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        December 1818

      

      

      His full name was Prince Damien Augustus Frederic Michel of Nvengaria, which often caused mild panic. “Call me Damien,” he’d say with a warm smile. “It will save time.”

      Women called him love and cherie and oh-please-don’t-stop-doing-that in whatever language they happened to speak.

      Damien had dark hair and the dark blue eyes of the people of Nvengaria, and a body honed by riding, walking, and sword fighting.

      Nvengarian men were reputed to be devoted to the pleasure of ladies, and women from Belgrade to Heidelberg to London were willing to find out whether this proved true. The lady in Damien’s bed tonight was a Russian countess with lush curves that Damien’s  body was vastly enjoying.

      His thoughts, on the other hand, were elsewhere. Damien had nearly been killed today … again. Luckily he’d seen the assassin’s knife a split second before it had struck. His bodyguard had taken the man down, and Damien had walked on, pretending to the crowd on the cold Paris street that his heart hadn’t been banging in his throat.

      He’d relieved his tension by ordering a large bottle of champagne in the hotel’s dining room and smiling at the blond countess who’d smiled readily in return. Later, Damien had led her upstairs to relieve the rest of his tension.

      “My prince,” she said from the pillows. “My so handsome prince.”

      Damien put his mouth to hers. “Hush.”

      She gave him a sly look and licked his lips. “Make me.”

      Damien growled as he silenced her with a deep kiss. His body dripped sweat in the overheated room, his muscles tightening as he slid himself inside her.

      The wide mirror on the wall reflected the woman’s pale body amid red coverlets, her arms stretched over her head, and Damien’s bronzed nakedness on top of her. Candles blazed around the bed and throughout the sumptuous room—dozens of them, so that if a few burned out, Damien would not be in the dark.

      One candle guttered and smoked, making Damien want to sneeze. The countess’s noises grew frantic, and she tore her mouth from his.

      “Damien.”

      This was what Damien had been waiting for—to lose his worries in the mindlessness of coupling, to bury himself inside the countess and erase all other thought.

      He gave a heartfelt groan, which was half release, half disappointment. The intense, wild feeling of the moment meant he’d come down to earth in a second or two, and then it would be over.

      Damien held on as long as he could. Too soon, too soon. Damn. He finished with one last thrust, while the countess moaned and squirmed beneath him.

      It was done. Damien withdrew and crashed onto the bed beside her, his breath coming fast. He was already hardening again, nowhere near sated, but blessed, numbing sleep rushed at him.

      The countess gave him a languid smile. “Oh, my prince. It’s never been like that before.”

      Damien returned the smile but didn’t answer. She likely told this to every man whose bed she went to. Damien’s body grew heavy, everything in him seeking sleep—sweet, oblivious, sleep …

      When she expressed her disappointment that more would not be forthcoming, Damien briefly kissed her lips.

      “Go to sleep,” he whispered, and then went there himself.
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        * * *

      

      A sharp knock on his chamber door made Damien drag open his eyes. By the bright candlelight, he saw that the clock had moved only an hour, and he was still exhausted.

      Damien didn’t worry that a jealous lover or husband had come for the countess, because the only person allowed past the antechamber without Damien’s invitation was Petri, his valet. No one but Petri was even allowed to knock. And Petri never, ever disturbed Damien unless the need was dire.

      Maybe France had gone to war again, Damien thought as he pried himself out of bed and reached for his dressing gown. A war would give Damien a good excuse to leave Paris, and he was looking for one.

      Spain was beautiful this time of year. The Spanish court always welcomed him, and he could commission another painting from that retired painter—Goya; that was his name. Damien liked Goya’s art. The man had a gift for seeing what was really there.

      Or London …

      No. Damien stopped the thought. In London, he would have to visit the Prince Regent, and their last parting had been cool. During his previous visit, the Regent had overheard someone say of Damien, “Now he’s what a prince should be,” and had been highly insulted.

      Damien had nearly fought a duel with one of the prince’s sycophants over it and had avoided the appointment only by smooth flattery and practiced charm. No, he’d not go to London and become sucked into that tedium again.

      Damien brushed dried patches of whipped cream from his skin as he shrugged on his dressing gown. The countess slept on, her head pillowed on her arm, lost in the blissful sleep of a woman with no conscience.

      Petri waited for him in the antechamber with six other men who’d crammed themselves into the little jewel box of a room. All except Petri were dressed in the full livery of the Imperial Prince of Nvengaria—dark blue coats with gold epaulettes, dark blue breeches and black boots, polished brass buttons, and rows of medals. Many medals, because the Imperial Princes of Nvengaria enjoyed bestowing them.

      Damien doubted that rulers of other countries cut medals for the rescue of an Imperial Prince’s cat from a tree, but Damien’s father did. Damien’s father handed out medals for anything—he thought it made him look like a benevolent man, though no one was foolish enough to believe this.

      Damien recognized the leader of the pack, a hardened soldier called Misk. Misk was the man Damien’s father sent whenever he had an important message, quite often a death threat. Damien’s father sent his son many death threats, and likely had been responsible for the assassin’s attempt on Damien today. Misk wore more medals than the others, and Damien absently wondered how the man could stand upright with all the metal hanging from his chest.

      “Your Highness.” Misk bowed low. “Terrible, grievous news I bring.”

      Misk always had terrible, grievous news. Unworried, Damien gave him a nod.

      Misk reached into his pocket, removed a velvet drawstring bag. He took from this a small wooden box with the Nvengarian imperial family crest inlaid in rosewood and teak. The box was very old, polished with time until the inlay was worn.

      Misk opened the box and handed it to Damien. Inside, on a bed of velvet, lay a silver ring, thick and heavy, bearing the signet of the Imperial Princes of Nvengaria.

      Damien’s alarm at last stirred. He pinned Misk with a sharp stare. “This ring belongs to my father.”

      “No, Imperial Highness,” Misk said, a mixture of grief and anger in his eyes. “It is yours. Your father is dead.”

      Damien remained still, the strange shock that rippled through him not letting him react.

      The Imperial Prince, the man who’d imprisoned Damien then thrown him into exile, who’d threatened his own son with execution if he so much as looked in Nvengaria’s direction again—dead and gone.

      Damien was now the Imperial Prince of Nvengaria.

      He drew a sharp breath and lifted the ring from the box. The ring’s silver, eight hundred years old, gleamed softly in the candlelight.

      Every man in the room, including Misk, dropped to their knees. Damien gazed across their bowed heads to the gilded vines lining the walls of the Parisian antechamber. So far from home was this modern city of Damien’s exile, so different from the ancient one of his ancestors.

      Here were his two choices: Accept the ring and rule Nvengaria as was his birthright, or throw the ring at Misk and tell him to find some other fool to take over the pocket-sized principality.

      The men remained motionless, waiting for Damien to tell them what to do. To command them, to rule them.

      Damien stood poised on the knife-edge of change—whatever decision he made here would seal his fate forever. No going back.

      He closed his fist around the ring. “Petri,” he said softly. “Pack my things.”
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        England, May 1819

      

      

      Nothing out of the ordinary ever happened in Little Marching, Oxfordshire. Ever.

      May the twenty-third, 1819, Penelope’s friend Meagan would sigh when it was all over. I will never forget that day as long as I live.

      The morning dawned as an ordinary one, spring in rural England, with wildflowers pushing up through green grasses, an arch of blue sky, soft air and sunshine. Meagan and her father had come to visit and were now staying in Ashborn Manor, the Trask country home.

      “Where are you off to, darlings?” Penelope’s mother, Lady Trask, asked as Penelope and Meagan donned cloaks and gloves in the high-ceilinged hall.

