


 
 
 

Cat  Schield
Ellie  Darkins

Lauren  Canan
Mum's The Word!:

Royal Heirs Required
 
 
 

Аннотация
Royal Heirs Required by Cat SchieldPrince Gabriel Alessandro's

top priority is continuing the family line, and he's found the perfect
bride-to-be in Lady Olivia Darcy. But then Gabriel learns he’s already
a father…Lone Star Baby Bombshell by Lauren CananKelly was
fooled once – it wasn't until her fling left that she discovered he was
Hollywood heartthrob Jace Compton. Now he's back, and she won't
be fooled twice…Newborn on Her Doorstep by Ellie DarkinsLily
Baker has dreamed of a family of her own for so long…but she
never expected a newborn baby and the Nic Johnson to arrive on her
doorstep the very same day!



 
 
 

About the Authors
CAT SCHIELD has been reading and writing romance since

high school. Although she graduated from college with a BA
in business, her idea of a perfect career was writing books for
Mills & Boon. And now, after winning the Romance Writers of
America 2010 Golden Heart® Award for series contemporary
romance, that dream has come true. She loves to hear from
readers. Find her at www.catschield.com. Follow her on Twitter:
@catschield.

LAUREN CANAN grew up listening to her dad tell stories of
make-believe and was always encouraged to let her imagination
soar. The multi-award-winning author and recipient of the 2014
Golden Heart® Award happily spends her days penning her
favorite kind of stories: those of two people who, against all odds,
meet, fall in love and live happily ever after—which is the way
it should be. In her spare time she enjoys playing guitar, piano
and dulcimer in acoustic club jams and getting lots of kisses and
wags from her four-legged fuzzy babies. Visit Lauren’s website
at www.laurencanan.com. She would love to hear from you!

ELLIE DARKINS spent her formative years devouring
romance novels, and after completing her English degree she
decided to make a living from her love of books. As a writer and
editor her work now entails dreaming up romantic proposals, hot
dates with alpha males and trips to the past with dashing heroes.
When she’s not working she can usually be found at her local
library or out for a run.

#ufb20e59f-6da6-59c7-ad93-d5afddf20f10
http://www.catschield.com
http://twitter.com/@catschield
http://www.laurencanan.com


 
 
 

Mum’s the Word!
Royal Heirs Required
Cat Schield
Lone Star Baby Bombshell
Lauren Canen
Newborn on Her Doorstep
Ellie Darkins

www.millsandboon.co.uk
ISBN: 978-1-474-08153-5
MUM’S THE WORD!
Royal Heirs Required © 2015 Catherine Schield Lone Star

Baby Bombshell © 2015 Sarah Cannon Newborn on Her
Doorstep © 2015 Ellie Darkins

Published in Great Britain 2018
by Mills & Boon, an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 1

London Bridge Street, London, SE1 9GF
All rights reserved including the right of reproduction in

whole or in part in any form. This edition is published by
arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, locations
and incidents are purely fictional and bear no relationship to
any real life individuals, living or dead, or to any actual places,
business establishments, locations, events or incidents. Any

http://www.millsandboon.co.uk


 
 
 

resemblance is entirely coincidental.
By payment of the required fees, you are granted the non-

exclusive, non-transferable right and licence to download and
install this e-book on your personal computer, tablet computer,
smart phone or other electronic reading device only (each a
“Licensed Device”) and to access, display and read the text
of this e-book on-screen on your Licensed Device. Except to
the extent any of these acts shall be permitted pursuant to
any mandatory provision of applicable law but no further, no
part of this e-book or its text or images may be reproduced,
transmitted, distributed, translated, converted or adapted for use
on another file format, communicated to the public, downloaded,
decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into
any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by
any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or
hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of
publisher.

® and ™ are trademarks owned and used by the trademark
owner and/or its licensee. Trademarks marked with ® are
registered with the United Kingdom Patent Office and/or the
Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market and in other
countries.

www.millsandboon.co.uk
Table of Contents
Cover
About the Authors

http://www.millsandboon.co.uk
#uc2bf8d5f-71f1-5d3a-b044-c410ec174163
#u3fbee1de-5f04-55ad-b9db-73d886802312


 
 
 

Title Page
Copyright
Moretti’s Marriage Command
Dedication
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
The CEO’s Little Surprise
Dedication
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven

#u08b661b8-09b2-51ee-abf3-b33faf45d486
#ubfc2ef63-9a01-5f7c-a952-7637a335c46e
#ubace2046-f42d-5e36-b26c-ca6c2c09f997
#u6ef58b5d-bb97-519e-a103-5281ffe98b9d
#u8834f48a-50c4-5ee2-8b2a-191915e2a5e7
#u5ce5ffd6-e84d-50a1-b2f2-48c22caba812
#ufb36063c-b55f-5a09-9bb3-a398d489b5f4
#u4482e51c-b37a-5780-aa0e-c9bb337df174
#u93a072af-6f7e-5ef1-b1a9-18015b390a6c
#u0bf8f52e-387f-5b46-a58a-7d9f0af2e08c
#ue5e08824-fbd1-5886-a626-ee8c03f6dc9e
#u613603fc-7494-50e4-a326-95d728d1afdb
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo


 
 
 

Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
Fourteen
Fifteen
Sixteen
Snowbound Surprise for the Billionaire
Dedication
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo


 
 
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
EPILOGUE
About the Publisher
Royal Heirs Required
Cat Schield
A prince’s surprise twins may turn his royal marriage into

something more…
Prince Gabriel Alessandro’s top priority is continuing the

family line, and he’s found the perfect bride-to-be in Lady Olivia
Darcy. While their royal marriage is not based on love, he desires
her. Making a baby together will be pure pleasure. Then Gabriel
learns he is already a father…to twins.

Olivia surprises Gabriel with her acceptance of his motherless
girls, making him believe their loveless union could blossom into
something more. But Olivia’s agreement conceals a devastating
secret. In danger of losing the dynasty he so desires, will he risk
choosing love over duty?

For Delores and Jerry Slawik. Thank you for making me feel
like part of your family.

One
“She’s the perfect choice for you,” Gabriel Alessandro’s

brother joked, nudging his shoulder.
The two princes were standing at the edge of the dance floor

watching their father, the king, sweep Gabriel’s future bride
through a series of elegant turns while their mother concentrated
on keeping her toes from beneath the prime minister’s clumsy

#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#litres_trial_promo
#ufb20e59f-6da6-59c7-ad93-d5afddf20f10
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feet.
Gabriel released an audible sigh. With his future bride’s father

building a high-tech manufacturing plant just outside the capital,
Sherdana’s economy would receive the boost it badly needed.
“Of course she is.”

Lady Olivia Darcy, daughter of a wealthy British earl, was
just a little too perfect. While she exuded poise and warmth
in public, in private she never relaxed, never let down her
guard. This hadn’t bothered him at all in the days leading up to
their engagement. From the moment he’d begun looking for a
wife he’d decided to listen to his head and not his heart. Past
experience had demonstrated losing himself in passion led to
nothing but heartache and disappointment.

“Then why are you looking so grim?”
Why indeed? Even though Gabriel didn’t have to pretend to be

besotted with his fiancée in front of his brother, he wasn’t about
to admit his regret that his personal life would have less passion
and drama once he was married.

Until the wedding planning had begun in earnest, he’d
considered himself well and thoroughly lucky to have found
a woman who wouldn’t drive him mad with her theatrics and
demands. It was in sharp contrast to his affair with Marissa,
which had been a tempestuous four-year romance with no future.

Gabriel was not a world-famous musician or a dashing
Hollywood actor or even a wealthy playboy. He was the heir
apparent of a small European country with strict laws that



 
 
 

dictated his wife must be either an aristocrat or a citizen of
Sherdana. Marissa had been neither.

“How happy would you be if you were marrying a virtual
stranger?” Gabriel kept his voice soft, but there was no hiding
his bitterness.

Christian’s grin was positively wicked. “The best part about
being the youngest is that I don’t have to worry about getting
married at all.”

Gabriel muttered an expletive. He was well aware that neither
of his brothers envied him. In many ways that was a relief. In
centuries past Sherdana had seen its fair share of plots against
the crown both from without and within. It would have been
awful if either of his brothers had schemed to keep him off
the throne. But that was highly unlikely. Nic lived in the US,
building rocket ships that might someday carry regular—wealthy
—citizens into space while Christian was very happy buying and
selling companies.

“...hot.”
“Hot?” Gabriel caught the final word his brother had spoken.

“What’s hot?”
“Not what.” Christian shot him a wry glance. “Who. Your

future bride. I was just remarking that you should spend some
time getting to know her. It might be more enjoyable than you
think. She’s hot.”

Lady Olivia Darcy was many things, but Gabriel wouldn’t
label her as hot. A gorgeous package of stylish sophistication, she



 
 
 

had the fashion designers competing to dress her. Her features
were delicate and feminine, her skin pale and unblemished. She
was slender, but not boyish, with long legs, graceful arms and
an elegant neck. There was a serene expression in her keen blue
gaze.

And it wasn’t as if she was a frivolous socialite, spending her
days shopping and her nights in clubs. She worked tirelessly for
almost a dozen charities all focused on children’s causes. The
perfect future queen of Sherdana.

Gabriel shot his brother a narrow look. “You just referred to
your future sister-in-law and queen as hot. Do you think Mother
would approve?”

“I’m her baby boy.” The youngest of the triplets, Christian
had played the birth-order card all his life. “She approves of
everything I do.”

“She doesn’t approve of your antics, she simply feels bad for
all those times she had to leave you to the nanny because she
could only carry Nic and me.”

Ignoring his brother’s gibe, Christian nodded toward the
queen. “She’s hot, too, you know. She’d have to be to keep Father
interested all these years.”

Gabriel had no interest in discussing his parents’ love life.
“What has you so determined to stir up trouble tonight?”

Christian’s expression settled into severe lines. “Now that
Mother has you all settled, she going to turn her sights to Nic
and me.”



 
 
 

“Nic is more interested in fuel systems than women,” Gabriel
said. “And you’ve made it clear you have no intention of giving
up your bachelor ways.”

In the five years since his car accident, Christian had become
guarded and pessimistic when it came to his personal life.
Although the burn scars that spread down his neck and over
his shoulder, chest and upper arm on the right side were hidden
beneath the high collar of his formal blue tunic, the worst of
Christian’s hurts were below the skin, deep in his soul where no
healing reached. The damage was visible in those rare moments
when he drank too much or thought no one was watching.

Gabriel continued, “I don’t think either of our parents hold out
any hope that the two of you will settle down anytime soon.”

“You know Mother is a romantic,” Christian said.
“She’s also pragmatic.”
But Christian didn’t look convinced. “If that was true, she’d

accept that you will father all the heirs Sherdana could ever want
or need and leave Nic and me alone. That’s not the impression
she gave me earlier this evening.”

A knot of discomfort formed in Gabriel’s chest as he thought
of his future bride. Once again his gaze slid to Olivia, who was
now dancing with the prime minister. Although her smile was
lovely, the reserve in her blue eyes made her seem untouchable.

His days with Marissa had been sensual, wild and all-
consuming. They’d awaken before dawn in her Paris apartment
and make love in the quiet hush of the early morning. After which



 
 
 

they’d sit by the window, gorge themselves with pastries washed
down with strong coffee and watch the sun paint the rooftops
with golden light.

“Your Royal Highness.”
Gabriel turned to his private secretary, who’d appeared out of

nowhere. Usually Stewart Barnes was the calm eye in the middle
of the hurricane. At the moment, sweat shone on his forehead.

The hairs on the back of Gabriel’s neck rose. “Problem?”
Stewart’s approach had caught Christian’s attention, as well.

“I’ll deal with it,” he said, stepping away from his brother’s side.
“No, sir.” The private secretary moved to block Christian. He

gave a small shake of his head and met Gabriel’s hard gaze with
a look that conveyed the seriousness of the issue. “I know the
timing is bad, but a lawyer has arrived with an urgent message
for you.”

“A lawyer?”
“How did he get into the palace?” Christian snapped, eyes

blazing.
Gabriel barely registered Christian’s words. “What could

possibly be so important?”
“Did Captain Poulin give you a reason for granting this man

entrance at such an inappropriate hour?”
“Can’t it wait until after the party?”
Stewart’s attention bounced between the two men as they fired

questions at him. “He wouldn’t tell me what it’s about, Highness,
only the name of his client.” Stewart’s tone was low and urgent.



 
 
 

“I think you’d better speak to him.”
Unable to imagine what could have rattled his unflappable

private secretary, Gabriel shared a glance with Christian. “Who
is his client?”

“Marissa Somme.”
Hearing his former lover’s name aroused a hundred emotions

Gabriel would have preferred not to feel. He was a little surprised
that Marissa had waited so long to contact him. He’d expected
her to pull a stunt five months ago when he’d announced his
engagement. To say she had a flare for the dramatic was like
describing the Himalayas as tall hills.

“What mischief is she up to?” Gabriel demanded.
Christian cursed beneath his breath. “Something newsworthy,

no doubt.”
“I can’t afford anything to interfere with the wedding.”

Sherdana’s future was riding on the deal he’d struck with Lord
Darcy. A deal that wouldn’t be sealed until Olivia became a
princess.

Gabriel glanced around to see if anyone had noticed their
exchange and met Olivia’s level gaze. She was beautiful, his
future wife. But he’d chosen her for more than her appearance.
She had a purity of spirit he knew would charm the Sherdanian
people and her efficient, calm way of handling problems would
see her through the hectic days ahead.

Beside her his father was laughing at whatever story she was
telling him, looking years younger. Recent economic difficulties



 
 
 

had taken their toll on the king. Once vibrant and strong, he’d
begun to tire faster in recent months. It was why Gabriel had
taken on more and more of the day-to-day running of the
country.

Although she returned her attention to the king, the slightest
lift of her delicate eyebrows let Gabriel know her curiosity
had been aroused by his exchange with Christian and Stewart.
Awareness surged through him. It was the first time that they’d
connected at a level deeper than politeness. Anticipation sparked.
Perhaps they would be able to share something more than a bed.

“Please, Your Highness.”
Glancing toward Christian, he said, “Will you go entertain my

fiancée while I discover what’s going on?”
“Don’t you mean distract?” Christian countered, his

expression sour.
“Just make excuses for me until I can get back.”
And then he was slipping through the multitude attending

the ball honoring Sherdana’s independence from France back in
1664, smiling and greeting the guests as if nothing in the world
was wrong. All the while two words pounded in his head: Marissa
Somme. What could this be about?

Since it first declared itself a principality, Sherdana had
survived as an agrarian economy. But Gabriel wanted his country
to do more than survive, he wanted it to thrive. Tucked between
France and Italy on a verdant plane resplendent with grapevines
and fertile fields, Sherdana needed an active technological



 
 
 

culture to move the economy into the twenty-first century and
beyond. Olivia’s father, Lord Edwin Darcy, held the match that
would light the fuse. Nothing must interfere with that.

Entering the green salon, Gabriel strode over to greet the man
who’d barged in unannounced. The lawyer wore his gray hair
short, making no attempt to hide the bald patch that caught the
light from the wall sconces behind him. His clear gray eyes had
few lines at the corners. This was not a man who smiled often.
Dressed in a navy suit and black overcoat, the only spark of color
about him was a thin line of yellow in his striped tie.

“Good evening, Your Royal Highness,” the gentleman said,
bowing respectfully. “Forgive me for interrupting, but I’m afraid
the matter is quite urgent.”

“What mischief is Marissa up to now?”
“Mischief?” The man looked dismayed at Gabriel’s harshness.

“You misunderstand the reason I’m here.”
“Then enlighten me. I have guests waiting. If you have a

message from Marissa, then deliver it.”
The man straightened his shoulders and tugged at his coat

lapel. “It’s a little more complicated than a message.”
“My patience is wearing thin.”
“Marissa Somme is dead.”
Dead? Gabriel felt as if he’d been clobbered with a poker. For

a second he couldn’t process the man’s words. Brilliant, beautiful,
vivacious Marissa dead? His gut twisted.

“How?”



 
 
 

The older gentleman nodded in sympathy. “Cancer.”
Even though he hadn’t spoken with her in a very long time,

the news rocked him. Marissa had been the first woman he’d
ever loved. The only one. Their breakup three years before had
been one of the most painful experiences of his life. But nothing
compared to knowing she was gone for good. Wounds he’d
thought healed were reopened, the pain as fresh as it had ever
been. Never would he see her again. Hear her laugh.

Why hadn’t she called him? He would have helped her out.
“You came all this way to deliver the news of her death to me?”

Had she still cared about him? Despite her final angry words?
Impossible. She’d never once tried to contact him.

“And to bring you something she said you should have.”
“What?” Gabriel demanded. Had she returned the diamond

heart pendant he’d given her for their first anniversary? He’d
been a romantic fool in those days. Young. Rebellious. Caught
up in a passionate affair that had no future. And a fool. “What
did you bring me?”

“Your daughters.”
“Daughters?” As in more than one? Gabriel wondered if he’d

heard the man properly.
“Twins.”
“Marissa and I had no children together.”
“I’m afraid that’s not true.”
The man pulled out two birth certificates and extended them.

Gabriel gestured to Stewart to take them and watched as his



 
 
 

private secretary scanned the documents. Stewart’s blue eyes
were awash with concern as he glanced up and met Gabriel’s
gaze.

“They bear Marissa’s last name, but she listed you as the
father,” Stewart said.

“They can’t be mine,” Gabriel insisted. “We were careful.”
Perhaps not careful enough. “How old are they?”

“They will turn two in a month.”
Gabriel quickly did the math. They’d been conceived in the

week he’d been in Venice shortly after their breakup. Marissa had
come and thrown herself at him in one last attempt to make him
abandon his duty. They’d made love all night, their kisses frantic,
embraces feverish. When she’d awakened to find him departing
the room before dawn, she’d lashed out, claiming that he’d led
her on, accusing him of indifference. Despite her antagonism,
regret had stuck with him for months afterward.

They’d had no future. His duty was to his country. She
couldn’t accept that and he’d let the relationship go on too long.
She’d begun to hope he would give up everything for her and
he’d enjoyed shirking his responsibilities. But it couldn’t last.
Sherdana always came first.

What would he have done if he’d known she was pregnant?
Set her up in a villa nearby where he could visit? She would never
have put up with that. She’d have demanded his complete and
total devotion. It was what had torn them apart. He belonged to
the people of Sherdana.



 
 
 

“This could all be a huge hoax,” Stewart said.
“Marissa might have loved drama, but pulling a stunt like this

goes beyond anything she’d do.”
“We’ll know for sure after a DNA test,” Stewart said.
“And in the meantime? What am I to do with the girls?” the

lawyer asked impertinently.
“Where are they?” Gabriel demanded. He crackled with

impatience to see them.
“Back at my hotel with their nanny.”
He didn’t hesitate to ponder the consequences. “Get them.”
“Think of your upcoming wedding, Highness,” Stewart

cautioned. “You can’t have them brought here. The palace is
crawling with media.”

Gabriel aimed a disgusted look at his secretary. “Are you
telling me you’re not clever enough to transport two toddlers here
without being seen?”

Stewart’s spine snapped straight as Gabriel knew it would. “I
will see that they are brought to the palace immediately.”

“Good.”
“In the meantime,” Stewart said, “I suggest you return to the

gala before you’re missed. I’m sure the king and queen will wish
to discuss the best way to handle things.”

Gabriel hated every bit of Stewart’s sensible advice and the
need to play host when his attention was shackled to reckless
urges. He didn’t want to wait to see the girls. His instinct
demanded he go to the lawyer’s hotel immediately. As if by



 
 
 

taking one look at the toddlers he could tell if they were his.
Ridiculous.

“Find me as soon as they’re settled,” he told Stewart.
And with those parting words, he exited the room.
Knowing he should return immediately to the party but with

his mind racing, Gabriel strode into the library. He needed a few
minutes to catch his breath and calm his thoughts.

Twins. His heart jerked. Did they have their mother’s clear
green eyes and luxurious brown hair? Had she told them about
him? Was he insane to bring them into the palace?

A scandal could jeopardize his plans for stabilizing Sherdana’s
economy. Would the earl still allow Olivia to marry him if word
got out that Gabriel had illegitimate twin daughters? And what
if Olivia wasn’t willing to accept that her children wouldn’t be
his only ones?

Gabriel left the library, burdened by a whole new set of
worries, determined to make sure his future bride found him
irresistible.

* * *
From her place of honor beside the king of Sherdana, Olivia

watched her future husband slip through the guests assembled in
the golden ballroom and wondered what was so important that
he had to leave the Independence Day gala in such a hurry.

It continued to bother her that in less than four weeks, she was
going to become a princess, Gabriel’s princess, and she had very
little insight into the man she was marrying. Theirs was not a love



 
 
 

match the likes of which Kate had found with William. Olivia
and Gabriel were marrying to raise her father’s social position
and improve Sherdana’s economic situation.

While that was great for everyone else, Olivia’s London
friends wondered what was motivating her. She’d never told
anyone about the dream conceived by her three-year-old self
that one day she’d become a princess. It had been a child’s
fancy and as she’d grown up, reality replaced the fairy tale. As a
teenager she’d stopped imagining herself living in a palace and
dancing through the night with a handsome prince. Her plans for
the future involved practical things like children’s charities and
someday a husband and children of her own. But some dreams
had deep roots that lay dormant until the time was ripe.

Before Olivia considered her actions, she turned to the king.
“Excuse me.”

“Of course,” the handsome monarch replied, his smile cordial.
Released, she left the king and headed in the direction her

fiancé had gone. Perhaps she could catch Gabriel before he
returned to the ballroom and they could spend some time talking,
just the two of them. She hadn’t gone more than a dozen steps
before Christian Alessandro appeared in her path.

His gold eyes, shadowed and wary around most people,
warmed as he smiled down at her. “Are you enjoying the party?”

