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Princess Tatiana is a modern woman who has no need of an arranged marriage . . .



But her parents have a different idea and have betrothed her to the son of one of their lifelong friends.  Tatiana wants nothing to do with the son of the Grand Duke, especially since she’s focused on everything going right for her exclusive charity event at the Ivanov family’s casino in glamorous Monaco.



Police Detective Peter Roman has been keeping a secret that has burdened him for years ...



Peter has been hiding a secret identity and his love for his best friend Prince Alexander’s little sister Tatiana for years.  He’s been hoping that she will notice him for the man he is rather than the title he does not wish to reveal.  Little does Tatiana know that he is the Grand Prince that her family has arranged for her to marry.



A series of high profile jewelry thefts threaten Tatiana’s upcoming event . . .



Peter and Tatiana are thrown together to help prevent the theft of some very expensive bling from several Russian royal families.  Little do they know that the thefts are a smoke screen for something far more dangerous that will put their lives in jeopardy. When Peter’s secret identity is revealed, Tatiana must decide if she can trust the man who has stolen her heart to help her catch the notorious jewelry thief.
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London, England

The heist had been so easy, it was almost insulting. 

Shea Brady handed over a padded envelope to the man across the table. He and his contact were tucked into a leather booth at the back of a dimly lit pub in London’s Kensington district.

The older man opened the envelope and shot a cursory glance at the contents. With a satisfied smile, he said, “Well done, Mr....?”

“Smith,” Shea filled in, although they were both well aware that wasn’t his real name. All his contact had to know was the number for the Swiss bank account where he would deposit the monies for the work he had done, and the e-mail address where he could be reached.

“Mr. Smith. My client was quite impressed with how quickly and quietly you completed your task,” the other man said in tones that bespoke of upper class British schooling. But there was another accent, more foreign, beneath those tones. His clothing screamed elegance and money, although it was staid. Better suited to a banker than someone dealing with a man like Shea.

Although some might consider bankers not all that much different from a thief.

“I’m glad he’s pleased,” Shea said and signaled the waitress for the check. Considering how much he was being paid for the rather simple job, the least he could do was to pick up the tab for the pints they’d had. He could well afford it after his many years pulling high-end heists of some of the world’s most expensive and sought after jewels.

“Not so fast, Mr. Smith,” the banker-type said and waved off the waitress when she approached. Shea examined the other man, wondering what it was that he wanted. Growing uncomfortable, he considered that he might have somehow fallen for an Interpol sting. After all, Shea had been on their list of Most Wanted for nearly three years now—not that anyone had ever gotten close enough to even snap a photo of his real face for their mug shots. Even today he was well-disguised by the latex prosthetics that hid his features.

“Is something wrong, Mr....?”

“Jones,” the banker said with a wry smile before continuing. “My client is interested in building his collection and believes you can assist him. If you’re interested, of course.”

Shea considered how much he had been paid and how easy it had been. Actually too easy. The Hollywood couple who had been in possession of the multi-million dollar necklace hadn’t been particularly careful about safeguarding it. Maybe because the money to purchase the jewelry had come too easily to them.

Unlike how hard he’d had to work just to survive in his lean childhood years. One too many nights spent hungry despite hours of back-breaking labor had made him find a much more profitable way of earning his keep. If the rest of the jobs Mr. Jones’s client proposed were as easy as this one, it would literally be like stealing candy from a baby. While he wouldn’t mind such an easy gig, it was almost too easy. Almost as if someone wanted him to fail.

“I appreciate the confidence in my abilities, but you really don’t need someone of my caliber for jobs of this nature.”

Mr. Jones’s smile turned harder and formed a thin slash across his face. “This was just a test, although I do wish it had been slightly more arduous.”

Shea lifted a brow, but it barely shifted the fake nose and forehead he wore despite how form-fitting they were. Still, Jones noted his displeasure and said, “I suppose you don’t consider scaling a twenty foot cliff to reach their home arduous?”

With a smooth bob of his silvery-grey head, Jones apologized. “Of course, Mr. Smith. It’s just that the security systems at the location were rather barbaric.”

“And I suppose the next job—”

“Jobs,” Jones quickly corrected.

Shea nodded. “Jobs. I suppose they’re more of a challenge?”

