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“The only thing that matters now is our newly formed false union, my dear Lady Matthew.”

 

“Then you will do it?” she asked.

He nodded slowly. “Under certain conditions.”

“Conditions? What conditions? I am willing to pay you handsomely.”

“Possibly, but I am not overly concerned with your money.”

“That is absurd. Why on earth not?” Not that she particularly cared right now. It was difficult to concentrate on anything beyond the proximity of his body to hers.

“It doesn’t interest me.”

Her voice faltered at the look in his eyes. Her heart thudded in her chest. The moment the words formed on her lips, she knew the question was a mistake. Or an invitation. And did not care.

“What does interest you?”

“Any number of things, my dear,” he said softly. “But they shall have to wait.”
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Prologue

WORTHINGTON CASTLE, ENGLAND

1767

 


. . . and so, my dearest daughter, do not regret fleeing Avalonia. These are dangerous times and you leave at my insistence. I shall rest easier knowing you and your child are safe.

I have included letters of introduction to three women, members of some of England’s most powerful families and the daughters of old friends. They will assist you and I urge you to call on them.

Do not hesitate to use whatever means necessary to ensure your survival. Understand, the symbols of heritage have no more significance than that which we assign them. Do not cling to tokens at the risk of your safety. Remember, your true heritage lies in your heart.

Pray, dearest Sophia, for the soul of your husband, for the safety of your father and brothers and for the future of your country. Face whatever lies ahead with courage and strength. And know, my darling, no matter where you are my love is with you. Always . . .



The words resounded in Sophia’s head. She had no need to read her mother’s letter again; every line was engraved upon her heart.

She glanced at her daughter sleeping in the nearby cradle and saw in her mind’s eye the child’s father, killed a mere six months ago in the turmoil that engulfed the tiny kingdom of Greater Avalonia. She’d loved him without restraint, without hesitation, thankful, until now, that they’d found such a love, unexpected in a marriage born of political necessity rather than affection.

No. She gazed out the window at the rolling hills of this patch of England that had become her sanctuary and her home. Regardless of what end he had come to, regardless of what fate befell her, she was lucky to have known, however briefly, such happiness. Now she had a new husband, a good man, and a new life, and if passion played no role, perhaps it would grow in time.

Sophia turned her attention, and her pen, back to the paper before her.


Dearest Mother,



Her mother was wrong. Regardless of Sophia’s circumstances, she would not abandon her sacred obligation.


The Ladies Hutchins, Helmsley and Cranston were kind and gracious and have extended the hand of friendship.



She would never relinquish the heritage it was her sworn duty to protect.


Yet I shall do what I feel I must, dear mother, as heritage is the tie that binds the past to the future. . . .



Sophia was a hereditary princess of the Kingdom of Greater Avalonia. And she would fulfill the single most important responsibility inherent in that position until the day she died.

And beyond.

 





    
Chapter 1

SUMMER 1819

“Did you miss me?”

The lilting tone with its subtle accent drifted into the stables he’d rented for a workshop on the outskirts of London, and for the span of a pulse beat, Lord Matthew Weston froze.

He’d never thought to hear that voice again save perhaps in his dreams, late at night when his mind was free to remember what he refused to consider in the light of day.

It took every ounce of strength he possessed not to look up from the work before him on the rough-hewn table. After all, hadn’t he rehearsed this scene in his head a hundred times? A thousand? He’d practiced the right words, the proper manner. He’d be cold, aloof, indifferent. And why not? Her reappearance in his life was of no consequence.

He hadn’t counted on the blood rushing in his ears or the thud of his heart in his chest.

“I scarce noticed you were gone.” His voice sounded light, disinterested. Perfect. As if she’d been gone no more than an hour or so. As if he were far too busy to notice her absence.

For a long moment she was silent. His muscles ached with the effort of not acknowledging the significance of her presence and the strain of waiting for her response.

At last her laugh echoed through the stable and rippled through his blood. “I see you are still tinkering. It’s most comforting to know some things in this world do not change.”

“The world is constantly changing.” Matt picked up the mechanism he’d been working on and studied it, as if it were much more important to him than she was. As if he didn’t care enough to so much as glance at her. But he did care. More than he’d expected. He drew a breath to steady his nerves. “Constantly evolving. Nothing stays the same.”

He straightened and glanced toward the wide-open doors. She was little more than a silhouette against the bright afternoon sun. Not that he needed to see her. He knew her face as well as he knew her laugh or her touch. In spite of his best efforts, everything about her was engraved in his memory as it had once been on his heart. “Nothing at all.”

She laughed again and his jaw clenched. “Come now, that is far too philosophical and entirely too serious for a summer’s day. Philosophy should be reserved for long, cold winter nights when there is little more to do than comment on the state of the world around us.”

“Should it?”

“Indeed it should,” she said firmly and stepped farther into the stables. “Odd . . . I don’t remember you as being at all serious.”

A teasing note rang in her voice and he was at once grateful she was not at all serious. Regardless of the countless times he’d gone over this very conversation in his head, right now he wasn’t prepared to discuss serious matters. In truth, he wasn’t prepared for her.

He placed the apparatus back on the table, picked up a rag and wiped the grease and grime from his hands. “I am surprised you remember me at all.”

