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Chapter 1



Scaling the wall of a mansion and slipping from a balcony into an upper-floor room was probably a unique way of interviewing for a job. But Jack Santini was a pretty unique guy, and he decided it was the reasonable way to go. And all went well until he got to his destination. He hadn’t expected to find a young woman in the room, much less in the bed, in midafternoon. As he came in through the open French doors, he was as surprised as she was.

He couldn’t afford to have her scream and bring the household down on top of him, so he followed his instincts and grabbed her quickly, covering her mouth with his hand while he whispered in her ear.

“Take it easy, honey. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She didn’t struggle. Her first start of alarm faded quickly, and though he could feel hear heart beating wildly, she was looking at him sideways, more with wide-eyed interest than with fear. She was a pretty one, with shiny golden hair that curled around her face and huge blue eyes framed by thick black lashes. For just a moment he was intensely aware of how soft and rounded she felt, and his head was filled with her fresh, sunshine scent. But he shook it off. Years of training held him in good stead and he quickly regained his professionalism.

“You think you can stay quiet for me?” he asked her, his mouth against her ear.

She nodded and he loosened his grip, waiting just a few seconds to make sure she wasn’t bluffing before completely releasing her. Springing up off the bed, he went to the door and listened, ready to leave as quickly as he’d arrived. There were people in the hallway, chatting back and forth. Probably maids cleaning rooms. He combed a hand through his thick black hair, frustrated. He was going to have to get past them if he was going to end up downstairs in the business office without triggering any sort of alarm.

That was his goal. He’d come to interview for the job as head of security for this estate. He liked to take a direct approach and test out what was going on, which is why he’d come into the property the way he had. His experiment was showing him that security here needed a lot of work.

But his test wasn’t over. He still had to arrive at estate manager Tim Blodnick’s desk without being let in the front door. He was anticipating the look he would see on Tim’s face when he appeared out of nowhere. The next few minutes after that look would determine whether he took the job or not. Even though he was desperate as hell for something to pull him out of the swamp he was stuck in, he wasn’t about to sell his soul. Time would tell.


The best thing would be to show up in front of Tim’s astonished face in about two minutes. But the voices still echoed up and down the hallway, sounding casual, in no hurry. He couldn’t leave the room until they’d gone. Stymied, he glanced back at the girl on the bed.

She was sitting back against the headboard, watching him, her eyes very bright. She looked wary but not really scared, and he supposed that was a good thing, although rather unusual. One yell from her and he would seem foolish instead of exceptionally expert, which was what he was going for. He was lucky she was staying calm.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked him, acting more like someone on the brink of an adventure than anything else.

He turned fully and looked at her, noticing again that she was one of the prettiest girls he’d seen in a long time. An employee, probably. The room was sparse, with nothing more than a simple bed, a straight-backed chair and a small dresser. There were no decorations, no fancy drapes. The house itself had the look of a fairy-tale castle from the outside. If she was part of the family who lived here, he would think she would have fancier digs. At the most, he expected she might be a visiting granddaughter of the old couple Tim had mentioned lived in the place.

“I’m not taking you anywhere,” he reassured her, starting back toward the door. “I’m getting out of here as soon as the coast is clear.”

Her pretty face took on a puzzled frown. “Wait a minute. Didn’t you come to kidnap me?”

He spun and stared at her, both hands raised. “Whoa, hold on. I’m not kidnapping anyone.” He frowned, put off balance by her odd reactions. “Why would I want to kidnap you?”

Her chin lifted as though she was gathering pride around herself. “Because I’m the princess, of course.”

A princess. Oh, sure. He relaxed. She certainly looked like one, though, sitting there in her lacy nightgown with her hair tumbling around her face. She could have been right out of a picture in a Victorian novel. Too bad she also seemed to be a little nuts. Either that, or she was just pulling his leg.

“A princess,” he said wryly. “Right. And I’m Robin Hood.”

Robin Hood. Karina Alexandera Roseanova, Princess of the Royal House of Nabotavia, mulled that over and it made her smile. This very imposing man would fit perfectly into the role of the bandit with a heart of gold. He moved with a strength and agility that made her marvel, and he had the right audacious attitude for it, as well.

She knew he was mocking her, but that didn’t bother her at all. In fact, it made this encounter all the more interesting. She hardly ever got this close to such an attractive man—especially one who didn’t know who she was. He was scoffing at the idea of her being a princess.

He didn’t know!