Jones smiled, but it failed to reach his eyes, which remained a clear, steady blue beneath bushy gray eyebrows. “Quite. Especially the last one. We’re talking high end security, armed guards, the rich and famous, including some royalty. Pull it off and the papers will have a field day with your achievement.”

Shea tapped his finger against his mouth. The big heist he described was definitely a challenge worthy of his talents, and if the payoff was anything like what he was receiving for the job he had just completed, he might even be able to retire. 

“Let’s just say you’ve piqued my interest, Mr. Jones. You know how to reach me with details of the other jobs.”

Jones nodded and smiled, but there was a look about his smile that Shea didn’t really like. Deadly and decidedly dangerous. Mr. Jones was obviously keeping a great deal to himself about his future plans. “We’ll send you information on each job when appropriate. When we’re satisfied you’re the man for our last assignment, we’ll let you know the details.”

Before Shea could utter another word, Jones rushed from the pub bench, amazingly speedy for a man his age.

Although maybe Jones was likewise in disguise, Shea considered. The warning bells that had served him so well in the past were ringing, but were silenced by the imaginary sound of coins dropping into his bank account. Lots and lots of coins.

With that much money, he could find himself a quaint home along the Italian coast. Settle down and start a family. He was still young, after all, barely in his thirties.

Plenty of time to have the kind of life his profession hadn’t allowed him.

Until now.

He settled the bill the waitress had left earlier by tossing the money and a nice tip on the tabletop and hurried out of the pub. He caught sight of Jones half a block ahead.

There was something besides his natural condescension that rubbed Shea the wrong way. Because of that, he followed cautiously as Jones turned the corner and walked down several blocks to where a limo waited.

As Jones approached, the driver side door opened and a uniformed chauffeur walked around and opened the door for him.

Shea wasn’t close enough to hear, but he could read the driver’s lips as he gave a practiced bow and said, “Good evening, Prince Sergei.”

A prince, huh? Shea watched intently as “Jones” slipped into the backseat of the Rolls Royce. 

He waited until the Rolls pulled away, then headed to the underground to reach his home.

He never did business too close to it. You didn’t shit where you lived. He passed through the turnstiles of the underground with his doctored Oyster payment card, his mind already looking forward to the big job Jones had mentioned.

No, not Jones. Prince Sergei. Another royal. He hated the fucking royals with all their money and airs. 

Stealing from them would definitely be a job he would enjoy, especially if he could find a way to deal with the uppity Prince Sergei also. 

Not a double-cross—even thieves had standards. But he would like to see the man taken down a peg or two. 

All in good time. 

He hurried to his empty home, dreaming of the possibility that he could finally leave his thieving ways and settle down.

Hopefully sooner than later.
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Atlantic City, Six Months Later

Princess Maria Theresa Tatiana Christiania Ivanov reluctantly sat down at the large dining room table to participate in a video call from her parents. They had planned to visit in time for the birth of their first grandchild, her brother, Prince Alexander, and his wife Kathleen’s baby, but a major dose of the flu had kept them home.

As the monitor snapped to life and the familiar warning beep of a call filled the room, Alexander answered.

“Mother. Father,” he said regally, ever the prince. Close to a decade older than Tatiana, Alexander had grown up under stricter and more demanding protocols for behavior. He had also cleared the way for her to have the freedom she had so desperately wanted. But after finishing college and an MBA at a nearby school in Philadelphia, Tatiana had “come home” in a way, choosing to stay and work with him in the family’s Atlantic City casino—Russian Nights.

“Hi Mom and Dad,” she said enthusiastically and waved, dragging a smile from her father’s illness-haggard face before he quickly hid the emotion. “Are you feeling better?” she asked.

“A little,” her father, Prince Ivan, answered, but immediately after, a bout of coughing proclaimed otherwise.

Beside him, her mother, Anastasia, tried to soothe him, rubbing his back and offering a glass of water so he could clear his throat.

“Maybe we should call back when you’re feeling better,” Alexander said, wincing at how awful their father sounded.

Prince Ivan waved his hand and took a long drink from the glass. Seemingly restored, he said, “I’m afraid this can’t wait.” Tatiana shared an anxious look with her brother, hoping it had nothing to do with their father’s health. “Is everything okay?”

“There’s nothing to worry about on our end, Tatochka,” her mother replied, using her family nickname, but Tatiana sensed there was clearly something pressing for them to be making this call when their father was so ill.

“What’s up then? Dad should be in bed resting.”

