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CHAPTER ONE


She was going to pretend she didn’t remember him.

Karl saw that even as he approached the knot of officials and onlookers surrounding her.

He’d spotted her the second she’d walked in to this VIP lounge at Marco Polo Airport outside Venice, Italy. Narrow black skirt that should have been understated, but wasn’t on her. Simple white blouse unbuttoned just enough to catch attention, not enough to demand it.

Harmon Reed.

The woman of his dreams. Or nightmares, depending on how you looked at it.

All these years and she shows up in his life here, of all places. And now, of all times.

He’d been surprised — and a few other things — as he’d watched her breeze in, connect a device, and begin tapping away at it without the slightest hesitation.

Hesitation had never been her style.

He’d been deciding between catching her eye and the far, far smarter course of raising the newspaper in front of his face so she wouldn’t see him, when the stir began. More accurately, he was wondering why the hell he hadn’t already raised the newspaper.

The disturbance didn’t start right away. Even when it did, it started small.

One of the women who worked behind the desk approached where Harmon sat and asked a quiet question. Harmon tried to carry it off with a high-handed wave before she resumed typing rapidly. The woman didn’t buy it, taking out her phone and hitting numbers while standing right beside Harmon’s shoulder, like a dog who’d found a coyote in among the herd.

If she got herself out of this, he decided, he would strategically retreat behind the newspaper — no more debating — and figure it was all good.

The incident escalated, voices in Italian and English rising, words coming faster.

Uniformed airport security arrived. Passport demanded and supplied. In between, she kept typing. Then came this official in civilian clothes who wrapped a hand around her arm and drew her upright out of her chair, even as she strained to reach her device.

That’s when Karl stood and started forward.

He was still some distance away when the ring of spectators parted for an instant and their eyes met. The flicker in her hazel eyes disappeared almost before it happened.

But he’d seen it. And he knew.

She’d seen him coming toward her and had decided in that instant to play the I-don’t-remember-you game.

If that wasn’t just like her.

The never-need-a-hand-even-if-I’m-drowning, stubborn as a mule female.

He should turn and walk away.

It would be the smarter thing to do. Far, far smarter. On so many levels, from international relations to his personal sanity.

He reached the group.

“What’s the problem here?” he asked the official who still had a hand wrapped around her arm.

Karl didn’t like that hold on her arm. But he wasn’t going to let that interfere with accomplishing what needed to be accomplished. He kept his tone mild enough not to ruffle feathers yet firm enough to make it clear he expected to be answered.

“Nothing to concern you, sir.”

His assigned handler hurried forward from wherever he’d discreetly disappeared to when they’d arrived at the lounge. “Your — Sir. What problem have you? What may I do to assist you?”

Handler wasn’t the title this guy used — this guy or any of the others he’d been assigned over the past year or so. Here the official term translated to something like host, guide, and easer of all things. But Karl figured handler covered it. One of them always appeared when he hit Europe, no matter where. He could have shaken them, but that would have made a lot of people unhappy, from this guy expecting a good tip, on up. Way up.

Hey, if they wanted this guy to walk him from his arriving flight to the VIP lounge and then on to his departing flight, fine. He’d go along. As long as they didn’t bother him at home.

“I asked this gentleman what the problem was.” Karl nodded toward the official in the suit.

His handler frowned at the man. “You must—”

“This does not concern you,” the official repeated. This time he barely tacked on the “sir.” Possibly because he was annoyed at the interference. More likely because his charge kept shifting her weight unexpectedly, causing him to jerk forward and back, and side to side. Looked uncomfortable.

What was she up to?

“Afraid it does concern me,” Karl said without emotion, “since this lady is a member of my party.”

“Your party?” she muttered low enough that the official didn’t hear.

But she’d given herself away. There’d be no cause to mock a stranger with that question or that tone. Especially a stranger in the VIP lounge, being treated with obvious deference. It only made sense because she did recognize him.

“Your party?” said his handler in confusion. “But…?”

“Yes.” He’d learned long ago not to volunteer unnecessary details. No phrases about forgetting to mention she was coming. No explanations about arranging to meet her here. One flat word.

“Ms. Reed is in your party?” the official asked with not quite a sneer.

“Yes.”

