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      ‘So, why did you want to see me?’
       
       
    

    Tamsin’s pulse faltered. She shot to her feet and stepped away, needing distance.


    ‘It’s about the archives I’m cataloguing and assessing for conservation.’


    She turned. Alaric stood by the chair, frowning in abstraction. Tamsin lifted her chin, breathing deep.


    ‘One of the documents caught my attention. It’s a record of your family. There’s still work to be done on it.’ Tamsin paused, keeping her voice even. ‘I’ve been translating from the Latin, and if it’s proved correct…’


    ‘Yes? If it’s proved correct…?’


    Tamsin hesitated, but there was no easy way to say it.


    ‘If it’s genuine you’re not only Prince of Ruvingia, you’re also the next legitimate ruler of the whole country.’ She paused, watching his expression freeze.


    
      ‘It’s you who should be crowned king.’
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      Chapter One
    

    ‘HIS HIGHNESS will be here soon. Please remain in this room and do not wander. There are strict security controls and alarms in this part of the castle.’

    The prince’s aide spoke in clipped English and gave Tamsin a stern look. As if after finally passing the barriers of royal protocol and officious secretaries she’d run amok now she was within the royal sanctum.

    As if, after weeks working in the Ruvingian royal archives and living in her suite on the far side of the castle courtyard, proximity to flesh and blood royalty might be too much for her! She’d never seen the prince. He never deigned to cross the courtyard to the functional archive room.

    She stifled an impatient sigh.

    Did she look the sort of woman to be overcome by pomp and wealth? Or be impressed by a man whose reputation as a womaniser and adventurer rivalled even that of his infamous robber baron ancestors?

    Tamsin had more important things on her mind.

    Secret excitement rippled through her and it had nothing to do with meeting a playboy prince.

    This was her chance to rebuild her reputation. After Patrick’s brutal betrayal she could finally prove herself to her colleagues and herself. Her confidence had shattered after the way he’d used her. He’d damaged her professionally but far worse, he’d hurt her so badly she’d wanted only to crawl away and lick her wounds.

    
      She’d never trust again.
    

    Some scars wouldn’t heal. Yet here, now, she could at least kick start her career again. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity and she was ready for the challenge.

    For ten days Prince Alaric had been too busy to meet her. His schedule had been too full to fit her in. Clearly an expert on old books didn’t rank in his priorities.

    The notion ignited a shimmer of anger inside her. She was tired of being used, dismissed and overlooked.

    Had he hoped to fob her off by seeing her so late in the evening? Tamsin straightened her spine, clasping her hands in her lap, ankles crossed demurely under the massive chair.

    ‘Of course I won’t leave. I’ll be content here until His Highness arrives.’

    The aide’s dubious expression made it clear he thought she was waiting her moment to sneak off and gape at the VIPs in the ballroom. Or maybe steal the silverware.

    Impatient at the way he hovered, she slipped a hand into her briefcase and pulled out a wad of papers. She gave the aide a perfunctory smile and started reading.

    ‘Very well.’ His voice interrupted and she looked up. ‘It’s possible the prince may be…delayed. If you need anything, ring the bell.’

    He gestured to a switch on the wall, camouflaged by the exquisite wood carving surrounding the huge fireplace. ‘Refreshments will be brought if you need them.’

    ‘Thank you.’ Tamsin nodded and watched him bustle away.

    Was ‘delay’ code? Was the prince busy seducing a glamorous beauty from the ball? If gossip was right Prince Alaric of Ruvingia, in line to the crown of Maritz, was a playboy par excellence. Pursuing women would be higher on his priorities than meeting a book curator.

    Tamsin ignored a fizz of indignation.

    Her gaze strayed to the ceiling height bookshelves. The inevitable spark of interest quickened her blood. Old books. She smelled the familiar scent of aged paper and leather.

    If he was going to be late…

    Not allowing herself second thoughts, Tamsin walked to the nearest bookcase. It was too much to hope it would yield anything as exciting as what she’d unearthed in the archives, but why sit reading documents she knew by heart?

    Her reluctant host was probably hours away.

    ‘You must excuse me, Katarina. I have business to attend to.’ Alaric disengaged himself from the countess’s clinging grasp.

    ‘So late? Surely there are better ways to spend the night?’ Her ruby lips parted and her silvery eyes flashed a familiar message. Sexual promise, excitement and just a touch of greed. She swayed forward, her barely covered breasts straining against her ball gown, her emerald-strewn cleavage designed to draw the eye.

    Acquiring lovers had always been easy for Alaric but he was tired of being targeted by women like Katarina.

    His rules were simple. First, no long term commitment. Ever. Emotional intimacy, what others called love, was a mirage he knew to be dangerous and false. Second, he did the chasing.

    He needed diversion but on his terms.

    Katarina, despite her genuine sexual desire, was another who’d set her sights on marriage. Permanency. Royal prestige. Wealth. Right now he had more significant concerns than satisfying the ambitions of a grasping socialite.

    ‘Sadly it’s a meeting I can’t avoid.’ Over her head he caught the eye of the steward hovering at the entrance. ‘Your car is here.’ He lifted her hand, barely brushing it with his lips, before leading her to the door.

    ‘I’ll call you,’ she whispered, her voice sultry.

    Alaric smiled easily, secure in the knowledge she wouldn’t get past his staff.

    Five minutes later, with the last guests gone, he dismissed his personal staff and strode down the corridor, his mind returning to the recent conversation with Raul.

    If anyone else had asked him to stay here, cooped up through winter, Alaric would have ignored them. The need to be out and doing something, keeping busy, was a turbulent tide rising in his blood. The idea of six more months tied to his alpine principality gave him cabin fever.

    It might be home, but he felt hemmed in. Constricted. Prey to the darkness clawing from within.

    Only constant action and diversion kept him from succumbing. Kept him sane.

    Alaric forked a hand through his hair, impatiently flicking his cape off one shoulder. That was another thing to thank his distant cousin and soon-to-be monarch for. An evening wearing the outmoded uniform of two centuries ago.

    Yet he’d given his word. He must help Raul.

    After decades of peace, the recent death of the old king, Raul’s father, had reignited unrest. Alaric’s principality of Ruvingia was stable but elsewhere tensions that had almost led to civil war a generation ago had reopened. With careful management danger would be averted, but they couldn’t take chances.

    He and Raul had to ensure stability. In their nation of Maritz, clinging to monarchical traditions, that meant a calm, united front in the lead up to his cousin’s coronation and the reopening of parliament.

    So here Alaric was, cutting ribbons and hosting balls!

    He swung into another corridor, itching for action. But this wasn’t as simple as leading a commando squad to disarm combatants. There was no violence. Yet.

    Alaric’s belly twisted as the ghosts of the past stirred, a reminder of how suddenly tragedy could strike.

    With an effort he shoved aside the lingering pain and glanced at his watch. He was miles late for his last obligation of the day. As soon as it was over he’d escape for a few hours. Take the Aston Martin over the mountain pass and try out its paces on the hairpin bends.

    Alaric quickened his step at the beckoning sense of freedom, however temporary.

    Another twist in the ancient passage and there was the library door. Automatically he slowed, acknowledging but not yielding to the frisson of discomfort feathering his spine.

    This would never be his study, no matter what the staff expected. It was his father’s room, his brother’s. Alaric preferred the mobility of a laptop he could use elsewhere. Preferred not to be reminded he walked in dead men’s shoes.

    
      Too many dead men.
    

    Fragmented images rose. At the forefront was Felix, his talented, capable, older brother.

    The one who should be here instead of Alaric.

    
      Who’d died because of Alaric.
    

    The frisson of awareness froze into a gut-stabbing shaft of ice. Familiar guilt engulfed him. Pain tore his chest and throat with each breath.

    He accepted it as inevitable. His punishment. The weight he would always bear.

    Eventually he forced his breathing to slow and his legs to move.

    The room was empty. Logs burned in the fireplace, lamps glowed but no expert waited to harangue him about the state of the archives. If the matter was so urgent surely she’d have stayed.

    All the better. He could be on the open road in ten minutes.

    He was turning away when a stack of papers caught his attention. A battered briefcase sagged on the floor. Immediately he was alert, his gaze narrowing.

    Then he heard it, an almost imperceptible swish from above. Instincts honed on the edge of survival sharpened. He flexed his fingers. An instant later, hand on the hilt of his ceremonial sword, he faced the intruder.

    For long moments he stared, then his hand fell away.

    The room had been invaded by a…mushroom.