“We had a call from Grand Duke Alexandrovich. Unfortunately, things are not so well with him and—” Her father hesitated and shot an anxious look at her mother, but then plowed on. “Many years ago, when we had despaired of Alexander ever settling down and having a family, we made an arrangement with the Grand Duke.”

A niggle of fear blossomed in Tatiana’s gut, especially as Alexander dropped his gaze, obviously uncomfortable with the discussion. Even worse, obviously aware of what was coming.

“What kind of arrangement, Father?” she asked, her earlier exuberance gone.

“A marriage arrangement.”

A long uneasy silence followed his words, and in her brain the words kept repeating over and over as she tried to understand just what that meant. Finally she found the strength to ask. “You want me to marry the Grand Duke? He’s so old he’s like a...fossil.”

“His son,” her father replied, and to attempt to comfort her, quickly added, “He’s only a few years older than you.” At least her parents had displayed some consideration of her sensibilities. For a moment she’d had visions of herself walking down the aisle with an old, smelly, half-dead octogenarian. Not that she planned on walking down the aisle with any man anytime in the near future—especially one she did not love.

“You’ll have to tell the Grand Duke I won’t be marrying his son.”

“Tatiana, you have no choice. As a princess—”

“I’m in America now. I will choose who I marry,” she said forcefully. “Not you.”

Before her eyes, the normally kind, gentle father she loved with all her heart disappeared in the blink of an eye. A bright flush marked his features and his blue eyes, a shade darker than hers, sparked with anger. A tight slash of a smile marred his face before he said in a tone that brooked no disagreement, “You will marry him, Tatiana. The Ivanovs honor their bargains.”

“I will not,” she repeated and waited for the explosion of her father’s temper.

It came as expected, in a rush of Russian that rattled by so quickly she had trouble understanding. As her mother had countless times, Anastasia jumped into the battle between father and daughter.

“Tatiana. I know you do not mean to disrespect us and our ways, but there is no choice in this. We have a little time before the Grand Duke sets a date for you to meet his son, so maybe it’s best if we end this now and give you some time to think about what we’ve asked,” she said, her soothing voice and demeanor settling the upset, but only a little.

“That would be best, Mother,” Alexander jumped in. “I’m sure this was a shock to Tatiana and she needs time to process all of it.” His tone matched that of their mother, his manner likewise calm, although Tatiana sensed the tension beneath his controlled exterior.

“We love you both,” her mother said, and a second later the video call disconnected.

Tatiana bolted from the chair and combed her fingers through the long strands of her hair as she paced for a moment before whirling to face her brother.

“You knew about this.”

Alexander reluctantly nodded. “I did. I tried to dissuade them years ago—”

“When?” she challenged.

“Nearly six years ago. Well before I married Kathleen. They were as desperate as the Grand Duke to see grandchildren to carry on the royal bloodlines.”

“So why not you? Why not make the arrangement for you to marry?” she asked, despite knowing that regardless of which of them had been chosen, it would still be unfair to demand they accept a marriage without love. Not in this day and age.

Alexander smiled then, a boyish grin that lit up his handsome face. “I don’t suppose the Grand Duke’s son was my type. He would much prefer someone like you.”

She gnashed her teeth together, balled her fists, and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows to look out at the lights of the city and majesty of the Atlantic. The ocean was calm today, and as it always did, the sights of Jersey Shore helped to soothe her and she turned to her brother once again.

“This sucks, Sasha. I can’t marry this man, whoever he is.” It suddenly occurred to her that her father hadn’t said the man’s name, but clearly, Alexander knew the Grand Duke’s son.

“Who is he?” she demanded, and walked to where her brother sat.

“I promised him I wouldn’t let anyone know who he is. He’s been living here under an alias for most of his life. I’m sorry, Tatochka.”

She stood before her brother, trying to control the anger that was growing once again. “I trusted you and you screwed me over, Sasha.” Her words obviously hit him harder than any blow she might have landed, but he deserved it. He knew she had trust issues, especially about lying. They both did. There were too many people out there who lied just to get close to a royal.

“Never, Tatochka. If I thought this man was wrong for you, I would never let this happen.”

Because he meant well, she corralled her temper, which could at times be as bad as her father’s, and injected calm into her voice. “Sasha, please listen up. You don’t decide what I do. Mom and Dad don’t decide. I decide.”

