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Prologue

Autumn, 1811

The chill wind blew through the trees, plucking dried leaves from their rest to dance unfettered beneath the harvest moon. It was a night fraught with the promise, the threat, of ghosts and goblins and other creatures that lingered in bad dreams and menacing shadows. A less determined child would have turned back at the first odd sound, if indeed he or she had had the courage to brave the dark in the first place. Ten-year-old Jocelyn Shelton was made of sterner stuff.

If you bury your wish beneath the light of the full moon it will come true.

Jocelyn knelt on the hard ground and tilted the paper in her hand under the moonlight in an effort to once again read the lines shed labored over in recent days. Not that she didnt already know every word by heart. Still, when ones future was at stake, one shouldnt leave any detail to chance. If shed come to a single conclusion in her young life, that was certainly it.

She nodded with satisfaction, carefully refolded the paper and tucked it under her knee to keep it from blowing away. It wouldnt do to have to chase it with nothing to see by but the light of the moon. Besides, day or night, shed scarcely be able to see it at all past a stones throw, which, until recently, shed always thought perfectly normal. Who would have ever suspected other people could see much farther than she? Imagine.

This was as good a spot as any. Jocelyn had taken a large, battered spoon from the kitchen. Shed need it now to dig.

Molly, their one remaining house servant and more a family member than anything else, had told her if she buried a wish, forest fairies, wood nymphs, and all manner of magical folk would help make it come true.

Since then, she and her younger sister, Becky, had buried any number of wishes. In truth the grounds of Shelbrooke Manor were littered with tiny burial spots planted with dreams. It was one of many secrets the girls shared. Their older sisters, Emma, who was ten-and-four, and Marianne, a year younger than Emma, probably wouldnt understand and might well discourage the sowing of wishes in the night. Even if some of those wishes had been for fine husbands with great fortunes for all four of them someday.

Jocelyn and Becky were not so silly as to believe they could wish for everything. Even Mollys magic couldnt return their mother to this life. Still it would be pleasant to at least remember her. Jocelyn had been only three when Mama had died, Becky a year younger, and they had nothing to recall of her save a vague scent, faint in the air when old clothes were shaken out in the rooms shed once occupied.

No, theyd wished for things that they hoped could come true. Theyd wished that Papa would stay at home at Shelbrooke Manor instead of spending his days gaming in London. Privately, Jocelyn had wished, at the very least, he could win now and again. But neither of those wishes had come true. Whenever their father did make an appearance it was brief and more often than not to strip the walls of a painting or divest the rooms of yet another valuable piece he could sell.

Theyd wished their older brother, Richard, would come home as well. On those rare visits when he did appear he seemed nice enough, but Aunt Louella said he was little better than Papa and was heading down the very same path to ruin. Aunt Louella said the Shelton men were all alike and not to be trusted. Shelton women had to depend upon themselves.

Precisely what Jocelyn was doing.

The hole was deep enough to fit her hand in, and while that was the standard size she and Becky had agreed on for previous wishes, Jocelyn kept working at the ground with her spoon, ignoring the knowledge that it would be easier with Beckys help. This was not something she wished to share, even with Becky, and it was far too important to waste on a shallow hole.

This was no mere wish. It was, in fact, a plan for her life carefully considered and laid out on paper. Hopes and dreams mingled with rules and regulations but it was far more than that. Jocelyn called it a treatise, which seemed terribly important. She had no idea what a treatise was, but the word did have a grand sound to it.

Shed tried to use as many big words as possible, not all of which she understood but all of which sounded as delightful as treatise. Shed picked them up mostly from Marianne, who usually had her nose in a book, fancied herself quite literary, and used big words all the time.

Jocelyn rather liked the sound of words, the way they filled her mouth and slipped off her tongue even though it scarcely mattered. She was destined to be the prettiest one of the family. Everybody said so, and as such, she would never have to worry about silly things like words.

Still, words were very important when it came to wishes or treatises. Shed considered every one with a great deal of care. Shed left nothing out, nothing to chance.

Jocelyn Shelton wanted a prince, and more, she wanted to be a princess.

The hole was deep enough now for her fist and halfway up her elbow. She nodded with satisfaction. This would do.

She pulled the paper from beneath her knee, held it with both hands against her heart, squeezed her eyes closed tight, and sent a quick prayer heavenwardall the while ignoring a tiny twinge of guilt. It was one thing to ask magical creatures for help for the family, but the vicar frowned on prayer for selfish gain, droning on and on about rewards not in this world but the next. Still, shed prefer to get hers while still alive, thank you. Besides, if fairies and nymphs couldnt make her dreams come true, did it really hurt to put in a word with the Almighty?

Jocelyn placed the paper gently in the bottom of the hole and pushed the loose dirt over it, packing down the earth firmly. She sat back on her heels and considered her work. There really wasnt much more she could do. Shed written down everything she could think of about princes as well as everything that came to mind about the behavior and deportment of princesses. Jocelyn knew full well that was crucial to success.

After all, one couldnt possibly marry a prince unless one was a true princess. It would certainly be easier to be a princess as the daughter of a king instead of the daughter of a mere earl, but being a real princess had nothing to do with the circumstances of birth. Jocelyn wasnt sure exactly when she had decided that but the conviction had taken root a long time ago, fueled by her sisters books and Mollys stories and Beckys dreams.