      Lady Trask stood at the large oval table in the center of the hall, arranging flowers of varying shapes and clashing colors in a huge oriental vase. She was good at arranging flowers, hostessing at-homes, pouring tea, and generally being decorative.

      Penelope went to her mother and kissed her cheek. “We are walking to the village to buy ribbons for our new summer gowns. Shall I bring you something?”

      Lady Trask returned the kiss, a long-stemmed, early rose in her hand. “Very sweet of you to ask, dear. I need only yourself.” She turned back to the flowers, then called over her shoulder, “Oh, be sure to take one of your books to Mrs. Swanson. She enjoys your little stories.”

      Penelope had already put one of her collections of fairy tales into her basket. “I will, Mama.”

      Lady Trask frowned at the rose and attempted to fit it into the vase. “You will not get white ribbons, will you, Penelope, dear? You are too old for white.”

      “Of course not,” Penelope said, unoffended as she tied the very brown ribbons of her bonnet. “I have not worn white in three seasons.”

      Lady Trask heaved a sigh, not looking away from her task. “A pity your father died. He could have found you a rich husband in a trice, my poor darling.”

      Penelope drew on her gloves, carefully fitting them over each finger to hide the sudden tightness in her chest. “You know I have decided not to marry, Mama.”

      Penelope’s two betrothals had been disasters. Reuben White, a handsome man-about-town, had desired a pliable wife who’d look the other way at his blatant affairs. Magnus Grady, whom Penelope had thought older, wiser, and safer, had simply wanted a pretty young girl to chase around the drawing room.

      Penelope had cried off both engagements. She’d been labeled a jilt, then a double-jilt. No gentleman would trust her now, Lady Trask’s friends predicted.

      When Penelope’s father died from his long illness, his title and money had passed to his distant cousin, leaving Penelope’s mother only a small jointure and permission to live on the estate for her lifetime. The cousin, a modern young man who loved travel, had no intention of rusticating in the family seat, and so generously said that Penelope and her mother might as well have use of the main house, where they continued to live.

      Lady Trask turned from the flowers to regard Penelope in surprise. “Nonsense. All girls wish to marry rich husbands.”

      Penelope flashed her mother a sudden smile. Lady Trask had not been gifted with a great intellect, though she could be astonishingly shrewd at times. You must watch over her, Penelope’s father had instructed. She’s a pretty creature and always will be, but she needs care.

      Penelope had promised her father, four years ago as he lay dying, that she’d take up the burden of making certain Lady Trask was looked after.

      “If I married, Mama, who would take care of you?” Penelope asked in a bright voice.

      “Yes, that is a point.” Lady Trask’s face softened. “Though Meagan’s dear papa has been such a comfort.”

      Penelope exchanged a glance with Meagan. Meagan’s expression was too merry, and Penelope shunted her out of the house before the two of them could collapse into laughter.

      “They’ll marry in a six-month, I’ll wager,” Meagan said, gasping in mirth as they hastened down the drive.

      “I put it quicker than that,” Penelope said.

      They glanced at the house behind them. Meagan’s father had been strolling the garden while they readied themselves to go to the village. Waiting for us to clear out, Meagan had whispered.

      “They’ve worn out one bedstead already,” Meagan observed as they turned to the road that descended to the village. “I do wish they’d get on with it. I am tired of keeping up the ruse that they are only dear friends, when everyone knows differently.”

      “It will be a relief when they marry, certainly,” Penelope said. “Though I believe they enjoy pretending to be illicit lovers.”

      “Fancy that, at their age.” Meagan shook her head with the wisdom of her nineteen years. “It gives them some excitement, I suppose. Little Marching is so dull in the summer. Nothing ever happens here.”

      “I like nothing happening,” Penelope replied with conviction. “It is restful. You know that each day will be quiet and slow, just like the one before.”

      Meagan rolled her eyes. “Restful, you say. I say dull. Dull, dull, dull. No balls, no soirees, no museums, just Little Marching and home.”

      Penelope couldn’t help her smile. “What you mean is, no gentlemen to flirt with.”

      “Well, no.” Meagan swept her hands to the green hills that rolled to the hazy horizon. “Do you see any gentlemen about? None to dance with, to smile at. Ah, Penelope, they are fine creatures, gentlemen. A little patience, a little coaxing, and they can become quite civilized.”

      Penelope studied the white and yellow flowers by the side of the road. “So you say.”

      “Oh, come, Penelope, even you cannot be immune. Tell me that a room full of tight trousers does not make you melt.”

      Penelope let out a laugh. One reason she adored Meagan was her ability to pull her out of the doldrums. “Trousers with gentlemen in them, I suppose you mean?”

      “Of course I do. Fine coats on broad shoulders. Hair a bit tousled, a handsome face, a wicked smile. Eyes that make you shivery and warm at the same time.”

      Penelope shook her head. “I vow, Meagan, your papa had better get you married off quickly. You will burn into a pile of ashes, and all will wonder at the sad end of poor Meagan Tavistock.”

      “Piffle. I shall marry, but only to a very handsome gentleman who is madly in love with me.”

      “Such a man does not exist, Meagan,” Penelope said, her exuberance dimming. “Young ladies like us marry for money and property and to keep families together. When a gentleman wants love, he goes elsewhere.”

      Meagan’s amusement faded. “Forgive me, Pen, I didn’t mean to remind you. Your fiancés were horrid, and I shall never forgive them for treating you so.”

      Penelope’s heart gave a quick, painful beat. “You are very kind, but you should learn from my experience. Ladies of our station do not marry for love. We marry for convenience, no matter what pretty words a gentleman might whisper into our ears.”

      Charming phrases. Seductive murmurs. False, all of it. Marry me, love, so that you can put an heir in my nursery while I run about with my mistresses and ignore you. Thank heavens Penelope had found out the truth before she’d had a wedding ring on her finger.

      “Not all gentlemen are like Mr. White and Mr. Grady,” Meagan said quickly. “You were unlucky.”

      “But they are, my dear,” Penelope said with glum certainty. “Admire gentlemen all you wish, but be aware of the truth. They marry for money and connections, nothing more. Handsome princes do not sweep in to take ordinary girls to their faraway kingdoms, except in the stories I transcribe. Real princes have double chins and marry for politics.”

      Meagan shot Penelope a sympathetic look. Penelope knew Meagan was not convinced that Penelope’s disastrous betrothals hadn’t been aberrations, but she didn’t argue any longer. Young, pretty, red-haired Meagan would learn, unfortunately. Gentlemen simply could not be trusted.

      And so, Penelope was perfectly content to live out her life in Little Marching in the middle of Oxfordshire, where nothing remotely interesting ever happened.

      Ever.
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        * * *

      

      “Is this the village?”

      Imperial Prince Damien Augustus Frederic Michel of Nvengaria lifted the coach’s curtain with a weary hand.

      “Little Marching, Oxfordshire,” the small man next to him said. “I am very much afraid it is, Your Highness.”
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      Damien studied the square church and cluster of whitewashed, thatch-roofed houses before letting the velvet curtain of the carriage’s window drop.

      So this was Little Marching. After weeks of grueling travel, he had arrived at last.

      “And she is here?” he asked Sasha. They spoke in Nvengarian, the language they used when they were alone.

      “Yes, Highness.” Sasha, Damien’s former tutor and now his chief advisor and protocol officer, touched his neatly trimmed beard as he always did when he was nervous. “Somewhere.”

      Damien rapped on the roof and instructed the coachman to halt in the village square. Rufus, one of Damien’s footmen, jerked open the door and made a deep bow. Damien climbed down before the other footman, Miles, could whip the cushioned stepstool under his feet.

      The village was silent as Damien made his way across the cobbled square, past quiet houses with blank windows. He knew the villagers watched—how could they not? He was a stranger in this sleepy hamlet, an object of interest.

