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Prologue


August 1821, London


He was standing by the window, alone, while the music played and the guests danced and everyone else was having fun. Head bent with his dark eyes fixed on something faraway and his formal clothing immaculate down to the last button. She had to wonder—did his valet shine those buttons every morning? As Roberta watched him, she wondered why he seemed so deep in his own thoughts. But then, he had always seemed to set himself at a distance from the rest of the world. Was it arrogance, as some people said, or was he just shy?


During their association at her family home of Grantham, where he had been courting Roberta’s sister Olivia, and then again when she had seen him in London, Roberta had felt she had come to understand him better than most. Or perhaps she was arrogant to think that?


And yet Prince Nikolai was still a mystery, one she would have liked the chance to solve, if things had turned out differently. She had heard that he had recently taken on the title of Duke of Holtswig and was the ruler of that small nation. Another step above her own position as the daughter of a duke, albeit illegitimate. But then the dreams of her younger self, of marrying the prince, had only ever been just that. And after his possible marriage to Olivia had come to nothing—that had been her grandmother’s dream, to join the two families together—there had been no reason to keep in contact.


“Your Highness. Your Grace. Sir?” Roberta curtsied low, aware that her social skills had improved a great deal since she was last in his presence nearly three years ago, but clearly they were not perfect. She shook her head. “I never know what to call you. I always think of you as Niki.”


Tonight, she was wearing a particularly pretty dress of lemon yellow, and the pearls Vivienne had presented to her at her coming-out last year were woven through her dark hair.


“Lady Roberta!” the prince said, his brown eyes widening. There was a faint flush in his handsome face. Then he added, “Please. My titles are not important. I am Niki to you.”


“Niki,” she said.


It gave her a thrill to see he was taken aback. And so he should be! She was not the reckless young lady he had first met at Grantham. “I hardly recognized you,” he began, and from the gleam in those dark eyes, she just knew he was going to say something he thought amusing. “I was so used to seeing you with twigs in your hair.”


“I haven’t had twigs in my hair for at least a year,” she replied evenly.


He smiled that smile he seemed to save for her alone, as if she was a constant source of amusement to him. “My apologies. You look beautiful, Lady Roberta.”


There had been a time, when they had thought the prince may have proposed to Olivia, when a compliment like that would have kept Roberta smiling for hours. She would have tried out her small arsenal of wiles on him in the hope of another—embarrassing now when she remembered how immature she’d been. As if he would have looked twice at a tomboy like her! Thank goodness that was in her past.


“And all your family are well?” the prince asked politely. “Your brother and your many sisters?”


“Indeed they are. Gabriel and Vivienne have a little boy now, and Olivia and Ivo have a girl and a boy. No children yet for Justina and Charles—she has been helping with the gambling club, Cadieux’s, that Ivo and Charles own jointly. Just while Ivo is busy with his new family.”


His eyes widened a little more. Was he remembering that time when he was part of their house party? Roberta doubted it as she looked into those eyes, as dark as his hair. He must have far more important matters to fill his days than thoughts of the scandal-ridden Ashtons. He probably believed he had had a very lucky escape.


“And your younger sisters?” he said.


“If you mean Edwina and Georgia, then they are as annoying as ever. Antonia is quite grown now and is good company. She is in London with me. Will you be staying long or are you returning home to Holtswig?”


“I am staying with my aunt. She married an Englishman, has a house in London, and has made her home here. I’m not sure for how long I will remain.”


She noticed how stiffly he held himself and the glances he was shooting over her shoulder. It was as if he was on the alert, although for what, she couldn’t guess. More Ashtons, perhaps? The thought made her smile. He was not an easy man to know, but Roberta reminded herself again that he was the ruler of his country, after all, and therefore a world apart from most of her other acquaintances.


There was a pause, as if he was searching for something else to say to keep her by his side. But surely that couldn’t be right? She had always been an irritation to him.


“And your grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Grantham? She is well?”


“Yes, very well. Now that Vivienne has removed the burden of running Grantham from her shoulders, she can relax a little.”


Her grandmother had been the chatelaine of Grantham ever since Roberta’s father died and her mother decided to lock herself away in her bedchamber. And then Gabriel, a gambling hell owner, was discovered not to be an illegitimate son after all but the legal Duke of Grantham.


“After all of the scandals that have plagued our family, lately we have become quite respectable,” Roberta went on. “If I am being honest, things have become a little dull.”


In fact, they were so dull that Roberta was now being pursued by a gentleman Antonia called “The Most Boring Man in London.” Although her sister was of the opinion that he was drawn to Roberta because she was so much more lively than him, and he wanted to tame her. Mr. Walter wasn’t dangerous or frightening in any way; if he had been then Gabriel would have dealt with him. He was simply irritating in his ability to pop up wherever Roberta was, gazing at her in his lovesick fashion.


Nikolai straightened his cuffs, a nervous habit she remembered from their previous encounters. “Ah, I see. Perhaps you did not know, but the Dowager Duchess and my grandfather were once great friends.”


Roberta had known that. That was why Grandmama had been able to persuade Niki to stay at Grantham and hopefully fall in love with Olivia. Her grandmother was always looking for ways to raise the Ashtons back to the dizzying heights she believed were their due.


