shoulders as if she’d shivered, then pivoted away from the window she’d been staring out and carried a laundry basket across her friend’s living room.

No one moved until the hallway door closed behind her, shutting off their view.

Derek cursed. “She looked right at us. How the hell did she know—.”

“She didn’t. She couldn’t see you. We’re a dark void to her.” You’ve been watching me. No, she couldn’t have known. Yet she’d been so certain … “But you know better than to move. Motion—”

“—draws attention,” Derek finished with a grimace. “Sorry.”

Hunter nodded. “Sharon, as long as you’re heading out—” She’d said she came to see the set-up, but he suspected there was more. None of which he wanted to hear. Better to get her headed home to her family. “—check the laundry room as soon as she leaves.”

“See if she’s interacting with people? Or if someone else is following her? Good idea, but why not you?” All she had to do was pull rank, say “you do it.” Typical that she’d rather poke at him.

“Hotel set-up, then—”

“Why? She turned you down.”

Actually, the hotel was already set up. And double-checked. “Her initial reaction was negative. That could change.”

“C’mon, that isn’t why you want me to check the laundry room instead of doing it yourself.” She squinted at him, then laughed. “God! Impervious Pierce isn’t afraid of a little lingerie is he?”

He ignored her. “Don’t make contact. Call me if anything needs to be added to the report. Please,” he added belatedly.

Still grinning, she left.

Sitting on a folding chair with his screen masked so its light wouldn’t show through the window, he opened the report, picking up where he’d left off.

The subject had loaded the luggage in the taxi, had a dispute with the driver about the dog, which she’d won, then headed out. With them right behind.

They hadn’t gone far, pulling up to what he recognized as the address of the apartment she’d sublet when she’d moved to the Warrington estate.

Ah. Most likely her former neighbor across the hall. The background report had said they were friendly.

Supposition wasn’t fact, so he’d dispatched Kenton to arrive as she finished getting everything into the elevator to watch which floor she went to. “Don’t help her or she’ll remember you,” he’d ordered.

He confirmed with operations as soon as Kenton reported, and they were in this vacant unit across the street before she’d finished dragging her last suitcase into Mandy Roteen’s apartment.

Mandy Roteen left shortly afterward, and April Gareaux divided her time between laundry and the dog.

You’ve been watching me.

He gazed past his laptop to the window across the street.

She couldn’t have seen them a few minutes ago.

Just as she couldn’t have known she was being watched.

He was good at his job. When he didn’t want his presence known, it wasn’t.

Yet she had been so sure … until his lack of response made her doubt.

He shifted. Damned uncomfortable, these folding chairs.

He focused on the screen and completed the report.

He did not include the subject’s comments about believing she’d been watched. Nor the gleeful descriptions of lace cups and high-cut legs Sharon called in. If she wanted that in the report she could put it in herself.
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April wearily stacked cushions from Mandy’s pull-out sofa on the floor.

There hadn’t been a single hotel room within walking distance of the Metro system she needed for getting to work that would accept dogs and wouldn’t bankrupt her.

Her next call had been to her best friend from college.

Amy said, “I’m so sorry I can’t help, but Greg and I are in Colorado already for the holiday week, and the floors are being redone while we’re gone.”

That had delivered a double jolt.

Jolt A was realizing Thanksgiving was exactly a week away.

Jolt B was having no idea who Greg was, which showed how long it had been since they’d been in touch. God, nearly two years. She’d been so busy at the end with Gerard, then trying to find a job, meeting Reese … She’d let time — and the friendship — slide by.

She searched her mind for someone else she’d feel okay about calling for help.

It might be a bad career move, but she tried Zoe.

In response to the news of the engagement ending, she’d said, “Good riddance to the jerk. Now we can party.”

In response to the news that April had a dog, she’d said, “No way. I’m allergic as all get-out. Hives, hospital, the whole thing. Not possible.”

Zoe had promised to make calls on her behalf. But the evening had been slipping away. April would have to go to Leslie and Grady’s place. Which meant she’d have to call them. Which meant she’d be in Illinois before she knew it. Which meant she — once again — would be rescued by the people she most wanted to show she was self-sufficient.

