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  LOVE AT LAST




  Then Cecilia murmured,




  “Perhaps you can tell me the reason for your visit to London, Prince? You have, I do know, recently agreed a Treaty with Voskia. Does your presence here suggest you are discussing an alliance with England?”




  She looked at him, her head held slightly on one side.




  Ivan thought rapidly – this was a member of the English aristocracy, who moved in the highest of circles.




  She was only a few years older than the sort of girl he hoped to meet.




  He then breathed deeply and took one of the biggest gambles of his life.




  “Perhaps, Lady Cecilia. Only it is not the sort of alliance you mean. May I confide in you? I am in need of a wife. I wish to meet a suitable young lady who could become Her Royal Highness the Princess of Rusitania.”
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  “Love always comes to those who are patient and are prepared to wait for the great moment to come.”




  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE


  1873




  Huge crowds shouted as Prince Ivan rode back to his Palace after his morning gallop.




  The first snow of winter lay on the ground, but the sun was shining and celebration hung in the air.




  It was an important day.




  The streets were hung with flags and in the Royal Palace grounds twenty cannon stood ready for a salute and a military band practised rousing tunes in the forecourt.




  The Prince’s Army had successfully fought off the invasion of Rusitania by its neighbour, Voskia.




  Now peace had been declared.




  Prince Ivan had fought bravely alongside his men and he was a hero to his people of Rusitania.




  Whenever he appeared in the streets, flowers were thrown, hats flung in the air and everyone cheered him.




  Prince Ivan enjoyed the adulation.




  As he rode in State back to his Palace, he caught a rose thrown at him by a pretty girl. He directed a kiss and a smile in her direction and threaded the flower through the buttonhole of his military jacket.




  “Where’s the Countess, then?” yelled a burly man. “Didn’t she wait for you to return from the war?”




  Prince Ivan’s smile disappeared, but he still waved his hand vaguely in the direction of his questioner.




  The beautiful and voluptuous Countess Natasha Balinskova had been his constant companion for at least six months up until the invasion of Rusitania.




  Prince Ivan had gone off to war after a lingering farewell and the memory of her sparkling eyes and silvery laugh had helped him forget all the privations and dangers.




  The dangers had been very real.




  Many times he had feared for his life, but always he had been in the thick of the fighting, rallying his men with patriotic cries.




  After a particularly violent engagement a letter had arrived from Natasha.




  Eagerly Prince Ivan had opened it, but the contents threw him into one of his rare depressions.




  Natasha’s husband was dead.




  Elderly and infirm, the Count had encouraged his young wife to enjoy herself. Now, she wrote, she was free and longing for Ivan to return so that they could be wed.




  Ivan had thrown himself down on his camp bed and considered the situation.




  It had only taken him a few moments to realise that Natasha was completely unsuited to become his Princess of Rusitania.




  He found her physically attractive, but there was much in her character that he disliked and she resented his duties calling him away so often.




  She was exceedingly beautiful but cunning and he allowed her to manipulate him into giving her expensive jewels he could ill afford, because he was a generous man and enjoyed making her feel happy. He did not, however, admire her greed.




  Ivan then wrote a letter to Natasha.




  He said he loved her, but regretted that his position would not allow him to marry her, but he hoped that they could continue with their relationship that brought him so much happiness.




  He toyed with promising her a string of perfectly matched pearls she had so admired in a jeweller. Finally he had decided to leave any gift until his return.




  Once the war with Voskia was finished Ivan found that Natasha had disappeared and no one, it seemed, knew where she was.




  *




  On his return Ivan rode through the Palace gates, dismounted, threw the reins of his mount to a groom and strode up the main entrance steps.




  His mother had once said to him that she wished the Palace was not in the centre of the Capital and it was a shame the grounds were not larger. The Royal family had no privacy, she complained.




  “Never forget, my boy, that we owe our position to the people,” Ivan’s father had intoned. “They are the rock on which we rest. We need to be near them, to show that their interests and concerns are ours too. To hide ourselves away would be disastrous.”




  Ivan never forgot those words.




  His father had died the previous year and it had been the saddest day of his life.




  His sorrow had deepened when his mother had died a year later and the doctors said it was of a broken heart.




  As he entered the Palace’s magnificent State Hall, his Chief Adviser, Baron Rasumov, came hurrying up.




  “Your Royal Highness, thank Heaven you are back. It is almost time.”




  “Would I miss signing the Treaty with Voskia that brings a final end to this dreadful war?’




  Ivan threw his gloves and crop to a waiting servant.




  “It is one of our country’s most important days. Is the Voskian delegation here, Baron?”




  “They are expected to be here at any moment, Your Royal Highness.”




  Ivan looked down at his riding breeches and boots.




