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            Chapter 1

          

          Kathleen

        

      

    

    
      The numbers blurred in front of my eyes, dancing across the computer screen in a wild minion-style salsa.

      This was not a good sign.

      I leaned back in the office chair and stretched my arms out over my head, my light blue blouse riding up my arms as I added in a neck roll, wincing at the snapping and popping.

      It helped, but a good solid night's sleep would do more. A week of almost non-stop work and it'd come down to this—the next few hours would make or break everything.

      I couldn't help looking over at the framed picture on the wall, of my parents in front of the café. It was an old photograph taken on Opening Day, 1990. I lay in Mom's arms, only a few weeks old as they beamed at the photographer, Dad pointing at the sign overhead—Kiski's Kafé.

      I often stared at it and wondered if their smiles had hidden the same nervous panics I'd gone through since taking the café over—the fear of failure, not only for our family, but for those we worked with and supported.

      "Hey. Hey!" Lily smacked the palm of her hand against the glass door, startling me. She trotted in, clutching the file folders to her ample chest. She'd worn her power suit to work today in preparation—dark blue, the pristine white blouse only brought out for the Big Deals. "No time to rest for the wicked or weary, Kick. Ovens are hot, coffee's brewing and the lawyer's on the way over. Rosa's making up a cookie tray for him—one to sample here, one to take back to the office." She rubbed her thumb and first finger together. "A little sweetness to grease the wheels."

      "What?" I scrubbed my eyes, sandpaper against satin. "That was supposed to be tomorrow. What happened?"

      "Closed early. Got a jump on the paperwork, so today's the day." She slapped the folders down in front of me. "Got lucky, wind blowing our way for once." She swept a long red lock of hair out of her mouth, a refugee from the tight ponytail flipped over one shoulder. "I've got renovators sending in quotes—we'll have to knock the wall down between the stores and open it up, lengthen the counter space as well as add in more tables. Make sure we don't compromise the building's integrity, of course. Be a bit of work, but we've been planning this for months." With one hand she tipped an invisible glass in the air. "Tonight, we're doing margaritas until we can't see straight. Celebrate Kiski's Kafé's big expansion! Today, Toronto—tomorrow the world!"

      Before I could answer, she was gone—Lily never needed coffee to be hyper.

      I flipped open the first folder, holding back a sigh. It'd taken the better part of six months to negotiate picking up the storefront next to us. We'd managed to hold off one of the major coffee franchises that had opened and closed on the next block, chasing him off within a few weeks with our steady customer base. It didn't hurt that we were very active in the community, donating unsold pastries and bread daily to the soup kitchen a few blocks over. Offering coffee coupons didn't make those sorts of connections. We were local, and damned proud of it.

      As I focused on the first page filled with legalese, Lily came blasting back through the door, closing it with a gunshot snap. She put her back to the glass, staring at me.

      "What?" I snapped, annoyed at the second interruption, then froze.

      Lily was pale, her eyes wide with fear.

      "Find one of the news channels online. Now." She turned and flipped the lock, securing the room. "No time to deal with people looking to switch shifts."

      I tapped my keyboard, bringing up one of my favorite stations. Lily came around to stand beside me, putting her hand on my shoulder.

      "It was on the set in the break room." She let out a low moan. "God, Teddy..."

      I whipped my head around, almost smacking her in the face. "Teddy what?"

      There was only one Teddy in our lives—and I had forsaken him a decade ago.

      "Just look." She grabbed hold of my head, fingers digging deep into my scalp, and turned it back as the live feed resolved itself on my screen.

      I blinked as the reporter shouted something about fire engines arriving, her cameraman stepping to the side to scan what stood behind her. Smoke billowed out the front doors and windows of an ancient structure, the stone pillars by the front doors now marred with dark smoky scars. People staggered out, some assisted by first responders in bright yellow vests and others scrambling under their own power. It had to be some sort of fancy event, based on their attire. Well-dressed men gasped for air, carrying women in their arms, soot staining tuxedos and evening gowns.

      I couldn't look away, frozen to the apocalyptic images. "What is this? What am I looking at?"

      "A terrorist attack. In Ansulenia." Her nails dug into my shoulder. "Bastards. They blew up the theater, the entire building. They're talking hundreds of people, the possible casualties—" She paused. "The Royal Family was there."

      My stomach lurched. "Theo..."

      "I don't know," Lily whispered. "The news... they're not saying much right now, focusing in on the rescue efforts. Probably don't want to make any announcements until it's been confirmed." She pulled away, snatching up the files from my desk. "I'll take the meeting. You stay here, do what you need to do. I'll tell everyone to leave you the hell alone, or they'll have to answer to me."

