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      June 1st – Bozeman, Montana – The Max Worthington Coliseum

       

      The Bozeman Horse Show was in full swing. The sunshine made it a scorcher outside so many of the people crowding the midway were just glad to have the air conditioning. Every type of riding and every show had full seats. Riders rode in steeple chase, dressage, and also events like western cutting and even a regular horse show. The coliseum had three arenas, so multiple things were happening at the same time.

      Michele Williams stood by the aluminum fence rail and watched as her six-year-old daughter, Erin, demonstrated riding on an English saddle. Most of the people here were used to Western saddles, so the much smaller and lighter English one attracted a lot of attention.

      Cowboys preferred the Western saddle because it’s larger and heavier, making it more comfortable for riding long hours herding cattle. And it had things like the horn, which held the cowboy’s ropes and ties for a bedroll and saddlebags. Michele’s cowboys didn’t need a bedroll, instead keeping their slicker tied there.

      English riding was more difficult to learn because it required the rider to keep both hands on the reins at all times in order to guide the horse directly through the mouth. Her riding students had to learn to coordinate between balance, legs and reins at the same time, but she knew once she taught someone to ride English style, they could easily transfer those skills to ride western, which made her teaching job easier.

      Michele’s baby girl was riding fantastic and her horse, Royal Blue Danger, a beautiful golden palomino with a  white mane, performed perfectly. She and Erin both wore bright red coats with black pants for the English riding, which showed off their dark, almost black hair, dark blue eyes and porcelain complexions.

      The crowd cheered and clapped.

      Suddenly, Royal reared, nearly unseating Erin. He took off running with Erin draped over his neck, hanging on for dear life.

      Michele was through the rail fence and into the arena, running as fast as she could toward Erin.

      Suddenly, a tall man in a black Stetson, jeans and a dark blue western shirt vaulted the fence rails and was in the arena, in front of the charging animal, waving his arms. The horse slowed, and the man snatched Erin off the horse’s back.

      Michele saw a couple of boys at the arena fence with pea shooters. They were laughing, but could have gotten Erin killed. She would remember what they looked like and report them to the show’s committee.

      Michele ran to her daughter. She picked her up and hugged her tight. “You were wonderful, baby girl.”

      Erin’s blue eyes were wide and full of tears, but she still didn’t let them fall. Instead, she just hugged her mother.  

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Williams.”

      The silky baritone voice rolled over her like a river of warm chocolate. Michele turned and looked up into the most beautiful emerald eyes. They were a clear green, not a trace of yellow to muddy the color.

      He had removed his Stetson, showing off dark brown hair, just a little long and hitting his collar.

      She could tell he was muscular from the fit of his shirt and jeans. Michele squeezed Erin to her, afraid to let her go. “It’s Miss Williams. I’m divorced.” She frowned. “Though I don’t know why I told you that. In any case thank you so much. I…I really don’t know how to thank you for saving my daughter’s life.”

      He waved the thanks away with his hands. “No thanks are necessary. I just wanted to compliment the little miss on her riding, if I may?”

      “Of course.” Michele kept her arms around Erin. “Mister…”

      “Fedorov. Alexander Fedorov, but please call me Alex.”

      Michele loved his accent but didn’t know if it was French or Dutch or Czech or some other European country. It wasn’t German; she knew that much. “I think we’ll stick with Mr. Fedorov…for now.”

      “As you wish.” He turned his gaze to Erin. “Miss Williams, you were a pleasure to watch today. You are a very accomplished rider, especially when the horse behaved so poorly.”

      Michele’s jaw clenched. “Royal behaved poorly because a couple of teenage boys thought it would be funny to shoot him with a peashooter, probably filled with a steel ball.”

      Erin turned and hugged her mother’s neck. “My mommy taught me. She’s the best teacher.”

      “She is? That is wonderful.” He trained his gaze on Michele, his lips turned barely up at the corners.

      Michele sniffled, her fear slowly subsiding. “She’s my best advertising.”

      “It would appear so. Nowhere in the event brochure does it say anything about you teaching how to stay on a runaway horse. If you will tell me what these boys looked like, I will see they are found and punished.” He pursed his lips and made a pulling motion on his chin as though he had a beard. “We cannot have that kind of behavior here.”

      “I was about to go report them to the horse show’s committee chair.”

      “I know the man personally and I would love to see the boys made to account for their actions.” He smiled at Erin. “You are an amazing rider, Miss Erin. And it is obvious that your mother is an outstanding teacher.” He returned his gaze to Michele. “The brochure did say you are a champion barrel racer. English riding, such as Erin was doing, does not seem to be compatible with such an endeavor.”

      Erin wiggled to get down. She moved in front of Michele, who now rested both hands on her daughter’s shoulders.

      “Perhaps it seems that way, but for me, and for most people, English riding is harder to learn than Western riding. But once you have that technique down, Western riding is easy.” Then she grinned and leaned forward a little, like she was sharing a secret. “And as for barrel racing, when you like to ride fast and loose like I do, there is no better sport in the world. It’s just you and your horse, and in my case, my horse likes to go fast as much as I do. He’s amazing.” I like that Alex is a horse person. I always get along better with them since we have things in common, and he saved Erin’s life. I don’t know how to thank him.

        “I would very much like to see this horse. I, myself, raise Arabians. They are quite fast for their size, but are better suited to endurance races.”

      “You must be the owner of the ones I saw in the show today. They’re beautiful animals. Such sleek lines. Do you have a ranch around here or are you just in town for the show?”

      “I have a ranch. I bought the land owned by the Conovers.”

      “I know of the property, but don’t get down that way very often. Come by the ranch tomorrow around two. I’ll be in-between students and practicing my barrel racing. I have just an hour before another student arrives.”

      “I would love to, Miss Williams.” He squatted to Erin’s height again. “And you, Miss Erin, are you a barrel racer, too?”

      Erin grinned and looked up at Michele, then back at Alex. “I’m learnin’. My rodeo horse, Joker and I work out after Mommy. That way, I get to watch her and Domino. That’s her rodeo horse. Then I copy them.”

      “Well, I am looking forward to seeing both of you in action.” He held out his hand. “I am very pleased to have met you and I will see you tomorrow. Now I will report those boys if you have their descriptions.”

      Erin took his hand, shook it and then looked up at her mother with a grin.

      After he shook her hand, he stood and smiled.

      “The two boys were teenagers. I would guess about sixteen, both wore jeans, one had on a black western shirt and a black hat. The other had a red t-shirt and black hat.”

      “I will get the descriptions to Allen. He will see they are punished.”

      Michele winked at her daughter and then turned her gaze up at Alex. “Thank you, and we look forward to seeing you, Mr. Fedorov.”

      “Please, call me Alex. Mr. Fedorov is entirely too formal, especially when I am coming to your home tomorrow.”

      She smiled and held out her hand. “And I’m Michele.”

      Alex took it and held it.

      Michele’s eyes widened as awareness sparked its way through her. She looked at Alex.

      His eyes were wide.

      “Alex?” Her voice was breathy and air was hard to inhale.

      “Michele.” He started to take a step toward her.

      She pulled her hand back, and the connection broke. “I…I’ll…we’ll…see you tomorrow.”

      “Um, yes…yes, tomorrow at two PM. I shall be there, except… I don’t know where there is.”

      Having gotten some of her mind back, she took a deep breath. “I’m in the old Jessup place. It’s on the way to yours. You probably pass it every day. The house isn’t big or fancy, but the arena is perfect for teaching and for practicing.”

      He laughed. “That is the most important thing. This I understand. My horses always come first. I know where the Jessup property is.”

      Michele smiled and took Erin’s hand in hers. “Good. It’s nice to meet someone who understands.”

      He stood with his hands behind his back. “I would like for you to come to my establishment…my ranch, if you will. I will warn you; it is quite large.”

      “We’d love to. I’m dying to get up close to some of those Arabians I saw in the horse show today.  We’ll make sure to wear our every day boots.”

      Alex chuckled. “You are the only woman I have ever met who has every day and dress boots.”

      She lifted her brows. “I have to. I work on my ranch. I muck the stalls, throw the hay, groom the horses and milk the cow. I have a couple of cowboys to help me with the cattle—I have about thirty head—but they don’t do the everyday work, except on rare occasions.” She shifted her gaze to Erin. “And she works right along with me before she goes to school.”

      He nodded and placed his hands in his jeans pockets. “That is very good. She is learning good values early. I have read that many parents today want to leave it to the teachers to teach the children right from wrong, which is wrong, in my opinion. Good moral values can only be taught at home.”

      “I agree.”

      Erin pulled on Michele’s jacket. “Mommy, can we go now? I’m hungry.”

      Michele patted Erin’s hand. “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie. Of course, it’s been a long time since breakfast, hasn’t it?”

      Erin nodded.

      Michele looked up at Alex. “You’ll have to excuse us. I have a hungry rider to feed. We’ll see you tomorrow at two.”

      Alex bowed his head. “Until tomorrow.” He turned away.

      Michele took Erin’s hand and turned toward the arena exit, where their horse waited. “We’ll put Royal away and then get lunch. I’ve got some snacks in a cooler in the truck. I’ll take care of Royal and get him into the trailer to go home.”

      “Okay.”

      Michele walked Erin to the truck and helped her into the back seat with the cooler. “There you go, sweet pea. Lock the doors until I get back, okay?”

      Erin looked in the cooler, not at her mother. “Okay.”

      “And we’ll have lunch when I get back. You may have string cheese or yogurt for a snack to hold you over. Both are in the cooler.”

      Erin nodded. “’kay.”

      Michele walked Royal to his assigned stall, unsaddled him and then wiped him down with a towel, curried him and brushed him until his gold coat shone like the sun at midday. Then she put him in the horse trailer.

      She thought of Alex Fedorov. He was the most attractive man she’d met in a long while. I wonder why I’ve never seen him before?

      Her ex-husband always seemed to show up and scare away any man she might show an interest in. Would Ed scare Alex off, too, if he showed any interest in her, or would he have some staying power?
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      Standing at King Gregor’s trailer while a groom led the spirited animal inside, it surprised Alex how taken he was with Michele Williams. He’d known lots of beautiful women in his life, but none as unaware of it as she appeared to be. And little Erin was a carbon copy of her mother. She, too, had almost black hair and her eyes reminded him of the perfect sapphire in his father’s crown—dark and sparkling. He definitely wanted to get to know this pair of lovely ladies much better.

      He looked at his prize Arabian stallion, King Gregor, named in honor of Alex’s father. The beautiful, solid black horse was his pride and joy. This was the last time he would show him. Now, he would be put out to pasture to stud. The annual stud fees alone would pay for the upkeep on his ranch.

      Alex took his phone from the pocket of his jacket. He hadn’t talked to his father in over a week and it was past time to call home to Batrovia. He wanted to share his good news with his father. He pressed the speed dial.

      “Hello, my son.”

      Alex laughed. “Am I interrupting your dinner?”

      “No. What news do you have?”

      “What makes you think I have news? May I not simply call my sire to speak to him?”

      His father chuckled. “Of course you may, but you rarely do.”

      Alex smiled even though his father could not see it.

      “Stop smiling and tell me why you called so excited.”

      Alex shook his head, always amazed that his father knew him so well he could even tell when he was smiling or when he was piqued without seeing him. “Oh, very well. King Gregor took Best in Show today at the Bozeman Horse Show.”

      “This is not news. What else?”

      Alex rolled his eyes. “I met the most remarkable woman today.”

      “Now, this is news. Remarkable, you say?”

      He smiled as he thought of Michele. “Yes, that is the best description of her. She is beautiful, but does not flaunt it. She has a little daughter who is as pretty and smart as her mother. The mother’s name is Michele Williams, and her daughter is Erin; she is about the same age as Gregory and already accomplished in English riding. She is learning to barrel race—”

      “Barrel race? What is that?”

      He laughed. “It is a sport where the horse and rider race around three barrels as fast as they can. The team with the best time wins.”

      “They do this in teams?”

      “No, Papa. I meant the horse and the rider are the team. Neither can achieve excellence without the other.”

      “This is why you have been in America for a year? So you can learn about barrel racing?”

      Alex sighed. “You know that is not why I am here. I cannot do anything in my country without being known as Crown Prince Alexander, Heir to the throne of Batrovia. Here I am Alex Fedorov and nothing more. No one expects more from me just because I’m the Crown Prince.”

      His father was quiet for a moment. “I do understand, son. Sometimes I wish I did not. I miss you, my son.”

      “I miss you, too, Papa. I will be home in time for your anniversary on July 10th.”

      The king sighed. “Thirty-one years. They have been the happiest years of my life.”

      “I wanted to thank you and mother for allowing me to pursue my passion and let me live here in the United States for the last year.”

      “You’re welcome, Alexander. I have always wanted only the best for you. Even when you ran away to join the circus because life here was so boring. I kept track of you and knew where you were at all times.”

      “Yes, and I came home thankful for my boring life.” But also determined to make something of it, something of my own. That is when I started breeding the Arabians. I should have known how much you loved me, but I took it for granted. Even when you let me breed the Arabians, I took it for granted. Now, I understand what it cost you to let me come here, and I appreciate your faith in me even more.

      “Yes.”

      He could almost see his father nod.

      “You have done very well with your horses. They are prized all over the world. Alexander Fedorov’s Arabians, not Crown Prince Alexander’s Arabians. I’m very proud, my son.”

      “Thank you, Papa. That means more than anything.”

      “I must let you go. Your mother is preparing a feast for dinner. She refused to let the cooks do the cooking.”

      Alex smiled, remembering his mother’s feasts. She was an excellent cook, but preferred simple foods from her childhood. Things he loved to this day…squash casserole, green beans with bacon and potatoes, stew in savory gravy, and the butteriest mashed potatoes he had ever had in his life.

      “I love you, Papa. Give Mother and the girls all a kiss and tickle Gregory for me. Tell them I miss them all.”

      “I will, son. Goodbye.” King Gregor hung up.

      Alex smiled. Talking to his father always made him feel good. Knowing his father was proud of him was priceless in his estimation.

      He put his phone back in the pocket of his jacket and whistled as he walked. He looked forward to tomorrow and getting to know Michele and Erin much better.
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      The old Jessup place—Michele Williams’ ranch and training facility

      Thirty miles from Twin Bluffs

      June 7th

       

       

      Alex drove his Ford Lightning truck to Michele’s ranch. The all electric truck had been one of the first off the assembly line. He’d put in a reservation as soon as he could. He’d been keeping track of it and knew the CEO of Ford, so could get one of the first ones. It was red, and he drove it to impress Michele because it was electric and rare in Montana. Though he thought, she probably didn’t need impressing.

      He pulled past the two-story house, painted blue with white trim. The doors he could see, one on the front and one on the side, were also painted white and had windows in them. The barn stood between the house and the large enclosed arena building he parked next to. He got out and listened for a moment before shutting the door to the cab. Smiling, he heard the sound of horses’ hooves pounding the dirt and Michele yelling.

      “That’s it, baby. You go, Erin. Tighter, make the turn tighter.”

      The sound of galloping on the dirt reached him.

      “That’s right. Good job.”

      Galloping, then a horse whinny.

      “Yes, Joker, you did great, too.” Michele’s voice rose, soothing and praising.  “What a good boy.”

      Alex entered the building and saw Michele petting the neck of a little brown-and-white Pinto. Over to the side, outside the arena, was a beautiful sorrel with a golden mane. That must be Michele’s horse, Domino.

      “Hello.” He waved as he walked toward them. He stopped outside the arena and crossed his arms on the top aluminum rail.

      He noticed Michele was wearing a gun belt with a pistol.

      Michele smiled, then turned and lifted Erin off of Joker. As she walked over to him, she spoke loud enough to be heard over the sound of the horses following her and Erin. “How are you? Did you have any trouble finding the place?”

      “No, I knew where it was when you said it was the Jessup place. I met them when I first bought my property seven years ago, though I’ve only occupied it for the last year or so.”

      “They were great people. He helped me buy this place, even though my credit at the time was not good. He said he could see I would love the place like they did and carried the note for me until I could pay it off. My business was excellent and I paid it off in six years. I work teaching and training. I board horses, run cattle and any purse I won went directly to the house purchase. I’m very good and I won a lot of money.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      She picked up Erin and kissed her forehead. “Erin was eight months old when I moved in. She’s grown up here, and I love it here. It’s the perfect place for me to raise her and teach my students. I also board up to ten horses at a time.”

      “It is a lot of work. Do you do it all yourself? I notice you are wearing a gun today. Do you find that a necessity?”

      She glanced down at her Colt. “I rarely wear one when I’m teaching or training, but I had to go out to the cattle this morning and I wear it for snakes. I have a couple of men who help me, so I don’t see to the cattle very often.” She looked at Alex. “I have to practice my throwing. You might find this interesting.”

      “What are you throwing?”

      She put down Erin. “Knives. I learned a long time ago and have kept up with it. One never knows when it will come in handy.” She walked out of the gate and went around to the end of the arena. She had set a small area up with a target painted on a piece of thick plywood.

      Michele bent over and took two knives from her boots—one on the outside of her leg on each side. She walked back to the line in the dirt floor and stood behind it. It was about fifty feet from the targets. “This is as far as I’ve been successful and even then, not all the time.” She palmed the first knife and then threw it hitting the bullseye. She palmed the second one and then threw it, hitting just to the right of the first knife.

      Alex clapped. “That was amazing.”

      She walked up and got her knives, with Alex and Erin following her. She looked at Alex. “Would you like to try it?”

      He waved his hands in front of him. “No, thank you. You are much too good for me to even try to do as well.”

      Michele laughed. “As I said, I’ve been doing it for a very long time.”

      Erin tugged on Michele’s arm. “Mommy, can we show Alex my ribbons?”

      She nodded. “Yes, we should.”

      Erin turned to Alex. “You have to come see my bedroom. I have all my ribbons there.”

      Alex lifted his brows and looked at Michele for some guidance. Should I agree to go see a child’s bedroom?

      Michele returned his gaze, smiled, and nodded. “It’s okay. She has to show everyone her ribbons.”

      “In that case, I would love to see your ribbons.”

      Erin grinned widely and looked up at her mother. “Can he see my ribbons now?”

      “Soon.” They walked over to the gate. “We’ll show him our surprise in the barn first.” Michele turned and whistled.

      Domino galloped over to the gate and extended his neck over it.

      “That’s my boy.” She hugged the horse’s neck.

      “He’s a beautiful horse.” He loved the sorrel’s coloring with its reddish coat and golden mane and tail.

      “He is.” Michele opened the gate.

      Erin took her hand.

      Alex had followed on the outside of the arena.

      Joker followed without her leading him. He stopped when she did and resumed walking when she did.

      It impressed Alex. “Your skill with the horses is exemplary. They are very well-trained.” Training the horses to follow like this had to have taken a long time and yet she’s got two that do it.

      Michele blushed. “Thank you. That’s nice of you to say.”

      Erin walked through the gate first, followed by Joker.

      Michele came last and closed the gate behind her.

      “You are welcome, but I only speak the truth.”

      She blushed, deepening from pink to red. “Come on, let’s go to the barn. We have something special to show him, don’t we, Erin?”

      The little girl’s eyes widened and her mouth formed an -O-. Then she nodded and covered her giggle with both hands.

      They walked to the large red barn. It was typical in shape, with a hayloft door above the large doors. It could have been on any ranch in Montana, including his own.

      Michele opened one of the barn doors. “Alex, would you get the other door, please?”

      “Of course.” He opened the second of the large barn doors.

      Michele headed inside, with Erin and the horses following.

      Alex entered last. He could tell from the smell, or lack thereof, that the stalls had been recently mucked and fresh straw put down. All the stalls appeared to be occupied except the two with the open gates. Her barn was a little smaller than his and definitely older, but he noticed she had added lights to the ceiling.

      “You don’t use the lights?” He pointed up toward the ceiling.

      Each of the horses entered a stall.

      His eyes widened. “They know their own stall?”

      “’course,” said Erin. “Don’t your horses know where they live?”

      Alex chuckled. “I guess they do not. They did not have your mother to train them.”

      Michele closed the gate on Joker’s stall.

      Alex closed the gate on Domino’s.

      “Thanks,” said Michele. “I’ll take care of them in a minute. First, I want you to see my latest pride and joy.” She walked to the end of the barn and the large corner stall. She stopped and leaned her arms on the top rail of the gate, smiling down at the occupants. “This is Royal Blue Danger’s first colt. He’s just two weeks old.”

      In the stall were a white mare and a cream-colored colt with a white blaze on his forehead. His eyes were blue-gray in color.

      “He is beautiful. Do you think he will be as golden as his sire when he matures?” The colt was fine to look at, but Alex preferred to gaze at his owner.

      “I’m hopeful. Regina is a Palomino, too, so I have great hope that if he doesn’t turn gold he’ll remain white, like she is. I won’t know for some time, though.”

      A young man entered the barn and walked over to Michele. “Do you want me to take care of the horses?”

      She smiled at him. “Thanks, Rudy. I’d appreciate it. I want to take Mr. Fedorov inside. Erin has to show off her ribbons.”

      The young man smiled. “Hey, she earned those. Isn’t that right, sweet pea?” He held a hand up, palm out, for a high five.

      Erin grinned and slapped a palm against his. “That’s right.”

      “Okay, you two. Thanks again, Rudy.” Michele turned to Alex. “Let’s go inside now. We can get some tea, and you can see her ribbons.”

      They exited the barn and headed for the house.

      Alex caught the scent of newly mowed hay. “Do you raise hay, too?”

      “Oh, no. I don’t have enough time, land or water for that. You’re smelling the load of hay I got this morning. It’s behind the barn.

      As they approached the house, a couple of barn swallows flew from under the overhang above the door.

      “Darn birds. I tried chasing them off. They had to put their nest right above the door.” Michele shook her head. “Every time I’d take it down or move the nest they would build it back. I decided to just get used to cleaning bird poo off my porch.”

      “They can be difficult. Why are they not in your barn though?”

      “There’s already a pair in there. I guess they don’t like to share.”

      They entered through the side door which faced the barn.

      As Alex entered, he noticed that, though the home was older, it had been well cared for…well-loved.

      “I’m updating the kitchen now. The appliances started going out one after the other and I wanted a dishwasher put in, so things had to be changed.”

      Alex walked with his hands clasped behind his back, as was his usual way. “Do you like your home?”

      Michele nodded. “Yes, very much.”

      “Then that is all that is needed.”

      She held Erin’s hand and patted the top of it. “We like our house, don’t we, sweet pea?”

      “Yup.”

      “I bet you do. I understand you grew up here, Miss Erin.”

      She nodded her head very fast. “Since I was a baby.”

      Alex smiled. “How old are you now?”

      “I’m six. I’ll be seven soon.”

      “It’s very good to grow up in the same place where you live. I did the same. My parents have been in the home they have now since they were married.”

      Michele leaned a hip against the island in the middle of the kitchen that was just a frame so far. “I’m sure you know about renovation as well. It’s quite dusty.” Michele coughed and waved her hand in front of her to disburse the dust. “They are replacing the cabinets and combining the kitchen and dining rooms into one big room. I wanted this island in the kitchen with the sink in it and the dishwasher, then I’ll have lots more counter space. But that requires plumbers, and well, there is just a lot of change when you renovate.”

      He nodded. I can’t very well tell her I was brought up in a palace and there were few renovations done, and any that were the family left for the time they were being done. “I am sure it will be lovely when you are done.”