In desperation, she’d tried her former neighbor, Mandy. With reluctance clear in her voice, Mandy agreed to have April and Rufus stay for the one night’s overlap, before she, too, left for the holiday.

Ahhh. That gave her more than a week to figure out the next move. April had felt like dancing. It was a good thing she refrained, because she needed all her energy to get her belongings in the cab, out of the cab, in the elevator, out of the elevator, and down the hall.

Mandy immediately announced she had plans this evening, which clearly didn’t include staying home consoling uninvited guests. She said not to wait up, she wouldn’t disturb April when she came in, and she left.

April washed clothes. That was a lesson from years with Melly. When you had access to a washing machine, you did laundry.

Next, she called Zoe to update her and check for any progress on a more permanent place.

“If you had a bigger budget…” The other woman didn’t complete the thought, apparently recalling that it was what she paid April that limited her housing budget.

April plugged the awkward gap. “If I had more success lobbying for Brussels sprouts, I’d earn more and then I’d have a bigger budget.”

Did princesses have an association? Maybe she’d be better lobbying for princesses. Especially if she learned about being a princess from the inside.

April touched the business card she’d transferred to the pocket of her robe.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Nobody’s done better at getting Brussels sprouts recipes in the papers than you—”

“Two! I’ve gotten two recipes in papers.”

“As I said,” Zoe’s voice twisted, “you’ve gotten more Brussels sprouts recipes in papers than anyone else. But maybe I’ve left you on this account too long. You could try broccoli for a while.”

“Really?” April brightened. Surely, she could do a lot with a triple threat like broccoli — a salad ingredient, appetizer/dipper, or cooked vegetable. “That would be fantastic, Zoe. Who would take Brussels sprouts?”

“Jason could add—”

April’s mood collapsed. “Jason? No. Honestly, Zoe, anyone else, but he’s mean.”

“To you?”

“About Brussels sprouts,” she clarified.

“Honey, will you listen to yourself? You’re feeling sorry for Brussels sprouts. This afternoon you could have used the little cabbage wanna-bes to get more face time with that hunk from State, but you let that slip right through your fingers. How about looking out for yourself for once? You’ve got to get a life, April. A little excitement.”

April half smiled to herself as she crawled into the sofa-bed, one arm trailing down so she could touch Rufus, who was curled up on the floor. After today, she’d take less excitement, thank you.

A place to stay for her and Rufus, the routine of a steady job, and she’d be happy.

Only much later did she realize she’d fallen asleep without shedding a single tear for the end of her engagement.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Pierce. All hell’s breaking loose over there,” Kenton said.

He woke instantly. Had the close-up view in focus almost as fast. But it was dark. And there was a lot of movement. He thought the thinner form was April. But the other, that had to be a guy. A big guy.

He and Kenton couldn’t get there, not fast enough. Damn. The hell with the operation if it prevented her from being hurt—

He grabbed his phone as he switched to night vision.

He put the phone down without connecting.
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Five hours later, April sat on the cushions once more in place on Mandy’s sofa, waiting for the clock to reach eight-thirty a.m. so she could call Leslie or Great-Grandma Beatrice without their thinking it was an emergency.

Taken from one angle, last night’s scene was really rather funny.

Clearly, Mandy had forgotten about her guest. She and the guy drunkenly fumbled their amorous way through the dark — shedding clothes along the way, judging by evidence later visible — and fell onto the couch, April, and Rufus.

Rufus barked, Mandy screamed, the guy cursed, April desperately tried to corral Rufus to stifle the noise.

Too late.

The guy — April never had gotten his name — was still pulling on clothes when Roger, the building manager, rapped on the door.

“I know you’re in there, April Gareaux. I heard your voice in all that ruckus. And I know what you have in there with you. One of those mangy, mutts you were forever sneaking in here. You know they’re not allowed. You can pretend you’re not there all you want — I’m calling the board. You know what they said last time — you know!”

Yes, she knew. Though, even if she’d known the man was terrified of dogs, there wasn’t much she could have done differently.

