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 Invisible Rose by A. J. Cove
 
 Chapter One "Gabriella!" Doshi shot from her bed, tangled in her sheets, then fell headlong on the floor in a heap. She blinked in the dim early morning light, attempting to determine what had disturbed her delicious dreams. She didn't have long to wait before discovering the source. "Gabriella, you get out here this instant, young lady!" Her father was yelling for Gabriella again. Every time Gabriella took a new lover some woman discovered the two together, word got back to the king and chaos reigned in the castle. Would her older sister ever learn? Doshi disentangled herself and tiptoed to her door. She pressed an ear to the cool panel and listened intently. Only five maids worked this floor and all of them should have been below collecting their charges' breakfast or retrieving clean dresses and linen from the laundry, but Doshi heard many of them hurrying along the passage. The inhabitants of Glamdire Castle were eager to see this latest episode in the continuing saga of the Wild Rose. Doshi was no exception. When she heard her sister's door open, Doshi cracked open her own to take a peek. The king should be distracted enough that she could get a good look and a better listen. "Father, let me explain," Gabriella pouted, her head bowed. Doshi noted the scowl marring her father's features. The normally handsome man of fifty odd years was obviously 5
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 beyond his endurance. In spite of his anger, Doshi couldn't help the surge of love she felt for her only parent. Even at this early hour, he was perfectly dressed in the obligatory royal green robes, a symbol of the prosperity of the Glamdire Kingdom. Her father, King of Glamdire, took his role as leader very seriously. He would never be caught in a state of undress, even at six-thirty in the morning. Doshi hoped to someday find a man as tall, handsome, distinguished and fearless as her father. She wanted a man who knew his duty and did it without qualms, no matter who stood against him. She hadn't yet found such a paragon. And so at twenty-six years old, she was still a virgin, to her disgust. Of course, that wasn't the case with the Wild Rose. She'd had more than her fair share of men. That was the problem. Doshi's gaze slid to her less than innocent sister. Gabriella stood before their father in a floor length filmy white nightgown. Her glorious chestnut hair hung free halfway to her waist. How could she stand there with wide blue eyes looking as innocent as a newborn fawn? It was inconceivable, knowing what she'd been up to the night before and many nights previous. "Don't bother, Gabriella!" Her father jerked a hand through his own locks, which matched Gabriella's. "I have raised a whore in my own castle." Gabriella gasped. "Father." "No! Don't deny it. We've been through this a hundred times. What is it about you? I don't understand these urges you have. What makes you sleep around this way?" The king 6
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 paced a few steps away and then turned back. "Maybe if your mother was alive..." "Father, I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me," Gabriella attempted. "I'll tell you what came over you. Lust. Pure and simple lust came over you. You should be setting an example for your little sister, Gabriella." Gabriella's hand slid to her waist. Doshi could imagine what she was about to say and steeled herself against the hurtful words. "Doshi? Pah. She's only two years younger than I am and she couldn't get a man if you paid one to take her." "Don't you dare talk about your sister that way, Gabriella." He grasped his daughter's arm and shook her. "Doshi is a very beautiful woman. She just has trouble believing it. You should be helping her build her confidence rather than tearing her down." Doshi blinked away tears. Her sister was right, though her words stung. She was not confident. But who could be, with such a glorious beauty for a sister? The mothers of prominent men had long debated the faults of the two princesses. Gabriella was too loose. Doshi was too plain. That didn't stop suitors from coming, she thought bitterly. Prosperity wasn't the symbol of Glamdire for nothing. Her father's kingdom was the richest in the free world. Any kingdom that allied with it through marriage was bound to prosper under her father's golden touch. Gabriella crossed her arms. "Well, it's obvious you love Doshi more than you love me." 7
 
 Invisible Rose by A. J. Cove
 
 Her father deflated visibly and his voice gentled. "Gabriella, you know that's not true." "Don't I?" Doshi dropped her gaze. Even she, with her low selfesteem, knew her father preferred her to Gabriella. Yet, surely her sister realized how hard it was for their father to overlook her promiscuous activities. Although her father and mother's marriage had been arranged, the two had fallen in love with one another. Neither could dream of being with another. It was this perfect relationship she dreamed of one day having. Not that she didn't dream of having wild intimate relations. She did. But her husband would provide that, or so she hoped. She sighed and leaned her head against the door frame. There was no use lying to herself. Doshi had listened to Gabriella and her maid discussing her intimate adventures and had often dreamed of taking a lover. The king glanced up, noticing Doshi and the servants. "All of you get back to work," he bellowed, loud enough to be heard throughout the whole castle. Then his voice gentled. "Doshi, get back in your room." As she turned to obey, Doshi saw her father clasp her sister's elbow and direct her inside her room. She shook her head. Her sister was in for at least an hour's lecture. She had also withstood her share of the royal speeches. However, her own indiscretions ran along the lines of tripping and splashing hot soup all over the queen of a neighboring kingdom or sitting on the spectacles of a potential mate. 8
 
 Invisible Rose by A. J. Cove
 
 She padded across her expansive room and flopped down on her bed. An unladylike grunt escaped her lips as she stared up at the ceiling, which was ornately painted with a forest scene and stream, cleverly designed to appear to be moving. She sighed in frustration. She was not normally so clumsy. Yet every time her father brought a man to the castle for her, she lost all sense of grace. Without fail, she managed to alienate them. Not that any of them measured up to her dream of the perfect mate. "Maybe I do it on purpose," she surmised aloud. "Do what, your highness?" Her maid, Lin, slipped in carrying a full tray of hot chocolate, eggs, sausage and toast. It had been her chosen breakfast every day for years. She ate it in her room when she was not commanded to join her father at the breakfast table with her sister and her father's lead advisor. She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. "Do you think I'm boring, Lin?" The maid's gaze dropped to the tray and back to her charge. "You? Never." "Very funny, Lin." Doshi grinned. The petite servant placed her tray on a table near the bed and began arranging the green silk pillows so she could eat her breakfast in bed. Watching her, the princess thought even her own maid outshone her. Lin's delicate limbs were as graceful as any princess'. Her sable hair, though pinned at the nape of her neck, was silky with gentle wisps that curled about her oval face, 9
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 accentuating sweet almond eyes. Doshi had often seen the male servants ogling Lin as she strolled by them in the halls. "Mistress, may I speak plainly?" Lin paused in her ministrations. "You always do." "Well." The girl reached out a hand to stroke Doshi's wild mane. "I think you could be as beautiful as Princess Gabriella if you tried." Doshi rolled her eyes. "That's absurd, Lin. No one in the kingdom is as beautiful as the Wild Rose." "You are," Lin insisted. "You're practically twins." Doshi guffawed and Lin's nose crinkled as if she smelled something repulsive. Doshi covered her mouth. Too late, she remembered what turned people off about her. She couldn't help it. If she were as beautiful as Gabriella, maybe she could be more confident around others. Maybe then she would be noticed for something other than her frequent mishaps. "If you had more confidence, you'd be just as dynamic as your sister," Lin claimed. "You have the same rich chestnut hair." "Mine is frizzy." "You have the same bright blue eyes." "Mine aren't so bright." "And you even have the same voice," Lin insisted. Doshi slumped over her plate, stuffing her mouth with egg. "Foolish Lin. You forget where my sister is grace personified, I am clumsy and garish. While she has creamy skin without a blemish, I'm cursed with a sprinkling of freckles over my nose and hair that's so wild, it looks worse than an old mop. Let's 10
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 not forget, she has a neck as long as a swan's and mine is thick and short. She can charm the hardest heart. I can't charm the softest." Doshi pushed away her empty plate and dragged a napkin across her lips. "I accept my lot in life, Lin. I am content." "Oh, your highness, you know you are not." Doshi straightened her back and narrowed her eyes in her best imitation of her father. "You dare contradict me, Lin?" "No, your highness, of course not." The girl was properly humbled, though Doshi thought she caught a glimpse of amusement lurking in her eyes. "I'm saying you could stand a bit of confidence in your beauty." "I have no beauty!" Doshi snapped. She hated thinking Lin didn't respect her. To be royalty with no presence was pointless. "I would never want to displease you, your highness." Lin's voice was hesitant. "You must see you have the same figure as your sister." Doshi's gaze dropped to her body. "You both have the same measurements. You're the same height. You have..." Lin hesitated again as her hands rose to gesture above her bosoms. Doshi reddened. "...the same blessings," Lin finished creatively. Suddenly, Doshi burst out laughing. "I guess you're right there, Lin. The difference is that my sister flaunts her bosoms by having her dresses cut as low as the law allows, which is pretty low if you ask me." 11
 
 Invisible Rose by A. J. Cove
 
 "Yes, and yours are higher than a nun's." Lin apparently could not bite her sassy tongue. Doshi glared at her. "Free speech over." She sprung from the bed. "I'm ready to go out for a ride, Lin. My habit please." "Yes, of course, your highness."