      And what an object. The hired chaise was gleaming black, the spokes of its wheels picked out in red. The four horses were gray, perfectly matched, and sported purple plumes on their headstalls. The plumes drooped now from the long journey and weather, but Sasha had insisted on them. Damien’s own horse, glossy black and of fine blood, was tethered behind the carriage.

      Damien’s tall footmen, Rufus and Miles, had black hair, blue eyes, and bright blue, military-style livery. Sasha dressed in a Bond Street suit, over which he prominently wore his red and gold sash of office.

      For traveling, Damien had remained informal—linen shirt, riding breeches with boots, and a loose coat shrugged over it all. His black hair caught the pale sunshine—like all Nvengarians, he did not wear a hat.

      But even in subdued dress, Damien’s more than six-foot height and broad shoulders made people take a second look. He did not belong there, and the watching square made sure he knew that.

      Damien glanced at a building of crumbling gray stone on one side of the square. “Is that the pub?” he asked his footmen.

      Rufus and Miles, self-proclaimed experts on country taverns, confirmed that it was.

      Miles and Rufus had discovered that the best thing about world travel was the ale. From Bucharest to Austria to the Low Countries to England, no matter what language the natives spoke, the two young men could make understood the words tavern and ale. Likewise, they’d learned that the international phrase, We’ll stand the next round, could win friends and loyalty in every corner of the Continent and Britain.

      Now they came to attention on either side of the public house’s door while Damien ducked under the low lintel and went inside. Sasha and the two footmen followed.

      Damien found a typical English public house, low-ceilinged with a smoking fireplace, settles along the walls, and tables bowed from years of use. On this warm afternoon the room was mostly empty, as farmers were in their fields and villagers worked at their trade.

      The benches today contained older men, grizzled-haired grandfathers taking refuge in a pint of ale and banter with friends. As Damien entered, every man lifted his head and stared at him.

      Damien had been in English country taverns before, plenty of them, but on those journeys he’d been alone with Petri, traveling on horseback or in a nondescript coach. The locals had looked him over then stoically accepted him as another traveler. He’d never before entered a public house with his entourage as the Imperial Prince.

      The patrons studied Rufus and Miles, Sasha and Damien, and the silence grew hostile.

      Sasha looked around, aghast. “On your feet for the most Imperial Prince Damien of Nvengaria,” he said in clear English.

      The landlord, who’d come forward at their entrance, stopped abruptly. Someone snorted, and dark muttering came from the corners.

      “Why do they not stand?” Sasha asked Damien in Nvengarian. “Why do these peasants not bow to you?”

      In palaces across Europe, Prince Damien was greeted with bows of various depths and at times, downright groveling. But then Damien was rich, titled, and well-liked.

      He was known for his generosity, plus he was a crack shot, an excellent rider, and reputed to be one of the best lovers in Europe. He was admired for his athleticism, his intelligence, his energy, and his interest in everything from new inventions to pretty tavern wenches. Good times were never far behind when Damien of Nvengaria visited.

      On this journey, however, once they’d reached England, Damien had ordered that they travel incognito, or as incognito as Sasha would let him. Sasha loved pageantry and was dismayed whenever people did not recognize Damien as Imperial Prince.

      But then, poor Sasha had been locked in a dungeon for twenty years, and only recently let out into the light. He’d dared defend Damien once upon a time, and Damien’s father hadn’t liked that. Damien, who’d likewise been locked in a dungeon and knew just how it felt, indulged Sasha whenever he could.

      “They are not peasants,” Damien told Sasha now. “If you call an English farmer a peasant, he might skewer your balls with his pitchfork.”

      The smaller man blanched. “Truly? Why?”

      “Because they consider themselves free men, not vassals.” Damien gazed back at the unwelcoming faces and pasted on a smile. “Rufus, remind me of that magic phrase, will you?”

      Rufus grinned. He opened his arms and said in his thickly accented English, “Drinks for everyone.”

      The air thawed noticeably. Damien said to the landlord, “Your best ale for every man in the room, if you please.” He reached into his coat pocket and drew out a pouch that clinked.

      An hour later, the place had been transformed. Rufus and Miles played a loud game of dice in the corner with three of the local men. Damien’s coachman stood in the doorway, one eye on the carriage, one on the comely barmaid who brought him ale. Sasha was immersed in a crowd of half-drunk listeners while he tried to explain the entire history of Nvengaria.

      Damien drew the largest group with his open friendliness and store of off-color stories. The men of Little Marching laughed and slapped each other on their backs. The ale kept coming.

      The commotion attracted the attention of the other villagers. The butcher and the blacksmith shed aprons and shut up shop to join the throng. A few farmers drifted in from their fields. Boys came to ogle Damien’s coach and riding horse, and women peered into the tavern to ogle Damien. The landlord’s daughter gave Damien sly looks from under her lashes.

      But Damien had not come for a dalliance. He had a task to complete before Midsummer’s Day, or he would lose his kingdom and very probably his life. He turned to his new friends and asked, “Tell me, is there a house called Ashborn Manor nearby?”

      He got fifteen garbled answers, but most agreed that he should ride out of town to the north a mile or so.

      Damien rose, remarkably steady on his feet after all the rounds he’d bought, and made a courtly bow. The villagers scrambled to rise and bow back, with varying degrees of success.

      Damien lifted his hand in thanks and strolled out of the tavern. The villagers shouted their good-byes.

      “Wait, my friends,” Rufus slurred from behind Damien. “Before I go, I teach you Nvengarian dance.”

      The tavern roared with laughter, then the clapping began.

      The black horse shook its head and snorted as Damien approached. “A little longer my friend,” Damien said quietly, stroking him. “And you can go home.” They both could.

      Damien untied the stallion from the carriage, mounted, and rode off to the north.
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        * * *

      

      “What on earth are they doing?” Meagan asked.

      Meagan and Penelope paused on the road that wound down the hill into the village. A strange carriage with horses with purple plumes in their headstalls stood in the square near the well and pump. A line of men were issuing from the door of the public house, their hands on each other’s waists. Occasionally, they’d wave their arms or kick their feet, all the while making an odd chanting sound.

      Some of the women who’d been peeking into the tavern were swept into the line. Other villagers, including the vicar, came out of their houses to watch.

      “Should we go down?” Meagan asked worriedly.

      “I am not certain,” Penelope answered.

      They watched in fascination a few moments before Penelope heard hoof beats on the curve of the road that was hidden by a stand of trees. A man on a black horse came around that curve, riding straight for Meagan and Penelope.

      The beast was one of the finest Penelope had ever seen—her father had taught her to appreciate good horseflesh. This one was well balanced with a strong gait and a sheen to its black coat. It was well bred and obviously well cared for.

      The man on its back was taller than any man Penelope knew, including Meagan’s father. He rode well for a large man, moving in perfect time with his horse.

      Tight trousers, Meagan had said in jest. This man wore dun-colored breeches that molded to his thighs, black boots on muscular calves, and his hair, as black as his horse’s, glistened in the sunlight. A black frock coat emphasized the strong build of his torso and the tautness of his abdomen, the tails of the coat sweeping back to reveal narrow hips.

      “Oh my,” Meagan said. “Oh my, oh my, oh my.”

      Penelope’s heart beat in strange, thick strokes. She felt as though something had taken hold of her body and squeezed it tight. Time seemed to slow, sound and vision melting like heated glass.

      The horse was upon them. Penelope knew she should move, but she could not seem to do so. Meagan, timid of horses, scurried to the side of the road, but Penelope remained fixed in place. Transfixed was a better word.

