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PROLOGUE


Ashton, Wisconsin

Katie Davis stared into the old suitcase that her father had never known her mother kept hidden in this attic niche.

Her mother had spanked her for trying to open it. She had never tried again. At first for fear of another spanking from the woman who never before had raised a hand to her. Later because Katie had recognized her mother’s reaction as deep fear.

At times she’d wondered why Anna didn’t throw out the suitcase if it frightened her so much. But there had never been that kind of communication between them.

Her mother was gone now, eight years ago when Katie was in college. Her father had died when she was a child.

And here she sat in the attic, looking into the suitcase. Driven by a magazine article about a young woman who looked so much like her, right down to having a left little finger as long as her ring finger. The Bariavak Hand, the article called it.

The magazine said the king of Bariavak had been struck by the resemblance of this young woman to his daughter at the same age. They had formed a bond and shared the holidays. The king was going to walk the commoner down the aisle when she married.

But then the article-writer added a final paragraph:

King Jozef still searches for his lost granddaughter. And somewhere out there could be a young woman who doesn’t know she has a grandfather and a kingdom.

Why that had driven her to the attic Katie was not prepared to examine.

Better, far better, to explore the suitcase’s contents.

At first she saw only yellowed, tattered paper. But as she lifted the paper out she saw it had been protecting other items.

She found a piece of embroidered fabric first. Her heart raced as she examined it, but it gave no answers, only raised more questions.

She set it aside to draw out documents.

And realized that what Anna Davis had feared from the past had just become what Katie Davis needed to fear in the future.


CHAPTER ONE


“Katie!”

She stopped at the familiar voice behind her, but didn’t turn. Looking at Brad Spencer was a luxury not to be indulged too frequently. Like with a rich dessert, limit the portions or pay the consequences.

She heard him jogging up the path from Ashton University’s main campus to the Sports Center, which sat astride a small ridge. The sun had melted most of the snow deposited earlier by a brief, spirited squall. But that was a small victory considering snow piles edged the paths in lumps and ice held Lake Ashton tight.

“I was looking for you.” Brad was not the least bit winded.

To save time, she said, “Your expense report’s been submitted.”

As executive assistant to Ashton’s head basketball coach, Katie wasn’t expected to submit expense reports for the assistant coaches and she didn’t for the other assistants. But if she didn’t for Brad, he’d never get them in, the budget would always be out of sync, and she’d take the heat from the financial people. That’s what she told herself.

“That’s not why I was looking for you. Though, thanks.” She didn’t need to look at him to know he was grinning. “Got a couple trips to Chicago coming up and I won’t mind the money.”

“You won’t have it for at least two weeks.”

“That’s okay.” Brad put a hand on her arm. She stuttered a step. He didn’t notice. Thank heavens. “Reason I came after you is there’s a guy waiting in the office. Wants to talk to you and C.J.”

His explanation made a heck of a lot less sense than coming after her to ask if his expense report was done.

There were always guys waiting for her in the office. Or on the phone. Or sending emails or texts. Well, not really for her. They wanted the information or help or problem-solving she provided. Not her.

Besides, she was walking toward the office, so why had Brad come from the direction of main campus?

“Thanks. But, why?”

“I thought you should have some warning before you went in there.” Before she could repeat, “why?” he continued, “I guessed wrong about which path you’d take. I’ve been trying to catch up ever since. Boy, you’ve been on the move.”

“Needed final authorizations for the contract with the company handling arrangements for the trip this summer.”

From the moment approval came through for the men’s basketball team to play in Europe in July she’d been caught in a whirlwind of activity. Hiring this company would knock a thousand details off her to-do list.

“Make sure they line up fun stuff for us,” Brad said. “By the way, you didn’t stop at the travel office. They said to remind you they still need your passport number.”

Perhaps because she was looking for a distraction, motion caught her gaze. Brad was clapping his hands against well-muscled arms in an apparent effort to warm up.

“You’re not wearing a coat.”

He agreed with her brilliant assessment with his usual cheer. “Nope. Good thing I had to run to catch up with you or I’d be frozen.”

“You’re already frozen. Your lips are turning blue.” Which made his eyes look even bluer. How did he do that?

“C’mon, then. Let’s get inside.” He slung an arm around her shoulders with ease. By basketball-playing standards he was short, which meant he was mere inches over six-foot instead of a foot or two. He had enough advantage over her five-eight to huddle her close and hurry her toward the doors.

Katie enjoyed that Ashton had preserved the original Physical Education Building’s classic facade when the expansive Sports Center was built around it several years ago. But at the moment she simply wanted to be inside so she could escape his hold.

Too much closeness. Too much movement. Too much … “Brad.”

“Keep going,” he urged, holding on when she would have slipped loose. “Before I turn into an icicle. You not only have a coat on, you’re wearing the infamous Katie sweater.”

“Quit making fun of my sweater.”

“Quit wearing it and I will.”

“It’s warm and practical and has—”

“Pockets. I know. You’ve said that before. They sag you know. From all the stuff you put in them.”