This gave rise to all sorts of intriguing possibilities. She didn’t get the chance to come across as a regular person very often. In fact, her life was often monotonous, although seldom ordinary. For her to sit here and contemplate being kidnapped and not be frightened by the prospect should have been bizarre, but somehow it wasn’t. She knew very well that one of the main reasons they had to have such extensive security here at the estate was exactly because there were Nabotavian rebels who might think grabbing the princess would give them leverage of one sort or another.

There had been a coup in Nabotavia shortly after she was born. Her parents had been killed in the fighting, and she and her three brothers had been whisked out of the country for safekeeping. Ever since, fears that one of them might be grabbed and taken hostage in order to manipulate events back in the old country had been a constant backdrop to their lives. She knew she ought to take the risk more seriously, but she was tired of spending her life jumping at every strange sound and distrusting everyone who looked at her too long.

She’d lived that way for years; had endured being moved from one boarding school to another just when she’d finally made friends, because there might be a threat. She’d spent her summers in places so unpopular, no one under fifty could be seen on the streets; and had sat through long dinners where her aunt and uncle and other relatives moaned and groaned about living in exile, while she dreamed of just being close enough to real life to see men who didn’t wear dentures.

And now a gorgeous specimen of the most virile masculinity had been dropped right into her lap.

She watched as he went back to the door and pressed his ear to it, listening, it seemed, to see if the coast was clear. Remembering how it had felt when he’d held her in his arms, she shivered, even though she knew very well it had only been for emergency purposes. She hadn’t had much male attention in her young life. That feeling was one she was going to cherish for a long time.

And she was going to need it, knowing the future she had in store for her. A shadow passed over her face as she thought of it, but she pushed it away quickly. She had the rest of the spring and most of the summer before her fate would be sealed. She meant to enjoy that small window of freedom to the hilt.

“You know…” she began, but he motioned for silence and she obeyed.

“Just a minute,” he murmured, listening at the door and getting impatient. The maids were passing very close, laughing over some shared joke. If only they would get out of the hallway. At this rate he was going to be late, and the effect of his entrance wouldn’t have nearly the same impact.

“Well,” she began again, from right behind him this time.

He spun around, shocked that she had gotten up out of the bed and come so close without his noticing. He must be losing his edge. And guys in his business who lost their edge usually lost a lot more in the process. He was going to have to watch it.

“Shh,” he warned her sternly.

She blinked and complied with his warning, going on in a stage whisper. “If you’re not here to kidnap me, what are you here for?”

“Get back on the bed,” he told her gruffly, feeling slightly dizzy from the sense of her warmth so close. He was tall and muscular, and suddenly he felt every bit of his manhood as he looked down at her delicate features. The white lace of her nightgown was edged by a threaded blue satin ribbon, emphasizing her femininity. She came to his shoulder, but her figure was slender. She looked light as a feather. Still, the outline of her breasts was clear through the lace, full and rounded and…

The bottom threatened to fall out of his stomach, like going fast over a dip in the road, and he had to look away quickly to keep control of his reactions. He’d just told her to do something, but he’d forgotten what it was, and she wasn’t doing it, anyway. He frowned, trying to recapture his sense of reserve.

“You’re not trying to burglarize us in broad daylight, are you?” she demanded as she thought of it. “Or maybe you’re casing the joint?”

He had to look at her again at that one. She’d said it oddly, and he suddenly realized she had a very slight accent. “‘Casing the joint?’” he repeated, his tone shaded with just a little ridicule. “You’ve been watching too many old movies.”

“And you’re avoiding the question.”

He supposed she deserved to know the truth. “Listen, you’ve got this all wrong. I’m not burglarizing anything. I’m just testing the security system on this estate, evaluating how tight it is.”

She rolled her eyes. “‘Just testing.’ Right.” She said it in a direct copy of the way he’d responded when she’d mentioned being a princess. “And I’m the chimney sweep.”

He couldn’t hold back the slow grin she evoked. She was darn cute, if annoying, with her tousled locks and her pert attitude. “Okay, chimney sweep,” he said. “Because that really is what I’m doing. Just give me a minute and I’ll be out of your hair.”

The word triggered something between them. Her hand went involuntarily to smooth back her curls, and his gaze followed, caressing the golden cascade of hair for a moment, then sliding down to take in the way her breasts filled the bodice of her nightgown before he met her gaze and realized she’d noticed the way he was looking at her. Her huge blue eyes widened, and without saying another word, she reached out and took up a light robe that was slung across the back of a chair, slipping into it and pulling it together in front.

He felt his ears burn and wondered why. Suddenly, incredulously, he knew. Dammit, he was blushing.

That was what getting mixed up with women did for you. It was Eve with the apple every time—sweet temptation that you had to pay for, big-time, later on. With a soft, internal groan, he turned back to the door. There was still noise in the hallway. Without bad luck, he would have no luck at all.