Alexander’s lips curved up in an understanding smile. “Yes, Tatochka. I will not mention this man or the arrangement again.”

With a determined nod, she said, “Awesome. So let’s get back to business.”

She marched to the far end of the conference table where she had left her various notes and papers for a very special fashion show that was planned for their Monaco casino, the Jewel of Russia. She had enlisted the assistance of several European haute couture designers to create the ensembles for an event that would raise money for an internationally recognized charity to help end children’s hunger. Because of the Russian flavor of all of their casinos, she had also cajoled a number of Russian royals to allow their family heirlooms, and even some ancient relics, to be used as part of the event.

That required all kinds of heavy-duty security. She had spent the morning discussing their safeguards with Jim Reynolds, the chief of security in Atlantic City, and Tony Martino, his counterpart in Monaco.

Returning with the papers to where Alexander sat, she laid out the various schematics and drawings, and ran down the suggestions that had been provided.

“Do Jim and Tony think this can all be done in time for the show?” He flipped through the designs for the ballroom set-up and the display cases that would hold the jewels both before and after the event. The idea was to allow guests to ooh and aah over the baubles even if they hadn’t plunked down big bucks for the event. Afterward, the designer dresses would also be on display in the ballroom for a few months.

Once that was over, the final leg of the event would be held back over here in the States, in their Atlantic City casino, and the dresses would be auctioned off to raise even more money for the charity.

“So far everything is coming together. The display cases should be ready in a month. Tony has hired extra security guards for the lobby as well as for the day of the fashion show. We’ve run security checks on everyone who will be involved with the event, from the staff who will be serving guests, to the designers, models, and assorted assistants.”

Alexander gathered all the papers into a neat stack and glanced at her. “What about the attendees?”

Tatiana shook her head. “I’m worried about that. We can’t control who shelled out the thousand dollars for a ticket, but we will have a hidden metal detector at the entrance and guards in the theater area.”

Alexander nodded and smiled. “Looks like you’ve thought of everything. I wish Kathleen and I could be there for the big night.”

She sighed wistfully. She wished for that also, but when the plans had been put into place, Kathleen hadn’t been pregnant. Now she was due any day, which made travel impossible. “Me, too, Sasha. But we’ll be moving the show here in a few months, so you’ll get to see it then.”

“I’m looking forward to that, Tatochka. We could use a big splash here, not only to bolster morale, but draw more people into town and into the casino.”

Although Atlantic City had recovered from Hurricane Sandy, which had ravaged so much of the Jersey Shore a few years earlier, competition from casinos in nearby states had taken a toll. Less than a year earlier, one of the newer luxury casinos had declared bankruptcy and the other casinos were also struggling. Russian Nights was barely weathering the downturn. The profits were down substantially and they were barely keeping it together.

“We’ll get through this, Sasha,” she said, and ruffled her brother’s hair in an affectionate gesture.

He forced a grin and was about to exact brotherly revenge when his cell phone rang. Glancing at the caller ID, a happy smile swept across his face. Clearly Kathleen was calling.

“Ko’shechka maja,” he answered with affection, calling her his “little cat.” Tatiana was thrilled that her brother was so happy with his wife of almost three years.

She couldn’t make out the response, but Alexander straightened in his chair, a shocked look on his face.

“It’s time?” he choked out.

Another murmur came across the line and he hung up, meeting Tatiana’s questioning gaze. “Oh my God. It’s time. I’m about to become a father.”
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Detective Peter Roman was glad that Sasha had called him with news that Kathleen was ready to make Alexander a dad. He raced along the streets of Atlantic City to reach the hospital. Traffic was light thanks to the winter season, although there was a snarl of cars alongside the Tropicana Casino and the streets nearby lined with an assortment of outlet stores.

He cleared his way past the traffic jam, eager to be there for his good friend. And, even if he didn’t want to admit it, for his little sister Tatiana. Peter’s friendship with Alexander had grown during the half dozen or so years that the prince had lived in Atlantic City, but so had Peter’s attraction to the pretty girl who had morphed into a gorgeous woman right before his eyes.

Not that there was anything between them, or would be, no matter how fascinated he was. He had come to the States during college to have a life far far away from the drama of being royal and the destruction it could bring to a family. Getting involved with a princess was not on his list of things to do. He just wanted to have a normal life.

