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To my husband, Greg

Thanks for making my life wonderful! 
I love you forever.
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PART I




Strange, the way we met. In a drawing-room circle



With its empty conversation,


Almost furtively, not knowing one another,


We guessed at our kinship.


And we realized our souls' likeness



Not by passionate words tumbling at random from our lips,



But by mind answering mind,


And the gleam of hidden thoughts.

KAROLINA PAVLOVA



	







Chapter One



1877 London


WAITING FOR SOMEONE? A man's voice cut through the rustling quiet of the garden. The Russian accent was soft and guttural, falling pleasantly on Emma's ears. Turning with a wry smile, Emma watched as Prince Nikolas Angelovsky stepped out of the shadows.

With his golden skin, his sun-streaked hair, and his unpredictable cruelty, Nikolas was more like a tiger than a human being. Emma had never seen such a perfect blend of beauty and menace in any other man. She knew from personal experience that there was good reason to fear him. But she was an expert at handling dangerous creatures. The only sure way to be hurt was to show her fear.

Emma relaxed her spine and settled more comfortably on the stone bench, located in the most secluded section of the formal estate garden. I'm certainly not waiting for you, she replied briskly. Why are you out here?

He smiled at that, his white teeth gleaming in the darkness. I felt like taking a walk.

I'll thank you to walk somewhere else. I'm trying to meet someone in private.

Who is it? He slid his hands into his pockets, walking around her.

Go away, Nikolas.

Tell me.

Go away!

You can't order me about on my own estate, child. Nikolas stopped a few feet away from her. He was a tall man, one of the few in London whom Emma didn't tower over. He had big hands and feet, and a spare, powerful build. A shadow fell across his face, obscuring all but the piercing yellow gleam of his eyes.

I'm not a child. I'm a full-grown woman.

So you are, Nikolas said softly. His gaze swept over her, taking note of her slender figure wrapped in a simple white gown. Emma's face, as always, was unpowdered and unpainted. Her hair had been pinned into a tight chignon, but exuberant curls sprang around her face and neck. Her hair was a sublime shade of red, burning with bronze and cinnamon lights.

You look beautiful tonight, he said.

Emma laughed. Don't flatter me. Attractive is the best I can do, and I know it. It's hardly worth having my head stuck with hairpins and my ribs crushed with tight lacing until I can't breathe. I'd much rather go round wearing boots and breeches and be comfortable, as men are. If one can't be beautiful, one shouldn't have to try at all.

Nikolas didn't argue, though he had his own opinion on the matter. Emma's unique attractiveness had always fascinated him. She was a strong,  resilient woman, with the grace of a tall-masted ship. Her face was a composition of delicate angled cheekbones, a lush mouth, a scattering of golden freckles across the bridge of her nose. Long-limbed and slender, she reached a height of nearly six feet, even in her flat slippers. Nikolas topped her by a scant two inches. He had often imagined her body matched exactly to his, her legs and arms wrapped around him.

They were right for each other. Strange that no one else could see it, but it had been clear to Nikolas for years, ever since he had first met her. She had been a devil-child, an explosive bundle of gangly limbs and wild red hair. Now she was a young woman of twenty, with a ruthless honesty that was a perfect foil for his own secretive nature. She reminded him of the women he had known in Russia, women with fire in their soulsso unlike the tepid European creatures he had known for the past seven years.

Aware of his inspection, Emma made a face at him. I don't mind being plain, she said. As far as I can tell, beauty is a terrible inconvenience. Now you really must go, Nikolas. With you hovering around, no man will dare come near me.

Whomever you're waiting for, he won't last any longer than the others.

Emma scowled in sudden defiance. This one will.

They never stay, he continued idly. You send them all away, in the exact order they come to you. Why is that?

Emma's vivid flush clashed with her hair. She clamped her lips together. His arrow had found its mark. This was her third Season after having been  presented. If she didn't marry soon, she would be considered a failure in the marriage market and on a rapid road to spinsterhood.

I don't see why I need a husband, she said. I don't like the idea of being owned by someone. You probably think that makes me unwomanly.

I consider you very much a woman.

Her auburn brows inched upward. Is that a compliment or mockery? With you, it's hard to tell.

I never mock you, Emma. Other people, yes. You, no.

She gave a disbelieving snort.

Nikolas came forward then, stepping into the light that spilled gently from a garden lantern. You will accompany me back inside now. As your hostand a distant cousinI can't allow you to stay out here unchaperoned.

Don't try to claim any kinship between us. You're my stepmother's relative, and you have no ties to me whatsoever.

We're cousins by marriage, he insisted.

Emma smiled at that, knowing that as cousins, they could have a far more informal relationship, calling each other by first names and talking privately without the need of a chaperone. Whatever you say, Your Highness.

Perhaps you would like a tour of my art collection, Nikolas suggested. I have an icon wall that might interest you. Many of them are works from thirteenth-century Novgorod.

I don't care for art, and I certainly don't want to look at any gloomy old icons. Emma gave him a skeptical glance. Why do you keep them? You're  the last person I'd expect to collect religious paintings.

Icons are the windows to a Russian's soul.

Emma's wide mouth curled derisively. I've never seen any evidence that you have a soul.

Perhaps you haven't looked closely enough. He took a step forward and then another, until his feet nearly touched the flowing hem of her white dress.

What are you doing? she asked.

Stand up.

For a moment Emma didn't move. Nikolas had never spoken to her like this. He seemed relaxed, his ungloved hands loose at his sides, but she had seen such calculated stillness before, in a cat about to strike. Emma obeyed uneasily, straightening as tall as possible until they stood almost nose to nose.

What do you want, Nikolas?

I want to hear more about this friend of yours. Does he hold you in his arms? Does he whisper love words to you? Does he kiss you? His fingers closed over her arms, the warmth of his palms sinking through the fragile silk sleeves.