 
 12
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 Chapter Two Doshi clicked her heels against her mare's sides and leaned forward in the saddle. One more sprint and she'd return to the castle. She laughed out loud at the thought of Lin's face when she saw Doshi's wild hair and flushed cheeks. She'd ridden out without a chaperone or a covering for her hair. Her father would be furious if he knew, but she didn't care. She needed time to herself. She needed to feel free of all the obligations and husband-hunting. She headed full speed into the trees along a well worn path she'd taken every day for years. She smirked confidently, knowing a low wall was coming up and that Fireflight would take it expertly, as usual. As her horse left the ground, she saw a man galloping toward her on the other side. Fireflight cleared the wall, but then shied away from the unfamiliar stallion. Her horse reared and pawed the air, sending her flying backward and landing with a hard thump on the ground. Before she could clear her befuddled mind, the man leapt from his horse and rushed to her side. "Are you all right, miss? I'm sorry. I didn't see you." His hand on her elbow sent inexplicable shards of delight racing along her limbs. She peeked up at him through her errant locks. As he helped her to her feet, she felt herself drowning in the warmth and kindness of the most beautiful hazel eyes she'd ever seen. 13
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 Suddenly, she remembered her state of dress. She must look a sight with her wild mane and mud-caked gown. Though the gentleman wore plain clothes, every thread was clean and his silken blond hair was pulled neatly back from his face. "Are you sure you're all right?" he queried again. She still hadn't found her voice. She opened her mouth to answer and then shut it when she heard more horses coming. It sounded like a small army and Doshi wasn't ready to expose herself to their curious gazes. Besides, it might get back to the king and she didn't like to make him angry with her. She pulled from the man's solicitous hold and ran for her horse. With an unladylike hoist of her skirts, she tucked a foot into the stirrups and flung herself into the saddle, galloping away as quickly as possible. She didn't dare look back to see if he followed or even it he watched her go. His heady scent was still in her nostrils, fodder for her next fantasy. **** "You can forget it, Father. I'm not getting married." Gabriella's usually flawless complexion was mottled. Doshi imitated her sister's perfect manners and delicately bit into a biscuit while watching the drama playing before her. "You will, and that settles it, Gabriella." The king tossed down his napkin and shoved back from the table. A servant held the chair in preparation of the rising leader of Glamdire. "I will have you settled before this year is out, one way or another." 14
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 "No, Father. I will not marry Prince Tarin. I am never getting married." Her blue eyes flashed defiantly. "I am having too much fun." Doshi gasped. Her sister didn't often admit she was actually having affairs to their father. She was defiant and demanded her freedom. She flaunted the rule of traveling with more than her personal maid, but still practiced deniability in the face of her amorous activities. The king paused. He turned a narrowed look upon his older daughter. Gabriella visibly paled. Doshi shook her head. Foolish girl. She shouldn't have said that. "Gabriella, you believe you've fooled me. But I have many advisors." Spies. "I know that my oldest daughter, a royal princess of Glamdire, is called the Wild Rose because her reputation is so tarnished with her many affairs. Don't presume that I am a silly old man, Gabriella, who knows nothing of what's happening in my own kingdom, not to mention my own household." His voice rose steadily, while Gabriella paled so much Doshi feared she would faint. But Gabriella was as strongwilled as their father and quickly recovered. She would not back down from the king's temper. "I'm a grown woman, Father. I'm twenty-eight years old. I can live my life as I please." "There are societal rules—my rules—Gabriella." "Yes, well..." She toyed with her biscuit, shredding it between twitching fingers. 15
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 Doshi suspected her sister knew if she pushed their father too far, he would take steps neither of them could anticipate. King Lagrin was well-known for his great affection for his daughters, but he was also reputed to rule with an iron fist. The day that rigid force was turned upon his family was not something Doshi looked forward to. "If you defy me in this, Gabriella, I promise you will regret it. You will marry Prince Tarin. I have already sent a missive asking that he attend us here so the two of you can get to know one another before the wedding. Now, ladies, please excuse me. I have much to do." The king left the table and Doshi sat nibbling, watching her sister. Gabriella, always sunny and charming, was brooding silently, a shadow darkening her perfect features. "Gabriella?" Doshi ventured. "What will you do?" Her sister ignored her. Doshi glanced down the table to Draylin, her father's head advisor, as he sat spearing small potatoes. He seemed completely unmoved by the drama that had just taken place. Unexpectedly, Gabriella glanced up, her eyes glowing. "Well, I guess I'd better do what Father has commanded me, Mouse." Doshi was leery. "That look doesn't seem very obedient to me." Gabriella grinned prettily. "Once I am married to Prince Tarin I will be free to do exactly as I please, without these lectures about propriety." "Won't he have anything to say about it?" 16
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 Her sister shrugged. "I'll make an agreement before we say our 'I dos'. Besides, men have mistresses all the time. What does it matter if I do likewise?" At the same time, Doshi and Gabriella turned their eyes upon Draylin. Surely he'd tattle about Gabriella's plan. She'd been stupid to mention it in front of him. Gabriella, always self-assured, blew a kiss to Draylin. Doshi watched him blush and return his eyes to his plate. Was he one of her sister's conquests? The advisor had always seemed too straight-laced for that. The knowledge shocked her and brought him down a level in her estimation. **** Doshi thought her father's happy smile couldn't get any wider as he commanded a wedding coordinator brought to the castle to handle the upcoming nuptials. The ink on the note to Prince Tarin had barely dried and the postman was just turning down the lane before her father ordered extra maids to prepare Gabriella for her big day. Her head spun with the flurried activity, while her sister soaked up the constant attention with ease. "What if he decides he doesn't want to marry you?" She perched on the edge of her sister's bed while the maids bathed Gabriella in her daily ritual of mineral oils and sweet scents. "Doshi, you are so stupid, I wonder how you can be in this family," Gabriella sneered. "We are promised to one another. That's as good as married." "But does he know you're the Wild Rose?" 17
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 "Father said he does, didn't he?" "Yes, but does he really know...?" "Shut up, Doshi!" Gabriella sloshed water over the side of her tub. "I let you come in here, Mouse, but don't think I won't throw you out if you get on my nerves." Doshi quieted her rampant tongue. She'd always known her penchant for asking endless questions bugged her sister, but she couldn't help it. Her father had told her it was good that she questioned the world around her. It would lead her further than Gabriella would ever imagine going. So far, Father had been wrong, she grumped silently. Soon Gabriella stood and stepped out of her bath. Two maids rushed forward to dry the pampered princess. Doshi peeked up at her sister's naked form just a few feet away. Lin had said she and Gabriella had the exact same measurements. Seeing Gabriella's full bosom, tapered waist, flat belly and long shapely legs made Doshi doubt that statement. Not that she ever examined her own figure. She expected it to be as plain as her face and couldn't bring herself to find out for sure. It was hard not to notice that her own blessings, as Lin had put it, were as full as her sister's, but that didn't mean she felt confident enough to flaunt them as Gabriella did. Were she to wear those thin, figure-hugging dresses in Gabriella's wardrobe, she'd collapse with embarrassment the first time a man's gaze dropped to her naked flesh. More times than she allowed herself to remember, she'd stumbled upon Gabriella and one of her men in a private alcove. He'd 18
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 have his hand or mouth—whichever he was in the mood for— covering her sister's exposed nipples. Her heated thoughts made Doshi's face flame and she fanned it quickly before anyone noticed. She stood up and hurried to the window seat to hide her state of excitement. Hoisting herself on the seat, she leaned out of the open window. A breeze cooled her flaming face, returning her to some normalcy. If she could just have someone of her own, someone to please her as Gabriella was pleased by her various men. It wouldn't take more than one, she figured. Just one, a single man to satisfy the burning ache she experienced each night she lay down in her bed alone and an old maid. Tears burned her eyes. What if she never met someone? She couldn't maintain a sense of decorum long enough to capture a man's attention for more than five minutes, let alone snare him into marriage. And of course her choices were already limited. King Lagrin could not countenance his daughters marrying anything less than royalty, even if it was thrice removed from the throne. Bah! She was going to live her life as pathetic aunty to Gabriella's children. Life was certainly unfair. She'd visited town just last week with an entire entourage of protectors. She rolled her eyes remembering. She'd noticed even the common women had beaus. "I'd give up this castle for that," she whispered into the wind. "Just once. One experience." She peered out onto the mist-covered landscape and saw a woman strolling along the edges of the maze. At first, she 19
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 thought it might be someone she knew, but she changed her mind when the woman turned back toward the castle. Her plain brown dress transformed to a brilliant sky blue, with glints of light flashing over it like fireflies dancing in silk. She stopped beneath the window, but Doshi still couldn't place her. The mist followed her, shielding her identity from Doshi's curious gaze. The mysterious woman tilted her head and looked up. Her pink bow lips did not move, but Doshi's mind filled with her gentle voice. "I will give you a gift, Doshi. One that will help you to find true love. Your gift will grow with you and become a part of you. If you are brave, you will learn to control it, and eventually it will be an inheritance to your children." Having no idea what to make of this statement, Doshi did not reply. She watched transfixed as the woman returned to the garden and slowly faded from view. "Doshi! Close that blasted window! I'm freezing!" Gabriella was very un-princess-like right now. "Where did that stupid girl go?" Doshi turned back into the room, thinking her sister was referring to one of the younger servants. She hadn't seen any of the little ones attending. They weren't allowed above stairs until they were fully trained. Gabriella, now encased in a lounging robe, swept her gaze over her large boudoir. Doshi's eyes followed her sister's. There had been any number of times she'd hidden out in her sister's room as a child to spy on her. They had never been very close. Outgoing Gabriella had never had patience for Doshi's social ineptness. 20
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 "Maybe she went out, Princess Gabriella," one of the maids offered. "Well, that is odd. I never even heard my sister leave." Gabriella spun around on her vanity chair and faced her mirror. "Oh well, Doshi was being her annoying self anyway." Doshi gawked at Gabriella. She was standing right here. Why coudn't Gabriella see her? Puzzled, she glanced into the mirror, only to slap a hand over her mouth. She was transparent! Her heart slammed against her chest and her breathing quickened. Impossibly, she could see straight through herself to the bed curtains behind her. One of the maids moved away from the bathtub in the corner and came up behind her gathering towels. Before she could move, the maid crashed into her, shoving her into another maid, who hit the floor with Doshi on top of her. She rolled away, half-expecting a profuse apology, followed by hands lifting her from the floor. It wouldn't come, of course. She was invisible. Instead, the one maid berated the other for being a clumsy oaf while the first claimed to have banged into something. Doshi stared up at them from the floor. She glanced down at her hands, turning them over and over. She patted them against her lap and felt the curve of her legs. Then she inched her hand beneath one of the maid's long dress and wrapped her fingers around the woman's ankle. The maid jumped, screaming and tossed the bowl of powder she was holding straight into Gabriella's face. Gabriella screeched, flailing back in her chair and then 21
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 catapulting backward to land in a heap on the floor. Both maids dove to retrieve the princess, but Gabriella slapped their hands away angrily. "You'd better have a good explanation for why you did that, Mary!" "Oh, I'm so sorry, your highness." Mary wept, still trying to help her charge to her feet. "Something grabbed my ankle." "We do not have mice, Mary. Come up with a better excuse." The maid continued to weep as Doshi looked on in shock. Wet streaks of tears made trails where the powder had covered her face. "It wasn't a mouse, Princess. It was a hand. It grabbed me." Doshi moved to stand directly in front of Gabriella, staring closely into Gabriella's face. Gabriella didn't see her at all, though Doshi could still see her own outline. It was amazing. Doshi would have moved when Mary tried to help Gabriella clean off the powder, but Gabriella waved her away. "No, I don't want your help. Go and get me warm water. I have to rewash." Mary hurried to do Gabriella's bidding while Doshi stood watching her sister. The other maids stood in a corner whispering together. "Shut up!" Gabriella yelled. The maids scattered, gathering spilled towels, discarded clothing and bolting from the room. Gabriella returned to her vanity chair and Doshi crouched beside her. She considered speaking, but didn't want to scare her sister. Besides, her own fear of what was happening choked her throat. She thought if she tried speaking, she 22
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 might burst out crying and Gabriella would leave her here alone. So, instead she sat close to her sister on the stool the maid had abandoned. She leaned a translucent elbow on the edge of the vanity and watched Gabriella clean her face. Tiny dots stood out on her pale skin. Doshi leaned in closer to have a look. The dots clustered at her nose and spread out across her cheeks. "Freckles!" she yelled suddenly. Gabriella surged up from her chair with a scream. She frantically searched the room. "I don't know what game you're trying to pull, Doshi, but it won't work. You're too old for this. Come out, Mouse." Doshi slapped a hand across her lips. She'd never meant to frighten her sister. But she hated being called Mouse. Gabriella knew it and did it any way. While her sister continued to search, as if she thought Doshi was darting from place to place, Doshi snatched the pepper from Gabriella's breakfast tray and added a healthy sprinkling to the powder still left inside her sister's supply. It was a childish thing to do, but she deserved it. As Mary slipped back into the room with fresh water, Doshi squeezed out. She wouldn't be there to see her sister sneeze over and over again, but the red puffy eyes at dinner later would be reward enough. Doshi returned to her own room across the hall from Gabriella's. She glanced up and down the hall before entering so that none of the maids would think a ghost was on the 23
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 loose in Glamdire Castle. There was enough madness without that ingredient added to the mix. **** Doshi shifted from one foot to the other as she stared down at the floor. What had made her think she could ever pull this off? The moment she stepped foot inside the ballroom the glitter, the finery, and the snobbish confidence of the other women had her cowering in a far corner. Of course, this party was specifically to introduce Prince Tarin and Gabriella, so she could be comfortable in the knowledge that no one would notice should she make a nervous faux pas. All eyes would be on the prince and her sister. Doshi might even be brave enough to risk a dance or two tonight. She glanced at Gabriella's fair complexion. No freckles in sight. Somehow, her sister had discovered a way to cover them and hadn't shared the knowledge. Feeling it was too late now, she hadn't asked Lin to find out the secret. Everyone knew she was imperfect. "Your highness." Doshi glanced up to find Draylin offering his arm. She accepted reluctantly. "Would you prefer another partner, one more prestigious? There seemed to be criticism in his voice. "It's not that," she whispered. "I'm not good at dancing in crowds, people waiting for me to make a mistake." He pulled her close. "Don't worry about that, princess. Your sister is in looks, as usual. All eyes will be on her." Her startled gaze rose to her partner. Surely he hadn't meant to be so rude. But his eyes followed her sister, who 24
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 was holding court rather than dancing. At least ten men surrounded her, each elbowing the other aside. Doshi frowned. "Then perhaps you should join her, too." She pulled from his arms and hurried from the room, ignoring him when he called after her. When she gained the hall, she heard Draylin's voice coming closer. He'd no doubt remembered his position in her father's household and wanted to make up. She faded from view just as he turned into the hall. She had to dart sideways in order to miss colliding with the large man. When Draylin disappeared down the hall, she returned to the ballroom. Already she felt confidence surge through her and was determined to have fun. She'd have to be careful, of course. The room was already getting crowded and more guests were arriving. Doshi sidled up to two men assembled not far from Gabriella's crowd. She listened shamelessly to their conversation. "Well, what man hasn't had her?" one fellow in a bright orange ensemble asked. "She is good in bed." "I'll tell you who hasn't. You, that's who," said another. "What makes you think I haven't?" the man in orange queried angrily. "What kind of tattoo does she have on her right arse cheek?" The second man would not be deterred from his investigation. "Tattoo?" "I rest my case." 25
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 Doshi giggled. Her sister didn't have a tattoo. Neither of these idiots had been with her sister. The men continued to argue over the merits of the Wild Rose and she moved on to other, more informed, conversations. Before she could find one that interested her, a hush came over the entire room. She turned her attention toward the ballroom doors. It was him, the man she'd met in the woods when she'd fallen off her horse and looked such a fright. He was still the most beautiful man she'd ever seen and now he was standing in the entrance of her father's ballroom. His silky blond hair, defying convention, hung past his shoulders, framing a strong jaw line, a narrow nose and those enigmatic hazel eyes that she suspected could see into the bends of light where she hid. She was drawn to his side, taking in his height of over six feet, his broad shoulders and chest and his richly appointed attire. She paused in front of him, lips parted and head held back to stare to her heart's content. His scent was heady, making her mind dance with dreams of lying naked with him in the garden. She stepped closer, risking exposure and lifted a hand to brush a speck of dust from his jacket, His hand followed hers as if he'd felt her touch. Suddenly, recognition came into his eyes as he glanced out over her head. She thought he'd seen the Wild Rose. Instead he bowed toward Doshi's father, which put his lips very close to her upturned face. "Your majesty." With sudden boldness, she rose up onto her toes and pressed her lips lightly to his. He pulled back, shock and 26
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 confusion darkening his features. Her first kiss and he didn't even know what had happened to him. She smiled in spite of the knowledge. The warmth spreading from her lips to the rest of her body made the experience worth it. "Are you all right, Prince Tarin?" her father asked. Prince Tarin? This was her sister's intended? She'd been so absorbed by his features she'd missed the announcement of his name. "Yes, I just thought ... I ... never mind. Is there somewhere we can talk?" Doshi couldn't move. Devastation washed over her. She'd begun to use her powers, hoping to find someone for herself. Yet, the most beautiful man in the world, one who'd make an excellent husband, was already promised to her sister. It couldn't be happening. This had to be a terrible nightmare.