      “I hope so, or I’m putting up with all this dust for nothing. And we’re eating way too many frozen dinners since the microwave is our only cooking method at the moment.”

      Alex chuckled. “I was wondering how I would get to see more of you; now I know. Please let me take you both to dinner. Twin Bluffs has a fine steakhouse and I hate to go there alone.”

      Michele was quiet for a moment. Her mouth pursed as though in thought.

      Alex was sure she would say no.

      Erin tugged on her mother’s arm. “Please, Mommy.”

      Michele smiled and rubbed the top of her daughter’s head. “Looks like we’ll be going out to dinner.”

      “Very good.” Alex relaxed, relieved and pleased that she’d agreed. Otherwise, he didn’t know how to ask her out and he felt it was important that they get to know each other. “Now, I understand I have some ribbons to see.”

      Erin grinned and grabbed Alex’s hand. “Come on to my room.” She started walking and pulled him along.

      Michele laughed. “You better go or she’ll tug off your arm.”

      “I’m coming.” Alex walked behind Erin as she drew him along.

      She let go of him to climb the stairs.

      Finally, they reached her room. He’d have known it was her room even without her being here. They had painted the room white with unicorns and Pegasus’ jumping over rainbows. Definitely a little girls’ room.

      Also, on the walls were picture frames full of blue ribbons.

      “This is amazing. Are all of these ribbons yours? None are your mothers?”

      Erin beamed and shook her head. “Nope, they’re all mine.”

      Alex squatted, so he’d be more her size. He did the same thing for his baby brother, Gregory, who was also six. He wanted them both to feel comfortable with him and not like he was the big, bad adult. “Wonderful. You must be a splendid rider.”

      Michele entered the room.

      “I am.” she said matter-of-factly. “Mommy taught me good.”

      Alex gazed up at Michele. “Yes. She certainly has.” He stood. “I will pick you both up at five-thirty and get reservations for six o’clock at the Buffalo Steakhouse, if that is all right with you.”

      Michele stood straight, her eyebrows furrowed, and shook her head. “Oh, you can’t get reservations for that place so late. They’re booked months in advance.”

      Alex fought very hard to not reach up and caress her cheek. “Trust me on this; they will give me reservations.”

      He wasn’t ready to tell her who he was. Alex wanted her to know him, not Crown Prince Alexander of Batrovia.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Michele dressed with care. She put on her little black dress, one of only two dresses she owned—along with some killer black patent heels. Her business was doing very well, but she was still a pretty frugal person, but she couldn’t pass up buying those shoes that she’d found on the sale rack for ten dollars. Alex was tall enough that even with the three-inch heels, he would still be taller. That was nice. Her ex-husband, Ed, had been her height, so she always had to wear flats. And he never would have even tried for reservations at the most exclusive restaurant in Twin Bluffs. Why did I tell him my life history? Why do I feel so comfortable with him? He’s horse people, that’s got to be why, but that electricity I felt when we shook hands…I’ve never felt anything like that with anyone else. Is that why I’m so attracted to him…which explains why I agreed to a date so quickly? Have I lost my mind?

      She put her long, wavy hair up in a chignon and wore her mother’s pearl earrings.

      Her make-up was minimal. A little blush, two coats of mascara and a swipe of rosy gloss on her lips.

      She checked the full-length mirror, turned and looked at her backside, then nodded. “You’ll do, girl.” Then she walked to the bed where her smallest purse lay. She had a credit card, lip gloss, Kleenex, her phone and fifty dollars in small bills. Plus Erin’s things…a crayon, her tiniest doll, band aids, string cheese and hand sanitizer.

      Next, she went to Erin’s room. Her daughter was in her underwear, staring into her closet.

      “What’s the matter, baby girl?”

      “I don’t have anything nice to wear.”

      “Shh. I was saving this, but now is a good time for you to have it. Come with me.”

      They walked back to Michele’s room.

      She took a large box from the shelf in her closet.

      “Here you go.”

      Erin took the top off the box, pulled back the tissue paper, and gasped. Then she squealed and grabbed the red velvet dress out of the box. “Mommy, it’s beautiful.”

      Michele was pleased Erin liked the dress. She wasn’t sure when she bought it if Erin would think it was too girly, but decided she would probably love it. “I was going to give it to you for your seventh birthday next month, but this is better.”

      Erin put the dress on the bed, bounced a little on her heels, and shook her hands in front of her. “Help me put it on, please.”

      “Okay, hold still so I can get this over your head. She slipped the dress over Erin’s head and pulled it down. The hem reached to just above her knees. “There we go. You look beautiful, baby girl. I guess I can’t call you that anymore, can I? Well, I don’t care if you’re eighty, you’re still my first born little girl.”

      Erin looked at herself in the mirror. “It’s so pretty.”

      “And…” Michele brought down a smaller box. “It wouldn’t be complete without new shoes, now, would it?”

      Erin’s grin split her face. She opened the box to reveal a pair of patent leather Mary Janes.

      “Let’s go get a pair of your good white socks.”

      They went back to Erin’s room.

      Erin walked to her chest of drawers and pulled out a pair of socks with lace around the tops. She sat on her bed, pulled on the socks and then folded over the tops. Then she put on her shoes. “They fit perfectly.” She hurried over to her full-length mirror. “Oh, Mommy. I look pretty.”

      She smiled at Erin’s excited response and thought she looked older than six years. “Of course you do. You always look pretty, my girl. You are just prettier now. Let’s put your hair into a high ponytail.”

      Erin nodded and got her brush and comb from the top of her bureau and hurried back to Michele, who sat on Erin’s bed.

      The little girl stood dutifully between her mother’s legs.

      Michele quickly pulled the black hair, so much like her own, into a high ponytail and then fluffed the tail. “There. Beautiful.”

      Erin rushed to the mirror and laughed gleefully when she saw herself. “Do you think Alex will like it? We look pretty different from earlier today.”

      “That we do. We’ll see if his jaw drops.” She laughed and hugged her daughter.

      Do I want him to drop his jaw? Do I want him to see me as pretty? Or am I just glad to be the object of a handsome man’s attention?
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      Alex arrived in his truck.

      He wore a dark gray, pinstriped suit with black cowboy boots, polished to a high shine.

      Straightening his tie, he got out of the truck and went across the wide front porch to knock on the door.

      It opened almost instantly, and his jaw dropped.

      Michele laughed. “Didn’t I tell you, baby girl?”

      He closed his mouth and then grinned. “You both are drop dead gorgeous. How did I get so lucky as to have two ravishing ladies to join me for dinner?”

      Michele stared at him.

      Finally, he cocked a brow. “Something wrong with the way I look?”

      She chuckled. “You know darn good and well that you look wonderful. I just haven’t seen a man in a suit in a long time.”

      “Thank you, kind lady. Shall we go?” Alex turned toward the door.

      Michele gazed down at her daughter and swung her arm toward the living room. “We shall. Erin, honey, grab your sweater.”

      “It’s quite warm out. She probably won’t need a sweater.”

      “We can leave it in the car, but I like to be prepared. It gets cold at night in Montana in June.” Michele grabbed her dress shawl from the closet in the living room. It was black and had been knitted with large needles and yarn with a silver strand running through it, so the shawl shimmered.

      Erin returned, and Michele took the sweater from her. “Thank you.”

      “As you wish.” Alex held out his arms, one to Michele and one to Erin.

      Michele grinned. “I wish I had a bigger doorway.” She waved him and Erin through the door and then stepped outside, turned and locked it. Once they got off the porch, she took his arm for the walk out to the truck.

      “Does Erin need a booster seat?”

      “No, she’s six and above the weight minimum, but thank you for asking.”

      “Of course.”

      When they all were buckled in, he took off down the driveway. Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the restaurant.

      Alex parked and then hopped out to help his passengers from the tall vehicle.

      “Now, if I’d been wearing pants like I usually do, I could just slide from the seat.”

      Alex cocked one brow. “Ah, but I would have missed all that delectable leg you have showing.”

      She blushed. “Thank you for the compliment.”

      “I was simply stating a fact. You have great legs.” He lifted a brow. “Must be all that riding you do.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, that must be it.”

      Alex walked on the outside of the sidewalk to the restaurant and then held the door open.

      Inside, he strode to the hostess stand. “Alex Fedorov, with reservations for three.”

      “Oh, yes, Your Highness,” said the young woman at the stand. “We have your table ready. Follow me, please.”

      Alex cringed when the hostess called him Your Highness. Did Michele hear? What does she think? Should I have told her right away?

      When they got to the table and the hostess had left, Michele whispered, “Your Highness?”

      Alex helped Erin into a chair and then Michele. He kept his voice low. “I was going to tell you who I am tonight. My name is Alex Fedorov here in the United States, but in Batrovia, I am Crown Prince Alexander.”

      Michele’s eyebrows lifted and her mouth turned down as her lips pursed. “Should we be bowing or curtsying to you? When were you going to tell me? After I heard the gossip? This is still a small town.”

      He heard the sarcasm dripping from every word. That is the change in perception I was trying to avoid. “Now, you are being ridiculous. Of course, you do not bow to me. I’m Alex. That’s all, just Alex.”

      “Mommy, why are you mad at Alex?” Erin asked with tears in her eyes.

      Alex felt like a jerk. I should have told them on the way here.

      She reached over and smoothed Erin’s hair. “Oh, sweetie. I’m not really mad at Alex. I’m just surprised. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      “Is Alex still our friend?”

      Alex stared at Michele, worried about the answer.

      Michele looked at Alex and cocked a brow. “Yes, darling, Alex is still our friend.”

      “Good. I was worried.”

      Alex reached over and patted Erin’s hand. “I will always be your friend. No matter what. Okay?”

      Grinning, Erin nodded. “I’m glad ’cause I like you.”

      He smiled. “I like you, too. And your mommy, as well.”

      Erin gazed up at her mother. “Mommy, do you still like Alex?”

       Michele laughed. “Yes, I still like him. Though why, I don’t know.”

      “I’m irresistible.” Being a prince didn’t ruin our relationship. That’s good. That’s very good.

      Choking on a laugh, Michele instead looked over at Erin. “We need to get you a booster seat. You’re not quite tall enough yet.”

      “Okay.”

      “Alex, would you please get the server’s attention?”

      “Certainly.” He lifted an arm and indicated with his fingers for the waiter to come to the table.

      A man with short, dark-blond hair, wearing a waiter’s apron, appeared at the table. “Yes, sir. How can I assist you?”

      “We need a booster seat for—”

      The man smiled and turned his attention to the child. “Erin. Hi, sweetie.”

      The little girl didn’t look up, but instead gazed over at her mother. “Mommy—”

      Michele’s eyes widened as she looked at her ex-husband. “Um, it’s all right, baby girl.” She looked up at him, her back stiff. “When did you start working here, Ed?”

      The man lifted his chin a notch. “Two weeks ago.”

      She covered Erin’s hand where it lay in her lap. “See, sweetie, he just works here. He won’t bother us.” She looked up at him again. “Will you, Ed?”

      The man stiffened. “No, you’re here for dinner. I’ll get someone else to serve you. I don’t want to violate my R.O.” He turned and stalked away.

      “Who was that?” Alex wanted to punch the man and put him on the floor for talking to Michele like that. He fisted his hands under the table.

      “My ex-husband. We’ve been divorced for over five years, but he still manages to show up…everywhere.”

      Alex reached across the table and covered her hand with his. “Would you rather go somewhere else for dinner? I can even take you to my house. I’m an excellent cook.”

      Though it was hard because she felt so protected, she removed her hand from under his and nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, if I violate the restraining order, they will remove it.” Michele placed her napkin on the table and stood.

      They left the restaurant and walked back to his truck.

      Michele pointed at the truck. “Ha! I bet you never get it dirty.”

      He cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward. “And you would be wrong. I had it detailed today, in preparation for tonight. I didn’t want you to ride in a truck smelling of manure.”

      “Really?” She stopped next to the truck and waited for him to open the back door. “This pretty truck? You used it to haul manure?”

      He shrugged. “Well, someone had to, and it was my turn. I don’t make my men do anything that I won’t. I might have them do it afterward, but I will prove to them I can do it, whatever it is.”

      “That’s not behavior I would have expected from a crown prince.” Her tone was laced with disdain. She picked up Erin and put the seatbelt on her. Then she backed up and closed the door.

      He held her door open. “This is exactly why I didn’t tell you sooner. Now, you’re looking at me as Crown Prince Alexander, not as Alex Fedorov. I’m the same man I was when I picked you up for dinner.” He didn’t want her acting differently around him. Admittedly, he had expected awe rather than disdain.

      Erin asked from the back seat. “Mommy, what does crown prince mean?”

      Michele climbed into the truck and then turned to Erin. “It means that when Alex’s father passes away, Alex will become King of Batrovia and, I would guess, will have to return home.” She returned her gaze to Alex. “Is that right?”

      Alex nodded. “That is correct, but I expect my father to live for many more years.”

      Michele put on her seatbelt. “So, you won’t be returning to Batrovia anytime soon?”

      Alex closed the door and went around the truck and got behind the wheel. “No. It is not in my plans to return there to live anytime soon.”

      They went to Alex’s house. It was not dark yet, and he was proud of his home. It was two stories, built from logs.

      He parked next to the front porch, which was ten feet wide, and ran the length of the house.

      “Your home is beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I am proud of it. I had it built from all native materials.”

      “I can see why you’d be proud.”

      He opened the door for Michele and Erin, followed them inside, and then closed the door.

      The front door opened into a great room with a massive rock fireplace in the sunken living room, beams made from whole trees. A conversation pit was in front of the fireplace, with comfy couches and chairs with tables for drinks.

      Michele smiled and waved her arm, taking in the room. “This room is fantastic. I already want to just go take a nap in front of the fire.”

      “I’m very glad you like it. Wait until you see the kitchen.”

      He led them to the kitchen, which wasn’t just functional, it was beautiful. Black granite with specks of quartz in it, making it look like the sky at night with all the stars out, covered his counter tops and the large island. His appliances were gleaming black, even the sink was black porcelain.

      Her eyes were wide as she ran her fingers over the granite top of the island. “Oh, my gosh. Look at this kitchen. Alex, it’s beautiful. I would have thought so much black would be offputting, but it’s not with the white walls and white marble floor, it’s stark and beautiful.”

      Erin followed them around and touched the same things her mother did. Then she looked up at her mother. “I’m hungry.”

      “I take that as my cue to prepare our dinner. Would you ladies like something to drink?”

      “Do you have a Malbec?”

      “I do.” He walked to the cabinet, as tall as he was and about three feet across, that held his wine at a cool fifty-five degrees. He ran his fingers about halfway down the rows and pulled a bottle. “Here is a nice one from Argentina. I think you’ll like it. And for Miss Erin, what about some chocolate milk?”

      Michele laughed. “You have chocolate milk?”

      “I happen to get a craving for it occasionally.” He walked to the black four-door refrigerator and opened the upper left side. He pulled out a quart of chocolate milk and closed the door. Then he opened the cabinet to the left of the appliance and lifted down a glass, which he filled with the dark, creamy liquid. “Come with me, and I’ll take you to the dining room.”

      She carried her wine and Erin’s milk so it didn’t get spilled.

      I also did the dining room in natural logs, as were all the rooms. The table was solid oak and sat twelve people. He had made sure it was big enough to seat his entire family.

      “Your house is amazing, but I think I’d rather eat in that little nook in the kitchen. It’s cozier.”

      Alex nodded. “Your wish is my command.”

      He sat them at the small, round oak table with four chairs and then prepared their dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Michele smiled. She’d been smiling since she’d heard he was not planning to return to Batrovia to live soon. The thought thrilled her.

      Dinner was quite nice, considering its rocky start. By the time they were in the truck and headed home, Erin was yawning.

      Michele looked at her daughter, strapped her into her seatbelt in the back seat of Alex’s truck. “She probably won’t stay awake for the first mile, much less the trip home.”

      Alex gazed at Erin and then at Michele. “I would say she was quite a little trooper. She did not whine or seem to be bored by the conversation.”

      She kissed her daughter on the forehead. “She’s extremely well-behaved. As long as we include her periodically, she stays interested.” Michele closed the back door.

      Alex opened her door.

      “I have a six-year-old baby brother and he is not that way at all.” Alex rolled his eyes. “Or maybe it is just at family meals. He’s so impossible at a normal dinner, I’d be afraid to take him out.”

      Michele climbed into the truck. “I’m sure he just wants to be part of the conversation. Do you have many siblings?”

      He shut her door, went around the front of the truck, and climbed in. He glanced over at her while he started the vehicle. “I have three sisters. Catherine, who is two years younger than me at twenty-seven, Tivia, who is twenty-five and Gina, who is twenty-three. Then there is little Gregory, who is six and was totally unexpected. What about you?”

      “I’m twenty-six and had one brother, younger than me, who died when we were children. I was twelve, and he was ten when he developed pneumonia. Then they found cancer in his lungs and…well, he didn’t survive the cancer. I have other brothers and a sister, too, but I miss Joey more than anything.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks. I think about him every day and each day I manage to remember the good times we had and not just losing him.” Have I been so afraid of losing someone that I don’t let them get too close to begin with?
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        * * *

      

      Alex wanted to reach over and caress her cheek, but that would be too forward for a first date, and this was definitely just a first date. There would be more, many more, if he had anything to say about it. Something about Michele Williams attracted him, unlike any woman he’d met before. He’d known it since he first saw her at the horse show. She was different…real. She wasn’t after his money or his crown. She wasn’t even after him. He would do the chasing, and that pleased him.

      They reached Michele’s home.

      He pulled to a stop, turned off the truck, and then hurried around to help her out.

      Once she was on the ground, he opened the back door for her.

      She handed Alex her handbag. “Would you open the door for us, please?”

      “Certainly, but wouldn’t it be easier if I carried her?”

      “Yes, actually it would.” She unfastened Erin’s seatbelt and took back her keys and clutch.

      Alex gently pulled the child into his arms. She looked so sweet, just like a little angel. Even Gregory looked like a cherub when he was sleeping.

      Michele closed the truck’s door and then headed toward the house. The pea gravel crunched under their shoes. She opened the front door, entered, and then held it open for him.

      He headed up the stairs to Erin’s room.

      Michele followed and turned down the blankets on the bed.

      Alex laid Erin on her bed and then backed away.

      Michele set her purse on the end of the bed. Then she removed Erin’s shoes, kissed her forehead, and covered her up. She turned on the nightlight and followed Alex toward the door. She looked again, picked up her purse, and smiled at her little girl before closing the door.

      She turned to him. “Would you like a nightcap?”

      “I would love a cup of tea.”

      “Tea, it is.” She stopped at her bedroom across the hall, where she kicked off her shoes and set the handbag on the floor just inside the door. “I hope you don’t mind, but my feet are killing me. I’m not used to high heels.”

      He shook his head and put his hands behind his back. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “Good.” She headed down to the kitchen where she put on the electric teakettle. Then she lifted down mugs and a teapot. “Have a seat.” Into the pot, she placed two teaspoons of loose tea.

      He sat at a small wooden table with four wooden chairs.

      “This table was the Jessup’s. I’ll probably replace it once the kitchen gets finished, which will be soon. The appliances are supposed to arrive on Tuesday, the plumber comes on Monday, and the granite counters are supposed to be installed on Wednesday.”

      “Sounds like you have quite the busy week.”

      “I do, but I seem to thrive on chaos. I hope you don’t mind Ruby. It’s my favorite tea. I get it at a little tea shop and bookstore in Twin Bluffs. They have about twenty kinds of tea and all of them are good, but Ruby is the best…in my opinion.”

      He didn’t know what to do with his hands. They didn’t need to be in his pockets, but putting them flat on the table wasn’t right either. Finally, he leaned forward and crossed his arms on the table, trying for all the world to look comfortable. “I haven’t had it before, so I look forward to it. Actually, I’m surprised you make tea from leaves. I thought all Americans used tea bags.”

      She laughed.

      The sound was musical to his ears.

      “You’ll find I’m not really typical of anything.”

      “I am discovering this.” He sat up straight and laced his fingers together on the table in front of him.

      The tea kettle boiled.

      She walked to the counter, unplugged the kettle, and then walked back to the table, where she added the hot water to the teapot. “That will take four minutes.” She set a timer and set it on the table in front of her chair. “So, what would you like to know?”

      “What about your ex-husband? You said the restraining order is against your ex-husband, correct?”

      “Yes. I couldn’t get Ed to leave me alone after the divorce and had to get a R.O. I don’t want him near Erin, and he’s trying to take her from me. He’s filed for sole custody, which I have been able to fight given his violent history.”

      All of Alex’s protective instincts went on high alert. “Violent history?”

      She folded her hands on the table in front of her. “Yes, he hit me, and that’s why we’re divorced. Once was the limit. I don’t believe a man who would hit a woman once will not do it again. And he wouldn’t think twice about hitting Erin. I couldn’t let that happen. That is one reason the judge didn’t give him shared custody, much less sole custody.”

      He reached over and placed a hand on top of hers. “I’m sorry you had to experience that. I agree with you. I don’t believe a leopard can change its spots any more than a man can change his propensity for violence.”

      “Actually, I think the only reason he’s trying to get custody of Erin from me is to make me go back with him. I’ll never do that. If necessary, I would take Erin and run. That’s why we have passports. I’ve never been outside the country, so, of course, neither has Erin.”

      “Erin must have been a baby if you’ve been divorced for over five years.”

      Michele nodded. “She was only eight months old. That’s another reason I divorced him. She was still young enough that she didn’t bother him. What would’ve happened when she got to the curious age, or when she discovered her voice and yelled all the time?”

      Alex chuckled. “Gregory went through that and nearly drove us all insane. The poor child practically had two fathers and four mothers between his parents and all of his siblings, reminding him to use his indoor voice.”

      She laughed softly. “I felt sorry for Erin, just having me. Your poor brother had all of you.” She shook her head. “Poor Gregory.”

      The timer sounded, and Michele poured their tea. “So now you know about me. What about you? Any marriages, divorces or close calls?”

      Alex pulled his hand back, the intimate moment past. “I’ve had a couple of close calls, but no marriages or divorces…thank goodness.” He waved the back of his hand over his forehead. “Whew.”

      Michele laughed and then sipped her tea. “Won’t you need to get married when you become king?”

      “Yes, but I don’t expect that for many years to come.” If I have my way, the women of Batrovia will be very disappointed when their prince marries his princess…Michele Williams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      July 8th - Batrovia

       

      Nicolai Fedorov, the Duke of Larkov, had always coveted what was Gregor’s. His brother was king by three minutes. Three minutes and everything could have been different. If he’d been born three minutes earlier instead of Gregor, everything would be different. He’d have the crown and Reina would have married him.

      But no, he didn’t have the crown or Gregor’s beautiful wife. He’d always wanted her. He’d even courted her for a short time before she refused to see him again. Then, one drunken night, he tried to force himself on her. Two months later, Gregor began to court her. Nicolai lived in fear that one day Gregor would challenge him, but he didn’t, and they married a year after that.

      Their father had lived for another twenty years after that, so Gregor had only been king for ten years. But he’d made sure that Nicolai was never home. He was named ambassador to various countries—one after the other.

      Nicolai could only imagine what marriage to his beautiful Reina was like. And Gregor, even as Crown Prince, in deference to his beautiful Reina, had kept Nicolai away from court, continuing his exile as ambassador, until just this year. He’d returned in January and now it was June. He’d waited so he could show Gregor he could be trusted.

