

[image: Cover]








Billionaire Ever After

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae

Complete Epilogues Edition







By: Blair Babylon




Complete Epilogues Edition

Includes all 8 Epilogues Originally Published Separately:

Epilogue I

Epilogue II

In Paris (Interval Scene, Ep III)

Skiing in June (Rae and Wulf Epilogue IV)

Kidnapped (Rae and Wulf Epilogue V)

Rae and Wulf: At the Hospital (Interval Scenes, Ep VI)

Montreux (Rae and Wulf Epilogue VII)

Keep Dreaming (Rae and Wulf, Epilogue VIII)







Billionaire Ever After

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae

Complete Epilogues Edition







By: Blair Babylon







Author: “—And then the reclusive royal billionaire Prince Wulf von Hannover and small-town college student Rae Stone lived happily . . . ever . . . after.”




Readers: “And then what happened?”




Author: “But, at the end of Billionaires in Disguise: Rae, Wulf and Rae are engaged, and they’re going to be married the next morning, and if you notice, she’s pregnant. That’s the end of the story.”




Readers: “And then what happened?”




Author: “Well, okay, you can kind of see where their story goes in these other short stories and subplots in these other books, so if you just follow me—”




Readers: “AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED?”




Author: “Um, okay? Here it is all in one book? Are we good now?”




Readers: “Better.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction






CLICK HERE

to take a look at:

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae.
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If you have read BID: Rae,

continue.






So if Billionaires in Disguise: Rae is the “complete” series, why does this book exist?




Everyone seems to love Rae and Wulf, and ever since I published the omnibus, I keep getting emails like, “AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED?”




I get this question at least once a week, so here’s why the Wulfie/Rae story of Billionaires in Disguise: Rae just keeps going:




At the end of BID: Rae, Rae and Wulf are engaged and will be married the next morning, and she’s quite pregnant as well. (If you count the days in the book, they have unprotected sex the day before she ovulates, and then she’s at least five days late when Wulf proposes.) So, that’s a lot of a resolution. Honestly, I was planning to end it there. I used to be literary author, before I came to my senses and started writing romance.




(And I absolutely mean that. I’m not being snarky in the slightest. I love writing romance, and I love the Romancelandia community. Romance readers saved me as I writer. My only regret is that I didn’t start writing romance earlier.)




Anyway, I used to be a literary author, writing books with great angst and little plot, and nary an emotionally satisfying resolution in sight.




In fiction theory, when the conflict is over, the book is over.




At the end of BID: Rae, like I said, Wulf and Rae are engaged, going to be married in the morning, and with a little bit of inference, pregnant. That’s the end. I didn’t want any more conflict for those two poor souls. They’d been through enough.




Then the emails started.




Not to mention the FB PMs.




Even a phone call over Facebook.




Plus some tweets.




“AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED?”




Okay, I could see that the readers wanted to observe the wedding and the reveal of the pregnancy.




And so I continued showing their story in Lizzy’s books (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, Falling Hard, etc.), having Lizzy go to their wedding because people wanted to see the wedding.




The Lizzy books should be the next ones that you read in the greater Blair Babylon universe. They’re an incredible story, dark and suspenseful. They do, indeed, contain Wulf and Rae’s wedding as a major plot point.




More emails. AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED?




So, I wrote some epilogues for some boxed sets where people paid 99c and got a whole bunch of books by a bunch of authors (The LOL Boxes and the Red Hot Boxed Sets), so that was a good deal for everybody. They got an epilogue and a bunch of other books for a cheap price.




Still more emails. AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED?




And so I wrote about Wulf and Rae’s religious wedding and big, fancy reception in the Georgie books.




I’m sure you can guess what I got in my email after that.




So, the next series of books after that (after final Killer Valentine book because I’m also getting emails about AND THEN WHAT HAPPENED WITH XAN AND GEORGIE?) is the series about Wulf’s little sister, Flicka.




But people have lives outside of my books, I suppose, or so I’m told, and they wanted to read all the parts about Wulf and Rae in one, tidy volume.




And yeah, I could see that. It made sense. I’m going to beg you right here, dear reader, to also read the other books, because there is a ton of story going on around Wulf and Rae as they struggle to be together and safe. There are links at the end to the next books. After that is a list of all my books, linked to the store where you bought this one. If you’re reading in an app, you may have to copy the name of the book and go search for it in the app. Sorry about that, but it’s nigh impossible to link in the apps.




But please, keep reading.




Thank you so much for your support for Wulf and Rae. I love them, too.




~~Blair Babylon

















Epilogue I







Georgie: Did I just see you on TV at that freaking royal wedding in Paris?!?!?!? W/ The Dom? WTF?!?!?!?!?

Rae: U have passport?

Georgie: Yah.

Rae: Throw some clothes in overnight bag. Get a cocktail dress or 2 from the DH. NOT SLUTTY. Plane tix will be at Lufthansa counter for 8PM flight tonight.

Georgie: Have class next week.

Rae: Will be home Monday morning.

Georgie: Lizzy is here at dorm. Can’t leave her.

Rae: Will be tix for her, too. Get her butt on that plane b4 she gets stupid again.

Georgie: K. Wanna tell us WTF going on?

Rae: Tell you when you get here. Secret!

















Epilogue II







Wulf paced.

The Empire Suite at the George V Hotel in Paris was too cramped for his long legs. He had become accustomed to his house in the Southwest or the corridors of Kensington Palace. Going out on the streets of Paris would inconvenience his security detail because they only had two men in place at night. He didn’t want to wake Dieter or Hans.

Wulf paced around the yellow roses and the dishes of violets. He paced around the dining table and through the living room area, past the alabaster busts of Napoleon and Josephine perched on columns, and through the entryway. His bare feet padded softly on the thick carpet, mindful of the people who must be sleeping below him.

That gunshot had been too near. He had placed all the people he loved in one location and then brought the fire down on them. Recriminations chattered in his head in ten languages.

Wulf paced.

He had shoved all this turmoil down in himself for the reception and the proposal, even though it simmered.

Now, his mind blazed with memory.

Blood on Constantin.

Blood on Yoshi.

Blood on Dieter, and his blood staining Flicka’s white dress.

Blood on Wulf himself.

When Wulf had returned to the hotel, Dieter’s blood from the bubbling crease had been smeared on his hands and his shirt.

Wulf had fallen on Rae when his security men had landed on top of him, hard enough to knock the wind out of her.

His hands shook.

Wulf paced.

Brunhilde the cat watched him from her perch atop the back of one of the chairs in the living room. The nocturnal creature seemed to approve of his nighttime wakefulness. He scratched her soft ears as he passed her.

Friedhelm, who sat in the living room, reading a book on his tablet, glanced at him. “You need anything?”

“No. I’m quite all right.”

Friedhelm went back to reading, leaving Wulf to pace past him.

The Paris sky outside the sprawling windows was navy blue, as dark as it ever was in the City of Light. A pale glow hung over the block of apartments and hotels around them. Farther, against the stars and dark sky, lush green light traced the Eiffel Tower along its skeletal sides.

Wulf paced.

He was so absorbed in treading around the room, the blood and gunshots over the years ringing in his mind, in the horror that he had called the fire down again on people whom he loved, that he almost walked past Reagan, leaning against the doorjamb to the bedroom.

He stopped. “What are you doing up?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you doing up?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

This earned him a look of utter disbelief on her lovely face.

“Honestly, I’m fine,” he said.

“Wow. You do that really well. Anyone else would have believed you. Come to bed.”

“I’ll toss. I’ll keep you awake. You need your sleep.”

She yawned. “I can’t sleep without you,” and she held out her hand.

He took her warm, soft little hand.

Rae led him back into the bedroom and kicked the door closed behind them.

Wulf said, “I don’t want to keep you up.”

She crawled under the covers and patted the bed beside her. “Get on in here.”

He complied. The sheets slithered over him like a smothering fog. “If I keep you awake, tell me, and I’ll go back to the living room.”

“Close your eyes.” She wrapped her arms around him. “You’re getting married tomorrow. Sleep.”

“I shouldn’t have come,” he said, tightening his arms around her lithe body, so warm next to him. “I shouldn’t have brought you here.”

“Shhhh. You aren’t responsible for the actions of madmen. You aren’t responsible for all that is evil in the world. Close your eyes.”

“You’re sure that you’re all right. No pain, no bleeding?”

“My feet feel like hamburger from those shoes your sister made me wear, but that’s it. Sleep.”

He laid his exhausted head on the pillow and closed his eyes.

Rae stroked his back and his arm, slowly.

He whispered, “I love you.”

Wulf heard her whisper near his ear, “I love you, too.”

He breathed and rested one hand on her hip, pulling her pelvis closer, feeling her body press against him.

He would to do anything to protect both of them.

Rae stroked his back, and the urge to pace faded.

The blazing fire of Wulf’s mind cooled, died down, and glowed like warm coals.

Rae’s warm brown eyes and soft smile were the last things Wulf remembered before he slept.




In Paris
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Before The Wedding







Wulfram von Hannover







Wulf watched Theophile Valencia pull Lizbeth out of her chair, speak to her quietly, and take her out of the suite. If Wulf were worried about her safety in the slightest, he would have gone after them, but he believed that Lizbeth and Valencia were about to have a full and frank discussion about the state of their relationship, sooner or later. His acid glare had been meant for Wulf.

Surely Valencia was professional enough to show up at the wedding for which he had been contracted. Wulf felt one of his eyebrows lower.

Rae laid a hand on his arm, and any inclination to glower faded away.

She whispered, “Are you all right?”

“Certainly.”

“You look like you lost a friend.”

“Perhaps.” He was thinking about Lizbeth. “I think Lizbeth has gained a suitor, and I may have lost a far more valuable commodity, a competent lawyer.”

“Oh, stop.” She smacked his arm on the bicep. Goading Reagan was far too amusing for him. He glanced at her sidelong, out of the corners of his eyes, and the expression in Rae’s big, gorgeous brown eyes changed from playful to sultry.

Across the breakfast table, Georgiana’s dark brown eyes widened at Rae slapping him. She reached up and tugged her own long, brown braid that draped over her shoulder, still staring at him.

Her stare lanced through him, ripping open his life for casual perusal.

Reagan must have already told them everything, who he was, what he was, what had happened to him as a child.

Wulf allowed a small, wry smile at Georgiana, his little friend Georgie, whom he had known for several years now but who knew him for the first time. He inclined his head toward her, an acknowledgment for them both.

Georgiana glanced away and frayed the end of her braid, as uncomfortable as he had ever seen her, far more disquieted than the few times she had come to him for help. She said, “You never told me that you were Wulf von Hannover.”

“I couldn’t,” he said as gently as he could.

“Yeah. I can see that.”

Yes, they all had secrets, didn’t they? Wulf had populated the Devilhouse with people burying something about themselves because people with their own secrets didn’t pry. He had known who Elizaveta Pajari was as soon as he had seen her name on her application. Georgiana Johnson had taken a little longer, until the background check had revealed her birth name, but he had already offered her a job by that point and would not renege, not when he had seen how hard she was trying to build a new life for herself. He also tended to hire people striving to move past what they kept secret.

Wulf glanced toward the bedroom. “Rae, may I discuss something with you, privately?”

“Uh, sure?” She walked ahead of him, and Wulf watched the sway of her hips, still entranced.

He closed the door behind them and had her in his arms and up against the wall an instant later, kissing her. His lips slid over hers, and he could feel her breath in his mouth.

“Wulf!’ she whispered against his lips. “Georgie’s out there.”

Her protestations were more alluring to him than even her body, soft against his. He wanted to splay his hand over her stomach, just to see if he could feel any softness there. His hands flexed against her back instead, pushing her against himself.

A thump echoed through the walls of the suite, a door closing.

“Georgiana went to find her own room,” he said. “So you told them everything?”

“I didn’t get a chance to. I recited your name, and that it was it. I didn’t have time to get to the rest before Mr. Valencia grabbed Lizzy and yanked her out. Is she okay?”

“They’re fine.” Georgiana must have placed him by his name, as she was a sharp young woman. Wulf’s mouth found Rae’s smooth neck. “You should dress for the wedding. I thought you might need help.”

Her hands ran up his back, and his heart beat faster in his chest.

She said, “The ceremony isn’t for three hours.”

He smiled, his lips opening to breathe against the pulse in her throat.

















At The Wedding: Lizzy







Lizzy Pajori







Lizzy followed the wedding party into a large office, staying near the back of the crowd with Georgie.

Rae’s civil wedding was held in a law office downtown in one of the skyscrapers of Paris, which was evidently unusual. There was much bustling and hand-shaking when a tall man with frost at his temples arrived, and Wulf-The-Dom and Rae were introduced to the Mayor of Paris. Rae looked composed and sweet, even though Lizzy knew her expression meant that she was shy and overwhelmed.

At the wedding, Lizzy watched Wulf-The-Dom.

He was as polished as smooth alabaster, shaking the mayor’s hand, going through pleasantries, introducing Theo, who produced documents like the Certificat de Coutume, a Certificat de Celibat, some long-form birth certificates that he had translated into French, and some other paperwork that he made leap out of his briefcase with a snap of his fingertips. Through the whole thing, Theo spoke lilting, confident French that Lizzy couldn’t understand a word of. She preferred it when he spoke Spanish. At least she could pick up some of that.

The guy standing next to Wulf-The-Dom, his best man, looked familiar, but Lizzy couldn’t place him. He wasn’t a movie star or anything, too inbred-British looking, and well—Lizzy glanced at the guy’s thin blond hair and tried not to think ungenerous thoughts.

Wulf-The-Dom’s face seemed younger.

He had never looked old, but she had pegged him for his middle thirties, maybe. Certainly an adult.

Now, his small smile—so blissful, so easy—made him look younger. Late twenties, maybe. Maybe only a few years older than herself.

He moved differently, too. His posture had always been ramrod straight, but he had seemed stiff, like he was holding himself together with a hefty measure of control.

His shoulders, while still broad, seemed a fraction of an inch lower, and his chest seemed to move more easily when he breathed.

He seemed whole for the first time, like he wasn’t struggling to not turn away.

Not that all that had any bearing on Lizzy’s situation. Wulf-The-Dom had been hiding that he was spectacularly loaded and evidently connected to powerful people if he could summon the Mayor of Paris to officiate at his wedding with a day’s notice. Jeez.

Lizzy was hiding failure that she never wanted to relive.

It was different.

So different.

















At The Wedding: Rae







Rae







Rae Stone surveyed the law office, the same one where Flicka had married a few days before with most of the same characters hanging around. Bookcases filled with matched leather-bound books blocked the walls, and the mahogany desk carved with ornate columns skirted the elegant edge of ostentatious.

She held her chin up, even though she felt entirely outclassed by the lawyers running around, shoving papers at French officials. Flicka’s wedding, having been planned for over a year, had run more smoothly.

Two gold-leafed, white-velvet chairs were set five feet apart in front of the desk, just like at Flicka’s ceremony.

Weddings should not be celebrated sitting in chairs, out of arm’s reach, like they were stuck in the Middle Ages and the wedding was part of a peace treaty where she was being wedded in exchange for half of France and a subsection of Spain.

That royal analogy seemed awfully presumptuous. Rae was a ranching girl. Her bride price, paid to her father rather than dowered from him, would have been a dozen head of cattle and range rights, maybe water rights if she were pretty.

She turned to Wulf, who was discussing something with the Mayor about the stock market. “Excuse me,” she said, not embarrassed about her American-accented French because that was who she was. “Wulf, may I speak to you?”

“Mais oui, I mean, yes.” He excused himself and turned back to her.

Rae sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t want to get married sitting down.”

Wulf raised his eyebrows slightly.

Rae plowed on. “People shouldn’t get married sitting down, like it’s a transaction. We should stand, and hold hands, and face each other.”

Wulf paused, and she could almost see the wheels spinning behind his sapphire eyes, calculating the quantities of propriety and tradition that would be shifted to the negative column.

He straightened and beckoned Dieter over. “We’ll need to move the chairs.”

“Where to?”

“The back of the room.”

The security guys busied themselves with removing the chairs.

Wulf smiled down at her. “Is that better?”

Rae nodded, feeling like she made a fuss, but it was important, darn it.

“I can’t make everything perfect on such short notice,” he said, lowering his voice, “but I will do what I can. In a month or so, at the religious wedding, it will be perfect.”

“Oh, it doesn’t have to be perfect. I’m not picky.”

“I am.”

She smiled up at him, knowing that he had never had an opinion on clothes or fashion or decor in his life. “Okay, then.”

Wulf took her hands, holding them softly. He smiled down at her, his dark blue eyes as gentle as the summer sky. “Shall we begin?”

Oh, Lord, yes. She was so ready to begin her life with him, and no matter what Wulf thought, it would be a long, long life.

Even if he was still hiding something, because there must be a reason for this rushed wedding, something serious, something dire, and it scared her to think of what it might be.

















At The Wedding: Wulf







Wulfram von Hannover







Wulf held Rae’s cool hands in his while he answered, “Oui,” to the Mayor’s standard questions about taking Rae as his wife. The world had seemed to slow for him, to focus down to these few, momentous words that were a pivot in his life.

Beside Wulf, his cousin William stood in for Constantin. Constantin would have held the rings and made inappropriate jokes before the ceremony, his gray eyes laughing and daring Wulf to make a break for it.

Reagan said, “Oui.”

William laid Rae’s ring, just a platinum band, in his hand, and he managed to get it on her slim finger even though his hands shook a little. They should have waited for the religious ceremony for rings, but Wulf couldn’t bear that. He wanted evidence. He wanted to remember the look of his band on her hand.

William handed Wulf’s ring to Rae, and she took it from him with her head held high. It seemed like she had finally gotten over that shyness with his family, thank heavens. She slid it on his hand and switched to English. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

The archaic wording was lovely. Her warm fingers around his were everything.

The Mayor pronounced them man and wife.

It was done. Wulf breathed.

Rae looked up at him, waiting.

Generally, Europeans don’t kiss at wedding ceremonies, especially the civil wedding, but he would do anything for her. He slid his hands up her arms, around her back, and felt the strength in her body. His lips brushed hers, kissing her gently, just tasting her, then pulled back.

Tears wobbled in her warm, brown eyes.

Wulf watched Rae, his Rae, his wife. Her hands were delicate on his shoulders, and he kept his grip light around her slim waist. Oh, Lord, that impish look in her warm, brown eyes could keep him going for a thousand years, and that happiness, and that charm. His heart clenched.

He had survived until this moment. It was enough.

He signed his name on the license, and she signed hers, and whatever came after this would come in its own time. Relief blew through him in a great gust. Whether or not they ever had the religious ceremony, they were legally married, and Rae would inherit everything. His Swiss and German lawyers already had that paperwork in their offices, ready to file. He had signed it all while she was shopping with Flicka a few days before. Her autism clinics would spring up all over the world like mushrooms in the Black Forest.

The four witnesses signed the documents, and Theophile Valencia gathered up the marriage paperwork and handed it off to the French clerk.

Wulf had planned a small reception at the hotel followed by a private supper with a few friends, and then the plane home. Rae would arrive in time for her classes on Monday morning, as promised.

The bedroom on the plane would offer them some privacy, some time for them alone.

He could hardly wait to ask.

While the thought of it filled him with elation, it was enough that he had married her. No matter what else happened on this bright, sunny day in Paris, it was enough.

















After The Wedding: Wulf







Wulfram von Hannover







At the tea after his wedding, Wulf watched the swarming crowd of his relatives and friends, most gleaned from Flicka’s wedding last night and all amused as hell when he had called them this morning. Most had sworn at him because they had lost wagers, which had amused Wulf, in turn. He conferred with Dieter about the security arrangements for the supper afterward and the drive back to the planes for the overnight flight home. They were just discussing whether he and Rae should ride in separate vehicles when Wulf saw his sister Flicka approach Georgiana, his little friend Georgiana from the Devilhouse, and touch her arm. The recognition between the two was obvious.

A cold mist settled over Wulf’s back underneath his summer-weight suit.

They knew each other. From the way their arms were linked as they walked off, they knew each other well.

Icy sweat filmed the backs of his arms and his chest.

He had thought the American Southwest to be a world away from his own social circles, but Georgiana had moved in both. She had recognized him that morning from just his name because she should have known who he was the whole time.

Tremors shivered on his skin, just as when a bullet ruffled the air over his head.

One misplaced word in all those years might have endangered everyone. She had been so close.

Beside Wulf, Dieter had picked out what he was watching. “That’s surprising.”

“Indeed,” Wulf said.

“Should I look into that?”

“No,” Wulf said. “I’ll ask Flicka later, but it’s over and done with, by every measure. I am finished with the Devilhouse.”

He glanced over at the head table where Rae and Lizbeth watched Flicka and Georgie walk away. Lizbeth handed Rae a flute of champagne.

