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“I shall remember and
treasure this
evening always.”

Prince Stefano reached for Hope's
hand.

“So will 1,” she told him, forcing her-
self to smile.

She didn’t expect him to kiss her, but
when he brought his mouth to hers, It
seemed natural and perfect.

She parted her lips to him and groaned
when he deepened the contact. He
couldn't seem to get enough of her, or
her of him. By the time he broke away,
they were both panting and breath-
less, clinging to each other as the only
solid object In a world that had sudden-
ly been knocked off its axis.

Stefano shook his head ond briefly
closed his eyes. " Thank you for the
most beautiful evening of my life.” He
paused, and she watched his faclal
features tighten as if he were bracing
himself for something. "Please under-
stand and forgive me when | teil you i
can never see you again.”
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Prologue

rince Stefano Giorgio Paolo needed a wife.
A very rich one. And soon.

He couldn’t put off the inevitability of marriage
any longer, not if he planned to save his country from
the international embarrassment of bankruptcy.

Tightly clenching the Minister of Finance’s latest
report, he paced the royal office, his mind racing as
he tread past the series of six-foot sandstone windows
adorned with heavy red draperies.

The view of the courtyard with the huge stone
fountain, which dated from the seventeenth century,
escaped his attention. At one time the scene below
would have given him great joy. But no longer. Now
it brought a heaviness to his chest. All because the
courtyard was empty of tourists.

San Lorenzo, a tiny European principality, had
once thrived as a fairy-tale kingdom, and drawn
hordes of sightseers from all across the globe. But
with the civil unrest in the Balkan states so close to
its borders, the tourists stayed away.

It didn’t help that San Lorenzo had no internation-
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al airport of its own and the closest one was now
closed to commercial traffic because of the fighting.

A knock against the heavy oak door distracted
him. “Yes,” Stefano blurted out impatiently. He’d
left word he wasn’t to be disturbed. Only a -fool
would dare interrupt him.

His personal secretary and traveling companion,
Pietro, stepped inside the room. Stefano amended his
earlier thought. Only a fool or a friend would dare
intrude on him now.

“I thought you might need this, ” Pietro said, car-
rying in an elaborate silver tray with two glasses and
a cut-crystal decanter.

“You know I don’t drink during the day,” Stefano
chastised, but without any real censure.

“Generally that’s true,” Pietro agreed, “but I also
know you're thinking about marriage, and the sub-
ject, as always, depresses you.”

“Once again you're right, my friend.” His shoul-
ders sagging, Stefano rubbed a hand over his face and
stared out the window at his small kingdom.

“Have you made your decision?” Pietro asked, lift-
ing the stopper from the decanter and splashing two
fingers into the glasses. He handed the first to

Stefano, who gratefully accepted it.

e 2
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“Do I have any choice, but to marry?” He felt as if
he were sentencing himself to the gallows. He sa-
vored his life as a bachelor, and the freedom it offered
him to sample the favors of some of the world’s most
beautiful women.

Frankly, he enjoyed the title of the Bachelor
Prince that the tabloids had bestowed on him. The
papers, if they were to be believed, claimed he was
the perfect romantic prince. They touted him as tall,
dark and handsome, with enough charm to sink a
flotilla.

It was true he was tall—six foot two—and his skin
was tanned a healthy shade of bronze from the many
hours he spent out-of-doors. The handsome part, he
took with a grain of salt. His features were aristo
cratic, he supposed. His forehead was high and his
chin stately, but then his family had reined over San
Lorenzo for nearly seven hundred years.

“Have you decided upon the lucky lady?” Pietro
asked in that casual way of his that made Stefano’s
most troublesome worries appear minimal.

Frowning, Stefano thought for a moment, one
hand clenched behind his back. “No.” He gestured
with his drink toward his friend. “I prefer to marry
an American,” he decided suddenly.

« 3 .
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“Having attended Duke University, you’re well ac-
quainted with their ways. American women can be
most charming.”

Stefano slapped his drink down on the desk. “I
don’t need charm, I need money.”

“Trust me, Stefano, I know that.” Pietro reached
inside his perfectly tailored black suit and withdrew a
piece of paper. “I’ve taken the liberty of listing sev-
eral eligible American women for your considera-
tion.”

Stefano paused and steadily regarded his friend.
Oftentimes he wondered if Pietro could read his
mind. “How well you know me.”

Pietro bowed slightly. “It was a lucky guess.”

Stefano laughed, doubting that. Pietro was much
too thorough to leave anything to guesswork. In
some ways his secretary knew him better than he did
himself.

Like a spoiled child, Stefano had put off dealing
with the unpleasantness of his situation. He sat down
and rested against the back of the plush velvet chair.
“Tell me what you've learned.”

“There are a number of excellent young women -
from whom to choose, ” Pietro began.

Yor the next half hour, his secretary provided him

e 4 -
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with a list of names and the information he’d collect-
ed on each woman. There wasn’t one who even mild-
ly captured Stefano’s curiosity. Perhaps Stefano was
just old-fashioned enough to_believe in marrying for
love. When it came to choosing a wife, he would
have preferred to cherish his bride with all his heart
and soul, without an eye on her purse strings. But
courtly ideals weren’t going to save San Lorenzo.