So she was using her real name. Someone up to real trouble wouldn’t use their real name. He had to bank on that, and hope like hell he was right, since it wasn’t just himself he was putting on the line here. With Harmon, though…

And it could be she still used Reed, while her legal name was her husband’s. But he’d have heard if she — He shut off that line of thought. Needed to keep his attention on this situation, not get distracted.

“Why does she not say—?”

The official’s question was drowned out by a spate of animated Italian from the handler. Karl caught enough words here and there to know it was about him and his position. The official wasn’t silent, not by a long shot, but after four or five exchanges he seemed to be winding down.

Then a new woman from behind the desk came over and gave a curt nod to the first woman, who retreated quietly. This woman had more clout. Body language proclaimed that all around — hers, the first woman’s, the handler’s, even the security official’s.

More rapid Italian. He thought the phrase she kept repeating translated to “ready for departure.” His handler started saying it, too.

The official was done for, though not ready to submit. He said something insistent to the handler, who argued back.

Reluctantly, the handler turned to him. “I am most sorry, sir. This … this man you see here of a name I will discover asks if you will please verify your responsibility for this — the lady. Ms. Reed.”

At that moment, she plunged sideways, freed herself from the official’s hold, reached a fingertip to the device, tapped it decisively, then relaxed.

The official had the opposite reaction. His now-empty hand balled into a fist as he stumbled after her.

Karl stepped between them, looking down at the official. “Yes. I verify my responsibility.”

The official wasn’t stupid. His eyes showed that he recognized that he stood on the threshold of real trouble.

The handler and the woman from behind the desk broke into more rapid Italian. The official pivoted on his heel to start away, but the handler proved his worth by holding on to him and demanding “passaporto.” The official half tossed it to him as if it were of no consequence, leaving without a backward glance.

The handler caught it on the fly. “Your flight is prepared, Your Hi — sir. Now. We must go now. I will—” He darted back to where Karl had been sitting.

Karl said a quiet “grazie” to the woman, who smiled, bowed her head, and returned behind the desk.

The addition to what had been his party of one busied herself with turning off her device and slipping it into a cross between a duffel bag and a purse.

Before she’d finished, the handler was back, indicating with gestures and bows that they should precede him.

She raised her eyebrows at the cowboy hat the handler presented him.

Those arches hiked a bit higher when he put the hat on, but she said nothing. Even fell in step as they exited the VIP lounge and started along a hallway.

He knew it wouldn’t be that easy.

Neither of them said a word or looked toward the other until a sign overhead indicated the hallway would branch off soon.

“Thanks, but I can take it from here, uh, cowboy.” Looking straight ahead, she spoke too low to be overheard by the handler behind them.

He replied at the same volume. “Don’t be stupid as well as stubborn, Harmon.”

“Do I know you?”

Another mistake. She didn’t look at him. That would have been the natural reaction of a surprised person.

“Yes.”

He tightened his hold on her arm. From the corner of his eye he saw her wince. He was pretty sure he hadn’t put his hand in the same place the official had held, but just in case, he released that hold.

On the other hand he knew who he was dealing with, so he shifted his hand to the small of her back and reached across with his other hand to hold her wrist. It would appear solicitous to an observer, but it gave him even better control.

“Really, I can—”

“I don’t care what you think you can do. What you’re going to do is walk quietly beside me and get on an airplane. We’re being watched and soon we’ll be watched and listened to. Don’t blow this.”

“I can’t—”

“You can.”

“I don’t want—”

“Tough.”

She tried to pull away as they reached the intersecting hallway. He held on.

“I have to get to—”

“You’re making this side trip first. You’re not making a liar out of me this time, Harmon.”

Her only reaction after that was a slight bobble in her step when she saw the Bariavak royal seal.

Not bad since he still felt like falling flat on his face when he saw it, and he’d been dealing with this for more than a year.

“Welcome, Prince Karl,” the attendant named Raya said with a smile.

Harmon didn’t even blink. So, not only had she recognized him, she knew his present circumstances.

He greeted Raya, quietly asked her to double the tip for the handler, and said Ms. Reed was joining them today.

He shook hands with the handler, who turned pink with either delight or embarrassment.

While Raya dealt with the tip and welcomed the unexpected guest, he said hello to the two pilots and had confirmation that it should be as smooth a trip as it could be over the mountains that surrounded Bariavak.

Strapped in across the aisle from where Raya had guided Harmon, he settled back, adjusted the brim of his cowboy hat so it covered his eyes and went to sleep.