“Oh, I remember you quite well. How could I not?” She moved closer, away from the glare of the sun, and he could see her clearly now: the delicate shape of her face, the tilt of her nose and, even in the shadowed stables, the vivid green of her eyes. “Why, it has scarce been a year since we—”

“Fifteen months, three weeks and four days,” he said without thinking, surprised to realize he knew exactly how long it had been since he’d last seen her. Last kissed her.

“Yes, well, time passes far too swiftly.” She trailed her fingers along the edge of his worktable and glanced at the assorted bolts and screws, odds and ends strewn across the surface. All part of his attempt to refine a device of his own design to effectively heat the air required to lift a balloon without blowing himself up in the process. “Are you still sailing the heavens?”

The phrase caught at him. Sailing the heavens was the whimsical term she’d first called his efforts at ballooning and then what they’d shared between them. It had seemed so fitting once. Not just for his work but for the way she, and she alone, had made him feel. Sailing the heavens. He pushed aside the sentiment.

“I am indeed. Even now, I am preparing for a competition of sorts. A design contest, really. I have some innovations that may prove quite profitable.”

“It’s dangerous, you know.” She glanced up at him. “This business of flying.”

“That’s what makes it exciting. The risk. The gamble. It’s the best part of living, knowing your very existence is at stake.” Or your heart. He ignored the unbidden thought and shrugged. “The most interesting things in life have an element of danger to them.”

She shook her head; her voice was somber. “A woman in Paris died just last month. Her balloon caught fire and she plunged to her death.”

“Madame Blanchard. Yes, I had heard of it.” He had met the lady while in Paris last year. She was the widow of a balloonist and had taken up where her husband had left off. “A pity but not surprising. She was given to aerial fireworks and furthermore employed hydrogen for her balloon. Given the flammable nature of the gas, her demise was inevitable.”

“Inevitable?” Her gaze met his and concern showed in her eyes. “As is yours?”

“Are you worried about me?” He raised a skeptical brow. “It’s a bit late, don’t you think?”

“I would hate to see you meet the same fate.”

“Why?”

“It would be a shame. A waste.” She looked away. “I do dislike waste.”

He leaned toward her, the intensity in his voice belying his slow smile. “And would you grieve for me?”

Her gaze snapped back to his and her brows pulled together indignantly. “Of course.”

He laughed and straightened. “How gracious of you, considering how little regard you had for me a year ago.”

“Fifteen months, three weeks and four days,” she said under her breath.

“However, you needn’t concern yourself. I have no intention of losing my life. Not in the immediate future, at any rate. Besides, at the moment I am using heated air rather than hydrogen. The lift is not as great, but inflation is far quicker and the risks are fewer.”

“Oh, indeed, that is ever so much safer.” Sarcasm dripped from her words. “A fire to heat your air, on board a mere basket, beneath a taffeta balloon, towering over the treetops is scarcely more dangerous than . . . than a stroll in a park.”

“You seemed to enjoy it.” He studied her, wondering if she would rise to his bait or if her emotions were as fiercely under control as his. Or if indeed she cared at all. “And enjoyed Paris as well, if I recall.”

She brushed aside the pointed reference to the past. “I assume, as you are still involved in this questionable pursuit, that you have not yet managed to acquire the funds needed for investment in a ship?”

So she did indeed remember something about their time together. He’d told her of his dreams and his plans to use whatever profits there were to be made from ballooning to buy a share in a ship and from that to make his fortune.

“Not yet.” He gestured at the paraphernalia on the table. “But, should I win this competition, I will.”

“And if you do not win?”

“Then I shall start over.” His voice was matter-of-fact. “I have before, I will again.”

“No doubt.” She wandered the perimeter of his work area, pausing to examine the wicker gondola off to one side.

At once the absurdity of the situation struck him. A myriad of unanswered questions hung in the air between them, yet their conversation was as nonchalant as if they were mere acquaintances. As if they’d never shared blissful days and glorious nights lost in one another. Never made promises, vows of ridiculous concepts like always and forever that apparently only he had fully intended to keep. As if she’d never ripped his heart from his chest and left him alone and empty.

How odd, to be with her now with so much unsaid. So much pride would not allow him to say.

“How are you really, Matthew?” She glanced up at him. “Or should I say Lord Weston?”

He leaned back against the table, crossed his arms over his chest and considered her thoughtfully. He’d never told her of the title he was entitled to by birth, yet now she knew. How interesting. Still, what he hadn’t said about himself paled in comparison to what she had not seen fit to reveal.

“No one has ever called me Lord Weston. The title is actually the Lord Matthew Weston or Lord Matthew, although I cannot recall the last time anyone called me Lord Matthew either. It is not a title I choose to use. I much prefer to be addressed as Captain, although that’s not entirely accurate either, as my days of naval service are long past. Regardless, formality between us seems somewhat absurd.” He unfolded his arms and braced his hands behind him on the edge of the table. “If I remember, we disregarded proper forms of address from the beginning, using our given names without regard to title or position. Matthew. Tatiana. Or, if you prefer . . .” He met her gaze and allowed a touch of triumph to show in his smile. “Princess.”

Surprise flickered across her face.

He raised a brow. “You didn’t think I’d learn the truth?”

Princess Tatiana Marguerite Nadia Pruzinsky of the Kingdom of Greater Avalonia raised a royal shoulder in a casual shrug. “I should have, I suppose, I simply did not think of it.”

“I daresay there are any number of things you did not think of.” He narrowed his eyes, anger he thought long gone rising within him. Still, his voice was controlled, his manner cool. “I’m certain it never occurred to you that disappearing from my bed, our bed, in the middle of the night—”

“It was closer to dawn,” she murmured.