Roberta also knew that the prince’s grandfather, the former Duke of Holtswig and ruler of the country, was not long dead.


“I was sorry to hear about your grandfather,” she said gently. “Grandmama wrote you a letter, I think?”


“Yes, she did. She expressed herself very kindly. Grandfather was old and ill, and his death was a release from much suffering, but I do miss him.”


He looked away and cleared his throat, and Roberta sought for something to say to distract him from his obvious grief.


“You did not attend my coming-out ball last summer. I was sure my grandmother sent you an invitation.”


“She did. At the time, I was at home in Holtswig. After my grandfather died, there were disturbances. They have been dealt with.”


Disturbances? Did he mean the sort of social unrest that had happened in England over the past few years? Protests and the threat of rebellion as the working classes strove for a fairer system? Before Roberta could ask him, he changed the subject.


“I presume it was a huge success? Your coming-out, I mean.”


She smiled at the memory. “Wonderful! It was a little delayed because of…well…Olivia needed my help with her daughter, Lily. She was such a finicky baby, and I went to stay with them in Kent.” What Niki didn’t need to know was that she also suspected Gabriel hadn’t been in a rush to see her come out, because he had wanted to save up his pennies with four more sisters yet to be unleashed upon the ton.


“I am ‘out’ now,” she said firmly, “and I can go into society without being quizzed about it by the matrons in that tiresome way.”


Let him think her the model of respectability. No need for him to know she rode alone most mornings in the park, disguised as a groom. Niki, such a stickler for the rules, would not approve of that.


“Social engagements can be tiresome,” he agreed, and for a moment he looked so sad that Roberta felt quite sorry for him. “I remember with fondness the days I spent at your home at Grantham. Despite…” He stopped and gave her a sideways look.


Roberta grinned. “Despite my stealing your stallion. I remember. And I apologize, yet again.”


He smiled, a flicker at the corners of his mouth. The memory must have caused him to feel some awkwardness, because he moved as if to leave her. “I had better—”


Oh no, they could not finish on that note. Desperately, Roberta cast about for something else to say. “The roof on the east wing has finally fallen down,” she blurted out, and then could have groaned with mortification. Her wretched tongue!


Once again, his dark eyes widened. “Was anyone hurt?”


“No, it happened at night, and no one lives in the east wing. It had been dangerous for a long time, and Gabriel was always talking about having it fixed, but he never…” Well, best not to tell the prince how desperately short of money they continued to be. “I’m not sure we will ever be able to repair it now.”


He was looking at her politely, but she guessed behind that mask he knew very well that if he had married Olivia, he could have funneled some of his fortune into Grantham, and the east wing could have been saved. If, if, if! Not that Roberta would have been happy if he had married her sister. She would have been sick with jealousy. And that wasn’t something she wanted to remember right now. Let the past remain the past. Maybe it would be best to draw their meeting to a close.


She turned to look behind her, to see if there was someone she could use as a reason to excuse herself, and caught the eyes of a somber gentleman who was gazing back at her soulfully.


“Oh dear God,” she murmured.


With a frown, Niki looked in the same direction. “Do you know that gentleman?”


“No, that is, yes.” She took a deep breath. “The truth is, he thinks he is in love with me. I have tried to persuade him he is not, but he won’t listen.”


Niki narrowed his eyes and glared in a truly alarming manner, presumably at Mr. Walter, although Roberta did not look again. After a moment, the prince gave her a satisfied smile. “He is gone,” he said.


Roberta glanced around and saw Mr. Walter was indeed gone. “Thank you so much! How did you do that?”


“My pleasure,” Niki said, and it seemed that it really was. This time, his smile made him look years younger. “I learned the trick of discouraging bores from approaching me at a young age.”


“Perhaps Mr. Walter will find someone else to fall in love with.”


Niki hesitated. “You are not intending to marry then?”


“No. Definitely not Mr. Walter, but not anyone, really. I don’t think I am cut out for marriage.” It was true enough. As much as she loved her family and saw how happy her sisters and brother were with their partners, she did not believe what they had was for her. It seemed too small somehow. There was a big world out there, waiting, and Roberta had always had the strong desire to set off and see it.


Niki was silent, and now the awkwardness had returned. It really was time for her to go. She had opened her mouth to wish him well for his stay in London when there was a sharp sound. It sounded like something snapping. Then glass shattered in the window beside them. Niki cried out, and Roberta gave a little scream of shock.


Niki stumbled forward, as if he had lost his balance, and she caught him in her arms. Although they were much the same height, she discovered he was heavier than his slender frame suggested, and the weight of him sent her sprawling upon the chaise longue beside them in the alcove.


“Sir!” she gasped. “Niki?”


His head was resting against her breast, and for one awful moment, she thought he was dead. Then he looked up, and she saw a smear of blood on his temple beneath the fashionable arrangement of his dark hair. His eyes were glazed, and he held his hand to his injury and grimaced.


“Are you hurt?” she asked him stupidly.


“No,” he mumbled. Then, seeming to regain his composure, “No. A near miss.” But the eyes he lifted to hers were wide and shocked and anything but composed. He looked so uncharacteristically vulnerable that something inside her twisted.


