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        Summer 1817

      

      

      
        
        The Island of Athawick

      

      

      Prince Remington of Athawick stood on the terrace outside of his chamber, staring out at the sea as the sun dipped down to its edge, turning the water orange and pink. It was good to be home after two tempestuous months in England. Despite what some in his family would argue, Remi loved Athawick. He loved her sandy shores, he loved her stormy seas, he loved the people who occupied this place, made it exactly what it was in all the best ways.

      Coming home should have brought him a little peace, but it didn’t. A sigh escaped his lips as he turned away from the beauty of the scene before him and he smoothed his jacket. Exiting his large chamber, he moved down the hall a few doors to his sister Ilaria’s room. He knocked once before walking in without waiting for leave.

      She stood in the middle of the chamber, but she was not alone. Her fiancé, Captain Jonah Crawford, was with her, his arms around her as they kissed passionately. When Remi pressed the door shut loudly behind him they broke apart, breathless, and pivoted to face him.

      He grinned. “Tsk, tsk. It is one thing that everyone knows you two can’t wait to marry, but quite another to keep flaunting it,” he teased.

      Ilaria shot him a glare. “I don’t think it’s considered flaunting anything when you came barging into my chamber.”

      “I knocked,” Remi said, and then turned his attention to Jonah. “And you…here we are, home at last. What do you think of the place—is it just as you remember?”

      A flutter of a smile crossed Jonah’s normally serious face. “It’s been two years since I was privileged to be in Athawick,” he said. “And because I was on the Prince Regent’s honor guard, I might not have been so free to explore as I shall be this time. I look forward to it.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Remi’s words elicited a huff of playful frustration from Ilaria and a laughing shake of Jonah’s head.

      Jonah caught her hand and lifted it to his lips. “I should get settled in before the evening’s events. I will see you later, though.”

      To Remi’s surprise, Ilaria tittered and blushed. It was a funny thing, love. He was getting to see it far more closely than he’d ever imagined since Ilaria’s engagement and the marriage of their adopted sister, Sasha. Love had never been something he had faith in. Pleasure was wonderful—he sought that as often as he could. But love?

      “Your Highness,” Jonah said with a small bow toward him.

      Remi pulled a face. “At some point you’re going to have to stop being so formal, you know.”

      Jonah laughed as he headed for the door. “You’ll be Remi to me the moment I am officially wed to your sister. Good evening.”

      As he exited the room, Remi called out, “Good evening, Jonah.” Once he was gone and the door shut behind him, Remi turned his attention on his sister. “He thinks me a fool, doesn’t he?”

      She laughed softly. “It’s the role you play so well. But no, he doesn’t.”

      There was some comfort in that answer, alongside a dose of truth. He did play the role of fool. He created an image of himself that no one could touch. Rakish, layabout prince…no one expected anything of that sort of person. “I’ll try harder then,” he murmured.

      Ilaria paced away with a snort of laughter, moving to her wardrobe to examine the gowns arranged there. As she flicked through them absently, he asked, “When is Grantham doing the thing?”

      She glanced over her shoulder and blinked in what appeared to be true confusion. “The…thing?” she asked.

      “Isn’t he making Jonah a duke or a squire or something for his great bravery in saving your life in London?” He said the words with his usual playful air, but felt anything but nonchalant about them. Ilaria and Sasha had both been attacked in London and had been saved by the men who loved them. For his bravery, Jonah was to be given a title. It was also a way to elevate him so that his marriage to the princess would be more…how had Grantham put it…palatable to a populace that was already uneasy.

      “He’s making him a count and you know that,” Ilaria said. “I think it will be later in the week. Before the wedding.”

      Remi found himself smiling. Ilaria probably didn’t know it, but when she said the word wedding, her entire being lit up. His sister had always been beautiful, but now she was stunning.

      “Look at you, about to live your happily ever after,” he mused softly.

      Her eyes widened a little. “I didn’t think you believed in happily ever after.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Only yours and Sasha’s. I will believe in those because it’s impossible not to believe when you’re both so joyful. And I am glad for you.” Her expression softened as if she was becoming emotional at his statement, and he cleared his throat quickly. “And there is the wonderful bonus that you thwarted our brother’s plans so perfectly. That’s always fun for me to witness.”

      Ilaria shook her head and laughed, diffusing the deeper emotions from a few seconds before. “You say that, but you might not feel it soon enough. After all, if I didn’t marry a titled person of the British Empire in order to provide a buffer for their interference here in Athawick, then the next logical choice for that type of union…is you.”