  “No time for me to change then. Still, this outfit is appropriate, don’t you think?”




  He grinned at the Baron, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief, the sculptured lines of his handsome face set off by luxuriant dark hair.




  The military jacket, heavily ornamented with gold braid, showed off his broad shoulders and narrow waist.




  The Baron nodded approvingly and he and Ivan walked through to the Audience Chamber.




  Ivan strode to the ceremonial throne set on a high dais at the far end of the long reception room and the many crystal chandeliers seemed to emulate the weather outside and the long mirrors reflected the assembled Ministers and Officers.




  Formal black frock coats were well balanced by the splendour of the military uniforms and there was an air of expectation as Ivan took his seat.




  Gradually silence fell in the room.




  The minutes lengthened. As one or two Officers whispered together, Ivan sat as still as a statue.




  Then the doors at the end of the Salon opened and a Major Domo announced in a stentorian voice,




  “His Royal Highness Prince Peter of Voskia.”




  A tall good-looking man in full military uniform with striking blond hair walked aggressively up to the foot of the throne followed by his entourage.




  Prince Peter’s pale blue eyes gazed malevolently at Ivan and his hands fidgeted at the red stripe running down the side of his trousers.




  Ivan watched his progress.




  He felt a deep unease.




  This Treaty should mean peace at last between the two countries.




  However, Prince Peter’s demeanour did not suggest co-operation. He had hoped to catch Rusitania unprepared for military combat and achieve a swift victory. Instead, he was now compelled to sign conditions that meant giving away many Voskian rights to the country he had invaded.




  Ivan rose.




  “Welcome, Cousin Peter,’ he said heartily. “I hope our countries can now live happily alongside each other.”




  Peter’s lips curled into a snarl.




  “For the moment I am bound by the conditions of this Treaty. It will not always be like this – ”




  Ivan remembered the days of their childhood.




  Peter had always been a poor loser and he was a master of sneaky tricks aimed at retrieving his position. It was always necessary to watch your back with his cousin.




  One of the advisers from Voskia stepped forward anxiously and whispered something into Peter’s ear and was impatiently waved back.




  “Bring forward the document,” Peter commanded.




  Ivan was not going to allow his defeated cousin to control the proceedings.




  “First I propose we should drink to friendship – to putting the past behind us,” he said and clicked his fingers.




  Servants handed round trays of champagne.




  Peter looked at the glasses with contempt. Then he waved to a figure at the rear of the delegation.




  Ivan stiffened as a woman came forward.




  She was incredibly beautiful.




  Her flame-coloured hair was arranged in soft waves around a diamond tiara, her oval face was creamy-skinned perfection.




  Her dress of white satin was a dream of innocence, an innocence belied by the knowing contempt of her green eyes. Her cupid’s bow lips gave Ivan a sweet smile as she dropped the smallest of curtseys etiquette could demand.




  “Your Royal Highness,” she murmured as she rose again and looked him straight in the eye.




  Ivan felt a deep pang. So many months of loving companionship destroyed in a single moment.




  “Countess Balinskova herself,” he acknowledged unemotionally. Then could not help adding, “Natasha!”




  “Countess Natasha is with me now.”




  Peter’s voice rang out triumphantly as he placed a hand possessively under her elbow.




  They were indeed a striking pair, both physically attractive, both tall, both arrogant.




  Ivan felt a momentary pity for Natasha.




  The arrival of his letter setting out the realities of their relationship must have coincided with the news of a battle that had not gone Rusitania’s way. For a time it could have seemed that Voskia would triumph.




  So she had defected to Peter.




  He wondered if she expected his cousin to marry her. If so, she was doomed to disappointment.




  In this, at least, they thought alike. Neither would consider the fickle Natasha a fitting candidate for marriage.




  Ivan clicked his fingers again.




  “The Treaty!”




  A parchment document was laid out on a table.




  Ivan picked up a pen.




  “To peace,” he declared and signed with a flourish.




  Peter said not a word as he grimly added his name below Ivan’s.




  A signal was given and the first cannon fired its shot. There was to be a twenty-one gun salute to the peace.




  Peter, however, was not prepared to wait for the full cannonade. Grabbing Natasha by the arm, he marched her out of the Salon as the Voskian Chief Minister bowed deeply to Ivan.




  “Your Royal Highness,” he muttered. “We do wish for happier days ahead.”




  The whole delegation then followed Peter out of the chamber.




  Ivan flung himself back on his throne.




  “I hope that I never have to witness again a more ill-tempered display of bad manners,” he growled.




  “It was not well done,” Baron Rasumov agreed.




  At least the signing was now over with no need to entertain the Voskian delegation further.




  The rest of the day was free and Ivan wondered if he could organise a hunting party.