      At the last minute, the man halted his mount, pulling it to a stop two steps from Penelope. A puff of dust rose from the horse’s hooves and it tossed its head, bathing Penelope in a warm whuff of breath.

      The man turned the beast, a movement that put his firm thigh and leather boot right at Penelope’s eye level. She found her gaze riveted to the line of muscle at his bent knee, the supple folds of the boot around his ankle.

      She forced her gaze upward, across a chest loosely covered by his shirt and waistcoat, to his face. He had a raw handsomeness, his skin tanned as though he spent much time out of doors, his jaw touched with the shadow of unshaven beard. He wore gloves, expensive ones, if Penelope were any judge, over large and powerful hands.

      She suddenly wondered what those hands would feel like on her body.

      Penelope sucked in a breath in sudden shock. Why on earth had she thought such a thing? Miss Penelope Trask did not let her imagination go to such scandalous places. And yet …

      The man looked down at her with eyes of intense blue, and smiled.

      Penelope’s knees went weak. This man knew how to smile. He did not merely lift his lips—he put every ounce of sincerity into it. He could make a woman on the receiving end of that smile happy she’d climbed out of bed in the morning. A young lady would get up extra early if she thought she’d have a chance of seeing him smile at her like that.

      Even better if he did it from the pillow next to her.

      Again, Penelope jerked her thoughts from such disquieting things, but visions abruptly flooded her mind. His large hands in her hair, his eyes warm as he leaned over her in the dark, his kisses on her flesh as he whispered her name.

      Penelope shivered and the images dissolved, but threads lingered, leaving her body tight.

      Meagan crept forward to peer over Penelope’s shoulder. “Good heavens. Who is he?”

      Penelope had no idea. She’d spent three seasons in London and had never seen anyone like this gentleman. She’d have remembered him.

      And yet, she suddenly had the strangest feeling she did know him very well indeed. Some thought deep inside Penelope’s mind clicked, as though it were somehow satisfied.

      The man bowed in the saddle, making the movement seem effortless. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      His voice was low and rich, his English correct but accented enough to send another a shiver down Penelope’s spine.

      “Oh,” Meagan breathed. “He’s foreign.”

      “Meagan, do not be impolite,” Penelope said as amusement filled the man’s eyes.

      “’Tisn’t impolite,” Meagan declared. “’Tis a fact.”

      “She is correct, I am afraid,” the man said. “I am looking for a house called Ashborn Manor. Do you know it?”

      “Of course we know it,” Meagan said before Penelope could speak. “We’ve just come from there.” She pointed. “It’s that way.”

      “Excellent.” He looked pleased, as though Meagan’s answer had been highly important. “Will one of you ladies guide me?”

      Panic worked its way into Penelope’s throat. “We do not know you, sir,” she said at the same time Meagan gushed, “Of course.”

      The man gave a low, rumbling laugh. “I wish to reach the house before my entourage finds me. Will you ride with me?”

      He looked straight at Penelope. Or perhaps not, Penelope thought hastily. Meagan was standing nearly on top of her.

      “That is you, my friend,” Meagan said in some delight. “I am afraid of horses.”

      Meagan stepped away, leaving Penelope alone before the large steed and the man’s devastating gaze.

      He held out his hand. “Please. I would be most grateful.”

      The man bent from the saddle, stretching his hand to her. Ride away with me, his eyes said. For a little while.

      Visions slammed into Penelope’s head again. She saw herself on the horse with him, his strong arms around her, keeping her safe. They would canter off to lands unknown, where he’d feed her strawberries in a cushion-strewn boudoir, following the berries with kisses as gentle as snowflakes.

      The images shifted to Penelope lying in a meadow, grass tickling her while he loosened her bodice. His hands pushed aside clothing as he leaned to kiss her bared breasts.

      Penelope dragged in a breath in more shock. The visions receded, but the man’s eyes danced as though he knew exactly what thoughts she had in her head. Ridiculous, of course. How could he?

      Meagan was saying, “I vow, I do not know how you can refuse when he puts it so kindly.”

      “Because we do not know him,” Penelope said desperately. “He could be anyone.”

      “Oh, Pen, where is the harm?”

      Penelope drew in another breath. “I still do not think⁠—”

      Meagan grabbed Penelope’s sleeve and dragged her a few steps away. “If you do not wish to make his acquaintance, you are plain mad,” she said in a fierce whisper. “He is the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life, and he’s obviously wealthy and well born. Who else would ride a horse like that and have clothes so obviously made for him? He is a stranger here—we should show him that English people are hospitable, should we not?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      Meagan’s fingers pinched down. “Think upon this, Pen. He’s bent upon visiting the house. On the moment. What do you think is happening there? At this moment.”

      Michael Tavistock, Penelope’s mother, would by now have found themselves alone and decided to enjoy the fact.

      “Very well,” Penelope said briskly, turning back to the gentleman. “I will ride with you.”

      “Excellent.” The man seemed to like the word, as though it conveyed all he needed it to.

      Penelope handed Meagan her basket, closed her fingers around the stranger’s outstretched hand, and lifted her foot to rest on his boot. He pulled her upward, his strength taking her breath away. He settled Penelope sideways in front of him in the saddle, and as in her fantasy, closed his arms around her.

      “We shall see you there,” the man called to Meagan.

      Meagan rested Penelope’s basket on her arm and waved good-bye as Penelope’s gentleman turned the horse and started up the road for Ashborn Manor. Meagan looked positively triumphant. Treacherous girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “How far away is the house?” the gentleman asked, his breath warm in Penelope’s ear.

      He smelled of the outdoors and a bite of ale mixed with sharp, male scent. Strong arms encircled Penelope, holding her steady and making her heart pound. She was very aware that her hip pressed firmly into the spread of his thighs.

      She had to clear her throat. “Half a mile by road.”

      “Is it closer over the fields?” His voice rumbled against her body.

      “I believe so,” Penelope answered, uncertain of anything at the moment.

      “Excellent.”

      That word again. The man put the horse into a canter and they plunged off the road. The beast soared over a ditch and landed hard, but the man’s arms kept Penelope solidly in the saddle.

      “Do not worry,” he said when she let out a squeak of alarm. “I will never let you go.”

      Penelope’s heart squeezed in sudden elation, though she knew he did not mean what the words implied. His English was not faultless; he only meant that he would hold her safely for the ride.

      “Who are you?” Penelope cried over the horse’s pounding hoofbeats.

      “Call me Damien,” he said, amusement in his voice. “It is easier.”

      Easier than what?

      Penelope had never been this close to a gentleman before. Even waltzing with Rueben when they were betrothed had not brought her into so much contact with a male body. Damien’s chest was hard against her back and he held the reins low, almost in Penelope’s lap, gloved hands unmoving. The gloves were fine, stretching over fingers of sinewy strength.

      Damien’s skin was sun-darkened, as though he spent much time outdoors, but tiny white patches creased the corners of his eyes and fine lines brushed his skin there. He had a strong jaw and a square chin shaded with whiskers, as though he’d been in too much of a hurry to shave that morning. His smile was warm as toast, but he looked as though he could be fierce when necessary.

      “I have given you my name,” he said as trees rushed by and they galloped into Holden’s Meadow. “What is yours?”

      For one awful moment, Penelope could not remember. “Penelope.” I think.

      “Penelope.” Damien repeated the word as though he liked the taste in his mouth. He sounded each syllable carefully. “Pe-ne-lop-e. Like Odysseus’ wife.”

      “I suppose so. But I cannot weave.”

      Damien laughed, his eyes crinkling, and Penelope’s blood rose to furnace temperatures.

      “I should not have told you that,” she said hastily.

      “That you cannot weave? Why should this trouble me?”

      “I mean my Christian name. We have not been introduced. You should not even know my name, let alone speak it.”