    On top of the ladder fixed to the bookshelves perched a shapeless muddle of grey-brown. A long granny cardigan the colour of dust caught his eye and beneath, spread across the ladder top that now served as a seat, a voluminous grey skirt. It was a woman, though her clothes looked like something that had sprouted on a damp forest floor.

    A wall sconce shone on dark hair, scraped back, and a glint of glasses above a massive book. White-gloved hands held the volume up, obscuring her face. And beneath…his gaze riveted on the rhythmic swing of a leg, bare to just above the knee.

    One seriously sexy leg.

    Alaric paced closer, his attention gratefully diverted from sombre remembrances.

    Skin like moonlight. A shapely calf, trim ankle and neat foot. Toes that wriggled enticingly with each swing.

    Masculine appreciation stirred as his gaze slid back up her leg. Even her knee looked good! Too good to be teasing a man who was restless and in desperate need of distraction.

    He crossed to the base of the ladder and picked up a discarded shoe. Flat soled, plain brown, narrow and neat. Appallingly dowdy.

    He raised his brows. Those legs deserved something better, assuming the one tucked beneath that horror of a skirt matched the elegant limb on show. They demanded heels. Stiletto sharp and high, to emphasise the luscious curve of her calf. Ankle straps. Ribbons, sexy enough to tease a man till he took them off and moved on to other pleasures.

    Alaric shook his head. He’d bet all the jewels in the basement vault the owner of this shoe would be horrified at the extravagance of footwear designed to seduce a man.

    A tingle of something dangerously like anticipation feathered his neck as he watched her leg swing and her foot arch seductively. This time the little wriggle of her toes seemed deliciously abandoned as if the drab clothes camouflaged a secret sybarite.

    Alaric’s mood lightened for the first time in weeks.


    ‘Cinderella, I presume?’

    The voice was deep and mellow, jolting Tamsin out of her reverie. Warily she lowered the volume enough to peer over it.

    She froze, eyes widening as she took in the man gazing up at her.

    
      He’d stepped out of a fantasy.
    

    He couldn’t be real. No flesh and blood man looked like that. So mouth-wateringly wonderful.

    Numb with shock, she shook her head in automatic disbelief. He could have been Prince Charming, standing there in his elaborate hussar’s uniform, her discarded shoe in one large, capable hand. A bigger, tougher Prince Charming than she remembered from her childhood reading. His dark eyebrows slashed across a tanned face that wasn’t so much handsome as magnetic, charismatic, potently sexy.

    
      Like Prince Charming’s far more experienced and infinitely more dangerous older brother.
    

    Eyes, dark and gleaming, transfixed her. They were…aware.

    Meeting his unblinking regard she had the crazy notion that for the first time ever a man looked and really saw her. Not her reputation, not her misfit status but the real flesh and blood Tamsin Connors, the impulsive woman she’d tried so hard to stifle.

    She felt vulnerable, yet thrilled.

    A lazy smile lifted one corner of his mouth and a deep groove creased his cheek.

    Stunned, she felt a squiggle of response deep in her abdomen. Tiny rivers of fire quivered under her skin. Her lungs squeezed her breath out in a whoosh of…of…

    The book she held shut with a snap that made her jump. Instantly the other volumes in her lap slid and she grabbed for them. But they were cumbersome and she didn’t dare let go of the precious herbal in her hands.

    In dry mouthed horror she watched a book tumble out of her grasp. It fell in slow motion, turning over as it went. Even knowing it was too late to save the volume she scrabbled for it, barely keeping her precarious perch.

    ‘Don’t move!’ The authority in his voice stopped her in mid lunge.

    He strode forward a step, stretched out his hand and the book fell into his grasp as if it belonged there.

    Dizzy with relief, Tamsin shut her eyes. She’d never have forgiven herself if it had been damaged.

    How had he done that? The volume was no paperback. It weighed a ton. Yet he’d caught it one-handed from a fall of twelve feet as if it were feather light.

    Tamsin snapped her eyes open and saw him turn to place the book on the desk. The indigo material of his tunic clung to his broad shoulder and muscled arm.

    That formidable figure wasn’t the result of tailored padding.

    She swallowed hard, her gaze dropping to long powerful thighs encased in dark trousers. The crimson stripe down the side drew attention to the strength of those limbs.

    No pretend soldier. The straight set of his shoulders and the contained power of each precise movement proclaimed him the real thing.

    Abruptly he turned, as if sensing her scrutiny. His gaze pierced her and she shivered, overwhelmingly aware of him as male.

    She worked with men all the time, but she’d never met one so undeniably masculine. As if testosterone radiated off him in waves. It made her heart race.

    ‘Now to get you safely down.’ Was that a glint of humour in his eyes?

    ‘I’m OK.’ She clutched the books like a lifeline. ‘I’ll put these back and—’

    ‘No.’ The single syllable stopped her. ‘I’ll take them.’

    ‘I promise you I’m not usually so clumsy.’ She sat straighter, annoyed at her stupidity in examining the books here instead of taking them to the desk. Normally she was methodical, logical and careful. It was no excuse that excitement had overridden her caution.

    ‘Nevertheless, it’s not worth the risk.’ He walked to the foot of the ladder and looked up, his face unreadable. ‘I’ll relieve you of your burden first.’

    Tamsin bit her lip. She couldn’t blame him. She’d almost damaged a unique volume. What sort of expert took such risks? What she’d done was unforgivable.

    ‘I’m sorry, I—’

    Her words cut out as the ladder moved beneath her, a rhythmic sway as he nimbly closed the distance between them.

    Tamsin became excruciatingly self-aware as his ascent slowed. Warm breath feathered her bare ankle then shivered against her calf and to her horror she couldn’t repress a delicious little shudder.

    A moment later a dark head appeared in the V between her splayed knees. Something hard and hot plunged down through her abdomen as she met his gaze.

    From metres away this man was stunning. Up close, where she could see the twinkle lurking in midnight-blue eyes and the sensuous curve of his full lower lip, he stole her breath. Tiny lines beside his mouth and eyes spoke of experience and a grim endurance at odds with his easy humour. Yet they only accentuated his attractiveness.

    Her heart beat a rapid tattoo that pulsed adrenaline through her body and robbed her of coherent thought.

    ‘Allow me.’ Large hands reached out and scooped the book from her lap, barely ruffling her skirt. Yet his heat seared through her clothing and suddenly she felt dizzy. She clutched the herbal to her breast.

    Then he was gone, swarming down the ladder with an ease that spoke of supreme fitness and agility.

    Tamsin drew a deep breath into constricted lungs, searching for composure. She’d never been distracted by male beauty before. She dismissed as irrelevant the knowledge that she’d never seen anyone so magnificent.

    She shook her head. He’s just a man, just—

    ‘This one, too.’ There he was again. She’d been so caught up in her thoughts she hadn’t noticed his rapid ascent. He reached for the book in her arms.

    ‘It’s all right. I can carry it.’ For suddenly, close enough to inhale his subtle spice and forest and man scent, she didn’t want to relinquish the barrier between them. She clung to it like a talisman.

    ‘We don’t want to risk another accident,’ he drawled in his easy, perfect English. ‘Do we, Cinderella?’

    ‘I’m not…’ She stopped herself. Despite his mock serious expression there was amusement in his eyes.

    Anger welled. Self-consciousness tightened her stomach. Patrick laughed at her too. All her life she’d been a misfit, a figure of speculation and amusement. She’d learned to pretend not to notice but still it hurt.

    Yet this was her fault. She’d put herself in this ridiculous position because she’d been too curious to sit meekly waiting. She’d never be taken seriously now. Just when it was vital she win confidence and trust.

    Had she single-handedly wrecked her chance of success?

    Summoning the scraps of her dignity she unclamped stiff fingers and lowered the volume into his waiting hands.

    Calloused fingers brushed hers through the thin gloves she’d donned to protect the books. An electric shock shot up her arm and across her breasts. She jerked her hands away.

    Tamsin bit the inside of her cheek and looked away from his knowing gaze, her emotions too raw for comfort.

    He stood still. She felt his stare, tangible as a trailing touch, move across her face to her throat then back up again. Her breathing shallowed.

    She told herself she was used to being a curiosity, out of step with her peers. Stubbornly she ignored the hurt lancing her chest.

    An instant later he clattered back down the ladder and she let out her breath in a sigh.

    Time to climb down and face the music. She unfolded the leg tucked beneath her. Pins and needles prickled, proof she’d sat here longer than she’d realised. Gingerly she wriggled, pulling the bunched hem of her skirt down where it had rucked up. Grasping the ladder she rose, ready to turn.

    His appearance before her prevented her moving.