CHAPTER TWO


Asleep.

Not pretending. Not faking.

Truly asleep.

She used to watch him sleep. Sure and solid and reliable. He’d always been able to sleep—

Nope. No memories. Not that far back, anyway.

Back to the scene in the VIP lounge was okay.

She’d had it handled. Or she would have in the end. It’s why she’d changed out of her flats and slacks into these heels and skirt. Bad for some places, perfect for Italy. She hadn’t even started to use the weapons in her arsenal when he’d strode in.

She didn’t appreciate being claimed that way, like a piece of lost luggage, or being shanghaied away from her destination for this entirely unnecessary detour.

She really didn’t appreciate not being able to tell him that she didn’t appreciate it.

She wanted to put a dent in that cowboy hat. Possibly in the head below it.

Instead, she smiled at the attendant pretending not to study her.

She buttoned the next higher button on her blouse, then settled herself into the comfortable seat, hoping for some sleep herself.
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“No,” Karl ordered. “Don’t say anything.”

She’d barely opened her mouth. Besides, they were outside the tiny airport for heavens’ sake, well away from the royal jet, out of earshot of anyone else. Walking across a small parking lot that could be anywhere in the world, at least anywhere that boasted a backdrop of erratic mountain peaks jostling each other for their piece of the sky.

The guy with the luggage cart — all Karl’s, since her bag was on its way to London and she never let anyone handle her tote — had already reached an ordinary pickup truck and was putting the luggage in the back.

“This is Bariavak’s idea of royal transportation?” She had to say something, since he’d told her not to.

“No. This is my buddy, Mirche, leaving me a truck to drive.”

“Mirche? Army nickname?”

“Nope. What his parents named him when he was born here in Bariavak. Means world peace.” There was a twist in his voice that made her suspect Mirche wasn’t the most peaceful guy.

Without releasing her elbow, he tried to tip the guy, who’d finished stowing the two bags and intersected with them a few yards from the truck.

“No, no, no.” The man held up protesting hands.

“For Mina’s birthday,” Karl said.

The man smiled all over his face. “You remember, Prince Karl? You remember such a thing?”

“I do. And you better remember it, too, Franc.”

They chuckled as comrades. The man accepted the tip and trundled away with his cart.

Karl escorted her to the passenger door, opened it, waited for her to climb in — not easy in these heels and skirt — closed the door, locking it with the key pad as he went around the front to get in the driver’s side.

“Really? Locking the door?” she said as soon as he got in.

“No telling with you. Didn’t want you high-tailing it down the street.”

“I still could have unlocked it and—”

“Fine. I wanted to cut down your head start.”

She sighed. “You wouldn’t have had much trouble catching up. Not with these shoes and skirt.”

He gave her a look from the corner of his eye that she couldn’t read. Was he remembering the time they’d raced back to her car after — No, no remembering. Especially that.

He started the engine and backed out of the parking spot.

“Hey,” she protested. “Why are we leaving the airport? I thought you just wanted a private place to yell. We can’t leave. I need to get on the first plane to—”

“No planes until tomorrow. You’ll have to stay overnight at the hotel.”

“Look, whoever you are—”

He made a noise that an optimist might take for amusement. She doubted she’d ever been that optimistic.

“Give it up, Harmon. You gave yourself away back at Marco Polo.”

She released a mildly exasperated breath. “How?” It might be useful information for the future. In case she ran into anyone else from her past whom she’d—

Maybe not so useful, since this scenario wasn’t likely to be repeated.

Ever.

“First, eye contact,” he said, jerking her thoughts back to her question. “Smart mouth to a supposed stranger. Not surprised enough about my knowing your name. Couple other things. All of it said you knew damned right well who I am. Then ‘Bariavak’s idea of royal transportation’ said you knew my circumstances.”

Interesting that he separated who he was and his circumstances.

Each moment he listed ran back through her mind. How she’d felt at those moments didn’t matter. Not then and certainly not now, so she pushed the thoughts away.

He helped with that effort — surely without knowing it — by asking, “What was that about? Back at Marco Polo.”

“I needed a charge.”

He looked over at her.

“All the spots out in the main area were taken,” she said. “There must have been a convention or something, because I checked up and down the terminal. I was going to lose power before I finished. And I was running out of time.”