“They’ll be gone in a few minutes,” she told him calmly. “They’re a pair of chatterboxes.”

“Maids?” he asked.

She nodded. “They would be in here right now, only they think I’m asleep. I’m just getting over the flu.”

He glanced at her again, realizing that his attention was being drawn back to her repeatedly because she was just so good to look at. “I was wondering what you were doing in here at this time of the day.”

She gazed at him levelly, her head to the side as she scanned him. “Since you figured out that I’m not the princess, what do you think I am?” Raising her arms, she turned before him, her eyes crinkling with amusement. “What do I look like to you?”

He would hate to say. She would probably slap his face if he were honest about it. “I don’t know.” He shrugged, put on a forced frown and went to the window, looking out at the rolling green lawn that was her view. You couldn’t see the street from here, but he could see the tall wrought-iron fence that guarded the property. Everything else was trees. You would have thought this was out in the country somewhere. You couldn’t really tell they were in the middle of Beverly Hills. “Maybe a nanny for the little kids or something,” he said back over his shoulder.

“You think I look like a nanny?” She seemed pleased as punch, turning to look in her mirror as if to confirm his opinion. And that just confused him all the more.

“You do work here, don’t you?” he asked, just to make sure.

“Oh, yes.” Turning back, she nodded wisely. “I work very hard, in fact.”

“Do you? What do you do, exactly?”

“I…well…” She avoided his gaze, her attention skimming over the room. “You might say I’m a sort of companion to…to the princess.” She gave him an impish grin. “There really is one, you know. And to the duchess.”

“The duchess? What duchess?”

She turned to stare at him rather majestically. “Do you mean to tell me you broke into this house and you haven’t any idea who lives here?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

“You see, that’s your problem. If you did better research before you set up your breaking-and-entering projects, things might go more smoothly.”

He knew she was trying to tease him, but he shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter. My old friend Tim told me he had a job for me as head of security. I’m in real need of a job right now. He gave me the address and I came on over.”

She drew in a quick breath. “So you’re going to work here?”

“Maybe.” He frowned at her, realizing she was going to be one of his charges if he did get the job. It was evident she needed a few lessons in how to protect herself. “You know what?” He jabbed a finger in her direction. “If I do, you’re going to be one of my first cases. I’m worried about you.”

“Me?” she squeaked, wide-eyed. “Why?”

He leaned toward her and she took a step back. “You don’t really know who I am or what I’m doing here,” he said accusingly. “You should be hysterical about now. Why aren’t you?”

“Oh, please.” She waved his question away. “I’m afraid hysteria is not my style.”

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “You’re taking this all too casually. Just for future reference, if a man ever comes bursting into your room again, I want you to scream this house down.”

“Shall I do it now?” she asked obligingly.

“No!” Taking a quick step in her direction, he almost grabbed her, until he realized what he was doing and stopped himself. “No, not now.”

She gazed at him with ill-concealed amusement. “So you’re the only man allowed to come in off my balcony. Is that it?”

He resisted the urge to grin at her, knowing very well it would be disaster to let her think he could treat her as a friend. “You got it. If I become head of security here, there are going to be some changes made.”

“Well, I guess so.” She was teasing him in earnest now. “After all, old Mr. Sabrova never came into my room without knocking first.”

“Who is old Mr. Sabrova?”

“The previous head of security. But then again, I don’t think he could have made it up here even if he’d put a ladder up to the wall. He was pretty old. But a very nice man,” she hastened to add, remembering her manners.

A very nice man, but like all the men around here, over-the-hill and not very interesting. After all, old Mr. Sabrova didn’t have jet-black hair, thick as an animal pelt, and sexy muscles that bulged right through the fabric of his crisp white shirt and snug dark slacks, nor did he have stormy gray eyes that hinted at mysteries unlike anything she’d ever encountered.

“You’re going to have to wear a uniform, you know,” she told him, suppressing a grin as she thought of how he’d look in the ridiculous getup Mr. Sabrova had favored.

“I’m used to uniforms. I’ve been a Navy SEAL and a beat cop in my time.” But then he remembered. This was a strange house with strange practices. He turned slowly and looked at her. “What sort of uniform?” he asked suspiciously.

“Oh, white with gold braid and epaulets on the shoulders and a red hat and—”

“No way.” He laughed shortly. “That’s not my style.”

She gave him a skeptical look. “That’s the way we do things here. That’s the way it’s always been.”

“Tell you what. It may just be time to modernize this whole operation.”

She laughed softly. “I can hardly wait to hear you tell that to the duchess.”

He gazed at her quizzically. “Is there a ‘mister duchess’?”