Jocelyn knew, somewhere deep inside where such things were measured and determined, that she was indeed a princess. A true princess. She was as certain of that as she was of the morning sunrise. She simply had to convince the rest of the world. And grow up, of course. Then someday when a prince happened along shed be ready. Hed recognize a true princess and theyd be married at once and live in a palace with lots of money and lots of servants and very, very good sweets. And her aunt and sisters would never have to worry about leaky roofs or mending well-worn clothes or making do.

The face of the man in the moon grinned down at her as if amused by her thoughts. She smiled back with confidence.

I will find a prince and I will be a princess someday, she said in a firm whisper. Just you wait. Someday.

It was entirely possible. No, it was inevitable. It was her fate. She knew it with every fiber of her being.

Lady Jocelyn Shelton was destined to be a princes bride.


A Treatise on Princes and Princesses and Other Related Matters

by Lady Jocelyn Shelton, age 10











Part One: On Princes



In order to marry a prince, one first needs to find a prince. Storybooks are filled with all kinds of princes but it does seem to me, in real life, they are extraordinarily difficult to find. Therefore, one should probably travel to other countries where castles with towers and lovely colored flags sit on the tops of tall mountains. Such countries are surely overrun with princes. There are English princes but they do not seem nearly as interesting as foreign princes nor as handsome.

If one cant travel far, the best place in England to find a prince is London as it is the grandest city in the whole world according to Aunt Louella. London attracts a lot of princes.

A prince should be handsome and have a great fortune and a wonderful castle. He should be kind to the peasants and give them festivals once a year. He should be willing to give his wifes sisters very big dowries just to make his wife happy. And he should be able to laugh and tell a good joke.

A prince should rule gently but firmly and only put people in dungeons who really, really deserve it. And even then not for very long. He should take away all their money instead. That would serve them right. Bad people do not deserve money.

A prince should always have new clothes, a sound roof, and very good sweets.

And he should be willing to slay dragons for his princess.






Chapter 1

Late Spring, 1819


It was generally acknowledged, in the circles of polite society, that staring was not permissiblenever permissible, regardless of the circumstances. Yet each and every guest in the too crowded ballroomfrom jaded rakes to overdressed matrons, from sweet young things in the first flower of youth to elderly lords on their last legs, from the envious to the curious to the vastly amuseddid indeed stare . . . or at least observed carefully, which was much the very same thing.

Oh, discretion was in order, of course. There were no open mouths or overly wide eyes. No pointed fingers or upraised brows. Besides, regardless of the rules of proper behavior, no one who was anyone would ever admit he was not already privy to the liaison unveiling itself before the very eyes of the ton. And everyone in attendance at the gala reception given by the Marquess of Throubridge for the crown prince of Avalonia was indeed someone, or at least believed himself to be someone, which was nearly as important.

Still, even the illusion of good breeding and fine manners could not prevent a fair amount of discreet tittering behind fans, an inordinate number of speculative smiles, and more than a little nudging of elbows.

And why not? It wasnt every day London had a foreign prince in its midst. That he was handsome and wealthy and unmarried made his every move of utmost interest to the mothers of eligible daughters as well as to the daughters themselves. That he was showing particular attention to one young lady made him the subject of intense curiosity for everyone else. And that the young woman in question was the incomparable Lady Jocelyn Shelton made him the envy of the majority of men, married or otherwise.

Whatever their circumstances, each and every guest in the room watched Prince Alexei Frederick Berthold Ruprecht Pruzinsky escort the lady from the dance floor. Jocelyn herself was well aware of the scrutiny. Indeed, she could feel it almost as if the gazes directed toward her had a physical presence: long, probing fingers of curiosity. She lifted her chin the tiniest notch and tried to maintain as natural a smile as possible.

Not that she was uncomfortable at the attention. On the contrary. She reveled in it. She simply didnt want to appear too smug, too satisfied, and too, too triumphant.

At this particular moment, Lady Jocelyn Shelton, sister of the Earl of Shelbrooke and relation by marriage to the Duke of Roxborough and the wealthy Effington family, believed, regardless of the differences in their stations, that she would soon be the bride of the heir of the House of Pruzinsky, the crown prince of the Kingdom of Greater Avalonia.

The prince bent closer to speak low into her ear. I had quite forgotten the English tendency to stare.

Had you, Your Highness? Jocelyn said lightly. I was under the impression that you rarely forgot anything. Or that you were especially bothered by being the subject of observation.

Quite right. He smiled that particular smile worn only by men who have no question as to their standing in the world. When one knows ones own worth, one expects such attention. But then I need not tell you that. He studied her in a satisfied manner. You are as aware of your worth as I am of mine.

She ignored his comment as she could not deny it and raised a brow. Are all royal princes as arrogant as you, Your Highness?

His eyes widened with surprise and she feared shed gone too far. Then he laughed, the kind of unfettered, rather personal laugh that ensured the continued attention of onlookers and upped the stakes of any number of wagers made in recent days in the betting books of London.

Indeed we are, my dear. Arrogance is a privilege of rank and the higher the station, the easier it is accepted. Besides, I see no need for false humility. He shrugged. Surely my attitude does not surprise you?

Not at all. Since our first meeting, nearly everyone of my acquaintance has made it a point to tell me all they know of you. About your arrogance and your reputation andshe paused for effectyour women.

You are extremely impertinent, my lady. A wicked gleam danced in his eye. I have always enjoyed impertinence.