“—leaving nothing but a tersely worded note—”

“You thought it terse?” She frowned. “I thought it was a bit simple, perhaps, but it said what was necessary to say.”

“Did it?” Sarcasm tinged his words. “All it said was that you had responsibilities and obligations you could no longer ignore. It further said you intended to—”

“Enough.” She thrust out her hand to stop him. “I know what I said. And, possibly, it was not . . .” She searched for a word. “Sufficient.”

“Sufficient?” In spite of his intentions, his voice rose and he nearly choked on the words. “It was bloody well anything but sufficient. It left more questions than answers and was scarcely the kind of note you leave a man you claim to—”

“Very well, it was not at all sufficient,” she said quickly, “although it did seem so at the time.” She cast him a pleasant smile. “Do accept my apologies.”

“That’s it, then?” He pulled his brows together. “Nothing more from you than do accept my apologies?”

“My sincere apologies.”

He glared in disbelief. She was offering him no more than the kind of apology one gave for a minor social faux pas.

“My most sincere apologies.”

Is that all she thought the pain she inflicted on him was worth? Most sincere apologies?

“You may stop looking at me like that now, Matthew.” Impatience sounded in her voice. “I am deeply, deeply sorry. It was a horrid thing to do. Thoughtless and inexcusable, and I truly regret it. There, now. I hope that satisfies you, because that is the end of it.”

“The end of it?” He shook his head. Maybe it was. Still . . . “Don’t I deserve more?”

“Perhaps. But I have not more to give you.” She turned and stepped away, then whirled back to face him. “I am sorry, you know, it was a dreadful mistake.”

“All of it?”

“No,” she snapped. “Not all of it, you annoying man. Only the way I left you. And that is all I intend to say for the moment. I will not be interrogated about this.”

“Is that a royal command?”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Yes.”

He stared at her for a long moment and couldn’t resist a slight laugh. “You are indeed a princess. I never would have guessed. It came as quite a shock.”

“I am certain it did.” She studied him warily. It was apparent that she did not intend to say anything further regarding her past actions, and for now he would let it go. For whatever reason, she had appeared once again in his life, and right now it may well be more important to find out why she was back than why she’d left.

“I see you no longer travel alone.” He nodded toward the stable yard. A good half dozen or so men on horseback waited patiently. They were not uniformed, but it was apparent by their bearing that they were military. Some sort of royal guard, no doubt. They were accompanied by a single woman, also on horseback. “It’s an impressive assembly.”

She smiled ruefully. “It is a burden of position, to be always accompanied, to have constant companionship. It is not—”

“Why are you here?” he said abruptly, the question as startling to him as to her, perhaps more.

“I . . .” She paused for a moment, obviously considering her answer. “I need your assistance.”

“My assistance?” Surprise swept through him, and an odd touch of disappointment. “Whatever for?”

“Well, you see . . .” She bit her bottom lip thoughtfully and his stomach tightened at the familiar habit. “I am writing the history of my family, the House of Pruzinsky, and—”

“You’re doing what?” Disbelief sounded in his voice.

“I am writing the history of the royal family,” she said in the firm manner of a governess, contradicting everything he knew of her. “It is something of a scholarly endeavor, and—”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. I don’t believe you for a moment.” He laughed. “You’re not the type of woman who could ever be interested in anything scholarly. Frivolous or meaningless, perhaps, but never intellectual.”

“Frivolous? Meaningless?” Indignation snapped in her eyes and she stepped toward him. “I will have you know I was an excellent student as a girl. My tutors could not praise me enough. I speak six languages. I am not only familiar with the works of Aristotle and Descartes, but I understand them. I can list the names and major accomplishments, in order, of the emperors of Rome. I am well versed in Shakespeare and know complete scenes from a good number of his plays by heart.”

She moved closer, too absorbed by her defense of her intelligence to notice she was now a scant foot away from him. But he did notice.

“I can recite the names and dates of rule of every monarch for the last five hundred years of every significant power in Europe, including your own country.”

Near enough for him to reach out and—

“I know, and comprehend, the underlying reasons, as well as the obvious causes, for the major conflicts and wars among the nations of the world, including the complaints of those clever Americans who were intelligent enough to tell your barbaric country precisely where it could put its taxes and its tea!”

She stared up at him. Fire shot from her eyes. Passion shadowed every line of her body. Her blond hair moved in silken emphasis with every bob of her head. She was fervent and fascinating and abruptly he realized he’d lied to himself. For fifteen months, three weeks and four days he’d told himself he wanted nothing more to do with her. He’d sworn he didn’t care, perhaps he’d never cared. He’d promised himself, if he ever saw her again, he would treat her with the disdain she deserved.

Now he realized he wanted her as much today as he had a year ago. Nothing had changed that. Not her leaving. Not his broken heart. Not even his pride.

“And furthermore . . .” She glared up at him. He was a good half foot taller than she. He straightened, the movement bringing his body to within inches of hers. She was too caught up in her tirade to note their close proximity. Her scent, a subtle blend of exotic flowers and vague hints of foreign spice, wafted around him, and his stomach twisted with memory and desire.

“I well understand the flammable properties of hydrogen, as well as the basic principles of lighter-than-air flight. And I know most of the learned men in your field consider balloons filled with hot air to be considerably more dangerous than those filled with hydrogen because of the constant threat of fire to the balloon itself.”

