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			A RETURN ENGAGEMENT

			Stephanie Laurens

			

			June 7, 1826

			The Docks, Kremunz, Capital of the Principality of Lautenberg

			“There she is!” Hereditary Prince Frederick of Lautenberg, heir apparent to the principality, beamed as he watched his princess-to-be emerge onto the deck of the royal barge as it angled to approach the dock.

			Standing beside Frederick, Robert Knightley, second son of the Earl of Rockingham, smiled as Frances Daughtry, a sweet, slender, fair-haired English rose, raised a hesitant hand in response to the crowd’s cheers. Frances would, in Robert’s estimation, be the perfect Princess. Aside from her excellent pedigree and the inbred manners that went with that, her refined and elegant beauty, and her experience in the socially demanding arena of the ton, she was English, and as the British envoy to the Court of Lautenberg as well as the Prince’s closest friend, confidant, and personal advisor, Robert definitely approved of that.

			Installing Frances, the youngest daughter of the Duke of Pemberton, as the Hereditary Princess of Lautenberg was a coup with which the British government and Robert’s masters in the Foreign Office were openly thrilled. And while Robert hadn’t played Cupid—Frederick had met Frances in London during a short visit the previous year and had been instantly smitten—he nevertheless felt that in facilitating the budding romance and steering it to a successful conclusion he’d discharged his duties on all fronts in exemplary fashion.

			Frances turned her head, apparently listening to someone behind her, then faced forward, walked to the railing, and smiled and waved more definitely.

			Delighted, the crowd roared, waved, and cheered back. Huzzahs filled the air; a faint breeze whisked over the water, making the flags strung up all around snap and flutter. Frederick, Robert noted, could not have been more pleased. Good. Everything was progressing smoothly.

			Returning his gaze to the deck of the barge, sent to ferry the princess-to-be from the mouth of the Rhine, he surveyed the others in the bridal party as they emerged on deck. They’d traveled from London by ship to the Rhine mouth, then transferred to the barge for the trip upriver to Koblenz, before turning southward on the Mosel. The Mosel formed the eastern border of Lautenberg, and the principality’s capital, Kremunz, stood on its western shore.

			Robert recognized the tall figure of the Duke of Pemberton, with his duchess, Valeria, in her signature gauzy draperies, on his arm. Beside them, directly behind Frances’s right shoulder, stood...

			The person to whom Frances had listened. Robert blinked and looked again, but the tall, willowy, dark-haired lady, a few inches taller than Frances, did not transmogrify into either of her shorter, fair-haired sisters. “What the devil ... ?”

			Frederick—beneath his delighted veneer the prospective groom was distinctly nervous—cast him a sharp glance. “What is it?”

			Schooling his features, Robert shook his head dismissively. “Just someone in the party I hadn’t realized would be coming.” Someone he certainly hadn’t expected.

			Someone he hadn’t expected to see, not up close, not to speak with, much less to organize and oversee a wedding with... As he scanned the remainder of the bridal party, that last became all too clear. Frances’s other two sisters, Felicity and Esme, weren’t there. For some godforsaken reason, Lady Cornelia Daughtry had stepped into the shoes he’d been told her other sisters would fill.

			“See?” Lady Cornelia Daughtry, Nell to those close to her, murmured soothingly, reassuringly, just loudly enough for her sister to hear. “I told you they’d be delighted. Just listen to those cheers. And as for your Frederick, if he smiles any more widely his face will crack ...”

			Nell’s gaze had traveled beyond Frederick; her eyes widened, her lungs seized.

			At her sudden silence, Frances, still facing the cheering hordes, nervously murmured, “What is it?”

			Thanking the stars Frances couldn’t turn around and see her face, Nell continued to stare at the man standing beside Prince Frederick. “Nothing. Just keep smiling and waving and looking delighted. That’s all you need to do.”

			Finally dragging in a decent breath, Nell looked sideways and caught their mother’s eye. Lowering her voice even further, she whispered, “Were you expecting Robert Knightley to be here?”

			Valeria, Duchess of Pemberton, blinked her large violet eyes. “Why, yes, dear, of course. Robert is Prince Frederick’s closest friend and diplomatic right arm, as it were.” Looking past Frances to where Robert stood on the docks with Frederick and the rest of the official welcoming party, Valeria smiled. “As the British envoy to Lautenberg, dear Robert is in charge of all the arrangements. Should we require any assistance, it is to him we should appeal.”

			With a wordless “ah,” Nell turned back to the prospect before her. One she hadn’t until that moment realized lay before her.

			A long-ago would-be husband who, while he’d never actually come up to the mark, had effectively spoiled her for all others.

			That was how she saw Robert Knightley.

			He looked well. She could admit that. Could let her gaze sweep over his broad shoulders, down the long length of his leanly muscled frame, before returning to the chiseled, patrician planes of his face with some small degree of detachment.

			At least while several feet of river and rather more of planking separated them.

			How would she manage when they were closer? A lot closer? When she was forced to interact with him on a daily, even hourly basis in the frantic days before the wedding?

			How would she fare when she and he—if he was as close to Frederick as it seemed—perforce walked down the aisle together?

			Oh, God.

			She didn’t dare voice the words, and in the end her feelings didn’t matter.

			She was there and so was he, and she would simply have to manage.

			An hour later, standing in the castle’s drawing room with a cup of calming tea in her hand, Nell decided the most appropriate strategy was to take the bull by the horns.

			Some angel had consented to watch over her on the docks; in the joy and rapture of Frederick formally greeting Frances, then welcoming their parents, she’d managed to avoid exchanging more than a polite nod with Robert. The entire party had then piled into open carriages for the trip up a long, winding, stone-paved road to the castle, a sizeable structure in pale gray stone sporting towers and turrets with conical roofs, crenellated battlements, and countless pennants flying regally in the breeze. Perched above the red roofs of the town and the sparkling blue ribbon of the river, in the bright summer sunshine the castle possessed a fairy-tale radiance. Although Nell had been in the same carriage as Robert, indeed, although they’d sat on the same bench seat, they’d both been facing back along the cavalcade; she hadn’t had to meet his eye and had taken care not to.

			Their progression through the huge gates of the castle had been accompanied by a sudden drop in the surrounding noise, but almost immediately the carriages had drawn up before the steps leading into the castle keep; the extended and clearly modernized building filled much of the space within the battlemented walls. Frederick had descended first, then had handed Frances down to enthusiastic applause from the assembled courtiers. Nell had quickly followed Frances, allowing a liveried footman to assist her to the flags.

			As she’d followed Frances and Frederick up the stairs and into the great hall beyond the massive double doors, she’d been intensely aware of Robert walking alongside her, but there’d been so many others to smile at and exchange polite nods with she felt sure no one had noticed that she’d kept her gaze studiously from him.

			Frederick had led Frances triumphantly into a magnificent formal drawing room, and had swept her sister up to a pair of ornate thrones. This part of the proceedings Nell and her mother had known about and had drilled Frances in thoroughly; her sister had made a very nice show of curtsying and greeting her future parents-in-law, Frederick’s parents, the ageing Prince and Princess of Lautenberg. Both monarchs had been disposed to be delighted; standing behind Frances, Nell had seen her sister’s tense shoulders ease.

			Then Frederick had led Frances to one side, and Robert had stepped forward to introduce Nell. She had duly smiled, curtsied, risen, and had exchanged the regulation greetings and observations before stepping aside to allow her parents to come forward. She would have loved to have simply melted into the crowd, but she’d known her duty. She’d unobtrusively slipped into position behind Frances, ready to lend support when next it was needed.

			But Frances had taken heart from the sincerely warm reception; as the tea service had commenced, Nell had watched her sister smile and chat with commendable spontaneity. Noting that her mother, too, was keeping a surreptitious eye on her soon-to-be-royal sibling, Nell accepted that, while she’d succeeded in avoiding Robert to that point, she couldn’t avoid him for much longer.

			Cup and saucer in hand, he’d retreated to stand by the wall a little way down the room. While he sipped, he constantly scanned the crowd, as any good organizer would. Balancing her own cup and saucer, she girded her loins and glided across to join him. Without meeting his eyes, she turned to stand beside him, to sip and survey the assembled courtiers, too.

			He spoke first. “I had no idea you were coming.”

			“I had no idea you would be here.”

			He hesitated, then asked, “Would you have come if you’d known?”

			She thought before truthfully stating, “I don’t know.”

			From the corner of her eyes, she saw his lips twist, then he set his cup on his saucer and lightly shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? Water under the bridge, so to speak.”