“Which proves I need them to carry things.”

“To carry things or to disappear? That thing’s like a gray shroud. Blends right in to your desk and that tweedy stuff on the chairs. Gray on gray on gray.”

“It would serve you right to turn into an icicle.” She tried to shrug off his arm. “You — oh!” Her right boot heel caught a patch of ice, taking the express route forward.

His arm tightened around her shoulder, the other arm clasped around her waist, turning her motion into an almost graceful pirouette. “Got you.”

Despite herself, she looked up into his smiling face, into those dangerous blue eyes. Oh, yeah, he had her, all right. If only he — No. She wasn’t going down that road.

They were friendly colleagues. That was enough.

Just like one spoonful of a decadent dessert was enough. It was.

Inside the men’s basketball offices, she slid off her coat and shook it.

“Hey!” Brad protested. “You sprayed me with ice water.”

“If you’d worn a jacket like a normal person, you wouldn’t have felt it.”

“Sure I would,” he said, “because I’d have taken mine off the same time you took yours off and I’d still have gotten the ice shower.”

“That’s—” Katie bit off her rejoinder because she’d spotted the man waiting for her. He was attractive, conservatively dressed, and — despite a small grin — more serious-looking than most people who came in the office.

No, not serious, that wasn’t quite right. Players or others often came in with matters that weighed heavily on them. Yet she had the sense that this man’s serious was weightier.

She was certain she hadn’t met him before, yet he looked familiar. She smiled as she extended a hand.

“Hi, I’m Katie Davis. I understand you want to see Coach Draper?”

“Yes. Coach Draper and you, Ms. Davis. My name is Pierce.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Pierce—” She left a pause to let him correct her if Pierce was his first name. Instead he gave a slight nod. “—Coach Draper is in a meeting. You’ll have to be satisfied with me for now in discussing…”

He ignored the opportunity to fill that in. Most visitors would have jumped on it to introduce their objective — selling something, angling for tickets, or—

“I’m sorry, Mr. Pierce, I should have said, if this is about an interview, the media office—”

“No. Not an interview. Perhaps Coach Draper can join us later. Or you can relay to him what you think he needs to know. If we could find a private space, Ms. Davis?”

“Of course. We can—”

“No.”

She and the man turned toward Brad, who stepped up from behind her, looking at Mr. Pierce.

“She doesn’t talk to you alone,” he said. “Something’s going on, and you’re not talking to Katie without somebody else being there to back her up.”

She shook off her surprise. “Of course I can talk to him until C.J. comes. I do it all the time.” She turned to the stranger. “Unless … Brad is an assistant coach. Perhaps he would be better—”

“No. I want to talk to you. Coach Draper, too, if he were available. But since he’s not…”

“Since he’s not, you can wait to talk to them together.” What had gotten into Brad?

“I can wait,” the other man said mildly, but with steel behind it, like he’d wait until hell froze over.

“There’s no need for that. We can talk now—”

Brad cut her off, looking at her for the first time. “I know you don’t want me, Katie. But if I can’t get Coach out of his meeting, I’ll get Carolyn over here. You—” Back to the other man. “—are not talking to her alone.”

“That’s—” she started.

“This is between Ms. Davis and—”

“No,” Brad repeated. It was a tone she’d heard him use with players, though not frequently. He wasn’t budging.

“C.J.’s in a meeting at the president’s office. So there’s no—”

“Fine.” Brad hit a speed dial number on his phone. “Carolyn? Brad. There’s a man here who wants to talk to Katie and Coach. Together. He won’t say about what, except it doesn’t seem to be basketball, and there’s something weird. … No, he’s in a meeting with the president. She needs you to come be with her. … Right now. The basketball office. … Yeah. Conference room. … I won’t.” That sounded grim. “Okay.”

“Brad, you shouldn’t have bothered Carolyn,” Katie started.

“She’ll be right here.”

The man named Pierce ignored Brad. “Ms. Davis. If you don’t want this professor or anyone else—” That held an edge. “—in this discussion, we can set up an appointment in private.”

“Oh, I don’t mind Carolyn — I just didn’t want to bother her.” Which was moot now. She released a breath. Okay, to be honest, she’d be glad to have Carolyn. This whole thing was feeling … well, weird, as Brad had said. It was almost as if this had become about her, instead of the man wanting to see C.J.

Considering the man’s stone face and Brad’s uncharacteristic unfriendliness, it was up to her to smooth the way. She fell into the familiar routine of welcoming someone to the office. “Let’s go into the conference room and I’ll get coffee. Or would you prefer tea? Something else?”

Mr. Pierce said he’d appreciate black coffee.

When she turned in pursuit of coffee, she ran right into Brad. Her hands came up reflexively, pushing off to regain space. She felt the power beneath the softness of his sweatshirt. His hands rose, too, but she’d already removed hers, so he didn’t need to fend her off.