    ‘I need space to turn around.’ Her voice was betrayingly uneven.

    Instead of descending, he rose, his hands grasping the top of the ladder so his broad shoulders and powerful arms surrounded her.

    Something fluttered in Tamsin’s chest at the sensation of being caught within his embrace, though he didn’t touch her. The force field of his presence engulfed her. It made her feel small and vulnerable and edgy.

    Her breath hissed in.

    His head was at breast height now. She leaned back towards the shelving, trying to put space between them.

    ‘Whoa. Easy now.’ His deep voice lowered to a soothing pitch, as if steadying a fractious animal.

    ‘I can climb down alone.’ Her words were sharper than she’d intended, betraying her embarrassment at the storm of inexplicable reactions bombarding her.

    ‘Of course you can.’ His lips pursed ruminatively, drawing her eyes. Heat washed her neck and cheeks as she stared. In a less rugged face that perfect mouth would look almost feminine. But on him those lips simply looked sensuous and dangerously inviting.

    Like the deeply hooded eyes that steadily surveyed her.

    Tamsin swallowed and felt her blush burn hotter. Could he read her thoughts? He must be accustomed to women gaping. The realisation didn’t ease her embarrassment.

    ‘But accidents happen and I wouldn’t want you losing your footing.’

    ‘I won’t lose my footing,’ she said in a horribly breathless voice.

    He shrugged those wide, straight shoulders, mesmerising her with the movement. ‘We hope not. But we won’t take chances. Think of the insurance claim if you’re injured.’

    ‘I wouldn’t—’

    ‘Of course you wouldn’t.’ He rose further and she backed so her shoulders touched the bookshelf and there was nowhere else to go. ‘But your permanent employer might sue for damages if you’re injured due to our negligence.’

    ‘It’s not your negligence. I climbed up here.’

    He shook his head. ‘Anyone with an ounce of understanding would realise what temptation this ladder is to a woman who loves books. It’s asking for trouble.’

    Something flickered in his eyes. She was sure he was laughing but his sympathetic expression couldn’t be faulted. ‘It was irresponsible to leave it here, just begging to be climbed.’

    He conveniently ignored the fact that the ladder was fixed top and bottom to the rails placed around the walls.

    ‘You’re talking nonsense.’

    His eyebrows arched and a flash of something that might have been approval lit his eyes.

    ‘Very probably,’ he murmured. ‘The tension must be getting to me. Heights can affect people like that, you know.’ His lips curved up in another one of those half-smiles that melted something vital inside her. ‘Take pity on my nerves and let me get you down from here.’

    Tamsin opened her mouth to end his games. She refused to be the butt of his jokes. But before she could speak large hands pulled her towards him, warming her through several layers of clothing and jamming the words in her throat. For a moment panic threatened as she plunged forward, but an instant later she was draped over one solid shoulder. He clamped her close with his arm and then he was moving, descending the ladder with her firmly in his hold.

    ‘Put me down! Let me go, right now!’ She couldn’t believe he’d grabbed her.

    ‘Of course. In just a moment.’

    To her horror Tamsin felt his deep voice rumble through his torso and hers.

    Tamsin shut her eyes rather than look at the distant floor, or, more disturbingly, the intriguing sight of muscles bunching in the taut backside inches from her face.

    But closing her eyes heightened other senses. She felt him against the length of her body, his strength undeniably exciting as ripples of movement teased her breasts and thighs. Disturbing warmth swirled languidly in the pit of her stomach.

    She shouldn’t be enjoying this. She should be outraged. Or at least impervious. She should…

    ‘There.’ He lowered her into a chair and stepped back. ‘Safe and sound.’

    His eyes weren’t laughing now. They were sober as he stared down at her. His mouth was a firm line, his brows tipped into a slight frown as if the joke had turned sour. His jaw clamped hard and she had the fleeting impression he was annoyed rather than amused.

    Tamsin wanted desperately to conjure a witty quip. To redeem herself as clever and insouciant, taking the situation in her stride.

    Instead she gazed helplessly, enmeshed in a web of unfamiliar reactions. Her breasts tingled from contact with him, her nipples puckering shamelessly. Her thighs were warm from his touch. Her gaze caught on his black hair, now slightly rumpled. Heat sizzled inside like a firecracker about to explode.

    It wasn’t the sexy cavalry uniform that made him look so good, despite the gilt braiding that moulded his tapering torso, the cut of clothes that made him look every inch the fairy tale hero. What unnerved her was the flesh and blood man whose shadowed eyes glowed like an invitation to sin.

    She tried to tell herself he was vain enough to have a uniform designed to enhance the incredible colour of his eyes. But the gravity of his expression when he wasn’t smiling told her he didn’t give a toss for his looks.

    Tamsin’s breath sawed as he dropped to one knee and took her bare foot in his hand. Tremors rippled up her leg and she felt again that strange molten sensation pooling low in her belly.

    She squirmed but he didn’t release her. Instead he fished something out of his pocket and slid it onto her foot. Soft, worn familiar leather. Her discarded shoe.

    ‘So, Cinderella. Why did you want to see me?’

    Tamsin’s pulse faltered. For the last ten minutes she’d pretended he was a guest, even a member of staff. Yet deep inside she’d known who he was.

    
      Prince Alaric. The man who held her career and her reputation in his hands.
    

    Already she amused him. How he’d laugh if he knew that in ten minutes, without trying, he’d seduced one of Britain’s last dyed in the wool virgins to mindless longing.

    Tamsin swallowed convulsively. She shot to her feet and stepped away, busying herself by stripping off her gloves and stuffing them in a pocket.

    ‘It’s about the archives I’m cataloguing and assessing for conservation.’ A cache of documents recently discovered when a castle cellar had been remodelled.

    She turned. He stood by the chair, frowning in abstraction. Tamsin lifted her chin, breathing deep.

    ‘They include some unique and valuable papers.’

    ‘I’m sure they do.’ He nodded, his expression blandly polite. Obviously he had no interest in her efforts.

    ‘I have a copy of one with me.’ She reached for her briefcase, grateful for an excuse to look away from his hooded gaze.

    ‘Why don’t you just tell me about it?’

    
      Cut to the chase, in other words.
    

    He’d had plenty of time to dally, amusing himself at her expense, but none to spare for her work.

    Disappointment curled through her, and annoyance.

    ‘One of the documents caught my attention. It’s a record of your family and Prince Raul’s.’ She paused, excitement at her find bubbling up despite her vexation.

    ‘There’s still work to be done on it.’ Tamsin paused, keeping her voice carefully even. ‘I’ve been translating from the Latin and, if it’s proved correct…’

    ‘Yes? If it’s proved correct?’

    Tamsin hesitated, but there was no easy way to say it. Besides, he’d surely welcome the news.

    ‘If it’s genuine you’re not only Prince of Ruvingia, you’re also the next legitimate ruler of Maritz. Of the whole country. Not Prince Raul.’ She paused, watching his expression freeze.

    ‘It’s you who should be crowned king.’

  

    
      Chapter Two
    

    ALARIC’s body stiffened as her words sank in with terrible, nightmare clarity.

    Him as ruler of Maritz!

    The idea was appalling.

    Raul was the crown prince. The one brought up from birth to rule. The one trained and ready to dedicate his life to his country.

    Maritz needed him.

    Or a man like Alaric’s brother, Felix.

    Alaric wasn’t in the same mould. Even now he heard his father’s cool, clipped voice expressing endless displeasure and disappointment with his reckless second son.

    Alaric’s lips twisted. How right the old man had been. Alaric couldn’t take responsibility for the country. Bad enough he’d stepped into Felix’s shoes as leader of a principality. Entrusting the wellbeing of the whole nation to his keeping would be disaster.

    He, whose conscience was heavy with the weight of others’ lives! Who’d failed them so abysmally.

    Horror crawled up his spine to clamp his shoulders. Ice froze his blood. Familiar faces swam in his vision, faces distorted with pain. The faces of those he’d failed. The face of his brother, eyes feverish as he berated Alaric for betraying him.

    
      He couldn’t be king. It was unthinkable.
    

    ‘Is this a joke?’ The words shot out, harsh in the silence.

    ‘Of course not!’

    No. One look at her frown and her stunned eyes made that clear. Tamsin Connors wasn’t kidding.

    He’d never seen a more serious, buttoned-up woman. From her tense lips to her heavy-framed glasses and scraped-back hair, she was the image of no-nonsense spinsterhood.

    
      Except for that body.
    