“Of course,” she replied, bottling up a sigh as the youngest
Alessandro prince foiled her plan to speak to his brother alone.

She’d encountered Christian several times in London over the



 
 
 

years. As the wildest Alessandro brother, in his university days,
Christian had spent more time partying than studying and had
barely graduated from Oxford. He’d earned a reputation as a
playboy, but had always treated her with respect. Maybe because
Olivia had recognized the clever mind he hid beneath his cavalier
charm.

“I noticed Prince Gabriel left the party in a hurry,” she
murmured, unable to conquer the curiosity that loosened her
tongue. “I hope nothing is wrong.”

Christian had an impressive poker face. “Just some old
business he had to take care of. Nothing important.”

“He looked a bit shaken up.” She stared at her future brother-
in-law and saw the tiniest twitch at the corner of his eye. He was
keeping something important about Gabriel from her. Olivia’s
pulse skipped. Seemed she wasn’t the only one with secrets.

Since Gabriel had opened negotiations with her father a year
ago, Olivia hadn’t had much opportunity to get to know the
man she would marry. The situation hadn’t improved since she’d
arrived in Sherdana a week ago. With the wedding only a month
away and parliament in session, they’d barely spent an hour alone
together and most of that had been divided up into one-to five-
minute snippets.

A stroll in the garden the day after she’d arrived, cut short
when they’d met the queen’s very muddy vizsla. Gabriel had
commended Olivia’s nimbleness in dodging the dog and retreated
to the palace to change his trousers.



 
 
 

A moment in the carriage before the parade yesterday. He’d
complimented her hat.

A whole five minutes during the waltz this evening. He’d told
her she looked lovely.

Their exchanges were polite and cordial. At all times he’d been
the perfect prince. Courteous. Gallant. Cultured. And she’d been
seized by the absurd desire to muss his hair and shock him with
outrageous remarks. Of course, she would never do that. The
daughter of an earl, she was acutely conscious of her image and
position.

Christian refocused her attention on the crowd around them
and began filling her ear with all sorts of salacious gossip about
the local nobility. Normally she’d be amused by his outrageous
slander of Sherdana’s wealthy and powerful, but with each new
dance the air in the ballroom grew stuffier and she wanted to
spend time getting to know her fiancé.

What did Gabriel expect from her? A political partner? Or an
attractive figurehead that he could trot out for state occasions?
She hoped it was the former.

Firstborn, he’d won the right to inherit the throne by a mere
forty minutes. But there was no question in anyone’s mind that
he was utterly and completely suited to the role.

His commitment to Sherdana was absolute and apparent to
all. He’d been educated here and rarely left, except on official
business. While in contrast, his two younger brothers had both
chosen to spend as little time in their native country as possible.



 
 
 

Drawn by a magnetic pull too great to resist, her attention
returned to the ballroom doors that Gabriel had passed through.
What could have taken him away in the middle of the party? As
if her thoughts had summoned him, she spied the prince coming
through the crowd toward her.

Her gaze traced the sculpted breadth of his shoulders, the way
his white jacket stretched across his broad chest, providing an
abundance of room for the medals pinned there. A blue sash cut
diagonally from shoulder to hip.

“Forgive me for neglecting you,” he said as he came to a
stop before her. “I hope my brother has kept you sufficiently
entertained.”

“Christian has been filling me in on your guests.”
For the first time in her company, Gabriel’s courteous mask

slipped. He shot his brother a hard look. “What have you been
telling her?”

“Things most people, including you, wouldn’t. If she’s going
to be Sherdana’s princess, she needs to know where the bodies
are buried or she’ll be no help to you at all.”

Gabriel shook his head. “She doesn’t need to know all the ins
and outs of our politics to help out the country or me.”

Olivia’s heart sank. Now she knew what he expected from her.
There would be no partnership, no working together. She would
attend ceremonies and support charities while he ran the country
and dealt with its problems alone.

“She’s smarter than you’re giving her credit for, Gabriel. You



 
 
 

should use her to your best political advantage.”
“Thank you for your opinion, brother.” And his tone said that

was the end of the conversation.
With a mocking bow, Christian retreated. While part of Olivia

regretted his departure, she was glad for a moment alone with
Gabriel. Or she was until he began to speak.

“I know you haven’t seen much of Sherdana since your
arrival,” he said, his polite formality pushing her to greater
impatience. “But maybe that can change in the next week or so.”

“That would be lovely.” She bit back her thoughts on how
unlikely it was. With the wedding only a month away she would
scarcely have the opportunity to sleep, much less take a tour of
the countryside. “I’m eager to visit the wine country.”

“Sherdana takes pride in its wine as you well know.”
“As it should,” she murmured, her boredom coming through

in her tone. “I’m glad you were able to get your business resolved
so you could return to the party so quickly.”

“Business?” There wasn’t the least suggestion of
understanding in his manner.

“I saw your private secretary approach you with some news. It
seemed to be something unpleasant. And then you left. Christian
explained it was old business you needed to take care of.”

“Ah, yes. Just a misunderstanding with Stewart. It was
nothing.”

“I’m glad.” But her mind was busy cataloging all the nuances
of his tone and expression. Her future husband was skilled at



 
 
 

deflection.
“Would you care to dance?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling

through her like distant thunder.
Not really. She was tired and her shoes pinched. But she

smiled. “Of course.”
A waltz began to play as Gabriel took her hand and led her

onto the dance floor. Keeping her expression pleasant and neutral
was torture as his palm slid against her back. The gown she wore
had a modest cut, showing no cleavage or bare shoulders, but the
material was silk and the heat of Gabriel’s hand burned through
the fabric and set her on fire.

“Are you feeling compelled to marry because your father
wishes it?”

The abruptness of his question was so unexpected, she almost
laughed. “Why would I need to be compelled by my father?
You’re rich, handsome and going to be king one day. What girl
wouldn’t wish to be queen?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”
“I’m not being forced to marry you. I have been given an

opportunity many would envy.” She assessed his expression,
curious where this line of questioning originated. “Are you
worried that down the road I’ll regret my choice?” She cocked
her head and regarded him intently. “Or are you looking for an
excuse to break our engagement?”

“Nothing like that. I am just wondering if perhaps you’d have
preferred a different life.”



 
 
 

“I’m sure many people wish every day that they’d done
something different. Mostly, we must play the hand life deals us.
For some, it’s struggling with poverty. For others raising a child
on their own or dedicating themselves to their career and forgoing
a family.” She pitched her voice into sympathetic tones for the
next example. “For you it’s ensuring your kingdom’s economic
security. I get to marry a prince and someday become a queen.”

For some inexplicable reason, he grew short with her. “But is
that what you want?”

“To marry you and become a queen?” She let her surprise
show. “Of course.”

Gabriel didn’t appear convinced. “We haven’t had much time
to get to know each other,” he said. “I hope that will change over
the next month.”

“Perhaps we could begin now. What is it you’d like to know?”
“Let’s begin simply. How do you come to speak French and

Italian so fluently?”
“I had a whole army of tutors from the time I was small.”
“Your accent is quite good.”
“I’ve been told I have an aptitude for languages. I speak quite

a few.”
“How many?”
“Six, but I understand three more.”
“That will come in handy when dignitaries visit us.”
Once again it hit her that she would never return to her home

in England for anything more than a short visit. As princess,



 
 
 

she would be expected to spend most, if not all, of her time in
Sherdana. At least she would see her father frequently because
he would want to keep an eye on his investment.

“You don’t smile much, do you?” His question was more
reflective than directly aimed at her.

His observation caught her off guard.
“I smile all the time.”
Gabriel’s gaze slipped intently over her features, arousing a

frantic thrumming in her chest. “Polite smiles. Political smiles,
but I’m not sure I’ve once seen you smile because you’re happy.”

“I assure you, I’m quite happy.”
“Stop telling me what you think I want to hear. That’s not what

Sherdana needs of its princess and definitely not what I expect
from my wife.”

The intensity of his tone and the nuances of his observation
did not belong to the man she’d known up to this point. His frank
speech loosened her tongue.

“Are you giving me permission to argue with Your Highness?”
He made a face. “Gabriel.”
“Of course.”
“Olivia.” Tone commanding, he somehow managed to caress

her name in a way that vibrated through her. “It would make me
very happy if you would start thinking of me as a man and not
a prince.”

His demand sent a ripple of excitement up her spine. She
decided to speak her mind.



 
 
 

“I will if you stop thinking of me in terms of economic gain
or financial dealings and realize I’m a woman who knows exactly
what she wants.”

At her words, Gabriel blinked. Surprise quickly became
curiosity as he regarded her. For the first time she believed he
was seeing her as a person instead of the clause in the contract
he needed to satisfy so her father would build a plant in Sherdana
and create technical jobs to bolster the economy.

“I’m beginning to think there’s more to you than I realize,”
Gabriel remarked, executing a turn in the dance that left her
breathless.

“Thank goodness.” It was an effort to get out more than those
two words.

Perhaps marriage might hold more of an adventure than she’d
first thought. She hadn’t expected her husband to excite her. Even
seeing how handsome Gabriel was, he was always so in control.
She never imagined passion. And growing up sheltered from the
experiences an ordinary girl would have with boys such as dating
or even just hanging out, she’d never experienced desire. Until
this moment, she wasn’t sure she could.

Relief made her giddy. Tonight she’d glimpsed a very
important and unexpected benefit this marriage would have for
her and for the first time in months, she faced her future with
a light heart.

Two
Olivia lay on the blue velvet chaise in the bedroom she’d been
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assigned at the palace, a heating pad taking away the discomfort
of cramps. She stared up at the touches of gold leaf on the
ceiling’s ornate plasterwork twenty feet above her. From the tall,
narrow mirrors between the wide cream silk-draped windows to
the elegant chandeliers, it was a stunning, yet surprisingly warm,
space.

It was a little after two in the morning. She’d felt the first
twinge of pain not long after the king and queen left the gala
and had taken the opportunity to slip away. The attack had been
blessedly mild. A year ago, she would have taken a pain pill and
retreated to bed. Thank goodness those days were behind her.
A princess couldn’t avoid public appearances because she wasn’t
feeling well. She must have a spine of steel and prove her value
was more than the economic boost her father’s new technology
company would provide.

As if to mock her optimism, a fresh ache began. She’d first
started suffering with sharp cramps and strong periods when she
was fifteen. Frightened by the amount of blood she lost each
month, Olivia had gone to see a doctor. She’d been diagnosed
with endometriosis and had begun taking oral contraceptives to
reduce the pain and shorten her periods. Yoga, massage and
acupuncture had also helped her cope with her symptoms, but
none of these could correct the problem.

She’d needed surgery for that.
Olivia couldn’t explain why she’d been so reluctant to have

the growths removed when the pain grew progressively worse in



 
 
 

her early twenties. She couldn’t share her fears with her mother
—who’d died giving birth to her—so she’d hidden the severity
of the problem from everyone, including her father. Only Libby,
her private secretary, knew how debilitating the pain could get.
Libby had helped Olivia keep her doctor visits out of the press
and made excuses when she had bad days. Olivia wasn’t sure what
she’d have done these past eight years without Libby’s help.

It wasn’t until a year ago, when she’d confronted the
connection between endometriosis and infertility, that she began
to rethink her plans for coping with the disease. If she was
marrying a wealthy businessman, a politician or even one of
her own country’s nobles, she could discuss this issue with him
and together they could decide what to do about her potential
barrenness. But she was marrying the future king of Sherdana
and would be expected to produce an heir.

So, she’d had the surgery and had been living pain free for
almost twelve months.

With a sudden surge of impatience, Olivia set aside the heating
pad and got to her feet. Brooding over her medical condition was
the quickest way to doubt herself and that wasn’t the way she
faced things. Despite the late hour, the luxurious king-size bed
held no appeal. She needed some fresh air and exercise. Perhaps
a walk in the garden.

Although she’d removed her ball gown upon returning to her
room, she’d not yet dressed for bed. Slipping off her robe, Olivia
pulled on a sleeveless jersey dress and found a pair of ballet flats



 
 
 

that would allow her to move soundlessly through the sleeping
palace.

The room she’d been given was in the opposite wing of the
palace from the royal family’s apartments and used for housing
dignitaries and visitors. Her father slept next door, his room as
expansive and substantially furnished as hers. Olivia tiptoed past
his door, aiming for the stairs at the far end of the hall that would
deposit her close to the pink receiving room and the side gardens
beyond. With her limited time in the palace, Olivia hadn’t had
a great deal of time to explore, but she’d taken this route her
second day to meet with the queen.

When she got to the end of the hallway, the high-pitched
shriek of an unhappy child caught Olivia’s attention. The sound
was muffled and it came from somewhere above her. She
reached the stairs and paused to listen. She waited no more than
a heartbeat before the cry came again, only this time there were
two voices.

In an instant Olivia’s destination changed. Instead of going
down to the ground level, she headed up to the third floor,
following the increasingly frantic exclamations of the children
and the no less agitated voice of an adult trying to quiet them.

At the top of the stairs, Olivia spied two shadows racing
toward her down the darkened hallway. Curious as to what was
going on, she’d taken several steps in their direction when a voice
cut through the shadows.

“Karina. Bethany. Come back here this instant.” The shrill



 
 
 

command provoked the children to faster flight.
Worried that at the speed they were going, they might pitch

down the stairs, Olivia knelt and spread her arms wide. With their
path blocked, the children stopped abruptly. With eyes wide,
arms around each other for comfort, they stared at Olivia.

“Hello.” She offered them her gentlest smile. “Where are you
two going so late?”

“You girls are nothing but trouble.”
The scolding woman hadn’t spied Olivia in the dimness or she

wouldn’t have spoken so rudely. The two little girls shrank away
from their pursuer, obviously afraid, and sidestepped in Olivia’s
direction. Now that they were closer, Olivia could see them
better. She blinked, wondering if she might be seeing double.

The two little girls, two frightened little girls, were mirror
images of each other with long brown hair and large dark eyes in
their pale faces. They were dressed in identical dresses and tears
streaked their matching cheeks.

Olivia wanted to snatch them into her arms, but feared
upsetting them still more. Although her childhood had lacked a
loving mother, Olivia had developed a strong maternal instinct.
Being warned by the doctor that unless she had surgery she might
never have her own children had been a sharp knife in her heart.

“You’d better learn to behave and fast or the people who live
here will kick you out and you’ll have nowhere else to go.”

Having heard enough, Olivia surged to her feet to confront the
woman and was surprised when the girls raced to stand behind



 
 
 

her. They gripped her dress with strength born of fear, and
protectiveness surged through her.

“Stop speaking this instant,” Olivia commanded without
raising her voice. “No one deserves to be threatened like that,
especially not children.”

The nanny stopped dead in her tracks and sneered. “You don’t
know what they’re like.”

“Whom do you work for?”
The woman looked wary. “I take care of these two.”
“Yes, yes.” Olivia put one hand on each of the toddlers’ heads.

The hair was silky beneath her fingers and she longed to give the
girls her full attention, but this woman must be dealt with first.
“But who are their parents?”

“Their mother is dead.”
Olivia sucked in a short breath at the woman’s lack of

compassion. “That’s awful.”
The woman didn’t respond.
“In heaven,” the child on her left said.
Olivia liked the girls’ nanny less and less. Had the woman no

heart? Did the father know how badly his daughters were being
cared for? “Perhaps I should speak to their father. What is his
name?”

“A lawyer hired me a week ago to take care of them.” The
woman stared at Olivia in hostile defensiveness.

“Well, you’re not doing a very good job.”
“They’re terribly spoiled and very difficult. And right now



 
 
 

they need to be in bed.” Eyes on the children, the nanny shifted
her weight forward and her arms left her sides as if she intended
to snatch the little girls away from Olivia.

The little girl on her right shrank back. Her sister, emboldened
by Olivia’s defense, fought back.

“Hate you.” She hung on Olivia’s skirt. “Wanna go home.”
Although she’d been too young to know the shock of losing

her mother, Olivia remembered her lonely childhood and ached
for the sadness yet to come for these girls. She wanted to wrap
her arms around the toddlers and support them through this
difficult time, but these were not her children and she shouldn’t
get attached.

With a heavy sigh, Olivia knew it was time to extricate herself
from the situation. She would summon a maid to get the girls
settled and return to her room. In the morning she would find
out to whom they belonged and fill him in on his employee.

“If I make this mean lady go away,” Olivia began, gazing down
at the dark heads. “Would you go back to your room and go to
sleep?”

“No.” Only one of the pair seemed to be verbal. The other
merely gave her head a vehement shake. “Stay with you.”

Oh, dear. Obviously she’d defended the girls a little too well.
But maybe it wouldn’t hurt for them to spend one night with her.
There was plenty of room in her big bed and in the morning she
could sort them out.

“Would you like to come to my room to sleep tonight?”



 
 
 

In unison, the two dark heads bobbed. Olivia smiled.
“You can’t do this,” the nanny protested.
“I most certainly can. I suggest you return to your room and

pack. I will send someone to escort you out shortly.” Olivia
extended a hand to each girl and drew the children toward the
stairs. Once they were settled in her room, she would send a maid
up for their nightgowns and things.

It took time to descend to the second floor. The toddlers’ short
legs made slow work of the steps, giving Olivia time to wonder
who in the palace would raise a cry that they’d gone missing. She
looked forward to having a conversation with their father in the
near future about the sort of person he’d employed to take care
of his children.

When Olivia entered her room, she was surprised to find it
occupied by a maid. The girl looked up in surprise from the
desk items she was straightening as the trio entered. Although
the palace had provided Olivia with maids to tidy up and assist
with whatever she needed, she hadn’t expected to find one in her
room during the middle of the night. And from the expression
on the woman’s face, she wasn’t expecting to be caught at it.

“Lady Darcy, I was just tidying some things up for you.”
“At two in the morning?”
“I saw your light on and thought you might be needing

something.”
Not wanting to make a huge scene in front of the little

girls, Olivia scanned the maid’s face, confident she’d be able



 
 
 

to recognize her again from the hundred or so servants that
maintained the palace. She had a small scar just below her left
eye.

“Could you run down to the kitchen and get glasses of warm
milk for these two?”

“Hate milk,” the talkative one said. “Ice cream.”
Recalling the nanny’s assessment that the girls were spoiled,

Olivia hesitated a moment before giving a mental shrug. Again
she reminded herself they weren’t her responsibility. She could
indulge them to her heart’s content. “With chocolate sauce?”

“Yeah!”
Olivia nodded. “Please fetch two bowls of ice cream with

chocolate sauce.”
“Of course, Lady Darcy.”
The maid scooted past her, eyeing the odd group before

disappearing through the doorway.
Olivia half sat, half collapsed on the sofa near the fireplace

and gestured to the girls. “Let’s get acquainted, shall we? My
name is Olivia.”

They hesitated for a moment before coming toward her. Olivia
kept her warmest smile fixed on her face and patted the seat
beside her.

“Please sit down. The ice cream will take a little while. The
palace is very big.”

The girls held hands and stared about the enormous room in
wide-eyed silence. Now that she could see them better, Olivia



 
 
 

noticed the Alessandro family resemblance. In fact, they looked
like the pictures she’d seen of Gabriel’s sister, Ariana, at a similar
age. Were they cousins? She frowned. Her extensive research
on Sherdana had included all the royal family. She recalled no
mention of young cousins.

“I’ve only been here a few days and I’ve gotten lost a dozen
times already,” she continued, her voice a soothing monotone. “I
was very scared when that happened. But I also discovered some
wonderful places. There’s a library downstairs full of books. Do
you like stories?”

They nodded at her, their movements identical as if
choreographed.

“So do I. My favorite stories when I was a little girl were about
princesses. Would you like to hear one?” She took their smiles
as assent. “Once upon a time there were two princesses and their
names were Karina and Bethany.”

“That’s us.”
* * *
Gabriel paced his office, impatient for Stewart to arrive with

news that the twins had been settled into the palace. In his hand
was the single photo he’d kept of Marissa after they’d broken
up. He’d sealed it in an envelope and shoved it in the back of a
drawer. Why he’d kept it was a question he was brooding over
now.

After a long, unproductive strategy session with Christian
regarding Marissa’s daughters, he’d sent his brother home.



 
 
 

Although he had rooms for his use in the palace, Christian liked
his privacy and only rarely stayed in them. Sometimes Gabriel
suspected that if either of his brothers had a choice they would
give up their titles and any claim to Sherdana’s throne. As it was
they spent almost no time in Sherdana. Nic had gone to university
in the US where he’d met his business partner and only returned
when he absolutely had to, while Christian spent most of the year
out of the country pursuing his business interests.

As close as the triplets had been growing up, the distance
between them these days bothered Gabriel. While he’d known, as
eldest son, that he’d be in charge of running the country someday,
he’d never expected that his brothers wouldn’t be around to help.

Stewart appeared as Gabriel was returning Marissa’s photo to
the envelope. Glancing at the clock he saw it was almost three in
the morning. He’d sent his private secretary to check on Marissa’s
daughters half an hour earlier.

“Well?” he demanded, pushing to his feet.
“They arrived at the palace a couple hours ago and I arranged

to have them escorted to the nursery in the north wing.” It had
seemed prudent to squirrel them away at the opposite end of the
palace, far from where the royal family was housed.

“Have you seen them?” He wanted to know if the girls bore
any resemblance to him, and could scarcely restrain himself from
asking the question outright. Christian had cautioned that a DNA
test would have to be performed before Gabriel let himself get
emotionally involved. It was good advice, but easier agreed to



 
 
 

than acted upon.
“Not yet.”
Gabriel’s temper flared. “What have you been doing?”
The private secretary wasn’t fazed by his employer’s

impatience. “I went to the nursery, but they appear to be
missing.”

“Missing?” He couldn’t imagine how that had happened.
“Didn’t the lawyer say they had a nanny? Did you ask her where
they are?”

“She’s gone. Apparently she was escorted from the palace by
one of the guards an hour ago.”