			She felt his gaze on her face, but didn’t meet it, just nodded. “Indeed. My role here is to ensure that this wedding goes off without a hitch—at least from the bride’s side.”

			He inclined his head. “And my role is the complementary one and my purpose the same, but ... there is a wider consideration, and that not only for me, but for us both.”

			She frowned, glanced at him. “What wider consideration?”

			Finally. Robert caught her dark violet eyes, several shades darker than her mother’s, and felt the same jolt he had years ago—nine years ago to be precise. They’d seen each other over the intervening years, in passing in the ballrooms and drawing rooms of the ton, but not since they’d parted had they been this close, or looked so directly into each other’s eyes.

			And it was all still there—that indefinable connection, the spark of an attraction that was more than just physical, that welled from deep inside, then spread beneath their skins. Nothing had changed ... or rather, if anything, the link had grown stronger, harder, more refined, more definite, the flash of connection more compelling.

			She sensed it, too; of that he had not a single doubt. The slight hitch in her breathing, and her widening eyes, gave her away.

			Those fabulous, rich pansy eyes searched his, then she blinked, and a frown started to form, drawing down her perfectly arched dark brows, setting a faint wrinkle in the unblemished expanse of her forehead; her straight nose, delicately curved lush lips, and decidedly determined feminine chin hadn’t changed in the least.

			What had he been saying? He denied the impulse to clear his throat. “This wedding has wider political and strategic implications for our country.” He glanced briefly at the crowd in the room; no one was near enough to overhear. Although several courtiers had their eyes on Nell, eager to make her acquaintance, everyone knew he and she needed to consult about the details of the bride and groom’s days, let alone the wedding, so were politely giving them some time. He returned his gaze to her. “Lautenberg is small, largely rural, and has no particular commercial significance, but strategically it’s vital to our government’s wider peacekeeping aims.”

			Her eyes on his, she nodded. “I see.”

			He was fairly certain she did; she was one of the most quick-witted females he’d ever encountered. “Indeed. So the government and our country have a vested interest in seeing this wedding goes off without a hitch. If you get so much as a whiff of anything not just going wrong, but not being perfectly right, let me know.”

			She studied him for a long moment, then inclined her head. “Very well.”

			He couldn’t read her expression; he’d forgotten she had a particularly good, blank but alert, poker face.

			Tipping her head, she continued to regard him for an instant more, then said, “I’ll do that, and in return perhaps you will alert me should Frederick have any ... concerns, or questions, of whatever sort.”

			He blinked.

			She met his gaze for only a second more, then turned away. “As I said, do let me know.”

			He watched her glide into the crowd, saw several courtiers descend on her, surrounding her with smiles and offering introductions; he debated stepping in and assisting with the latter, but she was assured and experienced, and in such tame company needed no help in conquering them all.

			“But what the devil did you mean, my long-ago love?” He might not be sure of much when it came to her, but from her manner, her tone, and not least her words, he was absolutely certain she knew of at least one potential source of trouble.

			“I just don’t know.” Frances turned this way and that before the cheval glass, critically viewing her turquoise silk gown. “Oh, Nell—what do you think? Will I do?”

			“You’ll do, and that magnificently. Stop fretting. You know this panic’s only to be expected, and that’s why I’m here—to assure you it’s all just nerves and will pass, and soon all will be well.” Nell lifted a delicate necklace of aquamarines and diamonds, their parents’ wedding gift to Frances, from its velvet bed. “Here—let me settle this.”

			She did, examining Frances’s face in the mirror while she smoothed the fine links of the necklace; thus far, her sister was holding up reasonably well. “Now don’t worry—I’ll be beside or just behind you while we’re in the drawing room, and Mama will be nearby, too. And as Robert will have overseen the seating for the dinner, I’ll be placed opposite. Although I won’t be able to converse directly, I will be there should you have any problems. And I will be listening, no matter that I won’t appear to be.”

			Stepping back, she ran her eyes once more over Frances, then nodded. “Just remember—Frederick is head over ears in love with you, no matter what that silly little voice in your head whispers.”

			Turning, Frances met Nell’s eyes, and grinned. “Thank you, sister mine.” Stretching up, Frances touched her cheek to Nell’s, found Nell’s fingers with hers and squeezed, then drew back.

			A deep bong resonated throughout the palace.

			“That’s it—the dinner gong.” Frances whirled toward the door. “We should go.”

			“Indeed.” Moving smoothly forward, Nell paused by the door. “But without any unseemly rush.”

			They glided, side by side, down the long corridors and down the ornate stairs. In her dark violet-purple silk gown, a perfect foil for Frances’s paler beauty, Nell drew almost as many eyes as—and, indeed, many more openly admiring glances than—her younger sister. She was aware of the fact, but neither returned nor acknowledged any of those glances; her focus was on Frances, on being her sister’s support.

			The fabulously ornate drawing room—the Germanic states did so love their gilt and crystal—played host to an army of elegantly garbed courtiers, but everyone was disposed to be delighted and accommodating, and the hour Frances spent on Frederick’s arm, being introduced to those who would shortly become her subjects, passed easily and without incident. Somewhat to Nell’s surprise, while she’d seen Robert the instant she walked into the room—and he’d seen her—he kept his distance, leaving her able to concentrate on Frances without distraction.

			For which she was grateful ... except that not knowing where in the crush Robert actually was, knowing he was near, but not knowing in which direction, distracted her anyway.

			It was almost a relief when he eventually appeared at Frederick’s side to whisper in his friend’s ear that dinner was about to be announced.

			As a stentorian announcement that dinner was served rang out over the room, Nell steeled herself to take Robert’s arm when he offered it—only to have a gentleman, one of the lords of the court, gallantly step in to offer his arm and lead her in. Uncertain of protocol and precedence in this court, she glanced at Robert; he’d been waiting to catch her glance and nodded.

			Plastering on a smile, Nell inclined her head and accepted, settling her hand on the gentleman’s sleeve and allowing him to lead her in her sister and Frederick’s wake. Not exactly disappointed, but a trifle off-balance with the steeling of her nerves that was no longer required.

			To her considerable relief, her prediction of the table placements proved to be sound; she was seated opposite Frances, with the attentive courtier beside her. At the very last, Robert took the seat on her other side, opposite Frederick, and the meal began.

			One of Frederick’s male cousins sat on Frances’s other side, and for much of the meal, between the cousin’s questions and Frederick’s comments, Frances was absorbed enough to prevent any unease or uncertainty showing through. Nell, more than socially adept enough to maintain a conversation with her dinner partners while simultaneously monitoring Frances’s every word, was wondering if, perhaps, the entire dinner would pass without any episode ... when, as the dessert plates were being set out, she saw Frances press back in her chair, and start rather furtively glancing about...

			Then Frances remembered her instructions, drew a deep breath, and looked across the table. Nell was waiting to catch her gaze, to smile and nod and, across the width of the table, project all she wished she could whisper in her sister’s ear...

			It worked. Well enough for Frances to breathe more calmly. After a moment, Frances gave a tiny nod, then Frederick spoke to her and she turned to him, and if her smile was a trifle wobbly, and significantly less strong than it had been earlier, yet still she smiled and went on.

			After watching Frances for a moment more and detecting no further eruption of uncertainty, Nell inwardly sighed and shifted her attention to the courtier by her side.

			From Nell’s other side, Robert cast her a sharp glance, but her face was averted and he couldn’t see her eyes, much less catch her gaze. But he’d seen ... something. Whatever it was—whatever it was that had happened with Frances—it had made Nell tense. Tense as if about to spring forward to avert some incipient disaster.

			Which did not bode well for a perfectly scripted wedding.

			Robert glanced at her again. She was now animatedly engaged with the local lord; he could almost feel a wall between them—one she kept high.

			What was it that had just happened? And what was going on?

			He would, he suspected, get no chance to extract answers to those questions tonight, but answers he would have—and soon.

			Robert did wonder if all he was detecting was caused by nothing more than the expected and excusable nerves, but Nell’s continuing protectiveness, let alone her family’s high social profile and the hours even the younger Frances would have spent in the most august of ton circles, all argued against that.

			At the conclusion of the dinner, the entire company filed into the ballroom where the evening’s soiree was to be held. The dinner guests were augmented by additional guests invited to stand in the ballroom and be introduced, each in their turn, to their Prince’s soon-to-be bride.

			Frederick, proud as any peacock, escorted Frances around the huge room. With her hand on Frederick’s arm, Frances smiled, nodded, and acknowledged curtsies. She spoke easily, with natural charm; although her voice was lighter and lacked the warmth of Nell’s contralto, Frances made a respectable showing.