      He never gave up on his desires. Nicolai would soon make Reina his, just as the crown would be. First, he needed to get rid of his brother. Gregor was a vigorous man who loved sports, like hunting and fishing. Arranging an accident on a hunting expedition would be easy enough. Or even better, an ambush. One in which Nicolai was also wounded, so it would exonerate him for his brother’s death.

      Now that he was back and his brother trusted him, he would kill Gregor and then Alexander. Then the girls and Gregory would be last. He would be the easiest and Nicolai could do it at any time.

      Nicolai pulled on his goatee, bringing it to a point, and arranged a hunt for the following week. Several of the lords that were loyal to him joined in.
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        * * *

      

      Reina was not happy. She lay in bed with her husband, her arm across his chest. He was still a very fit man for nearly sixty-five years old. His stomach was flat, and his arms and legs were well-muscled. His hair was as dark as either of his sons, with only a little gray along the sides. She thought it made him even sexier. And his emerald eyes still twinkled with mischief whenever he looked at her. “Gregor, my love, please don’t go without your own men. I don’t trust Nicolai.”

      She knew Gregor was happy to go on a hunt, since he hadn’t been on one for several months.

      He squeezed her close with his left arm around her shoulders. “I know you and Nicolai have an unpleasant history, and it is all his fault. But he’s been a loyal subject for the last ten years, since I became king.”

      Her heart stopped. She knew he would go, but she had to try. “I know what you believe about him, but trust me on this. Nicolai is up to no good. Please, at least take your men with you.”

      He reached over with his right hand and lifted her face with a knuckle under her chin until she was looking at him. “My darling. I know what and who Nicolai is. I’m not a stupid man. I am taking Lord Rederov and Airk Thorbaer, my master-at-arms, and our son-in-law. I would not take him and risk making Catherine a widow if I thought treachery was afoot. I will be well protected.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed, somewhat relieved. Even so, something nagged at her. Nicolai had been getting more and more familiar with her these last few months. She should have told Gregor, but what could she tell him? That Nicolai had been taking liberties? He hadn’t. That he’d brushed up against her in a crowded room? Yes, he had, but then so had many other people, men and women, as she and Gregor mingled with their guests.

      Perhaps she was making more of it than need be. Perhaps her reaction was the lasting effect of the assault that Nicolai had nearly committed. Thankfully, she was well-trained with a sword and had defended herself that night.

      Except for state occasions when it could not be avoided, she never let him within a swords length…and she always carried her sword. She even had dress sheaths made, so it would not be out of place for her to wear it to formal gatherings.

      She made sure her children all knew how to use a sword and a gun. They were well-trained in many weapons. Alex and Catherine had also shown an affinity for martial arts, and she had encouraged that pursuit. Tivia and Gina took archery instead.

      Alex was trained in using swords, guns, archery, karate, jujitsu, and judo.

      Gregory was too young for sword lessons yet, but not for the martial arts. He’d been taking karate since he was three and knew how to avoid his uncle. Reina had been diligent that none of her children trusted Nicolai. She knew he was treacherous and did her best to keep them safe.

      If only she could convince her husband that his brother was no loyal subject of the crown. But he would only listen for a short while before he would tune her out or, if they were in bed, make love to her. Either way, the conversation ended.

      Now, as she and Gregor dressed for the day, she couldn’t get the feeling from the pit of her stomach that Nicolai had waited for as long as he was going to. Today, he would make his move. She was sure of it. But still, if Gregor was taking his two best swordsmen and marksmen, he must think Nicolai was up to something as well.

      In the palace's courtyard, the horses were saddled and waiting for their riders.

      Reina followed Gregor down to the top of the steps.

      There, he took her in his arms. “I love you, Reina, and I love our children.”

      Hot tears filled her eyes. “Please, Gregor—”

      “Shh. No more. I must do this to keep him in line. I must show that I trust him. It’s important for our people. Nicolai is getting stronger, and I must show his forces I do not fear them.”

      She straightened her spine. “You’re right. We must both be strong. Goodbye, my love. Return to me quickly.”

      “Always, my darling.” He kissed her soundly, and then tore himself away and descended the steps to mount his waiting horse.

      Nicolai looked up at her. His eyes narrowed, and he lifted a brow before bowing his head. Then he hurried to ride next to Gregor.

      Reina watched them until the gates closed behind them, and she was afraid she’d just said a last goodbye to her beloved.
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        * * *

      

      June 23rd – Twin Bluffs, Montana, The Fedorov ranch

       

      Alex worked King Gregor in the arena. The animal was learning western cutting, but had a lot of work to do. His Arabians were already champions in dressage and steeple chase. He wanted them to be champions in Western cutting and barrel racing, too. Alex wanted them to be the all-around horse. Capable of almost anything.

      He knew they were the most versatile of horses and were good for most kinds of riding. If he could teach them to be good cutting horses, he would have even more ranchers wanting to put them into their stock.

      Today, Michele was coming to help teach him cutting and barrel racing techniques. He also hoped to teach her some more personal techniques. This was the start of their third week working together, and he already knew he couldn’t get enough of her if he had ten lifetimes.

      He wanted her to meet his parents and sisters and for Erin to meet Gregory…those two young ones should get along famously. Alex hoped Michele would answer his question with a yes.

      He heard a honk from outside and knew she’d arrived. Michele would leave earlier than usual to pick up Erin from a play date. As much as he adored the little girl, her mother mesmerized him. She was everything Alex had looked for in a woman all his life. She loved the same things he did—horses. He was obsessed by the animals and by her.

      She entered the building and waved.

      He waved back. “I’m glad you could make it.” He called out.

      Michele came through the gate and into the arena. She reached into a pocket and pulled out a small plastic zipper bag. She opened it and brought out a horse cookie for King Gregor.

      “There you go, my beautiful baby.” She placed the cookie in the middle of her flat palm.

      King Gregor took the cookie with his lips.

      “You spoil him,” said Alex without rancor.

      “Horses are like babies. You can’t spoil them, and they’re much more enjoyable to be around when they’re happy. They also perform better.” She hugged the horse’s neck and then turned her attention to Alex.

      She took his breath away. Her hair was in a low ponytail, she wore no makeup and no jewelry. Yet, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. He took her right hand and kissed the top. He looked at her through his lashes and saw her blush.

      Straightening, he kept her hand in his. “Michele, I’m going home for a visit and I’d like for you and Erin to join me. I’ll only be there for two weeks. It’s my parents’ thirty-first wedding anniversary and my thirtieth birthday celebration.”

      “So you were born just a year after your parents married?”

      “Almost. I was born about eleven months afterward. But, since I wasn’t there last month, we decided to celebrate both together this year.”

      She lifted her brow. “Are you sure you’ll return at the end of the two weeks?”

      “Yes. Will you and Erin please accompany me to Batrovia?” He took her hand in his and rubbed small circles on the inside of her wrist.

      “When are you planning on leaving?”

      Her pupils widened, and her voice was breathy with arousal.

      He released her hand. “On July 8th. I hope this gives you enough time to make arrangements.”

      She smiled brightly. “Yes, that will be perfect, and we would love to accompany you to your home. It will be fun. I’ve never been outside the United States. It will be such a learning experience, not only for Erin, but for me, too. I did a Google search after you told me where you’re from. Batrovia sounds like a beautiful country, sitting in a valley between mountain ranges. It said you don’t have harsh winters because the mountains protect you. Is that true?”

      She said yes. I could not be happier at least until she says yes to marriage. But, one step at a time. “It is. Batrovia gets snow only about twice a year, but the mountains get it all the time and we have some world class ski resorts. You have done a good job researching my country. I know you will enjoy my home. I have a private jet and—”

      Her eyes widened. “Private jet! Oh, my goodness. We’ll never be able to fly commercial now and we don’t even know what that is like.”

      Alex laughed. “Anything I can do to make you appreciate me more.” I’d love to make it so you never fly commercial or anywhere without me. I want you to marry me, Michele, but I don’t know the proper time to ask you. I don’t want you to think me too forward.

      She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being so nice?”

      Alex took one of her hands with his and laced his fingers with hers. “I will not play games with you, Michele. I adore Erin, and I care for you.”

      She blinked hard but didn’t take her hand from his. “I, uh, I don’t know what to say to that. I like you, Alex. I’m going to your home with you. I don’t know what more I can do at the moment.”

      He reached up with his other hand and cupped her cheek. “I understand this, but I wanted you to know my feelings. I want to take our relationship to the next level.” He kissed her hand and the underside of her wrist, then released her.

      “Then why don’t you kiss me?”

      “It would be my pleasure.” He took her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle, not pressing her for more.

      She touched the tip of her tongue to the seam of his lips.

      He smiled and opened for her exploration. Then he met her and together they tasted, dueled and played, too.

      She pulled back. “Well, that was some first kiss.” Then she straightened her shoulders and ran a hand down her shirt. “Now, though, let’s get Gregor ready to learn Western cutting.”

      They worked for a couple of hours with King Gregor.

      An alarm sounded, and Michele looked at her watch. “I have to get Erin, but he’s doing very well. He’ll be cutting with Domino in no time.”

      Alex walked her to her truck.

      She looked at him, a half-smile on her face. “My truck isn’t as pretty as yours.”

      He opened the driver’s side door and closed it after she was inside. “Does it get the job done?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it is beautiful.”

      She put her key in the ignition. “You have an odd way of looking at things, you know that?”

      He smiled. “So I have been told.”

      “I like it. See you tomorrow.” She put the truck in gear.

      He stepped away from the pickup and watched her go. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

      The following day, Michele returned to Alex’s ranch.

      He was waiting when she pulled up to the arena.

      After the engine died, he approached the driver’s side and opened the door.

      She turned, flashed him a brilliant smile, and slid off the seat to the ground.

      “Hi, how—”

      He took her in his arms and kissed her. He knew she’d relaxed into the kiss when she put her arms around his neck. Alex broke the kiss and pulled back, but kept her in his arms. “Hi.”

      “Will you greet me with a kiss like that every time we meet?”

      “I’d like to.”

      She lifted onto her tiptoes. “I’d like for you to.” Michele pressed her lips to his.

      He pulled her tight to him and kissed her again, but this time he touched the tip of his tongue to the seam of her lips and smiled when she welcomed him in. He tasted her, played with her, dueled with her…loved her.

      He knew it was soon, too soon to tell her, but he’d never been surer of anything in his life. Michele Williams was destined to be his wife.

      When he finally broke the kiss, they were both out of breath.

      “It’s awfully soon for us to start dating. We’ve only known each other for a few weeks.”

      He smiled and never let the smile falter. “We are into our third week. And we’ve seen each other every day since we met, that’s twenty-two days. That’s like dating for twenty-two weeks or five-and-one-half months. We need to know a bit more about each other, I suppose, but we have time for that.”

      “Alex, you don’t expect us to sleep together in Batrovia, do you?”

      “No.” I would love it if we did, but I know you are not ready. “The palace has many guest rooms. You will have your own suite.” He took her face between his palms. “You never have to worry about me or us. When the time is right, and you are ready, we will be together.”

      Michele raised on tiptoe and kissed him. “You always know what to say to put me at ease.”

      “I’m glad.” He gave her a quick hug. If it was too long, she would know just how much he wanted her. He stepped back. “Shall we get to work? I thought you might bring Erin with you today.”

      “She’s having a play date with one of her friends today. For us and King Gregor, we’ll start learning the actual process of Western cutting.”

      They worked with the horse and each other for a couple of hours. Then Alex called a halt. “We’ve done enough for today. Come inside, have some tea and relax before you go pick up Erin.”

      “Thanks. That sounds good.”

      “I’m so glad you think so.” He walked over to her and took her in his arms.

      She didn’t object.

      He smiled and lowered his head, kissing her lightly and then deeper until his lips melded with hers.

      She parted her lips, and her tongue darted out.

      He smiled and met her questing tongue with his. He tasted her and loved her. Her response was what he had hoped for…prayed for. He pulled her close and then cupped her face with his hands before pulling back and kissing the sides of her mouth, then lightly kissing her lips.

      “I’m sorry you have to go pick up Erin. I would like to continue and see where our kisses lead us.”

      She laughed once. “I’m afraid I know where they would lead, and I’m glad I have to leave…now…to get my daughter.” She kissed him quick. “We’ll have to start with the tea next time.” She winked.

      “That would be my preference as well. I’ll walk you to your truck.”

      He escorted her out, determined to get another kiss to hold him until tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      July 8th

       

      As soon as Airk Thorbaer entered her suite, dirty and bloody, Reina knew the news was dire. She wished their cell phones worked in the mountains, but they didn’t.

      She was out of her chair and on her feet in a flash. “What? What happened?”

      Airk stood at attention with his arms locked at his sides. “It was an ambush. Assassins came out of the forest.”

      “Gregor?” Heart racing, she feared the worst.

      “Gravely wounded. Reina he was the target. He was leading the group with Nicolai beside him, as he always does. They fired at him and Nicolai almost exclusively. Lord Rederov was apparently also a target. They killed him with an arrow to the heart. They were using arrows as though they were another hunting party.”

      “I must go to Gregor.” She ran from the room.

      Airk kept pace.

      If Gregor died, she would kill Nicolai at the first opportunity.

      As she ran, she asked Airk. “And Nicolai?”

      “Wounded, but he will recover.”

      Of course he will. This was his plan. I know it. “How soon until he recovers?”

      “The doctor said a few days in the hospital, and he will go home.”

      Reina was doing her best not to scream, but she’d had enough.

      Airk put his arm in front of her. “You might wish to prepare yourself.”

      She slammed the handicap pad for the door to the hospital wing of the palace and waited for it to open enough for her to go through. Reina had insisted on building the hospital when Alex was little and always injuring himself. Then the girls did the same, and now Gregory. Why did her children always hurt themselves when they were young? Thank goodness they grew out of it, except for Gregory. He still injured himself while playing.

      “Where is he?”

      “In here.” Dr. Jamison Samirov held open the door to the surgery. “I’ve done all I can, Reina,” he whispered.

      She nodded and stiffened her back.

      Gregor lay on a bed, unclothed except for a blanket. He had IV needles in both arms, one of blood and another with what she prayed were pain killers.

      “Gregor, my darling, why didn’t you listen to me?”

      He lifted a hand and cupped her face. “My beautiful, Reina. I’m so sorry. I should have listened. You were right. Even though they hit Nicolai as well, he will survive. I will not. I know this, and the only fear I have is leaving you alone. I am so sorry.”

      Tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. “Do not be, my love. You know I will take care of our children. You would know I was lying if I said that you would be all right. I have never done that in our thirty-one years together. I am not starting now.” Suddenly, she wailed. “Oh, Gregor. Please do not leave me. Do not leave me alone.”

      “I love you, Reina, with all my heart and soul.” His hand fell from her face.

      He was gone. Finally, she let the tears fall, and she cried silently for a short while. Then she went to the doctor. “Where is Nicolai?”

      His eyes widened, and his brows lifted. He raised his hands in front of him. “Is now a good time to see him, Reina?”

      “There is no time like the present to kill the man who killed my husband.” She drew the sword at her side. “Now, where is he?”

      Doctor Samirov put his arms out wide. “He’s not here. I sent him to the hospital in town. I knew you would have this response when Gregor died.”

      Suddenly it was too much. The sword clattered to the hard tile floor as Reina wrapped her arms around her middle and sobbed.

      The doctor came to her and took her in his arms. “It’s okay, Reina. No one can hurt him any longer.”

      She let him hold her, and she cried. Later would be soon enough to tell the children their father was dead. Alexander would need to come home a little sooner than expected. And she would not share her suspicions until he was here. No, I should tell him about Nicolai when we are face to face.

      She picked up her sword and sheathed it. Then she walked purposefully toward the courtyard and the limousine that was always waiting.

      “Take me to the hospital. Now.”

      The young driver hurriedly closed her door and opened the driver’s side door and got behind the wheel. He did not observe the speed limits, but went as fast as the roads and people would allow him.

      He arrived at the hospital in ten minutes.

      Reina jumped out before he could get the door for her. “Turn the car around. I want to go home as soon as possible when I return.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      Reina entered the hospital and walked to the front desk. “Where is Nicolai Fedorov?”

      The young brunette nurse at the station looked up, and her eyes widened. “He’s, just a moment and I’ll give you the room number.” She looked at her computer. “He’s on the third floor, room 310. Should I call—”

      Reina leaned over the counter so she was closer to the young nurse. “No, if you value your job, you will not call the room or the nurses’ station. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Reina turned and headed to the elevator.

      When she reached the third floor, she turned right and passed the nurses’ station while pulling her sword. As she approached Nicolai’s room, two armed men emerged.

      She didn’t stop. “Out of my way.”

      They crossed their hands in front of them, fingers down, and widened their stance to block the entire doorway.

      “Not today, Your Majesty. Nicolai is not receiving,” said the taller of the two men. She noticed the guns at their sides and knew she would not be allowed into Nicolai’s room.

      “Very well. You tell Nicolai he might have won this round, but he will not win the war.” She turned and left the way she’d come.

      She’d wait, but she would have her revenge against Nicolai; it would just take a little longer than she’d planned.
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      Nicolai’s injuries were painful, but just superficial. They looked terrible, but wouldn’t hinder him with his plans.

      He was released from the hospital two days after the incident and headed directly to the palace. He went to Reina’s sitting room and walked in without knocking.

      Reina was sitting there, her sword sheathed across her lap. “I’ve been waiting for you since my agent in the hospital called to say they released you.”

      “I should have known I couldn’t take you by surprise.” He approached her cautiously. “I have a proposition, Reina.”

      She calmly lifted one brow. “What could you possibly offer me?”

      He moved even closer, his eyes narrowed. He pulled his goatee to a point, as he liked it. “How about the lives of your children?”

      She barely moved. Only a single blink even indicated she’d heard him.

      “Don’t you care about your children? Shall I start with Catherine, the eldest here in Batrovia? Or perhaps Gregory, the youngest?”

      She lifted her sword and pointed it at him. “You’re an evil bastard, Nicolai. How can I believe you actually have anyone? Gregory is here with me, so I know you don’t have him. What proof can you show me you have Catherine?”

      “This.” He laid a ring on the coffee table in front of her and then stepped back.

      She picked it up. It was Catherine’s wedding ring. Airk would go insane right about now.

      “What do I have to do to save my children?”

      “It’s very simple. You marry me and I become king.”

      She barked out a laugh. “Are you really so stupid to believe that marriage to me would make you king? Alex is king, and has been since Gregor died. He’ll be home soon to make you pay for what you’ve done.”

      “And what is it you think I’ve done, Reina?” He stood with his hands on his hips.

      Her hand tightened around the hilt of her sword. “I know you killed Gregor. Or, more precisely, had him killed and made it look like an ambush. You even had them wound you a little, so it would fit your story. But you can’t hide the truth from me.”

      He stepped closer.

      She jumped up and extended her sword.

      “I’ve already had the girls taken to a place where they will be held until you marry me. If you continue to refuse, I will kill them one at a time, starting with Gina. I’ll hold off on Gregory for now. I might yet need him.”

      Reina’s sword arm was steady. She wouldn’t be able to resist him much longer.

      “If you’d rather, you can watch.” He crossed an arm over his middle and rested the opposite elbow in that hand as he pulled on his beard. “Yes, I think that would be best. You’ll watch as I slaughter your children. You know I will, Reina. There is a solution. All you have to do is put down that sword and marry me. And if you think to kill me, I have instructed the men holding them to kill them if I do not return within the hour.”

      “I have no choice. I won’t risk my children’s lives.” She sheathed the sword with her bloodless fingers and then sat on the sofa.

      Nicolai sat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.

      She punched him hard in the stomach with her elbow and moved away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you ever touch me.”

      He doubled over, and when the pain stopped, he stood. “You just agreed to marry me. Oh, there will be touching, my darling. You can count on it. I’ve waited too long for you.” He turned on his heel and left her.

      I’ll have her under my thumb with the threat to her children, but I have to stop Alex from coming home. Even after I marry his mother, he will be a problem. And he will be king. He can nullify the marriage and have me arrested for murder. I can’t have him removed before he arrives, but after he’s here…there is nothing and no one to stop me.
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        * * *

      

      July 5th

       

      Michele and Alex arranged for their first official date. Just the two of them. Not a working meal, but dinner and dancing. An actual date.

      Erin would stay overnight with her best friend. She was so excited. “A pajama party, Mommy. It’ll be so much fun. Lucy’s inviting our other best friend, Rissa, and her sister, Sara. She’s a year older than us.” She quivered. “I want to take my best pajamas. The ones with the lace on them. Can I? Can I, Mommy?” She bounced with her knees.

      Michele laughed. “Yes, you can wear your fancy pajamas.” She helped Erin pack her backpack with pajamas, clothes for tomorrow, juice, and snacks. Enough for everyone. “Are you ready to go?”

      Erin nodded vigorously. “Yup.”

      Michele zipped the backpack. “Let’s go, then.”

      Erin went to the back seat of the four-door truck.

      Michele came behind her, opened the door and lifted her onto the seat, and watched as she buckled herself in. Then Michele set her backpack on the floor in front of her and went around to the driver’s side. She slid behind the wheel, buckled up and headed toward Lucy’s house.

      Once there, Erin was so excited, she unbuckled her seatbelt and was ready to get out when Michele opened the door.

      “Let’s go, Mommy.” She pulled at Michele’s arm. “Come on.”

      Michele chuckled and let herself be dragged along while carrying Erin’s backpack.

      Lucy’s mother, Cicely, greeted them at the door.

      She was a lovely woman with coal-black hair and dark brown eyes.

      Her daughter looked just like her, but her eyes were light brown, like her father’s.

      “Hi, Cicely. Thank you for taking Erin for me. She’s absolutely beyond excited. This is her first pajama party. I brought four of everything. Erin said there would only be four little girls.”

      Cicely waved her right arm in front of her. “Think nothing of it. We did the same for Jenna when she was Lucy’s age. Being a very precocious ten now, pajama parties are beneath her. And don’t worry about the snacks. I’ll just add them to the pile of stuff we have.” She chuckled. “None of them will be hungry tonight. Or, most likely, tomorrow either.”

      Michele laughed. “I wonder how long it will take Jenna before she joins the festivities?”

      “Probably not long. She can’t stand to see Lucy having fun and not be included.”

      “Well, you have fun. I’ll be home later tonight if you need me for any reason. Even if it’s just to wrangle young girls. And I’ll have my phone with me.”

      Cicely laughed. “We’ll be fine. Ted is off tonight from the fire department, so he can help me if I need it. He’s fantastic with the girls. They adore him. Me? I’m just Mom.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Michele smiled. “Perhaps it’s a blessing in disguise.”

      “Got a hot man you’re thinking about?”

      Her smile widened. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Well, go for it, girlfriend. You’ve got the night off. We’ve got this one.”

      “Thanks, Cicely. I think I just might have dinner and some dancing tonight. I haven’t been dancing in years.”

      Lucy was heard in the background. “Mom, Jenna won’t leave us alone.”

      Cicely rolled her eyes. “See what I mean.”

      “I do, and I’m taking off before you take me up on my offer to help.” She leaned forward and hugged her friend. “Thanks.”

      “What are friends for? Go. Have fun.”

      Lucy hollered. “Mom!”

      Cicely waved. “See you tomorrow.” She closed the door, shutting out the sounds of little girls shouting.

      Michele got in the truck and took off toward home.

      When she arrived, she ran into the house, locked the doors behind her and stripped as soon as she hit her bedroom. She showered, did her hair and make-up, all in record time. Then she put on the little red dress and the black three-inch, open toe, stiletto heels she bought since she met Alex.

