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Chapter One
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Bertinierre

May 1829


At the ball celebrating her twenty-fifth birthday, Crown Princess Laurentia scrutinized the leering, timid, swaggering, toe-dragging, eloquent, stuttering sea of black and white evening wear and thought she had never seen such a pitiable pool of suitors in her life.


And they were hers. All hers.


My dear, that smile looks much like the one you don when you suffer the headache, but you are still required to launch a ship.


She didnt look at her father, as was protocol. Each of their gestures, their glances, their words had been choreographed in advance. She stood at King Jeromes right hand while he sat on the gilded, ancient, throne of Bertinierre. Both wore elegant smiles. One by one gentlemen moved forward to the foot of the dais to make their bows to the womanor more accurately, the kingdomthey hoped to win.


Yet King Jerome spoke in a tone that carried no farther than her ears, and he sounded remarkably amused. Moreover she knew his smile was sincere. And why not? Shed made him a promise, and he hoped that promise would lead to the fulfillment of his dearest dream.


Hers, too, she reminded herself. She was the only heir to the tiny Mediterranean kingdom of Bertinierre, and she must produce a child, preferably two, before her fruitful youth vanished.


Too bad the whole thing left her feeling like an unpollinated apple tree.


And these are the bees. To atone for her uncharitable comment, she rewarded her lady-in-waitings current presentation, a Mr. Andrew N. Sharparrow, with a slightly warmer smile.


He returned it, and took another bow while Weltrude lifted her smartly-groomed brows in inquiry.


Responding to the prearranged signal, Laurentia blinked twice, and the Englishman was sent on his way, allowing another to take his place.


Perhaps when youre married youll stop talking to yourself, said her father.


Probably not. I enjoy intelligent conversation.


He chuckled, then smothered his mirth behind a regal cough. You havent given the poor lads a chance.


She chose to ignore his remark. Besides, you talk to yourself.


Taking her gloved hand, he patted it between his palms. I used to talk to your mother. I still do, the best way I know how.


Giving in to temptation, she looked down into his warm brown eyes and wished, not for the first time, that she could be more like himintelligent, yet kind.


Without conceit, she knew she was intelligent, too, but her intelligence contained the sting of acerbity. She had endless patience with children and the feeble of mind, but for those who chose to waste their God-given gifts in idleness and frivolity she felt a vast disdain.


Unfortunately, that included too many of the wealthy, well-born gentlemen milling around the grand cream and gilt ballroom.


A nobleman so ancient he could have been her fathers father made his bow before them, and toppled over. Weltrude, large, big-boned, and stern, caught him before his head could make contact with the step.


Jerome indicated that one of his personal guard should assist the aged suitor. How does he dare to think I would allow my beautiful girl to go to him?


Not everyone thinks quite as well of my looks as you do, Papa. Certainly not Beaumont, the English Earl of Burlingame ... and her first husband. Have you thought you might be influenced by a parents prejudice?


You look exactly like your mother, King Jerome said with finality.


That, in his mind, settled the matter of her beauty. The portrait of Queen Enid and her four-year-old daughter hung in the royal gallery, Laurentia a miniature of the petite, small-boned, regal Welshwoman who had won his heart thirty years ago. But the wavy black hair, fair skin, and melting green eyes which revealed Queen Enids true serenity were nothing but camouflage on Laurentia.


Laurentia well remembered the torture of standing for the portrait, of shouting that she wanted to run outside, not dress in scratchy lace. She remembered the bribes of candy King Jerome offered to keep her still, and the way the artist glared at her when she cried. She knew her protruding lower lip drawn into the portrait aptly represented a sulky princess.


She didnt sulk anymoremuchand she never stomped her foot, but the devils own temper lurked not far beneath her civilized demeanor, and always she kept a firm rein on it. Always ... except for those moments when the day had been long, and people had been aggravating, and she sat alone in her chamber. Then an impassive Weltrude shut the door on Laurentias fury.


Tonight could very well be such a night.


King Jerome spoke. If none of the rest of them please you, Laurentia .... I suppose you can have Francis.


Francis? He would allow her to take Francis, Comte de Radcote, her former playmate? Bertinierres home minister, the man she had concluded she should wedthe man King Jerome himself had refused to consider? Exasperated beyond coherence, she sputtered, But ... you said ... Then what ... then why are we doing this?


You know why.


Her gaze sought Francis toward the end of the line that wound, seemingly for leagues, across the glossy black-and-white checked marble floor. She located him by his height and distinguished bearing, and barely took note of the excessively handsome Sicilian duke making his bow. Papa, Francis is a good man. He would give his life for me.


I know. I know. King Jerome lifted his hand when she would have continued to remonstrate him. But he is proper.


So he is. Thats what I like about him.