 
 27
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 Chapter Three Doshi lay at Prince Tarin's feet on the carpeted floor. She couldn't risk lying on the couch for fear of making an imprint that her father or the prince would investigate. Her eyes were closed as she sleepily listened to the deep timber of his voice. "Your majesty, I cannot stay long tonight." He lowered his voice. "I have an urgent family matter to attend to. I believe it would be easier to resolve if I were in a quieter setting for the time being. I must also be concerned for the safety of your family, especially Princess Gabriella." The king leaned forward, concern on his face. "I will not demand to know what your business is. I know your father and trust you are an honorable man, Prince Tarin. But wouldn't you feel safer inside the castle? The stone walls are fortified. Guards patrol the area regularly. I assure you, Glamdire is safe." Doshi opened her eyes, noting the pink suffusing Prince Tarin's cheeks beneath his deep tan. "I mean you no disrespect, your majesty. However, the situation is delicate. I would not wish to give you the wrong impression, should the details be exposed." Doshi's father harrumphed, but accepted Prince Tarin's words and the prince breathed a sigh of relief. Kindness. She heard it in his voice. Doshi climbed up beside him. She leaned close, watching the way his lips formed the words he spoke, and the sweep of his lashes when he blinked. 28
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 She placed her nose half an inch from his neck and breathed deeply of his manly scent. This was what it would be like if he were hers, she thought. She'd spend evenings sitting on his lap, listening to him telling her about his day. "Do you smell something?" he asked her father. "Smell?" "Yes. Something like ... roses?" Doshi smiled and leaned back. She wore rose perfume. If she didn't leave her prince might think he was losing his mind. She could never live with that. She stood slowly and returned to the floor. He rose all too soon and she followed her father and the prince to the library door. "Your majesty, I will be staying at the Majestic Arms in town if you need to reach me. Please give my regards to your daughters and assure them I will be honored to meet them soon." "I will, Prince Tarin. And should you need my assistance, I am just a messenger away." Doshi shivered in the cool night air which blew in when a servant opened the front door. The prince's crest covered the waiting carriage and guards stood at attention. She gazed longingly as he boarded and they moved off. It was then that she decided to venture beyond walls of her home. **** The prince was bathing! 29
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 Face flaming, Doshi faced the corner, hoping he'd finish soon. He'd dismissed his servants and guards stood outside the door, so she didn't dare leave the room. If she exited now, they'd become suspicious. Riding in, clinging to the back of Lady Lydie's carriage and sneaking by the clerk had not prepared her for this. Periodically, she peeked over her shoulder at the god-like man calmly sloshing soap and water over his taut muscles. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and moved closer. Boldly, she rested her chin on the side of his tub and stared at his bare chest. Bubbles formed and slid seductively down the tanned skin. She reached out to pop a few and finally allowed one tiny fingertip to touch his warm flesh. When he didn't react with much more than a sigh, she glanced toward his face. He appeared to be sleeping. She dipped all of her fingers in the suds and began a pattern that swept from one shoulder to the other and then dipped downward until it reached his navel. Frankly, she was afraid to venture deeper. He paled and his hazel eyes opened to stare right at her, "Who are you? And how did you get in here?" Squeaking in terror, she scrambled away on hands and knees. The prince tackled her with predatory speed and pressed his heavy wet body down until she was pinned in place. She began to cry. "Don't," he whispered. "Don't cry. I won't hurt you." She sniffled. "C-Can you see me?" 30
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 "No. I sensed your location by the noise you made and I was right." His warm breath blew wisps of her hair across her face. She wiggled beneath him, struggling to free herself. She cried out in fear when she felt his naked erection against her, as he pressed her face first on the floor. "I will let you up as soon as you tell me who you are." The prince's voice was gentle, not angry. She wondered that he so readily believed in her existence rather than think himself crazy. And beyond that, discovering an invisible woman in one's room was disconcerting. He didn't appear to be shaken up at all. "I have a gift," she supplied weakly. "That's obvious. Try again," he demanded. She thought fast. She didn't want him to know who she was, lest he tell her father and she be shamed beyond repair. "I am ... Rose." "Rose?" "Yes." She waited for him to demand a last name or an explanation of how she'd gotten there. No demands were forthcoming. He rolled away and stood. She sat up and took his blindly offered hand. "Why aren't you shocked at my invisibility? You seem to expect me here, or were you waiting for someone else?" Prince Tarin hesitated. "Let's just say I am familiar with this particular gift." She didn't think she could get any more out of him than this vague answer. She moved to a nearby chair and sat 31
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 uneasily on the edge of the seat. At first she turned away from his nakedness and then realized he couldn't see her watching him. Her gaze drifted down his body. His shoulders were broad, his stomach tight in six stacked ripples. He stood firm with his powerful legs apart and she couldn't look away from his thick erection. Her stunned gaze took in the long solid curve, from the base to the rounded head. She caught her lip between her teeth, having never seen a man naked. It was both enlightening and thrilling. "What are you doing, Rose?" The prince's expression told her he was aware of her breathless interest. Isn't that what he'd wanted when he'd posed for her? Her fears momentarily gone, she sassed him as Lin would have. "I'm looking at your naked body. What else?" "Ah. And was it you who kissed me at the ball tonight?" "I didn't have to kiss you, your highness. I was standing in front of you and you bent forward. What else were our mouths to do, but meet?" "What else, indeed? Tell me, Rose, what do you look like?" Doshi stiffened. She smoothed her flyaway hair, then yanked on the back of her dress wishing it weren't crushed and damp. "I have the feeling you're lamenting your ruined dress. Send me the bill for a new one." "I couldn't do that." He grinned and took a seat on a nearby couch, crossing one leg over the other and placing an arm along the back of 32
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 the chair. He patted the space beside him. "Come sit by me and let's talk." "Don't you want to put some clothes on first?" "Must I?" he protested. "I like walking around in the nude. A prince must conform to many rules and regulations which dictate his every article of clothing. When I've just had my bath, I like to kick away the obligations and imagine I'm an ordinary man for a few moments." She moved to join him. "I know exactly what you mean, your highness." He held up a finger. "Remember I am just a regular man. You must call me Tarin while I'm naked." She giggled. "All right, Tarin." The name was butter on her tongue. She loved saying it and would have chanted it a few more times if she didn't think she'd alarm him. "So, my sweet Rose, what are you doing here?" "Visiting." He laughed. "You still haven't told me what you look like." He held up a hand. "No, let me guess." Tarin positioned both hands near her head and slowly brought them down just inches from her form as if he were reading her aura. "Rich chestnut hair, flashing blue eyes ... the sweet lips I already know about. Oh yes, and a delectable body. Am I close?" Doshi's heart sank. She did match his description, but something told her he believed she was Gabriella. It was her own fault for calling herself Rose. 33
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 Tears filled her eyes and she stood. She'd better stop playing this game now, before it was too late. He stood also. "Are you leaving, Rose? Did I offend you in some way?" "No." She attempted to keep the tears and hurt from her voice. "I'd better get back before they discover I'm gone." He gave a slight bow. "Of course. And will you come again? I hope so." She moved toward the door. "I don't think that's a good idea." She hesitated a moment longer. "May I ask you a question?" He nodded. "You may." "Why weren't you more afraid? Why did you take for granted my invisibility?" The prince seemed to be weighing his words. Finally, he spoke. "Generations ago, there was a man in my family who had the power of invisibility or rather something similar. In his case, he could walk through walls. I suspect, though I have not proven it yet, that one of my family members has inherited this gift. I thought at first that you might be him." Doshi's eyes grew wide. So that was why he wasn't surprised. She wondered if it was this same person who'd delayed his meeting with Gabriella. He didn't feel moved to share the details with her father, so he probably wouldn't tell her. It was time for her to get back anyway. She touched the doorknob and then glanced back, memorizing his nakedness for her fantasies on lonely nights. "Will you distract the guards, please?" "What, no walking through walls?" 34
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 He grinned at his joke, but stepped forward to assist. Doshi slipped out and ran down the hall to the stairs. Unfortunately, Lady Lydie had already left, so she was forced to walk all the way home. **** Doshi stood in the prince's room watching him once again. She'd been unable to resist his handsome face and muscular body. She longed to run her fingers over his silky soft skin. Servants came and went. Advisors met with him at a small mahogany table in one corner of the large room. The prince glanced pointedly in her direction once or twice and he seemed more impatient today. Often he stood up from a meeting and dismissed the attendees abruptly. But as soon as they left, new ones came and monopolized his time. At one point, he stood and circled the room slowly, muttering to himself. She couldn't figure out what he was doing until he neared her. "I know you're here," he murmured softly. "Please don't leave. I will make time for us." Her heart skipped a beat. Could he feel her? No. It was the roses—her perfume. Despite the reminder of the Wild Rose, she waited. She wanted to talk with him. She wanted to hear him call her his sweet. Nearly an hour passed before he ordered everyone out. He slammed the door behind the last person and locked it tight. She waited while the tension drained from his face. "Come here, my sweet." She hurried forward. Tarin reached out, finding her shoulders and dragging her to his body before encircling her 35
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 in his arms. She gasped when his lips found first her cheek and then her mouth. The heat from his lips spread over her entire body. She pressed tightly against him, feeling his stiff erection against her belly. When his hand slid to her rear and dragged her up off her feet, a groan of need was wrenched from her throat. "Rose." Reality was an icy splash across her face and she wiggled to free herself from his hold. "Please, let go." He set her on her feet, but kept hold of her hands. "I'm glad you came back." "I shouldn't have. I should be going." "No, please don't, Rose." He led her to the couch. "We should get to know one another." She'd been a fool for coming here. He was her sister's intended, for goodness sake. She should not be lusting over him. She held back. "No, I can't stay." "We'll behave ourselves. I promise." His charming grin weakened her resolve. "We can walk in the garden. I can't seduce you with the guards present." Still, she hesitated. "But we can't talk. They'll think you're crazy." He waved her protest aside. "That's not a problem. I often talk to myself when I'm rehearsing a speech. Won't you come out with me, honey?" She shut her eyes and swayed toward him. If only she was his honey. "Yes, I will walk with you." "Great!" 36
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 He tucked her hand in the crook of his arm and led her out the door. He paused to give commands to his guards. "I am going to walk in the garden. Two guards only. Drop back twenty feet." The guards bowed. "Of course, your highness." **** Time slipped by quickly as Doshi strolled along at the prince's side. She could not resist staring up into his face. His gaze was somewhat off-centered from where she was, but it didn't matter. She knew he was looking at her. For once in her life, a man—a deliciously handsome man—was looking at her and not her sister. "Tell me," he said, interrupting her happy thoughts. "What is your real name? Where do you come from?" She hedged, unready to admit her identity. Spending this time with Prince Tarin was a fulfillment of years of fantasy. "Does it matter, my prince? Think of me as simply Rose. I am your invisible friend, a woman who finds your company enjoyable." He considered the suggestion with a frown. "All right, I agree." She remembered her sister's plan to have affairs after she married Tarin, and wondered about his thoughts on the subject. "It is common for men to have mistresses even after they marry." She peered up at him through her lashes to gauge his reaction. His mouth tightened and he turned away. She felt abandoned. 37
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 "Are you saying you want men in your bed after your marriage?" "Since I am not the Wild Rose, it doesn't matter, does it?" He stopped walking and reached for her. He dragged her against him and she trembled at his strength. He could snap her in half if he chose. "Don't play games with me. I don't like it." She began to tremble and cry. She tried stifling her sniffles but failed. Instantly his hold gentled. He wrapped an arm about her waist and looked toward his guards who pretended not to notice their prince fighting with an invisible person. "Stay!" he barked and pulled her behind a cluster of trees. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you. I simply believe ... Never mind. We will use our time to get to know one another. Possibly our opinions will change." She knew she should leave, but couldn't pull away. She longed to feel his touch just a little longer, to taste his lips once more. He seemed to sense her longing and lowered his head to hers. She adjusted herself to meet his lips and melted under the gentle teasing of his tongue. He pressed her against him while she mentally begged Gabriella to forgive her. Just one more kiss, Gabriella, and then you can have him back. "Just one more, my prince." Tarin lifted her again and this time she wrapped her legs around his waist. She was grateful the expansive material of her dress allowed the wanton move. She slipped her fingers into his hair, savoring the taste of his mouth. Their tongues intertwined for long blissful moments that sent her pulse racing into overdrive. 38