“Sorry,” she said automatically. “Brad, you don’t need to—”

“He’s not talking to you until Carolyn’s here.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Fine, you two stay here—” Staring at each other like junk yard dogs, she thought, but didn’t say. “—while I get the coffee.”

She had deposited a tray holding a carafe of coffee, cups, and various additives on the table between the two men, and returned to the main office for a basket of snacks when Carolyn swept in.

“Katie, what’s going on? What does this man want?”

Katie recognized a subtle easing in her muscles. Carolyn, cool and competent, was a good person to have in your corner. “I have no idea beyond what Brad said on the phone. I could have handled this, but Brad got weird about it.”

“Brad did?” Carolyn removed a teal scarf that set off her taupe coat. Katie didn’t look that polished with only herself to take care of, while Carolyn had two kids, a dog, a house, and a career … not to mention C.J.

Katie almost smiled at that thought. C.J. wasn’t helpless by any means, but he didn’t let much interfere with his priorities — Carolyn and the kids, then basketball and the family dog. As far as he was concerned all the rest were distracting details.

Carolyn was good at details. Noticing them, then handling them.

Like the day she’d called Katie, then a senior, into her office after an Eighteenth Century British Literature class and demanded to know what was wrong.

Katie’s mother had died four months earlier, leaving no insurance. Anna Davis hadn’t been able to contribute much from her pay at a dry cleaner’s, yet without it, the loans, scholarships, and two campus jobs Katie had cobbled together were falling short of keeping her in school.

Carolyn got all that and more out of Katie. She’d suggested C.J. hire Katie as part-time administrative assistant at a rate that let her drop the other two jobs.

That was October. In January, C.J. asked Katie to work full-time. Carolyn declared there would be no full-time position until Katie graduated. The week after receiving her degree, Katie’s status became permanent full-time. Three years later, C.J. had made her executive assistant, with a healthy raise.

“So where is this sinister stranger?” Carolyn asked now.

“He’s not sinister. He’s perfectly nice. Even though he’s attractive.”

“Even though—? Never mind. Brad doesn’t think he’s perfectly nice, and he’s not prone to histrionics. Though he can be protective of those he cares about.”

Katie ignored that. “Mr. Pierce is in the conference room. They both are.”

“Then let’s see what this is all about.” Carolyn stepped ahead of her to hold the door.

Inside, Katie set the basket in front of the visitor, who rose as she made the introductions.

Something flickered across Carolyn’s face as she extended her hand. “I’m also Katie’s long-time friend.”

“Mentor,” Katie said.

Brad shot her a look, but allowed no time for interpretation as he stood. “Now that Carolyn’s here, I’ll go. But I’ll be out in the office if you need anything. I’ll send C.J. in when he gets here.”

“He won’t be back for quite a while,” Katie objected.

Brad said grimly, “He will be when I let him know about this.”

“There is absolutely no need to inter—”

“Yes, please do, Brad,” Carolyn said.

He gave Katie a hard look, then closed the door behind him.

Carolyn draped her coat over a chair and gestured for Mr. Pierce to resume his seat and for Katie to take the chair at right angles to him. Carolyn sat beside Katie.

“Ms. Davis, as I said, my name is Pierce. Hunter Pierce.” He extracted a holder from his jacket pocket and showed an ID with the ease of practice. “I am a special agent with the Department of State’s Security Division. Perhaps you have an idea why I am here?”

“No.” She shook her head for emphasis. It had started spinning and the shake didn’t help. Department of State? Hunter Pierce? “Some business with Coach Draper, of course, but—”

“No. My business is with you, Ms. Davis. I asked for Coach Draper in an effort to protect your privacy.”

Her breath wouldn’t come out. “M-my…?”

“Let’s cover the formalities first. That might eliminate any need to … extend the conversation.”

Breath whooshed out audibly. “Yes. I’m sure we can clear this up and all get back to work.” She tried to smile.

It must not have been her best effort, because he looked even more solemn. But all he said was, “Your parents were Bob and Anna Davis. Your full name is Katharine Mary Davis.”

“Yes, but—”

“Where were you born?”

“Portland, Oregon. I have my birth certificate. It’s all in order.” Why had she said that? A memory flashed, standing at a counter as a child, looking up, her mother handing over a paper to someone unseen. Her mother’s hands shaking as she said, Here is our Katie’s birth certificate. It is in order.

And then a more recent memory. In the attic. No … no. She’d decided. There was too much at stake.

“Your family moved here to Ashton when you were two?”

“Yes. How did you kn—?”

“And both your parents are now deceased.”

“Yes. But—”

He held up a hand, stopping her words. He looked from her to Carolyn and back. “Before we go any further, I must ask you each to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

He took out crisp documents from his pocket, spread one open in front of each of them and placed a pen on the table.

Katie skimmed the language once and was going back over it. “This is — This is serious.”

To her surprise, Hunter Pierce’s eyes lightened and she could swear he almost grinned. “Yes, Ms. Davis, it is.”

“I will not pledge not to tell my husband,” Carolyn said. “Not if Katie’s interests are involved.”