      She said the words playfully, but Remi’s reaction was anything but. A full-body shiver worked through him at the thought of being tied down, forced to marry, potentially despising his chosen bride…having it devolve into the relationship he’d watched between his mother and late father.

      “Luckily we’re not in England anymore,” he said.

      She tilted his head. “You think that makes you safe? There are dozens and dozens of English men and women arriving on our shores this very moment. Yes, to celebrate my marriage, but certainly some have also been brought here in an effort to tempt you.”

      “God’s teeth,” Remi grunted. “Why doesn’t Grantham marry an English girl himself if he wants a fucking alliance so badly?”

      Ilaria’s eyes went a little wider. “Well, you needn’t bite my head off about it, Remi.”

      He was about to deny he’d done so, but he couldn’t. His tone had gotten far harsher and his sister had been on the receiving end. But there were things he could tease about and things he couldn’t. Still, none of it was Ilaria’s fault. Nor her responsibility to fix.

      “I hope you’re not going to be in such a foul mood for the ball,” she continued.

      “No, no.” Remi waved off the concern and the negative emotions with one sweep of his hand. “I won’t be. I must captivate all those guests, mustn’t I? Tell me they aren’t all crowding into the palace.”

      “You don’t even listen to the briefings from the courtiers and Dash, do you?” Ilaria said with a laugh. “Most are being housed in the inns and the homes of our gentry. But about a dozen or so will be here in the palace, yes. The prettiest women on offer, I’m sure.”

      Remi rolled his eyes. “Do you think King Grantham would murder me if I simply ruined them rather than wed one of them?”

      “He might not,” Ilaria said after a fraction of a moment’s consideration. “But Mama, though…” She trailed off with a significant look.

      They both dissolved into laughter for a moment. When it passed, Ilaria waved him toward the door. “Now go away, will you? I must get ready. Oh, and pull the bell on your way out.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” he said with a ridiculous bow as he departed her room, tugging the bell pull before he did. But as he stepped into the hallway, he expelled a long breath.

      Over the years, he had become very good at pretending to be far more nonchalant than he felt. A perfect way to maintain distance, to keep away unwanted attention. Only right now his emotions were so tumultuous that he feared he might not be able to hide them. Which meant he’d have to work all the harder at it. Prince Remington of Athawick was a playboy prince. He would inhabit that role completely, by God, and never let anyone see anything else.
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      Miss Priscilla Linfield spun around the room, her hands grasped in those of her best friend, Lady Ophelia. When they stopped, dizzy and laughing and breathless, she clutched a hand to her breast. “I cannot tell you how wonderful it is to be invited to Athawick as a guest of your family. You were so kind to make me part of it, Ophelia. And the Duke and Duchess of Gilmore were wonderful to agree to your schemes.”

      Ophelia squeezed her hand gently. “You know my brother and Abigail feel just as attached to you as I do, Pris. I couldn’t have thought to do this without you at any rate.”

      Priscilla paced away, her hands fluttering with the excitement of it all. She turned back with a grin that felt like it would split her cheeks. “Just think, I shall be some small part of what everyone knows is the event of the decade!”

      Ophelia shook her head slightly and her smile fell just a fraction. “So they say.”

      Priscilla tilted her head and looked her friend up and down. Two more opposite people there could not be. While Priscilla was quiet and often shy, Ophelia spoke her mind and seemed to have no care about it. Priscilla buried her nose in books and facts and history, Ophelia drew the eye of every man in every ballroom. Even their looks could not be more opposite. While Priscilla was fair-haired and curvaceous, Ophelia had dark, smooth locks and a slender frame.

      And yet, despite all their differences, she and Ophelia had been friends for years, since they were girls. They had seen each other through thick and thin. Being around Ophelia always made Priscilla a little…braver. And she hoped she was sometimes a calming influence on her friend.

      “You cannot truly be as nonchalant about this as you pretend to be,” Priscilla said with a laugh. “Not even you. We are staying in a palace.”

      Ophelia looked around the fine chamber they would share and nodded as if reluctantly agreeing with Priscilla. “Fine, I will admit it is not every day that one gets to say that. My brother encountered King Grantham several times during the Athawick royal family’s stay in London. And here we all are as a result.”

      “I am thrilled to be with you,” Priscilla said. “And to be away from London and my family.”

      Ophelia’s expression shifted and she lunged forward, catching Priscilla’s hands once more. “Oh, Pris, is it terrible?”

      Priscilla’s arms began to tingle at the question and she had to draw a few long breaths to calm herself before she spoke. “Yes,” she admitted softly. “As always.”

      Ophelia drew her to the settee before the fire and they sat together. Her friend leaned closer, exploring her expression. “When you did not speak of it during the voyage here, I had hoped things had improved.”