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 "Honey, I want you right here, right now," he demanded. She gasped and then began to pull away again. "No, we can't." "Yes, Rose." His voice was thick. His hold tightened when she tried to get down. She shook her head. "We can't." Suddenly, her protests got through to him and he released her. She saw the anger in his eyes. He paced out to the opening and glanced toward the guards, then returned to her side. Again, his sight was off and she positioned herself to face him. "I don't understand, Rose. You want me as much as I want you." She backed away and glanced up at the sky, noting that it was getting late and the sky was darkening. Today, she had paid an old farmer to drive out toward the castle when he glimpsed a hankie tied on a bush near the place he'd left his cart. She had no intention of showing herself to the farmer, but at least she wouldn't risk her life by being run over by some unsuspecting driver who didn't see her walking along the road. Still, she needed to leave now. "I'm sorry, your highness. I must leave." Her voice was stiff with anger. The prince's face reflected her mood. His eyes darkened and his brow creased. Gabriella stood between them. She wanted to make love with him more than anything. How could she betray Gabriella that way, having an affair with her husband-to-be? "Before you go, I want to tell you something." "What is that?" she whispered. 39
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 "Should I decide to marry the Wild Rose, my requirements are simple. She will give birth to my heirs—my heirs—and then she may do whatever she chooses after that." Aghast, she nodded as if he could see her and then plunged into the trees with tears of bewilderment streaming down her cheeks.
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 Chapter Four Doshi lay on her bed, replaying Tarin's words. What an idiot she had been to think the prince was the perfect man. She'd thought he wanted love as much as she did. How foolish. She whimpered and rolled over to her side, burying her face beneath her arm. He was the perfect man for Gabriella. She would be able to continue her affairs after she'd given him his heirs. It would be the ideal solution. "After that, I guess he'll continue with his own mistresses. That's what men do, after all." "What's that, your highness?" Doshi jumped at the sound of Lin's voice and looked up to see her maid entering the room. "Nothing, Lin." "Will you hide from the world in your room all day? I need to clean." "You disrespect me, Lin," Doshi told her maid. "Do not forget yourself again." Lin curtsied, her gaze lowered to the floor. Doshi rolled her eyes, knowing the servant wasn't sorry. It was her honesty that appealed to Doshi in the first place. All servants bowed enough to scrape the ground if it meant they could serve royalty. Lin was not swayed by Doshi's blood. That made her invaluable. She slid to the edge of her bed and then stood, averting her face. The outspoken maid didn't need to see that she had been crying. "Fine, Lin. I'm getting out of your way." 41
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 Gabriella's voice floated out as she passed the yellow day room. She paused outside wondering if she dared discuss Tarin with her sister. It had been a week since she last visited the prince. From what she'd learned from her father's private meetings, it would be at least two more before the prince came to the castle. She missed him sorely. "Come here, Mouse. Tell this buffoon how perfect I look in this new dress!" Gabriella began her insults the second Doshi pushed open the door. Of course the Wild Rose was correct. The deep blue muslin draped so low across Gabriella's bosom that Doshi could see the beginnings of her areoles. Any man who saw her in it would be her slave inside two seconds. She looked like the loose woman she was, yet that was the look Gabriella was going for, so it didn't matter. "I wouldn't say you look beautiful, Gabriella." Doshi stepped inside the room but stood near the door. "But don't worry. When the men see you in that, they will fight each other for the privilege of taking it off you." "See!" Gabriella beamed. Doshi knew she'd won points in her admission to her sister. The self-centered woman would probably make time to speak with her. Doshi waded through discarded tissue paper, material and boxes to find a seat near her sister. She plopped unladylike on a couch while Mary helped Gabriella back into her former gown. "The dress will be ready tomorrow night, your highness," the seamstress told her before bundling away everything and bustling out of the room. 42
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 Doshi shook her head. Gabriella's bedroom was large and had its own sitting room, but that wasn't enough for Gabriella. She wanted the bigger yellow drawing room as her personal fitting room when she was being measured for new clothes. Doshi had neglected to get anything new for the last month or so. "Well, Mouse?" Doshi eyed Mary, Gabriella's personal maid. She knew the servant was completely loyal to Gabriella and would not repeat anything she heard. "What do you think of Prince Tarin having affairs?" Gabriella's laugh was a gentle melody. "Oh Mouse. You're such a baby." Doshi frowned. "I could care less if he has mistresses. Because you can be sure, little sister, I intend to have my men." She closed her eyes briefly. "Just one isn't enough. One is good at this. Another is good at that." "What if you found one who was good at everything?" "Don't be stupid. Such a man does not exist." Doshi had no experience with men other than the passionate kisses she'd shared with Tarin. Yet, she felt sure he could satisfy her every sexual need. And she had plenty of needs that weren't being satisfied. Her fantasies were many and varied, and since she'd met the prince, he'd starred in every one. Her body burned just thinking of him. She fidgeted and squeezed her legs together beneath her dress. Moisture built at her center. She didn't know much about men, but she'd 43
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 seen her sister in the act many times before. She knew the ways a man's body connected with a woman's and ached for Tarin's to connect with hers. Before the heat caused her to explode, she darted up from the couch and beat a hasty exit, hoping a cool bath would calm her raging desire. Lin would have to clean some other time. **** Doshi stood in Gabriella's dark room. It was unusual for her sister to get sick, but today she'd taken to her bed. Her poor sister's clogged nose and strenuous cough echoed in the silence. Mary had been ordered from the room by a very grumpy patient unable to tolerate the constant coddling. Now Doshi crept invisible through the room to locate two items. She had spied on her sister days ago to learn the secret of covering her freckles and tonight Gabriella's new dress had been delivered and stood waiting inside her wardrobe. She pilfered the small case which held her sister's foundation and stuck it inside the deep pockets of her lounging dress. Next, she eased open the nearest wardrobe to search for the blue muslin. Her heart pounded so loudly in her chest she couldn't hear anything above it. She could only hope Mary wouldn't disobey orders and return to check on Gabriella. Tonight she would visit Tarin again. This might be her one and only chance to make love to a man. As Gabriella was fond of telling her, she was not getting any younger. If Gabriella 44
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 didn't care if her future husband had affairs, then why should she? Besides, no agreement had been signed. The king had explained that the prince would make his final decision once he met Gabriella in person. He hadn't met her yet. "Tonight," she whispered into the darkness as she let herself out of her sister's room. "I will become a woman. I hope." **** Doshi watched Tarin as he poured over a stack of papers. His furrowed brow told her he was concentrating deeply and she was loath to disturb him. She'd avoided wearing her rosescented perfume for the last few days. He was unaware of her presence. Before she could make herself known, a woman slipped quietly into the room and tiptoed up behind him. She was scantily dressed in a garment that was nearly as transparent as Doshi. She slipped her hands around Tarin's head to cover his eyes. A delicate giggle escaped her as she pressed her very large bosom against his back. "I'd hoped you'd come again," he breathed Jealousy flared in Doshi. He already had a mistress! She clenched her fists at her sides and glanced down at the dress she'd stolen. So much trouble for nothing. He hadn't missed her at all. Prince Tarin was just like all the rest. He'd already found another woman since she'd turned him down. Humiliation twisted in her belly. She moved toward the door as Tarin stood and faced the woman. 45
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 "You? I mean, Lady Dalia, you should not be here." Hearing the surprise in Tarin's voice, Doshi paused. Lady Dalia pouted. "But my prince, we had a moment in the dining room tonight. I know we did." "A moment?" He shook his head. "I'm sorry. I'm not sure what you mean. How did you get past my guards?" "Oh, they knew I wasn't about to harm you. I'm a very influential person, you know." The cat practically purred, rubbing herself against the prince. Though Doshi now knew the prince hadn't invited the slut, she couldn't shake her jealousy. She searched for something to get rid of Lady Dalia, then grinned when she remembered the stick pen in her purse. She retrieved it and looked for a place to leave the purse while she handled the lady. As soon as it lost contact with her body, the purse would be visible. A bucket of ice on a serving table to one side of the room would do nicely. When her fingers left the glittering material, the purse appeared. She smiled down at it and then her expression hardened. The lady deserved what she got, attempting to seduce her prince. She brandished the pin as she glided on soft slippers behind the lady. She didn't doubt her pin would make contact since the woman was nearly naked. Dalia pouted as she ran a hand boldly over the prince's bare chest. Doshi saw red and jerked her hand forward into the lace and cotton. Immediately, Lady Dalia yelped and jumped against the prince. Doshi jabbed her again. This time, Lady Dalia jogged around the room holding her bottom in a very uncivilized fashion. 46
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 Doshi slapped a hand across her mouth to stifle her laugh. She cast a glance at Tarin and knew by the wonder and excitement in his eyes that he was aware of her presence. Feeling possessive, she brushed fingertips along his chest, tangling her fingers in the silky hair there. He gave a fleeting look of pleasure before he turned back to Lady Dalia. "I think it's best that you leave, my Lady. I wouldn't want to ruin your reputation." He hooked a hand around her elbow and fairly dragged her toward the door. "But ... but..." The crestfallen expression on her face was comical. Doshi arranged herself on the couch to await her prince's return. She listened as he gave instructions to his guards not to be disturbed again. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, willing herself to become more visible. Her control was increasing. Those first few nights, she'd popped in and out until finally mastering her gift. Now, she could adjust the volume of transparency with a thought and her will. Now, she hoped to appear before Tarin in outline so that he could see her basic form, but not identify her. Tarin locked the door and turned to face her. She waited nervously, hoping he could see. "Rose!" Tarin rushed forward. "I can see you!" He stared, stroking her face. "Honey, you're so beautiful." She blushed. She'd never been called beautiful. No one had ever seen her outside the shadow of Gabriella, she supposed. 47
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 "But I can see right through you." Tarin's gaze had dropped to her almost bare breasts. She lifted a hand to cover them. Quickly, she faded from his view. "Please don't, Rose. I want to see you." He searched blindly for her, but she had moved away. "I'm afraid." She hesitated. "You wouldn't find me attractive if you could see my flaws more clearly." "But I just have. You are beautiful, honey." He moved toward her, his hands stretched out before him. She wanted nothing more than to feel his arms encircling her. She dropped her gaze from his face to his bare chest. She wanted to stroke the blond curly hair again. Following her thoughts, she reached out to stroke him. She felt the shudder that rippled over his body and continued her exploration lower to the band of his pants. "Rose." She tugged at his buttons and lowered his trousers. A memory of his nakedness flashed in her mind, heating her flesh. She had to see that again. When nothing hindered her inspection, her eyes drank in his form, following every carved angle, every contour. Already he was erect and she boldly reached for his shaft, fascinated with its shape. Her feathered touch traced the veins upward and bumped over the head. She dragged in a trembling breath when her finger stopped on the slight indentation at the top. Tarin's eyes closed. His jaw tightened and he tipped his head backward before closing his hand over hers. "Rose, you must not tease me." 48
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 "I'm not," she breathed. "I wanted to see what it felt like. May I touch it again?" She knew she sounded like an inexperienced child. He attempted to focus on her and then grinned. "You may stroke it to your heart's content, honey. But only after I have had the pleasure of watching you strip before me." She gasped. Did she dare? She'd stolen her sister's new dress, put on foundation. She'd even shellacked her unkempt hair with some jelly-like stuff she'd found on her sister's vanity. There was no turning back now. She wasn't a tease. "All right, but you must promise not to touch until I'm ready." "Agreed." He moved to the couch, reclining calmly as he'd done that first day she met him in his room. She wondered at his complete lack of modesty. She supposed those born with perfect bodies didn't need modesty. Gabriella was just as confident. When she was sure he was settled, she stood several feet away from the prince and gradually increased her depth until she was almost visible. "Do you see me?" "Yes." The prince leaned forward. "Could I not have a little more?" She smiled. "No, that's all for now, my prince. Shall I remove the dress?" "Yes," he demanded. "Slowly." She had found new boldness with her invisibility, but stripping before the prince of Lockmoor was not such as easy task. What if he didn't like her body? Would he be disappointed in her bosom, her hips? And what if she messed 49