“Did someone just try to kill you?” she whispered.


He was still leaning against her, his body heavy and warm, and she felt his breath on her lips as he answered, “Yes.”


And then they were surrounded. Guests were expressing their shock and concern, and men who seemed to be part of Niki’s entourage helped him to his feet, leaving Roberta to rise to hers and step away. She could only watch dumbly as the prince was led off, so closely surrounded by his people that he was almost invisible.


Then she caught a glimpse of familiar red hair. Now there was someone she recognized.


Freddie Hart.


Roberta knew Freddie well. He was a close friend of her brother and Charles Wickley, her sister Justina’s husband. Gabriel, Charles, and Freddie had been children together in St. Ninian’s Foundling Home for Boys and had forged a bond that had never been broken. Freddie used to be in the army but was presently engaged in work for the government. Very secretive work, according to her brother. And yet here he was now, dressed smartly in fashionable evening wear with his auburn hair cut short above his neatly tied cravat. He wasn’t a particularly handsome man, unlike Gabriel and Charles, but there was an appeal about him, and a steadfastness that was very reassuring.


Especially reassuring to Roberta at this moment.


His gaze was sweeping about the room, and when their eyes met, he didn’t seem at all surprised. Roberta had the sense Freddie did not miss much. He had probably been watching her conversation with the prince before the shot was fired.


He came to join her. “Are you injured?” he said sharply.


Until that moment, Roberta had not considered that she too might have been hurt. She shook her head. “No, not me. Is Niki…is the prince badly hurt? He was bleeding.” She touched her temple and found her hand was shaking badly.


Freddie took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. “Not seriously,” he said. “Shocked, I think. I need to speak to him. Can you get home, or do you require my help?”


Roberta looked about her and was surprised to see the room was almost empty. At some point after the shooting, the guests had been shuffled out. Here she was, all set for a pleasant, uneventful evening, and now this. And of course, she had to wonder why on earth someone would want to shoot at the prince here in the heart of London. Would want to kill him.


She opened her mouth to quiz Freddie and then remembered he had asked her a question. “I have the coach,” she said. “But thank you.”


He nodded solemnly. “Come on, then. I will wait with you.” He took her hand and tucked it into his elbow. “Gabriel would not be happy with me if he thought I had abandoned you.”


That made her smile. It was true, Gabriel was a very diligent brother. And then she shuddered again, remembering what had just happened. “I will have a story to tell him when I get home,” she said. “I can hardly believe it. The prince did say there had been disturbances in his country, but for someone to try to harm him in the middle of a Society gathering…”


Freddie’s expression was grim. “It is a bad look for a foreign guest of our government to come under attack. Something will have to be done.”


Roberta let his words wash over her. She was remembering the shocked expression in Niki’s eyes as she held him in her arms. It made her heart ache in a way it had not done for three years, and she wasn’t exactly sure what that meant.















Chapter One


The next morning, Roberta rose early because she intended to go riding. She had learned long ago that it was really the only thing that kept her sane. Because her natural exuberance needed to be curbed whenever she went into society, she would find herself watching her every word and every move. She couldn’t be her true self, and that made her jittery. If she was honest, there were times when, in the midst of a ball or a soiree, she wanted nothing more than to saddle her horse, Arrow, and ride as far and as fast as she could. The wind blowing in her face, the strength of the horse beneath her…it was a sensation she never grew tired of.


But these days, she had to curb her rebellious nature. Not because she was hanging out for a husband; Roberta had no plans to marry—being chained to a man was not something she imagined for herself. Well, not since she grew up anyway. She was the sister of a duke, the daughter of a duke, and she had a role to play. Olivia used to scold her for her thoughtlessness, but she had not understood—or perhaps she had not wanted to understand. Now she did. She had to watch herself carefully, and that meant that for many of the hours in her days, she could not be the real Roberta Ashton.


Apart from that one, brief window of opportunity, before most people had even opened their eyes, when she pushed aside the shackles and let the wild girl inside her run free. It was Roberta’s favorite time of the day.


The weather was cool today with a hint of rain, but Roberta didn’t care. She rode hard, shaking off her jitters and calming her nerves. The evening before seemed to have made those jitters worse than usual. Not just the pistol shot through the window aimed at Niki but seeing him again. There had been a time when she had imagined herself in love with him, but she knew now that it had been nothing but a girlish infatuation. He had always been out of her reach; she just had not known it.


Remembering now how she had insisted he be invited to her coming-out ball last year made her squirm with embarrassment. Had she really believed he might be interested in her? Roberta remembered her crushing disappointment when he did not reply. Then she had still been a child—he was a silly dream she had held on to since she first met him—but maturity had brought self-awareness. She was not designed for a conventional marriage, but she just hadn’t known it then.


Having seen Gabriel and Olivia find their perfect partners, and make peace with their true natures, had made her wonder if she might find someone, one day, who would allow her the freedom she needed to be herself. Someone who would not cage her in with protocols. Wedded to Prince Nikolai of Holtswig, even if such a thing were possible? What a disaster that would be!