			But Nell, walking just behind Frances’s right shoulder, was on tenterhooks the whole time. Even when he wasn’t shoulder-to-shoulder with her in the press—a situation that raised tension of a different sort in them both—he sensed her focus, her unrelentingly fixed attention, the way she held herself in expectation of something going wrong ... but what?

			Nell knew better than to imagine that they would escape the soiree without any difficulty, not when Frances’s uncertainty had already broken through once. Luckily, Frances managed to hold the whispers at bay through most of the event, and indeed, guests were starting to leave and the crowd about them was thinning before the problem resurfaced and Frances’s confidence wavered, then fell.

			With, finally, no one left to greet, Frederick turned to Frances and smiled. “Perhaps, now, we can stroll on our own and speak privately, liebchen.”

			And suddenly Frances was breathless. “Yes—no! That is ...” Attempting to draw her fingers from Frederick’s, wide—wild—eyed, Frances glanced around.

			Nell stepped in, closer, using her body to physically block any move the slighter Frances might have made; heavens above, she could not bolt. Could not be allowed to, not here, not now, not ever. Sliding a supportive—anchoring—arm around her sister’s waist, Nell spoke to Frederick. “Your Highness, I regret to say my sister is dreadfully tired. What with the long journey and the subsequent full round of engagements, she’s sorely in need of a good night’s rest.”

			Frederick was instantly contrite. “Of course, dear Lady Cornelia.” He looked at Frances, then gently, if awkwardly, patted her hand. “My dear, I am full of apologies—it has, indeed, been such an unrelentingly busy day for you. We should have been more considerate.”

			With Nell’s arm tightening around her, Frances rallied. Lifting her head, she managed a wan smile. “No—it’s I who am full of apologies, sir. But I fear my sister is correct—I am wilting and in dire need of rest, and would like, with your permission, to retire.”

			“Of course, my dear. Of course.” Frederick raised Frances’s fingers to his lips, then bowed gallantly and released her. “Sweet dreams, liebchen—we will meet again in the morning.”

			Frances curtsied, as did Nell, then Nell looped her arm in Frances’s and together the sisters turned and left the now largely empty ballroom.

			Standing beside Frederick, Robert watched them go—watched Nell’s head tip toward Frances’s. It was Nell who was speaking to Frances, while all Frances did was nod.

			“Is anything amiss, do you think?”

			Robert glanced up to see Frederick, puzzled, frowning slightly at the pair.

			“Have we not done something we should, perhaps? Or have we been too demanding—”

			“It’s not that—nothing like that.” Robert clapped him on the arm; Nell’s earlier words—that Frederick might have concerns or questions—echoed in his head. “It’s tiredness and, at most, just nerves. Don’t worry.”

			Frederick’s frown lightened, but didn’t leave his eyes. “If you do learn that there is some problem, you will tell me, nein?”

			“Of course. But trust me, there’s nothing that’s going to come between you and Frances and your appointment before the altar in six days’ time.” Of that, Robert was quite certain.

			It was his job to make sure of it.

			To Nell’s relief, Frances woke the next morning with renewed enthusiasm and no hint of any lingering nerves. That, of course, wouldn’t last, but Nell was ready to accept whatever boons fate granted her. Over breakfast, they learned that a tour of the town had been arranged for that morning; duly fortified, they met Frederick and Robert in the front hall, and left the palace in an open carriage with an escort of six mounted soldiers, more, Frederick assured Frances, for ceremonial show than out of any need for protection.

			With Robert’s presence on the bench seat beside her once more pressing on her senses and her mind, Nell determinedly distracted herself by looking around at the neat squares, the well-tended houses, and the cheery flowers in window boxes hanging over the cobbled streets, while simultaneously keeping an ear on the conversation between Frederick and Frances, who were sharing the forward-facing seat.

			The weather remained gloriously fine, and Frances’s mood continued in similar vein through the various organized halts. The first was at the Rathaus, the town hall, where they were welcomed by the mayor, bedecked in his robes and weighted down by gold chains, and a bevy of aldermen. Nell, hanging back in Frances’s shadow, was pleased by how graciously her sister dealt with the gentlemen—but then, in her usual state, Frances was customarily serenely assured.

			After partaking of refreshments and chatting amiably, they departed for the town marketplace. There they walked among the populace—a delightful detour that had Frances laughing, setting Frederick beaming at the silvery sound. From the market square, they walked along a route lined with the town’s best shops, a diversion guaranteed to absorb Frances. She grew animated; there was so much to see and enjoy, and she openly shared her delight with Frederick.

			So well were matters progressing that Nell started to wonder if, perhaps, the family failing had struck, but was now loosening its grip on her sister, even waning. She could only hope.

			Robert had been striding along beside her, silent and far too observant for her liking. As ever, she was intensely aware of him physically filling the space next to her. For some irritating reason, her susceptibility to that awareness hadn’t died; she’d fully expected it would have after nine years of starvation. Refocusing on the couple ahead of them, she asked, “What’s next?”

			“The cathedral. I thought it might be helpful for Frances to see the place before the wedding.”

			Nell wasn’t sure how to respond. Yes, it might be helpful—but then again, it might not.

			Robert’s gaze hadn’t left her face. “Is that all right? I know you went through the rehearsals in London, but walking into a large and overwhelmingly ornate space for the first time ... I thought she might prefer it see it first.”

			Nell forced herself to nod. “It’s a good idea.” And it was. She just had to hope there would be no unintended consequences.

			The street they were walking along led into the cathedral square. An imposing, richly ornate stone edifice with a tall spire topped with a cross, the cathedral towered over the town, but was in turn overlooked by the castle, visible atop the hill behind the church.

			The prelate and his deacons were waiting at the top of the steps before the carved wooden doors. Frederick led Frances up and introduced her. The prelate, a white-haired ancient, exuded kindness as he patted Frances’s hand.

			Nell watched closely, surreptitiously sighing with relief when she detected no stiffening in Frances.

			Robert dragged his attention from Nell long enough to greet the prelate and introduce her. She responded with her usual calm composure; she was one of those females who could simultaneously do several things at once and perform well on all fronts. She was tracking Frances like a terrier, alert to every little nuance of her sister’s mood, but she exchanged greetings with the prelate and even made him smile without giving any hint at all that she was concerned about Frances.

			But she was concerned. Increasingly, Robert sensed that. And increasingly, he was determined to get to the bottom of it.

			Turning, the prelate invited their party to follow him inside. They all did, pausing in the dim foyer to listen as one of the deacons related the history of the church. Then the prelate made a sweeping gesture, inviting them to follow him down the aisle. Frederick, with Frances on his arm, set out in the prelate’s wake.

			Abruptly, Frances drew back. She made a small sound, then blindly turned away.

			And Nell was there. She’d all but leapt forward to come up by Frances’s side, catching her sister—trapping her sister?—with one arm around her waist. “Actually”—Nell spoke over Frances’s head, which was turned away so no one there could see, to Frederick—“it’s thought by many in our family to be ... possibly unlucky to walk down the aisle with one’s groom before the wedding.” With a gesture, Nell waved at the other aisle that led down the side of the church. “Perhaps we could walk down the side aisles, and”—she beamed at the deacon who had delivered the history lecture—“we might hear more about the church’s history as we go.”

			Despite having no idea what was going on, Robert stepped up in support. “That’s an excellent idea.” For the prelate and the deacons, he added, “We’ll see more of the church that way.”

			There was a second’s pause as everyone looked at Frederick.

			“Ah, I see.” Although he looked a trifle uncertain and worried, Frederick nodded. “A wedding superstition. This is understandable and must be accommodated.”

			Nell smiled encouragingly at Frederick. She eased her hold on Frances, who straightened; Nell determinedly wound her arm in Frances’s and started strolling toward the ornate chapel to the side of the foyer. Frederick fell in beside Frances, ducking his head to see her face.

			Walking behind the trio, Robert saw Nell’s arm tighten, then Frances raised her head and said something to Frederick, who smiled and straightened, transparently relieved.

			By the time they’d walked down the side aisle and reached the main altar, all was well again. Frances might be a trifle quieter than before, but she seemed completely composed and attentive. She complimented the prelate very prettily on the magnificence of the altar, then she, Nell, and the prelate discussed the relevant positioning to be used during the wedding service.

			Robert glanced at Frederick and saw him nodding as he followed the conversation. His friend appeared reassured by Frances’s increasing animation.

			All Robert had were increasingly urgent questions, but it wasn’t Frances he needed to interrogate.