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 up completely later? Making love with a real man was a far cry from her imaginary lovers. "I'm waiting," he reminded her. She reached up to the shoulders of the dress she wore and tugged downward. Gabriella had always had her clothes made to be easily removed. There were no endless rows of tiny buttons to fight with, just a delicate elastic band holding the thin material up over her full bosom. Tarin gasped when she exposed her nipples, already tight with awareness. They rose and fell, seeming to mesmerize him with every breath she took. Nerves and excitement mingled to make her feel she was on fire. The material of the dress was light, but she felt it weighed heavy on her blazing skin. Moments later, she was naked. Tarin hadn't moved his eyes from her for a second. She wondered if he'd even blinked. "Are you all right?" she asked. "No, I have never seen a woman as alluring as you, honey." He held out a hand. "Come here to me." She moved to take his hand, grateful since she wasn't sure she could stand up much longer. But he kept her from sitting when she would have joined him on the couch. He stood to cup her face and plant sweet kisses on her lips, her eyes, her cheeks. She melted against him, breathing in his scent. "You're not wearing your perfume. I didn't know you were here at first." "Yes, I wanted to surprise you." She didn't want him thinking of the Wild Rose while she was with him. 50
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 "I miss it, the roses." She tried pulling away, but he held tight. "Your scent, honey. Every time I smell it, I will remember." It was precisely what she had intended to avoid. Now she couldn't wear it again when he came to visit the castle. His kisses began a slow and titillating descent down her quivering body. He paused at her nipples, suckling and playing his tongue about them until she mewled like a kitten, tugging his head closer. His seeking tongue dipped into her navel briefly before he ventured even lower. Panicked, she yanked too hard at his hair, trying to keep him from his aim. He yelped and glanced up at her, surprised. "I cannot please you, honey, if you hold on to my hair that way." Irrational fear paralyzed her, closing her throat. She could not respond. He reached for her hands and unfurled her fingers. Holding her hands at her sides, he continued his ministrations. She could not look away as she watched her lover's head dip between her legs. A second afterward, she felt his wet tongue slide over the sensitive folds of her center until it slid inside her. Her legs collapsed at the onslaught of sensation. Before she could fall, Tarin caught her and lifted her to the couch. He laid her on her back, with a look of a man starved, and bowed again between her legs. She thrashed, overwhelmed by the pleasure. Never in her wildest fantasies had she thought it could be this way. 51
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 She felt herself growing wetter at the skillful lashing of Tarin's tongue against her bud. On instinct, she raised her legs higher to give him better access. He took advantage of the move by dipping deeper inside her, his tongue making lapping sounds that only heightened her need. Gabriella must have been mad, Doshi thought. Once she'd confessed the first time hurt, but this was heaven. There was no pain, only pleasure. She had trouble keeping her hips still. When he moved to cover the tiny sensitive bud at the top of her womanhood and sucked against it, she nearly wailed. She planted her heels on his back, tangled her fingers in his hair again to yank him forward. If she didn't reach that something ... that peak she was climbing and then crash down over the side of it, she'd go insane. She needed it. "Tarin, please," she begged. He raised his mouth only long enough to mutter, "Almost, honey. Almost." She yanked down his head again and wriggled against his tongue. Her head thrashed from side to side as she called out his name again and again. "Do that again, Tarin." His mouth closed down on her and she exploded. Her body rocked hard against him as she gasped for breath. She'd made it to that place and waves of sensation rushed across her belly and out along her limbs repeatedly until she lay exhausted against the couch. Her eyes were closed, but she opened them when she felt him stroke her cheek. Tarin lay braced above her, his naked body less than an inch from her own. 52
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 "Are you all right?" She nodded. "Yes." Tarin grinned. "Good. Now the best part." He gathered her in his arms and carried her to the bed. He laid her down and followed, positioning himself at her side. "We'll go very slowly. Then nothing will compare to the delight our bodies will share." She nodded, not trusting her voice as tremors still rocked her body. She stiffened when Tarin slid a hand up her thigh and pushed it out. He bent to plant a kiss on her tender skin. "Relax, honey." She nodded again and willed her muscles to comply. When he raised himself above her and fitted his stiff erection against her folds, lust took charge of her fear. She opened to him as much as possible and then gripped his shoulders when he penetrated her. She sucked in a ragged breath at the pain, unwilling to cry out. His first few strokes were uncomfortable, but gradually the pain faded, replaced by waves and waves of pure delight. "Are you all right, honey?" he gasped between slow thrusts. "Yes. I ... yes." Her fingers tightened on his shoulders and she raised her hips from the mattress to meet his rhythm. The rumbling in his throat seemed to signal an increase in his speed. She moved beneath him, loving the sensation of his extended shaft sliding in and out of her. Soon she recognized the climb to that ultimate explosion. She rocked and bucked against him, her quivering limbs demanding more. He drove deeper and faster until she 53
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 screamed, and he clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle her enthusiastic release. Before she could come down from the height of passion, he jerked and she felt delicious warmth spread over her abdomen. "Now, honey," he gasped hoarsely as he collapsed to her side and pulled her into his embrace. "What did you think of that?" She curled herself closer, tucking her head beneath his chin with her lips against his chest before she answered. "I think I will like doing that as often as possible." His hold tightened and his growl told her he agreed completely.
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 Chapter Five Doshi lay curved into Tarin's arms, enjoying the warmth of his embrace and the afterglow of his lovemaking. Remembering their limited time together, she buried her face in his throat, feeling the beat of his pulse thump against her lips. "This has been wonderful, but our time is nearing an end." "It doesn't have to end. You could admit to me who you really are." Tarin sat up, pulling her with him to his lap. "I could work something out." "What? What will you work out, my prince?" "For us to continue seeing each other. At least for a while." She stood, retrieving her dress from a chair, the soft material fading the moment her hands touched it. "These past two weeks have been more than I could have imagined. But I know you're promised to marry Gabriella Lagrin, Princess of Glamdire." She struggled to hold back her tears. "This is a fantasy. It cannot last." He sighed and rose to dress as well. "You are right. I am all but promised to another. And if I were not an honorable man, I would either break my promise or ask you to become my mistress." "So you're fine with agreeing to marry a woman you haven't seen?" He shrugged. "It is the way of our world, of royalty. If our kingdoms are to survive, we must do that which has to be done in order to ensure a future." 55
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 "You don't really mean that." She frowned. "It sounds so heartless. I know you aren't like that, Tarin." "Do you?" He reached out to find her. Doshi moved further away and he dropped his arm to his side. "You don't know me so well, Rose. And I don't know you. Otherwise, you'd show yourself to me." "I..." He held up a hand. "No, don't protest. I've heard your explanations. I accept things as they are. In another time, we might have been more than lovers. We're a perfect match." "In bed." "In all ways." "I've hidden the entire time we've been together. You look a fool riding alongside a riderless horse." "It was your own choice." She walked around to the foot of the bed. "And now you're going to Glamdire. This must end." She gestured to the rumpled sheets, his half-nakedness as he stood holding his shirt in his hands. He was so beautiful. Her heart constricted at her loss. "You could visit me at the castle for a while." He frowned. "Although it will be next to impossible to get you inside. I know how it is at home in Lockmoor. Not a moment's rest from the servants, advisors, and dignitaries under foot. I'm thankful to have had this time with you, to know you before the chaos. I will figure something out." Her gaze dropped to the floor and she shook her head. "It cannot be, but I would not change anything. These two weeks 56
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 will stay in my memory forever." The pent up tears spilled from her eyes and she sank to the floor, covering her face. Hearing her, Tarin leapt to her side and dragged her onto his lap. "Honey, don't." She couldn't help it. Stupid woman that she was, she'd fallen in love with him. It broke her heart beyond bearing to know he would marry her sister. She would forever be the lesser sister, the one not sought after. No man would ever break his heart over love of her. Tarin wanted only the physical pleasure he'd enjoyed, something he probably didn't expect to receive from a high-born female. It was too much to bear. "One more day together, before I go to Glamdire," he whispered. "One more perfect day." **** Doshi sighed and climbed down from her window seat as she heard Lin enter the room to help her dress. A clamor in the hall drew her attention. "What's that noise, Lin?" Her maid chuckled, placing the basin of water she was carrying on a table near the door. "Just Princess Gabriella throwing a tantrum." "What is it about this time?" Doshi glanced down at her dress, noting the wrinkles. Her father would be furious if she didn't change before meeting her newest prospect for marriage. She sighed again. Lin pinned her with a speculative glance, something she'd been doing very often lately. Doshi hoped her aching heart 57
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 was not too obvious and turned away to inspect her wardrobe. She felt as naked as she had been with Tarin under the knowing woman's gaze. "She's angry that the prince is delayed another few days." "Another few?" "Yes. The prince's servant just left." Doshi started. "Just left?" The maid nodded, a curious look in her eyes. Doshi turned her back, pretending she wasn't that interested. "Lin, I need to take care of something. I'll be back in just a moment." She lifted her dress and hurried toward the door. "But your highness..." "It'll only take a second." Doshi hurried on tiptoes past her sister's bedroom door and scurried down the stairs as fast as her layers of shifts would allow her to go. When she came to the door leading outside, she checked that she wasn't observed and faded to invisibility. Ignoring ladylike conventions, she ran down the long drive leading to the front gates in the castle wall surrounding her father's property. Just as she reached the guardhouse, she heard the tell-tale clop of the carriage Tarin had sent with his message. She let herself out and reached the vehicle just as the servant wrenched open the carriage door and left it ajar while he raided the wild flowers just outside Glamdire. "I don't see why his highness has to have these particular flowers. What's so special about them?" the servant grumbled. 58
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 Doshi pressed a hand to her lips to stifle her giggles and quickly searched the cushions of the well-appointed carriage. She found the note tucked just where she and Tarin had arranged it to be. She scanned the note. Honey, I will meet you tonight at the agreed time, despite certain setbacks in my plans. I will not allow my family problems to interfere with our last night. Look for the carriage at six. Lovingly yours, Tarin. She allowed herself only a moment to press his note to her bosom before she penned a hurried response. I will be there. Wait for me. All my love, Rose. She returned to her room at a more sedate pace, dreaming of her time with Tarin. How far she had come from that first night when Tarin first made love to her. Gabriella had been right about the pain, but it had been brief. Afterward, the pleasure was unending. She was thrilled to find that wild explosion could happen again and again. Tonight would be even more exciting. Tarin had mentioned she could do things to him with her mouth. She was eager to learn. Parts of his incredible body looked so tasty. She thought she might faint if she didn't get her tongue there soon. "Come, princess. Let me change your dress. His majesty will be furious if you show up so wrinkled." Lin worked at the long line of buttons while Doshi stood waiting, still deep in thoughts of her lover. ****
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 "Morel is of good stock, Doshi, descended from royalty. His family dates back to Lotar of Rainmire. He would make a fine husband." Doshi blinked rapidly to keep herself from falling asleep. Her father droned on about this paragon of blue blood in their drawing room. She could see little merit in the young man beyond his excellent manner and dress. His raven hair was perfectly in place. His pantaloons clung firmly to underdeveloped leg muscles and the bright purple waistcoat and jacket, while the finest quality, could possibly cause retinal damage with its brilliance. She attempted not to ogle the pea-sized mole hanging at the tip of his nose. The thought of having to stare across the breakfast table at that thing each morning made her stomach do flip flops. She just couldn't do it. "Doshi, do serve tea." "Yes, father." She moved to obey though she wasn't really expected to serve anything. She was a princess, after all. Her job was to oversee the servant present to do the pouring. She lifted the heavy container without thinking. Stumbling, she dumped the entire pot of steaming tea in the lap of Lord Dooncy Morel. Morel jumped to his feet, screaming and waving his arms. His flying arm smacked the pot from her hand and sent it sailing across the room where it smashed against the far wall. She watched in shock as a narrow stream of tea ran slowly down over the rose wallpaper, probably staining it beyond repair. 60