“Escorted...? On whose authority?”
“Lady Darcy’s private secretary.”
Unable to fathom how she’d gotten involved, Gabriel stabbed

his fingers through his hair. This business with Marissa’s
daughters was fast spiraling out of control. “Have you spoken
with her?”

“It’s three in the morning, sir.”
And if two little girls weren’t missing, he might be inclined

to leave his questions until morning. “Tell her I want to speak
to her.”

“Right away.”
His private secretary wasn’t gone more than five minutes.

“Apparently she’s in Lady Darcy’s room, sir.” Stewart paused.
“With the girls.”

Dismay shouldered aside irritation as Gabriel headed for the



 
 
 

wing that housed his future bride. An encounter between Olivia
and Marissa’s daughters was a problem he hadn’t anticipated. No
doubt she would have questions about them. She was proving
more troublesome than he’d expected based on their limited
interaction before he’d proposed. Christian had warned him there
was more to Olivia than a pretty face and polished manners,
but she’d done an excellent job keeping her agenda hidden. The
question was why.

Gabriel knocked on the door of Olivia’s suite, agitation adding
sharpness to the blows. His summons was answered more quickly
than he expected by a pretty woman in her early thirties, wearing
a classic blue dress and a frown. Her eyes widened as she spied
him standing in the hall.

“I’m here looking for two little girls who’ve gone missing from
the nursery,” Gabriel said, his tone courteous despite the urge to
push past her. “I understand they are here. May I come in?”

“Of course, Your Highness.” She stepped back and gestured
him in. “Lady Darcy, Prince Gabriel is here to see you.”

“If you’ll excuse us,” Gabriel said, gesturing her out before
entering the dimly lit suite and closing the door behind him.

His gaze swept the room in search of his fiancée. He spied her
by the fireplace. She looked serene in a simple cotton dress, her
hair in the same updo she’d worn to the gala. So she hadn’t yet
gone to bed. This thought made his attention shift to the large
bed where he spied a lump beneath the covers.

“Sorry for the late visit,” he told her. “But two children have



 
 
 

gone missing.”
“Bethany and Karina.”
She knew their names. What else had she found out?
“What are they doing here?” he asked the question more

sharply than he’d intended and saw her eyes narrow.
“They each had a bowl of ice cream and fell asleep.” Her sweet

smile had a bit of an edge. “They were terrified of that horrible
woman who’d been hired to look after them and refused to sleep
in their own beds. So I brought them here.”

“And plied them with ice cream?”
“Their mother just died a few days ago. Strangers tore them

from the only home they’d ever known and brought them to this
big, scary place. Do you have any idea how traumatic all that was
for them?”

“The nursery is not scary.”
“It was for them. And so was that awful woman who was

taking care of them.”
“Is that why you had her escorted out of the palace tonight?”
Olivia’s eyes flashed. “I suppose you’re going to tell me it

wasn’t my place to fire her, but she reminded me of the villain
in every children’s story I’ve ever read.”

Her outrage was charming and Gabriel found his annoyance
melting away. “How did you come to meet them?”

“I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d go for a walk. When I got to
the stairs I could hear their cries and the nanny’s scolding. They
were running down the hall away from that woman and the things



 
 
 

she said to them.” Olivia’s lips tightened. “I would like to speak
to their father about her. First thing tomorrow morning if at all
possible.”

“The situation with them is a little complicated,” Gabriel told
her, his gaze once again drawn to the lump in the center of the
mattress.

“Then explain it to me.”
This was what Gabriel had been wrestling with all evening.

What he was going to tell the world about Marissa’s daughters
was a small issue compared to how he would explain things to
his parents and the woman he would soon marry.

“Some matters need to be cleared up first.”
Olivia’s hard stare searched his expression for a long silent

moment before she spoke. “What sort of matters?”
He couldn’t tell her that the girls were none of her business

when she’d already taken their care upon herself. At the same
time, he didn’t want to claim the girls before the matter of their
heritage was cleared up.

“Perhaps you’re referring to a DNA test.” She laughed at his
surprise. “They look like your sister when she was young.”

“They do?”
“Didn’t you notice?”
“They only just arrived. I haven’t seen them yet.”
Heart thumping hard against his ribs, Gabriel moved toward

the bed. Since finding out about the twins, he’d been impatient
to see them, but abruptly his feet felt encased in concrete. Caught



 
 
 

between dread and hope that the girls belonged to him, Gabriel
stared down at matching faces, peaceful and so innocent in sleep.

The breath he’d taken lodged in his chest as recognition
flared. Marissa hadn’t lied. They were his. He traced each of
the children’s delicate cheeks with his finger and his muscles
slackened as relief washed over him.

“They’re yours, aren’t they?” Olivia’s voice swelled with
emotion, but when he glanced at her, her expression was as
serene as if they were discussing the weather. “I had hoped they
belonged to Christian.”

“I just learned about them tonight.”
“Their mother never told you?” Olivia sighed. “And now she’s

dead.”
“Things ended badly between us.” He couldn’t face Olivia with

his emotions this raw, so he kept his gaze on his daughters. “I
didn’t know she was ill.” For a moment he was consumed by
despair. He pressed his lips into a tight line. Then, feeling her
watching him, he settled his features into an impassive mask.

“You loved her.”
He and Olivia had never spoken of love. Their marriage was

about politics, not romance. But if she suspected he’d given away
his heart to another woman, she might not be so happy.

“We were together a long time ago.”
“Karina and Bethany aren’t even two. It wasn’t that long ago.”
Despite her neutral tone, Gabriel suspected she wasn’t thrilled

to have his past thrown so fully in her face. If the truth about



 
 
 

the twins got out the press would speculate and create drama
and controversy where there was none. Olivia would become the
unwitting victim of their desire for ratings.

“This has to remain a secret,” he told her.
“Impossible. The minute you brought them to the palace you

risked word getting out.”
“Perhaps, but I’d like to postpone that as long as possible so

we can strategize how we’re going to control the damage.”
“If you’re worried about my father’s reaction, don’t be. He’s

committed to opening a plant here.”
“And you?”
“They’re two precious little girls. I’ll support whatever

decision you make, but I think you should proudly claim them
as yours.”

Her eyes were clear of hesitation or deceit. Did she realize
this would make her a stepmother to his former lover’s children?
Would another woman have been so understanding?

“I can’t figure you out.”
“Your Highness?”
“Gabriel,” he growled, amused rather than annoyed. “I’ll not

have you calling me Your Highness in bed.”
The underlying heat in his voice reached her. Her cheeks

flared pink.
“Gabriel,” she echoed, her soft voice low and intimate in a way

that warmed his blood. “I promise to remember never to refer
to you as Your Royal Highness, or Prince Gabriel, while we’re



 
 
 

making love.”
For the first time he glimpsed the Olivia beneath the

enigmatic, cultured woman he’d decided to marry. Impish humor
sparkled in her eyes. Intelligence shone there, as well. Why had
she hidden her sharp mind from him? Gabriel considered how
little time they they’d spent together and shouldered the blame.
If he’d gotten to know her better, he’d have seen the truth much
sooner.

“All of a sudden, it occurs to me that I’ve never kissed you.”
He took her hand and dusted a kiss over her knuckles.

“You kissed me the day you proposed.”
“In front of a dozen witnesses,” he murmured. He had asked

her to marry him in front of her father and close relations. It had
been a formality, really, not a true proposal. “And not the way
I wanted to.”

“How did you want to?”
She’d never flirted with him before and he discovered he liked

the challenge in her gaze. Anticipation lit up the room as he set
his finger beneath her chin and tilted her head, bringing her lips
to a perfect angle to align with his. He watched her long lashes
drift downward.

Her breath caught as he stopped just shy of brushing Olivia’s
lips. The disturbed rush of air awakened his senses with fierce
urgency. He longed to crush her against him and feast on her soft
mouth. Instead, he concentrated on the scent of her, a delicious
floral that reminded him of a spring evening when the roses were



 
 
 

in full bloom, while he reined his urges back under control.
What was happening to him? Her body’s tension

communicated across the short distance between them, the
trembling of her muscles, a siren call that demanded he claim
her. He was a little startled how compelling that desire was.

Ever since they’d danced, he’d been preoccupied with
investigating the chemistry that had sparked between them. He
hadn’t expected to find passion in his marriage. But now that the
sexual chemistry had flared, he couldn’t wait to explore her every
sigh and moan.

From the start she’d intrigued him. Every time they shared
the same room, she’d claimed and held his attention. But he’d
chosen her because of what her father’s investment could mean
for Sherdana rather than for any emotional connection between
them. And then tonight she’d revealed that her tranquil exterior
camouflaged a quick mind and determined nature.

“This might not be the best place for our first kiss,” he told
her, his voice raw and husky. Body aching in protest, Gabriel
stepped back.

“I understand.” She glanced toward his sleeping daughters.
But he doubted that she did because he barely understood his

own actions.
No woman before or after Marissa had made him feel like

losing all control, and it was logical to assume that no one ever
would. Earlier he’d thought of Olivia as cool and untouchable.
He’d been very wrong.



 
 
 

This abrupt and overwhelming craving to make love to her
long into the night until she lay sated in his arms wasn’t part of
the plan. He needed a woman who would grace his side in public
and warm his bed at night.

The operative word being warm.
Not set it on fire.
“I think they should stay here tonight,” Olivia murmured, her

words wresting him back to the other complication in his life. “In
the morning, we can get them settled upstairs.” She must have
seen a protest building because she shook her head. “They’re
staying put. They’ve been through enough for one night. I want
to make certain someone familiar is with them when they wake.”

Gabriel’s eyebrows rose at her adamant tone. “And you’re that
someone familiar?”

“I fed them ice cream,” Olivia said, her expression lightening.
“They’ll be glad to see a friendly face.”

“You certainly have that.” He glanced toward the sleeping
girls. “And a very beautiful one, as well.”

Three
Olivia didn’t sleep well on the couch. But she wasn’t sure

she’d have slept any better in her bed alone. She kept running
through her evening. Rescuing the twins, discovering they were
Gabriel’s illegitimate children and finally, the kiss that had
almost happened.

Why had he hesitated? Had she imagined the desire in his eyes
as they’d danced earlier that night?
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Doubts had begun to plague her as soon as Gabriel left. Her
experience with men wasn’t extensive. Indulging in lighthearted
affairs wasn’t something she’d ever done. Her friends accused
her of being overly conscientious about her reputation, but in
fact, she hadn’t been attracted to the men in her social circles.
She might have worried about her inability to feel physical desire
if she hadn’t experienced something magical her first year of
university.

She’d attended a masquerade party with one of her friends.
The event’s host was one of London’s most notorious bachelors,
and it was the last place she should have shown her face.
Fortunately, the costumes and masks had enabled her to remain
anonymous. The crowd had been racier than she was used to.
Drinking and drugs had led to some boisterous behavior and
Olivia had made the mistake of getting cornered.

The man had used his size and strength to pin her against
the wall and run his hands beneath her skirt. She’d struggled
against the hateful press of his moist lips against her throat, but
couldn’t free herself. And then it had been over and he’d ended up
sprawled on the floor some distance away, the hands he cupped
over his bloody nose muffling the obscenities he launched at the
tall stranger who’d stepped in.

The hallway was too dark for her to see her rescuer clearly
and she was still shaken up by the violence of the encounter, but
she managed a grateful smile. “Thank you for helping me.”

“You don’t belong here,” the stranger had told her, his English



 
 
 

lightly accented. “It isn’t safe for someone as young as you are.”
Her cheeks had grown hot at his words because he was right

and she had felt foolish. “When is it safe for any woman when
a man won’t stop when she says no?” She peered through the
guests, searching for her friend. “Next time I will carry a stun
gun instead of lipstick in my purse.”

He’d smiled. “Please don’t let there be a next time.”
“You’re right. This isn’t my crowd.” She had spotted her

friend halfway across the room and decided it was time to
leave. “It was nice to meet you,” she had told him. “I wish the
circumstances had been different.” Impulsively she rose up on
tiptoe and touched her lips to his cheek, before whispering, “My
hero.”

Before she moved away, he had cupped her cheek and dropped
his lips to hers. The touch electrified her and she swayed into
his solid strength. His fingers flexed against her skin, pulling her
closer. The kiss had been masterful. Demanding enough to be
thrilling, but without the roughness that would make her afraid.

Magic, she remembered thinking, as she’d indulged in a
moment of reckless daring.

Olivia released a long slow exhale at the memory. Seven years
later it continued to be the most amazing kiss she’d ever had. And
she’d never even known his name. Maybe that’s why it dwelled
so vividly in her memory.

Lying with her forearm across her eyes, Olivia pushed aside
the emotions stirred by that singular event. No good would come



 
 
 

from dwelling on a romantic moment. The man who rescued her
was probably as vile as the rest of the guests and had merely
suffered a momentary crisis of conscience. She was marrying an
honest, good man and needed to stay focused on the here and
now.

As the room began to lighten, Olivia gave up on sleep and
pulled out her laptop. During her research into Gabriel and
his family, she’d focused on all things Sherdanian. Now she
searched for his past romance and discovered a couple articles
that mentioned him and Marissa Somme, a half American, half
French model he’d dated for several years.

Olivia scanned the news stories. A few mentioned rumors that
Gabriel had been considering abdicating the throne to one of his
younger brothers, but ultimately, the affair ended instead.

Awash in concern, Olivia went looking for images of the
couple. What she saw wasn’t reassuring. The news outlets had
gotten it right. The couple had been very much in love. Olivia
stared at Gabriel’s broad grin and Marissa’s blinding smile
and guessed if she hadn’t been a commoner and an unsuitable
candidate to give birth to the future king of Sherdana, they would
have married and lived happily ever after.

Obviously Gabriel had chosen his country over his heart. And
Marissa had vanished.

Hearing soft whispers coming from the bed, Olivia rose from
the sofa. Sure enough, the twins were awake. They’d pulled the
fluffy cream comforter over their heads, encasing themselves in



 
 
 

a cozy cocoon.
For a moment, Olivia envied them each other. An only child,

she’d always longed for a sister to share secrets with. If her
mother had lived, she could have had a second child and Olivia
might not have grown up so isolated from other children. Because
her world had been filled with adults—nannies and various tutors
—she’d never had a best friend her own age to play with. In fact,
playing wasn’t something she’d been given much freedom to do.

Multiples obviously ran in the Alessandro family. Did that
mean she could expect a set or two of her own to be running
around the palace in the years to come?

Olivia tugged on the comforter, pulling it down little by little
to reveal the twins. They lay with noses touching, intent on their
communication. Their first reaction as the comforter slid away
was fear. Olivia saw their hands come together, as they took and
received reassurance from each other.

Then, they recognized her and smiled.
“Someone’s been sleeping in my bed,” she teased, her words

bringing forth giggles. “And they’re still here.”
Then she growled like a big bad bear and reached down to

tickle them. Squeals and laughter erupted from the girls, a vast
improvement over last night’s terrified protests.

Olivia sat down on the bed. The prince would be back soon
and the girls needed to be prepared to meet him. No doubt he’d
informed the king and queen and they would be interested in
meeting their grandchildren. It would be an overwhelming day



 
 
 

for the girls and Olivia wanted to prepare them.
“Today you are going to meet many new people,” she told

them. “I know you might be scared, but you don’t need to be.”
“A party?”
“Sort of.” If that was what it took to keep the twins from being

afraid, then so be it.
“A birthday party?”
“No.”
“Mommy said.”
Bethany’s mention of their mother reminded the girls that she

was dead. Olivia saw Karina’s lip quiver and rushed to distract
them.

“Are you this old?” She held up two fingers and was rewarded
with head shakes.

“We’re this old.” Bethany held up one finger.
“But you’re too big to be one. I’ll bet you have a birthday

coming up soon.”
“Get pony,” Bethany said with a definitive nod.
Olivia rather doubted that, but clever of her to try to sound

convincing. “I’m not sure you’re old enough for a pony.”
Karina spoke for the first time. “Puppy.”
That seemed more doable.
“Pony,” Bethany repeated. “Mommy said.”
“There might be a pony in the stables,” Olivia said, aware she

was already caving to their demands. She hadn’t pictured herself
the sort of mother to give in to her child’s every whim.



 
 
 

Bethany nodded in satisfaction. “Let’s go.”
“No.” Karina shook her head. “Puppy.”
“Oh, no. It’s too early to go to the stables. We have to get

dressed and have breakfast. Then we have to get you settled in
your own room.”

“No.” Karina’s large green eyes brimmed with anxiety.
Immediately Olivia realized what was wrong. “It’s okay,” she

assured them. “The mean lady is gone. You will have really nice
people taking care of you.”

“Stay here.” Bethany had an imperious tone well suited to a
princess.

“I’m afraid you can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“This is my bed and you two take up way too much room.”
“Slept with Mommy.”
Somehow they’d circled back to Marissa again. Olivia held

her breath as she watched for some sign that they would get sad
again, but the girls had discovered the mattress had great springs
and they started bouncing and laughing.

Olivia watched them, amusement taking the edge off her
exasperation. The challenges confronting her were coming faster
than she’d expected. She wasn’t just going to become a wife and
a princess, but now she was going to take on the role of mother,
as well. Not that she couldn’t handle all of it. Maybe it was just
her sleepless night and her anxiety about marrying a man who
might not be over his dead former lover.



 
 
 

While the girls jumped off the bed and raced around the
room, looking out the window and exploring the attached
bathroom, Olivia heard a soft knock. Assuming it was Libby, she
opened the door. To her intense surprise, Gabriel stood there,
looking handsome and elegant in a charcoal pinstripe suit, white
shirt and burgundy tie.

“I hope it’s not too early,” he said, entering the room. His gaze
slid over her hair and silk-clad body.

Several maids followed, one pushing a cart loaded down with
covered plates. Delicious smells wafted in their wake.

Olivia smoothed her hair, acutely aware of her makeup-free
face, knowing she wasn’t looking her best after such a rough
night. She hadn’t even brushed her teeth yet.

“No, of course not. You’re eager to meet the girls.”
“I am.” His gaze went past her shoulder, golden eyes intense

and a little wary.
Olivia’s heart gave a little start as she realized he must be

thinking about their mother. Chest tight, she shifted her attention
to the twins. “Bethany. Karina. Come meet...” She wasn’t sure
how to introduce the prince.

Gabriel supplied the description. “Your father.”
* * *
Beside him, Gabriel felt Olivia tense in surprise. In the hours

since leaving her room, he’d contemplated what the best political
move would be regarding his daughters and decided he didn’t
give a damn about the fallout. He intended to claim them.



 
 
 

Olivia held out her hands to the girls and they went toward
her. She introduced them one by one, starting with the little girl
on her right. “This is Bethany. And this is Karina.”

Gabriel could discern no difference between their features.
“How can you tell?”

“Bethany is the talkative one.”
Neither one was verbal at the moment. They stood side by side

wearing matching nightgowns and identical blank stares.
Deciding he would appear less intimidating if he was at their

eye level, Gabriel knelt. “Nice to meet you.” As much as he
longed to snatch them into his arms and hug the breath from their
bodies, he kept his hands to himself and gave them his gentlest
smile.

The one Olivia had introduced as Bethany eyed him
suspiciously for a moment before declaring, “We’re hungry.” Her
imperious tone made her sound like his mother.

“What would you like for breakfast?” he asked them. “We
have eggs, pancakes, French toast.”

“Ice cream.”
“Not for breakfast,” he countered.
Olivia made no effort to hide her amusement. Her grin and

the laughter brimming in her blue eyes transformed her from an
elegant beauty to a vivacious woman. Gabriel felt his eyebrows
go up as her charisma lit up the room.

“Wit’ chocolate.”
Bethany’s demands forced Gabriel to refocus his attention.



 
 
 

“Maybe after lunch.” He’d met some tough negotiators in his
time, but none had shown the sort of determination exhibited by
his daughters. “If you eat everything on your plate.”

“Want ice cream.”
“How about waffles with syrup?” He tried softening his words

with a smile. The twins weren’t moved.
“Olivia.” Bethany’s plaintive, wheedling tone was charming,

and Gabriel found himself struggling to restrain a grin.
“No.” Olivia shook her head. “You listen to your father. He

knows what’s best.” She gently propelled the girls toward the
table the maid had set for breakfast and got them into chairs.
“There aren’t any booster chairs so you’ll have to kneel. Can you
do that?”

The twins nodded and Gabriel pulled out the chair between
them, gesturing for Olivia to join them, but she shook her head.

“You should spend some time alone with them. I’m going to
shower and get dressed.” With one last smile for the twins, she
headed toward the bathroom.

As the door shut behind her, Gabriel turned his full attention
to the toddlers. “Have you decided what you want to eat?”

Their green eyes steady on him, they watched and waited for
some sign that he was weakening. Gabriel crossed his arms over
his chest and stared back. He was not going to be outmaneuvered
by a pair of toddlers.

“Pancakes.”
The word broke the standoff and Gabriel gestured the maid



 
 
 

forward to serve pancakes. Having little appetite, he sipped
coffee and watched them eat, seeing Marissa in their gestures
and sassy attitude.

The girls ate two large pancakes before showing signs of
slowing down and Gabriel was marveling at their appetite when
the bathroom door opened and Olivia emerged. Her long blond
hair framed her oval face in soft waves and she’d played up
her blue eyes with mascara and brown eye shadow. She wore
a simple wrap dress in seafoam that accentuated her tiny waist
and the subtle curves of her breasts and hips. Nude pumps added
four inches to her five-foot-six-inch frame and emphasized the
sculpted leanness of her calves.

Gabriel felt the kick to his solar plexus and momentarily
couldn’t breathe. Her beauty blindsided him. Desire raged in
his gut. He hadn’t expected to feel like this when he proposed.
She’d been elegant, poised and cool, inspiring his admiration and
appreciation.

In a month she would be legally his. But he was no longer
content to wait until his wedding night to claim her. Such had
been the heat of his desire for her last night that if the twins
hadn’t occupied her bed, he would have made love to her.