      Before I could argue the case, she was gone, closing the door behind her. I looked through the glass window facing out into the kitchen and watched her pause by the kitchen door, talking to Alex—our head baker. I couldn't hear what she said, but from the way she planted one hand on her hip, pointing back at my office, I suspected I wouldn't be interrupted for anything less than an incoming nuclear attack. And even that would have to go through Lily first.

      Lily headed down the hall, and I turned back to the horror being broadcast live on my screen.

      A cold greasy ball of fear rolled around my stomach. The reporter remained in front of the still-smoking structure, her cameraman broadcasting the rescue efforts going on behind her. In lieu of any updates, she began rattling off facts, most of which I already knew.

      Ansulenia is one of those small countries in Europe you drive through in less than an hour, stuck at the intersection of two mountain ranges, and thus controlling both. Made it a great place for trading in the old days—not so much now. The tiny kingdom survived through the ages, cutting deals left and right like its nearby cousin, Switzerland. Decades ago, the King and his family spied the writing on the wall when it came to ruling the country—the time of royalty ruling the masses had passed. In a quiet and dignified surrender of power, Ansulenia evolved into a constitutional democracy much along the lines of the United Kingdom, the Prime Minister and elected officials running the show while the Royal Family moved into the background, bringing in tourism money and keeping their history alive.

      The scrolling banners across the bottom of the screen explained the theater had been reserved for a charity event, the Royal Family in attendance to support the cause. Lily's first reaction was to think terrorism—the chyron noted there was no proof of that yet, unwilling to lay the blame yet on any specific group.

      It didn't matter. People were still dead and dying.

      All I could do was watch as the first responders raced back and forth, carrying people out of the still-burning structure as the reporter continued to go through a list of everyone who had been there from charity leaders to schoolchildren to the members of the Ansulenian monarchy.

      Including Teddy...
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      Theo:

      The smoke swept over my face in a suffocating dark wave as I fought to keep moving toward the theater. My eyes stung, but I couldn't look away from the inferno taking place across the main square, flames reaching out through the windows to devour the brightly-colored banners and flags. The wind caught one of the sashes advertising the play, lifting it up into the air even as it burned, whipping around like a giant snake trying to escape.

      No.

      I struggled to break free of my bodyguard's grip. "Let me through. I order you..."

      Josef kept a firm hold on my tuxedo's lapels as he stared at me, his eyes red from the dense smoke. "Listen to me—you'll only be in the way." He paused. "And make yourself a target. We need to take you someplace safe, away from here."

      "Fuck that. I need to get to Dad, Mom..." I pushed him aside and started forward.

      If I could just make it inside...

      Something grabbed my right shoulder, taking hold and spinning me around. Josef scowled at me, his face scarlet.

      "Sorry."

      Before I figured out what he was talking about, the right hook clipped me clean on the jaw, sending me sprawling to the ground.

      The world tilted and spun as he stood over me, barking orders.

      "Take him to the car. Anyone tries to interfere, put them down—lethal force authorized, if you deem it necessary. We're on a Code Gold." He pointed at the men looking down at me, my protective detail. "I'll take responsibility. Go."

      Before I could recover, two of them dragged me to my feet and began to move, their firm grip on my belt and shoulder giving me little chance to respond or fight. My head was spinning, my jaw hurting and the thick smoke tearing at my lungs as we moved down the street.

      Fire engines, ambulances, police vehicles pushed through the mob, headed for the burning building behind us. The yelling and screaming rose around me as we ducked into an alley—my feet scraped on the cobblestones as I was half-carried, half-running on my own, the bodyguards creating a wedge as we continued through the mob. The majority of the crowd ignored us, focused on the devastation happening across the square. Those who tried to interfere, either to talk to me or stop our flight, were pushed aside brusquely.

      The black sedan was waiting with the engine running, the driver covering us with his pistol. The second bodyguard stood nearby, his own weapon in hand. My two guards pushed me into the car, turning away to clear our escape route.

      Josef got in beside me, barking commands at the two men in the front seat. We sped away down the street, dangerously close to clipping a few pedestrians along the way.

      After a few seconds he turned to me. "Your Highness," he said. "We're heading back to the palace. After that, we're going to the panic room. You'll be safe there until we assess the situation." He eyed me. "Please don't fight me on this."

      "They..." My mouth was full of invisible marbles, my jaw aching. "They were all..."

      "We'll be updated on the situation as soon as we can." The older man cut in before I could finish the sentence. "Your propensity for late nights might have saved your life today." He exhaled slowly, a single tear breaking free and rolling down his cheek, nestling in his gray-speckled goatee. "I'm sorry for treating you this way, but we can't risk any more losses."

      "But I could—" The possibility punched me in the chest, sending me back against the cushions.

      Josef held up a hand. "The palace first. After that..." He swallowed hard as he turned to study the chaos outside the car window.