			But he got no chance to isolate Nell. Once they’d finished their tour of the cathedral it was time to return to the castle for a private and more relaxed family lunch. Following Nell, Frances, and Frederick into the family dining room, and finding both sets of parents and Frederick’s uncles and aunts already present, Robert put aside any thought of pursuing his questions immediately; he would have to bide his time.

			He thought his time had come when, after the meal was concluded, Frederick suggested a walk in the gardens and Frances, after a momentary hesitation during which she’d glanced at Nell, accepted.

			Robert would have preferred to take Nell elsewhere, preferably somewhere he could sit her down and watch her face while he asked his questions and demanded answers, but as everyone clearly expected her to act as chaperon, he fell in with good grace by her side. With Frances on his arm, Frederick led the way out of the terrace doors, across the paved terrace, and down the steps to the parterre.

			Pacing alongside Nell as she followed, Robert expected her to slow, to allow the betrothed, shortly-to-be-married couple to draw ahead and have some degree of privacy, affording him and her the same, but instead Nell remained ferociously focused on the pair, allowing them to get no more than ten feet ahead.

			Given the questions he wished to ply her with, he needed greater privacy; he slowed his pace, expecting her to do the same, but she continued to forge on, leaving him behind.

			Exasperated, he lengthened his stride and caught up with her. “Slow down—I want to speak with you.”

			“Not now.” She glanced at him, briefly searched his eyes; he thought she might have sighed. “Later.” She looked at the couple ahead. “Trust me—not now.”

			Trust her? About what? And why not now?

			They turned down a walk shaded by sculpted shrubbery. Ahead of them, Frederick and Frances strolled on. Nell’s focus on the couple was so blinkered, so compelling, Robert followed her gaze and looked, too ... and saw the hesitancy that had crept into Frances’s manner. There was no one thing that screamed uncertainty, but rather her whole stance, the way she held her head, no longer high and assured but lowered, as if she were trying to calm herself—and failing—set his inner alarms ringing.

			Frances slowed. So did Frederick. Looking down at his bride-to-be, concern filled his face. “Liebchen?”

			Robert all but heard the breath Frances gulped in, then she drew her hand from Frederick’s sleeve and started to turn away.

			Before Frances had accomplished a quarter-turn, Nell had sped up and was there. Sliding an arm about her sister’s waist, she masked Frances’s turn with a wave and the words, “Isn’t that the most wonderful magnolia? It’s just like the one we have at home, isn’t it?” thus disguising Frances’s movement as a wish to point out the large flowering tree to Frederick.

			Frederick blinked, then raised his gaze to the tree. “I see.” After a moment, he drew breath and looked down into Frances’s face. He smiled gently. “It is good that you have something to remind you of your home. Does your tree flower as well?”

			Frances tipped her head, then studied the tree anew. “I believe this tree is bigger—older. It has more branches, so more flowers, I think.”

			“We should look to see what else there is here that’s reminiscent of home.” Nell cast a glance at Robert, faintly wide eyes imploring his aid.

			His diplomatic mask in place, he waved ahead. “If we go on a little further, there are some elders. As I recall you have lots of elders around your family’s country house.”

			The rest of their walk transformed into a ramble, one filled with spotting familiar plants. Although led by Nell, with Robert in support, both Frederick and Frances were eventually drawn into the game, and in the end, the betrothed couple were once again at ease and laughing together.

			Robert glanced at Nell as, at last, she fell back to stroll alongside him. He could almost feel her exhausted relief. When, sensing his gaze, she glanced up at him, he caught her dark eyes and said just one word. “Later.”

			She sighed quite audibly, nodded, and faced forward.

			Looking ahead, too, hands clasped behind his back, he continued to pace beside her.

			“Four more days!” Nell sprawled in an armchair in the sitting room of the suite her parents had been given. “Neither I nor Frances will survive.”

			“Don’t be melodramatic, dear—it’s so unlike you.” In the other armchair, Valeria settled a gauzy shawl about her shoulders. “Besides, it’s hardly a matter of survival. Merely of managing, and you, darling, are very good at that.”

			“Flattery, Mama, will, in this instance, advance your cause not at all. I’m exhausted.”

			Valeria sighed. “So what stage has poor Frances reached?”

			“I had to step in twice today and stop her from ... Well, I suspect if I hadn’t interfered, she would have fled the scene.”

			“Oh, dear.” Valeria looked more worried than she had. “That is troubling.”

			“Yes. Especially as—as aforesaid—we still have four more days to ‘manage.’ ” Nell sighed. “And there’s more, which is really why I’m here. Robert knows—oh, not the reason, but after today he’s not going to rest until he has an explanation, and I fear Frederick’s ... a little more than curious. Suspicious, in fact.” She met her mother’s eyes. “So what should I do?”

			They were in the hiatus between coming inside and dressing for dinner; Valeria had changed her gown, but had yet to have her maid put up her fair hair, or don her jewels. Nell watched her mother frown as she digested the news.

			“Where is poor Frances?” Valeria eventually asked.

			“I left her lying down in her room. She’s mortified, of course, but I hope I’ve convinced her that as yet we’ve concealed the attacks well enough to pass—well, at least to all others except Robert and Frederick.”

			“And the attacks themselves?”

			Nell sighed. “They seem more acute than either she or I expected.”

			Valeria grimaced. “Well, then, given, as you keep pointing out, we have four more days before the wedding, I believe we have no option other than to confide in dear Robert, and also Frederick. Perhaps if you speak to Robert and explain, he can pass the information on to Frederick in the most appropriate way.”

			“Hmm. I gather Robert considers seeing this wedding to a successful conclusion as vital to furthering his career.”

			“Very likely. You know how competitive the Knightley boys are about their efforts for the crown in foreign climes. I gather that since the Corsican upstart’s fall, the family has gone from strength to strength in the Foreign Office. I know your father was told very favorable things about Robert before we came.”

			Nell arched her brows. “He was always observant and clever.”

			“Indeed. So I counsel you to see him and explain as required—and I see no point in hiding anything from him. He can then decide how much to reveal, and how, to his friend.”

			“Very well—that will solve that issue. But do you know of any way to”—Nell gestured—“ameliorate these attacks? If they grow more frequent, we’ll have the devil of a time concealing them.”

			Valeria compressed her lips as she thought, then she looked at Nell. “Distraction. If she’s thinking and doing other things, she can’t be panicking, so fill her day—from morn to night—as much as you possibly can. Have her engaged with something interesting every single hour—I gather that worked for Selena, my cousin’s daughter.”

			Nell frowned. “What sort of things—”

			“The same things you would find interesting and engaging—Frances and you are very much alike, after all. Felicity and Esme are similar, and you and Frances share many traits—I’ve often noted it.”

			Nell arched her brows, but then nodded. “Thinking of it, yes, I daresay you’re right. So ...”

			“So once you’ve explained all to dear Robert, tell him what we believe we need to do to help Frances through these next days and ask for his help, and his advice.” Valeria smiled. “I find it’s always helpful to have a solution ready to hand when one explains a problem to a gentleman—and asking for his help is a sure way to bringing him around. Men love to be thought helpful, and if you can make him feel like a savior, so much the better.”

			Nell laughed and stood. “You’re incorrigible, Mama.”

			“Of course.” Valeria held up her face for Nell to kiss. “But I’m right nevertheless. You’ll see.”

			“Very well—I’ll engage to put your sage counsel to the test. I’ll arrange to meet with Robert later tonight.”

			Nell didn’t have to arrange to meet with Robert. After another near-disaster in the drawing room after dinner, which she barely managed to contain and adequately disguise, when everyone else retired, drifting out through the drawing room’s double doors and up the main stairs, Robert was waiting just inside the doors. He didn’t just catch her eye as, feeling harried and even more exhausted, having consigned an inwardly shaken Frances to Valeria’s care, Nell brought up the rear of the crowd; as she drew level with him, Robert reached out and caught her arm.

			It was the first time they’d touched in nine years. The jolt to her pulse was stunning.

			He paused, as if feeling it, too, then gentled his grip. For a moment, his eyes searched hers, then his lips thinned. “I’d like a word, if I may. In private.”

			She nodded. “Where?”

			Releasing her, he led her upstairs to his study. It was a masculine room, all dark brown leather and polished wood. Eschewing the cluttered desk, Nell made for the armchairs angled before the empty fireplace. Sinking into one, she watched as Robert closed the door, then came to stand before the hearth.

			Robert looked down at her, and asked the question she clearly expected to be asked. “What’s going on?”