I have heard that as well, Your Highness.

He laughed again, the intimate nature of the sound increasing her confidence. They reached the edge of the dance floor and he turned toward her. You have not told me if you liked the flowers I sent today.

Havent I? Do forgive me. They were lovely. She tilted her head to gaze up at him, allowing the slight enigmatic smile men had likened to those seen on Renaissance portraits to graze her lips. A smile well practiced and always well received. As were those delivered yesterday and the day before and the day before that. In truth though, we are inundated in blossoms. Your generosity is appreciated yet it seems a bit excessive.

Only a bit? I shall have to do better then. He caught her hand and raised it to his lips.

Better, Your Highness?

Alexei. Perhaps it is too soon for such familiarity but . . . His gaze never left hers. I am an impatient man, my dear. And my position permits me to be. I feel no need for subtlety when I see something I want.

Anticipation shivered in her blood. And what is that?

I want precisely what I wanted when I first danced with you last week. And again each and every time I have seen you since then. And now. He brushed his lips across the back of her gloved hand. You, my dear Jocelyn, are what I want.

A wave of triumph swept through her. It was all she could do to keep from grinning like a lunatic. A genuine, wealthy, handsome prince wanted to marry her. Prince Alexei Frederick Berthold and so forth and so on wanted her to be his bride. His princess. And one day . . . his queen.

Am I? she murmured with a collected air she didnt feel but which suited a future princess nonetheless. Would he ask her here? Now? In front of everyone? It would be scandalous, yet also terribly romantic and wonderfully satisfying.

You are indeed. He lowered her hand yet did not release it. But this is far too public a place to discuss such matters.

She brushed aside a stab of disappointment. He was right, of course; this was not the place for a proposal. By rights, the princeno, Alexei. She should start thinking of him now as Alexei if she was to marry him. Alexei should ask her brother for her hand.

But Richard was still in America with his pregnant wife and her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Roxborough. This left only her Aunt Louella to grant permission for her to wedor perhaps Thomas Effington, the Marquess of Helmsley and son of the duke and duchess, could officially approve of the match.

Jocelyn and her sisters were staying at Effington House for the season and Thomas was to wed her sister Marianne next week at his familys country estate. Of course, at eighteen, Jocelyn was of age and well able to make such decisions on her own. After all, hadnt she already refused two proposals thus far this season without anyones opinion but her own? Besides, Alexei was a prince and ordinary rules really didnt apply to him.

Alexei leaned closer. There is a music room here. Far enough from the crowd for private discussion of . . . delicate matters. I shall be there, alone, in an hour. Join me.

Without a chaperone? She cast him a teasing smile. Surely you dont wish me to indulge in something so improper?

There is no need for chaperones between us. Between Alexei and Jocelyn. His tone was light but his brown eyes simmered. His fingers tightened around hers. An hour then.

She gently pulled her hand away. It would not do to seem too eager. We shall see, Your Highness. Alexei.

Will we? His eyes narrowed slightly. I warn you, I am not accustomed to refusal.

Jocelyn met his gaze firmly. And I am not accustomed to orders.

He considered her for a long moment, and again she wondered if shed pushed him too far. Still, prince or not, if he was to be her husband he should understand she would not be treated as a mere servant subject to his demands. She would certainly do her duty as a wife, and a princess, but she was neither wife nor princess yet. At last he smiled and nodded with approval. You shall do, my dear. You shall do very well.

He escorted her to the spot where Marianne stood with Thomas and her younger sister, Becky, bowed slightly, and took his leave. But not before his gaze met hers, and she knew he had no doubt that she would indeed meet him.

If Aunt Louella were here it would be impossible to slip away but she had fallen earlier in the day, injuring her ankle, and was forced to stay at home tonight. Jocelyn watched Alexeis tall figure stride off into the crowd that parted at his passage, and realized he was right. She would keep their appointment.

Well, that was certainly interesting, Marianne murmured.

To nearly everyone in the room, Becky said dryly.

Marianne studied Jocelyn carefully. What on earth did he say to you?

Oh, nothing of any significance. Jocelyn lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug.

Becky snorted in a most unladylike way. Not one of us believes that. Tell us

I dont like him, Thomas cut in. He took a sip from the glass in his hand, his gaze fixed firmly on the prince.

Youre being overprotective again, Thomas, Marianne chided. The man is really charming.

And hes a prince. A real prince with his own country and castle and . . . and a crown I would imagine. Becky directed her question to Jocelyn. Does he have a crown? With jewels and gold and whatever else?

I have no idea, Jocelyn said loftily. I would think so.

I would hope so. It would scarcely be worth the effort of being a prince without a crown. Beckys gaze shifted back to Alexei. Of course, even without a crown he is rather dashing.

Quite handsome really. Marianne too studied the prince.

And very wealthy, Jocelyn said softly. He was, in fact, all she had ever wanted.

I dont like him, Thomas repeated.

Thomas, we heard you the first time. Mariannes tone was gentle. And as much as I hate to point this out to you, you dont have to like him.

Good. Thomas huffed. Because I dont and I am an excellent judge of character.

The sister exchanged long-suffering glances. It was not necessary to mention it aloud. Even Marianne, who loved Thomas with all her heart, was well aware that his assessment of the character of other men, particularly when it came to those men who showed any interest in the Shelton sisters, was scarcely accurate.