“You caused a riot in the VIP lounge to get your device charged?”

“A riot? That? Boy, you’re still that kid from the sticks, aren’t you?” she scoffed.

He looked at her. She was sorry she’d said that last bit. Not because it wasn’t true — at least, it had been true and it might still be, no matter what his “circumstances.” But why say it at all?

“And now you’re Prince Karl of Bariavak,” she added, as if there’d been no pause in her comments.

“Not exactly.”

“That’s what King Jozef of Bariavak wants. For Karl Wethers, born an American, veteran of the U.S. Army, and now the owner of a ranch in Wyoming, to become his heir to the throne of Bariavak.”

Instead of pointing out that she must have been paying attention to the media stories about his “circumstances” to know all that, as she expected, he said, “You missed the part about the ranch being small, tiny, or struggling, depending on which report you saw or read.”

“Modest was the term used.”

“Huh. Don’t recall that one.”

“Is this ranch of yours worth giving up a crown?”

“You should see it.”

He drove skillfully through narrow streets designed for horses, not pickups. Now and then he raised a hand in greeting to another driver or a pedestrian. Some responded in kind and some removed hats or bowed their heads.

His concentration on his driving and the interactions with others gave her an opportunity to look at him more closely than she’d been able to before.

The young face she’d first known had pared down to the essentials of bone, muscle, flesh. That one time since — What was wrong with her? The past stayed in the past.

His build had changed, too. He’d been rangy, almost gangly. He’d filled out, broadened.

His hair still showed some red, but it had darkened considerably from the last time she’d seen him.

No. The last time she hadn’t seen his hair because—

“You’ve changed more than I have,” she said abruptly.

“Still impatient, huh?”

“What does impatience have to do with—”

“Cuts out a lot of time fishing for compliments about the years being good to you when you land your own like you just did.”

She waved that off as unimportant. “You were a boy.”

“And you weren’t a girl?”

“No, I wasn’t. Hadn’t been for a long time. Maybe never. Not the way you mean.”

“What way is that?” He braked to a stop at a traffic sign.

She waved that off, too. “But you were definitely a boy. A boy from the country with wide eyes and a wide-open heart.”

He turned his head toward her. They looked at each for a moment. The memories and the defenses shifting and moving, but never aligning to allow passage from her to him or him to her.

She blinked away first. Only then did he say, “Whether I was or wasn’t back then, I’m not a boy anymore.”

No. Not a boy anymore.

She shifted, went for light. “Since we agree I haven’t changed, why’d it take you so long to spot me?”

“It didn’t.”

“I’d been in there ten, fifteen minutes easy before you—”

“I saw you when you walked in.”

“I’d be touched except for the fact that if you’d gotten up and come over to say hello at the start I’d have been accepted, so none of the rest of it would have happened, and I wouldn’t be stuck here now.”

He tilted his head slightly, staring through the windshield. “Probably an instinct for survival that warns of nearby danger — that’s why I spotted you and that’s what kept telling me to stay in my seat.”

“Then why didn’t you?” That came out too sharp. It threatened to slice through layers she never let slide. Quickly, she added in a lighter tone. “Or you could have left me on my own. I’d have handled it. I was handling it.”

He continued to stare into space as he mused, “Why didn’t I stay seated? Let whatever was going to happen to you happen?” He slowly turned his head to make eye contact. “Your father.”


CHAPTER THREE


He pulled the truck into a narrow curved drive in front of a small hotel that probably started its life as a house. A big house with a grand entry, but a house all the same.

“This is where you’ll stay tonight,” Karl said.

Two young men tumbled out of the building, calling hellos and taking Karl’s bags from the bed of the truck without instruction. It had the ease of habit. Clearly, he’d stayed here before and was going to stay here now.

But he didn’t say that. Which you’d think he would if he had any thought of their spending time together. Dinner, perhaps. Catching up on old times. Sharing laughs at old memories…

Right.

“They’ll take good care of you here,” he said. “They know your luggage was lost.”

“Do they? Then they know wrong. My luggage isn’t lost. My luggage is where it’s supposed to be. Which is where I’m supposed to be.”

He ignored that. “They’ll get you what you need. If you want something else, ask. They’re nice people. Don’t take anything out on them that’s meant for me.”