“If he will also sign a copy, I think we can accommodate that, since both of you appear to serve in the capacity of advisers to Ms. Davis.”

Carolyn added a phrase to the document then signed. Hunter Pierce didn’t look pleased about Carolyn’s insertion, but said nothing as he folded the paper and waited for her.

Katie had a notion of saying she wouldn’t sign. But now that Carolyn had signed, what reason could she give other than a voice in her head shouting Run, run, run away and hide?

She signed.

The man from the Department of State folded her sheet and slid both into his pocket.

“Now, what is this about?” Carolyn asked calmly.

“With all the coverage in recent months about King Jozef and his long-missing granddaughter reports to our offices and other interested parties have flooded in. Reports we’ve received about a young woman in Ashton, Wisconsin, have particularly interested us. Not only because of a match with certain descriptors, but also because this young woman had stayed almost entirely under the radar. Remarkably so.”

He looked at her as if expecting a response. She was also aware of Carolyn’s eyes on her. She licked her lips. “Reports? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you?” he asked mildly. Then his face and tone became completely serious. “Tell me, Ms. Davis, have you ever had reason to think you might be Princess Josephine-Augusta of Bariavak?”


CHAPTER TWO


“No. Absolutely not.”

She wanted to say more, to produce words that would end this now and forevermore, but her throat spasmed closed. Words jammed up against the block like stampeders at a locked door.

“What makes you think Katie might be Princess Josephine-Augusta?” Carolyn asked, as if this were a rational conversation.

“We’re not saying she is, you understand. It would require an investigation to confirm.”

“Yes, we understand all those cautions. But you wouldn’t be here, the State Department wouldn’t be interested in Katie, if you didn’t have some basis for thinking it is possible.”

“Carolyn, you know this is impossible.” Katie produced a credible chuckle. She raised both palms to Hunter Pierce in bemusement. “Impossible.”

“There are physical similarities as well as—”

The door opened and Coach C.J. Draper strode in. “What’s going on here?” He moved like a much younger man, despite the mangled left knee that had pushed him out of the pros and into coaching. Gray lightly streaked his mop of hair, but that didn’t age him much either.

Carolyn reached out a hand toward him. “C.J., close the door, please.” He did. “This is Hunter Pierce, an agent with the Department of State’s Security Service. Hunter, this is my husband, C.J. Draper.”

The other man stood to shake hands. “Coach Draper. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. I’ve followed your career and teams for a long time.”

“Thanks, but you’re not here for basketball, are you?”

“No, sir. Ms. Davis—”

“C.J.,” Carolyn interrupted, “they think Katie might be a princess.”

“Princess? She’s an empress. But that doesn’t mean you get a mid-year raise,” he added to her, squeezing her shoulder before backing up to sit beside Carolyn. “No princess renegotiations. In fact, since princess is a demotion from empress, you should give some of this year’s raise back.”

“C.J.,” Carolyn said as only she could say it. “This is serious. Hunter was about to tell us why he — why the Department of State — thinks she might be this missing princess.”

“What missing princess?”

Carolyn spurted a little puff. “The granddaughter of King Jozef of Bariavak, who was kidnapped as an infant during an uprising about thirty years ago, an uprising that earlier had killed his son-in-law. His daughter — the baby’s mother — died shortly after the kidnapping. The baby has never been found. It was generally assumed she was killed by the fleeing rebels who kidnapped her. But speculation about her started again late last year when the king was at Washington, D.C., events with a young woman who bears a strong resemblance to Bariavak’s royal family. That young—”

“Wait a minute. How do you know so much about this, Carolyn?”

“Because our daughter has been talking of almost nothing else since the story broke.”

“What story? All she’s been talking about is — Oh. This happened around the first of the year?”

“Yes.”

“That explains it. Heading into the meat of the conference schedule. I wasn’t paying attention to any news.”

Katie wanted to fling her arms around C.J.’s neck. Amid all this talk about a princess, he remained the same.

He continued, “I remember Steph talking about Washington. I thought it was weird she was so interested in politics. A princess makes a lot more sense. Especially a missing princess. But I thought she said they found this missing princess. Lose her again?” he shot at Hunter.

“No. She wasn’t — isn’t—”

Carolyn stepped in. “The young woman some people speculated was the king’s long-lost granddaughter had befriended the king and kept him company during the holidays. She became so close to the king, in fact, that he is going to give her away when she marries Hunter.”

Of course. That’s why he’d looked familiar. How had Katie not remembered after the hours she’d stared at those pictures? The pictures of the king of Bariavak with April Gareaux, some including the man she was going to marry — Hunter Pierce.

“Have I got that right?” Carolyn asked Hunter.

He grinned, revealing an entirely different man beyond the serious agent. “You hit the high points, ma’am.”

Carolyn smiled back at him. “The high points of the official story, but is it the whole story? Or the real story?”

“Ma’am,” he said, making it clear he wasn’t going to divulge anything beyond that official story.

She nodded her understanding. “Congratulations to you and April Gareaux. We hope you’ll be very happy.”

