


 
 

When a handsome stranger arrives trying to solve a fifteen-year-old
mystery, even the most over-protected heroine knows how to let down her
hair. 
 
Zelle Carpenter loves her parents. She really, really does. It's just that
they're soooooo obsessed with keeping her safe that she feels like she's been
locked in a tower half the time. There's no chance to go out and have fun,
without resorting to a little trickery with her best friend, and there's no
chance to meet boys. The only boys she knows are the always-on-their-best-
behavior cowboys at Church, and who wants to practice kissing with them? 
  
Duke Dmitri Volkov is stuck in this backwater American town for one
reason only; to solve the fifteen-year-old mystery about a lost princess that
his father shared on his death-bed. But he's not going to pass up the
opportunity to kiss a pretty girl, especially if that pretty girl has the most
beguiling green eyes and taste for adventure. Despite his best efforts, he's
quickly falling for this quaint town and its welcoming citizens. 
 
The only thing left is to solve his father's mystery, so that he can start his
Happily Ever After. But Dmitri doesn't realize that finding the lost princess



from his past will strip away any chance of future happiness in Everland. 
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Dedication:
 

For the girls who remember how to let their hair
down.

 



CHAPTER ONE

 
 
Wyoming Territory, 1876
 
 
The first thing that Dmitri Nikolai Pyotr Vasilek Volkov did when he

alighted from the train platform in the provincial little town of Everland
was step in a pile of fekalii. The noise his well-oiled Hessian boot made as
it squished into the pile was enough to set his teeth on edge and his temper
simmering. Attempting to scrape it off on the edge of the platform, he
reflected that it was a fitting welcome to this last stop on his fool’s errand.
The way the search had been going, of course he’d step in—what was this?
He knew horse doings well enough. Was this Buffalo? Goat?

One of the locals, a big man with entirely too much hair, watched his
futile attempts to remove the waste. When Dmitri met his eyes, the man
boomed “It’s good for the leather!” and stomped off laughing. Dmitri
watched him go, incredulous. Didn’t these people know how to care for
good leather? 

Why should he be surprised? This place was in the middle of nowhere,
and populated by Americans. Men with silly ideals about meritocracy and
culture. And apparently a lack of good boots.

Shouldering his own bags—if only Otets could see him now—he made
his way down the dirt road towards the hotel the conductor had pointed out.
Even from here, he could see that it wasn’t a real hotel, just an inn. An inn!
He scowled at the quaint buildings and the cowboys—or whoever they were
—who were hurrying up and down the dirt street, careful to watch where he
put his feet, for fear of another smelly welcome to Everland.

It wasn’t until he’d climbed up to the wooden sidewalk, and taken a
moment to look around that he had to admit the truth; Everland wasn’t as
small as some of the other places he’d passed through on the train out here.
In fact, the fretwork and paint-color choices reminded him a bit of the
Bavarian villages he’d seen when he was young, while still managing to be
all-American. But while the Bavarian houses had sat high in the crisp, cold



mountain air, the bright colors somehow cheerful against the grays and
whites of the near-constant snow, the buildings in Everland were coated
with a layer of omnipresent dust.

Still, it was nice to find something familiar about this strange place.
Strange world, really, Dmitri thought as he watched a man leading a
gigantic gray ox down the town’s main road. Why would someone take
their pet ox for a walk here? The man, who didn’t look addled, responded to
the waves and friendly “How are you, Mr. Bunyan?” greetings. And then
there was the angelic-looking little girl who was trying desperately to keep
her gaggle of geese together; when Dmitri tipped his hat to her, she smiled
so sweetly that he found himself forgiving her for trying to herd the
squawking animals in such a public place.

Strange place, indeed.
The man behind the desk at the Van Winkle Inn had the unlikely name

of “Rip”—what was it with Americans and their love of short, nonsensical
names?—and looked to be asleep. Dmitri had to clear his throat twice
before the old man acknowledged him, and even then he couldn’t
understand one mumble coming from the man’s mouth. Luckily, Dmitri
figured out which room was his, based on the key the old man tossed on the
desk before he began snoring again.

Upstairs, Dmitri wrestled with the lock, and then the knob, before
finally plopping his bags on the floor of a small, but serviceable room. He
might’ve even called it acceptable, were he not in such a mood.

Throwing himself on the bed—of course his boots hung off the end,
due to his height, but it was just as well he not befoul the quilt—Dmitri
stacked his hands behind his head and scowled at the ceiling. What was he
doing here? A stupid promise to his father, and a wild-goose chase across
this uncivilized continent.

If only Otets hadn’t wrested his word from him before the old man
died. Granted, Dmitri would’ve done anything to keep his father happy,
there at the end, even if it meant taking a fool’s oath to find Vasily Volkov’s
missing goddaughter. And his father had died happy, knowing that his only
son would be continuing the search.

And if only Dmitri hadn’t been so chert good at it. Within a month of
making arrangements for a neighbor to care for the beloved Volkov horses,
he found a lead in the slums of New York City, in America. Careful
questioning led him to a man who remembered some things—for a price, of



course—and Dmitri had more answers than his father had ever received.
New York was civilized enough, but to get on a train and head into this
wilderness? Bah.

What he needed was a drink. What were the chances that any place in
this town had a bottle of decent vodka? Of course, Dmitri had traveled with
his own, not trusting the local sources, but he’d finished it somewhere
around Kansas. It had been necessary, to deal with the depressing, unending
flatness of America. At least here in Everland there were mountains in the
distance, and rolling hills.

Tonight, he’d find some vodka. And get his boots cleaned. And maybe
order a bath. And find a decent veal dinner. And tomorrow, he’d start his
search for information on this Mr. Gothel and a baby girl who’d
disappeared into this God-forsaken wilderness sixteen years ago.

Because he’d promised his father.
 

 
“The berry preserves on my lips worked well, but I’m not so sure

about the charcoal.” Zelle examined herself in the mirror over her best
friend’s bent head. Turning her face this way and that, she tried to peer at
the black lines around her eyes. “Do you think it’s alright to use it?”

“Just don’t blink too hard, or cry or anything.” Briar was engrossed in
her task. “If it gets in your eyes, it’ll probably hurt.”

A snort. “Oh, thanks.”
“Well, if you found some real cosmetics somewhere, I’d love to know

about it.” Briar was hunched over, shoving handkerchiefs down the front of
Zelle’s bodice in an attempt to plump up what God hadn’t given her nearly
enough of. Satisfied, finally, she gave the other girl’s chest a careful pat and
stepped back.

Cupping a hand to either side of her now-curvier bosom, Zelle
critiqued herself in the mirror. She had to admit that Briar had done an
amazing job with limited resources. “You know Mother and Papa would kill
me for even asking.”

“That’s because only hussies paint their faces.” Briar had moved
behind Zelle, fluffing out the bustle they’d borrowed from Sibyl Miller.

Zelle leaned forward, muttering so that she wouldn’t mess up the red
stain—some of the strawberry filling Briar used in her confections—on her



lips. “It’s too bad we had to use charcoal, though. If we’d been able to get
the chocolate to work instead, I would’ve smelled as delicious as I look.”

The two girls met each other’s eyes in the mirror and did their best to
keep their straight faces. But when Briar’s lips twitched, Zelle lost what
little control she had, and dissolved into giggles. Briar followed soon after.

“Stop! Stop.” Zelle tried to calm her breathing, frantically checking
her reflection again. “You’re going to make me smudge my eyes.”

Briar knocked her hands out of the way, and smoothed out the dark
stain over Zelle’s lashes, muttering to herself all the while. “I can’t believe
you’re doing this. You’ve gotten into some crazy adventures in the past, but
this is the craziest.”

Zelle resisted the urge to point out that Briar had been there with her,
every step of the way. But as her best friend clamped her chin still to fix the
fake cosmetics, Zelle had to admit that this might just be the wildest thing
she’d ever attempted. Scraped knees and stolen pies had once been the
naughtiest thing the girls could’ve imagined, but as she’d gotten older,
Zelle’s craving for adventure had grown.

Finally, the shorter girl took a step back and cocked her head to one
side critically before nodding. “Perfect. I’m impressed with myself, if I do
say so.”

“You’re a miracle worker, I’ll give you that.”
Briar’s elaborate bow made them both giggle again. “I like to think

that I know a little magic.”
 Zelle was twisting, trying to see her bustled rear end in the mirror.

“You’re so creative, I knew you’d be able to make me up to look like—“
She snapped her lips closed on the sentiment, but of course her best friend
noticed.

“Look like a what, exactly?”
Peering at the girl in the mirror, Zelle knew. Her reflection showed a

tall, sophisticated pale-haired beauty. Blonde hair braided and coiled
intricately around a perfect face. Green eyes accented in dark highlights.
Plump lips—she’d been chewing on them all afternoon to achieve the effect
—tinged a perfect red shade. Sensual curves and just enough skin to be
tantalizing. Elegant hands ran down her sides, accentuating the way the
corset and bustle made her dip and plunge and bulge unnaturally.

Zelle sighed. “…Look like someone I’m not.”



Her best friend grabbed her hand and squeezed. “I think you look
lovely. This is what you could look like all the time, you know.”

“I didn’t want to. But now…”
“You’re going to be eighteen in a few weeks.”
“Exactly. It’s time I grew up a bit. Started to live a little.” Briar knew

all about her occasional desperate urges and wild schemes to get out from
her parents’ well-meaning control. The good Lord knew that she’d helped
Zelle enough! “I want to have some adventures, Briar, before I’m an old
woman.”

Her best friend laughed, and squeezed her hand once more before
letting go and tidying up the mess she’d made with her cosmetics. “Your
parents love you, Zelle. They’re just trying to protect you. That’s what
happens when you’re an only child, you know.”

Briar had three younger brothers who were a constant headache to the
two friends, and parents who didn’t understand her. Since the moment the
Jorgensens had moved to Everland, little Briar and Zelle had been
inseparable, and the dark-haired girl often spent more time with the
Carpenters than her own family. “Your parents just don’t want anything to
happen to you. That’s why they’re so protective.”

They’d had this argument before. “They’re over-protective, that’s
what. I just want to get out. To live a little.”

Her friend slid her eyes sideways, smiling slyly. “Kiss a boy?”
Zelle didn’t have to look in the mirror to know that she was blushing;

she could feel the heat creeping up her neck and cheeks. “Maybe.” She
forced her chin up. “Yes.” That was the whole point of this particular
scheme, after all. “I’m almost eighteen, and I’ve never been kissed.”

“Well, neither have I.”
“Yes, but that’s because you don’t want to. I haven’t because whenever

I’m any place where a nice boy might be interested, there’s my father,
looming.”

“I have to admit, he is very good at looming.” Briar was closing up the
jar of her strawberry preserves that they’d used on Zelle’s lips.

“Do you remember last year’s Fourth of July parade? He made me
hide in the back of the crowd, because there were so many new people in
town. Honestly, he treats me like a child!”

“Last year, you were a child.” Zelle scowled at her friend, knowing
that she was only arguing for the sake of argument. “Alright, alright, I



know. You want to live a little.”
“I want to be allowed to live a little.”
“I understand that, I really do. The only time you see any boys are at

the church picnics, practically.” Zelle nodded, a bit mournfully. “And of
course you can’t get to know any of them there. Especially not with your
parents guarding you the way they do.” Was it Zelle’s imagination, or was
there just a hint of wistfulness in her friend’s voice as she talked about the
way the Carpenters cared for Zelle? “I understand that, too. All the boys in
this town see you as some sort of unattainable… I don’t know…princess or
something.”

Zelle’s heart clenched slightly at her father’s childhood nickname for
her. Good night, Princess. How many times had he said that as he kissed
her forehead and tucked her in? Every night until she was twelve, when
Mother had taken over bedtime. But sometimes he’d still wrap his arms
around her shoulders and pull her close and whisper I love you, Princess
against her hair, and fill Zelle’s heart with affection. Her nails bit into her
skin as she tightened her fists in an effort not to think about Papa’s love. If
she thought about that, her entire scheme would be ruined. She wanted
away from those memories, for a while. She wanted away from him, just
for a few hours. Away from his control and his watchfulness and his
looming.

Her friend continued, not seeming to notice Zelle’s distraction. “So
you’ve decided to give them a different picture of you, one they don’t see at
church.” Briar turned, her hands on her hips, and appraised Zelle from her
delicate dancing shoes to her elegant hair style. “And it’ll definitely work,
trust me on this.” Zelle smiled at her friend’s approving tone. “You look
gorgeous, and not at all protected. I get why you’re dressed like this, and I
get why you’re going to the Gingerbread House tonight, to show the boys
that you’re not just a cloistered princess. I understand that.”

Briar took a deep breath. “What I don’t understand—can’t understand
—is…well…Merrell? Merrell Gruff?”

Zelle stuck her nose in the air. “Well? It’s not like I’m asking him to
marry me. I just want a kiss from him.”

“Yeah, but Merrell?”
Sighing, she defended her choice…again. They’d had this

conversation twice already. “I like him. I like his mustache.” Merrell Gruff
waxed his mustache until it curled away from his cheeks in a fascinating



defiance of gravity. “I want to see how it feels when he kisses me—if it
tickles. Besides…” She shrugged and turned away from the mirror. “I think
he’s the most handsome of the Gruff brothers.”

“Zelle, they’re identical triplets.”
Zelle ignored her friend’s exasperation and continued to look for the

delicate shawl Papa had given her three years ago.  “So? I still think that
he’s the most handsome.” Briar guessed what she was looking for, and
passed her the shawl that had been hanging from the back of her desk chair.
“Thank you.” She arranged the cream lace around her hair and face, trying
to hide her elaborate braids and sensual cosmetics, in case her parents were
downstairs. “How do I look?”

She was hoping for mysterious or even sexy, but realized that was a
long-shot when Briar snorted. “You look hot. It’s mid-July, Zelle. Your
parents are going to think you’re sick if you try to go outside like this.” The
dark-haired girl stuck her tongue out when Zelle threw a hairbrush at her,
and they both began to giggle.

Luckily, Zelle’s parents were both off on medical calls, even though it
was after supper. The girls snuck out the back door—still giggling—and
along the alley that backed most of Andersen Avenue. They were passing
the rear door of Crowne’s Mercantile, which was used less now that the
Crownes had moved into Arabella Bellini’s apartment above her bookstore,
when Briar pulled her to a stop.

“Give me your shawl, now, unless you want to bring it into the
saloon?” Zelle quickly unwrapped herself, making sure not to muss her hair.
Briar was right; it’d be silly to hide all of their hard work under a covering.
Her friend continued, “I’ll take it home, and bring it over tomorrow. I’m
assuming you’re planning on Merrell offering to walk you home?”

The idea of a moonlit stroll with a boy had Zelle grinning. “Well, I
can’t expect him to kiss me right there in the Gingerbread House.”

Briar snorted, but squeezed her hand anyhow. “Good luck. Tell me all
about it tomorrow?”

“Of course.” They were best friends. They told each other everything,
and by tomorrow, Zelle planned to have quite the story.

Squaring her shoulders, Zelle stepped out into the street and the spill of
light from the lamp beside the saloon door. This was it. She was going to
march herself in there, and prove that she wasn’t the quiet, reclusive,



demure princess her Papa had convinced the town she was. She was going
to have an adventure.

The inside of Everland’s only saloon wasn’t quite a mystery to her;
she’d been here once before when one of the girls who “worked upstairs”—
as Mother put it—became quite ill. Normally, Zelle would’ve been sent
home, but Mother needed an assistant and Papa had been on a call of his
own, so young Zelle had helped. Then, the Gingerbread House had seemed
bright and cheery, with all of the red wallpaper and shining wooden
furniture.

It sure looked different in the evening. As she stepped inside, she was
momentarily overwhelmed by the way the flickering lamps reflected off the
shined surfaces, and the din from the piano and yelling cowboys, and the
smell of liquor and unwashed bodies. Her eyes widened to take it all in, and
while a small part of her shrank from the cacophony, Zelle found herself
smiling.

An adventure!
And there, seated around a table along the back wall with his brothers

Terrell and Jerrell, was the object of her chase this evening. Merrell Gruff
really was the most handsome of the brothers, but she was disappointed to
see that he hadn’t waxed his mustache tonight. Maybe he only did that for
church, when he got dressed up? For that matter, it looked like he hadn’t
even bathed today, either. None of them did. But it was a Thursday, and she
knew some farmers only bathed for church, so she supposed that made
sense.

It was a little disappointing, to see him in his natural element. But
when he slapped his poker hand down on the table and laughed at
something one of his brothers said—Zelle couldn’t tell which one, because
they were, after all, identical—she admired the way he had most of his
teeth. That had to be a positive, right? Good dental hygiene was probably
very important to kissing.

Yes, she was definitely getting a kiss tonight.
So, squaring her shoulders, Zelle sauntered—or at least, did her best

impression of a saunter—over to the bar. She ordered a beer, completely
ignored the way Ernesto’s brows rose when he realized who she was, and
smiled sweetly in thanks. It was her intention to bring the beer to Merrell, to
offer it to him as a subtle overture to conversation. Surely, if a beautiful
woman showed up bringing him alcohol, he’d leave his brothers to their



own devices and step over to whisper sweet nothings in her ear? And then
she’d convince him to walk her home and get him to kiss her and then she’d
have quite the story to tell Briar, wouldn’t she?’

But she didn’t count on the stranger. She’d just picked up the beer—
gosh, it was heavier and slipperier than it looked, wasn’t it?—and was
turning toward the Gruff brothers when she saw…him.

There were plenty of newcomers to Everland every day, but how had
she not seen him before? Golden hair swept back, a perfectly strong
jawline, and a jacket that was far finer than most she’d seen here in town.
He certainly was striking, wasn’t he? And…oh goodness. And he was
staring right at her. Zelle resisted the urge to turn around, to see what he
was looking at; she could feel his gaze all the way down into the pit of her
stomach, and the fluttering she felt made her smile. An adventure!

Without any help from her mind, her feet began to move towards the
stranger. Maybe she could just sort of pass by his table on her way to
Merrell’s, so that she could tell what color eyes he had? She owed it to
Briar, after all, to find out as much as she could about this handsome
creature. That’s right; just walk by his table. And maybe her skirts would
brush against his boots—tall boots! in Wyoming?—and she could tell Briar
about that too.

And maybe it might’ve worked, her casual brush with the stranger.
Except that, as she passed his table, he lifted one elegant hand and crooked
his finger, calling her to him.

That’s when her feet apparently forgot how to work.
 



CHAPTER TWO

 
When the pretty little barmaid stumbled as she passed his table, Dmitri

was already reaching for her. He’d had his eye on her since he’d noticed her
talking to the bartender. She was better-dressed than most barmaids were, in
his experience, but Dmitri was willing to admit that there was plenty about
America he didn’t know. Maybe she was the proprietress of this particular
saloon, or something.

So when she picked up that beer mug and began walking this way, of
course he smiled winningly and beckoned her over. He wasn’t blind, after
all. He’d seen her welcoming smile, seen the way she sashayed those hips.

What he hadn’t seen was how clumsy she was. She hadn’t just
stumbled; after he’d beckoned, she’d tripped over her own feet and
launched the beer towards him.  Only his years in the saddle, reacting
without hesitation to dangers and obstacles, allowed him to dodge most of
the liquid; his coat got splashed, which was irritating, but completely
ignorable compared to what was still coming towards him.

He caught her in his lap. Really, there wasn’t anything else he could
do. He just pushed away from the table when he saw her falling, heard her
slight “oof” when her chest slammed against his, and then allowed her
momentum to push them both back down into his seat. And he had an
armful—and lapful—of warm, breathless female, who smelled a lot better
than the beer currently dripping onto the floor.

She had wide green eyes, a green that reminded him of the spring
meadows back home. And a sprinkling of freckles across her high
cheekbones, and an elaborate hairstyle. She was staring up at him in a way
that made him feel like the only man in the world, sort of a rapt
anticipation, and that’s when his opinion about who she was began to
change.

Leisurely, he let his eyes roam over her face, and down her body. She
was dressed for a man; that much he could tell. Red lips, wide eyes artfully
accentuated with kohl. A neckline that had probably been demure once,
except she’d removed the traditional lace collar and was now showing off
quite a bit of skin. Dmitri tightened one arm around her, and lifted his other



hand to brush across the exposed creaminess; she shivered when he
caressed the tops of her plump breasts, but didn’t look away.

She was bold. He liked that in a shlyukha, a woman who offered men
pleasure for a fee. None of the simpering and pretending they both didn’t
want what was about to happen. No, she just watched him, her breath
coming in little pants that made her breasts jump under his palm. Her little
tongue flicked out in what must have been a carefully calculated way to
moisten her lips, and he felt his body react, like she’d known it would.

He would taste those lips.
Suddenly, this town didn’t seem too terrible after all. There wasn’t any

vodka, but the beer wasn’t horrible, and this shlyukha was certainly a
pleasant lapful. Maybe being stuck here a while wouldn’t be so bad.

Right before his lips met hers, he felt her suck in a breath, but didn’t
have time to think about it, because—bozhe moy!—she tasted as good as
he’d hoped. Like strawberries. At first, he contented himself with just
pressing his lips against her, getting used to the feel and the scent of her.
But then, when she made a little noise in the back of her throat that sounded
a bit like a kitten’s purr, he deepened the kiss. And after a moment where
she’d frozen, not even breathing, she began to respond enthusiastically.
Another one of those sexy moans, and he felt her fingers twining in the hair
at the base of his neck. When had she wrapped her arms around his
shoulders? Did it matter?

Pulling her tighter against his chest—knowing that she could feel his
interest already—he caressed the bare skin along the smooth column of her
throat. Creamy, but sun-kissed, in a tantalizing combination he hadn’t seen
at home. This shlyukha was a true American beauty, and Dmitri decided
that maybe he would stay here in Everland for a few extra days, for the sake
of learning all that he could…about America, of course.

He didn’t think he’d ever eat a strawberry without remembering her,
and the enthusiastic way she responded in his arms. After a million
heartbeats, he pulled away from her, not at all satiated, but just wanting to
look. Sure enough, her lips were swollen, her eyes wide in wonder, and her
chest heaving in what he knew was passion. As his thumb stroked her
cheek, marveling at her softness, her lips pulled into a smile. A sweet smile
that was more beguiling than any look any other shlyukha had ever given
him.
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“You look like a cat who’s just found the cream.” Her voice was
surprisingly husky. Or maybe it was just the way the kiss left her.

He had to smile at the analogy, because it was true. “And you look like
a woman who knows what she wants.” Green eyes widened at his accent,
but she nodded.  So he pressed her. “And what is it you want?”

“A kiss.”
“Another one?” he teased. But he was already pulling her sweet lips

towards his, more than willing to oblige her. Hopefully she had a room
upstairs, so that they didn’t have to go far; he wasn’t sure that he could walk
far, in his current state.

Her gaze fastened on his lips, and her tongue darted out again. She was
leaning towards him, and he was more than ready to feel her again, when a
sharp voice cut through Dmitri’s thoughts.

“Miss Carpenter? Is that you?”
The shlyukha in Dmitri’s arms stiffened at the voice, and turned her

face towards the wall. Irritated at the interruption, he glanced up at the man
who was standing uncomfortably close, and his two nearly identical
companions. “Can I help you, gentleman?”

The spokesman ran his fingers across a mustache that looked like a
small ground squirrel glued to his upper lip, and nodded quickly. His
brothers—they had to be brothers, or cousins, they looked so similar—
began to nod in unison, like some sort of trained-pony act. “Yeah. You’ve
got no right to mosey into this town and start handling our women like that.
Miss Carpenter’s a real lady.” The way he was dressed and stood told
Dmitri that this…this cowboy wouldn’t know a “real lady” if she stepped on
his foot.

Resisting the urge to point out that the shlyukha didn’t mind the way
he’d been handling her at all—she would be used to it, after all—Dmitri
sighed as he lost the last of his pleasant arousal. He nudged her off his lap
and stood up, careful to keep his body between the threatening trio and the
woman with whom he hoped to spend the night. He towered over the men,
but that wasn’t surprising; he towered over most people. These three just
kept nodding. Maybe they were too stupid to see the threat in the way
Dmitri held his shoulders and fists.

Sure enough, the cowboy in the front had the audacity to ignore
Dmitri, instead trying to peer around his bulk to the woman behind. “You
alright, Miss Carpenter? You want us to fetch your Daddy?”



Dmitri thought he heard a little groan from his sweet-tasting
companion, and he didn’t bother to think about the spokesman’s words.
“Gentleman, I don’t believe she wants to talk to you. If you’ll be so good as
to allow us our privacy…”

“So you can touch her again?” This started a new batch of head-
bobbing from the other two, in some sort of mechanized choreography. “No
sir, I don’t think so.” With that, the churl actually put his hand—had he
bathed recently?—on Dmitri’s shoulder, as if to force the large man out of
the way.

Dmitri smiled. At last.
He was still smiling when his fist connected with that horrendous

bushy mustache, and the other two foul-smelling men launched themselves
at him. He was still smiling when he took a punch to the gut and another to
the chin, because if it was one thing a Volkov liked, it was a challenge. And
he was still smiling when he felt the shlyukha’s hands on his back, pushing
at him. Was she urging him on, or trying to get out from behind his bulk?
He didn’t have time to find out, because he was too busy making sure no
stray fists came her way.

In fact, he didn’t stop smiling until the roar filled the saloon, and the
cowboy in his grasp went limp. In fear? Dmitri slowly straightened,
loosening his opponent, and turned his attention to the man in the suit
standing in the doorway.

He wasn’t quite middle-aged yet, with a full head of thick black hair.
He carried a little black bag and wore what probably passed for a suit in this
uncivilized town. And he was very, very angry. “What do you think you’re
doing? Fighting around my daughter?” His face was red and his fists were
clenched and Dmitri thought that he could see veins standing out on the
man’s neck. The Russian raised a begrudging brow in admiration, at the
way this older man could control a room. He obviously understood power.

The cowboys were all staring at the ground, except for the one who
was nursing not one, but two swollen eyes. Dmitri heard a chorus of “Sorry,
Doc Carpenter”, and a horrible suspicion began to creep its way up the back
of his neck.

Turning slightly, Dmitri allowed the woman to step out from behind
him, which she did reluctantly, her hands gripped tightly in front of her
stomach. Seeing her discomfort made Dmitri uncomfortable for some



reason; made him want to destroy the cause, to keep her safe and smiling
again. But she didn’t look scared exactly, just nervous.

That’s when she raised those bright green eyes and met the doctor’s
across the room, and smiled. Maybe Dmitri was the only one close enough
to see the smile waver slightly, to see that it was only bravado. But still, she
made a good show of it, uncurling her fingers and waving pertly to the other
man. “Hello, Papa.”

Dmitri groaned as the man stalked across the room, glaring at the
combatants, and grabbed his daughter by the elbow. Right before he
dragged her out of the door, she glanced back over her shoulder at Dmitri,
and the smile she sent him didn’t waver in the least bit.

And chert if he couldn’t feel that smile tugging at something deep in
his stomach. It probably had been a mistake to kiss her without knowing
more about her, but he couldn’t regret it.

And as he righted his chair, gesturing for another beer, and watched the
trio of cowboys slink back to their table, all Dmitri could think was Had she
been a shlyukha, I would’ve liked this town very much indeed.

 

 
“So? Did you get in trouble? What did your father say?” Briar was

sitting on Mother’s stone bench, idly swinging her legs and watching Zelle
kneeling beside her herb garden.

“He just lectured me. Forever, it felt like.” Zelle ripped out a weed that
had found its way into her thyme patch, taking great satisfaction in
dropping it beside the others. “His usual line about how it’s a dangerous
world, and men can’t be trusted, and I need be careful about where I go and
who I see.” Another weed, another yank. “I swear, it’s like they would
prefer to keep me locked up in a tower, sometimes. What harm would
having a little adventure do?”

“Well? What harm did it do?”
“None!” Zelle flushed slightly, remembering the way it felt to be held

—to be kissed!—by the handsome stranger. “Besides, what kind of trouble
could I get into, around here?”

Briar snorted, and began to braid a clump of pine needles. “Living
here, in this little town, is like being kept in a tower anyhow. Nothing
exciting happens.”



“I know!” Zelle sat back on her heels, rearranging the canvas she knelt
on to keep her skirt clean. Able to reach her chamomile now, she went to
work pruning and checking. Her mother had taught her to garden from a
young age, and while Meri Carpenter grew mostly vegetables, her daughter
had focused on herbs. And not just cooking herbs; Zelle’s medicinal herb
collection was varied and special. Both of her parents relied on it. “Papa
didn’t punish me, but he mentioned three different times how
‘disappointed’ he was in me, and you know that’s worse.”

“What was he so upset about?”
“That I saw the fight.” That I was part of the fight. That I was the

cause of the fight, but he doesn’t know that. “That I was in the saloon. He
went on and on about how dangerous men can be, and how I should’ve
been more careful.”

Her friend didn’t say anything for a long moment, and when Zelle
finally glanced up, it was to see Briar eyeing her speculatively while her
fingers flashed nimbly. One dark brow rose. “You saw the fight, huh? The
one the Gruff brothers were talking about yesterday afternoon? With that
fancy-pants foreign stranger?” Zelle’s heart began to pound at her friend’s
words, and she bent back over her chamomile. His accent had been foreign,
but she hadn’t been thinking about his voice after that kiss they’d shared.
“And you know, the Gruff brothers never did mention why they were
fighting.”

Zelle could hear the smirk in her friend’s voice. “Yes. That fight.”
Luckily, Briar changed the topic. “So what did your father say about

the cosmetics? Surely he didn’t think those were normal?”
Zelle’s chuckle was a little forced. “He never noticed. Mother probably

would’ve noticed the charcoal, but Papa isn’t very attentive to women’s
fashions.” She’d sat in that dining room chair while he’d paced around the
room, his hands clasped behind his back, and dreaded the sound of her
mother’s footsteps. But she’d been out delivering a baby most of that night,
and Zelle had been able to rush upstairs and wash when Papa’s lecture was
through. “He might’ve noticed the lip rouge, but…”

“But what?” Zelle heard the excitement in Briar’s voice, and smiled
down at her chamomile. She’d been looking forward to telling her best
friend all about the kiss; after all, she’d spent every waking hour of the last
two days thinking about…him.