Wulf wove through the crowd, on a mission to intercept that wine.




~~~~~




An hour later, Wulf dropped his long body into an empty chair beside Pierre, his black-haired, new brother-in-law, and they watched the girls—Rae, Lizzy, Georgie, and Flicka—dance together. The four girls giggled and swayed to the uptempo music, a vision of young beauty and happiness. Wulf could watch all four forever, but seeing his sister happy was gratifying and watching his beautiful Rae warmed every corner of his soul. He must ask Georgiana and Flicka how they had known each other, but the whole danger had not come to fruition, so he had finally dismissed it.

Besides, seeing them together and happy was rather amusing.

Wulf leaned his head toward Pierre and muttered so that no one else would hear them over the beeping music. His mild smile didn’t waver. “If you so much as look at another woman, I will kill you.”

Pierre rolled his dark eyes. “Oh, God, Wulfram, you and your abominable sense of humor. On our wedding weekend and at your own wedding, no less. Really, don’t you think—” He glanced at Wulf. His black eyes widened. “Good God, you’re serious.”

Wulf didn’t let any part of his face move. “Oh, yes.”

Pierre twitched and turned back to watching the girls dance. “You’ve been slumming in America too long. Mortal threats are gauche. Did Rae’s father threaten you with such a simplistic bluff?”

“Rat Bastard, we’ve known each other too long for any protestations.” Wulf stood and adjusted his suit jacket. “She loves you. If you break my sister’s heart, I won’t snipe you from a high vantage point. I will take you apart with my bare hands.”

Wulf walked into the crowd, intending to get that string quartet back so that he could dance properly with Rae. He enjoyed waltzing with her strong, supple body in his arms.

He was dancing at his own wedding, and so several people owed him many thousands of euros.

While Wulf might have considered the odds astronomical that he would win, he had instantly realized that if he had lost, they could not collect. He would have to donate the proceeds from the suckers’ bets to one of Flicka’s charities.

















After The Wedding: Rae







Rae







An hour and half later, Rae glanced over at the dance floor as the lilting music from the string quartet in the corner quieted, and the musicians set aside their instruments with a wooden clatter.

She tucked her purse under the elaborate head table and prepared to stand up because if the pretty stuff wasn’t playing, then maybe the DJ would put the good music back on for some more dancing and she and Lizzy could corral Georgie so they could dance again, even though she was getting pretty tired. She still could not believe everything that Wulf had done, or had had done, or something, for this wedding. She couldn’t imagine the tons of lush red and purple hydrangeas and roses anywhere back home, even in the Marsden Hotel, the grandest venue in Pirtleville. The silver chairs upholstered with royal blue satin looked like they belonged in Mrs. Harding’s front parlor because only the mayor’s wife could afford such high style, and there were hundreds of them grouped around the tables. Back home, this would be beyond lavish, outlandish in its scope and extravagance, and despised as flaunting money. They wouldn’t see it as the kind gift from Wulf that it was.

Oddly, there was still no music. Rae scanned the crowd of men in suits and ladies in silk and lace, looking for what was going on. Maybe it was over and they could rest for a while before dinner. The deep, soft bed in the Empire Suite called to her.

Lizzy flopped into a chair beside her, watching Theo walk back to the bar. Lizzy asked Rae, “What’s going on?”

Rae shrugged with both her palms turned up to Heaven. “I honestly have no idea what Wulf has planned next.”

The small DJ booth was empty, too, so Rae leaned back in her chair and looked around. The crowd rustled as everyone swiveled, and everyone’s attention oriented on two people by a grand piano in the corner.

Georgie sat on the bench, adjusting the distance to the keyboard, and the guy she had been sitting next to at Flicka’s table stood beside the curve of the piano’s body, leaning on the top. Rae had briefly met him last night at Flicka’s wedding, one of Pierre’s cousins.

Alexandre smoothed his long hair, pulling back so it lay behind his shoulders.

“I didn’t know Georgie played the piano,” Rae mused.

“Oh, yeah. She practices piano every day for a couple hours over in the practice rooms of the music department, plus a long stretch on weekends. She practices like she’s an Olympic pianist.”

“Has she ever performed?”

“Not that I know of,” Lizzy said. “Not even once.”

Georgie’s shoulders lifted as she settled her hands on the keyboard.

The guy opened his mouth and hit the first three notes, and Lizzy choked on her champagne. She backhanded Rae on the arm.

“Ow!” Rae rubbed her triceps.

“Oh my God! I didn’t even recognize him!” Lizzy whispered.

“You slap people around a lot.” Rae considered punching Lizzy in the arm in retaliation because she had been raised with brothers and you cannot let that kind of thing slide, but she looked over at the piano instead.

No one else in the whole room was talking, their full attention focused like stage lights on Georgie and the singer.

Rae whispered, “Why’d you hit me?”

“Oh my God! Do you know who that is?”

“Alexandre de Valentinois. He’s Pierre’s cousin. He’s probably related to Wulf somehow, too.” All the hundreds of people at Flicka’s wedding last night seemed to be Wulf’s cousins, somehow, by some branch or removal. His family was a fertile bunch. “Seriously, you know I’m from the Southwest Border region. My family tree don’t branch. I’m related to my cousin Frank Tyra through three different lines, but the generations of inbreeding around here shock the heck out me. I’m surprised they don’t all have babies with three heads.”

Lizzy spun to Rae, her pale blue eyes wide. “You don’t know who he is, do you?”

Rae looked again, but the guy was still Pierre’s cousin Alexandre. His golden brown hair hung past his shoulders, shining in waves, and was sun-bleached at the ends. His dark blue suit suggested that he was slim, maybe athletic. He looked like all Pierre’s cousins did though, gorgeous and glamorous, as if Grace Kelly’s Hollywood genes had moved horizontally through the generations of Grimaldis.

Rae blinked. She knew that she had that stupid-blank, down-home look on her face again, but she was in Paris and the object of a high-society wedding, so that was to be expected. “He’s Pierre’s cousin. I assume that he’s somebody. Everyone around here is somebody except us.”

Lizzy pointed. “Look at Georgie. She doesn’t know either!” She pulled her phone out of her purse and frantically tapped the screen, then held it up. “At least this useless thing still has a camera.”

“You didn’t get a French SIM card from the security guys?”

“Is that why this damn thing doesn’t work?” She tapped the video button.

At the piano, Georgie played dreamy, lovely music while Alexandre sang, and Georgie smiled at him over the top of the shining, black piano. His tenor voice echoed rich and full, hitting the higher notes with an open throat that rang through the room and falling through the runs with a supple grace. The song was about love, as was befitting a wedding, Rae thought, and he sang the lines with his voice blazing with hope like he had handed a woman his still-beating heart. Even Rae could tell that he was really good.

Everyone else was silent, listening. Cell phones stuck out of the crowd like periscopes.

Of course Georgie was smiling at Alexandre. Georgie always smiled that way at gorgeous men and, considering who everyone was around here, he was probably loaded, too. Surely Georgie wouldn’t hold that against him.

Rae said to Lizzy, “Maybe she knows and doesn’t care.”

“Oh, she would care. Georgie’s such a music snob. If she knew who he was, she’d be making tsk sounds right now instead of fucking him with her eyeballs. If she screws him before she figures it out, she’s going to shit bears in tutus. And shhh! I’m trying to video this.”

“We’ll have to tell her,” Rae said, thinking that she should ask Wulf if Alexandre was the Duke of The Boondocks or the Comte d’Wherever.

“No,” Lizzy said, and evil took shape in her eyes. “She’s the fucking mastermind. Let her figure it out. Twenty bucks says she scrogs him before she puts it together.”

Rae glanced at her phone. “You know the plane for home leaves in six hours, right?”

“That long?” Lizzy asked. “Make it fifty.”
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Wulf von Hannover







Hours later, after all the music had died down and most of the wedding guests had trickled away, Wulf and Rae waited with a small knot of people in the reception salon around the corner from the lobby of the George V Hotel. Late afternoon sunlight blazed through the glass front of the building and spread on the blue carpet just beyond his black shoes.

The SUVs would be brought around within minutes, timed for minimal exposure in the unsecured areas.

Security in public spaces is theater, designed to intimidate terrorists and reassure airline customers. Real security is a ballet, where the principal dancer leaps from one secured area to the next in carefully choreographed, intricate routines.

Wulf released Rae’s hands, though her small fingers in his felt so right that he didn’t want to. They were in public, though. He couldn’t paw her like a schoolboy while they walked from the hotel lobby to the cars. There might be photographers.

There most certainly would be photographers.

A strand of Rae’s glowing auburn hair fell too near her mouth so he tucked it behind her ear, feeling the silk in his fingertips. She smiled at him. Any chance to touch her tempted him, and he so often succumbed.

Every action and shaft of light seemed burgeoning with portent, as if the dark universe had turned kind long enough to bestow a wedding gift. It was just one day, one day of benevolence in his life that skated too close to the edge of mortality.

Dieter cocked his head, listening to voices through his earpiece. “The cars are here.”

They walked together, leaving the reception room in the George V hotel, through the lobby with its profusion of green and yellow flowers, toward the sidewalk outside. Wulf tucked Rae’s hand through his arm and held it in the crook of his elbow, feeling the warmth through his suit.

He almost believed every moment could be like this.

The other lingering reception guests gathered in the lobby in flocks, some sitting in the velvet-covered chairs, some standing with their heads bent toward each other. As always, Wulf was the last to enter the unsecured zones and the first to leave, with the exception of his sister and now Rae. Flicka and Pierre were already through and in the cars. Her entourage should be pulling away.

Though he would have to rethink security details in the future, this time, he and Reagan would run the gantlet together.

The reception guests still milled in the lobby, saying goodbye, waiting for their cars to be brought around. Theo, Lizbeth, Georgiana, a few of Pierre’s friends, and Yoshi fell in with Wulf and Rae, walking to the waiting SUVs.

They emerged through the glass doors into the bright Parisian sunshine. A few photographers clicked long-barreled cameras from under the trees across the street.

Just another bright, sunny spring day in Paris.

Wulf turned his face to the sunshine, breathing. The soft daylight, the exuberance of the French spring flowers, his wife’s light hand on his arm, all these were worth taking a moment to taste. Marrying here and now had been an excellent idea.

The sidewalk was a few yards wide. Planters heavy with aromatic flowers dotted the white walls of the old hotel and the buildings across the avenue. The doors to the black SUVs gaped open on the other side of the sidewalk, their motors growling over the city’s bustle and traffic on the Champs-Élysées only a few blocks away. His men held the doors and cleared the lane for them.

Rae skipped a step at his side, delicately dancing on her ivory pumps that matched the silk wedding dress skimming her body.

She wasn’t protected enough.

Wulf untangled her hand from his arm, leaning to wrap his arm around her narrow waist.

A gunshot blast burst in his ears.

He spun, gathering Rae beneath his body as she screamed.

No. God, no.
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Rae gasped for air. Her side hurt. The shaded sidewalk chilled her butt and bare legs.

Wulf hovered above her, shouting, “Rae!”

Darkness of black suits swarmed all around them. She curled in, coughing, the wind knocked out of her again.

Wulf’s frantic voice pierced her heart. “Are you all right! Rae!”

Her hands were knotted around the lapels of his suit, cramping. All she could think and she cried out, “Not today! Not you!”

“Are you all right!” Wulf shouted.

“Yes! Wulf! Did they? Are you?”

Beside her head, Dieter growled, “Into to the SUV. One, two, three, break.”

The suits leapt up. Wulf jerked her arms, yanking her to her feet and had his arms around her, carrying her under her back and knees. Rae panted, “Fine. Lemme down.”

Wulf ran two steps and bent, shoving her into the back seat of the SUV before him.

She scooted back, grabbing Wulf’s arm and hauling him in after her. Over Wulf’s shoulder, she glimpsed Dieter backing in and surveying the area as he closed the door.

Rae held Wulf’s arm, feeling his biceps twitch in her hands. “Lizzy! Georgie!”

Dieter slapped the seatback behind the driver. “Go!”

The SUV reared up as it leapt away from the curb. Rae grabbed the headrest to hang on as she slid over the leather seat. “Where are Lizzy and Georgie?”

Wulf turned, “Dieter?”

Dieter was listening to his earpiece, eyes closed. “No one in the crowd is down. Most people ran back into the hotel. Luca says that Georgiana is confirmed inside.” He listened. “Lizbeth and Theo are unaccounted for.”

“We have to go back,” Rae told Wulf. “We can’t just leave them.”

Wulf asked Dieter, “Who do we have at the hotel?”

“Six men are still there, including Luca Wyss,” Dieter said.

Rae held Wulf’s strong arm, panicking and yet wanting to leap out to find Lizzy. The stone walls of the buildings loomed above the SUV like ridges that gave snipers high ground and good lines of sight.

“We will reroute straight to the airport,” Wulf said, wrapping his arms around Rae, shielding her again. “The plane is more defensible.”

“We have to go back for them! Turn around!” Rae shouted at the driver.

“Neither plane will leave until Theo and Lizbeth are secured,” Wulf told her. “Almost certainly, we are the targets. If we leave, we will draw the jackals’ attention away. Theo and Lizbeth will lose themselves in the crowd and get back to the hotel or the airport. They will be safe. We will find them. We will bring them in.” Wulf threw a hard, sharp look at Dieter. “There is no one down, ja?”

Dieter held up his hands. “The information that I have from three Welfenlegion is that there are no injuries and no casualties. Everyone inside the hotel is shaken but unharmed.”

The driver swerved the SUV through the heavy Parisian traffic crowded on the narrow streets, throwing Rae against Wulf’s body. She grabbed his trim waist with her arms. Wulf held her tight around the shoulders. She felt his lips brush her hair.

Dieter said, “Luca says that one of our SIM cards was installed in Valencia’s phone. We have his phone number. We’ll call him, find out where he is, and pick him up within a few minutes.” Dieter leaned forward, glancing straight at Rae. “Wulfram is right. We will draw the fire with us. You and Wulfram are the targets.”

“I’m a target?” Rae asked, but she saw why as soon as she said it. She covered her mouth with her hand.

Wulf wrapped his arms around her again, cradling her head to his strong shoulder. “Can you imagine the publicity if I lost you, too, if you died in my arms on the sidewalk? The media would run the two wretched pictures side-by-side.” His strong arms tightened around her, like he was putting his body, heavy with muscle, between her and anything else. “I should have left you alone.”

“Those bastards,” she said, her voice hardening with anger at those evil men out there.

His arms tightened around her. “If you don’t want to live like this, I understand. I can tell the clerk not to file the paperwork. We would not even need an annulment.”

“Don’t even say that,” she said, but she buried her face in his shoulder and ground her teeth.
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Wulf von Hannover







Wulf leaned against the bulkhead in the Gulfstream jet, watching everyone strap into the wide leather seats while the jet engines whined, idling. Rae was in the back row, gazing out the round window and chewing on a strand of her auburn hair. The window overlooked the tarmac, a secure area within the airport, so it was safe for her to be so near the glass even though he did not like her visible to anyone aiming at the plane.

Wulf crossed his long legs at the ankle, making sure that his posture looked relaxed. He had set the example for decorum all his life.

Georgiana was in the third row, and he was relieved to see her there. Leaving people behind was anathema. They were delaying the Gulfstream’s takeoff to allow more people to arrive from the hotel and to ensure everyone was safe before either plane left Europe.

Wulf muttered to Dieter in Alemannic, the Swiss dialect that he spoke with his friends from those days, “Have we recovered Lizbeth and Theo yet?”

Dieter nodded. “Luca Wyss assures me that they have been picked up by the Welfenlegion and are at the hotel. They’re shaken up, so they’re going to rest for a few hours. We’re going to be full here, anyway, when the rest of the cars arrive. They’ll have to take the Challenger.”

A full report from Dieter. The day of wonders was not over. “Good.” It came out with more of breath of emotion than he had intended. “Is there anything they need?”

“Nope. Some food, some rest, a stiff drink, and they’ll be fine.”

“Make sure Luca knows that they’re to have anything they want.”

Dieter smirked at him. “I don’t think anyone has ever complained about your hospitality, Wulfram.”

“Just make sure he knows, Schwarz.”

The stiff professionalism returned to Dieter’s posture. “I’ll make sure of it. We should take off as soon as possible, Herr von Hannover. Once we’re in the air, we’ll all be safer. It’s the only way we can assure your safety at the moment.”

Wulf nodded. “How many more people are en route from the hotel?”

“Ten. They should arrive within the hour.”

“Thank you, Dieter.”

Wulf passed the rows of empty seats as he walked toward the rear.

Georgiana, belted in and reading on a tablet, caught his eye. She asked, “Lizzy?”

“They’ve found her, and she’s at the hotel. She’s fine. She’ll be on the later flight.”

Relief washed over Georgiana’s pale face, and her cheeks flushed pink. “Oh, my God. Thank God.” She clutched her chest. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

Wulf smiled. “Indeed.” He continued to the back and sat beside Reagan, pulling her away from the transparent glass where anyone with a sniper’s scope could settle crosshairs on her.

“Did they find her?” Rae rested against his broad chest.

Wulf wrapped his arms around his wife and glanced out the window, absently watching for lens flare. “Yes. Both of them are at the hotel with Luca. They’re safe. We’re safe. Everything is fine.”
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An hour later, the Gulfstream jet’s engines revved up, whining as the packed plane rotated to taxi to the runway. Dieter sat beside one of the white-haired American lawyers who probably wouldn’t understand Alemannic.

Dieter cranked his muscle-bound body around in his seat, regretting slacking off on his flexibility training yet again, to check that Wulfram was far in the back of the plane, still sitting beside Rae Stone.

Most people wouldn’t see the difference in him, but Dieter could. Every time that Wulfram looked at that woman, he caught his breath like his heart had started beating again. Every time another man looked at her, Wulfram’s breath stilled like he was pulling the trigger on his sniper rifle.

Dieter only wished that his own wife had that effect on him, but he loved her. They had a daughter who would be nearly as beautiful as her mother. His work left very little time for arguing, anyway.

He dialed Luca on his cell phone. “Have you secured Valencia and Pajari yet?”

“Negative,” Luca said. “Valencia is not answering his phone and we can’t get a signal from the tracking application, and Pajari never had one of our French SIM cards installed.”

“Elands. Use Grimaldi’s security for the hotel. Send everyone else into Paris to find them before we land in the States.”

“Before you land? Von Hannover is leaving without them secured? How in great, sulfurous Hell did you convince him to be sensible?”

“I told him that we had Valencia and Pajari at the hotel.”

“Jesus Fucking Christ.”

“He will fire me as soon as he discovers it, no matter what happens to Valencia and Pajari. If you don’t find them safe by the time we land, he will also kill me with his bare hands.”

Dieter was overstating only a little.

He torqued himself around to glance at Wulfram and Reagan again. They were speaking softly, foreheads together. Wulfram was smiling a small, real smile, not that cold slash he showed the world.

Dieter turned back and stretched his long legs to the bulkhead, saying to Luca, “But I’m not going to let him die on his wedding day.”

















After The Wedding







Rae




If someone had asked Rae where she thought she would spend her wedding night, “thirty thousand feet above the Atlantic Ocean” would not have made the list. After the abbreviated civil wedding ceremony in the Mayor of Paris’s office and their hasty exit after the reception, the caravan of SUVs had arrived at the airport, and they’d been rushed onto the plane.

With Georgie, the guests, and the security guys all tucked in their recliner-beds and the night filling the sky behind the plane with darkness and stars, Rae followed Wulf into the bedroom in the rear section of the Gulfstream jet and kicked the door closed behind her. The plane’s walls hummed around them.

Their overnight bags stood on the dressers. The rest of their luggage—Rae had been shocked at how much stuff she had accumulated in only a week—was stowed in the hold below their feet. Someone had bought three new burgundy and gold garment bags and a new suitcase for her to hold all the clothes from her own and Flicka’s weddings. She would probably never have an occasion to wear such formal gowns again.

Except that she might.

Wulf began unpacking his carry-on, pulling out his ditty bag and pajamas. The overhead lights gleamed on his blond hair. He glanced back at her, as calm as always. His azure eyes were the color of still water that ran deep.

Rae swallowed hard to steady her voice. No matter how hard she had tried to put it out of her head all day long, terrible things had slithered around her brain whenever she was distracted from the three-ring circus that had been her wedding day.

Wulf was still keeping secrets. He had seemed all chortley last night while he had proposed, as chortley as he ever was, anyway, but he could snap that shiny shell closed and no one would ever know what was inside his head, not even her.

He might be sick. He might have known that there were more men with guns out there. There might be something worse that Rae couldn’t begin to guess.

She said, “All right. We’re alone. What is this frickin’ secret?”

Wulf pulled long, silk pajama pants and another concert tee shirt out of his bag. “So soon?”

“We need to talk about this.”

He draped his pajamas over his bag. His cool glance washed over her, like he was appraising just how much to tell her. “Remember, I tried to propose two weeks ago, and you ran.”

“When we got back from LA and I bailed out of that SUV like rabid javelina were after me. Now spill it.” Wulf reached out his hand, so she walked the few steps between them and took it. All that foreboding crested in a wave of dread. “Wulf, tell me.”

He drew her into his arms. His breath whooshed as she laid her head on his shirt, still the crisp, white shirt that he had worn that morning. Thick muscles hardened under her cheek as one rounded shoulder twitched.

Wulf’s deep voice rumbled under her cheek. “It was all a ploy. I said there was a reason, that it was a secret, but it was a ruse to have you marry me as soon as possible, before you came to your senses and ran again.”

Rae hesitated. That was plausible, in his twisted, Wulfie way, where major life traumas were dismissed with “Honestly, I’m fine,” and you can neglect to mention just what your last name means.

Yet, something still didn’t add up.

Wulf rested his chin on the top of her head. “I couldn’t stand living through another sunset without being married to you. If today, on yet another sunny morning, when yet other gunman stepped out of the crowd, if this time the bullet had found my heart, I wanted you to be my wife. I wanted to look in your eyes, and I wanted you to know that I love you more than anything else in the world.”

The certainty in his voice made her heart tremble. She said, “That’s not going to happen.”

But it had. Again.

“Are you upset?” he asked.

“No, but we could have waited. My mother will assure you that I have no sense, so there wasn’t much of a danger of me coming to my senses and throwing you over.”

“My opinion of you must be higher.” He kissed the top of her head, right in the middle, where she fought her vicious cowlick every morning. “I was merely waiting to find someplace beautiful and to procure a proper ring.”

“I couldn’t believe we just walked into the guy’s office and it was all ready for us.”

Wulf chuckled. “It might have been more involved than that.”

“Oh?”

“I published the banns the afternoon you ran from the SUV. I’ve had lawyers over here since last week, sorting out the paperwork. I copied your medical release from the Devilhouse and mine and brought them with us. I finally had to pull rank to circumvent the residency requirement. Essentially, I asserted that I own France, so I could marry there any time I wanted.”

“That was awfully presumptuous of you, to do all that and just assume that I’d say yes. I hadn’t even agreed to go to France with you.”

“It was egomaniacal arrogance, a common trait of Hannoverians, you’ll find.”

She snuggled into his chest. “Yeah. I’ve noticed.”

“I was praying that the tabloids didn’t discover the banns. They found Flicka’s three hours after they were published.”

“You did all that for me.”

He rubbed her lower back. God, his huge hands felt good, rubbing the stress out of her tendons. “Absolutely.”

“Okay, I have a feeling that you’ll be able to work your magic on this, too, but I don’t think I can plan a society wedding and take my final exams in six weeks.”

Wulf’s arms relaxed around her. “Did you notice the wicked gleam in my sister’s eye when she asked if there was to be a church wedding? Flicka will be home from her honeymoon in a week. I predict that she will arrive at our house in eight days with her scrapbooks and a professional planner in tow. That child does love to throw parties. Again, you can be as involved as you want, but you can also pick out everything in one afternoon and then merely show up, if you decide that. Quite honestly, it would make your sister-in-law wildly happy.”

Rae rested her face against him, listening to his strong heart canter in his chest. They were safe. She would sleep in his arms tonight and for the rest of her life. She tightened her arms in a firm hug around his trim waist.

Wulf’s voice was as light as the puffs of sunset-stained clouds breezing past the airplane’s windows when he asked, “On an unrelated subject, do you think there is any chance you might be with child?”

Every joint in her limbs and spine locked. “What?”

“It was just a notion. Never mind.”

“No. No. Of course not. No.”

“Oh.” Wulf’s single syllable was as neutral as Switzerland.

But she started calculating,—thirty days has September, April, June, and November,—but last month was February, which made it worse, and she came up with the number thirty-seven.

Oh, God. Thirty-seven. Nine days late.

Wonder filled her, and she thought of a baby looking up at her with crystal-blue eyes, holding his tiny body in her arms, and she caught her breath with longing for it, but it all collapsed under shock. “Oh my God!”

Wulf’s arms around her tightened, and shaking pounded through her whole body.

She held onto his waist, trying to not fall apart. His strong arms held her tight. “Oh, God, Wulf!”

“Does that mean, perhaps?” His body rose against her, like he had rocked forward on his toes.

“I can’t drop out of school now!”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t allow such a thing.”

“Allow it! You think you’ll allow me to do anything?” Despite her vehemence, she buried her face in his warm chest and hung on.

He stroked her hair. “That’s not what I meant. English is my third language, and I misspoke.”

She clung to his waist with all her strength. “I should hope so!”

“I meant that you must finish college and graduate school, or medical school, or whatever you choose. The plan hasn’t changed. You’ll finish the rest of this semester in six weeks, and then we’ll decide where to live. I have standing offers for visiting professorships at Oxford, Chicago, and Princeton. Tell me where you want to finish your education, where you want to go to graduate school or medical school, and I’ll make it happen. After that, we’ll decide where to put the pilot clinic for A Ray of Light.”

A tsunami of crazy crashed over her head, and she was drowning in panic. “Every time my mom had a baby, one of my brothers, it nearly killed her. The diapers and the laundry and the cooking and the cleaning and the feeding and the insanity of it all. She missed church because she couldn’t get it all done. My mother missed church!”

“You won’t be doing all that,” he said.

“Babies need all those things. You have to sterilize the bottles and wash the diapers and cook the baby food and sew the baby clothes and iron the onesies and all the other stuff that I don’t even know how to do!” She couldn’t do all that and go to class and study for tests and write a thesis and meet with professors and do her counseling internship. Panic echoed in her head.

“But you don’t have to do all that,” Wulf said.

“Of course, I would, if that’s right, if I am. Who else would do all that stuff?”

“My staff,” Wulf said. “We would add a few people to help.”

“Oh, no. Not a nanny. I couldn’t do that.” Flicka had told her about when Wulf and Constantin’s favorite nanny had vanished on them. They had concluded that they were all alone in the whole world except for each other, and they were right.

“I would never presume to tell you what to do, but someone else could buy and wash the clothes, make the baby food, purchase the diapers, and all that. You could do the important things with any hypothetical child. Besides, wasn’t there some research that showed that, in a stable environment, children with more caregivers are generally better adjusted?”

The flipping in her chest slowed. “Yeah, allomothers. But you said you had nannies, and it wasn’t good for you.”

He shrugged. “Our nannies were routinely discharged without warning or a chance to say goodbye. Constantin and I saw our mother perhaps once a week, and our father less than that. We were shipped off to boarding school when we were five. It was badly managed.”

“I don’t want to do that to a kid. I won’t.”

“Of course not.” He settled her closer into his chest, nestling her in his arms.

The insanity at the thought of doing all that still washed through her, shaking her arms and knees. “But I can’t! It’s impossible to finish school when you have a child!”

Wulf said, “I did.”

Rae stretched her arms around his neck, still shaking. “What do you mean?”

Wulf said, “I finished high school and did most of my undergraduate while raising Flicka. I was fifteen. She was six.”

Rae gasped, breathing in for the first time. She pulled back and looked up at him. “How did you do it?”

He disengaged and drew her down to sit on the bed with him. “I imagine it would be rather easier with two parents and not being a teenager oneself.”

Her heart ran roughshod in her chest. “Tell me how you did it.”

“You do what is important and delegate the rest. Flicka wanted to take her lunch from home to the dining room at Le Rosey every day and wanted me, and only me, to make her a turkey or ham sandwich. She was driven back to our house at four, and if I wasn’t home by five, she kicked the nannies. We ate supper at six, so I had a staff to cook for us. We did our homework together after supper. I would drill her on her spelling words. She would quiz me on Russian vocabulary and got quite a head start on Russian.”

Disbelief dropped her jaw. “You needed to be quizzed on memorizing vocabulary words?”

He shrugged. “It was important to her.” His hand trailed down Rae’s spine, like he was thinking. “You haven’t mentioned all that to anyone, have you?”

His memory? “Of course not, Wulf. I wouldn’t.”

“Good. I am regarded with far too much curiosity as it is.” He paused. “Only you and Flicka know the extent of it. Yoshi and Dieter suspect.”

She nodded against the warmth of his shoulder. “Finish telling me about Flicka.”

“I didn’t meet Flicka until she was three months old because I was away at school. It wasn’t until our mother fell ill that I came home for that last summer. I missed everything when she was a baby. I don’t want to miss that again.”

“You have to do your stocks and things.”

“Generally, I finish adjusting my market positions by ten o’clock.”

“Babies are up all night.”

“I’m up all night.”

“You were going to teach me to ski. We were going to drink that bottle of Pappy Van Winkle bourbon you’ve been saving. I screwed it all up.”

“Reagan, if you are with child, then you have made me happier, which I didn’t think was possible. I’ll support any decision, but I want a child with you. I want children with you. When I’m with you, I feel alive, the world feels alive, and I want little auburn-haired, brown-eyed children chasing the hounds through Schloss Marienberg someday.”

Their hands were entwined in a huge knot of fingers between them. She said, “Any kid of mine would behave better than that.”

“I’ll make sure that you have class time and study time and that we have time together. I have raised my sister while attending school. I know how to do it.” He studied her eyes. “Do you think it might be so?”

“I don’t know. I have to take a test, but I’m late.”

Wulf’s blond eyebrows pinched together, and then realization brightened his face. “Ah. I hadn’t heard that colloquialism before.”

Horrible thoughts gathered like storm clouds in her head. “That isn’t why you proposed, is it? And we got married so fast? This is the twenty-first century, Wulf. You didn’t have to.” She grabbed the rings on her hand and tugged. “I didn’t trap you. I never meant to trap you. Oh, my God! You’ve probably had women trying to do that your whole life! I’m so sorry!”

He swiveled and scooped her up in his arms, cradling her in his lap. He flicked her hand away and pressed the rings down over her knuckle.

“I deny it,” he whispered near her ear. “I will always deny it. As I said, I tried to propose two weeks ago, and I’ve been arranging things ever since. I suspected nothing until we were on the plane to France, and I was never sure. If it had mattered one whit, I would have asked you, but I could not bear to wait even one more day to marry you.”

On her left hand, the platinum-bound garnet glinted dark blue and flashed ruby red in the overhead fluorescent lights. The diamonds around the stone scattered the fading sunlight sneaking in the porthole window, throwing laser flecks on the walls of the airplane. Under the engagement ring, a second platinum band wound around her finger. “What would you have done if I had said no and that I was sure that I wasn’t pregnant?”

His hands tightened around her, holding her. “I have contracted this jet for three months, and it would have been fueled and waiting to take us to Las Vegas the moment you relented. You said that people can marry there almost immediately.”

Of course he would remember that.

“Since we married in France,” Wulf said, “the jet is at our disposal for an extended honeymoon. After we marry in a proper ceremony in Switzerland after your exams, we can go wherever you want. We’ll abuse that pretty new passport of yours until it’s as ragged as mine. Where do you want to go first?”

All those lines on the Devilhouse’s travel questionnaire swam before her eyes. “London?”

“Wonderful. We’ll stay with my cousins. There are some excellent places for music in London. We might even be there for the Glastonbury festival, if you’d like. Then where?”

Rae thought fast. “Belize.”

Wulf’s smile looked like she had fascinated him. “I’ve never been there.”

“I’ve read about it. I love to swim. I’ve heard the snorkeling there is phenomenal, and I can translate Spanish for you.”

He threw his head back and laughed, a full-throated laugh that Rae had rarely heard out of him, and all the instances were in the past couple weeks. His laugh was joyous and exuberant and infectious, and she started laughing with him.

All Rae had to do was let herself be happy, so she released all the crazy thoughts and relaxed in Wulf’s strong arms.

Wulf rolled her down on the bed and crawled on top of her, burying his face in her neck, still chuckling. His scent, cinnamon tea and musk and tangerines, puffed out of his shirt collar, and she nuzzled her face into his shirt.

He said, “You’re mine. All mine. I’ve thought of nothing else for weeks. You didn’t trap me. I trapped you. I have wrapped my life around you, and now you can’t get away from me.”

His lips touched hers, and he brushed the most delicate of kisses over her lips.

She reached around his neck, threaded her fingers into his bright gold hair, and pulled him down, kissing him hard because she was famished for him.

His mouth opened above hers, and he tilted his head, locking his lips over her open mouth. His back bowed above her like a bull, and drove his tongue into her mouth. She pushed up against him, and he groaned against her lips. His hands wrapped in her hair and locked her head down to the bed.

His hot mouth chewed down her neck, setting her skin on fire.

At thirty thousand feet above the Atlantic Ocean, Rae sighed Wulf’s name, and they breathed together.

















A Confession, Dieter







Dieter Schwarz







Dieter stood in the shiny commercial kitchen of Wulfram’s house, drinking coffee, while Wulfram saw Reagan Stone to a car to drive her to class at the university. Hans had drawn chauffeur and bodyguard duty today, which served him right for holding down Shloss Southwestern while Dieter and most of the rest of the Welfenlegion had been on duty twenty-four and seven over in Europe. Hans looked particularly chipper and well-rested, the bastard. No one had asked him to dodge a bullet twice in the past few days. The stitched-up crease on Dieter’s triceps still throbbed.

He had worn his sharpest black suit to talk with Wulfram. His starched collar scratched the back of his neck as he rehearsed his apology and the assurances gained from Luca Wyss only a few hours ago that Valencia and Pajari were safe if not unharmed.

The door to the garage thumped closed behind Hans and Rae Stone. With that, Dieter and Wulfram were alone in the kitchen.

Wulfram turned and strutted toward the door to the living room, a small smile disrupting his usually inscrutable expression with an odd lightness.

Dieter cleared his throat. “Herr von Hannover.”

Wulfram stopped and looked at him. His smile was already gone, and he again looked like the cold monarch and sniper that he was.

Damn, but Dieter was going to miss him. Their friendship was over a decade in the making and intense in the way that only mutual mortal risk and military camaraderie could forge.

Wulfram asked, “Yes, Schwarz?”

Dieter removed an envelope from his suit pocket. Speaking Alemannic, the Swiss dialect that they spoke together, he said, “I should like to submit my resignation, Herr von Hannover.”

Wulfram glanced at the envelope in Dieter’s hand and the blank expression that Dieter maintained on his face.

Dieter would have predicted that Wulfram would react with cold anger at evidence of such an absolute betrayal. Dieter would have.

Instead, Wulfram’s lips parted, and his breath caught in his chest. “Dieter, what have you done?”
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Chapter 1







Rae




When Rae and Wulf had left the Southwest desert ten hours before, the blistering summer sunset had scraped Rae’s arms through the tinted window of the SUV that had driven them to the airport.

Now, snow. Mountains blanketed with snow. Two feet of icy base and more powder last night, and the Argentinian morning sun shot beams off of it like stage lights. Crystalline snow stung Rae’s face like salt flying in the wind.

The temperature difference was nearly a hundred degrees Fahrenheit, and the cold air stuck pins through Rae’s new ski jacket during the quick trot from the SUVs to the ski chalet’s lobby. She had ordered the coat online in a hurry, as Wulf had made reservations here less than a week ago. The June blizzard had dropped snow early in the Southern Hemisphere’s winter. This chalet usually didn’t open until late June or early July.

Money and privilege changed everything, even the laws of time and space. If she wanted something impossible, like to go skiing in June, Wulf arranged for them to go skiing in June. Rae felt like a desert rat that had crawled into an exclusive ski chalet on the wrong half of the world.

Sunlight glared brilliant white off the snow drifts outside the huge two-story windows, outshining the roaring fire in the fireplace and throwing thick wedges of light over the rustic wood and plush conversation groupings. Tendrils of wood smoke hung in the air and clung to her clothes as she walked.

Rae squinted, trying to see through the snow-glaring radiance. The outline of the long front desk staffed with obscure shadows peeked out of the radiating beams, and Wulf’s security men, all wearing long black coats over their black suits, hustled them through the lobby to the elevators. The advance team had already secured their floor, the top one.

She turned to look up at Wulf, who strode beside her toward the elevators. The flat planes of light cast harsh shadows under his straight jaw and strong cheekbones. She was still squinting into the bright sun and almost asked him some inane question about tinted ski goggles, but his attention was focused across the lobby with the intensity of a missile locked on a target.

The sunlight behind him haloed his blond hair, and his dark blue eyes betrayed nothing. His practiced expression was as serene as deep water, as it always was when they were not alone.

Wulf didn’t notice Rae watching him as they hurried across the lobby, their security men’s shoes thundering on the wooden floor as they swarmed around Rae and Wulf like black hornets. She had learned to read the exceedingly subtle shifts in the tension in his jaw and around his eyes, and he was staring across that lobby with the same sword-sharp intensity as when he evaluated thousands of flickering numbers while managing his stock portfolios.

He was calculating something very complex.

Rae turned, and the burly back of one of the black-suited security guys blocked her line of sight across the wide room for a moment.

On the other side of the lobby, the glowing sun shining from behind Rae and the bonfire blazing in the enormous stone fireplace lit a woman. She wore one of those skin-tight ski outfits that clung like a wetsuit to her slim curves, and her blue second skin set off her pale features, flashing black eyes, and glossy black curls.

The woman smiled a slow, sultry smile above Rae’s head.

Right at Wulf, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

Recognition tickled the back of Rae’s mind, but she couldn’t place the woman.

Rae turned back to Wulf. “Do we know her?”

Wulf glanced down at her, his expression as unperturbed as the glistening fresh powder outside the windows. “I don’t know whom you’re talking about.”

“That woman.” Rae gestured by flicking her hand back at the lobby as the security guys crowded Rae and Wulf into the elevator.