      Damien’s soft laugh vibrated through her. “But I am carrying you off. Why can I not speak your name?”

      “Are you carrying me off?” Penelope asked, her heart hammering.

      “Would you like me to? Where would you like to go, Penelope?”

      Anywhere. To the far reaches of the earth. To a place where I can be free.

      Penelope pushed the thoughts away. “You said you wished to find Ashborn Manor.”

      “I do, but my purpose there is dreary. Perhaps I would like one more afternoon of happiness before I must attend to business.” Damien reined in the horse, who came out of a canter to a walk. The world slowed. They were far from the road, in a field of tall grass shielded by trees. “Would you like to make me happy, Penelope?”

      Penelope’s breath quickened at the tone in his voice. “Are you flirting with me, sir?”

      “No.” Damien’s smile deserted him and he looked down at her with quiet eyes. “I am—how do you say?—propositioning you.”

      She gazed at him in stunned surprise. He should not speak of such things, not to Miss Penelope Trask, the unmarried daughter of a respectable baronet. She must stop him, explain to him that perhaps where he came from these things were done, but not in England.

      But her skin prickled with sudden and forbidden delight and something within her stirred to life. A gentleman did not ride with Penelope and speak to her thus in a silken voice, with promise in his eyes.

      She remembered Magnus, her second betrothed, and his drunken slurs that he wanted to grope her. She was going to be his wife after all—What ails you, gel?

      This was not the same thing at all. Damien was not intoxicated—his eyes were steady, his dark blue gaze withholding something from her; she could not tell what. He smiled, but he was watchful.

      “I believe you are not familiar with English ways, sir,” she managed.

      Damien shrugged. “I have been to England before.”

      He halted the horse. They rested in the silence of the meadow, the quiet broken only by the drone of bees, birds calling to one another in the sleepy heat.

      “Penelope,” Damien said softly. “Since I have left my home, I have not seen anyone like you. You have given me a pain, here.” He touched his breastbone.

      Penelope felt a fog drifting over her mind, as though he cast a spell, like the magicians in her stories. “How could I?” she asked in surprise. “I am nothing remarkable.”

      “You are wrong.” Damien touched her cheek, his fingertips drawing fire. “All my life, I have existed inside a fairy tale. I have lived an empty life and done empty things. Now, everything is real, and I must face that.”

      His eyes were not completely blue, as Penelope had thought, but flecked with black. They darkened further as he spoke, pressing back the flash of bleakness she’d glimpsed.

      “Let me have one more page of the fairy tale, Penelope. Before I must close the book.”

      Penelope had no idea what he meant. She did know, however, that if the gossipy ladies of the village spied her back here all alone with a handsome stranger, she’d be ruined.

      A very naughty part of her, which rarely spoke, whispered, Then why not enjoy it?

      He must have cast a spell on her. Penelope thought of the villagers dancing in a line down the high street. He no doubt had been responsible for that as well.

      “What did you do to them?” she asked.

      Damien frowned. “Do to whom?”

      “The men of the village.”

      “Ah.” His amusement returned. “I bought them ale. I made many friends.”

      Now Penelope wanted to laugh. “You must have.” She looked at him in exasperation. “Really, who are you?”

      “Just Damien. For now.”

      “Who will you be later?”

      “I do not know.” Damien looked off into the distance. “I do not know, Penelope. Someone you will not like perhaps.”

      Penelope gave a weak laugh. “I have known you ten minutes and already you are the most baffling man of my acquaintance.”

      His gaze returned to her, his focus sharp, like a wolf’s on a rabbit. “And you are the most beautiful woman of mine.”

      Penelope so longed for the words to be true. Everything within her wanted to be beautiful for this man—plain Penelope, with wheat-colored hair and green eyes and a figure not willowy enough for London standards. She was certain this gentleman could have the pick of beauties wherever he went. He had to be giving her false coin.

      “I cannot possibly be,” she said, trying not to sound wistful.

      “I am afraid you are. And I believe I have fallen in love with you.”

      Penelope widened her eyes. “In ten minutes? Now I know you are flummoxing me.”

      “I think it would make no difference were it ten minutes, ten hours, or ten years.” Damien’s look was almost angry. “Which makes what I must do even more difficult.”

      “I think that you are completely mad.”

      “And I agree with you.”

      Damien gently untied the ribbons of her small bonnet and pushed it from her head. She, the ninny, sat there and let him.

      He brushed his gloved fingers over her hair. “It is like gold in the sunlight.” His touch started a shaking deep within her. “I have read stories,” Damien said, “in which a magician makes time stand still.”

      Penelope had read them as well. She’d transcribed such stories in her books of folktales.

      “Have you ever wished you could do so?” Damien asked.

      Penelope nodded. “Oh, yes.”

      Damien looked surprised that she agreed. “I wish I could stop time now. I would stay here in this place forever, in the moment I fell in love with you.”

      “Too much sun,” she murmured.

      Damien leaned to her. “What do you say?”

      “Too much sun. It is a warm day. Your brains are addled.”

      Damien stared at her a moment, then he burst out laughing, a fine sound. The horse, startled by the noise, danced sideways.

      Damien calmed it with a touch. He swung down from the saddle then lifted Penelope to the ground with him.

      She grabbed her bonnet and jammed it back on her head but Damien removed it again and tucked it into a bag strapped to the saddle. Penelope stared at him. “Now my brains will be addled,” she said.

      Damien’s hands went to her waist. He stood over her, tall and strong, his hands warm through her cotton frock. “Penelope, will you kiss me?”

      This could not be real. She must have landed in the pages of one of her own fairy tales. That was the only explanation for this situation. Or she’d fallen asleep and was dreaming.

      But no, fairy tales did not come true in prosaic Little Marching. Damien would kiss her, and Penelope would be labeled as fast, and that would be the end of her. Poor, foolish Penelope, they’d say. She let flattery go to her head. You see, my dears, why you should never trust a gentleman?

      Damien’s gaze flicked to her lips, black lashes sweeping down. “I beg you.”

      Penelope put her hands on his arms. She meant to push him away, but she could only rest her fingers on his sleeves, feeling his strength beneath them. “I do not believe⁠—”

      Damien leaned to her, touching his forehead to hers. “Please,” he whispered. “Please kiss me, Penelope.”

      Without waiting for her answer, he brushed his lips to the side of her mouth, just barely, then withdrew.

      Heat shot to the base of Penelope’s spine. She closed her hands over his arms, holding the steel hardness of them.

      Damien leaned to her again and dropped a kiss to her cheek, his lips smooth and warm, then moved to the curve of her neck. Penelope let her head go back as Damien gently licked then kissed the hollow of her throat.

      Penelope closed her eyes, suppressing a faint moan. The join of her thighs felt hot and strange.

      “I would like to see you bare.” Damien slid his hands from her waist to cup just under her breasts. “I would like to see you in the sunshine, with your hair down, and your gown open.”

      Exactly as in her vision. Fire raced through Penelope’s every nerve. She was mad, she must be. But for this moment, she did not care.

      “My brains are addled,” she said softly.

      “Will you do this for me, Penelope?”

      Damien’s voice was compelling, his body hard against hers. This man was nothing like Magnus. Damien was clean and strong, desiring her, not simply wanting to paw her in a dark corner.

      Penelope swallowed. “What do you wish me to do?”

      “Let me see you. Let me have that one little thing. Please.”

      Damien’s smiles had deserted him. His face was drawn, as though he were in pain. He asked this of Penelope because he needed to. She wasn’t certain how she knew that, but she saw it with newfound clarity.

      Damien slid his palm over Penelope’s breast, driving more heat through her. “Please.”