“Buuuuutttt…” Briar gave a little huff of impatience at the way Zelle
drew out the word. “But there wasn’t any left. It all came off—“

“With the kiss?” Briar squealed. “I knew it! Tell me all about it!”
Zelle was giggling when she sat back again, and wiped her hands on

the rag. Taking great care to look in both directions, as if afraid of being
overheard, she giggled again when Briar leaned forward on the bench,
intent on the answer.

“It was…wonderful.” Both girls sighed together. “He held me in his
arms, and his lips! Oh, his lips, Briar.” Zelle clasped her hands in front of
her chest, staring at the garden fence, remembering what it felt like to
breathe the same air as a gorgeous man. “They were firm, but somehow
soft, and they made me want…” They made her want to do all sorts of
things that she shouldn’t even be thinking about. Things that made her
squirm a bit to consider, but in a good way. “He touched me.” At her
friend’s gasp, Zelle’s attention darted back to her friend. “Oh, not in a bad
way. Just my neck.” Her fingertips found the spot where his had lingered,
and she wondered if she could recapture that feeling of warmth, of safety,
he caused. “My cheek. His palm was so…it was rough, but made me feel
protected.”

Briar exhaled, and seemed to melt back onto the bench. “Wow. Wow,
Zelle. You…that’s quite the kiss.”

Zelle smiled, maybe a little dreamily. “Yes.” It was one that she’d
remember forever. “Yes, it was.”

“Your first kiss, and it was that special. And from Merrell Gruff, no
less! I wouldn’t have thought it to look at him.”

Biting her lip, Zelle looked down at the pile of weeds she’d pulled out
over the last hour. Would Briar think less of her to find out that her first kiss
had come from a stranger? Her best friend knew her well, though. “Zelle?
What aren’t you telling me?”

The kneeling girl sighed. “It wasn’t Merrell.”
“What?”
“Merrell wasn’t the one who kissed me.” From the moment she’d

landed in the stranger’s arms, she hadn’t given a second thought to Merrell
Gruff. Even during the fight, when she’d been pressed against the
wallpaper, the stranger’s broad shoulders between her and the danger, she
hadn’t even glanced towards the Gruff brothers. “It was…someone else.”

“Zelle Carpenter! Who did you let kiss you?”



Peeking up at her best friend, Zelle grinned. “I kissed him, I think. You
would’ve too, had you seen him, Briar. He was…” How to describe his
rugged handsomeness? His poise and surety? His sensual grace? “He was
perfect.”

Briar was on the edge of the bench again. “He? He, who? Which ‘he’,
Zelle?”

“The stranger. The one the Gruff boys fought. Wait ‘til you see him,
Briar, he’s—“ She bit down on her words when she saw the expression on
her best friend’s face. Briar looked like she’d just won a prize. “What?”

“He’s a duke, Zelle! I have seen him! He’s been in town for three days
now, and you’re right, he’s positively dreamy, and he’s wealthy and Mrs.
Matthews says that he’s a Duke in town looking for someone and you kissed
him!” Briar finally took a breath, and Zelle was certain her wide eyes
matched hers. “You kissed a duke, and a gorgeous one at that. He’s Russian
or something,” she added.

“A Russian duke,” Zelle barely breathed. A Russian duke. Wow.
“Well.” She exhaled slowly, and then smiled. “As far as first kisses goes,
that certainly beats one of the Gruff brothers.”

“I’ll say! What are you going to do? Are you going to see him again?”
Shrugging, Zelle bent back over her chamomile. “Papa has forbidden

me to go out alone. I can go out with him or Mother or you, but no more
adventures.” At least until he forgets this one. “Besides, remember I just
wanted a kiss. I don’t need to see him again. He’ll be on his way, and with
any luck, no one will mention to Papa what happened at the Gingerbread
House in the first place, and I’ll finally have an adventure worth
remembering.”

“Well, alright.” Briar sounded doubtful, but there was a rustle of fabric
as she settled back on the bench. “But I can’t believe you kissed a duke—
that’s practically a prince!—who is just gorgeous, and you’re going to just
hide in here until he leaves.”

“I’m not hiding, I’m working.” Zelle pointed at a particular plant. “Do
you think that’s mint, or a weed?” She knew perfectly well that it wasn’t her
mint, but she liked to tease Briar.

“Zelle, they all look like weeds to me.”
“You’re a terrible farmer.” The Jorgensens owned one of the largest

farms in the Everland region.
“I’m great with corn, though. Ask me to identify corn.”



“Fine.” Zelle tried to hide her smile. “Is that corn?”
Briar peered at the offending plant for a long moment, and then shook

her head. “Nope. I don’t think so.”
“Good.” Of course it wasn’t corn. Not in her herb garden. Zelle

plucked the weed from the ground and dropped it in the pile.
“So you’re allowed out with me, huh?”
“I’m always allowed out with you. Papa trusts you to keep me out of

trouble.” The two snickered a little, remembering all the times Zelle had
been the voice of reason. Mother probably suspected that her precious
princess had a wild streak, and more than once, Zelle wondered if that’s
why she was allowed to spend so much time with the wonderfully
unrestricted Briar.

“So, do you want to go on a walk with me tomorrow morning? Just to
see who’s out and about? Not at all looking for a certain Russian duke?”

Zelle glanced at the sky, and back down at her garden. “Did you see
the sunrise this morning? There’s rain coming, tonight or tomorrow.”

Briar shrugged. “So? We can walk in the rain.” Zelle knew that it
would look silly, to go strolling about, but she would like an excuse to get
out of the metaphorical tower Papa had built around them. And her best
friend knew what to say to convince her: “Besides, a walk in the rain? It’ll
be an adventure.”

Giggling half in exasperation, Zelle tossed a dirty weed at Briar, who
shrieked and twisted out of the way. “Fine! I’ll go!”

“Good.” Briar stood and made a production of brushing off her skirts.
They were finer than a farmer’s daughter’s should be, but her parents were
determined to match Briar up in the most advantageous marriage, and had
her dress accordingly. Zelle often wondered if this callous attitude from
Briar’s parents was the reason Briar had spent so much time with the
Carpenters over the years. “I shall stop by after breakfast.” She put her nose
in the air, and affected a “proper” tone. “We shall stroll down Andersen to
the church, and then visit Mrs. Mayor—sorry, Mrs. Bellini’s bookstore. And
perhaps Ian at the mercantile has a new shipment of lace.”

Zelle struggled to her feet, and made a formal curtsey. “I will await
your arrival, my dear Miss Jorgensen.”

Smiling, Briar blew two kisses, and Zelle returned them. The dark-
haired girl let herself out of the garden through the back gate; the same way



they’d escaped two nights ago. Zelle stood, shoulders slumped, listening to
the sounds of her friend’s departure.

A Russian duke? The stranger with the perfect jaw and wonderful lips,
the stranger who’d brushed his hands across the skin above her breasts...he
was a duke? Why was he in Everland? Everland didn’t have anything to
attract dukes. It was full of good, hard-working folks who just wanted to get
on with their lives. Everland’s citizens didn’t keep secrets.

Did they?
It was just as well she wasn’t going to see him again, or she’d probably

bowl him over with her questions. Like Why did you kiss me in the first
place? and probably Can we do it again sometime?

Oh dear. Maybe she’d had enough adventure for one week. Sighing,
Zelle kneeled back down, and attacked her weeds. But the thought that kept
running around her mind—besides the memory of the way she felt in his
arms—was that maybe, just maybe, there wasn’t such a thing as too much
adventure when it came to someone like him.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 
Dmitri sat on a bench outside of the Van Winkle Inn, watching the

passersby hurry along Andersen Avenue. The sky was gray and threatened
rain, but that just meant that there was finally a bit of a breeze. Tilting his
head back against the rough wood, he closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel
of the fresh air against his cheeks. This place wasn’t so bad after all, aside
from the ungodly heat. He’d been in Everland a few days now, and had
found the people to be…suspiciously friendly.

Suddenly, a feminine shriek cut through the air, accompanying a
particularly strong gust of wind. Dmitri’s eyes snapped open, and
unerringly found the source of a commotion. A rotund figure in a
shockingly green dress was holding her out-of-fashion hoops up above her
bloomered knees and charging hell-bent after a bonnet that was tumbling
down the dirt road with that last burst of wind.

Unthinking, Dmitri jumped off the porch and managed to land directly
on the straw bonnet, hearing the crunch as his boot crushed something soft
and pliable. Grimacing, he reached down to free the headwear right about
the time the plump older lady barreled to a stop beside him. He did his best
to set the hat—were those berries on top?—to rights, but knew it was
probably a false hope. Still, he managed to bend the straw back to its
original position, before holding it out with a slight bow.

“I apologize, madam. It seems that I’ve inadvertently damaged your
headgear.”

She took it with a cheerful smile, and made a show of brushing it off.
“Oh, no harm, no foul, Dmitri. It’ll be fine. Nothing a little effort can’t
cure.” Apparently news of his arrival in town had gotten around. That was
the only explanation for this jolly stranger knowing his name. She looked
up at him, her face wreathed in a big smile. “I’m Helga, dear, but you can
call me ‘Happy’.”

She seemed to be expecting an answer, so he tried for a smile in return.
“I can certainly see why.”

Helga—Happy—giggled, and then patted him on his arm. “Thank you
for rescuing my hat, dearie. Enjoy your afternoon!” And then she was



waddling off down the street, one hand holding her skirts out of the way
while the other clamped her hat to her head. Shaking his own head
bemusedly, Dmitri returned to his bench on the porch.

Yes, Everland was a remarkably friendly place, which kept taking him
by surprise. Even ignoring the way those three cowboys had attacked him in
the saloon—and Dmitri admitted that they’d had reason to—everyone
around here was always smiling, always happy to see one another.

This place was forcing him to reevaluate long-held opinions. These
people were harder working than the serfs back home, but they did it with
smiles and grace that he’d never seen on the Volkov lands. Back when he
had lands, that is.

He’d even met a few people who he’d genuinely liked. There was a
dark-haired man with sad eyes named Max DeVille who’d done his best to
make Everland seem friendly and welcoming, and Dmitri had enjoyed
evenings spent with a certain “Skipper” King at The Gingerbread House.
He’d been hoping that those three smelly cowboys would show back up and
offer a rematch of the fight he’d been appreciating on his first night in town,
but no such luck. 

Moreover, he’d had less luck when it came to any of his searches. No
one—not even Max—knew of men named Witcher or Gothel, or a little girl
who’d arrived here sixteen years ago. It was almost surely a dead-end to his
hunt; this area of the country had been all wilderness in 1860, and there was
no reason to think that any of his quarry had stopped here. Dmitri figured
that he’d give the search a few more days, and then head back to New York
harbor, content that he’d done his duty to his father’s dying wish. Even
Otets couldn’t expect miracles, if he was watching from Heaven.

But there was one hunt he was hoping not to fail, and that was trying
to find the pretty pale-haired apparently-not-a- shlyukha he’d kissed in the
saloon. He knew that her father was the town doctor, so she shouldn’t be
that hard to find…but so far he’d done little but watch for her. And
surprisingly, for someone as uninhibited as she’d been, there’d been no
glimpse of her. Was she hiding inside? Was her father hiding her inside? It
seemed like a shame, to hide away such passion for life, such beauty.

That kiss, and the ensuing fight, had been enough to fire his blood.
Despite the train travel and the beer, despite the comfortable bed in his
room at the inn, Dmitri had taken a long while to fall asleep that night. His
jaw ached from a lucky punch, and other, more intimate parts of him ached



from the way she’d made him feel. He needed a woman, but for some
reason he’d had no interest in the shlyukhami at The Gingerbread House.
Not after finding out that the one he wanted wasn’t one at all.

He opened his eyes when the first raindrops pattered against the porch
overhang above him. He stretched his booted feet out in front of him—
ignoring the memory of the way these Americans mocked his breeches and
high boots—crossed his arms in front of his chest, and watched the little
puffs of dust each raindrop kicked up when it hit the road below. How many
hours had he and Otets sat on the porch of the hunting cabin, watching
spring rains water the horse meadow below? With that cherished memory
held tight against his heart, this Everland summer rain didn’t seem too
foreign.

It was a little funny to watch the people rushing for shelter, though.
Did they think they would melt, if they got wet? Matrons, clinging to stout
gentlemen, ducked into shops or hurried from overhang to overhang.
Cowboys riding mediocre horses hunched their shoulders and tucked their
chins into their chests and urged their animals towards Foote’s Livery. But
his eye was caught by two girls—young ladies?—strolling down the
wooden boardwalk on his side of the street.

One was short and a little plumper than he liked, and was obviously
concerned about the rain. She kept as close to the walls of the shops as
possible, holding her reticule above her dark head, and urging her
companion to hurry. The other girl was tall and slender, and walked with
her face tilted towards the sky, as if reveling in the way the raindrops felt on
her skin. Dmitri found himself watching her, and smiling at her obvious joy
for life.

The shorter one had apparently given up on hurrying her friend, and he
watched her saying something about the store—Crowne’s Mercantile, it
looked like?—they were passing. The tall one laughed and shooed her
friend through the door. Even from here, Dmitri could see the dark-haired
girl roll her eyes and duck inside… He could also see the other girl’s bright
smile as she sedately strolled towards the porch overhang in front of Van
Winkle Inn.

Towards Dmitri himself.
She was almost upon him when she dropped her attention from the sky

to where she was going, and pulled herself to a stop just as her damp skirt



brushed against his breeches. Her eyes widened in surprise, and her lips
made a little “oh”, and Dmitri slowly unfolded himself and stood up.

It was her. It was the girl he’d kissed, the girl who wasn’t a shlyukha.
The girl he’d been thinking of each night since then.

She had the same lovely bright green eyes, but they weren’t rimmed
with makeup this time. Her lips weren’t red and didn’t remind him of
strawberries, but he was suddenly aching to taste them—her—again. Which
was odd, because he usually didn’t go for the sweet, virginal-looking ones,
and she definitely looked sweet and virginal today. A pale purple gown,
buttoned all the way up and only slightly spotted by the rain, and her light
hair in a braid down her back. In fact, now that he saw it not all tied up, it
really was a remarkable length; the braid itself was long enough that she
could sit on it, if she wasn’t careful. No wonder she didn’t tie it up around
her head too often; she had more hair than anyone he’d ever seen.

But it hadn’t been her hair that had kept his attention these past days; it
wasn’t even her flawless face. No, it had been her passion, her lust for life.
For adventure, even. What kind of woman—the daughter of a respected
man—kissed a stranger in a saloon? What kind of woman relished the feel
of the raindrops, instead of hurrying for shelter? One that he wanted to
know, that was for sure.

So, with her still staring up at him and a slight flush creeping up her
cheeks, Dmitri bowed. It was a flourishing court bow, the kind he’d used
when presented to Alexander II, and had done his best to charm one of the
Tsar’s second cousins. He took a step back, held one hand out to the side to
control his imaginary cape and saber, and touched his nose almost to his
knees. “Knez Dmitri Nikolai Pyotr Vasilek Volkov at your service, moya
ledi.” He added in an extra little flourish at the end, and took her hand in
time to see her smile. He liked that he could make her smile, and that she
didn’t try to hide it.

“Are you really a duke?”
That was her first question? He shrugged, and kissed the air above her

knuckles, but didn’t drop her hand. Instead, he used it to pull her a step
closer. Her smile only grew. “The title knez could be translated to duke, I
suppose.” Another tug, another step closer. “It is more commonly translated
as prince in English, however.”

Those lovely green eyes widened. “You’re a prince?”



Another shrug, and this time he dropped her hand and looked out at the
now-muddy street. “My grandfather performed a small service for the Tsar.”
Back home, titles like his were hereditary, even if there was no land, no
serfs anymore. “The title is only a formality. I use it mainly to impress
women.” Why was he telling her this? He hadn’t had any vodka, to spill the
truth like this.

But she laughed, a husky chuckle that made him smile slightly, as well.
“Well, Knez Volkov, it’s working. I’m impressed. We’ve never had a
Russian duke—or prince—here in Everland before. I’ve never—“ She
swallowed her words, and blushed slightly, locking her attention on his
chest. He found himself wondering what she’d been about to say. She’d
never kissed a Russian duke before? Dmitri’s smile grew.

“You have never what?”
“I’ve never imagined that someone like you might find your way to

our town.” Oh, good save, little one. “What brings you to Everland, Knez
Volkov?”

“Please, call me Dmitri.”
A flash of green, as her eyes met his once more, and then her lovely

pale lips curled up at the corners. “Then you must call me Zelle. Zelle
Carpenter.” She stuck her hand out, just like the men in this uncouth town
did, and he found himself shaking her hand like an equal.

Recovering, Dmitri smiled charmingly, hiding his surprise. “I would
be honored to, Miss Zelle.” If it was one thing he knew, it was that pretty
well-brought-up ladies—even in America—didn’t go around inviting near
strangers to call them by their first names. On the other hand, memories of
their passionate kiss told Dmitri that she wasn’t a typical American lady,
and he was glad of it.

“So why are you in Everland, Dmitri?”
He liked the way his name sounded on her lips, and wanted to hear it

again. Many times. Maybe it was the thought of her crying out his name,
begging for release, which distracted him, so that he answered without
thinking. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Well, you found someone.” She smiled impishly, and gestured
towards the bench he’d been sitting on. “Why don’t you tell me who you’re
looking for, and I’ll see if I can help you?”

There was no reason to think this unusual girl could help him, but he
wasn’t ready for her to stroll out of his life, either. How much could he



reveal? Surely there’d be no harm in sharing the information he’d already
shared with Max and Skipper and a few others in his search? Dmitri was
about to agree, when he heard his name being called.

Speak of the devil; Max DeVille was running along the street, laughing
as he leaped over puddles and through the raindrops. With one great bound,
he landed under the inn’s overhang and pulled off his sodden hat to slap
against his denims. “Dmitri, I thought that was you.” He stuck out a wet
hand, and Dmitri had no choice but to take it in greeting. It wasn’t a great
hardship; the swarthy man obviously embraced the joy in the everyday,
despite the sorrow lurking behind his dark eyes.

Max turned to Dmitri’s pretty companion. “Hello, Zelle. Out for a
stroll in this lovely weather? Your father let you out of your tower, did he?”
Dmitri had to clench his jaw when he recognized the feeling in his chest for
what it was; jealousy at the ease with which the other man’s teasing could
make Zelle smile. Why should he feel jealous over her?

But she chuckled again, and gave a little mock curtsey. “Papa and
Mother said that I might be allowed out into the big scary world, as long as
Briar accompanied me.” She jerked her thumb towards the mercantile,
where both men could see the shorter woman through the window, trying on
bonnets.

Max laughed outright. “And she’s doing a bang-up job of it, eh?”
When she began to laugh too, Dmitri couldn’t help joining in; it was

impossible not to like the gregarious cowboy, and Zelle’s laugh was just too
chert infectious. But it was interesting to note that—judging from Max’s
comments and her agreement—Zelle’s parents did keep her sheltered. No
wonder Dmitri hadn’t seen her over the last few days, despite how much
he’d looked for her.

“So, Dmitri.” Max lounged against one of the roofposts, looking
completely at ease in his rough clothing and rougher manners. Dmitri’s fists
clenched unconsciously. The other man’s casual manner reminded Dmitri of
how far from home he really was. Here, peasants could become kings, and
he was on a ridiculous hunt with no solution. “Have you found the men you
were looking for?”

He was about to answer, when Zelle did for him. “He was about to tell
me who he was looking for. Maybe I can help.”

“No offense, Zelle,” Max’s grin was charming, but she just narrowed
her eyes, “But Doc Carpenter keeps you so cloistered, it’s doubtful that you



know anyone.”
“Oh, whereas you’re the town gossip, right?”
Max gave a grin and a mock bow, she stuck her tongue out at him, and

Dmitri felt the tension across his shoulders ease a bit. They were teasing
each other like siblings, and he knew that he didn’t have a rival in Max.

Wait. A rival? A rival for what? Zelle’s affections? He was only in
town a few more days; just because he’d shared an amazing kiss with her
didn’t mean he intended to start courting her. So how come he couldn’t take
his eyes off her smile when she watched the rain?

Max cleared his throat, and Dmitri realized with a start that he was
waiting on an answer. “No, no luck finding them.” When Zelle looked
interested, he mentally shrugged and explained his quest. “I’m looking for
two men who would’ve come to Everland around sixteen years ago.”

She frowned thoughtfully, and he was disturbed to find that expression
as charming as her smile. “Have you asked Mr. and Mrs. Matthews? They
were some of the first people to settle here.”

Nodding, he said, “And Max suggested I talk to Mr. Miller. None of
them remember anyone named Witcher or Gothel living around these
parts.” Or a baby girl without a family.

“Hmm.” She tapped one slim finger against her lips while she thought,
and he had to tamp down the urge to grab her and kiss her again. “Have you
talked to Papa?”

Papa? “Your father?” Dmitri turned to Max, who slowly straightened
from his slouch.

“Doc Carpenter was around that long ago?”
“Sure. He and Mother were some of the first people who lived here,

from his stories. Mother’s first patients came from as far away as Fort
Bridger, regularly, because there weren’t any other local doctors.”

Max shrugged, and then grinned at Dmitri. “Well, I guess the town
gossip didn’t really know everything. Sounds like Zelle’s parents might just
be the people to ask.”

Dmitri managed not to groan, but his expression must’ve looked a bit
sickly when he agreed. Just his luck; the last lead he could find, and it was
the man whose daughter he’d kissed in front of everyone just a few days
ago.

Maybe Zelle had seen his discomfort, because she’d placed a hand on
his forearm, and he could feel her warmth through the layers of his jacket.



“Papa can be a little intimidating, but I’ve never seen him turn away
someone who needs help.”

“Even someone who kissed his daughter?”
Her blush and Max’s “Wait, what?” came at the exact same time, and

Dmitri flinched. He shouldn’t have mentioned that; both he and Zelle were
doing a good job pretending it hadn’t happened.

But once again, Zelle came to his rescue. “There was a fight at the
Gingerbread House the other evening. And I accidentally kissed Knez
Volkov.”

Max’s grin matched Dmitri’s incredulity. How had she managed to be
so forthright about it, while still providing no details?

“Accidentally, huh? This sounds like one of your schemes again,
Zelle.”

Schemes?
But the lovely girl shrugged. “I’m trusting you not to blab to everyone,

Max.”
A wink. “Your secret tryst is safe with me, you two.”
Dmitri felt the need to defend himself. “There was no tryst.” There’d

be no tryst, because he was leaving this town, and the more time he spent in
her company, the more confused he got.

But Max just smiled, as if not believing his defense. “Then what
exactly are your intentions towards Everland’s lovely best-kept-secret?”

“Towards whom?”
Zelle rolled her eyes. “He means me, since Papa is so over-protective.

Max is just being silly. There’s no need to answer him.”
This conversation was getting away from him. Dmitri was desperate to

steer the discussion back to his question. “I will make an appointment to
speak with your parents before I leave.”

“You’re leaving so soon?” Was it his imagination, or was that
disappointment lurking behind her eyes?

He hardened his jaw, and nodded. “I am just here to find the trail of
these two men. If your father knows nothing of them, then my quest will
end, and I will return to my homeland and my horses. If he remembers
them, and can tell me where they went, then I will follow their trail.”

Her smile seemed a little brittle. “Of course. That makes perfect
sense.”



“Horses? You keep horses?” Max’s smile had dropped, but for the first
time since meeting him, Dmitri saw genuine excitement in the other man’s
eyes. “I’m trying to start my own program, you know.”

“I didn’t. What kind of horses do you keep?”
“Right now it’s just mustangs. But I won a pair of matched

thoroughbred mares off a man a year ago, and I’ve been keeping them
special, in the hopes of finding a worthy mate.”

Dmitri smiled, surprised to find such evidence of civilization this far
west. “My family has bred Karbardas for generations. They are beautiful
creatures, known for their hardiness and grace in battle among the
mountains of my homeland.”

The swarthy man’s eyes lit up. “How many do you have?” And the
two of them quickly devolved into a complex discussion on numbers, area,
and generational mating as the rain slowed. It wasn’t until Dmitri was
explaining the complexities of separating the stallions from the rest of the
herd that he noticed Zelle, her hands clasped behind her back, leaning
forward slightly, and he snapped his mouth closed.

Mortified to discover a flush heating up his neck, he inclined his head
in her direction. “Fo—forgive me, Miss Carpenter.” When had he last
stammered like a school boy in front of a beautiful woman? For that matter,
when had he last talked about mating habits in front of a woman? “This is
not a topic for a lady.”

But she only shrugged, and looked a little disappointed that the
conversation was over. “My parents are doctors, Dmitri. I know all sorts of
things I probably shouldn’t. And horse breeding is interesting.”

“I’ll say!” Max was grinning again. “Will you come out and visit our
—my father’s ranch?” The hesitation was so slight that Dmitri didn’t think
he was supposed to notice it. “I’d like to show you around, and get your
opinion on a few things.”

It was impossible not to like the man. “I would be honored, Max.” And
Dmitri was surprised to discover that it was the truth; Max DeVille had
gone from an Everland peasant to a begrudging equal, in the course of a
conversation. The rain had tapered off, and as Dmitri looked out over
Andersen Avenue, the hot summer sun already had steam riding from the
muddy streets. “But I’ll need to speak with Doctor Carpenter, as well.”

“I’d be happy to set up a meeting.” Zelle was smiling sweetly up at
him, and Dmitri forgot whatever objections he might’ve had at her



arranging anything for him. She was so different from the women he’d
known, so forward while looking so demure. Even the way she smiled at a
stranger—chert, the way she kissed a stranger—told him that she was open
for adventure.

So he clicked his heels, and gave a little bow, and said, “Thank you,
moya ledi.” Somehow, the title seemed appropriate. “I’d appreciate any help
you could give.” Especially since your father is the last person in this town
I’d hoped to see again.

With the rain over, the townspeople were picking their ways among the
puddles, and soon Zelle’s short friend was hurrying towards them, waving
and calling for her friend. Max grinned, slapped his hat on his head, and
shook Dmitri’s hand once more. “I’ll expect you out at the ranch the day
after tomorrow, then,” and he was gone before Zelle’s friend arrived.

When the shorter, plumper girl rocked to a stop beside Zelle, she
peered up at him with narrowed eyes and then glanced between the two.
Zelle blinked innocently, and the other girl broke into a grin that had Zelle
giggling. After that, she tried to introduce him to her friend, but Dmitri had
less interest in meeting this “Briar”. Instead, he wanted more time alone
with this mysterious, intriguing beauty.

His luck had run out, though. Reminding Zelle of her promise to her
father, Briar dragged them both away, and Dmitri plunked back down on
the bench in front of the inn. He was heartened, however, to see that just
before the two women turned the corner, Zelle glanced back over her
shoulder at him. And her smile…? Well, it gave him plenty to think about,
after she was gone.

Zelle Carpenter, eh? What was it about her that made him want to kiss
her, and shake some sense into her? Why didn’t she act like all the other
women he’d known? And why was that otherness so chert appealing?
Maybe he was just interested in a short affair before returning home to his
horses, but he suspected not. He suspected that there was more to her, and
to his reaction to her, than he’d experienced before.

Zelle Carpenter? Dmitri sighed, and rested his head against the rough
wood again. He had to forget about her. Her father was his only lead, his
only hope, and she was… Well, she was a doctor’s protected daughter. No
matter that she’d crawled into his lap and kissed him. No matter that she
smiled up at him in a way that made him feel like the most important man
on earth. No matter that she seemed equally fascinated by the rain and by



horse breeding. No matter that she was the single most-intriguing woman
he’d met.

He had to forget her.
 

 
“You’re quiet today, Princess.”
Zelle popped a bite of potatoes into her mouth to hide her smile at

Papa’s old nickname for her. “Just listening.” With her parents’ frequent
calls on patients, it was rare that all three of them were home together for
dinner. Usually, unless Mother was at a birth, she’d cook for Papa, but at
least once a week some—if not all—of them dined at Spratt’s Eatery. So it
was nice for them all to be together, and Zelle had been enjoying listening
to them talk about their cases and the outcomes. She’d always admired her
parents’ partnership.

“Did you and Briar get caught in that rain?” Her mother took a sip of
milk. “I thought about you when it rolled through.”

Zelle shrugged, and nodded. “Yes, but we stopped near the inn to stay
dry.” She neglected to mention that Briar had gone into the mercantile, and
that she’d been alone on the porch. She picked at the potatoes again. “I met
the Russian duke Briar told me everyone has been talking about. He was
quite…” Charming. Sexy. Unbelievably appealing. “Kind.”

The glance her parents sent each other told Zelle that they’d heard her
unspoken words, and she sighed and stuffed a bite of roast into her mouth.
How was it, that at almost eighteen years old, she was still being treated
like a little girl?

“I thought you’d met him already?” Mother was glaring at Papa, who
just shrugged and focused on his meal. “Didn’t you say he was fighting
over her like a…a dog or something?”

Zelle chewed the meat, wishing she could swallow and defend herself
—defend him—but also glad for the excuse not to. But her father surprised
her, saying calmly, “He was fighting in front of her, that’s all I know.” He
shrugged. “Zelle shouldn’t have been there, but I don’t think it was his
fault.”

It wasn’t! She was the one who’d tripped and thrown herself at him.
She was the one who’d set out to kiss one man, but gladly switched her



sights to this one instead. She was the one who’d lain awake for nights,
thinking of his taste, his touch. He’d been the adventure she’d wanted.

And talking to him today had been just as magical. He was everything
a duke—a prince!—should be; well-dressed, devastatingly handsome, and
unfailingly polite. He’d blushed when he thought he’d been too crude, and
bowed over her hand like she was a real princess. When he spoke, she could
tell that he was used to command, and she thought that she could listen to
his unique accent—eastern European, but with a British flair—for-absolute-
ever. His perfectly coiffed hair was a beautiful golden color, and she swore
that she’d seen the sunlight ting! off of his perfect teeth, when he’d smiled
after the rain stopped. Oh, yes, he was quite the looker, as Max might say.

“So what did Duke Volkov have to say, Zelle?”
She tried to pretend nonchalance when she answered her father’s

question. “He’s here because he’s looking for someone who might’ve been
here sixteen years ago. I told him that you might remember, since you were
here when Everland was just started. He’d like to meet with you.”

Mother had finished the last of her carrots. “I don’t think that’s wise.
He’s been hanging around town, and it’s pretty obvious that he’s spoiled
and wealthy and looks down on the rest of us.” She began to clean up as
Zelle watched incredulously. She’d never known her mother to judge a
person so harshly.