The strength of his desire gave him a moment’s pause. Wasn’t
this feeling what he’d hoped to avoid when he chose her? Craving
something beyond reason was what had gotten him into trouble
with Marissa. But desire wasn’t love and didn’t have to become
obsession. He should feel a healthy desire for his future wife.



 
 
 

Surely, he could prevent himself from getting in too deep with
her and repeating his past mistakes.

He’d sunk into a black depression after his breakup with
Marissa. Knowing they couldn’t have a future together hadn’t
prevented him from letting himself be lured into love. He’d come
through the other side of losing Marissa, but the fight to come
back from that dark place wasn’t something he wanted to go
through ever again.

“Coffee?” he asked, shoving aside his grim reflections.
He just needed to be certain that he kept a handle on his

growing fascination with her. He’d lost his head over Marissa and
look what it got him. Two beautiful, but illegitimate, daughters.

“Yes.” she gave a little laugh, seeming more relaxed with him
than ever before. “I’m afraid I’m in desperate need of the caffeine
this morning.”

“Rough night?”
“The couch is not as comfortable as it is beautiful.”
“Did you get any sleep?”
“Maybe an hour or so.” She dished up scrambled eggs, fruit

and a croissant. She caught him watching her and gave him a wry
smile. “Your pastry chef is sublime. I will need plenty of exercise
to avoid becoming fat.”

“Perhaps after we speak to my parents about the girls we could
take a walk in the garden.”

“That would be nice, but I don’t think there’s time. My
schedule is packed with wedding preparations.”



 
 
 

“Surely if I can let the country run without my help for half
an hour you can delegate some of the wedding preparations to
your private secretary. We haven’t really had a chance to get
acquainted, and with our wedding less than a month away, I
thought we should spend some time alone together.”

“Is that a command, Your Highness?”
He arched an eyebrow at her playful tone. “Do you need it to

be?”
“Your mother is the one who determined my schedule.”
Suspecting his fiancée needed no help standing up to the

queen, he realized she was chiding him for his neglect during her
first week in Sherdana. “I’ll handle my mother.”

“A walk sounds lovely.”
“Go see pony,” Bethany declared, shattering the rapport

developing between the adults.
“Pony?” Gabriel echoed, looking to Olivia for an explanation.
“Apparently Bethany wants a pony for her birthday. I told her

she was too young, but I thought maybe there was a pony in the
stables they could visit.”

“None that I know of.” He saw the bright expectation in their
faces vanish and couldn’t believe how much he wanted to see
them smile again. “But I could be wrong.”

He made a mental note to have Stewart see about getting a
pair of ponies for the girls. He and all his siblings had all started
riding as soon as they could sit up. Ariana was the only one who
still rode consistently, but Gabriel enjoyed an occasional gallop



 
 
 

to clear his mind after a particularly taxing session of cabinet.
“Do you ride?” he asked Olivia.
“When I visit our country house.”
A knock sounded on the door. Olivia’s private secretary

appeared, Stewart following on her heels. They wore duplicate
expressions of concern and Gabriel knew the morning’s
tranquillity was about to end.

“Excuse me a moment.” He crossed the room and pulled
Stewart into the hall. “Well?”

“The king and queen are on their way here.”
He’d hoped to be the one to break the news to his parents.

“How did they find out?”
“The arrival of two little girls in the middle of the night didn’t

go unnoticed,” Stewart told him. “When your mother couldn’t
find you she summoned me.”

“So, you felt the need to spill the whole story.”
“The king asked me a direct question,” Stewart explained, not

the least bit intimidated by Gabriel’s low growl. “And he outranks
you.”

“Gabriel, there you are. I demand to see my granddaughters
at once.” The queen sailed down the hallway in his direction,
her husband at her side. Lines of tension bracketed the king’s
mouth. After nearly forty years as a queen, nothing disturbed
her outward calm. But discovering her son had fathered two
illegitimate girls was more stress than even she could graciously
handle.



 
 
 

“They’ve been through a lot in the last few days,” Gabriel told
her, thinking she would upset the twins in her current state of
agitation.

“Have you told Olivia?”
“Last night.” He held up a hand when his mother’s eyes

widened in outrage. “They spent the night with her after she
stumbled upon them fleeing their nanny.”

The king’s light brown eyes had a hard look as they settled on
his son. “And how does your future bride feel about it?”

As diplomatic as his parents were with the outside world,
when it came to family, they were blunt. It wasn’t like them to
dance around a question. Of course, they’d never come up against
something this enormous before.

“What you want to know is if she intends to marry me despite
my having fathered two children I knew nothing about.”

“Does she?”
The king’s deep frown made Gabriel rein in his frustration. As

much as he disliked having his carelessness pointed out, he had
let passion overwhelm him to the exclusion of common sense.
Marissa had made him wild. She was like no other woman he’d
ever met. And because of that their relationship had made his
parents unhappy.

Gabriel exhaled harshly. “So far it appears that way.”
“Does her father know?” the king asked.
“Not yet. But the girls are living in the house. It won’t be long

before the truth comes out.”



 
 
 

His mother looked grim. “Will Lord Darcy back out on the
deal?”

“Olivia doesn’t think so. He wants his daughter married to
royalty.”

“Have you figured out what we’re going to say to the press?”
“That they’re my daughters,” Gabriel said. “We’ll send out a

press release. Anything else would be a mistake. Olivia noticed
the resemblance immediately. They look exactly like Ariana did
at that age. Coming clean is a good offensive and hopefully by
doing so we can minimize the scandal.”

“And if we can’t?”
“I’ll ride it out.”
“We’ll ride it out,” the king said.
“Have you considered that Olivia might not want to raise

Marissa’s children?”
Gabriel had already entertained those doubts, but after what

he’d seen of Olivia, he’d discovered layers that might surprise
everyone. “I don’t think that will be an issue. She’s already very
protective of them and they trust her.”

The queen sighed and shook her head. “It will be wonderful
having children in the palace again. Let’s go see your girls.”

Four
Olivia was standing with her hands relaxed at her sides as the

door opened to admit the king and queen. Libby had warned her
they were coming and she’d made sure the girls’ hands and faces
were clean. The arrival of more unfamiliar people had revived
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the toddlers’ shyness and they hid behind Olivia.
“This is your father’s mother,” Olivia explained to them, using

gentle pressure to nudge them into the open. “She’s come to meet
you.”

Karina shook her head, but Bethany peered at her
grandmother. The queen stopped dead at the sight of the girl and
reached out a hand to her husband.

“Gabriel, you were right. They look exactly like your sister at
that age.” She took a seat nearby and gestured Bethany toward
her. “What is your name?”

To Olivia’s delight Bethany went to the queen.
She stopped just out of arm’s reach and studied the queen.

“I’m Bethany.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” The queen looked toward her sister.

“And what is your name?”
Bethany answered again. “Karina.”
“How old are they?” the king asked.
“They’ll be two in a few weeks,” Gabriel answered.
“Puppy.” Karina had finally spoken.
“I have a puppy you can meet. Would you like that?” The

queen smiled as Karina nodded. “Mary,” the queen said to
the maid who’d brought the twins’ clothes from upstairs. “Go
get Rosie.” The Cavalier King Charles spaniel loved people,
especially children, and was a great deal calmer than the queen’s
vizsla.

In five minutes the maid was back with the dog and both twins



 
 
 

were laughing as Rosie licked their cheeks. “Gabriel, why don’t
you and Olivia make yourself scarce for a while. I’ll see the girls
are settled.”

Recognizing an order when she heard one, Olivia let Gabriel
draw her from the bedroom and down the stairs.

“Let’s get out of here while we can,” he murmured, escorting
her through a side door and into the garden.

The late May morning had a slight edge of coolness, but when
he offered to send someone upstairs for a sweater, Olivia shook
her head.

“Let’s walk in the sunshine. I’ll warm up fast enough.”
He took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm.

Olivia gave herself up to the pleasure of his strong body brushing
against her side as they strolled along the crushed granite
pathways.

“Thank you for all you’ve done with the girls,” he said.
“It breaks my heart that they’ll grow up without their mother,

but I’m glad they have you.”
“You never knew yours, did you? She died when you were

born?”
She’d never told him that. “I guess we both did our research.”
“I’ve treated our engagement like a business arrangement. For

that I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I knew what I was getting into.” She heard a touch

of cynicism in her tone and countered it with a wry smile.
Gabriel didn’t smile back. “I don’t think you have any idea



 
 
 

what you’re getting into.”
“That sounds intriguing.” Olivia waited for more, but the

prince didn’t elaborate.
“Starting now I intend to learn everything there is to know

about you.”
While she was sure he meant to flatter her with the

declaration, Olivia froze in momentary panic. What if he found
out she hadn’t come clean about her past fertility issues? Even
with the problem solved, he might be angry that she hadn’t
disclosed such an important fact.

“A girl needs to keep a little mystery about herself,” she
countered, gazing up at him from beneath her lashes. “What if
you lost interest once you discovered all my secrets?”

“It never occurred to me that you’d have secrets,” he
murmured, half to himself.

“What woman doesn’t?”
“I’d prefer it if we didn’t keep secrets from each other.”
“After the surprise you received last night, I understand why.

So, what would you like to tell me?”
“Me?”
Olivia congratulated herself on turning the conversation back

on him. “Getting to know each other was your idea. I thought
you’d like to show me how it’s done.”

Gabriel’s eyes gleamed with appreciation. “What would you
like to know?”

“Why did you pick me?”



 
 
 

“Your passion for issues relating to children and your tireless
determination to make their lives better.” Gabriel stopped and
turned her to face him. “I knew you would be exactly the sort of
queen my country would love.”

As his words sank in she stared at the pond, watching the
ducks paddle across the still water. “Your country.”

At times like this it amused her to think of how many girls
longed to be her. If they knew what her life was like, would they
still want that? Marriage to a prince might seem like a fairy tale
come true, but did they understand the sacrifices to her privacy
or the responsibility she would bear?

But marriage into Sherdana’s royal family would offer her the
opportunity to focus on things near and dear to her heart and to
advocate for those who needed help, but who had no one to turn
to. Earlier in the week she’d had an opportunity to speak with
a local hospital administrator about the need for a more child-
friendly space to treat the younger patients. The woman had a
lot of ideas how to change the children’s ward to make a hospital
stay easier on the children as well as their families.

Olivia was excited about the opportunities to help. Sherdana
would find her an enthusiastic promoter of solutions for at-risk
and underprivileged children. She was proud of the money she’d
raised in London and loved the hours she’d spent visiting with
children in the hospitals. Their courage in fighting their illnesses
always inspired her. She intended to inspire others to help.

As Sherdana’s princess and future queen, she would be in



 
 
 

the perfect position to bring children’s issues to the forefront of
public awareness.

“I will do my best to never let your country down.”
“I knew you’d say that.”
Her knees trembled as he slid his hand beneath her hair,

fingertips drawing evocative circles on her nape.
Cupping her cheek in his palm, Gabriel turned her head until

their eyes met. Her heart skipped a beat. He wanted her. The
expanding warmth in her midsection told her so and she basked
in the certainty.

His gaze held her entranced until the second before his lips
skimmed hers. Wrenched free of anticipation, relief rushed
through her like a wildfire. A groan built in her chest as his
tongue traced the seam of her lips. Welcoming the masterful
stroke of his tongue into her mouth, she leaned into him, pressing
her breasts against his chest, needing his hands to cup their weight
and drive her mad.

A throat cleared somewhere behind them. “Excuse me, Your
Highness.”

Gabriel stiffened and tore his mouth free. Chest heaving, he
drew his thumb across her lower lip. “We will continue this later,”
he promised, his voice a husky rasp against her sensitized nerve
endings.

“I look forward to it.”
She received the briefest of smiles before he turned to face

his private secretary. Released from the compelling grip of his



 
 
 

gaze, Olivia had a hard time maintaining her composure. The
kiss, although cut short, had been everything a woman craved.
Passionate. Masterful. A touch wicked. She locked her knees
and moderated her breathing while she listened to Gabriel’s
conversation with his secretary.

Stewart cleared his throat again. “Sorry to interrupt, but the
media found out about your daughters and Lord Darcy is meeting
with your parents.”

Distantly, she became aware that Stewart was filling in Gabriel
rapid-fire style about what had been on the television this
morning.

“How did they get wind of it so fast?” Gabriel demanded.
Not even the ice in his voice could banish the lingering warmth

Olivia felt from his kiss.
Stewart came up with the most obvious source. “The lawyer

might have gone to them.”
“Unlikely. He had nothing to gain.”
“Someone in the palace, then.”
“Who knew last night?”
“The maids who were tasked with preparing the nursery,”

Stewart said. “But they’ve worked for the palace for over a
decade.”

Olivia considered the one who’d been straightening her room
at two in the morning. The strangeness of it struck her again, but
surely the palace staff was carefully screened and the woman had
merely been doing as she said.



 
 
 

“The nanny.” Olivia knew with a sinking heart that this had
to be the source of the leak. “The one I had escorted off the
property.”

Stewart considered this. “The lawyer assured me she’d been
kept in the dark about the twins’ parentage.”

“But that was before they’d been brought to the palace,”
Gabriel said.

“I’m sorry,” Olivia murmured, aware she’d committed her
first huge mistake as Gabriel’s fiancée. “I shouldn’t have taken it
upon myself to remove her.”

“She was the wrong caretaker for the girls and you had their
best interests at heart.” Gabriel offered her a reassuring nod.
“Besides, it was going to be impossible to keep the twins hidden
for long.”

Although she was accustomed to life in the public eye, she’d
never been the focus of such frenzied interest on the part of the
media, and the upcoming wedding had stirred them like a cane
striking a wasp nest.

“If we present a united front,” Olivia said, feeling like his
partner for the first time, “I’m sure everything will blow over.”

Gabriel took her hand and scorched a kiss across her knuckles.
“Then that’s exactly what we’ll do.”

* * *
Hand in hand, Olivia and Gabriel entered the salon most

often used by the family for its proximity to the back garden
and the views of the park beyond. They found Christian and



 
 
 

Ariana there. Gabriel caught sight of the television and heard
the reporter. The amount of information the news channel
had gleaned about the twins’ arrival late last night revealed
that someone inside the house must have been feeding them
information. Gabriel went cold as the reporter speculated on
whether or not the powerful Sherdana royal family had paid
Marissa to go away or if all along she’d hidden her daughters to
keep them from being taken away from her.

“They may be painting us as the bad guys,” Christian
commented, “but at least they’re not claiming we’re weak.”

Gabriel didn’t reply to his brother’s remark as Marissa’s face
came on the screen. As the narrator gave a rundown of her
career, Olivia moved as if compelled by some irresistible force,
stepping closer to the television. Dismay rose in Gabriel as one
after another, the photographs of his former lover on the covers
of Vogue, Elle and Harper’s Bazaar flashed on the screen. Her
legs looked impossibly long. Her face, incredibly beautiful.

Gabriel knew his daughters would be as exquisite. Would they
follow in their mother’s footsteps and pursue careers in fashion?
Photographers would stand in line to take their picture. They’d
make an incredible pair. But was that any way for an Alessandro
to make a living?

The question forced Gabriel to consider his daughters’ place
in his household. They were illegitimate. With their mother’s
death, that situation could never be rectified. An ache built in his
chest for Bethany and Karina. At their age they would retain few



 
 
 

memories of their mother. They’d never again know her love.
When the television began showing images of Gabriel and

Marissa together, laughing, arms around each other, looking
happy and very young, he realized Olivia had gone still. Picture
after picture flashed on the screen, and many of them weren’t
paparazzi shots. There were photos taken of them in private at
friends’ homes, even a couple when they’d vacationed on a private
island in the Caribbean.

Gabriel’s disquiet grew as Olivia’s attention remained glued
to the news footage that recapped his turbulent years with
Marissa. Naturally the reporters made their relationship sound
more dramatic, the end more tragic than it actually had been.

While he watched, Olivia’s private secretary approached her
and spoke softly in her ear. She nodded and came to stand before
Gabriel.

“My father wishes to speak to me.”
“I’ll walk with you.”
“You should stay and discuss what is to be done now that the

story is out.”
Her suggestion made sense, but he wasn’t sure it was good to

let her leave without clearing the air. “I’d like a moment alone
to speak with you.”

“I have a fitting for my wedding dress at ten. I should be back
a little before noon.”

Once again their schedules were keeping them apart. “I have
a lunch meeting with my education adviser.”



 
 
 

“Perhaps Stewart and Libby can find us a moment to connect
later this afternoon.”

Gabriel wanted to proclaim they should make time, but had
no idea what he was committed to for the rest of the afternoon.

“This shouldn’t wait until later. Let’s go to my office and
discuss this situation in private.”

“Whatever you wish.”
Disliking the polite calm of her tone, he guided her from the

room with a hand at the small of her back. Beneath his palm, her
spine maintained a steady inflexibility that marked the change in
her mood from their earlier interlude.

As pointless as it was to resent the timing of recent events,
Gabriel couldn’t stop himself from wishing he and Olivia had
been given a month or two to form a personal connection before
their relationship had been tested to this extent. But that wasn’t
the case and as he escorted her into his sanctuary and shut the
door, he hoped they could weather this storm without sustaining
permanent damage.

His office was on the first floor of the palace, not far from
the formal reception room. Originally the space had been one
of the numerous salons set aside for visiting guests. Five years
ago, he’d appropriated it for his own use, tearing down the
lavender wallpaper left over from the late 1970s and installing
wood paneling and bookshelves that he’d filled with his favorite
authors. The room was his sanctuary.

“You’re upset.”



 
 
 

“Just concerned about the twins.” Her quiet voice and
dignified demeanor were at odds with the passionate woman
who’d melted in his arms a little while ago. Gabriel felt something
tighten in his chest. “I think it might be a good idea to have them
in the wedding. I thought I would talk to Noelle Dubone. She’s
creating my wedding dress and I’m sure she would be happy to
design matching flower-girl dresses for Bethany and Karina to
wear.”

Gabriel leaned back so he could stare into her eyes. “Are you
sure?”

“Completely. The world knows they’re here. Hiding them
would be a mistake.”

“I agree. I’ll speak with my parents about it.” He could tell
that Olivia’s anxiety over the twins’ welfare had been sincere, but
surmised more than that was bothering her. “The news coverage
about my relationship with Marissa—”

At his slight pause she jumped in. “You looked very happy
together.” She seemed to have more to say, but remained silent.

“We had our moments.” Gabriel drew a deep breath. “But
much of the time we fought.”

“The paparazzi must not have caught any of those moments
on film.”

She sounded neutral enough, but Gabriel sensed she wasn’t as
tranquil as she appeared. “We fought in private.” And then made
up in spectacular fashion.

His thoughts must have shown on his face because her



 
 
 

eyebrows rose.
She moved toward the French doors and looked out. Gabriel

stepped to her side. For a moment he wanted nothing more than
to take her in his arms and relive the kisses from earlier. The
compulsion to be near her tested his composure.

Her gaze slid in his direction. “Passion can be addictive.”
How would she know that?
He knew of no serious romances in her life. Her private life

was without even a whiff of scandal. No boyfriends. No lovers.
“Do you have firsthand knowledge of this fact?” Lord in

heaven, he sounded suspicious. And yet, he couldn’t stop himself
from probing. “Have you...?” Realizing what he’d almost asked,
he stopped speaking.

“Taken a lover?”
Damn the woman, she was laughing. Oh, not outwardly where

he could see her mocking smile and take offense. But inwardly.
Her eyes sparkled and her voice had developed a distinct lilt.
Had his expression betrayed an unanticipated flare of unfounded
jealousy? Or was she reacting to the revelation that for all his
sources, he knew nothing about her?

Gabriel turned her to face him, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze.
“Have you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “You’ll be my first.”
Desire exploded as she met his gaze. Wild with satisfaction

that she would be completely his, Gabriel lost touch with his
rational side. Surrendering to the need to kiss her senseless and



 
 
 

show her just how addictive passion could be, he cupped her
cheek in his palm, slid his other hand around her waist to hold
her captive and brought his lips to hers.

He gave her just a taste of his passion, but even that was
enough to weaken his restraint. Breathing heavily, he set his
forehead against hers and searched her gaze.

“Your only.” He growled the words.
“Of course.”
Her matter-of-fact tone highlighted just how fast he’d let his

control slip. His hands fell away, but his palms continued to burn
with the heat of her skin. He rubbed them together, determined
to banish the lingering sensation.

The need to spend some time alone with her had just
grown more urgent. He was concerned that the media storm
surrounding the arrival of the twins would make her father
consider changing his mind about letting his daughter marry
Gabriel. No wedding. No biotech plant on the outskirts of Caron,
Sherdana’s capital. Gabriel needed to hedge his bets with Olivia.

As long as she still wanted to marry him, everything would
proceed as planned. He just needed to reassure her that marrying
him was a good idea. And he knew the best way to convince a
woman had nothing at all to do with logic.

Some private time should do the trick, just the two of them.
A chance to present her with a small token of his affection. Thus
far her engagement ring was the only jewelry he’d given her. He
should have had a gift ready to present on her arrival in Sherdana,



 
 
 

but he’d been preoccupied. And if he was honest with himself,
he hadn’t been thinking of Olivia as his future bride, but as a next
step in Sherdana’s economic renaissance.

“I’ll arrange for us to have a private dinner in my suite.”
“I’ll look forward to it,” Olivia said, her expression unreadable.

Gabriel had chosen her partly because of her composure when
dealing with reporters and her public persona. Now, he wasn’t
happy at not being able to read her.

Shortly after she departed, Gabriel summoned Stewart and
had him reschedule his morning appointments so Gabriel could
meet with his jeweler. Half an hour later, he entered the
reception room where Mr. Sordi waited with two cases of
sparkling gems. Despite the wide selection, Gabriel wondered
if he’d have trouble selecting the perfect piece for his bride-to-
be. In the end, he chose the first bracelet that caught his eye,
believing the fanciful design of flowers rendered in diamonds and
pink sapphires would please her.