I dont trust him either. Thomass eyes narrowed. All those flowers. A man who goes to such extremes is up to no good.

Come now. Youve been known to go to extremes on occasion. Marianne paused thoughtfully. However, I can certainly see your point.

You can? Suspicion sounded in his voice.

Most definitely. A teasing spark showed in Mariannes eye. I know from personal experience that a man willing to go to such lengths is usually up to no good.

Thomas stared at Marianne for a moment, then a grin spread across his face. That was entirely different, my love. My intentions have always been honorable.

Jocelyn coughed. Becky choked. Marianne laughed. It was amusing to hear Thomass declaration of his honorable intentions, given the merry chase Marianne had led him on before agreeing to marriage. A chase where farcical might well be a more appropriate term than honorable.

Thomas cast the sisters a quelling glance. Say what you will, you cannot deny my interest has always been in marriage.

He took Mariannes hand and drew it to his lips. Only a fool would fail to see the love they shared. Jocelyns heart tightened at the sight and she pushed away the disturbing thought that the gleam in Alexeis eye when he looked at her bore little resemblance to the look in Thomass. But love was not what she was seeking.

Marianne turned her attention back to her younger sister. Come now, Jocelyn. We are all dying to know. What did he say to you?

Not a thing. Jocelyn struggled to maintain her reserved composure. Really.

Do tell, Jocelyn, Becky said impatiently. Does he wish to marry you?

The grin Jocelyn could no longer contain broke on her face.

Beckys eyes widened. He does, doesnt he? Has he asked you yet?

Im the one he should ask, Thomas said firmly. The sisters ignored him.

We cannot bear this another moment. Marianne took Jocelyns hands. Has he asked you to marry him?

Not yet. Jocelyn shook her head. But he has indicated he will. Tonight.

Are you certain? Mariannes voice was cautious. Dont princes tend to marry, well, princesses?

I will be a princess when we marry. Jocelyn couldnt help sounding a bit smug. And its precisely because he is a prince that he can marry whomever he chooses.

How wonderful. Excitement rang in Beckys voice. Do I get to be a princess too?

No, Thomas said wryly.

Becky wrinkled her nose.

Is this truly what you want? Marianne stared at her sister. Do you love him then?

Its what Ive always wanted, Jocelyn said firmly, ignoring the second question. And now I shall have it.

Mariannes gaze searched her face. Her voice was soft. And is it worth what you wont have? What you might never have?

Without warning the years of their impoverished childhood flashed through her head. Of making do with little. Of overly mended clothes and frugal meals and leaking roofs. Of dreams of wealth and position and, yes, a prince. And any doubts in the back of her mind vanished.

Its what Ive always wanted, she said again and favored her sister with a reassuring smile. I shall be very happy.

Then thats all that matters. Marianne returned her smile, squeezed her hands and released them.

I should think there are all kinds of plans to be made. Becky chattered on and Jocelyn nodded at appropriate moments but her mind wandered.

Alexei was not in her sight and the gathering had turned its collective attention elsewhere. Still, speculation hovered in the air. Jocelyn and the prince had already given gossips a great deal to fuel their talk. She was confident tomorrow the curious would have a royal announcement to discuss and consider and dissect. It would be the talk of London. And why not? It would be the match of the season. Maybe of any season.

In something less than an hour, all her dreams would come true.



Jocelyn pushed open the door. Your Highness?

Jocelyn thought it was a very good sign that it had been remarkably easy to slip away from the reception and find the music room. But the chamber was empty.

She couldnt possibly be early. If anything she was a bit tardy. Perhaps he had already come and been too impatient to wait for her, though more likely, he was making her wait for him. She wouldnt, of course. Not for longer than a minute or two at any rate.

She glanced around and stepped farther into the room, closing the door behind her. It was impressively large, a space eminently suited for the musicales the ton was so fond of publicly but privately and individually abhorred. There were sofas scattered here and there. A large shape, probably a pianoforte, stood near the far wall, which she assumed, from the glittering reflections, was lined with windows or possibly French doors. She was quite good at interpreting her surroundings, but then shed had her entire life to practice.

She heaved a resigned sigh. Maybe she should give serious consideration to her sisters continuing suggestion that she at least try donning spectacles. It did get wearing to live ones life within a small circle of clarity bounded by a large fuzzy, indistinct world. Jocelyn freely admitted that nothing more than vanity kept her vision impaired, and acknowledged it might not make one whit of difference. After all, Marianne wore glasses and she was about to marry the son of a duke. Jocelyn could surely do as well with spectacles.

But Jocelyn was to marry a prince. A smug sense of victory washed through her. She stepped away from the door. She had no doubt what he wanted to discuss. No doubt why he wished to see her in private. He would declare his intentions to her before formally asking for her hand. It would be the height of romance. The thrill of a lifetime. The ultimate social triumph. And what she had always wanted.

Still, he should be here by now. Absently she wondered if life with Alexei would be a series of little games like this with each of them striving to get the upper hand. She had to acknowledge that he was a prince and would no doubt win the majority of the time. And she could accept that. Well, she would have to work on accepting that. It would be well worth it. She would be a princess and live in a castle with servants to attend to her every whim. Her life would be a series of royal balls and state events, and people would seek to curry her favor. And if she never had what her sister and Thomas shared, well, that was the price one paid for achieving ones dreams. Besides, there was no reason why love couldnt follow marriage. She did like the man after all.