Like. King Jerome imbued the word with scorn. 


Yes. Like. We have everything in common. Hes from one of the oldest families in Bertinierre. He understands my duties as few do. Hes knowledgeable and responsible.


And proper. If anything, King Jerome sounded even more annoyed.


Papa, I wont ever fall in love again like the first time.


You wont let yourself.


Of course not. She would have to be insane herself to fall for a man with the violence and passion she had felt for Beaumont.


You were a young girl infatuated with a handsome older man. I should have known better.


How? Who could have ever known Beaumont would be She hesitated to put a word to it. Especially here. Especially now. They were saying too much already in too public a venue.


King Jerome, too, must have thought the subject too sensitive to broach, for he said, You stare out over the crowd, too proud to condemn Beaumont and through him, me and my carelessness. But I know you, Laurentia, and I know you still bear the scars.


Thats quite dramatic. Her gaze flicked impatiently over Prince von Fulda, bowing with a flutter of his white-gloved hand. Beaumont never laid an unkind hand on me. Im more resilient than you give me credit for.


And more armored against love than any woman should be.


Love. She invested that word with as much scorn as he had given the detested like. You brought all these men here. Did you think I would see one across the crowded ballroom, a shaft of lightning would strike us both, the violins would sing, and Id fly to the arms of my dearest beloved?


He shifted uncomfortably on the throne.


Oh, Papa. Confound his fanciful soul! I dont want a dearest beloved, I just need a husband in my bed.


A functioning husband, King Jerome insisted.


Francis would be that. And if she suspected lovemaking with Francis would be less than passionate, well, even a little passion would be a new experience for her.


Catching Franciss gaze, she smiled at him, a quirk of the lips. A man like that would be good to have at her side. He would be a tower of strength in the forthcoming years, when her father must inevitably die and she would become queen.


She faced that reality without flinching, as shed been taught to face all the harsh facts of her life.


The line had dwindled, Francis had been presented, when Weltrude said, Your Highness? Her black silk dress was orderly and discreet. Her flawlessly styled brown wig covered the traces of gray in her hair. Although Laurentia suspected Weltrude had been born around the turn of the century, her creamy complexion was almost completely unlined. She was the perfect lady-in-waiting for an imperfect princess, and Laurentia sometimes wondered if the strain would someday prove too much. Thus far it never had, and now as Weltrude stood on the bottom step of the dais, her smile curved her rouged lips just the proper amount and no more. Is there a gentleman you would like to have as an escort for the first dance?


Laurentia thought to take Francis, but King Jerome stood. I would like the first dance.


Papa. She smiled, charmed by his old-fashioned gallantry.


Anyone else you choose will be viewed as your favorite. Her fathers gaze swept the ballroom, and in disappointed tones he muttered, Bloodless worms. Taking her hand, he led her to the center of the empty floor.


As all eyes focused on them, she experienced a chill, like the cold creep of unfamiliar fingers up her spine. How odd to be uneasy in her own ballroom. This disquiet must be the result of so many desperate, hopeful, needy suitors piling their hopes on her slender shoulders.


King Jerome made his bow, and as she curtsied, she determinedly shook off her caprice. Papa, you are quite the handsomest man in the ballroom.


I can scarcely deny that. His eyes twinkled at her as the orchestra struck up a waltzher father was fond of waltzes, having performed them in his youth when they were not respectableand they whirled around the floor.


A distinguished man of sixty, his face bore the marks of forty years of ruling, of the struggles of war and the constant difficulties of diplomacy. Yet he was handsome, as many eager ladies had noted, with a beak of a nose over gray mustache and trimmed and pointed beard. Bushy gray eyebrows encroached on his receding hairline, and his pristine white uniform was decorated with the insignia of the highest commander of the cavalry.


The scent of his favorite cigars transported Laurentia back to a time when she sat on his knee and he made everything all better. In his arms, she relaxed and enjoyed the impetuous flight around the floor, a petite princess in a rose taffeta gown with her hair upswept in an ethereal creation, dancing with a still-vigorous king who performed his duty with energy and ease.


As the dance neared its end, other couples flooded the floor, allowed on by Weltrudes nod. When the next dance began, Laurentia found herself faced with a suitor chosen at random. Prince Germain of Bavaria was charming and charmed, especially when he realized she remembered him from the Congress of Vienna fourteen years before. He failed to comprehend that she remembered everyone; it was her duty as princess.


The brief dance ended, and another man took his place. He was shy, with little conversation; Laurentia had to draw him out. Another followed, and another, until Laurentias feet hurt and her cheeks ached from holding her smile in place.


It was Francis who gave her a lull, putting his hand on her waist and pulling her closebut not too close. You dont have to look pleasant for me, he said easily.