      She put a lipstick, keys, and her phone in the clutch purse that matched the heels.

      The doorbell sounded.

      Michele looked at the clock on her dresser. Alex is a little early. She went downstairs and opened the door.

      “Hi, you’re—”

      Standing on her porch was her ex-husband.

      He’s got to be drunk or he wouldn’t be violating the R.O. That doesn’t bode well for me. “What are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be closer than five hundred feet from me.”

      “Just wanted to see my girls.”

      Michele was right, he was drunk. She smelled the alcohol. His breath could light a campfire.

      “Go away, Ed. We’re not your girls. We don’t want you.”

      He grabbed her arm. “Is that any way to talk to the father of your child?”

      She pulled away. “That’s right. My child. You never wanted her, so don’t pretend you do now.”

      His eyes narrowed as he looked her up and down.

      He’d finally noticed the way she was dressed. Now, he would really be mad. I have to get away from him.

      “You goin’ out with that furriner? That prince?” He slurred the words.

      “Yes, I am. Now, go away, Ed, before I call the police.”

      He placed the thumb and forefinger of his right hand on each side of her mouth and leaned forward so his face was just an inch from hers.

      His breath reeked of booze and she breathed through her mouth to avoid smelling it.

      “When are you gonna learn? I could kill you long before the police ever got here, even if you called—”

      “But not before I kill you.” Alex’s deep voice interrupted.

      Suddenly, Ed released her and was on his knees.

      Alex had Ed by the ear and was pulling it, forcing him to obey. “Apologize to Michele. Now.”

      Her immediate relief was almost overshadowed by the humorous picture of Ed on his knees because a man had his ear.

      Ed whimpered. “I’m sorry.”

      “You will never appear at her house again. Is that not correct?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I won’t come back.”

      Alex pulled up on Ed’s ear.

      He stood, crying now. “Please. I won’t come back.”

      “Get out of here.” Alex released his ear.

      Ed stumbled off the porch, ran to his car and drove off, kicking up gravel as he tore down the driveway.

      Alex turned to Michele. “Are you all right? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      As her pulse returned to normal, she relaxed. “No, I’m fine. I didn’t even hear you drive up.”

      He entered the house and placed his arms around her waist. “I am in the Lightning. It is electric, remember? It does not make any noise except what sound comes from driving on the gravel, which I am guessing neither one of you heard.”

      Michele leaned into him. “That’s true and in this case, the quiet was a good thing. I don’t know what Ed would have done if he’d felt threatened.”

      “Your ex-husband is a menace, and I gather the restraining order is not very…restraining.” He reached back and closed the door.

      “Restraining orders work on people who are generally law-abiding to begin with. Ed isn’t one of those people. Although I will report him to the police, they’ll mark it in his file, and that will be the end.”

      “Do you have everything you need?”

      “I need a wrap. It might be summer, but the evenings are still cool. I’ll be right back.” She ducked out from under his arm and ran upstairs to her room, a feat in itself in the heels she wore. She sat on the bed and took some deep breaths. Her hands shook. What would I have done if Alex hadn’t appeared when he did? Why didn’t I think before opening the door?

      “I think you are not as okay as you thought.”

      Her stomach jumped a little when she heard his voice. She looked up at him. “I’m sorry. He just got to me. He was drunk, as usual, and threatened me and Erin. I—” She swallowed. “I shouldn’t let him affect me so much.”

      Alex sat beside her on the bed. “It’s all right. You were not thinking you would be in danger. When last you saw him, he was at the restaurant and was quite acquiescent regarding the restraining order.”

      “He had to be. He was working and they wouldn’t have kept him on if the police had shown up even if I was the one who violated the order.”

      He put an arm around her shoulders. “What would you like to do now? Would you like to go out to a restaurant, back to my house or stay here? We can lie on your bed, and I will hold you while we talk.”

      She turned to see his face. “You’d do that? Just hold me while we talk? Nothing else?”

      “Nothing else.” He crossed his heart.

      She stood and then moved around to her side of the bed, sat and took off her shoes. “I’d like that. I need to lock the door first.”

      “I locked it before I followed you up here.”

      She nodded. “I think Ed has left me more shaken than I would have thought. I’m glad Erin wasn’t home, though. That’s a blessing.” She laid down on the bed.

      Alex removed his shoes, tie and his suit coat, then laid down next to her. He extended his left arm over the top of her pillow.

      She accepted the invitation and snuggled up to his side.

      “Thank you.”

      He lowered his left arm and eased her closer. “For what, my darling?”

      My darling? “For being here. Ed wasn’t leaving this time. He’s apparently very jealous of you and would have taken it out on me.”

      “His kind of person cannot be called a man. Any male who would hit a woman is not a man, but a coward.”

      She cuddled closer. “I agree. Ed was the biggest mistake of my life, but he gave me the most wonderful gift.”

      “Erin is a wonderful little girl. I care for her…and for you…very much.”

      He cares for me? What does that mean? Is it the same that I mean…that I love you, but I’m afraid to say it? “ I care for you, too.”

      “Michele, I want to kiss you. Every cell that I have in me wishes to kiss you. But I understand if you do not want me to. Tonight has been stressful.”

      “I want you to.”

      He lifted her easily onto his chest, cupped her face with both hands, lifted his head until his lips met hers and kissed her. With their lips still locked to each other, he rolled them until he was on top. Alex deepened the kiss, urging her to grant him entrance. At the same time, he lifted his weight, so he didn’t crush her.

      She missed his weight and returned his kiss wholeheartedly. Michele wrapped her arms around his neck. She put all her love in the kiss, for she loved him with a fire she’d never experienced before.

      Alex pulled back. “Sweetheart, if we do not stop now, I cannot. Let us go back to me holding you and catch our breaths.”

      Out of breath, she nodded. “I agree, but I promise you, soon I won’t let you stop me.”

      “That is a promise I intend for you to keep.”

      She smiled and kissed his chin before cuddling back against his side. “I always keep my promises.”

      His arm snugged her closer. “Tell me about your family.”

      Here was a subject she loved to share. “My parents live in a suburb of Denver called Arvada. It’s a quiet city, not as big as some of the other suburbs. They’ve been there forever. I have a sister, Rebecca, who is married and has three children. She lives close to my parents. I also have two brothers, Larry and Tom. They are married and live in New Hampshire and New Mexico, respectively. Each of them has two children.”

      “What about you? Are your sisters married?”

      “Catherine is married. Her husband is the head of the palace guard. His name is Airk, and he has been with the family for about ten years. Catherine and Airk have no children yet. My two youngest sisters are not married.”

      “Do you want children, Alex?”

      He put his left hand behind his head. “Yes, I do. What about you? Do you want more children?”

      She nodded. “I do. I’ve always wanted four or five.” Relieved at his answer, she unhooked the button directly over the middle of his chest. Then she slid her fingers in and felt strands of soft hair curl around her fingers. “My brothers and sister and I always had someone to play with. But it was like my parents raised two families. I am the second to youngest at twenty-six. Larry is twenty-five, Tom is thirty-four and Rebecca is forty. Rebecca married the year I turned seven. My parents used to tease me that I was an accident, but Larry was planned, so I’d have someone to play with. And all my siblings are great parents. My parents love having everyone together at Christmas, when that can happen. Usually, every other year. Sometimes, that’s when I miss Joey the most. When all the family gets together and I know we are not complete.”

      “I am sorry he is gone.” He removed her hand from inside his shirt and laced his fingers with hers. “You will get into trouble that way. I am hanging on by a thread, but it is a sturdy thread, as long as you do not test it…too much.”

      She giggled. “What if I want to test your thread?”

      He chuckled, and his fingers tightened on hers. “I would ask that you do not. Not yet.”

      She kept their fingers locked and brought the back of his hand to her lips for a kiss. “Thank you for being such a gentleman.”

      “Always for you, my lady.”

      “Your lady?”

      “Yes, if you will allow it. I would very much like for you to be my lady.”

      “I would like that as well. I want us to date exclusively. Is that what you are saying, too?”

      “Yes, my darling, that is what I am saying. But that does not change our plans for this evening. You are not ready to go further and that is fine.”

      “But you’re ready for a more intimate relationship?”

      “My dear, I am a man. I am always ready.”

      She laughed.

      So did he. When she quieted, he turned her head toward him, lifting her chin with a knuckle.

      Then he took her lips in a searing kiss she felt deep in her soul.

      “This is the way I want us to always be. I’ve never met anyone as attractive, as beautiful inside and out, as you are.”

      She looked down at her hand, that had so recently been locked in his grasp. “You don’t know me. We’ve only known each other for a few weeks.”

      He placed two fingers over her lips. “Stop. We’ve seen each other every day for those few weeks, at either your place or mine. Working with the horses and going to dinner. We’ve had lunch together and tea in the afternoon every day. If we were dating as a normal couple, it would have taken us months to spend this much time together, remember? Tell me this is not true.”

      She smiled and looked down. “It’s true. But you’ve still only seen the good side of me. I get angry sometimes and I scream and yell and—”

      “I should hope so. You are a passionate woman, and I want all your passions, Michele. Everything that you are and will be, is what I want to know. A lifetime is not long enough to know all that you are.”

      “Oh, Alex. How can you say those things? You’re the Crown Prince. You have to marry a princess, make an advantageous match. Isn’t that what all Crown Princes have to do?”

      He smiled. “You have been watching too many romance movies. I can marry whoever I wish. My father married my mother for love. She was a commoner, but has been the best queen Batrovia has had in a hundred years. She’s the one who brought us forward into this century and had us make agreements to sell our gems at a very nice profit. She set up the hospital in town and another in the palace. My mother is the one who saw to the hiring of doctors, dentists, surgeons, nurses and other medical professionals to staff them. Being born a royal has nothing to do with anything. Besides, when we marry, you will be royalty, and so will Erin. Wouldn’t she like to be a real princess?”

      So much to do. How can I be a queen? I could never be like his mother. She sounds like a force to be reckoned with.  “Of course, she would like to be a real princess… after we marry? But, you…we…I—”

      He moved, so he was over her, holding himself off of her. “Michele. I know what I want and who I want. That’s you. I care for you so very much and I know we can have a splendid marriage. Please, think about it.”

      “This is your marriage proposal? Lying in bed and—”

      Suddenly, he leaned down and took her lips with his in a ravishing kiss. He moved down her neck, taking little nips that he soothed with his tongue, followed by his lips. “Marry me. You know you want to. Marry me.”

      “I…I can’t. We haven’t even made love yet.”

      “Darling, as I said, I am a man and I want you so very much. But, because I am a man, not an animal, I will wait until you are my wife. I have too much respect for you to besmirch your reputation.”

      Michele’s breathing was heavy, and her thoughts troubled. “I don’t know. I can’t think right now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Of course. I understand.” I’ll bring the ring by tomorrow and see if that will soften her…but do I want to do that? Will she see me as too aggressive? Will she resent me?
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      July 8th

       

      Reina knew she must contact Alex. He needed to know he was now king, and he needed to come home to be that king. But she was afraid Nicolai would kill Alex like he did Gregor. How was she supposed to keep him safe? He’d never forgive her if she didn’t call him.

      Knowing she must do her duty, she picked up her phone.
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        * * *

      

      Alex was in the arena with King Gregor for one last ride before they left for Batrovia. He answered on the third ring. “Hello, Mother. How are you?”

      “Alex, I have some bad news. Your father has been killed.”

      No, it is impossible. Papa cannot be gone. “Killed? What happened? Who would have the audacity to kill the king?”

      “Can you think of no one?” Her voice hardened.

      Alex looked at the phone for a moment, unable to fathom what his mother has just said. “Nicolai? But Father told me about him. He knew Nicolai was treacherous.”

      Reina relayed everything, including Nicolai’s threat to kill the children if she did not marry him.

      His empty hand drew into a fist and pounded his thigh. “Put him off, Mother, as long as you can. I will be home as quickly as possible.”

      “All right, but hurry. If he threatens the children again, I will not have a choice. I will not let them be harmed.”

      “Of course not. But I will take care of Nicolai when I get home.”

      Suddenly, his mother’s phone call turned to static.

      Nicolai. But he’s too late. Mother told me, and I will kill him when I get home. I will avenge Father.
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        * * *

      

      Next, Alex called Michele. He hadn’t seen her for two days. He was going to give her the ring, but changed his mind. Now, though, he needed her to come with him. He needed her by his side.

      “Hello, Alex.” Her voice was deep, smokey, and sexy as hell.

      “Michele. Darling. I am on my way to your house. I have much to tell you.”

      “What’s the matter?”

      He tried to control his voice. “I must talk to you in person. Please. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “All right. I’ll be waiting here.”

      “Thank you.” He ended the call.

      He couldn’t tell her his father had died over the phone or that his uncle was responsible. That had to be in person. She needed to understand why he had to go home now and he would do his best to convince her to go with him.
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        * * *

      

      Michele watched Alex’s candy-apple-red pickup truck pull to a stop beside the house.

      Alex got out of the truck and immediately thrust his hands in his pockets. He looked down as he walked to the door.

      Something was very wrong. Alex never looked down when he walked. He looked up, self-assured and ready to take on the world. This Alex was sad. She went out the front door and met him.

      “What’s wrong? Alex. Look at me and tell me what’s wrong.”

      He stopped and looked at her. His eyes had a sheen of unshed tears in them.

      “He is dead. My father is dead.”

      “Oh, my God.” She wrapped her arms around him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He enclosed her in his arms and just stood there. Holding her. He buried his face in her neck.

      She felt the tiny tremors in his body, realized he was crying, and held him tighter.

      “Come inside.”

      He released her, wiped a hand against a cheek, and took her hand with the other.

      She led him into the living room and sat with him on the sofa. “Tell me everything.”

      “He was murdered…by my uncle…his brother.”

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. She grabbed his hand and held it. “Oh, my God. Why? He can’t become king. Why would he kill him?”

      “He has lost his mind. He thinks by marrying my mother, he will be king. Of course, he has to kill me and my siblings first. The crown passes equally to the males and females of the line. That was another of the things my mother changed. It used to be males only.”

      She laced her fingers with his. “I think I’d like your mother.”

      “That is what I have come to ask you.” He dropped her hand and slid off the sofa to his knees on the floor and reached into his pocket. “Michele, please say you will marry me and be my wife. I can see only you by my side.” He opened the jewelry box and showed her the engagement ring. “It was my grandmother’s and now I want it to be yours.”

      The ring was beautiful. An old-fashioned setting with five baguette-shaped white diamonds on either side of a huge princess-cut pink diamond.

      Yes, I want so much to say yes, but I’m afraid. “I don’t know what to say. I—”

      “Say yes, my darling. Say yes.”

      She looked into his eyes. She loved him, but was that enough? He’s told me he cares for me, but never that he loves me. Could they have a good marriage where the love was one-sided? Was caring for one another enough and was she willing to try?

      Michele looked into his face. He was so earnest and so determined. She loved him, and she would do everything she could to make him love her, but she could only do that when she was near him.

      “Can we take the horses?”

      He grinned and his body relaxed some. “Yes, we will send for the horses.”

      “Then, yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      He slid the ring on her finger.

      It fit like they had made it for her. She raised her hand and looked at it. It was the most beautiful ring. If I’d designed a ring for myself, this would be it. It’s perfect for me.

      She looked up at him. “Did you have it sized already?”

      He shook his head. “No, you and Gran must have the same size fingers. The stones are from Batrovia’s own mines. Will you accompany me to my home?” He stood and pulled her up with him.

      She put her arms around him. “When will we leave?”

      He wrapped her in his arms. “As soon as you can be ready.”

      She leaned back, knowing he would not let her fall. “Then I best get to packing. Do you know how long we will be gone?”

      “I honestly do not know. I must deal with the aftermath of my father’s murder, and I doubt Uncle Nicolai will make it easy.”

      “Are you sure it was him?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I have no doubt. He has always been jealous that he was not the first-born son.”

      His eyes were hard. The sparkling mischief she’d first seen when she met him was gone. “His jealousy has been building a long time. Probably since they were children and Gregor got to do everything first. Nicolai was probably never first.”

      “How many years younger is Nicolai?”

      “None. Did I forget to mention they are twins? My father is only three minutes older than Nicolai.”

      “Yes, you forgot to mention that. No wonder he wanted so much to be the first. Regardless of his reasons, he must pay for it. Even if he didn’t dirty his hands with the actual deed, he is responsible for every injury your father suffered.”

      “He is an evil man, which my father knew. The only reason I can think of why he went with Nicolai is to talk to him and make him see reason. Which obviously fell on deaf ears.”

      She reached up and cupped his cheek. “Can you give me a few hours to pack?”

      He leaned into her hand and then took it in his and kissed her palm. “Of course, my darling. I’ll return in three hours. Will that give you enough time?”

      “Yes.” She stopped for a moment. “You’re a king. I have nothing to give you that you can’t get from anyone else. I’m a pauper compared to you. I don’t even have anything to wear for the funeral or for a formal evening. You saw the dressiest dress I own.”

      He took her in his arms. “You can give me my children and your love. I can’t get those from anyone but you because I will marry no one but you.” He reached up and ran a finger down her cheek. Then he cupped her jaw. “You are everything to me.” He bent his neck and kissed her softly, and then he held her by the back of the head and kissed her deeply. He pulled back and kissed her forehead. “As to the clothes, I’m sure you can borrow something from my sisters, if needed, before we get some made for you and Erin.” He smiled. “We’ll make sure she knows she is a princess, too. I think she will be pleased.”

      Michele smiled. “You know she will jump up and down with pleasure.” She put her head on his chest. I want so much to say, “I love you.” But I don’t dare. What if he’s not ready to hear it? Would he change his mind? I suppose I should find that out now, but he might feel like that already and is as afraid to say it as I am. Or he doesn’t want to hear it at all. Either way, now is not the time for such sentiment.
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        * * *

      

      Michele stood in the foyer. She had two large suitcases—one for her and one for Erin. Even though they were flying by private jet, she still had her passport and Erin’s. She always made sure they were up-to-date; just in case she had to run and take Erin with her. If Ed came after Erin or, God forbid, got custody of her, Michele would run. She didn’t know where. She’d already decided she’d start with Canada and work her way to somewhere else. Anywhere that Ed couldn’t find her.

      She watched as Alex pulled up outside her house. She’d been waiting, but she counted to ten before she opened the door so she wouldn’t seem over anxious.

      Alex grinned when she opened the door. He stepped up and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I am glad you’re eager to go with me.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I saw you waiting to answer the doorbell.”

      She laughed. “I am anxious. I want nothing to go wrong. Erin is ready to go, too.”

      At the mention of her name, the little girl came pounding down the stairs and barreled into Alex, wrapping both of her arms around his legs.

      He automatically put his arms on her shoulders, holding her close. “Hello, little one. Are you ready to go for a plane ride?”

      She tilted her head way back so she could look at him. “Yes, I can’t wait. Mommy told me this will be better than any plane ride I’ll ever take again.”

      “Well, let’s hope not, since you’ll be having the same ride home.”

      She watched as he knelt down to Erin’s height.

      He wrapped one arm around her daughter’s waist. “What would you like to do when we get to Batrovia? We’ll, of course, ride horses. I don’t want you to quit that for any reason. You’re much too good.”

      “I don’t know. Can we go on a picnic with Mommy? And see a real palace since you’re a prince? And do you have special clothes you wear and can I try on your crown? And—”

      Michele rolled her eyes and placed her fists on her hips. “Erin, that’s enough. I’m sure we’ll find plenty to do and see when we get there.” Although, she wanted to do all those things, too.

      Alex laughed. “I assure you, little one, that my brother, Gregory, will keep you very busy. He is also six-years-old and,” he lowered his voice, “just between you and me, he is quite the mischief maker. He forever frustrates my sisters, but my mother simply takes it in stride. I suppose after four children, the fifth has nothing new to show her.”

      Alex carried two suitcases.

      Michele locked the house. She’d arranged for Rudy to take care of the horses—feed and water them and also to exercise them. The man had been with her from the beginning, and she had no doubts that he would care for them like they were his own.

      The drive to the Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport seemed to take forever. It was about thirty miles from her home, so the drive took about forty-five minutes since there were no highways, just two-lane roads.

      Michele was so excited to be going with Alex to his country. Even though she and Erin had passports, they’d never actually been anywhere farther than Bozeman. Alex parked his plane there at a private airport and drove out to it on the tarmac.

      “Can you drive out here like this? What about your truck?”

      He stopped the truck near a beautiful silver plane. “I have arrangements for the truck. Someone will take it out to the parking lot for when we return.”

      She waved a hand across her forehead. “Whew! For a minute there, I thought we’d be walking home.”

      They all got out of the truck and waited at the bottom of the movable staircase to the plane.

      Alex picked up Erin.

      “Mommy, we can’t walk home. It’s too far.”

      Michele looked over at Erin in Alex’s arms and grinned. “You are right, my love. I’m being silly. Alex would never let us walk home.”

      “No, I would not. Even if I could not take you someone from my ranch would be available. So little one, all would be well.” He kissed her forehead and then set her on her feet, and he straightened. “I see my captain and first mate approaching, along with one of the hangar workers.”

      The captain was a man of average height and had graying brown hair. He wore aviator sunglasses and a long-sleeved navy-blue uniform with gold epaulets.

      The first mate wore the same blue uniform but without the epaulets. He was a younger man with short, blond hair. He was tall, like Alex.

      They snapped to attention in front of Alex and saluted.

      Alex returned their salute. “At ease, gentlemen.” He pointed at Michele. “This is my fiancée, Michele Williams, and her daughter Erin.” He turned to Michele. “This is Captain Joran Reger and First Mate Andrew Sarkovich.”

      The captain extended his hand to Michele. “Good to meet you, miss.”

      “Thank you, Captain. You as well.” Michele shook his hand.

      Mr. Sarkovich extended a hand. “Good to meet you, Miss Williams.”

      Michele took it. “Thank you, sir. You, too.”

      The captain bent over and extended a hand to Erin.

      She shook it. “Can I fly the plane?”

      Where did she get such audacity? “Erin!” Michele was surprised she would even think about flying the plane. “You most certainly may not fly the plane.”

      “If madam would agree, we can show her the cockpit and let her guide the plane for a moment. I would always have the controls,” said Captain Reger.

      Michele took a deep breath and shook her head slowly, twice.

      Erin bent her knees and bounced with her hands clasped tight in front of her. “Please, Mommy, please?”

      “I’ll see how you’re doing at that time, before I decide.” She leaned down and put her face in front of Erin’s. “Deal?”

      Erin nodded and grinned. “Deal. I’m gonna be real good. You’ll see.”

      The captain picked up two of the bags and led the way up the stairs to the plane’s door.

      I wonder how Erin will enjoy riding on the plane. Heck, I wonder how I’ll like it. Am I making a mistake going to Batrovia?

      She looked at Alex, smiling even though his father had just died—been murdered. Is it too dangerous to go with him at this time, even though I know  he’ll need me?
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      Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport

       

      Alex watched the first mate pick up Alex’s carry on. It only carried his toiletries and his sidearm. Because he was in a private plane on one of the airstrips for private planes, he could carry his firearm.

      He hated feeling the need to carry a weapon when he went home, but such was the current climate. His uncle had whipped some of his followers into a frenzy, and his country wasn’t as safe for the royal family as it once was.