“Thank you.” He looked confident that they would be.

C.J. spoke up. “Okay, but what makes you think our Katie’s this missing princess?”

“I’m not.” None of them paid attention.

“That’s what Hunter was about to tell us when you came in, dear,” Carolyn said.

“I can tell you that similarities have been noted. Similarities of looks with the Bariavak royal family, for instance.”

“She and your April do look very much alike,” Carolyn said.

“We don’t.” This time everyone turned to Katie. Perhaps she’d been too emphatic. “She’s lovely and polished and sophisticated. I don’t look anything like her.”

“Surface.” Carolyn dismissed the surface as only someone naturally lovely and polished and sophisticated herself could do. “Bone structure, coloring, and features are strikingly similar.”

Katie tried a dry laugh. “I don’t think April Gareaux would appreciate hearing that.”

“April agrees with the professor. She’s seen your picture.” A twitch eased the neutrality of Hunter’s mouth. “She’d also tell you the polish came lately. In addition—” His face went neutral again. “—there’s the Bariavak Hand. It’s a strong trait in the royal family.”

Automatically, Katie covered her left hand with her right. But C.J. and Carolyn had been seeing that hand for years, and clearly Hunter Pierce knew about it before he arrived. So what sense was there in reverting to that childhood habit? None. She deliberately removed her right hand.

“It shows up in the general population,” she said.

“April Gareaux has the trait, doesn’t she?” Carolyn asked.

“Yes. It runs in her family. Did Bob or Anna Davis have the trait?” Hunter didn’t wait for Katie to answer. “No. Neither of them.”

“It’s a recessive gene.” She had done a school research project, curious about the peculiarity of her left little finger being as long as her ring finger.

“We would go back another generation or two to check if the gene runs in the Davis family—” The way he said Davis spread unease over her. “—but we can’t because there is barely any record of your parents until they arrived in Ashton with you as a child.”

“That’s not right. There are records from Portland. Before that, they immigrated. Though there was a lot of confusion in the country they came from because there’d been—” She broke off abruptly.

“A failed rebellion?” Hunter supplied.

“They never talked about it. Where they came from or the past. They said I was an American and that’s what counted. I agree.”

“They never told you where they came from?” C.J. asked.

“No.” She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but she heard defensiveness in her voice.

“You must have wondered.”

Her parents had not encouraged wondering. “There clearly were very bad memories for them. I didn’t want to make them unhappy.”

Hunter Pierce cleared his throat. “There are no records in Portland until two years before they moved here. Not of Bob Davis or of Anna Davis. No family, no records of immigration to the United States. There are discrepancies in other records, such as the Social Security numbers they used.”

“Maybe they were in witness protection. You know, they’d been in the mob but turned state’s evidence.”

“C.J., this is not funny.” Carolyn spoke to him but was looking at her.

“It’s a little funny to think of our on-the-straight-and-narrow Katie being born into the mob.”

“It makes as much sense as me being a princess,” Katie said.

“There are questions that need to be answered, Ms. Davis.” Hunter Pierce looked at her steadily.

“Okay, you have discrepancies in records that might indicate Katie’s parents were not Mr. and Mrs. Davis from Portland, but what do you have — beside a trait you acknowledge pops up in the general population — that makes you think Katie might be this princess?”

“Good question, Carolyn,” C.J. said.

Hunter inclined his head slightly, acknowledging her point. “Mostly circumstantial indications.”

“For instance?”

“For instance, the Davises showing up in the United States not long after the rebellion collapsed. For instance, a cell of Bariavakian rebels had safe houses and support in Portland. For instance, medical records show the blood types reported for Mr. and Mrs. Davis could not have produced a child with Katie’s blood type — a blood type that is the same as Princess Josephine-Augusta’s.”

“Did you know that? About your parents’ blood types and yours?” Carolyn asked her.

She could only shake her head. “How do you know their blood types?” she demanded of Hunter.

“Took some digging. Apparently neither believed in doctors. But we finally found them on employment records. That was also where we finally found photographs of Bob and Anna Davis, who apparently also didn’t believe in photographers.”

He said it with a hint of wryness, but it was true.

One Christmas she had begged for a camera. After she’d gone to bed, she had heard them arguing about it in their odd language. She could tell from their tones that her mother was pleading that she be allowed a camera. Her father had refused. It ended with the sound of a blow. The next morning the side of her mother’s face was swollen and bruised. Katie never again mentioned a camera to them.

She became aware of the others watching her. She cleared her throat. “They didn’t care for photographs. Or doctors. But that’s no reason to—”

“There’s more. In Bariavak there was a man named Davogner Bordanic and his girlfriend, Annika. The names are interesting — Davogner Bordanic becomes Bob Davis. Annika becomes Anna Davis. No, you’re right, Ms. Davis,” he said before she could even produce words, so he must have read her objection from her expression, “that’s not proof, either. But the coincidences are beginning to add up.”

He drew another paper from his pocket, unfolded it, then put it face down on the table.