Emma jumped and made a small sound in her throat. Her heart began to beat painfully hard. It was unimaginable, undreamed of, to feel Nikolas Angelovsky's hands on her, to stand so close that her breasts touched his chest. She tried to pull away, but his grip tightened.

If you're finished amusing yourself, Nikolas, then kindly remove your royal paws. I don't appreciate your sense of humor.

I'm not making a joke, ruyshka. His arms slid around her, locking her against his body. At her  gasp of bewilderment, he explained, That means little redheaded one.

I'm not little, she said, straining to break free. He contained her struggles without effort. Although they were almost the same height, he was double her weight, his body muscled and bigboned, his shoulders broad as church doors.

He continued to speak softly, ignoring her gasping protests. You could easily pass for a Slav, you know, with your red hair and fair skin. Your eyes are the color of the Baltic Seathe darkest blue I've ever seen.

Emma thought of calling for help. Why was he doing this? What did he want from her? She recalled all the rumors she had heard about Nikolas. His past was filled with betrayal, murder, treason. He had been permanently exiled from Russia for crimes against the Imperial government. Many women found his aura of danger exciting, but she wasn't one of them.

Let me go, she said breathlessly. I don't like your games.

You might.

He held her so easily, as if she were a doll or a kitten. She sensed that he relished his power over her, that he wanted her to know how much greater his strength was. Her head fell back, her eyes closing. Any moment she would feel his mouth on hers. She held her breath, waiting, waiting

One of his arms loosened, and his hand came up to her throat, fondling lightly. His thumb stroked the driving pulse beneath her jaw. The unexpected lightness of his touch made her shiver. Emma lifted her trembling lashes and looked at him. His face  was very close to hers. Someday I will kiss you, he said. But not tonight.

Emma jerked away in an offended flurry. Retreating a few yards, she folded her long arms across her chest. Why don't you return to your guests and play host? she snapped. I'm sure there's any number of women inside who are dying to be near you.

Nikolas remained in the lampglow, his hair glittering, his mouth twitching with a smile. In spite of her annoyance, Emma couldn't help noticing how indecently beautiful he was.

Very well, cousin. Enjoy yourself in the arms of yourfriend.

I will. Emma didn't move until she was sure he was gone. She made her way back to the bench and sat, sprawling out her long legs. Nikolas had left her shakenand strangely disappointed.


Someday I'll kiss youHe had only been mocking her, of course. She was hardly the kind that men lost their heads over. Emma remembered all the childrens' parties when spotty-faced boys had made fun of her for being taller than anyone else in the room; and her coming-out, when all the bachelors had ignored her in favor of the pretty, petite girls nearby. She had been a wallflower at seventeen, even though she had the attraction of a large family fortune behind her.

But now she finally had a suitor of her own. She was in love with Lord Adam Milbank. He had been courting her secretly for months now, since the beginning of the Season. Her heart thumped impatiently at the thought of him. Adam should have been here by now. What was taking him so long?



The Angelovsky garden was laid out in a series of rooms, each bordered by hedges, flower beds, or trees. Nikolas circled the clearing where Emma sat, keeping himself concealed behind a row of towering Irish yews. Finding a good vantage point, he stopped and waited for Emma's mysterious suitor to appear.

Thinking herself alone, Emma fidgeted on the bench, tried to flatten her red curls, and arranged her legs several times to make them appear shorter. Evidently deciding her efforts were useless, she slumped in resignation. Nikolas smiled at her antics. Emma rose to her feet, brushed off her skirts, and stretched her back, standing in profile to him. Nikolas admired the elegant length of her body, the roundness of her breasts. She paced around the bench and broke off a sprig of honeysuckle from a hedgerow.

A man's voice cut through the serene rustling of the garden. Darling!

Emma turned, dropping the honeysuckle. A dazzling smile appeared on her face. You're late, she accused, and rushed to the visitor. Flinging herself into his arms, she lavished a storm of kisses on his face.

I had to sneak away without causing suspicion. The young man laughed as he tried to defend himself. You know nothing would stop me from coming to you.

Every time I see you across the room, I want to run into your arms.

Soon we'll be together.

How soon? she asked impatiently.

Very. Now, hold still so I can kiss you. He  grasped Emma's curly head in his hands and pressed his mouth to hers.

Nikolas watched the lovers, his eyes narrowed and intent. The man's back was turned to him. Patiently Nikolas circled them. He pushed aside a low-hanging branch to get a good view.

The man drew back slightly, the light falling on his face. It was Lord Adam Milbank.

Suddenly Nikolas relaxed. Perfect, he said under his breath, and meant it.

Now he understood Emma's need for secrecy. Milbank was an impoverished viscount. A fortune hunter. Emma's father would never allow his only daughter to marry a penniless manipulator like Milbank. No doubt Stokehurst had forbidden them to see each other. Nikolas turned and walked back to the ballroom, almost purring with satisfaction. It would be easy to get rid of Milbank. Nothing would stand in the way of his having Emma.



Emma linked her arms around Adam Milbank's neck. She breathed in his smell, clenched her hands in his jacket, luxuriated in his nearness. He was a tall, good-looking man of twenty-four with an appealing boyishness. I'm more in love with you every day, she said, staring into his velvety brown eyes. I think about you all the time.

Tenderly Adam stroked the side of her face. You've bewitched me, Emma Stokehurst. He kissed her for a long moment, his mouth warm, his arms locked around her narrow back. When he lifted his head, they were both slightly out of breath. We'll have to return to the party soon, he said. Separately, of course. It won't do to have  anyone suspect us. And don't scowl like that. You know it's necessary.

It seems as if we've been doing this forever, Adam. Ten minutes here and thereit's not enough. Now that we're both certain of how we feel, we should confront Father together. And if he won't give his blessing to our marriage, we'll elope.

Hush, darling, Adam soothed, his face shadowed with sudden wariness. I don't want to hear the word elope from your lips ever again. I know how important your family is to you. I won't be the cause of a separation between you and your father.

But Papa may never approve.

He'll come around in time. Tenderly Adam kissed her furrowed forehead. I can be very patient, Em.