      Alex was always prepared.
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        * * *

      

      The inside of the plane had four comfortable, wide beige leather recliners, two on either side of a table, and two sofas, one on each side of the plane. The cabin also featured an office with a desk and a phone, a bedroom and a full bathroom.

      “Your plane is beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like this except in the movies.”

      “You will have to get used to it. This is the only way you will fly from now on.”

      “Oh, Alex, you and I are so different. I’m not rich or royal or famous or anything but just me. Just Michele.”

      He took her hands in his. “You are my Michele. I want you to marry me, to become my queen. I know you can be. You are the only woman I have ever asked to marry me. Before you change your mind, please talk to my mother. She was much like you when she married my father. Please talk to her. For me. For us.” He rubbed small circles on the insides of her wrists with his thumbs. Then he kissed each one before releasing her hands.

      She smiled at him. “I will talk to her. For us.”

      About halfway through the flight, the captain came back.

      “Miss Williams, can Miss Erin come and fly with me now?”

      Michele smiled as Erin squirmed in her seat, trying so hard not to jump up and scream to go. “Yes, she may go with you.” She turned to Erin. “You be a good girl and mind what the captain says, all right?”

      Erin nodded and jumped up from the chair.

      Captain Reger escorted Erin to the cockpit. Alex noticed Michele watched the open door to the cockpit while Erin was up there with the pilots flying the plane.

      “It was so nice of Captain Reger to let her do this.”

      “He is used to children wanting to fly the plane. He has been with us for a long time, and, beginning with Gina when she was about ten. Then Gregory came along and for the last two years, he had had another curious child with him in the cockpit. Gregory is a handful. He was pressing buttons he should not have been and did not listen to instructions. So we had to ban him from the cockpit.”

      Captain Reger returned to the cabin with Erin.

      “She was a delightful co-pilot.” He squatted down in front of her. “Thank you, Miss Erin, for flying with me.”

      The child grinned brightly. “You’re welcome.”

      “What do you say to the captain?” prompted Michele.

      “Thank you, Captain Reger, for letting me fly the plane.”

      “You are most welcome.” He stood; his face was suddenly very serious. “Your Majesty, may I talk to you privately?”

      Alex lifted a brow but nodded. The captain never called him Your Majesty unless something significant had happened. “Of course. Come with me.” He went into the office.

      As soon as the captain closed the door, Alex turned toward him. “What has happened?”

      “Your mother has contacted us. Nicolai has taken Catherine and said he will kill her if Queen Reina does not marry him within the next hour.”

      With anger vying with worry for his attention, Alex paced the small room from one side to the other in front of the desk. “Keep me informed.”

      “Of course. If you will excuse me, I will see if it is possible to make better time.”

      “Thank you.”

      Alex took a deep breath and exited the office. He looked over at the chair Erin occupied. She was asleep.

      Michele looked up, and her smile faded. “What’s happened?” She stood and went to him.

      “I’m afraid we will not be having the celebrations I had anticipated. My mother is being forced to marry Nicolai—”

      She put her hand on his arm.

      He found the gesture reassuring.

      “Why would your uncle want to marry your mother? I mean, I imagine she is beautiful and I know she’s smart, but why so soon? I don’t understand.”

      He covered her hand with his. “For the throne.”

      Her eyes widened. “A lot of people would have to be murdered before he can become king. Is he capable of such treachery?”

      Alex walked over to the sofa and sat, pulling her down next to him. “Oh yes, he’s capable. My mother carries a sword because of him and tries not to be alone in a room with him without the sword already drawn.”

      Her mouth formed an -O- before she spoke. “What did he do?” She lifted a hand and waved it in front of her face. “Never mind. There’s only one reason a woman in your mother’s position would carry a weapon. Sometime in the past, he attacked her. It has to be that.”

      Alex shook his head. “My father would have killed him.”

      She lifted a brow. “Ah, but that would depend on when it happened, wouldn’t it? And I would bet your mother isn’t someone who wants her battles fought for her. Am I right?”

      Alex nodded and looked over at Erin again. “Yes, you are correct. All of it, you have deduced correctly.”

      Michele followed his gaze and then smiled. “You wouldn’t want her knowing any of this. Thank you. I don’t, either, but trust me when I say I can help. I’m not some wilting violet to be left in a corner. We may have only known each other for several weeks, but I feel like I’ve known you for a lifetime. I care for you enough to accept your proposal of marriage and feel close enough to you to take my daughter to your country because I know you will keep us safe. I believe I’m more like your mother than you know.”

      He narrowed his eyes, and his mouth slowly formed a half smile. “I bet you are. Perhaps that is the reason I am so attracted to you.”

      She smiled and lowered her gaze, then looked out the window. “How long before we get to your home?”

      “Another three hours. We are over the ocean now”

      “Then I want to make the most of it for Erin. I don’t want any of this to affect her. She’s only six. She needs to have fun, so I want to do whatever you had planned for the next three hours, if she wakes up. She might just sleep through the rest of the trip. This has all been very exciting for her…and for me, too.”

      An hour away from Batrovia and the captain came back to the cabin. “I need to speak to you again, in private.”

      “You can say what you need in front of Michele. She is aware of the situation back home.”

      The captain nodded. “Your mother has married, my king.” He bowed.

      Alex, honored but embarrassed, touched the captain’s shoulder. “Do not bow to me, Joran. I’m only your king in public. You are still my friend in private.”

      “Very well.” Joran sat on the sofa across from Alex and Michele. “I’ve requested your personal palace guard to be at the airport with the limo. The limousine is bulletproof, though I hope you don’t need to test it.”

      Alex’s stomach was full of acid and he was nauseous, but tamped it down. “Thank you. I want to do everything possible to keep Michele and Erin safe.”

      Michele reached over with a hand and clasped one of his. Then she squeezed.

      He did not need words to know she appreciated the extra care for Erin, if not for herself. Or that she would be by his side if he wanted her there.
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        * * *

      

      Reina saw to it Nicolai released Catherine in time to attend the wedding in the chapel. She wanted to make sure all of her daughters were safe, though none were happy about the ceremony. Not because he had killed their father. They did not know that fact yet, but just that he was obviously forcing her to marry him. But Reina would not let them interfere.

      Now, the deed was done, but she did not allow him to touch her except to put the ring on her finger. The ring she took off as soon as she reached her quarters upstairs.

      He followed her.

      She turned on him as soon as he closed the door. “Here is your damned ring.” She threw it at him. “I won’t wear it. You got your ceremony. You got me as your wife, but that is all you’ll get from me.”

      He’d started to unbutton his shirt.

      “If you so much as try to touch me again, you’ll feel the tip of my sword in your throat.”

      Nicolai was a terrible swordsman. He never had the coordination for it.

      He backed off. “I will have you, Reina, in body and mind.”

      “Don’t count on it, Nicolai.”

      His eyes narrowed, and his hands fisted. “Oh, but I do count on it. Your children are still within my reach.” He lifted a hand and rubbed his index finger with his thumb.                                               

      “If you go anywhere near my children again, I will kill you without a second thought. Do you understand? If your cohorts know this, they will abandon you, and you will be alone. You are not king, but I am still the queen. I will make sure they know I will not prosecute them for their association with you…as long as they come forward.”

      He lifted his chin. “My men are loyal to me and they will make sure you stay in line.”

      Reina threw back her head and laughed. “Your men are loyal to the money you pay them. Nothing else. I can see the sweat bead on your forehead. If you had not kidnapped Catherine, we would not have had the ceremony today.” Then a thought struck her. “You wanted it done before Alex arrived home. You want him angry. You want him to come after you, so you can ambush him like you did his father. But Alex has no liking for you, as Gregor did. Yes, you knew that, too, did you not? Gregor still loved his baby brother.”

      “Even if you are right, it matters not. You are my wife and I will have you, Reina. I did not wait all these years for nothing.”

      “But that is all you’ll get from me. Nothing. You might look like Gregor, but you aren’t him and will never come close to the man he was. You are slime, Nicolai. Slime.” She reached for her sword.

      He rushed forward before she could get her sword out.

      Reina thought she was far enough away. She was wrong. Nicolai was on her before she could stop him.

      He wrapped his arms around her and attempted to kiss her.

      She avoided his lips, turning her head back and forth. Her stomach churned at the thought of his kiss.

      Finally, he released her arms and used both hands to hold her head still. His lips clamped down on hers and he forced his tongue inside.

      She bit him.

      He screamed and pulled back. A hand at his mouth, he used the other to pull a silk cloth from his pants pocket and soothe his tongue. It came away bloody.

      “That’s what you’ll get every time you kiss me.” Her heart pounded as she stood, her feet apart, hands fisted at her sides.

      “You witch.” He took a hand, fisted it, and slammed it into her jaw.

      Reina hit the floor and didn’t get up. She watched Nicolai leave her chambers without checking to see how much damage he’d done.

      Her jaw hurt on the left side and her head hurt on the right from hitting the marble floor. She lay there for a few minutes and closed her eyes against the pain.

      When she woke, it was dark outside, and Catherine sat by her side. She was on one of the sofas, looking up at Airk.

      “Did you put me here? The last I remember, I was on the floor.”

      He nodded, his hands on his hips. “I did. Who did this to you?”

      Reina let out a sigh. “Nicolai, who else? But leave him be. He will go to his home in the hills while he heals. I want Alex home during that time. I would rather Nicolai did not know of Alex’s arrival, but that hardly seems likely.”

      Airk shook his head. “Probably not, since his plane is arriving as we speak. He will see that you have been injured. You have a bruise on your jaw.”

      Reina’s left hand flew to her jaw. “We must cover it. Catherine, come with me. I do not want Alex to know about it…yet. I must talk to him first. Make sure none of you are anywhere you can be kidnapped. Stay together in the palace. Do not be alone.” She stood and hurried to her bathroom, followed by Catherine.

      Together, they used concealer and foundation to cover the bruises and make Reina look as normal as possible.

      They returned to the sitting room.

      “Now, remember what I said.” She sat on the sofa.

      Airk sat on one side of Reina.

      Catherine sat on the other side. She held her mother’s right hand. “All right, Mother. I will not present myself as a target. I will stay in this wing of the palace.”

      Airk frowned. “I will have only my most loyal, trusted men as the palace guard. Alex has his own guard that will greet his plane. He will be quite safe, I believe.”

      “Good. Thank you. Make sure your sisters do the same. Gregory’s rooms are still here in my suite. It is one thing off my mind not to worry about my children.” 

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Enter.”

      It was Harlow, the queen’s butler.

      “Forgive me, Your Highness for interrupting, but King Alexander’s plane has landed, and he has disembarked. He has a woman and child with him.”

      She lifted her brows and then smiled. “Oh, that is unusual.” I wonder if she’s the one?
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      Michele descended the stairs in front of Alex and Erin. She turned and waited for them on the tarmac.

      Alex set Erin down at the bottom of the movable staircase and greeted one of the armed men.

      “Sergei. Thank you for meeting me.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      “I would like you to meet my fiancée, Miss Michele Williams, and her daughter, Erin. They are under my protection, and I want you to oversee their security personally.”

      The tall, blond man, with a scar running down one side of his face from above his eye to his chin, slapped a fist on his chest. “I am honored to protect your fiancée and her daughter.”

      Alex clasped his friend on the shoulder and then looked at Michele. “Thank you. They are very precious to me.”

      Sergei bowed to Michele. “My lady, if you need anything or to go anywhere, I will get it for you or take you myself.”

      Michele’s heart melted at Alex’s words. She turned toward Sergei and dipped her head to acknowledge the man. “Thank you. I appreciate it. I know Alex will be quite busy with all the arrangements, so I might take you up on your offer.”

      “Anytime.”

      The man, though a little scary to look at, with that scar down his face, seemed extremely nice.

      Sergei pointed at the limo. “Let’s get into the car. Queen Reina is expecting you.”

      Michele and Erin were the first to get into the limo, followed by Alex and then Sergei.

      The rest of the guards piled into two large army trucks.

      “Is Joran not coming with us?” asked Michele.

      Alex took her hand in his. “He needs to stay on the plane and see that it is prepared for the next flight. He will come with the luggage a little later.”

      She sat back and tried to see the buildings as they drove through the town. Most were made of a pale stone, perhaps sandstone, with colorful tile roofs. They passed through a shopping area. They gaily decorated the storefronts with flowers and flags.

      As they approached the palace, she saw a huge four-story building made of the same pale stone as the homes and stores. The front of the building was half the length of a football field. She didn’t know the depth yet, but she bet it was at least as big as the front. A flag, two dark blue stripes and one white stripe in the middle with a sapphire in the center of the white stripe.

      “You live here?” Her voice ended on a high note. She hadn’t thought about what being Alex’s fiancée really meant.

      “Yes, as will you.”

      She shrugged. “Only for a couple of weeks, for now, right?”    

      “Yes.” He looked away. “A couple of weeks.”

      She narrowed her eyes and wrinkled her brow. Is there something he’s not telling me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The limo parked in an underground garage, which surprised Michele. The palace looked old…hundreds of years old. She would never have guessed something so modern would be contained within.

      Sergei got out first and held the door for the rest of them.

      Alex was out next. He held his hand out to Michele to assist her exit from the limo.

      Michele offered her hand to Erin.

      The little girl latched on to it and didn’t let it go.

      Michele, Alex and Erin entered an elevator.

      “See you upstairs,” said Alex to Sergei.

      Sergei slapped a fist to his chest. “I will bring the luggage to your suite.”

      Alex pounded a fist on his chest and then pressed the button for the third floor.

      When they arrived, a beautiful, older woman greeted them.

      “Mother.” Alex opened his arms.

      “My son.” The Queen Mother stepped into Alex’s embrace.

      He held her for a couple of minutes while she softly cried.

      Michele had never felt so helpless in all her life. She wanted to hug the Queen Mother.

      She dabbed at her eyes and then turned toward Michele and Erin.

      “You must forgive me. I am Reina, Alex’s mother.” She held out her hand toward Michele.

      “Mother, this is Michele Williams, my fiancée and her daughter Erin.”

      To honor her, Michele curtsied and then took Reina’s hand. “I’m so very sorry for your loss. I can’t even imagine.” I don’t want to imagine it. Alex and I are not even married yet, but I would be devastated if he were killed. I truly can’t imagine losing him after thirty-one years of marriage.

      Reina waved her arm toward the hall on the left. “Come, all of you, to my sitting rooms. Gregory is playing there, I believe. Erin, I think you will like Gregory. He is your age, I believe. You are six, correct?”

      Erin nodded. “Yup. I’m six and I’ll be seven…” She looked up at her mother.

      “Next month.”

      The child turned back toward the queen mother. “Next month.”

      Reina chuckled. “Yes. Come along.” She led them down a long hall. Alex opened a door and held it for the women, then followed them inside.

      In the middle of the resplendent room was a small boy who had the same dark hair as Alex.

      “Gregory.” Alex said quietly.

      The boy looked up, his face split into a wide grin, and he jumped up and ran at his brother.

      Alex caught him just as the child launched himself toward him.

      “Alex! You’re home.” He wrapped his arms around Alex’s neck and hugged him tight.

      Alex straightened and hugged him back. They stood there for a few moments, just holding each other. “How have you been? Have you been protecting Mother and yourself?”

      “Yes, I don’t let Uncle Nicolai near her without me.”

      Michele thought it strange they would have talked about Nicolai to a six-year-old, but then again, he needed to be kept safe. The easiest way to do that was to see that he was never alone with his uncle.

      Alex smiled and ruffled his brother’s hair. “I knew I could count on you.” He turned his gaze toward his mother. “Where are the girls?”

      “They are at their karate lessons.”

      Michele smiled and touched Alex’s shoulder. “You didn’t tell me your sisters were into karate.”

      “It must have slipped my mind.”

      “Well, you have had a lot on your mind recently.”

      “But I should have said something when we were talking about our families.”

      “We’ll talk later.”

      Reina waved her arm toward a sitting area on one end of the room. “Please have a seat. I’ll ring for some refreshments. Did you eat?”

      “No, we had some snacks on the plane, but I was not a suitable host,” said Alex.

      Michele couldn’t stop admiring the room. They decorated it in soft beiges and creams with splashes of aqua in the window sheers, the throw pillows on the sofas, and the coasters on the coffee table.

      The sitting area comprised two cream-colored sofas with a coffee table between them and a matching chair on one end to make a horseshoe.

      Reina sat on one sofa.

      Alex sat next to Michele on the other one.

      “Gregory,” said Reina. “Why don’t you show Erin your playroom?”

      The boy looked up from where they were playing. “Yes, Mama.” He took Erin by the hand and disappeared through a door on the side of the room.

      “Are they safe?” Michele wrung her hands.

      “Yes.” Alex placed one of his hands on top of hers to stop their movement. “The room has only the one door. They will be fine.”

      She sagged. “Thank you. I feel much better now.”

      Alex squeezed her hands. “I will keep you and Erin safe.”

      “Also…” Reina’s mouth was in a flat line. “Nicolai is not here. He is nothing like Gregor. Never was. Even though they looked alike, I always knew that he was not Gregor.”

      Michele looked up at Alex. “I wish I could have met your father.”

      “He was a great man. His people and his family both loved him, except for Nicolai,” said Reina.

      The hand Michele held started to turn into a fist. She tightened her hold.

      He relaxed his hand.

      Reina looked at Alex, and her expression softened. “In a way, you have met him. My Alex is the best of his father, and the fact that he looks almost exactly like him means you have the best of my Gregor in his son.”

      Michele gazed up at Alex.

      He squeezed her hand lightly and then brought it to his lips and kissed the back, before lowering their clasped hands to her lap.

      “I see you’re wearing Mother’s ring. I wondered who Alex would deem worthy enough for it. You must have impressed him very much.”

      “She has, Mother. She’s the most remarkable woman I’ve ever known, and I care for her and her daughter more than anyone.”

      Reina glanced from Alex to Michele and smiled. “I’m very glad he found you.”

      Michele’s eyes were suddenly heavy with tears, but she blinked them away.

      The queen narrowed her eyes just a smidge and then widened them and gave a very slight nod.

      She can tell. She knows I love her son and don’t know if he loves me. But I can’t stand the thought of him marrying anyone else. Will she tell him not to marry me?

      This was so far removed from the Alex she knew. The one who wore cowboy boots and a hat. The one who raised horses and helped her muck out stalls sometimes. Was the other man just him playacting? Was this the real Alex? Or were they both Alex? Was he much more complex than she’d given him credit for?

      She looked over at Alex and saw a serious look she’d never seen. His brows were furrowed, but his eyes were sad with the sheen of unshed tears. Tears she knew he would not shed. His mouth, instead of forming the smile she was so used to seeing, was down-turned. His jaw was clenched, and she knew he was doing his best to keep his temper.

      “Alex, why don’t you take me for a walk and show me the palace?”

      “I can’t. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      His barely capped anger was showing.

      “The children are safe and I need a walk.”

      He stared at her.

      His eyebrows slashed up in the middle and his eyes widened before narrowing. “Michele—”

       “I think your fiancée has an excellent idea.” Reina spoke up. “Who can keep her safer than you?”

      He sighed; his shoulders slumped. “You are both correct. Forgive me for my fit of pique.” He stood.

      Michele also stood and put an arm around his at the elbow. “Shall we?”

      Outside the door to Reina’s suite, Sergei joined them but followed at a discreet distance to give them privacy.

      “Tell me about your father while we walk.”

      He placed his other hand over hers. He took a deep breath. “You, my darling, are a smart woman. I am so angry I see red, and not just at Nicolai for what he has done, but with my father for going hunting with him. He knew Nicolai was evil and wanted his throne…yet he went with him without enough guards. Did he want to die?”

      “Perhaps you should talk to your father’s doctor. Maybe your father had reason to want to end his life now, as difficult as that is for us to understand.”

      She walked at an easy pace. Giving him plenty of time to talk, to work out some answers in his mind, devoid of the anger, but logical.

      “Is it possible he was sick and my mother did not know it?”

      “It’s possible. My grandfather walked out of the house in his underwear in the middle of a blizzard and froze to death. It devastated my grandmother, of course, then we found out he had cancer and would have died within the year. He didn’t want to waste away and have my grandmother become his caregiver, so he ended his life while he still could.”

      “I must talk to Doctor Samirov. He is the palace physician. He would know.” Alex stopped and wrapped her in his arms. “Thank you for making me calm down and think about things rationally.”

      “I knew I needed to do something.”

      “And you did so perfectly. Thank you, my darling.” He brought her free hand to his lips and kissed the top. “Already, I find myself unable to do without you.”

      Michele’s cheeks heated, even though she knew he was just flattering her and could do very well without her.

      “Come, I will show you your rooms. They are near mine.”

      They walked for quite a long way. Michele wasn’t sure she could find her way back without Alex. And she was too far from Erin. “You’ll have to give me crumbs so I can find my way back to your mother’s sitting room. I don’t like being so far away from Erin.”

      He patted her hand. “She is safe, I assure you. Safer than any place in the palace. Not only does my mother have her guards, but she can be formidable in her own right. As to needing crumbs, you will figure it out soon enough. As the wall color changes, so does the occupier of the suites. My color is blue. Mother’s, if you noticed, is cream. We also passed yellow; those are Catherine’s suites. In the other direction, are Tivia’s dark-pink suites and Gina’s, which are green. Gregory is still in mother’s suites.”

      “I’ll try to remember.”

      “You will. Later, I have a surprise for you, but for now, I want you to see your set of rooms.” He stopped at a set of double doors and opened one side. He held the door open.

      Michele walked into an enormous sitting room with sofas and chairs similar to Reina’s. Low coffee tables with a glass tops sat in front of the comfy-looking sofas. Two overstuffed chairs sat facing each sofa at an angle to make a conversation area. A buffet with a silver tea service on top was against one wall.

      “Come look at the bedroom.”

      Alex let go of her arm but clasped her hand instead. He walked to one end of the room and opened the door. Inside the light blue room was a king-sized four-poster bed. The bedspread was dark blue and opulent, made with velvet in a delicate shell pattern with satin trim on the top and bottom. She would bet the sheets and pillowcases were silk.

      “Oh, my gosh.”

      Alex reached over and, with a knuckle, lifted her chin to close her mouth. “You are going to catch flies with this open.”

      She chuckled. “This is just so much more than I expected, though I didn’t really have any idea about what to expect.”

      “You will get used to it.”

      She frowned. “Will I? I’d hoped, when I saw the palace, that you had a smaller house somewhere on the grounds. Where we could live and not in such grand style, but more normally.”

      He pulled her in close.

      Michele let him; afraid she knew what he would say.

      “I have a house on the property, but until this problem with my uncle is resolved, I need you and Erin to stay here and be safe. Don’t wander to any other floor. The third floor, where we are, holds only living areas and is very well guarded. It is the safest place for you and Erin. After all this has passed, we’ll move to my private residence.”

      She threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you. I was so afraid you were going to say we had to live at the palace.”

      “I fully intend to divide my time between Montana and Batrovia. I’m not giving up on my breeding program.”

      She wiggled against him. “This just keeps getting better and better. Now, though, you said you had a surprise for me.”

      “I do. Come with me.” He kissed her gently and then took her by the hand.

      He took her to an elevator about thirty feet from her suite and pressed the button for the first floor.

      Sergei was with them, but he stayed quiet and almost out of mind, except for instances like when he exited the elevator first and, after making a scan of the area, determined it was safe and nodded to Alex. Then he melted into the background again.

      Alex pulled her along a corridor to the outside.

      There, she saw a large building she recognized as an arena—a horse arena.