      The chauffeur forced his way through traffic, zipping along back alleys and side roads with the skill of a New York City cab driver. Soon we were on the outskirts of town approaching the castle, the old stone manor the last remnants of my family's legacy—the beautiful ancient building had survived numerous attacks in the past, the target of warring armies rushing back and forth across Europe. Every time I came home the sight took a bit of my breath away, the majestic towers signaling strength and safety—even if at times I thought it was a bit of overkill, the spikes on the perimeter fences nothing more than a symbol of a violent past long gone.

      Now all I could think about was if it'd be safe enough.

      The police stood at the front gates, grim-faced men with automatic rifles. Crowds were gathering as the word spread, openly weeping.

      Nausea rose in my throat as we approached, the gates opening inward and the people giving way. Some pointed at the Royal flag mounted on the car and shocked looks and yells followed us onto the grounds before being shut away behind the barricade.

      As soon as the car stopped in the garage, Josef rushed me out and through the corridors into what I had jokingly called the "what-the-fuck room" when it'd been installed a year ago. One of the inner rooms in the palace, it'd been converted from a storeroom into a high-tech bunker. There were still some luxuries—a plush sofa, the bar well-stocked with liquor and the bookcases filled with family favorites if we had to stay in it for a prolonged time. But it was designed for survival above all else, the staff trained and dedicated to keeping the Dubrienne family alive.

      Even if there was only one left.

      "Sit." Josef commanded, pointing at one of the leather-covered chairs. "I'll pour you a drink."

      I remained standing. "What's going on? What's the latest update?"

      Ignoring me, he went to the small bar as I looked around, seeing the monitors spring to life with news feeds, the other men in the room at their consoles gathering data. Two armed guards stood at the closed door, keeping an eye on all of us.

      Josef returned and handed me a brandy.

      "Your Majesty..." He hesitated. "Sit the fuck down, and shut the hell up."

      His hand was shaking.

      I clasped the thick crystal with both hands, covering his fingers with my own. For a second our eyes met, the shock and pain reflecting back at me.

      I sat down in the padded chair, sinking into the red leather.

      Josef Tavendish had been with the family for decades, first serving my father when both were young men. Never married, and save for a few short romances within the palace staff, Josef remained alone and totally dedicated to his job.

      Over a decade ago, he had been transferred to lead my security detail, my family having faith in his ability to keep me out of trouble.

      Some days I barely tolerated him, angry at his insistence that I maintain some form of decorum, pride in my heritage—usually as he hustled me out a hotel's back door, leaving the night's business behind in a private suite.

      Now he might be all I had left of the past.

      I took a deep swallow of liquor, relishing the burning as it went down my throat. It gave me something to focus on, something other than the horrors shooting across the screens.
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          Kathleen

        

      

    

    
      "Holy shit." I stared at the screen, unable to look away. No one had come to interrupt me—Lily's threat had held true with the staff. Which left me along with a single thought on my mind.

      Theo.

      Teddy.

      I opened up multiple tabs on the laptop, going from site to site in an attempt to try and find out more about the explosion—the media feed had turned into reruns of the initial coverage, the news anchors straining to keep old news fresh while waiting for updates.

      The basic facts were not in dispute.

      The theater had been the site of a charity event, the entire Ansulenia Royal Family in attendance for a stage performance of the popular musical "Hamilton", put on by a local group. It'd been a big draw for the rich and powerful, to see and be seen. Some international visitors, but mostly the Ansulenian upper class, taking the opportunity to show off their wealth while helping the various charities that would benefit from the show.

      No one had claimed responsibility yet, but suspicion was falling on a known group of protesters who wanted the monarchy gone. But despite death threats and warning, they'd never resorted to violence, usually going no further than flying banners from construction cranes and getting arrested for chaining themselves to the palace gates during national holidays.

      A knock came at the door. Unbidden, Lily walked in holding a sheaf of papers. "Meeting went well. Got the papers here for you to sign and then we'll courier them back, seal the deal." Her gaze went to the laptop screen. What's the latest?"

      "The what?" I blinked, unable to process the information. A glance at the digital clock verified it'd been three, almost four hours since Lily had burst into my office.

      I glanced out the window into the kitchen to see the afternoon rush just ending, the empty trays of pastries and sweets returning to their racks. Rosa was at her station, preparing another batch for the after-work crowd.

      "Oh, God." I stood up, muscles stiff and aching from the action. "The bank..."

      "It went fine. Sit down." She came around to stand behind me.

      I did so, gasping as the leg cramps choked my voice.

      "Stretch your arms out to each side, then up over your head. That's it." Lily put her hand on my shoulder. "Let me guess—you haven't moved since I left. No wonder you're tangled up. Muscles hard as rock." She paused. "Any updates?"