I can't. Emma gave a frustrated laugh. Patience may be one of your virtues, but not mine.

Try talking to your stepmother, Adam suggested. If you can win her to our side, she might soften your father's heart toward me.

Maybe, Emma said thoughtfully. Her stepmother, Tasia, had always been like a kind older sister, unfailingly sympathetic to Emma's problems. I suppose if anyone could change Papa's mind, it would be Tasia. But if that doesn't work

It has to work. Em, you must understand how important it is to have your father's approval. We can never be married without it.

She drew back in surprise. Never? Why not?

We won't have any money to live on.

But money isn't as important as being together.

That's a very nice sentiment, sweetheart, but you've grown up with the finer things in life. You have no idea what it's like to do without. And remember, without a dowry you would have to give up your menagerie, and sell your animals to zoos and private buyers.

No, Emma said, horrified at the thought. My animals would be terribly mistreated. I couldn't allow that to happen. For years she had kept a menagerie on her family's estate, taking in strays and wounded creatures of all kinds. She harbored horses, bears, wolves and dogs, monkeys, and even an Asian tiger. They depend on mevery few of them would survive without special care.

Then you understand that it's necessary for us to have your family's consent?

Yes, Emma said reluctantly. She longed to goad Adam into confronting her father. If only Adam would stand up to him, and demand his permission to marry her. It would never happen, though. Poor Adam hated arguments, and he, like everyone else, was in awe of her father.

It was understandable. Her father, Lord Stokehurst, intimidated people easily. In his eyes, no one was good enough for her. Several months ago he had flatly forbidden Adam to court Emma. Adam had been too terrified to argue. Instead he had slunk away in defeat, and now the whole situation was impossible.

Emma squared her jaw. I'll talk to my stepmother, she said. Somehow I'll make her understand that you and I belong together. Then she'll convince Papa to allow the match.

That's my good girl. Adam smiled and kissed her. You return to the ball first, Em. I'll wait out here for a few minutes.

She hesitated, staring at him wistfully. Do you love me, Adam?

He pulled her close against his lean body, nearly crushing the breath from her. I adore you. You're the most precious thing in the world to me. Don't be afraidnothing is going to keep us apart.



Emma found her stepmother in the circular ballroom, a sumptuous cavern of gold leaf and carvings and mirrors. Sipping from a glass of wine and smiling at the easy chatter of her friends, Tasia looked like a girl in her teens rather than a matron of twenty-five. She had the same air of mystery that made her cousin Nikolas Angelovsky so fascinating. They were both full-blooded Russians, compelled by circumstance to make their home in England.

Emma went over to her stepmother and pulled her aside. Belle-mre, she said urgently, I have to talk to you about something important.

Tasia regarded her without surprise. There was little that escaped Tasiaat times it seemed she had the power to read minds. It has to do with Lord Milbank, doesn't it?

Who told you?

No one. It's been obvious for months, Emma. Every time you disappear at a ball or soire, so does Lord Milbank. You've been meeting each other in secret. Tasia gave her a chiding glance. You  know I don't approve of doing things behind your father's back.

I've been forced into it, Emma said guiltily. All because Papa won't be fair about letting Adam court me.

Your father doesn't want anyone to take advantage of you, least of all a fortune hunter.

Adam is not a fortune hunter!

He's certainly given everyone that impression. There was that dreadful business with Lady Clarissa Enderly last year

He explained that to me, Emma said, wincing at the reminder that before he had begun courting her, Adam had been caught trying to elope with a naive young heiress. The outraged Enderly family had threatened Adam within an inch of his life, and quickly married their daughter off to a wealthy old baron. It was a mistake. A misunderstanding.

Emma, your father and I want to see you with a husband who values you, who is worthy of you

Who's rich enough, Emma interrupted. That's what this is all about. You and Papa don't like it that Adam doesn't have a great family fortune behind him.

And if you were penniless? Tasia asked softly. Would Adam still want to marry you? Of course money isn't the only reason he wants youbut you can't deny that it's a factor.

Emma scowled. Why is it so impossible for everyone to believe that a man could actually love me? He doesn't care about my fortune, not in the way you think. All he wants is for me to be happy!

Tasia's eyes were soft with sympathy. I know  that you love him, Emma, and you believe he feels the same way. But your father would think so much more of Adam if he had the courage to come to him and say, Lord Stokehurst, I want you to reconsider your decision about forbidding me to court Emma, because I want a chance to prove how much I respect and love herbut no, Adam has talked you into this very suspicious hole-and-corner arrangement

Can you blame Adam for being afraid of Papa? Emma asked in a fierce undertone. I certainly don't! There are quite a number of people who think Papa is an ogre!

Tasia laughed, her pale blue-gray eyes finding the broad-shouldered outline of her husband in the crowd. So did I, once. But now I know better.

As if he sensed Tasia's gaze, Lucas Stokehurst turned and glanced at her. He was striking rather than handsome, with strong masculine features and vivid blue eyes. Some people were disconcerted by the sight of the silver hook in place of his left hand. Long ago he had lost the hand in an accident, trying to save Emma and her mother from a deadly house fire. Emma had lived through the disaster, but her mother hadn't. Sometimes Emma wondered how she might have turned out if she'd grown up with a mother. Instead there had only been her father, loving, domineering, and far too overprotective.

At the sight of his wife and daughter, Luke excused himself from a casual conversation and began to make his way over to them.

You deserve a man like your father, Tasia murmured as she watched Luke approach. He  would do anything for the people he loves, even sacrifice his life for them.

There are no other men like that, Emma said ruefully. Good Lord, if I have to hold every suitor up to those standards, I'll never find anyone to marry.

You'll find someone who's worthy of you. It will just take a little time.

It will take forever. If you haven't noticed, there aren't exactly crowds of frantic bachelors running after me.

If you would show them the side of yourself that your family sees, you would have crowds of bachelors chasing you. You have so much natural warmth and charm, but when you're around men, you turn as stiff as a statue.