Business concluded, he let Stewart show the jeweler out while
Gabriel slipped the bracelet into his office safe. He dashed off
a quick note to Olivia, inviting her to dinner, and got one of the
maids to deliver it. Then he went off to his lunch meeting with
his education adviser, but his thoughts were preoccupied with the
evening to come.

* * *
After a short conversation with her father to assure him that

she’d already known about the twins and was perfectly happy



 
 
 

that they’d come to live with their father, Olivia went to change
her clothes, but ended up standing on the stone terrace outside
her room, staring at the garden below. The euphoria of those
passionate moments in Gabriel’s arms were misty memories.

Olivia’s heart sank to her toes. Caught up in the romance of
kissing Gabriel in the beautiful garden, she’d been on the verge
of doing things in public she’d never even done in private. While
on a subconscious level she’d begun to think in terms of love. In
reality she was embarking on an arranged marriage.

Being told Gabriel had loved the mother of his children and
being confronted by the hard truth of it were very different
animals. The pictures playing across the television screen had
complicated her emotions. She’d been besieged by thorny
questions.

Had he been thinking of Marissa as he kissed her? Had he
been wishing that the woman he’d loved wasn’t dead? Or that her
ancestry had permitted them to be married? Marissa had been
every man’s fantasy. Vivacious, sexy, breathtakingly beautiful. In
her eyes danced promises she might or might not keep. A man
could spend a lifetime wondering which way she would go. How
could Olivia hope to compete?

She couldn’t.
But she wasn’t marrying Gabriel because he loved her. She

was marrying him because as a princess her voice advocating for
children would reach further and she could fulfill her dream of
becoming a mother. Her children would be the next generation



 
 
 

of Alessandros. Still, it hurt to see the way Gabriel had stared
at the screen as his former lover’s face was shown in photo after
photo. Her heart had ached at the way his expression turn to stone
while his eyes looked positively battered.

Suddenly Olivia wasn’t sure she could do this. Sucking in a
sharp breath, she glanced down at her engagement ring. Sunlight
fell across her hand, lighting up the large center diamond like the
fireworks at a centennial celebration. She’d come to Sherdana to
marry a prince, not a man, but after tasting passion and realizing
she wanted more, she didn’t think she could settle for marrying
a man with a past that still haunted him.

A man still in love with the mother of his illegitimate twin
girls.

Maybe this marriage wasn’t meant to be.
But so much was riding on it. So many people were counting

on the jobs her father’s company would bring to Sherdana. And
the wedding was less than a month away. She had a fitting for her
dress in less than an hour. Olivia stared at the slim gold watch on
her arm, her mother’s watch.

A short time later, Olivia stepped out of the car that had driven
her and Libby to the small dress shop in Sherdana’s historic city
center. She’d pushed aside her heavy heart, averse to dwelling on
something over which she had no control. She was her father’s
daughter. Raised as a pragmatist, she knew it was impractical to
indulge in pretty dreams of falling in love with her prince and
living happily ever after.



 
 
 

The shop door chimed as Olivia entered. Wide windows
provided a great deal of light in the small but elegant
reception room. The walls had been painted pale champagne
to complement the marble floors. There was a gold damask-
covered sofa flanked by matching chairs in the front room. The
glass-topped coffee table held a portfolio of Noelle Dubone’s
previous work. Some of her more famous clients were not
featured in the book, but on the walls. Stars, models, heiresses,
all wearing Noelle’s gorgeous gowns.

Almost before the door shut behind them, Noelle was on hand
to greet her. The designer offered Olivia a warm smile and a firm
handshake.

“Lady Darcy, how delightful to see you again.”
Noelle had a lilting Italian accent. Although Sherdana shared

borders with both France and Italy, it had chosen Italian as its
official national language. With her dark hair and walnut-colored
eyes, Noelle’s lineage could have gone back to either country, but
from earlier conversations Olivia knew the designer’s ancestry
could be traced back to the 1500s. Noelle might not be one of
Sherdana’s nobility, but the church kept excellent records.

“It’s good to see you, as well,” Olivia said, warming to the
willowy designer all over again. Choosing to have a dress made
by Noelle had been easy in so many ways. Although her London
friends had counseled Olivia to go with a more famous designer
and have an extravagant gown made, Olivia had decided she
much preferred Noelle’s artistry. Plus Noelle was Sherdanian.



 
 
 

It made political sense for Olivia to show her support of the
country where she would soon be a princess, especially taking
into consideration how hard-hit Sherdana’s economy had been in
the past few years.

“I have your dress waiting in here.” Noelle showed Olivia into
a dressing room.

For her more famous clients, Noelle often traveled for fittings.
She would have brought the dress to the palace if Olivia had
requested. But Olivia liked the shop’s cozy feel and wasn’t eager
to entertain anyone’s opinion but her own.

The dress awaiting her was as beautiful as she remembered
from the sketches. It had stood out among the half dozen Noelle
had shown her six months ago; in fact, the rendering had taken
her breath away.

With the help of Noelle’s assistants, Olivia donned the dress.
Facing the three-way mirror, she stared at her reflection, and was
overcome with emotion. It was perfect.

From the bodice to her thighs, the dress hugged the lean
curves of her body. Just above her knees it flared into a full
skirt with a short train. Made of silk organza, embroidered with
feathery scrolls over white silk, the gown’s beauty lay in its play
of simple lines and rich fabrics. Although Noelle had designed
the dress to be strapless, Olivia had requested some sort of small
sleeve and the designer had created the illusion of cap sleeves by
placing two one-inch straps on either shoulder.

“What are planning to do for a veil?” Noelle asked.



 
 
 

“The queen is lending me the tiara she wore on her wedding
day,” Olivia said. “I’m not sure I want to use a veil with it.”

“Good. When I designed the dress, I didn’t picture it with a
veil.” Noelle stepped back to admire her handiwork. “You have
lost a little weight since we measured you. The waist needs to be
taken in a little.”

Olivia turned sideways to peer at the way the short train looked
behind her. “I will try not to gain before the wedding.”

For the next hour, Noelle and her staff worked on minor
alterations to the fit. While Olivia thought the dress fit well
enough that she could have worn it as is, Noelle was obviously
a perfectionist.

“I have another project that I’d like to talk to you about,” Olivia
said as Noelle handed off the dress to her assistant.

Ever since arriving, she’d been thinking about including the
twins in the wedding. While Gabriel seemed okay with the
idea, she wasn’t sure how his family would react, but after this
morning’s media coverage of the girls’ arrival at the palace,
hiding them from public scrutiny would be impossible and
counterproductive.

“Come into my office,” Noelle said. “Tell me what you have
in mind.”

Sipping the coffee Noelle’s assistant had provided, Olivia
contemplated the best way to begin, then decided to just dive in.

“Did you happen to see the news this morning?”
“About Prince Gabriel’s daughters?” Noelle pressed her lips



 
 
 

together. “The royal family hasn’t given them much fodder for
stories in the last few years. I’m afraid the level of coverage on
this particular item so close to your wedding is just too huge for
them to use restraint.”

“Dealing with the media comes with the territory,” Olivia said.
“You’d know that.”

Noelle looked startled for a second. “I only design for the
stars,” she demurred. “I’m not one of them myself.”

“You are making a name for yourself. Don’t be surprised when
you become as big a story as your clients.”

“I hope that doesn’t happen. I like my quiet little life.” Noelle’s
gaze touched a silver frame on her desk. It held the photo of a
small dark-haired boy. The angle didn’t offer a very good view
of his face, but Olivia could tell from Noelle’s expression that he
was very special to her.

“Is he your son?”
“Yes. Marc. He was two in that picture. The same age as the

prince’s daughters.”
Olivia felt a clenching low in her abdomen. A cry from her

empty womb. “He’s beautiful. How old is he now?”
“Almost four.”
Olivia didn’t ask about the boy’s father. She knew Noelle

wasn’t currently married and wasn’t sure if the question would
arouse difficult memories.

“I would like to include Prince Gabriel’s daughters in the
wedding and want you to make dresses for them.”



 
 
 

“I’ll work on some sketches and send them over to the palace.
Did you have a color in mind?”

“White with pale yellow sashes. To match Princess Ariana’s
gown.” The color suited the dark-haired princess and would her
nieces, as well.

“I’ll get to work immediately.”
At the sound of a light knock, both women looked toward the

door. Noelle’s assistant hovered on the threshold.
“I just wanted to let you know that there are media outside.”
Although the announcement of her engagement to Gabriel had

briefly made Olivia newsworthy in England, the future princess
of a small country hadn’t interested the British press for long.

In Sherdana, however, it was a different story. She’d found
the citizens were very curious about her. When she’d visited
three months ago, she’d been besieged by requests for interviews
and followed wherever she went. Numerous public appearances
had filled her daily schedule from ribbon-cutting ceremonies to
attending sessions of parliament.

But when Olivia emerged into Noelle’s reception room, she
understood the assistant’s concern. At least a hundred people
crowded the streets, most of them armed with cameras. Surely
not all these people were reporters. David, her driver, and
Antonio, the enormous man Gabriel had assigned to accompany
her whenever she was out in public, had called in five others from
palace security to create a corridor of safety between the front
door of the wedding shop and the car.



 
 
 

Olivia shot Libby a look. “I think life as I knew it has come to
an end.” Then she turned to Noelle. “Thank you for everything.
The dress is perfect.”

“You’re welcome.”
Squaring her shoulders, Olivia put on her public face and

stepped toward the front door. Noelle held it open for her with
a whispered, “Bon courage.”

“Olivia, how are you dealing with the discovery of the prince’s
illegitimate children?”

“Lady Darcy, can you tell us if the wedding is still on?”
“How do you feel about raising another woman’s children?”
“Do you think the prince would have married Marissa if he’d

been able?”
The questions rained down on Olivia as she headed for the

car, smiling and waving as she walked, but responding to none.
She slipped each query into its own special cubbyhole for later
retrieval and didn’t realize she was holding her breath until the
car had pulled away from the curb. Libby watched her in concern.

“I’m fine.”
“You look...unhappy.”
“I’m just tired. The twins slept in my bed and I wasn’t able to

get comfortable on the couch. That’s all.”
The excuse pacified her secretary and gave Olivia the space

to sort through the highs and lows of the last twenty-four hours.
While she wasn’t naive enough to think that Gabriel was marrying
her for anything other than business, Olivia had hoped that he’d



 
 
 

grow fond of her. But while they’d kissed in the garden, she’d
let herself believe that their future could be filled with passion
and romance.

The photos of him with Marissa that the media had broadcast
this morning had been a wake-up call. That was love. Olivia
stared out the window at the old town slipping past.

She needed time to adjust to sharing him with a ghost.
Five
When Olivia returned to her room after the fitting, she

discovered an invitation and a small, slender box wrapped in
ribbon. Heart pounding, she opened the envelope and recognized
Gabriel’s strong handwriting.

A quiet dinner, just the two of them. In his suite. She clutched
the stationery to her chest and breathed deep to calm her sudden
attack of nerves. Except for the brief time last night and this
morning, they hadn’t been alone together. Did he intend to
seduce her? Olivia certainly hoped so, but what did she wear to
her deflowering? Something demure that matched her level of
experience in all things sexual? Something that bared her skin
and invited his touch?

Her fears that he didn’t find her attractive had melted beneath
the heat of this morning’s kiss. But he was accustomed to women
with far more experience than she possessed. Apprehension
made her nerves buzz like a swarm of angry hornets.

Leaving her worries to sort themselves out, she tugged at the
ribbon holding the box closed. The pale blue silk fell away. Her
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fingers brushed the hinged lid as she savored the anticipation of
her first gift from Gabriel. From the box’s shape, she knew it was
a bracelet.

Olivia took a deep breath and opened the lid. Lying on a bed
of black velvet was a stunning free-form emerald an inch and a
half wide and almost two inches long that dominated the design.
The rest of the band was diamonds, set in a diamond-shaped
pattern. Bold and contemporary, it wasn’t the sort of thing she’d
wear, being a little too trendy, but she couldn’t fault Gabriel’s
taste.

Ignoring a pang of disappointment that he’d chosen something
so not her taste, she draped the wide cuff over her wrist. As
she admired the sparkle, she couldn’t shake a nagging sense of
familiarity. It was a unique piece, something one-of-a-kind, yet
she was certain she’d seen it before. But where? The answer
eluded her and she set aside her musings as Libby arrived and
helped Olivia decide on the perfect outfit to highlight Gabriel’s
extravagant gift.

Around midafternoon she went up to the nursery and found
the twins eager to visit the stables. But she listened with only
half her attention as Bethany chattered on the short walk to the
stables. Olivia was having a hard time thinking about anything
except her dinner with Gabriel and the hope that they could forget
all about Marissa and begin their lives together. Comparing
herself to Gabriel’s former lover would only lead to trouble
down the road. She’d be smarter to put that energy into keeping



 
 
 

Gabriel’s mind fixed on the present.
While a pair of grooms took Bethany and Karina to look at

the ponies their father had ordered to be delivered to the stable,
Olivia drifted along the barn’s center aisle, stroking a soft nose
here and there, lost in a pleasant daydream. The soothing sounds
of the barn wrapped her in a cocoon of stillness that allowed her
ample privacy to relive the moments in the garden that morning.

Her blood heated and slowed, flowing into the sensitive area
between her thighs that Gabriel’s fervent kiss had awakened
earlier. She leaned her back against a stall and closed her eyes to
better relive the delicious caress of his hands against her back and
hips. Her breasts had ached for his possession. She’d never felt
anything like the powerful craving his kiss aroused. She’d been
seconds away from begging him to touch her everywhere. He’d
been her master. Her teacher. And she, a very willing student.

The memories disturbed the smooth rhythm of her breathing.
How was it possible that just thinking of Gabriel aroused her?

“Are you okay?”
Olivia’s eyes snapped open. A groom peered at her, concern

in his brown eyes.
She offered a weak smile, feeling heat in her cheeks, put there

by her sensual daydreams. Had she really been standing in the
middle of a barn, imagining how it would feel to have Gabriel’s
large, strong hands roaming over her bare skin?

“Fine.” The word came out a little garbled. What magic had
he wrought to make her forget her surroundings so completely?



 
 
 

“I’m fine.”
From outside came the twins’ high-pitched voices lifted in

childish delight. Olivia pushed away from the wall and went in
search of them. In the stable yard, beneath the watchful eyes of
the grooms who’d taken charge of them, they each stood on a
mounting block in order to better acquaint themselves with their
new pony.

Olivia fought anxiety as she watched the girls, but soon she
calmed down. These ponies had obviously been chosen for their
placid demeanor; otherwise the excited movements of the twins
would have startled them. The geldings were well matched in
size, color and markings. Bethany’s had a long, narrow blaze that
stretched from forehead to right between his nostrils. Karina’s
had a wider stripe of white that spread out as it reached the nose.
Both ponies had two white front socks and one back.

Bethany was the first to notice Olivia. She threw her arms
around the pony’s neck and said in an excited voice. “Look at my
horse. Her name is Grady.”

Olivia started to correct Bethany on the gender of her new
pony, but Karina jumped in before she could speak.

“Peanut.” The quieter twin looked so delighted that Olivia
wondered if she would still demand a puppy for her birthday.

“They’re lovely,” Olivia said. “But I think they’re both boys.”
The girls were too excited to listen and went back to petting

and chattering to their ponies. The head groom came over to
where Olivia stood.



 
 
 

“They will make fine horsewomen.”
“I believe you’re right.”
“Would you like to see the mount His Highness chose for

you?”
It had never occurred to Olivia that she would receive a horse

as well when she told Gabriel how she loved to ride whenever
she spent time at Dansbrooke. The park around the palace wasn’t
as extensive as the lands surrounding her family’s country estate,
but she welcomed the opportunity to get whatever exercise she
could.

“I’d love to see him.” She laughed. “Or her.”
“It’s a mare. A Dutch Warmblood. I heard you’ve done some

eventing. You’ll find Arioso is a wonderful jumper and an eager
athlete.”

The beautiful chestnut had large, soft eyes and a gentle
disposition, but before she had time to do more than stroke the
mare’s long neck, the twins had finished with their ponies and
joined her at the stall.

Deciding they’d had enough for one day, Olivia gathered them
together and bid the grooms goodbye. After depositing them with
a pair of maids in the nursery, she returned to her room to bathe
and dress.

Olivia took a long time preparing for the evening. She played
with hairstyles for an hour before settling on a softly disheveled
updo that required only a couple of pins to keep it in place. The
gown she’d chosen was a simple black sheath that bared her arms



 
 
 

and appeared demure in the front but dipped low in the back.
Anticipation began to dissolve her calm as she zipped up

the dress and fastened simple diamond dangles to her earlobes.
Boldly eschewing panty hose, she slid her feet into elegant patent
leather pumps.

She wanted everything about her to say “touch me.”
And surveying her appearance in the full-length mirror, Olivia

felt confident she’d done just that. That left only one more thing
to do. Olivia popped the top on the jewelry box and laid the wide
bracelet across her wrist. Libby helped by securing the clasp.

“Is this all for my brother’s benefit?” Ariana had slipped into
the room after a soft knock.

Olivia felt her cheeks heating. “Do you think he’ll approve?”
Ariana smiled. “How could he not?” Her gaze slipped over

Olivia, stopping at the diamond-and-emerald bracelet. She
reached for Olivia’s hand, as the color drained from her face.
“Where did you get that?”

“Gabriel sent it to me.” Concern rose in Olivia. Why was
Ariana looking as if she’d seen a ghost? “Why? Do you recognize
it?”

“Gabriel sent it?” Ariana echoed. She shook her head. “I don’t
understand.”

“You recognize it?” Olivia felt her heart hit her toes. “It’s
cursed, isn’t it?”

“You might say that.”
“Tell me.”



 
 
 

“It’s none of my business.”
There was no way she was letting Ariana get away without an

explanation. “If there’s something wrong, I need to know.”
“Really, I shouldn’t have said anything.” Ariana backed toward

the bedroom door. “I’m sure everything is fine.”
It wasn’t like Ariana to hedge, especially when it came to

things that distressed her. And seeing the bracelet had obviously
upset the princess.

“What do you mean everything is fine? Why wouldn’t it be?
What aren’t you telling me about the bracelet?”

Olivia caught Ariana’s wrist in a tight grip. Startled, the
brunette looked from the hand holding her, to the bracelet on
Olivia’s wrist and finally met her gaze.

“I don’t want to upset you.”
“And you think that’s going to persuade me to let you walk

out of here without spilling the truth?” Olivia tugged her future
sister-in-law toward the wingback chairs flanking the fireplace.
She didn’t let go until Ariana sat down. “Tell me what about the
bracelet upset you.”

Releasing an audible sigh, the princess leveled her pale gold
eyes on Olivia. “The last time I saw that bracelet was the night
before Gabriel broke things off with Marissa.”

Pain lanced through Olivia, sharper than anything she’d
experienced this morning as she’d watched the pictures of
Gabriel and Marissa on the television.

“He bought it for her.”



 
 
 

“Yes. It was...for their second anniversary.”
The cool platinum burned like acid against Olivia’s skin. She

clawed at the clasp, blood pounding in her ears. Her excitement
over having dinner alone with Gabriel vanished, replaced by
wrenching despair. The first gift he’d given her had been the
bracelet he’d bought to celebrate two years with Marissa?

The clasp popped open beneath her nails. Olivia dropped it
on the mantle and sat in the chair opposite Ariana, unsure how
much longer her shaky legs would support her.

“How did he get it back?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she returned it when they broke up.”
Olivia felt sick. It was bad enough that Gabriel had given her

the trinket he’d bought for another woman, it was worse that it
was a returned gift. “I thought I’d seen it before,” she murmured.

Ariana leaned forward and placed her hand over Olivia’s. “I’m
sure this is all a huge misunderstanding. Maybe I’m thinking of
a different bracelet.”

Olivia drew comfort from Ariana for a moment, before
sitting up straight and bracing her shoulders. “The only
misunderstanding is mine. I thought tonight was supposed to be
the beginning of something between us.” She offered Ariana a
bitter smile. “I forgot that our marriage is first and foremost a
business arrangement.”

“I don’t believe that’s true. I saw the way Gabriel watched you
this morning. He was worried by how you reacted to the press
coverage of the twins’ arrival and all the scandal it stirred up.”



 
 
 

“He’s worried about losing the deal with my father.”
“Yes, but there’s more to it than that. He had other

opportunities to secure Sherdana’s economic future. He chose
you.”

Ariana’s words rang with conviction, but Olivia shook her
head. The sight of the bracelet made her long to hurl it into the
deepest ocean. She felt betrayed and yet she had no right. She
was marrying Gabriel because he was handsome and honorable
and she would one day become a queen. Her reasons for choosing
him were no more romantic than his.

“Ask him to tell you about the first time you met.”
“The party at the French embassy?” Olivia recalled his stiff

formality and their brief, stilted conversation, so different from
their exchange in the garden this morning.

“Before that.”
Olivia shook her head. “We didn’t meet before that.”
“You did. You just don’t remember.”
How was that possible? Every time he drew near, her stomach

pitched and her body yearned for his touch. His lips on hers
turned her into an irrational creature of turbulent desires and
rollicking emotions. If they’d met, she’d have recognized the
signs.

“Your brother is very memorable,” she argued. “I’m certain
you are mistaken.”

Ariana’s eyes glowed. “Just ask him.”
Abruptly filled with uncertainty, Olivia looked down at her



 
 
 

gown and noticed the brush of cool air against her bare back and
arms. She’d dressed to entice Gabriel. She’d wanted his hands
to go places no man had ventured before. Even after learning
that he’d given her a bracelet that once belonged to his former
lover, she still wanted him. She ached with yearning. Burned with
hungers unleashed by an hour in the bath tracing her naked skin
with her fingertips, imagining Gabriel doing the same.