Thank you. She allowed her face to settle into its at-rest expression. Although I feel as if Im scowling at you.


Not at all. Your dimples appear to have created permanent creases in your cheeks.


She laughed, her smile returning for a natural appearance. That sounds attractive!


It is, perhaps, the sign of things to come. As one grows older, one must face the reality of a less than perfect complexion.


He hadnt been joking about the creases in her cheeks, nor did he see a problem with reminding her of her approaching middle age.


Now only half-laughing, she retorted, I am not so conceited as to worry about that!


Like all women, you have your little vanities.


As he had his. He enjoyed training the little wave of brown hair above his forehead. He rode horses every day because gentlemen exercised their horses. It gave him, he had once told her earnestly, a strong physique.


Yes, he had his vanities, and his drawbacks. He lacked a sense of humor, and stared uncomprehending at her jokes.


But he compensated for his shortcomings with his sincerity. With him, she would never have to portray herself as regal or lofty. They knew each other too well for pretense, which explained why she couldnt imagine him naked, panting, lost in passion. Francis would never give way to any uncontrollable emotion, and just the thought of intercourse with him made her want to giggle.


You are smiling again. He meticulously kept their bodies apart at the prescribed distance. Dont grace me with that gracious, royal smirk, Your Highness. Just say youll be my wife.


She wanted to, so badly, but she couldnt hurt her father by scorning the celebrations he had planned with such enthusiasm. Even if he agreed to this match, he wanted her to have this night.


Intent on evading Franciss gaze, she stared toward the long row of glass-paned doors that led to the terrace.


I have waited all through your first marriage, your bereavement, and this inexplicable foot-dragging. He spoke vehemently, but quietly, never forgetting that couples swirled around them and the eyes of the kingdom judged them. I have waited. Who can say as much?


No one, she admitted. But you make me feel as if I owe you for what you elected to do.


He frowned. That is not my intent.


It wasnt. Only Francis had decided on the right thing, and he didnt understand why she wouldnt allow him to guide her. She had been taught to think for herself, and Francis had been taught that a man should think for his wife. She foresaw trouble ahead, yet what man believed any differently than Francis?


The music slowed. Francis bowed as formally as if she had never, on the occasion of her ninth birthday, given way to fury and broken a thousand-year-old Ming vase over his head.


She wanted to do it again right now.


If only he would sweep her into an alcove, take her in his arms, and declare his love, or even just his resolve to have her. In one dreadful moment of wavering, she wondereddid she dare wed a man shed never even kissed?


Francis stepped away. Weltrude waved another candidate forward. The orchestra played the opening chords of a formal minuet.


Laurentias rebellion abruptly rushed forth. No, she mouthed to Weltrude.


Weltrude slashed the air with her hand, and the music ceased so abruptly that all chatter died, too.


Using her gracious princess smile, Laurentia indicated that the festivities should continue. Conversation rose again as if that awkward pause had never occurred, and she made her way toward the one chamber where she could be alone.


The water closet. Inside, she leaned against the door and closed her eyes. Why had her father insisted on this farce? It had been difficult to resign herself to wanting only what she could have. Now, whether she wished to or not, she searched among the endless countenances for one special face that could make her love again.


Her palms slid along the painted wood. Love. As if her wretched heart could continue to beat after another infection of love.


Running away from the party seemed a good idea. Running away from herself seemed even better. if she were alone to think, she felt certain she could drive these inconsistent doubts from her mind.


Opening the door, she glanced up and down the hallway. Empty. Her first instinct was to tiptoe away. Her good sense forced her to walk easily, as if slipping away from her own party was appropriate behavior. She strode through the study, the handle to the French doors opened smoothly, and she stepped onto the empty terrace where squares of light alternated with nights shadows.


Placing her palms against the wide, low, cool marble railing, she took gulps of fresh air. Gradually the scents of perfume and warm, nervous bodies faded from her consciousness, to be replaced by the fragrance of lilac from the garden, the salt-tang of the Mediterranean harbor below, the earthy odor of the vineyards clustered around the palace, and from somewhere, the faint scent of tobacco. Her brief rebellion against fate faded, too, as she concentrated on the palace that enveloped her, the mountains behind, the city spread out like a cloth spangled with lights.


She loved this palace of hers. Her crusading ancestors had planted the original sandstone castle into the rocky soil. Succeeding generations had grafted on wings of pale, copper-streaked marble and towers of granite and tile. Now the whole edifice grew like a gnarled and protective tree above the ancient city of Omnia. Garden terraces descended in floral steps down the cliff, each blushing with pleasure in daylight, each steeped in fragrance at night. The lights of Omnia glowed, and faintly Laurentia could hear the sounds of celebration as the inhabitants took a day from the rigors of fishing and trading to rejoice on her birthday. God bless them; she knew many of the merchants and shopkeepers personally. She knew the farmers and vintners of the countryside, too, and the harvesters who lived deep in the Pyrenees, growing that rarest of herbs in their well-tended fields. These people were the ones who kept her kingdom alive. The common folk never knew that every day she and her father balanced on the tightrope of
statesmanship to allow them their ways of life.