By the time Roberta returned to the town house, she had put aside memories of her girlish fantasies and was looking forward to a picnic she had been invited to by Estelle Longhurst. Roberta had made the acquaintance of Estelle nearly three years ago, when she accompanied Olivia to an extremely questionable gathering at the home of the bohemian Longhursts. While Olivia dallied with Ivo—and there was a great deal of dallying going on, that was for certain—Roberta had spent the evening safely in Estelle’s bedchamber playing with dolls.


Dolls were more her little sister Edwina’s plaything, but it had been the beginning of an unlikely friendship between Estelle and Roberta that had since grown and flourished. They were very different personalities, it was true, but perhaps that was why they seemed to get on so well.


Estelle had made her debut too, and they gravitated to each other at society entertainments, heads bent close as they giggled and exchanged secrets. Indeed, Roberta could not think of another female—besides her sisters—with whom she was closer.


Gabriel and Vivienne had accompanied Roberta to Ashton House this year for the London Season, and Antonia had been permitted to join them. At nearly sixteen years, Antonia was the next Ashton sister to Roberta’s nineteen years, and although she was not yet out and wouldn’t be for some time, she was good company. After Antonia came Georgia, at eleven years, who seemed to enjoy being disliked, and Edwina, at eight years, who was a sweetheart. The two youngest girls remained at Grantham, the Ashton estate in Sussex, with their grandmother and their governess.


Roberta was deciding what she should wear to the picnic with Estelle when she was informed by a maid that Mr. Freddie Hart was awaiting her in the yellow sitting room.


Alarmed—this must be something to do with last night—she quickly changed and went down to see what he wanted. She wasn’t surprised to find Gabriel there too. He and Freddie were fast friends. They looked up as she entered the room, and their expressions did not suggest they had been reminiscing about happier times. In fact, Gabriel was frowning, and Freddie’s hazel eyes had a watchfulness about them that only increased her unease.


“There you are, Roberta!” Gabriel said. He opened his mouth as if to ask her where she had been this early in the morning and then seemed to think better of it. She and Gabriel had come to an understanding. In public, she kept any reckless behavior carefully confined beneath an outer shell of “elegant young lady,” and Gabriel did not ask any questions about what she’d been up to in private.


For a man with six sisters, it was probably the only way his nerves could survive.


“What is it?” she asked, looking from one to the other. The two men did look very serious. “Has the prince taken a turn for the worse, Gabriel?”


“No, no, it is nothing like that,” Gabriel hastily reassured her. “Although Freddie is here to discuss a matter with you regarding the prince—”


“His Royal Highness, Prince Nikolai Lichtenberg, Duke of Holtswig,” Freddie broke in, giving the man his full title.


Roberta sat down abruptly on the sofa and stared at them as they also returned to their seats, facing her. The house was quiet, it was still early, and this moment suddenly struck Roberta as very strange. She rarely heard Niki’s name spoken like that. To her and her family, he had been simply Niki or Prince Nikolai, but she was reminded now that he had a life outside his encounters with the Ashtons. A life she knew very little about.


“How is the prince?” she said. “His injury—”


“Hale and hearty, so he says.” Freddie’s smile held a hint of mockery. “The truth is, no matter how hard he tries to put on a brave face, he’s worried. And so is the British government. Which means I’m worried too because it will be my job to sort out the mess if something happens to him.”


“‘If something happens to him’?” she repeated, her voice higher than usual. She remembered the look in Niki’s eyes, the trickle of blood at his temple. “Do you mean they might try again?”


Freddie leaned forward with his hands linked between his knees. “Let me explain. The Lichtenberg family have ruled Holtswig for generations, but since the prince’s grandfather died a year ago, there has been growing unrest. Under Nikolai’s grandfather and father, the country was rapidly modernized—for the good of the people, I might add—but there are those who wish to return to the old ways. These dissenters believe Nikolai should not be the next one to rule his country, that his family’s dynasty should come to an end, and their voices are growing louder.”


“But he is the heir!” Roberta cried. “Is that what happened last night? Did these dissenters who disagree with his right to rule try to—to hurt him?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“But…What are you going to do about it?”


Gabriel gave a huff of laughter. “For goodness’ sake, Roberta, let Freddie speak.”


Freddie’s hair was particularly bright in the dull light that came through the windows. When she first knew him, he had been in the army, but since then he had been seconded to a secret government department, and no one seemed to know exactly what his job entailed. He had given up his uniform and now dressed in formal wear, plain but elegant, and Roberta thought that he looked like someone you could depend upon in a crisis. Three years ago, he had helped extract Olivia’s husband, Ivo, from a tricky situation, and they were all grateful to him for that, so she should not be surprised he was the one looking into Niki’s troubles.


“The prince and I have spoken,” Freddie began, when he had her attention. “At first, he refused help from our government because he felt as if it would weaken his position with his people even further—relying on a foreign power, you see. But we came to an agreement. The reason why I am here is that our agreement concerns you, Roberta.”


“Me?” She stared. “Why me?”


“The prince expects to be in England for three months. While he is here, he needs protection, but he is reluctant to agree. He has brought his own bodyguards with him from Holtswig, but they are unfamiliar with this country. It was suggested to him that if he was engaged to an English girl, then protection could come from our government, disguised as assigned to her.”