    Hard to believe she’d felt so warm and lithely curved. Or that holding her he’d known a curious desire to strip away that fashion crime of an outfit and explore her scented femininity. A desire completely dormant in the face of so many blatant sexual invitations from tonight’s beauties!

    Beneath her bag lady clothes Tamsin Connors was only in her mid-twenties. When she forgot to prim them her lips were surprisingly luscious. He looked into her frowning face and knew he was avoiding the issue. The impossible issue of him being king!

    ‘What exactly is in these papers?’ His voice sounded rusty, as if his vocal cords had seized up.

    ‘They’re old records by a cleric called Tomas. He detailed royal history, especially births, deaths and marriages.’ She shifted, leaning imperceptibly closer.

    Did he imagine her fresh sunshine scent, warm in a room chilled with the remembrance of death?

    With an effort he dragged his focus back to her.

    ‘Take a seat, please, and explain.’ He gestured to one of the armchairs by the fire then took one for himself.

    ‘According to Tomas there was intermarriage between your family and Prince Raul’s.’

    Alaric nodded. ‘That was common practice.’ Power was guarded through alliances with other aristocratic families.

    ‘At one stage there was a gap in the direct line to the Maritzian throne. The crown couldn’t pass from father to son as the king’s son had died.’

    Her words flayed a raw spot deep inside him. A familiar glacial chill burned Alaric’s gut. The knowledge he was a usurper in a better man’s shoes.

    
      That he was responsible for his brother’s death.
    

    ‘There were two contenders for the throne. One from Prince Raul’s family and…’ Her words slowed as she registered his expression. Some of her enthusiasm faded.

    ‘And one from mine?’

    She shifted as if uncomfortable, but continued.

    Two rival princes from different branches of intertwined families. A will from the old king designating one, the eldest by some weeks, as his successor. A tragic ‘accident’ leading to the accession of the alternate heir and a desperate decision by the dead prince’s widow to send her newborn son to safety far away. The suppression of the old king’s will and a rewriting of birth dates to shore up the new monarch’s claim to the throne.

    It was a tale of treachery and the ruthless pursuit of power. But in his country’s turbulent history, definitely possible.

    How was it possible she’d found such a contentious document?

    The likelihood was staggeringly remote. For centuries historians had plotted the family trees of the royal families in each of the neighbouring principalities.

    Yet her earnestness, her straight-backed confidence caught his attention.

    Obviously she’d found something. This woman was no one’s fool, despite her up-tight demeanour. He remembered reading her CV when she had been recommended for the job of assessing and preserving the archives. Multiple qualifications. Glowing references. Her first degree in her teens and a formidable amount of experience since then.

    It was tempting to believe this was a mistake, that she’d jumped to the wrong conclusion. Yet she didn’t strike him as a woman prone to taking risks.

    ‘You’re not pleased?’ she ventured, her brows puckering. ‘I know it’s a shock but—’

    ‘But you thought I’d be thrilled to become king?’ His words were clipped as he strove to suppress a surge of unfamiliar panic. He had to fight the rising nausea that clogged his throat.

    He shook his head. ‘I’m loyal to my cousin, Dr Connors. He will make the sort of king our country needs.’

    Alaric succeeding in his place would be a nightmare made real.

    Hell! The timing couldn’t be worse. The country needed stability. If this was true…

    ‘Who else have you told?’ Alaric found himself on his feet, towering above her with his hands clamped on her chair arms. She shrank back as he leaned close.

    In the flickering firelight she looked suddenly vulnerable and very young.

    The pounding thud of his heartbeat slowed and he straightened, giving her space.

    No need to intimidate the woman. Yet.

    ‘I haven’t told anyone.’ Wide eyes stared at him from behind those ugly glasses and a twist of something like awareness coiled in his belly. ‘I had to tell you first.’

    The tension banding his chest eased and he breathed deep. ‘Good. You did the right thing.’

    Tentatively she smiled and he felt a tremor of guilt at having scared her. Even now one hand pressed to her breast as if her heart raced. He followed the rapid rise and fall of her chest. An unexpected trickle of fire threaded his belly as he recalled her feminine softness against him.

    ‘When I get the test results back we’ll know if the papers are what they seem to be.’

    ‘Results?’ He stilled. ‘What tests are these?’

    ‘There are several,’ she said slowly, her expression wary. Alaric thrust his hand through his hair, fighting the impulse to demand she explain instantly.

    Instead he took another deliberate step away from her and laid his forearm along the mantelpiece. Immediately the tension in her slim frame eased.

    ‘Would you care to enlighten me?’

    She blinked and blushed and for a moment Alaric was sidetracked by the softening of her lips as they formed an O of surprise. She looked charmingly female and innocently flustered in a way that threatened to distract him.

    An instant later she was brisk and businesslike. ‘I’ve sent pages for testing. We need to know if the parchment is as old as it appears. That it’s not a modern forgery.’

    She’d sent papers away? Who had them now? This got worse and worse.

    ‘Plus the style of the text is unusual. I’ve sent copies of some pages to a colleague for verification.’

    ‘Who gave you permission to do this?’ His voice was calm, low, but with the razor edge honed on emergency decisions made under fire.

    She jerked her head up, her body stiffening.

    ‘I was told when I started that, so long as the usual precautions were taken, testing of documents found in the archives was allowed.’

    ‘If you’re right these aren’t just any documents!’ His hands fisted. Had she no notion of the powder keg she may have uncovered?

    ‘That’s why I was particularly careful.’ She shot to her feet, hands clasped before her; chin lifted as she met his gaze. ‘None of the pages I sent for testing were, by themselves, sensitive.’ She paused then continued with slow emphasis. ‘I realise this information must be kept confidential until it’s confirmed. I followed the protocols set out when I took on the job.’

    Alaric let out a slow breath. ‘And if someone put those pages together?’

    ‘No.’ She shook her head then paused, frowning. ‘It’s not possible.’ Yet she didn’t look so certain.

    Alaric determined to get his hands on the pages as soon as possible.

    ‘It would have been better to keep this in house.’ Even if it turned out this was a mistake, rumour could destabilise a delicate situation.

    Fine eyebrows arched high on her pale forehead.

    ‘Ruvingia doesn’t have the capacity “in house” to run such tests.’ She paused and he watched her drag in quick breaths, obviously battling strong emotion.

    ‘I apologise if I’ve overstepped the mark.’ Her tone said he was being unreasonable. ‘I would have checked with you earlier but it’s been hard getting an appointment.’

    Touché. Meeting to discuss the royal archives hadn’t been on his priorities.

    ‘How long before you get the results?’

    She launched into detail of how the document would be authenticated, her face growing animated. All the while he was busy reckoning the risks posed by this discovery. The need to verify her findings and keep the situation under wraps.

    Yet he found himself watching her closely as she shed that shell of spiky reserve. There was a fire in her that had been lacking before. Or had it been hidden behind her starchy demeanour?

    Despite the gravity of the situation, something in Alaric that was all male, functioning at the most primitive level, stirred.

    Behind her dowdy appearance he sensed heat and passion in this woman.

    
      He’d always been attracted by passion.
    

    Alaric wrenched his mind back to the problem at hand.

    ‘A short wait, then, before the results come through. In the meantime, who has access to this chronicle?’

    ‘Only me. The assistant from your national museum is working on other material.’

    ‘Good. We’ll keep it that way.’ Alaric would personally arrange for it to be kept under lock and key.

    ‘I’m also keeping my eyes open for other papers that might confirm or disprove what I’ve found. There’s still a lot to investigate.’

    There could be more? Even if this document conveniently disappeared there might be others?

    Damn. A simple solution had been tempting. An accident to destroy the evidence and remove the problem. Yet it would only make precautions around the remaining documents tighter and subsequent accidents more suspicious.

    Self-knowledge warred with duty. The former told him the country would be better off in his cousin Raul’s hands. The latter urged Alaric to face his responsibility no matter how unpalatable.

    He speared a hand through his hair and paced, his belly churning. In thirty years he’d never shirked his duty, no matter how painful.

    He’d warn Raul. They’d develop a contingency plan and make a discreet enquiry of the royal genealogist, a historian known for his expertise and discretion. Alaric needed to know if this far-fetched story was even possible.

    Genuine or not, the papers were dynamite. If spare copies existed, and if Tamsin Connors was the innocent, earnest professional she appeared, he needed her onside.

    
      If she was what she appeared.
    

    Was it possible forged papers had been planted for her to find and disrupt Raul’s coronation? Unlikely. Yet how convenient she’d found them after just a couple of weeks.

    Too convenient?

    He narrowed his gaze, taking in her heavy-framed glasses and appalling clothes. The way her gaze continually slipped away from his.