I can't help the way I am. Emma let out a long sigh. But I'm different around Adam, Belle-mre. He makes me feel specialeven beautiful. Please try to understand. You have to talk to Papa for me, and make him invite Adam to the house.

Perturbed, Tasia patted Emma's arm and nodded. I'll see what I can do. But don't expect too much. Luke isn't going to like the idea at all.

Emma's father reached them, and though his smile encompassed both of them, his gaze lingered on Tasia. For a moment they seemed lost in a private world. It was rare to see a husband and wife so passionately in love with each other. After his first wife had died, Luke had never expected to marry again, but from the moment Tasia had entered his life, he had been bewitched by her. Since their marriage, she had given him two dark-haired sons, William and Zachary. There were times when  Emma felt separate from their close-knit circle, in spite of their efforts to include her.

Are you enjoying yourself? Luke asked Tasia, staring into her smoky cat-eyes.

Yes, she replied softly, smoothing the wide lapel of his black evening jacket. But you haven't yet asked your daughter to dance.

Emma interrupted quickly. I'd rather be a wallflower than have my father as my only waltz partner for the evening, she said. And no, I don't want you to procure a partner for me, Papa. No one likes duty dances.

I'm going to bring over young Lord Lyndon for an introduction, Luke said. He's an intelligent man with a quick wit I've already met him, Emma said dryly. He strongly dislikes dogs.

That's hardly reason to condemn a man.

Since I always seem to be covered in some sort of animal hair and smelling of dogs or horses, I don't think we'd get on well. Don't start matchmaking, Papayou're beginning to terrify me.

Luke smiled and tugged lightly at one of her brilliant red curls. All right. He turned to Tasia. Will you do me the honor, madam? The pair went to the dance floor, and Luke took his slender wife into his arms. Relaxing into the rhythm of the waltz, they were able to exchange a few words in private.

Why isn't Emma socializing with anyone? Luke asked. She seems to be withdrawn tonight.

She's interested in only one man.

A scowl crossed Luke's face. Still Adam Milbank? he asked grimly. I thought I had taken care of that problem.

Tasia smiled. Darling, just because you forbade them to see each other doesn't mean their feelings cease to exist.

I'd rather marry her off to anyone but that spineless fortune hunter. Anyone would be better.

Don't say such things aloud, Tasia cautioned, her fine brows drawing together. You always like to tempt fate.

Luke grinned suddenly. You and your superstitious Russian nature. I meant what I said. Who could possibly be a worse son-in-law than Milbank?



Left to her own devices, Emma wandered over to the wall and leaned her back against it. She sighed fretfully, wishing she could leave the ball, or at least meander by herself through the Angelovsky manor. It was filled with ancient Russian treasures, magnificent works of art, intricately carved furniture, priceless panels thickly covered in jewels. Nikolas had brought it all with himalong with an army of family retainerswhen he had come to England.

Nikolas's home was like a museum, breathtakingly opulent, intimidating, richly gloomy. The central hall was lined with fifteen towering gold pillarsan extra having been added in deference to the Russian superstition that even numbers were bad luck. A grand staircase with blue-and-gold spindles arched delicately up to the second and third floors. Dove-colored walls were highlighted with rich stained glass, rising from black-and-gray marble floors.

The manor was set in the middle of fifty thousand acres of cultivated land just to the west of London, covering territory on both sides of the Thames. Nikolas had bought the estate three years before, and had decorated it to his taste. It was a splendid setting worthy of a prince, but it must be small compared with the palaces Nikolas had owned in Russia. He had been permitted to take a tenth of his fortune with him in exile, and that fraction alone was estimated to be thirty million pounds. Nikolas was one of the richest men in Europe, and by far the most eligible. A man with all that wealth should be very happy, yet Nikolas seemed like one of the least happy people Emma had ever met. Was there some elusive thing he wanted but couldn't have, or some private desire that had never been fulfilled?

A delicately brittle voice interrupted her thoughts. Why, look, Regina, it's our friend Emma, standing at the wall as usual. I'm surprised they haven't put a plaque there to mark your special placeHere Lady Emma Stokehurst has waited thousands of hours in hopes of an invitation to dance.

The speaker was Lady Phoebe Cotterly, accompanied by her friend Lady Regina Bradford. Phoebe was the success of the Season, possessing the magical combination of gleaming blond beauty, a revered family name, and the assurance of a generous dowry. Her only problem was deciding which of her legions of suitors she would marry.

Emma smiled uncomfortably, feeling like a towering giant as she loomed awkwardly over the two of them. She slumped her shoulders and retreated  until her back was plastered against the wall. Hello, Phoebe.

I know why she looks so out of place, Phoebe said to Regina. Our Emma feels much more at home in a barnyard than a ballroom. Isn't that right, Emma?

Emma felt her throat tighten. She glanced across the room at Adam, who was involved in a conversation with friends. Taking courage from his distant presence, Emma told herself that Adam loved her, and therefore this girl's snide comments shouldn't matter one bit. But they still hurt.

What a wholesome, unaffected girl you are, Phoebe purred, digging her claws in deeper. So unique. You should have men flocking around you. I simply don't understand why they don't appreciate your rustic charms.

Before Emma could reply, she was startled to discover that Nikolas Angelovsky had suddenly appeared at her side. Blinking in surprise, she looked up into his inscrutable face.

I believe it's time for the dance you promised me, cousin, he said softly.

Emma was temporarily speechless, as were the other girls. Here in the glittering splendor of the ballroom, dressed in severe black-and-white evening clothes, Nikolas was too extraordinary to be real. The light gleamed on his austere features, highlighting each golden curve and angle, turning his eyes into iridescent pools of yellow. His goldtipped eyelashes were so long, they had tangled at the outside corners.