She’d only brought that Chihuahua-mix she’d had out for a walk up to her apartment for a moment because she’d forgotten her sunscreen. But of course it was the precise moment Roger came out of a door, and started squeaking and squealing like a squeaky toy.

No wonder the dog thought he was playing, and happily jumped at him.

“And now he’ll be on my case,” Mandy had grumbled before she went into her bedroom and slammed the door.

Roger’s threat became reality with an authoritative knock at quarter past seven this morning.

The board president wasn’t cruel — he didn’t allow Roger to come in — but he was firm. The dog had to go. Immediately.

Mandy, clearly hung over, said that was fine with her.

So she’d have to call Leslie or Great-Grandma Beatrice after all.

Her fingers slid into her pocket.

Unless she tried the one remaining possibility of dealing with this.

A princess for the month of December…
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“Pierce.” Sharon’s voice came through his cell. “She’s called the main number at State asking if you work here.” Sharon didn’t have to say who she was.

Smart move, April Gareaux. Any scam artist could have official-looking cards printed and get a crony to answer a phone. Going through the main number avoided that.

“Get the call sent to you, Sharon, and confirm. Set up a meet. Her office. One hour.”
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April watched Hunter Pierce cross the grassy area, approaching a gate that would let him inside this fenced-in area for dogs. His face showed nothing except a slight flush from the cold.

At least he wasn’t impervious to nature.

When she’d called State this morning, she’d been put through to Sharon Johnson, who confirmed that, yes, she was Special Agent Hunter Pierce’s supervisor. And, yes, she knew he had spoken with April yesterday about a certain assignment during the holidays.

Sharon had excused herself a moment, then relayed a message from Hunter about meeting at April’s office, but she’s said it had to be here. She hadn’t mentioned that while her belongings could be left at the apartment building temporarily, Rufus couldn’t be.

Sharon had chuckled and said, “Oh, this is going to be fun, watching him deal with you.”

“He’s going to? Deal with me, I mean. I thought he was…”

What? A princess recruiter? And now it turned out he was … a princess wrangler?

“He’ll be in charge of the operation throughout.”

“Oh.” The operation? That sounded a lot more official than princess wrangling.

“Is that a problem, Ms. Gareaux?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know him.” Yet, she already felt like she could ask this woman on the other end of the phone, “Can I trust him?”

“With your life,” Sharon said immediately. “Not that it will come to that. The first phase might be a bit taxing. Then, if the king—”

A king. She supposed it made sense there could be aking in the picture since she was supposed to be a princess. But what king?

“—doesn’t agree to see you, that’s that. We’ll thank you for your time and effort, and you return to your routine. If the king does agree to see you, well, best case would be a matter of having pleasant holidays in his company.”

And not with her family.

That thought produced a sharp pang, as she watched Hunter approach. She wouldn’t have seen them if she’d still been with Reese, she reminded herself.

Rufus came flying toward them barking at Hunter, backing up so he was right in front of her.

Hunter looked at the dog, but didn’t change his pace or his path.

“Rufus. Enough.” The dog barked twice more, but with less conviction. She stood. “Sit.” The dog sat. “It’s okay, Rufus. Go play. Go on, go play.”

The dog gave Hunter a sharp look before trotting off to rejoin two dogs he’d been happily tussling with.

April remained standing. If she offered to shake and he took her up on it, his hand might stick to her icy fingers like a tongue to a flagpole in January. She kept her hands clasped in front of her.

Hunter stopped at arm’s length. And waited.

She cleared her throat. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll do it. What you asked me to do yesterday. I’ll do it.”

“What about your fiancé?”

“I don’t have one anymore.” His non-reaction seemed a little too perfect. She eyed him. “Why do I think you already knew that?”

He replied with a question of his own. “You don’t want to spend Christmas with your family?”

“I … It’s complicated.” She rallied. “Besides, weren’t you the one who wanted me to do this?” When he didn’t respond, she went on, “I have two requirements. First, I have to be free on Thursday — Thanksgiving. As myself. The rest of the time I’ll be your—” Her voice dropped. “—princess, but that day, I’m me.”
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