The little voice in his head reminded him that Alexander had somehow managed to accomplish that while still bearing the title of prince, and that Tatiana could probably do the same. But Peter had done a hard left and decided that he was better off as Peter Roman than Velikiy Knjaz Pyotr Romanovich—Grand Prince Pyotr Romanovich—only son of Grand Duke Roman Alexandrovich.

Living under an alias had given him the freedom to pursue a career he loved and to avoid the limelight that had ruined his family. But it had also unexpectedly brought him together with the Ivanov siblings. While he appreciated Alexander’s friendship and had come to think of him almost as a brother, his thoughts about Tatiana were anything but fraternal.

He could easily fall in love with her—something he really wasn’t prepared to handle, especially since his father and the Ivanovs had cooked up a crazy arranged marriage and his father was now pressing for the agreement to be honored.

He didn’t want to be forced into any kind of relationship. He wanted the woman he married to love him, and definitely to choose him on her own. Not forced to be with him by an antiquated and totally barbaric tradition.

In a perfect world, having a woman like Tatiana would be awesome, if she chose him. But the world wasn’t perfect, and getting involved with her was a major problem. For years Peter had kept not only his real identity from the public, but also a very painful family secret. Being with Princess Tatiana would toss him right back into the public eye, and risk revealing all that. Never a good thing in his line of work, especially when he went undercover.

Not to mention that as stubborn and temperamental as Tatiana could be, he suspected that any kind of personal relationship with her would be difficult.

He pulled his car into a parking spot at the hospital and rushed into the building, eager to see the latest addition to the Ivanov family. And, despite his reluctance, just as eager to spend time with Tatiana.

He bolted through the corridors until he reached the waiting room for the maternity area. Tatiana was seated there, her head buried in her smartphone, her fingers flying over the screen as she texted someone. When he came into the area, she slowly raised her head and met his gaze. Her crystalline blue eyes were a shade lighter than her brother’s, but still bore the exotic almond shape that stamped them both as Ivanovs. A flare of interest darkened them for a moment and the barest hint of a smile tweaked her lips before she controlled her emotions.

She rose regally and held out her hand. “Nice to see you again, Peter.”

He squeezed her hand and pulled her into a traditional triple-kiss-on-the-cheek Russian greeting. “Likewise, Tatiana. How are things?”

The smile returned as she stepped back and held up the phone so he could see the picture of Alexander and Kathleen in what he guessed was a birthing room. Both appeared calm, and the love in their eyes was impossible to miss. He hoped they could stay that calm through the whole delivery.

“They look happy,” he said, the tone of his voice wistful even to his own ears.

Tatiana nodded. “They are. I hope to be that lucky one day.”

“I hope so, too,” he said, and as their gazes connected, he detected a glimmer of attraction before the shutters came down.

“Grab a seat,” she said, offering him the chair next to her as if she owned it. In a way, she did. Tatiana always made everywhere she went seem comfortable and homey for those around her, so it was only natural she treated the hospital environs the same way.

“Don’t mind if I do,” he replied, and plopped down in the chair. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the paper bag filled with sugared cashews he had bought from a pushcart vendor on the Atlantic City boardwalk. He had been working his usual rounds, seeing what was up, when the call had come that Kathleen had gone into labor.

He unfolded the top of the bag and held it out. “Would you like some?”

Tatiana stared at the rumpled bag, stained from the oil of its contents, then pulled one sugar-glazed nut from the bag, popped it into her mouth, and chewed. Salty-sweet taste burst over her taste buds. She watched, amused, while he tossed a few of the candied nuts past his lips. The good detective always seemed to be munching on something, which made her wonder how he kept his lean, muscular physique. Which in turn sent a blast of heat to her face as she thought about his body and the many times she had admired it. Discreetly, of course.

“How do you not weigh five hundred pounds?” she teased to fight her dangerous thoughts, and took another few nuts when he once again offered.

“Fast metabolism. How about you? How do you keep that girlish figure?” he asked, but immediately blushed when he realized his faux pas.

Chuckling, she said, “You know, a real gentleman wouldn’t ask such things.”

“Neither would a lady,” he zinged back with a grin.

“Well, now that we’ve settled that,” she said, and went back to her smartphone to send the photo to her parents and Jim Reynolds, the security chief who had become like an uncle to her and Sasha, as well as Vanessa, her best friend and a manager in the casino.