Automatically her gaze traveled to the far end of the bay. The border of Pollardine began at the sea and nestled against Bertinierre all the way into the Pyrenees. The countries had once been allies. Now ... they were not.


She heard doors opening around the far corner, and the music from the ballroom spilled out. Perhaps it was getting warm inside, or perhaps lovers sought the darkness, there to perform the rituals of courtship. She had no way of knowing what occurred in those brief moments, yet shed observed the womans feline smile of satisfaction, the mans concentration on his mate. It would be pleasant, Laurentia thought, if any man ever concentrated on her instead of on her kingdom.


She wishedquite ferventlythat such a man would come forward. The door behind her opened. For one moment, she thought her prayer had been answered. She felt a small thrill go through her body. Then her wits rescued her, and she realized she had simply been found, as was inevitable. Found by Weltrude, by one of the suitors, by her worried father. Turning, she faced the lone man silhouetted against the glass doors.


Your Highness? A faint, foreign twang accented his voice, and he wore a uniform. No, a livery. The royal livery.


Puzzled, she studied him. She had never met him. Yes?


Steadily, he walked toward her, a beefy man whose bulk strained his jacket and smelled of sweat. His beefy hands reached out for her; she tried to sidestep as she sputtered, What do you think youre doing?


Without a word, he grabbed her around the waist and hefted her onto his shoulder.









Chapter Two
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Laurentia hung there, Immobilized by shock. A man, a stranger, a servant had laid hands on her! It wasnt until he put his foot on the balustrade and prepared to leap into the garden that she gave a shriek and grabbed for his hair.


His musty wig came off in her hands. She shrieked again and thumped him on the spine. That knocked him off balance, more than she expected, and he rocked backward, flailing his arms. Emboldened by her success, she thumped again and threw herself sideways.


She flew through the air and hit the marble floor, cracking her elbow, knocking the breath out of her. The thug fell on top of her. Somethingsomeone landed on top of them both.


The someone knocked the hulking knave off her. Released from the crushing weight, she gasped for breath, strained to hear through the ringing in her ears. In the distance, yet far too close, she heard the crack of bone against flesh. Feet pounded along the terrace; stupidly, all she could think was that she couldnt be caught with her clothes rumpled and her dignity compromised. Sitting up, she swayed as she glanced around.


It was her attacker and her rescuer whose footsteps she heard. The two men raced along the terrace, away from the ballroom, going deeper into the shadows. The one in the lead leaped over the balustrade. The second started to follow, then drew back. The land dropped away there, and only a desperate man would dare the leap.


Coward, she muttered. That was unfair, but her ribs ached and her elbow hurt and she was the princess and she didnt have to be fair. Not when she had just been attacked by some smelly beast and only one of her loyal subjects or supposedly eager suitors had come to her aid.


Her rescuer limped back toward heroh, fine, he was injured and required compassion when she had none to spend. He was another broad-shouldered fellow, although not as tall as the villain. As he crossed through the squares of light coming from the windows, then entered the shadows between, he seemed more phantom than man. She strained to behold his face, but could see only dark hair, lightened by a streak of white at each temple, eyes deep-set above a craggy nose, and lips pressed tightly together.


He wore a dark frock coat, a black silk neckcloth, and black trousers over black boots. Obviously, he had no imagination when it came to color, but he wore a gentlemans outfit. Thank God for that.


When he came within speaking distance, the gentleman demanded, in a tone quite unlike any she normally heard, What the hell was that about?


Astonished, indignant, and in pain, she stammered, Who ... what ... How dare you?


Was he a suitor scorned?


I never saw him before!


Then next time a stranger grabs you and slams you over his shoulder, you squeal like a stuck pig.


Clutching her elbow, she staggered to her feet. I yelled!


I barely heard you. He stood directly in front of her, taller than he had at first appeared, beetle-browed, his eyes dark hollows, his face marked with a deep-shadowed scar that ran from chin to temple. And I was just behind those pots.


Tall and luxuriant, the potted plants clustered against the wall, and she looked at them, then looked back at him. He spoke with a Sereminian accent. He walked with a limp. He was a stranger. Suspicion stirred in her. What were you doing there?


Smoking.


She smelled it on him, that faint scent of tobacco so like that which clung to her father. Although she knew it foolish, the odor lessened her misgivings. Ill call the guard and send them after that scoundrel.