      I rubbed my temples in an attempt to fight off the throbbing headache growing behind my eyes. "Nothing about Teddy. The entire family was supposed to be there at the theater, all of them..." The words caught in my throat.

      "Don't worry—if Josef is with him, he's fine." Lily squeezed lightly through the white blouse. "He wouldn't let anything happen to Theo." She placed the wad of pages in front of me. "Sorry to bother you, but we need to finish this. I checked it all, we got what we wanted—building owner was eager to sell the property, been on the market just long enough to warrant a price drop. Sign where you see the purple tags."

      She watched me turn the pages, stopping to scrawl my signature.

      "Remember the first time you met Teddy's parents?" Lily said. "I took your shift that night so you could go out to dinner."

      I shook my head.

      "They flew into Toronto to give out some award, a charity event at the Ansulenian consulate. Theo told me it was nothing to worry about, he just wanted me to meet them and have dinner. I was so nervous, I almost threw up on the way to the restaurant." I coughed and laughed at the same time, flipping through more pages in search of the purple tags. "We were all sitting in the fancy, expensive Italian restaurant in a secured section, trying to act casual while the paparazzi went crazy at the windows."

      His mother, Anastasia, was welcoming and cheerful, chatting to me about the weather and my studies, asking about my own parents and how they started the café. She had been visibly impressed when I told her about the charity work incorporated into the running of the business—it'd been a rule instituted when my father opened the business up, determined to pass on his own good fortune to others. At the beginning, it'd only been the over-cooked bread, too singed to sell and an affordable loss for the day. But then it'd evolved to a tray here, a tray there, of whatever we had a surplus of. Now it was a daily thing, an automatic deduction from the day's products going straight to the nearby soup kitchen.

      "It's not much," I said, "But we do what we can."

      She nodded in agreement. "Giving something they can enjoy, something they can relish, is good. Bring them up, don't push them down because they're at a low point in their lives. I'm sure that pastry or croissant is a welcome change from plain, white bread."

      "And we make sure to send over specials for every holiday," I added, relaxing with every word. "For example—Paczki, before Lent."

      Her eyes brightened, smile widening. "My goodness... been years since I had one of those."

      The conversation veered into baking and recipes, with my promising to have my mother send over our recipe for the delicious donuts. I doubted the Dubrienne's private chef needed one, but it was a nice gesture.

      Nathaniel, the ruling King and Theo's father, had been a bit cold, but I couldn't blame him—even though they didn't rank as one of the most famous royal families, they worried about gold diggers as much as anyone else. He had become friendlier as the night went on, picking up on his wife's approval and even hugged me on the way out.

      A cold shiver crept up my spine at the memory.

      Now—they could be all gone.

      "Right. That's it." Lily scooped up the papers, plucking the pen from my numb fingers. "Give me a minute to pack this up for the courier and we'll go home. I already cleared it with Alex. He and Grace are cool locking up."

      "Alex's never keen on staying late. What did you do?"

      "Cashed in a favor." She snagged my suit jacket off the back of my chair, forcing me onto my feet. "Let's go. I'll order in some Chinese, and we can wait for updates." Her tone changed. "You're not going to be able to do any more work today, Kick."

      "I guess so." It took an effort to tap the mouse, shut away the media images burning themselves into my retina. "I can't believe..."

      "Don't." Lily handed me my purse. "Don't make any decisions until we hear the full story. We don't know squat right now." She glanced at the silent screen. "They'll send out updates as they investigate what happened. Time to go home."

      All I could do was nod as she sealed up the bank documents in the envelope.

      "I've already called the courier—he'll pick it up at the front. Done and done," Lily said.

      Rosa looked up from behind the counter as we exited my office. The coffee shop was full with the afternoon crowd, the smell of freshly-brewed coffee mixing with the newest batch of chocolate chip cookies. She gave me a nod and a sympathetic smile, the older woman a hold-over from when my parents were in charge.

      "You take care." She pointed at Lily. "Make sure she calls her momma. They'll want to know how she's doing."

      "You got it." Lily helped me sidestep the hungry crowd waiting in line.

      It hadn't been the best-kept story that Teddy and I had dated, five years ago. The paparazzi stalked us for a few days, until they figured out no one really cared about one of the smallest royal families still in existence, much less about the third in line to the throne in a stable and boring kingdom. The news slipped to the back pages within a week, outdone by the latest Hollywood news.

      There'd been a few updates on Teddy's activities once he returned home, business degree in one hand and a champagne bottle in the other. After a short stint in the Ansulenian military, he'd taken on the diplomatic circuit, rotating between private parties and nightclubs where Teddy would hook up with some film star or pop idol, beaming at the camera as they drove off into the night. He never got caught in any compromising positions, but the rumors kept floating around the gossip pages about this woman or that, the newest flavor of the month.