“Oh, yes. The duke. He’s a darling. I adore him. But he doesn’t matter. It’s all her, believe me.”

He held his hand up to stop her from saying anything while he listened intently.

“They’re gone,” he said decisively. He opened the door a crack and looked into the hallway. Glancing back, he winked at her. “Thanks for the memories,” he said. “See you around.” And he slipped out into the hallway, closing the door silently behind him.

Kari stared at the closed door for a moment, then moved resolutely toward the telephone on the corner of the dresser. Picking up the receiver, she pressed a few numbers and put it to her ear.

“Blodnick here,” said the gruff male voice at the other end.

She smiled. “Mr. Blodnick, it’s Kari. I believe you have an appointment today with a man—an old friend of yours—about taking on the job as head of security.”

“You’re right. He’s late.”

“No, on the contrary, he was here quite on time. I’m afraid I detained him.”

“You what?”

The shock in his voice was palpable, but she ignored it.

“If at all possible, I’d like to have him hired, please.”

There was a pause, and the man cleared his throat. Then he said the only thing he could say. “Whatever you say, Princess.”

“Oh, and, Mr. Blodnick. About the uniform. I think you should discuss designing something new for the security guards. Your friend may have some ideas on that score. It is a new millennium, you know. We need to get with the times, don’t you think?”

“Sounds doable, Princess.”

“Thank you, Mr. Blodnick.”

She hung up the telephone and smiled happily. Suddenly she didn’t feel sick at all. Maybe this summer wasn’t going to be quite the boring disaster she’d expected it to be. It was, after all, going to be her last period of relative freedom. And when it was over, she would be marrying someone her aunt chose for her. Something told her he wasn’t going to be at all like the new head of security.

Her smile faded as she remembered that, and the familiar sensation of a fist closing down inside came over her. By winter she would be married and on her way back to Nabotavia, a place she didn’t even remember.

“But that is weeks away,” she told herself, closing her eyes and taking a deep, cleansing breath. “Weeks away.”








Chapter 2



Jack tested the condition of the wrought-iron fence near where the hill rose behind the property and noted the results in his minirecorder. It was really too dark now to get a full picture, but he could see some of the more obvious features. He’d been head of security on this estate for all of six hours, and he’d already found a number of improvements that had to be made to bring the place up to standard, which was what he’d been told his goal would be. Upgrading conditions and managing a staff of five rotating guards were the main duties he’d signed on for. The pay was above average and included living quarters right here in the compound. It was a good job and he was glad he had it, if temporarily.

The estate was large, consisting of the main house, a few utility buildings, a five-car garage with chauffeur’s quarters overhead, a garden house with the security office and the apartment where he would be staying. The grounds were extensive, including a small stand of redwoods that gave the sense of being in a forest, a formal rose garden that seemed to be a special show-place for the estate, emblematic to the royal family themselves, a kitchen garden and three small pools connected by waterfalls, ducks and koi. Another waterfall recycled water into the swimming pool. Everywhere there was the sound of water.

He still hadn’t figured out exactly who this was he was working for. Tim had been in a hurry to make a meeting in L.A. and had promised to fill him in later. He gathered these people were some sort of exiled royalty from some little country in Europe—situated somewhere between Austria and Hungary—he’d never heard of before. They certainly employed a lot of people, most of them from the same little country. So far he’d seen three maids, a cook, a butler, two gardeners and a chauffeur, plus, of course, the “companion” whose room he’d invaded.

Thinking of her, he glanced up at the house, his gaze focusing immediately on the brightly lit window of the room where he’d been, and the memory of how soft and rounded she’d felt in his arms flashed in his mind. Resolutely he pushed the image away. She was dangerously attractive and deeply appealing, but he wasn’t in the market for that sort of thing. Getting involved with a woman had messed him up one too many times. If he hadn’t learned his lesson by now, there was no hope for him. He was going to have to keep his distance from that one. And that shouldn’t be too hard to do. The security of the place needed a lot of work. He was going to be very busy.

And, turning to go back up toward the house, he nearly ran smack into the very woman he’d been trying to avoid thinking about.

“Whoa!” He jerked back, just missing her, and annoyed that he hadn’t heard her approach. The ubiquitous waterfall sounds masked everything else. He was going to have to see about making some adjustments there.

“Hello,” she said, glancing toward the house and stepping back farther into the shadows the long rose arbor made along the edge of the property. “I thought I might find you out here.”

He frowned, not pleased to see her. She was too damn pretty for her own good. “I’m just going in,” he said gruffly, and turned to go.

“Wait. I’ve brought you something.”

He turned back and looked at what she was carrying, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was in the darkness.