Two of the guys got on the elevator with them. They turned their backs to Rae and Wulf and stared at the doors sliding closed, so Rae only saw broad shoulders in black wool coats.

Rae frowned. “I could swear that I know her from somewhere.”

Wulf shrugged one shoulder, and the smallest smile tilted the corner of his mouth. “I’m sure that I have no idea whom you mean.”

Rae stopped and swallowed hard, a sour tang in her mouth.

Wulf didn’t lie to her.

He omitted things, sure, but only when he thought he had an excellent reason, usually to protect her or so he wouldn’t scare her off.

She watched him, examining him for signs of what he was thinking.

He had been staring at that woman, staring hard. He knew exactly whom Rae meant.

An image rose up in Rae’s mind: that same woman, wearing a slim white dress and holding out her delicate hand to shake, and saying, “Marie-Therese Grimaldi, cousin to the groom.” Sweet incense smoke had floated in the air. A wooden door had loomed behind Marie-Therese’s black curls when she had introduced herself, the door to the room where Wulf’s sister Flicka had been sobbing on her wedding day in Paris because their father was trying to ruin her wedding with a temper tantrum. Wulf’s father had thought Pierre wasn’t an appropriate match for their family.

Marie-Therese had been one of Flicka’s bridesmaids.

Rae wove her fingers into Wulf’s, gloved hand. The sharp stones on her wedding rings rubbed her fingers, so she twisted the rings, straightening them.

Wulf couldn’t have forgotten Marie-Therese. He never forgot anything, ever. Rae wouldn’t have been able to stand having his memory where nothing ever faded, not even childhood horrors, and she had slowly, over the last few months, begun to discern his many skills for coping with it. Most of them involved adrenaline or testosterone. Anyone less controlled would have been driven mad.

She sort of wanted to write a psychology paper on him for her senior year next year, but he was far too private a person. It would have slashed him open, and she wouldn’t ever do that.

But she was unsettled.

It was odd that Marie-Therese Grimaldi was in Argentina at a ski resort at all, and it was downright baffling why Wulf wouldn’t admit to having seen her.

















Chapter 2







Rae




The elevator doors opened to the hallway outside their suite, and Rae’s eyes slammed shut from the glare barreling through the windows. She had grown up with the desert sun burning the plants and drying the soil to dust, but snow-glaring sun felt like lasers to her watering eyes. “Holy cow.”

Wulf glanced down at her and motioned to the wall of windows opposite the elevator doors. “Let’s close those curtains.”

The security guys were already fanning out through the suite, and two guys tugged gossamer sheers over the tall windows, filtering the cold, white blaze.

Wulf asked, “Better?”

“Yeah. A lot.” Rae wiped the corners of her eyes with her sleeve. “Wulf, honey? Can we talk about something?”

“Of course.” He led the way through the living room—the shining dark wood and navy blue velvet balanced the snow outside and the sunlight beating through the windows—to a bedroom beyond. Wulf had mentioned that he stayed in this suite whenever he skied in Argentina, so it made sense that he knew the layout.

She followed him because she sure as heck had never been to this elite ski chalet before, nor gone skiing in June before, nor had ever been skiing, nor had even been in the Southern Hemisphere. Rae was lost.

He shut the door behind them and tugged off his black leather gloves and long coat. Underneath, he wore a black suit similar to all his security men’s, similar if someone couldn’t see the difference between the precisely tailored cut and the very fine fabric of his, as opposed to the suits that cost only a few thousand dollars that he bought for his men, and their suits were altered in very specific ways, looser under the arms and longer.

Rae took a deep breath. No woman likes saying stuff like this. “Wulf, honey, you don’t have to pretend that you didn’t see her. It’s okay to look.”

One of his blond eyebrows dipped, and he actually smiled a little for her. “I beg your pardon?”

She did love his accent. It was still predominantly English, pah-don, but when he relaxed, German and French shadings sneaked in, and she made it a game to tease them out. “It’s okay with me. She’s pretty. Heck, she’s gorgeous. And I’m getting kind of thick around the waist, so it’s okay to look.”

“You thought—” Wulf blinked, looking down for a moment while he sucked in a breath, but then he took two steps across the room with his long, long legs and caught her in his arms.

Her body bent in his strength. “Wulf?”

His harsh whisper brushed the skin of her neck. “I wasn’t looking, and certainly not like that.” His fingers clutched her hip, digging into her flesh just enough to get her full attention. “You’re carrying our child. Every time I look at you—the curve of your hips, the swell of your body—I am brought to my knees.”

His lips came down on hers, and then he was pushing her up against the wall, rubbing his hand up under her sweater to find her skin. He kissed down her neck, and his bare fingers were cool against her ribs.

Rae wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his shoulder. The fine wool of his suit jacket against her cheek absorbed the little moisture leaking out of her eyes due to the harsh snow-reflected sunlight, she told herself.

Wulf’s breath heated the skin on her neck, and his murmur drifted through her long, auburn hair loose around her shoulders. “Every time I look at you, I want you. I swear to God, my body wants to make you more pregnant somehow. You are so thoroughly mine that there is a part of me growing inside your body. I don’t want to look at another woman. I want to watch you every moment so I don’t miss even a second of this. You devastate me,” he whispered.

Wulf always whispered in such moments, and when he did—rarely, quietly—Rae’s heart broke open. It was like he wore a shiny shell, one that concealed a deep vulnerability.

Wulf’s hands found Rae’s elbows and he grabbed her arms, stretching them over her head, and he pinned her wrists to the wall with one of his strong hands.

“Oh,” she breathed.

His whisper turned to a growl. “Yes, who’s against the wall this time?”

She twisted her hands, trying to free herself from where he pinned her because she wanted to touch him, to run her fingers over his massive shoulders and through his thick hair, but he pressed her tight against the wall with his hand and his hard body. The plaster chilled her back and butt, but Wulf’s other hand warmed her breast as he lightly rubbed his thumb over the peak, and his mouth opened on her throat.

A bite of pain sparked from her neck, and she gasped.

Wulf’s low chuckle rumbled beside her neck.

He stripped the bulky winter clothes off her body, holding at least one of her wrists above her head the whole time, spinning her one way and then the other against the wall, pressing his body against her and dizzying her. One moment, he tugged her new cashmere sweater over her head, but he caught her hands again and spun her, ending up behind her and sliding his hands over her hips to push down her old jeans that were getting snug everywhere. He yanked them off her ankles and let his suit jacket drop to the floor at the same time, releasing her hands in his haste.

By the time he spun her back around and his lips came down on hers, he had flung his tie and shirts to the wood floor, and the hot skin of his muscular chest warmed her. Ebony and red ink, the cap of an enormous tattoo that covered half his back, crawled over his shoulder under her left hand. Just a trace of his cologne lingered—warm spices like cinnamon and orange and Wulf’s natural male scent under it—and she inhaled along his neck for more. She was just spreading her hands on his chest, feeling his golden chest fuzz under her palms and sliding her hands down toward the hard bricks of his abs, when he grabbed her wrists and stretched her against the wall again. His other hand dove lower, caressing down her stomach, gently lingering over the new softness there, and then he stroked lower, touching her.

She moaned against his lips, and he kissed her harder, spurred on by her voice.

He caressed her inside her folds, his cool fingers sliding through her, wetter with each stroke over her clit, until her body began to tighten. Even in her own ears, she could hear her breathing quicken from a languorous sigh of pleasure to a tight rasp of need.

He yanked his pants off and pushed himself between her legs, rubbing deeper between her slippery thighs. Rae wanted to grab his shoulders, to hold onto him, but he still held her hands above her head as he slipped through her wet skin, driving her higher with each rub. His breath blew hot on her lips, and his tongue stroked hers in her mouth.

“Please!” she whimpered, her hands writhing in his grasp above her head. She was trying not to moan because surely the security guys were on the other side of the wall.

He let go of her hands and lifted one of her legs, wrapping her thigh around his lean waist. Rae grabbed him around the neck with both arms, holding tight. He kissed her again, tangling one hand in her hair, almost pulling it, and he found her center and slowly pushed into her.

He filled her, stretching her, and even though he eased in, she let her head fall back and gasped. Wulf bent and scraped his teeth over her neck, and his hand reached lower, grasping her other thigh.

Just as he filled her to the hilt, pressing his body against her clit, he lifted her other leg and gravity dragged her down farther, pushing him deeper into her.

He trapped her between his body and the wall, buried in her, and she was already tightening around him as she locked her legs behind his back. He thrust up hard, holding her under her thighs and against the wall as he pulled away and jammed himself back in, slamming against her clit, and every shove inside her coiled her more tightly. Her head was thrown back so far that almost the top of her skull rubbed against the smooth plaster wall, and her breath rasped in her chest and throat to keep from screaming.

She panted, “Yes, oh yes,” near his ear, his short hair brushing against her cheek as he forced himself up into her, deeper every time.

His rhythm strengthened, became insistent, banging her clit and rubbing deep inside her. He grunted near her cheek, and her body wound tight around him, grinding tighter until she couldn’t breathe. One more of his hard thrusts broke the sob from her throat and unleashed the orgasm that tore through her and up her spine, blinding her as the world went white like the snow-glaring sun.

Rae could hear her own breathless gasps first, then Wulf’s hoarse sighs near her ear, panting and rasping in his throat. His arms tightened around her as her legs gave out and she almost fell.

His breath brushed her shoulder as he whispered, “I will never look at another woman. I would never betray you.”

He pulled away to slip out of her, and Rae held him more tightly around his neck. “I trust you.”

He reached under her knees and picked up her legs to carry her to the bed. His warm chest felt so solid under her cheek, and she rubbed her face on his shoulder, just feeling his skin. Even that comforted her.

He steadied her on her feet, keeping one arm around her, as he shoved the bedcovers away so they could crawl in. Fatigue drew her down, and she slid into the softness of the bed. Wulf wrapped his arms around her, and she lay on her side with her forehead against his shoulder, still fighting for breath.

He smoothed her hair back, stroking her cheeks, and his warm lips pressed against her forehead.

Rae felt herself drifting, breathing in the humid scent of sex and the clean musk from Wulf’s body.

He stirred beside her, adjusting his broad shoulders on the bed.

Wulf wouldn’t fall asleep, not from just sex. He had slept for nearly five hours last night in the bedroom on the Gulfstream airplane, tired from an intense workout and an all-nighter the night before due to a financial crisis somewhere in Eastern Europe that he had had to circumvent, so he might not sleep more than an hour or two that night, not unless he exercised a lot.

Rae opened her eyes just a little, and the sunlight dazzled her sight so she shut her eyes again, but she had seen Wulf gazing out the huge windows at the pristine ice and the fresh powder blowing in the breeze. The slanting light shined in his eyes and turned them bright blue like clear neon light.

She said, “Go ahead.”

“Go ahead, what?” he asked, looking down at where she lay with her head on the down pillow. She could just see him through the fringe of her eyelashes.

“Go ski,” she said.

“I shall not. This is an après-ski vacation,” his French accent on après-ski was perfect, of course, “where we will do all the things that one does after skiing, like lounge around the chalet and drink hot chocolate and watch the snow. I don’t plan to ski.”

“Because I can’t.”

“Because you shouldn’t.”

“Because I’m knocked up,” Rae said.

“And I would never take such a risk, not with you, not with the little stranger in there.” His hand stroked her stomach under the blankets.

“Go ski. I need a nap.”

“I’ve overtired you.”

“Nope. Just been busy growing a lung today. It’s exhausting. Go ski and let me nap.”

“I truly did not plan to ski.”

“You brought your skis and all your gear. There were twenty bags of skis.”

“The security gentlemen all ski so we had to bring their kits, and it would have looked odd to travel all the way to a ski chalet in Argentina without bringing my equipment.”

And Wulf never invited questions about himself. “I’m kicking you out of my bed. Be back in time for supper at eight.”

“Rae, I shan’t leave you.”

“I have to be well-rested for when we get church-married next week. This is supposed to be my sleep-cation. Go away.”

“I’ll stay in the living room. I have some matters to attend to.”

“Do not stomp on the tail of the pregnant mare unless you want to get horse-kicked in the head.” Sure, that could be a pithy, Western saying, even though she had just made it up out of whole cloth.

“That sounds dire.” A smile lightened Wulf’s voice.

“Oh, it is. Go ski.”

“If you insist, my princess.” She felt his lips on her temple before the bed shifted away from her and he walked away to shower.

She lay in the plush bed, dozing and drifting off, even as she realized that, once again, Wulf had told her exactly what she needed to hear and he not had told her why he had been staring so intently at Marie-Therese Grimaldi.

Rae raised her hand, intending to call him back and re-start that conversation that Wulf had so thoroughly, impressively derailed, but she had been growing a lung all day and was already asleep.

















Chapter 3







Wulf




An hour later, Wulf and a small contingent of his security men stepped off the helicopter that had flown them to the high peak of a snow-covered mountain. The cold air carried the scents of steel and frozen stones. Luca Wyss stood beside him, holding his skis in the crook of his arm, as did Friedhelm and Hans while the icy wind whipped their clothes. Hans usually stayed back at Wulf’s house to cover security while they were gone, but Wulf had insisted that Hans accompany him on this trip. Hans could be a recluse next week when Wulf’s greater contingent decamped to Helvetica for the religious wedding.

Dieter could have given Wulf some competition on this slope. Dieter’s personal security agency was in its infancy, but Wulf had hired him to provide an additional layer of protection for his wedding next week. It would be especially convenient to have a man who could return fire standing at the altar with Wulf during the wedding.

The glistening snow stretched like a blank page far below them, all the way from their lofty plateau to a small valley where the bases of several hills met. Skiers glided over the snow at the bottom, dark shadows on the bright white, waiting for the helicopter or the trolley to ferry them back to the hotel.

Behind Wulf, the lifting helicopter sprayed them with fine powder as he stepped into his bindings, peppering the back of his jacket with the cold granules. The fluttering air from its rotors beat on his ears like the calming roar of ocean waves.

Friedhelm dug into the snow with his poles and set an aggressive course down the mountain, intending to beat Wulf and the rest of them down the hill and thus secure the base.

Wulf sucked in a deep breath of the frigid air, chilling his throat, and adjusted his goggles before pushing off and careening down the double black-diamond slope. He skied hard, braking and turning just before rocks and drop-offs that marred the smooth sheets of snow. Hurtling downhill drove all thought from his mind, and he reacted to the blowing snow and his skis slipping on the ice, skiing hard.

For ten blessed minutes, Wulf raced his men without numbers or images intruding upon his mind, and they arrived at the bottom ruddy-cheeked and laughing.

They skied over to the helipad to await their next flight to another peak, when Wulf heard a woman call his name across the glittering snow.

As he recognized her voice, quick memories rode over the surface of his mind: Josephine’s dark eyelashes sweeping down over her pale green eyes as she curtseyed to him the first time they met, when he was nine and she was eight. She had been a transfer student to Le Rosey because her mother had kept her home a few extra years. Wulf had danced with Josephine at the middle school cotillions thirty-seven times, and in all those times, she almost never managed to raise her shy eyes to his. They had dated briefly in high school. She was a hereditary Grand Duchess, and Wulf’s father had approved of her except for the fact that Wulf was far too young, one of the few points on which Wulf and his father had ever agreed.

Wulf had been her first, a fact that neither had divulged to anyone he knew of.

And now she was on a ski slope in Argentina, calling to him, just after he had seen Marie-Therese Grimaldi in the chalet’s lobby a few hours ago.

The odds of this being a coincidence were astronomical. He had calculated them.

He turned, maneuvering his skis, and found her slim form skiing over to him. She was wearing pale blue, a color that she knew turned her eyes a deeper shade of green. She had often worn dresses of that color when they had dated.

“Salut!’ She said brightly and lifted her ski goggles up to her head, leaving faint red imprints on her cheeks. The pale blue ski suit did indeed brighten her eyes.

“Hello, Josephine.” Wulf heard his security detail crunch over the snow, shifting to encompass her as they watched. He said, “Imagine meeting you here.”

“Yes! Imagine that! How are you these days?”

Wulf composed himself. “Quite well. I am married.”

Shock crossed her slim features. “I—I thought you were engaged.”

That was a fascinating reaction, and Wulf leaned in to watch her more closely. “We married in Paris a few months ago, the day after Flicka’s wedding.”

“Oh.” Josephine glanced over at the ski hill she had come down, mentally retracing tracks. “I’m sorry that I didn’t see the invitation.”

“It was only the civil ceremony. The religious wedding is next week. Surely you received that invitation.”

“Yes, but—” She bit her lower lip, still looking away from him. Her lower eyelids glistened, and her voice raised to her soprano register. “I was led to believe that you had not yet legally married and were going to call it off before the ceremony.”

Yes, here was the crux of the matter. “Who led you to believe that, Josephine?”

She glanced back at him. Sugar snow had settled on her dark eyelashes. “Your father called me and told me as much. He said that you would be here, alone, to reconsider your options and that it would be an excellent opportunity to rekindle our friendship.”

A wealth of information in just two sentences. “Do you know that Marie-Therese Grimaldi is here, also?”

“Marie-Therese? Didn’t you and she used to—” New horror dawned in her green eyes.

The helicopter approached the makeshift helipad, a bright red bulls-eye painted on the snow, and the chill from the propeller wash cut through Wulf’s winter gear. Snow sprayed through the air around them.

He took the opportunity to look away rather than answer her. “Have you seen anyone else from school or the usual places here?”

Josephine covered her mouth. “Oh, God, Wulfram. I’m so sorry. It didn’t occur to me. Is your wife here?”

“She’s in the chalet, resting. I plan to join her for supper later. Would you care to accompany us?” This was charity in the extreme on Wulf’s part, but they had been close at one time.

“Oh, no. I don’t think so,” Josephine said, her fingers crawling along the edges of her ski poles.

“Lovely to see you, Josephine. I hope you’ll stay in touch.”

She nodded, but she didn’t look at him.

Wulf touched her elbow. “If anyone asks about this incident, refer them to me. I will vouchsafe that you were misled rather expertly.”

She nodded and settled her goggles over her eyes again. “I really am sorry.”

Wulf left her and motioned to his men, and they boarded the helicopter for their next ski run.

That should forestall any further unfortunate misunderstandings. Josephine would seek out Marie-Therese and warn her before she made a foolish move.

Wulf drew a deep breath as the nose of the helicopter lifted off, rocking him back in his seat, and Hans glanced at him sideways. With luck, Rae would never learn of this debacle. She shouldn’t be upset, not at this delicate time and not about something so trivial.

However, any further such attempts by his father must be prevented. That elitist, prejudiced old man had tried to disrupt Flicka’s wedding, and Wulf would make it clear that he would brook no such interference.

















Chapter 4







Rae




Rae was sprawled on the couch in their suite and reading a sweet little romance novel on her phone because the college semester was over-over-over and it was summer vacation.

Sort of.

The gauze curtains over the plate glass windows cut the worst of the snow glare, and the afternoon sun had drifted over the top of the chalet. When the sun set that night, those glittering alabaster hills might glow orange and red like the ice had caught fire.

Three of Wulf’s security staff—Matthias, Julien, and Romain, each one more Swissly ripped than the last—lounged on the couches, looking alert at the slightest threat and occasionally checking in by text with Wulf’s security detail who were on the mountain with him.

Wulf should not leave her alone with three such stunning examples of Alpine manhood. She would never cheat on Wulf, not in a million years, but pregnancy hormones cavorted in her blood and details about the men—the way their biceps and pectoral muscles strained their suit jackets, the way they stretched their midsections and rubbed their rippled abdominals under their shirts—popped out when she glanced at them from the corners of her eyes. Impressions of the three of them piling on her kept distracting her from her book.

Man, Wulf had better get back soon. These hormones were making her ornery.

She was eating fruit and pastries from the room service cart, trying to distract herself, when a sharp knock rattled the door. She glanced over at Matthias and nearly stood, but he had already crossed the room to answer it. Julien and Romain rose to their feet and fluffed their suit jackets, readying themselves in case they needed to reach for their holsters.

Even though Rae had grown up near the crime-ridden Mexican border, so many men with guns on constant alert was disconcerting.

“Je m’excuse,” said a woman’s voice outside the door. “Is Madame von Hannover in?”

Their civil wedding had been only a couple months before, and sudden, and a surprise for everyone including Rae, and she still wasn’t entirely used to being Mrs. von Hannover, or Madame von Hannover, or Frau von Hannover, or any of those other Missus-type names. She called out as she walked toward the door, “Yeah! I’m here!”

Matthias stepped back to let Rae pass, but the tension in his body didn’t diminish.

Just outside the suite door, three young women stood with their hands folded and looking downcast. All three wore regally slim trousers and sweaters, as that is what one wears apres-ski, and their reserved expressions made them seem untouchable.

Rae waved. “Howdy, y’all!”

The woman in the middle shook her black curls, but her black eyes didn’t flash with merriment anymore. Indeed, her quick glance at Rae and the hunch in her shoulders suggested that Marie-Therese Grimaldi was entirely uncomfortable with the current circumstances.

One of the other two women was also familiar, and when she looked up, Rae recognized her pale green eyes and dark eyelashes. She began to bend in a curtsey, but Marie-Therese grabbed her arm before she could dip very far.

Marie-Therese said, “Madame von Hannover, may we come in?”

“Um, sure?” Rae opened the door farther and watched the security guys out of the corner of her eye. They seemed normally alert, not that weird hyper-alert that they supposedly didn’t show, but Rae had already done a short psychology internship and could see when their adrenaline spiked.

Matthias was watching the three women walk inside the door with more calm interest than a reaction to a real menace.

Rae led them to the sitting area, where her plate of donut crumbs and a half-bare vine of red grapes gave away that she had been munching, and the three women settled like doves alighting on a rose-covered bush on the far couch by the windows. Rae nonchalantly brushed some donut sugar off her lower lip.

They all looked at each other, and Marie-Therese was evidently nominated to speak again. “Madame von Hannover, we are not sure if you remember us from Flicka’s wedding.”

“Call me Rae, and I remember you two were Flicka’s bridesmaids. You,” she held out her hand to the blond woman on the right, “I’m not sure that we’ve met.”

“Yes, you’re right, of course, and we’re sorry to intrude. I am Marie-Therese Grimaldi.”

So Rae had that one right.

Marie-Therese gestured to the green-eyed woman, “This is Josephine Alexandrovna,” and to the blonde, “and this is Kira Augusta Prinzessin von Prussia.”

Rae knew what all that meant. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. “Nice to see you again, Josephine. A pleasure to meet you,” Rae inhaled to buy time, “Your Highness.”

The blond woman waved a slim, pale hand as if clearing away smoke. “It’s a deposed title. It’s practically just a name. Please call me Kira.”

Yeah, practically just a name, but not actually just a name. “Nice to meet you, Kira,” Rae corrected herself. “So, ladies, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

All three women bowed their heads in unison, like they’d been caught with all their hands in the cookie jar.

Oh, this ought to be good.

Marie-Therese said, “We would like to apologize. We were misled, and we—not all together but each one of us separately—were doing something rather reprehensible.”

The fact that nothing particularly bad seemed to have happened reassured Rae. Something must have backfired badly for them to show up begging preemptive forgiveness like this. “Good Lord. What was it?”

All three shrank further. Josephine shrank the most, and Princess Kira shriveled the least. Indeed, Kira looked not particularly shrinky at all.

Marie-Therese said, “We don’t want to minimize our own roles. We made the decision to come here.”

“I was wondering about you when I saw you in the lobby,” Rae said.

“Yes, that.” Marie-Therese cleared her throat. “We were led to believe that you and Wulfram would not be marrying next week, that he was calling off the engagement, and that he would be looking for a relationship soon.”

Shock slapped Rae like a wave of hot water in her face, and she reviewed the last few weeks with Wulf.

He had been conducting twice-daily phone calls to his sister to check on the wedding planning because Rae had been busy surviving finals and growing lungs and kidneys, and his attention to detail didn’t seem like someone who was planning to bolt.

Last week, he had gone with Rae to a prenatal doctor’s appointment where he heard the baby’s heart beat on the ultrasound and had smiled and nodded his approval until they got back to the SUVs, and then he had held her all the way home, murmuring to her, until they were alone in their bedroom, when he had made love to her so very gently and wiped his eyes.

But of course, just that morning, he had quite convinced her that he hadn’t been looking at Marie-Therese.

Wulf was not a normal man. He could see deep within people and show them what they most needed to see, and his shiny shell didn’t leak any emotion that he didn’t allow to show.

Rae took a deep breath. If she believed anything, she believed that Wulf loved her.

“It isn’t an engagement,” Rae said, holding up her left hand. The central stone of her ring set, a blue garnet, flashed dark blue and scarlet in the sunlight, and the diamonds around it threw prismatic sparkles on the walls. Below the engagement ring, a plain platinum band circled her finger. “We’ve been married for months.”

The women shrank more. Kira still wasn’t as shrunken as the other two. Maybe she had less to be sorry for.

Marie-Therese said, “We didn’t know that. Indeed, we were told quite the opposite of that.”

Rae thought of herself as a nice woman, a decent woman, a kind and forgiving woman, and Westerners are nice people in general, but Rae felt the need to twist this particular knife just a little. After all, these three women had been trying to steal her husband.

Rae raised one eyebrow and looked straight at them. “And I’m pregnant.”

Marie-Therese and Josephine bobbed backward like she had slapped them.

Kira glanced up and to the side.

Josephine said to Marie-Therese, “I told you that we shouldn’t come up here and bother her. I told you that we should just never talk about it again and it would blow over.”

Marie-Therese said to Josephine, “We had to apologize. It would have gotten back to her eventually anyway, and then people would know. They’ll talk about it.”

Josephine turned to Rae. “We’re really, really sorry. It’s a misunderstanding. I was the only one who talked to Wulfram, and practically the first words out of his mouth were that you two were already married and that he was definitely not calling off the religious wedding. We’re really sorry. We didn’t know that you were pregnant. We didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m not upset,” Rae said, lying only a little. “But I want to know who put you guys up to this.”

Kira drawled, “I don’t think we should say.”

Josephine jumped in, “Phillipp von Hannover, Wulfram’s father.”

Rae rolled her eyes. “Oh. Yeah. Shocking.”

Marie-Therese nodded. Kira just kept looking at the vase of dozens of white roses on the dining room table.

Josephine added, “We are exceedingly sorry, and we won’t do it again.”

Even Kira nodded that time.

“All right,” Rae said, smoothing down her slacks in a classic gesture of self-pacification that embarrassed her in how cliché it was. “If you’re really sorry, prove it.”

Marie-Therese said, “I beg your pardon.”

Josephine said, “How on Earth could we do that?”

Kira raised an eyebrow.

“Let’s start with why he chose you three,” Rae said.

Kira blew a quick breath. “I rather imagine because we were available.”

Josephine said, “Because I dated Wulfram in high school.”

Marie-Therese said, “Same, but briefly, and I’m surprised that Phillipp called me because I’m Catholic and related to Pierre,” Flicka’s husband, “and you know what Phillipp thought of him.”

Rae nodded. “And Kira? Did you date him?”

“Not as such,” she said, still staring away from Rae. “At certain formal events when we were young, like my coming out in Paris, our parents arranged for Wulfram to escort me. A few centuries ago, that would have meant something.”

Ah, Prinzessin Kira was the one of the few women of whom Wulf’s father approved. “Did it mean something to you?”

Kira delicately shrugged one shoulder. “It doesn’t matter now, does it?”

Rae fought to remember that Wulf had chosen her, had married her, and had gone to great lengths to reassure her of this.

She took another deep breath. “If you’re really sorry, if you really won’t do this again, then here’s what we’re going to do.”

While she explained it to them, Kira and Marie-Therese fidgeted, flashing worried glances at each other, but Josephine began to smile with an impish grin.

















Chapter 5







Rae




Rae leaned back in her chair as the descending sun reflected off the snow and watched the three other women, the princesses. They all sat straight, not touching their spines to the backs of their chairs, wrists and ankles crossed.

The four of them had drawn up dining room chairs to sit knees-to-knees, and Josephine held her cell phone in her palm in the center of the group and looked at Rae with her huge, pale green eyes. She spoke aloud across the phone in English, for Rae’s sake, “Hello? Your Serene Highness?”

Rae almost rolled her eyes, but her father-in-law was the type to insist on that.

Prig.

No, that was too unkind. This was Wulf’s father.

A masculine voice that sounded eerily like Wulf, but hoarser, came out of the speaker, “Ja? Grand Duchess Josephine?”

“Um, yes, sir. I wanted to tell you that you were correct. I approached Wulfram on the ski slope this morning, and he said that he was breaking it off with the other woman, that he had already broken it off and was interested in forming a new attachment.”

“Splendid,” he said in Wulf’s voice again. “I knew that he would tire of the commoner.”

Josephine winced and bit her lip, but Rae waved her off. She hadn’t expected anything else. Indeed, she was counting on him underestimating her.

Josephine said, “And he said that he is thinking of marrying someone of his own status very soon. He asked me to have hot chocolate with him to discuss it.”

“Good,” Phillipp said. “I am pleased he is being logical about this. Marriages should be for logical, dynastic reasons, not personal ones.”

“Indeed, I’ve always thought that, sir.” Her green eyes laughed with Rae, who had sucked her lips into her mouth to keep herself from giggling.

She was enjoying this far too much and would probably be ashamed of herself when she got around to it.

Someday.

Josephine continued, “And so I had chocolate with him, and he asked me to marry him, and soon! In a few weeks!”

“Splendid!” he said. “I am glad to welcome you into our family as a properly bred daughter of the House.”

“We’re having supper tonight to finalize the details.”

“Perfect.”

“Thank you for alerting me to his situation.”

“The pleasure was all mine, Josephine.”

Josephine tapped the phone and asked Rae, “How long should we wait?”

“Just a few minutes,” Rae said, reaching behind herself to the room service cart for another donut. “Hot chocolate sounds good. Should we call room service for a pot?”

“Yes, please,” Josephine said.

They each had a cup of the creamy hot chocolate from the kitchens, and Rae leaned back, twiddling her fingers on her softening belly. The three of them had probably all been at Le Rosey, the Swiss boarding school where Wulf had developed such a taste for his twice-daily hot cocoa. She sipped her cup, the rich chocolate gliding over her tongue. The dark scent reminded her of kisses stolen in his office at home.

Rae cleared her throat. “Marie-Therese, your turn.”

Marie-Therese pushed her black curls behind her shoulder as she took her cell phone from her purse and dialed. “Monsieur von Hannover? This is Marie-Therese Grimaldi, and I wanted to let you know that I have spoken with Wulfram.”

“Yes?” Phillipp asked. His tone was positively chipper, which should have pissed Rae off because she knew exactly why he was so damn chortley.

Rae smiled. Here came the second punch of the jab-jab-uppercut.

Marie-Therese continued, “He said that he had broken it off with the other girl—”

“Yes, yes.” He sounded impatient with the rehash, but Marie-Therese should have no idea that he had already heard this story.

“—because she didn’t understand him, and he was very interested in renewing our relationship.”

“He did?” All the chortle had gone out of Wulf’s father’s voice, and confusion took its place.

“Yes, he said that he had had a revelation.”

“Yes, about the commoner.” His dismissive tone amused Rae because he really should be paying much closer attention.

“No, about God,” Marie-Therese said.

“God.” Phillipp’s voice had gone flat.

Across the phone, Marie-Therese’s black eyes flashed with laughter at Rae. “Yes, and he said that if I were open-minded, we could discuss a very important matter at supper tonight.”

Josephine clapped her hand over her mouth when Marie-Therese said supper, and her thin shoulders shook with giggles.

“Supper? Are you sure that he said supper?” Phillipp asked.

“Oh, yes. He said he had reserved a table for four at a private room in the restaurant.”

“For four?”

“Oh, yes, sir. I have to go. I’ll call you tonight and tell you how it went.”

“Wait! Are you sure he said four?”

Marie-Therese hung up on him.

The giggles that Rae had been holding down bubbled up in her throat, and she laughed. Laughing was so much better than screaming and crying.

With a little luck, if word of this got out, Rae might never have to fend off another interloper. Wulf thought that upper-crust social intrigues were oh-so devious, but this was nothing compared to the machinations of a small town cut off by culture and distance from most forms of entertainment.

Kira smiled at Rae, a small, regal smile of reserved amusement. “When shall I call?”

Rae checked her own phone for the time. Wulf would be home soon, and she wanted to clear these women out before he came back. No use explaining this to him. Wulf had enough emotional baggage, and Rae didn’t need him to fight her battles for her, not when she had an army of princesses to do just that. “Let’s give it a minute.”

Marie-Therese’s phone rang with a German number, so she let it go to voice mail while the four of them giggled at what must be happening inside Schloss Marienburg. Rae only hoped the castle’s servants weren’t bearing the brunt of it.

Rae’s phone clicked over to the next minute, and her predatory smile widened. “Kira, your turn.”

An evil light flashed in Kira’s pale blue eyes.

She might actually be enjoying this, and a joyous energy filled Rae that she had been even a small part of Kira’s rebellion.

Kira said into the phone, “Herr von Hannover? ’Tis I, Kira Augusta. I have happy news for you.”

















Chapter 6







Wulf




Wulf emerged from the elevator and crossed the hallway, flanked by his men. Hans opened the door to the suite and preceded him in.

Inside, a scene out of some of his most vivid nightmares took shape.

No, not those nightmares, not the blood-soaked morning when Constantin died nor any of the times that a bullet rang beside his head, nor beside Rae’s, nor beside his younger sister Flicka’s.

Other nightmares also haunted Wulf, and surely, his beautiful Rae surrounded by two of his ex-girlfriends and the woman whom his father had attempted to pressure him to marry ranked among the worst of them.

The other women encircled her.

Having failed to dissuade him, they might be filling her ears with lies.

Cold dampness gathered beneath his suit. If she looked at him with pain in her huge brown eyes, he would fly to Germany and take his father apart with his bare hands.

Kira, a Princess of Prussia, held a cell phone out flat, like they all were listening to the speakerphone. They had drawn up chairs to sit with their knees touching, and Kira said into the phone, “Yes, I’m as shocked as you are, but this is what you and my parents planned. I’m just worried about the veil.”

The other three women—Viscontessa Marie-Therese Grimaldi, Grand Duchess Josephine Alexandrovna, and his own wife—clamped their hands over their mouths, repressing giggles, while their eyes danced merrily and threatened to break Kira’s concentration.

Relief washed over Wulf at Rae’s laughter. He drew in a deep breath.

Rae and the other two silent women inhaled hard through their noses so as not to laugh out loud. They were so intent on the phone that they didn’t notice Wulf as he walked over the wooden floor to them.

He leaned into their circle—the light floral scent of their rose and jasmine perfumes rose like a mist around them—and said, “This can’t be good.”

Kira looked up first. Her pale blue eyes met his. She said into the phone, “I must go. I’ll speak to you soon.”

Her finger was just falling toward the phone’s screen when Wulf heard his father’s voice squawk out of the phone, “You can’t mean it! Surely not!”

Oh, God in Heaven. Wulf plucked the phone out of Kira’s hand before she could hang up. “Father, what have they told you?”

“Wulfram!” his father’s voice, beginning to sound hoarse around the edges, grated out of the phone.

Wulf straightened and held the phone near his mouth. “What did they tell you?”

“Three different women have called me and said that you had thrown over the commoner but that you had converted to Islam and you have proposed to all of them to live as your multiple wives! And they all accepted! Good God, Wulfram!”

The four young women now had their hands clapped over their mouths, though their giggles leaked through. They were enjoying his father’s agony far too much, especially his own wife whose gleeful snicker threatened to erupt into full-blown evil laughter.

Wulf was aware that his father’s own prejudices were causing both his mortification that Wulf might have converted and his predicament that Rae had used to her advantage.

Brilliant.

He should have expected nothing less.

Wulf said to Rae, “You masterminded this.”

She nodded, still giggling irrepressibly.

“Remind me never to cross you.”

Through the phone, his father begged, “It isn’t true, is it? You haven’t converted to Islam and aren’t taking three wives!”

Wulf hesitated.

Every instant that he failed to deny it was flaying his father alive, but the man had brought it upon himself.

He delayed his answer a little longer, mostly to admire Rae’s evil plot. She had given his father everything he wanted, indeed, she had given him all three of the women he had sent to disrupt Wulf’s marriage.

Wulf held the phone away from himself so his father couldn’t hear and told Rae, “I can’t decide if you would have made a better Machiavelli or a Borgia.”

“Borgia,” Rae said through her fingers, her warm brown eyes dancing. “Definitely a Borgia.”

“Then I am forewarned.” Anguished squawking still emerged from Kira’s phone in his hand.

Surely his father had been tormented enough in revenge for this escapade.

He brought the phone back to up to speak.

His father yelled through the phone, “Wulfram, I forbid this! You will leave those women at once and return to Germany now.”

If Wulf had still been a teenager, that would have incited rebellion, even though he had been legally emancipated at fifteen.

Wulf sighed, delaying further.

His father blustered, “Islam! The shame of it! You have brought shame to our family name and our House! I will take back the Head of House from you!”

That was an elected position, not something his father had bestowed. Wulf wondered just how long he should dally before he ended his father’s suffering.

His father yelled, “You’ve always been impetuous and impulsive and disobedient!”

Yet when he said things like that, Wulf needed to take a breath and examine the snow-blanketed hills outside the floor-to-ceiling windows for a few more moments to regain his composure, or consider his options, or at least decide his strategy.

“Wulfram! I demand an answer!”

The women were still squirming with giggles.

He shouldn’t let this go on any longer. “Father, I have not converted to Islam and have no plans to do so. You have been played in an intrigue suitable for the Elizabethan court. You should be ashamed at being taken in so easily.”

Sputtering emanated from the phone.

The women dropped their hands, and their laughter rang through the small suite, echoing off the crystal chandeliers and cold-brittle windows.

Wulf walked into the bedroom, taking Kira’s phone with him, and closed the door gently behind him.

He dropped into German to make himself perfectly clear. “More importantly, if it were known that you had involved these young women in your machinations, they would have been ruined. No one would have trusted them, not after allowing themselves to be used in such a scheme.”