      Our relationship was now little more than a trivia question, something you might win a drink over in a bar.

      Once we got out onto the street, she flagged down a taxi and we were off to home.

      Lily was my rock, my oldest friend—we had met in Kindergarten and had bonded immediately. We'd stayed friends and roommates through high school and then college, comfortable with sharing costs and enjoying the safety of having a wing woman around. First working the cash at the café, Lily had graduated to shop manager when I succeeded my parents, and took over the business as sole owner. After Mom and Dad retired to Florida, I moved into the family home and Lily came right along—there was no question about leaving her behind.

      She never failed to know what I needed.

      Within the hour, she had me swaddled on the couch in my favorite afghan, wearing my jammies, a bottle of red wine open and Chinese food on the way.

      "You're a miracle worker." I sipped the wine as she raised the television remote and pointed it at the screen.

      "No problem. You did the same for me when Simon dumped me for that cheerleader's mother and I only found out when he sent me the wrong text." She grimaced. "Not enough bleach in the world to clear that image out of my mind."

      I laughed. "Oh, God—that was horrible."

      "Worse for Gwen, her mother cougaring the hell out of Simon, but... yeah. Drink up." She curled up next to me, propping her giant T-Rex slippers up on the coffee table. "We've got dumplings coming and a whole lot of sweet and sour pork. Doing dinner in style!"

      The news channel flashed through pictures of the royals, family images over the years in a rolling montage. My throat closed up as I recognized Teddy—the photographs rotating through his younger days to the most recent one, taken a month ago as he exited a Paris nightclub with twin pop stars, one on each side of his wide grin.

      My phone rang.

      Lily snatched it up before I could react, putting her hand up as she studied the caller ID.

      "Don't recognize it. Probably damned reporters asking you for a sound bite. Let me handle this." She scowled. "Last thing we need right now is for these assholes to start harassing you for a quote." Lily tapped the screen and put the phone to her ear.

      "If you're looking for Kathleen Kiski, she's not available. Leave a..." She froze in place, color draining from her cheeks as she listened.

      "What?"

      She tapped the speakerphone button.

      "Kathleen?" Josef's voice boomed from the outlet. "Is that you?"
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      Theo:

      Josef kept adding ice water to my glass as I sat through the briefings, the discussions, the revelations.

      First of which being that Josef's guess was right—I had become King. All of the Dubriennes had died in the explosion, save one distant third cousin who was in England sucking his thumb and filling his diapers. The invisible gears began to turn, the old books cracked open and the ceremonies studied in preparation for me to ascend to the throne. No matter what, the monarchy had to continue.

      I sipped my drink, the numbness spreading through my body as the organized chaos swirled around me. It was tempting to ask for more brandy, wallow in the alcohol-induced haze, but I couldn't afford to lose focus—no matter how much I wanted to crawl inside the decanter and hope this was all a dream.

      Josef never left my side as advisers raced in and out of the panic room, updates piling up on the desks as the authorities dealt with the disaster.

      Finally, there was a lapse, a solemn silence falling on the room. It was as if we all inhaled at once, sharing the same fortifying breath.

      I took another sip—mostly ice water now, with a slight scent of brandy, and cleared my throat. "Right. Now that we've got some confirmed data..." I steadied myself. "How many dead?"

      "At this point we have ninety-five casualties. Including your mother, father and two older brothers," Josef said. "A hundred and thirty-seven injured, many of them seriously. They've started recovery operations—it took some time to clear the site and make sure there wasn't another explosive waiting to go off and hurt the first responders. The experts are going through the debris, trying to figure out if it was a terrorist attack. No one's tried to claim responsibility for it yet, but they might be waiting for the right time to issue a press release." He paused. "Our government liaison tells us the Prime Minister considered declaring martial law, but decided against it after getting a briefing from the Defense Minister. They thought it might cause a panic. Still, extra guards are being posted at all sensitive sites."

      "Give them any assistance we can to make sure everyone stays safe through this crisis. I don't want anyone else getting hurt." I looked at my glass, surprised to find it empty. "We have to... I want all of the funerals paid for, all of the medical expenses for the survivors. I don't care how much it costs—these people have suffered enough. Tell the Prime Minister we'd like pensions for those families who lost their sole provider, if Parliament approves."

      "As you wish." Josef nodded.

      My cell phone rang. I checked the caller ID and winced.

      Not now.

      Josef leaned in, his forehead furrowing as he read the name under the number. "Briana?"

      "From the nightclub. You know, the video star?"

      "No." He took the cell from my hand. "If you don't mind."

      He strode away, rapidly speaking into the phone. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, grateful for the save.

      Briana was pleasant, but right now I didn't need to hear her high-pitched voice yammering on, even in sympathy.

      Josef returned, slipping my phone into his jacket pocket. "I think I'll hold onto this for the time being, with your permission."