Her toe caught the edge of the carpet and she stumbled, dropping her fan, which skittered across the floor to disappear beneath a sofa. Annoyed, she bent to retrieve it and dimly heard a door open on the far side of the room. Damnation. She certainly didnt want the prince to find her crouching on the floor. It was not at all the way a future princess would behave.

Is it wise to meet like this? a male voice asked.

Another man chuckled. There is no better place to be alone than in a crowd.

Relief coursed through her. It obviously wasnt Alexei. Simply two guests seeking a place for a private conversation.

Do you think he suspects? the first man said.

Not at all. As long as we are discreet, neither he nor anyone else can put the two of us together. At the moment, nothing connects us. We simply have to make certain nothing ever does.

Private but definitely unusual. Not that it was any of her business. Her fingers closed around the fan and she started to rise.

He has far more interesting things on his mind this evening.

The men shared a licentious laugh and Jocelyn paused. There was something about their laugh and their tone that was distinctly unnerving. She brushed aside the uneasy feeling, attributing it to the discomfort anyone would have when caught, however innocently, eavesdropping.

She pulled a deep breath, stood, and cast them her most charming smile. Do forgive the intrusion. I had no idea anyone

You! What are you doing here? the one on the right snapped although it could have been the one on the left. They were little more than dark-clad, blurry figures.

Indignation lifted her chin. There is no need to be rude, particularly since I believe I was here first. I simply came in

Shes seen us. The low voice of the second man carried a note of menace, and a curious tremor of fear fluttered through her. Take care of it.

I scarcely think you need to take care of anything. She backed toward the door. Given your attitude, I am more than happy to take my leave, although I daresay those who have something of a serious nature to discuss can find better locations than

Beside her, the door creaked in advance of opening. The prince? She moved toward it. A twang sounded near her ear.

She turned and her heart plunged to her knees.

A knife quivered in the door frame beside her.



Chapter 2

In an instant, a hundred impressions, a blur of activity, panic, and terror crowded in on her. A curse sounded from across the room, accompanied by the frantic sounds of fleeing footsteps. The door beside her flew open and crashed into the wall. She opened her mouth to scream.

Without warning, strong hands gripped her shoulders and whirled her around. She caught a flash of men rushing toward the French doors and an even briefer glimpse of dark hair and darker eyes.

Before she could so much as utter a sound, warm lips clamped over hers in a kiss hard, firm, and stifling. She tried to pull away but was trapped against the wall, held tight to a body as solid as the barrier at her back. Against a man tall and strong and completely unknown.

What on earth was happening? Her heart thudded in her chest. A knife barely missing her head and a kiss from a stranger? And what was she to do about it? What could she do? He was quite overpowering. She fought in vain against him, and against panic.

She forced herself to think. Perhaps her implied acquiescence would convince him to release his grip long enough for her to escape his clutches. She ceased struggling. But even as she relaxed, she noted the altogether too pleasant sensation of his mouth on hers. This was definitely a man of experience. A man who knew what he was doing, at least when it came to kissing. It might well be a mistake, but instinctively her fear faded, swept away by a curious passion.

The pressure of his lips eased and his mouth whispered against hers. Are you still going to scream?

Yes, she hissed.

Very well, he murmured, and once again his lips crushed hers in a kiss as firm as the last but somehow different. As if he was exploring now as much as conquering. Physical resistance was impossible but she swore to herself not to enjoy this onslaught by this obviously expert, and just as obviously arrogant, stranger. She promised she would ignore the small flicker of heat warming her toes and reaching upward to curl in the pit of her stomach. She vowed she would disregard the odd sensation of melting that weakened her knees. And she pledged, in spite of the strange sense of yearning that washed through her and inadvertently pressed her lips closer to his, she absolutely would not kiss him back.

After a very long, rather delightful moment, he raised his head from hers. Eyes dark as a winters night stared down at her from a face too sinfully handsome to trust. Are you going to scream now?

Her gaze slipped from his eyes to his lips. Full and finely sculptured and . . . inviting. She raised her gaze to his, to the amused light dancing there. At once any sense of temptation vanished.

You kissed me, she said in the haughtiest manner she could muster. The moment you release me, I shall slap your face. You had no right to accost me like that.

I had to shut you up. His voice was somber but his eyes smiled. It was most annoying. It would not do to attract a crowd.

You couldnt simply have clapped a hand over my mouth? Isnt that what one does to keep someone from screaming?

I could have, I suppose, but it wouldnt have been nearly as

Effective?

Enjoyable. He grinned.

He was outrageous and, well, a touch amusing. Not to mention his good looks and the fact that he certainly was an outstanding kisser. Still, it would never do to let him, whoever he was, know, although she suspected he already did.

Are you all right then? he asked.

I daresay I will be when you release me.

I would like nothing better but wisdom dictates otherwise. He shook his head in mock reluctance. You have vowed to hit me and I suspect you are far stronger than you appear. Or at least far more determined, which can lend a great deal of power to even the weakest

Very well. She huffed a short sigh. I will not slap you although it will take a great deal of self-control on my part.

Excellent. He released his grip on her shoulders and stepped back, studying her curiously. Youre not scared?

Why should I be? she said blithely. I have been kissed a time or two before. Its not always as pleasant as one would hope but its scarcely frightening.