“Aerostat,” he said absently, gazing into her green eyes and remembering how they’d darken in the throes of passion.

“What?” She shook her head with confusion.

“Aerostat. Remember?” His gaze dropped to her lips. Full and ripe and lush. He hadn’t forgotten the feel of those sweet lips against his. He drew a deep breath and met her gaze. “We call them aerostats, not balloons.”

“Yes, of course. And I knew that too.” She stared up at him, eyes wide with . . . what? Apprehension? Desire?

Heat flashed between them. His gaze locked on hers and he struggled to breathe. To remember to breathe. “And those of us who fly them are aeronauts.”

“Indeed. I knew that as well.” She swallowed hard.

Without thinking, he lowered his head. Her chin rose. He couldn’t seem to stop himself. It was as if he were guided by an unseen hand. Of fate or destiny. Or, more likely, desire. Demanding and undeniable. His mouth moved closer to hers, even as he acknowledged kissing her, wanting her was entirely different than loving her. Loving her was a mistake that, this time, could well destroy him.

A mistake he would not make again.

His lips brushed hers and he whispered against them. “What do you want, Tatiana?”

“I want . . . that is, I need . . .” She sighed, and her breath mingled with his. “I need a husband.”

He stilled, his lips still lightly touching hers, her words as shocking as a splash of cold water. “What?”

“I need a husband. I need you”—she drew a deep breath—“to pose as my husband.”

“To pose—” He jerked back and stared down at her. “No!”

“Do hear me out before you say no.” She tilted her head in that beguiling manner that haunted his dreams. “Do you not want to know why I have made such a request before you say no?”

“Not particularly,” he said sharply. “Besides, I have already said no.”

“Not as far as I am concerned.” She waved away his refusal. “You simply cannot say no until you know why.”

“I can and I have.” His voice was firm.

She huffed in annoyance. “This is not at all gallant of you.”

“Do forgive me.” He swept an exaggerated bow. “I would not wish to be ungallant.”

“Excellent.” She beamed. “I knew you would change your mind.”

“I have not changed my mind.” Admittedly, though, he was intrigued by her persistence and could not ignore a touch of unwanted curiosity.

“Come, now, Matthew, I . . .” She stopped and stared, an expression akin to horror on her face. “You are not married, are you?”

“Not at the moment,” he said mildly. “And you?”

Her relief was palpable. As well it should be. She apparently needed him as her husband now, though it was a position she had once paid no heed to at all.

She shook her head. “I have not married . . . again.”

Again. The simple word hovered in the air. Again.

“So . . .” He picked up a short cut of pipe and hefted it absently in his hand. “Tell me why you propose this ridiculous charade.”

“It is an interesting story.” She turned away from him and paced, as if she needed time to choose the right words. “A half century ago, my aunt, the last hereditary princess before me—”

“Hereditary princess?” He raised a brow.

“A princess who is in line for the throne,” she said offhandedly.

“And you are a hereditary princess?” he asked slowly. “You can inherit your country’s throne?”

“After my father, if both my brothers were to perish, then yes.” She glanced at him. “They are extremely healthy and not at all prone to accident. I have no doubt my brother Alexei will be the next ruler of Avalonia, and that is as it should be. I have no desire to rule. Ever.”

“I see.” He hadn’t realized the importance of her position. Perhaps her note about responsibility was sufficient after all.

“At any rate, Sophia—that was her name—fled the country with her infant daughter after her husband was killed in an insurrection. She took only a handful of belongings.” She paused for a moment as if debating precisely how much to reveal, and Matt wondered idly what those belongings were.

“A few months after her arrival, she wed the Earl of Worthington, in effect abdicating her position and essentially severing ties with her home. She never sent her mother, my grandmother, more than a single letter. Aside from that, there is nothing known of her life from the time she left Avalonia to the moment she married the earl. It is that story I wish to document.”

“Why?”

“Why?” She looked at him curiously, as if the answer were obvious. “Sophia was a member of the royal family of my country. One of a select line of hereditary princesses. Whether the choices she made in her life were right or wrong, she cannot be allowed to be forgotten.” Determination lifted her chin. “I will not permit it.”

“I see.” He supposed it made sense in a convoluted, feminine sort of way. “What I don’t understand is why you need me.”

She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “I cannot go blithely around England demanding information about a lost princess. Not as myself anyway. It simply would not work.” She lowered her voice in a confidential manner. “You may not be aware of this, but many people are quite intimidated by royalty.”

“Really?” He stifled a smile.

“Indeed they are.” She nodded seriously. “However, Lord Weston and his wife, Lady Weston, Avalonian by birth—”

“Lord and Lady Matthew.”

“Are you certain? It doesn’t have the same imposing sound to it.”

“I am certain.”

“Very well, then. Lord and Lady Matthew can certainly retrace the steps of the Princess Sophia and meet with those who knew her. They will be much more willing to respond without censoring their words or being the least bit uncomfortable. Their comments will be honest and candid.” She flashed him a triumphant smile. “Now do you understand?”

“Not really.” He shook his head. “It seems like a great deal of trouble for a bit of insignificant information.”

“It is not insignificant. And I thought it was a brilliant idea,” she said loftily.

“It’s ridiculous. Aside from everything else, in my adult life I have never been known as Lord Matthew. My brothers have used their titles, but I have not spoken to them or anyone else in my family for the past decade. My sudden appearance as—”

“Perhaps you should.” Her tone was prim.