      "What did she say?"

      He scrunched up his nose. "Something along the lines of 'offering up prayers" and what I believe to be an offer to come and comfort you in your time of need. Physically and emotionally."

      I couldn't hold back a chuckle. "Really? She said that?"

      "Not explicitly," he confessed. "But I'm not so old that I didn't pick up what she was offering."

      "Shit." I closed my eyes, so tight it began to hurt. "I don't want to deal with this right now."

      "I'll take care of it. And any other personal phone calls—you don't need to be worrying about someone looking to make the social media rounds at your expense. Say the wrong thing, give the wrong impression... it'll make the news before you know it and we'll be chasing down flash fires everywhere."

      He knelt down by my chair, lowering his voice. "If I can offer some advice... be careful. You're about to ascend the throne. Before today, you had to be cautious about those around you—multiply that ten-fold now." Josef put one hand to his chest, over his heart. "I hope you'll put me among those you trust."

      I pressed my hand over his. "You've stood by my father for decades and stood with me for years, through good and bad. I have complete faith and trust in you." My gaze swept the room, the organized chaos swirling around us. "Right now, you might be the only one."

      Josef smiled and rose. "I'll see what I can do about that. If you'll excuse me, I need to start making preparations for the funeral guests."

      "Guests?" I croaked.

      "Don't worry." Pain flashed across his gaze, his features taking on those of a man much older than either of us. "A simple case of extending invitations and preparing to receive those who will make the trip in person, like the Hofstetters—they're not going to stay at a hotel. The protocol's been in place for many years. You don't have to worry about any of it." His voice shifted, became more demanding—the Josef I knew from my childhood. "That's why you have people like me around." He plucked the glass from my hand in a smooth, natural move and gestured at an aide. "Coffee. Black. Brew a fresh pot."

      I closed my eyes again, forcing the headache into a box at the back of my mind. I had never played politics and it seemed I was about to dive into an ocean, wearing heavy iron chains around my neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Kathleen

        

      

    

    
      "Kathleen?" Josef's voice boomed from the outlet.

      I gripped the phone with whitened knuckles. "Josef? Oh, my god... is Teddy..."

      "Theo's alive and well. His penchant for arriving late to every possible event saved him—we were not in the theater when it... when it happened."

      Lily grabbed my shoulders as I went limp, sagging against the cushions.

      "He's alive?"

      "Yes. And now about to bury his family and become King." He paused. "You need to come to Ansulenia for the funerals."

      "Why?" Lily interrupted, giving me some time to recover. "He hasn't talked to her in years."

      "He doesn't know I'm contacting you. He's... upset."

      "No shit." Lily snorted. "After what he's been through..." She shook her head. "Wait, then how can we be invited?"

      "Your name was on the list." Weariness crept into Josef's voice, bringing him up in my inner eye. He had never left Teddy's side during the year and a half when we were dating. The man knew when to step away, give us privacy—but right up to the end, polite and thoughtful.

      "What list?" Lily asked.

      "The official list of people to be invited to royal funerals. Kathleen was added by the Queen some years ago."

      "Well, that was a mistake," Lily said. "Didn't she update it when they broke up?"

      "It seems not—and I'm not allowed to edit or delete any names, unless they're deceased. Kathleen's allowed to bring someone with her, which I assume would be you."

      I broke in before Lily could reply. "Josef... I haven't spoken to Teddy in years."

      "But he still cares for you." The tired chuckle startled me. "I might be old, but I'm not blind. All those women, all the pictures you saw of him running around—it was to keep busy, find some reason to avoid staying at home and brooding."

      "Seriously?" My heart hammered in my ears, threatening to drown out everything. "You expect me to believe that?" I waved my hands in the air. "What if I was married? Or in a serious relationship?"

      "You're not."

      A flash of anger overrode my concern for Theo. "Are you keeping tabs on me? International spies?"

      "Kathleen..." The soft tone tamped down my rage. "You dated Theo for years. You know security checks were done on you, your family and friends to make sure he was safe. Hell, we checked half the university, including classmates and professors. When you broke up, we terminated that surveillance." He paused for a second, likely to let me remember what we'd gone through. "That would have been the end of it, but when your name went on the list, it required a yearly security update. That included your current marital status. I also saw the announcement about you taking over and Lily's promotion."

      "How do you know I'm not married?" Lily piped up.

      "Because few men could handle you," Josef replied, without missing a beat.

      Lily gave me a shrug. "He's got a point."

      "Josef," I said, trying to steer the conversation back on track, "Teddy doesn't need an ex-girlfriend right now."

      "You're right, he doesn't. Right now, he needs a friend, a true friend. The predators are gathering around him even as we speak, people who will pretend to be his ally just to advance their own agenda."