Actually, he said, the twinkle once again in his dark eyes. I wasnt referring to the kiss. He reached out and she wondered if he was about to pull her back into his arms. I was talking about this.

He jerked the knife from the wall and held it out to her. It was long and decidedly wicked, and her stomach lurched at the sight.

She stared at the weapon with growing horror. It was easy to ignore, in fact to forget, with his lips on hers. But now . . . Her head spun. The room seemed to narrow and she felt the wall moving behind her. Or was she slipping down the wall?

Now, now, well have none of that, he said in a no-nonsense tone.

He tossed the knife aside and caught her up in arms strong and hard and carried her to a nearby sofa. For a moment a lovely sense of warmth and safety filled her.

Put me down, she murmured and nestled against him in spite of herself.

You were about to faint.

Nonsense. I have never fainted. Shelton women do not faint.

Apparently they do when their lives are in danger. Abruptly he deposited her on a sofa and pushed her head down to dangle over her knees.

Whatever are you doing? She could barely gasp out the words in the awkward position. Jocelyn tried to lift her head but he held it firmly.

Keep your head down, he ordered. It will help.

What will help is finding those men. There were two, you know. Or perhaps you dont. It was rather confusing. All of it. She raised her head. Arent you going to go after them?

No. He pushed her head down again and kept his hand lightly on the back of her neck. It was an oddly comforting feeling. I have my men searching now but I suspect they will be unsuccessful. One of the rascals is familiar to me. I was keeping an eye on him tonight. He is no doubt the one who threw the knife.

Apparently you werent keeping a very good eye on him, she muttered.

He ignored her. I have yet to discover the identity of his accomplice and they obviously wanted to prevent you from identifying him. I doubt that I will learn anything further this evening. Its far too easy to fade unnoticed into a crowd of this size. He paused, the muscles of his hand tensing slightly on her neck. Would you know him again if you saw him?

Not really, she lied. In truth, not at all. They were nothing more to her than blurry figures and dimly remembered voices. He could be anyone then, couldnt he?

Indeed he could.

It was a most disquieting thought. Well matched to her most discomforting position. I feel ridiculous like this.

Quiet.

It was no use arguing with the man. Whoever he was he obviously knew what he was doing. She was already feeling better. Even though someone had just tried to kill her.

Am I in danger? she said in a meek voice that didnt sound like herself at all.

He took a moment to answer. Probably not.

His hesitation was not reassuring. Still, this had to be a mistake. Why would anyone want to do away with her? Oh, certainly there were more than a few of this years debutantes who were green with envy at Jocelyns triumphant season but surely none would resort to violence. Even a few of their more overzealous mothers would never go so far. Perhaps those two vile men had confused her for another lady here tonight?

Do you think this was a mistake then? They thought I was someone else?

Again he took his time in answering. It was an annoying habit that did not bode well. Possibly.

She ignored his hesitation and clung to the single word. Of course, that was the answer. Tonights gala was rampant with political rivals and foreign dignitaries and who knew what else. Intrigue was probably seething in every shadow. Still, it was not a pleasant thought. The very idea that someone would wish to harm anyone, let alone her, here, at a reception for the

Good Lord! Althe prince! She jerked upright, shoving his restraining hand away.

What about the prince? The mans eyes narrowed.

He was supposed to meet She bit back her words. What was she thinking? She certainly couldnt tell this man, this stranger, that she was about to meet the prince. Privately. In a secluded setting. With no chaperones whatsoever. Aside from his rescue of her she really had no reason to trust him. Her reputation would be ruined if word got out, and Alexei would never marry a woman touched by scandal. Oh, certainly it was worth the risk initially because he was going to ask for her hand and that would put their meeting in the realm of romance rather than impropriety. But now . . . 

And she had kissed this stranger! Or rather he had kissed her, but the distinction would scarcely matter.

She rose to her feet. Who are you?

He stood. I should be crushed that you do not remember although we have never been formally introduced. He swept a curt bow. Viscount Beaumont, my lady, at your service.

The name struck a familiar chord. Have we met then?

Not really. Beaumont shrugged. I am a friend of Lord Helmsley.

Of course. How could she forget? Viscount Beaumont, Randall, or rather Thomas called him Rand. Shed seen him only briefly once, in a darkened library, but his name was all too familiar. Beaumont had taken part in an absurd, and highly successful, plan to dupe her sister Marianne into accepting marriage with Thomas less than a fortnight ago. She couldnt suppress a twinge of gratitude for his role in uniting the couple. And an excellent friend too from all Ive heard.

One owes a certain amount of loyalty to ones friends. He paused as if considering his words. As well as to ones country.

At once the mood between them changed, sobered. She studied him for a long moment. He was tall and devastatingly handsome, and before someone had thrown a knife at her she would have noticed little more than that. Now she noted the determined set of his jaw, the powerful lines of his lean body like a jungle cat clad in the latest stare of fashion. And the hard gleam in his eye. She shivered with the realization that regardless of his charming manner, his easy grin, and the skill of his embrace, this was a dangerous man.

She met his gaze directly with a courage she didnt entirely feel. What is going on, my lord? Who were they?

It would be best if you knew as little as possible, he said in an irritatingly firm manner.

Then all is well since I know nothing at all, she snapped. I did no more than overhear a few comments and the next thing I knew, knives were whizzing by my head.