“Should what?”

“Speak to your family. Perhaps it is time. Ten years is an exceedingly long time, and it does seem that regardless of—”

“Enough,” Matt said firmly, ignoring the fact that he had been thinking much the same thing of late. He simply didn’t know how to go about it or how he’d be received. He certainly didn’t like to hear it coming from her. “My relationship with my family is not the issue at the moment.”

“No, I suppose not.” She glanced around at the assorted debris that made up his work. “Did I mention I am willing to pay you a great deal of money for your help? Enough to purchase a ship, if that is what you wish.”

“You did not mention it, but it makes no difference as to whether or not I will help you.” His tone was hard.

“And will you?”

He fully intended to refuse. “I don’t . . .”

She gazed at him hopefully, her green eyes wide with anticipation, and his determination faltered.

He tried again. “I can’t . . .”

She chewed her bottom lip and his mouth went dry.

“What I mean to say . . .” He sighed with resignation. “I will consider it.”

“I can ask for nothing more at the moment.” She cast him a brilliant smile, and he wondered if he’d ever really had a hope of turning her down. “I should like to proceed as soon as possible. If you would call on me tomorrow, we may make the arrangements.” She pulled a folded paper from the cuff of her pelisse and handed it to him. “This lists the names of three ladies Sophia mentioned in her letter. They apparently provided her shelter and assistance. I believe even the closest is some distance away. You will want to plan our travels accordingly.”

“If I agree.”

“If you agree. It also has the address of the house we are residing in, much more circumspect than a hotel. I wish to keep my presence in England discreet.” She handed him the paper.

“I will call on you tomorrow to give you my answer,” he said in a no-nonsense tone that even he didn’t believe.

“As you wish. Tomorrow, then.” She nodded and started toward the door.

“One more thing, Princess,” he said, surrendering to his curiosity.

She paused.

“How did you know all that? About the opinions of experts on the dangers of hydrogen versus hot air?”

She turned back and cast him an overly innocent look. “Why, my dear Lord Matthew, that was yet another lesson I learned as a girl. In the study of military history, I believe. One should know all there is to know about your opponent and never underestimate him.”

“Are we opponents, then?”

“I have not yet decided.” Tatiana flashed him a teasing smile, and once again his insides churned. “Have you?”

He stared for a long moment, then smiled slowly. “I don’t know.”

She laughed, turned away and sailed out the door to her waiting escort.

His immediate impulse was to turn her down flat. Of course, he could certainly use the money, even if accepting it would be something of a blow to his pride. In truth, he’d rather risk his life each day, living on his pension and his prize savings, working toward building his own fortune, than take her money. Still, some would say she owed him something. Why not money?

He watched a gentleman assist her onto her horse and ignored a twinge of envy. It was past time to admit, at least to himself, that he hadn’t put her behind him at all. He still wanted her, more than he’d ever wanted any woman. What he didn’t know was what else he felt about her. He’d long thought it was the abrupt, unexpected nature of their parting, the sense of a task unfinished, that had kept him from getting on with his life. Although he had rather thought he had gone on until now.

Regardless, there was no question that he had indeed loved her once. For a scant six glorious days he had loved her with the kind of intense emotion that strikes without warning and promises to last a lifetime. He leaned against the rough frame of the opening and watched the departing riders. Nothing but love could have hurt as much or lasted as long.

He lingered in the doorway until she and her companions disappeared down the road. And stayed staring, unseeing, long after that. It was obvious that she was involved in something beyond the writing of a family history. Regardless of her ardent defense of her academic accomplishments, she was not a scholar. Her explanation as to why she wished to retrace the steps of her aunt did not seem even remotely valid.

Accepting her proposal would allow him to finally put the past to rest, to finish that unfinished task. But this time, it would be on his terms, not hers. This time, if anyone left, it would be him. This time, his heart would play no role.

He turned from the door and unfolded the paper still in his hand. The address was in a well-to-do area of the city, not up to the standards of royalty, perhaps, but close enough. His glance slipped to the neatly penned list of women and his jaw tightened. Was this why she wanted his help? Did she realize the significance of the last name? Or was it simply some odd coincidence? Some quirk of fate designed to bring them together once again?

Whatever the answer, there was no question now as to his decision. He would indeed accompany her. He would find out precisely why she was back and exactly what she really wanted. He would pose as her husband and allow her to be introduced as Lady Matthew. Why not?

After all, for one brief handful of days in Paris a scant fifteen months, three weeks and four days ago, she had earned it.

 





    
Chapter 2

Tatiana walked toward the waiting entourage with a firm, steady step. She could feel Matthew’s gaze bore into her back. She kept her shoulders straight and clasped her hands together to still their trembling. It would never do to let him know how difficult it had been to see him again. How hard it had been to act nonchalant and lighthearted, as if indeed she had nothing on her mind beyond a silly memoir of her aunt’s travels.

When all she wanted to do was throw herself in his arms and beg his forgiveness. Confess her mistakes, her cowardice, her weaknesses.

He was as vibrant as she had remembered in both appearance and spirit. Tall and handsome, his brown hair kissed golden by the sun, his face and forearms tanned from his work out-of-doors. He fairly quivered with suppressed energy. There was an intensity about him, the way he spoke and walked and even simply stood and stared, that bespoke of a man who would make his mark on the world.

As he had on her.