When she was done, Peter offered her the bag again and she reached for another handful, mimicking him as he popped some more into his mouth. He chewed and the muscles of his strong jaw flexed. He licked his lips and then worried his bottom lip for a moment, lost in thought. She imagined soothing that spot with her own lips, then pulled back abruptly, shaking her head. She’d had one too many such thoughts on various occasions, and they just didn’t make sense. Peter was older. Although not that much older.

He was a cop. That meant he put himself in danger way too often. She’d had enough danger in her life already. She suppressed a tiny shudder and pushed back the ugly memories of her brief abduction a few years back. She hadn’t been harmed, just used as a pawn, but she’d been scared shitless. She couldn’t imagine living with fear like that regularly.

Besides, Peter wasn’t royalty. Not that it had ever mattered to her. She had dated many men who weren’t titled. She had even dated men who weren’t as wealthy as she and her family. She normally didn’t judge a man by the size of his wallet or how blue their family bloodlines were. Too bad her parents did...

She just didn’t know how to judge Peter.

He was hard-working, a requirement for any man in her book.

He was loyal and honest. Honesty being a biggie for her. A real biggie, which was why she had been so upset that Alexander had held back what he knew about the crazy-ass marriage bargain.

He had always been there to help her family, like during the money laundering investigation three years earlier that had brought Kathleen and Alexander together.

Plus Sasha trusted him without question, and her brother was usually a good judge of character. Crazy ass marriage bargain notwithstanding.

But there was just something...different about Peter.

Deeper, as if what she saw on the surface was only the beginning. The problem was, she wasn’t the kind to jump into the deep end of the pool without thinking about it first. Thinking about it a lot, actually.

But the weird thing was, with Peter she often didn’t think, she just did.

Like the night her brother had been shot during the investigation and Peter had arrived at the hospital. He had sat next to her and put his arm around her to offer comfort. It had felt so natural to lean into him and his strength. To rely on him and just let her emotions go for a change.

She normally didn’t let loose so easily.

Which was why he scared her on so many levels. It wasn’t safe to let loose with someone she didn’t really know or understand.

The chirp of her cell phone pulled her attention away from those crazy thoughts. Nearly an hour had gone by, she realized. She opened the incoming message and tapped to open the attached photo. She made it full screen and shared it with Peter.

“It’s a girl,” she said happily and grinned with joy for her brother and sister-in-law.

“Beautiful,” he said, surprising her. It was not the word she would have used to describe the messy baby still covered in who knew what goo. 

But as she met his gaze, it hit her. 

He hadn’t been talking about the baby.

“Does that line work on all your women?” she said, losing some of the brightness of the moment.

He chuckled and shook his head. “All my women? Do you think I’m a player or what?”

“A man who looks like you—”

“Now who’s giving me a line?” he jumped in, tossing her own words back at her. But the sexy grin on his face took the sting out of what would otherwise have been a dis.

“—and has that whole bad-boy-don’t-give-a-damn—” she continued without pause until he laid a finger on her lips to silence her. 

“I do give a damn, Tatochka. A lot. Especially when it comes to people I care about.”

The touch of that one digit was potent as any caress, especially when coupled with the intense way he gazed at her, his golden green eyes darkening with emotion.

Unnerved, she eased away and tried to re-establish the lighter mood they had been experiencing earlier. Raising her smartphone again to pull up the second picture Alexander sent, this one of Kathleen and him holding the baby, she said, “They make a beautiful family don’t they?”

Peter nodded and smiled. “They do. I’m glad fate brought Alexander and Kathleen together.”

“Fate? I would have thought a logical type like you wouldn’t put much store in fate.”

Peter shrugged and held out the bag with the last of the nuts. “Logic only explains so much, Tatiana.”

She should know better than to ask, but something about him just made it impossible to hold back. “So what do you think fate has planned for us?”

He grinned and shrugged nonchalantly once more to hide what she suspected was a well of deep emotions. “You know what they say about plans?”

“No, what do they say?”

“God laughs at men who make plans. So I guess we’ll just have to wing it.”
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“You said you had important news,” Tatiana said, picking up a pricey gold Mont Blanc pen from her desk to shift it end-to-end as she waited for him to speak.

It had been several weeks since the birth of Alexander’s baby and Peter hadn’t really seen her since then. It was almost as if they had both been avoiding each other, but now he had no choice but to drop this news in her lap.