“I brought you a lemon tart from dinner. I know you didn’t get one.”

He hesitated, knowing he was being a fool. But a lemon tart—it was only his favorite food, and his stomach growled just to remind him that he was hungry as a bear. One little lemon tart. What could that hurt? Besides, it would be rude to cut her off when she was being so friendly. Reluctantly he turned back.

“Thanks,” he said simply, and followed her back into the arbor to a bench where the light from the lanterns around the nearby swimming pool brightened the area. They both sat down, and she handed him the plate and a fork.

He took a bite, savored it, then gave her a lopsided grin. “Thanks a lot,” he said sincerely. “This is really good.”


She smiled back. She was glad she’d come out now. At first she hadn’t been sure. All through dinner she’d watched for him out of the tall dining room windows, but she hadn’t caught sight of him. So she’d decided to take a chance once her aunt was safely off to visit her friend who lived a few blocks away. She’d gone to the kitchen, snatched a lemon tart and come out searching. Luckily she’d found him right away.

“So, Mr. Jack Santini,” she said, showing off that she’d found out what his name was. “You decided to take the job.”

“A man’s got to eat,” he said, taking another bite of the tart as though to illustrate that very concept. “And from what I’ve seen so far, you people eat pretty well.”

She supposed that was true. They employed a wonderful cook. The food here at her aunt’s was certainly better than anything she’d ever been given at any of the many boarding schools she had attended. One of her goals for the summer was to learn to cook. What if it was true that good food was the way to a man’s heart? Hmm…

She looked at him and felt a ripple of excitement flow through her. He was so attractive, so…well, so male. What could she do to get him to stay with her a little longer after he’d finished the dessert? Maybe she could get him to talk.

“Tell me about yourself,” she said brightly. “Are you married?”

He took a last bite of the tart and gazed at her levelly. She was dressed in a sweater and slacks and had her hair tied back in a ponytail that looked completely appropriate. She seemed impossibly young. And young was something he had never seemed to be.

He wasn’t sure if he’d always been such a pessimist, but lately it felt as though his life always had a sense of waiting for the ax to fall, wondering when things would get worse. And they usually did. Right now he was on suspension from the police department, cut off from the career as a police detective that he loved, taking this job to fill in the gap and hold him over until a hearing on his future was held.

It wasn’t as if he was complaining. The suspension was his own fault. He knew very well what he’d done. Given the same circumstances, he very likely would do the same thing over again. His instincts always seemed to put him in position to go overboard protecting someone else—particularly if she was a woman—and end up hurting himself. He had to be careful not let that happen anymore.

And he had to be careful not to let anything he did here make things worse as far as his suspension went. And how could that happen? Well, he could let himself get involved in a flirtation with this pretty young thing. That ought to just about seal the deal on his doom. But he wasn’t quite that stupid. Or that weak.

And she wanted to know if he was married. He gave her a sideways look and said, “Why would you care about a thing like that?”

“No reason. I’m just making small talk.”

“Small talk.” He couldn’t help it. She made him want to laugh. “Okay, here’s some fodder for your small talk. I’m thirty years old. I was born in San Diego, grew up all over the place. Was a Navy SEAL for a few years, then joined the Rancho Diego Police Department. I was engaged once, for about five minutes. But I’ve never been married. And I have no kids.”

He left out a few things, such as the fact that his parents had died in a car accident when he was young and he’d been shuttled from one place to another, living with various relatives, until finally he’d ended up in a group home for problem teenagers. He understood that his early rootless existence was behind his strong need to find his identity in organizations such as the police force. But that understanding didn’t make the need any less powerful.

“Whew.” She whipped her head around as though she’d just been hit with a strong wind. “I guess that takes care of that. Now I feel like I’ve known you all my life.”

He handed her his empty plate, knowing it was time to get up and walk away. But that would be a little abrupt. He supposed he could spare a few minutes to be courteous. “You may know me, but I don’t know you,” he told her. “Your turn.”

She blanched and looked away, using the moment to set the plate down on the bench beside her. She’d almost forgotten that he didn’t know yet who she was. He would know soon enough—perhaps in minutes. But she wanted to prolong him not knowing as long as she could. She hated the way people changed once they were told she was royal.

Sometimes she wished she could shed that royalty like a used and useless second skin, cast it off like a worn-out dress. She’d been quite rebellious about it a few years ago as a teenager.