“I don’t know, Meri…”
Mother threw her napkin over her plate. “You yourself said that he was

arrogant and boastful.”
“I said he seemed that way.” Papa calmly took another bite as Zelle’s

attention swung between her parents, surprised to see Mother so irritated.
“He doesn’t belong out here, Jack. It’s better if he just went back home

where he belongs.” It was like Mother was speaking in some sort of code.
“He’s not like us.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Papa put down his fork and knife and smiled at his
wife. “He sure can punch. Jerrell Gruff has two black eyes, and the duke
took a hit as well as any man I’ve seen.” He sounded admiring. Zelle didn’t
know that her father could admire a fighter.

Mother was the same way. She scoffed, and narrowed her eyes. “So
you’re going to meet with him, to let him ask his questions?”

Papa shrugged, and turned back to Zelle. “Do you know who he’s
looking for?”



She bit her lip, trying to remember. Oh, what were their names?
“Um… He mentioned two men. One had a funny name…the other was…
Oh! Witcher. That was one of them.”

The icy silence across the table drew her attention from her memories
of her time spent with Dmitri. Her parents were staring at each other, and
Mother’s cheeks had paled. “A duke is looking for someone named Witcher,
Jack.”

“I heard her.”
“Then you know who the other man is, don’t you?”
“I said I heard her, Meri.” Zelle flinched, not sure she’d ever heard her

father’s voice raised in anger before.
“Jack, you can’t talk to him.”
Zelle swallowed, the roast suddenly sitting heavy in her stomach.

“Papa, do you know these men? You know who Dmitri is looking for?”
Her father glanced once more at Mother, and then faced her. Schooling

his expression, he stared right at her with those deep blue eyes she’d always
loved, and for the first time ever, lied. “No.” She could tell he was lying,
just by the way he was trying so hard to appear sincere. It was the same way
he lied—“fibbing” he called it—to patients about how much something was
going to hurt, or how long it would take to heal. When she was younger,
and he’d try to explain the difference between lying and what he did, he’d
told her that if it was for the patient’s own good, then God would forgive
the lie.

So he was lying to her now, and he thought it was for her own good.
But Papa had never lied to her before…

Had he?
Mother was pretending great interest in the painting hanging on the

dining room wall, and Zelle wasn’t sure what to believe. For now, though,
she forced a small smile and nod. “Oh. Well, he’ll be disappointed, I’m
sure.”

“I’d be happy to meet with him and explain that I don’t know these
men.”

She just nodded again, and gulped down a big sip of milk, hoping that
she’d be able to escape the room soon. Normally she adored lingering with
her parents over a dinner, but tonight it was just too awkward, too upsetting.
Why would Papa lie like that? Lie about knowing someone named Witcher?



And Mother obviously thought he knew who Witcher was; she’d even
suggested he knew the other man too. What was going on?

“Well, Jack, what do you have on the agenda for tomorrow?”
Her father seemed ridiculously relieved to have a new topic of

conversation—all three of them were—and launched into a discussion
about the day’s plans with Mother. Zelle ignored them, instead picking at
her carrots and wondering what her father would say to Dmitri, exactly.

But her attention was dragged back to the discussion when she heard
her father say, “I thought I might take Zelle with me, as a treat.”

Zelle looked up and caught her mother’s eye. The older woman
seemed to sense that her daughter hadn’t been paying attention, and smiled
tightly. “Your father’s been wanting to purchase his own horse for the calls
and visits he does away from town.” Zelle frowned slightly, knowing Papa
didn’t know the first thing about horses, and Mother must’ve understood,
because she hid her smile. “He feels that it’s too much trouble to ask Mr.
Foote to harness up the wagon at all hours of the day and night, and I agree
with him. This way, even if he boards the animal at the livery, he’ll have
better access to his patients.”

“And you?”
Mother smiled, and Zelle knew that she, at least, could handle a horse.

“I’m sure I’d be pleased to borrow the animal, when necessary. If Mrs.
Muffit doesn’t go into labor, I thought I might go along with you two.”

Papa explained further. “Roy DeVille, Jr. has invited me over to the
ranch to check over a horse that he’s trying to sell. He says it’s quite fine,
but suggested I come look her over. I thought you might like to go with us.”
Papa exchanged an unreadable glance with Mother. “Roy, Jr. seems like a
nice young man.”

Zelle shrugged, and finished her meal. She’d only met him at church;
the services and the weekly Sunday picnic were the only time she’d met any
of Everland’s eligible bachelors, which is how she so grossly misjudged
Merrell Gruff. But Roy, Jr. was handsome enough, if a little rude to his
younger brother Max.

She knew what that glance had meant, now. Apparently Papa was
considering her weekly pleas to be allowed out to meet new people—meet
eligible men. If only he knew that she’d snuck out on her own and met a
perfectly scrumptious, perfectly ineligible man, all by herself. “I’d love to
go with you, Papa.” Anything to get out of this house. “Do you think that



Roy, Jr. might take me riding?” She’d never been allowed to go riding
before.

From the corner of her eye, she saw her parents exchange another
glance. Mother looked hesitant, but consented. “He seems like a capable
young man. I don’t see any reason why you couldn’t take a turn around the
corral, or something.”

Zelle grinned brightly, genuinely excited. “Oh, I’m sure we can trust
Roy, Jr. to take care of me.” She didn’t give two hoots for the wealthy son
of Everland’s wealthiest rancher…but she’d say just about anything to be
allowed to go riding. Another adventure! “When are you going, Papa?”
When her father narrowed his eyes at her enthusiasm, and she sensed that
he was going to questions her motives, she hurried to reassure him. “So that
I can ready my dress. I want to look my best for Roy, Jr., after all.”

Oh shoot, Papa obviously didn’t buy it. He was still staring at her
pensively from across the table. Knowing there was nothing else to be done,
Zelle just plastered on a smile and hoped that he bought her sincerity.
Eventually he nodded. “I think Roy, Jr. would appreciate that, Princess.” He
was looking at her like he used to when he thought that she was growing up
too fast. “We’ll head out there tomorrow morni—no, the day after.”

The day after tomorrow. Zelle’s heart began to beat fast. The day after
tomorrow, Dmitri was going to be out at the DeVille place with Max,
visiting the thoroughbred. The day after tomorrow…she might be able to
see Dmitri again!

She didn’t bother to keep her excitement from her expression. Let her
parents think that she was looking forward to spending time with Roy, Jr. It
didn’t matter. She was going riding, and had the chance to see Dmitri again!
So she just smiled, and began to gather the dishes to bring into the kitchen.

Mother chuckled. “I think that we should excuse our daughter, Jack.
She’s obviously excited to get to work on her wardrobe for her big outing.”
Mother knew that Zelle wasn’t at all excited about her dress, but was giving
her a perfect opportunity to escape. To stop having to hide her thoughts
about Dmitri.

So she blew her mother a kiss on the way through the kitchen door.
“I’ll wash, Mother, but then may I be excused?” The kitchen was very
modern, and Zelle rolled up her sleeves to fill the sink with water. She
remembered the little cabin they’d lived in when she’d been much younger,
before Papa and Mother had earned enough to build this lovely two-level



home in the heart of Everland…the home that had become her tower, her
prison, in so many ways. Zelle sighed, and got to work.

But Papa was smiling when he followed her with a handful of dishes.
He placed them by the sink, and then surprised her by taking her by the
shoulders and turning her away from the soapy water. He looked at her for a
long moment, and then, not having to bend too far because of her unusual
height, placed a kiss on her forehead. “I love you, Princess. Very much. I
hope that you understand that.”

With a sigh, Zelle agreed. “I know, Papa.” No matter how irritated she
got at not being allowed out, to have the adventures that she wanted, to
have fun like a normal girl, she knew that Papa—and Mother too—only
placed such restrictions on her because they loved her. They wanted to keep
her safe and protected, because she was their only child. And as their only
child, she’d grown up with parents who spoke to her like equals. She knew
that she was lucky to have such intelligent, gentle, caring parents.

Maybe all of that showed in her expression, because he eventually
nodded. “I just wanted to make sure that you did.”

“I love you too, Papa.”
He dropped another kiss to her forehead, and then stepped back.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he nodded again, and she hid her smile.
Papa only stood like that when he was unsure of himself. She turned back to
the sink, hoping that he’d feel more comfortable, and soon enough heard
him leave the room.

She sighed, and got to work on the dishes. She was lucky…but that
didn’t mean that she didn’t long for what she didn’t have. Freedom.
Adventure.

Dmitri.
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR

 
“Enough with the cows, already, Max. I want to see your prize mares!”

Dmitri clasped the other man on his back, to let him know that he meant no
offense. In truth, it had been interesting to visit the DeVille stables and
barns, to see how a cattle ranch operated here in America. His family had
never kept cattle, obviously—only the serfs handled things like that—but he
enjoyed seeing how the DeVilles were transitioning from a ranch that
bought their mounts to one that raised their own. Max was doing good
work.

And he knew it. Grinning, his host jerked his head towards the largest
stable. “They’re out in the corral. I was saving the best for last.” The two
men fell into the easy stroll of habitual horsemen, as they crossed the dusty
ground in between the outbuildings.

“It looks like you’ve got some visitors.” Dmitri nodded towards the
pretty little surrey parked beside one of the fences along the lane leading up
to the ranch house.

Max nodded. “Yeah. Father said Roy, Jr. had invited a buyer out
today.” He pulled his large-brimmed hat off long enough to wipe his
forehead, and Dmitri found himself squinting against the morning sun.
Perhaps he should invest in one of those ridiculous hats, himself.

“Are you selling your mustangs, already?”
“Some of them. I’m only in the second year, though, so it surprised me

that he’s bringing in buyers.” Max shrugged. “But whatever I can do to
make a profit for the ranch, I suppose. I’m already working double-time, in
between the training and my duties out on the range.”

“You’re still…” Dmitri had no idea what the English verb was.
“Cowboy…ing?”

Max laughed. “Oh yeah. Father isn’t about to let up on me, just
because I had a profitable idea.” Dmitri heard the bitterness there, but
wasn’t sure if he was supposed to, so he changed the subject.

“I’ve never seen so many cows, in one place.”
“Don’t they herd cows, back in Russia?” Max led the way around the

largest stable, towards the back.



“I don’t.” Dmitri wondered how much to share. “My family has
always bred horses, and we are known for our stables. It was the serfs who
—“

“Aren’t those like slaves?” There was a flash of something in his
companion’s expression that Dmitri couldn’t identify.

Dmitri paused for a few heartbeats, trying to remember what he once
knew about the American way of life on the large farms in the south. Then,
shrugging, he admitted: “Yes, I believe so. They did not belong to us; they
belonged to the land.” Max’s jaw had gone hard as he led the way towards
the corral. “About half of our serfs were engaged in caring for and training
the Karbardas, and the other half in…” He waved his hand dismissively.
“Whatever it is that serfs did. Growing food, I suppose.”

“You don’t know? I thought dukes had to know about that sort of
thing.”

I haven’t been Knez for long. “I left those things to my father, while he
was alive, so that I could focus on the horses.” Dmitri took a deep breath.
“He passed away early this year. I miss him.”

Max’s steps slowed, and he glanced sidelong at Dmitri. “I’m sorry.
Sounds like you two worked well together.”

“We respected one another.” If only the Tsar hadn’t taken everything
from them. If only Otets had been strong enough to live through the
disappointment. If only he hadn’t placed this stupid obligation on Dmitri.

On the other hand, as they rounded the corner of the building to see
two gorgeous thoroughbreds prancing in a large corral, he couldn’t be angry
at ending up in Everland. He’d had the chance to meet and befriend Max—
Otets would’ve never believed that he’d become friends with a peasant!—
and he’d learned all sorts of things. And he’d kissed Zelle Carpenter.

Maybe his thoughts conjured her, because he had to blink when he saw
the figures standing on the other side of the fence, opposite the corral. The
middle one had a lavender gown, long pale braid down her back, and a
pretty smile under a wide-brimmed hat… Yes, that was Zelle.

“What in the hell?” It had been Max that muttered it, but Dmitri was
thinking it. What was she doing here? “What’s he doing here?”

Max echoing his thoughts was disconcerting enough to draw Dmitri’s
attention to his companion. “What do you mean?”

But Max had already climbed into the corral and was hurrying across
the packed dirt. Dmitri vaulted the fence, and hurried to catch up. “What’s



Roy, Jr. doing out here?”
Dmitri glanced across the way, to where a young blonde man who

looked nothing like Max was coaxing one of the mares over to the couple
standing beside the fence. “It looks like that’s his buyer.”

“Exactly.” Max picked up speed. “He’s got no right to even think
about selling my horses.”

But by the time they’d made it across the corral, Roy, Jr.—assuming
that was who the blonde man was—had already led the mare towards the
stable. The new friends skidded to a stop by the fence, and Dmitri could
sense Max’s frustration.

But instead of going after his brother—and his thoroughbred—Max
sighed and pulled his hat off again. As he watched his friend run his fingers
through his dark hair, Dmitri wondered if Max knew how frantic he looked.
He was about to say something calming, but the older man standing beside
Zelle beat him to it.

“You look upset, Max. Everything alright?”
“Sorry, Doc. Not really. Is Roy, Jr. showing you my mares?” The

conversation might’ve continued, but Dmitri didn’t hear much beyond the
“Doc.” Peering closer at the face under the little black hat, Dmitri’s eyes
widened. This was Doctor Carpenter, indeed, the man who’d interrupted his
fight with those cowboys in the saloon. The man who’d impressed him with
his strength and command. The man who’d seen him protecting Zelle. The
man who might be able to answer Otets’ questions.

The man who could determine his future.
 

 
Papa and Dmitri were staring at each other, and Zelle’s pulse began to

race. Did they recognize one another? And why did it feel like she was
watching some sort of showdown? Dmitri’s expression revealed nothing as
he stared at her father, but Papa’s lips were curled up in a faint grin. Surely
he didn’t like Dmitri, after what he’d seen?

But to her surprise, Papa interrupted Max. “If the thoroughbred isn’t
your brother’s to sell, then there’s no use me looking at her. But there’s
something else we could take care of, here.” Sticking his arm through the
fence posts, he held out his open hand to Dmitri. “Jack Carpenter, but folks
around these parts call me ‘Doc’.”



Zelle glanced at her mother, whose lips were pinched in a slight frown.
Did Mother not approve of Papa’s friendliness, or Dmitri specifically? She
inched closer to the other woman, trying to tell her that everything would be
fine. Dmitri was a good man, she knew it. Whatever Mother was afraid of,
Dmitri would never hurt any of them.

She was sure of it.
After too many heartbeats, her handsome duke took Papa’s hand,

shaking it firmly. Then Papa introduced him to Mother, and Dmitri inclined
his head regally. Zelle caught her breath, to imagine him in the full court
wear she’d read about, bowing to a real princess. He certainly was a man
with noble bearing, wasn’t he?

“Doctor Carpenter, your daughter and Max have told me about you.
They also said that you might be able to help me.” Mother made a little
noise of disapproval, but no one else seemed to hear it. Was the older
woman reacting to Dmitri’s accent, or to his question, or to his existence?
Zelle frowned at her mother; she’d never known either of her parents to
judge a man as harshly as Mother was now judging Dmitri.

Luckily, the Russian man seemed unaware of Meri Carpenter’s
feelings. “I’m looking for a man—two men—who would have passed
through Everland more than sixteen years ago. Winter of 1860, I believe.
One might have had a little girl with him, but I’m not sure.”

Papa was already shaking his head when he asked, “And their names?”
“Witcher was one, a vicious gang-leader that ran a rough crowd in

New York. The other was John Gothel, a petty crook. They’d kidnapped the
girl.”

Zelle could sense her mother’s unease, and moved closer, watching
Papa. Her father’s expression gave nothing away, no hint that he was lying
when he shook his head again and said, “No, I’m sorry. I don’t recall any
men or girl like that. Are you sure they came through Everland? The
Oregon Trail ran pretty close by, you know.”

But she remembered the look in his dark blue eyes last night. He’d
been lying then, and she was pretty sure he was lying now. In fact, the way
Mother stood stiffly, uncomfortably, beside her told Zelle that there was
more here than she understood…but did Dmitri? Judging from his sigh, he
took her father’s word.

“Thank you, Doctor. No one else seems to remember the men,
although I have it on good authority that Witcher was headed here. You



were the last person I could find to ask, but if you don’t have any
suggestions…?” His hopeful look was almost heartbreaking, and she didn’t
know how Papa could just shrug and shake his head apologetically. How
was he not moved to help Dmitri? Obviously this was important! “I
understand, and thank you.”

He turned to Max, then, who was staring at the stable with his hands in
his pockets and look of worry on his face. “I’ve enjoyed the tour of your
program, Max, but it sounds like my search has hit a dead-end here.”

The other young man shifted his attention away from whatever his
brother might be doing with his horse, and blinked a few times. Finally, he
nodded. “You heading back East again soon, then?”

Dmitri shrugged. “Probably. I’ll wire the Pinkertons I have working in
New York for any further leads, and then I’ll decide.”

Leads? What kind of leads? But no one had a chance to clarify,
because at that moment, Roy Jr. led two horses from the stable. Even she—
who knew nothing about horseflesh—could see that one of them was the
match to the lovely mare left in the corral. It must be the one Roy Jr. was
trying to sell to Papa, the one that Max claimed was rightfully his and
couldn’t be sold. The other horse was also brown, but her coat wasn’t
nearly as chocolatey. This one had a side-saddle strapped to her back.

Roy Jr. stopped in front of the trio standing outside the fence, and
grinned charmingly. At least, what he probably thought was charmingly.
Zelle and Briar had each long ago agreed that he might be rich and
handsome—with his pomaded blonde hair and his fancy mustache—but he
always sort of reminded them of a slimy frog; willing to say anything to
impress people. Besides, with Dmitri standing right over there, there was no
way any man was going to look as handsome.

“Miss Carpenter, I’ve obtained your father’s permission to take you
riding, and to show off what this beauty can do.” He slapped the
thoroughbred’s side, in what he probably thought was affection, but made
the animal shy away. “What do you say we go for a little trot around the
meadow?”

Zelle bit her lip, and glanced at her mother, whose expression was
suddenly unreadable. Papa had already decided that he wasn’t going to buy
the horse, because it wasn’t Roy Jr.’s to sell. But on the other hand, she’d
never had a chance to go riding, and here her parents had given their
blessing. She’d be foolish to pass up the opportunity.



But the problem was that she had no desire to go riding with Roy Jr.
Not when Dmitri was standing right over there, looking so delectable in his
nobility and broad shoulders. She wanted to go riding with him. She wanted
to hear all about his reasons for coming to Everland. She wanted to race
breathlessly across the meadow with him, and then fall willingly into his
arms, laughing and eager for another kiss.

But of course, Dmitri—for all of his love of horses—hadn’t shown any
interest in going riding with her. Instead he stood, legs braced and his hands
clasped behind his back, in the perfect picture of boredom. He wasn’t even
looking at her, but instead had his attention focused on the remaining
thoroughbred still in the corral with him.

And so she stifled a sigh, straightened her shoulders, and smiled at
Roy Jr. She was going to go riding! An adventure.

She even managed to maintain her smile as Roy Jr. wrapped his arms
around her waist and lifted her onto the saddle. His hands lingered a little
too long, and then dropped to her ankles to position her feet. She wanted to
snap at him that she wasn’t a ninny; she could figure out how to sit on a
horse! But instead she gritted her teeth and held her smile—her grimace—
and thanked him.

And then, after he’d swung up on his own horse and clucked both
animals into action, she forced herself to be positive. She was going riding!
And she hadn’t even had to scheme with Briar to get out from her parents’
watchful gaze. She was going riding, and goodness horses certainly were
taller than they’d appeared from the ground, weren’t they? But she was
going riding, and she was determined to have fun.

If only she was going with Dmitri, instead.
 

 
“What is it, Meri?”
Dmitri watched Doctor Carpenter touch his wife’s elbow, watched the

older woman—still lovely, even with the lines around her eyes and mouth
—turn to her husband. She was frowning, and for the first time, Dmitri
realized how little Zelle looked like either of her parents. And not just
because Zelle always seemed ready to break into a grin, while her mother
had looked concerned since Dmitri had met her.



Now, Mrs. Carpenter chewed on her bottom lip. “He’s going too fast.
He should know better.”

Dmitri’s attention swung back to the two horses trotting towards the
meadow. From where he stood, Zelle seemed to sit straight in the saddle,
but she was gripping the reins too hard. Was she inexperienced?

“Roy Jr. should know better than to have her trot.” Max answered
Dmitri’s unspoken question. “This is the first time she’s ridden, isn’t it?”

Doctor Carpenter made noise of agreement, and Dmitri’s chest
tightened. Her first time on a horse, and Max’s fool of a brother had started
the animal trotting? Without thinking, he pulled himself up on the fence rail
to better watch the couple. While not really paying attention to his
companions, he heard Zelle’s father curse quietly under his breath.

“She’s always looking for an adventure. But we told Roy Jr. that it was
her first time on a horse. And she’s side-saddle! They should only be
walking.”

Mrs. Carpenter snorted disapprovingly, her attention still on her
daughter. “He’s probably showing off how fast his mare is, when she
doesn’t know the first thing about riding. He’s a show-off.” A pause. “No
offence, Max.”

“None taken. I’ve called him much, much worse.”
Dmitri had stopped listening to the discussion when he’d seen Roy Jr.

kick the thoroughbred into a canter, and saw Zelle’s horse trying to keep up.
The durak probably didn’t even realize it; Zelle’s mare was well-trained to
follow the lead horse’s example, if not given other commands by her rider.

And from what Dmitri could see from his high perch, Zelle wasn’t in
any state to give commands. Her frilly hat had blown off, and she’d thrown
herself forward to hold the horse’s mane, rather than the reins. Had she
dropped them, or just needed a better grip? He was sure she was terrified, if
this was her first experience riding.

And then he’d stopped thinking, because Roy, Jr. had kicked his horse
into a gallop. Max cursed, but Dmitri didn’t see why. He’d already leapt
from the fence rail and was rushing across the corral. The other mare—
coiled and ready—sensed his urgency. When he grabbed her mane and
swung up onto her back, she sprang forward. He’d grown up on the backs
of horses, and knew how to ride without stirrups, without a bridle. And
Zelle needed him.



With an Old-Russian shout his grandfather taught him as a boy, he
kicked the mare into motion, and she responded beautifully. With a
powerful surge, she leapt forward. He tucked his knees up, locked his
elbows in place, and leaned over her neck just as she gathered her
hindquarters under her and vaulted over the corral fence.

Dmitri heard Doctor Carpenter’s “What the—?” and Mrs. Carpenter’s
scream, but then he was past, racing towards the meadow. He saw Roy Jr., a
distant speck on his own mare, and Zelle behind. As Dmitri rushed closer,
reveling at the power in Max’s horse, he watched Zelle swaying alarmingly
from side to side. She’d never ridden before, and now her horse was
moments from breaking into a gallop? He had to reach her first.

Even the joy, the freedom, of being on the back of such a magnificent
animal wasn’t going to distract Dmitri. At this moment, the only part of this
horse that interested Dmitri was her speed, and he urged her even faster, not
caring if his eyeballs jolted from their sockets. He had to reach her!

When he was close enough to call to her—which he did—Zelle’s own
horse gave into her rider’s mixed commands, and began to gallop. When he
was close enough to see her tension in her shoulders, Zelle began to tilt too
far to one side. And when he was close enough to grab her, she lost her grip
on the mare, and was launched through the air.

 

It was simultaneously the most thrilling and most terrifying thing she’d
ever done. Who would’ve thought that riding a horse—something that
everyone around her seemed to do on a regular basis—could be so
stimulating? At first, Zelle had just enjoyed being so high up, feeling the
gait of the animal beneath her, getting used to the strange rocking motion.
But when her horse began to jog—and why would it do that, without her
telling it to?—she became less at-ease.

She considered calling to Roy, Jr., to tell him to slow down. It didn’t
take long to realize that her horse was following his, and that he was intent
on showing off. Maybe he thought that Papa still wanted to buy it? But then
her animal began to jog harder—or whatever the horsey name for this
jolting irregular motion was called—and she forgot about chastising him.
Forgot about everything except holding on for all that she was worth.

The faster she sped across the meadow, the harder her heart raced. This
would be ideal, would be one of the highlights of her life, were she not so



scared. Realizing that, she laughed aloud, which seemed to startle the horse
into going even faster. That’s when she exhaled, closed her eyes, and began
to pray.

The horse rocked her from side to side, and she felt her knee—why did
someone think that sideways was a good way to ride a horse?—losing its
grip, and scrambled to hold on… And then a mighty jolt, and her foot came
out of the stirrup. With deepening dread, she felt herself leaning too far to
the right, away from that silly little horn her leg had been hooked around.
She swallowed her scream as she slipped off completely. A moment of
weightlessness…

She slammed into something hard. The ground? Then why did she still
feel like she was flying?

Zelle opened her eyes to find herself staring up at Dmitri’s chin. He’d
pulled her from her horse? She was sitting in his lap, still sideways, but
infinitely more comfortable. His thighs cushioned hers better than that
stupid saddle had, and his arms cradled her. He was bent forward, intent on
whatever was ahead of them, but Zelle didn’t care. She wanted to touch
him, to thank him for saving her.

He was her hero-prince.
With a sudden laugh at her foolishness, she turned to see what had

caused that little frown between his eyes. And caught her breath. He was
riding without reins, without a bridle. His fingers were wrapped through the
mare’s mane, and he was gently turning her back towards the DeVille ranch
using only his touch. His gentle, compelling touch.

He’d ridden to save her, and now she felt utterly, utterly protected. She
was having an adventure. With another laugh, she threw her arms out and
leaned back against him and kept laughing. The wind whipped the little
hairs around her face, pushing them back with their much longer neighbors,
and she grinned just to feel the rush of cold air on her teeth.

How amazingly thrilling.
This was riding, this was an adventure. The way she felt here, being

held by him, riding with him, was much, much better than anything she
could’ve felt alone on that silly horse. Anything she’d felt before, ever.

She’d have to ask Briar if it was normal to feel this breathless atop a
horse, or if it was just because she was in his arms. Zelle was pretty sure
she already knew the answer.



Laughing again, she pressed herself back against his strong chest, felt
the muscles of his upper arms tighten around her, and reveled in the
marvelous excitement, the perfect safety, she felt in his arms.

 

 
She was breathtaking. From the moment he’d pulled her off her

runaway horse and onto his lap, Dmitri had felt a rightness. He tried to tell
himself that it was just the aftermath, knowing she was safe after so many
heart-pounding moments when he wasn’t sure if he’d get to her in time. But
no, he knew the truth; having her here in his arms was what made his heart
slow, his shoulders relax, his head clear. Taking a big lungful of air scented
by her strawberry goodness, he knew.

It was her. She was the one who made it feel so right.
Did she know how close she’d come to disaster? Being thrown from a

galloping horse was no joke; he’d seen men die that way. But either she
didn’t know, or didn’t care, because practically the first thing she did after
landing in his arms—after looking up at him like he was her savior—was to
laugh. Laugh, and throw her arms wide open and face the racing wind and
revel in it.

Her sheer joy left him breathless. She had no idea how hard it was to
control a spirited animal without stirrups, without a bridle; had no idea how
he was struggling to keep his weight even and centered while he slowed the
mare to a trot. All she knew was joy. And having her pressed against him,
knowing that he could keep her safe and happy…that caused an odd sort of
joy in him, too. One that he’d never experienced before.

One that he wanted to experience again.
He wanted to give her adventures. He wanted to show her things that

would make her this joyful, in the hopes that some of it would be shared
with him. He wanted to bring her joy.

He exhaled when he realized what he was thinking.
When the horse had slowed enough that he could point her back

towards the cluster of stables and barns, Dmitri glanced behind him, enough
to discover that Roy, Jr. had peeled away in the opposite direction, and
Zelle’s horse had followed behind. His own thoroughbred would make it
back to the corral in excellent time, and he could drop her off with her
parents and send them home before he got any other crazy ideas.



Doctor Carpenter had no suggestions about the next step in Dmitri’s
search. There was nothing more for him to learn here in Everland. He’d
failed his father, failed in the mission, unless there was anything left to be
learned in New York City. Either way, he’d be leaving Everland soon.
Forever.

If only her father had given him some news, some hint, some lead.
Something to keep him here. But no, there was no reason for Dmitri to stay.

Nyet, there was one very good, very compelling reason to stay, and she
was sitting on his lap reveling in the freedom of being atop a powerful
horse. But it wasn’t enough; as much as he wanted to stay in Everland, to
spend time with her, to make her joyful, to compromise her, it would be
wrong. He had to go home, to his horses.

To his father’s dead dreams.
He couldn’t spend any more time with her.
“Come walking with me tomorrow?”
Had he imagined her question? He’d been caught up in his own

thoughts, convincing himself why he couldn’t court her. But had she just
invited him out instead? So his “Chto?” probably sounded a little confused.
“I mean, what?”

“Will you come walking with me tomorrow afternoon? I can see Papa
and Mother from here; they’re frowning. They’ll bundle me into the surrey
before I even have a chance to retrieve my bonnet, I’ll bet, and I won’t have
a chance to talk to you. But I want to!” She took a deep breath, and he tried
not to feel the way her sides—the thin cotton and the corset beneath—
pressed against his upper arms tantalizingly. “I want to ask you all about
horses, and your farm back in Russia, and your search here, and… Oh,
everything!” She peeked up at him, her cheeks dimpling slightly. “And I
can’t do that, unless you come walking with me. Tomorrow afternoon. I’ll
meet you at the inn.”

And looking down at her, there was absolutely nothing Dmitri could
say besides, “Da. All right.”

Her smile made any confusion worth it, and he knew he’d made the
right decision. And after he’d swung her down into her mother’s arms and
her father’s stern gaze, and watched them hustle her into the carriage, and
clucked at the mare to return to the stable, he was glad that she’d asked.
Because suddenly, he wanted to talk to her, to spend time with her. To have



something to think about besides how perfectly she fit in his arms. To see
other examples of how she so joyfully embraced life.

He couldn’t wait.
 