“Well?” Captain Petrov, Dimitri, stepped forward to help her onto her horse. “Did he agree?”

“No, but he will.” Tatiana allowed Dimitri to assist her into the sidesaddle and braced herself for the comments she knew would come. Katerina, Lady Kaminsky, the only other woman in the group, glanced from Tatiana to Dimitri and back, then cast the princess an encouraging smile and directed her horse to follow a few paces behind. Katerina too knew what lay ahead.

Dimitri swung himself up onto his horse and barked a brisk order to the riders. His well-trained men divided into lead positions or trailed behind, providing the illusion of privacy for their princess and their captain.

Dimitri edged his horse close to Tatiana’s. “Did you tell him the truth? About the jewels?”

“Of course not.” She settled herself in the saddle and ignored the censorious note in his voice. Dimitri and his cousin Katerina had grown up with Tatiana and, in spite of the differences in their stations, were still her closest—in truth, her only—confidants. He now served as a captain in the royal guard, and the widowed Katerina was her traveling companion.

“I fully agree with you on that point,” Tatiana continued. “I shudder to think what the consequences would be if our enemies knew the famed Heavens of Avalonia were missing. It is best to keep my true purpose here undisclosed for the moment.”

“Even from this man you claim to trust?”

“Yes.”

“I still think this plan of yours is ridiculous, not to mention highly improper and possibly dangerous.”

“As you have not hesitated to point out. Over and over again. Nonetheless”—she met his gaze directly—“I intend to proceed without interference from you or anyone.”

Dimitri shook his head. “Your father would not approve, nor would your brother.”

“My father has been ill and Alexei has been far too busy countering the efforts of our cousin to seize power to concern himself with my affairs.”

It was the truth as far as it went. Alexei, crown prince and heir to the throne of Avalonia, had indeed been forced of late to occupy his every waking moment with quelling the seeds of unrest sown by their cousin, the Princess Valentina. It still rankled that Tatiana had been allowed no part in that. Indeed, she had been sent away for her own safety, even though her father was still ill and she would much preferred to have stayed.

Alexei’s latest letter, along with dispatches and official correspondence for Dimitri, had reached her in France and told of his success in thwarting Valentina, thanks to the unexpected help of their English cousin, Viscount Beaumont. The king’s health was much improved and all was again well at home. As for her brother Nikolai, he would probably applaud her efforts, but he was traveling the continent and she had no idea where he was. Besides, this was her quest, and hers alone.

Although Alexei’s recent trip to England this past spring had been successful in reuniting the English branch of the House of Pruzinsky, he had not located the missing jewels. Tatiana was determined to succeed where he had failed.

“Regardless—”

“There is nothing more to be said on the matter.” Her tone was hard and unyielding.

“There is a great deal more to be said,” Dimitri muttered, then sighed. “At least you have chosen someone to assist you who appears to be an honorable sort. From what I have learned of this Matthew Weston, he was considered an excellent officer, his naval career was distinguished and his family’s reputation is impeccable, even if he does not acknowledge his heritage.”

Tatiana vaguely remembered Matthew mentioning a rift with his family but until recently she had had no idea he was the youngest son of a marquess. It had simply not come up in the bare week—in truth, a mere six days—they had spent together.

“He is also considered quite clever, at least among those other idiots—”

Tatiana slanted him a sharp glance.

“Forgive me, Your Highness.” Dimitri’s lips tightened. “I meant to say inventors or entrepreneurs or . . . is dreamers acceptable?”

As annoying as the sarcasm in his voice was, she could not suppress a slight smile. “The path to the future has always been led by dreamers, and I daresay always shall be.”

“So be it. As I was saying, he is thought of highly among his fellow dreamers who are possessed by the idea of sailing the skies. They are a competitive lot, yet they acknowledge Weston as a man with a great deal of promise.”

“Thorough, as always, Dimitri,” she said mildly. “Even if your investigation went beyond the limits of my request.”

His brows pulled together. “You cannot think I would allow you to undertake this ridiculous quest of yours without—”

“You do not allow me—”

“I do not even know how you are acquainted with this man, or why you see fit to involve him, or the circumstances—”

“That is quite enough, Captain.” Her voice was sharp, imperious and startling even to her.

Surprise washed across Dimitri’s face. She never called him Captain.

“I have made my decision. You may accept it or not, but you have neither the power nor the authority to deter me.” She studied him coolly. “I will, however, give you the choice of remaining in London as a precaution should I require your assistance or returning to Avalonia.”

His eyes narrowed. “If I return home, you can rest assured I will be back in six weeks or less with orders from your father to stop you from this foolishness.”

She lifted her chin slightly and met his gaze with a direct and steady stare. “Perhaps. But I am an adult of five and twenty years and fully capable of making my own choices in life.”

“You are also a subject of the king, and if your father—”

“I am a hereditary princess of Avalonia.” She emphasized each word in a deliberate manner he could not fail to understand. “I am third in line to rule. And here and now, in this place and time, I am your sovereign.” She met his gaze and held her breath, knowing full well if he challenged her, the courage it had taken her so long to develop might well fail. “So what is it to be, Captain? Will you stay in England or run home to tell tales about the misadventures of your princess?”

He stared for a long moment. At last he blew a resigned breath. “You have changed, Princess. There is a sense of resolve about you I have not seen before.”

“I have a purpose in my life now, Dimitri. I know what I want and I am determined to get it.”