“Engaged?” Roberta knew she must look as shocked as she felt. Niki engaged? She wasn’t sure exactly what she was feeling—jealousy, perhaps, and certainly disappointment, although those emotions seemed out of place for a woman who claimed she did not wish to marry and had long ago moved beyond her infatuation with the prince.


“It was not easy to get his agreement,” Freddie went on, watching her closely. “At first, he was dead against the engagement idea, and it was only when your name was put to him that he stopped arguing. You are friends, I gather?”


“Friends?” She floundered. “I don’t…We are acquaintances, I suppose. What do you mean, when my name was put to him?”


Freddie and Gabriel exchanged a glance. Gabriel gave a sigh as if the weight of the world had descended on him. “Roberta, I don’t entirely agree with this plan of Freddie’s,” he said. “If you feel the same way, then I promise you will hear no more of it. It may be a clever way of getting the prince to agree to accept the British government’s protection, but in my opinion, there are too many things that could go wrong. When I think of you being placed in a position where you could be hurt, or worse…” He waved a hand as if it was too painful for him to speak of it. He took a breath and went on. “But I know you have a mind of your own, and I have learned to trust you. Most of the time, anyway,” he added with a faint smile. “So I will abide by your decision in the matter.”


Roberta was touched by his care of her, but at the same time, the thought of being part of a dangerous adventure appealed far more than she knew it should. But then Roberta had always been an adventurous sort.


“If you’d let me finish,” Freddie spoke loudly with a frown at his friend as he retook the floor. “The plan I put to the government is that you undertake a sham engagement with Prince Nikolai. All we’ll need is three months—that is, the time he intends to remain in London—and then he’ll return to Holtswig.”


By now, Roberta was speechless but Freddie certainly wasn’t.


“I am aware the announcement of such an engagement would seem quite sudden, but you and he met some years ago, and the Dowager Duchess of Grantham was a friend of the prince’s grandfather. Perhaps we can say that when you met again this Season, you both suddenly realized you had feelings for each other? It will not seem too far-fetched. We can make it work, Roberta. Then, when the three months are up, an announcement will be made that the engagement is over. No details need be given; it is a private matter, after all, and the two of you will part amicably. I can ensure there will be very little hint of scandal, and what there is…Well, I am sure the Ashtons can take it in their stride.”


“Because we are such a scandalous family after all,” Gabriel muttered, showing his displeasure.


Roberta shook her head and then gave a ghost of a chuckle. “Are you sure you haven’t been reading Annette’s books, Freddie? This sounds more like a romantic novel than something from real life.” Vivienne and her cousin Annette wrote a novel some years ago, which caused another scandal in the family.


Freddie cleared his throat. “That may be so, but the prince has agreed to it.”


“He has?” Her voice rose again to an uncomfortable pitch. “Really?”


“Yes, really. All I need now is for you to agree, Roberta, and I can begin to put the pieces together.”


Like a jigsaw puzzle, she thought dazedly. This piece here, that piece there…She tried to collect her scattered thoughts. Freddie wanted her to become engaged to Niki for three months and then to call it off. Roberta wasn’t sure she could make up anything more preposterous if she tried, and her imagination had always been vivid. She couldn’t do it. She wasn’t the person for the job. She would make a fool of herself, and Niki too, and—


“The prince mentioned something about a Mr. Walter?” Freddie was looking puzzled. “That this may help run him off?”


“It certainly would,” Gabriel said before she could think of an answer. “How does the prince know about your persistent suitor?”


“I must have told him,” she admitted uneasily. “You know how my tongue runs away with me, Gabriel.”


Her brother turned to a confused Freddie. “This is a man who Roberta and Antonia call ‘The Most Boring Man in London.’ For some reason, the poor fool has set his sights on the woman least likely to agree to marry him. He cannot seem to understand the misery she would cause him.”


Roberta shot him an indignant look.


“This is a gentleman you have no interest in, but he is interested in you?” Freddie said thoughtfully. “I fear I know the type. There is only one thing that can put a stop to his ambitions, and I have the perfect solution. Become engaged to someone else!”


Roberta had to admire his ability to turn a situation to his advantage. “I am not trained to be a prince’s wife,” she said rather desperately. “Really, I am not.”


“You don’t have to be,” Freddie assured her. “It is only for three months. In fact, any faux pas you make might help to explain why the wedding is called off.”


Roberta tried to recall what else she had said to Niki last night. She remembered admitting she had no intention of marrying, so she supposed he would think it would not matter to her if she was involved in a broken engagement. Or perhaps he assumed she would not expect more of him after the three months were up? Awkward if she insisted their engagement was real. She probably was the perfect candidate.


“And then there is the payment he has offered the Ashton family,” Freddie said silkily.


Gabriel stiffened. “I am not selling my sister, so you can forget about that.”


Roberta looked from one to the other. “What do you mean?”


“The prince has offered a substantial sum for your participation,” Freddie explained, avoiding the eyes of his furious friend. “He wanted to help with some rebuilding—”


“No!” Gabriel shouted.


Freddie held up his hands. “Very well, we will discuss it later. Or not. Right now, I must have Roberta’s answer.”