CHAPTER FIVE

 
“What an ordeal!”
“It wasn’t an ordeal, Papa, it was an adventure.”
“Still, I think you should go upstairs and rest for the next few days.”
“What? I’m not a child. I don’t need to rest for a few days. You’re just

trying to lock me away again.”
“We worry about you, Zelle. It almost killed your father to see you in

that much danger.”
“Mother, I—“
“And I won’t have you around that man again.”
“Roy, Jr.? I don’t particularly want to be around him again either. He’s

a braggart.”
“I mean that Russian. I saw the way he looked at you, and he was

holding you entirely too close.”
“Dmitri? He saved me! Mother, talk some sense into—“
“You’ll not work us against each other, young lady. I think your

father’s right. Upstairs, this instant.”
Zelle had only sighed and managed not to stomp up the stairs. And

once she was in her room, she very carefully did not slam the door, no
matter how much she wanted to. She was going to be eighteen soon. She
was a grown woman, and her parents had no right to order her around like
this.

Oh the other hand, she did live with them. It wasn’t like she had her
own home, or even—she sighed again as she pulled off her shoes and threw
herself facedown across her bed—a husband and family. She didn’t want a
husband and family…she just wanted a little freedom. A chance to come
and go as she pleased, like Briar did.

Buuuuuttttt… On the other hand, the reason she had no interest in
getting married was that she’d never met a man she wanted to marry.
Because she hadn’t been allowed to. Even at the weekly church picnics—
which she could only attend if one of her parents went—Papa loomed over
her, making it difficult to talk to any boys. Max DeVille wasn’t intimidated
by her father, but he didn’t count; he teased and charmed and treated her



like a little girl as well. For goodness’ sakes; Merrell Gruff had been her
ideal, in terms of kissability!

But then she’d met a Russian duke. Prince. Whatever. 
And he’d kissed her…or she’d kissed him. And then she spent time

talking to him, and again in his arms. And now… Goodness. Now she just
didn’t know what she thought of marriage. The good Lord knew that she
didn’t mind spending time with Dmitri; she’d spent every evening thinking
about the tall, handsome Russian man.

Zelle groaned and rolled over, pulling her braid out from under her rear
end and throwing her forearm across her face.

Now that Dmitri knew that Papa couldn’t help him, he’d surely be
going back East. That’s what he’d said to Max. So it wasn’t like she had a
chance at a future with him, anyhow. It was just that meeting him had
shown her that maybe marriage was a viable option when it came to finding
ways to get out from under her well-meaning parents’ well-meaning
control. Maybe marriage—if it was to the right man—could be an
adventure greater than she’d ever imagined?

Maybe that was her answer.
She had to chuckle at herself. A few days ago, she’d been convinced

that to kiss Merrell Gruff would be the greatest adventure, and now look at
her! She was considering finding a boy to marry.

It was that thought—marriage—that had her pacing the rest of the
afternoon. Her mother came upstairs before dinner with a tray, and
mentioned that both she and Papa had been called by patients. Mrs. Muffit
had finally begun to labor, and Mr. B.G. Foote at the livery needed
something for his gout immediately, so they didn’t know how long they’d
be gone.

Mother didn’t seem surprised to see Zelle curled up in the window seat
with her herb journal and calendar, plotting out next season’s plantings. She
was smart enough to know that a strong young lady wasn’t going to
languish in bed all day just because she’d been saved from a runaway horse
by a brave hero-prince. But Mother did place the tray on the desk, and come
over to squeeze beside Zelle. When she put her arms around Zelle’s
shoulders, the girl leaned into her embrace.

After a long moment, Mother kissed the back of her head. “I remember
when I first realized how fast your hair grew. I couldn’t believe it. You were
helping me make biscuits the first time I braided it.” Zelle’s parents had



never made any secret of the fact that Mother hadn’t actually given birth to
her, but they’d long ago told her that they didn’t want to discuss their pasts.
So Papa’s first wife remained a mystery, but Zelle didn’t care. Mother was
her mother in every way that counted.

“All I can remember is screaming when you used to plait it.”
A little chuckle. “It certainly was a blessing, once you got old enough

to brush your own hair.” She stroked Zelle’s long braid. “And soon it’ll be
time to cut it again.” Her mother cut her hair every year on her birthday, the
first of August. Chop it off at her shoulders, send the braid off to a wig-
maker, and it would be near her rear again by the following year.

But Zelle was realizing that she’d go batty if she had to live here, with
their loving, over-protective ways, another year. “I think that next year, I’ll
cut it myself.”

Mother seemed to understand. She always did. “So this is my last year
cutting my little princess’s hair?” She sighed, and then pulled Zelle closer.
The girl didn’t mind, and rested her head against her mother’s shoulder.
“I’ve been dreading that day, honeybear, but knew it would come.”

Her mother’s old nickname for her made Zelle smile. “I have to grow
up sometime, Mother.”

“I know. We know. Your father and I… We’ve spent so many years
worrying about you.” But why did they seem to worry more about her than
other parents worried about their children? “The worry, that concern, is
such a big part of our lives, that it seems…odd to think of you as all grown
up.” Mother sighed, and it reminded Zelle of all the childhood evenings
she’d spent curled up on her mother’s lap, listening to her heartbeat. “I
suppose soon you’ll be thinking about getting married and starting a family
like all the other girls your age.”

How to explain that she hadn’t even considered that route as an option,
until just a few days ago? Zelle couldn’t and, after being banished to her
room like a naughty child, didn’t want to.

Mother kissed her head again. “That’s something that your father and I
will have to face. But for now…” She wiggled, and Zelle sat up, and
Mother gracefully extracted herself from the window seat. “For now, you’re
still our little princess, and we love you very much.”

Zelle sighed, and watched her mother cross the room. “I love you too,
Mother.”



The older woman blew a kiss, and then let herself out. And if Zelle
hadn’t been listening for it, she would’ve missed the sound of a key very
quietly being turned in the lock.

At this point, it wasn’t surprising. It wasn’t even disappointing. It
just…was.

Later that night, Zelle sat at her window seat once more. This time, her
knees were tucked underneath her, and her hair was pulled over one
shoulder. It was golden, and straight as an arrow, and rarely tangled. But for
as long as she could remember, she’d been soothed by the evening ritual of
unbraiding her plait, carefully brushing the long strands, and dividing it for
bed. Tonight, however, she was still…antsy. Full of energy. Thinking about
Dmitri.

She’d asked him to go walking tomorrow. She so wanted to show him
Everland and Lake Enchantment and all of the things about her home that
she loved. She wanted to grab his hand and see if he’d let her hold it;
wanted to hear all about his home. Going walking with Dmitri would be an
adventure.

But she was stuck here in her room, condemned by loving parents who
expected her to rest. She dropped the brush with a sigh, and rested her
elbows on the sill of the open window. She could always defy them, sneak
out again. She’d done it often enough. But they’d expressly forbidden it this
time, by locking the door. And she loved them too much to openly disobey
them like that.

The stars were bright tonight. She’d always loved to sit here and stare
at them, but they didn’t seem to calm her tonight. Tonight, she wanted to
run and jump and yell and maybe kiss a boy again and—

What is that? Zelle leaned as far out the window as she dared. There,
over the distant mountains, was a new star. Or something bright and white
and sparkling. Had it been there yesterday? Or last month? She’d sat here
often enough brushing her hair that surely she’d remember seeing it.

No, it was a new star. A new star, and somehow she knew that it was
here for her, to comfort her. The thick night air didn’t seem quite so cloying
anymore, and her pulse didn’t beat quite as strongly in her temples. This
was her star, and it was here for a reason.

She closed her eyes tightly, thinking of Dmitri, and when she opened
them the star was still there. And so she smiled, and whispered her wish. “I
want to be able to go walking with Dmitri tomorrow. That’s it.”



And when she went to sleep—the lace curtains billowing slightly in
the gentle breeze that had blown in across the Lake—the star was still there,
twinkling down on her.

The next morning, her door was unlocked. But since she didn’t have
any place to go, besides downstairs for a glass of milk, it didn’t really
matter. Papa was in his office, at the front of the house, and would surely
notice if she snuck out. She could always go work in her garden again…
maybe, if no other opportunity presented itself by noon, she’d try that, and
then just quietly let herself out the back gate. Except, she knew that Mother
had locked the back gate, which was her way of telling Zelle she wasn’t to
leave without her parents’ knowledge.

It was just so frustrating!
Mid-morning, while she was sketching new plots for next spring’s

plantings, a small rock sailed through her window and clattered against the
desk. She was smiling when she stooped to pick it up; it was an old sign she
recognized. Sure enough, Briar was standing beside the garden wall, behind
the house. Zelle leaned out the window, just enough to call out in a quiet
voice, “I’m so glad to see you!”

“Are you okay? Max told me what happened.” Briar—who was never
fond of subterfuge—pressed her back against the stones and tried to look in
all directions at once. Zelle assumed she knew she wasn’t supposed to be
back there talking to her friend.

“I’m fine. Truly. Mother and Papa think I should be resting, but we all
know that’s just their excuse to keep me safely locked inside.”

“Safe, Zelle. Safe is a good thing. A runaway horse isn’t safe.”
She rolled her eyes. “Are you siding with them, now?”
“No!” Apparently alarmed by her outburst, Briar peered towards the

windows in the lower story. “I mean, you know I love you, but maybe you
should just relax for a little bit. Not get into any more adventures. Just until
they forget about this one, I mean.”

Zelle didn’t want to have to admit that her friend was right, so she
managed a frown. “Did you sneak over here to lecture me from twenty feet
away?”

“I came to visit you.” Briar shifted uncomfortably. “Your mother met
me at the door and told me that you were feeling poorly. But…” She looked
towards the kitchen windows once more. “She seemed like she wasn’t…
you know, telling the truth.”



“So you came to check on me? Thank you.” Zelle smiled down at her
best friend, forgiving her for her unwelcome logic of a moment before.

“Your mother’s having her own breakfast—I think she just got home.”
“Mrs. Muffit must’ve been laboring all night.”
Briar flushed, as Zelle had known she would; her friend always

blushed at the thought of babies and how they were made. “I mean, she’s
inside, that’s why I’m whispering. I don’t want her to catch us.”

Or what? What could Mother possibly do to punish them for talking?
On the other hand, this hanging-out-the-window wasn’t very much fun,
either. Zelle sighed. “Fine. I understand. I’ll see you tomorrow, hopefully.
Sunday at the latest.”

Briar looked worried, but blew her a kiss and hurried off anyhow, and
Zelle settled back into her work. At noon she went downstairs to fix
luncheon for herself and Papa—who was seeing patients in the front parlor
he’d converted into an office—but the meal was mostly silent. He looked
like he wanted to speak, but every time he tried, he lost his nerve. For her
part, she still hadn’t forgiven him for refusing to let her see Dmitri again.

After, she retired to her room again, and pondered how she was
possibly going to leave the house. And more importantly, did she want to?
She wanted to see Dmitri, yes, but was it worth disobeying her parents?
Worth making them worry, worth making them disappointed?

She thought about Dmitri’s smile, and the way his arms felt around
her, and the way he was showing her new possibilities for the future, and
decided: yes. He was worth it.

When the stone sailed through her window a second time, she
immediately worried that something bad had happened to bring Briar back
so soon. She threw herself towards the window seat, and poked her head
out… Only to see a stranger standing below. A stranger holding a ladder.

The woman was gray-haired and tiny, in a lime-green hoop-dress a few
decades out of date, and a little reticule dangling from one wrist. And was
carrying a wooden ladder, perched on one shoulder, as if it was another out-
of-date accessory. When she saw Zelle, she smiled and waved jauntily, and
then swung the ladder against the side of the house. Zelle could only watch,
mouth agape, as the old lady began to scramble up it, hoop skirt and all.

When the gray head poked above the sill, Zelle backed away from the
window, not sure if she was doing it out of fear, or to give the stranger more
space. The little old lady swung one leg over onto the window seat, holding



her hoop petticoat up practically over her head to manage the feat, and then
tumbled onto the cushion with a mighty ooof!

But, just as Zelle shook herself out of her shock and moved to help the
mysterious house-breaker, the old lady pushed herself upright amid a litany
of good-natured mutterings, and began to straighten her gown. When
everything was in place, she looked up at Zelle— “up,” because she was a
full head shorter—and smiled brightly. “Hello, dearie.”

“Um. Hello?” Who was this woman? “Can I help you?”
“Oh, goodness, no. I’m here to help you, Zelle. I’m Helga, your

Godmother. But you can call me ‘Happy.’ All the others do.”
“The other who?” Was she batty, then?
“The other Godmothers, of course! There’s a whole slew of us, you

know.”
“I didn’t,” Zelle said weakly. “Is there a reason you’re here?” And how

soon can you leave? This tiny old woman had just climbed into her
bedroom. Her actual bedroom, and was claiming to be…what? Godmothers
only existed in stories. Maybe she was deranged…but Zelle hadn’t ever
seen her before. Someone’s sick granny who never came to the church
socials, maybe?

“I’m here to help you, of course. That’s what we do. The Godmothers,
I mean. We help!”

“Oh. Good.” Surreptitiously, Zelle peered at the ladder resting against
her sill, wondering if she should try to convince ‘Helga’ to climb back
down, or just escort her out the front door. Could she sneak her past Papa,
or should she try to come up with an excuse of how she’d apparently
acquired a little old lady upstairs? On the other hand, anyone claiming to be
a Godmother should probably visit with Papa in his office, just to be safe. “I
can see how having a Godmother would be useful.” She winced a little to
see the way Helga’s face lit up as she humored the woman.

“So!” The woman clapped her hands together. “I know that you want
to go walking with Dmitri, but we need to find you a way out of the house.
Wishing on stars? Honestly, you were at your last resort, weren’t you?
Besides, that was a planet. Jupiter, if I’m not mistaken.”

Zelle’s mouth had dropped open. Helga knew about Dmitri? Helga
knew about the star-wishing?

“Ooops, sorry, dearie. Probably shouldn’t have mentioned that last bit,
it just gets confusing. Anyhoo, we need to get you out of the house for a few



hours, don’t we? Without your parents noticing. You have plans to meet
Dmitri in front of the inn soon, don’t you?”

“How do you know all of this?” Zelle’s voice sounded as weak as her
knees. Who was this woman?

“Godmothers have to know all sorts of things, dearie. It’s my job to
make sure you get your Happily Ever After. That all your wishes come true,
you know. I’ve been a little distracted by my other clients, but now it’s your
turn.”

Zelle heard the capital letters when the little old lady said Happily
Ever After, and felt her eyebrows raise. Such a thing existed? Maybe her
doubt showed, because Helga’s smile slipped a little, until she looked
almost pitying. “Don’t worry, dear. I really am a Godmother, and I really
am here to help you see Dmitri today. It’s a simple enough wish you made,
you know, and I can make it come true.”

“How?” Zelle felt like things were getting away from her, so she just
focused on the fact that apparently, this strange little happy lady could make
sure she went walking with Dmitri.

Helga clapped her hands again. “Well, we need to get you out of the
house, don’t we? Your father is in his office for the rest of the day, a full
docket of patients. Your mother is in her room—Mrs. Muffit’s daughter was
born right before dawn, healthy and strong, in case you were wondering—
catching up on her sleep. So I think the logical thing to do is send you out
your window.” Zelle’s mouth was open again, looking from the woman to
her ladder. She certainly knew a lot of things, for a batty house-breaker.
“Now, how to do that? Well, obviously you can’t just climb down, or use
your hair as a rope or something.” A high-pitched giggle. “Don’t be absurd!
That would never work! The follicles aren’t nearly strong enough, and
would cause split-ends, I’m sure. But I thought: Aha! A ladder!” She
gestured grandly towards the window. “And there we are, dearie.”

“You want me to climb out of my window and go see Dmitri?”
“Why not? You’ll have until supper. Four hours to stroll and chat and

maybe even hold hands, eh?” Helga’s wink was comical, and Zelle was
suddenly glad that the old woman wasn’t close enough to poke her with an
elbow, which was what she looked about to do.

“My parents—“
Helga was still smiling. “Don’t worry about them, dearie. I’m telling

you; I’m your Godmother. This is what I do. I promise that, if you climb



down that ladder and go to see Dmitri, and then climb back up within four
hours, they’ll never find out. They’ll be busy, and I’ll make sure they don’t
know.”

Zelle found her doubt wavering in the face of the woman’s upbeat
certainty. “But the ladder…”

“Dear, I’m a Godmother. If I don’t want anyone to see the ladder, they
won’t! I promise.” She made little shooing motions with her hands. “Now,
the longer you stand here arguing with me, the less time you have to spend
with Dmitri, and the fewer chances you have to make him fall in love with
you.”

“…What?” She didn’t want Dmitri to fall in love with her, did she?
She just wanted to talk to him, to learn about his mission and his home. He
wasn’t her future; he was just an adventure.

“Oh no, I probably shouldn’t have said that. Oh well.” She waved
dismissively. “Just pretend it never happened, like with Jupiter. Don’t
mention it on my performance review.” More shooing motions. “Now, go!
Go show him how wonderful Everland is! Go have an adventure with him.
Fall in love! Oops, never mind about that part, dearie. Just wipe that last bit
from your mind!”

Zelle studied the woman a moment more, thinking about her words.
An adventure with Dmitri. That’s what she wanted; that’s what she’d
wished for. And now a stranger had showed up and given her a perfect
excuse. Even if she was batty, and Zelle’s parents did find out, did it matter?
She’d already decided on defying them, in order to see him…

She was already moving towards the window when Helga clapped
again. “Yay! Oh, I know you’re going to have so much fun! Maybe he’ll
kiss you again! Oooh, I hope so!”

A Godmother? Zelle didn’t quite snort as she swung her leg over the
sill and onto the ladder, but she wanted to. Helga certainly knew all sorts of
secrets, and she didn’t seem like a bad sort. Besides, she’d given Zelle a
way to see Dmitri, and that was important. So the young woman paused on
her way down, and smiled up at the gray-haired head poking out the
window. “Thank you, Helga.”

“Call me Happy, dear.” Her smile stretched ear-to-ear, and it was easy
to see where the nickname had come from.

“Then, thank you, Happy.”



Helga wiggled her fingers down at Zelle. “Have a good time, dearie.
Give him a kiss for me!” And then she pulled her head back across the sill,
and Zelle chuckled and continued down the ladder.

She was off on another adventure, and this time she’d be with Dmitri!
Maybe she would kiss him again, just to see if he was as good as she
remembered. She had no doubt.

 
 
 



CHAPTER SIX

 
He felt ridiculous. Just looking around would show him that he was

completely over-dressed for a place like Everland; the cow-folk ambling
along the streets were wearing dirty trousers, for heaven’s sakes! But one
should dress properly when stepping out with a lady, and that included
shined boots, his best gold frogging, a top hat and cane. Didn’t it?

Chert, being in Everland was messing with his surety, apparently.
Dmitri knew that he was better than these cowboys, knew that he was
better-dressed, better-mannered. Didn’t he? Yes, surely.

So why did he feel so silly, standing here on the inn’s porch, watching
them snickering at him? He’d tried to peer down his nose at them, the way
he’d learned from Court, but it hadn’t worked, and now he felt even more at
odds. At odds with his surroundings, and at odds with himself.

A sharp jab between his shoulder blades had him whirling, to confront
the sleepy old proprietor of the inn. A gnarled finger was still pointed at
him.

“Mr. Rip, yes? What do you need?”
The man’s answer was a series of yawning mumbles, his eyelids

already half-closed.
“What? I’m sorry, I don’t…”
Another mumble, and a few noises that might’ve been throat-clearings.

Or perhaps the old man was dying. Either way, Dmitri didn’t understand,
and could only shrug helplessly.

Rip yawned again, and then gestured in a manner that was probably
meant to be emphatic, but came off looking—to someone who lived his life
at a normal speed, at least—as lethargic.

Dmitri shook his head firmly. “I’m sorry, but I am meeting a lady.” He
was, wasn’t he? She was late. “I have no time for distractions.”

Another gesture, this time involving a thumb hooked towards the
interior of the inn, and another mumble. Glancing up and down the street,
and not seeing Miss Carpenter anywhere, Dmitri gave in. “All right. Just a
moment, though.”



The old man led him back into the dim foyer, past the stairs, and
towards a back hall. There, he sunk down in a wooden chair placed by the
door that led to the alley, and mumbled twice more. He opened the door for
Dmitri even as his eyes were closing, and as the younger man peered
around the jamb, wondering what he was supposed to be looking for, he
heard Rip begin to snore.

How in the world could a man fall asleep in the time it took—?
And then Dmitri forgot all about Rip and the inn and the way being

properly dressed among all these peasants made him feel, because she was
there. Zelle was sitting—sitting?—on some kind of railing, her feet
swinging back and forth under a simple pale purple dress, a pleased grin on
her face. And the absolute only thing that he could do in return was return
her happy smile.

She hopped down from the railing, as if it was a perfectly natural
activity for a young lady. “Hi.” Her little wave was sweet, welcoming.

“Hi.” Bozhe moy, he sounded like an idiot, but it was all he could
manage right then. His brain just didn’t seem to want to work properly. Not
since seeing her.

“Sorry I didn’t meet you out front. I asked Rip to fetch you.” And then
her cheeks pinked fetchingly, and she looked away. “I’d rather avoid the
main streets, if you don’t mind.”

Dmitri looked down at his fine blue coat with the gold frogging, and
thought about missing the chance to parade down Everland’s Andersen
Avenue showing off his finery. “Actually, I’m perfectly at ease with the
suggestion.” He resisted the urge to brush dust—why was this town so
dusty?—from his lapels. “But I’d be remiss as a gentleman if I didn’t ask
why you want to avoid seeing others.”

“No reason. Shall we go?” She smiled so brightly that he knew she
must be lying.

Reluctantly, he stepped off the Inn’s back stoop, not sure if he should
push her to tell him what she was running from, or if he should just be
happy that she was here with him. As he moved beside her, gripping his
ivory-topped cane in his right hand even as he offered her his left elbow, her
smile faded to something…real.

And staring down at that beautiful, real smile, he knew. Knew that he
could trust her to know what was best for herself, and knew that he should
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be grateful to be with her. So his voice was a little husky when he finally
responded, “Dear Miss Carpenter, I shall follow wherever you lead.”

“Zelle.” Her whisper sounded like she had something stuck in her
throat, and the realization that she was as affected by his closeness as he
was by hers made him smile as well. “You’re supposed to call me Zelle.”

“Zelle, of course. Where will we be walking today?”
Another smile, and then she slipped her hand through his arm, and

began to lead him down the alley. “To the Lake. All visitors to Everland
need to see Lake Enchantment, at least once. It’s the reason the town was
founded, you know. Early settlers—perhaps even the ones you’re seeking,
were so…well, so enchanted by a perfectly grand lake out here in the land
of seasonal streams that they settled here. It’s quite lovely, Dmitri.”

In St. Petersburg and London, women had fought over the chance to
stroll on his arm. They would “My Lord” him and simper and bat their
eyelashes, and he would escort them to the gardens or—if they were those
sorts of women—to more private venues. But in Everland, no one seemed
to care or acknowledge his title, his status. There’d been no bowing, no
attempts to pander to his status or wealth—what little of either remained.

It had been…odd. And in some ways, a little relieving. Here, the men
treated him the way they treated each other; as equals. It was galling to be
considered equal to a man like Roy, Jr., who was a self-centered imbecile…
but actually a little flattering to be considered Max Deville’s equal. Max
was respected because of who he was, and what his talents were...not
because of who his father was or had been. It had given Dmitri plenty to
think about.

And the women? Most of the women he’d met here in Everland hadn’t
been too different from those back in London, or even Russia; they’d batted
their eyelashes and cooed over his shoulders, and then snapped open their
fans to titter to one another behind them. But one woman…

Zelle had fallen into his lap, a lady made up like a shlyukha, a whore.
Zelle had returned his kiss with an innocent sort of enthusiasm he’d never
experienced before. Zelle swung her legs freely when she sat on a rail, and
turned her face up towards the raindrops, and found simple, breathtaking
joy in the freedom of riding a horse.

Zelle was special. And not just because she peeked in both directions
before they stepped out from behind the last storefront, and seemed to
almost jog across the path that, because it had ruts and was bordered on one



side by buildings, must be considered a street. But once they were past the
buildings, through a little copse of trees, he felt her sigh, felt her grip on his
arm ease. Felt her relax.

 And so he smiled at her again, and liked the way she pulled his elbow
against her side, like she wanted to touch him as much as he wanted to
touch her. “So, Miss Carpenter, we’re not actually running to the Lake?”

A chuckle, and he fell half in love with the uninhibited sound. “We are
not, sir.” A little skip that seemed to convey her excitement. “And you’re
supposed to call me Zelle.”

He’d done it on purpose, called her by her last name. It had been a
ploy to start a conversation. “An unusual name, even in America, I think?”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with American names.”
“Of course, that’s what I was going to say. —even in America, not that

there’s anything wrong with American names. You just didn’t give me a
chance.”

Another chuckle, and he grinned in response. “My father says that I
chose it, which I’ve never understood, but I like it.”

“It’s unique, just like you.” The well-worn path led them up a hill.
“I shall take that as a compliment.”
“It was intended as one, I believe.”
“Oh, good.” She lifted her simple purple skirts in her other hand, to

better navigate the rocky hill, and he caught a glimpse of small ankles
incased in leather boots. And even that little glimpse made his heart pound.
“Papa thinks I’m unique too, which is why he’s so over-protective, I think.”

“Over-protective?”
“My parents worry about me. But of course the more they try to make

me quiet and reclusive, the more I want to go out and…and…and have
adventures, I suppose.”

He was beginning to suspect why they had to sneak out of town
through the alley, and found that he didn’t mind at all. “I think your
adventurous spirit is what makes you…” Fascinating. Compelling. Utterly
intoxicating. “You.”

She pulled to a stop, right as they crested the hill, and he turned to see
her staring up at him with a serious expression. Those beautiful green eyes
bore into his, and he found that at that moment, he wanted to kiss her more
than he’d wanted anything else. “Thank you. For seeing me, instead of the
‘me’ my parents want everyone to see.”



He might’ve nodded. Might’ve cleared his throat, trying to keep his
mind on the conversation, rather than how her lips might taste. “I think that
your parents see the real you, too.”

A sigh, and then she smiled sadly. “I think you’re right. Which is why
it’s aggravating they keep trying to tamp it down.”

“They’re trying to protect you.” He’d been an only child, too, but his
mother had died young, and his father had raised him to be a companion,
rather than a cherished innocent. “They’re good people, I think.” And then,
desperate to make her chuckle again: “With odd taste in names, I’ll admit.”

A dimple appeared in one cheek, so he knew her smile was genuine
again. “Good point. And now…” With a gesture, she turned his attention to
the path again, and Dmitri actually sucked in a breath when he saw the view
that he’d ignored to talk to her.

Lake Enchantment stretched out before him, surrounded on all sides by
hills steep enough at the far end to be considered mountains. The water was
sparkling in the sunlight, a blue that he hadn’t seen since leaving the
mountain lakes of his home, and stretched for some distance. There were
surprisingly large shade trees dipping down close to the water, and some
sort of yellow and purple wild flowers growing in abundance around the
small beach that faced them.

It was stunning. Absolutely mesmerizing, and he tore his gaze away to
tell her so. But when he met eyes the same green as the grass that stretched
under the trees, he forgot what he was going to say. “…Beautiful.”

The dimple flashed again. “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Not it, you. “That’s why
I wanted you to see it. Come on!” She ran her hand down his forearm until
it nestled in his grip, and then tugged him down the hill. He stumbled
behind, not sure how he managed to keep from tripping, so intent was he on
drinking in her unbridled exuberance. It was intoxicating.

And when they reached the shores of the lake, and she pulled him
towards the shade of the largest oak, he realized that he could follow her
anywhere. His life had been so empty since his father’s death, but watching
her live made his own life seem…fuller, somehow.

Still holding his hand, she spun around once they reached the shade,
her thick blonde braid swinging over one shoulder. It really was much
cooler under here, with the branches dipping down low enough to make him
feel almost secluded. She tugged at his hand, and then sunk to the ground,
sighing. He had no choice but to follow…not that he had any desire to do



anything else. He placed his tall hat atop his cane on the grass beside him,
and wished yet again that he hadn’t dressed quite so properly for this
outing.

“See? Isn’t this lovely?”
“I have to admit that it’s the second-prettiest thing I’ve seen since

coming to America.”
“The second-prettiest? What’s the—“
“You.” They were seated close enough, their fingers entwined, that he

didn’t have any trouble watching her cheeks flush at the compliment. But
instead of looking away, of demurring, of somehow cheapening his words,
she met his gaze boldly. Curiously.

“Surely there were prettier girls, in New York? Back East?”
Maybe. “None with your passion. Zest for life.”
Blonde brows rose. “You think I’m passionate?”
A blind man would see that she was passionate for adventure. “I do.”

He remembered the taste of her lips, and shifted so that he could draw the
fingers of his other hand down her now-pink cheek. She didn’t stiffen or
edge away, but instead continued to watch him. “I’m glad that I get to spend
some more time with you, to experience that zeal.”

She shrugged, then, and pulled back, looking towards the water. “I
don’t do it on purpose, you know. I just… I just want to see everything. Do
everything.”

“Is that why you let me kiss you?”
Had he thought that she’d blushed, before? Now the dark pink climbed

up her neck, and colored even her delicate ears with the blonde wisps
tucked behind them. He hadn’t intended to ask the question, but judging
from the way she loosed his hand and twined her own fingers together in
her lap, it was an enlightening question to ask.

Finally, she took a deep breath, and he didn’t bother pretending that he
wasn’t watching the pale purple material of her bodice stretch across her
breasts. Breasts that he’d been lucky enough to stroke—at least the tops—
not too long ago. Breasts he was suddenly aching to touch again. “I’d never
been kissed. I wanted to try it. I didn’t know you, but…”

But he was there, and he was ready to be kissed. He was ready to be
kissed again, in fact. Pulling one booted foot up, he rested his elbow on his
knee, and realized that for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t thinking



about what others thought of him. He was thinking about how nice it was to
be enjoying the grass, the shade, the breeze, the pretty girl.

With a grin, he picked up her braid—lying across her shoulder and
pooling in her lap—and circled it with his fingers. She stiffened slightly, but
didn't look his way. Not yet, anyway. Dmitri ran his hand down her braid
until he reached the tip, and took a moment to thoughtfully brush the
bundled end of her hair against his thigh. She was holding her breath, he
could tell, and he hoped it was in anticipation. Because it felt nice, he
brushed her hair across his leg again, and then lifted it to brush against his
other palm.