      She stopped and stared; her eyes were wide. “You have horses here? Where? Do you have a Western saddle? Do you have an animal that Erin can ride?”

      He laughed. “Yes, I have horses here. On the other side of the arena. Yes, I have Western gear, including a saddle and yes, there are two horses that are suitable for Erin. Gregory rides them although, Erin is the better rider. If you can help Gregory, I would appreciate it. You are an excellent teacher infinitely better than I. I was going to hire a tutor, but if you wouldn’t mind…”

      “Of course not. I will continue with Erin’s lessons, and I can’t think of any reason that Gregory can’t take lessons at the same time.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and kissed him. She wanted to taste him but pulled back because Sergei was there, and she didn’t want the kiss to become too carnal.

      Alex looked down at her, his eyes sparkling.

      “We’ll have to marry soon. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to resist seducing you. I want to make love to you more than anything.”

      Her body felt electrified, and she laced her fingers with his. “I would like that, too.”

      They started walking again. “Then we are getting married as soon as Mother can arrange it. I believe it will help her come to grips with Father’s death if she has something good to keep her occupied.”

      “I believe it will help some, but it won’t help her at night when he’s not there to hold her. I’m not counting Nicolai as her husband. Or the times she’s alone with only her thoughts for company. She needs time to grieve. I don’t want to belittle her need to do so. You must grieve as well. I know that right now the demand for vengeance fuels you, but when that is gone, you will still have to grieve. All of you require that, from the youngest, who probably doesn’t really understand, to your mother…the oldest. I want to help you with that, in whatever way I can.”

      “Mother is not the oldest. My grandmother, my father’s mother, is still alive. I need to go see her. She is pretty spry for an eighty-five-year-old.”

      “Why didn’t I meet her today?”

      “For the same reason you did not meet my sisters today. They were otherwise occupied, but you will meet everyone at breakfast tomorrow.”

      This is moving so fast. I feel like I’m on a runaway train. I need to slow down. I’ll ask Alex if we can go riding tomorrow. If he can’t go, perhaps Sergei can take me. I’ve got to get away from here for a while before I go insane.
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      Alex’s set of rooms were right next door to the suite he’d given her and Erin. Michele lay in bed with Erin, waiting to make sure she was asleep.

      Erin had her own bedroom, but didn’t want to sleep there and slept with Michele.

      She’d gone to bed with her and when she was sure her daughter was fast asleep, Michele rose, grabbed her robe and went out to the sitting room to be with Alex.

      “What are your plans for tomorrow?” Alex sat next to the armrest on the sofa.

      She sat cuddled into his side, with his arm around her shoulders, holding her close. “I was hoping we could go riding. I miss it, and so does Erin. We haven’t missed a full day of riding in years. Can you take us? Please?”

      “Unfortunately, my darling, I cannot. I have meetings tomorrow concerning Father’s funeral. Heads of state from all over the world will come to pay their respects.”

      “I can’t imagine having to deal with all of them or of all you have to do. Where will they be coming from? You said all over the world, but where exactly?”

      “Yes, all of Europe, Japan, the United States, Canada and many more that I cannot even think of right now. The logistics of keeping all the countries from sitting with their political foes takes a long time.”

      “I guess I hadn’t realized all that you have to do. I’ll wait until you can go with us. Do you need an executive assistant to help you? I’m not bad at it. I was an office assistant in my younger years.”

      “I already have an assistant, my darling. You should probably spend the day with my mother. She has much to teach you if you let her. And maybe this evening, we’ll take a ride.”

      She climbed onto his lap, her knees on either side of his waist, and peppered tiny kisses all over his face between each of her words. “Thank. You. Thank. You. Thank. You.”

      Alex laughed and pulled her close. “This is the way to kiss.” He pressed his lips to hers with the utmost care and caressed her before asking for entrance.

      She granted it immediately. Michele held his head to hers and then ran her fingers through his dark hair. She tasted him, dueled with him, and loved him as much as she could with just her mouth. She wanted so much to make love with him, but she, too, wanted to wait until they were married first.

      She hadn’t with Ed, and not waiting was a mistake. She’d become pregnant with Erin and gotten married because of the pregnancy. Not that she regretted having Erin, she didn’t. Not for a minute. But she regretted giving in to Ed’s pleas to marry after he found out. That was her big mistake. Am I afraid I’m making a mistake again? But I love Alex. I’d do anything for him, and I know he cares for me and adores Erin. And she loves him. I’ve never seen her this open with a man like she is with Alex. And me? He makes me feel important. And whether he says it or not, I actually feel loved. If I feel like this now, how will I feel after we make love? Still, can I go into a marriage without knowing? You’d better figure this out, Michele…before you walk down that aisle.
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      Two days later

       

      A knock sounded on the door to her suite. She opened it and a woman stood with a silver tray.

      “For you, my Lady.”

      Michele took the note off the tray. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, my Lady.” The woman bowed her head. “I await your answer,” said the servant.

      Sergei stood vigilantly outside her suite.

      Michele opened the note.

      Michele,

       I would be grateful if you would join me for tea this afternoon at two o’clock.

      Reina

      “Please tell Her Majesty that I would be delighted to join her.”

      “Thank you, miss.” The woman bowed her head again and headed down the hall toward Reina’s rooms.

      Michele looked at her special guard. “Sergei, I ’ve been invited to join the Queen Mother for tea at two. Will you stay with Erin while I am gone?”

      “Yes, Miss Williams, it would be my pleasure, in addition to being my duty.”

      “Thank you. I don’t remember where her suite is, anyway.” She gave an embarrassed laugh.

      Sergei chuckled. “You will soon be used to navigating these halls.” He turned to his left and pointed down the hall. “Keep walking until you see the cream-colored walls. Then you will see the door to her suite.”

      “Thank you. I hope so.” She shut the door and went inside to peruse her clothing choices.

      Michele dressed in a nice pair of gray slacks and a silky light-blue blouse. This was the first time she’d met with Reina without Alex being there.

      She knocked on the door to Reina’s suite.

      The queen mother swung the door open. “Ah, Michele, come in. Come in.” She waved her arm into the room.

      “Thank you for having me, your Majesty.”

      “None of that. I’m Reina. You are about to be my daughter-in-law and you will be a majesty yourself.”

      Michele’s stomach churned, and she groaned. Majesty? Do I want to be a…majesty?

      Reina laughed softly. “Come now, child. It is not that bad…or is it?” She lifted a brow. “Talk to me, my dear.” She led the way to the sitting area. Tea was already set up on the coffee table. “I know how you Americans are about your coffee, so I have that as well.”

      “Oh, no.” Michele waved a hand in front of her and shook her head. “Tea would be lovely. I often prefer it. Coffee can upset my stomach.”

      Reina poured them both a cup of tea from a beautiful porcelain teapot. It was white with a design of red roses and green vines with a couple of butterflies thrown in.

      Is the teapot an heirloom? It looks ancient and precious. China teapots are not cheap, even new ones, and that one is definitely not new.

      “Sugar?”

      “Yes, thank you. One teaspoon, please.”

      “I have cubes, dear.”

      “Oh, then two cubes, please.”

      Reina placed the cubes in Michele’s teacup and handed it to her. “I called you here today for several reasons. First, I would like for us to get to know each other better. Second, we need to order you some gowns and I have my dressmaker coming in an hour to get your measurements. You will need gowns for balls, dinners and, of course, your wedding. You also need day dresses for luncheons and an appropriate dress for the king’s funeral.” Reina stopped and closed her eyes for a moment.

      When she opened them, they sparkled with a sheen of tears. She gave a shy smile. “Gregor and I were married for almost thirty-one years. I fell in love with him after our first date. He was so different from Nicolai, even though they were twins. He said they used to pull pranks on their teachers and switch places, but I could always tell them apart. It infuriated Nicolai, who tried to fool me on more than one occasion.”

      Michele remembered the Carson twins when she was growing up. I used to babysit them when they were toddlers. Rachel Carson was the sweetest little thing, but Amanda was a holy terror. I was sure she’d devote herself to a life of crime. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Amanda married a reverend and became a Sunday school teacher. Rachel fell in with a motorcycle gang and was arrested for solicitation. “You would have thought he would learn the first time. I guess he’s a slow learner.”

      “Yes, he is, and he doesn’t take no for an answer. Do not find yourself alone with him. He is not to be trusted.”

      She was hesitant to bring up the murder, but she had to understand and right now, she didn’t. “Isn’t there some way for him to be arrested for the king’s murder?”

      Reina crumpled her napkin in her lap. “No, he covered his tracks very well. We have found the men who actually did the deed…dead and dead men do not speak.”

      Michele closed her eyes and huffed out a breath. “He’s slippery as an eel, but Alex will exact revenge for his father. One way or another.”

      “Alex must be very cautious. His people loved Gregor and will look for justice, not vengeance. On the topic of my son...you worry about your marriage, do you not?”

      Michele took a deep breath and looked down at her lap. “I do. I love Alex. I know this beyond a doubt.” She looked up at Reina. “I don’t know how it happened so fast, but it has, and I don’t know what to do. I said yes to him, thinking I could live in a one-sided marriage of love, but I don’t know if I can. He keeps saying he cares for me, but not that he loves me.” She closed her eyes and put her face in her hands before the tears fell.

      Michele felt the sofa dip and Reina’s arm come around her shoulders.

      “My dear, he loves you. He has never brought another woman here, much less asked her to marry him. You are his first and only love. Trust me on this. He is just like his father. I think Gregor and I had been married for a year before he told me he loved me.”

      “A year!” Michele sniffled and swiped at her tears with her tea napkin.

      Reina squeezed her shoulders. “Yes, but I loved him. I could not see myself with anyone else. No other man in this world could come close to Gregor. Can you see yourself with another man? Any other man?”

      Michele shook her head. “I can’t. I’ve tried, but as you said about Gregor, no one comes close. When I see myself in the future, it’s always with Alex.”

      “Take my word for it. He loves you and he will tell you, eventually. He might be waiting for you to tell him.”

      Michele’s eyes widened, and her eyebrows raised. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You really love him, correct? And you want to spend your life with him? Yes? What about Erin? How does she feel about Alex?”

      A warm feeling filled her when she thought of the day Alex showed up to take them on the plane. How Erin had thrown herself into Alex’s arms, absolutely certain he would catch her. “She adores him. He’s the only man I can say for certain she loves.”

      Reina smiled, her face glowing. “I’m so glad. I’ve known him to get along with Gregory, but that is his little brother and quite different than a child of his own would be.”

      Michele shook her head and waved her hand in front of her at the same time. “Erin is not his child.”

      The queen mother leaned back and lowered her chin. “I beg to differ. He has already accepted her and fallen in love with her as his daughter. Do you think he could love her and not you, or you and not her? My son is not capable of that. He loves with his whole heart for that person. It sounds strange, but he, like all of us, has many hearts when it comes to love. You can love Erin with all your heart and feel the same way about Alex. But they are different hearts.” She leaned forward. “Do you understand?”

      Michele thought for a moment, her brows furrowed, and then she suddenly understood. “Yes, I do. Your description is correct. We have many hearts. A different heart for every person we care about, whether it’s a little or a lot. I’d never thought about it that way.”

      Reina took Michele’s hand and squeezed it. “It was something my mother told me, and when she’d finished…everything became clear.”

      A light went off in Michele’s brain. That makes sense. I love my parents completely, as I do my siblings. I love Alex more than anyone, except Erin, who l love with my whole heart, but I love Alex with my whole heart, too. But differently…with a different heart! “Thank you, Reina. Thank you so much. I do love Alex completely, but I also love Erin completely. Your explanation helps me immensely.”

      She smiled. “Good. Now, what would you like your wedding to look like? Do you want lots of flowers? Bows? Candles?” She took a sip of her tea.

      Thinking about the wedding made her stomach jump and turn. She thought she’d burst with happiness. “I’d like as small a ceremony as possible, but I know with Alex being King of Batrovia, that’s not likely. But can we keep it to only the people we absolutely have to invite, besides family? Except Nicolai, of course.”

      Reina’s entire face tightened. Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth formed a snarl. “I will not have him anywhere near my children.”

      “Nor I mine.” Michele fisted her hands. “He’s a dangerous man, lack of evidence notwithstanding. We both know he’s responsible for your husband’s murder. Alex believes it implicitly, and I trust Alex.”

      The queen’s expression eased, and her shoulders slumped. Tears formed in her eyes.

      Michele sat next to the queen, who was now just a wife who’d lost her husband. “Is it okay if I touch you? I know there is some sort of protocol about touching royals.”

      “I don’t hold with that old-fashioned idea. I would be grateful for a hug from you.”

      She put an arm around Reina’s shoulders and squeezed. “It’s all right. You don’t have to put on a mask for me. You are allowed to grieve.”

      Reina turned toward Michele and wrapped her arms around her. “I miss him. He was more than just my husband and my mate. He was also my best friend.”

      “I know. I understand.”

      The bereaved woman cried a little longer and then sat straight again. “I mustn’t be crying when the dressmaker comes, which should be at any moment. Madame Lucille is always on time.”

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “I’ll get it. You sit here for a moment longer.” Michele stood and crossed to the door, expecting to see the dressmaker. “Oh! Alex. I didn’t know you were coming here.”

      He strode inside, his brows slashes above his cold emerald eyes. “Why would you let Erin go riding without you?”

      Michele’s heart pounded and her stomach roiled. “What are you talking about? Where is my daughter?”

      Suddenly, his expression softened, and his eyes widened. “You did not give permission for Sergei to take Erin riding this afternoon?”

      “No. Never. She will go with me or not at all. Sergei knows this. He—I left Erin with him to come here. He’s the head of your security. He’s supposed to be the best.” Michele tore past him and sprinted down the hall toward her rooms. She had to see for herself that Erin was gone.

      Alex was on her heels. “Michele! Wait!”

      She didn’t slow. She threw open the door. “Erin! Erin!”

      “Michele.” Alex grabbed her by both arms. “My darling, she’s not here. Nor is Sergei. He left a note that he was taking Erin riding.”

      She gasped. “Sergei kidnapped her.”

      “I trust Sergei. There is another explanation. I will find her. Please trust me.”

      Her throat ached and her eyes burned. Michele turned to him. “I have trusted you, and look what happened. As soon as you get Erin back, we’re going home. Batrovia is too dangerous to raise my daughter.”

      From the look on his face, she might as well have slapped him, but she didn’t care. Erin was his responsibility—as well as hers. She sat on the couch and cried.

      Alex sat beside her and gathered her in his arms. “It’s all right, sweetheart. I’ll find her. I will leave no stone unturned until I do.”

      Someone knocked on the open door. “Sire, a missive has come for you.”

      Alex held out his hand, palm up. He never released Michele.

      The servant entered, placed the envelope in Alex’s hand and then bowed and left.

      Alex finally released her and opened the envelope.

      If you wish to see the American child alive again, you will come to the stone house at the center of the hunting woods. You know the place; you used to play there. If you come, I will tell you the truth. You can have your satisfaction.

      Come with the child’s mother so they can leave together. You will remain. Be there at seven o’clock tonight. ~~ Nicolai

      Alex crumpled the paper in his hand. “Damn him to hell. I don’t want you to go.”

      Michele looked up at him. “You can’t stop me. She’s my child and I will see her safe. Will he be alone? Will he check us for weapons? I’m capable with many weapons and deadly with some. I learned after I left Ed and he began stalking me. He took me by surprise the other night. Nicolai won’t, and he won’t be expecting me.”

      Alex raised one eyebrow. “Am I marrying Wonder Woman?”

      “Nearly.” She smiled, but it was only a movement of her lips. She wasn’t lying. With a pistol and a blade, she was deadly. She could hide the knives in her riding boots. Maybe they wouldn’t check her there. She wouldn’t wear her pants over them so they could see she had no weapon. A pat down would be different. She would have to try to take down the guard and still throw. It would be dicey and it would depend on where Erin was in the room.

      “Then let’s go, Miss Prince.”

      Now she laughed. “I’m surprised you know the story of Wonder Woman.”

      “Why would I not after two major motion pictures, seen globally? And the old television show was one of the few things I could watch when I moved to Montana and had no cable. Nothing but local programming.” He took her in his arms and kissed her quickly. “You better change your clothes. The stone house is a two-hour ride. I don’t know if Sergei is in on it or was duped. Either way, do not look to him for help.”

      “I won’t. Sergei and I will have words when this is over. I can’t imagine what Erin is going through. If Nicolai’s hurt her—” her voice broke. She clenched her jaw and closed her eyes for a moment. Oh, God, what will I do?
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      Michele dressed in her riding clothes—jeans, tucked into her cowboy boots and a western plaid shirt with a plain leather coat, worn until it was almost as soft as suede, but many times stronger. Strong enough to protect from barbed wire fences and a swipe by a bull’s horn in greeting, not anger.

      She put her hair into a high ponytail and wore her leather gloves.

      Alex was at her door ten minutes after he dropped her off.

      Michele was ready. “Let’s go get my daughter.”

      They hurried down to the stables.

      Alex’s stable was huge. He had enough room for twenty animals. Two horses were saddled and ready to go. They stood in the middle of the stable. He walked up to a big black with four white socks. “This is Satan and believe me, he is Hell to ride. I’ve given you my second best horse. You can handle him, and we need his speed and endurance for the two-hour ride there and another two hours back.”

      She walked up to the gray stallion. He was a beauty with sleek lines and four black socks. “Great. I don’t want to be put on a mare gentle enough for anyone to ride.” She mounted and watched him mount.

      Alex checked his saddle and then mounted. “Knowing you as I do, I would never put you on such a horse.”

      “What’s this horse’s name?” She reached down and patted the horse’s neck.

      “He is Griffin. I guarantee you will like him.”

      “You’re a good boy, aren’t you, Griffin?” She patted him again and then sat straight again. “What will happen when we reach the stone house? Will Nicolai keep his word? Will he harm Erin to hurt you? If he’s hurt her…he’s a dead man.” No laughter colored her voice. She was deadly serious.

      Alex nodded. “I know he is. You are my Valkyrie.”

      She smiled. “Nope, I’m Wonder Woman, remember? Let’s go.”

      He chuckled, then led the way out of the stables, galloping over the meadows to the woods in the distance.

      The hunting woods, as they were called because Gregor liked to hunt there, were twenty minutes from the palace. They spent the rest of the time following a path to the stone house.

      They slowed and walked the horses into the forest. The trees were thick. Beech, maple, oak and various conifers surrounded them. The trail was not a road by any stretch of the imagination. Having been made by the horses, or deer, going back and forth was all there was. It was wide enough for two horses, so they rode side-by-side and talked. “You came out here alone as a child?”

      “I was never alone. I always had guards. The most freedom I have ever had was being a cowboy in Montana.”

      “If Erin and I stay, will we ever go back there…to live?”

      He sighed, and his usually strong shoulders dipped. “I do not believe so. We will visit for months at a time, but not to live permanently. I have a kingdom to run. Mother will do it for a time, while I am in Montana under the pretense that my bride is homesick.”

      “It probably won’t be a pretense. I’m sure I will be homesick, but once the horses are here, I’ll be fine. They’re like family to me.”

      “I know. As King Gregor is to me.”

      Her stomach knotted as she thought of her precious daughter in that monster’s hands. “He won’t hurt her, will he? I know he’s an evil man.”

      “He will not hurt Erin. He needs her to get me. I am the one he wants. I believe Nicolai thinks by killing me, the rest of the family will be no problem, and he can be king, but he seems to have forgotten he will have to murder the rest of the family or more likely, he does not care. Mother did her best to make sure he would never be king. I am not completely sure what happened, but I can surmise it and if it is true, Mother is trying to make his life miserable. I would say she’s succeeding.”

      “Will he really let Erin and me go?”

      Alex watched the surrounding forest. “Yes, but he might have men he will send with you. Those men are just as dangerous as Nicolai, perhaps more so, because they have nothing to lose. Whereas Nicolai has everything to lose.”

      “What about Erin? Will his cohorts hurt her?”

      “No. I do not believe so. Nicolai won’t want them to hurt her because he wants to trade her for me.”

      She nodded. “I’m glad I’m armed. I want to know what happened to Sergei. He was guarding Erin. Did he throw in with Nicolai?”

      Wrinkles formed between his eyebrows, and he narrowed his eyes. “I cannot believe that. He has been the head of my security, and my friend, for many years. I simply do not believe he has turned to Nicolai.”

      Frustration laced her words, and they came out harsher than she meant. “Then where is he? How did Nicolai get my daughter?”

      Alex shook his head. “I do not know, but we will have answers before you leave the cottage.”

      They quieted as a house came into view.

      Michele’s eyes widened. This was what he called a cottage? The two-story house before her was made of large, round stones that looked like river rock and were cemented together on all two stories. She’d never seen a home like it. She’d seen them with maybe half of the first story, and on rare occasions the entire first floor, but both stories of a home in river rock. Never.

      The roof was red clay shingles, and a chimney jutted up, also made from the river rock.

      “This is magnificent. It would be an amazing home back in Montana. This was your playhouse?”

      “I guess you could say that. I would come here on my horse and hunt for rabbits. Then the servants would prepare them for dinner, and I would go home the next day.”

      She pointed at the structure. “That’s not a playhouse. It’s a hunting lodge.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever. Right now, it is a jail and its precious prisoner is Erin.”

      “Do we just go inside?” She turned toward Alex. “What if you’re wrong? What if he’s hurt her?”

      “Michele, my darling, I’m not wrong. I know you’re scared and worried, but trust me.”

      She looked at him, wanting to scream that he didn’t understand. He wasn’t a parent, but she knew he loved Erin. “How can I trust you when a maniac has my baby?”

      “I understand you are distraught, but please trust me one more time. I am sure someone will be out to greet us. Perhaps even Nicolai himself.”

      They rode forward across a clearing the house sat in the middle of. As they approached the hitching rail out front, the door opened. A man strode forward.

      Sergei.

      “I guess you were wrong about him. He went to Nicolai’s side.”

      Alex sighed. “It looks like I was.”

      They dismounted, tied their horses to the hitching rail and walked forward to greet Sergei.

      As soon as Michele was close enough, she connected a right hook to his jaw. “How could you? How could you trade my daughter for money?”

      Sergei braced himself and rubbed his jaw. “Would you like to do it again?”

      Her hand hurt like crazy, and she wondered for a moment if she’d broken a finger. “It’s not as satisfying if it’s not a surprise.”

      “Well, that was definitely a surprise. Miss Williams, remember, things are not always as they appear.”

      She rubbed her fist as the knots in her stomach grew. She needed to find Erin. “It seems pretty obvious to me. Now, where’s my daughter?”

      Sergei lifted his chin, then bowed it toward Alex. “Follow me, please, Your Highness. Miss Williams.” He led them inside the house and closed the door behind them. “Duke Nicolai will see you shortly, along with the little miss.”

      Nicolai came from a hall that Michele would have guessed led to the kitchen. If he was the twin of Gregor, she knew now what Alex would look like in thirty years. His hair was black with a little silver at the sides. He wore a goatee, and it was as black as his hair. He was almost as tall as Alex, but not as well built. Where Alex had muscles from working, Nicolai was just thin.

      “The little witch kicked me in my privates and then ran off. She’s here somewhere. Find her. You two come with me.”

      Michele’s pulse raced, and her breathing came in quick breaths. “He’s lost my daughter. The man needs to die.”

      Alex had to hold Michele back.

      Nicolai stopped and placed his hands on his hips. “My men will find her. She’ll have to come out, eventually.”