    His gut tightened at the idea she was hiding something. A link to those stirring discontent? It was preposterous, but so was this situation.

    He’d get to the bottom of it soon.

    Meanwhile Tamsin Connors had his undivided attention.


    ‘Of course, I understand,’ Tamsin murmured into the phone.

    She should be disappointed by the news she’d received. She was disappointed, but she was distracted by the man prowling the confines of the workroom. His long stride gave an impression of controlled impatience, at odds with his meticulous interest in every detail.

    Intently she watched every move, miserably aware Prince Alaric didn’t need a splendid uniform to show off his physique. In dark trousers, plain T-shirt and a jacket, he was compelling in the afternoon light.

    Until last night she hadn’t known she had a weakness for tall broad-shouldered men who looked like they could take on the world. For men whose eyes laughed one minute and clouded with grim emotion the next as if he saw things no man should.

    She’d thought she preferred men driven by academic pursuits, preferably fresh faced and blond, like Patrick. Not sizzling with barely suppressed physical energy.

    How wrong she’d been.

    Her skin drew tight, every nerve end buzzing, as he paced.

    ‘Thank you for calling. I appreciate it.’ Carefully she put the phone down.

    ‘A problem?’ He approached, eyes watchful.

    Tamsin dragged in a breath and placed her hands on the desk. She’d prayed her reaction last night had been an aberration. But seeing him in the flesh again scotched every hope that she’d imagined her response to his potent masculinity. His vitality, that sense of power and capability, were as fascinating as his stunning looks.

    With his black hair, midnight-blue eyes, high-cut cheekbones and strong nose, he looked every inch the powerful aristocrat. Yet his mouth was that of a seducer: warm, provocative and sensual.

    Tamsin blinked. Where had that come from?

    ‘Dr Connors?’

    ‘Sorry. I was…thinking.’ Frantically she tried to focus. ‘I’ve just heard the date test will be delayed.’

    He frowned and she hurried on. ‘I’d hoped for an early result on the age of the parchment but it will take longer than I’d hoped.’

    The reasons she’d just been given were plausible. But the embarrassed way Patrick’s assistant repeated herself made Tamsin suspicious.

    Wasn’t it enough Patrick had stolen the job that was by rights Tamsin’s? He’d been the first man to show any interest in her, cruelly using her naïve crush to string her along. All those extra hours she’d put in helping him and he’d passed her work off as his own. He’d been promoted on the basis of it then dumped her unceremoniously. Pride had stopped her revealing his duplicity and her own lack of judgement. Instead she’d withdrawn even further into herself, nursing a bruised heart and vowing never to risk it again so readily.

    Was he low enough to stymie this project, too?

    Once it would never have occurred to her. Now she wondered if the whisper she’d heard was right and he saw her as a professional threat.

    Would he really let ego get in the way of scientific research? The idea sickened her. How had she not seen his true character?

    ‘They’re returning the papers?’ The prince’s eyes sparked indigo fire and she watched, fascinated.

    ‘Not yet. Hopefully it won’t be a long delay.’

    Tamsin watched his mouth compress. He was impatient. Despite what he’d said last night, he must be excited at the possibility of becoming king. Who wouldn’t be?

    ‘These are the rest of the newly found documents?’ He gestured to the storage down one side of the long room.

    ‘A lot of them. Some of the less fragile ones we’ve left until we can assess them properly.’

    ‘Yet there may be more sensitive papers among them?’

    ‘Possibly. But not many people would be able to read them. Even with my expertise, some of the texts are hard to decipher. It’s time consuming and difficult.’

    ‘That doesn’t matter. We need secure storage for them all.’ He strode restlessly down the room, assessing the set-up. Despite her intentions she followed every step, drinking in the sight of his powerful body. ‘I want you to calculate exactly what you need and tell me today. They’ll be locked with access only on my approval.’

    Tamsin shook her head. ‘It’s not just a matter of space, it’s about a properly regulated environment and—’

    ‘I understand. Just let me know and it will be done.’

    ‘It will be expensive.’

    The prince waved a dismissive hand. He was notoriously wealthy. Money was no object now his self-interest was engaged.

    Tamsin strove to stifle a pang of disappointment, recalling how her work had been virtually ignored earlier. She supposed his proprietorial attitude was justified. After all they were talking about proof of kingship. And if it meant proper care for the archives, all the better.

    She stood. ‘In the meantime, could I have the text to work on? I’ll translate some more this evening.’

    Late last night, after hearing her news, the prince had insisted on accompanying her here to see the original document. Then, without warning, and despite her protest, he’d taken it away. It worried her that he didn’t fully appreciate how fragile it was.

    ‘Certainly.’ He glanced at his watch, obviously eager to be elsewhere. ‘But not today—it’s late.’

    ‘But—’

    He crossed the room to stand close, too close. She felt his heat, inhaled the spicy clean scent of his skin and wished she were still sitting.

    ‘But nothing. I gather you’ve done little except work since you arrived. By your own admission this is taxing work.’ He looked down at her with eyes that sparkled and a tremor rippled down her legs. Desperately she locked her knees, standing straighter.

    ‘I’m not a slave driver and I don’t want you making yourself ill working all hours.’

    ‘But I want to!’ What else did she have to do with her evenings?

    He shook his head. ‘Not tonight.’ He turned and headed for the door, pausing on the threshold. ‘If you could send me those storage requirements…’

    ‘I’ll see to it straight away.’

    He inclined his head and left. Tamsin stood, swaying slightly and staring at the place where he’d been.

    She’d hoped to spark his interest with her discovery. She hadn’t thought to be sidelined in the process.

    Sternly she told herself that wasn’t what he’d done. She was allowing her experiences with one deceitful, good looking man to colour her judgement.

    It was good of Prince Alaric to be concerned for her welfare. It was sensible that he took an interest in storing the documents properly.

    So why did it feel like she was being outmanoeuvred?


    Mid-evening Alaric headed for the gym on the far side of the castle compound. He needed to work off this pent up energy. His sleep patterns were shot anyway, but last night Tamsin Connors had obliterated any chance of rest.

    The genealogist had warned today that proving or disproving a claim to the throne took time. Alaric wanted it sorted, and preferably disproved, now. It went against the grain to wait, dependent on forces beyond his control.

    Plus, infuriatingly, his investigators had turned up little on the Englishwoman.

    Surely no one had such a straightforward past? They’d reported on her academic achievements, her reputation for hard work and a little on her quiet childhood with elderly parents. But nothing about boyfriends. Any friends for that matter. Only an unconfirmed hint of some affair with a colleague.

    In other circumstances he’d take her at face value: a quiet, dedicated professional. But he couldn’t take chances. Not till he knew she was what she seemed.

    She seemed too innocent to be believed.

    He slowed as he passed the viewing level for the squash court. Lights were on and he paused to see which of the staff were playing.

    There was only one. A woman, lithe and agile as she smashed the ball around the court in robust practice.

    Alaric frowned, momentarily unable to place her. She lunged, twisting, to chase a low ball and for a moment her breasts strained against her oversized T-shirt. An instant later she pivoted on long legs with an agility he couldn’t help but applaud.

    His eyes lingered on the shapely length of those legs below baggy shorts. A sizzle of lazy heat ignited inside and he smiled appreciatively.

    There was an age old remedy for insomnia, one he used regularly. A pretty woman and—

    She spun round and a spike of heat drove through Alaric’s torso, shearing off his breath.

    He tensed instantaneously, hormones in overdrive.

    It was Tamsin Connors. Yet not.

    He should have guessed it was her, in those ill-fitting outfits. Yet she looked so different.

    His mouth dried as he registered the amount of bare skin on view. Skin flushed pink and enticing from exertion. She really did have the most delicious legs. When that shirt twisted he realised her breasts were fuller than he’d guessed in her granny clothes. Her hair was soft around her face, escaping a glossy ponytail that swung like a sexy invitation to touch every time she moved. She breathed hard through her mouth, her lips not primmed any more, but surprisingly lush. Her eyes glittered—

    Her eyes! No glasses.

    Suspicion flared as he saw her face unmarred by ugly glasses. Maybe she wore contact lenses? But why hide the rest of the time behind disfiguring frames?

    Had she tried to disguise herself? She’d done a remarkable job, concealing the desirable woman beneath a drab exterior and prickly professionalism.

    Why? What had she to hide?

    It was as if she deliberately tried to look like an absent-minded academic, absorbed in books rather than the world around her. She seemed too honest and serious to deceive. Yet instinct niggled, convincing him this was deliberate camouflage.