      Tears stung Penelope’s eyes, desire warring with everything she’d been brought up to believe correct and proper. A lady did not let a gentleman touch her, kiss her, look upon her unclothed, not until they were married, and then she was no longer allowed to deny him. She’d thought she would never want what wasn’t proper, and confusion roiled through her mind.

      Damien brushed the moisture from her eyelashes with his gloved finger, the leather cool and smooth. “Do not cry, love.”

      Penelope’s decision should be easy. She should either be frightened of Damien or she should shove him away, declare him not a gentleman, and stride back to the road in a huff. But it felt right to stand against him, to let him softly touch her face.

      Penelope daringly reached up and rested her fingers on his cheek. Damien turned his head and pressed a kiss into her palm.

      The world had stopped. It had frozen into this moment when Penelope looked at Damien and thought that maybe, just maybe, fairy tales were real.

      “Why did I meet you today?” he asked. “If I had waited a little longer in the tavern, we would not have passed. This is …” Damien stroked his thumb over her temple, his brows lowering. “Madness,” he finished.

      Madness, yes. It had to be. Penelope was mad, as was Damien. Maybe the horse, who’d moved away to crop grass, was mad too.

      “Have you stopped time?” she asked him.

      A smile tugged the corners of Damien’s mouth. “Do you wish me to?”

      Penelope slid her hands to his shoulders. His body hummed with strength. “I do,” she whispered.

      “I will for you, if you want.”

      Damien kissed her lips again, then her throat, then bent farther and tugged open the top hook of her bodice with his teeth.

      Penelope tried to protest, to say his name, but nothing came from her mouth. Her throat was parched and she could not draw a breath. White fire filled the depths of her, and she had to hang on to Damien to stay upright.

      She fought the urge to pull open her bodice as he asked her to, wanting to sink to the ground with him while he covered her breast with his mouth. He’d suckle her, and she’d rise to his touch.

      She’d never, ever had such wicked thoughts in her life.

      She’d never known what fun they could be. Penelope smiled, and Damien caught the smile on his lips.

      Let this moment go on forever, Penelope thought. No regrets, no remorse. Just this feeling of hot happiness in the middle of Holden’s Meadow, in the arms of a man called Damien.

      She belonged in his arms. Had always and would always. “I believe I like madness,” she said.

      “Good.” Damien pulled her close to kiss her again.

      And then Penelope was falling with him, down, down into the grass, where her vision would come true. He’d open her gown and let his kisses fall on her bare flesh. She would not mind, no, not a bit. She’d thread her fingers under Damien’s dark hair, and let him have anything he wanted …

      “Your Highness!” The cry echoed from one end of the meadow to the other.

      Damien froze, the moment shattering like spun sugar breaking on the kitchen’s flagstone floor. “Damn,” he said without moving. “Damn it all.”

      Time started again. The horse lifted his head, turning curiously toward a small dark-haired man who loped toward them from the trees.

      Damien lifted Penelope to her feet and abruptly released her. Penelope drew a long breath, her lungs burning, as though she’d not had air in several minutes.

      “Um,” she ventured. “Did he just say Your Highness?”
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        * * *

      

      Damien took a step away from Penelope, one of the hardest steps he’d ever taken in his life. The real world came hurtling at him in the form of Sasha, who sprinted toward them, holding his sash of the prince’s advisor out of the tall grass.

      Damien’s mission, the prophecy, Grand Duke Alexander’s determination to take over Nvengaria—everything he’d wanted to forget for a moment in this young woman’s arms, slammed into him with staggering force.

      Let her go, his common sense told him. She is only one woman.

      Damien’s heart told him differently. Penelope was delectable and sweet, and he’d never tasted anything like her. Her hair was like summer wheat, strands of brown and gold rippling around one another. Her eyes were jade, light and translucent, with flecks of gold swimming in them. The top hook of her bodice was undone, showing an enticing curve of bosom, drawing his gaze and making him want to touch that smooth, beautiful skin.

      But he could not have her, and Damien knew it. A dalliance, perhaps, but no more. He’d come here to find a woman called Lady Trask, to explain that she’d have to leave England and travel with him to Nvengaria to save his kingdom.

      If he did not, Grand Duke Alexander would win, and Damien, in some grand, dramatic Nvengarian fashion, would die.

      Penelope with her sunshine hair mussed and her chest rising against her loosened bodice, suddenly made all of it seem so trivial.

      I need this, Damien thought. I need her.

      “Your Highness,” Sasha said breathlessly. “We thought you were lost.”

      He spoke Nvengarian, but his first cry had been in English, to warn the country girl in Damien’s arms that he was not for her.

      “Well, here I am,” Damien said in clipped tones.

      Sasha looked confused. “I feared for you, Highness. Was that wrong?” He glanced at Penelope.

      “She is no assassin, Sasha,” Damien said impatiently then quieted his tone. “But you are right to be afraid, my friend. Alexander will always try.” He put his hand on Penelope’s shoulder. “But not through her.”

      Sasha did not look as certain. “Who is she?”

      Damien switched to English. “Penelope, this is Sasha, my royal advisor.”

      Penelope’s green eyes had lost their softness, her wariness returning. “Royal?”

      “Your Highness.” Sasha continued in Nvengarian, admonishing. “You know she is not the one. Nedrak told you⁠—”

      “Nedrak is a charlatan,” Damien said impatiently.

      Sasha was horrified. “No, no, sir. He is a sage, and a great seer. He is never wrong.”

      “Well, he was wrong in this case.” Nedrak, the highest of the Council of Mages, had told Damien that when he found the woman he was to marry, he’d fall immediately in love with her. The prophecy was never wrong, Nedrak said.

      The prophecy must be a bit off, because Damien had just met the woman he’d die for, and she was not Lady Trask. Lady Trask’s Christian name was Simone.

      “Royal?” Penelope repeated, bewilderment in her voice. “Your Highness?”

      Sasha bowed to her and switched to English. “May I present his Imperial Highness, Prince Damien Augustus Frederic Michel of Nvengaria.”

      Penelope stared, her moist lips parting. “Prince⁠—”

      “Call me Damien,” Damien said, his voice cooling. “It will save time.”
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        * * *

      

      Penelope led Damien and the man called Sasha the rest of the way to Ashborn Manor, her thoughts spinning but her emotions numb. Damien guided the horse, the reins looped in confident hands, his movements as graceful and natural as the animal’s.

      It was not often a handsome prince popped out of nowhere and kissed you, Penelope reflected, dazed. Never, in fact.

      Even in the fairy tales she transcribed the prince was preceded by fanfare and pageantry. The country girl he fell in love with usually turned out to be a long-lost princess, something Penelope was not.

      Penelope had read of Nvengaria, the tiny country hugging the western border of Moldova, near the Black Sea. It sat in a deep fold between mountain ranges, following a river gorge a few hundred miles long but not even one hundred miles across.

      She’d come upon this information in a book while researching Nvengarian folktales, part of her interest in the folklore of Moldova, Transylvania, and the northern part of the Austrian Empire. No one in England knew any stories from Nvengaria and Penelope had hoped to be the first to offer a collection.

      But the books she’d read had been sketchy—only one mentioned an obscure tale she hadn’t well understood, and that was all. She’d never met anyone from Nvengaria, nor known a person who’d traveled there.

      The likelihood that this man was its prince was remote. He was most probably a confidence man or similar kind of trickster, ready to prey on an unsuspecting spinster.

      With kisses that took her breath away …

      Penelope glanced at Damien, only to find him looking sideways at her. When their gazes met, he gave her his smile. It confused Penelope, and frightened her, how hot she grew whenever he smiled.