After all, to her, royalty meant such loneliness. Since the loss of her parents, when she was a baby, she’d always had her aunt and uncle. But her brothers had been raised elsewhere. The two oldest, Crown Prince Marco and Prince Garth, had been raised by another uncle at his family home in Arizona. Prince Damian, the closest to her in age, spent most of his early years living with their mother’s twin sister and her family. She had only seen them all on special occasions. For most of her youngest years, she’d lived under the rule of a governess. Children were occasionally carted in to play with her, but the situation was hit-and-miss. She was excited when she went away to school at fourteen. Finally she would meet people of her own age.

But developing relationships was still hard as she moved to each school with a whole retinue, taking over entire sections of the dormitory like an occupying force. That, combined with the fact that she changed schools so often, meant that friendships were still tough.

She hoped things would be different once she was married. Though she hardly expected to find true love in an arranged marriage, she did expect her mate would be a friend, someone to talk to, someone to share life with. She’d settled down now. Her small flash of rebellion was in the past. She was sworn to do her duty and she was ready to fulfill her role. She only hoped she would marry a man she could like.

That was the current state of her affairs, of who she was, but Jack Santini didn’t want to hear all of that.

“I’m not very interesting,” she said quickly. “I’ll tell you something about the family, though. What would you like to know?”

“Your name, for starters.”

Her name. Well, that was easy. “Kari.”

“Kari.” He said it slowly, as though he wanted to remember it, and that made her smile. “Just Kari?” he added.

“Isn’t that enough?”

“Most people have a last name, too.”

She shook her head. “I’ve got too many of them. They would only confuse you.” She turned to look at the swimming pool through the leaves of the rose vines. The light from the lanterns made ghostly reflections on the inky water. “But we were talking about the family. Aren’t you curious about them?”

“The family.” He considered for a moment. “Okay. Tell me what I should know.”

“The Roseanovas are a very old family. They ruled Nabotavia for almost a thousand years. Then, twenty years ago they were overthrown by rebels. The December Radicals, they were called.” She rolled her eyes to show what she thought of them. “The king and queen were killed….”

She stopped, surprised that her voice was quavering over that last statement. It was her own parents she was talking about. It had been so long ago, when she was just a baby, and she didn’t remember them, except for what she knew from old pictures and stories. She’d thought she was used to that, but for some reason, her voice was betraying emotions she thought she’d tamed. Taking a deep breath, she went on. “And many others were forced to flee from the country.”

“Including you.”

“Oh, yes. Also the duke and the duchess, and—”

“And the princess? I’ve been told there really is a princess.”

She nodded, eyes sparkling. “And you doubted me,” she charged. “The princess was smuggled out of the country, along with her three older brothers.” Then she looked at him curiously. “What did they tell you about her?”

He shrugged and stretched back, leaning against the railing with his legs extended out before him. “Nothing. Tim was more concerned that I not get on the wrong side of the duchess than anything else.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Is that the duchess you were talking about?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“So she’s pretty hard to please, is she?”

Kari hesitated. She didn’t want to say anything against her aunt. After all, the woman had raised her—in a way. How could she put this delicately? “You know the wicked stepmother in the Cinderella story?” she ventured.

He grinned, his white teeth flashing in the gloom. “Sure.”

She gave a soft laugh. “She’s sort of like an updated version of her.”

He chuckled. “And what are you? Cinderella? Do they make you do all the dirty chores?”

“Not quite. But there are certain expectations and standards that must be met.” She waved the topic away. “But you’ll see for yourself tomorrow. She’s planning to have Mr. Blodnick perform an introduction. Something of a royal audience,” she added with a gleam in her eye that was close to teasing.

He noticed. She was getting more and more familiar with him. He knew he ought to get up off the bench and head for somewhere as far as possible away from this beguiling female. But for some reason he just couldn’t do it. Instead he turned away again and sat staring off toward the swimming pool, telling himself not looking at her would be almost as good as leaving. And knowing he was lying.

“So I’m going to meet the people I’m working for,” he noted with a shrug. “That’s pretty routine, don’t you think?”

“Oh, not at all. It’s very important that the duchess and the princess approve of you.”


“I’ve got no reason to think they won’t,” he said with complete confidence. “I know what I’m doing. And I’m a likable guy, after all.”

She studied him critically, her head to the side. Likable was one thing. Absolutely gorgeous was another. What would her aunt think of having her guarded by a man like this? Wouldn’t she have second thoughts? Wouldn’t she notice that an electricity seemed to spark between them at times? And once she did notice, wouldn’t she get rid of this man as quickly as possible?

The answer to most of those questions of course was yes. It was going to be up to Kari to find a way to make sure she didn’t think them.

“Well, the duchess won’t like you, no matter how nice you are, because the duchess doesn’t like anyone,” she told him pertly, overstating the case, but only a little. “But the princess…now that’s another matter.” She pretended to think hard, her brow furled. “What will the princess think of you?”