One knife, he said absently and fixed her with an intense stare. What exactly did you hear?

Nothing that made any sense or seemed of any real significance. She shrugged and repeated what shed overheard. Is it important?

No. He shook his head thoughtfully. It wasnt what you heard that makes you a threat but what you saw.

How can I be a threat? I told you I didnt see anything.

Would you recognize them if you saw them again?

Once again, my lord. She emphasized each word. I didnt see them. The man might well be handsome and dashing but his comprehension of the English language was questionable.

They dont know that, he said as if he was talking more to himself than to her, his manner more considering than concerned.

She stared in disbelief. Surely theyll know that if we pretend this whole thing never happened. Once they realize you have no idea who they are

Who one of them is, he corrected.

Whatever. She waved an impatient hand. Once they realize I didnt identify them to you, theyll know they have nothing to fear from me and Ill have nothing to fear from them. There will be no problem. You did say it would be impossible to find anyone wishing to blend into the crowd?

I did.

Well, then we must simply leave it at that. She stepped closer to him. You must promise not to tell anyone about this. I never came in here. I never saw them. She glanced at the knife on the floor and grimaced. I never saw that. You never saw me. We were never alone here together. You never

Kissed you?

Kept me quiet. She crossed her arms over her chest. It scarcely counted as a kiss.

Perhaps not the first, he murmured, but the second

Promise!

Very well, he said slowly, you have my word not to reveal what has happened here unless . . .

Unless? She stared in suspicion.

Unless it becomes necessary. The look in his eyes brooked no argument.

Thats something at any rate. She stepped to the door, then turned back. Thank youshe waved a wide gesture at the roomfor everything.

For saving your life? He swept an exaggerated bow. It was entirely my pleasure.

It wasnt a mistake, was it?

He raised a brow. Thats yet to be determined.

Not saving me. She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. This whole incident. It wasnt a case of mistaken identity or anything remotely like that, was it?

No.

She sighed. I didnt think so. She started to leave, then once again turned back. Is Prince Alexei in danger?

Beaumont considered her question for a moment, and she wondered if he was deciding how much to tell her or if to say anything at all.

Never mind, she said. Your silence says a great deal. She swiveled back toward the door but his voice stopped her in her tracks.

I doubt that hes in any mortal danger. Politically, however . . . She could hear the shrug in his voice.

Encouraged and more than a little curious, she turned to face him. Politically?

His expression was noncommittal.

I have a great number of other questions.

I am not surprised.

Youre not going to answer them, are you?

No.

But it does have to do with the prince, doesnt it?

He didnt respond.

You are . . . She struggled to find the right words although it was probably too late to worry about such details now. You are not a . . . a villain, are you? What I mean to say is that you are to be trusted. You are on the side of

Good instead of evil?

Well, yes.

Overly dramatic but you could put it that way I suppose. He chuckled. I am currently charged with protecting the interests of my king and my country. As a representative of the crown, yes, you can trust me.

She blew a relieved sigh. I had thought as much but

You needed to hear me say it.

Yes, I did. She smiled in gratitude. I must get back. Again you have my thanks. She pulled open the door and cautiously glanced down the corridor. The hallway was empty. She stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her. If she could make it back to the ballroom unnoticed, she could pretend this entire incident had never happened.

But what of Alexei? Strange, he seemed of rather less importance at the moment. His proposal would have to wait. Not that another day really mattered. He could declare his intentions as easily tomorrow as tonight.

She made her way back to the ballroom, turning her attention once again to the prospect of becoming a princess and away from intrigues and unexpected dangers. She was confident the incident was at an end, and it was easy to wipe away all thoughts of wicked men and their wicked knives from her mind.

What proved a bit more difficult was ignoring the lingering memory of a strong, male body pressed against hers and the passionate kiss of a dangerous man.



Rand stared at the closed door for a long moment. A scant hour ago he would have wagered a small fortune that this mess could not get any more complicated. He would have lost.

The beautiful Lady Jocelyn was now smack in the midst of it all.

He walked over and picked up the knife from the floor. It was unremarkable in appearance, of a style made predominantly in the Baltic regions. Quite common and therefore worthless in determining ownership. But lethal in the right hands. And it had quite nearly skewered the lovely ladys neck.

He uttered a short curse at the thought of what would have happened if hed arrived so much as a split second later. Of course, hed had no idea she was in the room. The man he was watching had escaped his observation and apparently met with his accomplice in the darkened shadows out of doors. Rand and his men were checking each room with access to the terrace or gardens in hopes of uncovering the very meeting Lady Jocelyn had stumbled upon. It was only a heightened sense of danger that had served him well during the war years that led him to the right door.

Why she had been in the music room anyway?

Shed started to say something . . . Of course. He snorted with disdain. She was here to meet Alexei. Rand had missed most of the season thus far, only returning to London a few weeks ago, but he couldnt fail to miss hearing of the woman who had apparently attracted the attention of the crown prince of Avalonia. The incomparable Lady Jocelyn Shelton.

He had to admit she was indeed incomparable and wondered why hed barely noticed her at their brief earlier meeting. With golden hair and eyes only a shade darker, the rich color of honey, she stood a bit taller than most women, which only served to increased comparisons to the perfection of a Greek statue. Her family connections were excellent and her dowry was obviously substantial.

For a man seeking a wife, she was the prime pick of the lot this year. And who would have suspected the surprising amount of courage, perhaps even intelligence, hidden in that enticing package? Another woman would have been hysterical at such a narrow escape.