      Michele mimicked his posture. “Seems to me she’s more likely to come to me without you here.”  She suddenly bent, took the knife from her right boot, palmed it and threw it, pinning Nicolai by his jacket, to the wall he stood in front of.

      “The next one is in your heart if you so much as flinch.” She pulled the knife from her left boot.

      “Michele.” Alex put an arm on her shoulder. “I will take it from here.” He went to Nicolai and pulled the knife from the wall. “You are a very lucky man. She could have killed you quite easily, and I wouldn’t have said a thing if she had. You deserve it. With our country’s court system, you will only get life in prison, but that is guaranteed with the kidnapping note.” Alex took off Nicolai’s tie. “Put your hands behind your back before I let her have that second throw.”

      Nicolai stared at Michele. “So you are the one he is going to marry. You are nothing but a weak-willed woman.”

      “Turn around.” Alex pushed Nicolai, so he turned his back to Alex and put his hands behind him, crossed at the wrist.

      Alex bound them with the tie so he could not move them.

      Pulling on the tie, Nicolai complained, “You have tied it too tight.”

      Suddenly, the door under the stairs burst open, and Erin ran out…straight to Sergei.

      “Sergei. I kicked him just like you taught me, and then I ran. He scared me.”

      He picked up Erin and held her close. “It is all right, little one. You are safe. We both are.”

      Michele’s heart nearly burst with happiness at seeing her precious daughter safe and unharmed. Then her mouth fell open. “You were…pretending?”

      “Yes.” He hugged Erin close as he held her. “Doing so was the only way I could assure her safety. The duke was so happy to have someone in the king’s guard, he didn’t even question it when I pledged my allegiance.”

      Alex laughed. “He would not have. Nicolai was too sure of his own self-worth.”

      “Do not talk about me as though I am not here,” Nicolai whined, like a child.

      Michele turned to him. “I’m doing my best to pretend you’re not here; otherwise, I might not control myself.” She turned and moved toward Erin and Sergei.

      No one else acknowledged him.

      He resumed his silence.

      Erin kissed Sergei on the cheek. “I want my mommy now.”

      “Of course.” Sergei set her on the floor.

      She ran to her mother.

      Michele picked her up and squeezed her, crying all the while. Having her daughter in her arms felt so good. She’d been so afraid, and now she didn’t think she’d ever let her go.

      “Mommy, you’re holding me too tight.”

      She loosened her hold. “Sorry, baby. I’m just so glad to have you in my arms again. I was so scared.”

      “I was scared, too, until Sergei told the bad man he would come with us. The bad man was happy then.”

      Michele looked over at Sergei. “I’m so sorry I hit you. Thank you for taking care of my baby.”

      He rubbed his jaw. “You have quite the right hook, Miss Williams. Very good indeed.”

      Michele laughed.

      So did Sergei. He came over, took her free hand and brought it to his lips. “I will always look after the welfare of Erin. She is my primary concern, per instructions from my king and my preference.”

      Michele turned to Alex. “You told Sergei to watch out for Erin?”

      He shrugged. “You were my concern. She was his. Splitting one’s focus between two people is difficult, and neither person is well looked after. This solved that problem.”

      “You might have let me know that. Did you know he was pretending to be Nicolai’s man?”

      “Yes, but I could not do or say anything that would jeopardize Erin. I did not know she was so resourceful.” He chuckled. “Kicked him. Good for her.” He looked at Sergei. “Will you get yours and Nicolai’s horses? We’ll meet you around front.”

      “Certainly.” Sergei bowed and left the room.

      “Let’s go.” Alex pushed Nicolai toward the door. “You first, just in case you have a surprise planned.”

      Michele opened the front door and held it for Nicolai and Alex. Then she followed them through, holding Erin.

      They walked to the horses.

      Michele mounted, then leaned down, picked Erin up and sat her on her lap.

      Erin wiggled and adjusted to the saddle, then placed her hands around the pommel.

      Sergei came around the house riding a large gray horse that could have been the brother of the one Michele rode. He led a black horse with two white socks and a white blaze. He slid from his saddle and walked over to where Alex and Nicolai stood.

      “I can’t mount while tied like this.” Nicolai angled his head toward his back.

      “Sergei and I will help you. Michele will keep her knife aimed at you, so don’t try anything. She would love to have another reason to kill you.”

      Even though Michele was mounted, holding her knife in her hand, Nicolai looked down his nose at her. “She’s nothing but a common royalty chaser. All she wants is you to give her a crown.” Then he threw himself to the ground, spooking Michele’s horse, making it rear.

      She quickly sheathed her knife in her boot while holding the reins with the same hand as the arm she had banded around Erin’s middle. Then, when both hands were free, she locked on to Erin with both arms while the horse came down and took off. He didn’t go far before Michele had him under control again and rode back to the house.

      “That was a cheap shot, Nicolai.”

      He’d stood and was dusting himself off.

      “A less-experienced rider could have been hurt, but that was your intent, wasn’t it?” Michele rode close to him and kicked him to the ground with her boot. “That’s for endangering my daughter for a second time.” She rode forward, letting the horse step over him. “You’re lucky this horse is so well trained. Otherwise, you could risk being stomped on.”

      Nicolai laid in the dirt. His once impeccable clothes were dirty, as were his face and hair. “Are you going to let her treat me like this? I’m your uncle! I’m your father’s brother and he loved me.”

      Michele watched as the rage overcame Alex.

      He jerked up Nicolai by the front of his shirt and hit him square in the nose.

      She heard the cartilage break and saw the blood spurt.

      “You dare to bring my father into this? The man who loved you and you killed—murdered in cold blood. You want me to let her treat you like the murderer you are? You must be insane. You threaten my mother with the deaths of all her children if she didn’t marry you, and you expect me to treat you with anything but hatred?”

      “Alex. Alex.” Michele’s voice was soothing and calm. “Put him on his horse and let’s go back to the palace. Sergei will help you get the…criminal…mounted.” I want to say so much worse, do so much worse, but I have Erin to think about.

      They put Nicolai on his horse.

      As they returned to the palace, the only sounds heard over the clop of the horses’ hooves were Erin’s questions and Michele’s answers.

      “Mommy, when are we going home?” Erin twisted in the saddle so she could see Michele.

      Silence.

      Finally, Michele looked down at her daughter. “I don’t know, sweet pea.”

      “I want to go home.”

      “I know. Let’s talk about this later. For now, let’s just be happy this episode is over, and we can go back to the palace.”

      “Okay.” Erin used her right index finger to scratch at the saddle. “Mommy, are you going to marry Alex? Will he be my new daddy?”

      Michele rubbed the ring with her left thumb. “Would you like for him to be your daddy?”

      Erin nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. He’s the nicest man, and he likes you and me. That Steve guy didn’t like me at all.”

      “Well, Mommy didn’t like that Steve guy at all.” He was such a jerk. I don’t like the idea that she knew he didn’t like her, but maybe it’s a good thing. I can’t protect her and promise her that everyone will like her.

      “Can Alex come home with us and live with us?”

      “I don’t know, sweet pea. Alex and Mommy have a lot of things to discuss.” Yeah, like, are we getting married at all? I can’t live here and he can’t live there. Where does that leave us?
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      Eventually, Erin ran out of questions, which was a good thing, because Michele was completely out of answers.

      She looked down at the beautiful ring that had been his grandmother’s. Was she worthy of wearing it? Had she ever been? She closed her eyes as sadness threatened to overwhelm her. Michele knew she couldn’t marry Alex. The Alex she fell in love with was not the King of Batrovia. He was Alex Fedorov, Montana rancher and cowboy.

      Tears filled her eyes, and she hated she was so emotional. Why couldn’t she look at this like a business decision? Why did it have to be so hard?

      They arrived back at the palace stables. Stable boys were there immediately to help them dismount and to take the horses to be cared for. She’d noticed how well Alex’s horses were kept. The animals were feisty with shiny coats. They held their heads high and were definitely well cared for.

      Michele walked hand in hand with Erin. She wasn’t ready to part with her little girl just yet. And it kept her hands from shaking. She would tell Alex she wanted to go home. She didn’t want to be the Queen of Batrovia. How will I tell him that? I love him, but I want to live in Montana? The palace intrigue is something that I don't want. I don’t want my baby girl to be subjected to the envy and jealousy of the other children. I want her to win her ribbons and, later, trophies. I want her to make friends and have a BFF. To go to slumber parties. To go to college. To be normal.

      They walked to their suite alone.

      Alex had to deal with Nicolai.

      Michele ran a bath for Erin. She wanted her to rid herself of Nicolai’s stench. Leaving the door open while her daughter bathed, Michele moved into the bedroom and packed.

      When Erin was dry, and in her pajamas, she walked to stand close to Michele. “Mommy, when are we going home?”

      “Soon, baby. Soon. I have to talk to Alex. Are you hungry? Did they feed you?”

      “Sergei brought me a sandwich and some milk. I’m not hungry.”

      “Okay, you get into bed and go to sleep while I go find Alex and Sergei. I’ll have Sergei come back here if he’s not already out there. Okay?”

      Erin yawned. “Okay.” She turned over on her side and was asleep almost immediately.

      “You’ve had a big day, sweet pea.” Michele leaned down and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “Sleep well, my little love.”

      Michele exited the bedroom, but left the door open. Then she left the suite.

      Sergei stood just outside their suite.

      “Sergei, thank you for protecting Erin. I can never show you my gratitude. And, again, I’m so sorry for hitting you. I don’t know what came over me. I’m not usually a violent person. I have skills, but I’ve never used them against another person before.”

      “What came over you was fear for your daughter. You were full of a mother’s vengeance. I understand completely and I would have done the same.”

      “I’m going to talk to Alex. I don’t expect to be gone long, but one never knows.”

      “Of course. I will be at my post.”

      “Thank you.” She walked down the hall to Alex’s suite. She worried the ring on her finger, turning it back and forth. As she walked around the corner toward his rooms, she came upon him headed toward her suite.

      “Michele, my darling. I was coming to see you.”

      “And I you. Can we go somewhere and talk?”

      He waved his arm toward his suite. “Of course. Come to my sitting room.”

      They walked to the sitting room in silence.

      Alex held the door for her, closed and locked it behind him. “I don’t want us to be disturbed.”

      “Thank you. I don’t want to say this more than once.”

      “Of course, but before you do, I need you to know something. I love you, Michele…you and Erin…with all my heart.” He took her hands in his and led her to one of the sofas where they sat. “What do you need to say?”

      Michele looked down at their clasped hands and then back up at him. “I love you, too. But I can’t live here. I don’t want to bring up Erin in a palace and today scared me. Will she always be a target? Will she be able to have friends, to go to slumber parties and have play dates?”

      He furrowed his brows. “No, I have to admit, most of those things will not be possible. I am sorry.”

      “I was afraid so. As much as I love you, I must put Erin and her needs first.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Alex, but…I…I…want to return home. Would you arrange for the plane to take us?”

      He squeezed her hands, his lips turned down, his eyebrows raised in the middle. He looked sad. “I do not want you to go…but I understand why you must. Today was unusual. This is not how life here is normally.”

      She pulled her hand back. “I’m sorry, Alex, more than you’ll ever know.” She pulled off his grandmother’s ring and gave it back to him. She felt like a part of her heart left with the ring.

      “I will give you whatever you wish, my love. When do you want to leave?”

      “As soon as possible. Erin can sleep on the plane. The day was very trying for her and I want her to be rested when we arrive home. And I don’t want to be driving from the airport in the dark.” Michele looked down and closed her eyes for a moment. Tears filled her eyes, and she was afraid to let them fall. Then she turned her gaze up toward Alex. “Kiss me, Alex. Kiss me and hold me until we have to leave.”

      “Of course. It will be reminiscent of our first date.” He angled his body toward her.

      She chuckled. “Yes, it will, without Ed to terrorize me.”

      “It seems there are people to fear wherever we live. Do I need to send Sergei home with you to protect you from Ed. The R.O. doesn’t seem to work very well.”

      Michele thought he would smile, but he was serious. “I don’t think that’s necessary, but thank you for the offer.”

      “I will miss you, but I cannot go with you.”

      She lifted a hand to his jaw. “I know. You have a country, a kingdom, to preside over. I’d never ask you to give that up.”

      He closed his eyes and leaned into her hand. “I love you.” He leaned over, took her in his arms, and kissed her deeply. Then he broke away, suddenly. “I will get the plane prepared. I am afraid I cannot stay with you now. I have much to do if you are to leave in a few hours.” He kissed her again and then was up and striding toward the door.

      Will I ever see him again after I go home? He’s right, there are bad people in Montana, too. Am I making a dreadful mistake?
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        * * *

      

      When the time came to leave, Sergei greeted them outside her suite and carried their luggage to the plane. The limousine was waiting for her and Erin when she emerged from the palace. She’d thought…hoped…Alex would be there to see her off. She guessed wrong.

      She was walking up the stairs to the plane when a car came barreling down the tarmac. She smiled. Alex.

      Indeed, it was Alex, and he’d almost missed them.

      “Michele, wait.” He ran to the stairs and took them two at a time until he reached her. “I want you to keep this.” He pulled his grandmother’s ring from his pocket and put it on the ring finger of her left hand.

      The ring looks so right. I missed its weight on my finger. “No, I can’t. What about when you find someone else to marry?”

      His eyebrows furrowed just a bit, and he gave her a small smile. “There can be no one else. I love you.” Then he kissed her.

      This kiss was gentle until it wasn’t. Until it was all-consuming.

      She thought she could lose herself in the kiss and wondered if that would be so bad. She pulled back, knowing if she let it go on, she’d change her mind. “I must go. I love you, too, Alex. Another time, another place I—”

      “No, my love. I understand. Our lives are too different now and the obligations we have are too great.”

      Michele nodded. “Yes, they are.” She reached up with a hand and cupped his jaw, then she turned and walked into the plane. Seeing Erin in a chair and buckled up already, she thought what a big girl her baby was…maybe…but no. She slowly shook her head. Buckling yourself into a seat is a long way from growing up the way she would in a palace. No, that is not the life she wanted for her daughter. Michele buckled into the seat across from Erin and looked out the window.

      She saw them pull the staircase away and Alex standing by the limo…watching. Michele finally let the tears fall.

      “Mommy, why are you crying?”

      “I’ll miss Alex, that’s all. But maybe he’ll come to visit someday. He still has his Arabian breeding ranch near us. When he comes there, maybe he’ll come see us.”

      “Will he bring Sergei?”

      “Maybe he will, sweet pea. Maybe he will.” She didn’t believe for a minute Alex would be back to Montana. He’d have his horses shipped. Well, at least King Gregor would be shipped to Batrovia with a couple of mares. That way, he could continue his breeding program. But Alex wouldn’t do that in person. He was much too important now to risk coming to the states, just to get a horse.

      The plane pulled away from the building and rolled faster and faster down the runway until it lifted off.

      Twelve or thirteen hours later, she lost track of the time, the plane touched down in Twin Bluffs.

      After the plane stopped completely, Joran came back to the cabin. “Alex arranged for a car to take you home. I am sorry, Miss Williams. And, for the record, I think you would have been a marvelous queen.”

      She sighed, even though what she really wanted to do was cry. But she had no more tears. Now that she was home, or almost home, she needed to get herself together.

      “Thank you, Joran, and thank you for the marvelous flight. Erin and I slept some in the bedroom. I appreciate you keeping the barrel rolls to a minimum.” She smiled.

      He chuckled. “You are a wonderful woman. I can see why Alex fell in love with you. I will bring your bags.”

      Erin had been a dream child on the way home. She slept for a lot of the flight, even though daylight streamed through the windows. Michele had laid down with her and found she slept as well. She’d needed it, having not been able to find any rest the night before. But now that she was awake, all the worries and memories came back to her, but no regrets. She did what she had to do for Erin, and she did not regret putting her daughter first.

      The car dropped them off at home, and she was never so glad to be somewhere in her life. Everything was so familiar, and yet it seemed like they’d been away forever, and yet it was only four days.

      The first thing Erin wanted was to go see Joker.

      Michele agreed. “What do you say we go for a ride? I bet Joker and Domino both need a good, hard ride to let off steam from being cooped up.”

      She bent her knees and jumped up. “Oh, yes, Mommy. I want to go.”

      “Then go put on your riding clothes, I’ll put on mine and we’ll be off.”

      “Yay!” Erin ran to her bedroom.

      Michele dragged the suitcases up the stairs. She deposited Erin’s in her room and went across the hall with hers. She lifted it onto the bed, opened it and looked for her boots, jeans and a plaid shirt. When she was dressed, she put on her gun belt and then walked across the hall. Erin was just putting on her boots and was dressed to match Michele, even down to the same shirt.

      Michele laughed. “Good job, sweetie. How did you know I was wearing this shirt?”

      Erin giggled. “I snuck up on you and saw.” She put a hand over her mouth and giggled again.

      Hugging her close, Michele started out the door. “Put on your helmet and let’s go get our babies. When we get back, I’ll fix us a nice lunch.”

      Erin grabbed her helmet off the bureau and put it on, clicking the chin strap.

      They hurried to the barn. The morning sunshine felt wonderful and the sounds in the barn of the horses’ whinnies, the cow mooing, cats meowing, all the sounds of home she took for granted. But not anymore. She was keeping close to home from now on.

      Joker whinnied.

      So did Domino.

      Michele walked over and petted Domino.

      The horse butted Michele’s hand with his head.

      Her heart felt a little lighter with Domino giving her love butts. “You want more, huh? Okay.” She rubbed him for a bit longer, then put his bridle on and saddled him.

      “You need help with that saddle, sweet pea?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Joker had leaned his head down for Erin to put on the bridle, but, unless he laid down, Erin couldn’t put on his saddle.

      Michele made quick work of saddling Joker. “Okay, we’re ready.” She lifted Erin into the saddle, and then they walked out of the barn. She closed the large doors before mounting.

      “Let’s go into the pasture where we can let loose.”

      Erin nodded fast. “I’m ready, Mommy.”

      Michele led the way. She dismounted and opened the gate to the pasture. Domino went through, followed by Erin on Joker. Michele closed the gate and then remounted. “Ready? Let’s go.”

      She kicked Domino lightly. “Come on, boy. Let’s go.”

      Domino took off until he was in a lope.

      Michele watched as Joker caught up with her.

      Her little girl was doing great. She was moving with Joker and ready to go to the next level. “Ready for a gallop?” Michele had to yell over the sound of the horses’ hooves hitting the hard dirt with sparse growth of brown June grass.

      “Yes. Yay!”

      Michele tapped Domino’s sides. “Yee-haw. Run, Domino, run.”

      The horse started galloping.

      Michele watched Erin.

      The little girl was doing great. She was hanging on and still moving with Joker.

      Suddenly Joker stopped dead.

      Erin screamed.

      She’d been thrown over his head, landing hard on the ground.

      Michele turned around and galloped back, sliding from the saddle as the horse stopped. She ran to her daughter. Oh, God, please let her be okay. Please.

      “Erin! Erin!” She saw the snake near her child and shot it before it could hurt anyone else.

      The child was on the ground not moving, eyes closed, but she was breathing. A gash in her helmet showed the equipment had probably saved her life. If not for that helmet, I could have lost my baby.

      Erin slowly opened her eyes. “Mommy. Joker threw me.”

      Michele knelt beside her. “I know. How are you feeling?”

      She closed her eyes. “I hurt.” She reached up and touched her helmet and the gash in it. “I guess the helmet helped me, huh?” 

      “Yes, it did. Where do you hurt? Does your neck hurt?”

      “My neck doesn’t hurt, my bottom does.” She rolled to her side and pushed herself up to her hands and knees, off her bottom.

      Michele smiled, glad only her bottom hurt. “How’s that feel, you being on your hands and knees?”

      “Fine.”

      “Okay. Let’s see if you can stand.” She helped her to her feet. “Very good. I want you to ride with me on the way home. Joker will follow.”

      “Okay.”

      They rode home and Michele immediately took Erin to the emergency room.

      The doctors did their tests and determined she might have a slight concussion, but the helmet protected her.

      The ER doctor advised Michele about the dosage of some over-the-counter pain medicine. “I don’t want to give her anything more potent for her pain. I want her to rest, but I want you to wake her every two hours for the first eight hours and see if she can answer questions she would know the answer to. Like what is her dog’s name, etc.”

      Michele felt her whole body sag in relief. “Thank you, doctor. I’ll do that.”

      “If she’s answering everything correctly after waking her for the first eight hours, she should be okay.”

      “Thanks again.” Michele extended a hand.

      The doctor shook it and held on.

      The grasp went for a little too long.

      She took her hand back and flashed her ring—Alex’s ring.

      “Can’t blame a guy for hoping,” he said with a smile.  

      Michele gathered up Erin and drove her home. “You can watch TV for a while or read on your ereader or just sleep, but the doctor said you need to rest. Okay, sweet pea?”

      “Yes, Mommy. I’m kinda tired, anyway.”

      “Okay, let’s get you into your jammies and into bed.”

      Michele helped Erin change, kissed her forehead, and left the room, but kept the door open so she could hear her. She went down to the kitchen and put water on to heat. She needed a cup of tea…needed to relax.

      She really wished Alex was here. She could talk to him, tell him how afraid she was. Afraid she’d miss something. What if Erin really needed a father more than she needed to return to Montana to have a normal life? Alex would be a wonderful father and Erin already loved him.

      Staring up at the ceiling, Michele closed her eyes. She saw eyes watching her. Everywhere she looked, she saw eyes now attached to faces that were telling her what a terrible mother she was. Telling her Erin would have adjusted just fine to living in a palace, if Joker had been there. She could have sent for the horses, and Erin would likely have been fine.

      What am I running from?
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      Two weeks after Michele left Batrovia

      The Funeral

       

      Gregor Fedorov’s funeral was magnificent. He laid in state, in a closed coffin, for two days before the actual funeral.

      Heads of State from most European countries were in attendance as was the President of the United States.

      Alexander and his sisters walked behind the coffin to the palace chapel, where he was laid to rest.

      Gregory was aware of the fact that his father was gone, but didn’t really understand the concept of death. At six, he was too young. He’d never lost anyone before.

      Reina and the children had a private service where they could grieve, hug each other and to shed tears without the media covering every move they made.

      Three days after the funeral, Alexander Gregor Fedorov was crowned as King Alexander I of Batrovia.

      His first official act was the annulment of his mother’s marriage to Nicolai.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks after Michele left Batrovia

      Alex’s office

       

      Alex was almost done with his plans. His mother would have all the power to rule as she saw fit.

      “Alex.”

      “Yes, Mother?” He continued perusing the contract on his desk.

      She snapped her fingers. “Pay attention to your mother.”

      He put down the contract and smiled. “Yes, Mother. What can I do for you?”

      “Are you sure this is really what you want? Is Michele really the one for you?”

      As he thought of the woman he loved, he felt his body relax. “Yes, Mother. She’s the one. The only one. If she won’t marry me, then I’ll be alone. Gregory can carry on the Fedorov line because I will never marry if not to her.”

      Reina broke into a brilliant smile. “That’s what I needed to hear. Above all else, I want you to be happy. I know you made her keep the engagement ring. I think this is a good thing, and she hasn’t sent it back, which is also a good thing.”

      Hope made the butterflies in his stomach start to fly. “She loves me, Mother. And I love her and Erin. I miss them both more than I can say. If I need to woo her again, I will. I will do whatever she wants me to do, as long as she will marry me.”