Scoundrel. The stranger laughed softly. You are a lady. But dont bother sending anyone after him. Hes long gone.


She knew it was true. The scoundreland what was wrong with that word, anyway?had leaped into the wildest part of the garden, just where the cultured plants gave way to natural scrub. The guard would do her no good.


So rather than doing what she knew very well she should, she let the stranger place his hand on the small of her back and turn her toward the light.


But he only examined her features impersonally, and in a kinder tone asked, Are you hurt?


Just bruised.


He clasped her wrist and slowly stretched out her injured arm. Its not broken.


I dont suppose so.


He grinned, a slash of white teeth against a half-glimpsed face. Youd recognize if it was. A broken elbow lets you know its there. Efficiently, he unfastened the buttons on her elbow-length glove and stripped it away, then ran his bare fingers firmly over the bones in her lower arm, then lightly over the pit of her elbow.


Goose bumps rose on her skin at the touch. He didnt wear gloves, she noted absently. His naked skin touched hers. What kind of injury are you looking for?


Not an injury. I just thought I would enjoy caressing that baby-soft skin.


She jerked her wrist away.


He laughed, obviously amused by her indignation and probably lying about wanting to caress her.


Damn him.


She snatched her glove back and pulled it on, and found she had trouble thrusting her fingers into each proper cavity. They trembled, as did her voice. I dont know why anyone would ... that is, what he was ...


Arent you the princess?


Her heart gave an irregular thump. Wariness returned in a rush, and she took one edgy step away. Yes.


Then Id have to say it was a kidnapping attempt.


She stared at the stranger blankly, straining to see through the darkness at the possessor of that inscrutable voice. Thats absurd!


Hardly. Youre the only heir to a quite wealthy little kingdom. I imagine your father would pay a fortune to have you back. Im only surprised no ones tried before.


He made her feel nave. Were at peace here


One bad apple, and all that. But he did get away, and if hes desperate enough, he might try again. Or there might be more than one of them. Consider hiring a bodyguard.


Who did the man think he was? How dare he give her advice? Who are you?


Dominic of Baminiaexcept they changed the name, its Sereminia now, and everyone calls me Dom. He strolled to the tall potted plant and dug his cigar out of the soil where hed tossed it. Im one of your suitors.


She was shaken, but she hadnt lost her wits. You were not presented.


Theres no cozening you, is there? The cigar still smoldered, and he knocked the dirt off and placed the end in his mouth. Lifting his head, he puffed until the end glowed red, then looked down at her. Smoke eased from between his lips as he said, I didnt get here in time.


He was rude, he was crudenot to mention lateand he spoke so offhandedly, every hackle rose. So she mentioned it. if you want to court a princess, it seems worthwhile to cultivate punctuality.


Punctuality. He mocked her patrician accent. Actually, I didnt see the sense of it. Youre not going to marry me.


She wasnt, of course, but it annoyed her that he was so sure. And why not?


I am the brother of the king of Sereminia.


Startled, she searched her memory. The brother of the king of Sereminia? Did he have a brother? But why would this man tell such an easily detected lie?


In fact, would this man lie at all? On the contrary, he seemed honest. Suspiciously honest. Well, she said cautiously, wondering if he knew the truth, not wanting to give anything away, thats not a bad connection. We share our northwest border with Sereminia


Im the bastard brother.


Of course. Of course. That explained so much. It explained why he didnt seem to know the secret Bertinerre and Sereminia shared. And this gentleman, for such she must call him, must be sensitive about his illegitimate status, else he would have come and taken his chances with the rest of the suitors. There are other bastards here.


They dont stand a chance, either. Crossing to the wide marble railing, he sat on it. Do they?


He wouldnt get such an admission out of her. As much of a chance as any.


Ah, then youve made your choice. The lights from the French doors didnt quite reach him as he stretched out his long legs and crossed them at the ankles. Whos the lucky leg-shackle?


She didnt have to stay out here with this cynical brute. She should go in and report the incident to her father. But she found herself several steps closer, still trying to get a good look at Dominic of Sereminia, although why she didnt know. She shouldnt care if she ever spoke to him again. I havent picked anyone.


He continued as if she hadnt spoken. I watched you dance with all those jackasses.


Had it been his gaze that created a chill?


I would say it was that fellow ... Who is he? ... The tall one with the pompous streak wide as the sea.


She caught her breath on a chuckle. Hed hooked Francis precisely!


Yes, Ive got it! Dom said. Little Lord Francis de Radcote.


Her amusement died. Is that the gossip?


Part of the gossip, certainly not all of the gossip. Speculation ran rampant with every swain who took you in his arms. He tilted his head back and blew out a cloud of smoke. Especially among the debutantes. Theyre not crazy about you, you know.