“The first time I saw you, I thought you were a shlyukha. A woman
who sleeps with men for money.” Her eyes cut towards him, and her mouth
made the most tempting oh of surprise, and he knew that he’d gotten the
response he wanted. “You were painted and plumped, and oh-so-
touchable.” A flush had risen up her neck, and she sucked in a breath at his
words. “I’d decided right then and there that Everland did have something
to offer me, and I wanted to take you upstairs with me. Ah, I see I’ve
shocked you.”

“No, I…” Those breasts—tucked away primly behind purple cotton—
were heaving with her deep breaths, and he smiled wickedly again,
knowing that she was so close to being his again.

“Oh yes, I thought you a whore… But in truth, you were a tempting
innocent, and all you wanted was a kiss. Any man would do, I suppose? But
it was me that you…used.”

“What?” Her voice was a mere squeak.
“I said…” Dmitri tightened his grip on the tail of the braid, and twisted

his hand once so that the hair was wrapped around his fist. “That you used
me.”

That got her attention. Still pink-cheeked, she whipped back to face
him, her mouth already opened to defend herself. Maybe it was his grin—
knowing, and probably as wolfish as his name—that stopped her. Another
twist, another wrap of the braid. “You wanted a kiss, and I was a convenient
kisser. You didn’t know me. You just…used me.”

Another twist. Her hair really was long, wasn’t it? She hadn’t seemed
to notice yet. “I didn’t mean…” Her whisper was as breathless as the rest of
her. “I wanted…”



“Oh, I know what you wanted.” Green eyes widened in a delicious sort
of adventurous innocence that he couldn’t resist. Two more twists; two
more layers of braid wrapped around his fist, and he was finally to her
shoulder. Her eyes flickered from the hair to his face. “But I think that you
owe me something. To apologize.”

“I…do?”
“Another kiss, I think.”
“I should apologize to you?”
His smile was positively naughty. “Fine, then. I will apologize to you.”

His gaze fastened on her pink lips. “After,” he murmured absent-mindedly.
“After wh—?“
And then, with a tug, she was his.
Her lips weren’t strawberry-flavored this time; they tasted better. He

wanted to lose himself in her, but knew that he couldn’t afford to. Knew
that once he started, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

So he released her, after not nearly long enough. He was beginning to
suspect that a lifetime wouldn’t be enough time to enjoy her. When she sat
back, her eyes were glazed and her lips seemed redder, plumper. He’d done
that to her, and knew that his arrogant smile was probably entirely
inappropriate.

“I’m sorry.” Her first words threw him out of his gloat, especially
when he’d been expecting to apologize to her.

“What?”
“I’m sorry that you felt used when I kissed you at the Gingerbread

House.”
Carefully he began to unwrap her braid. “I am not sorry for kissing

you, then or now.”
And that’s when she smiled, and he knew she’d been teasing, the same

as him. “Me neither.”
When she looked at him like that—bozhe moy!—he wanted, needed to

kiss her again. So he did what any sane, sensible man deeply attracted to a
woman he found himself with under a secluded tree would do. He changed
the subject.

“I think I like you better with your hair down.”
She sniffed and pulled the braid out of his hand. But she was smiling

when she said. “Yes, I can see why you might think that. Most of the time
it’s a pain, though.”
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Zelle seemed willing to change the subject, so Dmitri accepted the
opening, leaning back on his elbows, careful to hide a part of his anatomy
that would certainly prove him a fool for not kissing her again. He
wondered how improper it would be if he removed his jacket. Wondered if
he cared. “So why don’t you cut it? Not that I’m advising it, of course. It is
handy.”

She actually stuck her tongue out at him, as if they were playing. The
sight did nothing to make him feel playful, though. “You think that I
haven’t? I cut it once a year, on my birthday. It’s the fastest-growing hair
I’ve ever seen.”

“When is your birthday?”
“Next month. The first. I’ll cut off at least three feet, I think.”
That got his attention. “Three feet of hair? You cut off that much each

year?”
She sighed, and flipped the braid back over her shoulder, so that it

pooled on the grass when she leaned back on her hands and gazed at the
lake. “See what I mean about ‘fastest-growing’? It’s a pain.”

“It’s lovely.” It was more than lovely. “And different.”
A snort. “It’s blonde. There’s nothing special about it. You’re blonde.”
“I mean, different from your parents’. Both of my parents were blonde,

because where I come from, we have a surfeit of light hair, light eyes. But
your parents are both so dark.”

Zelle shrugged. “Mother is actually my stepmother. She married Papa
when I was about two. I just assumed that Papa’s first wife was blonde.”

There wasn’t anything to say except, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you, but not necessary. I have no memories of her—I don’t

even know her name. Papa and Mother never speak of her, or their pasts.”
He could see her roll her eyes slightly. “They’re ridiculously in love. It’s
nauseating, sometimes.”

Dmitri smiled, to see her acceptance of something so unusual. “My
parents were a love-match too.” Mama had died before the Emancipation,
which had probably been best, for everyone. “They were very lucky. It is a
rare thing.”

“Rare?”
“You don’t think so?”
She shrugged again, and then sent a glance at him from under pale

lashes that had him sitting up straighter. “I’ve seen plenty of love matches



here in Everland. I don’t think it’s so rare. Do you really think that?”
He stared at the column of her neck, and thought about the way her

smile made his chest tighten. “Actually, I’m beginning to agree with you.”
And there was that smile, the one that made his throat thicken.
Dmitri was seriously considering reaching for her again, tasting her…

when she leaned forward and started fiddling with her feet. The movement
was so unexpected that he didn’t react for a silent minute, instead watching
the graceful curve of her neck, her shoulders.

Finally: “What are you doing?”
At that moment, Zelle pulled her short boot off with a triumphant

flourish, and began to roll down her stocking. She sent him a mischievous
grin over her shoulder and began to work on the laces of her other boot.
“I’m taking my shoes off, silly. Digging your toes into the shaded grass is
one of the highlights of summer!”

Distracted by the sight of her ankle, completely exposed now that
she’d hiked her skirt up her calves, Dmitri could only hum noncommittedly.
And then the second boot was on the grass beside the first, the stockings
thrown over both, and he watched her sigh with pleasure as she made good
on her claim by standing up and digging her toes into the grass.

He knew that’s what she was doing, because she was holding her
purple skirt up almost to her knees, the long column of her throat speckled
in the dabbled shade when she threw her head back in pleasure. Dragging
his gaze away from that beckoning skin, he watched her toes wiggling,
heard her sigh again, and marveled at her joy.

“Isn’t this just the best? Smell the flowers, Dmitri. The birds chirping,
the sky is clear. The grass between your toes! Tell me this isn’t the most
wonderful part of summer.”

He had to smile, then. She really was intoxicating, this best part of
summer. “I’ll have to take your word for that last part, though.”

Chert. She dropped her dress, blocking his view of limber and
intriguingly tanned calves. “You mean to tell me you’ve never frolicked
barefoot in the grass?”

Dmitri burst into laughter. “And I’ve never used ‘frolicked’ in a
sentence, either.”

He was still laughing when she grabbed his foot and swung it upward,
throwing him off-balance. She was muttering when she tugged at his boot,
her bottom lip between her teeth in an erotically adorable display of pique.



But then he stopped laughing when she turned away from him—still
holding the boot—and swung one leg over his until she straddled his shin.
The position meant that he could see even more of her calves than he had a
moment ago, with her skirt and petticoat all bunched up by his leg. And
without one of those highly fashionable bustles every other lady in America
seemed to favor, her skirt was pulled tight against her backside.

At that moment, it really didn’t matter what she was doing to his foot.
Not when her deliciously rounded backside was only inches from his face.

“Push!” Her words dragged him out of his pleasurable inspection, to
discover that she was still busy tugging on his boot.

“What?”
She blew out an exasperated breath and twisted so that she could see

him over one shoulder. “I can’t get the darned thing off. Obviously it’s a
two-person job, so I’ll pull on the boot while you push.”

“Excuse me, you’re trying to take my shoe off?”
“Well, of course. So you can have some fun too. Now push!”
She must have learned that tone from her father, and Dmitri grinned at

the arrogance in it, the surety of command. He’d better push, after all. Back
home, he’d had a boot boy who would occasionally straddle his leg like
this. Dmitri would put the other foot on the lad’s backside in an effort to
help push the tight boot off. These boots weren’t nearly as tight—easy
enough for him to remove himself—but there was no denying the lady
when she used that tone…

Bracing himself, he planted one hand on each of the round cheeks right
in front of him, and grinned at the way she suddenly stiffened. Her backside
was warm and soft under his touch, and he couldn’t resist flexing his fingers
just slightly. When she sucked in a surprised—affronted?—breath, he
glanced up, but she remained turned away. He waited for the screech, for
the slap, for the indication that she was offended by the way he took
liberties.

But to his surprise, she just nodded. Her voice was strangled when she
said, “Good. Now push.” So he pushed.

Zelle stumbled forward, her boot in his hand, and then picked up his
other foot and straddled his leg once more. He saw her worrying her bottom
lip, and almost laughed when he placed his hands firmly on her rear end
once more. Then both of his boots were beside hers on the grass, and she
was reaching for his stockings. He held up a hand to stop her, the laughter



not far from his voice. “I concede, Miss Carpenter. You’ve bested me, and
I’ll join you in your frolicking,” as he rolled his own stockings off.

And then she was laughing, and he was digging his toes into the grass
beside hers, and he had to admit that it felt remarkably good. Remarkably
freeing.

She plopped down beside him, leaning back on her elbows, staring up
at the canopy of leaves above them. “You’ve really never tried this?”

“Not since I was a boy. It wasn’t proper.”
One of her husky chuckles. “No, it probably isn’t. Not for me, so

definitely not for a duke, right?”
“Correct. But back home, with the horses…things were different.”
She fell back on the ground, stacking one hand behind her head, her

knees still bent so that she could touch the grass with her bare feet. “Tell me
about it, please? About your home?”

He looked down at her, so relaxed and at ease here among this perfect
little secluded bower, and realized that he would tell her anything she asked.
So he settled his weight on his hands, and began. “My grandfather was
made Knez at a time when the Tsar was handing out titles just for passing
him a handkerchief. In our defense, Dedushka was a brilliant horseman, and
put that talent to good use, breeding and training the best animals for the
Tsar and his court. My father followed him, and we had a large holding
where we became famous for our horseflesh.”

“Had? As in, you no longer have?”
So he told her about the Tsar’s Emancipation of 1861, and how the

serfs had been cut off from their ancestral lands. “The family business
began to fail, with fewer and fewer serfs to work the land.”

“President Lincoln freed the slaves here in America, around the same
time.”

“Yes, but it wasn’t the same.” A not-at-all-lady-like snort. “Well, not
quite the same, anyway.” Another. “Fine. Perhaps they were. But they
were…” He took a deep breath. “They were our way of life; we relied on
them as they relied on us. When the Tsar cut them off—freed them or
whatever—many moved to what used to be Poland. We had to begin to sell
off the horses, and not for the profits we’d been used to.”

She asked him more questions—insightful, probing questions—and he
found himself telling her all about the changes his father had to make, and
the way their horse program had been whittled down to a fraction it once



was. About the way the sudden loss of power and prestige had weakened
the nobility, just as the Tsar had planned, and changed Otets forever. About
the simple days of his childhood, working with his father and the horses and
Old Ivan, laughing at the idea that he’d one day be in charge of everything.

“And your mother?”
“Mama was English, but she moved to Rossiya when they married.

Otets told me that it took a while for her to get used to the idea of serfs,
since Britain had abolished serfdom centuries before, but that she came to
enjoy the privileges and wealth. She died when I was eight, before the
Emancipation.” But after she’d had the chance to become godmother to her
childhood best friend’s baby daughter. Dmitri remembered that trip, the
itchy collar he’d been forced to wear for the baptism, and the way his father
had cooed over the tiny squalling infant. He remembered Otets crying
again, when he’d received the sympathy letter from the baby’s mother after
Mama’s death, and then again when he heard about the little girl’s
disappearance. That guilt—the feeling that he’d failed his beloved wife’s
memory by not being able to protect her goddaughter—had haunted Vasili
Volkov until his death.

“Is that why you speak English so well?” He’d been so caught up in
his memories of Otets’ grief that it took him a moment to think about what
had been said last. Ah, yes. Mama.

“Partially. She was the second daughter of an Earl, a lady in her own
right. Which is why she was matched so well with Otets, I suppose. When
they were married, her only stipulation was that any sons be sent back to
England for upper education. Since I was their only child, Otets sent me off
after I was presented in St. Petersburg.”

More questions, more reminiscing. He told her funny stories of his
years in school, of trying to learn English as fast as possible. They laughed
about the intricacies of the language, and he even taught her some Russian.
That led to questions about Everland, and the people, and she told him all
about her friends and her parents’ medical practices. If he hadn’t admired
her family before, he did after he heard how “Doctor” Carpenter had never
been to medical school, but his wife had, and they helped people from all
over. They’d both come from back East—she didn’t know where, exactly,
but knew that her mother had been to Female Medical College of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, and had once heard her father speak about



New York City as if he’d been there—but had moved to Everland when
Zelle was a little girl, intent on practicing medicine.

She showed him how to skip stones, standing ankle-deep in the cool
lake, and he described—at her urging—what it felt like to control a
powerful horse using only the muscles in his knees. She reminisced about
climbing trees and picking berries with her best friend Briar, and he told her
about the places in Russia where there was always snow on the grounds,
and mountains so high that the tops were lost in clouds. They laughed and
joked and if he hadn’t been half in love with her before, that afternoon
guaranteed it.

She was magnificent.
The sun was beginning to sink lower in the sky when Zelle’s stomach

rumbled. Since he’d been feeling empty for the last half-hour or so, he had
to laugh with her at the sound, knowing that they’d have to head home
soon. He wasn’t ready for the afternoon to be over, but he was suddenly
ravenous for a meal of steak and potatoes from Spratt’s Eatery.

But not as ravenous as he was for something else.
As nonchalantly as he could, Dmitri lowered himself to his elbows

beside her. She was again lying on the grass, her knees bent and her arms
stacked behind her head. She looked thoroughly at ease, and ready to be
kissed. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on his part.

But as he tried to come up with a way to bring up the topic again, she
surprised him. Of course, he was coming to realize that he shouldn’t be
surprised by anything she did anymore, but it still caught him off guard
when she rolled up on one elbow, placed a hand in the center of his chest,
and pushed his shoulders down against the grass.

“Zelle…?”
“Dmitri, something occurs to me.”
He liked the mischievous look in her green eyes, and smiled up into

them. “Please, enlighten me.”
“Well, I kissed you that first time, without warning you. And you

kissed me earlier this afternoon, without warning me. It occurs to me that
we should try it, where neither of us is surprised, and we’re both in
agreement.”

“In agreement that we want to kiss?” She was leaning downward, and
he slowly snaked his arm between the ground and her waist, happy to be
able to hold her.



“Yes.” The twinkle in her eyes belied her serious expression. “It’s only
fair, after all.”

“I agree,” he murmured.
“You agree that we should agree, or you agree that we should kiss?”
“That one.” And then he squeezed, and she fell against him, and his

lips were on hers. It was a gloriously improper, wildly free, completely
exuberant kiss, and Dmitri smiled against her lips. She made him even
warmer than the Wyoming summer sun, made his heart beat faster than a
ride on one of his prize geldings.

There, on the ground beneath that tree, beside the incongruous lake, he
realized that were it not for his horses, for his father’s dreams and his
grandfather’s legacy, he would stay here in this increasingly appealing
American town. He would court Zelle Carpenter, and enjoy watching her
pleasure at each new experience. He would taste her lips every day, and
thank God for the chance.

He loved her. And in that moment, he knew that he loved her enough
to stay. Loved her enough to find a way to stay.

And after, when they stole kisses as they pulled their shoes back on,
and walked hand-in-hand back towards the town; when he kissed her once
more at the back door of the Van Winkle Inn; as he watched her wave and
then twirl in an excited circle and hug herself before running towards her
house, he was sure of it. All he had to do, now, was figure out how to court
her, and he would. Zelle Carpenter was the most refreshing, most
invigorating woman he’d ever met, and he wanted her in his life.

He needed to speak to Max DeVille.
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
Fall in love.
That’s what Helga had told her to do. Go fall in love. Have an

adventure with Dmitri.
And when she’d climbed out of that window, the strange lady holding

the ladder and beaming down at her, that’s what she’d been planning on
doing. She’d been off to have an adventure with Dmitri…she hadn’t
thought about falling in love with him, but maybe another kiss…

Was it possible for her entire life to change in the space of one
afternoon? Yesterday at lunchtime she’d just been desperate to find a way
out of the house, to be able to show Dmitri the Lake. She’d worried about
her parents’ feelings, and wondered if it would be worth it.

But then some woman claiming to be her Godmother had shown up
and offered her the way, and Zelle had spent the afternoon in his arms, in
his heart, and now… Now she didn’t know what she wanted any more.

No, that wasn’t true. She wanted him. Wanted Dmitri. Forever. And
gosh, wasn’t that interesting? Zelle hugged herself, and spun in place once,
the stone walls of her garden blurring around her. Mother thought she was
out here weeding, but this was the best place in the house to pace, to think,
because no one could hear her floorboards creak, if she was stomping
around barefoot in the garden.

Yesterday afternoon, she’d fallen in love with a Russian duke. Prince.
Whatever. Oh, there wasn’t any doubt about it; she’d followed Helga’s
advice and gone and fallen in love with him. His charm, his grace, the way
he saw the real her and seemed to like her. She’d fallen in love with the way
he made her feel when he touched her, when he kissed her. She’d fallen in
love with his gorgeous voice, and the way he could look so stiffly proper
one minute, and so relaxed and unpretentious the next.

She’d fallen in love with him.
Oh dear. Zelle began to pace again, enjoying the freedom to kick her

skirt out of the way as her feet slammed down against the cobblestone path.
Six strides to the gate, six strides to the thyme, and back again. She chewed
on her bottom lip and crossed her arms in front of her breasts. She’d fallen



in love with him, and he was a duke for heaven’s sakes. Half of yesterday’s
conversation had been telling her about his ancestral home, and how much
it had meant to his family, and tradition and heritage and blah blah blah.
He’d been to London, had gone stepping out with some of the decade’s
more refined young ladies. Girls in Nowhere, Wyoming did not fall in love
with Russian dukes and live Happily Ever After.

No matter what crazy ladies masquerading as Godmothers had to say
about things.

“Uuugh!” It felt good to let out some of her frustration, so she stomped
a foot for good measure, and tried to ignore the sting when her bare foot
slapped against the stone. Stupid stone. Stupid self, for falling in love with a
man she couldn’t have.

“Is everything alright in here?” Briar poked her head around the gate,
one brow lifted in curiosity.

Sighing, Zelle gestured for her friend to come into the garden. “I’m
fine. Just stupid.”

“Ahh, nothing new, then.” Briar grinned cheekily as she slipped into
the garden.

Zelle stuck out her tongue and plopped down on the stone bench, the
one big enough for two. The one that she’d probably never sit on with
Dmitri.

“Look what I brought you.” Briar was holding a little white box, tied
up with a string. Zelle knew what that box contained, because she’d helped
her friend convince Ian Crowne to order some for confectionaries. Briar’s
sweets could drag anyone out of a mope.

Eagerly, Zelle reached for the box, and scrabbled at the string. Sure
enough, Briar had baked a batch of chocolate eclairs, Zelle’s favorite, and
the blonde girl wasted no time in shoving one almost-whole into her mouth.
Her eyes nearly closed in bliss at the way the flavors exploded on her
tongue, and she made an involuntary little hum of approval. Goodness, they
were delicious.

Briar chuckled, and settled herself on the bench as well. “I thought you
might like them. My parents left me alone for a few hours, so you know
what that means.”

Zelle sighed in pleasure. “Chocolate eclairs!”
The Jorgensens didn’t exactly disapprove of their only daughter’s

baking ability, but they thought that it should only make an appearance for



special holidays or church socials. Briar, on the other hand, dreamed of
opening a confectionary shop one day, where everyone could enjoy her
talents. Her parents thought that she should be focused on finding a husband
to help on their large farm, and therefore disapproved of any skills that
didn’t involve tending corn or keeping house. As a result, Briar only baked
—or whipped, or mixed or chopped—when her parents weren’t around, and
then promptly delivered the delicious fruits of her labors to her friends in
town.

One day, Zelle knew that people would line up to pay her best friend
for these treats. But for now, she was glad to “taste-test” them—as Briar
said—whenever necessary. She licked her fingers delicately, and then took a
much more refined bite of the second éclair. “These are amazing, as
always.”

“Yep.” Briar had probably eaten half the batch herself. The two girls
adored chocolate in equal amounts. “I made them for you.”

“For me?”
“I figured it was the only way I could sweeten you up enough for you

to tell me what happened yesterday.” She nudged Zelle, who tried to hide
her blush by popping the rest of the éclair into her mouth. “I know it was
something important; you’re brighter than my strawberry filling. So spill.”

“Mmmm-mmhmm-hm.”
“That’s alright, I’ll wait until you’re done chewing.”
Zelle snorted, trying not to laugh with a full mouth, but made short

work of swallowing the treat. “I had a nice day.”
“A nice day? That was it? Did you go see Dmitri?”
“Fine. It was lovely.” After she’d returned home, and climbed up the

ladder, Helga had taken one look at her and began to giggle. The rotund
woman hadn’t said a word, but had continued giggling while she climbed
out the window in her hoops, collected the ladder on her shoulder, and
disappeared around the next building. Zelle couldn’t decide if “Happy” had
been giggling at her, or for her. But either way, and despite its rather odd
ending, the day had been lovely.

“Lovely? Oh, honey, I’m going to need more details than that! Have
another éclair and tell me everything.”

Zelle never could keep a secret from her friend—and she did have
chocolate. So she told Briar all about sneaking out—she glossed over the
hows, because she still wasn’t sure who Helga had been—and meeting



Dmitri. She told about the afternoon and the conversations and the way he
made her feel, when he spoke to her as an equal, and respected her opinion,
and seemed to understand the real Zelle Carpenter. And then she told all
about his kisses, and how they made her feel, until Briar was pink with envy
and they were both giggling.

“You kissed a duke, Zelle! Or is he a prince?”
“Dmitri says that the title means about the same thing. There are many

‘princes’ in his country, which is why, in England, the title was considered
similar to ‘duke’.”

“Well, I’m calling him a prince, since it sounds more romantic. You
kissed him! Do you love him?”

Leave it to Briar to be so direct. “I…I don’t…” Zelle sighed. “Yes. I
know it’s silly, to fall in love with someone so quickly, but… He sees me.
Who would’ve thought that a man like him could show up someplace like
this, and be the first one to really understand me in…ever?”

“And it doesn’t hurt that he’s to-die-for handsome, either, does it?”
Zelle rolled her eyes at her friend’s smirk, and ignored the jabby elbow

again. “I guess not, no.”
“And a good kisser, hmmmm?”
“Why do you keep nudging me? Just say what you mean!”
“I mean, Zelle, that he’s handsome, and special, and he kissed you

beside Lake Enchantment. Obviously you’re going to fall in love with him.”
“You think that this is just some silly infatuation, don’t you?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“…In so many words, no. But you’re thinking it.”
Briar put one arm around Zelle, and the slimmer girl laid her cheek

against the offered shoulder. “I am not. I’m thinking that you’ve been
trapped by your wonderful, over-protective parents for far too long, and it’s
about time that you got out and got to experience love. Your first love.”

“He’s a duke, Briar.” Zelle heard the desolation in her own voice.
“And you think that he couldn’t love you in return?”
“He has responsibilities back home. Russian dukes do not stay in dusty

Wyoming towns, no matter how nice the kissing is. He’s going to go home
to his horses.”

Briar kissed her forehead. “Well, then, what are you going to do about
it?”

“What do you mean?”



“You love him, and you’re not sure how he feels about you, is that it?”
Zelle sighed. “It’s probably for the best. Maybe this is just an

infatuation.”
“Do you really think that?”
There, in the garden, Zelle considered. Considered the way she’d been

treated her entire life. Considered the way the men of Everland thought of
her. Considered how the people around her—everyone except Briar—saw
her as someone who needed protecting. Considered how it had taken a
foreigner to see her as she really was; for the first time in her entire life,
someone who understood her well enough to be willing to remove his shoes
and relax in the grass, despite his fine clothes and finer attitude.

“No.” No, this wasn’t an infatuation. Briar had called it her first love,
but Zelle knew that it would be her only. No man would ever understand
her as well as Dmitri did.

“Then do something. Fight for him.”
Zelle snorted. “Like what? Run away together? I couldn’t do that to

Mother and Papa.”
“Well, I was thinking of something not quite that level of drastic. Like,

inviting him to dinner, maybe.”
Leave it to Briar to make her chuckle when Zelle’s heart felt so heavy.

“My parents have forbidden me to see him, remember? They think he’s bad
news.”

Briar leaned away, forcing Zelle to sit up and look at her best friend. “I
think that you need to figure out how Dmitri feels about you. You’ve fallen
in love with him, but has he fallen in love with you?” Her friend’s words set
the pit opening in Zelle’s stomach all over again. What if this was all just…
just fun to him? What if he didn’t feel nearly the same way about her as she
did about him?

Zelle didn’t know how to respond, and Briar seemed to understand.
She squeezed the slimmer girl’s shoulders, as if trying to make her
understand. “The only way to figure that out is to spend more time with
him, right? And the only way for that to happen is to convince your parents
to let you.”

“But they—“
“They might, if you invited him to dinner, and made them all sit down

together. After all, if you love him, he’s a good man, right?”



“Right.” Even now, confused about so many things, Zelle knew that.
Knew that Dmitri was a good man, empirically.

“So make them see that. They’ll see the way you feel about him, and
they will see that. And then they’ll let you spend more time together, and
you’ll be able to find out his feelings.”

Her friend’s words sent an odd sort of lightness through Zelle. It took a
moment to realize why. Optimism. She was, for the first time today,
optimistic about something. She could invite Dmitri to dinner, and he’d
impress her parents with his manners and his attention and his utter
wonderfulness, and they’d understand why she wasn’t going to stay away
from him. She loved him, and she wanted to see him as often as possible.

And maybe by spending that time with him, he’d fall in love with her
in return.

“Ahh, I see that you’re cheered up now.” Briar pulled her down for a
kiss on Zelle’s forehead, and then stood up, brushing dust from her skirt.
“I’m heading home, then. But I mean it, Zelle.” She pierced her friend with
a serious stare. “Invite him to dinner. Prove to your parents that he’s worthy
of you. Make him fall in love with you. And then quit moping.”

Zelle smiled, and her cheeks felt odd. “I will. And thank you for the
eclairs.”

Briar blew a kiss as she paused by the gate. “I knew you loved them,
and it sounds like you need as much chocolate as you can get.” And then
she was gone, and Zelle was alone in the garden once more.

Invite him to dinner. Show her parents that Dmitri was a good man.
Make him fall in love with her, just like Helga instructed.

Fall in love?
Suddenly, the day was looking up, after all.
 

 
“So you’re thinking about sticking around, huh?”
“No. I’ve thought about it already. Now I’m trying to make it happen.”
Max helped himself to the bottle of whiskey Dmitri had set on the

table, smiling slightly. “A prince in Everland. Who would’ve thought it?”
He poured a generous serving into each of the two glasses sitting beside the
bottle, and passed one to Dmitri. “Well, my father, I suppose. He always
said that his parents named him ‘Roy’ because he was destined to be a



cattle king.” Max swallowed all of the harsh liquor in one gulp, and then
winced and stared at the empty glass in his hand. “Which would make my
brother the prince, I guess.”

“Not you?” Dmitri hadn’t touched his glass.
“Nah.” Max refilled his, but left it sitting on the table. “Roy, Jr. is…”

The dark-haired man laughed, but Dmitri could tell it was forced. “Well,
maybe we should call you a duke, anyhow. Your Grace, maybe?”

Dmitri was willing to let the other man shy away from a subject he
obviously didn’t want to touch. After all, if he was successful tonight, Max
would be his partner, and hopefully his friend. “How about just ‘Dmitri’?”

This time Max’s smile was genuine, and Dmitri could see why he was
a town favorite. “Deal. So tell me why you dragged me into town and
poured the Gingerbread House’s terrible whiskey down my throat?”

“Oh, you had something more important to do?” Dmitri snorted when
Max acknowledged the hit by picking up his glass and offering a little toast.
“I have a proposition for you, but the whiskey is subpar. After we come to
an agreement, and I find a place to stay in this town, I will see about
importing some worthwhile vodka. There are certain luxuries that a man
cannot do without.”

Taking a sip of the liquor, Max nodded. “I’ll join you, friend. If you’ll
tell me about this proposition.”

“I want your thoroughbreds.”
The denial was swift and angry. “You can’t have them. I fought my

brother and father to keep them, and I’ll damn well fight you too.”
Hoping to calm the other man, Dmitri held up his hands, palms out,

and watched Max settle back against the wooden chair, whiskey still
gripped in one hand. The darker man bristled, but looked less likely to jump
across the table. “You misunderstand.”

“I hope so.”
“Let me tell you a story.” Max’s shoulders relaxed, but his brow

remained furrowed as he listened. “My family has bred and trained horses
for generations. We have been very good at it. We were given the Knez title
for it, in fact. My grandfather built an empire, and my father expanded it.
But I…” Dmitri’s gaze dropped to the glass of amber liquid clutched
between his hands. “I have made a mess of it. My father’s death-bed
demand has sent me gallivanting across three continents, and led me here. I



am sure that the program is going to dermo in my absence, because Orlov
can only do so much.”

“Who is Orlov?” Max shifted one ankle across the opposite knee,
telling Dmitri that his new friend had relaxed.

“Count Alexei Orlov is my neighbor, back home. He is also a breeder,
and has some… ideas. Good ideas, I think, about crossing breeds, not
worrying so much about purity of bloodlines, but breeding for elegance and
strength and speed. His grandfather, for whom he is named, became famous
for a new type of horse—the Orlov Trotter—very popular. For years, he has
been after my family to sell him some of our Kabarda mares, to work into
his bloodline.” And for years, Otets denied the requests, refusing to allow
the Volkov bloodlines to be sullied. “I have men I trust with my horses, but
I left Orlov in charge of the breeding program this spring.” Dmitri sighed,
toying with his glass. “And I know that his program would come first, in his
mind.”