			She looked up at him for a moment, then stated, “Nothing that should impact the wedding itself. Rather ... it’s a situation we—you and I—need to manage, one that will end with the dawn four days hence.”

			He blinked, calculated. “On their wedding day?”

			She nodded.

			When she didn’t say more, he arched a brow. “Nerves?”

			Her lips twisted. “Of a sort. I’m thinking of how best to put it—to explain it so that you’ll understand.”

			“Just tell me.”

			She sighed. “Very well—Frances has proved to be subject to the Vayne family failing. We didn’t know if she would be, although the chances were good that she would, given no other female in the family has escaped the curse to date.”

			“Curse? What curse?”

			She gestured. “You’ve seen it—the sudden inexplicable panics. That’s the Vayne family failing in action. More than anything else, that’s why I had to be here—because one of us who understands and can remain with her at all times needed to be here to ... stop her. Shepherd her and steer her out of it. Stop her from bolting if that’s how the failing struck.”

			Blinking, feeling very much like shaking his head in disbelief, Robert shifted and sank into the armchair facing her. “Vayne—that’s your mother’s family, isn’t it?”

			Nell nodded. “That’s where the failing comes from.”

			“And this failing can take different forms?”

			Again she nodded. “With different ladies. For instance, Mama actually bolted. The day before their wedding, she got in a gig and was driving herself out of London when Papa caught up with her. But she’d felt no panic until that day. Luckily, Papa wasn’t the self-effacing sort—he raced straight after her, which, as it happens, was the right thing to do. Mama had no idea where she was going, or even why—she just panicked.”

			“So ... if Frances bolts, Frederick has to go after her?”

			“One of us will need to, but I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

			He felt ... disorientated.

			“Felicity, now, had three days of attacks to weather, but they were relatively mild. She just got in a flustered dither and made no sense, but that wasn’t hard to gloss over. Esme, like Mama, only had one attack and that on the day before the wedding, but we were ready and no one believed her wedding gown had suddenly been torn and stained beyond redemption. Once she snapped out of it, Esme didn’t have a clue why she’d thought that.”

			“This ... ah, curse. It doesn’t last into the wedding day?”

			“It never has, and that’s from experience of many weddings, my mother’s sisters and their cousins and my cousins—all the females with Vayne blood. For some reason, once we get to the day itself, the curse vanishes.”

			“Never to return?”

			“Never to return in any form.”

			Relief washed through him. “Having encouraged and facilitated this match, that’s comforting to know.”

			“I daresay. With Frances, we didn’t know if, or when, or even in what form the curse would strike. Sadly, it first manifested on the barge, six full days before the wedding. And you’ve seen what it’s like—she draws back, pulls back. But—and this is the critically important part—her reactions have nothing to do with her feelings, or what she truly wants. She’s horrified when she snaps out of it, but while the panic is on her, she’s not actually thinking at all. Frances is very much in love with Frederick, and she very definitely wants to marry him—the panic attacks don’t in any way reflect or alter her feelings.”

			“Hmm.” He frowned. “So we could characterize these attacks as an extreme case of bridal nerves and nothing more.”

			Nell nodded. “We could.” She smoothed one hand along the arm of the chair. “Mama and I suspect that, in the circumstances, and with four days still to go, we need to explain at least some of this to Frederick. He’s already noticed, and he must be wondering.”

			“He is.” Robert met her eyes as she glanced up. When she arched her brows, he hesitated, then nodded. “All right. I’ll speak with him and make sure he understands. Which leads to my next question, which will also be Frederick’s next question—how should he behave during these attacks?”

			“Essentially as my father did. Frederick won’t be able to ignore the attacks, but he absolutely mustn’t react to them by drawing back himself. That only gives the attacks a sort of internal credence, and will most likely make things worse. He needs to stand firm and not let Frances physically pull away. If he accepts that the attack is happening, but that it’s nonsensical and irrelevant and will be over soon, and simply smiles, nods, speaks soothingly, and goes on as if the attack hasn’t happened, that’s the surest way to snap Frances out of it, and all will be well.”

			Robert spent some moments digesting that, then nodded. “All right. As Frederick is deeply attached to Frances, I don’t foresee any problem in enlisting his aid, especially as this is purely a case of temporary and understandable nervy panics.” He saw Nell’s lips twitch upward, and permitted himself a self-deprecating smile; he was, indeed, already framing the situation in diplomatic language. “Let’s assume we—me, you, and Frederick—are all apprised and acting in concert. I assume we can count on your parents if need be?”

			“Yes, but they will only be with us during the evening events.”

			“Indeed. So is there anything we can do to ... avoid the attacks, or minimize their severity?”

			“We—Mama and I—think distraction might work. If we can fill Frances’s days with events that keep her actively engaged and entertained, we believe that will reduce the scope for an attack.”

			He nodded. “That has a certain logic. What events are most likely to engage her interest?”

			“As Mama reminded me, Frances and I are much alike, so what would work for me ...”

			Frances and I are much alike. Robert’s brain seized on the words, focused on them—and their implications. All of him stilled. The Vayne family failing had manifested in Frances as a pulling back, a drawing back from the man she loved, even though she loved him and wanted to marry him. Frances’s attacks had started earlier, further ahead of the wedding, than her family had expected. And no Vayne lady had ever escaped the curse.

			Nell was as much of a Vayne as Frances. And Nell and Frances were much alike in many ways...

			While Nell sat in the chair and talked, listing various excursions and events she felt would provide suitable distraction, and some part of his mind listened and cataloged, and he nodded every now and then, most of his mind, certainly all of his attention, followed her earlier revelations to the inescapable conclusion...

			A conclusion that rocked him. That shattered his perceptions of their past, and reformed them.

			Leaving him with a new and novel perspective.

			A much more accurate view of how things had been.

			Dragging a breath into lungs suddenly tight, he refocused on Nell.

			To discover her looking at him quizzically.

			His mind caught up with her words; he nodded. “We can arrange most of that, and yes, I think we should.” Rising, he crossed to the desk, found a sheet of paper and a pencil, picked up a ledger for her to use as a support, and returned to her. He handed her the items. “Let’s make a list.”

			While she settled the ledger on the chair arm, smoothed out the paper and lifted the pencil, he sat, and ruthlessly forced his mind to the matter at hand. “Let’s do it day by day, and crowd as much into each day as we can.”

			Eyes on her list, she nodded. “So—tomorrow.”

			“Well!” Nell let herself fall into the armchair in Robert’s study. “That went better than I’d dared hope. One attack only, and that relatively minor—and I have to compliment you. Whatever you told Frederick, however you phrased it, must have been exactly right. He came up trumps, and you may pass on from me that he isn’t doing himself any harm at all in Frances’s eyes.”

			Smiling, Robert came to sit in the other armchair. “I’ll let him know. He was quite nervous, although I know it didn’t show. But he did, indeed, hold the line admirably.”

			He’d brought their list of events, now superimposed on the affianced couple’s official schedule. It was presently mid afternoon, and he’d suggested they seize the half an hour between their last event—a viewing of the castle’s stables and kennels—and a formal afternoon tea to be attended by all the young ladies of the court to review their upcoming arrangements. He perused the revised schedule. “After this tea—and if Frances is immersed and entertained, we can extend the event until half an hour before the dressing gong—then we have the formal drawing room and dinner with all the ambassadors.” He glanced at Nell. “I’ll do my best to keep the ambassadors and envoys circling, but several are pompous old windbags, so be prepared to step in and divert any who linger too long. A few—the Russian envoy, for one, and the French ambassador almost certainly—will attempt to monopolize our pair. While Frederick won’t need to leave Frances’s side, it would be best if between us, we—you and I, because your parents will be fully engaged themselves—try to ensure one of us is there to back Frederick up at any time.”

			He grimaced. “I have this persistent vision of one of the ambassadors deciding to buttonhole Frederick and draw him aside while I’m not by to stop it, effectively forcing Frederick to leave Frances standing there alone.”

			Nell frowned. “What about the wives? They’ll be there, won’t they?”

			“Yes, but they don’t generally come forward. At these sort of events they usually gather like a flock of geese and sit and cackle at one end of the room.”

			“With a new and shiny princess-to-be in their midst?” Nell threw him a look. “Leave it to me—and Mama. We’ll have them with their gloved hands on their husbands’ arms, sticking like glue to get as much time as they can with Frances. As they’ll be intent on her and Frederick in a personal sense, and not interested in anything political, I should think their presence will restrict their spouses’ ability to turn the conversation to political affairs.”

			He widened his eyes. “I hadn’t thought of that, but you might well be right.” He nodded. “I’ll leave the wives to you.”