“Damn it.” The curse shot out of her and startled Ariana.
“Oh, I’ve really done it,” the princess muttered. “Please don’t

be mad at Gabriel. That was five years ago. I’ll bet he doesn’t
even remember the bracelet.”

Olivia’s gaze sharpened into focus as she took in Ariana’s
miserable expression. “You remembered.”

“I’m a woman. I have an artist’s eye for detail.” Ariana shook
her head. “Gabriel is a man. They don’t notice things like fashion.
Now, if he’d given you a set of antlers off a buck he’d shot, that
he’d recall.”

Olivia recognized that Ariana was trying to lighten her mood,
but the damage had been done. She wasn’t half as angry with
Gabriel as she was with herself. For being a fool. For not realizing
that she never would have agreed to marry Gabriel unless she was
already emotionally engaged.

But it was too late. She was already in too deep. The only
thing she could do now was keep her wits about her and not allow
herself to be disappointed again.

* * *



 
 
 

To his intense shock, Gabriel was second-guessing himself.
As he towel-dried his hair. As he shaved for the second time

that day. As he dressed in gray slacks and a black collarless
button-down shirt.

All he could think about was what a mistake he’d made with
the bracelet he’d chosen for Olivia’s first present. As beautiful
as the item was, he couldn’t help but think she’d appreciate
something more romantic with a little history attached.

He was grimly amused with himself. Since when had he
devoted this much time and energy to a gift for a woman? In
Marissa’s case, he’d always zeroed in on the most flamboyant
piece available, the more expensive the better, and been richly
rewarded for his generosity.

Gabriel slid a watch onto his wrist and checked the time. He
had half an hour before Olivia was due to arrive if he wanted
to fetch a particular piece from the vault. “I have a quick errand
to run,” he told Stewart. “If Lady Darcy arrives before I return,
serve her a glass of champagne and assure her I won’t be long.”

With that, he exited his suite and headed to the vault, his mind
on the perfect thing to present to his fiancée. It took him exactly
ten minutes to find the necklace and return. Stewart was alone
when Gabriel returned.

“Dinner is set to be served at eight.”
“Perfect.” Gabriel had no interest in rushing. At the same time,

he wanted plenty of the evening left over for getting to know
Olivia thoroughly. “You ordered all her favorites?”



 
 
 

“Of course.” Stewart’s head turned at the light knock on the
door. “That must be Lady Darcy. I’ll let her in, then make myself
scarce.”

Gabriel grinned, glad she was as eager to begin their evening
as he. Stewart went to answer the door. With his pulse kicked
into overdrive, Gabriel found himself holding his breath in
anticipation. Realizing what he was doing, he exhaled, wondering
how long it had been since the idea of spending time alone with
a woman had excited him. But Olivia wasn’t just any woman.

She aroused him faster and more intensely than anyone since
Marissa. To look at her, it made no sense. She was elegant,
cool and poised. Not the sort of sultry, lush temptress that
turned men’s heads. But today he’d discovered an inner core of
vibrant, sensual woman hiding within her. The little he’d sampled
explained his craving for a more prolonged taste.

A tense conversation was taking place near the door. Gabriel
frowned as he spied the petite woman standing in the hall. Not
Olivia. Her private secretary. Although curious about the content
of their discussion, Gabriel made no attempt to listen in. He
would learn what it was about soon enough.

The exchange at the door came to an end. Stewart came
toward him, wearing a frown.

“What’s wrong?”
“Your Highness.” Stewart looked as if an elephant had stepped

on his toes. “Lady Darcy has declined your invitation.”
Dumbstruck, Gabriel stared at his assistant. Declined his



 
 
 

invitation? Outrageous.
He’d anticipated their evening alone and the chance to learn

more about her. “Is she ill?”
Stewart hesitated. “I didn’t...get that impression.”
“What impression did you get?” he demanded, impatient at

his secretary’s caginess.
Stewart squared his shoulders. “That perhaps she was

unhappy...with you.”
“With me?” When they’d parted this morning she’d been

all dreamy eyes and feminine wiles. What could have possibly
happened in the past twelve hours?

Without another word to Stewart, Gabriel exited his suite.
Long, determined strides carried him down the hall toward the
rooms assigned to Olivia. He barely noticed the maid scurrying
out of his way as he passed her. He did, however, notice Ariana
stepping out of Olivia’s suite.

“Gabriel, what are you doing here?”
“I’m here to collect Olivia for dinner.”
Ariana’s gold eyes widened. “Didn’t you get the message?

Olivia’s not up to having dinner with you tonight.”
He leaned down and pinned his sister with a steely glare,

wondering what mischief she had been up to. “What’s wrong with
her?”

Ariana set her hand on her hip and regarded him with
annoyance. “She’s not feeling well.”

“Then I’d be remiss in not checking on her,” Gabriel intoned,



 
 
 

sounding as suave as he could through gritted teeth. “Step aside.”
But his sister didn’t budge. “Leave it tonight, Gabriel,” she

coaxed. “Give her a little time.”
“Time for what?”
“Honestly,” his sister fumed. “You can be so insensitive

sometimes.”
What was he missing? “Enlighten me.”
Ariana pressed her lips together, but Gabriel kept up his

unrelenting stare and she finally sighed. “She’s had your affair
with Marissa thrown in her face all day.”

He remembered the expression on Olivia’s face while the
footage of him and Marissa had played on the television. But he
thought they’d cleared the matter up in his office. Why was she
letting the past bother her? Gabriel nudged his sister aside and
reached for the door handle.

“Gabriel—”
“This is none of your concern. It’s between me and my future

bride.”
“Fine.” Ariana tossed up her hands. “But don’t say I didn’t

warn you.”
With her dire words ringing in his ears, Gabriel entered

Olivia’s suite. Some impulse prompted him to slip the lock before
scanning the space. His fiancée was not in the bedroom. After his
encounter with Ariana, he’d expected to find Olivia sulking over
some perceived slight. Then he noticed a slight billowing of the
sheer curtains over the French doors leading out onto the terrace.



 
 
 

Olivia stood near the terrace railing staring out over the pond
and the park, her gaze on the path where they’d walked and
kissed this morning. She wore a black dress that bared her back
in a plunging V. She’d knotted her hair on top of her head,
exposing the nape of her neck. The sight of all that bare skin
did unruly things to his body. He’d always been a sucker for a
woman’s back, finding the combination of delicacy and strength
an intoxicating combination.

Gabriel shoved aside desire and refocused on the reason he’d
come here in the first place.

“We’re supposed to be having dinner in my suite.”
“I don’t feel up to it,” she replied in a cool tone, not bothering

to turn around.
“Then you’re not upset.”
“Of course not.”
He didn’t believe her. For the briefest of moments he

wondered if she was trying to manipulate him with some
feminine trickery. He almost laughed at the notion. Marissa was
the only other woman who’d tried to best him with her wiles.
He’d quickly set her straight.

Time to set Olivia straight, as well. “I thought this morning
you understood that whatever was between Marissa and me has
been over for three years.”

“What sort of evening did you have in mind for us tonight?”
She turned around and faced him and he got his first glimpse of
her expression. Genuine anger shimmered in her gaze. “Were we



 
 
 

to sip champagne and become lovers or did you plan to educate
me on Sherdana’s upcoming social and economic challenges?”

What had gotten into her? This morning she’d been like warm
honey in his arms. Tonight she’d become an ice sculpture. All this
because a few reporters dredged up old news from three years
ago?

“I’d hoped we’d spend some time getting to know each other
tonight, but I had no intention of rushing you into bed.” Tired of
sparring with her, he stepped within touching distance. “I thought
that we’d reached an understanding this morning.”

“So did I,” she murmured, the fire fading from her tone.
“Then what’s wrong?”
“Our marriage is an arrangement.”
“Yes.” He grazed his fingertips up her sides from her hips,

letting them coast along the side of her breasts. The hitch in her
breath told him the fight was over. “But it doesn’t have to be all
business between us.”

“And it isn’t,” she agreed. “It’s just that I’m not really sure
what’s happening.”

So, he wasn’t the only one struggling to find his way. Ever
since last night, he’d found himself drawn to her as never before,
but he wasn’t sure she felt it, too. And now that he knew she did,
he wasn’t about to let her run away from it.

“We have strong sexual chemistry,” he told her, and then in a
softer voice confessed, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Her scent flowed around him, feminine and enticing. As



 
 
 

desire began to assert itself, he noticed the details his anger had
blinded him to. For a woman intent on denying him her company,
she’d dressed with care. He dipped his head and drank in the
feminine scent of her. She’d dabbed a light floral perfume behind
her ears. His lips found the spot and made her shiver.

“Gabriel, please.” Her hand on his chest wasn’t going to deter
him now that he’d gotten wind of her imminent surrender.

“Please, what?” he inquired. “Stop?”
Knowing it was what she had in mind, he tugged the pins from

her hair and tossed them aside. The golden waves spilled around
her face and shoulders.

“Yes.” But the word lacked conviction.
“You’re lying,” he pressed. “And badly. This is what you

wanted when you dressed tonight.” He took her stiff body in his
arms and immediately the fight began to drain from her muscles.
“My hands on you.” He dipped his head and drew his lips across
her cheek, finishing his thought with his breath puffing against
her ear. “My mouth tasting your skin.”

Her body was limp against him now, all resistance abandoned.
“We’re meant to be together.” He was more convinced of that

than ever. “You know it as well as I do.”
She’d closed her eyes to hide from him, not realizing how

futile her actions were. “Yes.”
Six
Without sight, all her other senses came to life. The unsteady

rasp of Gabriel’s breath told her he too was disturbed by
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the attraction between them. But was it enough? Hadn’t she
discovered less than an hour ago that she wanted more from him?
So much more.

His fingertips grazed along the sensitive skin inside her arm,
from the hollow behind her elbow to the pulse jerking frantically
in her wrist. Gently he laced their fingers and began to pull her
along the terrace. Her eyes flew open.

“Where?” Her gaze found his and she saw feverish hunger
blazing in the bronze depths.

“To bed, of course,” he teased, but there was nothing
lighthearted about the determined set of his mouth or the tension
that rode his muscles. Tension that communicated across the
short distance between them.

“What about dinner?”
Inside the suite once more, he drew her close, sliding a hand

over her hip to pull her against the hard jut of his erection, and
bent to whisper in her ear. “You made me hungry for something
besides food.”

His lips dropped to hers, lingering at the corner of her
mouth for too long. His unproductive nuzzling wasn’t getting the
job done. She wanted a kiss. A real, hard, deep kiss with no
possibility of interruption. Growling low in her throat, she lifted
on tiptoe and framed his face with her hands, holding him still
while she pressed her mouth to his. Her tongue tested the seam of
his lips as she flattened her breasts against Gabriel’s broad chest,
eager to convey her desire, letting her hunger shine through.



 
 
 

Gabriel captured handfuls of the dress near her shoulder
blades and pulled the edges forward and down, baring her torso
to the waist. Olivia gasped at the sudden rush of cool air over
her breasts.

He slid his hands up over her rib cage until his fingers reached
the undersides of her breasts. Smiling with male satisfaction, he
cupped her and kneaded slightly.

She arched into the pressure of his hands, offering herself to
him. Reaching behind, she found the dress’s zipper and slid it
down. With a determined stroke of her palms against her hips,
the dress pooled at her feet, leaving her wearing nothing but her
black pumps and a white lace thong.

He had tracked the progression of the dress to the floor, his
gaze sliding over her legs as the falling black fabric bared her
to him. Liking the way his nostrils flared at the sight of her
nakedness, Olivia stepped out of the dress and kicked it aside.

Pressure built inside her as she hooked her fingers in the
thong, determined to rid herself of it, as well. Gabriel’s hands
covered hers, halting her actions.

“This is your first time.” His voice sank into rich, warm tones
that did little to equalize her pulse or diminish her hunger. “I
want to take this slow.”

“I don’t.”
His lips moved into a predator’s smile, slow and lazy. “You’ll

thank me later.”
And with that, he swept her feet off the floor.



 
 
 

Placing her in the center of the big bed, Gabriel stepped back
to rid himself of his clothes. Olivia raised herself on her elbows
to better catch the unveiling of all that amazing bronze skin.
From the little contact she’d had with his body, she knew he was
lean and well-muscled, but nothing prepared her for the chiseled
perfection of his torso as his shirt buttons gave way. She goggled
at the sheer beauty of his broad shoulders and the sculptured
magnificence of his chest.

He raised his eyebrows at her obvious curiosity, his hands
going to the belt buckle. As he unfastened the top button, he
kicked off his shoes. His pants hit the floor, followed by his
socks.

He left on his boxers, but Olivia’s eyes were drawn to the way
they bulged in front. Her obvious curiosity and lack of concern
turned him on and sped even more blood to his groin. Making
this the most amazing night of her life might prove challenging.
She certainly wasn’t playing the part of nervous virgin.

He climbed onto the bed.
“What’s this?” His finger grazed a black Chinese character

in the hollow beside her hip bone and her stomach muscles
twitched.

“A tattoo.”
His elegant British fiancée had a tattoo? And in a very sexy

spot, he might add. He frowned.
“What does it say?”
“Hope.” She bent the leg opposite him and braced her foot on



 
 
 

the mattress so she could cant her hips toward him. “I got it in
college. My one wild act freshman year.”

He imagined her baring her body for the needle, sliding down
jeans and underwear. And the thought of another man touching
her there made him want to roar in outrage.

His emotions must have shown on his face because she rushed
to say, “It was done by a woman.”

His shoulders relaxed at her words. She was his, or would be
soon. And he wasn’t the sort of man who cared to share. Living
with two brothers had turned him into a possessive madman
when anything encroached on what he believed was his.

“In that case, it’s very sexy.”
She grinned at how grudging his words sounded. It continued

to both infuriate and delight him that she was not even remotely
close to the type of woman he thought he’d chosen to make the
next queen of Sherdana and his wife.

He hadn’t anticipated surprises. He’d expected gracefulness
and composure, not this wanton creature with her disheveled
hair, bare breasts and body marked by the word hope. But now
that he had her, she turned him inside out with wanting. She fired
his imagination and his blood in the span of a heartbeat. Life
would not be dull with her.

Which was the problem. He’d had passion once, crazy desire.
It had consumed him and compelled him to think with every part
of him but the one that mattered for the future king of Sherdana:
his head. He didn’t need a wife who made him feel out of control.



 
 
 

He needed someone sensible, who kept him focused on matters
of state.

Yet deep down he knew Olivia would do that.
And then, behind the closed doors of their private suite, she

would make him forget everything but the sweet rush of carnal
pleasure.

The best of both worlds.
What was there to worry about?
Taking her leg in his hand, he caressed upward from her knee

to the place where her thighs came together.
“That’s...” Her voice faltered as he slid one finger beneath the

scrap of lace hiding her hot, wet center from him. She balled her
fists into the coverlet, holding her breath as the tip of his finger
grazed her warmth.

“You are incredibly wet,” he said, delighted by the quickness
of her arousal.

“Stop talking and touch me.”
“Like this?” Stripping off her underwear, he did as she asked,

dipping between the folds that concealed her core and riding the
river of wetness toward the knot of nerves. He circled it slowly,
listening to her pant, smelling the waves of her arousal. Her hips
rose off the mattress, pushing into his hand.

Gorgeous.
With her eyes closed, her knuckles whitening as she held on

to the bed linens for dear life, she was as deep into the throes
of sensual pleasure as any woman he’d ever known. She writhed



 
 
 

against his hand, mindless in her pursuit of her ultimate goal. He
watched her face, absorbing each tremble and jerk of her body
as he carried her closer and closer to orgasm. Her brow knit as
she concentrated. He picked up the pace and watched her mouth
open, her back arch.

It was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.
And it was his name that escaped her lips as she climaxed.
Panting, she opened her eyes. “That was incredible.”
He grinned. “It gets better.”
“Better?” She sounded doubtful. “I can’t imagine that it could

get better than that.”
He loved a challenge. “Hold your opinion for another hour or

so.”
“An hour?” She stared at him, her eyes wide with uncertainty.

“I don’t think I could possibly survive that long.”
He didn’t think he would survive that long, either. But he was

determined to try.
Forking his fingers into her hair, he brought his mouth to hers.

Desire continued to claw at him, and tasting her eagerness only
made it that much harder for him to maintain control.

He wanted to claim her, make her his. The notion that he
was the first man to put his hands on her made him wild. The
uncivilized part of him that had run wild with Marissa roared
within its cage, demanding to be free. Gabriel turned his back
on those impulses.

Making this first time perfect for her was the only thing that



 
 
 

mattered. And for him to do that, he must stay in control.
Her hands left the mattress and moved up his sides. Caresses

like fire swept over his skin as she explored the contours of his
shoulders and back.

His tongue delved between her parted lips, tasting her passion,
capturing the soft cries she made as his fingers found her breasts,
nails raking lightly over her taut nipples. Her legs tangled with
his. Her wet curls dampened his boxers. He rocked against her
heat and broke off the kiss to take her nipple in his mouth.

Her head fell back as he suckled her. Cupping her butt in his
hand, he guided her undulating rhythm until they were in sync.
A groan collected in his chest as her fingers speared beneath the
waistband of his boxers and found him.

Olivia gasped at the first contact with Gabriel’s erection. The
silken feel of his skin. The steel beneath. The sheer size of
him made her whimper with fear and excitement. How was she
supposed to take all of him inside her?

“It’s okay,” he murmured, easing her fingers away. Somehow
he’d understood what was in her mind. “I’ll take it slow. You’ll
get the chance to get used to me little by little.”

“But you aren’t little, so little by little isn’t how I see this
happening,” she retorted, twisting one hand free so she could
touch him again.

A groan burst from him as she wrapped her hand fully around
his length and measured him from tip to base.

He pulled her hand away and pinned it on the pillow by her



 
 
 

ear. “It certainly isn’t going to happen that way if you don’t stop
touching me.”

“But I like touching you,” she countered, lifting up to kiss his
chin. She’d been aiming for his lips, but with his chest pressed
against hers, she couldn’t lift up that high. “Kissing you.” She
could barely gain the breath she needed for speech as his body
slid down hers. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

“Then let’s not delay.”
Further conversation became impossible as Gabriel kicked off

his boxers and slid between her thighs. Olivia felt his erection
against her skin and wiggled her hips to entice him to bring their
bodies together in the way they both wanted. Her entire focus
consisted of this powerful man and the ache only he could satisfy.
Despite her inexperience, she knew exactly what she wanted.
Gabriel inside her. She needed to be connected to him on that
elemental level and she needed it now.

“Gabriel, please,” she murmured, her body shuddering as
his mouth slipped over her skin, licking, nibbling, kissing. He
seemed determined to investigate every inch of her when there
was only one place she wanted his attention focused. “Take me.”

Her voice broke on the plea. But it had its effect. He kissed her
one last time on the hollow beside her hip bone and settled the
tip of his shaft at the entrance to her core. The feel of him there
was so amazing. She lifted her hips and took him a little way in.

“We’ll get there,” he murmured, framing her face with his
hands.



 
 
 

Surrendering to the ride was part of the excitement. Forcing
him to move faster would get her to satisfaction quicker but
wasn’t the journey worth some patience?

“You’re extremely tight.” Capturing her lips in a hot, sizzling
kiss, Gabriel flexed his hips forward, sliding into her a little
deeper. “It will go easier the first time if you relax.”

She was a mass of anticipation and tension. How the hell was
she supposed to relax? Olivia gripped his wrists and focused on
his expression. His rigid facial muscles and intense concentration
told her that this slow loving was taking its toll on him, as well.

“I have no idea how to do that.” The heavy throb in her womb
grew more powerful as she held her breath and waited for him
to join with her completely.

His low chuckle sounded near her ear.
“Breathe.”
“I can’t.” Her words were garbled, starved for air.
His teeth nipped her throat and she gasped. Then he was

sucking on the spot where he’d administered the love bite, his
tongue laving the tender area. Her mouth fell open as an electric
charge shot from where he’d placed his mouth to the place where
he was claiming her in the most elemental way possible. Her body
stretched as he rocked against her again, his movement driving
him a little deeper into her.

The sensation was incredible. She focused on the joy of being
filled by him and her muscles unwound. Relief swept through her
and she gave herself over to wonder with a murmur.



 
 
 

“Or maybe I can.”
“That’s it,” he coaxed, withdrawing with the same deliberate

motion only to move into her again.
The sensation was incredible. She loved the way he filled her.
It took a moment of concentration before she shifted her hips

into sync with his slow rhythm. Which was too slow as it turned
out. He might have all the patience in the world, but she didn’t.
His gentleness wasn’t getting him where she needed him most.
So, as he began his next measured, torturous thrust into her body,
she arched her back, drove her hips forward and sunk her nails
into his tight rear, accepting all of him. They cried out in unison.
If she hadn’t been so shattered by the feel of him so deeply buried
in her, Olivia might have giggled. Utterly possessed, she had no
breath to laugh or speak.

Gabriel licked his lips and slowly his gaze refocused. The
transformation of his features from rigid concentration to
outright shock magnified the pleasure inside her.

“What happened to slow?” he murmured, fingertips grazing
her cheeks with reverent gentleness.

Olivia’s body had adjusted to his. A contented purr rumbled
in her chest. She ran the soles of her feet down his calves and
drifted her hands along his spine.

“You were taking too long.”
“It’s your first time,” he grumbled. “I was trying to be gentle.”
“What happens now?” Her inner muscles flexed as he rocked

his hips against hers.



 
 
 

“Watch and see.”
With those cryptic words, Olivia turned herself over to the

dazzling display of fireworks in Gabriel’s eyes as he began to
move against her, gauging her every response. Then he thrust
back inside her and pleasure began to build once more.

He captured her hips in his hands and helped her find his
rhythm. To her astonishment her body caught fire. Pleasure
radiated outward from her core, spreading in waves of sensual
hunger that climbed higher and higher, reaching outward with
an intensity that made her feel as if she was on the verge of
splintering into a million pieces.