Virginity and chastity had not been demanded of princesses for generations, but naiveté and attempting to steal someone else’s husband were simply not tolerated.

His father shouted, “For the love of God, Wulfram! Did you truly not convert to Islam?”

Wulf hesitated again, fully aware that every second of agony he was inflicting was due to his father’s unconscionable prejudices. “No. I have not.”

“Thank God.”

Wulf wondered if his father was aware of the irony. “You must not speak of this stupid attempt to anyone. Those women deserved better from you. If you tell anyone, you’ll look like an idiot for being so expertly manipulated by them.”

“So you have not thrown over the commoner?”

“Certainly not, and you are very aware that we have already married her. I informed you the morning before the ceremony.”

His father barreled on. “Why would you marry such a woman? She is beneath you.”

Wulf’s sharp tone cut through the air. “I have never been so insulted, both on her behalf and for your insinuation that merely throwing women at me would dissuade me from marrying her.”

“We have nothing in common with her.”

Wulf rubbed his eyes, sore from squinting against the snow glare. He shouldn’t tell his father anything because it would make no difference, but he could not help himself. “I can talk to her. I can tell her anything and she understands. She is kind, and her heart will change the world. And she can outwit you and everyone we know.”

He scoffed, “She’s just a commoner.”

Anger shook Wulf. “You have destroyed every woman you have had in your life, and I know of dozens. You are careless and cruel with them. I thank God every day that I took Flicka away from you before you could destroy her.”

He heard a click behind him, and he pivoted. Reagan was standing in the bedroom doorway, her eyes wide on her astonished face. She asked, “Are you okay?”

Wulf switched to English. Rae needed to hear this, lest she fear otherwise. He said to his father, “Stay away from me, and stay away from Reagan, or I swear to God that I will stop you. I will sell Schloss Marienburg out from under you and donate the money to charity.”

“You would not dare!” his father roared.

Wulf kept his tone low and icy. “I will. That residence has a deeply negative cash flow and I keep it only to humor you.”

“Where would my cousin Elizabeth have her birthday parties if we didn’t hold Schloss Marienburg?”

“Buckingham Palace, I rather imagine. I can also reduce or eliminate your allowance from the House’s investments. Your income would be cut by greater than ninety percent if you had only your personal investments to live on.” Wulf looked straight into Rae’s horrified eyes as he spoke to his father. “My point is this: do not attempt to disrupt my marriage nor my wedding next weekend nor the rest of my life or there will be repercussions. I will not stand for any more interference.”

His father sputtered something.

Wulf’s voice dropped. “Also, you’re to be a grandfather sometime before Christmas. Goodbye.” He thumbed the red bar on the screen to hang up and hefted it in his hand to smash the phone against the wall.

But it wasn’t his phone, and he was surely too civilized to do something so demonstrative and juvenile. He slipped Kira’s phone in his pocket rather than succumb to the temptation.

“Wulf, are you all right?” Rae’s eyes were still wide on her face.

“Honestly, I’m fine,” he ground out.

She was beside him in an instant and took his hand. “You’re shaking.”

“I am not.” Utterly impossible.

Her hands caressed his arm and slipped up into his hair. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

He leaned his cheek against her palm. “Josephine found me on the slopes today and told me what my father had wrought. I thought it had ended there, but when I saw them sitting with you, I was tormented that you might be in distress. I’ve never been so relieved to see you laughing. It astonishes me that my father would try such a thing, that anyone would attempt something so vile. I had thought better of him, but I was mistaken.”

“Well, he got what was coming to him.”

“Quite.”

She smiled at him. “I invited them for supper tonight, around eight.”

Wulf rubbed his aching forehead. “That is exceedingly civilized of you.”

“They went back to their rooms to wash up.”

“Splendid.” Wulf looked up. Past the sheer curtains over the window, the snow was absorbing the peach and scarlet light of the setting sun. “One thing continues to elude me.”

“What’s that, honey?” Her fingers trickled down his shirt.

“The early snow fell last week. We made these reservations only a few days ago.” The fresh snow glittered outside the window. “How did he know we would be here?”

















Chapter 7







Rae




At that precise moment, Rae didn’t particularly care how Wulf’s father had sussed out that they would be in Argentina for June skiing. She wound her fingers through Wulf’s fingers that were still cool from skiing.

Wulf wrapped her in his arms. “When I walked in and saw them gathered around you, I thought that since they had failed to dissuade me, they might have told you terrible things.”

She snuggled closer to his chest. Evidently, he had showered at the ski lodge before coming back to the hotel because he smelled clean, a whiff of soap and clean masculine musk, but his usual cologne was missing. Rae leaned her cheek against his shoulder and inhaled near his neck, breathing in the earthy scent of just Wulf. It was almost intoxicating. She said, “I trust you.”

She touched her lips to his neck and felt the quick intake of his breath. “Why on Earth would you trust The Dom of the Devilhouse?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling against her lips. “I am hedonism incarnate.”

“First of all, you’re not The Dom anymore, and I trust you. Even if they had lied and told me that you’d cheated or that you were going to break it off, I certainly trust you a far sight more than I trust three women that I had just met.”

Wulf’s hand crept down her back. “I will keep that in mind, should evil princesses ever try to steal you away from me again.”

“Do you regret it, though?” she asked.

“Regret what?”

“Say, I had gone back to Pirtleville.”

“I would have followed you and convinced you to leave eventually.”

“Okay, fine. Say you had never met me. Say that I had refused to go with Georgie and Lizzy to that Devilhouse party.”

“What a terrible hypothesis,” he said. He caught her hand that had drifted up around his neck and drew the inside of her wrist to his lips.

“Would you have married one of them?”

“I would probably still be sequestered in The Devilhouse, with all that entails.”

“That’s not what I mean. You would have had to marry one of them eventually.”

“In all honesty, I probably would have gone on as I was. I was not seeking to marry. It was only after we met that I wanted to marry you.”

He had snapped shut that shiny shell, which didn’t mean that the answer was one that she didn’t want to hear. Right now, it probably meant that Wulf felt ripped open again, still.

As always, her heart broke for him again.

Rae reached behind his head and steered his mouth down to hers.

His gentle kiss was just his lips caressing hers, but she tightened her arm around his neck and dragged him closer, kissing him deeper.

His arms firmed around her, and his lips became more insistent, sucking at her mouth. He drew back for a moment and asked, “Are you quite sure? It was just this morning.”

“You know what they say about pregnancy hormones,” she said. Rae grabbed Wulf around the shoulders. She was only four inches shorter than he was, so she fit her mouth to his and kissed him hard.

He growled in his throat and lifted her, carrying her to the bed. She had stopped protesting a few months ago but knew that the time was coming when he would have to stop doing it, probably in about two more months.

But for now, she was nestled in Wulf’s strong arms, kissing him.

He settled her on the bed, still mussed from her nap, and crawled on top of her, kissing her, and she ran her hands over his long, lean body, all hard muscle and glistening gold skin under that suit, and she wanted more.

He whispered near her ear, his breath wafting through her hair, “That headboard might be quite useful, considering all those iron bars. Perhaps I’ll revisit my Dom days and tie you to it.”

Close, but that wasn’t quite what Rae had in mind.

Even though she trusted Wulf, there had been a few precarious moments when the princesses had tilted her view of him and how his friends must see her, and she was more of the mind to lock him down, to remind him why a strong woman was more to his taste than a pale princess.

Rae bent her leg, planted her foot on the bed, and tipped Wulf over on his back.

He chuckled a hoarse grunt and grasped her wrists, obviously intending to wrestle her into submission, but Rae dodged him and grabbed his throat with her teeth.

He stretched his neck under her mouth, breathing a harsh gasp.

She switched her hands to grab his wrists, crawled on top of him, and pushed his muscled arms up until his fingers met the headboard. “Grab it,” she whispered in his ear. “Don’t let go.”

Wulf’s fingers wound around the twisted metal in the headboard. “I want to touch you.”

“Let me touch you.”

His deep moan that rumbled through his burly chest under her body sounded more like pain than passion.

Rae pulled off his clothes. She unbuttoned his shirt, letting her fingers drag over his rounded pecs, and shoved the crisp fabric over the thick muscle wound around his arms, telling him to let go of the headboard just long enough to pull his shirt over his hands. The richly inked tattoo on his back flashed into view—the black, green, and violent pink of the cherry blossoms swirling around the white dragon at the center where the gnarled scar tissue was too knotted to tattoo. Rae’s fingers strayed toward it, but sometimes Wulf went quiet if he knew she was exploring it, so she pulled her hands back.

She unbuckled his belt and gathered the cloth of his suit slacks, dragging them and his snug underwear down his long legs, stroking the heavy sinews in his thighs and calves.

By the time she had him naked, all six feet and four inches of him, his long, muscled body as golden as sunlight, his harsh breathing sounded like he had run a marathon. The stacked bricks of his abs swelled with each rough breath.

Rae straddled him, his stiff shaft nudging her, her knees on either side of his hips on the soft bed, and unbuttoned her own blouse. The small buttons slipped through the silk that was the dark blue of Wulf’s hungry eyes. His head was propped up on the pillow, and she swore that he didn’t blink the whole time she stripped for him. His knuckles whitened where he gripped the headboard.

Yeah, he wasn’t thinking about numbers or blood or princesses acting like horse thieves at all. She would have bet dollars to donuts that his head was full of nothing but testosterone-fueled fire.

She slipped off the bed for a moment and shucked her pants and underwear, and then she clambered back on top of him and stretched out on his strong body. Pressing herself against his thick muscles felt like lying on a dry riverbed of sun-warmed, water-smoothed stones.

He shuddered under her, his muscles straining with effort.

Rae mouthed his neck and the hard, round muscle of his shoulders, and each of his groans was more tortured than the last. Wulf’s natural male musk filled her nose and her mouth.

His arm twitched under her tongue.

Rae was sure that he had let go of the headboard for just a moment, but he had remembered himself.

Rae smiled, her breath warming the skin on his neck.

Yes, it is wonderful when a man takes control and you lose all yours, but sometimes, when a man gives up control and allows you to explore his body, to touch and tongue his hard flesh and the crenellations and rounded muscle of his abdominals and pectoral muscles, to have your way with him, even though he trembles under your hands with mastering his slender self-control, that’s a whole hell of a lot of fun, too.

And sometimes, you just want to get him so riled up that animal instinct takes over, so that even Wulfram Augustus Heinrich Ernst Georg Berthold Friedrich Wilhelm Louis Ferdinand Prinz von Hannover can’t think about anything except you.

Rae crawled up to his ear. Her thick auburn hair fell around them, lying in long ribbons where that tattoo stained the heavy deltoid muscle over his shoulder, and she whispered, “You can let go now.”

Wulf shoved her off of him and rolled onto her, his mouth crashing down on hers and his hands finding her wrists to lock Rae against the soft bed. His satiny skin slipped over hers and he dragged himself on top of her, pressing her down with his weight. She caught a glimpse of his face as he tore himself away to breathe. Passion glazed his dark blue eyes.

His hands and mouth were everywhere, grabbing her and sucking on her flesh and breasts, and within minutes she was panting for him, but he wasn’t done with her yet.

Wulf flipped her over on her stomach and wrapped her in his arms, pulling her up to stand on her knees and lean against his muscled body. From behind her, his hands roamed her body, palming her breasts and sliding down her belly to her folds. Rae arched against him as he slipped against her swollen flesh, then massaged her, then his fingers slid inside her and stroked her until she writhed against him, trying to turn, but his arms clamped harder around her hips and breasts and he drove her, rubbing her inside and over the sharp points of pleasure, tightening the tension in her body but never quite letting her fall over the edge, until she cried out for him.

He spun her in his arms and pushed her to the bed, falling and catching himself above her, and he parted her thighs with his knees.

He pushed inside her, filling her at just the limit that she could take, and she held him around the neck. She tried to pull his body down to her, but Wulf watched her, his dark blue eyes blazing. His body glistened with fresh sweat. His nostrils flared with each breath like he was trying to control himself but failing.

Rae let one hand drift down to his cheek, and he didn’t look away from her eyes.

He pumped into her, a thrill running through her as his body rubbed against her. He said, “I would never have let you go.”

“I wouldn’t have left you.” The ripples were becoming waves as he thrust harder, and her head began to buzz.

He slammed into her, taking her hard. Her body pulsed with each thrust inside her, clenching, tightening, until she couldn’t hear her own breath and she broke through. Ecstasy shot up her spine, arching her body, and Wulf grunted through clenched teeth, strained into her, and crumpled against her body, panting against her shoulder, “I love you. I can’t let you go.”

The waves broke over her, still blinding her in their intensity. His heavy body pressed her into the softness of the bed while she shook.

As the swells subsided, she stroked Wulf’s hair, his blond strands slipping through her fingers, and he kissed her shoulder and the side of her neck.

Just as he was pushing himself away from her, an image of the three princesses rose again in Rae’s mind, any one of them a more appropriate, logical choice than a person such as herself, a needy, insecure commoner.

Damn. They had gotten under her skin.

She blurted, “Are you sorry that you didn’t marry a princess?”

Wulf chuckled, splayed on his back on the bed. His ragged breath still pumped in his burly chest, and he ran one hand through his hair, a sign of exhaustion for him.

He asked, “Why would I want to marry a princess when I have a Domme?”
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Discovery







Wulf von Hannover sat at his desk in his small home office, a bunker-like room deep in the center of his house, and clicked an icon on the computer monitor. The wide screen curved around his desk so that he could view hundreds of stocks trading in real time. The computer whined as it dropped to a low-power state.

He stretched hard, arms overhead. The mass of stiff scar tissue on his back didn’t allow his right arm to extend as far as his left, but he grabbed his elbow and forced another few inches out of it.

The flurry of stock position adjustments that morning had left him dizzy, but he was taking a week off—a solid week, he insisted to himself—to marry Rae in Switzerland, three days hence. It was just the religious wedding because they had been legally married in France a few months before, just before they had discovered that she was already pregnant and Wulf’s life had changed.

A small smile curved his lips.

Utterly, utterly changed, and it would change again in six months.

He wanted to compress a young life into that time for his wife because she seemed so very young sometimes, not yet twenty-two, but he wanted to slow down time and watch these few months, savor every moment, because he would never forget even a glimpse.

Wulf stretched harder, lengthening his back and the hard bricks of his abdominals as the computer screen dimmed, turning off. The curved screen was almost as wide as his spread arms, well over six feet.

He faced a solid week without the psychotic flicker of stock symbols and prices, without manipulating the world through the ebb and flow of currency and capital.

However would he survive?

He would have to find a suitable diversion.

Or some suitable diversions.

Wulf smiled in the dark as he rolled his chair backward to leave his small command center. One last glance at the lower, right corner of the screen before it faded to black confirmed that it was nearly two o’clock and he had missed lunch.

No matter. He had just enough time to finish packing his toiletries before the cars left for the airport and his leased plane that would fly them to Switzerland. Their wedding clothes had been sent ahead with his sister, Flicka, after the final fittings yesterday.

Odd, his housekeeper Rosamunde hadn’t called him for lunch when Rae should have arrived home from her meeting with her professors. Rae was working on independent study projects over the summer, one research paper on behavioral interventions in autism spectrum disorders and one on multiple personality disorders, and these evidently required numerous consultations, even one on the very day that they left for their religious wedding in Switzerland.

Outside the door to his office, he followed the hallway that turned toward the main rooms.

Usually, cleaning of some sort was carried out in the afternoons, but the light brown furniture in the vast receiving room stood silent in the unoccupied space. Enormous potted plants, his belated addition to try to add some Black Forest lushness to the desert colors, waved in the air conditioning that poured cool air into the space, beating back the desert sunlight that blazed through the high wall of windows. The pool and courtyard outside warped subtly through the thick, bulletproof panes.

His stomach rumbled, and Wulf pressed his abdomen through his white shirt. He hadn’t worn a tie this morning and his collar was unbuttoned. Rae’s Southwestern casualness was rubbing off on him.

Lunch was his first order of business.

He turned past the grand staircase and meandered toward the kitchen, still peering around the conversation groupings for his staff.

Someone should be around.

Worry prickled the nape of his neck. His computer room was hidden, and staff weren’t allowed in except for basic cleaning in the evenings. He had been locked in since around four in the morning. Due to insulation and the separate cooling system in there, it was practically a bunker.

He might not have heard anything if something had gone wrong.

Wulf stopped, listening to the silence hovering in the formal entertaining room for footsteps or the metallic click of a gun cocking.

The high walls around the room were unblemished. The bulletproof glass was transparent, uncracked. The pool outside glittered blue in the sunlight.

No signs of violence.

His own footsteps tapped the cool marble floor as he walked toward the kitchen.

Murmuring traveled through the door before his fingertips touched it, and he relaxed fractionally. He pushed the door open, hesitating before he walked through the frame.

Inside the kitchen, his staff sat at tables and leaned against the counters, arguing very quietly.

Over by the coffeemaker, one of his most senior security people, Hans, sucked down coffee like he was drowning his sorrows. He poured himself another cup and turned, catching sight of Wulf standing in the door.

Hans announced, “He’s here.”

His staff swiveled and caught him in their stares.

Rosamunde, his house manager, stood over by the stainless steel ovens with her arms crossed, a scowl twisting her face. Most of the other housekeepers had lines of worry between their eyes.

Hans and Luca, the security men who should have been guarding his wife at her university, hunched their shoulders in their black suits.

God, no.

Wulf shoved everything away, and his heartbeat trod steadily in his chest, as calm as if he were on a ridge with a rifle in his arms.

He raised one eyebrow. “What happened?”

“We’re not sure,” Hans said.

“How are you not sure of what happened?” Wulf stepped into the kitchen. The door swung closed behind him.

Luca set his coffee on the steel counter and straightened. “We maintained a short distance, as Ms. Stone requested. Ms. Stone was approached by a college-age female, approximately five feet-eight with dark blond hair and wearing a long skirt and white blouse. After a very short conversation, Ms. Stone followed the female into the dense crowd between classes. We pursued, but they got into a white, older-model sedan, license plate A-K-G dash four seven nine. The other female drove away. Our car was parked in another lot, so we were unable to continue to surveil Ms. Stone.”

Wulf breathed naturally, watching the concerned frowns and tense body posture of his people. He tugged his phone from his breast pocket inside his jacket, but he had received no texts nor calls from her.

He tried calling her mobile, but it went to voicemail before the first ring.

Rae never turned off her mobile, ever. One of the few things that she had splurged on—and she did consider it a financial splurge, which had amused him no end—was a variety of cell phone chargers: car, rapid, and solar, and even an external battery that she kept in her old dorm room, just in case.

He texted, Are you all right? Call home or security line.

Wulf looked up at his people, and their guilty expressions told him that they had already tried all those easy options. “Have we tracked her mobile’s location?”

Hans said, “We are unable to receive a signal from her cell phone.”

“I see. What are our options?”

“We wait until she calls us, I suppose,” Hans said.

“Other options?” Wulf asked.

Luca and Hans glanced at each other.

Hans said, “General rule is that one has to wait three days to file a missing person report for an adult.”

Wulf tightened his hands. “I am aware of the rules that pertain to other people. I asked what our options are.”

Hans and Luca looked at each other again. “We can call her friends.”

“On the contrary,” Wulf said. “We’ll call our friends.”

















Liars







Two Hours Earlier.




Hester’s beat-up car clattered like a pile of paint cans as it rolled over the parking lot speed bumps and merged with the speeding traffic.

Rae was riding shotgun while Hester drove and was peppering her with questions. “Which hospital is she in? Why was she even up here, anyway? Do they know that it was a heart attack? Did they do an EKG? Did the doctor actually say it was definitely a heart attack? Could it just be indigestion? She’s had problems with her hiatal hernia. All those pregnancies, you know.” Rae rested her palm on her stomach. “Did she drink lemonade? She gets horrible reflux when she drinks lemonade. I’ll bet she drank lemonade.”

“I don’t think that’s it,” Hester said, her watery blue eyes dodging to the rear view mirror.

“Lemonade or some other citrus. Old Mrs. Trout gave us a bag of grapefruit from her trees when I was about twelve, and Mom ate a whole bottle of Tums that week. I’ll bet it’s just indigestion.”

Hester spun the steering wheel, and the car turned a corner into a Best Western Hotel. Five stories of cinderblock blotted out the sun as they drove around the building.

Uh, oh. Rae said, “This isn’t a hospital.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Where’s my mother?”

“She’s at home. She’s fine. Nothing’s wrong with her.”

“Then what the hell, Hester?”

Hester sighed and parked in the back of the hotel, away from the view of the street. “Reagan, we all feel like we need to talk to you about some things.”

“No way. No flipping way.” Rae grabbed the hot door handle, but three of her largest cousins, including Craigh, her usually normal cousin, were already opening the car doors. The handle pulled away from her hands, scraping her fingernails over the metal.

Rae struggled to pull her arms away from their hands, tight around her wrists, but they were much bigger than even she was. “What the hell are you doing, Hester?”

Hester got out of the car and kept her head down. “It’s for the best.”

“I am not going back home. I have a plane flight in five hours!”

Craigh mumbled, “I don’t think you’re going to make that plane. This might take a while.”

“I can’t believe you’d do this, Craigh,” Rae told him.

He nodded and pressed his lips together, hunting through her backpack that he retrieved from the back seat. “I can’t quite believe I’m here, either.”

Craigh found her phone and powered it off.

Wulf and his security guys wouldn’t be able to trace it. “Come on, man!”

He shook his head. “They just want to talk to you for a while. And stuff.”

“They, who? What kind of stuff?” She twisted her arms, trying to break her cousins’ grip, but they hauled her toward the hotel.

Rae was a nice girl, raised to be nice and polite and go along with everybody. Maybe she should have sat down on the asphalt or shrieked, but the tall, brick hotel blocked the line of sight from the cars speeding by on the street out front, and all the hotel’s windows and curtains were shut tight against the June summer heat. Air conditioning units on the roof roared like swarms of hornets, louder than any screaming she could have done.

So she walked in with them, though she jerked her arms, trying to slip out of their bruising fingers.

They jostled her through the back door of the hotel—glass, Rae noticed, not even bulletproof acrylic—and into one of the first rooms on the main floor.

Well, good. When she managed to get away from her crazy family, she could dart straight for the lobby and tell them to call the damn cops. There wasn’t even a stairwell for her to fall down, klutz that she was.

Inside the small conference room, the laminate conference table and chrome-plated dining chairs had been pushed back against the walls, leaving an open space in the center. A pillow and a blanket were crumpled in the center of the room.

Rae’s father, Zachariah Stone, and several of her grizzled uncles flanked Minister Stoppard. Her father stared at his scuffed, Sunday-best shoes. The pastor’s black eyes raged at her, and he held a Bible clenched in his fist.

A bell and a candle lay beside the pillow on the floor.

Bell, book, and candle.

“No freaking way,” Rae said. “Protestants don’t believe in empty rituals, remember? We don’t do exorcisms.”

Minister Stoppard raised his Bible high in the air. The soft cover flopped open, and half the pages drooped. “By the power of Jesus Christ, begone demon!”

“That is so not the way to start an exorcism,” Rae said. One of her psych classes had discussed historical treatments for mental illnesses, and she’d read the Catholic Rite of Exorcism just for fun and had been thoroughly creeped out by it. “You begin with a Litany of the Saints, not by jumping straight in and yelling at the demon. Here, I’ll start. ‘Lord, have mercy.’ Now y’all say that back.”

Her father and uncles recoiled from the Catholicism.

Minister Stoppard shoved the book toward her, even though he was all the way across the room.

Chicken.

He shouted, “I command the demon to begone!”

“Seriously. This is not how you do an exorcism. It has to be in a church with an altar. Minister Stoppard,” Rae pointed at him, “you have to go to confession first. Otherwise, you’re in a state of sin and the demon can jump into you. Why don’t we call Father Manuel over at Our Lady of Perpetual Help and get a consult?”

“Begone demon! Begone demon!” Stoppard screamed, his black hair flopping over his forehead. His black eyes were getting crazier with every shout.

Maybe Rae should just foam at the mouth, spit at them for a while, maybe barf on Minister Stoppard’s pants—yeah, she definitely needed to vomit on him—and declare herself exorcised.

She stole a glance at the clock.

If she managed it right, she could still get to the airport in time to keep the flight schedule for Switzerland to get church-married.

Okay, now she had a plan. That was good.

And yet, she just couldn’t humor them. She had seen too much. She was, indeed, too worldly to even listen to this kind of repressive, angry, frightened, superstitious stuff anymore.

She jerked her arm out of her cousins’ grasp. “This is stupid. This is utterly stupid. I’m leaving.”

Stoppard called out, “Boys, lay her down.”

Rae’s cousins grabbed her again and forced her toward the blanket in the middle of the room. Craigh held her right arm.

“This is kidnapping,” she told him. “If you don’t let me go right this minute, I will press charges. I mean it.”

Stoppard yelled, “That’s what a demon would say! Once she’s exorcised, she won’t want to press charges. She’ll be glad that she’s free of the demonic possession.”

Rae rolled her eyes in her head, exasperated at all of them. “Oh, for crying out loud. What a crock.”

They wrestled Rae down, and Craigh’s shoulder shoved into her stomach, right near the baby.

Rae gasped. If they hurt her, they might kill that fragile bundle inside her. “Okay! I’ll lay down! Don’t push me!”

Craigh backed off. Rae eased herself down to the floor, resting her head on the pillow. She rolled on her side and clenched her arms over her stomach.

New plan: go along with everything so they wouldn’t hurt her or the baby.

Maybe she should just tell them she was preggers. That way, they’d go easy on her stomach.

They all must be pro-life. Stoppard preached on abortion at least once a month, and nodding was mandatory. She was ninety percent sure that no one here was so dead-set against her marriage that they would pull out a coat hanger.

But Stoppard was more than a fanatic. His small amount of societal power and his entire income from tithes were in jeopardy, and Rae’s rebellion was the focus of that danger to him. If he thought her pregnancy would turn these people against him such that they might allow her to escape, he might beat the crap out of her, slamming his hard fists into her belly, a back-woods abortion. He would probably tell them that the demon was lying about the baby and that he was beating the Jesus into her.

She couldn’t tell them, not if she wanted to protect their child.

Rae said, “Just don’t hurt me. I’ll do whatever you want.”

















Phone Tag







Wulf sat in his office again, a dim, windowless room. His wide computer monitor surrounded the desk, dead and black. Electrically charged dust stung his nose, and he tried not to flinch every time Luca and Hans fidgeted and rustled papers on the extensions of the desk behind him.

There really was nothing they could have done if Rae had been determined to go off on her own. Wulf held tightly to that thought rather than make any decisions concerning their employment.

He tapped a contact on his phone and suffered through the rings.

A click, and a woman’s gravelly voice chirped, “Theo Valencia’s phone! Wulf? Is that you?”

“Yes, Lizbeth. It’s rather urgent. Is Theophile available?” Surely, a County Prosecuting Attorney would have some influence in a missing person case.

“I’m walking back to his office now. What’s up?”

Wulf’s voice held steady. “We can’t locate Rae. We were wondering if he could offer any alternatives.”

“What? Okay, now I’m running to his office. Is she okay?”

“We’re not sure.”

“Shit. Theo!” she shouted, and there was more but Wulf couldn’t make it out.

A man’s voice said into the phone, “Rae is missing? Isn’t she pregnant?”

“Yes,” Wulf said. “Evidently, she has been missing for three hours, and her phone has been shut off. We’re very concerned about her welfare. I was wondering if there was anything that could be done.”

“Nothing official. Hang on a second. Noah!” Theo Valencia shouted, and again there was muffled discussion, but with more than one male voice. “We’re going to call some friends. Do you have any other information?”

Wulf told him the license plate number and description of the car.

Theo said, “That’ll help. I’ll call you when we have something.”

Wulf tapped the phone to hang up and immediately clicked and called another contact. A County Attorney was one kind of help, but Wulf might need someone a little more . . . mercenary.

A man answered, speaking Alemannic, one of the Swiss dialects. “Durchlaucht, I am on the road to the airport. I will beat you to your plane and drink all your scotch.”

Wulf drew a deep breath. “Dieter, there’s been a problem.”

“On my way.”

















Exorcism







Rae squeezed her eyes shut, enduring the men screaming for the demon to leave her body. She lay on the stale carpeting on her side with her arms clenched over her belly, even though her stomach was still approximately as flat as it ever had been. Her waist felt thicker around.

Her cousins held the blanket over her, pressing the edges down with their fists even though she hadn’t struggled for the last two hours.

Another damn tear leaked out of her eye, and she pressed her cheek to the pillow rather than let anybody see.

They would get tired of this stupidity soon, she believed.

They would let her go soon, she insisted to herself.

Minister Stoppard, her father, her uncles, and her cousins yelled Bible verses about Jesus casting the demons who named themselves Legion out of a possessed man and into a herd of swine.

Really, they couldn’t see the political parable there?

Their male voices rumbled through the room, chanting verses that they all knew, or at least picking up the words and muttering through the ones that they didn’t, vibrating the wood paneling on the walls.

Rae curled herself more tightly around her stomach, breathing slowly.

They chanted, “Jesus commands you to get out!” which was close to the Catholic rite’s chant of, “For it is the power of Christ that compels you,” but not quite the same.

Rae breathed deeply, trying not to shake or let herself get upset.

This would be over soon.

They would get bored or realize what a stupid charade it was.

She turned her face to the pillow again, wiping away another tear.

Craigh let go of the blanket and stood. “This is ridiculous.”

Rae opened her eyes.

Craigh said, “She’s not possessed. Look at her. The Devil can’t stand to hear Bible verses.”

Rae’s father grabbed him by the arm. “Her soul is in danger! If we don’t cast this demon out, she’s going to Hell!” His voice rose, frantic. “I can’t let my baby girl go to Hell! She’ll be tormented for all eternity in the lake of fire! Look at her! Look at how she’s letting us exorcise her because she wants to be free of The Devil!”

Well, compliance had backfired. Rae sighed.

She pushed her arms against the floor, but two of her large cousins were still holding the blanket down, pressing the rough cloth over her arms and chest.

Craigh shook his head, turning away. “She’s not possessed. I’m done.”

Rae yelled after him, “Call Wulf and tell him I’m all right!”

He walked out of the room, but he wouldn’t meet Rae’s eyes when he left.

She put her head down on the pillow. He wasn’t going to call anyone.

Her other cousins tightened their hold on the blanket, cramming it down on her. She could breathe, but she couldn’t wiggle. However, there were only two of them holding the blanket down now. If things started going wrong, she might have a chance of fighting her way out.

Reverend Stoppard raised his hands, preaching loudly about how worldliness invited demons in by opening your mind to the Devil. He spoke for what seemed like days—more yelling, more screaming, more Bible verses and mangled theology—though the tiny clock high on the wall had only moved a total of three hours.

She should have already been at the airport.

Wulf must be frantic, probably in a very quiet way.

Rae sucked in a deep breath. It would be okay. They could refile the flight plan and go tomorrow or the next day. The suppers and things could be rescheduled.

Unless Wulf thought that she had ditched him.

Unless the baby inside her died.

Unless this went really, really wrong, and Stoppard and these large men killed her. She had read about that happening during amateur exorcisms. Her dry throat rattled when she coughed. Sometimes these types of exorcisms went on for days, and it was usually something like dehydration or asphyxiation when they shoved the blanket over their head that killed the person.

She curled more tightly under the blanket, locking her arms and knees around her stomach.

Minister Stoppard glared at her, incensed at something she had done. Veins bulged in his forehead and neck as he hollered, “The Devil is writhing in pain at the sound of the Word of God! Hold her down, boys! Get that blanket over her head and smother the evil!”

Levi and her other ogre of a cousin flipped the blanket over her head.

The air trapped under the thick cloth heated against her face. The sourness of fear bloomed in the suffocating blanket.

Dread roiled in her head. This was it.

As much as she didn’t want to die, imagining what her death would do to Wulf made her chest cramp. He would descend into his own icy cold, unmoving, until he just . . . stopped. “Let me up.”

“What?”

The growling voice that Rae heard through the blanket belonged to her cousin Levi, who was never the brightest of the clan.

“Let me up. This has gone on long enough.” Exhaustion weighed her down almost as much as the blanket. She shoved her arms up and pried the blanket away from her face. Cool air washed over her cheeks. “Just stop this nonsense.”

“Now the demon is talking!” Stoppard shouted.

“That’s not a demon talking. That’s the sound of common sense,” she said.

“Begone you devil from Hell!”

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” she muttered.

“Yes, praise his name!” Stoppard shouted.

“Just stop this insanity! Just stop it all!” Rae grabbed the pillow and threw it at Stoppard. He dodged it. “You’re the evil one here! Maybe you’re possessed!”

Her father gasped. “You shut your mouth. We do not talk to men of God like that.”

Rae ground her teeth. “I’m not talking to a man of God. I’m talking to Stoppard.”

She started inching forward, wiggling out of the blanket.

















Cavalry







Wulf rode in the passenger seat while Dieter drove the black SUV. Summer sunlight glittered on the cars and trucks blocking them in and flashed bright sparks in his eyes. The clock ran through the time, so much time since Rae had walked away from her security.

Life could change in a heartbeat.

So many heartbeats.

So much time.

Theophile Valencia’s friend Noah had described the car that Rae had gotten into to his network, and he had gotten word back in under an hour that the car had been spotted in a parking lot of a hotel known for drug deals near the university.

Wulf’s phone rang again, blinking Theophile’s contact number. He answered with, “Do we have more information?”

Wulf watched the traffic out the front windshield while Theo said, “Noah’s contact says that a group with the last name of Stone rented a small conference room on the ground floor.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you have enough people? I can send a few.”

Wulf glanced behind the headrest at the five men in the two rear seats behind him, including Dieter, Hans, Luca, and Friedhelm, and at the other SUV trailing them. Black duffels lay at their feet. Everyone except Wulf wore black fatigues.

He turned back to the front, squinting in the sun’s glare off the chrome from the other cars packed around them as they sped through the hot afternoon. “I think we have sufficient manpower, but thank you again.”

















Get Thee Behind Me







The large men on both sides of Rae crammed the blanket around her, swaddling it tightly around her shoulders, but she shoved and kicked to loosen it enough to claw the carpeting with one hand and crawl forward.

Stoppard’s scowl twisted into rage.

A gap in the coarse blanket allowed her to get one arm out, but she kept the other hand down to protect her stomach.

Stoppard shouted, “She has the strength of ten men! This is proof that she is possessed!”

“No. Your stupid blanket method just doesn’t work.” Her sweaty hair clung to her face.

“Keep her down! Begone demon!”

She spoke directly to Levi, who was hanging onto her right arm, “You know that this is ridiculous. Get them to stop it.”

“Get thee behind me, Satan,” Levi said. He glanced at the minister. Rae thought that she saw a flash of indecision, but he shook his head. “It’s not ridiculous,” he said. “Your father wants to save your soul from Hell.”

“You kidnapped me!”

“You got in the car yourself,” he said.

“You’re kidnapping me now. I want to leave, and you’re holding me down.”

“It’s for your immortal soul.”

“My immortal soul is fine. Let me go.”

He whispered, “I can’t.”

Because Stoppard would turn people against him.

Stoppard had a stranglehold on her whole family, that bastard.

Rae shoved the blanket down her chest with her free arm and writhed, pushing with her hips and swimming with her legs to wriggle farther out of the blanket.

“Hey!” Her father jogged toward her, his ranch-strengthened hands coming at her.

Damn it. This could go south very quickly.

She pointed at him. “Stay back. Don’t you touch me.”

He hesitated, which was enough time for Rae to slither out of the blanket to her waist.

Levi grabbed her arm, but she was prepared for that and twisted hard toward his fingers, snapping her hand away from him. His nails scratched her wrist as she broke his grip. Lines burned on her arm.

He slapped her arms, trying to grab her again, but he had let go of his side of the blanket.

Rae kicked, flipping the blanket off herself while her other cousin tried to grab her, too. She jabbed her feet at both of them as she crawled on her arms, trying to scramble away from the blanket and the two looming cousins.

Levi grabbed her arm again, and this time, she couldn’t break away.

“Lay down,” he snarled. “Lay down so I don’t have to hit you.”

She shoved harder at his hand and blasted a scream from her throat, praying that someone outside the conference room could hear her.

“Stop!” Levi lunged at her, his hand flying at her face, trying to cover her mouth now rather than grab her arms. Footsteps clomped as more people ran over to help him.

“No! Stop!” She had to get away before they hurt her or the baby. “Let me go!”

Levi scrambled, falling on her, pinning her to the floor and trying to cover her mouth. He clamped his hand over her mouth, cutting her screams down to whines.

Rae tried to suck air, but Levi’s hand was over her nose and mouth, and his weight pressed her chest.

She couldn’t breathe.

God, please God, not the baby.

She snapped her teeth, trying to bite his palm, but his hand was bowed and she couldn’t reach his flesh.

Stoppard materialized above her, screaming something. Spit flecked out of his mouth and sprayed her face.

Rae blinked hard. She got one arm loose and batted at him, trying to knock him away.

He slammed his palm into Levi’s hand over her mouth. Pain dug into her cheek and jaw, cracking on her teeth. The tang of blood filled her mouth.

A crash, and Levi’s eyes went shocked-wide as he careened sideways.

Stoppard’s face snapped around, and a fist took its place.

Black forms swarmed into the room, streaking toward her father and uncles, yelling “Get down! Get down on the floor!”

Rae sucked air as Wulf swam into view, a snarl twisting his mouth and rage narrowing his dark blue eyes. His hand reached for her, grabbing her arm, and she was off the floor and leaning against his strong back as he walked backward, a small gun in his other hand.