			Raising the schedule, he studied the following events. “After dinner, there’ll be dancing in the ballroom.”

			“That will be no problem at all—Frances loves to dance, and as I recall so does Frederick.”

			Robert nodded. “So with luck we’ll weather tonight well enough, and then tomorrow we have the visit to the orphanage, and then the guilds’ luncheon at the Rathaus, and after that we’ve slotted in visits to a weaving factory, then the silk merchants’ warehouse, and last but not least, to the crown jewelers.” He glanced up. “That’s going to be quite a day.”

			Nell nodded happily. “Yes, it is, and the curse is going to have to fight for an opening. Excellent!” She rose and shook out her skirts.

			Rising, too, Robert laid aside the list and just looked at her for a moment—a rare moment when she wasn’t looking at him.

			Then she looked up and met his eyes. Searched them, then said, “It’s time I fetched Frances and Mama for the tea.”

			He smiled. “Indeed.” He waved her to the door. “I’ll go downstairs and make sure all’s in readiness.”

			He followed her out of the study and they parted, each to do their part in managing the Vayne family failing.

			The following day, they maneuvered to sit alongside each other at the end of one table at the luncheon the town’s guild masters hosted to toast the royal bride and groom.

			When the speeches got under way, at the center of the high table Frances sat, apparently rapt, alongside Frederick, whose protective tendencies had only grown more marked with every passing hour, especially as Frances seemed to be increasingly leaning on him to help her through her panicky flutters. Which, Nell felt, was an unexpected boon.

			Satisfied her sister was as well-guarded as she might be, when Robert drew a sheet of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and smoothed it out, Nell readily consented to turn her attention to their plans for the afternoon.

			Having realized that she had an excellent memory for names, Robert duly filled her in as to whom they would meet that afternoon at the weaving factory, the silk warehouse, and the jewelers. “I estimate we’ll get back to the castle only just in time to change for dinner. It’s a family dinner tonight—only Frederick’s immediate family and yours.”

			“Good.” Nell sat back and met Robert’s eyes. Steady gray eyes, stubborn square chin. He was as she remembered him, but with depth, or was it new facets? No—more like previously hidden depths that were now more discernible. She smiled. “We’ve done very well so far. Especially this morning. The orphanage was fun—I think they can be certain that Frances will want to become their patron.”

			Relaxing in his chair, Robert smiled back, and wondered if she had any idea how revealing her interest in the children at the orphanage had been. Although Frances had certainly been interested, too, she had largely followed in Nell’s shadow. In truth, it was Nell who truly commanded the innate graciousness associated with a duke’s daughter; she had just the right touch, leaving those she dealt with feeling honored, without in any way making an issue of her status.

			Nell’s gaze had drifted back to the guild master currently at the podium, leaving him free to let his gaze rest on her, to let his mind dwell on what he’d finally understood about the unraveling of their romance long ago.

			As his gaze traced her face, he felt the determination to make a bid, again, for the only lady he’d ever wanted as his own well and harden.

			“There you are, my dears.” Valeria drifted up, setting a languid hand on Nell’s and Robert’s shoulders. She smiled at Nell as Nell glanced up, then, as Nell returned her gaze to the speaker, Valeria met Robert’s gaze. And nodded. “You’re doing very well.”

			With a pat on his shoulder, Valeria drifted on.

			Robert blinked, looked again at Nell, and wondered at the ambiguity he’d detected in her mother’s words.

			“One more day.” Perched sidesaddle on a sweet black mare, Nell cantered alongside Robert, mounted on a raking gray. She nodded ahead to where Frances and Frederick were bowling along in a gig, with Frederick teaching Frances to manage the ribbons. “Teaching Frances to drive was an inspired notion. With luck, that will keep her entirely engrossed on the drive out, and the drive home again. And what with the lunch at the hunting lodge, then the visit to the farm, while I hardly dare to suggest it, we might reach tonight—or to be more precise, tomorrow’s dawn—without major incident.”

			“The dinners tonight are private and separate,” Robert said. “Your family at one, and Frederick’s at another. No real likelihood of any untoward occurrence there, so once we get back to the castle this afternoon—”

			“Oh, no—I’m not counting my chickens until tonight, until Frances retreats into her bedchamber and closes the door.”

			Robert grinned. His gaze returned to Frances. They’d let the gig draw ahead. “She’s only had three minor episodes since we started our campaign of distraction, and Frederick’s managed all three by himself.”

			“He’s been more sympathetic than I expected him to be.” Nell’s gaze, too, dwelled on Frederick’s and Frances’s heads. “I feel even more confident than I was before that they’ll truly have a wonderful marriage.”

			Robert made no reply, not that she’d expected one. About them, the morning had waxed warm, but a breeze off the river kept temperatures pleasant. Birds trilled and swooped in the hedgerows they passed, and the rich scent of grain ripening in the sun teased their senses.

			“There’s a lookout on that ridge ahead. They can’t reach it in the gig—but we can.” Robert met her gaze as she glanced at him. “You said it yourself—Frances is unlikely to have any difficulty while she’s concentrating so hard on learning to drive.” Tipping his head toward the ridge, he smiled, unvoiced challenge in his eyes. “We can ride down the other side and rejoin the party, and the view from up there is said to be the best in Lautenberg.”

			She laughed. “All right. I can see you’re searching for a reason to let your mount stretch his legs.” She waved. “Lead on.”

			Robert drew aside, spoke briefly to the captain of the honor guard of six riders following their Prince, then he urged his gray away and down a narrow track; perched on her black, Nell followed.

			Once off the road, they let their mounts stretch into an easy gallop. The track they were following led into a forest; they slowed as, now a narrower bridle path, the track climbed the ridge in a series of switchbacks.

			Eventually, they reached the top of the ridge and Robert led the way over and into the wide clearing carved out on the side of the hill. Before them, lush green fields stretched to either side, to the distant blue line of the Mosel on their right, and all the way to the cloud-hazed mountains that marked the border with Luxembourg to the left.

			He reined in and Nell halted her mare beside his gray. She looked out, eagerly scanning. Her cheeks were rosy, her lips lush and ripe, her large, dark-pansy eyes bright with eager interest. He considered the sight, then swung down from the saddle.

			She looked at him questioningly as he came to lift her down.

			“We can sit for a little while. The road will take them around and over a pass—it’ll be some time before they reach the stretch below us.”

			Her lips formed an “oh” and she slid her boots free, then allowed him to close his hands about her waist and swing her down.

			She lost her breath. He was watching, so saw it, but pretended he hadn’t.

			Releasing her, he waved to the view. “Come—I’ll point out the sights.”

			She didn’t attempt any verbal response, just nodded and walked beside him to the edge of the cliff.

			He started at the Mosel, and she was quickly pointing to landmarks and asking about the smaller towns and villages they could see nestling in the landscape. When eventually he’d named or explained all that they could see, she sighed. “It’s really very peaceful here—much less noisy and crowded and bustling than London, but oddly the countryside seems more ... alive somehow.” She glanced at him. “The country here is different from the countryside at home.”

			He nodded. “Here there’s less large-estate farming and more of other crafts, like woodworking, and metal crafting, and jewelry making, cloth making, and animal husbandry of many more types. The villages are a lot closer—to walk from one to the next would take less than an hour—so it’s easier for the villagers and townsfolk to barter and trade ...” He grimaced lightly. “I suppose the main difference is that there are no major landowners other than the royal family, so most people in Lautenberg have at least their own small patch to raise grain, or chickens, or build a forge and sell their wares.”

			“They’re all independent?”

			“They pay taxes to the royal family, but those aren’t onerous and go primarily to keeping the various necessary arms of the government operational.” His lips twisted cynically. “As the British envoy, I’m not sure saying so isn’t a form of treason, but I prefer the peace and tranquility, and, yes, the relative equality of this place.”

			He felt her gaze on his face. “Will you stay here, then? Even when you’re no longer the envoy?”

			He shrugged. “Perhaps.” He looked at her. “It depends.” He let a moment tick past, then asked, “What of you?” With a wave, he directed her gaze back to the vista spread before them. “If you could, would you live here, surrounded by this brand of peace and harmony, with Frances near ... or would you rather the bustle of London, and the quieter space of a large estate in the English countryside?”

			She gazed out, considering, then her lips lightly curved. “If I could ... strangely enough, I can see myself here, which is not at all what I’d expected. Lautenberg is ... human-sized in a way larger countries are not.”

			“Aptly put.” He didn’t give her time to dwell further on his question, but waved her to the horses. “We should start down. The gig should have cleared the pass by now—it’ll be coming along the road below us shortly.”