He had to turn and look at her. There was something odd about her tone of voice, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. He knew she was teasing again, but he wasn’t sure why.

“What’s she like?” he asked, watching her face.

“The princess?” She shuddered. “Oh, she’s ugly as a bulldog. She’s slow and dull and she has no real wit about her.”

He stared at her for a moment, then a reluctant smile quirked the corners of his wide mouth. “You’re a real good friend of hers, are you?”

“Oh, very,” she said in all sincerity. “We’re close as…as…as sisters.”

“Sisters.” He nodded, and his smile took on a more cynical twist. “Funny, I heard she was pretty.” He watched for her reaction.

And she gave him one, rolling her eyes. “You know how people are sometimes. They endow celebrities with beauty and talent they don’t really have, just because they are celebrities. Well, people do the same thing with royalty.”

“Do they?”

“Oh, yes. I’ve seen men look at the princess and not even notice that she squints and walks into walls and that her feet stick out at funny angles.” She nodded emphatically, her eyes shimmering with laughter. “I’ve even heard people say she’s beautiful.” She shrugged, hands out in a “go figure” gesture.

“Poor, demented souls.” He was laughing at her now.

“Exactly!” She laughed back. “That’s how blind people can be.”

Their gazes connected and suddenly she was aware of how soft the air felt, how different from anything she’d ever noticed before. She sobered, still looking into his eyes and feeling very strange, almost like floating.

“Are you saying I’m blind, too?” he asked, though his voice seemed to have dropped an octave.

“Oh, no,” she assured him. “I just wanted to warn you, so you could be prepared.” She caught the hint of a clean, masculine scent and wondered if it were a flower blooming nearby or his aftershave. She wanted to get closer, just to see. “I wouldn’t want you to fall into that trap,” she added somewhat breathlessly.

“Why?” he asked her lazily, his eyes half-closed. “Are you afraid I’m going to fall for the princess?”

Her shrug had a sensual languor to it that made him think—for some reason—of naked bodies on satin sheets.


“You might,” she murmured, her gaze locked with his. “Stranger things have happened.”

The magnetic pull between them seemed to have a life of its own, generating heat and electricity that made Jack feel it was inevitable that they would kiss. The soft darkness, the sound of water, the scent of roses, all combined to draw them closer and closer. But Jack had the sense and experience to know what was happening, and he knew it was wrong—and that he was the one who had to stop it. He started to straighten, to pull away, but Kari stopped him.

“Hold still,” she said. “You’ve got a smudge on your face.”

It was only a crumb from the pie crust on the lemon tart, caught by the barely visible beginnings of a growth of dark beard alongside his mouth. Her heart began to pound as she leaned forward to get it. What was she doing? She had no idea, but she wanted to touch him so badly. Reaching out, she brushed the crumb away, then let her fingers linger there as she looked up into his eyes, just inches away from hers. A change came over them as she watched. She saw a darkening, as though a cloud had covered the sun, and then she caught her breath. For the first time in her life, she saw raw desire in a man’s eyes and knew it was aimed at her.

The strange thing was, it didn’t frighten her at all. Instead, a thrill shivered through her, making her feel alive as she’d never felt before. Her hand turned, cupping his cheek with her palm and fingers, and she looked at his lips, suddenly needing his kiss as though it would keep her from dying. Her own lips parted and she drew closer…closer…her heart beating wildly, her blood singing in her veins.

Jack’s groan came from deep within his soul and it came with an effort he was almost too overcome to make. Reaching up, he circled her wrist with his fingers and pushed her hand away.

“You’d better go in,” he said roughly, hoping she didn’t notice that his breath was coming too quickly, that his own heart was beating right along with hers. He didn’t think he’d ever felt this aroused before without doing something about it. Why it had happened so quickly and so effortlessly with this woman he barely knew, he wasn’t sure. He only knew he had to avoid the temptation she represented if he wanted to keep from ruining his own future—and that he had to protect her from himself.



Jack and the Princess and Betrothed to the Prince










Chapter 3



“Karina, will you stop looking at yourself in the mirror?”

The duchess glared adamantly across her impressively decorated dressing room at her charge. They were prepared to go out to an engagement, but were waiting for Tim Blodnick to announce that he was downstairs and ready to introduce them to Jack Santini.

“You’re developing an unhealthy interest in your own reflection.”

Kari took one last look at the impeccably dressed woman in the mirror and sighed. For the first time in her life she actually cared how she looked in more than a passing way. She would have thought her aunt would be glad she was finally taking something of an interest.