“Well?” Pietro asked, when he’d finished.

Stefano gestured weakly with his hand. *You
choose.”

Pietro’s eyebrows arched. “As you wish.”

His companion ran his index finger down the list,
pausing at one name and then another. His frown
grew darker. Gauging from his reaction, Pietro was
having as difficult time choosing as Stefano.

“Priscilla Rutherford,” Pietro announced thought-
fully.

“ Priscilla, ” Stefano repeated, attempting to re-
member what he could about the woman. “The ship-
ping magnate’s daughter?”

“She’s the one.” Having made his decision, Pietro
relaxed and sampled the first taste of his drink.

“Why her?”

Pietro shrugged. “I’m not sure. I've seen her pic-
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« Flhowotto*

ure.’

“She’s beautiful?”

It tock Pietro a moment to respond. “Yes.”

“You don’t sound convinced. ”

One side of Pietro’s mouth quirked upward. “She’s
not a flawless beauty, if that’s what you want, but
she’s a gentle, kind woman all San Lorenzo will
love.”

“Do you have as much faith she’ll fall in love with
me?” Stefano asked.

“But, of course.” Pietro crossed to the other side
of the room and pulled open a drawer. “I’ve even
come up with a way for the two of you to meet.”

Stefano slowly shook his head. “You never cease to
amaze me, my friend.”

“Do you remember the letter we received last week
from Ms. Marshall from Seattle?”

“Marshall, Marshall,” Stefano repeated, running
the name through his memory. “Wasn’t she the one
who wrote 1o invite me as her guest of honor to some
kind of conference? Some group, something nonsen-
sical. . . I don’t recall what—only that ['d rather be
shot than attend.”

“She’s the one, and it was a Romance Lovers’

. y
Convention.”
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“I sincerely hope you declinéd,” Stefano. said with
an elongated sigh. “For the love of heaven, I have no
time for such nonsense.” Romance had no place in
the life of a man who was forced to marry for money.

“Fortunately, I haven’t responded one way or the
other.”

“Fortunately?” Stefano eyed his companion wear-
ily.

“I have it on good authority that Priscilla Ruther-
ford will be attending the convention. It would be the
ideal way of casually meeting her.”

Stefano resumed his pacing, circling his desk a
number of times, his hands clasped behind his back.
“You can’t be serious? The Marshall woman had
come up with some ridiculous idea of raffling off a
date with me. Dear sweet heaven, Pietro, has it
come to this?”

“This conference can help you achieve your goal.”

Stefano’s gaze narrowed. Surely his friend wasn’t
serious. He had no desire to stand on the auction
block and be awarded to the highest bidder.

“The Romance Lovers’ get-together offers you the
perfect opportunity to meet Priscilla Rutherford,”
Pietro reiterated.

- ”
“You’re serious?
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“Yes, Your Highness, I am.”

“See to the arrangements, then,” Stefa..o mur-
mured. This had to be the low point of his life. He
was about to become a sideshow at the circus, but if
that was what it took to save his country, then

Stefano would gladly sacrifice his considerable pride.



Chapter One

¢ he phone’s for you.”

Hope Jordan glanced irritably toward the
wall of her minute coffee shop on Seattle’s Fifth Av-
enue and dragged her wet hands across the white
butcher’s apron tied about her waist. She hurried to-
ward the phone and reached for the receiver.

“Hello, Mom,” she said, not waiting for her
mother to announce herself.

“How’d you know it was me?” Doris Jordan
asked, her voice revealing her surprise.

“Because no one else phones me when I'm this
busy. ”

“I'm sorry, sweetheart,” her mother said, not
sounding the least bit contrite, “but you work too
hard as it is.”

“Mom, unless this is really important, I have to
get off the phone. I've got three runners waiting for
orders. ” Hope smiled apologetically toward the trio.

“You'll phone me back?”

“Yes. .. I promise. But sometime this afternoon,
all right?”

9.
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“Sure. I ’s important, Hope. I'll give you the de-
tails later, but ] want you to know that ['ve invested
twenty five dollars in tickets to win a date with
Prince Stefano Giorgio Paolo of San Lorenzo.”

Hope’s head bobbed with each one of his names.
She d recently read a lengthy article about Prince Ste-
fano, and his beautiful country. “You want to date
someone young enough to be your son?”

“No,” Dors said with an mmpatient sigh. “T’
bought th tickets for you ”

“Mom. ."

The line went abruptly dead Hope stared at the
ph ne for several seconds before replacing the
recetver. Her mother -was bound and determined to
see her married, but buying her raffle tickets for a
date was ‘ one step over the line” of what Hope found
acceptabl .

Not th t i would do h r any good to argue. Her
mother wanted her married. The wedding itself
wasn’t the important point Grandchildren were.
Her mother s three closest friends were all grand-
mothers It had become a matter of social status for
Doris to see Hope married and pregnant. In that or-
der, of course. And if Hope needea a bit of encour-

agement along the way, well. Doris was more than

,
1.