She couldn’t look away.

“Here’s another coincidence. Davogner and Annika disappeared. They were definitely not among the rebels arrested or imprisoned. They were not among those who died in the rebellion. They were last heard of in Bariavak five months before Bob and Anna Davis first appear in any record of any kind in Portland. That last sighting in Bariavak was immediately before the kidnapping. Only after the rebels’ defeat did anyone know of Bordanic’s involvement with them. That’s significant for two reasons. It turns out he was fairly high up in their hierarchy yet he could have slipped across the border, unlike the known leaders. It also turns out that his girlfriend Annika worked in the royal palace. When King Jozef’s daughter Sofia gave birth to Princess Josephine-Augusta, Annika was assigned to the nursery staff.”

Carolyn made a small sound beside her.

“Which brings us to another coincidence of names. Princess Josephine-Augusta’s full name is Josephine-Augusta Katrina Mariana Sofia. Katrina Mariana. Katherine Mary. It was customary for the nursery staff to call her Katrina.”

Katie’s chest burned. But still she could not take her eyes from that paper.

“Then there is this.” He flipped it over. “This is one of only two photographs of Davogner Bordanic we have.” He tapped the photo on the left, pointing out the grainy face of one man in a crowd. “Eight years later, this is a photograph of Bob Davis from the files of his employer here in Ashton.”

C.J. whistled softly.

She insisted, “You can’t determine anything from old photos like those. You can barely see the face.”

“They’re certainly suggestive,” Hunter said calmly. “Granted, the best way to determine the truth is with a DNA test. Unfortunately, we don’t have certifiable DNA from Princess Josephine-Augusta. Nor of Princess Sofia, or even her mother. Testing a maternal grandfather isn’t ideal, but—”

“No.”

“It’s not an invasive test—”

She pushed back her chair.

“Katie—”

Carolyn reached for her, but the chair blocked her. C.J.’s knee slowed him. Hunter was on the far side of the table. She was out of the door before anyone could stop her.

Brad was there, just outside. She tried to sidestep him, but he stepped the same way and she bumped into him. His arms came around her. Those wonderful, strong arms. For a moment, she let herself sink into him, let herself take in his scent, his warmth.

“Katie.” His hand smoothed her hair. The way she’d seen him do with C.J. and Carolyn’s kids after they skinned a knee.

The way he’d soothe a child.

She pushed away, using the momentum to get past. “Tell C.J. I’m taking the rest of the day off.”
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The walk to her front door seemed longer than usual.

Probably because she’d spent hours wandering.

Walking the campus had been her refuge since childhood. First, tentative forays from her neighborhood to the edges of Ashton University, then deeper and deeper. She’d found her way to the Meadow, the campus’ heart. Its soul was Lake Ashton. Where the Meadow met Lake Ashton was her favorite refuge.

Today, though, the spot hadn’t brought its usual peace. She’d been blindsided, thinking danger came only from the items in the attic.

Planning how to handle this, she’d walked and walked and walked, even when snow began to fall.

Maybe tired legs explained why she didn’t dodge fast enough when she heard wind stir the huge Norway spruces that marched alongside the front walk, protecting the small frame house from view from the street. Snow that had dusted the trees into Christmas card scenes showered icy pellets on her head.

That was fitting.
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A noise jolted Katie’s heartbeat.

It took only an instant to recognize it as her phone, but she’d already jerked in reaction, knocking the suitcase lid closed.

It rang again. Slightly muffled. She looked around, but saw only the attic’s detritus. Automatically, she patted at her hips. In her pocket.

The display announced Brad as the caller. She drew in a breath and let it out slowly before answering.

“Hello.”

“Katie. Are you okay? Did I wake you?”

“No — I mean, yes, I’m okay. No, you didn’t wake me.”

There was a pause. “You’re at home? I rang the bell. There was no answer. With your car here, I thought maybe something … but of course you could be out with someone.”

Could be, but so rarely was. “You’re here? At my house?”

“Yes. At your front door. And it’s damned cold out here.”

“I’ll be right down.”

Swinging the front door wide, she asked, “Is anything wrong?”

Without waiting for an invitation, Brad stepped in, carrying a large bag. “That’s my line. Here’s dinner. I know you didn’t cook.”

“Dinner? How could you know I didn’t cook? Why would it be your line?” She knew she’d jumbled the responses but that fit her scrambled brain.

Brad Spencer walking in her front door like he’d done it a million times. In fact, he’d done it precisely once. When he and a couple players had moved in furniture she’d bought at a university sale. That was not long after her mother died, so it must be eight years ago.

“Whoa, you’ve done a lot with the place.”

“You remember?” she asked stupidly. He must have or he wouldn’t have noticed changes.

“Sure. It looks great. I like the floors.”

She’d pulled up the old carpeting herself, finding hardwood floors. She’d saved up to have them refinished and now kept them gleaming beneath simple area rugs.

“Thanks, but—”

“Like the paint job, too. And the artwork.”