He jumped from subject to subject, telling her things no one else would dream of mentioning. Who isnt?


All the young ladies who line the long walls and cluster around the ivory-framed mirrors. The sooner youre married, the happier this years crop of maidens will be. He tapped the cigar on the edge of the railing. They dont like playing cats-paw to a woman of your advanced years.


Her head swam oddly, as if shed been underwater and out of air for too long. I suppose not.


Although youre holding up well for a woman of twenty-five. Quite pretty, actually. Is your hair really that color?


You are a boor! she exclaimed, but again she found herself swallowing a laugh.


Its not, then. I had wondered.


Recovering her wits, she said, You have to admit, it is natural-looking. And the chignon felt rather loose after her tumble.


Not really. Not many women really have hair of ebony and skin white as snow, as the old fairy tale says. Lemon juice on the complexion?


He was right about that, at least. I find it helps bleach out the freckles.


He nodded. Its good to be a man.


I have always thought that must be true. She poked at the hairpins holding her coiffure in position. A few had been lost in her fall. But Weltrude instructed that not a hair on the princesss head should ever be out of place, so what matter a few hairpins more or less? Her classic style would not fail. It dared not, or it would answer to Weltrude. Men have all the advantages. They get to scratch where it itches, stride about in clomping boots, and let loose with any body function they see fit.


Most important, we have these ... inappropriate reacticns to ladies even when we know they dye their hair.


Her hands froze, her eyes widened. Confused, her mind in turmoil, she stared forward, into the hallway lit by candelabras, her eyes aching with the strain of never blinking. Did he mean what she thought he meant? In his careless, unrefined way, was he calling her attractive?


If I promise not to belch too loudly, may I see you into supper?


Slowly, she lowered her arms. What was she doing out here in the dark, chatting with a man to whom shed never been properly introduced? Weltrude would have apoplexy. That doesnt seem like a good idea.


Little Lord Francis wouldnt like it. From the corners of her eyes, she saw Dom nod sagely. Of course. I just thought you might be grateful. I did grapple with that brute and chase him off. He rubbed his hip as if it ached.


Irresistibly, amusement rose in her again. Just when she thought herself mad to allow herself this freedom with a self-proclaimed rogue, he disarmed her with an offer to be seen with her in public. Then he ruthlessly used his injury and her obligation to get his way. Youre good, she said admiringly. Very good. But why should I take you into dinner with me when there are so many other men who arrive on time, dont skulk behind plants, and are willing to take their chances as my suitor?


He was silent so long that she turned to look up at him. He was staring at the glowing red end of his cigar, then he smiled. Lets face it, Princess. This is probably your last chance at courtship. You might as well make the most of it, and why not? You can play the lads against each other, tease and flirt, enjoy yourself as any woman does when she makes a multitude of men desire her. You can do as you like with me at your side, for Im not a prince or a even a legitimate commoner, just a buffer against honest courtship.


Vaguely offended, she said, You have a lovely opinion of my character!


He shrugged. I cant imagine this princess duty is any fun, so you might as well kick up your heels. Besideshe looked down at her, and for the first time she recognized the gleam of the predator in his eyesyou need a bodyguard, and thats what I am. Your own personal mercenary sent to guard you from the wicked world.









Chapter Three
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If she were smart, Laurentia knew she would turn and flee back to the ballroom. But this man was right about one thing. Being a princess wasnt all fun, and conversation with Dominic of Sereminia exercised a mind numbed by ceremony and protocol.


Moreover, she needed to know about him. For the safety of her kingdom, of course. Mr....


Dom, he said. Just Dom.


Dom. She tried the name and found she could utter it easily. Odd how exchanging a few quips with a man gave her a sense of familiarity. Youre a mercenary?


There arent many positions for a bastard brother of the king. I have to earn a living somehow.


A mercenary. A man who fought on any side with the lucre to pay him. That explained the swift action toward her attacker, the scar, the limp, the knowledge of broken bones ... the cynicism. The almost visible aura of danger that surrounded him.


Are you shocked, little princess? Laughter curled in his voice once more, and he towered a head above her as they sat.


But she never allowed a man to imagine such physical domination made him superior to her. At least ... not for long. Not at all, she said with what she considered admirable aplomb. I was just wonderingif youre my bodyguard, whos going to save me from you?


Youre a clever girl. Youll save yourself.


Im not a girl at all. Shed ceased being a girl the day she married her first husband. Im a woman.


A woman at the ripe old age of twenty-five.


She narrowed her eyes at him. Could the man be a bigger wretch? Im clever enough to know if a man like you decided to kidnap me, or harm me, youd get the job done before I could defend myself.