She peeked over his shoulder. Hans, Friedhelm, and other men were standing over her cousins and the other guys lying on the floor, pressing pistols to the backs of their heads or covering several men by weaving their guns through the air, aiming at one of her prone uncles, then another.

“I’m okay,” she whispered to Wulf. “It’s all right. I’m okay.” She pressed the side of her face against his back, the fabric of his suit soft against her cheek.

He kept her behind his back with one arm as he trained the pistol on one of her family, then another. His voice was calm as he asked her, “What was going on here?”

“It was just a thing,” she said.

“A thing?” His voice rose slightly from its rumbling, deep-bass timbre.

Stoppard’s voice was muffled because Hans was mashing his face flat on the dirty carpeting with his boot. “This is assault! Let me go.”

“Let him up,” Wulf said.

Hans stepped back, holding his handgun in both hands and training it on the minister.

Wulf called over to him, “Explain this.”

“She’s possessed by a demon!” Stoppard shouted again, pushing himself up on his arms. “We were trying to free her!”

Rae wished she could melt into a puddle on the floor and soak into the carpeting to hide.

Wulf’s gaze swept over the ritual candle and bell on the floor, and he turned his head toward Rae, though he kept his gun pointed at Stoppard. “An exorcism?”

“Yeah,” she sighed.

“She’s possessed by demons!” Stoppard yelled.

Rae pressed her hands over her eyes. Exhaustion weighed on her.

Wulf asked, “Did they hurt you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not really.”

“Your mouth is bleeding.”

“I’m okay,” she insisted.

“I heard you scream.”

“I was just scared. I’m okay now.”

Wulf’s glare suggested that he didn’t believe her in the slightest. “Dieter,” he said, looking over at her cousins. “Take her.”

Rae looked up, staring around, until she found him. Dieter was there, the fluorescent lights glinting on his blond hair and solemn purpose filling his gray eyes. He took his boot off the back of Levi’s neck and trotted toward her. He stood beside Wulf and reached for her, gathering her behind him, still watching the situation.

Rae let him transfer her. Wulf must have a reason. She just wanted to leave.

Wulf said to Dieter, “If anyone moves toward her, shoot him.”

“Should I warn them first?” he asked.

“I just did.” Wulf glanced back as he walked toward Stoppard, who struggled to his feet. The cold anger in Wulf’s dark blue eyes scared her.

Rae steadied herself by laying one hand on Dieter’s back, and he stepped backwards toward her, his arm swinging back to shield her more.

Wulf clicked the safety on his gun and shoved it in the back of his waistband under his suit jacket while walking over to Stoppard, stepping around her cousins sprawled on the floor. A livid red mark flamed on the side of Stoppard’s face.

Rae whispered to Dieter, “We should go. I just want to go home.”

“One minute,” he said, still watching Wulf and the other men. The safety was still down on Dieter’s gun, and he aimed it beyond his toes.

Wulf reached Stoppard. “You thought to exorcise devils from her?”

“She’s possessed,” Stoppard hissed through his teeth. “We’re trying to save her.”

“There is nothing to save her from,” Wulf said, stepping back. “This farce is over. We’re leaving.”

“You can’t!”

Wulf strode back toward her, his jaw bulging at the sides.

Rae sagged with relief. They could leave now. They would all leave and everything would be all right. Her other hand still rested on her stomach.

Stoppard yelled, “You have to leave her with us! To finish the exorcism!”

Rae watched over Dieter’s shoulder as Wulf neared them. Dieter aimed left of Wulf, at the minister.

Stoppard pulled his lips back from his teeth and yelled, “Even your family thinks you shouldn’t marry her!”

Wulf stopped walking, and his dark blue eyes slid sideways.

Rae called, “Wulf, don’t listen to him. Let’s leave.”

















Betrayal







Wulf turned back, his shoulders tense in his black suit jacket. The dank conference room stank, rank with angry male sweat from hours of screaming at his wife. He rounded on Stoppard. “What did you say?”

“Even your family—” Stoppard repeated.

Wulf strode back, his heels hitting the carpet hard. “What did you say?”

“—thinks you shouldn’t marry her!”

Wulf grabbed Stoppard’s collar in both his fists, their faces inches apart. The harsh overhead tube lights glared on the grease on Stoppard’s face. Wulf swore that he could smell bacon. He growled, “What did you say about my family?”

Stoppard said, “They think she’s a slut and a gold-digger, and they’re right.”

Wulf dropped the minister’s collar. The sick rage that had boiled in his belly since he had seen Stoppard standing over Rae uncoiled and raced through him.

Stoppard shouted, “She’s only after worldly things and—”

Wulf slammed the hard bones of his fist into Stoppard’s mouth.

The minister fell to his hands and knees, his head weaving.

Blood trickled on Wulf’s throbbing knuckles. He had been tempted to punch the man in that church a few months before, and it was satisfying to finally feel the minister’s bones and skin crunch under his fist.

Only civility restrained Wulf from kicking the man while he was on the floor. He growled, “Stand up.”

Stoppard spat blood on the carpet and said, “They called her father and told him to do something to stop the wedding.”

Wulf grabbed the back of the minister’s collar with one hand and dragged Stoppard back to standing. “Who called you?”

“I don’t know! They called her father!”

Wulf dropped Stoppard and found Rae’s father, Zachariah, lying on the floor with Luca straddling him, his gun pointing at Zachariah’s head.

Rae called Wulf’s name again, and he glanced over. Dieter had reached behind himself with one arm to keep her safely behind him.

Wulf hauled Zachariah Stone off the flat carpeting and held him by his collar, perilously close to strangling him. “Who called you?”

“He said he was a relation of yours,” Rae’s father said. “And he said your name was Wulf, not Dominic. You lied to us.”

Wulf’s neck and face burned with anger. “Did he give you his name?”

“Philipp.”

Wulf’s temples pulsed in time with his heart.

His own father.

Wulf’s father had contacted Rae’s family and foisted his poison on them.

How the hell had he known where to find her family?

He forced his hands to unclench and release Zachariah though he was tensed to punch him.

Zachariah Stone stepped back, rubbing his throat. Luca shoved Stone’s shoulder until he was on his knees again.

Wulf walked back toward Rae and Dieter. Her sweet brown eyes were huge as she looked over Dieter’s shoulder at him. “I can’t believe it,” she began.

“I will make sure this never happens again,” Wulf said, blood still rushing in his head.

“Let’s just go,” she said. “I want to go home.”

Wulf took her under his arm, protecting her from anything that might happen behind them. He muttered to Dieter, “With us,” and announced to the rest, “One minute. Upon my mark, exit.”

“Any other instructions?” Luca called.

Wulf surveyed the evil, evil men in that room who had abused and injured his wife, all on their knees or flat on the ground. Stoppard was holding both sides of his face.

Wulf’s lip curled. “No. Meet at the cars.”

Dieter followed them out, walking backward and covering the room with the gun. Wulf drew his own gun and clicked the safety off, holding it beside his trouser leg.

He held Rae around her shoulders until they were safely in the SUV’s back seat. He cradled her to himself as Dieter climbed into the front passenger’s seat. Leandro, in the driver’s seat, slammed the car into gear.

“Wait for the others,” Wulf told him. Into his phone, he said, “Exit now.”

Within five seconds, his men thundered out of the door, running flat out for the cars. As soon as three filled the back seat, the doors slammed. The SUV jumped as Leandro floored it.

Wulf glanced back. Two snipers sprinted from the parking lot and reached the other SUV as the rest of the entry team exited the hotel. The other SUV pulled away from the curb behind them.

Only then, Wulf relaxed.

When Rae started crying against his shoulder, he murmured to her, trying to console her, finally remembering to switch to English. “Reagan, everything is all right now. You were tricked, yes?”

She nodded. “Hester said that my mother was in the hospital, that she’d had a heart attack.”

“We have you. You’re all right now.”

“I didn’t think they’d lie to me. I never thought they’d do something like this.”

He stroked her hair, unwilling to tell her to be more callous, more calculating. “You can’t leave your security, not even for a moment, not even with someone you trust. There are too many things that can go wrong.”

She nodded against his chest, and the SUV rocked them together as they drove through the city and into the hot afternoon sun.

Traffic clogged the hot desert roads, baking the asphalt under the tires. Leandro drove them toward Wulf’s house for an hour, blocked in by trucks, cars, and SUVs.

Rae sobbed against his shirt the whole time. Wulf stroked her hair, trying to comfort her. He had raised his sister Flicka through her teen years, so he knew when to comfort but not to pressure.

She finally said, “I’ve never seen you so angry.”

His face warmed in the Southwestern desert sunshine. “Oh, no. I never get angry.”

“You sure looked angry.”

“I was concerned,” Wulf said.

She hiccuped. “I hope you never get that concerned at me.”

He stroked her hair. “Never.”

Back at the house, Wulf installed Rae at the kitchen table with a glass of orange juice to wait for the cooks to fix her a sandwich.

He shook Dieter’s hand as they walked back to the garage.

Dieter said, “Next time, ‘Wait until we have secured the room,’ means for you to wait outside.”

Wulf ignored him. His legs had carried him into the room when he had heard Rae scream. “You will bill us for today?”

Dieter frowned at him. “God, no. Your wife was kidnapped.”

“I insist. This was a professional service. If I need you again, I don’t want to have reservations about calling on you.”

“I’ve never thought of you as having reservations about anything, Durchlaucht.”

Wulf shook his head. “You’re running a business. You can’t provide services gratis to people who, by all rights, should be your clients.”

Dieter shrugged.

Wulf had advised Dieter when he had developed his fee structure and helped him with his business arrangements. “I’ll double your customary fees and deposit it in your accounts if I don’t receive a bill.”

“You do use money as a weapon, don’t you?”

Oh, if he only knew the extent of it. Wulf said, “The plane will surely leave tomorrow. I’ll text you the itinerary when the flight plan is filed.”

Dieter grimaced, and he practically snarled, “I’m sure my wife will be delighted when I tell her the trip was delayed. Who’s staying at Schloss Southwestern during the wedding?”

“Hans volunteered.”

Dieter nodded but said nothing, his gray eyes as flat as cold, alpine rain. He slapped the garage door button and walked to his car.

Back inside, Wulf pulled Rosamunde, his house manager, aside. He said, “We’ve had a problem.”

“There were shots fired? Someone has found you?” Her voice rose to nearly a shrill pitch, one of the very few times that Wulf had heard that from her.

“No,” he reassured her. “No guns. I’ll explain later.”

Rosamunde glanced back toward the kitchen door. “Is she all right?”

“She’s hungry. Shaking. Deeply upset. However, we will need to retain a moving company to remove my father from Schloss Marienburg to the house in town.”

Rosamunde glanced at the floor. A dark gray strand fell from her messy bun to rest on her cheek. “That will be a formidable job.”

Wulf had stolen Rosamunde from his father while she had been the manager of Schloss Marienburg, the Gothic revival castle of his ancestors, where his father chose to live. “Will this be a problem?”

Rosamunde drew herself up. “See to your wife. I will take care of the rest.”

They went back to the kitchen.

Rae was already eating a chicken sandwich with sliced fruit. Bloodshot veins traced the whites of her eyes, but she ate steadily. Their chef, Yvonne, stood over her, watching every bite.

Ah, German efficiency. Wulf smiled and sat beside Rae, stealing apple chunks from her plate.

Yvonne turned her thin face toward him. “I saw Dieter eat the lunch I set out for you. Did you eat anything?”

He shrugged.

“It’s tea time. Good Lord.” Yvonne bustled off to make him a sandwich.

Wulf whispered to Rae, “You’re holding up admirably among the staff.”

Transparent tears swelled on her lower eyelids. “We missed the flight. We’re not going to Switzerland. I messed everything up.”

“We’ll refile the flight plan for tomorrow. I’ll text Flicka to have her rearrange some things. There’s nothing to worry about.” He leaned closer to her. “Eat. You need some rest. Let’s go upstairs.”

“I’m pulling myself together. I’m not even that hungry.”

He breathed on her neck, where her tee shirt met her shoulder. She inhaled just slightly, and she darted quick glances at him while she munched her sandwich.

Good, he had her full attention.

He checked to make sure that Yvonne was preparing his sandwich at the opposite counter with her back toward them, and he ran his teeth over Rae’s neck.

Rae arched her neck, and she hummed.

It was unseemly to molest his wife in the kitchen in full view of the staff.

His hand stole to her lower back, and he kept his lips just a fraction of an inch from her neck near her ear. He whispered, “More time for us here.”

Rae cleared her throat and watched her plate. She was breathing faster.

He backed up just as Yvonne turned, holding his lunch plate.

While he ate, he found opportunities to touch Rae, to caress her, to keep her mind on his leg, his hands, and his mouth, rather than thinking about the afternoon.

He ate quickly, and once they were done, he nodded to his chef and took Rae by the hand to lead her upstairs.

One of the housekeepers was sloshing water into the enormous ferns in the main receiving room, and another was pushing a hissing steamer over the marble floors by the tall windows overlooking the pool. Everything was back to normal.

Wulf saw Rae notice them as she walked past, and guilt stole over her sweet, dark eyes. She still thought that she should join in when she saw maintenance being performed, no matter how many times Wulf reminded her about his people’s jobs. The staff loved her for it, so he didn’t say too much. They knew that he wouldn’t lay off any of them, no matter if his wife did sometimes pitch in.

They reached the grand staircase rising to the upper floor, and as Wulf stepped on the first riser, his right knee felt unaccountably weak.

Odd.

Rae said, “I’m starting to shake it off. I mean, it was terrible, and I kind of hate the world right now, but I’m okay.”

“You need to lie down for a few minutes,” Wulf said.

“I’m really okay if you need to go do something else. I’ve got a lot of research to do. My profs loaded me up at those meetings this morning, which feels like a lifetime ago,” she sighed.

“I insist,” Wulf said.

“You—you insist?” Rae followed him, her footsteps pattering on the marble staircase. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything is fine.” He led her up the stairs, each step a little more difficult than the last, until they reached the landing.

He walked along the balcony, still holding Rae’s soft, little hand in his, while the tremors in his legs climbed to his chest.

“Wulf?” he heard her whisper from beside him. “You’re shaking like mad. Are you all right?”

Something must be wrong with the air conditioning. A cold wind was blowing through his business suit and rushing down the back of his collar, chilling his spine and the deep scars on his back.

“Wulf?”

A thick ring of black smoke surrounded the door to their bedroom, and it tightened, swirling inward. He pushed through it, shoving open the door, his hand jittering on the wood, and stumbled inside.

Wulf bounced off one of the bookcases that lined three of the walls, floor to ceiling. The rainbow of books, meticulously shelved by color, smeared in his vision.

“Wulf!” Rae called, somewhere far away from him.

He whispered, “Honestly, I’m fine,” and reached for her, desperate to touch her hair or her skin.

















Instead of Switzerland







Rae grabbed for Wulf as he collapsed in front of her, his legs folding as he dropped. She managed to get an arm around him and slow his fall, mainly because he was reaching for her. His arm dragged on her waist. “Wulf!”

“Honestly, I’m fine,” he mumbled.

“You’re not!” She unwound his arms from around her waist, but he kept reaching for her. His fingers clutched her wrist and her arm. She asked, “Does your chest hurt? Can you see? Can you breathe?”

He grabbed her shoulder and dragged her down, grappling her until she was lying against him, her head pressed to his chest. Under her ear, his heart beat steadily but fast, so very fast.

She looked up at him. His eyes were squeezed shut. Lines of pain radiated from the corners. She said, “You’ve got to tell me if you’re okay.”

He nodded. His jaw bulged at the sides, and he kept his chin tucked to his chest.

“Promise me that your chest doesn’t hurt.”

He nodded, but his arms tightened around her.

Rae twisted in his arms, reaching up to him, and brushed her lips across his in what she had meant to be a tender kiss. Surely he needed tenderness right now, a gentle touch.

Wulf’s arms locked around her, and his kiss burned across her mouth. He swiveled and pushed her down on the thick carpet, scrambling over her body.

Oh. It didn’t take a Ph.D. in psychology to figure out that Wulf had exactly one way that he allowed himself to express emotion. Rae crawled backward on the floor under him and kicked the door closed.

Wulf reared up and pulled his suit jacket off his arms, flinging it away. He swarmed over her, pinning her down with his body. His collar was already open and he hadn’t worn a tie that day, so he wrenched his shirts off over his head, a wince creasing his forehead when he pulled on the scarred side of his back too much.

The desperation in his dark blue eyes startled her, and he grabbed her again, kissing her hard and driving his tongue into her mouth. One of his hands was tangled in her hair, and he unbuttoned her blouse with the other.

When he broke off the kiss and bent his head to rake his teeth over her neck, she said, “Wulf, don’t you think we should talk—”

He covered her mouth with his hand, while he chewed his way down her open shirt and pushed her bra aside with his chin.

Rae knew that she should be protesting about now, that what would be most psychologically healthy for Wulf would be to express his emotions and talk about what had happened that afternoon, how it had affected him, but his hot mouth found her breast and he sucked on her, drawing her up and running his tongue over the peak.

Passion caught her, and she arched against him, whimpering.

His hands became rougher, grabbing her skin and shoving her clothes away. He unzipped her jeans and yanked them, managing to get them off one of her legs while he clawed at his own pants, kicking them off and prying her legs apart with one of his knees.

She reached for him, trying to bring him up to kiss her again, but he trilled his tongue against her clit, sending zings ricocheting through her until she was shaking and crying out with need. Wulf climbed up her, his strong fingers almost bruising the skin on her ribs and shoulders. He fit his body between her legs and his mouth on hers, kissing her again, and he pressed himself inside her. His shoulders were still shaking in her arms, and he stroked into her, filling her and releasing.

She moaned against his mouth.

Wulf buried his face in her shoulder, panting, and lunged into her. She pushed her hips up, grinding her clit against him as he drove himself into her.

She was spiraling tighter with each thrust, holding onto him as he pounded cries from her. Rae held on around his neck, her body a taut arc under his as he shoved himself up and into her. Her body clenched, and the hard stab of his cock into her rubbed inside her and on her. A deep tension strained until she fell over the edge.

Pulsing waves rocked her, and she clung to Wulf as blood roared in her ears and his body shuddered in her arms. His muscles rippled down his back, and his breath blew harsh near her ear.

Rae gasped and held him tightly, her head still spinning.

Wulf held himself off her body with his forearms and breathed on her neck below her ear. “You can’t leave your security,” he choked out. “I thought you were kidnapped.” She could hardly hear his harsh whisper. “I thought you might already be dead.”

She stroked his back, the side without the terrible scar, trying to reassure him. “I’ll tell my mother what they did, and she’ll make sure that they never try anything like that again.”

He wrapped his arms around her, and his arms strained as they tightened. “I am begging you. Stay with your security.”

“I won’t leave them. I promise I won’t.”

His voice lowered. When Rae managed to squirm so that she could see his face, his eyes were squeezed shut.

He whispered, “I thought I had lost you. I thought you were gone.”

She wound his arms around his neck and pressed herself to him, holding on. She wanted to say something flippant, something to make him laugh like he couldn’t get rid of her that easily or she was too stubborn to be killed, but he was far beyond that.

She said, “I’ll never leave them again.”

“Flicka used to run from her security when she was a teenager,” he whispered. “She thought it was a game until one man got her into a car. Her security got her out just before he drove off.”

Rae gasped, “Oh my God.”

His teeth were clenched so tight that his cut jaw bulged on the sides. “I can’t lose you.”
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Later that evening while Rae slept, Wulf sat in his office again, alone, staring at the blank monitors and holding his cell phone to his ear. It was late in the evening in Germany, about midnight.

Unaccustomed flutters still inhabited his chest. His face heated, but he kept his voice calm, low. He asked, “Did you think that I would make idle threats?”

“Don’t you threaten me,” Wulf’s father, His Serene Highness, The Hereditary Prince of Hannover, Philipp Augustus, said.

Wulf tended to use all of his father’s titles in his own head out of habit because one of the servants had always presented him and his twin brother to their father using all their titles when they were children, standing together, unmoving, and waiting for it to be over.

Wulf said, “The trucks will arrive in two days to remove you to Kaiserhaus in the city. You’ll have a minimal staff. Your allowance from the trusts will be cut by two-thirds.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” his father sputtered.

Wulf was too angry to be gratified. “I absolutely will.”

“Constantin would never have done this to me.”

The thick mass of scar tissue on Wulf’s back kept him from leaning back in the office chair today. “Constantin is dead.”

“He would have made a much better prince.”

This was an old tactic, one that Wulf didn’t much care for. “You met Constantin a total of thirty-one times, all before he was nine years old.”

“And yet, I know that he would have been a good prince and a good king. He had a regal personality, an authoritarian presence.”

Wulf was finished with that line of conversation. He lowered his voice. “If you ever interfere in our lives again, before the wedding or thereafter, I will make far more draconian cuts. Is this perfectly clear?”

“I understand.” And yet he sounded dismissive, like he didn’t believe all this would happen.

“Stay out of our lives. Do not contact me nor anyone about Rae. How did you know where her family was, and how did you know that we would be skiing last week?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Wulf could hear his father’s sneer all the way across the Atlantic ocean.

It didn’t matter.

Wulf said, “If you act on any other information, no matter how you obtain it, there will be more repercussions.”

“The rest of the family won’t allow that to happen.”

A few years ago, that might have been true, but they had seen the operating budget for the castle Schloss Marienburg, and most realized that a change in its status would mean a significant increase in their dividends from the family trusts. “Go ahead. Try me on this.”

“They’ll vote you out as head of the house.”

“Make your run. We’ll see how far you get.”

“You can’t marry that common woman! I won’t grant you the status of a dynastic marriage!”

“Elizabeth already did. She is the one with the authority, and we have been legally married for months. Our children will bear your titles, and if, God forbid, we are ever restored, they will sit on your throne. Enough of this nonsense. You always have been irrelevant in my life. Now, make yourself as absent in our lives as you were when I was a child.”

Wulf thumbed his phone and hung up.

This time, he whipped the phone at the wall.

It shattered in a bright spray of glass in the dim recessed lights.

















Darkness







From the shadows of the German forest, back where the trees were at their thickest, a woman’s voice whispered Wulf’s name. He turned, peering through the darkness.

Wulf opened his eyes in the night. Glowing blue numbers on the clock read two-fifty.

“Wulf?” Rae asked.

He stretched and turned over, kicking the tight sheets off his leg. “Yes? You need?”

Her shaky inhale startled him needle-sharp awake.

Her voice was choked. “I’m bleeding.”

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her as his heart trembled. “We’ll go to hospital now. Come to the car. Carefully. We don’t need a fall to make this worse.” He held her light fingers in his and whispered, “I love you. Know that: I love you.”
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Hospital







Rae lay on her back on the medical table in the dark hospital room, barely breathing so that the rise and fall of her stomach wouldn’t mess up the ultrasound scan. The computer’s fan whirred softly, and the technician hummed to herself as she slid the transducer through the cold goo on Rae’s abdomen with one hand and typed with the other.

The technician, a woman with large, dark eyes who had introduced herself as Madra, stared at the computer monitor. The glow lit Madra’s face, gliding over her dark skin. “I’m not supposed to say anything because the radiologist interprets the scans, but I see a heartbeat.”

“That’s good?” Rae asked, just to make sure that seeing it wasn’t somehow the bad part.

“That’s very good.” Madra went back to tapping keys on the keyboard.

Rae looked over at Wulf, sitting beside the table and holding her left hand, and his fingers tightened slightly around hers. In the dim light of the monitor glow in the dark room, his dark blue eyes had turned almost black, and pale blue highlights glinted in his blond hair.

“Want to hear it?” Magda asked.

“Um, yes?” Rae said.

The radiologist moused over something on her computer and clicked, and a rapid oscillation filled the air, like listening to the vibrating heartbeat of a mouse pulse in the room.

Wulf’s lips parted, and he blinked at the sound. He looked up, gazing around himself at the quick whoosh filling the air.

Just those slight movements were, for Wulf, an enormous reaction. She squeezed his fingers, listening to their baby’s heartbeat all around them while she prayed that it wasn’t for the last time.

The radiologist tapped something, and the sound fled. She checked her phone. “Okay, I’m done. Here comes the doctor.”

The door opened, and tall, willowy woman walked in, swishing her white doctor’s coat. “Hello, I’m Dr. Chen,” she said.

Madra looked up. “Nii-how.”

Dr. Chen blinked, and her mouth shifted to the side. “Nii-how, Madra.” She glanced at Rae. “Madra is teaching me Mandarin. Now, I assume that you heard that we have a heartbeat.”

Rae nodded.

“Let’s see what else we have here.” Madra vacated the seat, and Dr. Chen sat and took over scanning Rae’s stomach. The small transducer smeared the cool gel around her skin. “Yep, it’s low.”

Madra nodded. “I tagged that in some of the scans.”

“You’re right. Good catch.” She turned to Rae, still buzzing her tummy with the ultrasound probe. “This is why I came in. Madra found that the pregnancy is very low in the uterus. The placenta is partially covering the cervix.”

Beside her, Wulf shifted in his chair, and his grip on her hand tightened.

Rae resisted the urge to wrap her arms over her stomach. “And that means?”

The doctor lifted the transducer off Rae’s stomach, wiped it off, then used a fresh wipe to scrape the watery gel off Rae’s abdomen. “Placenta previa is a very serious condition. It can be caused by a lot of things or nothing, just the random chance on where the embryo implants when you first get pregnant. Sometimes, it just happens. I want to stress this part, this can be serious. If we can get you to term or close, there’s no danger to the baby. However, you could have complications. This is highly associated with very dangerous hemorrhage.” Dr. Chen glanced at a different box on the computer. “We got the bleeding stopped now, right?”

Rae nodded vigorously, almost jiggling her brain around in her head, and dragged her pajama pants up to her waist.

Dr. Chen stared hard at her, emphasizing what she said. “If you start bleeding again, any at all, get in here right away. I can’t stress this enough. It can be very dangerous to your life and health. You could bleed out and die very quickly. Got it?”

Rae nodded and glanced over at Wulf. Again, his cool expression looked like he was serious, but he seemed to be listening to the information, and that was all.

His hands told a different story. He had wrapped both his hands around hers, completely encasing her fingers in his large, strong hands, shielding her hand because that was all he could do right then.

Wulf asked, “Is this a situation where we need to make a decision?”

“Is that something you’ve considered anyway?” Dr. Chen asked.

“No,” Rae and Wulf both said, her soprano and his bass voice in unison. Wulf continued, “But if the pregnancy is endangering her—”

“Then not yet,” Dr. Chen said. “At this point, watchful waiting is enough.”

Wulf nodded, slowly, and somehow, he didn’t even blink.

Rae asked the doctor, “So what do we do about it?”

“Sorry about this,” she said, grimacing, “but it’s bed rest. Complete bed rest. Mostly on your left side as you get bigger. And you’ll need a C-section at the end. Delivery is too risky, far too risky.”

Oh, crap. “What about college?”

The doctor looked guilty and shrugged. “I’m sorry. You need to lay down and stay there, all the time. When I did three months of bed rest with my first one while I was in medical school, I did an independent study project toward a master’s. You can try to do something like that. Now the possible good news.”

“Yeah?” Rae was really ready for some good news.

“I’ve seen a lot of cases of this. Some of them are seriously lying right on the cervix.” She slapped her hands together like a thunderclap. “Yours isn’t too bad. The implantation is farther up the uterine wall than some that I’ve seen. Maybe, possibly, this could rectify itself.”

Rae blew air out in relief. “Tell me how to do that.”

“It’s not something you can do. As the uterus enlarges, it swells up like a hot air balloon inflating off the ground. It is possible that the placenta could lift off the cervix. If that happens, we can reduce or eliminate the bed rest, but be prepared. It’s going to be at least a month of this, and it could be the entire pregnancy.”

“Yeah?” Rae looked back and forth between Wulf and the doctor.

“Yes, in addition to the bed rest, it’s all the usual precautions,” the doctor said, standing up and adjusting her lab coat. “No tub baths. No exertion. No exercise. No sexual intercourse.”

Rae asked, “I beg your pardon?”

One of Wulf’s blond eyebrows pressed downward.

Dr. Chen continued, “Nothing that will disturb your cervix in any way. Seriously. You could die. And no car trips over half an hour.”

“But we’re leaving to go to Switzerland tomorrow!” To get married, but Rae didn’t tell the doctor that.

Rae’s sister-in-law, Flicka, had been planning Rae’s religious wedding for months, ever since Flicka had gotten back from her own honeymoon. The decorations were already going up at a hotel ballroom in Montreux for the reception. Rae’s dress, which was much more tailored than she had ever dreamed that she would like, had been fitted three times and was already in Switzerland with Flicka. Private jets were being fueled the world over. Swiss florists were importing planeloads of flowers to decorate the church and the reception.

Dr. Chen shook her head. “Sorry. You’re not going anywhere. Definitely no plane flights.”

Oh, no. Despair filled Rae’s chest and closed her throat. She swallowed hard around it.

After the doctor and tech left, Rae turned to Wulf. “I am so sorry.”

His hands firmed around hers. “I can’t imagine what for.”

“For everything. For not being able to do this right. For messing up the wedding. Because now we can’t even you-know. For everything.”

“This isn’t your fault,” he insisted.

“How am I going to tell Flicka?” Rae wondered, horrified at the thought. Tears started to leak out her eyes.

Wulf closed his eyes and whispered, “I’ll tell Flicka. I don’t care. I don’t care about any of it. I can’t lose you. I have to keep you safe and I don’t know how.”

Rae tugged her hands out of his and slid her hands up his arms. “You won’t lose me.”

He leaned over her, holding her gently. “I think we should try again in a few months or years.”

The image of the baby with crystalline blue eyes and a blond, fuzzy head rose in her mind.

“No,” Rae said, and she slid one arm over her stomach. “No. I want this baby so much.”

He sighed, his breath hot against her shoulder. “I want some other doctors to see you.” He backed up, and his deep blue eyes hardened. “I’ll make sure they examine your scans tomorrow. I want to know exactly what the risk is before we make any final decisions. And we may make decisions. Several decisions.”

“I want this baby,” Rae repeated.

“There are other decisions to be made,” Wulf said, and his voice dropped to a commanding tone, “like where the very best doctors are, like what the most state-of-the-art treatments are, like how I can best keep you safe.”

















Dieter and Wulf







The toddler wailed in the back seat, and Dieter checked his rearview mirror, watching her, while he drove.

The fifteen-month-old was more angry at being restrained than she was distressed, the opposite of Dieter’s frame of mind, but his anger grew with every passing minute.

Outside Dieter’s black SUV, crowds of cars swung through the five lanes as he drove over the sun-scalded freeway. Even the cacti on the sides of the freeway were shriveling from the heat pounding on the tan concrete and crushed granite on the ground.

His fists tightened on the steering wheel, and he thumbed a button and spoke. “Call Durchlaucht.”

His car rang around him, startling the toddler. She wailed louder, her shrill cry jangling his nerves.

Wulfram von Hannover, his previous employer, answered the phone. “Yes, Dieter?”

The words tumbled out of Dieter’s mouth, leaving a bitter taste on his tongue. “She left me, Wulfram. I don’t know what to do.”

“Who did?” Wulfram’s voice came from the stereo speakers as if the man were all around him.

Dieter lapsed into Alemannic. “Gretchen. I went home. Her clothes were gone. The bank accounts were cleaned out, the personal ones and the business ones. All is gone. It was millions. She is gone.”

“Where’s Alina?” Wulfram asked.

The toddler screamed at the sound of her name, her angry squeals climbing. “Gretchen left her with a neighbor and told me where to find her. Can you imagine the heartlessness of it? Gretchen left a note stuck to our television, telling me where my child was, with a neighbor. We don’t even know Lupe that well. Is Hans at work today?”

The silence on the other end of the line told Dieter far more than he wanted to know.

He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “It was Hans, wasn’t it?”

“I’m not sure,” Wulfram said. “He submitted his resignation this afternoon, effective immediately. I was otherwise involved and just took the letter. He said it was a private matter and asked that it be handled quietly.”

“That private matter was my wife!”

“Come to the house, Dieter. We’ll take care of you and Alina.”

“I don’t need to come there, Wulfram. I can stand on my own two feet.”

“Of course, you can. Just come here. We’ll have a drink or two. Frau Keller can help you with Alina for a short time. Let us help you.”

“That money was for the security agency. It was millions. Without it, I can’t even pay my people this week. I can’t pay on the loan you gave me.”

“There are laws, Dieter. She is entitled to little of it. We will get it back. In the meantime, I will help you with whatever you need. Where are you now?”

The boiling desert sun was still above the horizon, but it was growing as it neared the mountains, its fire threatening to roll over the dry desert and engulf everything. “On the freeway, heading toward the airport.”

“Where are you going to go?”

“I don’t know. After them?” The sun glared off the back windshield of the car in front of Dieter, a sudden white-hot flare of light. The highway and traffic snarls blurred, and he scrubbed his eyes with the back of his hand.

“Do you know where she and Hans went?” Wulfram asked.

“They’re probably heading to the airport. They would probably fly somewhere to get away, so that I can’t find them. I don’t know where they are!”

“No matter where they went, you can’t go after them seeking vengeance with a toddler in the back seat. Take the next exit. Come to the house.”

“You don’t think he would hurt her, do you? You don’t think it was about the money for him, and now he’ll hurt her.”

Wulfram sighed. “I’m sorry, Dieter. From the little that Hans said, it didn’t seem to be about the money for him. I need you to come to the house, now.”

“All right. I’m taking the exit.”

“Good. I’ll stay on the line so I can buzz you into the development. We’ll handle this quietly.”

“Can Rae help with Alina?” he asked. He liked Rae. She was kind and gentle in a way that even made him feel quiet. He could trust her.

“There’s been a problem. She’s on bed rest, and she must not be disturbed.”

Shock zapped him. “Is she all right?”

“So far. And we hope for the best.”

“My God, Wulfram. Was this due to yesterday, at the hotel? Was this why I got the terse email from your sister about the wedding being delayed?” The whole world was in chaos.

“Unfortunately, yes, at least for the second part. About Alina, I’ll ask a favor of Frau Keller for tonight, and we’ll hire a nanny tomorrow. I had planned on adding staff for when our child is born, so you don’t mind if I use Alina as a guinea pig for a few months, do you?”

“You’re joking at a time like this, Durchlaucht?”

“I have arctic ice instead of blue blood, ja? You’ve told me this too many times. Have you taken the exit yet?”

Dieter turned the wheel and coasted down the freeway ramp to the stoplight. “Yes.”

“And you’re on your way to our house?”

Scots Road, which led toward the Apache Tears Ranch development, pointed a dark line between the tan shops and buildings toward the blue and fiery mountains. “Yes, Durchlaucht.”

“Good. Keep driving. Drive safely. Talk to me about what you need for the next few days.”

“I need to go after Gretchen!” They had had their fights and their differences, but Dieter’s chest was collapsing into shattered bones and pulverized meat. He had thought that they had formed a family, a home together for their child, and now the very sky seemed to be ripping itself apart.

Wulfram said, “You’ll need to stay with us for a few days, at least. Perhaps longer. Yoshi is here, too, so the dining table will be crowded.”

Dieter snorted. Wulfram’s dining room seated forty comfortably.

“Where are you now?” Wulfram asked.

“Heading north on Scots Road. About to turn onto Range.”

“ETA?”

Dieter glanced at the navigation app running on his phone. “Six thirty-three.”

“Hold for one moment.” A rustling filled Dieter’s black SUV, and the mumbling was muffled by a hand over the other phone. “All right. We’ll have the necessities here soon. Tell me what you need for the agency for the next week.”

Dieter sighed, and his hands loosened on the steering wheel.

Reason finally coalesced in his head.

He reached over to the passenger seat, pulling a baby bottle of juice that his neighbor Lupe had given him out of the diaper bag and dangled it into the back seat. Tiny hands grabbed it out of his fingers, and noisy sucking replaced the wails. “It’s mostly money, Durchlaucht. I need to pay my staff this Friday, plus the mortgage on the office and the warehouse.”

“I’ll take care of that. Anything else?”

“I don’t know what will become of my daughter without a mother. Gretchen’s note said that she wanted nothing more to do with either of us, that she needed to be free to live her own life.”

“We’ll contact a lawyer tomorrow to establish separation and sole custody, and I know some things about raising a child without a mother. It’s difficult, but Flicka turned out all right.”

Dieter said, “That’s true.”

Other than some teenage shenanigans and college-age missteps, Flicka had indeed turned out all right. She ran several charities with the efficiency of a CEO and had expressed interest in getting an MBA. Though, now that Flicka had married the heir to the principality of Monaco, she probably wouldn’t be able to do that. Or continue with her music.

Over the SUV’s speakers, Wulfram said, “We’ll make it all right, Dieter. Where are you now?”

A long, iron gate crossed the road. Dieter parked the SUV in front of it and flipped his wallet open. A guard ambled out of the air-conditioned shack toward his vehicle. “I’m at the development’s gate. I’ll be inside in a few minutes.”

As soon as Dieter rolled his darkly tinted window down, the guard grinned at him and flicked his hand at the gate, retreating quickly into the guard shack. Heat rained down all around them, blowing into the SUV through the open window, and it was far too hot to stand on the asphalt for any length of time. Dieter had entered and exited this gate every day, several times a day, for years. The guard’s name was Gary, and he had two sons who played soccer.

Wulfram said as clearly as if he were sitting in the passenger seat, “Friedhelm will meet you at our gate to escort you up the driveway. What else do you need tonight?”

“Just someplace to rest, Durchlaucht.”

“You have that.”

Dieter turned the SUV around a corner. A second gate slid smoothly away from the road. Another black SUV idled, waiting for him.

As Dieter followed the other SUV up the long driveway to Wulfram’s house, the air conditioners seemed to blow colder air, cooling his face.

He and Wulfram had had each other’s backs ever since that long night in the Swiss Army barracks. Dieter had had his first disastrous love affair, and Wulfram had listened to him talk that night, all night, rather than leave him when he might have done something very foolish. They had agreed that Dieter had terrible taste in women, for he had been drawn to Ira’s wildness and abandon, and they had agreed that Dieter fell in love too fast and too hard, leaving nothing of himself behind.

This evening already felt like a horrible replay of that night.

The liquor would probably be better than that rotgut Finnish vodka that Dieter had smuggled into the Swiss barracks so many years ago.

Dieter and Wulfram shared a long friendship, over twelve years now. They had stared down rifles at the same targets and seen those targets aiming back at them. After they had mustered out of the Swiss Army together, Dieter had headed Wulf’s security detail for a decade, and Dieter had been excruciatingly aware that he had held Wulf’s life in his hands every day. Wulfram had been Dieter’s best man when he had married Gretchen two years ago. In order to save Rae’s life, they had killed two men, sniped them from a high hill using those Swiss Army skills, and they had gotten drunk a few nights later and dealt with those demons together, too. Dieter had stood up with Wulfram when he had legally married Rae in Paris a few months ago and would be best man at his religious wedding when it happened, if it happened.

Nothing could break their deep bond.

Well, almost nothing.