    Alaric catapulted down the nearby stairs. On a bench beside the door to the court were an ugly cardigan and a case for glasses.

    He flipped the latter open and held the glasses up to his face. Realisation corkscrewed through him and he swore under his breath. They gave only minuscule magnification.

    Why did she wear them?

    This time suspicion was a sharp, insistent jab. She was a stranger, in disguise. What a coincidence that she’d uncovered papers that could shatter the peace of the nation.

    Tamsin Connors wasn’t what she seemed. Was she part of a plot? An innocent dupe?

    He’d just put the glasses down when she emerged.

    Her thickly lashed eyes widened to bright dazzling amber, snaring his breath despite his anger. Amazing what those glasses had obscured. Her lips rounded in a soft pout of surprise and instantly fire exploded in his belly.

    Slowly she approached.

    Conflicting messages bombarded his brain. Caution. Distrust. Curiosity. Lust. Definitely lust.

    His jaw hardened as he reined in that surge of hunger. This was no time to let his libido override his brain.

    One thing was for certain. He wasn’t going to let Tamsin Connors out of his sight till he got to the bottom of this. Already a plan formed in his head.

    He smiled slowly in anticipation.

    He and Dr Connors were about to become much more intimately acquainted.

  

    
      Chapter Three
    

    TAMSIN’S steps faltered.

    This man had invaded her thoughts, even haunted her dreams last night. Yet she’d forgotten how overwhelming he was in person.

    So big. So vibrant. So powerfully male.

    The air seemed to swirl and tickle her sensitised flesh as he subjected her to a short, all-encompassing survey. Heat blazed in her stomach and her skin tightened.

    His eyes glittered and his mouth curved in welcome and her heart danced faster than it had on the squash court.

    Would he look so welcoming if he knew she’d exhausted herself trying desperately to banish him from her thoughts? That she felt excited by his presence?

    No. He paid her salary while she worked on loan here. He was her employer, an aristocrat living a glamorous, privileged life. A man with no interest in her or her work except that it made him eligible for the crown.

    He’d be horrified by her reaction to him.

    Even now her befuddled brain told her his smile wasn’t a simple welcome. That it signified a deeper level of pleasure, a hint of danger. The sort of danger a sensible woman would ignore.

    See? Her instincts were awry. She couldn’t trust them.

    Quickly she looked away, scared he’d read her thoughts. Patrick had read her longings like a book. She couldn’t bear to reveal her weakness to this man, too.

    The fact that she felt any weakness at all after the events of the last six months astounded her.

    ‘Dr Connors.’ His deep voice rippled like ruched velvet across her skin. She shivered, unable to suppress voluptuous pleasure at the sound.

    Seeking distraction she reached for her cardigan and glasses, holding them close to her heaving chest.

    ‘I hope you don’t mind me using the court,’ she murmured. ‘Your steward said I could but I hadn’t realised you might…’

    ‘Of course I don’t mind. It’s good to see it in use. If I’d known you played I’d have invited you to a match.’

    Startled, Tamsin looked up, straight into clear indigo depths that seemed warm and inviting.

    He looked serious!

    Her gaze strayed across muscled shoulders, down to the deep curve of a solid chest outlined against a black cotton T-shirt. She swallowed, her mouth drying at the latent power of him. His arms, tanned and strong, reminded her of the way he’d hoisted her over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing. Of how, despite her outrage, she’d revelled in his effortless he-man act.

    He looked mouth-wateringly good in gym gear. As good as in uniform! It wasn’t fair.

    She stepped back, her eyes flicking away nervously.

    ‘I don’t think I’d be in your league.’ Fervently she hoped he’d put her breathlessness down to her workout.

    ‘I watched you play. You’re quick and agile and know how to use your body.’ His smile changed, became almost intimate, sending tendrils of heat winding around her internal organs. ‘I’m sure we’d be very well matched.’

    Tamsin’s mind filled with an image of them matched in another way altogether. Tanned skin against pale. Hard masculine muscle against female softness.

    Heat exploded, scalding her throat and face at the lurid, unfamiliar picture. Horrified, she ducked her head to fumble with her glasses case.

    
      He couldn’t know what she was thinking.
    

    That didn’t stop her embarrassment.

    ‘It’s kind of you to say so,’ she mumbled. ‘But we both know it would be an uneven match.’

    She cast a furtive glance at his muscled arms and wished he’d cover himself up. It was hard not to stare.

    ‘You underestimate yourself, Dr Connors.’ His words sliced through her thoughts. ‘Why is that? You struck me as a very confident woman when we discussed your work.’

    Confident? She’d talked too much last night as they’d visited the archives. Nerves and guilt about the risks she’d taken with his books in the library had made her overcompensate. Anxiety had made her garrulous.

    ‘That’s different.’ Reluctantly she lifted her chin and met his gaze. Even braced for the impact, the connection sent shock waves of pleasure racing through her. ‘I’ve worked hard to develop my expertise. My work is what I’m good at. What I love.’

    Tamsin had buried herself in work for years. At first because immersing herself in books had been an escape in her lonely childhood. Then from habit, especially as a student, when her age had set her apart from older colleagues. More recently it had been easier to be a workaholic than cultivate a personal life. She shivered. Her one foray into romance had been disastrous.

    She waved a hand at the court. ‘I lead a sedentary life. This is just a way to keep fit.’ And a welcome outlet for troubled emotions.

    He tilted his head, his gaze shrewd. ‘Yet your focus was impressive. And your speed. You’d be a formidable opponent.’

    The lazy approval was gone from his face, replaced by a seriousness that made her still.

    Like last night Tamsin again had the suspicion he saw her: not just her academic reputation, but whole, talents and doubts, confidence and uncertainties. Saw the real person.

    The notion thrilled yet made her feel oddly vulnerable.

    She shoved an arm into her cardigan, pulled it round and slid her other arm in. Its familiarity steadied her, a reminder of her everyday world, devoid of handsome princes with dark chocolate voices.

    She opened the case in her hands to take out her glasses. She felt naked meeting his scrutiny without them. But the sudden intensity of his stare arrested her. She closed the case with a snap.

    ‘Hardly formidable, Your Highness. But thank you for the compliment.’

    She made to turn away then stopped. This might be her only chance to talk to him. After today he’d probably be as elusive as before.

    Steadfastly Tamsin ignored a sudden pang of disappointment. They had nothing in common. What did it matter if she never saw him again?

    ‘Tomorrow, could I work on the text again? I’m eager to make more progress.’

    ‘I’m sure you are.’ Yet there was no answering enthusiasm in his face. If he was excited about the possibility of becoming monarch he hid it. His expression was flinty.

    Had she said something wrong?

    Finally he nodded. ‘It will be brought to you tomorrow so you can pursue your…investigations.’


    Tamsin sat absorbed, one bare foot tucked beneath her.

    The more she delved into this manuscript, the more it fascinated. The choice of words, the phrasing, it was unique, even without the bombshell revelation that generations ago the wrong heir had become king. The intricate detail about life at court was incredible.

    Take this word. She tilted her lamp to better view the idiosyncratic spelling. It should mean…

    She paused, frowning as her thoughts strayed.

    There was no sound, no movement on the periphery of her vision. Yet suddenly her focus was shot. The hairs on her arms prickled in atavistic awareness. Did she imagine a change in the atmosphere?

    Tamsin focused again, trying to fathom the meaning of a convoluted sentence. Yet the more she tried to concentrate the more aware she became of…something else.

    Finally in exasperation she looked up. And saw him.

    The overhead lights were on against the fading afternoon. He stood under one, his black hair glossy in the spill of light. He was motionless, feet apart and hands in pockets in a masculine stance that reinforced the air of tough capability she’d noticed from the first.

    Her heart throbbed an agitated tattoo. How long had he silently watched her? Why did he look so grim?

    More than that, she wondered, as she sat back in her seat, what was he doing here?

    ‘You’ve been working since seven-thirty this morning and you barely paused for lunch.’ He dragged his hands from his pockets and approached. ‘It’s time you stopped.’

    Tamsin frowned. ‘You’re keeping tabs on me?’ She didn’t feel indignant. She was too busy grappling with surprise.

    He shrugged those superb shoulders and she stifled rising awareness. ‘My staff have upped security given the importance of your find. I asked them to keep me informed.’

    Informed of her meal breaks? Surely he had more on his mind than that? She opened her mouth to question him.

    ‘You’re translating?’ He leaned over, one broad hand on the desk just inches from the manuscript.

    Unaccountably heat washed her as she stared at his long fingers splayed close to hers. His masculine scent made her draw a deep, appreciative breath.