He juggled the papers in his hands, hoping he was wrong, but after checking and double-checking his information and reaching out to various sources overseas, he had no doubt about his conclusions. He opened his folder and handed her the first piece of paper, explaining as she read the article. “This is the first of a trio of thefts around the world of some very expensive pieces of jewelry,” he said. When she finished skimming the article, he handed her the next one.

She finished reviewing all of them and said with a frown, “I suppose you think this has something to do with our upcoming event in Monaco?”

Peter nodded. “I do. It’s not just that these are all expensive, nearly priceless pieces that were stolen—many in Europe. They all may have some connection to the Russian royalty who will be attending your event over there. That’s just too much coincidence for me and for Interpol.”

Tatiana had no doubt about Peter’s sincerity, but she was hoping he was wrong. The event was barely two weeks away, and there were enough things to think about and enough pressure trying to arrange everything from three thousand miles away to add the threat of a possible jewel theft to the mix. But as she met his intense gold-green gaze, he clearly had no hesitation with his assessment. She picked up the photocopy of the first newspaper article and read it more thoroughly. She placed it down before doing the same with the rest, worried that Peter might be on to something.

“Why have you come to me with this? Alexander—”

“Is head of the casino corporation, but this charity event is your baby. I thought you should know first.”

Damn it. She hated that he was being thoughtful. Just one more thing that made it harder to fight her attraction to the handsome detective. With a regal dip of her head, she said, “I appreciate that, Peter. But if you don’t mind, I think we should call in Alexander and also—”

“The authorities? As I said, Interpol is aware of these thefts and I’ve discussed them with my contacts over in Europe. They’ve been keeping an eye out, as well. Apparently they think they’re connected to one of Interpol’s Most Wanted suspects, a cat burglar they’ve dubbed the Thief of Hearts.”

Her forehead furrowed at his report. “You’ve clearly done your homework.”

“My friends are important to me, Tatiana,” he replied with such determination her heart did a little flip-flop as she imagined that kind of attention to more personal things.

“I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but I think we should call in Alexander and discuss this all together. Decide what to do, since a theft of this magnitude could ruin the casino’s reputation and impact our bottom line. We can’t afford a financial hit considering how things have been going lately.”

Peter leaned back in the chair and nodded in agreement. “You’re the boss.”

Tatiana phoned her brother and it barely took a minute before Alexander came through the door, Kathleen at his side, holding their five-week old baby.

The couple paused to give him cheek kisses, but as Tatiana provided them a short version of his rundown, Kathleen pressed the baby into his hands and he awkwardly juggled the newborn before settling it comfortably against his chest.

The baby girl opened one eye with an unusual mix of her parents’ blue and hazel eyes, and shot him a suspicious look. With a yawn as if to say she found him uninteresting, she closed her eyes and fell asleep. He returned his attention to the adults and Tatiana smiled as she watched him.

“Are you sure about this?” Kathleen asked.

“I have no doubts, Kathleen,” Peter said. “Interpol was just getting ready to issue a notice to the authorities in Monaco. I’ve asked them to forward me a copy, also.” 

Alexander and Kathleen shared a look, communicating silently in that way that married couples do. “We’ll have to beef up security at the casino. Reconsider whether the fashion show—”

“You’re not about to say we should cancel it, Sasha,” Tatiana jumped in, her temper flaring.

“Needs more security. It might make sense to delay the show and the opening of the exhibition until we get that extra security in place,” Alexander replied calmly and peered from the corner of his eye at his wife.

She nodded. “It might make sense, Tatiana. We should probably think about more hands-on involvement at the event,” Kathleen added.

“I had planned on flying out next week to handle the final details. I’ll move up that trip. Vanessa can step in here and keep things under control,” Tatiana replied, referring to her best friend who had risen through the ranks from hostess to a manager. 

Alexander nodded, but was obviously uneasy. “I’d rather you didn’t go alone, Tatochka. We don’t know how dangerous these men might be.”

“According to Interpol, there has never been a serious injury in connection with any of the heists,” Peter said. “Still, I agree that someone should go with Tatiana. I’m worried about her safety, too, even though the cat burglar has never been violent.” There was a first time for everything, Peter thought.

A rough sigh escaped Alexander and he dragged his fingers through the dark locks of his hair. “I’ll see what I can move around,” he said, but
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