      They neared the house, a wide-winged Palladian manor built a century before and ruthlessly modernized by Penelope’s mother. At the same moment they approached the door, the large carriage pulled by the gray horses with purple plumes turned onto the drive. Behind the carriage came several heavily laden carts.

      Damien did not seem inclined to wait for them. He tossed his horse’s reins to one of the Trask grooms who’d appeared and strode toward the front door, which stood open to the spring air. The tails of Damien’s black coat moved as he walked, revealing the lean muscles of his inner thighs and how very tightly his breeches molded to him.

      Penelope and Meagan, while sitting as wallflowers in London ballrooms, would make a game of deciding which man in the room had the finest-fitted trousers. TTs, Meagan called them. Tight trousers. If Damien appeared at a tonnish ball in the breeches he wore at present, he would win hands down.

      Damien disappeared into the shadow of the house. Penelope scuttled after him, her breath hitching, pretending she could care less about his breeches.

      Lady Trask and Michael Tavistock were nowhere in sight. The butler, Mathers, a man devoted to Lady Trask, stopped in astonishment as Damien strode unimpeded into the hall.

      “Ah …” Mathers began.

      “I have come to see Lady Trask,” Damien said. “Fetch her for me at once. I shall wait in the drawing room.”

      Mathers’ mouth dropped open further. “But …”

      “It is all right, Mathers,” Penelope said quickly, then wondered if everything really was all right. “Please take Prince Damien to the drawing room and serve him tea. I will fetch Lady Trask.”

      Without waiting for reply, Penelope turned away, heart pounding, and hurried toward the staircase.

      She felt Damien’s gaze on her as she ascended. His eyes held caution, but they were also filled with warmth. He looked at her because he wanted to look at her. It made Penelope uncertain and unsteady on her feet.

      She reached the top of the staircase without falling and hastened down the hall to her mother’s chamber.

      The corridor outside Lady Trask’s bedchamber was deserted. Penelope put her hand on the door handle and silently opened the door a crack. She saw Michael Tavistock, naked, the sun shining on his dark red hair and muscular back as he faced the bed.

      Swiftly, Penelope closed the door, her cheeks flaming. From inside, she heard Michael’s voice. “I love you, Simone.”

      Penelope stopped, frozen, as his hoarse words caught her.

      I love you.

      Michael Tavistock truly did love her mother, Penelope knew that. She saw it in Michael’s eyes whenever he gazed upon her, particularly when Lady Trask wasn’t looking at him. For his own reasons, the gentle, forty-five-year-old man had become enchanted with Penelope’s rather featherheaded mother.

      Penelope was glad for her mother’s sake as well as for her own, because she very much liked Meagan’s father. Michael was a kind man and looked upon Penelope with as much protection and benevolence as he did his own daughter.

      Now Penelope felt a strange pain in her heart. Damien had kissed Penelope, had told her, with that same catch in his voice, that he’d fallen in love with her.

      But what Damien had said could not be real. None of this could be real.

      Penelope quietly returned to the landing, counted to twenty, then walked toward her mother’s bedchamber again, making as much noise as she could.

      When she reached the door, all was quiet within. She knocked and said brightly, “Mama? Are you awake?”

      After a time, the door opened a few inches. Michael stood behind it, in trousers and half-laced shirt, his hair mussed. “What do you need, Penelope?”

      Michael had brown eyes that held a strength and quietness that Penelope admired. His dark red hair had started graying at the temples but was thick and full. His face was not handsome like Damien’s, but square and plain, the face of a man who knew what he looked like and was not bothered by it.

      Michael had a commonsense wisdom that counteracted Penelope’s mother’s flightiness, and Penelope looked forward to the day he would become her stepfather. He and her mother had not mentioned marriage to either of the girls, but Penelope and Meagan had already decided upon the outcome of their affaire de coeur.

      “We have visitors,” Penelope said, her mouth dry. “From Nvengaria.”

      Michael raised his brows.

      “I know,” Penelope said. “But I think it’s true. And you will scarce believe this …”
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        * * *

      

      The drawing room was simply decorated and a bit drafty. Damien waited with Sasha as three people entered the room.

      The first was Penelope. Damien’s chest felt like lead when he beheld her—his need for her had not been feigned, but something that had seized him and wouldn’t let him go. He’d never before believed in love at first sight, but he had converted between one heartbeat and the next. The fact that it had never happened to him before did not mean such things did not exist.

      Behind Penelope came a woman of about fifty years but of unmarred beauty, whom he guessed was Lady Trask.

      They were followed by a man slightly younger than Lady Trask who had auburn hair and an air of wise authority about him. Before the butler could close the door, the younger girl who had been with Penelope on the road dashed into the room, her face eager.

      “Papa, you will never guess what happened.” She stopped when she saw Damien and Sasha. “Or perhaps you would. Good morning, again.” She dropped a quick curtsy.

      The butler, looking harassed, stood stiffly in the doorway. “Milady, there is a great lot of men and carts arriving. Was milady expecting visitors?”

      “Ah,” Sasha cried. “It is the prince’s entourage and baggage, at last.”

      Sasha was never happy unless Damien surrounded himself with at least a dozen servants and six trunks full of belongings. If Sasha knew that Damien had once survived in the mountains of Nvengaria without a change of shirt or even any food and water, he’d faint dead away.

      “What entourage?” Lady Trask asked, looking interested.

      “What prince?” the man next to her demanded.

      The younger girl, Penelope’s friend, went to stand next to them. The four faced Damien, a unit, together. The younger girl had the same brown eyes, red hair, and thoughtful expression as the man. Father and daughter.

      The older woman and Penelope shared wide green eyes, golden hair, and a certain set to their features. Mother and daughter.

      Damien said to Sasha in Nvengarian, “No one told me the princess had a daughter.”

      Sasha spread his hands. “Nothing mentioned a daughter, Highness. The ring passed to Lady Trask, no further.”

      The butler cleared his throat. “Milady, what shall I do with the, erm, entourage?”

      “Put them upstairs, of course,” Lady Trask said. “We have plenty of room. And prepare chambers for the prince.” She looked Damien up and down with great curiosity “Are you truly a prince?”

      Damien inclined his head. “I have that unfortunate honor. Prince Damien of Nvengaria. You are Lady Trask?”

      “Yes, indeed. Are we not introduced? Good heavens, Penelope, where are your manners? Make your curtsy, darling. He is a prince.”

      Penelope bent her knees in a model curtsy that would bring pride to any governess. Her expression, however, remained fixed, her eyes troubled.

      “And Mr. Michael Tavistock, a—er—friend of the family. And his daughter, Miss Meagan Tavistock.”

      Tavistock bowed, as wary as Penelope. When he came up, he took a step closer to Lady Trask so that he stood at her shoulder. Ah.

      Tavistock was her lover. A man shared a certain close space with a woman only after he’d bedded her. Tavistock betrayed, by that slight possessive movement, what Lady Trask was to him.

      The entourage was making much noise in the hallway. Over it rose the voice of the butler. “No, no, don’t put that there. Bring it this way, man. This way—don’t you understand English?”

      Mr. Tavistock said quietly, “I think you had better explain yourself, sir.”

      Damien met his gaze. Here was the person who would oppose him if he could. This man was no fool.

      “It is very simple,” Damien answered. He snapped his fingers. “Sasha.”

      Sasha lifted a rosewood box he’d set on the table in preparation. Turning to the four watchers, Sasha reverently opened the lid. “From his Highness Prince Damien, to the most beautiful Simone Bradshaw, now Lady Trask, Princess of Nvengaria.”

      Inside the box, on a lining of black velvet, lay a necklace of old, square-cut rubies. The center of the setting held a ruby the size of a robin’s egg, polished and glinting dull red.

      Lady Trask gasped, her hand going to her bosom. “That is for me?”