No, he amended the thought. Strike intelligence. If she was there to meet Prince Alexei she wasnt nearly as smart as she might appear. The prince was notorious for his amorous liaisons, and while rumor was rife that he was looking for a bride, Rand suspected even Lady Jocelyns sterling qualifications would not be up to snuff for a royal match. If the prince wished to meet with the lady privately, Rand would wager his intentions were not particularly honorable.

For his part, Rand wanted nothing to do with the prince. Yet here he was, charged with the task of protecting the heir to the Avalonian throne from the intrigues that surrounded him.

It was only Rands family connections that placed him in this awkward position in the first place. And given those connections he could scarcely refuse a request from the Foreign Office to return to service, unofficially of course, to look into the princes charge of a conspiracy to discredit him centered right here in London.

Prince Alexei had specifically asked the government for Rand even though the two men had never actually met until his arrival in England. No doubt the prince had assumed the distant blood connection between them would assure Rands loyalty. Blasted man.

Rand had no desire to further his acquaintance with the prince or his country. Whatever hereditary Avalonian title he might hold was nothing more than a mildly amusing bit of history. He was the sixth Viscount Beaumont. The son of his father and an Englishman to his very soul. His loyalty was to his sovereign and the land of his birth. So if the country he had long sworn to defend did not wish to have a royal visitor discredited while on British soil, Rand could not refuse to lend his assistance regardless of his personal preferences.

Still, initially, it had seemed the princes fears were based on nothing more than the misapprehensions of a monarch whose country had long been embroiled in battles for power between one branch of the royal family or another. Not until yesterday had Rand discovered there was indeed some sort of conspiracy afoot. Hed received information that a man who dwelled in the underbelly of international intrigue, Ivan Strizich, nothing more than a political henchman really, was in league with an Avalonian official. The men assigned to work with Rand had managed to locate Strizich but it was agreed they would wait for the miserable cur to lead them to the man they really wanted. The man heading the plot against the prince.

Damn it all, they had nearly had him.

Rand fully accepted the blame for their failure. Obviously the years since the war had dulled his senses and his instincts. They would have to start from scratch now. The prince had any number of social events scheduled but Strizich and the man he worked for would be far more cautious after tonight. Strizich would likely drop out of sight completely, and so too would any connection to the man in charge.

Pity there wasnt some way to draw him out.

Absently Rand hefted the knife in his hand. The evening wasnt a total failure. Rand had managed to save the lovely Lady Jocelyn from harm at the hands of Strizich and, more than likely, rescue her from who knew what at the hands of the prince as well. She was safe for the moment.

Or was she?

Rand stared at the knife. There was every possibility she was right in her assessment of the situation regarding any continuing threat. But if she was wrong . . . 

Strizich was a dangerous man, as was whomever he worked for. In Rands experience there was no greater danger then an extremist of any kind. Hed far prefer an adversary who was motivated by greed instead of idealism. And when the prize was control of a country, the stakes were monumental.

If Lady Jocelyn was wrong she could be dead by daybreak.

And it would be his fault.

Hed allowed Strizich to escape but he would protect the lady with his life if need be. He owed as much to her for his failure.

He slipped the knife beneath his coat and headed toward the French doors and the gardens beyond to find his men. Rand and everyone he could spare would not let her out of their sight tonight. Once she was safely back at Effington House, he would make Thomas aware of the situation and they would determine further steps.

And if in the process, he was forced to kiss her again, wellhe grinned such was the price of duty. Still, he sighed and firmly pushed away the memory of her delectable body pressed against his, he could not allow such thoughts to color his judgment. It was duty, plain and simple, that compelled him to protect her.

And he couldnt help but consider, in the cool analytical portion of his mind unfettered by inconvenient thoughts of guilt and honor and desire, that it was rather unfortunate there was no way to encourage Strizich to go after the fair Jocelyn and right into Rands hands. Strizich would undoubtedly reveal all he knew once captured. It was a pity there wasnt some way to use her as bait.

Still, it was entirely possible that one way or another, she already was.



Chapter 3

Are you quite all right? Mariannes concerned voice pulled Jocelyn from her thoughts. The older girl leaned across the closed carriage and placed her hand on her sisters arm. You are unusually quiet.

Am I? Jocelyn said absently and wondered why it was taking so long to travel the brief distance home to Effington House.

You are indeed and for that we should all be exceedingly grateful, Becky said. Youd been anything but quiet until we entered the carriage.

Jocelyn stared unseeing out the window into the night. She couldnt deny Beckys charge. Jocelyn had indeed been overly spirited and unusually animated since what she thought of as the incident.

She hadnt wanted to think of it at all and indeed at first had tried to ignore the whole thing. Shed returned to the reception as if nothing of any consequence had happened. In truth, she really didnt believe she was in any danger. Still, shed found herself chatting nervously and laughing too brightly and jumping at any unexpected movement. Shed made certain she was surrounded by suitors or friends or family every moment. And when an elderly gentleman had dropped a plate shed uttered a short scream at the sound, then laughed to cover her terror.

And terror was exactly what it was. It clogged her throat and thudded in her chest and tensed the muscles of her shoulders.

Shes probably behaving so oddly because the prince has yet to declare himself, Becky said smugly.

Alexei. Shed scarcely
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