Niki was offering to help rebuild the east wing; that must be it. Roberta was moved by his kindness before she remembered he wanted something from her too. Something that could be challenging and dangerous. Roberta remembered moaning about how boring her life had become. Well, things would certainly be more exciting if she agreed, and she could rid herself of Mr. Walter too. And yet…she was aware of her own limitations when it came to behaving herself in social settings. Just look at the ammunition she had handed to Niki last night when her tongue ran away with her!


Freddie spoke again in a quiet, serious voice, “Don’t forget what this is really about. The prince’s life is in danger.”


All the protests she had just come up with turned to ash. Niki’s life was in danger, and she had seen for herself last night how that could end. With him lying dead at her feet. That same emotion inside her tightened and ached, and she knew she must do everything she could to prevent that awful thing from happening.


The two men were watching her closely, awaiting her decision.


Niki would be lying cold and dead, and if she refused to help then it would be her fault. There was no choice, really. She had to agree. Roberta took a deep breath.


“Very well. I will do it.”















Chapter Two


Niki stood at the window, hands behind his back, and stared out at the streetscape. Then he remembered he’d been warned to stay away from windows and quickly stepped back.


Blast it all! He was furious and worried, all at the same time. Since his grandfather’s death, he had grown used to being in charge of his life, but now he was being told by others what he could and couldn’t do. His Holtswig bodyguards wore worried frowns, and Freddie Hart wasn’t helping with his reminders about snipers taking aim at him whenever he showed himself.


He was sick and tired of it, which was one of the reasons he had given in and agreed to this pretend engagement with Lady Roberta Ashton.


At least, that was what Niki told himself in public. It was only in his private moments that he reluctantly admitted how fascinating he had always found Roberta. Rather like the boring Mr. Walter, although Niki refused to believe he had anything in common with that gentleman. All the same, he would probably have been better off dealing with his attraction by staying as far away from her as possible, but instead, he was drawn to her in a quite ridiculous fashion. As if she were a magnet and he a pin. For three years, he had rarely given her a thought, and suddenly it was as if she had been there all along, occupying a special part of his brain. There was no one else he knew who did and said things like Roberta. Was that the reason he was longing to be in her company? He suspected that spending more time with her would soon rid him of this uncomfortable attraction. Or perhaps he just hoped it was so.


In every way, she was so very different from Niki. She seemed to have no trouble in expressing her feelings, loudly and freely, and she did not care a jot what others thought of her—at least, he remembered she had not cared during Niki’s stay at Grantham. Time and maturity had somewhat tempered that defect in her character, but he suspected the change was all on the surface. Even as she was mouthing polite nothings to him last night at the ball, he was certain he could see hidden secrets in her blue eyes.


Niki had always struggled to convey his intimate feelings. He was not brave like Roberta. In his position, one did not blurt out confidences, and even in the safety of his private chambers, he remained cautious. Was that the reason he found himself captivated by her? Because she was everything he could never be?


As a small child, Niki had been under the direction of his father, Prince Edgar, who believed his only legitimate son and heir should show little or no emotion and restrain himself at all costs. “Your feelings are nobody’s business but your own,” he would say. “The people do not want to hear your inner thoughts. They want a leader who can make decisions coolly and calmly, and without hotheaded emotion. The Lichtenbergs are an old and important family, and Holtswig is your country to rule, Nikolai. The future depends on you. Never forget that.”


Niki had not found it difficult to be stiff and proud and often silent. The effort of making conversation was never easy for him, especially when he felt all eyes upon him. Over the years, he had discovered it was better to shrug off overtures of friendship from those who did not have his best interests at heart and be thought cold and rude and proud rather than awkward and indecisive and shy.


When his father died and his grandfather took over his care, Niki’s personality did not change in public, but it did in private. He found he could convey his feelings to the older man as he had never been able to do with his father, and they grew close. His grandfather’s urging was one of the reasons he had agreed to visit Grantham three years ago. Later, he regretted it when he was embroiled in a scandal, which did not explain why he still found himself mulling over that brief time and remembering it in remarkable detail.


As soon as he had arrived at the Ashton estate, he had guessed that the Dowager Duchess of Grantham planned for him to marry her granddaughter Lady Olivia. The dowager had already given him veiled hints at the prospect in her letters, and Niki had certainly been struck by Olivia’s beauty. For a time, he had thought that perhaps this was a very good plan, and that he would allow himself to be swept up in it. But it wasn’t long before Lady Olivia showed an obvious preference for the Duke of Northam, and then came the shocking revelation that the new duchess, Vivienne, had penned a romance novel with her cousin. Niki had decided to walk away.


For all his father’s lectures on their elevated position, Prince Edgar had also led a life riddled with scandal. He and Niki’s mother, Countess Marie, took numerous lovers between them, and the countess was currently estranged from her son and living with a paramour in Italy. Francis Ruess, Holtswig’s chief chamberlain, and a man Niki had grown to trust implicitly, had warned him many times that the people of Holtswig did not want a prince who followed in his parents’ footsteps. Times had changed, and Niki must set an example. Where Olivia Ashton was concerned, it had been better to be thought heartless than weak.