      Priscilla sighed. “I was…I was trying to hide it from you, I admit.”

      “Why?” Ophelia asked, her eyes growing wide.

      “Because I hate being your sad, pathetic friend with her sad, pathetic life,” Priscilla dipped her head. “Always going on about my hardships does not make me a very attractive person, I know.”

      “First off, you can always be honest with me,” Ophelia insisted. “And second, you are anything but sad or pathetic. You are the most lovely, brilliant and kind person I know. So tell me about it, then.”

      “When Papa declared his desire to remarry two Seasons ago, I was supportive of the idea. After all, Mama died five years ago. And I thought that if he were distracted, some of the pressure would come off of me.” Priscilla worried her hands before her. “But then he didn’t choose someone at all appropriate for his age, but someone closer to ours. Two years older than I am and one of the nastiest women I’ve ever met. Since their marriage in the spring, things have gone from bad to worse.”

      Ophelia pursed her lips. “I worried about that. Caroline was always a terrible person—I could not imagine that marriage would improve her.”

      “It has not. I tried to reach out to her as a friend, as a…” Priscilla pulled a face. “…daughter, but I’ve been rebuffed at every turn. She encourages my father’s further disappointment in me, sometimes through outright lies. And I am aware that she is trying as hard as she can to produce a male heir for him at last, then push me out entirely.” She bent her head. “I can only think of…of two ways to be free.”

      “Which are?” Ophelia asked slowly, her tone laced with concern.

      Priscilla couldn’t look at her. “Marriage, of course. Though I’ve failed at that consistently for the past seven dreadful Seasons.”

      “And what is the other mode of escape?”

      Priscilla opened and shut her mouth. She had intended to be completely honest with Ophelia when this topic was broached during the trip, as she’d known it eventually would be. She’d wanted her best friend’s advice and support. But looking at Ophelia now, she hesitated. What if she told her and Ophelia was disgusted? What if she turned away? Priscilla had so little to cling to, she didn’t want to risk losing her friend.

      “Why don’t we focus on the marriage option for now?” she said, voice trembling.

      Ophelia moved closer. “What is the second option, Pris? Become a lady’s maid, perhaps? A governess?”

      Priscilla shifted. She’d considered those options, of course, but she had no experience in service or with children. Sometimes she felt entirely useless. And if she made the attempt to enter into service, she was certain her family would thwart the efforts. Caroline would whisper and it would be as bad as a poor reference.

      But if she was to become a man’s…lover…his mistress…she doubted anyone would be asking for a reference then. Did she know what she was doing any better in that arena than the other? No. But she’d found a book that was quite…enlightening. She could learn. She would have to.

      “Something like a servant,” she murmured. “But I’d rather fully explore the marriage option before I put too much effort into the other. I have a thought.”

      Ophelia looked like she wished to discuss the other topic further, but she nodded slowly. “I cannot wait to hear it.”

      “Perhaps my problem is that I have been out so long at home. All the gentlemen know me, they see me as unwanted. But here in Athawick…”

      “You are the mysterious English rose,” Ophelia finished with a slight smile. “A very good idea. At the welcome ball tonight, we could make a list of potential gentlemen for pursuit. Starting with those in court.”

      “King Grantham?” Priscilla repeated in shock. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I actually meant Prince Remington,” Ophelia said. “And some of the titled men in the court. Certainly I would never suggest the king.”

      Priscilla bent her head. “Oh. You…do not think I could be attractive enough to him?”

      Ophelia snorted out a sound of derision. “On the contrary, I cannot believe you would consider him. Because he and my brother became friendly while the family was in London, I was forced to observe him far more closely than I would have ever desired. He is stern and cool and distant. He’s…he’s…ill tempered.”

      Priscilla’s eyes went wide at the passion with which Ophelia discussed the man. “He’s also handsome.”

      Ophelia snorted as her gaze darted away. “I suppose he is handsome. One can hardly deny that fact.”

      Priscilla gripped her hands before her. She could not deny that during the recent royal visit to London, she had made a deep study of the Athawickian royals. They were the center of every piece of gossip for months, after all. It had been an enjoyable pastime to read all about them and try to catch a glimpse of any of them across the ballrooms and parlors of Society. Both the king and Prince Remington were devastatingly handsome gentlemen. The prince’s eyes, especially, were intensely beautiful.

      “It is silly to talk about it,” she said with a shake of her head. “I am not attractive enough for a king.”

      “You are too!” Ophelia insisted and caught her hands. “Great God, Pris, don’t let your stepmother’s cruelty or the idiocy of the men of our Society make you think you do not deserve whatever you desire.”