And then it began, the breaking. Yet this time, unlike the last,
she had Gabriel with her, climbing beside her. She held on to
him, glorying in his strength and the power of the pleasure he
gave her.

Her breath caught as the sun exploded behind her eyelids.
Ecstasy blasted through her, detonating with all the power of a
volcano. She cried out and clung to Gabriel as his movements
increased. Everything went dark for a second, then she heard her
name on Gabriel’s lips and he thrust one last time, shaking with
the power of his orgasm, before collapsing on her.

Olivia tunneled one hand through his hair while her other
unlocked from his shoulder. His chest heaved against her, as he
dragged air into his lungs in great gulps. Their hearts thundered
in unison, as matched in the aftermath as they’d been during their
loving.



 
 
 

She scrambled for words, but nothing could describe her
emotions at the moment. Instead, she settled for silence and let
her fingers talk for her. She ran them soothingly across his skin,
conveying her profound thanks.

“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked, rousing himself enough to
slide out of her and roll onto his side.

The loss of him from her body hit her like a sledgehammer.
The connection they’d had, now severed, made her realize just
how intimate the act of making love was. For those few minutes,
she’d not just taken him into her body, into her womb, but into
her heart, as well. He’d possessed her body and soul.

“Never better,” she replied, unable to mask the smile in her
voice.

He gathered her close and dropped a chaste kiss above her
brow. Beneath her palm, his heartbeat returned to normal.

“That makes two of us.” His thumb moved against her
shoulder in an absent fashion as if his mind was somewhere
besides the two of them naked in this bed. “You’re sure that
wasn’t too rough?”

“Since I have nothing to compare it to, I’m going to say it was
just rough enough.”

He stopped staring at the canopy overhead and sliced a sharp
look her way. His mouth tightened for a second until he realized
she was teasing him.

“I had hoped to initiate you in a more civilized manner.”
“There’s a civilized way to make love?” Despite her best



 
 
 

intentions, she giggled. “Do tell.” Lifting onto her elbow, she
walked her fingers down his stomach. “Better yet, why don’t you
show me?”

Gabriel growled and captured her fingers in a tight grip,
placing their clasped hands on his chest. “Behave.”

“Or what?” She had no idea what demon had possessed her
but suddenly she felt more free and alive than any time in her life.
Keeping her virginity intact all these years had obviously created
a powder keg of trouble. Like a genie in a bottle, once released,
her sexuality was ready to cause as much mischief as possible
before she stuffed it back in and replaced the cork. “You’ll spank
me?”

Gabriel’s eyes widened at her outrageous suggestion, but
temptation danced in their bronze depths. His pupils widened, a
sure sign of sexual arousal, and his erection flared to life again.

And shockingly enough, she felt herself awakening, as well.
What did this man do to her?

“You led me to believe you were cool and composed,” he
complained as she wiggled around until she got a thigh on either
side of his hips. His erection prodded her from behind. He looked
pained as she extricated her hand from his grasp and raked her
nails down his chest and over his abdomen, smiling as his muscles
twitched beneath her touch. “What’s gotten into you?”

She leaned forward to grin at him. “You.”
His hands bracketed her hips as she poised herself over his

shaft and slowly lowered herself downward. Taking him deep,



 
 
 

adjusting the angle to give herself the most pleasure, she watched
his face contort with delight and his eyes glaze over.

When she sat on him, savoring the feel of him buried inside
her once more, she watched his gaze come back into focus. He
reached up to capture her breasts in his hands, kneading gently,
pulling at her nipples while she rose off him, mimicking the slow
way he’d tortured her.

For a while he let her control the action, and she appreciated
the chance to learn how the feel of him sliding in and out of her
could be different if she leaned forward or backward. She liked
taking him deep until the tip of him nudged against her womb.

But her education would not be complete without a little
tutoring, and Gabriel’s patience couldn’t last forever. His fingers
bit into her hips, changing her cadence. He began to move
powerfully, driving himself into her. The bite of her nails created
half-moons in his shoulders as his hand slid between their bodies
and touched the knot of nerves hidden in her hot wet lips. Sparks
exploded behind her eyes as her body began to pulse with ever
stronger pleasure. She threw her head back and her mouth fell
open in a keening cry as pleasure spun through her like a cyclone.

Gabriel thrust into her, his pace frantic, his own mouth open
to expel a groan of acute pleasure. Olivia watched him climax,
watched him become completely hers. Panting, she trembled
in the aftershocks of her orgasm, her inner muscles clenching
around his shaft as he poured his seed inside her and she
welcomed this essence of him she could keep.



 
 
 

* * *
For the past two hours, Gabriel had lain beside Olivia and

listened to her deep regular breathing while his thoughts retraced
the evening. As morning light began to come in through the
windows, he rolled out of bed, moving carefully to avoid
waking Olivia. While he dressed he kept his eyes off her
to avoid succumbing to the temptation to return to bed and
wake her. Again. A full-fledged grin engaged every muscle in
Gabriel’s face. He couldn’t help it. Making love with Olivia had
demonstrated his life would be spectacularly entertaining from
here on out.

As he exited her room, he wondered if she’d done
it on purpose. Picked a fight with him that ended in
spectacular lovemaking. It was something Marissa had done
often enough. Sex with her had been mind-blowing, hot,
passionate, animalistic. She’d scratched long welts on his back
and marked his shoulders with love bites. She’d possessed him
as much as he’d possessed her.

But although their sex had been out of this world, it had many
times left him feeling empty. And in typical male fashion, he’d
ignored the emotional vacuum because what did he care if his
carnal needs were satisfied.

Then, last night, he’d discovered what he’d been missing all
those years. Spectacular sex and a deep emotional connection
that left him more than a little rattled. With her curious innocence
and startling sensuality, Olivia had slipped beneath his skin as if



 
 
 

she’d been there all along. As if she was the answer to a prayer
he hadn’t even realized he’d breathed.

He hadn’t liked the sexual power Marissa had held in her
delicate hands. He liked Olivia’s ability to influence his emotions
even less.

Which was why he was heading for his suite of rooms rather
than face her in the moments before dawn.

An hour later, Gabriel found Stewart in the office on the first
floor. His private secretary had a cup of coffee at his elbow and
wore a troubled frown.

“You’re up early,” Gabriel commented, settling himself
behind the intricately carved cherry desk.

“I think you might be interested in seeing this.” Stewart
extended a jewelry box in Gabriel’s direction.

He frowned at it. “What is that?”
Stewart nudged his chin at the box. “When Lady Darcy’s

secretary delivered her message that she wasn’t joining you for
dinner, she gave me this. You left before I had a chance to open
it.”

With an impatient snort, Gabriel cracked open the box. The
hairs on the back of his neck lifted as he stared at the contents.

“Where the hell did this come from?” he growled, staring
in shocked dismay at the bracelet he’d given Marissa for their
second anniversary. “Why did Olivia have it?”

Stewart shook his head. “I spoke with her secretary this
morning and apparently it was waiting in her room when she got



 
 
 

back from her fitting.”
“No wonder she was so angry.” He closed the box with a snap.

“Ariana must have told her I’d bought this for Marissa.”
“Who would have done this?” Stewart asked, refocusing

Gabriel on the real trouble spot.
“Whoever it was wanted to create trouble between Olivia and

me.” Gabriel sat back and steepled his fingers.
“Someone could have entered her suite and left it for her. Staff

is coming and going all the time.”
“That means someone in the palace is playing a dangerous

game.” Gabriel poked at the box with a pen. “Time to give
Christian a call. This sort of intrigue is right up his alley.”

Seven
Finding Gabriel gone when she awoke didn’t surprise Olivia.

A quick glance at the clock told her it was past eight. He had
probably been up for hours. She eased into a sitting position,
taking inventory of every strained and aching part of her.
Nothing a hot shower wouldn’t cure.

When she stepped from the bathroom a short time later, she
discovered a visitor. Gabriel sat beside a table laden with an array
of breakfast offerings. With his long legs stretched out in front
of him and his hands clasped around a steaming cup of coffee,
he hadn’t yet noticed her.

Olivia leaned her shoulder against the door frame and let
her gaze drift over his strong features and muscular torso clad
in a tailored midnight-blue suit, white shirt and shimmering

#ufb20e59f-6da6-59c7-ad93-d5afddf20f10


 
 
 

burgundy silk tie. For the moment his powerful energy was
banked. But Gabriel in a contemplative state was no less arresting
than him fully engaged.

Some small sound, probably a dreamy sigh, alerted him to her
presence. He straightened and came toward her, his movement
fluid, and before she knew it, he’d wrapped her in a snug embrace
and given her the lusty morning kiss she’d been hoping for when
she’d first awakened.

Desire stirred at the firm press of his mouth against her. He
tasted of coffee and raspberries. Olivia dipped her tongue in for
a second taste, murmuring approval.

“Good morning,” he said, breaking the kiss, but not ceasing
the slow advance of his hands up her spine. “I’m sorry I left
without doing that earlier.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?” She snuggled her cheek against
his chest, savoring the unsteady pace of his heart and the hoarse
timbre of his voice.

“Because I would have wanted to pick up where we left off
last night,” he retorted, his voice soft and deep. “And the palace
would have been fully awake by the time I left your room.”

That wrenched a laugh out of her. “You don’t think everyone
knows what happened last night?” Her cheeks heated despite
herself. She’d always known there would be no privacy for her
in the palace, but facing his parents and siblings when she knew
they’d be apprised of what had happened between them last night
would take a little getting used to.



 
 
 

“Perhaps, but I’d prefer to at least give the appearance of
propriety until we’re married.” Gabriel gave her a wry smile that
enhanced the devilry in his eyes. “Are you hungry?”

Her hands snaked around his waist, to tug his crisp white shirt
from his pants. “Starving.”

With a deep, rumbling laugh he caught her wrists. “I meant
for breakfast. We missed dinner last night.”

She waited until he’d dusted a kiss across her knuckles before
answering. “I’d quite forgotten about dinner.”

His eyes glowed with fierce delight as he drew her toward the
table and poured a cup of coffee. “I didn’t know what you liked
for breakfast so I ordered some of everything.”

“Usually I have an egg-white omelet with mushrooms and
spinach, but today I think I want pancakes with lots of syrup.”

To her astonishment, Gabriel served her himself. Olivia found
it quite difficult to concentrate on her delicious breakfast while
he watched her through eyes that danced with fondness and
desire.

“Aren’t you eating?” she asked.
“I had something an hour ago.” He glanced at his watch. “The

girls are going for their first ride this morning. I thought we
should go watch. I already checked with your secretary and she
said you’re available until ten.”

Considering his busy schedule, Olivia was delighted that he’d
made time for such an important event. “They’ll be thrilled. I
took them to the stables yesterday afternoon. They loved the



 
 
 

ponies. I predict they’ll be enthusiastic equestrians.”
“I have something for you.” He pulled a small box out of his

pocket and set it on the table between them.
Olivia eyed the black velvet case on the crisp white linen and

shook her head. “I don’t want it.” The memory of yesterday’s gift
had made her more blunt than polite.

Gabriel didn’t look at all surprised or insulted by her refusal.
“You don’t know that until you open it.”

More of his mistress’s leftovers? Olivia heaved a sigh. “You
really don’t need to give me anything.”

“I need to explain about the bracelet.”
She did not want to hear about the wretched thing ever again.

“There’s nothing to explain. It was beautiful. It was rude of me
not to accept something you put so much thought into.”

Gabriel leaned back in his chair, his expression a mask. But
his eyes glittered like sunlight on water. “I’m not certain whether
to be appalled or delighted that you are such a skillful diplomat.”

She kept her lashes down and her lips relaxed. All her life
she’d been watched for any sign of reaction or weakness. She’d
mastered her facial muscles well before her fourteenth birthday.
And she’d needed to. Her stepmother had enjoyed poking her
with emotional sticks. Any reaction was sure to displease Lord
Darcy, who wanted nothing more than for his two girls to get on.
He was fond of reminding the women that he loved them both.
And wished with all his heart that they would get along.

“You are marrying me because of my diplomacy and public



 
 
 

image.”
“In part.” Gabriel turned over her hand and set the box on

her palm. “I’m also marrying you because of your impeccable
breeding and the fact that ever since the day I met you, I haven’t
been able to stop thinking about you.”

Stunned by his admission, she stared at Gabriel’s gift, knowing
no expensive bauble could compare to the gift of knowing he was
smitten with her. “That’s lovely of you to say.”

“Now back to the bracelet. Do you know where it came from?”
His question confused her. “From you.”
He shook his head. “This is what I selected for you.”
“Then where did the bracelet come from?”
“That’s what I’d like to know.”
Relief swept through her. “Then you didn’t give me Marissa’s

bracelet.”
“No.” He gave her a stern look. “And I’m a little bothered by

the fact that you think I’d be so cruel.”
Olivia opened her mouth but had no ready response. Since

dancing with him at the Independence Day gala she’d become
foolish and irrational where he was concerned. With her
hormones overstimulated and her emotions swinging from one
extreme to the other, she shouldn’t be surprised her brain was
producing nothing but gibberish.

“Someone in the palace with access to my room played a cruel
joke on me.”

“Whoever it is, I don’t think they are playing. This is a



 
 
 

very serious breach in security. One that I will address.” The
determination in his voice matched the steel in his expression.
After a second his gaze softened. “Please open my gift.”

Olivia did as she was told.
Unlike the previous evening’s trendy, emerald bracelet, this

necklace was exactly something she would have chosen for
herself. Olivia touched her fingertip to the large teardrop-
shaped aquamarine, set into a frame of diamond-lined branches
and suspended from a chain of faceted aquamarine beads and
diamond-encrusted platinum balls. Gabriel had picked out the
perfect, unique gift.

“The necklace belonged to my great-aunt Ginnie. Her
husband gave it to her as an engagement present. I believe it came
from his mother who received it as her engagement present.”

“I love it.” And she did. More than any million-dollar diamond
necklace he could have found in the treasury. It represented
tradition and love. And it demonstrated a sentimental side she
would never have guessed Gabriel possessed. Feeling bold, she
picked up the necklace and sat down on her fiancé’s lap. “Can
you help me put it on?”

She lifted her hair off her neck and held still while his
knuckles brushed her nape. The casual touch sent shivers
spiraling along her nerve endings. As the drop settled against her
skin, she turned and planted a sweet kiss on Gabriel’s cheek.

“Is that the best you can do?” he questioned, laughter in his
voice.



 
 
 

Veiling her eyes with her lashes, she peered at him. “If I do
much better we run the risk of not leaving this room in time to
take Bethany and Karina for their first ride.”

His response was to capture her lips in a sizzling kiss. Olivia
sagged against him, surrendering to the firestorm of desire that
had not burned out even after last night’s lovemaking. She
groaned beneath his lips as his hand found her breast, thumb
coaxing her nipple to a hard point.

With a low growl, he broke off the kiss. “Perhaps you were
right to be cautious.” And with that, he stood with her in his arms
and carried her to the bed.

* * *
In the end, they were in time to watch the twins circle the ring

on the docile, well-mannered ponies, each led by an attentive
groom. Although both were equally delighted by the ride,
their individual personalities shone through. Bethany chattered
incessantly as she rode, her every thought voiced. Karina was
more circumspect and her seat was more natural. Of the two,
Gabriel suspected she’d be the better rider.

Soon the twins’ first riding lesson was done, leaving Gabriel
free to turn his thoughts to the woman beside him and all that
had transpired in the past twelve hours.

Since discovering last night how swiftly Olivia became
aroused, he’d taken full advantage of her ardent responses and
made love to her with fierce passion. Already his lust for her was
dangerously close to uncontrollable. Telling himself making love



 
 
 

to Olivia was a novelty that would soon wear off wasn’t cooling
his ardor one bit. Even now, as he watched her smile as her gaze
followed the twins, he felt heat rise in his blood.

It shocked him to realize that he’d happily forgo the rest of
his appointments to spend the time alone with Olivia in her suite.
This was how he’d been with Marissa. Preoccupied. Distracted.
Obsessed.

Then again, it was early in their relationship. The time of
exploration when all things were fascinating and new. Their
lust would eventually burn itself out and they could settle
into companionable monotony. But even as he entertained this
possibility his instincts rejected it. More than his blood hummed
when she was near. This was a feeling he’d never known before.
Besides being beautiful, Olivia was intelligent and caring. He’d
been right the first time he’d pronounced her perfect. But he’d
underestimated how deep that flawlessness went.

“Gabriel?” Olivia said, returning him to the here and now. “I
was just explaining to Bethany and Karina that we can’t have
dinner with them tonight.”

“Because we are...” He had no idea what was scheduled that
evening. How was that possible? He usually knew his itinerary
backward and forward.

“Going to the ballet,” Olivia prompted.
“That’s it.” He smiled at her.
“But perhaps we could visit before we leave to read you one

quick bedtime story.”



 
 
 

“That we can do.”
The twins’ chorus of happiness sent a bird winging off through

the trees from a few feet away.
“I think it’s time to head back to the palace,” Olivia said,

shaking her head as the girls began to protest. “Your father has
work to do.”

Gabriel was impressed how well she managed the toddlers.
The twins were darling but rambunctious. Marissa had done a
fine job of blending discipline with love for they seemed to
take direction well and had none of the fits of temper he had
grown accustomed to with their mother. Despite losing Marissa
recently, they were adjusting nicely to life in the palace. Of
course, they had each other, something he could relate to with
two brothers of his own. Sometimes it had seemed as if it was
him, Nic and Christian against the world when in truth it was
probably more reasonable to say it had been the three of them
against their parents.

After leaving the twins in the hands of two young maids,
Gabriel walked Olivia to her meeting with the wedding planner
and bussed her cheek in a chaste kiss goodbye. He had fifteen
minutes before his first meeting of the day and went in search
of Christian.

His brother was nowhere near the palace. Christian had an
office in the city that he usually preferred to work out of,
claiming fewer distractions. Gabriel suspected he liked working
without the king’s or queen’s “subtle” influence. With two



 
 
 

brothers ahead of him for the throne, Christian had always
enjoyed a lot of freedom. So had Nic. The middle brother didn’t
even live in Sherdana. He’d gotten his education in the States and
resided in California while he pursued his dream of privatizing
space travel.

Gabriel envied them both.
And he wouldn’t trade places with, either. He’d been born to

rule and had never wished to do anything else. But being king
came with a price. He belonged to the people of Sherdana and
owed it to them to do what was best for the country, even at the
expense of his own desires. Breaking off his relationship with
Marissa was only one of many sacrifices he’d made for Sherdana,
but it had been his hardest and most painful.

It was why he was marrying a woman he admired instead of
one he loved. And yet, hadn’t last night and this morning proved
that life with Olivia at his side would be the furthest thing from
hardship?

Grinning, Gabriel headed into his father’s office where the
energy minister had come for a briefing.

* * *
Olivia yawned behind her hand as she surveyed Noelle’s

drawings for the twins’ dresses for the wedding. It was almost
midnight. She’d just returned from another event, this one raising
money for an arts program for underprivileged children.

She wasn’t insensible to the irony that what she intended to pay
for these two dresses could probably fund the program for a year.



 
 
 

Behind her the door to her suite opened and closed. Her skin
prickled in anticipation as muted footsteps advanced toward her.
The faint scent of Gabriel’s aftershave tickled her nose a second
before his hands soothed along her shoulders.

“Waiting up for me?”
Gabriel placed a kiss on her neck, his lips sliding into a

particularly sensitive spot that made her tremble.
Was it possible that less than a week ago their every private

encounter had been stilted and awkward? Now she spent her days
as a tightly wound spring of sexual anticipation and her nights in
Gabriel’s arms soaring toward the stars.

“Of course,” she answered, setting aside the sketches and
getting to her feet. She’d already dressed for bed in her favorite
silk pajamas. They covered her from neck to toe. Not exactly
seductive, but Gabriel never seemed to care.

“I’m leaving early in the morning,” he explained, pulling her
into his arms and dropping a sweet kiss on her lips. “And I will
be gone for four days. I wanted a private moment with you before
I left.”

Four long days. And nights. She’d gotten accustomed to
cuddling against his side, her cheek on his bare chest, his
heartbeat lulling her to sleep.

She adored his intensity—making love with Gabriel was like
being consumed by the sun—but these moments of stillness had
their own rewards.

“Just a moment?” She tipped her head to grant him better



 
 
 

access to her neck and ran her nails along his nape the way he
liked.

“Did I mention I’m leaving very early in the morning?” Tender
mockery filled his voice. He nudged his hips into her, letting her
feel his erection. She smiled, no less turned on despite wanting
to do nothing more than stretch out on her mattress and sleep for
twelve hours.

“Of course,” she murmured. “I just thought that perhaps you
could give me a few minutes to say goodbye properly.”

“Just a few minutes?”
Olivia’s bones turned to water as he drew his tongue along her

lower lip, tasting, but not taking. With his hands warm and strong
on her lower back, she leaned into his powerful chest and savored
the tantalizing slide of his mouth against hers.

“Take as many as you need.”
She’d grown accustomed to sharing her bed with him and

hated the thought of sleeping alone these next four nights. Every
morning, after he woke her with kisses and made love to her in
the soft light before day, she fell back to sleep wondering if once
they were married, once she became pregnant, if he would share
her bed every night. She already knew that a suite of rooms was
being prepared for them in the family wing. They would each
have their own space. Their own beds after the wedding. That
wasn’t what she wanted.

Olivia wasn’t surprised when Gabriel swept her off her feet
and carried her to the bed. The chemistry between them had



 
 
 

skyrocketed in the days since they’d first made love. With their
clothes scattered across the mattress, Olivia clutched at Gabriel
as he brought her to orgasm twice before sliding into her. Being
filled by him was a pleasure all its own and Olivia wrapped her
thighs around his hips and held him close while he thrust into her.