			Nell filled her lungs one more time with the sweetly scented air, then exhaled, turned, and walked back to the mare. And steeled her nerves, her senses, against the rush of feeling as Robert’s hands slid about her waist and gripped, and he lifted her—so effortlessly—to her saddle.

			Her lungs seized again, but she’d expected that; she didn’t let it ruffle her but used the moment while he walked to his horse and mounted to settle her boots in the stirrups and arrange her riding skirt, then lifting her head—finding him looking directly at her—she smiled and nodded at him to lead the way down.

			As she followed him slowly down what proved to be a steeper track on this side of the ridge, she had ample time to let her gaze travel over his well-shaped head, his shoulders, and the long length of his back. He cut a dashing figure atop the heavy gelding, and managed the powerful animal with negligent ease. After nine years with no real contact, it seemed strange to have fallen so easily into the same relaxed rapport they’d previously shared; he was the only man she’d ever felt so at ease with, so free to simply indulge and enjoy his company.

			She’d always regretted the fact that he’d drawn back, that he hadn’t made an offer for her hand, and, now she thought of it, she had to own to considerable surprise to find him still unwed. He was a Knightley; his family were diplomats, one and all, and, in general, diplomats were expected to marry, to have a helpmate in their duties.

			She tried to imagine what his wife would be like, when he finally chose her. She imagined several young English ladies she knew, measured them against the role, yet none seemed at all suitable; none found favor in her eyes. Then again, she was only an old friend, and a long distant one at that; he might have changed significantly since they’d been close ... only she didn’t think he had.

			He was older, yet so much about him seemed achingly familiar. She’d had to steel her heart against the temptation to dwell on all she’d missed, on all she’d not had to enjoy for the past nine years ... she wished she knew why he’d never asked for her hand. Wished she knew what she’d done wrong, what she’d done to make him step back when she’d thought he was about to step closer, close enough to take her in his arms...

			With an irritated shake of her head, she banished the useless, repetitive meanderings. She was here, now, with him, and at least for the next several hours, she could take pleasure in his company.

			He drew rein as they reached the road; as she halted her mare alongside his gray, she could hear the rattle of the gig’s wheels drawing nearer.

			She turned to him. “Will you be dining with us tonight? Or are you expected to dine with Frederick?”

			His lips twisted. “Frederick’s family will expect me, I fear, but ...” Robert met her eyes. “Why don’t we meet in my study later—once you’ve seen Frances to her bedchamber and can report, absolutely, that our campaign has reached a successful conclusion?”

			Nell grinned. “Yes. All right.”

			The gig rounded the nearby corner and the rattle of its wheels cut off any further conversation.

			Not that Robert wished to say anything more; he was more than satisfied with what he’d achieved.

			It was just after eleven o’clock when Nell finally made her way down the corridor to Robert’s study door. A line of lamplight showed beneath the door; feeling more lighthearted, freer than she had for weeks and weeks, she tapped lightly, then opened the door and swept in.

			Robert was seated at his desk; he’d been reading some papers. The lamp on one corner shed strong light over the desk, striking deep red glints from his dark brown hair. He’d looked up as she entered; smiling, he laid aside the papers and beckoned her nearer. Leaning back in his chair, he reached out and lifted a small bottle of champagne from a bucket of ice, along with two glasses.

			“Here.” He held out the glasses.

			Rounding the desk, she leaned back against one corner and took both glasses, holding them while he eased the stopper from the bottle. It popped and he seized one glass, deftly catching the foaming bubbles that cascaded forth.

			He glanced up at her as the froth slowed and he poured bubbly liquid into the glass. “I hope celebrations are in order. I take it Frances has retired and all is well?”

			“Yes, she has, and yes.” Accepting the filled glass, Nell handed him the other. “I can report that we are, indeed, home and hosed, and the wedding will proceed with no further hiccups or hitches.”

			“Thank heaven!” His own glass filled, Robert clinked the rim to hers, then raised his glass in a toast. “To the successful conclusion of our campaign.”

			“Hear, hear!” She lifted her glass in salute, then sipped. “Mmm, that’s nice.” She looked at the glass, at the bubbles rising within the liquid, then raised the glass again. “To Frances, another Vayne lady who has managed to reach her wedding day without major mishap.”

			Robert’s lips curved, but lightly. His gray gaze remained steady on her face. “To Frances and her wedding.”

			They both sipped again.

			“And,” Robert returned, “we shouldn’t forget Frederick, who stepped up to the mark in sterling fashion, and in doing so forged an even deeper bond with his soon-to-be bride.”

			“No, indeed.” Nell leaned closer and clinked her glass to Robert’s. “We definitely shouldn’t forget Frederick.”

			Robert sipped and watched her swallow a healthy gulp of the champagne, then he reached out and slipped the glass from her fingers.

			She blinked as he pushed back his chair, rose, and set both glasses aside. “I hadn’t finished.”

			“I know, but I want you fully compos mentis for what comes next.”

			She spread her arms. “But my travails are all over.”

			Shifting to stand before her, he caught her hands and drew her upright. Frowning, she studied his face. “What comes next?”

			“Something I’ve been wanting to do ever since I saw you step onto the deck of the royal barge.” Releasing her hands, he raised his, framed her face and tipped it up, and kissed her.

			Gently, at first, but then his lips firmed and ... Nell couldn’t catch her breath. Couldn’t steady her suddenly reeling head. A sensation like fizz erupted deep inside her and she felt giddy, deliriously whirling—and none of that had anything to do with the champagne.

			She responded, not hesitantly as she’d expected, but with a certainty born of some seed that had been planted long ago. Nine years ago.

			Sliding her arms over his shoulders, she moved closer, her lips meeting his with equal ardor, with an equivalent wish to explore, to know...

			The tip of his tongue cruised the seam of her lips, tempting, enticing. Inciting.

			They’d kissed, all those years ago, when she’d been nineteen and he twenty-two, but those tentative kisses had been nothing like this.

			This ... was an invitation, simple and blatant and sure. She read that, understood that, instinctively and in every other way. For an instant, she teetered on the cusp, unsure, but then she looked inward—just one second of consideration—and she knew what her answer should be.

			This was her one chance—her last chance. Tomorrow was the wedding, and the day after she would leave, and she’d always—always—wanted him.

			As a woman wanted a man, she’d yearned for him.

			So she parted her lips and invited him in, surrendered her mouth, and gloried as he took. As he claimed and made his that which always had been.

			His hands drifted from her face and his arms closed around her and she closed the last inches between his body and hers.

			And desire flared.

			At some point he steered her through a door into his adjoining bedroom. To his bed.

			Later still, they lay together on the white sheets in a tangle of naked limbs, heated skin, and pounding hearts.

			Hands shaped, explored, sculpted, possessed.

			And passion burned.

			Murmured endearments, encouragements, and soft moans of delight were the only sounds she heard. She was deaf to all else, blind to the world—for her there was only him.

			And for him, it seemed, there was only her. Devotion and reverence invested his touch; his focus was absolute and unwavering.

			Sensation and feelings and an upsurge of emotion swept her up and carried her on.

			Urged her on.

			Until they came together in a rush of fire and glory. And the moment was all, and everything and more than she’d dreamed.

			And the man in her arms was the man of her dreams—he always had been. Even as cataclysmic sensation stole her breath, stole her mind and overwhelmed her senses, she yet recognized that as indisputable fact.

			This was life, this was joy.

			This was pleasure unbounded.

			Then ecstasy claimed them, wracked them, shattered them, and satiation rolled over them and she knew no more.

			Nell woke to the gray light of pre-dawn. For a moment, she was disoriented—the room was similar to her own, but not... Then on a rush of remembered sensation, she recalled what had happened. The bed beside her was empty, yet the sheets were still warm.

			Silence lay over the room.

			Raising her head, she searched, and saw Robert standing before the window, staring out. He’d thrown on a robe.

			The bed was in complete disarray; detaching the coverlet required little effort. Wrapping the warm folds about her, she walked quietly across and joined him.

			He glanced at her as she halted beside him. Looking out at the glimmer of light just edging the eastern horizon, she murmured, “You seduced me. I’m not complaining—I’m glad you did—but now I can think again, I have to wonder why.”

			Turning her head, she met his gray eyes, the shade softer in the faint morning light.

			He held her gaze. “Because I realized it’s what I should have done nine years ago.”

			She frowned.