If Olivia had been an impossible choice, then her younger sister Roberta had been worse. She had “borrowed” Leopold, Niki’s prized stallion, and ridden him roughshod through a bramble thicket. He had feared his beloved horse had been permanently damaged and had spent several sleepless nights until Leopold recovered. Yes, Roberta had apologized, but he could tell she didn’t think she had done anything wrong. He supposed, in hindsight, she had been young and reckless. Afterward, she had even had the audacity to treat him as if they were friends. He hadn’t been sure what to make of her. Yes, her nature was warm and open, and as a man who revealed very little of his own inner life, her behavior had bewildered him, but it had also thrilled him.


When he returned home and told his grandfather about Roberta, the old man had laughed and advised him to wait a year or two and then make her his mistress. Niki had not, of course. The thought of broaching such an arrangement with Roberta had made him cringe—he had never been the sort of man who could carry off such brashness—and yet he found himself imagining such a scenario far more often than was healthy.


Roberta’s smile when he closed the door of his bedchamber, where she was waiting, her arms welcoming him into her embrace…


That was three years ago, and much had changed for them both, so why was he now agreeing to Freddie Hart’s suggestion of a fake engagement? The idea made him shudder. Yes, playing at being engaged to an English lady meant the British government could protect him without Niki seeming to be beholden to them. As soon as Freddie set out his plan, Niki had sent an urgent message to Chamberlain Francis for his opinion on the matter.


Francis’s reply had returned posthaste, and in it he had—in his usual rather pompous manner—listed the pluses and minuses of the arrangement. For one, Francis felt the people would find such an alliance between Niki and Roberta puzzling, but it helped that the Ashtons were an old and important family. If it wasn’t for the rumors and scandals that surrounded them, then he felt the match would be acceptable—after all, Niki’s aunt had married an Englishman. The chamberlain went on to admit that the Lichtenbergs were hardly unsullied, and the Duke of Grantham was well thought of, and Roberta had taken her place in society and there had not been a whisper of anything untoward attaching itself to her. So far.


Two wrongs do not make a right, Francis had written back to him. Just because your parents were imperfect in their behavior does not mean you should marry someone from a similar background.


He was right, of course he was. But it was Francis who had suggested Niki remove himself from Holtswig for three months until the unrest settled. His aunt Matilda Brooks had been begging him to stay with her in London, and he had planned to use that as an excuse for his absence. “You are not running away,” Francis had assured him the last time they spoke face to face. “And I will be here to see the country has a firm hand on the reins.”


Francis had risen through the ranks of the Holtswig army to become the general in charge before Niki’s grandfather asked him to take on the role of chamberlain, which was similar to the British Prime Minister. He was a wise man, and while Niki was happy to listen to his advice and trust his judgment, he also had to make up his own mind.


Do not engage yourself to Lady Roberta, Francis had written bluntly in the final paragraph of his missive. I think it would be most unwise.


Niki set the letter aside with a restless movement and sat gazing into space. The truth was he did not want to take his chamberlain’s advice, not this time. Something inside him yearned for Roberta Ashton, and if he said yes, then for the three months, he could pretend Roberta was to be his wife. For three months, he would have her at his side. He could listen to her chatter and express her opinions and be the recipient of her smiles and laughter and her generous spirit.


It would feel as if he had cracked open a door and sunshine was shining into the dark shadows of his life.


If his grandfather had still been alive, Niki could have told him his feelings and listened to the old man’s laughter. He was sure his grandfather would have understood. Francis Ruess gave him sound advice when it came to running the country, but as for what made Niki happy…He felt very alone. Being the ruler of a small, wealthy country with a long and proud history was not an easy task, especially when somebody now wanted him dead.


Francis had promised to find out who was responsible for the attempt on his life and force the perpetrator or perpetrators out into the open. Could it be Karl, his illegitimate older brother? Karl had never shown any desire to harm Niki or any ambition to rule. He was always loyal to Niki, and if Niki was jealous of how much the people loved his brother, then that was his own character flaw. And yet something was not right. This was more than a few dissatisfied peasants drawing attention to themselves.


There had been the riot in the capital, timed just as Niki was about to attend a ceremony for the new recruits to the army. His attendance had been a secret to all but a very few, and it was fortunate word of the riot got out before he was in a vulnerable position. He could have been hurt, or worse. And the gate to the castle had been opened in the night and several men had entered but were seen and captured before they could make their way into the private rooms. So far, no one had admitted any negligence or complicity, and an investigation was ongoing.


Someone was pulling strings, Niki was sure of it, and he was worried it was someone close to him. Like Karl. He had even considered his mother’s involvement. She might be in Italy, but she was bitter and resentful about her banishment by Niki’s father. There was no love lost between them while Prince Edgar had been alive, and Niki felt as if they were strangers. It would be easier to harm someone you no longer knew well.


Francis had insisted he leave the questions to him, and honestly, Niki would be relieved not to think about them. Until the assassination attempt last night, he had felt safe here in London. He had Freddie Hart on his side now too, and the man seemed more than competent. “Leave it to me,” Hart had said. “I will not allow anything to happen to you.”


Niki desperately wanted to believe him. He was tired of being under some nameless threat. He wanted to feel safe again, and with Roberta at his side, he would have something else to focus on. He had made his decision. Francis would not like it, but for once, Niki refused to be swayed by his chamberlain’s pragmatism. This time, he was determined to act upon his own instincts, and anyway, he reminded himself it was only for three months. What could possibly go wrong?