“It is more than that.” He studied her carefully. “You have always been somewhat quiet, never given to demands or orders, but your manner is different now. You no longer hesitate to take matters into your own hands. It is as if you have at last grown into your position.”

“Have I?” She raised a brow. Only this childhood friend would dare to be so presumptuous. “And is that good or dreadful?”

“I noticed it first perhaps a year ago.” He continued as if he had not heard, as if he were trying to work out a puzzle. “At the time, I wondered if you had at last started anew and laid the past to rest.”

“Along with my late husband,” she said dryly.

“But in recent days, since you have made me aware of your plans, I have come to realize the change in your manner dated more precisely to the week in Paris when you disappeared. When we did not know where you were. If you had been abducted or killed or—”

“Dimitri.” Her voice carried a warning he ignored.

His brow furrowed and he spoke more to himself than to her. “And you adamantly refused to discuss your absence. It was the first time I can recall you ever issuing a royal command. Of course, we were simply grateful you were unharmed, and it scarcely mattered where you had been. Whom you had—”

Realization lit his eyes. “I have been a fool. That is when you met this man, is it not?”

Denial was pointless. “Yes.”

“I see.” Dimitri considered her thoughtfully. She had known him her entire life and knew enough to brace herself now. “Then tell me, Princess.” He leaned closer, his voice low, confidential, accusing. “Is it the Heavens you want, or”—his gaze searched hers—“the man?”

Her hand itched to slap his face. She summoned all her restraint and forced a cold smile. “You forget yourself, Captain. Do not let our friendship blind you to the fact that I can have you reduced in rank, imprisoned or even, if I so wish, shot.”

“Forgive me, Your Highness.” Shock colored Dimitri’s voice. “I did indeed overstep my bounds.”

“Yes, you did.” She leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “I would, of course, never do such a thing, but you would be wise to realize that I could.”

“Indeed I would.” He paused.

“Yes?”

“May I speak frankly?”

Guilt washed away her brief sense of triumph and she sighed. “You always have.”

“Perhaps, but you have never threatened to have me shot before.”

“Never?” She smiled to lighten the moment.

“Never.” He shook his head. “You wield your power now with a firm hand. You have not done so in the past. It is somewhat disquieting.”

“I imagine it is. Like discovering a puppy has learned to bite.” She reached out and laid her gloved hand over his. “You and Katerina are now, and always have been, my dearest—my only—real friends. But Dimitri, is it not past time that I use the power that is my birthright to take my life, my destiny, into my own hands?”

He stared at her as if she were speaking a language unknown to him. “You have responsibilities—”

“And have I not lived up to them? Have I not always, always done exactly what was expected of me? Without question or protest or hesitation? From my public demeanor to my most private relationships, have I not always been”—she searched for the right words—“for the most part perfect?”

“Princess, I—”

“Consider my life for a moment. Was I not betrothed as a child to the son of an ally of my father’s for the purposes of politics? And even though Phillipe’s country was no longer independent and the alliance between our families no longer necessary, did I not wed him anyway because my father, my king, had given his word?”

And did I not give him my heart as well? Tatiana removed her hand from Dimitri’s and straightened.

“And was I not a good and faithful wife even as he had no understanding of such qualities himself?” Anger too long restrained surged through her. “Did I not pretend I was unaware of the indiscretions he took no pains to hide? Did I not ignore that I was the subject of gossip and pity and humiliation?” She tried and failed to keep a bitter note from her voice. “You knew, did you not?”

Dimitri’s jaw clenched. His gaze met hers and he drew a deep breath. “I—”

“No.” She waved away his response. “It is unfair of me to expect an answer. Your loyalty and desire for my protection would never have allowed you to be the bearer of such news. But I am well aware that you and everyone in the court, perhaps everyone in the country, knew of Phillipe’s dalliances.”

“He has been dead for nearly three years now, Princess,” Dimitri said quietly.

“Yes. A tragic accident.” But she, and no doubt most of the world, knew Phillipe’s horse would not have thrown him had the creature not been panicked by the gunshots fired by an angry husband encountering Phillipe bidding his latest, and his last, conquest farewell. “And I did exactly what was expected, mourning the official, and so very proper, length of time. Yet even as such pretense ends, the anger lingers.”

“Perhaps it is time to put the past behind you. To forgive or least forget.”

“You misunderstand. My anger is not directed at Phillipe but at myself. Phillipe, was . . . I do not know.” She shrugged. She had long ago accepted the truth of her husband’s character. “Perhaps he could have been a better man married to someone else. As it was, he was weaker in nature than even I.” She shook her head. “You see, while he was not my choice, I was silly enough to trust my heart to him.”

“I did not know.”

“Few did, and to my credit, such affection did not last long. Still, it is not easy to accept or forgive your own foolishness. And therein lies the anger.”

“You were never foolish.”

“Dear Dimitri, you have always been a poor liar, and I do appreciate it. I was extremely foolish.”

He looked as if he were about to speak, then thought better of it.

“Yes?”

“A matter of curiosity, nothing more.”

“Go on. What is it you wish to know now? I promise I will not have you shot.” She grinned. “Today.”

“Then it is perhaps worth the risk.” He smiled dryly. “Still, as I have been chastised once already for my impertinence, I shall hold my tongue.”

“And if you did not,” she said slowly, “what would you ask?”

“Simply if you are still foolish enough to give your heart to a man who is not worthy of it.”

“Your instincts are correct as always. It is a presumptuous question and you are wise to refrain from asking.”