Phoebe Cotterly's lips drooped open with dismay as she realized that Nikolas had overheard her  petty taunts. Prince Nikolas, she said breathlessly, what a marvelous evening this isand what an exceptional host you are! I'm enjoying myself very much tonight. Everything is perfect, the music, the flowers

We are pleased that you approve, Nikolas interrupted coldly.

Emma struggled to suppress a laugh. She had never heard Nikolas use the royal we before, but it was quite effective.

Did you call Emma cousin? Phoebe asked. I wasn't aware you were related.

Distant cousins, by marriage, Emma explained, ignoring the faint smile that had appeared on Nikolas's mouth.

Our dance? he prompted, holding out his arm.

But, Your Highness, Phoebe protested, you've danced with me only once before, at the Brimforth Ball. It was an experience worth repeating, don't you think?

Nikolas's speculative gaze traveled down to Phoebe's dainty feet and back up again. I believe once was enough, Lady Cotterly. He reached for Emma and led her to the dance floor. Phoebe was left speechless, while Regina appeared bemused.

Emma curtsied in response to Nikolas's bow and put her hand in his. She stared at him with a smile of guilty delight. Thank you. I've never seen anyone put Phoebe in her place before. I owe you for that.

Then we'll consider you in my debt. He slid his arm around her waist and drew her into a sweeping waltz. Emma followed his steps with ease, their long legs moving in perfect unison. She was momentarily stunned into silence. She had  never danced so well with anyone. It was like flying, the skirts of her white gown whirling and flowing around them, her feet taking on a life of their own. She realized that people were looking at them. Some couples even retreated to the side to watch. Emma hated being the focus of attention. A hot flush spread over her face.

Relax, Nikolas murmured, and she became aware that she was clutching his hand.

Sorry. Instantly Emma loosened her fingers.

Nikolaswhy have you never asked me to dance before tonight?

Would you have accepted my invitation?

Probably not.

That's why I didn't ask.

Emma stared curiously at the man who held her. It was impossible to tell if he was enjoying himself or not. There was no expression on his face. He moved very lightly for a tall man. His body seemed to be made of muscle and springs, like a cat's. There was a pleasant smell about him, the mixture of warm male skin and birch soap, and the trace of sugared tea on his breath.

At the place where his golden skin met the crisp white edge of his collar, Emma saw the tip of a scar. She lowered her gaze to his shoulder, suddenly remembering when he had come to England seven years before, nearly at the point of death. She had followed her stepmother to his sickbed, and had stared at him intently. She would never forget how Nikolas had looked, so gaunt and pale, barely able to lift his head. And the scarsan ugly map of them spreading over his chest and wrists. She had never seen scars like that before. Somehow Nikolas had managed to capture a lock of her hair in  his thin fingers. There, he had said softly. I know a Russian folk tale about a girl who saves a dying princeby bringing him a magic featherfrom the tail of the firebird. The bird's feathers were a color between red and goldlike your hair

Emma had pulled away scornfully, but her curiosity was sparked by his strange words. Later she had asked Tasia what had happened to him, and why he had been wounded in such a way. Nikolas was tortured, Tasia had said quietly, and exiled for treason.

Will he die from his wounds?

Not from his physical wounds, no. But the inner ones are much worse, I'm afraid.

For a while Emma had tried to feel sorry for him, but it was impossible. Nikolas was too arrogant to inspire pity, no matter how he had suffered for his sins.

Her thoughts were jerked back to the present as they waltzed by Adam Milbank, who was standing at the side of the room. Adam was watching her with astonishment. What must he be thinking? Emma's spine stiffened, and her movements became stilted as Nikolas guided her across the floor. If only she could rush over to Adam and explain the situation!

Your friend must be watching us, Nikolas said.

Emma was surprised by his perceptiveness. Unfortunately, yes.

A taste of jealousy never hurts a love affair.

I suppose you would know. You've found your way into quite a few beds, haven't you?

Nikolas looked amused. Do you ever guard your tongue, ruyshenka?

Does it offend you?

No.

Sometimes I try to be polite and restrained. It lasts for a half hour or so, and then I'm back to my old ways. Emma twisted impatiently to glance at the musicians in their flower-covered alcove. Her movement caused Nikolas to miss a step. Isn't this waltz nearly over? It seems to have lasted forever.

You're not enjoying yourself? Nikolas asked, compensating for the lost step and reestablishing their rhythm.

Not with all these people watching us. You may be used to it, but it makes me nervous.

I'll end your torment, then. Drawing her to the side of the room, Nikolas released her waist. He brought her hand to his mouth in a perfunctory gesture. Thank you for the dance, cousin. You are a most charming partner. I wish you luck with your friend.

Oh, I don't need luck, she replied confidently.

One never knows. Nikolas bowed and strode away, thinking to himself that all the luck in the world wasn't going to help Emma's cause. She would never belong to any other man. He had always known she was meant for him, only himand soon he would have her.



The Milbanks were the brand of European aristocrat that Nikolas despised most, living off an ever-shrinking pool of resources that they were either too lazy or too proud to supplementexcept by marrying their children off to wealthy families. They would never work except at some nominal position at a bank, law firm, or insurance company. And they clung too tightly to their dwindling  hoard of money to ever make a profitable investment.

Standing at the front door of the Milbanks' London home, Nikolas returned the butler's mildly startled expression with a level gaze.

I'm here to see Lord Milbank, he said, extending a calling card.

The butler took the card and recovered himself at once. Certainly, Your Highness. I believe Lord Milbank is at home, but I could be mistaken. If you will wait in the entrance hall?

Nikolas answered with a single nod and came into the house. His expressionless gaze swept over the hall, lingering at the frayed edges of carpet on the stairs, and on the polished but scuffed woodwork. The smell of mustiness and decay hung in the air. As he had expected, the place was badly in need of repair and refurbishing.

In approximately two minutes, the butler returned. He didn't meet Nikolas's eyes as he spoke. Regrettably I was in error, Your Highness. It seems Lord Milbank is not at home.