~~~~~~~
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Rae Stone-von Hannover




Thursday morning, Wulf, Rae, and their black-suited security men stood inside the private terminal of the airport, the one that Rae was slowly getting used to. Southwestern sunlight poured on the tarmac outside the windows, flashing silver flares off the planes outside on the runway.

Rae slid her hand into Wulf’s fingers, and he traced her knuckles with his thumb.

Behind them, the security guys that always surrounded Wulf, and now Rae, had broken into teams.

There were always threats.

One group of security men still stood around Rae and Wulf in the terminal, vigilant. She had been kidnapped a month before, and the guys had been on extra-paranoid high alert ever since. Rae had been abducted by her own family for a bizarre exorcism ritual to make her forget Wulf or something, and the whole fiasco had been orchestrated by Wulf’s aristocratic and manipulative father, who had somehow, somehow learned about Rae’s family and how to contact them.

And before that, last June, somehow, somehow, Wulf’s father had known that Wulf and Rae would be skiing in Argentina, and he had manipulated Wulf’s ex-girlfriends to go there and try to tempt Wulf away from her.

Wulf’s father kept finding ways to interfere despite their legion of security teams, which were Wulf’s private paramilitary force. Indeed, Wulf called them the Welfenlegion, an inside joke. Though they were highly trained and exquisitely alert, when they went off duty, the group that had been mostly recruited from Wulf’s days in the Swiss Guard became more like a fraternity.

Another group of Wulf’s security men was sitting in chairs with Wulf’s head of his household staff, Frau Rosamunde Keller. The older woman, her hair tied in a messy gray bun, was lecturing them and referring to a piece of paper while she spoke. That messy bun was the only thing about her that was not perfectly regimented at every moment. While the security guys were mostly friends and colleagues from Wulf’s two-year stint in the Swiss military, Rosamunde was German and had worked for Wulf’s father for over two decades before he had stolen her to run his own house when he was fifteen.

Yes, Wulf had been entirely on his own since he was only fifteen.

Rae smiled. Mrs. Keller and Wulf had a very formal, very fond relationship, and she had been gently guiding Rae so that she didn’t make country-hick gaffes in the stratospheric society that Wulf inhabited. Twice, at dinner parties, Rae had sought out Mrs. Keller for a consultation and moral support and found both.

She recognized the color-coded schedule that Mrs. Keller was holding, the agenda for their wedding that Wulf’s sister Flicka had sent out the day before, detailing where Wulf and Rae were to be at every single moment during the religious ceremony and the reception in the evening. In the “Notes” section for the processional during the ceremony, Flicka had written, “Be sure you look RIGHT and acknowledge AUNT ER in the FIRST ROW. She won’t be at the reception.”

Rae’s wedding rings weighed on her left hand, even though the main stone in her engagement ring was a modest-sized blue garnet surrounded by diamonds. Even though the stone seemed small, it was worth north of four million dollars. Evidently, blue garnets were kind of rare.

The rings weighed on her.

Mostly, the thought of all Wulf’s money weighed on her.

Wulf had dealt with crazy numbers like that all his life, and far crazier numbers, too. All those zeroes had probably never weighed on him.

But his life had been so, so different than hers. She had been raised on a dirt ranch near the Mexican Border and kept ignorant by a fundamentalist cult until she had insisted on going to college.

Wulf had had a world-class education in a Swiss boarding school, taken a Ph.D. in London, and taught economics at the University of Chicago.

Oh yeah, and Wulf was an honest-to-God prince, and a damned handsome prince, too, not that he had mentioned the prince thing for forever when they had met. He had golden blond hair, a light cast of bronze dusting his skin, and diamond-hard cheekbones and jawline. It seemed like all that royalty and wealth was ingrained in his very skin and body.

She still wondered if he was hiding other things that she should know about. Other than the money. And the titles. And the castle.

Yeah, Wulf owned a real castle, Schloss Marienburg, in Germany.

And he had had terrible things happen to him as a child and no one to turn to.

For all her family’s intolerance and bigotry and demands that she not think above her station, at least when she had been a child, she had known that they loved her.

Wulf kept saying that she would get used to the money thing, but Rae was still defiantly carrying her purse that had cost her eleven bucks on sale. It was blue. She liked blue.

It was the same dark sapphire blue as Wulf’s eyes, and he leaned down, barely smiling, and said, “I can hardly wait to show you Switzerland.”

“But Switzerland is so far away,” Rae said, adjusting her purse on her shoulder and cupping her other arm over her stomach, as if that would keep the little embryo safely inside her womb.

Oh, yeah, she was preggers. Kind of an accident. But very wanted.

Very, very wanted.

A little baby with crystal-blue eyes and Wulf’s golden hair, who would laugh out loud like Wulf so rarely did.

Desperately wanted.

The baby embryo had lodged too far down in her uterus when Rae had gotten knocked up, a condition called placenta previa, which meant that she had been on damn-damn-damn bedrest ever since she had started bleeding one night. As she was getting just the slightest bit tubby, the doctor had said that the placenta was lifting, which was good and why she was allowed to travel at all, but they still had to be very, very careful. The doctor had lectured them both about the risk to her own life, but Rae wouldn’t even talk about decisions.

So desperately wanted.

For the last few days, it had looked like their religious wedding, which had seemed doomed at every turn, might actually take place. First, Wulf’s aristocratic father had made his two attempts to sabotage their wedding, and then this placenta previa problem had kept Rae in bed and from traveling.

This wedding might come off, maybe, if they could just get to frickin’ Switzerland.

By Saturday.

Which was two days away.

And they had to get there or else Wulf’s sister Flicka would kill them. Seriously. Flicka had done so much work to pull this wedding together, so fast, and made it the social event of the season, that Flicka would be fully justified in wrapping her pretty little princess fingers around both their necks and crushing them if they bailed on her.

Rae continued, “The doctor said that I shouldn’t fly anywhere that’s over three hours away.”

Wulf nodded, sunlight sparkling on his gold-blond hair. “And so we won’t.”

“But Switzerland is, like, five thousand miles from here. We can’t get there in three hours.” Rae was nattering. She hated it when she nattered. Wulf didn’t seem to mind, or at least he wasn’t perturbed, but nothing perturbed him. Not even nattering.

God, she had to stop.

He said, “We’ll rest for the night in New Jersey, and we’ll have a check-up there. The next day we’ll continue on to Geneva.”

“New Jersey isn’t three hours. It’s more like five or six or something.” Not that she had ever flown to New Jersey. She was totally guessing.

He glanced at her from the corners of his eyes. “Not if we fly fast enough.”

“Just how fast are we going to fly?”

“Fast today, faster tomorrow when we’re over the ocean.” His dark blue eyes were practically laughing, and he drew his lower lip between his teeth.

Something was going on.

“What am I missing?” she asked him.

“Nothing,” he said. “Ah, here’s our plane now.”

Rae turned and looked out of the bank of windows overlooking the runway.

Outside, a slender plane rolled across the asphalt. Sunlight glinted on its silvery skin, shining. Its odd body reared up from the tail to the nose like it was squatting back on its haunches, and blunt, swept-back wings barely stuck out from the sides. Its needlelike nose bent downward, making it look for all the world like an enormous, robotic mosquito. “What on God’s green Earth is that thing?”

His chin jutted up, practically giddy for Wulf, and his blond eyebrows twitched. “Did you ever wonder what happened to the Concordes?”

She felt her eyes getting bigger, like they always did right before she said something stupid. “What’s a Concorde?”

Wulf’s smile froze. “Concorde is a plane. This plane. It’s supersonic. It was practically the only commercial jet that flew faster than the speed of sound. It can fly twice the speed of sound while we’re over the ocean.”

Oh, man. He had worked so hard to impress her. “It must be really fast.”

His smile drooped like he had resigned himself to something sad. He reassured her, “We’ll be in New Jersey soon.”

Rae tucked her hand under his arm. Under his suit jacket, his biceps jumped as she touched him, but he smoothed her fingers around his elbow with his other hand. “It looks really fast,” she said.

“After it takes off, the nose straightens, so it looks like a dart.” His British accent smoothed away his R’s, daught. He had learned English with a British accent, but every now and then, his German and French-like Swiss accents sneaked through. “The rest of them are all in museums. This is the only operational one.”

She said, “I’ll bet it looks really cool.”

“You could watch from the cockpit if you wanted.”

“I can’t believe that you got a plane that would go and break the sound barrier.” She glanced up at him, smiling. “Thank you.”

His fingers firmed over hers, and the smile crept back into his dark blue eyes. “My absolute pleasure.”
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Rae Stone-von Hannover




It had indeed taken two days to reach Geneva, and they did fly only a few hours each day.

When they had cleared U.S. airspace over the Atlantic Ocean, the plane had accelerated and shuddered through the sound barrier, and Rae hadn’t been able to suppress a small whoop and a giggle. Some of the security guys in back had laughed when they’d accelerated, too, so she wasn’t the only country rube on the private, supersonic jet.

Even Mrs. Keller, Wulf’s long-time head of his household staff, had chuckled a little at the booms.

Wulf was suitably gratified, and he smiled a smug little half-smile all the way to Switzerland.

They arrived early in the morning at their hotel in Montreux. Rae walked through the front doors, ushered in by Wulf’s usual cadre of security men, a swarm of black suits clearing the way through the lobby. Her low heels clicked over the inlaid marble floor. An ebony staircase spiraled out of the floor toward the second story.

Everything was always a bustle with Wulf, but she was becoming accustomed to it. Public areas were the least secure, especially those at the end of the diamond, as Wulf had explained it to her. For any trip, the beginning and the end might be known, and thus they were weak points. The path between them formed a diamond of possible routes, and thus less security was necessary in the diamond because their position was a probability, not a known.

But they were at the tip now, a weak point, and thus the men around them bristled with vigilance.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement that was different than the rotating black swarm around her.

Man, walking toward them. Tall. Khakis and white shirt. Blond.

She swiveled to look and stepped closer to Wulf. His arm wrapped around her back as she moved, and he looked over her. His arms coiled around her back and her stomach, turning her closer to him.

The men surrounding them caught their shift and tightened the circle.

The blond man walked toward them, Dieter, and he grinned and said something in Alemannic, that Swiss dialect of German that all the security guys spoke with each other. Rae caught the words for guns and men, but that was all. He had his shirt sleeves rolled up, baring powerful forearms.

She had hardly recognized him because he wasn’t wearing a black suit, cut loose under the arms and longer over the hips to accommodate his weapons, as Dieter had worn every day while he had been Wulf’s head of security.

Wulf’s arm loosened around Rae’s waist as he said something back, his low voice rumbling over her head. She heard a cussword, spoken with laughter.

The guys around them were already opening their formation and returning to their original positions. The circle enlarged to engulf Dieter as he approached.

Rae’s shoulders unwound. She had expected Wulf’s sister Flicka to rush them in the lobby, demanding more specific answers to her texts about the decor choices for the wedding ceremony and reception that were to happen later that day at four o’clock.

Wulf and Rae had married in a small civil ceremony months before, just days before they had discovered that she was already pregnant, but a man such as Wulf—related to all the royal and noble houses of Europe, friends with all the wealthiest families in society, and courted by all the major charities, especially the symphonies—must throw an elegant religious ceremony and a spectacular reception.

When Rae hadn’t been able to deal with planning the wedding because she was still in college, Wulf’s younger sister Flicka had gleefully offered her services, explaining that any princess worth her salt could throw together an extravagant fairy-tale wedding at a moment’s notice. It was part of the job description, she explained. Part of princess training.

And she had.

And it was spectacular.

Via video-conferencing, Rae had seen the mock-ups. The samples. The diagrams. The dioramas.

But now, Flicka was nowhere to be seen, and Rae ducked Dieter as he advanced on Wulf.

Dieter clapped Wulf on the shoulder as they walked, still grinning, and he switched to English. “Such a sloppy maneuver. Half of them didn’t even have their weapons at the ready. I would have docked all their pay, every one of them.”

None of the guys turned to shoot Dieter a dirty look because he had trained them too well for that. They kept their eyes focused on their coverage area and objective, even while they grumbled and called Dieter filthy names in Alemannic.

Rae laughed at them and moved away from Wulf’s arm.

Even with such criticism, Dieter wasn’t fishing for his old job back. His private security business already had a full roster of clients and a waiting list for consultations and structure evaluations. This was straight-up needling, and it meant that everything was fine.

If a second phalanx of Dieter’s private staff had descended on them at the airport or the car, that would have been troubling. Rae was becoming very sensitive to the level of security around her and what kinds of threats might cause it to change.

Dieter asked, “Who the hell is your new chief that allows such slack?”

“I haven’t selected anyone yet,” Wulf told him. “We have the same structure, otherwise.”

“Except now the beast has no head,” Dieter said, aghast. “Durchlaucht, you can’t do this, too.”

“We’re using project heads for now. It spreads the responsibility and time commitment.”

Dieter looked down, and his voice dropped, not screwing around anymore. “You’re not to blame for my marriage breaking up. That was all our own fault, and it was a long time coming.”

Wulf’s expression didn’t move. “This structure is currently working for us.”

Rae slipped her hand into his. Wulf carried everything inside, and sometimes she still didn’t have a clue.

Dieter said, “I don’t like it.”

Wulf made a careless gesture with his other hand. “You have the reins for this operation. Tell me whom I should promote.”

Rae almost snickered at Dieter’s storm-gray eyes widening in horror.

He said, “These men are all my friends, some more so than others.”

“I’m sure you won’t allow that to influence you.” Wulf’s lips barely curved upward in the sly hint of a smile that Rae usually saw right before the word Checkmate.

A few more comments filtered through the revolving team as they bypassed the check-in desk and made the turn for the bank of elevators, most of which were cusswords and negatives muttered in sarcastic tones. Rae understood that most of the guys were saying something roughly like, I’m not your friend, asshole.

Dieter muttered something else in Alemannic, and Wulf’s smile rose just a little more.

They rode the elevator up to their suite, and the restfulness of the decor washed over Rae while she was just standing at the door. Pale blue walls were framed with thick, white molding, and wide, French doors opened onto a terrace that overlooked Lake Geneva, glassy and blue in the sunshine, and the austere beauty of the snowy rocks and harsh cliffs of the Alps.

The security guys nudged her inside, so Rae resumed her country-hick staring from the middle of the room. The couches were gray, and the dining set of dark wood and white upholstered chairs looked like it might actually be comfortable. The art grouped on the walls were line drawings of jazz musicians, and Rae loved it already.

Wulf took her elbow and guided her to the bedroom.

Rae wasn’t going to argue. She knew the rules.

Lie down as much as possible.

Every single possible moment.

And then lie down some more.

When in doubt, don’t let gravity show the baby the way out.

It wasn’t like she wanted to rebel against the rules. She didn’t want to hemorrhage and bleed to death in under an hour.

So she followed him meekly into the bedroom.

But not too meekly. Wulf liked taking charge a little too much. If she gave him an inch, he would take a couple yards of very soft rope and tie her up with it, layering it in intricate knots, and then his smile would turn cold and patient while he teased her for hours.

It might have happened.

More than once.

But she followed him.

Once they were inside, he closed the door behind them, and Rae caught that glitter in his dark blue eyes that meant he had been cooped up in the plane and out in public too long. The placenta previa problem had come with other restrictions that might have impeded some people’s sex lives, but it was almost as if Wulf’s creativity had been unleashed to compensate.

She said, “I thought I was supposed to lie down.”

He had her in his arms, forcing her against the wall before she could even breathe, and he whispered, “You will.”

Her arms were somehow stretched over her head already, and Wulf pinned her wrists to the wall with his strong hand. Rae swore to God that he could hypnotize her with those blue, blue eyes of his because half the time, things happened to her before she was even aware that anything was going on.

He dropped his head, and his mouth covered hers, his lips soft and demanding.

His hand around her wrists loosened, and she slipped free. Rae almost struggled against him just for fun, but she shouldn’t, and she knew that.

Some men might have played along, might have allowed a little bit of wiggling to push them back, but not Wulf. He knew every letter of her doctors’ instructions to not exert herself, to not strain, and he took every advantage of it.

Since she couldn’t fight him, Wulf scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispered.

“Why not?” He laid her on the bed and crawled over her, pulling his suit jacket off and letting it fall to the floor.

“Our wedding is in just a few hours.” Her hands rose in the air in front of her, seeking his shoulders. Traitors.

“Hours,” Wulf said. “We have hours. I’ll pace myself.” He unbuttoned a few of his shirt buttons near his throat and stripped everything off over his head, ruffling his blond hair so that it fell forward. His smooth skin looked like pale gold paint over the strong rounds of muscle banding his chest, shoulders, and arms. Rae trailed her fingers over the stacked stones of his abs.

A real smile broke through his reserve, and his eyes sparkled. His low chuckle even made his hair sway a little over his eyebrows.

Lord, Wulf was so cute when he was mussed like that. Her breath caught in her throat.

“That’s not what I meant,” she protested, nevertheless.

“Yet it’s the truth.” He grabbed a pillow from beside her, stripped off the case, and spun the cloth to make a soft cord.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Wulf, you shouldn’t even be seeing me right now. We should have gone our separate ways last night. It’s—”

He caught one of her wrists and stared at her again, still grinning. “It is what?”

Rae had walked right into it.

Wulf was not superstitious. He was rigorously logical, which was why he was one of the unseen masters that controlled the world’s economy. When he was sitting behind the bank of his computers in the small room behind the grand stairway on the main floor of their house, while he was manipulating the flickering numbers that ruled people’s lives on the huge, curved screen that surrounded the desk, he was an emotionless, calculating deity of currencies and stock options.

He cared deeply about why he manipulated the world. He understood random walks and unforeseen variables.

Outside of his office, he was occasionally sweetly sentimental.

But he didn’t believe in luck, good or bad.

Wulf wound the soft cotton of the pillowcase around her hands, tying her wrists above her head. “Go ahead,” he said, his voice turning deliciously sinister. “It is the morning of our wedding day. Seeing you is—”

He trailed off, daring her to say it.

“Come on,” Rae said, twisting her hands to try to get free, but he never tied a loose knot. “It’s traditional.”

“I have never stood on tradition.” He swooped down and ran his teeth down her neck, his breath warm on her skin.

Rae stretched against him, unable to even help herself when he laid his hands on her. She whispered, “It’s bad luck.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Wulf said, his voice vibrating against the sensitive skin behind her ear.

He took more than his chances.

Wulf slid off and turned her, holding her from behind as he ran his hands over her. His hands sculpted her body, molding her against his lean muscle and the blond, silken fuzz that softened his chest.

Rae’s body warmed with every stroke of his hands over her hips and breasts until she moaned his name. He hadn’t untied her hands, and she was helpless while he roused her, trailing his fingers over her and palming her skin, teasing her and sliding his fingers over her nipples, and he finally shoved his knee between her legs to slide himself between her folds, every rough shove of him through her sliding over her clit until she clenched her fists, still bound over their heads, as he bit down on the back of her neck.

The throb started in her clit but rippled up her body, and Rae arched. His strong arms tightened around her ribs, and he ground against her. Every thrust rebounded on her, pulsing up her body until white light spun her in brilliant silence.

She gasped air, and the room steadied. Wulf held her hard against his body, every hard muscle clenched. His breath heated her shoulder where he held his teeth, just barely shy of leaving a mark, as he shuddered.

When Rae could breathe again, Wulf rolled back slightly, letting her lean against him.

“Well,” she said, still out of breath. “That was only thirty-five minutes. Guess you didn’t pace yourself.”

He trailed his fingers lightly down her arm, raising goosebumps.