“I thought as much.” He touched his fingers to the rim of his hat, nodded and directed his horse to join the riders up ahead.

It was an irony of their relationship. He was one of the few people in the world she counted as friend, yet that friendship could only go so far. Regardless of the frank nature of today’s discussion and so many in the past, there were boundaries between princess and subject he would never cross. Boundaries she would never push.

Matthew had never treated her as royalty. He had treated her as a woman. A desirable woman. It had been a unique and thoroughly wonderful experience. Oh certainly she had usurped Katerina’s position, claiming to be nothing more than a companion to royalty when she and the dashing lord had first met. And loved. Even so, today, knowing her true identity, he treated her no differently than he had last year. Aside from the chill in his manner, of course, and the touch of disdain in his eye.

It would be hard, if not impossible, to win his heart again. But in this too she was determined to succeed.

Katerina edged her horse to Tatiana’s side. “My cousin does not look happy.”

Tatiana uttered a short laugh. “I can scarce recall the last time he did look happy.”

“His responsibilities weigh heavily on him. And he is concerned for you.”

“I am well aware of that. And I do appreciate his concern. However—”

“However, he does not know as much as he thinks he knows: the true purpose of your quest. That, no doubt, is for the best.” Katerina studied her. “And what of your Lord Weston? Was your reunion successful?”

“My Lord Matthew, actually. I do like the way the my part of it sounds. However, I cannot say I could term our meeting successful.” Tatiana smiled ruefully. “He did not throw me out, but he has not agreed to my proposal.” She met her friend’s gaze with confidence. “But he will.”

“Did you tell him about the Heavens?”

“Not yet.”

“Did you tell him—”

“No.”

“Perhaps you should simply tell him the truth.”

“No.” Tatiana shook her head. “I suspect he is not entirely certain as to his feelings about me at the present, which I think is a very good beginning. But he is not ready, and, to be honest, neither am I. I would wager he has spent a great deal of time hating me and I dare not give him another reason to continue.”

“Would he?”

“I do not know.” Even as she said the words, she realized there was much about Matthew she did not know. Yet it did not matter. Somewhere, deep within her, she knew all she had to about this man she had loved once and never stopped loving.

“I can scarce blame Dimitri for his concern.” Worry showed in Katerina’s eyes. “I too fear for you. It is a hazardous game you play with this man. Do not forget, when you left him he did not come after you.”

“I have forgotten nothing.” It did bother her that Matthew had not moved heaven and earth to find her, although she could hardly blame him, given the abrupt nature of her departure. Still, today he had known her true identity. He had obviously cared enough to discover at least that.

“You could lose much.”

“But I could gain the world, and that, dear Katerina, is what makes it worthwhile.” Matthew’s words rang in her head. “And exciting. The risk. The gamble. Knowing your very heart is at stake. I have never known such excitement. Or such passion. Or such—”

“Love,” Katerina said simply.

“Love.” Tatiana nodded.

From the moment she had met the adventurous Englishman with the flirtatious manner and amused look in his eye, she had been unequivocally and irrevocably in love. Their days together were as sharp in her memory as if they had happened yesterday.

In the first moment of rebellion of her entire life, she had escaped the confines of companions and escorts and rank, slipping away from the Paris hotel that housed the Avalonian contingent. It was highly improper, more than a little dangerous, and she had loved every reckless minute. It was as if, having left the encumbrances of her title behind, she had left the position behind as well. She was not the Princess Tatiana, heir to the throne of Avalonia, but simply the woman: Tatiana Pruzinsky. And she reveled in it.

She would have thought that alone was responsible for her immediate attraction to the bold, brash stranger selling balloon ascensions in a Paris park, especially as she was feeling rather bold and brash herself, a completely different person from the quiet, dutiful creature she had always been. But even the giddy sensation of floating above the treetops, of sheer unadulterated freedom, paled in comparison to the intoxication of being in his arms and later in his bed.

And in his life.

She and Matthew had explored parts of the ancient city she would never have been privy to without his company on the ground and, even better, in the air. And more, they explored each other. Their hopes, their dreams, their very souls. She had never known absolute happiness before, had never suspected mere mortals could laugh so much, could share such joy.

Later, she would wonder how she had managed to reveal so much of herself without revealing her identity, and realized who she was to the rest of the world was not as important as who she was to him and to herself. She had never tasted freedom like this of both spirit and body, and she would never be the same.

When she had first left her companions, she had not planned to be gone more than a few hours, but an afternoon had turned to an evening, a night to a morn, nearly a week in all. A passage of time she had barely noted. It was not until she had vowed to love him forever that the unyielding sword of reality had struck with a relentless blow and she knew she could not stay with him unless she first settled the rest of her life. She could not abandon the responsibilities of her position to her country or her family as easily as she had slipped out of her hotel rooms.

Their days together were a glorious dream built on passion and desire and unexpected, unremitting love, but built as well on deceit. She could not bear to tell him the truth and she accepted now, as she did then, the cowardice of her actions. She had left his bed and his life with no more than a note about duty she knew full well was insufficient. A note that released him from further obligation to her. She had wanted to pour her heart out on that paper. Reveal the truth about herself and confess how much he had changed her life and how very much she loved him and vow she would return. But she did not want to make another promise she might not be able to keep.

Yet in the fifteen months, three weeks and four days since she had vanished from his life, the power of the love they had shared had not dimmed but had in fact grown stronger.
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