I see. Nikolas allowed a long silence to pass, his hard stare boring into the butler's blank face. The butler tensed, his brow turning clammy with sweat. You and I both know he's here, Nikolas said quietly. Go back to Lord Milbank and tell him I need to discuss a business matter with him. It won't take long.

Yes, Your Highness. The butler vanished in such haste that one of his polished shoes left a scuff mark on the marble floor.

Soon Adam Milbank appeared in the entrance hall. Prince Nikolas, he said with a wary smile.  I can't fathom what brings you here. Business matter, is it?

Personal business.

They exchanged assessing stares. Milbank took an involuntary step backward, perhaps sensing the dislike behind Nikolas's remote expression. He looked younger than Nikolas remembered, with smooth features and brown, puppy-dog eyes.

Shall we take some refreshment in the parlor? Milbank offered hesitantly. Some tea and toast?

Tea and toast. A typical English offeringgenerous, even. Refreshment wasn't routinely offered to guests in this country. In Russia, the tradition was to welcome any acquaintance, whether friend or foe, with special food and drink. Thinking longingly of the traditional table of Russian small bitesdishes of pickles, caviar, salads, and buttered bread, all washed down with glasses of cold vodkaNikolas repressed a sigh. He had made a home for himself here in England, but he would never feel entirely comfortable in a culture so different from his own.

No refreshment, thank you, he murmured. This won't take long. I've come to talk to you about the Stokehursts. One Stokehurst in particular. He paused deliberately, watching Milbank's face grow taut. I want your involvement with Emma to end.

The soft brown eyes widened in surprise. I-I don't understand. Did the duke ask you to warn me away from his daughter?

Don't be a fool, Nikolas said. Stokehurst is capable of doing that with no help from me.

Milbank shook his head in confusion. Then  you're asking for yourself? Wh-what is your motive?

You don't need to know.

Milbank drew a sharp breath. I saw you dancing with Emma last night. My God, what's going on? You couldn't possibly have a personal interest in her.

Why not?

There's nothing you could want from a girl like Emma. You certainly don't need her dowry.

Nikolas arched a tawny brow. You think money is all Emma has to offer?

I didn't say that, Adam replied quickly.

Nikolas kept his face blank, but contempt spilled into his voice. The Season will be over soon. As usual, there will be some leftover heiresses who were not sufficiently appealing to catch a husband. They would gladly bestow their plump little hands in marriage to you. Since it's money you want, take one of them. Stay away from Emma Stokehurst.

The hell I will! Adam's chin trembled in what seemed to be rage or fear, or some volatile mixture of the two. I intend to take my chances with Emma. I happen to love her. Now get off my property, and don't ever return.

Nikolas's mouth curved with a chilling smile. No matter how convincingly Milbank played the part, Nikolas saw through the pretense, the lies, the manipulation. I don't think you understand, he murmured.

If you're trying to frighten me

I'm not giving you a choice regarding Emma. There will be no visits, no correspondence, no secret meetings. If you try to see her, you'll only bring needless suffering on yourself.

Are you threatening me?

The touch of amusement disappeared, and Nikolas replied in deadly seriousness. I'm promising to make your life such a misery that you'll curse your mother for ever bearing you. He waited calmly, while the air turned thick with frustration. He enjoyed the sight of Milbank's distress, the internal struggle between greed and fear. Milbank was a cowardly jackal, wanting Emma and her money, but not enough to risk his own safety.

Milbank turned scarlet. I've heard of all the lives you've destroyed. I've heard about your brutalityyour cruelty. If you dare to hurt Emma, I'll kill you!

No one will be hurtas long as you defer to my wishes.

Why are you doing this? Milbank asked hoarsely. What plans do you have for Emma? I have a right to know!

Where Emma Stokehurst is concerned, you have no more rights. Nikolas bowed with exquisite grace before taking his leave, while Adam Milbank trembled in bewildered fury.



Emma whistled cheerfully as she strode into the Stokehursts' London villa on the Thames. The mornings in June were still cool enough to allow for a vigorous ride in Hyde Park. Her horse, a beautiful but nervous two-year-old, had been difficult to manage today. Red-cheeked and sweating from exertion, Emma unbuttoned the short jacket of her riding habit as soon as she came into the entrance hall.

Miss Emma. The butler proffered a small silver tray with a sealed letter on it. This arrived for you not long ago.

Thank you, Seymour. I wonder who Emma's voice faded as she recognized the small, perfectly formed handwriting. The letter was from Adam. Emma's heart gave an extra beat of excitement, and she glanced quickly at the butler. Does Papa or Tasia know about this?

Neither of them has seen it, he admitted.

She gave him her most appealing smile. I don't think there's any need to tell them, do you?

Miss Emma, if you're asking me to deceive them

For heaven's sake, Seymour, I'm not asking you to lie to anyonejust don't say anything unless you're asked. All right?

He released a brief, almost unnoticeable sigh. Yes, miss.

You adorable, wonderful man! Emma threw her arms around the shocked butler, hugged him violently, then fled upstairs to read the letter in private.

After locking the door to her room, she flung herself on the bed, ignoring the dirt crumbs that fell from her skirts and boots onto the embroidered linen. She broke the brown wax seal and unfolded the letter. Tenderly her fingertip moved over the first few words.



My dearest Emma,


I wish I could find the words to tell you how much I love you



Emma stopped for a second and pressed the letter to her mouth. Adam, she whispered, tears of happiness gathering in her eyes. But as she lowered the paper and continued to read, the smile faded from her lips, and the blood drained from her face.



My life has been changed for the better, knowing you these past months and having the occasional joy to hold you in my arms. It is with deepest sorrowno, anguishthat I have come to realize any sort of relationship between us is impossible. Your father will never approve of us. Rather than subject you to a life of hardship and sacrifice, I must give up my dream of happiness. It is difficult not to be selfish, my sweet love, but I am compelled by honor to let you go. I am leaving the country for a while, with no idea of when I will return. Do not wait for me. It is my fondest wish that someday you might find happiness with someone who will be able to provide for you in the way your father expects. In closing, I will not say au revoir, but adieu.