He stayed for several hours, his large hands moving with such
gentleness up and down her spine. Snuggled against his chest,
with their legs intertwined, Olivia let herself drift. When she
awoke several hours later, Gabriel was gone and she was already
lonely.

Exhausted, but restless, Olivia left the bed and slipped into a
robe. Her suite faced the gardens behind the palace so she had no
hope of catching a final glimpse of Gabriel, but she opened the
French door that led to the terrace and wandered across to the
railing. At night the garden was lit up like a magical fairy tale,
but dawn was approaching and the garden had gone dark. A cool
breeze carried the scent of roses to her. Olivia leaned her arms
on the cool stone. Vivid in her thoughts was the night Gabriel
had found her out here and demonstrated that resisting him was
a pointless exercise.

And now she knew it had been all along. When she’d agreed to
marry him, she’d fooled herself into believing that sexual desire
and mild affection would make her happy. After several nights
in his arms she’d completely fallen under his spell. It was as if all
her life she’d been moving toward this man and this moment.

Recognizing that her motivation for marrying Gabriel had



 
 
 

changed, she had to ask herself if she was no longer concerned
whether one day she’d become a queen...what did she really
want?

Love.
The thought made her knees weak. Olivia braced herself

against the stone railing. Deflated, she stared at her hands. At the
engagement ring sparkling on her finger.

She couldn’t be falling in love with Gabriel. He certainly
wasn’t falling in love with her.

This was an arranged marriage. A practical union for the good
of his country. A sensible bargain that would lead to stability
and children. She hadn’t expected to fall madly in love with her
husband or be deliriously happy. She expected to be content. To
feel fulfilled as a mother and someday as a queen.

Sexual satisfaction hadn’t entered into her plans—not until
Gabriel had kissed her.

Olivia turned away from the softly lit garden and returned to
her suite. As she closed and locked the glass door, her gaze fell
on her desk and the locked drawer where she’d placed copies of
important paperwork, including a file with some of her medical
information. Had those scratches always marred the lock’s brass
surface? The idea that someone in the palace could have tried
to break into her desk was ridiculous. And then she recalled the
night the twins arrived. There’d been a maid at her dresser in the
middle of the night. When nothing was missing she’d seen no
reason to pursue it.



 
 
 

A few hours later, when Libby entered the suite, Olivia was
still seated at the desk. She’d opened the locked drawer and
hadn’t found anything disturbed, but with the twins’ arrival at
the palace having been leaked to the press and the mysterious
appearance of Marissa’s bracelet, Olivia had checked each page
of her thick file to make sure it was intact.

“Why are you looking through your papers?”
“I might be mistaken, but I thought I spotted fresh scratches

on the lock and wanted to make sure my medical file hadn’t
been rifled.” Olivia glanced up when Libby didn’t immediately
comment. “What’s wrong?”

“Prince Christian is systematically interviewing the staff about
the leaks to the press.”

A chill chased across Olivia’s skin. “He thinks someone
inside the palace is providing information?” She remembered
the photos of Gabriel and Marissa. Those hadn’t been paparazzi
shots. They had been taken among friends.

Olivia touched the lock again, wishing she could determine if
the scratches were recent. If someone had gotten their hands on
her medical records it could have catastrophic results. “Keep me
updated on the investigation,” she said, “and see if you can find
a more secure place for these.”

* * *
Gabriel was having a hard time keeping his mind on today’s

biotech plant tour. For the past several days he’d been touring
manufacturing plants in Switzerland and Belgium in search



 
 
 

of other businesses that would be interested in moving their
operations to Sherdana. He probably should have sent Christian
to do this. His brother had made a significant amount of
money investing in up-and-coming technology. Christian would
have been interested in the product lines and the way the
manufacturing facilities were organized. Gabriel was finding it
as dry as overdone toast.

That’s probably how both his brothers felt about what went
into the running of the country. These days, they had little in
common. It often amazed Gabriel that three people could share
a womb for nine months, communicate among themselves in
their own language until they were teenagers and participate in
a thousand childhood adventures together yet be so completely
different in their talents and interests as they entered their
twenties.

Nevertheless, this trip couldn’t have come at a better time.
The past few nights with Olivia had been some of the most
passion-filled of his life. She’d slipped effortlessly beneath his
defenses with her eager sensuality and curious nature. He’d
become obsessed with the soft drag of her lips across his skin and
the wicked suggestions she whispered in his ear as he entered her.

His constant craving for her company warned him he was fast
losing touch with why he was marrying her. Cool, sophisticated
elegance and a warm heart. Not feverish kisses and blazing
orgasms.

Gabriel cleared his throat and tugged at his collar as the head



 
 
 

of the factory droned on. He definitely needed some space from
her. Unfortunately, the distance wasn’t having the effect he’d
hoped for. Being apart was supposed to cool him off. That was
what he’d anticipated, but that wasn’t the result.

He daydreamed about her at the oddest moments. Him.
Daydreaming. Like some infatuated fool. He’d never expected
her to preoccupy him in this way. She was supposed to be a
sensible mate, an able partner in governing the country, not a
hellcat in bed.

Hope.
The tattoo drove him crazy. Its placement. Its message.
It awakened him to possibilities. He wanted to throw sensible

out the window and take chances. Because of Olivia he wanted
to shake up the established way of doing things. She’d awakened
his restless spirit that he’d believed he’d conquered after ending
things with Marissa.

Every day he was finding out that Olivia was more than he’d
expected.

And he’d be a fool not to worry about the power she now
had over him. Yet he was helpless to stop what was developing
between them. The best he could hope for was to slow things
down until he shaped the relationship into something he was
comfortable with.

But was comfortable going to make him happy in the long run?
Was he really going to shortchange his future all for the sake of
feeling safe and in control?



 
 
 

* * *
A few days after Gabriel left on his trip, Olivia was scheduled

to have a private lunch with the queen. Ten minutes before the
appointment, she slipped pearl earrings into place and stepped
in front of the mirror to assess her appearance. She’d chosen a
sleeveless pink dress edged in white with a narrow white belt to
highlight her waist, and accessorized with a pair of floral pumps.
The feminine ensemble required a soft hairstyle so she’d left her
hair down and coaxed out the natural wave with a light blowout.

This morning she’d awakened to some discomfort in her lower
abdomen and wasn’t feeling on top of her game, but wasn’t about
to cancel on the queen.

Drawing a fortifying breath, she entered the private dining
room that only the immediate royal family used. Pale blue had
been chosen for the chairs as well as the curtains framing the
large windows. It was the only splash of color in a room otherwise
dominated by white walls and lavish plasterwork painted gold.
More intimate than many of the other rooms on the first floor,
it nevertheless didn’t allow her to forget that this was a palace.

“You look lovely,” the queen said as she breezed into the
room. She wore a classic suit of dusty lavender and a stunning
choker of pale round Tahitian pearls. Noticing Olivia’s interest,
she touched the necklace. “An anniversary gift from the king,”
the queen explained, her smile both fond and sensual.

“It’s beautiful.”
“Matteo has exceptionally good taste.”



 
 
 

The queen gestured toward the dining table, capable of seating
twelve, but set for two. As the two women sat down, a maid set
a glass of soda on the table before the queen.

“Diet cola,” she, sipping the fizzy drink with pleasure. “I got
a taste for it when we visited the States two decades ago. It’s my
indulgence.”

Olivia nodded in understanding. She wasn’t much of a soda
drinker herself, but she understood how someone could come
to crave a particular item. Like a tall, bronze-eyed prince for
example.

The servers placed plates of salad in front of the two women
and the queen launched a barrage of questions to determine what
Olivia knew about Sherdana’s current political climate and their
economic issues. Although Olivia had been expecting to discuss
the wedding preparations, she was just as happy to share what
she knew about the country she would soon call her own.

“Does my son know how bright you are?” the queen asked,
her expression thoughtful as the maids cleared the main course
and served dessert. She frowned at the plate in front of her and
sighed. “Oh, dear. The chef is experimenting again.”

Olivia stared at the oddest fruit she’d ever seen. About the size
of her fist with a leathery hot-pink skin, it had been sliced in half
to reveal white flesh dotted with tiny black seeds. A hollow had
been carved out of the center and filled with yogurt and sliced
strawberries.

“Dragon fruit,” the queen explained. “And from what I



 
 
 

understand quite delicious.”
Olivia took her first bite and was surprised at the wonderfully

sweet flavor. It had a texture like a kiwi with the seeds adding a
little crunch to each bite.

“You look pale.” The queen pointed at Olivia with her spoon.
“I expect you’ll get more rest with my son away.”

Olivia’s entire body flushed hot. The queen had just insinuated
that she knew where Gabriel had been spending his nights.

“Oh, don’t look so mortified,” the queen continued. “You
are to be married and my son was determined to have a short
engagement. Besides, there are no secrets in the palace.”

“No, I suppose there are not.” Olivia knew better than to think
her nights with Gabriel were something between just the two of
them. She’d grown up surrounded by servants who knew most
everything about her daily habits.

“How are the twins’ dresses coming for the wedding?” The
queen had taken a few days to approve the idea of Bethany and
Karina being a part of the ceremony, but Gabriel had at last
persuaded her.

“They should be finished later this week. The lace Noelle has
chosen is beautiful. I think you’ll be pleased.”

“Noelle is very talented. You will all look beautiful.” The
queen nodded in satisfaction. “I must say, you’ve accepted this
situation with Gabriel’s children much better than most women
would in your position.”

“It’s hard to imagine anyone not adoring those precious two,”



 
 
 

Olivia admitted, but she understood what the queen was getting
at. “I love children. Helping to make their lives better is the
foundation for all my charity work. I would be a wretched person
and a hypocrite if I turned my back on Bethany and Karina
because of who their mother was.” And what Marissa had meant
to Gabriel.

“They certainly have taken to you,” the queen said. “And you
seem to have everything it takes to be an excellent mother.”

“Thank you.”
The queen’s praise should have allowed Olivia to relax, but

the tick of her biological clock sounded loud in her ears.
Eight
“How was the trip?” Christian asked as he and Gabriel crossed

the tarmac toward the waiting limo. “I hope you brought me a
present.”

“Naturally.” Gabriel hoisted his briefcase and deposited it in
his brother’s hands. “It’s filled with all sort of things I’m sure
you’ll find vastly interesting.”

“Unlike you?”
“Technology is more your and Nic’s thing.” Gabriel was

aware that the trip had been less productive than he’d hoped.
Mostly because he’d had a hard time concentrating. Thoughts of
Olivia had intruded with a frequency he’d found troubling. “You
probably should have gone instead of me, but it was something
I needed to do. I want to encourage more technology firms to
move to Sherdana. The best way for me to do that is to speak to
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companies that might be looking at expansion.”
“I’ll bet you hated it.”
Gabriel shot Christian a quelling look. “I can’t expect to enjoy

every aspect of my position. Some things must be done no matter
how painful. This was one of them.”

“Is your future wife another?”
This time Christian laughed out loud at his brother’s sharp

look.
“How I feel about my future bride is none of your business.”
“Come on, you’ve got to be a lot happier about having to get

married these days. From what I hear, you two have been acting
like a couple kids in love.”

Gabriel growled in displeasure, but couldn’t ignore the electric
charge that surged through him at the mere thought of seeing
Olivia again and feeling her soft lips yield beneath his. Each of
the past four nights he’d gone to bed alone and found himself
unable to sleep. Plagued by memories of Olivia’s smiles and her
sassy sensuality, he’d lain with his hands behind his head, staring
up at the blank ceiling and doing his best to ignore his erection.

Cold showers had become his 2:00 a.m. ritual. How had she
bewitched him in such a short time?

“Neither one of us is in love,” Gabriel muttered. “But I won’t
deny we’re compatible.” He leveled a hard gaze at his brother,
warning him to drop the matter.

“Not in love?” Christian cocked his head. “Maybe you’re not.
But are you sure about her?”



 
 
 

Christian’s question roused a memory of the last evening
before his trip. He’d almost succumbed to Olivia’s plea to
spend the night. She’d seemed so vulnerable, her characteristic
confidence lacking. But that didn’t mean she was in love with
him.

“Ridiculous,” he said. “We’ve only spent a couple weeks in
each other’s company.”

“You don’t believe in love at first sight?”
Gabriel regarded his brother’s serious expression with

curiosity. “Do you?”
“Absolutely.”
“Is that why you do your best to chase every woman away who

gets too close?” Gabriel wondered if his brother was taunting
him or if he was offering Gabriel a rare glimpse into his psyche.
“Have none of them made you feel as if you were clobbered by
something beyond your understanding or control?”

Something flared in Christian’s gaze but was quickly gone.
His mocking smile returned. “Who wants to settle down with one
woman when there’s a banquet of lovelies to sample?”

“One of these days someone will appeal to your palate and
you’ll find that you can’t get enough of that particular delicacy.”

“Is that what happened to you?”
“I’m getting married because I have to.” Gabriel was well

aware that he’d dodged the question and not with any finesse.
Christian’s eyes narrowed. “And if you didn’t have to?”
“Since that’s never been an option, I’ve never really thought



 
 
 

about it.”
And he didn’t want to think about it now because it opened

old wounds. Would he have stayed with Marissa if marriage to
her had been possible? Had he loved her or had he inflated his
feelings for her because circumstances made it impossible for
them to have a future?

“Well, I certainly stirred you up,” Christian taunted.
“Wasn’t that your intention?” Gabriel countered, staring past

the hedge that bordered the driveway to the palace. For a moment
he glimpsed a pair of ponies and the two little girls riding
them. Despite his tumultuous thoughts, he couldn’t help but
feel joy at the appearance of his daughters and feel sorry for
Christian. His cynical attitude would undoubtedly prevent him
from experiencing the wonder of holding his own children in his
arms and feeling their enthusiastic kisses all over his cheek.

“God,” Christian exclaimed, “you are smitten.”
“I caught a glimpse of my angels out riding.”
Christian snorted. “They’re not exactly angels. In fact, they’ve

been turning the palace upside down with their version of hide-
and-seek, which entails them finding some tiny nook and not
coming out until every servant is called upon to look for them.
It’s been worse these last few days with Olivia feeling unwell.”

Gabriel frowned. “What did you say about Olivia? She’s ill?”
“Didn’t you know?”
“I spoke with her last night. She said nothing.” Gabriel rubbed

at the back of his neck. “How bad is it?”



 
 
 

“I don’t know. She hasn’t been out of her suite for the last two
days.”

“Has she been in bed that whole time?”
“I don’t know,” Christian sounded amused. “But if you’d

hinted that you’d like me to check on your English flower in her
bedroom, you should have said something.”

Gabriel didn’t even look at his brother as he exited the car and
strode into the palace. Tension rode his shoulders as he entered
the foyer, barely hearing the greetings from the staff on duty.
Why hadn’t Olivia told him she wasn’t doing well? He took the
stairs two at a time and turned in the direction of his fiancée’s
suite. His knock was answered by a maid.

“I’m here to see Lady Darcy,” he told her, his scowl
compelling the young woman to step back.

Three women occupied the room. Olivia sat on the couch with
her feet up, her back to him while Ariana sat opposite her facing
the door. Olivia’s private secretary was by the desk. His sister’s
lilting laugh broke off as he entered.

“Good afternoon, ladies.” He forced himself to approach
Ariana first. His sister looked splendid as always in an evening-
blue dress. The color flattered her golden skin and dark brown
hair. She wore a simple gold bangle at her wrist and gold hoop
earrings.

“Welcome back, Gabriel,” she said, standing as he drew near
and making her cheek available for a kiss.

“We missed you,” Olivia echoed, turning to gaze up at him.



 
 
 

Her normally pale complexion lacked its customary healthy glow
and there were shadows purpling the skin beneath her eyes.

Concern flared. He sat beside her on the sofa and touched her
cheek with his fingertips. “Last night on the phone, why didn’t
you tell me you’ve been ill?”

“It’s nothing.”
“You’re too pale. I demand to know what’s wrong.”
Olivia sighed and cast her gaze toward Ariana. Her eyes

widened, causing Gabriel to turn his head. Ariana had vanished.
The door to the bedroom was shut. They were alone.

Gabriel refocused on Olivia. “Answer me,” he growled.
Red patches appeared on her formerly dull cheeks. “I’ve been

having a particularly difficult period,” she murmured.
Relief flooded him. She was embarrassed to discuss her

body’s natural process? Was that why she’d kept silent the night
before? Amused, Gabriel dipped a finger beneath her chin and
raised it.

“I’m going to be your husband. You better prepare to discuss
all sorts of things like this with me.”

“Be careful or you may live to regret those words,” she
muttered, but her lips were soft and eager beneath his. “Welcome
home.”

An endearment hung between them, unspoken. She’d
promised not to call him Prince Gabriel or Your Highness as they
made love, but she had yet to find a pet name for him. What
would it be? Darling? Dearest? Sweetheart?



 
 
 

My love?
“Did you have a successful trip?” she asked.
“It was very long.” He leaned forward and kissed her neck

below her ear, smiling as she trembled. “And lonely.”
She framed his face with her hands. “I missed you so much.

In fact—”
A knock sounded on the door, interrupting her. Heaving a

weary sigh, Gabriel kissed Olivia on the nose and then raised his
voice to be heard in the hall. “Come.”

Stewart poked his head around the door. “The king wondered
if you’d gotten lost on your way to the meeting with the prime
minister.”

Gabriel stood and bent over Olivia’s hand. “Duty calls.”
“Of course.” The bright smile she gave him didn’t quite reach

her eyes. “Perhaps we can have dinner together?”
Regret pinched him. “I’m afraid I can’t tonight. I already have

an appointment.”
“Of course.”
He’d grown familiar with the micro expressions that belied her

thoughts and could see she was disappointed. He hated being the
one who robbed her eyes of their sparkle, and the intensity of
his desire to see her smile caught him off guard. Falling in love
with his fiancée wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he decided
to marry Olivia.

“I’ll stop back to check on you later,” he said.
Her gaze clung to his face. “I’ll be waiting.”



 
 
 

* * *
The morning after Gabriel returned from his business trip,

Olivia caught herself smiling almost as often as she yawned. True
to his word, he’d returned after his dinner to check on her and
they’d snuggled on the sofa until almost three in the morning
while Olivia filled him in on the twins and he spoke of what he’d
seen in Switzerland and Belgium.

In addition to talking, there’d been a fair amount of kissing,
as well. Lighthearted, romantic kisses that left Olivia breathless
and giddy. He’d treated her with tender patience, not once letting
passion get the better of him. Olivia had found his control both
comforting and frustrating. Four days without him had aroused
her appetite for his hands roaming over her skin and she cursed
her cycle’s timing.

On the other hand, there would be nothing to get in the way
of their magical wedding night. Unless there wasn’t going to be
a wedding.

This was her first period since discontinuing the birth control
pills that regulated her cycle. At first she’d been down because as
amazing as her nights with Gabriel had been, she hadn’t gotten
pregnant. Soon, however, she began to worry as old, familiar
symptoms appeared. Assuring herself everything was going to
be fine became harder each day as her period stretched out. For
the past two days fear had begun to sink deep into bone and
sinew. She began to confront the very real possibility that her
surgery might not have cleared up her problem. She had to face



 
 
 

that getting and staying pregnant might be more difficult than
she’d assumed.

Then, after seeing Gabriel yesterday, it became clear what
she had to do. She needed to tell him the truth. Despite the
connection they shared, she wasn’t sure how he was going to react
to her news. She could only hope he would act like his father and
work with her to solve any issues that came up.

“Olivia?”
A soft voice roused her. With the paparazzi hungry for their

first glimpse of Gabriel’s daughters, Olivia had requested that
Noelle bring their flower-girl dresses to the palace to be fitted.
Blinking, she refocused on the slim, dark-haired woman.

“Sorry, Noelle. With the wedding two weeks away my mind
tends to jump around a great deal these days. What were you
saying?”

“I asked if you wanted me to bring your dress here next week
for the final fitting rather than have you come to my shop.”

“It would help me if you brought the dress by. I’m drowning
in wedding preparations and that would save me time.”

“I’d be happy to.”
A moment later the twins appeared in their new finery. They

looked like angels in their matching sleeveless white dresses with
full lace skirts and wide satin sashes in pale yellow. Noelle’s
assistant had pinned up their hair and attached wreaths wrapped
in pale yellow ribbons.

“These are merely to demonstrate one possible look for the



 
 
 

girls,” Noelle explained. “If you like it, I’m sure the florist could
create beautiful wreaths with yellow roses.”

“The dresses are perfect,” Olivia breathed. “Thank you so
much for making them on such short notice.”

“I’m happy you like them.”
While Noelle and her assistant made little adjustments to the

dresses, Olivia distracted Bethany and Karina by explaining to
them what their role in the wedding would be. They seemed to
understand the seriousness of the event because they listened to
her with wide eyes and their full attention.

An hour later, Noelle had left, taking the dresses with her,
and Olivia was reading the twins a story when the door to her
suite swung open without warning. Startled, Olivia swiveled on
the sofa to face a very unhappy Gabriel.

“What’s wrong?”
“It’s time for the twins to head back to the nursery,” he

answered, his voice level and cool as he gestured to the nanny
who jumped to her feet. “I think it’s time for their lunch.”

Olivia set the book aside and got to her feet to urge the girls
over to their father for a kiss and a hug. His manner softened for
them, but a minute later they were gone and Gabriel was back
to scowling.

“Is it true?” he demanded.
Her stomach twisted at the hard suspicion in his eyes. “Is what

true?”
“That you’re infertile?”



 
 
 

Of all the things that had raced through her mind, this was the
last thing she’d expected. How had he found out? Libby was the
only person who knew about her condition and Olivia knew her
private secretary would never betray her.

“Where did you hear that?”
He stalked across the room toward the television and snatched

up the remote. Dread filled Olivia as he cued the power button.
She’d not imagined he could look so angry.

“Sources inside the palace confirm that the future princess has
little to no chance of producing an heir for Sherdana’s throne.
With her medical condition you have to wonder what the prince
was thinking to propose.”
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