      His mother folded her arms over her chest. “I’m glad you are looking at this with the perspective that she might not just fall into your arms. She might, and I hope she does, but she might make you win her affections again. While they were here, they went through a lot.”

      Alex’s hand fisted. “Nicolai will pay for what he’s done. I will be here for his trial when it starts in six weeks. I will not let him escape his punishment.”

      “Nor will I.” She touched the sword at her side.

      “Why do you still wear that? He’s in jail.”

      “I will wear it until they deliver him to the prison and the solitary confinement we are hoping he will get. Then, and only then, will I go without this sword. It has served me well. Compared with Nicolai, I was the better swordsman.”

      Alex smiled. “Don’t you mean swords person?”

      She waved a hand and shook her head. “No. I don’t go for all that stuff. Some new ideas are good, some are not. A swordsman is a swordsman…man or woman. In my opinion, of course. Your sisters would probably have another opinion, but I grew up at a different time than they did. I made it so women are equal in all things in Batrovia, from the palace on down to those who keep our streets clean. But that doesn’t mean I’ve changed my ways completely.”

      “Whatever you wish, I will do.” He walked around the desk and over to her. He took her in his arms and hugged her tight. “Thank you, Mother. You are making the circumstances such that I can make my most important dream come true. I can’t wait for Michele and I to start our family…extend our family. We already have Erin. But I want to give her brothers and sisters. A dozen.”

      Reina barked out a laugh. “I think Michele will have something to say about that number.”

      Alex felt the heat in his cheeks. “Well, maybe not a dozen.”

      “No, I would imagine not. What do you have to do yet?”

      “Just a few more papers and contracts to sign. Then you will have to sign them, so that when you want to retire, I will become king again. I know it is a very unusual thing for us to do, but it is the only way I can be with Michele.” He walked to the window and then turned with his hands in his pockets. “While Erin is so young, Michele will not hear about living in the palace. Perhaps, when Erin is a little older and Michele can understand palace life and what it can offer her, she will change her mind. But I cannot fault my Michele for doing what she deems necessary for her child.”                                                                                   

      Reina sat on one of the leather Queen Anne chairs in front of Alex’s desk. “Nor can I. I respect her more for it. I am glad she puts her child’s needs first. She is an excellent mother.”

      Alex moved to the front of his desk and leaned against it, facing his mother. “She is the best mother. I cannot wait to see her belly swollen and rounded with my baby.”

      “I am not sure she will thank you for telling her that. Best to just tell her she’s beautiful.”

      He pushed away from the desk and paced. “But that’s the point. She is beautiful, and being pregnant with my baby is the only thing that could make her even more beautiful to me.”

      “Trust me on this, my son. You will thank me later.”

      Alex put his hands in his pockets. “Women. I will never understand them. But I know, the sooner I get to Michele, the happier I will be. I have got to read through these last few documents and then I will be done.”

      “I will let you go.” Reina stood.

      Alex moved to her. “I love you, Mother.”

      She cupped his cheek. “And I love you, Alex.”

      Reina left his office.

      Alex went back to reading the document. When he got to the bottom, he signed it. On to the next. Three days. Three days maximum and I will be satisfied I have done all I can do.
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        * * *

      

      Michele was mucking out the stalls in the barn amidst the warm August air. She’d taken to wearing her gun belt since arriving back home from Batrovia. Not that she thought Nicolai would escape, but she was taking no chances.

      “I’m not surprised to find you up to your knees in manure,” slurred Ed.

      She sighed. “What do you want, Ed? You’re not supposed to be here. I’m going to send you to jail this time.” She kept her left side toward him. “I’m busy. Why don’t you just go away?”

      “I want some more of what’s mine. You’re mine, Michele. Always were and always will be. No piece of paper can change that.”

      “We’re divorced, Ed. We’ve been divorced for nearly six years. Go. Away.” She put the rake she’d been using to spread the fresh straw into her left hand and took her Colt out of its holster with her right.

      He stepped forward, and then he squealed.

      Michele turned, and her heart skipped a beat. Alex had Ed in a headlock.

      “Hello, my love. I had not thought to surprise you this way, but Ed here will be really glad I have him and he was not shot. Is that a Colt I see in your hand?”

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and her pulse raced. Alex. “I wasn’t about to let him manhandle me again.”

      Ed’s eyes widened. “You were gonna shoot me?”

      “Just a minor injury, so you’d leave me alone. You know, in the leg or the foot. I would not kill you as long as you stopped then. But if you kept coming, I would have had to kill you and that really leaves an unpleasant taste in my mouth.” She aimed her gun and cocked it. “All I have to do is pull the trigger and I won’t have you for a problem any longer.”

      Ed pulled at Alex’s arm. “You’d go to prison.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. It would be self-defense. All I’d have to do is say I thought my life was in danger when I came across a burglar in the barn. I didn’t realize it was my ex-husband until I turned on the stable lights and then it was too late.”

      Ed rolled his eyes back and moved his head as much as he could toward Alex. “He’d know. He’s some sort of prince or something. He’d have to tell them.”

      “Actually.” Alex tightened his hold on Ed’s neck. “Now that my father is gone, I am the king. I would tell them I came to find you accosting my fiancée, and she had to shoot you in self-defense. That is the truth. I have saved your life. You should thank me.”

      She looked at him and smiled, then she uncocked the pistol and holstered it. “I’m going to have him let you go, Ed. But this is the last time. You come around here again and I will shoot you on sight. Do you understand?”

      Ed tried to nod but couldn’t with Alex’s arm under his chin. “Yes, yes, I understand. I won’t be back. I promise. I’ll…I’ll leave the state. I promise I won’t be back.”

      She believed him and felt relief she could stop wearing her gun to do chores. “I guess you can let him go then, Alex.”

      Alex released Ed and shoved him away. “Get out of here before I regret letting you go.”

      Ed ran from the barn without even another word.

      “Michele.” He walked toward her.

      “Alex.” Happier than she’d been in what seemed like forever, she walked toward him.

      When they were close, Alex opened his arms.

      She ran right into them and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You came.”

      “I could not stay away.” He pressed her lips with his.

      She caught his kiss and responded with one of her own. Michele pressed her tongue against his lips, asking for entrance. When he opened, she loved him, tasted him, played with him.

      He played, tasted, and loved her back.

      When they broke apart, she stepped back to arm’s length, still holding his hands, and looked him up and down. “You look great. Like you just came from working on the ranch.” He wore soft, worn jeans, cowboy boots, a Western shirt, and a Stetson.

      “I flew in today. I have been champing at the bit to get over here, but I had to change clothes and—”

      She threw her arms around his neck again and kissed him deeply and with all the love she had. As much as she didn’t want the answer, she had to know. “Are you here to stay or just for a visit?”

      He smiled down at her. “I am staying, but only if you agree to marry me. You will have to make an honest man out of me.”

      Her head jerked back. “Why?”

      “Because I intend to ravish you before Erin gets home from school.” He pulled her by the arm toward the house. As soon as they entered the mudroom, they removed their boots and went into the kitchen. He stopped by the island, turned to her, and took her in his arms. “Would you rather wait until our wedding night?”

      She reached up and ran her fingers lightly across his cheek, and then cupped his jaw. “I want to wait. I don’t want to be hurried. It’s August and Erin isn’t in school but at a friend’s house. She’ll be home in half-an-hour or less. That’s not enough time for the loving I have in mind.”

      His brows lifted a little, and his eyes widened as if he was pleading with her. “So you will marry me?”

      Michele thought about teasing him, but he sounded so worried she’d say no, she didn’t have the heart. She released him and then smiled. “Come to the living room and tell me what’s happened. You’re king now. How can you move here?”

      “Before I tell you, you have to say yes.”

      She turned to him and smiled. “Yes, I’ll marry you. I love you too much. You’ve gotten under my skin, Mr. Fedorov.”

      He caught her around the waist. “Good. Then I am not the only one suffering with that affliction, Miss Williams.”

      Alex kissed her again. Then he made a line of little kisses down and then up her neck to just under her ear. He tickled her there with his lips and nibbled on her ear.

      She was covered with goose bumps, and none of them were because she was cold. She was hot, white hot. Each of his quick, tiny, butterfly kisses left her shivering and wanting more. “Oh, Alex, what you do to me.”

      “Yes, my love, what do I do to you?” He continued to kiss her and tease her with his lips.

      “You make it very hard to say no, but I must. How soon can we get married?”

      “Depends on what kind of wedding you want.”

      “I don’t care. In the courthouse is fine. I’ve had the wedding with the dress and the big reception and lots of guests, but you probably should have one for your country. You are their king. They will probably want to see you marry and want the pomp and circumstance as befits their king.”

      “You are correct, they do. But that does not prevent us from marrying here first and having the big wedding there later. I cannot wait for months to make love to you. Let us get married tomorrow. Since Erin is not in school, she can accompany us. If you have a best friend, then tell that person, but no one else. I am afraid if the press found out, we would be in the middle of a circus.”

      “That suits me just fine. And I can send your mother my measurements. She can have my dress made for me before we get there for the big wedding.”

      “You will still have to have fittings. I shall wear my uniform.”

      “Uniform? I didn’t know you had an army.”

      “Yes, unfortunately, it was once necessary, and we maintain it as a deterrent.”

      She kept her arms wrapped around his neck and smiled. “I bet you look very handsome in your uniform.”

      He kissed her again. “I bet you will look even more beautiful in your wedding dress. I will let you have those discussions with Mother.”

      “I’ll enjoy talking with your mother. She’s a very special person, and I miss our talks.”

      “I am sure she misses you, too.”

      “How soon can this wedding in Batrovia happen? I will need to plan for homework for Erin. Luckily, she’s well ahead of her peers, anyway.”

      “She is a bright, precocious child who I am glad I will call Daughter.”

      “She loves you, too.” She stepped back out of his arms. “Come to the living room with me, so we can be more comfortable.” She took him by the hand.

      They walked to the living room and sat on the sofa.

      He put his left arm around her shoulders. “I know and I want you to know that no matter what, she will always be my firstborn daughter, just as she is yours.”

      Her heart expanded and felt like it would burst. She was so happy. “That is probably the nicest thing you’ve said to me.”

      He smiled. “Not that you are beautiful or that I love you?”

      She shook her head and then leaned into his side. “Nope, loving my daughter is even better than loving me. I know you’ll always take care of her, no matter what, and that pleases me.”

      “I will do anything to please you, but that is not why I love Erin. She captured my heart the first time she ran to me and wrapped her little arms around my legs. She was adorable.”

      “Mommy. I’m home.” Erin called from the kitchen.

      “Let’s go tell her the news.” Michele turned toward the kitchen and padded down the hall. “Hi, sweet pea. How was your day?”

      She shrugged. “Okay. Lucy and I rode and played with the kittens and then played with her dolls inside and then I came home.”

      “I have a surprise.” Michele turned toward the hallway. “You can come in now.”

      Alex entered the room.

      Erin squealed and ran to him, throwing her arms around his legs. “I’m so happy to see you. Are you staying? Are you marrying Mommy? Will Gregory be my brother? Will—”

      “Whoa, sweetheart.” Alex lifted her into his arms. “Yes, I am staying. Your mommy and I are getting married tomorrow. Do you want to come?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yes.”

      “And Gregory is your uncle because he is my brother.”

      Erin wrinkled her little nose and furrowed her brows. “But he’s the same age as me. He can’t be my uncle.”

      Alex laughed. “That is true, but he is your uncle, nonetheless.”

      Michele placed her hands on her hips as she watched the two people she loved most in the world. She smiled, knowing her life would only get better and better. They would raise their babies, both the human ones and the horse ones, too.

      Reina would come for at least one visit, probably when their first baby was born.

      She saw only good things in her future, and all because she was marrying her cowboy prince.
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      Six months later – Batrovia

      Chapel ready room

       

      Michele’s stomach was doing somersaults. Or perhaps she was just having a case of nerves. Either way, she didn’t want to vomit onto her wedding dress. “Unzip me, please. Quickly.”

      “Of course, my dear.” Reina made quick work of the zipper.

      Michele ran for the bathroom. When she was done, she rinsed her mouth with mouthwash, redid her lipstick and then went back to get into her dress. It was the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen, and it was hers. It was cream colored, strapless, with an empire waist to accommodate her growing belly and covered in thousands of seed pearls. When she walked, the dress literally shimmered. Michele wore satin heels, but only two inches high, so she would be comfortable. She could wear two-inch heels all day. She wore long gloves dyed to match the dress.

      Erin wore a similar, empire waisted dress, but hers had sleeves. Hers was lavender satin with pearls on the floor-length skirt. She would walk Michele down the aisle and give her away.

      Gregory was the ring bearer, and Alex’s sisters were all bridesmaids, with Catherine as Michele’s matron of honor.

      Alex was resplendent in his dress uniform. He looked absolutely regal in the dark blue pants and high-collared dark blue jacket. Two rows of shiny gold buttons down the front, with a wide red sash from his right shoulder to the left side of his waist and all kinds of medals on the left side of his jacket.

      He wasn’t supposed to see her before the ceremony, but he couldn’t resist ravishing her before. He still hadn’t seen the gown, though. She was six months pregnant, and yet Alex seemed to want her more than ever. Not that she minded, of course.

      Sergei was Alex’s best man. He would come to Montana with a small contingent of men as security.

      Reina had absolutely refused to allow Alex to move if he wasn’t taking protection.

      So Alex was getting six more horse wranglers…they just didn’t know it yet.

      “Mommy, Nana Reina says it’s time. You’ve got to take my hand.”

      “My pleasure, sweet pea.” She checked herself once more in the full-length mirror. “I think we both look pretty terrific. Your daddy will be overwhelmed.”

      Erin giggled. “Good. I like when he’s surprised. He looks funny.”

      Michele had to admit that when his jaw dropped, Alex did look pretty funny, but today she didn’t think that would be the case. Today, he would have a big smile and be proud of his two girls.

      Erin had been practicing with Reina how to walk Michele down the aisle. Step and stop. Step and stop.

      So, she let her daughter lead and followed her example. She held Erin’s hand with her right hand and a dozen yellow roses with the thorns removed in her left.

      Slowly, they made their way to Alex.

      His grin widened with every step closer they took, until Erin placed Michele’s hand in his.

      Erin curtsied to him and then skipped back to sit with Reina.

      Alex held her hand over his.

      Michele handed her flowers to Catherine.

      The priest, Father Rickovick, began. “We are gathered together to join King Alexander Gregor Fedorov with Michele Renee Williams. If there is anyone present who knows why these two should not be wed, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      No one spoke.

      “Very good.” He opened his Bible to a bookmarked page. “Do you, Alexander Gregor Fedorov, take this woman, Michele Renee Williams, to be your lawful wedded wife? To have and to hold, through sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” Alex’s voice nearly boomed through the chapel.

      Father Rickovick smiled and turned toward Michele.

      “Do you, Michele Renee Williams, take this man, Alexander Gregor Fedorov, as your lawful wedded husband? To have and to hold, through sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” Michele’s voice was strong. She didn’t want anyone thinking her a shrinking violet.

      Father Rickovick, grinned. “Are there rings to exchange?”

      “Yes, Father.” Alex pulled the ring from the front pocket of his coat. It was the mate to the engagement ring she wore on her right hand. He took her left hand and slid the wedding band on her ring finger.

      “Alexander, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Alex looked into her eyes. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “Very good. Now, Michele, do you have a ring?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Catherine held out the ring that had been his father’s.

      Michele lifted Alex’s left hand and slid the ring on his finger. It fit perfectly.

      The priest smiled. “Michele, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      She gazed into his beautiful emerald eyes and felt hers tear. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “By the power vested in me by the king and queen of Batrovia, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Alex smiled. “You’re all mine…again.” He pressed his lips against hers and kissed her sweetly. “You’ll get a better kiss tonight. I promise,” he whispered.

      She grinned back. “So will you.”

      Erin ran up to Alex and lifted her arms. “Daddy, lift me.”

      Alex could deny her nothing and she was in danger of becoming spoiled rotten because, unlike babies who can’t be spoiled too much, seven-year-old little girls could definitely become spoiled. But Michele kept her grounded.

      She tilted her head as she sat in her daddy’s arms. “Daddy, will you dance with me at the party?”

      “I will, sweet pea. The second dance. The first one is with your mother.”

      She gave him a big smooch on the cheek. “I love you, Daddy. You can put me down now. I’m gonna go play with Gregory.”

      Michele tucked a curl behind her ear. “try to stay clean.”

      “I will.” Erin turned and ran toward where Gregory stood.

      His face lit up when he saw Erin.

      Michele smiled. “They’ll be all right. Now, walk me out of here so everyone else can go.”

      “Yes, my love.” He tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and walked down the aisle and out of the church.

      A waiting limo drove them back to the palace and the grand ballroom where the reception would be.

      They invited everyone in the city, more than ten-thousand people, and, from the looks of it, when they arrived, Michele thought they had all come.

      They left the center of the room open for dancing.

      Alex led the way through the crowd, which parted as they approached, so they had a clear path to the dance floor.

      He turned toward her. “Will you do me the honor, my queen?”

      “I can’t think of myself as a queen. Reina is a queen…not me.”

      “Reina is the queen mother and you are the queen, just as I am the king. We do not have the power of either, at least not now. Perhaps when Erin is older, we can come back here to stay.” He shrugged. “We will just see what happens.”

      They ate and danced with each other but mostly with the citizens of Batrovia, who were thrilled to have their king happy, so they loved her right away. Taking all the accolades and compliments and bowing in stride was her new super power. She was learning, but she would be thrilled to be back home in Montana.

      Finally, late in the evening, Michele found Erin and Gregory asleep under one of the tables. She signaled to Alex.

      He came over and, seeing the two children, smiled. “They must be totally worn out. You get Erin, and I’ll get Gregory. This gives us a good reason to leave, and we shall not return.”

      They carried the kids to their rooms—Gregory in his mother’s suite and Erin in theirs.

      Michele sat her on the side of the bed and turned the covers down. Then she laid Erin on her bed and took off her shoes and socks before covering her with the sheet and blanket.

      She walked to her and Alex’s bedroom, sat on the bed, and kicked off her shoes. Then she picked them up and put them in the bottom of the closet.

      Alex came inside and shut the door behind him. He strode to her and took her into his arms. “I thought the day would never end.”

      “Me, too. I’m exhausted. Will you undo my zipper?”

      “Of course. Turn around.”

      She turned.

      Alex kissed the top of her shoulders and ran his hands down her arms. “I’ve missed you. Other than our first dance, I didn’t have you in my arms all day.”

      “You have a lot of subjects, my darling. And everyone wanted a dance or part of one. I think I had about six different partners for every song.”

      He laughed. “So did I.” He wrapped his arms around her above her stomach. “You’re getting visibly bigger, my love.”

      She glanced down and placed a hand on her belly. “I know, pretty soon, the maternity clothes I bought won’t fit. I’ll be big as a house.”

      “You will always be beautiful to me and seeing your body showing proof of our love only makes me want you more.”

      “You are a crazy man, but I love you anyway.” His words warmed her heart because she knew he would always love their baby.

      “And I, you. Are you too tired to make love tonight? You look exhausted.”

      “I am exhausted and would like to just go to bed, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind. I’ll hold you in my arms and remember this morning before the wedding.”

      She chuckled. “You are so bad. You weren’t supposed to see me then.”

      “I know. You kept telling me that while we made love.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re already married or your behavior would scandalize your mother.”

      “What about your behavior?” He teased her with kisses along the column of her neck.

      “She loves me, so she’d think I was led down the primrose path by you, you scoundrel.” She laughed and turned in his arms. Her dress fell into a pearlized puddle on the floor. “I need to pick this up and put it over the settee. Then I’ll let you undress me, but you have way too many clothes on, too. See what you can do about that while I take care of this gown.”

      She watched as he quickly undressed. By the time she was done preserving her dress, she saw her husband was naked.

      “Wow, you’re fast. Would you like to help me with my undergarments?”

      “Of course, my darling. Turn around.”

      He unhooked her bra, divested her of her slip and her thong, then watched as she unhooked her stockings from the garter belt.

      “Darling, you are testing me, and I am not sure that I will resist you long enough to get you into bed.”

      “We’re almost there. Come.” She held out her hand. “Take my hand.”

      They walked hand-in-hand to the enormous bed in the next room.

      She was the first into the bed.

      He followed her and put out an arm above her head. “Come here, my love. Let me hold you.”

      She scooted next to him; her stomach next to his side.

      He brought his arm down and hugged her against him.

      She laid her head on his chest. “This is nice. I feel so—”

      “He kicked me!” Alex suddenly moved away and placed a hand on her belly. “Kick me again. Please. Kick your father again, child.”

      Michele laughed. “It doesn’t work like that. You can beg and cajole, but he isn’t about to listen.”

      Then the baby kicked again.

      Alex laughed delightedly. “You were saying?”

      Michele rolled her eyes. “Never mind, this child is just like his father and never listens to me.”

      Alex dipped his head to the side, and his mouth turned down. “Ah, my poor sweetheart.”

      She leaned over and rested her chest on his. “I think I’ve gotten a second wind, if you’re still…”

      Alex rolled her over.

      “Oh, I guess you are.”

      He grinned and kissed her hard. Then he gentled his kiss. “I love you.”

      She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. “I love you, too. Now make love to me.”

      “Your wish is ever my command.”

      And he loved her, gently, reverently, completely.

      Afterwards, she cuddled up to her husband and rested her head on his chest. She listened to his heart beating fast and then slower as he relaxed.

      Michele smiled. Her life was like a fairy tale. She’d married her lover, her best friend, and her prince.
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        * * *

      

      Three months later – Bozeman Health Deaconess Regional Medical Center

       

      The nurse placed the small bundle in Michele’s arms.

      Alex leaned down and kissed her on the top of her head. “You did well, my love.”

      She looked up at him. “We did great. We have a boy.” She ignored the hair clinging to her forehead. She was exhausted and exhilarated at the same time. “Gregor Raymond Fedorov. We’ll call him Greg.” She opened the swaddling and looked at little Greg. “Look at him, Alex. He’s perfect.”

      “Of course. He is my son.”

      Michele laughed. “You sound just like a proud father.”

      “I am. And a proud husband. You are wonderful. What you did, what women do, is amazing. You brought forth into this world a whole other person. Thank you, my love, for my son.” He stretched out next to her in the bed. With barely enough room for both of them, the situation was quite cozy.

      “Would you have been as happy with a daughter?”

      “Yes. I love Erin. She is my little girl, my daughter, my sweet pea. Greg is the first of many children for us, who just happens to be a boy. I love them both equally.”

      “You are a wonderful father. Now you’ll have to learn to change diapers.”

      He smoothed his hand over his son’s dark hair. “I know how. You forget, I have three younger sisters and a younger brother. I have changed many diapers. The nannies weren’t always available.”

      She frowned. “I don’t want a nanny. I will raise my children. We will raise our children…together.”

      “Always, together.”

      She reached up and smoothed her hand over his cheek and cupped his jaw. “I love you. Until you came into my life, I didn’t know how much I was missing. Now I do, and I never want to live without you.”

      He covered her hand with his. “Nor I without you. You are my queen and will always be.”

      Michele lowered her hand to Greg. He was fussing. She wrapped him back up and opened her nightgown to nurse him. She thought about her life in this last year and couldn’t believe how much had changed. All for the better. She had found her royal cowboy, her prince, and the love of her life. As she gazed into her husband’s eyes, she smiled. Life was perfect. Her Royal Cowboy Billionaire.
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