“Sounds like you should head home, to take care of things.”
“I can’t.” He knew he sounded pathetic.
“Because of Zelle.” Max finally took another sip of the whiskey,

probably to try to hide the smile that Dmitri could still see.
There was no use denying it. “Because of Zelle.” He took a deep

breath. “My family lost much when the Tsar emancipated the serfs.
Holdings, money, prestige. There is little besides the horses left for me at
home, now that Otets is dead.”

“Do you know where I lived before my father dragged us out here to
Everland, after the war?” Max didn’t wait for an answer. “South Carolina.”
Dmitri was vague on American geography, but knew it was in the part of
the country that had once fought to be separate. Had once fought to keep
their slaves and their way of life. “My point is that we—I—am familiar
with the concept of not having a hell of a lot to go back for. Of working
hard to start over someplace new.”

Dmitri nodded. “Yes.” And finally, he tasted the whiskey. Bah. It
wasn’t worth imbibing. “My plan is to sell most of my stock to Orlov, who
will incorporate them into his own program. I will bring a few dozen
animals—the ones with the best bloodlines, I think—here to Everland. I
will purchase property and will build a home and start a new program.” He
shifted forward in his chair, elbows braced. “And I want you to be part of
it.”



Max plunked his glass onto the table. “Why me? You’ll have the
money to go at it alone.”

“Because I trust you. And because I want to do what Orlov has done.”
Understanding dawned in his almost-new-partner’s eyes. “You want to

cross your Kabardas with my thoroughbreds.”
“Yes. And I want more. I will provide the money, if you will find and

purchase more thoroughbreds to breed with my horses. In a few years, we
will have a herd worth mentioning.” Again.

“No.” Max’s denial surprised Dmitri, who hadn’t been expecting it,
and his smile proved that he knew it. “I’ll partner with you, because I’d be a
fool not to. But I’ll buy the thoroughbreds myself. I want to be a full
partner.”

Dmitri fiddled with the glass while he pondered. He didn’t know how
much money his new partner had, but he understood the desire to contribute
to the enterprise. So he nodded. “Done. We will each provide animals. I will
provide the location. You will provide the American ingenuity.”

He held his hand out across the table, and Max’s return grip was
strong. They shook, and Dmitri knew they’d make good partners. Equals.

Who would’ve thought, when he left Russia, that he’d consider staying
in a place like Everland? A place full of cowboys and dust? But the more he
allowed himself to get to know these American peasants—men like Doctor
Carpenter and Max—the more he knew that he couldn’t allow himself to be
blinded by old prejudices. Serfdom was a thing of the past, as was slavery
here in America. The new ways said that all men were born equal, and as he
shook his new partner’s hand, Dmitri knew it was the truth. It had taken
someone like Zelle, and someplace like Everland, to show him.

 “Now, I said I wanted to be a full partner, but I’ll admit that you know
a hell of a lot more about how to manage this.” Max’s attention was half on
Dmitri, half on the long-haired man who’d just walked through the door.
When the newcomer looked their way, Max lifted his glass in greeting. “I’ll
let you take the lead in figuring all this out, and I’ll start asking around for
other thoroughbreds for sale. I heard there’s an outfit outside of Cheyenne
with some beauties.”

“I will manage what needs to be done.” He’d spent the last three days
—the days since that incredible afternoon with Zelle—figuring out how to
do what needed doing. “I will—“



He’d been about to explain that he’d need to return to Russia once
more, to choose the animals that would start the breeding program here in
America, as well as oversee the packing of his personal items, when the
long-haired stranger pulled up a chair at their table and made himself
comfortable.

“I see ye’ve made friends with the mysterious duke, Max. Why aren’t I
surprised?” The newcomer spoke with an accent that Dmitri finally placed
as Scottish. His hair was a light brown, and fell past his shoulders, but his
eyes were a friendly blue and surrounded by lines that said he laughed
often. When he offered Dmitri his hand, his grip was strong. “Gordon
McKinnon. Ye’re Dmitri Volkov, right?” And then a wink. “Or is it
m’lord?”

Dmitri had spent years in England. Years in which he’d accepted the
respect due to him as a son of a Russian prince, and a grandson of an
English Earl. And yet, here, the title seemed…silly. Just like he’d felt
somehow silly for wearing his finery to go walking with Zelle. Here in
Everland, men weren’t lords just because they were wealthy, or because
their fathers were important. Here, men were equal.

So he shook Gordon’s hand. “Just Dmitri, thank you.”
Max spoke up. “I’m surprised y’all haven’t met yet. Gordy’s in here

most evenings.”
“As I would be too, if there was any decent vodka in the

establishment.”
The other two laughed, and Gordon swallowed some of his beer. “Ah,

ye’ll get used to it. I’ve only been in town fer a few months, but Max
quickly showed me the best parts of Everland.”

“Did you escape Yacob’s clutches tonight?”
Gordon scowled at Max’s question, and the ensuing conversation

taught Dmitri all about his new friend; he worked part-time for a blind
musician he’d served for years as a sort of combination housekeeper, cook,
and valet. Now that the musician had married—and Dmitri got the
impression there was some kind of story there, but he didn’t ask—Gordon
was able to spend his time working at Spratt’s Eatery, which was apparently
his passion. When asked, Gordon admitted that he was the one responsible
for the Beef Stroganov that Dmitri had so enjoyed the evening before.

“But Spratt is so short-sighted! A town like this deserves options.”
Apparently Gordon wasn’t thrilled with his current position. “Someplace



with a menu, fer heaven’s sakes.”
Dmitri agreed. “Spratt’s Eatery is rather take-what-you-get, isn’t it?”
“An’ fer those prices, I suppose Everland can’t complain, but…”
Max interrupted, which he was good at. “But Gordy’s got dreams.

Once he can scrape together the funds, we’re going to have a grand
restaurant, with real waiters and maitre d’s and other Frenchy-sounding
stuff.”

Gordon lifted his glass, and Max joined in the toast. “An’ it’ll be
gorgeous. An’ I’ll show Everland what they’ve been missing all these
years.”

The three men laughed, and before he’d realized it, a half-hour had
gone by. Thanks to Max’s gregarious ways, he and Gordon had become
friends too. The newcomer had helped himself to Dmitri’s discarded
whiskey when he’d finished his beer, and now sat back in his chair. “And
ye, Yer Grace?” They all chuckled at the banter. “I heard yer in town
looking fer a man. Did ye speak with Sherriff Cutter about it?”

“It’s no use.” Dmitri sighed, willing to admit defeat. “The man I’m
looking for would’ve come to Everland quite a long time ago. Sixteen
years, probably. And I’m sure he didn’t stay; just passed through. Perhaps
on his way to Oregon?”

Max took over the explanation. “He spoke to everyone who was
around back then, and no one remembered anyone by that name. Even Doc
Carpenter, who seems to know everyone.”

Gordon agreed. “I’ll say. He and his wife have been here forever,
although that pretty daughter of theirs doesn’t come out often.”

The flash of jealousy that rose when Gordon so casually mentioned
Zelle’s beauty took Dmitri by surprise. He’d never before felt so…so
possessive of a woman before. But this woman was special. This woman
was the one who had him giving up his grandfather’s legacy, moving across
the world, to court. This woman would be his.

Max’s laugh proved that he understood both of his friends. “You’d
better take that compliment back, Gordy. Dmitri here has eyes for Zelle, and
something tells me that he’s not a sharing man.” Dmitri’s growl was
unintentional, but only made Max chuckle again. “See?” But then he turned
his banter on Dmitri. “But Gordy’s right. Zelle’s parents don’t let her out
very much. Very over-protective.”



Dmitri knew that. He knew all about her aggravation with her parents’
over-protective natures and her dreams to experience more of the world.
“Don’t worry, you’ll see her stepping out more often. On my arm.”

The other two men laughed, and then Max’s casual comment made
Dmitri think that maybe he didn’t know all there was to know about the
Carpenters: “Well, it’s hard to imagine Doc Carpenter objecting to a duke
courting his daughter. I always figured that the reason he was so protective
of her was that things were so wild out here when the two of them showed
up. But even after Meredith married him, the two of them kept her under
their eyes pretty much constantly.”

Dmitri slowly sat up from his slouch, his brain clicking through the
things she’d told him, a niggling at the back of his head telling him that
there was something he’d been missing. “Wait. The Carpenters weren’t
married when they arrived in Everland?”

“Nope. I heard it from Briar, who heard it from Zelle, that her mother
was one of those mail-order brides Jack sent for right after he settled here.”

Gordon started to speak, but Dmitri couldn’t let him. Not when he was
so close to making a connection, to confirming the horrible suspicion that
had just begun to lurk. “You mean Jack Carpenter came from the East—“
Hadn’t she said he’d been in New York at some point? And wasn’t “Jack”
an American derivative of “John”? “—with Zelle, and then married his
wife here in Everland?”

Max nodded, one brow raised in a question that Dmitri couldn’t
answer. It wasn’t his secret to tell. Instead, he exhaled, knowing—knowing
—that he’d solved the mystery of the missing princess. Zelle. Of course. Of
course!

What was it that she’d said about her name? My father says that I
chose it. It hadn’t made any sense to either of them, but now… What if her
father wasn’t really her father? What if he was the John Gothel, who’d been
the kidnapper’s partner? What if he’d called her “Zelle” because that’s what
she called herself, when she was taken at such a young age? He
remembered a letter from the little girl’s mother to his own mother; one that
Otets had shared before his death:

 
She’s been christened Wilhelmina

Gertrude, but she’ll always be my little
Rapunzel. Her father says that I’m wrong to



give her such a silly nick-name, but her eyes
are the exact color of my favorite food.
Remember how I told you I ate it by the barrel
during my confinement? A part of me wonders
if that’s where her beautiful, clear-green eyes
came from. My little Rapunzel…

 
Dmitri had that letter, and the others sent from Bavaria to his mother

over the years. He’d brought them to America in case he found the
kidnapper, or the girl. At the time, he’d cursed himself for a fool, sure that
they were just taking up space in his luggage. But it suddenly seemed
possible that he’d found her after all.

But Oh, God. If he’d found her, if Zelle really was the lost princess his
father had sent him after…everything would change. She had to know. He
had to tell her. No, first he had to find out the truth, from the people who
were masquerading as her parents. Then she would find out. Either from
him, or from them. But it wasn’t fair that she continue to live her life as…

As what?
As a young woman raised by a caring couple, who—while over-

protective—understood and loved her? A young woman who’d been given
everything her parents could give her, even as they tried to keep her safe?

Dmitri sighed, acknowledging that things weren’t as simple as he’d
thought, when he had set out to find and punish the girl’s kidnappers. But
Zelle had to be told. And then… And then, what? An hour ago he’d made
plans to stay here in Everland, to be with her. But now…

Now he couldn’t do that to her. If Jack Carpenter was John Gothel, one
of the men who’d kidnapped his parents’ goddaughter, then he would have
to pay. And how could Dmitri do that to her? How could he ask her to
consider loving him, to consider accepting his courtship, if he was the one
who brought her world crumbling down around her like that?

He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He would discover the truth, and do what
his father had asked him to do. But if, in doing so, he tore apart the
Carpenters’ happy family, he couldn’t force his presence on Zelle. On
Everland.

“Dmitri? Hey, Dmitri. You looked lost there for a bit.” Max’s smile
was teasing, but his eyes looked worried. So Dmitri shook himself, not sure



exactly what he was going to do, but knowing that he needed time to figure
it out.

“I’m sorry. I just…I realized something.” He stood, and nodded
towards the bottle. “Enjoy that, friends.” They were his friends, and would
be even if he left Everland to return to his now-empty home. They’d taught
him something valuable about equality, and about himself. “I don’t need
any more, but I do need…to think.”

Gordon lifted his glass in a mock-salute, and Max nodded, his dark
brows drawn in. “Be safe, Dmitri.”

Trying for a smile, Dmitri nodded. “Thank you. For everything.” He
wanted to tell Max not to bother looking for those thoroughbreds, but
couldn’t bring himself to ruin the new partnership yet. After all, maybe he
was wrong. 

But as he pulled on his hat and stepped into the Everland night, he
knew that he wasn’t. He’d found her. He’d found the lost princess, and lost
himself in the process.

 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
Zelle still wasn’t sure how she’d managed to talk her parents into

tonight, but somehow it had worked. Papa had flat-out refused to have that
stuck-up nosy aristocrat in his house, no matter how much she’d begged to
invite Dmitri to dinner. But then she’d taken a deep breath, and confessed:

I love him, Papa.
You do not. You barely know him!
He understands me, he talks to me like I’m normal, and not some

hidden-away recluse who thinks she’s too good for the rest of the town!
That’s what Briar says everyone thinks about me. He sees me, and I love
him for it!

Absolutely not, young lady. Dmitri Volkov is dangerous, for you and
for—

But then Mother had placed her hand on Papa’s forearm, and he’d
swallowed whatever nonsense he was abut about say. She just looked at
Papa, in one of those mysterious married-couple-communication ways, and
his shoulders had slowly relaxed.

She loves him, Jack.
Papa had glared at both of them before stomping off, and Zelle had

been allowed to send her invitation. To her delight, Dmitri’s acceptance had
returned in only a few hours, and now she was beyond nervous.

She was dressed in her finest lavender silk, the lace around the elbows
making her feel like a real queen, rather than just Papa’s princess. She’d
wanted to do her hair up in one of those elaborate styles, but didn’t think it
was possible without Briar’s help. Besides, there wasn’t any time for
anything besides her usual simple braid, since she spent the afternoon
tidying the first floor and making dinner.

Papa’s favorite was her individual chicken potpies, so she’d decided to
indulge him. They probably weren’t as fancy as the meals Dmitri was used
to, but at least they were delicious, so she had high hopes for them. She
really wanted to impress him tonight, which was why, after she’d popped
the last of the pies into the oven, she hurried upstairs to check her skirt for
smudges, and wash her face and hands. She was going to look perfect.



And now she paced in the front hall, chewing on her fingernail, and
trying to ignore the murmuring that came from her father’s office. She
knew her parents were talking about her—and Dmitri—but hopefully she
and Dmitri could impress them tonight.

When the knock came, she was standing close enough to pull the door
open before his hand fell. He was wearing his fine blue jacket with the
fancy gold frogging, and carrying his cane and top hat again. He looked
exactly the way a prince should look; which is to say, nothing at all like the
men of Everland, Wyoming.

But when he smiled, she remembered why he wasn’t other men. His
even teeth were framed by the lips she even now wanted to taste, and her
fingers were just itching to feel that thick golden hair and tanned skin.
Gosh, he really was handsome, wasn’t he?

“Zelle, honey? Aren’t you going to invite your guest in?” Mother’s
gentle prodding reminded Zelle that she’d been standing at the door for a
full minute, just staring at Dmitri. But in her defense, he’d been staring
back at her. She wondered if her smile looked as silly as it felt.

What followed was a not-as-awkward-as-she’d-been-expecting
greeting. Mother at least pretended excitement that Dmitri was visiting, and
Papa…well, Papa didn’t say anything rude as he glared at the younger man
and shook his hand, so Zelle counted that as a win. She understood her
father’s irritation, she really did; he’d spent the last almost-eighteen years
protecting her from everyone and everything, and then she’d invited a man
into his home. And not just any man, but a man she loved. Of course Papa
was going to be bothered by the idea of his little “Princess” growing up…
But he was going to have to get used to the idea, because not only was Zelle
grown up, but she was in love.

And now that Dmitri was here, smiling at her, she was sure that he
would show her parents exactly why she’d fallen in love with him.

But dinner was…well, it wasn’t what she’d expected. Dmitri, despite
his warmth towards her in the foyer, was reserved and formal throughout
the meal, showing none of the charm she’d been counting on to win her
parents. It wasn’t that he was nervous, no; from the way those expressive
lips of his pulled tight at the edges, and the way his eyes were carefully
hooded, she knew that he was angry about something.

But what? And why in the world did he have to be angry now? Her one
chance to prove to her parents that he was a good man, and worthy of her…



and he had to spend the whole meal stewing silently, and answering her
Mother’s questions as succinctly as possible. If she wasn’t sitting across the
table from him, she’d kick his shin, just to make him see how badly she
wanted—needed—this evening to go well.

Why was he being such a grump?
Papa, on the other hand, seemed to suddenly be as lively as Dmitri

wasn’t. He kept up a one-sided conversation throughout the meal, all about
his practice and the history of the town of Everland. If not for Mother’s
pointed queries towards Dmitri, or Zelle’s increasingly disheartened
attempts to engage him in conversation, Papa would’ve been the only one
speaking.

“And that’s why you should apparently not stand too close to a cow
when she’s giving birth. But he’ll heal, thanks to that tourniquet his wife
thought to slap on. Quick thinking, that woman.” Papa used the side of his
fork to clean the last of the sauce from his plate, obviously satisfied.

Mother, however, was less thrilled with his monopoly of the
conversation. “Fascinating, dear.” But her neutral expression turned to a
frown when Papa reached over and picked up Zelle’s mostly-uneaten potpie
—she’d just been picking at her food since she realized how poorly the
meal was going—and switched it with his empty plate. He was grinning
when he stabbed his fork into her pie, and she would’ve smiled at his
enthusiasm for her cooking, were he not using terrible table manners on the
one night she wanted to go perfectly.

“Papa,” she tried not to blush too heavily, “I’d be happy to make your
favorite again tomorrow.” It was obvious that he was being rude on
purpose. Probably trying to alienate Dmitri, who was a duke, for heaven’s
sakes. He was probably used to a much different dining experience.

“Why bother?” Oh gosh, now he was talking with his mouth full.
“There’s plenty here.” Oh, and now he was waving his fork around. Zelle
exchanged a horrified look with her mother. “Aren’t you going to finish,
Mr. Volkov? This is one of my daughter’s specialties.” A pause, while he
swallowed the food he’d been chewing, and Zelle wanted to sink into the
chair in embarrassment. Imagine, calling a guest’s attention to their own
half-eaten meal! “Or don’t you think it’s good enough for you?”

No one could mistake the challenge in that last question. Zelle sucked
in a breath at the same moment that Mother chastised him. “Jack! Don’t be
rude.”



But Dmitri actually seemed to come to life. He met Papa’s angry glare
across the table, and actually sat forward a bit. Very properly, he folded his
napkin and placed it next to his plate, and she saw his hand curl into a fist
beside his water glass. “Actually, Doctor Carpenter, I thought the meal was
delicious. I’ve had other things on my mind, though.”

“What other things?” Zelle didn’t have to be a mind reader to know
that Papa was thinking of her declaration of love towards Dmitri, and she
held her breath, waiting for an answer. Was that why Dmitri was so angry
this evening? Was he about to confess something important?

Oh gosh, is he about to break my heart?
He did neither. Instead, she watched as the tall, handsome man who’d

been so open and caring just the other day and who was now practically a
stranger stood up, towering over them all. “I think that this conversation
would be better suited for the parlor. If you don’t mind joining me there?”

And then, just like this was his home, where he was free to order
people about, Dmitri turned and stalked out of the room. Zelle and her
mother exchanged worried, helpless looks, and stood up to follow. What
had happened to her Dmitri? Why was he acting so… so…

So regal? So imperious? So ducal and princely? So foreign.
So not the Dmitri she’d fallen in love with.
 

 
It was best to get this over with.
The dinner had been interminable, and despite his best intentions to be

involved and charming. Somehow, being here in the house with the couple
who might’ve kidnapped a helpless little girl, he’d lost all of his politeness.

Sitting across from Zelle had been the worst; he’d seen the confusion
in her expression, and knew that he was the cause of it. Knew that she was
trying to reconcile the Dmitri she’d met with the Dmitri who now sat
sullenly picking at her admittedly delicious dinner. Most of the time, he
couldn’t even meet her eyes, knowing what he had to tell her tonight.
Knowing that he’d probably break her heart, to hear this about her
“parents.”

And knowing that he couldn’t be here to help her overcome.
In the day since he’d made his realizations, and since he’d received her

invitation to dinner, he’d come to a decision; no matter how enthralled he



was by Everland, and how much he loved Zelle, he couldn’t stay here. If he
did, then every time she’d see him, she’d think of the way he’d broken her
family, and brought her devastation. No, it was better that he leave her to
figure out her own future, to make her own decisions without the added
complication of a suitor who’d ruined her life.

Dmitri paced in the small parlor, impatient for the Carpenters to arrive
and take their positions. Now that he’d made up his mind to confront Jack
Carpenter, he wanted it done.

“Well, son? What’s this about?” Jack was the last to arrive, standing
stiffly beside the mantel. Meredith and Zelle were seated on a settee, and
Dmitri tried not to feel guilty about the way they were clutching one
another’s hands under the folds of their skirts. He himself was pacing in
front of the double open windows that faced the empty street.

Finally, he took a deep breath, planted his feet, and met Jack’s eyes. “I
want to tell you a story. A story about why I’m here in Everland.”

“By all means.” The false doctor’s little head nod was irritating, but
Dmitri just gritted his teeth.

“My mother was English, the daughter of an Earl. Her childhood best
friend married a man from Bavaria, a prince. Like my father, and his before
him, this man wasn’t prince of much, but he held the title, and that is
compelling to some.” He tried to not think about how much the title had
done for him in his life; he’d thought to give up all that fawning and
sycophant-ing when he realized how much he enjoyed life here in Everland.
“They were apparently quite happily married, as my parents were, but were
unable to have children for a long while.”

He watched as Jack exchanged a look with his wife. Dmitri met Zelle’s
eyes. “But this part of their story is happy. You see, they had a little girl. I
was eight years old when I attended the little blonde girl’s christening, and
saw my parents appointed as her godparents. She was baptized as
Wilhelmina Gertrude, but her mother called her ‘Rapunzel’, because her
bright green eyes reminded her mother of the greenery in the palace
gardens. “

At the name “Rapunzel”, Zelle slowly untangled her fingers from her
mother’s, and wove them together on her own lap. He saw that she was
trying her hardest to remain calm, but there was panic in her eyes. Meredith
Carpenter—was that even her real name?—exchanged frantic looks with



her husband, and then put her arm around the young woman sitting beside
her.

“That’s enough, Mr. Volkov.” Jack’s voice was deep and harsh and not
a little threatening, but Dmitri wasn’t about to back down.

“No sir, it’s not. You see, shortly after we returned home, we got word
that the little girl’s father had died, and his place had been usurped by a
distant cousin, who was infinitely better-suited for rule than an infant
princess. My parents wrote and encouraged their friend to come stay with
them in Russia, but the princess’s mother—Lady Sophia—wanted to travel.
She took her daughter back to England, knowing that not only was there no
place for her in Bavaria, but that the little girl would be in danger if she
stayed. They remained in London for a year, but since Sophia’s family was
all dead and the Earldom had passed on to a cousin, they decided to travel
again. My parents received one letter from New York City—which I have in
my possession, as well as the others, in case you doubt my story—detailing
how happy she was to be in this strange new land… And then they didn’t
hear from her again. Ever.”

There was a moment of stillness. Zelle was sitting ramrod-straight, her
beautiful green gaze locked on his face, her expression showing none of
what she felt in reaction to his story. Did she understand? Understand that
the lost princess was likely her? The woman pretending to be her mother
pressed against Zelle, her arms tight around the younger woman, her
expression worried and not a bit sick-looking. Jack was still stoic, but
finally opened his mouth, probably to demand Dmitri stop his tale.

Dmitri forestalled him. “My parents hired detectives and investigators,
who eventually uncovered a death notice of Lady Sophia, my mother’s
friend. She’d died in New York, in a hotel. There was no mention of her
little daughter. My mother died, after a short illness, believing that she’d
failed her goddaughter. I was in London for school at the time, but when I
returned, my father gave me all of the information he had on the case.
When he passed away in January, he made me give him a deathbed
promise.”

“Your quest.” It was the first she’d spoken since entering the room,
since he’d begun his story, and Dmitri couldn’t ignore her.

Turning to meet her gorgeous, haunted eyes, he nodded once, willing
her to understand, to believe that he would never purposefully hurt her. But
she had to know. “My quest.” He took a deep breath, not releasing her eyes.



“My father tasked me with coming to America, with finding the lost
princess. And I believe I have.”

Zelle exhaled at the same time he did, her shoulders slumping, her
eyes filling with tears as she twisted away from the woman she believed to
be her stepmother, towards Jack Carpenter.

“You bastard.” The older man’s curse was a low whisper, and Dmitri
heard the hate and pain there. “You think this is how we wanted her to find
out?”

“Find out what, Papa?”
Both men ignored her for now. “I don’t know how you intended, sir,

but I’m not leaving here—this room or Everland—until she knows.”
“You’re leaving? Until I know what?”
The man calling himself Jack Carpenter pushed away from the mantel,

and crossed to the settee, ignoring everyone but Zelle. He dropped to his
knees beside her and took her delicate hands in his. “I’m so sorry, Zelle.
Your mother and I, we talked about it… We didn’t know how you would
react, so we decided… We were going to tell you at your next birthday.
When you turned eighteen.”

Dmitri wasn’t going to let that pass. “Wilhelmina Gertrude would’ve
turned eighteen on June fourth of this year.”

Meredith closed her eyes on a moan as she turned away, and Jack
cursed again, under his breath. But his eyes never once left Zelle’s, and
from this angle, Dmitri was a little disturbed to see the love, the
desperation, on the older man’s face. “I’m sorry, Princess. August first was
just a date your mother chose when we realized that you needed a date to
celebrate. We would’ve told you, I swear.”

In the half a year since Otets had given him this burden, Dmitri had
imagined plenty of scenarios; that he’d find proof of the girl’s death; that
she’d been raised in some filthy hell-hole her kidnappers had dropped her
in; that she’d disappeared entirely. He’d never once considered that she’d
been raised by caring and loving parents who only wanted the best for her.

But in this moment, seeing proof that the Carpenters had lied to her all
of these years, he didn’t feel relief. Didn’t feel elated, to know that he’d
solved a sixteen-year-old mystery. No, he’d thought of the way this
revelation would devastate her, but never considered how her parents would
feel.



Because, looking at the pain on the Carpenters’ faces, he knew they
were devastated too.

“What, Papa?” Her whisper was faint. “What would you have told
me?”

That’s when the older man’s eyes filled with tears, and he looked
towards his wife. Meredith squeezed Zelle’s shoulders, and said simply:
“That we’re not your parents, honey.”

“I know you didn’t birth me, but you’re still my mother.”
Jack’s forehead dropped to Zelle’s knees, and he clutched her hand like

it was a lifeline. Seeing this pain made Dmitri feel like an interloper. A
terrible person, for bringing this pain. But Meredith just shook her head
slightly and met Zelle’s eyes. “You’ve been my daughter for more than
sixteen years, honey, since I met your father. You were the part of him that I
fell in love with instantly. He wasn’t what I’d expected, traveling way out
here, and I nearly turned around and went home. But seeing you, seeing
how much he loved you… I knew that any man who loved you that way
was a good man.”

A muffled noise from the older man, and Dmitri saw his shoulders
shake. Zelle extricated one of her hands and brushed it against Jack’s hair.
“I don’t understand, Mother. Papa?”

“I love you, Princess.” Jack sat back on his heels then, tear tracks
down his cheeks. “Never doubt that.” Zelle nodded, hesitantly, and the older
man swallowed, and look down at the hand he held. “I wasn’t married
before Meri, Zelle. I’m not your father. You came into my life when you
were about a year and a half, and I knew that I couldn’t let you go.” His
voice dropped to a whisper as his chin dropped to his chest. “I loved you
from the moment I set eyes on you.”

Her hand had stilled, and she whispered “Princess,” ignoring Jack’s
flinch. “You’ve called me ‘Princess’ my entire life, Papa.”

Another flinch from Jack. “Because you were my Princess, Zelle.”
“Honey, we knew that you were special, but we had no way of finding

your real parents, and there was danger for you back East. So your father
and I, we…we decided that you would be better here, not knowing.
Believing that we were your parents.” While speaking to Zelle, Meredith
turned her haughty glare on Dmitri, still standing in front of the windows.
“We’ve tried to protect you, honey. From anyone who would come here and
hurt you.”



For a long moment, none of the three of them moved or spoke. But
then, Zelle’s fingers slowly smoothed across the hair of the man she’d
called ‘Papa’ her entire life, in a sort of benediction. “There, you see?” The
face she turned to him was lacking any sort of emotion at all; nothing at all
like the Zelle he’d come to love. “My parents took me in and sheltered and
loved me, when no one else would, Mr. Volkov. They’ve kept me safe,
when no one else could.”

And Dmitri felt his stomach clench. Mr. Volkov. Of course, of course
she would choose the couple who raised her over him, his story. Of course.
And he should be thrilled that she was finding a way to come to terms with
this revelation; watching Jack’s shoulders slump, Dmitri knew the couple
were relieved to hear her words. But somehow, it wasn’t enough. There was
more here, and even though he’d already lost her regard—Mr. Volkov,
indeed—she needed to know.

Jack and Meredith Carpenter weren’t her parents, but was she the
missing princess? Was she really Rapunzel?

If her “father” was the one who’d kidnapped her, all of those years
ago, then he was responsible for Dmitri’s parent’s misery. Otets’ ghost
demanded the truth. So he directed his question to the man who was only
now pulling himself to his feet beside Zelle:

“Are you John Gothel?”
 

 
Papa—because surely he was still her Papa, right?—slowly stood up,

her hand dropping from him, and met Mother’s eyes over Zelle’s head. And
then turned away. She leaned against Mother, twisting her own fingers
through each other, and tried to make sense of the revelations of the past
few minutes.

She’d known that Mother was actually her stepmother, she’d always
known that, to explain why they looked so differently. But to find out that
Papa hadn’t actually sired her? …Did it matter? He’d loved her, and cared
for her, in his infuriatingly protective way, for all of her life. That made him
her Papa, as far as she was concerned.

And just because she’d been abandoned as a child and raised by two
people who weren’t her real parents, just because she happened to have a



strange name that sounded a bit like this princess’, just because Papa had
called her his little Princess her entire life, didn’t mean she was.

But now? John Gothel was a petty crook. She remembered Dmitri’s
description. How could he possibly think that her good and kind father—he
was the town doctor, for heaven’s sakes!—could be a crook? A kidnapper?
Her father, who’d done everything in the world to protect her and keep her
happy, for as long as she could remember?