    ‘Yes.’ She sat straighter. ‘It’s a fascinating document, even apart from the succession issue.’ She looked at the closely written text but all her attention was on the man who’d casually invaded her space.

    ‘And now you’ve finished for the day.’

    For a long moment Tamsin debated. It wasn’t a question. She could contradict him and stay, working on the translation. Normally she worked much later. Yet her concentration had shattered. She found herself stretching, cramped muscles easing as she moved.

    ‘Yes. I’ve finished.’ She shoved her chair back and stood, busying herself packing up. By rights she should feel less overawed by him now she was on her feet. Instead, she inhaled his fresh scent as he leaned close and became aware of the way his body hemmed her in. It made her edgy.

    ‘Good. You’re free to come out.’

    ‘Out?’ Her brow knitted.

    ‘How long since you left the castle?’

    ‘I…’ There had been her walk down to the river a few days ago. Or had it been a week? She’d been too busy to count days. ‘I’ve been occupied lately.’

    ‘As I thought.’ He nodded. ‘Come on. Pack that up.’

    ‘I’m perfectly capable of getting fresh air myself.’

    Eyes of dark sapphire held hers as he leaned across the desk. ‘I’m sure you are. You’re a most capable woman, Dr Connors.’

    His mouth kicked up in a smile that lit his face and made her suck in her breath. The way he spoke her name, using her formal title as if it were an endearment, made her ridiculously flushed.

    A warning bell clanged crazily in her head.

    ‘Why are you here?’ She braced her hands on the desk rather than lean towards that stunning smile. ‘What do you want?’

    She was no bedazzled fool, no matter how her pulse pattered out of control and illicit excitement shimmied along her backbone. Men like Prince Alaric didn’t waste time on women like her. Women who weren’t glamorous or sexy. She’d learned the hard way where she stood with the opposite sex and she wasn’t making that mistake again.

    ‘You don’t pull your punches. I like your bluntness.’

    Did he have any idea how gorgeous he looked, with laughter lines crinkling from his eyes and that conspiratorial grin turning rakishly handsome into devastatingly irresistible?

    No wonder he had a reputation as a rogue. He’d only have to ask to get anything he wanted from a woman. The knowledge shored up her sagging defences.

    She turned away to slip her notebook into a drawer.

    ‘I do want something. I have a proposition for you.’ She looked up, startled, and he raised a hand before she could interrupt. ‘But not here. It’s late. You need a break and I need to eat. I’ll show you some of our Ruvingian hospitality and we can discuss it after we’ve eaten.’

    Instinct warned her something was amiss. There was no reason for a prince to take an employee to dine. Yet the sparkle in his eyes invited her to forget her misgivings and take a chance.

    Curiosity gnawed. What sort of proposition? Something to do with the archives?

    ‘If you’d like someone to vouch for me…’ he began.

    Her lips twitched. ‘Thank you, but no.’

    Despite his easy charm there was a tension about his jaw that hinted at serious intent. Maybe what he had to say was important after all, not just a whim.

    ‘Some fresh air would be welcome. And some food.’ Suddenly she realised how hungry she was.

    ‘Excellent.’ He stepped back and the fragile sense of intimacy splintered. ‘Wear warm clothes and comfortable shoes. I’ll meet you by the garages in twenty minutes.’

    ‘I’ll see to this.’ But as she reached for the text he pulled cotton gloves from his pocket and picked it up.

    ‘I’ll take care of that. You go and get ready.’

    He didn’t trust her to keep the chronicle safe. Last night he’d taken it away, saying he wanted it locked up. Disappointment was a plunging sensation inside her.

    If he didn’t trust her with that, how could he trust her to do her job? And why would he have a proposition?


    Tamsin felt completely out of place in the luxurious, low-slung car as it purred out of the cobbled courtyard and over the bridge that connected the castle with the steep mountain spur. A last glimpse of the castle, a floodlit fantasy with its beautiful, soaring towers, reinforced her sense of unreality. She slid her fingers over the soft leather upholstery, eyes wide as she took in the state of the art controls. She’d never been in a car like this.

    Or spent time alone with a man like Prince Alaric.

    In the confines of the vehicle he was impossible to ignore. So big and vital. Electricity charged the air so it buzzed and snapped. It was hard to breathe.

    She told herself lack of food made her light-headed. She should have eaten lunch instead of skimping on an apple.

    He nosed the car down a series of swooping bends and she risked a sideways look. A smile played around his mouth as if an icy road after dusk was just what he loved. His powerful hands moved easily on the wheel, with a fluid sureness that hinted he enjoyed tactile pleasures.

    Tamsin shivered as an unfamiliar yearning hit her.

    ‘You’re cold?’ He didn’t take his eyes off the road. How had he sensed the trawling chill that raked her spine?

    ‘No, I’m warm as toast.’

    ‘So it’s the road that bothers you.’ Before she could answer he eased his foot onto the brake.

    It was on the tip of her tongue to protest. He hadn’t been speeding. She’d enjoyed the thrill of the descent, instinctively sensing she was safe with such a capable driver. Disappointment rose as they took the next bend at a decorous pace but she didn’t contradict him. She didn’t want to try explaining the curious feelings that bombarded her when she was with him.

    ‘What’s this proposition you have for me?’

    He shook his head, not looking away from the road as it curved one final time then disappeared like a dark ribbon into the forest at the foot of the mountain. ‘Not yet. Not till we’ve eaten.’

    Tamsin tamped down her impatience, realising her companion had no intention of being swayed. For all his light-hearted charm she sensed he could be as immoveable as the rock on which his castle perched.

    ‘Tell me why you took this position. Being cooped up here in the dead of winter hasn’t got much to recommend it.’

    Was he kidding? Tamsin slanted another glance his way and saw nothing but curiosity in his expression.

    ‘The place is beautiful. Its heritage listed for outstanding scenic and cultural significance.’

    ‘But you’ve barely been out of the castle.’

    Tamsin stiffened. Had his staff been reporting her movements? Why? The unsettling discovery didn’t sit well with the sense of freedom she’d enjoyed.

    ‘I’d planned to explore. But once I got engrossed in my work and found Tomas’s chronicle, I never found time.’

    ‘You came to Ruvingia for the views?’ Disbelief edged his tone.

    ‘Hardly.’ Though the picturesque setting was a bonus. ‘It was the work that fascinated me.’

    ‘You don’t mind spending an alpine winter so far from family and friends?’

    Tamsin looked away, to the dark forest crowding close. She was grateful for the heating which dispelled any chill. ‘My parents were the first to urge me to apply. They know how important my work is to me.’

    They didn’t care about her not being home for the festive season. As far as her father, a single-minded academic, was concerned the holidays were simply a nuisance that closed the university libraries. Her mother, wrapped up in her art, found it easier catering for two than three. Theirs was a distant kind of caring. They were dedicated to their work and Tamsin, an unexpected child after years of marriage, had fitted between the demands of their real interests. She’d grown self-sufficient early, a dreamer losing herself in a world of books.

    ‘What about your friends? Surely you’d rather be with them at this time of year?’ He probed the sore point, making her want to shrink inside herself.

    Tamsin had friends, but none were particularly close.

    Except Patrick. She’d expected to see a lot of him over the holidays. Had expected their relationship to blossom into something wonderful.

    
      Before she’d discovered what a gullible idiot she’d been.
    

    She turned to find Prince Alaric watching her closely. In the dim interior light she sensed an intensity to his stare that surprised her. Why did this interest him so?

    ‘You don’t understand how exciting this job is.’ With an effort she pinned on a bright smile. ‘A previously unknown hoard of documents. The opportunity to be of real value, preserving what might otherwise be lost. Not to mention the excitement of discovery. The chance to…’ She hesitated, unwilling to reveal how important this job was at a more personal level.

    This had been an escape route she’d gratefully seized. She couldn’t bear Patrick gloating over his success and sneering at her naivety. Plus there’d been her colleagues’ pitying looks.

    It was also an opportunity to shore up her battered self-esteem. To prove that despite her appalling lapse of judgement with Patrick, she was good at what she did. Even, she admitted now, to show those who’d doubted her abilities they’d made a mistake promoting Patrick instead of her. His work was inferior but he had the charm to make the most of every opportunity. They’d soon realise their mistake but Tamsin wouldn’t be human if she didn’t want to banish her growing self-doubts with a coup of her own.

    ‘The chance to…?’

    Tamsin dragged herself back to the conversation. What had she been saying? ‘The chance to be part of this exciting discovery. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity.’