Ever your 
Adam




Emma's mind was blank for a while, but she was conscious of a terrible pain lurking behind the nothingness, waiting to swamp her. No, I can't bear it. Oh, God She rolled onto her side and clutched the letter to her midriff, struggling to breathe. Her face was dry. It would hurt too much to cry. Adamyou didn't have to leave meyou said you would wait. You said Her throat contracted. She wasn't aware of holding her breath  until a burst of air came into her lungs, and then another. Adam, she gasped, then was silent, wondering desperately if she would ever be able to feel anything again.



Luke lounged on the hearthrug, staring into the fireplace while Tasia leaned back against his chest. They shared a brandy, sipping from the same glass, occasionally kissing to share the flavor. The sitting room, attached to their private suite, was filled with golden fireglow.

Where are the children? Luke asked.

Tasia swirled the brandy in the snifter and offered him another sip, gently tilting the crystal rim against his mouth. The boys are playing in the nursery. It's almost time for their bathsI suppose I should go up to them now.

Not just yet. His large hand closed over her arm. This is my favorite part of evening, when I have you all to myself.

Tasia laughed and nuzzled the soft spot beneath his bristled jaw. I really must go help Nurse, or the boys will splash water everywhere. And I want to check on Emma. She's been closed up in her room all day. I had Cook send up supper for her, but I don't know if she touched it.

Luke scowled slightly. Probably pining over Milbank.

Probably.

I was certain Emma would have gotten over him by now. Can't we do something to hurry it along?

Obviously you have never suffered the pangs of unrequited love, Tasia said dryly.

I did with you.

Hardly! You decided you loved me, and two days later you came to my bed.

It was the longest two days of my life.

Tasia laughed at his heartfelt tone. She set aside the brandy and slid her arms around his waist. Her hands settled lightly on his muscled back. And we've been together almost every night since.

Except for Nikolas Angelovsky's interference, Luke said darkly.

Shhh. Tasia pressed her lips to his. We agreed to forgive and forget about all that. It's been seven years.

I haven't forgotten.

And you don't seem to have forgiven either. Tasia stared into his narrow sapphire eyes and shook her head slowly. You, my darling, are the second most stubborn person I've ever known.

Only the second?

I think Emma may actually surpass you by a narrow margin.

Luke leaned over her and grinned. The Stokehurst blood, he informed her. Neither one of us can help being stubborn.

Tasia giggled, turning her face to avoid his kisses. The Stokehurst blood is your excuse for everything!

He used his weight to hold her down, and nibbled amorously on her throat as she squirmed beneath him. Stubborn and very passionateLet me show you.

I've already had ample demonstration, she said, gasping with laughter.

All at once their play was interrupted by a sharp knock on the door. Tasia looked in that direction and had an upside-down view of Emma's tall figure. She drew apart from her husband, struggling to a sitting position. Emma, dear She paused and blinked as she saw the girl's face, white and brittle, as if she'd received some dreadful shock. Luke must have seen it at the same instant, for he sat up and said his daughter's name in a questioning tone.

Pardon me for interrupting, Emma said coldly.

What's the matter? Tasia asked in concern. Has something happened? You look upset

I'm all right. Opening her fist, Emma tossed a sheet of crumpled paper at Luke's feet. The firelight played across it in flickers of red and gold. I hope this pleases you, Papa.

Silently Luke picked up the letter, while his eyes remained on his daughter's drawn face.

Read it, Emma said tersely. It's from Adam. He's given up any hope of marrying me. He's leaving the country for a while. Thanks to you, I'll never have anyone. The tiny muscles of her cheeks twitched violently. I'll never forgive you for taking away my only chance to be loved.

There was a troubled look on Luke's face. Adam Milbank didn't love you, he said quietly.

Emma's mouth curved in a bitter twist. Who are you to decide that? What if he did? What if it was real love? Can you be so certain you haven't made a mistake? My father, so noble, so wiseso bloody damn perfect that you can see inside a man's heart and judge him in a glance! It must be nice to be absolutely infallible!

Luke didn't answer.

You don't want me to be married, Emma continued in rising vehemence, unless it's to some  spineless puppet whom you can control as you do everyone else

That's enough, Tasia interrupted.

Emma's anguished gaze turned on her. You don't think I've hurt my father, do you? You have to love someone in order to be hurt by their wordsand I'm not privileged to be on the very short list of people Papa cares about.

That's not true, Luke said, his voice rusty. I love you, Emma.

Really? I thought loving someone meant wanting them to be happy. Well, you can keep your so-called love, Papa. I've had enough of it for a lifetime.

Emma

I hate you. A visible shudder of emotion ran through her body. In the blanket of silence that descended, she turned and walked away.






Chapter Two


TASIA WAS THE first to move. Carefully she pried the letter from Luke's hand and read in silence. Luke remained sitting with his head bent, all thoughts concealed.

After finishing the letter, Tasia set it aside with a sound of disgust. What melodramatic prattle, she said flatly. He's painted them as a pair of starcrossed lovers, with you cast as the villain, of course. Adam is leaving her for the sake of honorand he blames you for keeping them apart.

Luke raised his face. He was pale, and his mouth was taut. Who else is to blame but me?

You did what you felt was best.

His wife's quick defense brought a warm gleam to his eyes, but then Luke shook his head wearily. Emma was right. I should have allowed for the possibility that Milbank did love her, but He broke off and scowled. You and I both know he's nothing but a parasite.

I'm afraid it's clear to everyone except Emma.

Should I have allowed him to court her when I knew he would hurt her? Christ, I don't know anything about headstrong daughters! All I know is  that she's far too good for Milbank. I couldn't stand by and let him take advantage of her.

No, of course not, Tasia said gently. You love her too much for that. And Mary would never have wanted a man like him for her child.