He smiled. Roberta Ashton was someone he had thought about many times since he first met her, and when he had seen her again at the ball, when she had held him in her arms as if she could save him…he knew his strange, confused feelings regarding her had not gone away. Three months would be long enough. And he expected to be disappointed at the end of it. When he discovered the Roberta he had constructed in his memory was but a fantasy, wouldn’t that be a good thing?


Yes, he would look at it that way. Roberta would drive him to the edge of insanity by openly expressing unasked-for opinions on everything and everyone, and he would be relieved to see the back of her.


Why then did Niki feel as if he was embarking on a momentous journey? Like one of the heroes of old, he was traveling to a mysterious land, seeking treasure and enlightenment. And when he returned, he expected to be changed for better or worse in some deep and fundamental way.















Chapter Three


Roberta steadied herself as she waited nervously beyond the ballroom doors, ready to be announced. She had never been to this house before. It belonged to someone from the highest echelons of London society, and scandal had kept the Ashtons at a distance from that rarefied atmosphere. The engagement hadn’t yet been officially broadcast, but tonight was supposed to be a strong indicator that there was a romance between her and Niki.


Freddie’s idea.


She had not had more than a couple of words with Niki since the arrangements were made. She suspected he was avoiding her, but then she felt guilty for being so self-obsessed. He was the ruler of his country, after all, and no doubt had much to do. Besides, their engagement was nothing but a practical solution to his problem. It wasn’t real, so why should he trouble himself with her feelings?


And yet she still felt miffed.


She tried not to fiddle with her hair or clothing, reminding herself she must appear to be calm and unruffled. She must make a good first impression on all the people who were beyond that door. And they weren’t all strangers. Gabriel would be there, as head of the Ashton family, with his duchess, Vivienne, but no other Ashtons would be present. Her sister Olivia was still at home, living in blissful ignorance of the sham engagement, with her husband, Ivo, and two children, and her second sister, Justina, also had no idea what was afoot. If either of her sisters had known, they would have been there in a flash, but Freddie and Gabriel had decided it wouldn’t be safe to have family members who were not in on the secret scrutinizing Roberta.


If the truth slipped out—and it was possible she would blurt it out—and Niki’s enemies discovered it was all a pretense, they might use it to their own advantage. They might call him a coward or a puppet of the British government and say that he was not the proper ruler for Holtswig. As for who those enemies were?


“Best not to think about that,” Freddie had informed her in their brief meeting before she arrived at the ball. “That is for me to worry about. You just enjoy yourself.”


Easier said than done. How could she enjoy herself when she felt weighed down with the expectations of others? She kept reminding herself that this was all a sham, the sort of game she had imagined herself playing since life had become so dull, but it didn’t seem to help.


“Lady Roberta Ashton!”


At the sound of her name being called by a footman, she almost jumped in the air like a nervous horse at the starting gate before she took a breath and started forward. The room beyond the doors looked vast, and although it was unlikely, it seemed to her that everyone was looking at her. Above the music came a hum of sound—murmurs and whispers. Roberta had been instructed to make her way to the front of the room, where Niki and his entourage were waiting with their hosts to greet their guests. This was a celebration of everything Holtswig, to which the hosts had some distant connection, and was really an excuse to throw a ball in his honor. She caught a glimpse of Gabriel and Vivienne, smiling encouragingly, but she tried to keep her gaze focused on the group before her. More particularly, on Prince Nikolai.


As usual, he looked proud and aloof, his expression inscrutable, and he was wearing a uniform she had never seen before. Dark blue with gold trim, and a rather large medal pinned to his chest. Was it real? She bit her lip on the urge to blurt out her question. Neither the time nor the place, Roberta, she reminded herself.


She curtsied low when she reached him, and on lifting her head found Niki’s gaze fixed firmly on her face. There was a sparkle in his eyes. It was almost as if he was satisfied to see her here, curtsying before him, but the emotion was gone in a flash, and he was back to his impenetrable expression.


“Lady Roberta,” he greeted her, holding out his hand.


She lay her gloved fingers in his, and he tightened his grip as he raised her up. “Your Highness,” she said, not sure what to do next.


But Niki had matters under control. He drew her to his side and rested her hand on his forearm before turning to face the room. It was a statement without words. He was telling these guests that Roberta was special to him.


The hum from the crowd grew into a roar. Clearly, none of them had expected this, apart from Gabriel and Vivienne, who were watching her in their protective way, and Freddie, with his speculative gaze trained on the other guests. Roberta wasn’t sure what he imagined he’d see, but all she could see was surprise and excitement on the faces turned to her and Niki.


“What an unexpected surprise, Brother.” A man wearing a similar uniform to Niki’s came to join them. Ten years older than Niki, he had the same dark eyes, but his hair was lighter, and he was rounder in the face and plumper in the body.


“Unexpected in what way?” Niki inquired with a frown.


“For you to single out Lady Roberta Ashton.” He bowed to Roberta and gave her a truly charming smile. The sort of smile given by a man with a certain notoriety with women. “When have you ever shown such marked attention to a female before?”
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