She let out a long breath. “I won’t. I could have handled it, Karl. That doesn’t mean I don’t recognize … You didn’t have to do all this.”

“I said you were in my party. I was responsible for you.”

There was a pause, as if he expected her to say something to that.

She didn’t.

She was too busy hearing the echo of what he’d said in that airport hallway. You’re not going to make a liar of me again.

He got out, went around the truck and held the door for her. As she climbed down, tugging at the skirt hem that seemed determined to reach her waist, he didn’t look away.

Not that she could flatter herself any about that. Because his voice was unaffected when he said, “There’s an early afternoon flight tomorrow that will take you to Frankfurt. The people here at the hotel will get you there at the right time. From Frankfurt, you should be able to get a flight to wherever you need to be. Goodbye, Harmon.”

“Goodbye.” She started toward the building. She stopped. Still with her back to him, she said, “Karl.”

Turning, she saw he was at the front of the truck, heading toward the driver’s side. He paused, but turned only his head.

“Thank you,” she said, then went inside.
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The next day, from his favorite overlook high up on the mountain above the castle, Karl watched the royal plane take off, climbing hard to get over the ring of peaks that had protected this country for centuries.

She was gone.

Out of Bariavak.

Good.

This would be tricky enough as it was without Harmon Reed throwing Molotov cocktails into the mix.

That’s why he’d arranged everything indirectly and so he wouldn’t see her again.

Not that there would have been much time left over from the unofficial meetings he’d held, last night with one man, this morning with a handful of people.

He just wished she hadn’t looked at him that way when she’d said thank you yesterday. That mix of firebrand and vulnerability that had bowled him over long before he’d acquired the survival skills to deal with her.
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Twelve Years Ago

She was sitting on a waist-high wall at the side entrance to the Officers’ Club, swinging her legs side to side, the motion edging up the hem of her dress.

Now he’d see it as a female trick meant to call attention to the shapeliness of her legs. Then he’d just seen her legs.

“Hey there, Corporal.”

He knew she was teasing. Her ease said she belonged here on the base, so she darned well knew rank insignia.

“I’m a private.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you? Even better. How about giving me a ride.” Behind her, in the room beside the officers’ club that was rented out for events, a party was going on.

“I don’t have a vehicle.”

“I do. Can you drive anything smaller than a tank?”

“Yes. But why don’t you drive yourself?”

“That’s not very gallant.” She’d pronounced it the French way. It seemed to come naturally to her. “Don’t you want to drive me?”

“Where to?”

“Anywhere that’s not here.” She’d meant that to sound light, flippant. He caught darker currents in it.

“How old are you?” he’d asked abruptly.

“Again, not gallant. But I’ll tell you anyway — twenty-one.”

“I’m nineteen.”

“That’s old enough to drive. Unless you don’t want to.” That was the first time he heard it, that firebrand vulnerability.

Looking back, she’d probably meant to goad him. She never knew he’d responded to the vulnerability.

“Can I help you down?”

It took a second for her to get what he was saying, as if she’d expected to be turned down. Then her eyes sparked and she grinned. “I’ll jump.”

An instantly recognizable sound accompanied her motion.

“You’ve—”

She laughed over his concern. “I’ve ripped my dress. That’s a good omen. A great omen. Let’s go, Corporal.”

“I’m—”

“I know. You’re a private.”

“I’m Karl Wethers.”

They made love that night in her little convertible. At least he’d made love. She might have been having sex.

Though in the weeks that followed he was sure…

Nearly sure.

Not that it had made any difference in the end.

The end.

He couldn’t say it was unexpected.

Not since the morning after they met, when he discovered she was the daughter of Major Brooks Reed. And that she’d skipped out on the combination college graduation and twenty-first birthday party he’d been throwing her.

But when the end came it wasn’t from the direction he’d expected.

Not from the major. Not from his own commanding officer.

It all came from her.

Stark and sure and brutal.

It should have prepared him for their next encounter.


CHAPTER FOUR


“It is a pleasant surprise to see you here, Prince Karl,” said the man who opened the side door of the castle for him. “His Majesty has asked that you join him immediately upon your arrival.”

In other words, it was a surprise — pleasant or not was debatable — that he’d driven himself to the castle and self-parked, which was why he came in this door instead of the entrance used when an official car delivered someone to the castle.

There were enough entrances to this place to qualify it as Swiss cheese. And enough rules about when to use which entry that it should have been a video game.