Rae wiggled around to see a cold smile forming on his lips.

Oh, no. She knew that smile too well.

“We have another hour and a half then,” he said. “Perfect.”

















Kidnapping







Flicka von Hannover




I slipped away from my security teams one more time that early morning, just to walk through Montreux, just to get away from the wedding chaos that was compounded by security men constantly tugging me away from my friends and consultants and coordinators because I had been stationary in a common area for too long.

My whole life, black-suited security men have followed me like bats fluttering in my wake. They suffocate me, swirling in the air and isolating me from people and children and birds and air. Instead of being a fairy-tale princess, I have been a fairy-tale witch, trailing vampires and darkness.

Two teams surround me every day: the Grimaldi team from my new husband Pierre’s palace staff in Monaco, where he is the noble heir to the principality, and a Hannover team hired by my brother, who believes that Pierre’s team is either inadequate or might not defend me.

That very thing happened at our wedding.

A man with a gun shot white-hot bullets out of the crowd at us. Pierre’s team threw him into a car and sped away, even as Pierre reached back for me and shouted at them to return.

He fired half of his team afterward in a cold rage that I had never seen before and then apologized to me, swearing it would never happen again.

But I know better. His team answers to his uncle, Prince Rainier the Fourth, the reigning Prince of Monaco. He won’t let his heir be murdered.

The press would be awful.

Trust me, the press gets horrible when princes are murdered. Scathing. Blaming. Aggressive. I’ve read a lot about things like that.

Security threats are always present. I know that. Deeply. From the time that I was a toddler, I knew that I owed my very existence to an act of horrific violence, and that someday, another would probably take everything away from me, either by ending my own life or someone I loved.

Every damn day.

And yet, still, when both security teams broke formation for just a few seconds in the crowded hotel lobby and they couldn’t push their way through, I darted sideways through a cluster of talking people and around a corner.

I’m good at that. I can get away from anyone.

I’ve practiced my whole life.

After I gave them the slip, I met with the catering coordinator for more than three damn minutes to ascertain that suitable shrimp had been delivered that morning, that we had secured an alternate source of the problematic black truffles for the pheasant main course, and that the roses were indeed one-quarter opened.

Hallelujah. This reception might come off this evening as planned after all.

After that, I rounded up the cosmetics team by throwing out a mass text. We met in an alcove of the lobby to confirm the schedule for the bridesmaids’ and Rae’s hair, primary make-up application, and touch-ups. They had everything down pat and extra pots of all the necessary cosmetics. They had become a well-oiled machine.

Brilliant.

Planning the wedding for my older brother, Wulfram, and his wife Rae had occupied all my time for the last few months, and it was almost done. It had been delayed for a month due to his wife’s delicate condition, and the rescheduling had been an around-the-clock job.

But it was almost done.

And at three o’clock, four hours from now, it would begin, and it would be perfect.

By the sheer force of my willpower, I will make this wedding a spectacular success, even I have to bribe, threaten, or blackmail everyone in Montreux to do it. Wulfram deserves a perfect day.

He will remember every detail for the rest of his life.

Four more hours.

And then I will bend everyone to my will that’s what needs to be done, and it will be perfect.

But, for those few moments of freedom, I walked along a sidewalk in Montreux that passed in front of the grand hotel that Wulfram’s security team had commandeered for the wedding, ambling toward the concert halls that filled for the jazz and classical festivals here in the summer and fall.

Across the road, a park velveted in late-summer green stretched toward Lake Geneva, and the scent of mown grass crested the two buzzing lanes of traffic in the street. Shops lined the ground-level of the hotel—a jazz cafe, a coffee place, a boutique—all with their snapdragon-yellow shades retracted for the morning. In the afternoon, these shops and the hotel looked like a yellow tent, sheltered from the summer sun.

Farther down the avenue, a church spire poked into the sky, and some of the concert venues threw glass glares into the street.

More traffic blew by, ruffling my trousers and hair.

Maybe I would stay for the classical music festival. It was supposed to be soon, right? A friend of mine from Tanglewood—an elite performing arts camp that I had attended when I was sixteen—was supposed to play a piano concerto here. I would love to see her again.

Maybe next year, when all the weddings had settled down, maybe I could go back to performing, too. No matter what Pierre thinks, I won’t give up music. His family had managed to force Grace Kelly to give up her career, but that was a long time ago.

But this year, maybe I can just watch the recitals.

The sun lifted away from the eastern horizon, and the fiery clouds thinned. The sky turned the deep blue of my older brother’s eyes, a good portent. Surely, if anyone deserved a perfect wedding day, he did.

A black Volkswagen Touareg slid to a stop in the street beside the sidewalk.

I was just looking up at it, unconcerned because cars stop in front of hotels all the time.

Someone shoved my back.

I stumbled forward, trying to catch myself, but my high heel caught in a sidewalk crack.

The door in front of me gaped open as I stumbled, and he pushed me inside the car.

More hands grabbed me, holding me on the floor, no matter how I scratched at their hands and skin.

No. Not today.

I writhed, twisting, and managed a glance up.

The man holding my hands behind my back was in his late fifties or older, his face running to lines. Gray floated through his hair.

I had known him all my life.

I switched to German and asked, “Moritz? What are you doing?”

He glanced down at me. “Prinzessin, I am sorry.”

















The Machine Awakens







Luca Wyss




As soon as the man ran from between the buildings and shoved Her Serene Highness Flicka into an SUV, Luca pushed off with his toes and sprinted. He tapped his earpiece as he ran, shouting, “Nine! Code nine!”

Other black-suited men rounded the corner ahead of him, running hard. Friedhelm slapped the back of the kidnappers’ vehicle as it pulled away from the curb.

Luca turned and leaped between two other parked cars, trying for the windshield, but the SUV jerked hard into a lane of traffic before he could reach it. “Sheisse!”

More cursing from the other men as they pulled up, panting from the hard sprint.

Dieter Schwarz’s voice growled in his ear, “Report.”

“They got her,” Luca said, trying not to let his voice crack. “Black SUV. Volkswagen Touareg, current model. Driving southeast on Avenue Claude-Nobs.”

“License plate?” Dieter asked, his voice a low growl.

The numbers on the long plate on the car’s bumper had blurred in his eyes. “EU plate. German designation. Couldn’t see the region code. I saw the last two numbers, three and nine. It pulled away before I could read the rest.”

“I’ll check here. Come back to the hotel for the cars.”

“Yes, sir,” Luca said. “I was too far. Another five yards, and I would have had her.”

“If you had been closer, she would have seen you, and then she would have slipped away again. If she had ditched us entirely, we wouldn’t even have known that she had been taken. Return to the hotel.”

“Yes, sir.” Luca turned and jogged back. The rest of the team fell into formation around him.

Luca swore that he could still smell the exhaust of the kidnappers’ SUV, but it was the stink of failure that filled the air.

















The Memory of A License Plate







Wulf von Hannover




Wulf stood beside the bed, pulling his robe over his shoulders, fresh from a quick shower. The thick Turkish towel fabric slipped over the elaborate tattoo on his back, a pale dragon surrounded by a riot of chrysanthemums and jasmine blossoms. The stiff scar tissue in the center of the design strained as he shrugged his shoulders.

His wife lay on the bed, wrapped in the covers, her fiery auburn hair spilling over the pillows.

The poor thing, he had worn her out.

Again.

And so she would sleep for the hour before the wedding primping began in earnest, just as he had planned. His younger sister Flicka had sent the schedule to all their phones. It was color-coded and punctuated with a distressing number of exclamation points.

But for now, his wife could sleep.

The curtains were drawn against the noontime sunlight, but he could see her twisted in the sheets, breathing deeply.

As always, even at night, Wulf slipped away so that he wouldn’t wake her up. He didn’t sleep more than a few hours on the best of nights, so they were both used to him sneaking out to work for a few hours.

Wulf swiped his clothes from the floor where he had flung them.

A soft knock tapped at the bedroom door.

He tapped back and pulled on his clothes before he let himself out.

He saw the steel in Dieter’s eyes before he had closed the door behind himself, but he listened for the soft click of the latch before asking, “What has happened?”

“Flicka,” Dieter said. His voice choked. “She was pulled into a Volkswagen Touareg and is unaccounted for.”

“Where was the Grimaldis’ team?” Wulf asked.

“She tried to slip away a half an hour before. Luca picked her up within minutes, but we didn’t see the Monégasque team after that.”

“Have you alerted them?”

Dieter shrugged.

Any other time, Wulf would have indulged Dieter’s competitiveness and disdain for Quentin Sault, Pierre Grimaldi’s head of security. “Tell them. We may need every person we can use if we have to go in after her.”

Dieter nodded and lifted his phone to his ear.

Wulf strode to the living room of the suite where Luca and Friedhelm were speaking softly into cell phones. Matthias, Julien, and Romain clustered on the couches, pointing to a map and comparing notes from their phones.

The head of his household staff, Rosamunde, placed a tray with two coffee carafes and a plate of cookies on the table for them.

Wulf asked, “Any more information?”

Luca said, “The vehicle was the current model. I saw part of the license plate. It was an EU tag, appeared to have a German D for the country code, and ended in the number thirty-nine. Romain got a picture with his cell phone, but we couldn’t quite make it out.”

Icy relief washed over Wulf, but it flashed into anger. He asked Luca, “It was a black Touareg?”

“Yes,” he said. “We’re getting footage from the hotel closed-circuit cameras. We might be able to get a complete license number.”

“Don’t bother,” Wulf said. “The license was H LP 739.”

None of the security men gaped at Wulf for knowing the plate. The accepted story was that he used all kinds of memory tricks.

The H designated that the plate had been issued in the state of Hannover.

When Wulf and Rae had gone to Schloss Marienburg a few months before, when she had seen the castle where he had grown up and met his father, that particular Touareg had been one of the vehicles that had picked them up from the airport and had driven behind them in the caravan to the castle. Wulf’s family used Volkswagens at Schloss Marienburg and their other houses because the major factory was in Hannover, an obvious public relations move.

Luca consulted his phone, flicking at the image to expand the picture. “It fits. The first number could definitely be a seven or a one, and the region code is a single letter.”

Wulf said, “It’s my father again. Find him, and we’ll find Flicka.”

Luca explained to the person on the phone that now they had a complete license plate, and they needed to find the car.

Wulf turned back to Friedhelm. “Ask the concierge to come up. They will know all the other concierges in town. One of them will know where he’s staying. At least we know that she’s in no danger.”

His father had better not have harmed a golden hair on his sister’s head, or Wulf swore to God, he would break the old man apart with his bare hands.

From behind Wulf, Rae asked, “What’s going on?”

He turned, slowly, and smoothed all the concern for his sister out of his face and body. “Everything is fine. You should lie down.”

Rae looked over the room, her brown eyes wide. “Bull-hockey. What’s going on?”

Behind himself, his men shifted on the couches, fidgeting. Luca must be hanging his head between his shoulders. He lied so badly.

Wulf told her, “It appears that my father has managed one last attempt to interfere with our wedding. He’s kidnapped Flicka. We’re quite sure that it was him, so she’s in no danger, other than she might have an aneurysm if she is not allowed to orchestrate her masterpiece.”

Rae snorted. “So when are we going to go get her?”

“You and I aren’t going anywhere,” Wulf said. “You’re going to lie down.”

“Okay,” Rae said, grimacing. “I get why I shouldn’t ride with the cavalry, but you need to.”

He wasn’t leaving her alone at the hotel. “Dieter can lead this operation.”

“She’s going to expect you to be there, and you may need to talk to your dad.”

Wulf would definitely be talking to his father. “I don’t need to go.”

“If anything goes wrong, you’ll never forgive yourself for not being there.”

Wulf said, “There is a small chance that this is a diversion. He may be after you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Leave Julian and a gun with me. He’s your best marksman with a handgun, plus me. And Mrs. Keller will be here. She’s probably a secret assassin, knowing the type of people you hire.”

Wulf smiled. He loved that he didn’t have to worry about his wife being helpless because she wasn’t. Indeed, she was far more dangerous than most of his men. They looked like burly security forces who might be armed. Anyone attacking Rae was in for a devastating surprise.

She said, “You get your butt out there and bring Flicka home in time for our wedding. You hear me?”

Dieter whispered to him, “Just say Yes-ma’am and get it over with.”

He asked Dieter, “How many of your people do you have with you?”

“Ten, Durchlaucht.”

Wulf said, “Bring two of your people here to stay with Reagan.” He looked behind himself. “Julian and Romain, you’ll stay, in addition, for four men. Lock this place down, and bring my wife a firearm.”

















Dieter's Job







Dieter Schwarz




The entry team was crammed into two SUVs, large men squeezed three abreast in the seats, eight per car. They all still wore suits to conceal their handguns holstered under their arms or near their tailbones. While a team of men wearing black fatigues and carrying large rifles had not drawn attention in the American West, it might be remarked upon in Switzerland, so they went low-profile.

But they wore military-issue combat boots. That was non-negotiable.

Dieter sat next to Wulfram, who had barely blinked during the few minutes of the ride. Their arms pressed when the SUV rounded a corner, and neither of them shook with nerves. They both breathed slowly, methodically, dampening any adrenaline response.

At the hotel, the concierges had come through in less than ten minutes, getting information on where Wulf’s father Phillipp had taken rooms, confirming the presence of the black Touareg in question, and reviewing surveillance footage to determine that the vehicle had returned recently. A young woman had been struggling as they took her up the back stairs to the Prince’s suite.

Dieter had pinched his nose, disgusted that Phillipp’s team had been so sloppy with the hotel’s security cameras embedded in the ceilings, watching their every move. It was like they were trying to get caught, which was an excellent possibility. The Prince might be paying them, but few men wanted to commit actual crimes for their employer, especially kidnapping a kind, young woman to make her brother suffer on his wedding day, especially when many of those men may have known Flicka and Wulf since their childhoods.

If Phillipp fired his staff, Dieter might take them on, if they had left a purposeful trail rather than just having been careless.

The SUV hopped a bump as they sped toward the Prince’s hotel.

The concierge was supposed to be waiting for them in the parking garage below. Dieter had only minutes left to talk to Wulf.

Dieter cleared his throat. “So, one last operation for old time’s sake, Durchlaucht?”

Wulf flickered his blond eyebrows just a bit. “You could say that.”

“And this time, you will stay to the rear and enter the room only after we have secured the premises?”

Wulf’s lips tightened. “I heard her crying.”

“But this time?” Dieter pressed.

“I’ll stay back. I can’t believe that we’re doing this again, but it was folly to believe that my father would give in so easily.”

















Audience







Wulf von Hannover




The concierge met Wulf and his team at the garage, escorted them up via the service entrance, and led them near the very doors of the Prince’s suite, muttering to hotel security on her headset the whole way. Evidently, whoever was watching from the cameras saw no problems ahead of them as the team moved through the corridors of the hotel.

The concierge stood aside and raised her arm, gesturing to the next corner.

Wulf and his men paused, moving silently into formation. He drew his handgun, a boxy Glock, from the holster under his arm. The dead weight of it pulled on his fingers and palm.

“How far?” Wulf whispered to the concierge.

“A few meters. Five, perhaps,” she said. “Suite 602.”

The men nodded to each other, each signaling readiness.

Friedhelm and Dieter took point, and they sprinted to the door.

Wulf turned the corner a few steps behind them.

Two men stood beside the door to the suite, leaning against the wall, their suit coats cut long and loose to conceal firearms. They glanced at Wulf and the team running toward them, raised their hands, and stood aside.

Yes, as Wulf had suspected, his father’s security team may have been ordered to kidnap Flicka, but no one could force them to diligently defend their crime.

They backed up another step as Wulf’s group advanced on the door. One of his father’s men leaned over and held a keycard above the door’s lock, ready to open it for them.

Certainly telling, ja?

The man pushed the door open and stepped back, raising his hands in the air. Dieter and Friedhelm ran inside, guns drawn.

Wulf slowed as the rest rushed in. He hated it, but Dieter was right. He had a pregnant wife who was having complications, and he had his own paramilitary force. This time, he should command from the rear.

Through his earpiece, Wulf heard Dieter announce, “Clear!”

That was quick, and the silence inside precluded any scuffle or gunshots.

Wulf walked into the room, flanked by more of his men.

Dieter held Flicka behind him, gun pointed at the one last security man, who stood beside an older man seated in a chair, Wulf’s father. Flicka was holding onto Dieter’s shoulder and pressed her face to his back. His arm shielded her while he aimed his gun at the men.

Good. Wulf had known that he could trust Dieter.

The Monégasque security men held their guns at the ready, pointing toward Wulf’s father and his lone, remaining security guy, who stood with his hands in the air and stared at the ceiling.

Wulf’s father, His Serene Highness, The Hereditary Prince of Hannover, Philipp Augustus, crossed his legs and smirked.

Wulf held up his hand. “Everyone out.”

Dieter said, “You’re not staying in here alone.”

“Everyone out,” Wulf repeated. Anger simmered under his skin. He said to Dieter, “Take Flicka back to the hotel. Leave a few men outside the door for my transport.”

Dieter paused, watching the one security guy who was making sure that he looked like absolutely no threat, standing with his hands raised, and then Dieter edged out of the room, still shielding Flicka with his body. Most of the other security guys fell into formation around Dieter and Flicka.

Friedhelm escorted the last of Phillipp’s security men out with them at gunpoint.

Wulf watched them until they walked through the door, leaving him alone with his father.

The door clicked shut.

Wulf turned back. He lowered his weapon but kept it ready. He didn’t think his father would try to jump him or brandish a weapon, but he might have more security personnel in the small suite.

He pried the earpiece out of his ear and pressed the button to turn it off, sighing, “What am I going to do with you?”

“I’ve given you an opportunity,” his father said, staring straight at him. “You can call off the ceremony today.”

A chair had been placed opposite his father. Flicka had probably been seated there, talking to him. A low coffee table sat between the chairs.

Wulf sat down. “I’m not calling off the wedding.”

“I’ve given you the perfect opportunity,” Phillipp insisted, staring at Wulf with eyes the same dark blue as his own.

They had spent little time together, even when Wulf had been a child, and seeing the man who looked so like himself, only nearly forty years older, was a small shock like the snap of static. Even though Wulf knew that Phillipp was still considered handsome—silver hair, deep blue eyes, and the remnants of an athlete’s build—he seemed like a dark omen of everything that could go wrong in Wulf’s life. He had no relationships with a woman or his own children, and he pursued a death wish with fast cars because his body would no longer allow him to try to kill himself with horse jumping or alpine skiing.

“We married legally months ago,” Wulf said. “We are married. We have been married. I have included her on every important legal document. If I were to die today, she and our child would inherit everything. This wedding is a social event.”

“And thus the more important symbol,” Phillipp said. “Can’t you get that through your thick head?”

“The ceremony will take place today. You, however, will not attend. When people remark upon your absence, I’ll tell them that even though the sovereign head of the house of Welf approved the marriage, you did not.”

“Good,” his father sneered. “I’ll make sure everyone knows.”

“Of course, you will.” Wulf shook his head. “Your security staff will be replaced with mine. They’re no longer your security. They will be your jailers. They will answer to me and my administration. Your communications will be monitored.”

“That’s outrageous,” his father said, his jaw tight.

“If you do not comply, I will entirely cut off your funds. Even your personal fortune, such that it is called, is at the discretion of the house. I will literally throw you out on the street with the clothes on your back, and I will have men around you to ensure that you don’t receive help from anyone.”

“That’s disrespectful,” his father said, but he didn’t seem outraged.

Perhaps he didn’t mean to try Wulf’s displeasure any further. Perhaps this was the last attack in a war that, Wulf was quite sure, had begun when a madman had killed the wrong nine-year-old.

A door from farther inside the suite opened.

Wulf was on his feet, gun at eye level, before the door was even half-open.

Over the gun—the dot of the front sight neatly seated in the notch of the rear—a slim woman entered, carrying a tray with a silver coffee service. A few strands of iron gray highlighted her dark hair, pulled back in a tidy bun. Her dark eyes widened, and her mouth was opening.

There was something very familiar about her.

















What Did He Say To You?







Dieter Schwarz




Dieter shoved Flicka into the middle seat of the SUV and clambered in after her. The driver pulled the car away from the curb before they were even settled and raced to get out of the parking garage. His feet slid out from under him, and he tumbled against the seat.

Parking garages always felt like a trap. So many places to snipe from and so few witnesses.

Flicka clutched her phone in her hand and squeezed it to power it on. He had seen her grab it off a table near the door as he had hustled her out, so they must have taken it away from her. She hadn’t been able to contact them with it while she was there if she had wanted to. The phone had been off, which explained why they hadn’t been able to trace it.

Dieter reached into his suit pocket, found his handkerchief, and gave it to her.

“Thanks,” she muttered, wiping the mascara smudges from under her eyes and down her cheeks. She wiped black smears off her hands and palms, too.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I just need to touch base with the event coordinators. I’m sure everything is fine.”

Dieter grabbed her hand, gently. He had known her since she had been a gangly twelve-year-old, when he had used to go home with Wulf for holidays while they had been in the military. “Are you all right?”

She looked up at him, her enormous, dark-green eyes widening further, and she turned her hand over in his and held on. She didn’t smile. If anything, it looked like she was swallowing a horrified scream.

She said, slowly, “I have to plan this wedding. Everything has to be perfect. Right now, I have to think about that and nothing else.”

Dieter had put together several things about Wulf’s life from the little that he had divulged, and every single conclusion he had reached about Wulf and Flicka’s father had been vile. “What did he tell you?”

“Nothing,” Flicka said, shaking off his hand and sitting back. “I have a wedding to pull off.” Her next glance up at him held glints of angry green fire. “Help me concentrate on this wedding.”

“You know that he has lied to Wulfram and many others, trying to create chaos and ruin this wedding and their lives together, right?” Saying it left a bitter taste in his mouth. “Anything that he said to you might have been a ploy to cause conflict at Wulfram’s wedding.”

“Yes,” she said, and her clumped, wet lashes blinked over her impossibly green eyes.

“Wulfram deserves a perfect wedding,” Dieter said.

“Yes,” she said, breathing more easily.

“How can I help?”

Flicka nodded quickly. “When we get to the hotel, get his clothes and we’ll go straight to the church. They’re in a garment bag in his closet, pressed and ready to go. Everything is in there, like a kit. Just grab the bag.”

















Liesel







Wulf von Hannover




Wulf snapped the gun straight up toward the ceiling before the maid could drop the coffee pot and cups. “I’m sorry, miss.”

His father said, “Liesel, please bring that over.”

Please?

Wulf whipped his head around to look at his father.

He was smiling at the housemaid, gathering the skin at the corners of his mouth into slight folds. “Don’t be frightened. Wulfram is a bit paranoid, but he’s harmless.”

Wulf’s left eyebrow twitched, trying to rise, but he kept his demeanor smooth.

The woman, who was perhaps in her early forties, set the tray on the coffee table between the two chairs. A faint blush crept up to her cheekbones, and she stole a glance at Wulf as she bent over.

She was very familiar to him, somehow. Wulf hadn’t been to Schloss Marienburg, the residence, more than a handful of times in the last two decades. He did not remember seeing her when he and Rae had visited to retrieve supplies for Flicka’s wedding a few months before. For his own wedding, Flicka had gone to Hannover to raid the proverbial cupboards for the diamonds.

Yet, Liesel looked amazingly familiar. Her cheekbones, and the line of her mouth, especially.

Wulf returned to sitting, though he held the handgun and rested it on his knee, pointing off toward the back of the suite.

He thought that Liesel must be perhaps ten years older than himself, so she couldn’t have been in service when he was a small child, when he had lived there. She must have been hired after he had left at the age of five to go to boarding school.

When he had been nine, and recuperating from the attack, perhaps?

No. He didn’t remember her, and he had spent most of his time in hospital, anyway, until he had gone back to boarding school.

When his mother had fallen sick, when he had been fifteen and had come back to Schloss Marienburg for her last month, before he and Flicka had gone back to school?

He scanned through his memories, trying to age her backward, but no, he didn’t remember her.

After Wulf’s mother had died, his father had packed off six-year-old Flicka to Le Rosey as planned, only one day later, and Flicka had driven the dormitory mothers devil-fox wild by sneaking into the teenage boys’ dorm to be with Wulf, her only living relative who had seemed to care about her. Wulf had gotten permission to take a house and raise Flicka himself, off-campus. He hadn’t gone back to Schloss Marienburg after that. Wulf had set up his own household, hiring a driver and a few staff, and stealing his household manager from his father, Frau Rosamunde Keller—

Wulf looked more closely at Liesel.

Many of the von Hannovers’ staff had been with the noble family for generations, serving them and taking care of the household and properties. One family, the Schraders, had had family members working with the horses for five generations.

The Kellers had been in service in the household for several generations.

And perhaps one additional generation.

Those strong cheekbones, the firm line of her lips, Wulf was nearly sure that he was looking at Rosamunde Keller’s daughter, who must have been around twenty-five when Wulf had stolen Georg and Rosamunde Keller to work for him in Switzerland.

Liesel stood, trailing her fingers across the silver tray, a sensual move.

She was looking back at Wulf’s father, who smiled up at her with a dark sparkle in his blue eyes. “Thank you, Liesel.”

He tasted her name in his mouth like his tongue stroked the L’s.

The blush in Liesel’s cheekbones brightened. Her hand hung in the air for a moment, near where Phillipp’s hand clutched the armrest of his chair.

Phillipp turned his palm up, casually, and he brushed her fingertips as he reached for the coffeepot. His blue eyes didn’t crease with his smile.

His coldness was appalling.

Liesel floated out of the room, closing the door behind herself.

Wulf turned back to his father, running a thousand conversations in his head through to their logical conclusions.

After a beat, he asked, “Are you fucking one of your staff?”

“Don’t be vulgar.” Phillipp stirred sugar into this coffee.

“Are you?” Wulf asked again, his voice taking on a sharp edge.

Phillipp set his spoon on the tray. “When I want a woman, I drink at the yacht club until one approaches me, one that’s younger, good-looking, and of our class.”

“Do you care about her?”

He looked at Wulf over his coffee cup, and his lip lifted. “She’s a servant. She serves her purpose.”

His father was a monster.

Wulf braced his hands on his knees. “My security men will replace yours immediately. You’re restricted to these rooms for the rest of the evening. Tomorrow, you’ll be driven back to Kaiserhaus. Do not expect to receive visitors or leave the house for a month.”

“I have a race in two weeks,” Phillipp said.

“You’ll stay in that house. No one will pack for you. No one will drive you to the airport or rent you a plane. Your car will not be shipped.”

“I’ll fire them all and replace them with my own people.”

“You can’t fire them, and you can’t hire new staff. Your accounts are now under my control. Your staff are all in my employ,” he looked at the door, “even Liesel.”

That was yet another problem that he would handle delicately.

He strode out of the suite, finding Friedhelm, Matthias, and three men from Dieter’s team in the hallway, waiting for him. He reinserted his earpiece in his ear and tapped it on.

“Stay here,” he told Matthias and one of Dieter’s men, and then he updated the rest of the team over the bluetooth of the new assignments. He finished by telling Matthias, “If anyone comes out of that suite, restrain them. If they resist, use whatever force is necessary. Friedhelm, you’re with me.”

Wulf strode away from the door down the hallway. Friedhelm and the other men followed.

In his ear, Dieter asked, “Did you just tell Matthias to kill your father?”

“I’m sure it won’t come to that,” Wulf muttered.

“I’m on my way back,” Dieter said. “Screw being best man. I’ve had dibs on taking out your father for years.”

“You’re not getting out of standing up with me that easily. Meet me at the church.”

“Your sister is already orchestrating the revised transportation maneuver,” he said. “She would make a brilliant general, pushing tin tanks around a map of Europe.”

Wulf entered the elevator. Friedhelm and the others entered after him and stood at parade rest between Wulf and the doors. He said, “Our family tried that once. It didn’t go so well.”

His ancestor had chosen the wrong side in the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 and lost the kingdom.

Dieter said, “She’s having everything sent over from the hotel. We’ll make it on time, but Durchlaucht, Flicka tells me that you need to go straight to the church.”

Wulf said, “I will assure Rae that I am well but delayed, and I shall arrive at the church soon.”

Through the earpiece, his sister’s voice rose and accelerated.

Dieter said, “I’ll bring your clothes. Get to the church or I’ll send the rest of my men after you. We’ve come too far.”

“Where’s Rae?” Wulf asked.

“Still at the hotel. They’re readying her to travel to the church.”

His heart stilled. “Who is with her?”

“Her security, as we planned.”

“Frau Keller?” Wulf asked. He stared at his old military boots, wearing with age, and the elevator carpeting.

“Yes, of course.”

“Romain and your men will take Rae to the church immediately. Have them stand up right now, put her in the car, and take her. Leave Julian with Frau Keller at the hotel.”

“Is this an emergency?” Dieter asked.

Scenarios scrolled through Wulf’s mind, each more devastating than the last. “Yes.”

The word left a foul taste in his mouth.

Dieter said, “On it.”

Through the earpiece, Wulf heard his sister’s voice rise in a ribbon of lecturing and a click as the phone cut off.

Wulf took his earpiece out of his ear.

The elevator doors opened.

Friedhelm walked out ahead of him. “The hotel?”

“Yes,” Wulf said. “The hotel.”

















Rosamunde







Wulf von Hannover




Wulf walked into his suite, feeling the way the air moved and watching the shadows on the walls. He could feel that Rae and her entourage were gone, already being driven to the church.

He was alone but for Frau Keller sitting on the couch, her hands clenched in her lap, and Julian standing by a hallway table. Julian’s hand hovered near his hip, and he frowned.

Wulf said, “Julian, please wait outside with Friedhelm.”

Julian looked up, glancing at Wulf and then returning to watch Frau Keller. The clench of his blond eyebrows made him seem angry, having to guard the woman who had run the house and been considered one of the most trusted staff members for years.

Wulf had spoken with Rae for a few moments while she had been in the car, ending with her saying, “Get there as soon as you can. I’ll cover for you.”

His heart had mended a little at her words, but right now, it ached.

The door closed behind Julian and Friedhelm.

Wulf sat in a chair near Rosamunde and leaned his arms on his knees, clasping his hands. He spoke German with her, his first language, the language of his childhood. It used to feel comforting. “Tell me about Liesel.”

Rosamunde blinked, and the crease between her eyes deepened. “Is she all right?”

“Yes, yes, she’s fine. Did you know that she is here?”

“In Montreux?”

“Yes.”

“But why would she be here? She hasn’t called me. I would have met her.”

“Tell me about her,” Wulf said.

“She was married before we came into your service. That didn’t work out, but she’s all right.”

“You’ve never mentioned her name to me.”

“Well, I guess there was no need. How did you know her name?”

“I believe I just met her.” Wulf bit his lip, feeling his own flesh between his teeth. “Did you know that she is working for my father?”

“What?” Rosamunde rose to her feet, her hands fluttering. “She works in a restaurant. She is a waitstaff and a hostess. She is not in service.”

Wulf felt his shoulders fall in relief. Rosamunde hadn’t known, and with such a reaction from his stoic manager, he believed her. “She was in my father’s suite. She was wearing the usual black uniform and carrying a coffee tray.”

“You are sure?” Horror shrilled in her voice.

“Do you have her picture?”

“Yes, of course.” Rosamunde found her phone in her purse and scrolled through the pictures. She turned the screen toward Wulf. “It couldn’t be her.”

Wulf looked at the woman on the screen and sighed. She had the same cheekbones and firm line of her lips as Rosamunde. “That is the woman in Phillipp’s rooms.”

“No,” Rosamunde looked at the screen of her own phone, and she sat heavily. “She would have told me.”

“You have been telling her our travel plans, our situations, how Rae’s family is?”

Rosamunde’s hand crept up to her mouth. “Oh, Wulfram. I am so sorry. I give you my resignation, mine and for Georg.” Her husband, Georg, had been Wulf’s first driver while he was in high school and now served as his senior butler.

“No,” Wulf said. “I don’t accept your resignations, and I will not, but we must discuss boundaries of what you can tell Liesel.”

“I can’t believe that she would tell him, that she would turn spy. I am sorry. I thought that I was speaking in confidence with her. She knows what I think of him, of the things he had done.”

“Has Liesel mentioned that she is seeing anyone?”