The walls were off-white, which brightened the small rooms. The artwork she bought from student shows.

“Thank you, but—”

“How about showing me the kitchen before this gets cold.” He hefted the bag. “You like Chinese?”

“Yes, but—”

“Glad to see you don’t wear that gray shroud here. Though those are some interesting accessories. I’ll serve. I don’t want the extra fiber you might add to our dinner.”

She glanced down and saw dust and cobwebs festooned across her front. “Oh. I didn’t—”

“You go wash up. I’ll find plates and stuff. Kitchen’s through here, right?” He was already moving past her, unerringly heading for the kitchen.

She’d worked with him long enough to know that rousting a determined Brad Spencer was no easy task. Besides, she realized, she was hungry. Why not eat the food he’d brought.

She ducked into the bathroom, wiped at her clothes, removing evidence of her time in the attic, and washed her hands.

He’d found the plates and silverware, had glasses of water poured and was setting out the food when she returned.

“Made a lot of changes in here, too, huh?” he said.

That started conversation about what she’d done to the house since it became hers. He made it easy and she was proud of the work she’d done on a stingy budget, making the little house’s spare interior bright, open, comfortable.

“When are you going to start on the outside?”

“I’m not. I like the outside.”

He raised his eyebrows as he handed her a fortune cookie, but didn’t argue. “Okay. Then I’ll ask the other question — what are you going to do about this princess stuff?”


CHAPTER THREE


She dropped the cookie. “You eavesdropped! I can’t believe—”

“Nope, didn’t eavesdrop. But apparently you could believe it or you wouldn’t have said it.”

“I won’t believe Carolyn or C.J. told—”

“They didn’t. Not your friend Hunter Pierce, either.”

“But…”

He picked up the fortune cookie and put it back in her hand. “If these things are accurate, it should say something about ‘Tall Man isn’t as stupid as you think.’ ”

“I have never thought you were stupid. In fact, you don’t give yourself enough credit…”

She felt heat rising up from her chest over her throat, into her cheeks.

He made no attempt to disguise that he was watching what had to be an accompanying surge of color. “I don’t give myself enough credit for what?”

Defiantly, she unwrapped the cookie with the maximum amount of plastic crinkling. “For your ability as a coach. You should be a head coach somewhere.”

“Oh, God, not you, too. I hear enough of that from C.J. I’d far rather talk about this princess stuff.”

“Well, I wouldn’t.” She cracked the cookie in half and chomped down on one piece.

He reached across and pulled the fortune from the other side. “Before you add some paper fiber to your diet,” he said, letting it drift gently to her plate. “If you don’t want to talk about it, I guess you don’t want to know how I knew about the princess issue.”

Damn him.

But she’d never been one to bite off her nose to spite her face. “Fine. Yes, I want to know.”

“Steph.”

“What? Stephanie Draper? Carolyn and C.J.’s daughter?”

He nodded. “She said at New Year’s how much you look like the princess in Washington. So when the story was all over the news before and after the king’s surgery, I paid attention. Not to mention the interns in all the athletic offices were saying you’re a dead ringer for the woman everybody thought was the lost princess.”

“I’m not,” she said quickly.

He looked down to pick up his fortune cookie and started to open it. “That Hunter Pierce from the State Department seems to think—”

“How do you know he’s State—?”

“Katie, Katie. We already went through this. The news, the magazines. He wasn’t front and center, but he was in enough pictures not to miss him.”

“I don’t want to talk about this,” she said abruptly.

“Okay. You want to wash and I’ll dry?”

“No need. Dishwasher.” She stopped chewing on the edge of her thumbnail. “I’ll clean up. You don’t need to stay to do that.”

“In other words I don’t need to stay,” he said wryly. “You don’t think you’re any good at having friends do you?”

Thoughts fought for precedence. She’d never had friends. She didn’t want him to be a friend. She closed her mouth.

“When Carolyn described herself as your friend you changed it to mentor.” Brad snagged his jacket from the back of a chair. “Not the first time I’ve heard you do that.”

She hadn’t even taken his coat. Not that she had much practice at those sorts of hostess gestures.

“I didn’t mean—”

“That’s okay. Carolyn’s your friend whether you call her that or not. As for me,” he said with exaggerated martyrdom as he headed for the front door, “I can take a hint.”

She trailed after him once again. “Thank you for dinner.”

With one hand on the doorknob, he grinned at her. Her insides felt like their elevator dropped a dozen floors in a second. His other hand came up and for a fraction of a second, she thought—.

He touched his fingertip to her forehead, then traced it down the bridge of her nose and on to the tip, where he gave it an extra tap. “You’re welcome, Squirt.”

He hadn’t called her that since she’d gone full-time in the office and told him she expected to be treated with respect and being called “Squirt” didn’t qualify. So why did she feel now as if her knees had turned to goo?

He was about to step off the small, square of concrete that counted as the house’s front porch, when she pushed past the gooey knees to say, “Brad?”

He turned back, the dim light managing to glint highlights in his blond hair. “Yeah?”