No. She’d known Papa her whole life. He was a good man. This man,
this imperious stranger who stood in their living room, whose shoulders
were thrown back arrogantly and his hands clasped behind his back… How
could she have thought that she loved him? He was here in Everland to ruin
her life.

And briefly, Dmitri met her eyes. She’d expected to see triumph there,
knowing that he was completing his father’s quest…but instead she just saw
pain. But she couldn’t let herself be distracted by how utterly touchable his
jaw looked, clenched like that, or how much she wanted to place her palm
against his cheek and will his pain away. No, for now, her parents needed
her support, and this moment was most definitely them against him. He
should be ashamed of what he was doing.

With what might have been a sigh, Dmitri turned from her, turned from
them all. “My story isn’t complete.” A deep breath, and she definitely did
not notice how his chest expanded to fill his jacket, before he began to pace.
“My father’s detectives found proof of Lady Sophia’s death, under
suspicious circumstances. Her lady’s maid, a servant who’d come from
England with her, was the prime suspect, but the maid had disappeared.
Along with all traces of the daughter.” Mother’s arms tightened around
Zelle’s shoulders, and she let herself sink into the embrace.

She didn’t want to hear this. Didn’t want to hear any more of this. But
oh no, it wasn’t over.

“I reviewed the detectives’ notes when I arrived in New York, and
even met with them, but the ‘trail’—as they called it—had gone cold. So I
went to the places they hadn’t looked.” Dmitri halted, his back to them,
staring at the lace curtains she’d made so long ago. His hands were locked
behind him, in almost-military precision, and she could see the tension in
his grip. Was it possible that he was uncomfortable with this task of tearing
apart everything she knew?



“I went to the alleys, to the underworld. To the criminals and the
lawbreakers.” He took a deep breath. “I found word of a sale. From a
woman who spoke with a British accent, to a man named only ‘Witcher’.”

“Oh, thank God.” Her mother’s fervent exhalation was a mere whisper,
but Zelle turned to ask what could possibly be worth thanking Him about at
a time like this. Mother’s forced smile was watery as she explained, under
her breath. “We thought your mother had been the one to sell you, all these
years. That’s what he told us.”

Zelle’s eyes widened, and she hissed back: “Who told you? You knew
about this?”

But Mother didn’t have a chance to reply before Dmitri began to speak
again, and instead she just shook her head and pursed her lips.

“The British maid, of whom I found no more record, sold the little
princess to Witcher, a big man in the New York crime world. A boss, if you
will. Witcher had plans to re-sell the girl, to…” He took a deep breath, as if
steeling himself for an unpleasant task, but then turned his head just far
enough for Zelle to see his magnificent profile. “Well, it doesn’t matter.”
There was more there, but Zelle was suddenly completely sure that she
didn’t want to know it.

“But before Witcher could complete his plans, the girl disappeared,
kidnapped by a man named John Gothel. The men I spoke to weren’t sure
what Gothel’s plan was, taking the princess west, but they remembered
Witcher’s intense rage when he found out. This Witcher apparently began
his search, sending men and money west to look for Gothel, the man who
betrayed him. And when he got word that Gothel had come to Everland, he
followed. That’s the last anyone in New York heard from either of them.”

Dmitri turned on his heel, then, to face them. Zelle hated the way he
looked, all cold and hard, but there was something there in his pale blue
eyes, when they flicked towards her for a moment, that told her he wasn’t
completely a stranger. Just mostly.

“Sir, when I asked you about Witcher and Gothel, you denied all
knowledge.” Papa was facing the mantel again, one arm braced against it as
if he couldn’t support his own weight. “But now I ask you, in front of your
wife and the woman you’ve raised as your daughter: Are you John Gothel?”

Papa’s fingers curled around the mantel, and Mother slowly sat up.
Zelle felt like she was losing her support, but knew, knew that Papa needed
his wife at that moment.



“I used to be.”
“Oh, Jack.” Mother’s pity was barely a moan, but she stood in a swirl

of skirts and crossed to him. Zelle watched Mother place her hand on
Papa’s back, watched him lean into his wife’s touch, and knew she’d never
have that simple love and support the two shared.

Not now that she’d lost Dmitri.
…Who inhaled sharply when he heard Papa’s confession. A

confession which, this far into this tangled web, hardly mattered. But still,
she would hear the rest of it.

“If you’re this Mr. Gothel, Papa, how did I end up here?” Her voice
was raw with emotion, and Dmitri turned at the sound. But he didn’t look
triumphant; no, he looked…sad. Pitying, almost.

Papa took a deep breath. “I worked for Witcher. In New York.”
“You were a criminal.” Dmitri’s tone was dry, as if he was just

confirming rather than asking.
But Papa didn’t respond. Instead, his jaw clenched as he stared at the

tall young man across the room. She didn’t know what either of them were
thinking, but the air between them was charged with tension.

Finally, Dmitri exhaled, and nodded slightly. “On my honor, none of
this will leave this room.”

Papa seemed to thaw, and she watched him look away, meeting
Mother’s eyes. The two of them gripped hands, fingers entwined, as if
desperate for the support. Taking a deep breath, still looking deeply into his
wife’s eyes, Papa said, “Yes, I was a criminal. The worst kind.”

Zelle gasped, and Mother’s eyes filled with tears, but Papa continued.
“I was in charge of getting Zelle to...well, it doesn’t matter. I saw her, and
knew that I couldn’t let Witcher hurt her any more. She was…” He turned
then, and Zelle might’ve been able to maintain her calm façade, if not for
the tears she saw in his eyes when he met hers. “She was so perfect, so
good, I knew that I couldn’t let him have her.” Mother’s other hand slipped
into his, and he gripped it fiercely. “I took her, and came west, running from
Witcher. That’s when I ceased to be John Gothel, and became Jack
Carpenter. Gothel is dead.”

“So you weren’t trying to kidnap her from him?”
“Hell yes, I was trying to kidnap her from him. The man shouldn’t

have been left in charge of a dog.” Papa’s voice dropped to a mumble. “I
should know.”



“And Witcher? He came after you two?”
Papa slipped his arm around Mother then, and she laid her head on his

shoulder. These were her parents. She knew them. She’d seen this love
every day she could remember, seen their steadfast loyalty and their
support, and known she wanted the same when she found a man. Oh yes,
they might be revealing secrets she couldn’t imagine, but they were still her
parents.

“Meri married me, and made me realize we had to stop running. We
had to make a good home for Zelle. Witcher found us in the spring, and told
us she was royalty, but her family was dead. So we knew that we could
keep her, that no one was looking for her.”

Zelle took a deep, shuddering breath at the same time as her father. It
was surreal to think that he was talking about her, as a child.

“Besides, she was our Princess by then. I wasn’t going to let her go,
not to him, not to anyone.”

“I understand.”
Dmitri inclined his head once more, and Zelle had to look down at her

fingers, twined in her lap. Why did he still twist her heart with his nobility?
Why did he still make her think impossible thoughts?

“And as the son of her godparents, I should thank you for keeping her
safe all of these years. But my honor, and my father’s honor, demands
satisfaction. I would know where Witcher went.”

The formality of the words sent a shiver through Zelle, like she was
watching a duel being played out. A duel where Dmitri was one combatant,
and who was the other?

“Why?” She blurted out the question, and then winced when
everyone’s attention shifted to her.

The smile on Dmitri’s lips was nothing like the one she’d fallen in love
with. This one was cruel and twisted, and made her recoil. “So that I can
kill him.”

“There’s no need.” Her father’s low declaration gained Dmitri’s
attention, and the two men met each other’s eyes. “I killed him.”

Zelle’s gasp was loud enough to fill the room, but Mother hurried to
override it. “You did not, Jack. I did.”

Mother? “Mother?” She had the right to be shocked. Her parents were
doctors. They’d never hurt another soul in their lives. They helped people!



But Papa just shook his head, his lips half-curled on one side. “Meri
didn’t kill him, not really.” Mother jabbed him in the side. “He came here,
and we fought to protect Zelle, and there was an accident, and he died.”

“You are sure?” Did Dmitri sound eager, or disappointed?
“I’m sure.” Papa squeezed Mother. “We buried him in the woods

behind our old cabin.”
Zelle remembered that cabin outside of Everland. She remembered

those woods. Oh gosh, she remembered playing in those woods as a child!
There was a long moment where no one spoke or moved. Zelle, for her

part, was still trying to come to terms with everything that had been
revealed in the last hour. To think that her worst worry for the evening had
been if Papa could be civilized to Dmitri! But now, her parents weren’t
really her parents, they’d killed a man to protect her—no wonder they were
so obsessively over-protective!—and she was a princess? A princess? This
sort of thing did not happen in real life, she was sure. Oh gosh, she was so
overwrought she was thinking in italics, and that was a sure sign that her
mental state was fragile.

A click, as Dmitri’s heels came together, and he bowed, low and
formally. “If Witcher is dead at your hand, sir, then justice has been served.
You have avenged my parents’ honor, and I can return to Russia knowing
that their goddaughter, the Princess Wilhelmina Gertrude, is being raised
well.”

Absolutely none of that pierced the muddle of shock surrounding
Zelle’s emotions, except for one bit. “You’re leaving?” Hadn’t he said that
before? “You’re going back to Russia?” She couldn’t help that she was
wailing.

“Zelle—“
But Dmitri cut her father off when he crossed to her, and clicked—

when had he become so formal, so much a stranger?—to a stop in front of
her. Another bow, but he didn’t touch her. “I wish you the best things in life,
Zelle Carpenter.”

Then he turned on his heel, nodded to Mother, and collected his hat
and cane from the foyer. When she heard the front door close behind him,
Zelle let the events of the evening catch up with her. More than her parents’
revelation, more than the realization Papa’s nickname for her had special
meaning, more than anything that had happened, she could only focus on



the fact that Dmitri had left her. He was going back to Russia. He’d never
planned on staying, because she was his mission, and he’d completed it.

For the first time since the horrible meal had begun, Zelle Carpenter—
Princess Wilhelmina Gertrude —burst into tears.

 
 
 



CHAPTER NINE

 
“Has she eaten anything?”
“Not enough. Poor thing.”
“Well, no wonder. She’s probably… I don’t know, Meri. To have her

find out that way. About me. I didn’t want her to think badly…”
Her parents were whispering outside her door, but Zelle could still hear

them. They weren’t very good at whispering. In fact, in her whole life,
they’d never been very good at subterfuge, at keeping secrets from her.

She snorted into her pillow.
Or so she’d thought. Turned out, they’d been very good at keeping a

very big secret from her, for basically her entire life.
“She still loves you, Jack. Don’t doubt that. You’re the only father

she’s ever known.”
A pause, and then: “Maybe. But I’m worried.”
“Me too.”
“Have either of you tried talking to her?” A third voice. …Briar? What

was she doing here?
“Well, of course we have—“
“Every time Meri brings her a meal—“
“But sometimes a girl just needs her friend.”
“That’s why I’m here.” The door latch clinked open, and Zelle heard

Briar’s voice more clearly. “Zelle? Can I come in?”
Zelle’s face was still firmly ensconced in her pillow, but she managed

a muffled, “Yes.” Then, picking her head up just enough to make sure
there’d be no confusion in her words, she called out, “But tell my parents to
go away.”

She could imagine Briar poking her head back into the hall. “She said
go away. Sorry.”

“We heard, we heard. Come on, Meri.”
“Good luck, Briar.”
Silence, but then the latch clicked, and Zelle knew that she was alone

with her best friend. Her best friend, who wasn’t going to let her mope
around, and wasn’t going to leave until she heard the whole darn story.



Well, most of it.
Zelle huffed, and sat up, not caring that she hadn’t bothered to change

out of her nightgown, despite the fact that it was three o’clock in the
afternoon. Judging from the way Briar’s nose wrinkled, Zelle looked like an
idiot, sitting among her rumpled blankets, the forgotten lunch tray on the
floor beside her. Still, Zelle did her best to pretend like she wasn’t playing
the part of the witchy recluse in a traveling show. “What?”

Her innocent gaze did nothing to fool Briar, who grinned. “You look
like a witchy recluse in a—“

“Oh, shut up!” Zelle tossed a pillow—the one she’d spent all yesterday
crying into—at her friend, who batted it away with a laugh. Sometimes it
was scary how much they thought alike.

Briar leaned down and unlaced her boots, stacking them beside the
desk, and then sat in Zelle’s chair. She pulled her legs up under her, propped
her elbows on her knees, rested her chin in her palms, and said, “So. What’s
happening?”

With a groan, Zelle allowed herself to flop back down on the bed, legs
splayed. “What hasn’t happened?” She stared at the beams over her bed,
just like she’d done every day since they’d moved to this house, when she
was five. “My parents, apparently, aren’t my parents.”

She stole a peek at Briar, whose brows were raised in interest. “Go
on.”

“Well, that’s pretty major, don’t you think? It turns out that Papa found
me when I was a baby, like a year and a half or two years. There wasn’t
anyone left for me, so he just…made me his.”

No matter how much she loved Briar, she wasn’t going to tell her
about why Papa had found her, or about the things he’d done before that
point. Whatever his name used to be, Jack Carpenter was a good man,
who’d put that all behind him. And she loved him enough to make sure
everyone else continued to think highly of him.

“He took you?”
“Yes, but…” Zelle didn’t want to give too much away. “But some bad

men…had me. I don’t know why. And Papa took me from them, and came
out here to protect me from them.”

“And your mother obviously knows, right? That’s why they’ve both
been so worried about you for so long. I mean, all parents worry, but yours



had it down to an art form. They don’t even let you out of the house without
a respectable escort half the time.”

Zelle snorted. “And you’re such a respectable escort.”
“I am.” Briar, who’d been chewing on one fingernail, took that

moment to spit it across the room at Zelle, who dissolved into giggles.
It felt good to laugh. She hadn’t laughed since…gosh, since she’d

loved Dmitri. When she loved Dmitri, everything about the world was
bright and cheerful and now it was just…whoops, there she went again,
with the tears.

Briar saw her mood swing, and sighed. “Alright. So your parents aren’t
actually your parents. Big news, but we’ll come back to that. Do you know
who your real parents are?”

She knew the answer to that. She’d known the answer to that question
before Dmitri had stomped into her life with his mission, and she still knew
the answer. “Yes. They’re downstairs right now, trying to decide if they
want to listen at my door, like their typical, interfering selves.”

“No, I mean your—“
“They are my real parents.”
Briar sighed. “I know. I meant…you know.”
“Yeah.” Zelle sat up, tucking her feet under her nightgown, mirroring

her best friend’s pose. “Promise you’re not going to…be weird about it?”
“I make no such promises, and you know it.”
“Apparently I’m a princess.”
Briar rolled her eyes. “Oh, come off it. I know that your father treats

you like—“
“I mean it. I was kidnapped after my parents died, and…well, Papa

saved me from those men, only he didn’t know who I really was, and…”
“A princess?” Briar’s question was flat, one dark brow raised

skeptically. “A kidnapped princess? That stuff only happens—“
“—in fairy tales, I know. It’s ridiculous. But my parents’ story lined up

with…with the other story.”
“Who was telling this story?”
Not liking the way Briar’s eyes had narrowed, picking up on the one

part Zelle hadn’t been ready to talk about, she untangled her legs from her
nightgown, and stomped across the floor to her wardrobe. She pulled the
doors open and stuck her head inside, hoping it would seem like she
couldn’t hear her best friend when she asked again, “Who, Zelle?”



Briar could be very patient, as Zelle knew. So, sighing, she pretended
great interest in her hanging dresses. “Who, who?” She groaned under her
breath, knowing she sounded like an owl.

“You sound like an owl. An idiot owl.” There was no hiding the
exasperation in her friend’s voice. “Who was telling the princess story,
Zelle?”

Well, gosh, there was no getting around answering. So, head still
among her mostly-purple gowns—she unapologetically loved purple—
Zelle muttered something that could have been “Dmitri”, but sounded more
like “Dmm-mmm-m.”

“Dmitri! I knew it!” And then Briar gasped. “Oh! Wasn’t he here in
Everland looking for two men? Two men and a little girl?” Her voice rose
to a squeak, and Zelle worried for the glass in the opened window. “Was
that it, Zelle? Was that why he was here? To find you? You’re the little girl?
He’s a duke! You’re a princess?”

Sighing, Zelle backed out of the armoire, a simple gown thrown over
one arm. “You promised not to get weird about it.”

“I made no such promise.” Briar had untucked herself from the chair,
and was practically bouncing now. “I can’t believe it.”

“Me neither.”
“Tell me everything. Absolutely everything!”
“Why are you so excited about this? This is my messed up life.”
“Because this is your life, and nothing like this happens in real life.

Least of all in Everland.”
“Are you sure?” She was thinking about Helga, claiming to be her

godmother. Godmother, ha. She had enough godmothers, between Helga
and Dmitri’s moth— No. She wasn’t going to think about him. “It seems to
me that Everland is exactly the sort of place where nonsense happens.”

Briar waved away her objections. “Fine. Real-life princesses and
heroic princes happen all the time around here. You misunderstood. I’m not
excited about that. I’m ecstatic that you’re finally getting dressed.” She
wrinkled her nose again theatrically. “Have you been wearing that
nightgown for a week?”

“Almost.” Zelle’s voice was muffled when she pulled the gown off
over her head, but then gratefully stepped into the fresh chemise Briar held.

“Annnnd? Princess story. Now, Zelle.”



So Zelle told her best friend everything that Dmitri had told them,
while Briar helped her dress and feel a little normal again. She managed not
to choke on his name—more than twice, anyhow—and Briar managed to
only interrupt when it was really warranted. Her best friend liked a good
story as much as Zelle, and this was probably the best gossip to hit Everland
in…well, ever. At least, that’s what Briar declared, until Zelle made her
promise not to make too big a deal over it.

“What? No. You’re a princess, Zelle.” Zelle sat down at her desk, and
looked at herself in the little mirror hanging from the wallpaper. She made a
face at herself, not liking how wan and depressed she looked. “But I’ll bet
you’d rather be a duchess, huh?”

Shocked, Zelle met Briar’s eyes in the mirror, and then looked away
guiltily. Was it that obvious?

“It’s obvious.”
Zelle groaned, sometimes hating how her friend could understand her.

“I don’t want…”
“You love him, Zelle. Or at least…” Briar picked up the long braid that

trailed to the floor. “You loved him last week. Last time we talked.”
“He left.”
“Well, Max told Hank, who told Rojita, who told Micah, who told me

that the two of them were thinking about some sort of partnership. Did you
know that?” Zelle hadn’t known about it, but it hardly mattered. “He said
that Dmitri had to go back to Russia to organize some details about the
whole—“

“No.” Zelle met her friend’s eyes. “He left. For good.” Briar began to
scoff, but Zelle was firm. “He was in Everland to find the lost princess, to
satisfy his stupid honor, and now that he has, he left. He told me so.”

There wasn’t anything for Briar to say, except: “I don’t think his honor
is stupid.”

Neither spoke, until Zelle let out the breath she’d been holding. “It
isn’t. He isn’t. It’s just that…”

Briar lifted the braid, untied the end, and began to unweave the plait.
“Tell me.”

“I was so sure that I loved him. And I thought that there was a good
chance he loved me, or maybe could love me.”

“And?”



“And then it turned out that he was just in town for…for this. For his
honor, for fulfilling his father’s quest.”

“Yeah, but you knew that.” Briar had reached the top of the braid now,
and shook all of the heavy blonde strands out to lay down Zelle’s back and
pool on the floor. “From the beginning, I mean. You knew that’s why he
was in town.”

“But it didn’t have anything to do with me!” When Briar picked up the
pearl-handled brush Mother had given Zelle as a twelfth birthday gift, the
blond girl closed her eyes on a sigh and tilted her head forward, to allow her
friend better access. “He was just in town, and I was just…just a girl.”

“Who fell in love with him.”
“I’m not sorry.”
“You shouldn’t be.” Briar’s strokes were long and even, and as

soothing as Mother’s. “But my point is that he didn’t lie to you. You knew
why he was here.”

“And I fell in love with him, not realizing that he’d be gone when he
finished his mission.”

“I don’t think he realized it either, honey. I’m sure he didn’t think he’d
finish it this way. Do you? Do you think he knew all along that you were
this princess, and that’s why he…he courted you?”

It was more like she’d courted him, but Briar knew that. So instead of
bickering, Zelle bit her lip and considered. Had Dmitri used her? Had he
spent time with her, just to get close to her? Had he been false in any way?

“No.” She sighed, accepting the truth. “No. He was honorable and
wonderful and…”

“And all of the things that made you fall in love, yes, yes.”
She had been in love with him. And the really stupid part was that—

she had to be honest with herself—she still was. “And now he’s gone!”
She’d all but wailed it, and Briar put down the brush to wrap her arms
around Zelle. The seated girl leaned into her friend’s embrace, desperate for
the comfort.

And maybe they sat like that for a minute, maybe ten. Zelle had
thought that she was all cried out, but Briar’s comforting hug brought the
tears back. And when her friend slipped to her knees beside the chair, and
Zelle rested her head against the other girl’s shoulder, she knew that it was
alright to cry.



She was crying for…for what? For her lost dream, she supposed. For
the man that she’d loved, but turned out not to be the real man. Or rather,
the man she’d loved was only here for a short time, until he had to go back
home; he was a duke after all. She was crying for his parents, and his
parents’ friends, her natural parents. She was crying for the pain and the
violence and the hurt that had led to her wonderful life here in Everland.
She was crying for the fact that she really did have a wonderful life, no
matter how much her heart was breaking over Dmitri’s leaving.

Oh, at this point she didn’t even know why she was crying.
She just knew that it felt nice, to be held and rocked and her hair

stroked. Briar was whispering comfortingly. “I know, I know, sweetie. He’s
a dolt. A big, fat, stupid dolt.”

“No, no he’s not.” Zelle hiccoughed. “He’s noble and good and he
didn’t even know that I loved him!”

“Fine, fine.” Briar’s strokes moved to the top of her head. “He’s a
prince among men.”

“He is a prince!”
“And you loved him.”
“And I loved him!” Her nose certainly was running a lot, wasn’t it?

Zelle groped for a handkerchief.
“And now you’ll just have to get used to the idea that he’s gone, and

he’s broken your heart, and you’ll have to move on and leave your room
eventually.”

“And now I’ll have to—what?”
Briar took a deep breath to repeat it, but Zelle sat up, pulling out of her

friend’s hold. “You think I should just get over it?”
“It’s just a little heartbreak, sweetie. Everyone has to deal with a

broken heart sometime.”
Just a little heartbreak. It was. That’s exactly what it was. Zelle stared

at her friend, the handkerchief pressed to her nose and her eyes wide. Her
heart felt like it was broken, and she couldn’t even be mad at Dmitri for it.
She only had herself to be mad at, for falling in love with him. And now she
had a broken heart to show for it.

Who would’ve thought that a little something like a heart could hurt so
much? But Briar was wrong. This wasn’t something that she could just
brush off. This wasn’t something that someone “got over.” Not her, at least.
Her heart was broken, and it would always carry the scar.



But how to explain that to Briar, who’d never been in love, never had a
broken heart?

Zelle didn’t have time to figure that out, because just as she’d opened
her mouth, there was a knock. From her window.

Something like hope flared in her chest a moment before she saw the
top of the ladder, peaking over her windowsill. What had she expected? Her
duke to return, triumphantly declaring his love? But it was just Helga.
Helga and her ladder.

Briar sat back on her heels, staring at the ladder. But when it began to
rock—Zelle was sure from the weight of a little round lady climbing it—
she scrambled backwards and looked frantically towards Zelle. “What in
the—?”

Still swinging her head between the ladder and the blonde girl, Briar
rolled to her feet and shuffled nearer to the window. She reached the
window seat and poked her head out, just in time to meet the cheery face of
Helga, climbing in. Surprised, Briar shrank back, her eyes wide.

“Zelle?” She was obviously asking what this woman was doing in
Zelle’s room, and why wasn’t Zelle reacting?

And maybe Zelle would’ve explained, if she hadn’t been emotionally
and physically exhausted. Instead, she watched Helga swing herself—in the
same old-fashioned hoop dress—over the sill and onto the seat. Then Zelle
sighed, and waved her hand between the two of them. “Helga, this is my
best friend Briar. Briar, this is Helga, my godmother, who I absolutely do
not believe in.”

Helga smiled hugely, comfortingly. “Hello, dearie. Call me ‘Happy’.”
“Godmother.” Briar’s dry tone made it clear that she wasn’t asking,

because she didn’t believe either.
“Oh yes. Yes indeed, dearie. Sent by the guild, you know. Our

headquarters are here in Everland.”
“A guild. Of godmothers?” Zelle was pleased that her best friend was

reacting with as much skepticism as she had. “Aren’t fairy godmothers
supposed to have wings?” Briar raised a brow. “You don’t.”

“Hmmm.” Helga pursed her lips. “I never claimed to be a fairy. But is
that important to you? Wings? I’ll make a note of it.”

“Why?” Briar seemed close to laughter.
“Well, so that when yours shows up, we can make sure she’s got

wings.” Helga waddled towards the desk where Zelle sat. “If that’s what



you’re really expecting.”
“My own godmother?”
“Oops!” Helga’s eyes went wide when she reached Zelle’s side. “I

probably shouldn’t have said that. Oh dear, oh dear.” She winked over her
shoulder at Briar. “Just forget I said anything, dearie!” She waved her hand
again, and Briar suddenly blinked and frowned.

Zelle opened her mouth to ask what she’d done to her friend, but
Helga picked up her hand and patted it sympathetically. “Oh dear, a lost
love, hmmm?” The godmother—or whoever she was—clucked kindly.
“You’ve really had a week of it, haven’t you, dearie? You found your One
True Love, and then discovered all sorts of secrets about your family—“
How’d she know that? “—and now Dmitri has left. Oh, you poor dear.”

“Wait, how did you…?” Briar was still standing in the middle of the
room, probably still not quite sure what was going on.

“Godmother, dear, remember. But now,” she squeezed Zelle’s hand,
and met her eyes in the mirror. “We need to see about making you feel
better, don’t we?”

“How?” Zelle’s question came out as a pitiful whisper, but Helga the
Perpetually Happy heard it without problem.

“Well, first of all, I will tell you that no one ever dies of a broken
heart.”

“It feels like it, though.”
“Oh yes, granted, it feels like you’ll die, but you won’t. Most people

who claim to die from a broken heart are just fooling you. Or they have
something completely different, like tiny invisible bugs that are eating their
red blood cells.”

“Their what?”
“It doesn’t matter, dear. My point is that people who think you can die

from a broken heart are wrong. Or lying. Or suicidal. Did you read Romeo
and Juliet? Daft children.” She clucked again and shook her head. “No,
dearie, you shan’t die from it.”

“How do you know?”
“Godmother, remember?”
It was impossible not to like this little round woman. Zelle’s smile was

watery, but Helga beamed in return. “There now, that’s the spirit. You’re
going to be fine, I know.” And Zelle almost didn’t hear the “eventually” the
woman added under her breath. But then she turned to the back of Zelle’s



chair and smiled brightly. “My word! That is certainly a lot of hair! How
much hair would you say that is?”

Briar must’ve gotten over her surprise, or shock, or whatever it was,
because she crossed to stand on Zelle’s other side. “Three feet of it.”

“Oh no, dearie, there’s much more than three feet of it! Even I can see
that!”

Zelle was pleased to have a new direction to the conversation. “Briar
means that, every year, my mother cuts off three feet of it on my birthday,
so that it will grow back.”

“Three feet, every year?” At Zelle’s nod, Helga’s eyes grew wide.
“Good heavens, that’s remarkable. Such fast-growing hair. That wasn’t in
your file, was it? There has to be some kind of scientific application for this
ability.” Her voice fell to a mumble. “I should tell Doc about this, she’ll be
so interested.”

Zelle met Briar’s eyes. “But this year, I was thinking about doing
more.” She pointed to a spot right above her shoulder. “I was thinking here,
so that it won’t be quite so heavy next summer.”

Briar shrugged. “That’s a good idea. Maybe we should start cutting it
at the beginning of the summer, rather than on your birthday. It’s silly to
wait until August.”

A deep breath. “Actually… Actually, Mother and Papa just assigned
me that birthday. My real date of birth is June fourth. According to Dmitri,
that is.”

“Really?” One of Briar’s brows rose quizzically. “Well, we’re still
celebrating in August this year. However…” She drew out the last word,
and reached around Zelle to pull open the second drawer, where she kept
her sewing supplies. Pulling out the shears, she snipped experimentally a
few times. “We could always cut your hair early.”

It felt good to smile about something other than—No. Don’t think
about him. But new hairstyles were always fun. Mother had said that she
was looking forward to cutting Zelle’s hair “one last time,” but now that
Dmitri was gone and there was no chance for a Happily Ever After, this
wouldn’t be the last time. She was destined to spend the rest of her life
living with Papa and Mother. And besides, this year—today—she wanted to
bond with her best friend. So Zelle nodded, and Briar smiled, and Helga
clapped her hands. “Excellent!”



Both younger women turned to her, and her smile was positively
naughty. “Zelle, dearie, do you have some ribbons?”

“Of course. Why?”
“Because, my dear, I’m about to show you how to really let down your

hair.”
 
 
 



CHAPTER TEN

 
Kansas was even worse the second time through. At least, on the trip west,

Dmitri had thought himself on a fool’s errand, sure this was all just a grand
adventure cooked up by Otets. Not sure what he’d find in Everland, but certain
that it would be another dead-end. And he’d had his vodka, of course.

Now, though? Now he knew exactly what was in Everland. Exactly what
he’d walked away from.

He sat in the seat near the window, his cheek pressed against the frame, his
hair whipping in the breeze, as mile after mile of flat nothingness rolled by. In
Everland, the gentle hills leading out of town and towards the Lake had been a
balm, and the snow-capped mountains in the distance had leant the whole place a
sort of… fairy-tale air. Here, there was wheat. Wheat and shrub-growth and the
occasional barn or settlement. Bozhe moy, America was ugly!

All but a small part of it.
A small town where he’d left his heart.
Groaning, Dmitri bumped his forehead against the pane, hoping to knock

some sense into his head. It was for the best. He’d left her for the best, hadn’t he?
He’d seen the way she’d looked at him, there in her family’s parlor. She’d seen
the way she’d stood beside her parents—as she should!—while he’d torn her
world apart. It was better that he leave, and let her come to terms with her new
reality.