“Well, yes,” Rosamunde said, slightly less dour. “She has said that there is someone, that she is optimistic about their chances.”

“You must dissuade her. He is using her. He is cruel, and he has no feelings for her.”

“Oh.” Rosamunde said, understanding, and then horrified. “No, surely she isn’t.”

“He will manipulate anyone.”

Rosamunde closed her eyes. “I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her that she cannot trust him, and then I’ll not speak to her again.”

“That is not a good solution,” Wulf said. “She’s your daughter. You can’t remove yourself from the relationship. You should not divulge anything about us or our plans.”

“I won’t. Oh, Wulfram. I am so sorry.”

“He played us all. I should have realized that he would do something as reprehensible as this.”

Wulf would have to plant a bit of misinformation with Rosamunde, something specific, and then have his new security forces watch to see if his father acted on it, but he was confident that this was at an end.

Rosamunde. Of all people, Rosamunde had been his father’s unwitting spy, and Wulf despised his father all the more for using her.

















Dressing Room







Rae Stone-von Hannover




Rae waited in the dressing room in the basement of the church, trussed up in the fancy wedding dress that Flicka had helped her pick out. The corset under it was truly a marvel of mechanical engineering. If they had gotten themselves stranded, Rae was quite sure that it could be unfolded into a suspension bridge.

Rae’s college friend Lizzy had been fussing over her all afternoon, evidently taking over for Wulf in that department, but she was taking a break. She was all tucked up into a tiny, blond ball in one corner of a loveseat, clicking on her phone.

“Is he here yet?” Rae asked Flicka.

Flicka was alternately talking and texting and swiping on her phone so fast that her fingers blurred. Her white bridesmaid’s dress, a comfortable-looking silk sheath, flowed perfectly around her, not a wrinkle marring the fabric.

She grunted and held up one finger while she finished the text with her other thumb. “There. I can’t believe that asshole kidnapped me for three whole hours. I am going to cut off someone’s head. The reception napkins are white. White. And polyester. We specified ivory, unbleached raw silk months ago.”

Rae asked, “Is Wulf here yet?”

Flicka shook her head. “Julian pinged that Wulfie and Mrs. Keller just left the hotel for the church.”

Rae blew her breath out because, with Wulf, she always worried. Even when he was surrounded by a security team, she worried.

Flicka said, “He still isn’t dressed. His clothes are here. We’re already delayed by fifteen minutes. It’s going to be an hour. The delay is going to be an hour.”

Rae smiled. “It’ll be okay. We have four hours built in before we’re supposed to make the entrance at the reception. It’ll be fine.” She glanced over at Dieter, who was sitting in a chair, his hands resting on his knees, facing the door. Even when he tried to appear casual, he always looked like he was ready to leap and grapple or shoot if needed. “I wish Georgie were here.”

Georgie was the third leg of their perfect triad of college friends: Lizzy, Georgie, and Rae. Georgie had run off with a rock band, but that was a long story.

Flicka glanced up at her, paused, and then reached over and stroked Rae’s arm. “If she can come, I’m sure she will.”

“You haven’t gotten any more texts?”

“Not since the exceedingly tardy RSVP yesterday,” Flicka sniffed.

“Do you think that she’s okay?”

Flicka glanced up at her. “She keeps saying that she’s going to disappear, to escape everyone who’s after her, everyone who has been hounding her. It must be nice to think that you are so inconsequential that you can just run away like that.”

“But she’s not inconsequential,” Rae said. “She has people who love her.”

“Maybe it’s the best option for her,” Flicka said, pausing, frowning. “Maybe she’s afraid that the people who are after her will kill her friends if the bullets miss her. They have been hunting her for her whole life, ever since her father swindled those criminals, anyway. Maybe her life is so miserable and shallow and wrong and imprisoning that she actually wants to die but just can’t bring herself to do it, so she keeps running away instead.”

Rae, a budding psychologist, felt all those warning words as if they glowed with violent red light, and her chest squeezed.

“Did she say that to you?” Rae asked, reaching over to touch Flicka’s arm. “Did Georgie say that she was thinking about harming herself?”

“No, I’m just playing armchair shrink. Indeed, I’ve barely talked to her or to anyone for months except for wedding planners and caterers and florists and designers, and now I’ve lost three whole damn hours. I’ve got to get these napkins right, or people will talk. Good God, Rae. White, polyester napkins! What would people say?”

People would probably say that the napkins adequately wiped the food crumbs and wine smears off their faces, but Rae refrained. Flicka had poured her heart into this wedding, managing to set up a high-society shindig on an insanely short timeline, then postponing the date at the last minute for a month later, when Rae would not have known where to start.

“You’ve done a brilliant job, Flicka,” is what she said. “I appreciate everything that you’ve done, and it’s beautiful and it’s perfect.”

The wary suspicion in Flicka’s dark green eyes hurt Rae’s heart.

“Really!” Rae told her. “I mean it. I am stunned by how much you’ve done. Everything is absolutely beautiful and perfect. You have done a wonderful job with this. Thank you, and I mean every word.”

Flicka blinked, her lips sucking inward. “Okay. Thanks. I’m glad that you like it.” She still didn’t smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes, I have to make sure that my fashion-challenged brother puts on the right suit because if there are two suits in the garment bag, he will choose the wrong one, and then I have a table designer to disembowel if he doesn’t produce two thousand unbleached silk napkins in the next three hours.”

“Four hours,” Rae reminded her, hoping to reduce the tension.

“Three,” Flicka said. “I need an hour to whip all the waitstaff into folding them into two thousand perfect little goddamn swans.”

















Not A Ploy







Wulf von Hannover




Wulf stepped out of the car onto the sidewalk in the mild August sunlight. The church where he was to marry Reagan loomed above, soaring into the clear breeze from Lake Geneva and the mountains around it, a particular fertile scent that filled his childhood memories.

The large wooden doors on the front of the church swung open with a gentle pull of his hand, and he slipped through a small opening between them, not letting the sunlight glare into the church.

After Flicka’s abduction, the ceremony had already been delayed. In the main part of the church, wedding guests packed the pews, standing and chatting with people in different rows. Considering that most of them lived in the limelight, this was probably a welcome chance for them to talk with friends unobserved.

In the relative gloom of the foyer, he found the staircase going down to the rooms below the main level. The dusty scent of old incense smoke clung to the walls and fresh carpeting under his feet.

At the intersection of three hallways at the base of the stairs, Wulf paused, listening.

Rae’s laughter, a raucous, jubilant laugh, trickled through the air.

Left.

He followed the trail of Reagan’s laughter chortling between the wooden walls and sconce lights that seemed reminiscent of medieval torches.

From the second that he had heard her laugh, he had known that she was fine. He had already conversed with Dieter, who had assured him that he and Flicka had arrived at the church and Rae was present, healthy, and not angry at him. Before that, in the car, he had been in contact with Romain, who had assured him that they had removed Rae from the hotel and arrived at the church safely.

He knew she was safe. The door muffled her laughter, and she was healthy and fine on the other side of that door. There was no need to open the door. Doing so might cause her distress due to the bad luck that might be incurred.

And yet, Wulf opened the door.

Not to tease her about seeing the bride before the wedding and luck.

He pushed open the wooden door because a lurking, illogical tremor lived in the back of his mind that Flicka’s kidnapping might have been a diversion, and his father might have sent someone to hurt his wife while Wulf ran after his sister. Deadly anger flickered near that shiver of fear.

The door swung to reveal Reagan, giggling with Lizzy about something. Both wore pristine white dresses, though Reagan’s was more elaborate.

Her sweet, brown eyes widened. “Wulf! I declare, you are going to push this, aren’t you? I am actually in my dress!”

Wulf gestured to the tiny, blond woman beside his wife. “Lizbeth, we need the room.”

“What, dude? You’re not The—” Lizbeth began.

Rae was watching him. When her eyes locked on him like that, he felt like she was the only person in the world who could really see him. Everyone else’s gaze ricocheted off him, sliding over the sharp edges of his history and projected image, and they never really saw.

She turned, but she didn’t take her huge, brown eyes off him. “Lizzy, give us a sec.”

“Fine.” Lizzy tramped past him, and he shut the door behind her.

Rae was still watching him. She was so beautiful, all made up and tucked into that hourglass dress. A ghostly white veil had been sewn to the wedding tiara that his sister had retrieved from Schloss Marienburg. Diamonds glistened in the dark blaze of her hair. She said, “Flicka just went to find you. Are you okay?”

He covered the room in two steps and crushed her to him. Her strong arms wrapped around his waist. “It might have been a ploy,” he said.

“It wasn’t,” she said, her arms reaching around his body. “There wasn’t a hint of a problem. I still have the Walther PPK in a holster in my garter.”

Wulf let his head fall forward to rest his cheek against her temple. “Wear it during the ceremony.”

“I had every intention of it.”

He chuckled and held her curving body in his arms for just a moment longer. “I had to see you, to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. I promise you. I’m fine.”

Wulf ran his hands up her back, feeling the strong sinews along her spine under the dress.

Here was everything in his life that was most valuable. Here was everything he needed.

















Wedding







Wulf von Hannover




Wulf left the bride’s room, found his own dressing room, was directed by his incorrigible younger sister as to which tuxedo to put on and which honors to pin in a small row across his left pectoral in the exact place (as if she hadn’t instructed him in this only that morning and over a video-call at least once a week for months,) and stood near the altar for the processional. Flicka seemed none the worse for her recent kidnapping, just as bustling and efficient as she ever was. Her orders to the make-up artists and dressers seemed particularly crisp, even driven, as she wove everyone into a perfect tapestry.

Minutes later, he stood at the front of the church and nodded to his aunt in the front row, who seemed almost giddy. She did love weddings.

His closest friends—Dieter, Yoshi, and his cousin Wills—stood behind him.

The doors at the back opened, and his sister Flicka walked down the aisle, graceful as ever, bending slightly with the music.

Every now and then, he could see that his much younger sister had grown into a beautiful woman, no longer the wee, traumatized child who had crawled into his dorm room every night until even the starchy headmaster had agreed that something had to be done.

Flicka drifted down the aisle, wearing a white dress, and Wulf breathed because that job, at least, was done. Every night, for years, he had prayed that he would live long enough to see her to adulthood, and here she was, his greatest accomplishment.

Lizzy stepped down the aisle next, his tiny friend from the Southwest, a sprite of a woman. Having her, of all people, at his wedding almost made him laugh, but Lizzy’s fiancé glowering near the back of the church kept him from exhibiting too much mirth. The man fluctuated between protective and obsessive, and he was exactly what Lizzy needed.

And then Rae.

The sunlight outside blazed in her brilliant auburn hair under the white net as she started up the aisle, a swaying hourglass in white that everyone turned to see.

She glided up the aisle at just the right pace, her cousin Craigh escorting her through the standing congregation.

When she reached Wulf, he could see her warm, brown eyes behind the veil, and she smiled at him.

Every time she smiled at him, his heart beat a little stronger, and he felt the life in his body.

















One Last Thing 







Rae Stone-von Hannover




The minister had finished his short sermon and was chanting, blessing the rings.

Rae breathed, absorbing every moment, holding every glance in her heart. Yes, they had been married on paper for months, but this was, for her, the ceremony that made it real.

It was funny because she had always expected this moment to be in the tiny, wooden church in her hometown, not in an extravagant cathedral—she was pretty sure that this church qualified as a cathedral—in Switzerland.

Switzerland, and she smiled a little more.

She would get used to it, Wulf assured her, but right now, it all still seemed magical.

Especially Wulf. He seemed magical. Only magic could have brought the two of them together.

At the back of the church, the doors slammed open.

Oh, God.

Possibilities swept through her head: Wulf’s father Phillipp stomping up the aisle to rail his objections, her own father raising a gun and shooting down Wulf just before being shot dead in a barrage by Wulf’s security staff, any one of Wulf’s ex-girlfriends arriving to royally scratch Rae’s eyes out, or some mad, lone gunman, the one that she worried about and dreaded, a jackal who was impossible to predict.

But the figure silhouetted in the afternoon sunshine was slim, and she swayed on her feet. A long braid swung down her back.

Rae shaded her eyes with her hand, trying to see better, and called across the crowd, “Georgie?”

And yes, Georgie was there, and all was perfect.

















Getting Hitched







Rae Stone-von Hannover







In this moment, this tremulous moment, I have everything that I want: my husband before me, holding my hands, all my friends around me (even the one we couldn’t find for a while,) and my cousin over on the side of the church, holding up his cell phone to livestream my wedding to my mother (who is hiding in the barn to watch,) and a child growing inside me.

The autism clinic that I used to doodle about in boring lectures will break ground in a few weeks. When I finish college, I will turn the key to the front door and walk in.

I have love, I have good work, and I have my life. I am free and yet I am held and loved.

My most desperate, impossible hopes have become my future.

















Vigilant







Rae Stone-von Hannover







I hold her hands in this impossible moment, a moment that I never thought I would see, and my heart is full.

Beyond Rae—my Rae, my wife—my sister Flicka is smiling at me. The child that I raised from kindergarten is a young woman and married. She doesn’t need me anymore, which means that I did well. I used to pray that I would live until she could take care of herself.

Now, Rae is giving me another chance to be a father. This time, I will watch the child grow from infancy. Every day that I see changes in Rae is a revelation. Every moment is a prayer.

I am vigilant, listening for the click of a hammer or the lens flare from a telescopic sight, but there is nothing, nothing but music and light glowing from the candles and tiny lights and her small hands in mine.

I had been a ghost, but now I am alive.

And, God help me, I feel like I might live.







Keep Dreaming

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae and Wulf

Epilogue #8

(Really, this time. Last one.)




By: Blair Babylon

















Wulf







Wulf




The recovery room smelled like sharp antiseptic and blood.

Wulf swallowed hard, trying to distance himself from the memories that the coppery, salty scent provoked.

The nurse laid the tiny, swaddled bundle in Wulf’s hands. The pink and blue blanket was wound tightly around the baby, and only the baby’s tiny, wrinkled face peered above the cotton.

She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.

The muscles in Wulf’s arms seemed too hard around the infant, like he might hurt her just by holding her. The child’s smushed face moved, like she was trying to express something, or just realizing that she had a face. Her head was smaller than Wulf’s fist.

His hands around her felt enormous.

Something felt lodged in Wulf’s chest, and his lungs ached.

Wulf wrapped his arms around the baby, shielding her from the whole world, and walked back to Rae, limp in the recovery bed. Sweat darkened her auburn hair and shone on her face. Her ragged breathing felt like his heartbeat.

“They have brought her back,” he told Rae. The hospital staff had whisked the baby away after the emergency Cesarean section, reassuring him that they were just checking her vitals and giving her the vitamin K shot.

Rae nodded, a wan smile on her face, and held out her arms for their baby.

Wulf swiveled his hands under that minuscule bit of humanity and laid her in Rae’s arms. Rae’s exhausted smile lit her face.

“Can you move your legs yet?” he asked, trailing his fingers down the utilitarian woven blanket over her.

“Not yet. They kind of tingle. When they gave me the spinal, they said that it would be a while.”

They had ushered Wulf out of the operating room while the anesthesiologist had administered the spinal injection, and Wulf had almost pulled rank and privilege, if such tactics would have worked in an American hospital. He suspected not.

Rae smiled down at their child in her arms, her auburn hair clinging to her cheek and neck. He moved her hair aside, peeling it off her sticky skin. She had been farther into labor than she had let on when the LifeFlight helicopter had arrived at the hospital. When the obstetrician had examined her, the woman’s face had jerked into a rictus of shock that Rae had progressed so far.

Rae had bled early in the pregnancy. It was determined that the baby’s placenta had implanted near her cervix, a condition called placenta previa, and a traditional labor and delivery might have killed her. She had been scheduled for a Cesarean delivery the next day.

When Wulf had seen the panic on the doctor’s face, his heart had seized, and he had frozen all over.

His wife. His daughter. His family.

His whole life.

He bent and kissed the top of Rae’s head and laid his cheek on her damp scalp to watch their daughter. The baby’s gray-blue eyes moved, maybe tracking the light.

He said, “She might have my eyes.”

“I hate to break it to you.” Rae’s exhausted voice cut straight to Wulf’s heart. “A lot of white babies have blue eyes. They might change color later.”

Wulf smiled. His contrary little Rae was still as feisty as ever. He hoped the baby’s eyes would change to warm brown, like Rae’s. The fuzz on her head seemed a little darker than the platinum blond that his younger sister Flicka had been born with. He had met Flicka when she was three months old because he had been away at boarding school, and then he had raised Flicka from the time that she had been five and he was fifteen, alone. He still counted some of those memories, playing with her, as some of the most joyful in his life.

He couldn’t think about his sister just then. Flicka had been missing for four months.

The baby’s petal-pink lips pursed, and she glanced at the lights and blinked.

Wulf watched the child, reveling in her every twitch, with his hand on Rae’s shoulder.

The doctors and nurses assured themselves that the monitors were all showing correct numbers and left the room. Earlier, they had said something to him, and he had made the civilized replies and had shaken their hands. Some part of his mind would inform him later what he had said, but just then his soul was full of Rae and their baby girl.

Victoria Augusta, Prinzessin von Hannover, for now. She would receive the rest of her names from her godmothers when she was baptized.

He hoped that one of her names would be Friederike, if Flicka were found safe in time.

That scenario was becoming more unlikely with each passing day, and Wulf tightened his arms around his wife and child.

Victoria’s fascinating little lips curved and smacked open.

Wulf glanced around the room, ensuring that they were alone. He kissed the top of Rae’s head again. “I love you, so much.”

Rae took one arm off the baby and touched his hand. “I love you, too.” She glanced up at him. The lively intelligence was sharpening in her eyes as the drugs receded.

He said, “I can’t stop looking at her.”

Wulf shifted and lay down beside Rae in the narrow bed. For two such strapping specimens such as themselves, they had to squeeze a bit. He wrapped his arms around both his girls, one arm across Rae’s chest and around the child, and one arm up and around Rae. Her head rested on his shoulder.

Rae’s mouth curved up in a smile. “You’re shielding me again.”

“Yes. I am.”

Rae rolled her head back in his arms. “What’s going on, in there?” She glanced at his forehead.

Anything she decided that she should know, she would eventually pry out of him. Early capitulation was his best option, no matter how excruciating.

He let himself smile on one side of his mouth, trying to downplay the rather German fatalism. “I didn’t think that I would live long enough to see a child of my own.”

“Oh, Wulf.” Rae glanced down at the baby, but Victoria had closed her eyes. Rae slid the infant into the crevice between their bodies.

“It occurred to me that the universe gave me Flicka to raise because it would be my only chance to be a father.” He leaned forward, resting his head against Rae’s, like he always did when emotions roiled within him, nearly to breaking him down.

She pressed her hand against his chest where his heart pulsed. “You say the most heart-breaking things I’ve ever heard.”

He cradled both of them. “I will never let anything happen to you.”

Rae said, “I know.”

Every moment of life was precious and must be seized and treasured. No matter how much more or how little time he had, Wulf lived this moment, and every one after.

















Rae







Rae




A baby.

We have a baby.

A year ago, when I was living in a college dorm, my crazy religious family controlled every aspect of my life, even forcing me to room with my cousin who reported back about me. They threatened me with excommunication if I put one toe out of line, if I had challenged any one of their crazy beliefs. There were so many crazy beliefs, an uncountable number of crazy beliefs. I was majoring in psychology and trying to do a little good in this world, desperately trying. One of my cousins was autistic, devastatingly so. I had an idea for a one-stop autism therapy clinic for kids, but I had little idea how to make it happen other than to get my degree and hope I figured it out.

Then everything went to Hell, fast.

I thought I was sunk. I thought everything had collapsed in on me. I thought my chance was over.

But it wasn’t.

Wulf saved me. One random chance ended up with us having a totally inadvisable quickie and then falling in love.

Now, I’m married to a prince, an honest-to-God prince, even if his family was deposed over a century ago and he would fight any attempt to reinstate the Hannover monarchy by every legal means at his disposal—and he has a lot of those—and now we have a baby.

Victoria is so tiny. Of course, I knew she would be small, a few ounces over six pounds, but she’s so tiny.

And wrinkled.

I think I’m still stoned on pain medicine.

Of course I am.

When we were alone, Wulf was looking at Victoria the same way that he looks at me, with that soft light in his dark, crystal-blue eyes.

When Georgie and Alexandre came in, Wulf had stood, his posture and bearing hardened, and he accepted their congratulations. He always turns that closed, cold face to the world.

It’s only with me that he lets that shell break open all the way and see how vulnerable he is underneath, and how lonely he was.

Lizzy and Georgie are here now, too, along with their husbands, Theo and Alexandre, and they’re laughing and trying to make it look like they are comfortable passing the baby among them, but of course they’re not. I’m still afraid I will break her, or I would be if I weren’t loopy on morphine.

Victoria is the first baby in our little group—Lizzy, Georgie, and me—but I have a feeling she won’t be the last.

Lizzy had hinted something about they would be “getting” a baby soon, so Victoria might be the oldest in a whole new group of friends.

She will need them.

I grew up surrounded by cousins, lots of cousins, all with slightly different beliefs and attitudes. Without them, I probably wouldn’t have been able to break away, to find Lizzy and Georgie who became my sisters, to find Wulf, who became my protector and soulmate.

I don’t want Victoria to grow up alone.

Most of my family won’t talk to me because I went off alone, because I won’t live my life the way they demand, subservient and frightened and with an empty head and heart.

Family means more than similar DNA or blood type.

Family means love, and no matter where we are, no matter where we go, no matter if Lizzy is the First Lady in the White House someday and if Georgie is still touring with a rock band and if I am a princess in a German castle. We will always have each other.

Victoria will always be surrounded by love.




~~~




The door from the hallway clattered open just as Lizzy was handing off Victoria to Rae.

Rae cradled the baby, adjusting her arms around the warm, soft bundle and cooing to her for a moment before she bothered to look at the doctor or nurse who was coming in to take her blood or check the beeps and lines on the monitors.

So she didn’t see who was there.

Beside her bed, Wulf asked, “Why didn’t you call? It’s been months.”

That wasn’t something that he would say to a doctor, and his deep voice was loud and stressed, like he was projecting all the way to the door. Wulf never sounded stressed.

Rae looked up.

The tall, burly man swaying in the doorway wore a dark suit. Bulges under his arms meant that he was armed with guns in holsters under his suit jacket. His disheveled, blond hair and short beard were so odd that Rae almost didn’t recognize him.

Dieter said to Wulf, “I need to talk to you.” His Swiss accent sounded like German slurred with French, and exhaustion coarsened his voice.

Wulf glanced at her.

Rae said to him, “Go. Go!” As her husband strode toward the door, she called after Dieter, who had turned and was walking out of her hospital room, “Did you find her?”

Dieter glanced back. “I need to talk to him first. Then I’ll brief you.”

“Is Flicka alive?” Rae yelled as best she could, her own voice still stupidly weak from the surgery.

“Probably. She was yesterday.” Dieter led Wulf out of the hospital room.

Rae held her daughter more tightly. The world was a terrible place where even someone as well-guarded as Wulf’s sister Flicka could disappear so completely that even Dieter and his private security company, which was the polite term for his extensive force of mercenaries and former special ops operators, couldn’t find her and bring her home.

Victoria Augusta von Hannover blinked and closed her eyes, settling down to sleep.
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Flicka von Hannover




This is the night my life ended,

and though I didn’t know it at the time,

the night I was reborn.







The long hotel hallway, lined with doors, stretched in front of Flicka von Hannover as she ran as hard as she could.

Her ankles wobbled in her gilded, stiletto sandals every time her feet thudded on the carpeting. Her slim, crystal-encrusted skirt was bunched around her thighs so she could stretch her long legs. Her purse dangled from her wrist and bounced against her thigh with each stride.

Just a few more doors.

—432, 434, 436—

If she could reach room 460, she had a chance.

She glanced behind her, risking a stumble as she sprinted.

Doors studded the silent hallway behind her. Shimmering sconces threw dim light over the grand hotel’s gold carpeting, and black night pressed against the windows. She could still taste the metallic tinge of blood in her mouth.

No other hotel guests were standing around in the hallways at four in the morning.

—442, 444, 446—

When she had escaped from her own suite minutes before, the Secret Service men, armed with handguns and large knives, had been chasing her. Flicka had leaped into the closing elevator, rolling on the floor and slamming her shoulder against the back wall. It had been a stroke of luck that the elevator was at the penthouse and the doors had been closing just as she had run. That little bit of luck had allowed her to make it this far.

At the fourth floor, she had pushed all the buttons to send the elevator lower into the hotel, hoping to confuse her pursuers.

—450, 452, 454—

Flicka ran harder, trying to make it.

She looked back again.

The hallway behind her was still empty. Her husband’s Secret Service men hadn’t expected her to be able to sprint so quickly in high-heeled shoes and a slim ball gown, but princesses are accustomed to wearing evening dress. She could probably rappel down a cliff face in petticoats and pumps.

Flicka von Hannover was a real, modern princess, not a fairy-tale one, and she had run for her life more than once.

The Secret Service men must have made for the stairwells, splitting up to search each floor for her, planning to communicate her position to each other for reinforcements. That’s how she would have orchestrated the search. They would come thundering out of the stairwells at each end of the hallway at any moment and see her racing through the hotel with her pale pink dress hiked up around her hips and a diamond tiara glittering in her blond hair.

Room 460.

Flicka pounded on the door and held her hand against the wood, willing it to open right now.

The door moved under her hand.

The tall, blond man opening the door saw her, and his gray eyes glanced down the corridor—worried. A white towel was slung low on his hips below the accordion pleats of his abs, and a livid scar creased the skin on his biceps on one arm. Other, fainter scars criss-crossed his pale gold skin. “Durchlauchtig?”

Flicka whispered, “He said he’d kill me.”

Dieter grabbed her wrist and pulled her inside, bending to survey the hallway after she passed him. Dieter Schwarz was one of the bodyguards who’d protected her from assassins for years. “Did anyone follow you?”

Flicka leaned against the wall beside the door, still out of breath from running. “I lost them.”

Dieter pressed the door closed and flipped the locks. “You’re sure?”

“—I think so.”

He held his finger to his lips, watching through the door’s peephole.

Flicka flattened herself against the wall. Her purse dropped off her wrist and thumped on the floor.

Dieter waited, peering through the lens, and then dodged to the side, ending up standing inches in front of her. He flicked off the lights and turned, shielding her from the sight of anyone looking through the other side of the peephole. The view through the lens probably didn’t go far to the sides and no one should be able to see them in the darkness, but she hid behind him anyway.

In the faint light misting from the bedroom, Dieter’s chest and shoulders were broad, so wide across, and his muscles were chiseled lines in his flesh. The scent of fresh soap and an herbal, spicy cologne wafted off of him, faint until her nose was literally two inches away from his tanned skin and rounded chest muscles. He must have showered after they had both closed down Flicka’s brother’s wedding reception that night, only a few hours before.

Flicka tried not to breathe, tried not to gasp and cry in rage or frustration. Those emotions whipped around inside her until she couldn’t help herself any longer.

She leaned toward him and rested her cheek against Dieter’s strong shoulder, seeking comfort.

His bare skin and silken chest fuzz warmed her face. She breathed in his comforting, male scent that had felt like safety to her for so many years. A little bit of cinnamon. A little bit of clean soap and wildness.

She knew she shouldn’t. She knew she should lean back and pull away from him.

But the terror subsided a little, so she didn’t move.

Dieter’s hand cupped the back of her head, cradling her. He moved closer, resting his forearm on the wall as they waited.

Revulsion and terror warred inside Flicka. She didn’t want anyone, anyone at all, to touch her. Her guts twisted in her stomach, and yet this was Dieter, just Dieter.

She’d loved him once, and she’d hated him, but she couldn’t imagine running to anyone else when her life was in danger. If anyone could protect her, it was Dieter Schwarz.

And if no one else would take the chance, Dieter would.

Flicka snaked her arm around Dieter’s tight waist to hold onto him, lest her shaking knees give out.

Under her arm, the sinews woven around his torso slid under his skin as he barely breathed. His terrycloth towel snagged on the crystals covering her silk dress.

Dieter wrapped both his arms around her shoulders and whispered near her ear, “Does he know about us?”

Flicka shook her head. “I never told him.”

“Good.”

Footsteps marched down the hallway outside and paused outside the door.

Flicka held onto Dieter’s strong waist more tightly and tried not to breathe.
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After Blair Babylon wrote Billionaires in Disguise: Rae

readers emailed, asking, “And then what happened?”

So she wrote some short little stories about them.

Read them all here:
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Working Stiff (Runaway Billionaires #1, Casimir)

Stiff Drink (Runaway Billionaires #2, Arthur Duet, Part 1)

Hard Liquor (Runaway Billionaires #3, Arthur Duet, Part 2)




“Rae Falling” (The first, free part of Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

Billionaires in Disguise: Rae, Complete Omnibus Edition (includes “Rae Falling”)

“An Extravagant Proposal” (A Side Story for Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)




Falling Hard (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #1)

Playing Rough (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #2)

Breaking Rules (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #3)

Burning Bright (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #4) 




“Alwaysland” (Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, A Prequel)

What A Girl Wants (Rock Stars in Disguise: Rhiannon)

Somebody To Love (Rock Stars in Disguise: Tryp)




Every Breath You Take (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #1) (includes Rae/Wulf civil wedding) ~FREE!

Wild Thing (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #2)

“Skiing in June, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #1” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Kidnapped, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #2” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Rae and Wulf: At the Hospital”

Lay Your Hands On Me (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #3)

Nothing Else Matters (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #4) 

“Montreux, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #3” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)




The Rock Star’s Secret Baby (Rock Stars in Disguise: Cadell)

“Dream On” (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, Epilogue #1)

“Keep Dreaming”

Santa, Baby (Rock Stars in Disguise: Peyton)




Runaway Princess Bride (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

In Shining Armor (Runaway Princess #2) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

In A Faraway Land (Runaway Princess #3) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

At Midnight (Runaway Princess #4) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

Happily Ever After (Runaway Princess #5) (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)




Stiff Competition (Runaway Billionaires #4, Maxence)







You don’t have to read everything perfectly in this order. I try to recap or make books as standalone as possible. The mini-series within this overall list, such as the Lizzy books or the Georgie books, should be read in order. ~BB




Also, just so you know what you’re getting up there, novel-length books are in italics, like this, but “short forms,” like short stories and novellas, are in “quotation marks.”
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Dear Reader,




Thank you for reading Billionaires in Disguise: Rae.




If you’d like to know when my next books come out, please visit my website or sign up for my email list.
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Shockingly, Blair likes to talk, too.

You can chat with Blair Babylon at:




Website | Mailing list | Goodreads | Twitter

Like Blair’s Facebook Page




Join Babylon ~ A Fun Facebook Group!
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Q. Are Blair’s Billionaires Books erotic romance or erotica?




A. Blair’s Billionaires Books are all erotic romance or contemporary romance.




Erotica generally centers around the sex act, a preponderance of the page count is given to the sex act, and the main characters usually do not build a life together after the sex act. The main character usually discovers or accepts something new about herself or himself, thus it is a journey of self-discovery.




Erotic and contemporary romance concerns itself with the two people falling in love and, usually, building a life together in a very, very sexy way. Romance novels generally end with an HEA (Happily Ever After) or at least an HFN (Happy For Now).




Q. I want to read more of The Billionaires in Disguise Books. How can I be notified when another one is published?




A. Sign up for the email mailing list HERE. Email subscribers get discounts or free episodes in addition to special deleted scenes and epilogues.




Q. I want to tell you how awesome The Billionaires in Disguise Books are. Where can I tell you this?




A. The best way to support writers whom you enjoy is to leave a review at your ebook store, even a short one. Blair reads all her reviews at all the ebook stores and appreciates every one of them.




You can email Blair Babylon by putting her name in the subject line when you email Malachite Publishing. She loves to hear from readers, reads every email, and does her best to respond to everyone. You can also connect with Blair via her Facebook Group or Goodreads Page.




Q. Do you have a study guide for book groups?

A. Seriously? You’re reading The Billionaires in Disguise Books in a book club? Blair wants to hang out with your awesome dirty book club. Email her above. She likes to Skype or do Google Hangouts with book clubs.
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