      "Speak English, Josef," Lily snapped. "Is he in danger? Someone about to put a knife in his back?"

      "No, not literally. But he needs a voice of reason. Or two of them."

      "I..."

      "Kathleen." His voice softened. "Consider it a favor for me. For his parents. They liked you very much. Your name wouldn't be on the list if they'd been upset with you. Nathaniel and Anastasia never did anything without a reason. All you need to do is come here for the funeral. If you don't want to stay for the coronation, fine."

      "I can't just pack up and go. I..."

      Lily rolled her eyes. "Make the reservations, Josef. I'll fix things up here. Kiski's Kafé will somehow survive without the two of us going in every day and busting heads." She looked at me. "Your mom's been on you to take a vacation for months. We'll multi-task it and make everyone happy."

      "Just go to the airport when you're ready. A private jet will be waiting for you." A pause. "Thank you both. Theo's going to be happy to see you."

      "I hope so," I said under my breath.

      The line went silent.

      "Fuck... Where did you put your passport? Where did I put my passport?" Lily jumped up and raced up the stairs into her bedroom. Smashing and crashing signaled she was in the closet, likely pulling down our luggage.

      I dropped the phone on the couch before putting my head in my hands, trying to compose my thoughts. A demolition derby erupted in my mind, emotions crashing into each other.

      "What would my mother do?" I said aloud, already knowing the answer.

      She would want me to go and pay my respects to Nathaniel and Anastasia. My father would expect the same, doing what was right. Not necessarily easy, but right.

      I didn't need to call Florida to figure that out.

      Lily came back down the stairs, charging into the living room. She waved a pair of passports in the air, safely tucked into bright neon orange protectors. "I found mine tucked into an old purse, right beside yours. Thank God we got them for that trip to Vegas last year." She titled her head to one side, forehead furrowed. "What the hell do you wear to a royal funeral? What do you wear to hang around a palace?"

      "He's alive," I said. The cold ball of fear that had been rolling around the inside of my skull had melted away, replaced now with a big wad of emotional panic.

      I hadn't seen or heard from Teddy in five years.

      And now I was flying halfway across the word to help him deal with possibly the worst thing anyone could deal with—without him knowing.

      This wouldn't end well.

      "What?" Lily frowned. "What did you say?"

      "Josef thinks Teddy wants to see me," I said.

      "Very much so. And if you remember, Josef's pretty cool. Never treated you badly, never gave either of us a hard time. Man's dedicated his life to the family." She sat down beside me, taking my hand. "If he thinks Theo needs you right now, he's probably right. Worst case scenario, we go to the funeral, Theo ignores us. We do some international shopping, pad out our Instagram accounts with some wild photographs and come back home."

      "I guess so." I nodded. "Least we can do is pay our respects."

      "Exactly," Lily said. "So, move your ass off that sofa. I'll call Alex and the others, explain the situation. He's been chomping at the bit to take on more responsibility, this is the perfect chance. Got to call my mom—she'll demand plenty of travel photographs for her work desk." She nudged my shoulder, pointing at the ceiling and by proxy, my own bedroom. "Get. Ready."
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      Josef was as good as his word—the private plane was waiting for us once we got to Pearson Airport, our visas expedited and a security escort to the steps. We were the only ones on board the sleek, bullet-shaped jet, making me feel even more self-conscious.

      Lily settled in just fine, going around the cabin to check on every electronic gadget available before taking the seat next to me and fastening her seat belt. The flight attendant came out and delivered a short, snappy safety session, along with taking drink requests.

      "Coffee, please. For both of us," I said before Lily could answer.

      A few minutes later, the pilot announced we were taxiing out to the runway for takeoff.

      My stomach twisted into knots as the floor started vibrating, the engines a slow hum.

      "I can't..." I blurted out to Lily as we began to move. "I can't do this."

      "What?" She jerked a thumb at the window beside her. "Hate to tell you, but we're in no position to stop this thing."

      "No, not the jet." I glanced out the window as we began to pick up speed, the tarmac whizzing by. "I mean... I can't just show up unannounced." The falling sensation beneath my feet signaled a successful takeoff. "Josef's a sweet guy, but Teddy doesn't need another shock right now. I might be on that list but if he doesn't want me there, it'd be wrong to force it."

      Lily pressed her lips into a tight line for a few seconds before responding. "Can't disagree with you on that point." She tapped her seat belt, fingernails rapping on the cold metal. "Tell you what, let's call him. If he freaks out and dumps us, we can turn around. Although I'll be pissed at missing my shopping stop in Paris."

      I laughed in spite of the situation. "Okay, okay."

      The pilot's voice came through the intercom, announcing we'd be leveling off in a few minutes and our expected flight time to Ansulenia was eight hours, weather permitting.

      The flight attendant approached us, carrying a tray with two cups of coffee. She smiled as we accepted the mugs.