He didnt move or indicate his displeasure in any physical way, yet the air perceptibly cooled. If I had decided to kidnap or harm you, Your Highness, the job would be done already.


Rubbing her palms over the goose bumps that had formed on her arms, she thought she would like to learn this trick of influencing the atmosphere. He was efficient, she knew. He wouldnt have bungled it; she would be gone, and no one would know it yet. No one had even come looking for her.


Then a large, dark form stepped into the doorway of the study from whence she had come and looked out. Francis.


And despite her uneasy thoughts about Dom, she wished Francis would go away.


He didnt, of course. He stepped out onto the veranda and asked, Laurentia? What are you doing out here? Everyones wondering if you ran away from your own party.


I did, she said.


Bad form, dear. That this always proper nobleman allowed himself to chide her spoke volumes. That he stared with offended dignity at the man beside her said even more. Youre out here with a ... gentleman.


On Franciss lips, the word gentleman sounded like an insult. An insult which seemed to affect Dom not at all, but raised Laurentias hackles. Francis took too much on himself. He always had.


Easing her bottom backward on the marble railing, she made herself at home beside Dom, and swung her feet in a parody of relaxation. Yes, this is Dominic of Sereminia. Hes the brother of King Danior of Sereminia and one of my suitors.


As soon as shed said the words, she wished she could call them back. The brother of King Danior of Sereminia, indeed.


Francis moved closer, out of the light, dismissing Dom and concentrating on her. The brother of King Danior would be a prince.


No, Lord de Radcote, Dom said. Not without the bonds of holy matrimony to bless my parents union.


Dom didnt sound offended that shed placed him in the position of declaring his illegitimacy, but she put her hand on his arm anyway. He looked down at her with what she thought might be surprise, and she saw the shadows around his mouth deepen. He was smiling at her, and her heart sang a funny little trill.


The princess and I have just been discussing my star-crossed debut on the wrong side of the covers and how it will influence my courtship. Dom laid his hand over hers, trapping it against the warmth of his arm. I shall have to be extra gallant to convince her I am the man she seeks.


She stared at him, unable to tear her gaze from the dim-shadowed face. She knew he said so just to worm his way into her affections, and probablyno, definitelyto annoy Francis. Nevertheless, that combination of danger and charm worked on her like Beethovens Ninth Symphony. Her pulse pounded in her trapped hand, her breath quickened. She felt if she opened her mouth, her every thought would be expressed in the chorale Ode to Joyand she couldnt carry a tune in a coal scuttle.


How touching. Francis, not surprisingly, managed to sound both stern and disapproving. But Im sure Her Highness would agree it would be best if she came inside and led us into supper.


Supper. Dom had asked to take her into supper. Now he held her hand, and patiently waited for her decision. Damn him. The man read her ... as well as she read him. He knew that if she didnt accept his invitation, shed feel guilty for rejecting him and discontented with Francis.


What had been totally acceptable an hour agodeclaring Francis her favored suitornow seemed the act of a woman who worshipped the dull and predictable. Even the cowardly. She ought, really ought, to give the others a chance. After all, many of them had traveled over mountain and river for a chance to woo her. With Dom at her side, she could tease and flirt in one last grand gala before settling down to the serious business of being a wife, princess, and that which she prayed for, mother.


Never mind that she could do so equally well with a little sensible caution and without Dom dancing attendance.


Is it time for supper already? Thank you for reminding me, Francis. Sliding off the balustrade, she faced Dom. Shall we go in?


He pushed away from the railing and walked away from her, leaving her feeling foolish and abandoned. But he only stubbed out his cigar in the dirt of a potted plant before returning and offering his arm. Your Highness, you do me great honor.


The guilt she dreaded reared its head before theyd taken a step, and she said, Come along, Francis. I must introduce Dominic to His Majesty, my father.


Yes, Francis, come along. Dom couldnt have sounded more patronizing or more unceremonious.


Francis despised a lack of ceremony, and he hurried to catch up as they walked into the darkened study. Your Highness, you have not been properly introduced to this gentleman, thus you should not be going into dinner with him. Then the light fell on her, and he gasped, Your Highness!


Confusion brought Laurentia to a halt. What?


Look at yourself. He pointed to one of the mirrors lining the walls. You look like a trollop!


She did. The struggle with her attacker had left her gown askew, her glove smudged from her fall, and her hair was more than just loose, as she had fondly supposed. Tendrils straggled over one shoulder and the whole exquisite creation listed to one side.


She stopped in her tracks and stared at her reflection. Oh, my.


Yet, my Lord de Radcote, I would hesitate to use the word trollop in conjunction with Her Highness. Dom sounded amused, but with an edge that effectively chided Francis.