  There were tales that an ermine fox had been seen – an escapee from Russia perhaps and a hot chase through the snow would blow away the unfortunate atmosphere his cousin had left behind.




  “May I now remind Your Highness that a Council Meeting has been arranged?” Baron Rasumov said sternly.




  How did the man read his mind?




  Ivan sighed deeply.




  Council Meetings always meant a tedious recital of facts and arguments that demanded unattractive answers.




  Ivan led the way out of the Salon.




  On his way to the room he always used for Council Meetings he passed through the great Entrance Hall.




  There he saw Natasha deep in conversation with a servant.




  Ivan stopped dead in astonishment. It was Yuri, his valet, who was talking with Natasha.




  As though sent a silent signal, Natasha looked up and approached Ivan.




  “Ivan,” she said, “I could not leave without saying goodbye to Yuri. He was our go-between and my friend.”




  Yuri gave his master a weak smile.




  “I have even introduced him to Prince Peter,” she added provocatively.




  Ivan refused to respond as she held out her hand.




  “I hope we can part friends?”




  Her mobile face broke into the smile he had always found captivating.




  “You will always have a special place in my heart.”




  Almost without realising what he was doing, Ivan bowed over her hand, his lips hovering above the soft skin.




  “Farewell, for we shall not meet again,” he declared stiffly.




  “No?” Her lips smiled provocatively. “Perhaps it is as well.”




  She turned to the valet.




  “My cloak, Yuri.”




  Her tone was peremptory, but the valet held out a sable garment and gently arranged it round her shoulders, his expression deferential.




  Ivan turned on his heel.




  He would not watch Natasha leave his Palace for the last time.




  *




  The room Ivan used was really too small for the Ministers and Officers that made up the Council, but he had discovered that the more uncomfortable his advisers the shorter the meeting.




  Ivan sat himself behind the desk and fiddled with papers and pencils as his Council filed in.




  The little incident with Natasha had unsettled him. He had almost forgotten how very attractive she was.




  “Right now, Baron,” Ivan proposed as the last man entered. “Do you have an agenda?”




  This was another of his tactics. Being presented with the items the meeting was to discuss enabled some to be dismissed at once and prevented unscheduled matters from prolonging the deliberations.




  The Baron surprised him.




  “Your Royal Highness, there is only one item on the agenda for today’s meeting.”




  Field Marshal Gagarin, the Army’s most senior Officer, rose to his feet.




  “Prince Ivan, before we take matters any further, I wish to congratulate you on the successful conclusion to the late war.”




  Ivan bowed his head in acknowledgement.




  “Thank you, Field Marshal, but the congratulations belong not to me, but to the Army, the leadership you have given and the skill of your Officers. I know of no braver men. I am proud to have fought alongside you.”




  There was a murmur of assent from the Ministers, but the Field Marshal had not yet finished.




  “Prince Ivan, today we signed the Treaty ending the war, but you saw how Prince Peter, your cousin, conducted himself. It will not be too long before he launches further attempts on your sovereignty – we must be prepared!”




  Another murmur of agreement.




  “We need more new weapons,” the Field Marshal continued. “More men need to be trained, we – ”




  “What does the Chancellor of the Exchequer say to these requirements?”




  Ivan looked at his Chancellor and he knew already what the answer would be.




  “The Treasury cannot afford to buy new weapons,” the Chancellor answered. “Rusitania’s financial state is exceedingly poor. There is no money to spend on building up the Army.”




  “If you do not, Voskia will attack us again,” warned the Field Marshal.




  “Not I think for some time,” Ivan answered slowly. “If our situation is bad, how much worse must be theirs?”




  The Baron rose.




  “Now is the time to consider the item on today’s agenda, Your Royal Highness.”




  Only one item was highly unusual. Ivan sat back and wondered what was coming.




  The Baron fingered his chin, a sign that he was marshalling his arguments.




  “As Your Royal Highness well knows, the Council was reluctant for you to take part in the recent conflict.”




  “You were afraid I would be killed,” Ivan gave the Baron a disarming grin. “I proved your fears groundless.”




  He stretched his arms high above his head. It was a gesture of independence.




  “You were wounded several times,” continued the Baron. “We had to consider the consequences should your confidence be misplaced.”




  “Be careful, that is almost treason,” murmured Ivan with another of his disarming grins.




  “And we came to the conclusion,” added the Baron as smoothly as if there had been no interruption, “that there is no suitable heir to your throne.”




  For once Ivan was silenced.




  “The recent death of the Duke of Omnium and his heir in an unfortunate accident has meant that the next in line to the throne of Rusitania is – ”




  He paused dramatically.




  “I know,” came in Ivan. “The next in line is Cousin Peter, Prince of Voskia.”
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