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 The king's growl matched that of any he'd used on Gabriella after she'd been caught with yet another man. "Doshi!" She quaked, ducking her head and awaiting her father's lecture. But he would not do it in front of his guest. "Go to your room, young lady." "Yes, father." **** "Lin, it really isn't funny." Doshi half-heartedly reprimanded her servant. Lin bent nearly in half, clutching her stomach as her giggles erupted, calmed, and then erupted again. "It is. Oh, your highness. I don't mean to laugh, but Lord Morel..." Doshi burst out laughing, covering her mouth. Falling flat across her bed, she shook from head to toe in her mirth, wishing she could share it with Tarin. He'd laugh, too. Poor Morel had been so red, hopping from foot to foot with his perfectly pointed shoes and his perfect hair never moving. She laughed harder. It was unnatural that a man could be so ordered, even with a tea stain spreading across his thin legs. "Lin, stop it. I'm humiliated enough." "Yes, your highness." But Lin's eyes were full of inner laughter. She gathered Doshi's stained dress in her arms and turned to leave. "Don't worry. His majesty still adores you best." She winked impertinently and left the room. ****
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 Doshi sat back against the luxurious squabs of Tarin's carriage. She'd already let down the windows on both sides, risking the driver's notice. The oppressive scent of the wildflowers in the enclosed space was making her head spin, and she refused to be sick on her last night with Tarin. It had been tricky easing open the carriage door while the servant picked in the field. One would have thought he'd leave the door open to avoid mishap with the large bundle of blossoms. No such forethought had entered the man's mind. She found herself struggling to dodge the poking flowers as the man tried to make up his mind about the best place to lay them. Finally, he decided on a location and slammed the door closed before hopping on top the carriage and heading back to the inn. Now she fidgeted with her gloves, anxious to see Tarin, but still nervous that she would somehow disappoint him. She'd learned quickly what it felt like when a man reached his own peak. She knew the firmness of him inside her lessened and he called out 'honey' repeatedly until the sensations eased. She longed to hear her own name on his lips, but was grateful he didn't cry out Rose or Gabriella. She didn't think she could have stood it. The sun was setting by the time she reached the inn. Tonight, for the first time, she would spend a full night in Tarin's bed. Her body temperature rose with just the thought. As soon as the servant opened the door, she flicked away his hat and jumped to the ground as he ran to chase it in the slight evening breeze. 62
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 She stepped away from the carriage and glanced around her. The prince was several feet away with a hopeful look on his face. For a moment, she considered pretending she hadn't come, but then couldn't resist brushing herself against him. She felt him grow hard immediately and sighed with satisfaction. There was no denying her prince wanted her. "Did you miss me?" she whispered. "Desperately." Her heart banged against her chest and she quickly tugged at his arm to lead him inside. "Then let's go now." Tarin stared straight ahead, pretending he was alone. She grinned up at him, glad he couldn't see the lovesick expression that was surely on her face. "Would you like to have dinner first?" He said it without moving his lips. She shook her head as if he could see it. "No, I ate something before I came." She had, but not much. Who could eat when a man such as Tarin was waiting? Her appetite had completely abandoned her. The lobby of the inn was crowded with prestigious guests. Lords and ladies called a greeting to the prince, each wanting to impress the others with being on intimate terms with foreign royalty. She pressed herself closer to his side in an effort not to bump his guards. There seemed to be many more of them around him. She would ask why when they were alone. The guards pressed closer still as Tarin and Doshi took the stairs to his private floor. She protested with a tiny sound 63
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 when one brushed too close and Tarin commanded them to drop back a pace. "But your highness, the attempt on your life—" "Quiet!" Tarin barked. She jumped at her prince's loud command and then trembled with fear at the guard's words. What did he mean, an attempt on Tarin's life? Had someone tried to kill him? Her chest constricted at the thought. She clutched his hand tighter and he stroked hers with his thumb. Finally, they were locked alone in his room, the guards having inspected it before they allowed them entrance. Something was definitely afoot. Tarin's guards watched him carefully, as they should, but they were never this watchful and jumpy. Each man's hand was curved around a weapon at his hip, as if ready to kill an enemy at the least provocation. "What has happened, Tarin?" She was now in her outline form, so he knew where she was. He pulled her against him, giving her a brief kiss. "Nothing to worry yourself over, honey. My guards are a little over protective, that's all." She pulled away and faded so he couldn't see her shape. "You're lying, my prince." He reached toward her blindly, but she slipped away. He frowned when he couldn't feel her. "Honey, come here and show yourself." She stood by the window, arms crossed. "I will as soon as you explain who is trying to kill you." She grinned, knowing Tarin thought she was near the bed. He searched for her at his desk, the commode and the 64
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 window. When he didn't make contact, he turned to sit down and sighed. "Fine. A few days ago, one of my men discovered my saddle belt had been cut, deliberately. And just this morning, I had a small carriage mishap." She darted across the room and threw herself into his arms. "No, Tarin. Who is it? Why are they doing this?" Tears filled her eyes. "Shh, honey." He stroked her hair. "This is why I didn't want to tell you. I didn't want to frighten you." She nuzzled beneath his chin and wrapped her arms around his waist, causing him to flinch. "Why would anyone want to harm you? You have a reputation of being a kind ruler. You've taken on so much responsibility from your father since he's so ill. How can they find fault with that?" He pulled her arms from his waist. "It's just the way things are, Rose. It's impossible to please everyone" She noticed his grunt of pain when she moved to hug him again. She pulled back, eyes widening. "What is it?" "Nothing, honey." "It's not nothing!" He sighed and then removed his jacket, his waistcoat and shirt. She cried out when she saw the purpled bruises spreading across his left side. She began to cry again, hating to see him in pain. "Don't, Rose. It's all right. Just a small souvenir from the accident." "You called it a mishap." "Little more than that," he said with a smile. 65
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 She felt her wonderful last night with him slip away. Her tears increased, dotting the front of her dress and sliding down inside the tight space between her breasts. At least this time she wasn't wearing one of her sister's dresses. She'd had a new one made, with the neck line much lower than her usual style of dress, while not so indecent as Gabriella wore. And it was pointless. "Is that a new dress, Rose? Is it lilac? Very pretty, honey." She knew it was hard for him to distinguish the colors since she blended with the backgrounds of the room. But he had noticed. A small tingling of joy bubbled inside her at his words "You don't think it's too modest?" She rested a gloved hand against the neckline. A glance up found her lover staring down at her now moist cleavage. "Not at all," he told her. "I like it higher like that. It makes me feel safer that you aren't about to pop out in front of other men when you're out and not invisible. Besides, I'll have that off of you in a few minutes." She trembled excitedly. She wished he would rip the new dress off her right now. With a soft giggle, she leaned carefully toward his right side, pressing her bosom against his bare chest. "Well, I'm always invisible when in your presence, so it doesn't really matter." Tarin gripped her arms and dragged her closer. "It matters, Rose. I do not want you dressing so ... loosely anymore. No lower than this," his nod indicated her dress. "And you should always wear a shift and petticoat beneath." 66
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 She thought her love was in for a shock when he saw Gabriella for the first time. She was the most daring of women and her dresses reflected it. Gabriella set the style for all women wishing to show a bit more flesh. She had seen the blue muslin on someone just a couple days ago. It had been cut, if possible, even lower. "Yes, my prince." There was no sense arguing. Not that she often did. She loved pleasing him. "Shall we spend the evening playing cards or just talking?" His eyebrows rose. "You are jesting, Rose. Our last night in paradise before the onslaught is not to be spent playing cards, I assure you." "But you're hurt." "Not too hurt to teach you something new." Her eyes widened with the prospect of touching and being touched by her lover. She'd been waiting for this moment seemingly all her life, certainly for the last twenty-four hours or more. She stood at his prompting and turned her back so he could undo the buttons of her dress, wiggling impatiently at how long he was taking. "Now, Tarin. Now," she demanded. "Patient, my heart." Tarin kissed the back of her neck and allowed his tongue to tickle her heated skin until she arched her back and pressed her bottom against him. She felt his hardness bulging against her and decided to wait no longer. She pulled from his grasp and swung around to face him. She placed her hands against his chest and pushed him back 67
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 on the bed, before following him down with a knee between his legs. "Careful, honey." She grinned down at him. "I would never hurt that. It's what I've been craving all day and I just can't wait a second longer." With greedy hands, Doshi tore at the clasp keeping her from her treasure. She worked the buttons loose and reached inside his pants, already feeling his shaft throbbing to get out. She stared down at Tarin's huge erection. Now that she had come this far, she wasn't sure how to proceed. "How do I ... you know?" She was all at once embarrassed. "How do I do what you did to me?" She saw his happy grin. "What do you want to do, Rose?" She bit her lip, hesitant to admit her intent. "I want to have a taste. I want to put my tongue there in that groove." She watched the shaft jump. She was exciting Tarin with her words. Today was a great day for exploration. "Go ahead, honey." He didn't have to command her twice. She lowered her mouth to the thick head. Carefully, she swirled her tongue around the tip and was rewarded with a groan of pleasure from Tarin. Knowing she was on the right track, she continued. She ran her tongue down over the length and curved it along the shaft until she was back at the head. She hated that her mouth was too small to get him inside, so she sucked lightly on the head while dipping her tongue in the tiny hole on the top. He began to writhe and moan, tangling his fingers in her hair. 68
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 Suddenly, desperate hunger enveloped her hot body. She loved the taste and feel of him in her mouth, so moist and warm. She sucked harder at the tip and stroked the shaft between her hands. She remembered the warmth that spread through her when her lover exploded inside her, and she desperately wanted that release in her mouth now. She worked him harder, determined to have the nectar she'd been dreaming about. And then Tarin's hips bucked higher. He reached out to push her off. "Let go, honey. I can't hold back." She refused. He tried again to disengage her mouth, though he was weakened by his pleasure. She brushed his hand away and then he released into her mouth. The liquid shot hard into the back of her throat. She swallowed every drop, sucking for more and licking along the sides in case she'd missed anything. When she finished, she glanced up at him, hoping he wasn't angry. He stared as if in awe of her. "Come here," he demanded. She climbed up to lay atop him. "I was so afraid I'd hurt you because your mouth is so small and I'm so big." He stroked her hair. "But you are a natural, woman." She grinned and then gave a startled squeak when he whipped out from under her so that he straddled her body from behind. He paddled her bottom lightly. "Now this is for disobeying me when I told you to stop." He hiked up her dress and reached around the side of her hip and dipped his fingers inside her warm, moist center. "Yes, you're ready for me." 69
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 Rather than play with her with his fingers as he had many times before, Tarin hoisted her hips a little higher and then plunged inside her from behind. She screamed and buried her mouth in his pillow. Her lover thrust into her so hard, banging against her rear, she thought she'd faint from the overload in sensation. The sound! The sound their bodies made as Tarin slammed inside her so roughly, drove her wild. She pushed back against him, bracing her hands against the headboard. "Do you want me to stop, honey?" "Never!" She knew he was only teasing her. He would drive deep inside her until he had to cover her mouth to keep her from screaming so loudly the guards would break in. He already knew that she couldn't get enough of him. Seconds later, he slid a hand across her mouth and she screamed into it as her body reached new heights of aching satisfaction. He pushed deep inside her and lay flat against her, so that there was no gap between them. He removed his hand and wrapped his arms around her and she turned her head to snuggle her face into his neck. She knew what he was thinking. They would soon be apart, unable to share moments like this. She choked on her tears, while he held her tighter. "Only for a little while, Rose. Then we'll be together again," he whispered in her ear. She cried harder.