The rest of the message conveyed that King Jozef of Bariavak was not pleased that Karl hadn’t already checked in. It had likely been left with every doorkeeper to be sure Karl got it.

Saved time for the king when his displeasure had been pre-administered to the transgressor.

Karl was later than he’d planned to be, starting with the detour up the mountain to watch the takeoff. When he’d finally checked his watch, he’d lost a major chunk of the afternoon.

So the king had a point.

All he said to the man at the door was, “In his office?”

“The Brocade Room, Your Highness.”

Karl stifled a sigh.

Not only at that form of address, but also because the Brocade Room meant a social gathering was in progress.

He’d far have preferred a work session in the office, even though it was guaranteed to include the king’s ongoing pressure — subtle or not — to accept the position as heir.

Delaying the moment that pressure resumed was why he’d sat so long up at the overlook above the castle. Yeah, he’d wanted to be sure her plane departed, but the hours after that had been preparing for re-immersion into this bizarre world where he was addressed as a prince.

That was the only reason. Getting ready to shift from rancher to supposed royalty. Had nothing to do with her. Not after her plane took off. Everything else was all in the past. Done and buried.

As it had been for years.

“May I take your hat, Your Highness?”

“No, thanks. I’m fine.” He’d learned early on not to let go of his cowboy hat. Took too darned long to get it back so he could leave. But he did take the hint and remove it, leaving it in the sitting room off the king’s office. He even dragged his hand back through his hair to ease the hat dent as he made his way to the Brocade Room.

Before he’d left home, he’d been tempted to go into the town closest to his ranch and get his hair buzzed again.

But King Jozef had a point. It did make him look like a military man. That was fine with him, but might not hit the right note with the people of Bariavak. Some of them were already pretty edgy and they didn’t even know his true goal.

The usher or guard or whatever they called him recognized him and opened the door before he reached it. Like he’d suddenly lost the ability to open a door himself because somebody traced his family tree back to the King of Gelicia. Neither the king nor the country had lasted long.

The Brocade Room was not the most cheerful in the place, and that was going some, considering it had been built as a fortification against invaders several hundred years ago. Bright, open, and airy had not been on the agenda. Subsequent updates had gone for grand over cheerful.

Still, he felt cheered when he saw that Katie and her husband, Brad, were there amid a gaggle of government officials.

Katie — or more formally, Princess Josephine-Augusta Katrina Mariana Sofia of Bariavak — should have been next in line for the throne. She was King Jozef’s granddaughter, as confirmed by DNA tests.

During a failed rebellion, her father had died and she had been kidnapped as a baby by rebels determined to land another blow to the royal family. Katie had grown to adulthood in a small town in Wisconsin with no idea she held the title Princess Royal.

Now she didn’t want it.

Didn’t want the throne. Didn’t want any of the royal trappings.

All she did want was a relationship with her grandfather.

Otherwise, she insisted on being Katie Spencer, living most of the year in Wisconsin with her basketball coach husband, then coming here for the summer to run basketball camps and other activities for Bariavak’s youth.

She had stood firm on those points — with her husband and her grandfather. Now she had the life and marriage she wanted.

Karl was glad for Katie. They’d hit it off when they’d met a little over a year ago, as if they were cousins who’d grown up together instead of being connected only by a thread of a distant ancestor in common.

He even liked Brad, now that the other man had gotten past wanting to punch him out because King Jozef had thrown Katie and Karl together in hopes of a match.

The trouble was, with Katie and Brad sticking to their guns about the life and future they wanted, King Jozef was increasing the pressure on Karl to officially become heir to the throne.

He didn’t want it any more than Katie did.

The only one who did want it was Prince Vatche, King Jozef’s nephew by marriage. But nobody wanted him anywhere near the throne, especially the people of Bariavak.

Karl scanned the room. No sign of Prince Vatche, who always placed himself in a spot where he couldn’t be missed. Things were looking up.

He exchanged hellos and handshakes with a number of people as he worked his way toward the clot around King Jozef, which obscured the room beyond them.

“Ah, Karl. You have arrived.”

There was a definite thread of complaint in the king’s greeting. Karl grinned as they shook hands. “I have, Your Majesty. You look well.”

“Should bow,” muttered the austerely handsome older woman just behind the king’s shoulder.