Francis found himself in the unusual position of being in the wrong, and his apology lacked conviction. Trollop was indeed an unfortunate choice of words on my part.


I find her disarray charming, Dom said.


Of course. You would. Im glad I didnt come out sooner, Your Highness. I would not have wished to interrupt your romp with this fellow.


For a moment, she didnt understand what he meant by a romp. When she did, she experienced a confusion of indignation, amusement, and, lurking beneath it all, a totally unjustified self-consciousness. Because she hadnt been romping, yet in the depths of her mind, she rather wished she had been. Certainly it would have been better than being attacked and landing too hard on her ... dignity. Francis, no! I was


Barely saved from tumbling over the railing. By me. Dom gripped her elbow. I think perhaps Her Highness has had a little too much to drink.


She rounded on him. I beg your pardon!


Deny it if you like, Your Highness. He dipped his head in respectful salute, but his eyes watched her meaningfully. But how many glasses of wine have you imbibed?


For some reason, he didnt want her to reveal her ordeal, but his false accusation meant nothing now. Not when the light fell full on his countenance and showed her ...  showed her ...


His forehead was broad, his jaw was a powerful statement of obstinacy, his cheekbones were broad and classically Sereminian. His nose jutted out in a most imperious manner. That scar divided his face into uneven portions, a white streak through rough, tanned skin. For no reason should he have been called handsome.


But he was. He was splendid. Stunning. Magnificent.


Deep in her mind, an alarm sounded.


Black lashes any young lady would envy formed a frame for his eyes. Eyes of pure blue, virginal in their clarity, piercing in their intensity, overwhelming in their sensuality. In his eyes, she could see every slight, every compliment, every battle, every lust, every cruelty. A woman could fall into his eyes and travel the routes to his soul.


Slowly she stepped back.


His mouth ... his wide mouth hinted of a heated afternoon spent in exchanging long, slow, shudderingly sweet kisses.


A faint dampness trickled across her palms, and she formed fists to dry them on her gloves.


She already knew he was tall and broad-shouldered. But she hadnt realized how his body defined his clothing, making them superfluous decorations on a perfect form.


This man was a stranger to her, but she recognized his breed. He moved, ate, and spoke like a normal man.


But he was a walking, breathing heartache.









Chapter Four
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Laurentia, are you intoxicated?


Franciss furious question pulled her back from the brink of worship, despair, and resolution, and into the real world.


What? She tore her gaze away from Dom and stared at Francis.


I cant believe it of you, Francis said furiously. What were you thinking?


Thinking? Shed been thinking she was a woman who learned from her mistakes, thats what shed been thinking.


You imbibed unwisely on this, your special night?


She stared at Francis for one more dazed moment. Then her brain snapped into actionbut she didnt dare look at Dom. Fortitude was a fine thing, but she already knew she was susceptible to the idiocy he induced. I was thinking, she answered. Or rather, I wasnt thinking. Im better now. The fresh air has done me good, and Im sure the food from the supper will correct any lack of coordination ... She was rambling, confirming her intemperance and deepening Franciss appalled amazement.


Unable to resist any longer, she cast a helpless glance at Dom and lost momentum. He was smiling at her, and she staggered from the almost physical impact. Deep in those tanned and rugged cheeks resided dimples.


Two.


Devastating ones.


If she had known what hed looked like when she stood outside with him, she would have been speechless. Instead shed snipped and teased, proving she could be coherent, and that left her looking even more silly right now with candlelight bathing him in a glow and she as blushing and tongue-tied as any green girl.


Your Highness. Francis broke into her garbled thoughts. I assume you would prefer Mr.


Dom. The mercenarys broad hand still held her close to his side. Just Dom. We bastards dont have the luxury of surnames.


Francis flushed; he hated being placed in a position in which he didnt know the proper protocol. Your Highness. You would prefer Dom to take you into supper, I presume.


It might be better, Dom said. Im an old hand with these cases.


Indignation crashed through her. These cases? She watched Dom give Francis a manly, fraternal nod, and after a moment of surprised indecision, Francis returned it. Executing a military turn, he strode off, leaving Laurentia and Dom alone.


These cases? she repeated, torn between chagrin and mirth. Even when she knew she should be wary, Dom disarmed her.


He watched until Francis had cleared the doorway. Then he pushed her toward the mirror and stood at her left shoulder. With the delicacy of a ladys maid, he plucked the pins from her hair, and she caught her breath as she wondered, for one spectacular, unwary moment, if he intended to seduce her.


Madness. Did it now affect her, too?


Hold these. He dangled his hairpin-filled hand over her shoulder. Ill put your hair back up. I have experience in these matters.


Experience. She would wager he did, and she knew how hed got it. Cynicism made her clearheaded. Cupping her palms, she accepted the pins and demanded, How
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