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 Chapter Six Doshi sat dry-eyed and depressed across the breakfast table from her prince. He'd arrived the night before with even more guards, advisors, and others she couldn't identify. She'd only been given a brief introduction and he'd been kind and attentive to her well-being. But Gabriella quickly caught his attention. The Wild Rose had been generating such an expression from men for years. The prince of Lockmoor was no exception. Doshi tried her best not to stare at him but it was impossible not to. The prince was dressed in his native finery, wearing a long robe of blue silk. She could not help remembering how it felt to be held against that powerful bare chest. Watching him and Gabriella charm each other took away every bit of confidence she'd managed to build. She seemed to disappear even without using her special ability. No one noticed her existence. A sudden bump from Lin caused Doshi's arm to shoot out and upset her tea. Doshi cast a resentful glance at Lin. "Oh, your highness, let me help you. Don't worry, these things happen from time to time." Lin sopped up the mess while Doshi bit down on her tongue. She would appear shrewish if she yelled at Lin in front of everyone and accused her of causing the accident. Besides, everyone, except the prince, knew of Doshi's habit of becoming clumsy in the presence of men. 71
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 "Hah! From time to time? Doshi makes a habit of it," Gabriella didn't skip the chance to insult her, though she'd never been mean with a prospective mate in hearing. Doshi noted the look of censure from Tarin and Gabriella switched tactics immediately. "Yes, don't worry, little sister, we all do it." Doshi glanced up in disbelief in time to catch the prince pat Gabriella's hand with approval. His heated gaze upon her sister sent darts of pain ripping into her heart. Doshi surged to her feet, causing the men at the table to stand. She muttered an excuse and fled without a backward glance. **** Later that day, Doshi escaped to the gardens, only to find Gabriella perched on Tarin's lap on a nearby bench. Tears scalded her eyes and she willed herself to look away, but she could not break free of the scene before her. "Oh, Tarry, darling. Come on. No one will know." Gabriella gave her prettiest pout while presenting her almost naked bosom beneath Tarin's nose. Doshi's mouth tightened at the sound of her sister's ridiculous nickname for her beloved. The prince seemed to struggle with his own desires as he gazed at Gabriella's perfection. "Gabriella, we've already agreed to wait. And I must ask you not to wear your gowns cut that low. I don't like it." She laughed. "But of course you like it. You haven't taken your eyes off my bosom." Doshi cringed when her sister ran a teasing hand across the neckline of her dress, hooking it in 72
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 the material and dragging it lower. Tears blinded Doshi's eyes when she saw the darkened area come into view. Doshi took a step backward and promptly fell into a bush, giving away her location. Before she could disentangle herself, Tarin bent over her. "May I assist you, princess?" She stared up at him, knowing he must see the tear tracks on her face. "I'm all right," she whispered. "I insist." She gave him her hand, which was quickly lost in his larger one. A thrill of desire vibrated off every nerve ending and she ducked her head to hide her reaction to his touch. She was on her feet in seconds, waiting while Tarin kindly dug through the leaves for her shawl. "Here you are. It is quite nippy out." He wrapped the shawl around her shoulders, pausing with a look of speculation in his eyes. Before he pursued what she knew must be rolling through his mind, Gabriella reclaimed him. Doshi stared after him as he strolled back to her sister. The two linked arms and walked further down the path. She pushed a fist to her mouth. Her sister would try seducing the prince again before the day was out. And there was no doubt in her mind that he would give in. "I can't bear it. I cannot." She whispered into the evening breeze. She spun to return to the house, nearly trampling the two guards following the prince. She nodded her pardon and raced away. **** 73
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 "Here you are, your highness." Lin held out Doshi's rose perfume. Doshi ducked away. "I told you Lin, I am not wearing that anymore. I'm tired of the smell." She stood and moved to the window, her toiletries completed. Not that she'd had much done to herself. She no longer wore the foundation she'd taken from Gabriella's room and she'd gone back to her old high-necked gowns. There was no sense in showing off extra skin. There was no one to see. Lin followed her. "Your highness, the scent suits you. Just one spritz?" She shook her head. "No, not even a drop. I must not interfere." "Interfere with what?" "Never mind. Just leave me, Lin. I wish to be alone." Lin stood a moment longer and then departed. Doshi breathed a sigh of relief. She'd spent far too much time crying these last couple of weeks. And just yesterday, she'd spied on a meeting between her father and the prince. Tarin seemed duller of spirit, but he was ready to sign the papers agreeing to marry Gabriella. Doshi's spirits could not sink any lower. Tired of her room, she wandered down to the library, knowing her father had gone out earlier and was not expected back for some time. She'd have her favorite room to herself. She climbed the ladder to retrieve an anthology of Glamdire. Hoisting the heavy volume onto a reading table, she folded her legs beneath her on a chair, preparing to read. She flipped through the glossy sheets, with vivid pictures of the landscape of the town and castle from hundreds of 74
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 years before, to the section that held the biographies of her ancestors. Two years previously, the king had had the book updated to include the biography of her mother. "Olivia Diring, Queen of Glamdire was born a peasant. As such, no written record exists of her birthday but it is surmised that she was birthed just prior to the time of the Great Alpan Wars." Doshi had learned of the wars from her governess years ago when she was still in the schoolroom. Commoners had risen against the corrupt royals of several kingdoms. Only Glamdire's honorable king had retained the loyalty of his people. And young Olivia's maid had fled the fighting with Olivia in her arms. She'd found a safe haven and a position at Glamdire. The fair and beautiful Olivia had eventually won the heart of the prince and later married him when he took the throne as the King of Glamdire. Doshi loved the story of her mother's flight. It never failed to give her hope that some day she would escape the fears that plagued her. She flipped the page to the one she knew held a picture of her mother as a baby in her maid's arms and as a woman at the king's side. She squinted at the print of the baby Olivia held tightly against the maid's chest. Doshi traced the picture, knowing her mother's hair had been blond, vaguely remembering from childhood before her mother had been killed in a carriage accident. She read the caption beneath. "Olivia Diring and her maid, Ailin." The short, plump woman looked vaguely familiar, with her small almond-shaped eyes. She was probably a distant relative. 75
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 "I hope I'm not disturbing you, princess." She froze at the prince's voice. Just once she wanted to hear him say her name. Did he even remember it? "No, you're not disturbing me." He moved to stand beside her and she lowered her eyes to hide the love and longing she knew was there. "Did you need something, your highness?" "You don't have to stand on ceremony with me. You may call me Tarin." His smile was friendly. "After all, we're soon to be related." She coughed to cover her cry of anguish. She would not call him by his name. It would betray her feelings. For his and Gabriella's sake, she must keep her distance. And for her sanity. He waited for her reply and she nodded. "May I speak with you a moment, princess?" Tarin's piercing gaze looked deep into hers. She tried to force herself to look away, but could not. She missed running her fingers through his hair, the taste of his lips. Recognizing the direction of her thoughts, she stood and snapped her book closed. "What could you need to speak to me about?" He reached out a hand to stop her escape, "Please, princess. It's about your sister. She's ... different." She stilled. "Different how?" He hesitated. She knew he was now assuming he'd had an affair with her sister, but couldn't explain why. How could he admit knowing Gabriella before they'd been properly introduced? 76
 
 Invisible Rose by A. J. Cove
 
 "I had the impression she was different, more complex. I'm sorry, I don't want to offend you." She turned her back, not because he'd hurt her feelings on Gabriella's behalf, but for once, she outshone the Wild Rose, though he didn't know it. "No, it's all right. I think if you give her time, you will come to see that Gabriella is more caring than many give her credit for. I know she's a good person inside." "You really believe in her." She faced him. "Of course. She's my sister. I love Gabriella. I want her to be happy." Tarin watched her so long she felt blood suffuse her face. Finally, he thanked her with a small bow and left the room by way of the French doors. She wondered if he'd forewarned his guards of that plan. The library door opened and Lin stepped inside. This was suddenly a very busy room, Doshi complained silently. "Your highness, I've brought your shawl in case you decide to take a walk in the gardens." Lin smiled encouragingly. She knew her maid was pushing her to get some sunlight, and she accepted the covering and stomped out minutes behind Tarin. She wandered for half an hour through the maze, working her way deeper toward the center in the east section of Glamdire's garden. From childhood, she'd learned the paths by heart and knew how to extricate herself when ready. "Maybe I'll somehow get lost and never be found," she muttered as she walked. Another few steps and she rounded a curve to find Tarin stretched out beneath a tree in the shade. She darted behind 77
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 the nearest tree to watch him. He tugged a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and mopped his brow before glancing around. She hid and then faded. Stepping carefully, she approached him, knowing her feet would crush the grass and give her away, but Tarin wasn't paying attention. "How does one get out of this ridiculous maze?" he grumped. She giggled and covered her mouth. His eyes lit and he looked in her direction. "Gabriella?" She longed to kick him and didn't answer. "My Rose, if you're there, please speak to me." He started to rise, but she pushed him down again and climbed onto his lap. Comfort seeped into every pore of her body and she laid her head against his shoulder. Tarin wrapped his arms around her and sought her mouth. She gave herself to him. They kissed for long seconds, Doshi drinking greedily from his love and offering him her own. "Tarin," she whispered against his mouth. She pulled back and covered his lips with her fingertips thinking he might utter her sister's name again. He grasped her wrist and kissed her fingers, one by one. She felt him stiffen beneath her. Just one more time, her mind screamed. No one had to know. The guards, Gabriella, none knew this maze like she did. They wouldn't stumble onto this place in a million years. She could lay with Tarin again, let him fill her aching body. He wanted it as much as she did.