“You also look well, Madame.” Karl didn’t address her complaint. They’d covered that ground. He was not King Jozef’s subject. He was not going to bow to him.

He gave Katie a quick hug and shook hands with Brad Spencer. Other people began to melt away, as if to give them privacy for this reunion.

“We expected you last week.” King Jozef wasn’t letting this go.

“Branding was delayed. Like I said when I told you I couldn’t get here until this week,” Karl said evenly.

“And then yesterday,” the king continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. “The plane arrived, but you did not.”

“I was bushed after the trip.”

“If you would use the royal jet for the complete journey…”

King Jozef let the comment die uncompleted as he met Karl’s eyes. But Karl didn’t fool himself that he was the reason the king let it go. He’d spotted the nudge Madame had delivered to the king’s arm.

Madame Sabdoka was the king’s staunchest defender and sharpest critic. What else she was to him — in the past or now — was nobody’s business but theirs.

“We’re so glad you’re here, Karl.” Katie patted his arm.

“Yeah,” Brad agreed. “I could use help at the camp tomorrow. My main assistant’s out with a sprained ankle.”

Karl perked up. “You need a skilled basketball player to show them how it’s done?”

“I need a good-sized body to block out under the basket to teach them how to outmaneuver mountains. Will you be there?”

“I’ll be there just to make you eat those words.”

Brad chuckled, clearly not worried. “Usual place. Ready to go at nine.”

“I had an hour on my schedule for you tomorrow morning, Karl,” King Jozef said.

“Oh, but Grandfather, we can’t disappoint the kids.” Katie took his arm. “And this leaves you an hour to walk in the gardens as you promised you would do every day and so seldom do.”

King Jozef looked into his granddaughter’s eyes and that was that.

Too bad he didn’t melt that way for Karl.

“Madame,” Katie said, “will you see to it that…”

Katie kept talking, but Karl didn’t hear her words.

A broad-backed man had moved aside, revealing a woman in a simple white blouse and a narrow black skirt. The kind of skirt that would ride up with certain movements, like trying to step down from a pickup’s high seat, revealing legs that could invade a man’s dreams. Old dreams … and dreams from just last night.

“What the hell.”

Madame sucked in a breath at his muttered words. Katie and Brad went silent. He didn’t know what the king did because he didn’t make a sound, and hearing was the only one of his senses that wasn’t completely trained on Harmon Reed.

Who was in Frankfurt.

Damn it. She was in Frankfurt.

He frowned at her.

The corners of her mouth rose, her chin lifted. Was he imagining that her eyes held a hint of uncertainty? Had to be. Uncertainty wasn’t any more a part of Harmon Reed than patience was.

What was she up to? Why would she finagle her way—?

It didn’t matter why. She shouldn’t be here. She couldn’t be here.

He frowned more deeply at her. She raised her shoulders slightly…

“Who draws such a ferocious expression?” The king turned as he asked the question. “Ah, Ms. Reed, yes, yes, please do join us. I wish to introduce you to my granddaughter and her husband.” He did so, drawing smiles and handshakes. “You met Madame Sabdoka earlier and I believe you know Prince Karl.”

Karl looked sharply at the king, who was beaming innocently at Harmon.

“Good evening, Your Majesty. Madame. Prince Karl,” she said to him with the slightest nod of her head.

“Ms. Reed.” It was a bit curt. But that was a big improvement over wanting to grab her arms and shake her until she let loose why she wasn’t hundreds of miles away instead of standing here in the Brocade Room of Bariavak Castle looking totally at ease and—

“We had a most productive meeting today,” King Jozef said.

Meeting? She’d had a meeting with the king?

What he wanted to say to that was a lot stronger than What the hell. If he said it aloud Madame might keel over. Or, more likely, icily disapprove him into oblivion.

“But we will talk no more of such matters until after dinner, when we can discuss in comfort,” the king concluded. In other words, not amid a crowd of people trying their best to overhear. “For now, I desire to introduce you, Ms. Reed, to my First Minister.”

He slid a hand under her elbow, but before he departed with her, he looked back at Karl, Katie, and Brad. “You should circulate and say your hellos.”

It was a royal command. Not a suggestion.

They obeyed. But even as he made the rounds, Karl kept a lookout for his opportunity.

It came when he and Katie crossed paths inside the dining room door.