			His tone hardened. “Well, maybe not that precisely, but ... I want you with me, Nell—here, wherever I’m posted. I’ve always wanted you and only you. I haven’t been a monk over the years we’ve been apart, but there’s never been anyone else—only you.” He held a glass of water; he raised it, sipped, then went on, his gaze moving gently over her face, “When you drew back, I tried to find someone else—someone who wanted me. But I could never find any woman to take your place. For me, it seemed only you would do.”

			She frowned more definitely, her gaze locked with his. “I didn’t draw back—you did.”

			His lips curved, but ruefully. He shook his head. “Stop and think. Are you, or are you not, the oldest girl of your generation on the Vayne family tree?”

			She didn’t stop frowning. “I am.”

			“So in the same way you’ve been watching out for Frances, who was watching out for you? Who thought to watch your behavior? No one. At that time, nine years ago, the Vaynes didn’t know whether your generation would be affected, did they? And you hadn’t yet become betrothed. But, my darling Nell, you and I were always sympathetic, empathetic, toward each other. You knew I was going to ask for your hand ... and you drew back.”

			Confusion overwhelmed her frown. “I did?” She honestly didn’t think ... but then Frances and her sisters and all the other Vayne females rarely had much comprehension of what they did while panicking ... She refocused on his face. “Are you sure?”

			She couldn’t disguise the hope that colored her voice. Was that why he’d drawn back, because she had?

			His nod was absolute. “Yes. You pulled back. And I didn’t know anything about the Vayne family failing. I was twenty-two, and while now I would probably grow suspicious, press, and ask questions, back then ...” He paused, holding her gaze. “I thought you didn’t want me to propose, that you didn’t want me as your husband, and that was why you drew back.”

			“No!” She searched his eyes and didn’t doubt his veracity. “I wanted to marry you.”

			Anguish rang beneath her words. Robert captured one of her hands, drew his thumb soothingly over the back. “It doesn’t matter, darling Nell, because that was long ago and this, here and now, is where we are.” He held her dark gaze, the rich violet only just taking on color as the sun slowly rose. Raising her hand, he pressed a kiss to her knuckles, and spoke to those wonderful eyes. “I’ve never stopped loving you, and through these last days, as we worked side by side through our campaign, I came to hope that you still loved me.”

			Her answer came without a heartbeat’s hesitation. “I’ve always loved you. Only you.”

			“And as I love you in the same, all-consuming fashion, then it’s time, don’t you think, that we married?” He drew a breath, and it was tight. “And that’s the answer to your question—why I seduced you. Because, my darling Nell, you may draw back, fluster and bluster all you like, but this time, I’m not letting you go.”

			Nell stared at him, then a laugh bubbled up—a happy, joyous laugh—and she had to let it out.

			He smiled in return.

			Then before she gathered her wits, he went down on one knee and looked up at her, draped in his coverlet with one shoulder bare and her hair cascading in a tousled mane, and said, “Marry me, Nell, and make me the happiest of mortals.”

			She dropped onto her knees, too, pressing into arms that closed around her, steadying her and holding her, and smiled into his eyes. “My heart is yours, Robert Knightley. I’ll marry you and gladly, and I trust that you’ll hold me to this vow—to be your wife and stand by your side forevermore.” Then she leaned in and kissed him.

			And he kissed her back.

			Minutes later, he rose, lifting her in his arms, and carried her back to the bed.

			The wedding of Hereditary Prince Frederick of Lautenberg to Frances Daughtry, daughter of the Duke of Pemberton, went off without a hitch.

			Until he’d seen the evidence with his own eyes, Robert had privately questioned the assumption that the Vayne curse would vanish with the day’s dawn, but from the first—when he’d glimpsed her going into the private family breakfast—Frances had glowed, happiness and joy and delighted expectation rendering her nothing short of radiant.

			Nell, gowned in deep violet satin of a shade that matched her eyes, followed Frances into the room, smiling and laughing at something Frances had said; she transfixed Robert’s eyes and attention effortlessly. Even walking in Frances’s train, to him, Nell was beyond compare.

			Throughout the long day, he and she consulted frequently, working through an extensive list of items to be tweaked and last-minute matters to confirm.

			As in any major diplomatic event, adjustments had to be made due to unforeseen happenings—like the elderly Grand Duchess of Bavaria, being unable to stand and so unable to see from her allotted perch in the gallery, having to be accommodated nearer the altar—but between them he and Nell rose to the challenge, and not a single disturbance marred the day.

			Frederick and Frances made a perfect royal couple, the glow in their eyes and investing their expressions whenever they looked on each other clear for all to see. The populace of Lautenberg, many of whom had crowded into the streets of Kremunz, roared their approval.

			The wedding breakfast passed off without incident, and then it was time for the newlyweds to depart on the royal barge on the first night of a romantic wedding cruise.

			All those who could followed the royal couple and their attendant families to the docks, where the barge, suitably bedecked, bobbed on a gentle swell.

			Half an hour of laughter, cheers, and a short thank-you speech from Frederick to his assembled countrymen, and the ropes were cast off and the barge eased into the river.

			Robert watched the gap widen between the dock and the deck, and finally felt the pressure of the day slide from his shoulders.

			Nell, standing beside him, sent one last wave toward her sister and her new husband, then linked her arm in Robert’s and heaved a heartfelt sigh. “It’s done.”

			“Indeed.” Standing in front of Robert, Valeria turned and considered him and her daughter. “And what about you?”

			As ever, her question was ambiguous, but, unruffled, Robert smiled and answered it as his future mama-in-law had intended. “As it happens, Your Grace, I’ll be returning to England with your party.” Raising his gaze, he included the duke, who had come to stand beside Valeria. “I intend to return to London, at least long enough to marry Nell.”

			The duke smiled. “Excellent!” He clasped Robert’s hand and shook it heartily. “About time.” The duke beamed at his daughter.

			Valeria looked at Nell expectantly, as did Robert. She was staring at them all, apparently struck dumb. Valeria arched her fine brows. “If she’ll have you, I suspect you meant to say.”

			“No, Your Grace.” Meeting Nell’s stunned eyes, Robert placed his hand over hers on his sleeve. “Regardless of what she says from now until then, I will meet her before the altar at St. George’s. I have no intention of drawing back. Again. I love her, and I know she loves me, and”—raising her hand, he pressed a kiss to her fingers—“once I finally get my ring on her finger, I look forward to a long and happy life side by side.”

			Valeria looked from him to Nell, then smiled delightedly. “Amen.”

			July 7, 1826

			The Deck of the Mary and Henry,

			bound for the Rhine, crossing the English Channel

			The wind blew fair and the schooner leapt through the waves. Clutching the rail a little short of the bow, Nell stood with Robert, a comforting shield at her back, and watched the coast of Holland take shape on the horizon.

			They were returning to Lautenberg, to what would be their home for the foreseeable future, possibly for the rest of their lives. Robert’s masters at the Foreign Office had been beyond delighted to learn of his proposed alliance with the Daughtrys; the reassurance of having a sister to support Frances in her role, and the benefits of having a noble lady of Nell’s caliber to assist Robert in the delicate diplomacy predicted to be necessary to keep peace in the region, were considered unparalleled boons. As for Robert’s family, they, too, were in alt; he was the last of his brothers to wed, and the family had all but given up hope—a hard thing in a family steeped in diplomatic ways.

			Her hair whipped by the wind, the tang of sea spray unrelenting, Nell glanced down at the shiny gold band on her ring finger. The last two weeks had been frenetic, hectic, and filled to the brim, but perhaps because their recent brief engagement was effectively the second time for her, she’d fallen prey to no more than several short bouts of frantic dithering, and they’d been married yesterday in St. George’s in a relatively small, family wedding; after Frances’s recent extravaganza, that had suited them both.

			And now, soon, they would reach the mouth of the Rhine, and transfer to the barge that would be waiting to ferry them along the river and then up the Mosel to Kremunz and its fairy-tale castle.

			“A penny for your thoughts.”

			She smiled and leaned back, nestling her head against Robert’s shoulder, crossing her arms over his as they circled her waist and held her securely. “I was just thinking ... this is very much my dream come true, but I never thought beyond this point.” She glanced up and caught his eye. “Beyond the wedding. And now we’re here, on the threshold of beyond, and I feel ... so excited, so enthusiastic about what lies ahead.”

			“About making a life together?”

			She nodded. “That, and the challenges of managing whatever comes.”

			His chin against her head, he was silent for a moment, then he murmured, “Just as long as we’re together, as long as I can hold you in my arms, I don’t care what fate flings at us.”

			“Just as long as we’re together, we can triumph over anything.”

			“And as we’ll always and forever be together, the future, my love, is finally ours.”

			

			THE END
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