    ‘But you can’t have known that when you applied for the job.’ His riposte was lightning fast. He speared her with a penetrating look before turning back to the road.

    ‘No, but I…’

    She couldn’t tell him how desperately she’d needed to escape. Escape Patrick lording his new position over her; Patrick with his old girlfriend on his arm again. Her forlorn heart had shredded whenever she’d seen them.

    ‘I wanted a change. This sounded too good to miss.’ She sounded stilted, falsely bright, but she wasn’t about to bare her soul.

    ‘Too good to be true, in fact.’ His voice deepened on a curiously rough note. In the streetlights of the town they’d entered he looked stern.

    Had he grown bored? He was probably used to more scintillating conversation. Tamsin was more than happy to change the subject.

    ‘Where are we going?’ They were in the old town, where roads narrowed and cobblestones glistened. Lights were strung between lampposts, giving the streets a festive air as pedestrians strolled, looking at decorated shop windows.

    Tamsin wished she could be one of them. Away from prying questions. Away from memories that taunted her.

    ‘The winter market is on,’ he said. ‘We’ll eat and you can see some of the sights.’

    Tamsin felt a flicker of excitement. The town looked quaintly romantic with half-timbered houses, brightly painted shutters and steep, snow-capped roofs.

    But with a prince by her side relaxation was impossible. Instead she fretted over his mysterious proposition and the growing sense of something wrong. Why this interest in her?

    A couple strolled hand in hand across the street, catching her eye. They were barely aware of anyone else, completely absorbed in each other. She felt a small pang of envy. Once she’d hoped she and Patrick…

    Tamsin had never been close to anyone like that. Never experienced all-encompassing love, even from her parents. Never even fitted in, finishing school before her age peers and being so much younger than her university colleagues.

    She turned away, setting her mouth firmly. She refused to pine for what she’d never had. One perilous venture into romance had proved what she’d always suspected. Love wasn’t for her. She just didn’t inspire that sort of affection.

    But she had her work. That was compensation enough.


    Alaric viewed the woman beside him with frustration. Two hours in her company and she was still an enigma.

    On one level she was easy to read. Her peal of laughter at the antics of children on the outdoor ice-skating rink. Her enthusiasm for markets filled with local handcrafts and produce. She was pleased by simple delights: watching a woodcarver create a nutcracker dragon, or a lace-maker at work, asking questions all the time.

    Most women he knew would complain of the rustic enter-tainment!

    It was tempting to believe her innocent of deception.

    But she’d prevaricated in the car and he’d sensed there was more to her reasons for coming here. Her tension when he pushed for answers, and the way she avoided his gaze made him suspicious.

    She was back in disguise, hiding behind thick-rimmed glasses and a scrunched up bun, with an anorak the wrong colour for her complexion and a pair of shapeless trousers.

    Was she trying to banish any memory of her in shorts?

    His mouth twisted grimly. That particular image was emblazoned on his brain.

    With rapt attention she watched a stallholder cook pancakes and fill them with dark cherries, walnuts and chocolate. It was pure pleasure watching her. Her face was blissful as she bit into the concoction, oblivious to the sauce glistening on her bottom lip or Alaric’s testosterone-induced reaction as it dripped to her chin.

    She swiped her lips with a pink tongue. To his horror his groin tightened and throbbed as if she’d stripped her ugly clothes away and offered him her soft body.

    Right here. Right now…

    What was going on? She was nothing like his usual women. He wasn’t even sure he could trust her.

    Yet her combination of quick mind, buttoned up formality, prickly challenge and hidden curves was absurdly, potently provocative.

    She was like a special treat waiting to be unwrapped. The perfect diversion for a man jaded by too many easy conquests. Too many women seeking to trap him with practised seduction and false protestations of love.

    Someone bustled past, bumping her close and branding her body against his. His mouth dried. He had to force himself to let go after he’d steadied her.

    ‘Come,’ he said abruptly. ‘Let’s find somewhere quiet.’


    Tamsin looked up at his brusque tone, pleasure waning as she read his stony expression. Clearly he’d had enough.

    She couldn’t blame him. He’d gone out of his way to show her sights that must, for him, be unremarkable. Plus all evening he’d been approached by citizens eager to talk. He’d had no respite.

    To her dismay her hackles had risen at the number of women who’d approached him, simpering and laughing when he turned his blue eyes in their direction. What did that say about her? Hastily she shoved away her petty annoyance at them.

    She’d watched fascinated as he handled requests with good humour and practicality. He made his royal obligations look simple. She noticed he didn’t have any obvious minders with him but mixed easily with the crowd. Perhaps his security staff blended in.

    ‘Of course,’ she murmured. ‘Somewhere quiet would be—’

    A crack of sound reverberated, then a shout. Her breath caught as a young boy raced in front of her, skidding on the cobbles and catapulting towards a vat of simmering spiced wine. She cried out, instinctively reaching for him.

    A large figure plunged forward as the cauldron teetered. It overturned just as Alaric hauled the youngster away. There was a crash, a sizzle of hot liquid and a cry of distress, then a cloud of steam as the boy was thrust into her hands.

    In the uproar that followed Tamsin lost sight of the prince as the crowd surged forward. Then, out of the confusion he appeared, pocketing his wallet and nodding to the smiling stallholder. He accepted thanks from the boy’s parents but didn’t linger. Moments later he propelled Tamsin across the square and into an old hotel.

    Only when they were ushered into a private dining room did Tamsin see his face clearly. It was white, the skin stretched taut across sculpted bones, his lips bloodless.

    ‘Are you all right?’

    It was clear he wasn’t. Rapidly she scanned him, looking for injury. That’s when she noticed the large splash staining his hand and her stomach turned over.

    Tamsin propelled him to the bench seat lining one wall. He subsided and she slid in beside him, moistening a linen napkin from a water carafe and pressing it to his hand.

    He sat silent and unmoving, staring ahead.

    Tamsin washed the wine away, revealing a burn to the back of his hand. She pressed the wet cloth to it again.

    ‘Is it just your hand? Where else does it hurt?’

    Slowly he turned his head, looking blankly at her. His eyes were almost black, pupils dilated.

    ‘Your Highness? Are you burned elsewhere?’ She cupped his hand, reassured by the warmth of his skin against hers, though the chill distance in his eyes worried her. Frantically she patted his trousers with her other hand, testing for more sticky wine.

    Finally he looked down.

    Her hand stilled, splayed across the solid muscle of his thigh. Suddenly her eagerness to help seemed foolish.

    ‘I’m fine. No other burns.’ He threw the wet cloth onto the table, drawing a deep breath as colour seeped along his cheekbones. His free hand covered hers, sandwiching it against living muscle that shifted beneath her palm.

    Fire licked Tamsin’s skin. Something curled tight inside her at the intimacy of that touch.

    Ink blue eyes surveyed her steadily and long fingers threaded through hers, holding her hand prisoner. Tingles of awareness shimmied up her arm to spread through her body.

    ‘In the circumstances you can forget the title.’ His voice was as smooth and seductive as the cherry chocolate sauce she still tasted on her lips. ‘Call me Alaric.’

    His mouth lifted in a tiny smile that made Tamsin’s insides liquefy. A smile that hinted at dangerous intimacies, to match that voice of midnight pleasures.

    Abruptly she leaned back, realising she’d swayed unthinkingly towards him.

    ‘You’re sure you’re not hurt?’ Her voice was scratchy, as if it were she who’d lunged in to save the boy, not him. The blankness had gone from his face as if it had never been, yet she couldn’t help wondering what secrets lurked behind his apparently easy smile.

    ‘Positive. As for this…’ he flexed his burned hand ‘…it’s fine. Though thank you for your concern.’ He leaned forward, eyes dancing. Had she imagined those moments of rigid shock? It had seemed so profound. So real.

    ‘Now we’re alone, we can talk about my proposition.’ He was so close his breath feathered her hair and cheek. Tamsin had to fight not to shiver in response.

    ‘Yes, Your…yes, Alaric.’ She strove for composure, despite the wayward excitement that welled, being so close to him. ‘What did you have in mind?’

    His fingers flexed around hers. His strength surrounded her. It was strangely comforting despite the way her nerves jangled at the look in his eyes.

    His smile broadened and her breath snared.

    ‘I want you to be my companion.’

  

    
      Chapter Four
    

    ‘YOUR…companion?’ Tamsin snapped her mouth shut before she could say any more.

    He couldn’t mean what she thought.

    Companion could have all sorts of interpretations. It was shaming proof of the way he turned her brain to mush that she’d immediately thought he meant lover.
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