      “Lud,” Meagan breathed.

      Penelope took a step back, putting herself behind the others, her eyes overly bright.

      “Why did you call her a princess of Nvengaria?” Michael Tavistock asked, brows lowering.

      Sasha answered before Damien could. “Because she is descended from his most divine majesty, Prince Augustus Adolphus Aurelius Laurent of Nvengaria.”

      Lady Trask blinked. “Who? Am I?”

      “Did you not know?” Sasha asked in surprise.

      Tavistock broke in, his voice hard. “This is nonsense.”

      “Oh, Michael, be a pet. I am enjoying myself.” Lady Trask turned sparkling eyes to Sasha. “How do you know I am descended from this Prince Augustus Aur— whoever he is?”

      “Because the lineage has been most carefully traced for eight hundred years,” Sasha explained. “You are descended from the princess bound so fortunately in marriage to Prince Augustus of old. Your line is traced through the ladies of that house, while his Imperial Highness Prince Damien’s is traced through the male line.”

      “Are we cousins then?” Lady Trask asked. “Two hundred times removed? Fancy.”

      “No, not cousins,” Sasha said quickly. “It all began in the year 1000, or the Year One of the most splendid reign of the two princes⁠—”

      “Sasha,” Damien said sternly. “Later.”

      Sasha did not deflate. “Yes, there will be plenty of time to tutor you in the glorious past of Nvengaria. For now, do you have the ring?”

      Lady Trask stared. “Ring?”

      “The one you wear on your middle finger,” Damien said. He came forward, lifted Lady Trask’s hand, and touched his thumb to the band encircling her finger. “There.”

      It was the ring all right. Lady Trask gazed at it in wonder. The ring was silver, heavy, and old, a thick band with a flat top. The setting had once held the crest of Prince Augustus the First, but time had worn down the etching.

      Damien tugged off his glove to show a twin of Lady Trask’s ring on the forefinger of his right hand. Silversmiths had restored this ring every fifty years or so, so that the crest of Damien’s family was still quite plain.

      He brought his hand up to rest alongside Lady Trask’s. Lady Trask said excitedly, “Look, Michael. They’re the same.”

      “They were forged at the same time,” Damien said. “Eight hundred years ago. They were a pledge, a bond of friendship. It is said that when the rings are brought together again, Nvengaria will prosper as it did of old.”

      “Oh,” Lady Trask said, eyes wide. “My mother gave me this ring when she was dying. She said something about it being my destiny. I thought she had gone senile.”

      “No, dear lady,” Sasha said. “She was a most honored princess from the line of Prince Augustus. As are you. It is prophesied that when you marry Prince Damien, you will bring together the lines of two dear friends to unite the kingdom.”

      Lady Trask jumped. “Marry? Me? Penny, dear, did you hear that? A prince wants to marry your mama.” She smiled at Sasha. “Do I get the rubies too?”

      “Of course,” Sasha said. “They are the prince’s betrothal gift to you.”

      “Fancy that, Penny. You’d be a princess too, wouldn’t you? I wager Prince Damien will find a handsome duke for you.”

      Penelope was staring at Sasha, her look frozen, her thoughts obviously a little quicker than her mother’s.

      Meagan’s expression had changed from excitement to confusion. “But, Lady Trask,” she asked in a small voice. “What about Papa?”

      Tavistock remained behind Lady Trask, his face as rigid as Penelope’s.

      Lady Trask’s smile dimmed. She looked at the rubies, she looked at the ring, and she looked at Damien.

      Damien watched the thoughts behind her head, Lady Trask’s expressions too transparent. She briefly considered conceding to marry Damien then bringing her lover Michael along to Nvengaria, possibly as her “advisor” or some such thing.

      Then the idea was dismissed, and Lady Trask let out a heartfelt sigh. “You are so very flattering, Your Highness,” she said, “but I am afraid I am already spoken for.”

      She gave the rubies in the box a last wistful glance, then she lowered her gaze, took a step back, and held her hand out to Tavistock. Tavistock took it without a word.

      Damien’s respect for Lady Trask rose. He’d quickly grasped that she was a spoiled, vain woman, whose head was easily turned by pretty jewelry. Most ladies of her ilk would have thrown over her plain gentleman to marry Damien in a heartbeat.

      Lady Trask, however, had decided she wanted the man at her side more than she wanted to be a princess of a far-off kingdom, more than she wanted the rubies. Mr. Tavistock must be a remarkable gentleman, Damien reflected. He hoped that one day a lady would find him as remarkable.

      Sasha looked crestfallen. “But she wears the ring. We cannot return to Nvengaria without it, without her …”

      “Never mind, Sasha,” Damien said.

      His gaze moved to where it had been drawn all the time. To Penelope with her hair the color of gold, her green eyes full of emotion.

      Meagan clasped her hands. “Oh, of course. Penelope must be a princess of this line too. Prince Damien can marry her!”

      Damien’s gaze locked with Penelope’s. Her hair was mussed from their ride and from his fingers when he’d stroked it, when he’d kissed her.

      She’d wanted to resist his touch, he’d felt it in the stiffening of her body. But she’d moved to him as though she could not help herself, and her lips when he’d kissed them had held innocence.

      Damien had felt something in his heart change, and he hadn’t understood it, but he understood now. Perhaps Nedrak wasn’t such a charlatan after all.

      “Yes,” he said softly. “Penelope will do very well for me.”

      Penelope’s green-gold eyes were wide, her face white with shock. “No,” she said. She shook her head until her hair danced. “Oh, no, no, no, no, no.”
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      Penelope’s mouth went dry. “I cannot possibly marry him,” Not when Damien looked at her like that. Penelope saw danger, scented it. She wanted to scramble away, run until she was safe.

      “Do not be hasty, Penny, dear,” Lady Trask said. “Those rubies are awfully big.”

      “Mama,” Penelope began, her hands clenching.

      “Of course you must marry him,” her mother said crisply, her practical nature taking over. “It is doubtful you will get any other proposals now, my lamb. You will not mind if I borrow the rubies from time to time, will you? And do say I can stay in your palace. Tuck me into a suite, nothing extravagant. You won’t even know I’m there.”

      “Mama!”

      Prince Damien said nothing. He simply watched Penelope, his gaze so intense it made her blood tingle.

      Sasha, on the other hand, chewed his lower lip. “It is not that simple, Your Highness. She does not bear the ring.”

      “Ah, that is easy.” Lady Trask tugged the silver ring from her finger and held it out to Penelope. “Here you are. I was leaving it to you in my will anyway. My mama told me to.”

      Sasha cringed. “No, no, you mustn’t! It must be done with the proper ritual. If there is no ritual, the line is broken, and it means nothing.”

      “What is the ritual then?” Lady Trask asked impatiently. “Let us get on with it. I want my daughter betrothed to a prince. Lady Matthews will be beside herself. Her daughters married earls, and she does lord that over me something terrible.”

      “Oh, this is madness,” Penelope cried.

      “No, it isn’t,” Meagan broke in. “It’s quite exciting. You’re a princess. When Papa marries your mama, I’ll be your stepsister, like in the tale about Cinderella, except I won’t be wicked or cut off bits of my feet.”

      “Meagan, hush.” Michael’s deep voice cut through the shrill female chatter, and everything went silent.

      Michael had dressed hastily and his coat was buttoned wrong, but his presence overpowered everyone else’s in the room. He reached over and deliberately closed the lid on the rubies, then eyed Damien, his expression severe.

      “We have no idea who you are, sir,” Michael said. “You could be a mountebank, a charlatan. I no more like this marriage idea when you offer it to Penelope than when you offered it to her mother. Unless you can convince me that you are other than a trickster, I will ask you to leave the house.”
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