The mention of his first wife seemed to be Luke's undoing. He turned away with a groan, staring into the fire. There were so many lonely years for Emma after Mary diedI should have married someone right away for my daughter's sake. She needed a woman's influence. I should have thought about what it was like for her to grow up without a mother, instead of thinking only of myself

You're not to blame, Tasia insisted. And Emma doesn't hate you.

Luke laughed without humor. She gave a hell of an imitation.

She's angry and hurt because Adam deserted her, and you're the most available target. I'll talk to her when her temper cools. She'll be all right. Tasia took his jaw in her small hands and urged him to look at her. Her blue-gray eyes were filled with love. And you may be right about Emma needing a mother when she was young, she whispered. But I'm glad you didn't marry someone else. I'm so selfishly glad you waited for me.

Luke lowered his face to her rounded shoulder, drawing comfort from her nearness. So am I, he said, his voice muffled. Tasia smiled and stroked his black hair, lingering on the threads of silver at his temples. To the rest of the world, Luke was a powerful, confident man who rarely allowed his emotions to show. Only with her did he reveal his  doubts and feelings, trusting her with all the secrets of his heart.

I love you, she said against his ear, touching the lobe with the tip of her tongue.

Luke sought her mouth and kissed her hungrily, his arms drawing tightly around her. Thank God for you, he said, and pulled her down to the carpet.


Now that the London Season was officially over, the Stokehurst householdfamily, servants, and animalswas transferred to its sprawling country estate. Set on a broad hill overlooking the tidy village below, Southgate Hall was a romantic home built on the remains of the original castle, a Norman fortress. With its lofty turrets and intricate front of brick and glass, it would have been the perfect setting for a fairy tale. The family would relax for the next few months, far from the humid, fetid atmosphere of London. There would be an occasional house party, a few visits paid by friends and relatives, and the activity of the summer harvest.

Emma spent most of her time riding alone through the green countryside or working in the menagerie, located a quarter mile from Southgate Hall. The endless tasks of caring for her animals helped to take her mind off Adam. During the daylight she worked until her muscles ached, and at night she slept from exhaustion. But it was always there, the knowledge of what she had lost. She found it hard to accept that she would never be with Adam again.

The worst part of the day was suppertime. Emma gulped down her food and left the table as soon as possible, unable to endure her family's  presence. She had never been so angry with her father. Every moment of loneliness was his fault. Every night of solitary sleep was because of him. Her father had made a few apologetic overtures to her, but she had remained coldly unforgiving. As far as Emma was concerned, there was no chance they would ever resume the close relationship they had once had. Something had been broken that could never be repaired.

It didn't matter that there was some truth to her father's claim that Adam had wanted her dowry. Of course the money had appealed to himAdam had made no secret of that. But he had also cared for her. They would have had a good life together. Now that was gone, and Emma knew she would never be anyone's wife. She didn't intend to settle for some fat old widower or some half-witted bore just for the sake of being married.

By now she had lost all her value in the marriage market. There were too many younger, prettier girls who came out each Season, and they were the ones who caught the only decent bachelors available. Her father and Tasia were blind to the flaws that everyone else saw in her. They didn't seem to realize that Adam had been her only hope.

Emma, do animals ever marry? her six-year-old brother, William, asked one day as he watched her cleaning the chimpanzee pen. Its aging occupant, Cleo, combed her leathery fingers through William's black hair in a fruitless search for insects. The door to the building was left open, inviting any breeze that might find its way inside.

Emma stopped her work and leaned on the rake handle, smiling at him. No, William, not the way  people do. But some kinds of animals mate for life. Wolves, for example. Or swans.

What is a mate?

It's like your mother and fathertwo creatures that stay faithful to each other their whole lives.

Do monkeys mate for life? William pushed Cleo's inquisitive hands away and glanced into her soulful brown eyes. The chimp pursed her lips and made a few inquiring grunts, reaching for his hair once more.

No, Emma replied dryly, they're not so discriminating.

Do tigers?

Not tigers either.

But people mate for life.

Most people, she agreed. When it's possible.

And when they don't, they're spinsters. Like you and Cleo.

Emma laughed as she pulled clinging strands of straw from her clothes. Something like that.

All at once a new voice entered the conversation. Your sister is too young and lovely to be a spinster.

Emma and William both turned to see Nikolas Angelovsky standing at the threshold, in a patch of blinding sunlight. With a critical glance at the chimp, he added, I'm afraid I can't say the same for Cleo.

Cleo squeaked and hooted as William rushed eagerly to the newcomer. It seemed, Emma thought wryly, that no one was immune to Nikolas's potent mixture of charm and mystery. Prince Nikolas! the boy said breathlessly. Zdrhstvuyti!

Zdrhstvuyti, William, Nikolas said, crouching down to the boy's height. He smiled as William  repeated the word perfectly. What a fine accent. Your mother has taught you well. Only a boy with Russian blood like yours could say it so clearly.

I have Stokehurst blood too, William said proudly.

Nikolas looked over the boy's dark head at Emma. A powerful combination, nyet?

Emma regarded him stonily. Although it was Nikolas's habit to pay infrequent visits to Southgate Hall, drinking pots of Chinese caravan tea and conversing with Tasia in rapid-fire Russian, he had never made a side trip to the animal menagerie. This was her private world, and no one was allowed here unless specifically invited. What do you want, Nikolas?

He gave her an oblique smile. I've never seen your collection of animals before. I would like to have a look.

I'm working, Emma said curtly. I'm sure you can find better entertainment than watching me feed animals and rake manure.

Not necessarily.

Her mouth twisted. Stay if you like, then. She finished raking a pile of dirty straw from the chimp's pen and replaced it with a fresh scattering. Then she gestured for Cleo to go inside. Back in there, old girl. Go in. The chimpanzee shook her head vigorously, baring her teeth. Yes, I know, Emma said, pointing to the pen. We'll play later, Cleo. Later.

The chimp muttered resentfully as she picked up a rag doll from a small pile of toys. In a flash, Cleo's small, wiry body ascended a ladder bolted
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