      "Is there a phone on board?" I showed her my cell phone. "The roaming charges will kill me. Do you have one I can use?"

      The tall woman nodded. "Of course. Just a minute."
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      Theo:

      There have been nights when I've woken up in a sweat, dreaming I was frozen in time and unable to move. This was like that, but worse.

      I was awake and knew it.

      I sat in my father's study, waiting behind the giant oak desk I had romped around as a child, as people swarmed around me, phones ringing and papers shuffled from folder to folder. We had moved out of the panic room as soon as it was determined the attack was a one-off, the security forces sweeping every inch of the palace and making sure it would be safe to move around the building.

      Extra security guards still stood at every intersection—and military at the front gates.

      No one wanted to take the chance of being wrong.

      Josef came into the room, moving over to stand beside me.

      "Sire..." He bit his lip. "We need to talk." A weird expression came over his face, something I took a few minutes to place. His eyebrows drew together, forehead furrowing.

      Discomfort.

      This was something new.

      "I need a few minutes alone with Josef. Please and thank you all." I raised my voice over the murmuring. Without comment, the staff gathered their papers and left.

      The last man out closed the door behind him, leaving us alone in the den.

      "What is it?" I reached for the nearby mug, finding it cool to the touch. The coffee was stone-cold.

      I still took a sip.

      "I started the preparations for the funeral. Funerals," he corrected himself. "Part of the arrangements involve sending out invitations to those selected to attend, as I mentioned before." He hesitated, feeding my curiosity even more. "Two lists exist—one personal, one professional. The professional one has various diplomats from other countries on it, royal families who would automatically expect an invitation, business contacts and the like. The Hofstetters, for example, from Sulvenia—being fellow royalty, they're on the list."

      He swallowed hard. "The personal one... you need to understand this list was drawn up by your mother and father. It includes people from different countries, different occupations—friends and those who wouldn't be normally included on the first list. People who made an impression on them because of who they are, not their financial or political status. You might not recognize them, but they were important to your parents."

      "I understand." I narrowed my gaze. "What's wrong?"

      He held himself a bit taller, almost standing at attention. "Kathleen Kiski was on the list. She's presently en route with Lily Dower, coming in via private jet from Toronto."

      I blinked. "Kick? Coming here?"

      "Yes."

      "The list..." The words wouldn't come, twisting around in my gut. "Mom and Dad put it together?"

      "They did. It seems they added Kathleen to the list five years ago."

      "Before we broke up?"

      "No. After." He pulled a cell phone from his front pocket. "She's actually on the phone right now, calling from the plane."

      "What? Why? Why the hell would they put her on the list after we..." The one-two punch to my heart pushed all coherent thought to the side. "On the phone? Now?"

      "I extended the invitation to her, as per instructions. She first agreed, but now..." Josef placed the thin wafer on the desk. "She says she doesn't want to cause you any undue stress, so if you don't want her to attend, she'll respect your decision." He cleared his throat. "I apologize if I went too far. I thought..." His voice trailed off.

      He coughed into his hand, obviously uncomfortable with saying anything more.

      "No, no." I drew the phone to me, pulse pounding in my ears. "If Mom put her on the list, it was for a reason."

      "She did like Kathleen," Josef added.

      "That she did." I drew a deep breath to steady myself, then tapped the screen to activate the speakerphone. "Hello?"

      "Teddy?"

      A cool wave of relief surged over me at the single word, five years washing away in a second.

      "Yes, yes. It's me." I fumbled for something simple to say, some way to start what might be the most awkward conversation of my life. "How's the plane?"

      The gentle laugh filled the air around me. "Gorgeous. This is like a hotel suite in the air."

      "Good. Good. Lily's with you?"

      I couldn't think of anything else to say. If she were married, had a partner with her…

      "Yes. She's having too much fun bouncing around the cabin. I told her that if she breaks anything, she's paying full price for it."

      I laughed in spite of myself, imagining the hyperactive young woman dashing around the jet's interior.

      "This place is a Tardis. They keep pulling things out of the back."

      Every word settled me, smoothed over the invisible open wounds in my heart.

      It was good to hear her voice.

      A soft intake of air came through the line, warning me of a change in subject.

      "I... I'm so sorry about your parents," she murmured.

      "Thanks. I'm still in a bit of shock. It happened so quickly." I rubbed my jaw. "Josef hit me."

      "What?" She let out a sharp laugh. "He did what?"

      I imagined her sitting in the airplane, looking out into the clouds. Knowing Kick, she'd be wearing jeans and one of her many pastel-colored blouses, perhaps a sweater to keep from catching cold from the air-conditioning.

      "Yep. In front of the theater, minutes after it happened. Right hook, sucker-punched me before hustling me away to the
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