It was for the best.
Two days, fourteen hours and—his eyes flicked down to the pocket watch he

held in his open hand—seven minutes. It’d been forever since he’d walked out of
her house, and gone to the inn to pack his bag. Forever since he’d left that note
for Max with Rip—still asleep—explaining why he couldn’t partner to form a
breeding program, after all. Forever since he’d hefted his bags onto the station
platform and turned for one last look at the Bavarian-fairy-tale town in the middle
of America that had taught him the truth about himself and stolen his heart, even
with its heat and its piles of animal messes in the street.

Forever since he’d said his silent goodbyes to the woman he loved.
Dmitri had spent the day since he’d climbed on the train avoiding the other

passengers. Even when they’d sat beside him on one of the comfortable red
chairs, he’d pretended only to speak Russian, and they’d let him be. He obviously
didn’t belong here, didn’t belong chatting with them, so they’d wander off to a
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different seat. No, he didn’t belong here. The problem was that he didn’t belong
in Russia, either.

Otets and Mama were dead. His grandfather had worked hard to build a
legacy, and had succeeded, but what was it worth, if there was no one to share it
with? Home was only home because Otets was there, sitting on the porch of the
hunting lodge, laughing about the day’s hike. Or working, sleeves rolled up and
sweaty hair slicked back, with the yearlings in the corral. Going home, knowing
that Otets wouldn’t be there with his hearty laugh and his teasing, just wasn’t…
wasn’t… Dmitri sighed. It wasn’t going home.

It was going back. Going back to his empty holding and Dedushka’s
breeding program and his father’s memory. No, he didn’t belong there anymore.
Didn’t belong anywhere.

Except with her.
Bozhe moy, she’d ruined him. Ruined him for other women, ruined him for

finding peace. He wasn’t ever going to find another woman with her zeal for life,
her love of adventure. Her taste of berries, and her enthusiasm for experiencing
everything—even lust. He’d been a fool to kiss her again, to fall in love, when
he’d known that he couldn’t have her.

No, he hadn’t known who she was, hadn’t known she was the Princess
Wilhelmina Gertrude. He hadn’t known that he was going to have to break her
happy family—her happy life—apart. Hadn’t known that he was going to be
honor-bound to walk away.

But…he glanced at his watch again. Two minutes had passed. Forever. Two
minutes farther away from her. But he loved her.

He’d fallen in love, not with Princess Wilhelmina Gertrude, but with Zelle
Carpenter. She was… She was… Dmitri closed his eyes on the bleak landscape
and admitted the truth. She was everything to him. And he was getting farther
away from her.

He’d left her, without even telling her how he felt. Surely, it wouldn’t have
done any good, but… It was cowardly, to not at least have apologized for tearing
her history apart. It was cowardly, to not stand in front of her, and at least explain
why he’d felt like he needed to force the issue. It was cowardly, to not declare his
love, even if it was going to be scorned.

And Otets had not raised a coward.
Dmitri’s eyes flew open, and he knew what he had to do. He had to go back.

Go back and confront her, confront his actions. Confront his feelings. Then he
could get back on the train and cross Kansas yet again, sure that he’d done the
right thing.

But maybe, maybe, when he was in Everland he’d be able to convince her
that just because he’d ruined her life, just because he was apparently heartless and
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cruel…didn’t mean that he wasn’t capable of love. Love for Everland, and love
for her.

And if she was willing to see him, maybe he’d move back into the inn, to
spend his days trying to make up for what he’d done. And maybe, maybe, if she
was one day agreeable, he might be able to court her, to convince her that he—in
some small way—was worthy of her love in return.

And even if not, even if she was never able to forgive him, well… At least
he’d be in Everland, where he belonged. Where he could see her occasionally,
and visit with Max and Gordon and his new friends. If she was willing to allow
him to stay in her town, that is.

Dmitri swallowed and sat up straighter, knowing that he was handing his
future to her. Knowing that, whatever she decided, he would abide by. But that
was only fair, since she held his heart, too.

He loved Zelle Carpenter, and she needed to know that.
Dmitri stood to find the porter. He was getting off at the next stop, and

boarding the west-bound train once more.
 

 
“I love it, Zelle! It’s never been this short before.”
Zelle twisted and turned in front of the little mirror by her desk, trying to see

more of her head. “It certainly feels lighter.” Her hair barely brushed her neck, the
shortest she’d ever cut it. The blonde wisps curled around her ears and bobbed
around the back of her head as she turned, enjoying the sensation.

“Do you like it?”
“I…I do.” It was different, but different was good sometimes, too. “It’s…”

What was it? “It’s freeing.” Yes, freeing. “And right now, I could use a little
‘freeing’.”

Briar smiled at their reflections in the mirror, and quickly tied off the loose
end of the braid. “I know, sweetie. You can. And I’m glad it helped a little.” She
held up the three-and-a-half-feet of hair. “What should I do with this?”

Zelle was still looking at herself, marveling at the feel of the hair beneath her
fingers as she tucked a few strands behind her ear. It would grow at an alarming
rate, but for now, she liked it. “Umm… Well, Mr. Nipper at the Wig Emporium in
San Francisco isn’t expecting another batch from me ‘til next month, but I guess I
could send it early. We’ll have to find a box for it.” Briar began winding the plait.
“But don’t tangle it! You know he’s very particular about that sort of thing.”

Smiling, Briar crossed to the window seat, and laid the braid over the sill, so
that it draped across the cushion and out the window, keeping it off the floor and
untangled. She’d turned back towards Zelle when there was a knock at the door.



“Briar?” Mother’s voice was faint, like she was whispering. “How’s it
going? Is Zelle alright? Did you get her to eat any of the food?”

The two girls exchanged glances, and Briar began to giggle. Zelle’s heavy
heart wasn’t quite ready for giggling, but her smile was natural, and that felt nice.
They both moved towards the door at the same time, and Zelle felt her best
friend’s fingers twine through hers as they leaned closer to the doorframe.

“Briar!” Papa’s voice was a bit louder, but she could tell he was trying to be
secretive. “Briar, are you in there? You’re worrying us. Is Zelle fixed yet?”

Briar sent her a mischievous grin, and whispered back, “Not quite, Doctor
Carpenter.”

Mirroring her best friend, Zelle leaned in too. “But I’m feeling a little
better.”

At her whisper, there was a moment of silence from the other side of the
door, and then both of her parents’ “Zelle!” was full of relief. She pulled the door
open to see Papa smiling, Mother looking worried, and both of them holding
hands tightly.

And then Mother’s look changed to one of awe. “Oh, honey, I love your
hair,” and she was pulling Zelle into a hug. “A little change is exactly what you
need.”

Briar giggled again. “Happy said that she needed to learn to let her hair
down, so we cut it all off!”

Stepping into the room, Mother looking around. “Happy?”
Both girls turned, Briar spinning in a full circle. Helga wasn’t there. The

door hadn’t opened, so the ladder was the only explanation—Zelle could still see
the top rung poking over the sill, and hoped her parents wouldn’t comment—but
neither of them had noticed the older lady leave. And Helga didn’t really do
anything quietly, so…?

“When did she…?” Zelle met Briar’s questioning gaze and shook her head,
hoping that her friend would realize Mother and Papa didn’t need to know about
strange women sneaking into her bedroom. Her best friend got the message and
clamped her lips shut.

Maybe Mother would’ve questioned them—she had that shrewd look on her
face again—but Papa pushed his way into the room. “Well, Zelle? Are you better?
Did Briar help?” And then, before Zelle could explain that a broken heart wasn’t
something that could be fixed overnight, he shoved his hands into his pockets and
said, “Have you forgiven me?”

It was the hesitation in his expression that held her tongue, remembering the
way he’d cried when he’d confessed to her. This man, this good man, had raised
her, had been her father for as long as she could remember. “Oh, Papa. Of
course.”



And then she was in his arms, safe and sheltered from all of the world’s
woes, if not its heartbreak. Mother was smiling, over Papa’s shoulder, tears in her
own eyes as Papa crushed her to him like she was his tiny little girl once more. “I
love you, Princess.” His voice was rough. “Never doubt that.”

“I told you that she would be alright, Jack.” Mother moved towards them.
They both opened their arms to her too, and they stood in a warm embrace. “I just
wish we’d been able to protect you from the heartbreak, honeybear.” Mother’s
murmur against her newly shorn hair caused the tears to start again.

“What’s this?” Papa pulled back. “I thought you’d forgiven me? Why the
tears?”

Mother rolled her eyes and smacked his arm. “She’s not heartbroken for you,
you daft man.”

“Of course she is.” Papa held her at arm’s length, as if trying to understand.
“She just found out that I’ve been keeping a secret from her for sixteen years, and
that it’s a terrible secret, and that she’s a Princess. Why else would she—?”

“First of all, we kept the secret, but we also raised a strong, sensitive, smart
girl who is bright enough to look at all the facts, realize that we acted out of love
for her, and know that, even though it’s hard, nothing will change the fact that
we’re a family and we love one another.” Zelle’s brows rose, surprised at her
mother’s words. They were true, and Mother was doing a good job at describing
her feelings exactly. A little too exactly, in fact. “No, her heartbreak is from
Dmitri, isn’t it, honey? I’m so sorry he left.”

And whoops, there goes the tears again. This time, Mother pushed Papa out
of the way and enfolded her in her love. “I know, honey. Being in love is hard.
We can only hope that he knows how you felt about him, and will come to his
senses.”

“He won’t,” Zelle sniffed. “Why should he? He didn’t know how I felt about
him, and I doubt he could love me anyhow.” She buried her face against her
mother’s shoulder. “I’m just so, so glad I wasn’t dumb enough to tell him.”

Mother chuckled dryly. “That would be embarrassing. Remind me to tell you
about my courtship of your father.”

That was a tidbit Zelle would return to, when she wasn’t so distraught, she
promised herself. “It was for the best, I’m sure. He didn’t know, and he’d
completed his mission. The reason he came to Everland.” Her harsh bark of
laughter was filled with all of the despair she could muster. “So he can leave
again, go back to his horses and dukedom or whatever they call it in Russia, and
just leave me here with a broken—“

“Um, Zelle?” Briar had been standing a little apart from the family group,
but now she finally captured the other girl’s attention. “Zelle?”



Sniffing, Zelle turned, irritated that her self-pity—mothers were perfect for
allowing self-pitying while doling out generous hugs—had been interrupted. But
her best friend was looking from her to the open window, back and forth, back
and forth.

No, not the open window. Zelle’s eyes widened. The ladder.
And the call, from outside: “Rapunzel! Rapunzel?”
 

 
He’d run from the station, not caring what he stepped in, or who he knocked

over. Oh, he’d intended his return to Everland to be stately and regal, to show
Zelle that he was serious in his intentions, but waiting for the train to slow, he
found himself bouncing on the balls of his feet. And when the door finally
opened, he bounded onto the platform, and was running by the time he hit the
street.

There was no one home at her house. He’d made a proper fool of himself,
pounding on the front door, calling her name, and her parents’, and peering
through the parlor window where he’d stood less than a week ago. They weren’t
there.

Chert. They had to be there. Maybe both doctors were out on calls? And
maybe Zelle was in her garden? She’d said that she loved growing things, and
described how she enjoyed the hours she spent in the walled garden behind the
house. He took off at a run, looking for a way to reach the alley behind her house.

Finally, there! He thought he recognized the architecture, and there was a
walled garden with a pretty iron gate. Dmitri slowed, panting, about to pull the
gate open, when he spied the ladder. Why would there be a ladder, propped
against the house? Leading, apparently, to an open second-story window?

And then he remembered Zelle’s taste for adventure. It’d been five days
since he’d torn her world apart with his news about her family. Had she gotten
over the hurt already? Had she gone off on another adventure? Had she run away
from the pain? The knowledge that her parents must be unaware of her escape
had him moving towards the ladder, craning his neck to see into her window,
terrified for her.

What if she’d run? What if she was hurt someplace, on her quest to
experience life? What if she needed him, and he wasn’t there? What if—

That’s when he saw her braid, dangling out the window, and the band around
his heart eased, to be replaced by an entirely different band. “Zelle?” He grimaced
at how his voice cracked, and tried again. “Zelle? Rapunzel?”

Nothing. No response, no movement. Was she just sitting there at the
window, ignoring him? He raised his voice, no longer caring if the neighbors



heard. “Rapunzel? Rapunzel!” A pause, and no response from the long braid.
“Listen, Zelle, I can see your hair!”

Then, a noise, like someone scrambling, and her face appeared. Her
beautiful, perfect face, which had kept his dreams company since he’d seen it.
Her face, surrounded by a halo of blonde wisps, not at all connected to the braid
hanging out the window. “Zelle?”

And then she was smiling, and he was halfway up the ladder before he’d
realized his feet had moved.

When he reached her window, reached her, he slowed, his eyes never leaving
her face. Had she been crying? She had! Because of what he’d done? What he’d
told her? Bozhe moy, he felt even guiltier! Slowly, he forced one hand to release
its grip on the ladder, and lifted it to her cheek.

And—wonder of wonders!—she leaned into his touch. Let him caress her
skin, as he’d been dreaming, let him feel her warmth. “Zelle.” It was just a
whisper, but her strawberry lips curled up slightly. “Zelle, I’m so sorry.”

“I forgive you.” Just like that. So easily? “You came back, after all.”
“I know, and I couldn’t help it. I know that I should not have. I know that I

should leave you to your family, but I had to see you, to know that you are
mending.”

“Mending?” Those lips, which he’d been so close to capturing, turned down
again. “Why would I mend?” Then she was straightening, pulling away from him,
and he almost went with her. Instead, he recovered his grip on the ladder a
moment before he might’ve toppled from it, and watched her back away from the
window seat where she’d been kneeling.

Following her wasn’t a choice, but a directive, straight from his heart to his
legs without his brain pointing out that perhaps climbing into a lady’s bedroom
through her window was a tad improper. He swung his legs over the sill—
momentarily distracted by the long blonde braid that hung out the window and
had so thoroughly fooled him—and climbed over the window seat. “What did
you do to your hair?”

“My hair?” Her question was low and threatening, as she moved towards
him. “You want to know what I did to my hair?”

Oh, chert, there were her parents, standing near the door and looking
shocked to see him. And her plump friend—Briar, wasn’t it?—by the bed. He had
an audience, and he’d apparently severely irritated Zelle. On the other hand, this
was exactly the welcome—or lack thereof—that he’d expected, and had he not
seen the way she’d been pleased to see him a moment ago, he wouldn’t be
surprised. So he held out his hands, palm up, trying to understand why she was
angry now. “I didn’t mean… I only—“
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“You left me, Dmitri Volkov. You walked out of my life! And then you
saunter back in—“

“I climbed a ladder. It was just sitting there—“
“You sauntered back into my life, and you were expecting to ‘check’ on me?

To see if I was mending?” She now stood in front on him, one long finger poking
at his chest, her nose nearly at his level, her hair wild around her gorgeous green
eyes. She looked like an avenging angel. “Why would I be mending, Dmitri?”
Then she lifted herself on her tiptoes, until they were almost eye-to-eye. “And
stop looking at me like that!”

He couldn’t help it. He smiled, and captured her finger in one of his hands.
“I’m sorry, Zelle. I can’t help the way I look at you.” A deep breath, and he knew
he had to confess. “You see, I love you.”

Her expression went slack, and her mouth actually dropped open. “You…
what?” She tried to take a step backwards, but he wasn’t letting her finger go.
“You left me.” This time, it wasn’t an accusation, but a whisper.

Helpless to understand, Dmitri met Doctor Carpenter’s angry gaze over
Zelle’s shoulder. His wife, beside him, just looked pitying, but the friend—oh,
what was her name?—had a big smile on her face. And that gave him hope, more
than anything.

“I’m so sorry, Zelle. I had to tell you. I hope that one day, you’ll forgive me
for ruining your life, and consider, somehow, maybe—“

“Ruining my life? Tell me what?”
Her genuine confusion stopped his attempt at explaining his feelings.

Stopped him cold. “Tell you…” And then he really looked at her expression, her
eyes. Saw hurt, but something else. “Tell you about your parents?”

“You think I’ve been miserable because of what you told me? About being a
princess, and my parents not really being my parents, except that they are?”

Dmitri was lost. “…Yes? I mean, aren’t you?”
She exhaled, long and slow. And then, just as slowly, a smile bloomed onto

her lips. Lips that, no matter how much pain he’d caused her, no matter how
much she might hate him, he still wanted to claim. Lips that he hadn’t stopped
thinking about since that evening that she’d accidentally landed on his lap and
kissed him. Flustered, he caught Meredith Carpenter’s big smile, and wondered
what he was missing.

“You stupid man.” Zelle twisted her hand, so that her finger was no longer
captured in his, and a pit opened in his stomach at her absence, minor as it was.
“You stupid, stupid man. You thought I was miserable because of some ancient
history? No. No.” She stepped closer. “Your story was sad, and I’m sorry for my
birth parents, but this is my home. I belong here. I love it here, and I love my
parents.”



And then she stood before him once more. Proud, perfect. “I was miserable
because you left. Left Everland, left me. I loved you, and you left me alone, to go
back to your home.”

“You love me?” He hadn’t been sure that he’d heard her correctly, over the
pounding of his pulse in his ears.

“You left me!”
“I had to. I’d ruined—“
“You did no such thing, until you got on that train and chose your moldy old

dukedom over me!”
The heartbreak he saw on her face was what finally made him understand.

He’d hurt her because he hadn’t trusted her, hadn’t told her his feelings. And
when she nodded, slowly, he knew that she’d seen it in his expression. “I’m
sorry,” he whispered.

Her lips pulled into a pretty frown. “What?” she asked mulishly.
He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.” Hesitantly, watching for any sign that this

wasn’t what she wanted, he wrapped her in his arms. “I’m sorry, Zelle. I
shouldn’t have left. I’d never chosen home over you. I didn’t want to go home.
Home is here. Home is where you are.” Was it his imagination, or had she
stopped breathing? “I love you, Zelle Carpenter, Princess Wilhelmina Gertrude,
and I shouldn’t have left. I should’ve told you how I felt, instead of assuming that
you’d hate me for what I did.”

“I couldn’t hate you.”
Her gaze was focused entirely on his lips, and he realized that he just didn’t

care that her father was standing right over there clearing his throat meaningfully.
Their kiss was full of warmth and sparks, and apology, and finally—finally—a
future. It lasted a million heartbeats, but was over before they could breathe, and
it wasn’t enough. Looking down at the woman in his arms, Dmitri knew that
forever wouldn’t be enough.

“I was coming back, moya lyubov.  I knew that you might never forgive me,
but I’d hoped…” He swallowed, reveling in the feel of her hands clasped behind
his back, pulling her tightly against his chest. “I’d hoped that maybe, someday,
you might consent to allowing me to court you again.”

“Again?” They both ignored her father’s outraged whisper, and her mother’s
shushing.

“I’d hoped that maybe I could build a house here, and start that partnership
I’d planned with Max, and in time, show you that I could be trusted again, and
that I was worthy of you.”

Her pretty little lips—still red from his kiss—pulled down into a frown that
he didn’t have time to wonder at. “Hmmm. You’ll be keeping horses, right?”

“Yes…?”



“And you would take me riding again, right? Bareback, I think? I’d like to
learn to ride astride, too.” She squeezed him hopefully, and his smile bloomed.

“I would take you on any sort of adventure you wanted, moya lyubov.”
“Are you sure? I have quite a lot of adventuring in mind, you know.”
“Anything for you, Zelle.”
“In that case,” she smiled up at him, “Let me save you some time.” He raised

a brow, not understanding. “Let’s skip straight to the courting right now, and I’ll
say yes.”

“To me courting you?”
“No, you silly duke! To marrying you!”
Her friend squealed, and her mother sighed, and her father roared, but Dmitri

ignored them all, his senses entirely devoted to the woman in his arms. This time,
their kiss lasted forever.
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But she wasn’t smiling at him now, so maybe that would help loosen his
tongue.

So he did the only thing he could do. Just smiled and forced his voice to
work. “Hi.”

She made a little choking noise, and that’s when he realized that her
mouth was full. There were even a few little crumbs on her plump lower lip, and
it was a good thing he had his hands fisted in the pockets of his good trousers, to
keep himself from reaching up and brushing them off with his thumb.

Instead, he turned to the table and reached for the glass of lemonade
she’d just poured, and handed it to her, trying not to smile. Her panicked look
abated a bit, as she sipped the lemonade.

When she lowered the glass, her cheeks were bright red, and those
crumbs were still on her lip. Gordon tried not to notice, but it was hard. Normally,
she was prettier than a sunset on the rolling Scottish hills; but today, she was
especially beautiful all fancied up.

Still, it was awkward, being the cause of a lady’s near-choking, so he
willed his tongue to work again, and his attention not to wander back down to her
figure. “Sorry fer sneaking up on ye like that. I didn’t realize ye were eating.”

If possible, she got even pinker, and looked away. Had he embarrassed
her? After all the times he’d embarrassed himself in front of her?

“I wanted to try the apple tarts,” she explained.
“Didn’t ye make them?”
“The flavors mellow as they blend, and I wanted to see if they were still

as good.”
He knew all about that, sure. That’s something they had in common; the

love of creating delicious foods. “An’? Are they still good?”
Maybe it was his bluntness that worked, because she peeked up at him—

she was much shorter than he was—and smiled slightly. “I think so, yes. Have
you tried any?”

That smile was even more alluring than her tarts, and he felt his brain
turning to mush again. Gordon had to clear his throat, and force himself to focus
on her words, before he could answer. “No. But I’d like t’.”

He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it definitely wasn’t for her
to turn slightly, an apple tart in one hand and the other cupped underneath to catch
the crumbs, and offer it to him. Not to him to take, but to him to taste. She held it
up, level with his mouth, and he didn’t let himself consider how he’d foolishly
been mooning over her for months; didn’t let himself think about the fact that he
was finally having a conversation with her. He just leaned in and took a bite.

Great God Almighty, but her baking was delicious. Gordon had to close
his eyes a moment, in appreciation for the way the flavors—sweet and tart and



just the faintest bit of cinnamon—exploded on his tongue. The lass could bake,
he’d be the first to admit. Heck, he’d be the first to shout it from the rooftops. As
he chewed, he reflected that it wasn’t the first time he’d dreamed of inviting her
to bake in his restaurant.

The restaurant he’d one day have, that is. The restaurant that would be
the talk of Everland…the talk of Wyoming. With her baking, it could be.

Instead of mentioning his dream, though, he just swallowed with a smile,
and then sighed and opened his eyes. Just in time to see her take a bite of the rest
of the tart she held. Something about her nibbling at his sweet—where his lips
had just touched—made his trousers just a bit tighter than usual. Maybe it was her
pink tongue, darting out to catch not-quite-all of the crumbs, or maybe it was the
look of genuine pleasure in her eyes.

She sure was special.
“Lass, I can honestly say that’s the best apple tart I’ve ever tasted.”
Briar smiled, and he felt it in his stomach. Focus, Gordy lad, or you’ll

lose control of your tongue again.
“I’m glad to know that you enjoyed it, Mr. MacKinnon.”
“Gordon, aye?” After all, they’d been working beside each other for the

last month, out at her parents’ farm, even if he hadn’t been able to say more than
a few words to her at a time.

But she just blushed pink again, and dropped her gaze from his.
“Gordon,” she all but whispered.

“Ye’ve got a gift, Miss Briar, and we’re all lucky to taste part of it today.”
He hadn’t even tried the wedding cake, but knew it would be delicious. It would
have to be.

“Just Briar, please.” He smiled to see her blush deepen. She really could
turn pink, couldn’t she?

“Oh, lass.” Maybe the hoarseness in his voice relayed something of his
true feelings, because her gaze snapped back to his. “Ye could never be just
Briar.” Not to me, anyhow.

Her jaw slackened and her lips parted at that confession, and Gordon
almost groaned. For months, he’d been working around and near her, and hadn’t
been able to have this much of a conversation with her. And now, now that he was
finally speaking to her, he found himself more attracted to her than he could’ve
imagined, in those long, lonely nights staring at the ceiling in his room.

But to see her looking at him, with that innocent expression? He might’ve
thought himself attracted to her before this moment, but she’d never before
looked up at him with such a mixture of confusion and hope and a sprinkling of
want. He wasn’t sure what she was asking for, but he knew what he wanted to
give her.



The smart thing to do would’ve been to step back, to put some distance
between them, to make his polite goodbyes while he was still able. The smart
thing to do would’ve been to keep his hands fisted firmly in his pockets, and to
keep smiling like the look in her eyes hadn’t done something deep in his belly.

Well, no one had ever accused him of being a smart man.
Gordon lifted his hand to her face, his fingers caressing her cheek as he

used the pad of his thumb to brush against her lower lip. The crumbs fell from her
skin, and he was almost overcome with the desire to taste them both—her lips
and the crumbs.

Briar had gone absolutely still when he’d touched her, and he realized
she’d stopped breathing. That was alright, though; he was holding his breath, too.
Somehow, it seemed right, to not ruin the moment with something as trivial as
breathing.

That moment was frozen, as they stood, him touching her lips and her
staring up at him in wonder; a little pool of stillness among the frenzy of their
neighbors. It was a moment that Gordon wanted to last forever.
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him; he needed to feel her, to listen to her, to be reminded that he was alive and
free and so was she.

Tonight had been no different. After finishing yet another meal of rice
and beans and salt pork, he’d had to give her a bath in the basin. It was just as
well that he let her eat naked, because with his limited meal repertoire, she often
ended the evening smeared in mushed beans and with rice stuck in her ear.

It was the highlight of Jack’s day.
As usual, after her bath, he’d changed her into her nightdress and put her

on his lap to read to her. Lately she’d gotten real interested in his books, but he
still didn’t know if it was just the sound of his voice, or if she really cared about
the story. And then, as usual, her eyes had gotten droopy, and she’d curled up
against his chest, one thumb in her mouth and her feet tucked between them.
When her breathing told him that she’d fallen asleep, he’d put the book down,
and just hold her.

With his feet up on the crate, and his head wedged against the seat-back
cushion just so, he could fall asleep like this. Had fallen asleep like this, pretty
often since that day three months ago that he’d arrived in this two-bit town and
moved into the empty house. Probably would’ve again tonight, except for the
knocking.

It took him a minute to figure out where the noise was coming from.
He’d had plenty of visitors in the first month, sure, but he’d gotten rid of most of
them with his poor manners. Besides, the sun had already set. As always,
something out of the ordinary like this caused his heart to crawl up into his throat
and his pulse to start pounding in his ears. Had Witcher found them, already? It’d
only been a few months!

The knock came again, and Jack slowly sat up, making sure not to disturb
Zelle. He slipped around the furniture towards the simple house’s only door. Still
holding her pressed against his right shoulder, he lifted her so that she sat more
comfortably, and grabbed the knife off of the table where he’d set it to dry after
dinner. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

If Witcher had tracked them to Everland already, he wasn’t going to take
them by surprise. Jack would do pretty much anything to keep his old boss from
taking Zelle away again. Swallowing, he admitted that he could even kill to keep
his princess safe.

Cautiously, he cracked the door with the hand holding the knife, being
careful to angle his body to protect Zelle if necessary.

He probably shouldn’t have bothered. There was just enough light from
the western sky to see who was standing on what would’ve been his doorstep if
this God-forsaken place was civilized enough to have doorsteps: a woman. And
not just any woman, but a young one.



He’d been to the prayer meeting every Sunday for the last ten weeks—he
believed strongly that  Zelle needed to be raised with religion—and thought he’d
met every single female Everland had to offer… all six of them. But this one
hadn’t been there; hadn’t been around the town at all, as far as he’d seen. Because
he’d sure as hell remember someone who looked as good as this.

She was a pale angel in the twilight, dark hair pulled back under some
kinda bonnet, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth in a way that made her
somehow more approachable. Maybe he was getting fanciful, but she looked
exactly like the kind of woman—good and pure and tight and clean—that he’d
dreamed of during those long nights in his cell. The kind of woman that he
wanted to raise Zelle to be. Noble. Kind. Pristine.

Jack blinked, wondering if there was something off about the beans.
What the hell was she doing, standing at his door? The sight of a wagon with two
figures in it, kicking up dust on the way back to town, or the trunk with carpetbag
on top, didn’t help clear things up, either.

Well, blinking hadn’t made her disappear, so Jack figured he’d better find
some manners, quick. He pulled the door open wider, keeping the knife behind it
so he wouldn’t scare her. He shifted Zelle up higher, and stepped forward a bit, to
let the light from the lamp on the table spill out into the frigid night.

With a gasp, the woman took a step back, staring up at him like she’d
seen a ghost. Maybe opening the door hadn’t been such a good idea. Was he all
that ugly, really? From the way she was looking a bit sick, he thought that maybe
he was.

“Can I help you, ma’am?”
She didn’t say anything, but continued to stare, her fingers twined around

themselves in front of her lips. “Ma’am?” It was damn cold out here, and he was
letting all the heat out. She shook her head once, although Jack couldn’t tell if it
was in response to his question, or if she was trying to shake some sense into
herself.

Zelle whimpered in her sleep, and nestled deeper into the crook of his
neck. He would’ve patted her back to sooth her, but he was still holding the knife.
The baby had drawn the mystery woman’s attention, though, and he watched her
fear—or was it only surprise?—fade as her gaze swept over Zelle’s wispy pale
hair. He tried again, “Ma’am?”

This time, she met his eyes, and dropped her hands from her mouth. He
noticed that they were still twisted together, though, when she took a deep breath.
“I’m Meri Almassy.”

She said it like it was supposed to mean something. “Yeah?” He knew he
was being rude, but she still hadn’t explained anything.



When he didn’t react sufficiently—what had she been expecting?—her
dark brows drew together, making a cute little “V” that he itched to smooth
away.  Another deep breath, and he pretended not to notice the way her small
breasts strained against the light gray of her coat. Why in the world would
someone who looked like her show up at his door at this hour? There was no call
for it, no good reason.

“Are you the doctor?”
Ah. There was a reason, but not a good one.
So Jack scowled, and told the truth—“No”—and slammed the door in her

face.
 
 

Don’t worry! Jack eventually lets Meri in out of
the cold…but you don’t have to take my word for it!
You can read all about his surprise mail-order-bride

in
The Stepmother; an Everland Ever After Tale.
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