“How did you know I hadn’t cooked dinner?”

“I was outside watching. Light never went on in the kitchen. No light anywhere except a faint one up there.” He gestured toward the gable at the end of the house, where a small window provided ventilation. “So I ordered Chinese and had it delivered to my car. Goodnight, Katie.”

Before she could absorb the idea of Brad Spencer sitting outside her house waiting for a light to go on, he was out the door, sliding down the snow-slicked walk, and muttering a curse when the Norway spruces dumped on him.
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Brad’s fortune said, “Truth surfaces in the end.”

Thank heavens he got that one. Unless the same one was in both cookies? No. Hers said, “What cannot be undone must be considered many times.”

The doorbell rang as she gave the counter a final wipe.

Her heartbeat thundered. For absolutely no good reason.

She flipped on the light and jerked open the front door with unnecessary force, then stopped dead. “Carolyn.”

“I hope it’s not too late, especially to drop by unannounced.”

“Of course not, come in.”

“We had a homework crisis. Finally got the kids settled.” Carolyn’s explanations continued as Katie took her coat and hung it in the closet. Something she hadn’t done for Brad. Both unexpected visitors, but then he had brought her dinner, so by rights she should have—. Carolyn’s next words stopped that mental meandering. “C.J. and I are both concerned about you, Katie. He would have come, too, but with the kids … He lost the coin toss.”

Carolyn took the new overstuffed chair Katie indicated. She took the old, lumpy couch, which was the next item on her list to replace.

“There’s no reason for you to be concerned, Carolyn. I’m fine.”

“You reacted quite strongly to what that Hunter Pierce said.”

“Wouldn’t you? I’m not even a very good Katie Davis,” she said with a dry laugh, “so the idea of being a princess … It’s ridiculous.”

Carolyn looked even more solemn. “You shouldn’t say you aren’t a good Katie Davis, even in jest.”

She hadn’t been jesting. She kept her eyes down, because if Carolyn saw that answer in her face…

“I realized that even knowing you all these years I know nothing about your parents, except your mom’s death. Will you tell me about them?” her visitor asked.

“They worked hard. Kept to themselves. They weren’t terribly social. I take after them, so that should show how insane this idea is.”

With Carolyn silent, she gathered steam. “Without my mother’s financial help I wouldn’t have been able start at Ashton. Without her support I wouldn’t have had the grades to qualify for Ashton. She truly did look out for me. Personal things like my hand…”

Only after it was out did she think that bringing up the so-called Bariavak Hand might not bolster her argument that Hunter Pierce’s position was laughable.

“What about your hand?”

“Oh, it’s silly. Childhood stuff. I used to hide my hand all the time. I’d been teased as a child as long as I can remember — before I can remember — about it being strange to have such a long little finger. She always tried to protect me.”

Carolyn looked thoughtful, but said only, “They must have been very proud of you.”

Proud of her? She’d never considered that. They’d been mostly concerned that she not draw attention, not cause trouble, not rock the boat.

“They worked so hard, there wasn’t time for pride.”

“You said your mother looked after you. What about your father?”

“My father died when I was ten. I don’t believe he left her anything but this house. She was so worried we’d lose the house. She worked two jobs and, as soon as I could work, I helped out. If I hadn’t gotten the scholarships…” She looked up. “And if you hadn’t stepped in after my mother died, I would have had to leave school. I’m so grateful to you and C.J.”

“You’ve more than thanked us over the years, especially with all you’ve done for C.J.” She sounded almost absent-minded, then her tone became crisp. “Katie, I’m going to say something … I was struck a bit ago when you said you’d been teased about your hand from before you could remember. So how could you have known?”

“Oh, my mother said—” She bit it off.

Carolyn nodded and went on in her calm voice. “If it happened before you remembered, the only way you could know is if someone told you that you’d been teased about your hand. That would have been an effective way to encourage a child to keep a betraying characteristic out of sight.”

Carolyn went on as if this were a common conversation. “When you started my class, you would keep your sweater sleeve pulled down over that hand. After your mother died you slowly stopped. I wondered at the time if it was because you weren’t being reminded to cover your hand.”

Was that true? Had her mother urged her to hide her hand? She honestly couldn’t remember.

“She was good to me,” she said.

Carolyn nodded, but it was more as if she were acknowledging that Katie had said the words than that she believed them. “There’s something else, Katie. Your reaction to what Hunter Pierce said was so out of character. Not at all like you.”

She tried to laugh. “You mean all the other times you’ve seen me react to a crazy story about me not being who I am?”

Carolyn remained serious.

Katie pushed her hair back. “I needed time to process what he’d said. Wouldn’t you if someone said crazy things like that?”

Carolyn frowned. “I’d certainly be shocked. But maybe that’s part of it. I had the feeling you didn’t want to hear what he was saying but you weren’t as shocked as you tried to make us think.”

“Of course I was. How could I not be?”

She gave a small shrug. “I don’t know. But what matters is where you go from here. What are you going to do, Katie?”
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