“Who told him?” he demanded of her.

“Him? Grandfather, you mean? Told him what?”

He studied her face. Katie wasn’t much of a liar, so she probably didn’t know what he was talking about.

“Yes, the king. About—” He stopped himself from jerking his head toward Harmon. A gesture everyone could see. A gesture a few definitely would see because they missed nothing. “Her.”

“You mean Harmon? I have no idea who talked to Grandfather about her. Is there a reason somebody would? What would they tell him about her? How do you know her? Was there something between you?”

There wasn’t a question in there he wanted to answer.

He grunted. Wished he’d kept his mouth shut. He’d need to give Katie some kind of an explanation. Eventually.

First, he would get through this so-called informal dinner — ah, yes, he saw he had been assigned a seat across the table and far enough away that he could not query King Jozef. Or her, because she sat beside the king as an honored guest.

She’d once more unbuttoned that button she’d had undone at Marco Polo Airport, but had fastened on the plane. The blouse had looked a little worse for wear when she said goodbye last night. It had been freshened up since then.

Throughout the meal he tried not to watch her while he fended off questions from his dinner companions — some oblique, some direct — about his future in Bariavak.

After dinner, King Jozef separated his guests with a combination of speed, decision, and deftness that would be the envy of a topnotch cutting horse.

Karl found himself now maneuvered into a spot beside the king, bidding official good nights to the main group of departing guests, while Madame escorted a small group that included Harmon to the sitting room beside the king’s office. He felt an unexpected kinship with cattle that were worked by top-notch cutting horses into going in a direction not of their choosing or liking. Damned frustrating to be blocked at every turn.

Karl had helped an elderly lady to the stately car drawn up for her at the base of the broad steps. He returned to the top as the last guest bowed to the king and departed.

With deliberation, he used the formal address rather than the more casual “sir” that the king had long ago insisted on. “Your Majesty—”

“Ah, that was well-done, Karl. Personally escorting the widowed mother of the First Minister was an adroit maneuver.”

“It was not a maneuver. It was a courtesy to an elderly lady who didn’t look too steady on her feet. And if she’d gone down she’d have taken that young usher with her,” he said of the member of the household staff he’d replaced. “Your Majesty—”

“Brandy has always been her weakness. Now, our duty well done, we shall join the others.” The king took his arm and turned him toward the sitting room.

“Right. The others. Including Harmon Reed.” Karl emphasized her name. “I don’t understand why she’s here. If she has led you to believe — I haven’t seen her for years. I brought her to Bariavak only because it was the best solution at the moment and I owed her father. I should have asked your permission before bringing a passenger on to your jet, but—”

“You should not. You have full use of that and all else,” the king said. “Now, we shall join the others.

“Sir—”

“Now, we shall join the others,” King Jozef repeated firmly.


CHAPTER FIVE


Harmon studied the few people assembled in the room that was the closest thing to cozy she’d seen in the castle.

Madame had brought her, Katie, and Brad here directly from the dining room. King Jozef and Karl entered a moment ago, after escorting out the departing guests.

“Ah, now that we are all comfortable,” King Jozef said once they were seated at his direction and Madame had offered him and Karl the coffee she’d already provided to the early arrivers, “I can share with you here, you who are most directly affected, that I have contracted with Ms. Reed for the benefit of her services.”

“Services?”

Karl’s sharp word drew a quick, surprised look from Katie.

His tone could have been construed as casting aspersions on her virtue, but Harmon figured it more likely stemmed from his doubt that she could be of service to anybody.

“Yes,” King Jozef said, unperturbed. “They will be most beneficial as we negotiate the correct course for the future of Bariavak.”

Karl faced the king directly. “Is it your desire to open this discussion to her?”

She had a sudden impression of two boxers standing their ground, delivering blows they’d landed before. Neither backing down.

“Do you have any cause not to?”

Her breath hitched. Karl could tell plenty of tales—

“That is not my call.” He didn’t pause or look away from King Jozef.

Though, really, why should she worry if he told tales? She hadn’t sought this job — whatever the heck it was, which wasn’t at all clear, since the king had asked her a whole lot of questions without answering any of hers. In fact, she’d told him several times that she wasn’t available. He’d sailed on as if she hadn’t spoken and somehow it became understood that she would remain in Bariavak for an unspecified period, to do unspecified work for him.
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