The image was of a slim young woman wearing a royal-blue silk sheath with princess seams and a scooped neckline. She had on white gloves and spectator pumps. A small pillbox hat with a skimpy veil for decoration sat perched atop hair that was carefully arranged in a comely twist. And, of course, she sported tasteful pearls. No princess of her age would go out without them. At least, that was what her aunt always told her.

She looked like a picture from a history book. What would happen if she ripped off these relics and put on a nice tight sweater and a leather skirt? Her aunt would have her committed, no doubt about it.

“First you tell me to take a look at myself more often and try to make my image conform to what a princess should look like,” she commented. “Then you criticize me for doing exactly that.”

The duchess turned and gave her an assessing look. The woman herself looked well groomed and elegant in an obviously expensive lime-green silk suit that suited her coloring. Her hair was cut short and chic and dyed an attractive shade of silver. She looked altogether imposing, which was precisely what she was.

“It is very important to get the look exactly right,” she counseled her niece. “But it is just as important not to let anyone know it was any effort. Your royal style should flow naturally, like the waters of the Tannabee River that runs through the heart of Nabotavia.” She made an elegant gesture with her hand. “Perfection is fundamental and imperative. But never allow anyone to see you attempting to achieve it.”

Kari smiled to cover the annoyance she felt. She wanted to let it out, to rip the hat off and toss it out the window, to trade in her dress for jeans and a tummytickler T-shirt. She wanted to be a normal and very casual young woman, just like the young women she saw from the limousine window as she was whisked from one official engagement to another.


Well, she couldn’t do that. But sometimes her sharp tongue was just too quick to be stopped. “I see,” she said brightly. “In other words, all’s fair in the quest for royal superiority. Lie, cheat and steal—just don’t get caught.”

The duchess turned away, looking in need of smelling salts. “Much too vulgar for a princess,” she murmured faintly, but, glancing at her diamond-studded watch, she quickly regained her sharply efficient attitude.

“I hope Mr. Blodnick hurries along and brings this new fellow he’s hired as head of security. I’m not sure I approve of this move he’s made. I usually expect to meet the management-level employees before they are offered a contract.”

Kari turned away and hummed a little tune trying to look innocent. If she told her aunt that she’d been behind the quick approval of the man, she knew very well her aunt would fire him on the spot. The duchess would be great at marshaling armies and taking over small countries, but she didn’t have a lot of understanding in her soul.

She would certainly never understand what had happened in the arbor last night. But then, Kari didn’t really understand it either. All she knew was that all she had to do was think about almost kissing Jack Santini and her breath stopped in her throat. She had been so forward! She knew very well that it had been her doing the seducing, not him. In fact, she didn’t like to think about how he had reacted, because it made her worry that he’d been laughing at her the whole time. Had he thought she was silly?

No. Whenever she remembered the way he had groaned, as though he’d had to rip the sound out of somewhere deep and tortured, she got chills. She didn’t think he’d been laughing. But still, she didn’t know what he thought and that was making her nervous.

“Karina, please, don’t slouch like a teenager.”

She straightened without really hearing what the woman was saying. That was actually her usual reaction to the constant stream of advice and reproach. She usually got along well enough with her aunt, but it was her uncle she loved. The duke was her father’s half brother, and to her, an orphan left alone in a very scary world, he represented parental love in a way her aunt never could. Her aunt was the taskmaster, the instructor, the maker of hated rules and regulations. Her uncle was the man who had taught her how to whistle, how to find the Big Dipper on a clear night, how to tell robins from blue jays. He was the one who read bedtime stories to a sleepy little girl, who always had her favorite candy hidden in his coat pocket, who carried her up to bed when she fell asleep over her toys. And though he had retreated more and more from any sphere where his wife took charge, he was always available for Kari when she needed someone to talk to.

The telephone rang and the duchess took it. “He’s ready,” she told Kari. “Let’s go down.”

Kari hesitated, her pulse speeding up just a bit. She had to admit she was just a little nervous. She was looking forward to seeing Jack again, and yet she wasn’t looking forward to his reaction once he realized she was the princess. She didn’t think he’d guessed—although someone might have told him by now. Maybe when she walked into the room he would already know and she wouldn’t have to see the look of shock in his eyes as he realized what she’d kept from him.

As she followed her aunt down the stairs, she realized she was dreading that. At first she’d thought it would be fun—that he would look surprised and she would laugh. But having gotten to know him a little better last night, she knew that wasn’t what was going to happen. He wasn’t going to like the fact that she’d tricked him.

“Duchess Irinia Roseanova, allow me to introduce Jack Santini, our new manager of estate security.”

She came into the room just in time to see Tim present Jack to the duchess, but not in time to be addressed along with her.
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