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 Tarin framed her face with his hands, touching his forehead to hers. "I cannot resist you another second. I've tried. These past few weeks have been hell." She was thrilled. He hadn't slept with her sister, though she was sure it wasn't for lack of trying on Gabriella's part. In that moment, she made her decision. She needed him. If she couldn't have him the rest of her life, just this time mattered. She opened her mouth to accept what she knew he was proposing, when a loud crack broke the stillness in the air and birds erupted from the nearby trees. She stared into her lover's eyes as a burning pain spread across her back. She slumped forward and heard his cry as he rolled the two of them into the bushes behind the tree. Tarin covered her with his body, but the pain in her back was making her lose consciousness. As the blackness began to close in on her, she saw her prince's worried face above her. And then she saw his shock. "Doshi?"
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 Chapter Seven Doshi woke to a cottony mouth and damp hands. She opened her eyes to find Lin sleeping in a cot at her bedside, clutching both her hands. She eased out of her maid's hold and rubbed her palms along the sheets to dry them. A pitcher of water sat on her night stand and she wondered briefly if she'd have the strength to lift it. The dull ache in her back made her hesitant to move. As if on cue, Lin sat up, stretched and leaned to pour Doshi a glass of water. "I'm glad you're finally awake, your highness." Doshi waited until she'd downed two glasses before questioning the girl. "What happened, Lin?" "You don't remember anything?" She moved to roll onto her back, but Lin held her to her left side. "You must stay on your side, your highness. A few more days should do it." "Do what?" She queried and then remembered. She sat up quickly only to cry out and fall backward. Lin caught her and eased her to her side again. "Your highness, you were..." "I know." Doshi interrupted. "How is Tarin? Is he all right? Please tell me, Lin." She didn't care that her feelings were apparent in her voice. She needed to know that the man she loved was safe. "He's well." Lin turned away to fold her sheets. Doshi wasn't fooled. "What aren't you telling me?" Lin didn't answer. 80
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 "If you don't tell me everything, I will get up right now," Doshi threatened, though she didn't think she'd have the strength after that last attempt. Lin sighed. "His majesty has returned to his home in Lockmoor." "His majesty?" Doshi caught the title change. Lin nodded. "At the same time someone was attempting to kill him, his father died." Doshi gasped. "Not a successful assassination!" "No, the king was ill as you've heard. He had just reached the end of his endurance. Prince Tarin had already received a missive from his father's doctor asking him to come home." Lin paused again. "Prince Tarin was deciding whether to take Princess Gabriella with him." Doshi's heart plummeted to her toes. So her memories were faulty or Tarin did not care that the woman he had been having an affair with was his intended bride's sister. Lin continued. "He didn't take her." "What?" Lin stood and folded her cot. "From what I have been able to learn from the servants who would know, Prince Tarin has cancelled his arrangements to marry Princess Gabriella. Under the circumstances, the king has accepted without protest." Doshi turned her face into her pillow, tears quickly soaking the material. So she would not have to endure watching her sister mother her prince's children. She wouldn't have to visit and watch them unable to keep from touching one another. "What changed his mind about Gabriella being his queen?" 81
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 The impertinent maid grinned from ear to ear. "Well, this I heard with my own ear pressed against the library door." Doshi raised a censoring eyebrow, but Lin ignored it. "His majesty, King Tarin, confessed to your father that he'd been having an affair with you." Doshi paled. All at once, she felt the room spin wildly about her. He couldn't have told her father that. What would the king think of his younger daughter now? "Please tell me, Lin, that he didn't say that. Please tell me you're jesting." Lin shook her head as she stroked Doshi's hair. "Don't worry, princess. It won't be so hard being a queen. I will be there to support you and help you with the children, too." Doshi trembled. Just the sweet thought of having Tarin's babies sent chills of longing over her flesh, but it was a ridiculous dream. "He hasn't asked me to marry him, Lin. Did he even say anything about marriage to my father?" Lin shrugged. "I'm not sure. They began a discussion on how he needed to handle the situation of his attempted killer." "Then he knows who did it?" Lin nodded. "Yes, his cousin. He's next in line for the throne since King Tarin is an only child. He hoped to be crowned." Doshi pressed a hand to her throat. "That's awful. How could he do that?"
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 Lin shook her head and strolled to the door to shout for a footman, before measuring out a dose of medicine for Doshi. "Everyone's family is not as close as yours is, my princess." She yawned, drowsiness already stealing over her mind and body. She was grateful, not wanting to think about the fact that her love had left with no word and no concern for her health. As a single tear rolled down onto her pillow, she slipped off into sleep. **** Doshi was finally out of bed for short periods. Her father had visited her often but refused to discuss Tarin. He had not allowed her to discuss anything more than the silly roses Lin filled the room with or the unseasonably warm weather. She was not interested in either. She collapsed in a chair near her window as Lin arranged a soft pillow behind her back. "I don't see why he won't talk about the situation with me. Is he mad at me, Lin? He smiles and pats my hand, but that's all." "He's in shock, your highness. Give the king time. He'll come around." She shook her head. "I don't think so. I've disappointed him. I've heard the girls whispering." She sniffled. "They call me the Invisible Rose because no one knew I was just as much of a whore as my sister." She bent forward in her chair and cried bitterly. Lin tucked a shoulder beneath her and stroked the left side of her back. "They don't know how much you love him, your highness," Lin told her. "They're idiots." 83
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 "Oh Lin. I do love him. And I can't bear being apart from him. My own sister hasn't visited me. I know she'll never speak to me again." "She will." Lin promised. "Her nose is just out of place because you stole such a prize right out from under her." Doshi wailed, uncomforted. **** "Sit down, Doshi." King Lagrin's countenance was stern. Doshi hesitated to face him. Somehow she knew he was now ready to discuss her disreputable behavior. "Father, I can explain," she rushed ahead. "Can you? I don't think you can." His voice remained calm, unlike the times he'd bellowed at Gabriella for her countless exploits. "I'm very disappointed in you." Doshi crumbled before him. She sank down on her knees and buried her head in her father's lap, sobbing so hard she felt herself become sick. "Little Doshi." Her father's voice shook. "Don't, my dear. Please don't cry. It's over now. It's behind us." The king pulled her onto his lap as he used to do when she was just a little girl. She curled against him feeling no older than when she'd fallen from a tree and scraped her knee. Only the king, never too busy with kingdom business, could make her feel better. Though she loved him no less now, he couldn't fix her broken heart. It had been weeks with no word from the new king. He didn't want her.
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 Finally, she sat up. "Father, I've been foolish all this time, holding out for something that didn't exist. I will marry the next man you bring to me without complaint." Her father tipped up her chin to look into his eyes. "Without scalding the man half to death?" "That was an accident," she laughed, embarrassed. "All right, my dear. We're agreed." **** Doshi stood at the beginning of the long aisle, in front of hundreds of guests come to see if the Invisible Rose would actually get married. She glanced at Gabriella, her maid-ofhonor. They'd been on speaking terms for a few days now, though not close. Gabriella still called her Mouse, though both knew it no longer fit a woman who'd stolen her sister's fiancé. She shook her head clear of the memories and stepped forward down the aisle on the king's arm. She avoided looking at her fiancé. His harsh face turned her stomach and she had the feeling that though the man smiled and had accepted the fact that everyone knew his wife was not coming to him a virgin, somehow he planned to make her pay for it. The look in his eyes during the wedding planning made her shiver with fear. Lin had protested loudly that Prince Kor, from a tiny impoverished kingdom, was reputed to be a man who liked to be too rough with his women. Now she stood beside him, ready to say her vows. She knew she was making a mistake. Lin had protested, and she'd always been right about what was best for her. She'd never 85
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 steered her wrong. Even this morning, Lin had assured her she'd help her get away to a safe place. Now, it was too late. The priest was reciting the ceremonial words. "Princess Doshi, put your hand over Prince Kor's as a symbol of your promise to allow him to lead you, to support you for the rest of your life." Her heart banged in her chest. Beads of moisture broke out on her lip and forehead. She swayed unsteadily as the bright room began to darken. And then a door at the back of the room crashed against the wall, snapping her to attention. She turned to see Prince ... King Tarin stroll forward, regal in his robes and surrounded by guards and a chief advisor. She stared in disbelief, then glanced around the room as every guest stood and bowed or curtsied as he made his way toward her. When he was standing only a foot from her, Doshi curtsied and her intended bowed. "Your majesty," she breathed. "Doshi." And then she collapsed. Doshi felt Tarin's arm about her waist as he lifted her against his chest. She heard Kor protest, but as far as she could tell before she completely succumbed, Tarin didn't release her or loosen his possessive hold. **** Doshi's eyes fluttered open to find she was lying on a couch in the small library she knew to be the priest's private office. Tarin stood over her. "Doshi." 86
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 "My king." "Will you say my name?" "It's disrespectful." She trembled as he touched her hair. "You're a king now." "I am still the man who loves you, Doshi." "Oh." The trembling increased. This could not be happening. It was a dream. She'd wake up and find herself lying next to Kor, with his ring on her finger. She glanced frantically around the room, waiting for the nightmare of reality. "Doshi, why didn't you wait for me?" "You left me," she cried. "Without a word." "I sent you roses, with a note of my intentions." "They were from you? There was no note. I didn't know." Her tears fell freely, mourning all the time wasted between them. She knew immediately it had to have been Gabriella who took the note, out of revenge. He gathered her on his lap and stroked her back gently. "I have been tormented, my dove, knowing I put your life in danger. I knew my foolish cousin was trying to kill me, but I couldn't prove it. He didn't deserve to lead my people." "My father was very disappointed in me." Tarin shrugged. "He'll get over it the moment we supply him with grandchildren." Doshi's face burned. "But Kor. He's already signed an agreement, has taken a large sum of money from my father to rebuild his kingdom." Tarin waved a hand. "I will take care of it. Your job, honey, is to love me. Can you do that?" 87
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 She nuzzled closer to him. "I love you desperately, but are you sure, Tarin? Do you really love me? I'm clumsy and I knock over my drinks at the table. Sometimes I spill scalding tea on the guests." A shout of laughter was his reply. "My angel, you were never clumsy with me. I will spend my life proving again and again that we are meant for each other, even if it takes forever." She boldly slid a hand beneath her to stroke the king into hardness. She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips as she watched him. "I know of a few ways you could convince me, Tarin. Right now." His eyes blazed. "Your wish is my command, my queen."
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 Epilogue The queen curled against her husband as they watched their little ones at play. Four-year-old Kali tugged at her older brother's hair and then darted behind a chair. Little Tarin chased after her and Doshi shook her head at the antics of her darlings. "Sometimes I worry about them, Tarin." She moved to sit on her husband's lap. His arms encircled her without a thought. "Why? They're fine." He nuzzled her ear, teasing her with a dip inside now and then with the tip of his tongue. "Kali and Tarin are very close." "I know they are, but still..." Doshi worried her bottom lip until the king eased it from between her teeth. "Still?" "Well." Doshi twisted to face him to be sure she had his undivided attention. She put a hand out to cover a paper he had been studying. He looked up. "Tarin, have you noticed how Kali disappears sometimes?" "She likes to play hide-n-seek, honey. It's a popular children's game. Stop worrying." Doshi sighed. "I do worry. I never thought about what my father went through dealing with Gabriella and me. He must have been half out of his mind at times. They are so precious to me, Tarin. I don't know what I'd do if anything happened to them." 89
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 Tarin gathered Doshi closer. "I know, honey. I feel the same way. Kali and Tarin have guards of their own and God knows how many nannies, plus Lin's watchful eyes. They will be fine. I promise." Doshi finally settled down. "You're right, Tarin. With all of our eyes on them, what could happen?" **** Kali inched along behind her brother on bare toes. She pressed a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling out loud. She reached a hand out to tug his hair, but her hand traveled straight through her brother's body. "No fair, LT! You're cheating!" Kali complained. Her brother laughed, dancing around the nursery floor. "You're just mad because I can pass through walls and you can't!" "Oh yeah? Well I can be invisible and you can't. Ha!" With that, Kali faded from view, frustrating her brother to the point of stomping out of the room without using the door. No, their loving parents had nothing whatsoever to worry about. The End
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