      Priscilla pondered that a moment. “The king is certainly different from the gentlemen in our acquaintance. He’s supposed to be very intelligent, everyone says so, so he might value a woman like me who prefers reading and study to parties and balls.”

      “Ugh,” Ophelia muttered, not altogether too softly. “Why not think of the prince?”

      “Prince Remington?” Priscilla repeated. “Gracious no! He is far too wild for me. He would not notice me more than he would notice a fly, I would imagine. No, if I were to dare to reach so high, to make this last attempt at the best match possible, it would have to be the king. On paper, it makes sense, I think.” She sighed because she could not believe she was even considering such a thing. Ophelia did make her believe in herself so much more. It was why she adored her. “And he is not in London, which means I would also escape my family.”

      Ophelia bent her head. “And me.”

      “But you could visit me,” Priscilla suggested. “Imagine being best of friends with a queen, Ophelia!”

      “I am already best of friends with a queen,” Ophelia said softly, and squeezed her hand. “Fine, so you would ignore all the warning signs that this man is a terrible bore and only focus on his better qualities. Then what will you do to win over the illustrious King of Athawick?”

      Heat rushed to Priscilla’s cheeks. “Well…perhaps you could help me. You’ve met him, as you said.”

      “God help me, yes,” Ophelia said.

      The wheels in Priscilla’s mind began to turn. She was desperate, after all. If she were desperate enough to think of becoming a man’s mistress, couldn’t she turn that same effort and energy into catching a husband? The ultimate husband, at that.

      “Are you well enough acquainted to be able to introduce me to him?” she asked slowly, trying to picture how that might go. “A more personal introduction, not just a brief curtsey in a receiving line? Or perhaps your brother and Abigail might do it if you asked?”

      Ophelia pulled a face. “Ugh, I suppose that could be arranged. But I would only do it for you, Pris.”

      Priscilla let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. This was a plan, at any rate. One that could keep her from the very scary position she might be in next if she failed. “Thank you. I will not waste your extremely noble sacrifice.” She got up and moved to the wardrobe. “Now help. I need to figure out what to wear.”

      “Oh, I have the prettiest gown—you would look divine in it,” Ophelia said, jumping to her feet and joining her.

      Priscilla pivoted toward her. “We have not worn the same size in years, Ophelia.” She motioned to her fuller breasts. “Would it not be more than a bit…tight?”

      Ophelia laughed as she pulled out a red gown with golden stitching throughout. A gown certainly fit for a queen and far prettier than any of the dresses Priscilla had brought.

      “If you are trying to catch the attention of a man,” Ophelia said as she held it up to Priscilla, “that might not hurt your chances.”

      Priscilla giggled at her friend’s quip and hurried to ring the bell for their maids to help them prepare for the night’s festivities. But as she did so, she couldn’t help but feel nervous. Suddenly there was so much on the line now, the very path of her future. And she could only hope she would make the right impression, the right choices, and set herself free.
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      Remi stood in what felt like a never-ending receiving line as dignitary after dignitary made their greetings. Because this was an event celebrating Ilaria’s impending nuptials and Sasha’s recent ones, his sisters were placed ahead of him in the line and he could watch his entire family as they interacted with their guests. All of them looked happy.

      Well, Grantham didn’t look happy. But the king was always serious during these events. All the time, actually, since he’d taken the throne. Once upon a time Remi had had fun with his brother, but things had changed, tension had risen.

      The others seemed happy, though, including Queen Giabella. She hadn’t stopped beaming since they arrived home in Athawick.

      Remi, on the other hand…was bored. God, he was so fucking bored of all of this.

      He shook another sweaty hand, smiled pleasantly and then groaned beneath his breath. Surely this damned receiving line had to be close to finished. At least in the ball he could have a drink or two, dance a bit, sneak off if he needed space.

      He glanced down toward his brother to see if the crowd was thinning and found that a small group of people had approached the king. Three women and one man, and for once Grantham actually looked warm, welcoming as he spoke to the man. Remi wrinkled his brow. The gentleman did look somewhat familiar and he wracked his brain to come up with some details as their party moved down to greet the queen.

      His mother leaned forward, as kind as always, and as she did so, Remi caught a better look at the women in the party. One lady clung to the arm of the man—his wife, obviously. She was very pretty, with dark hair and a warm smile. Beside them was another dark-haired woman, stunning and with a somewhat knowing expression. Normally that was who he would be drawn to, but instead his gaze flitted to the final lady in their party. She was blonde and petite, with a full, curvaceous figure. The color of her eyes was unreadable from the distance, but she kept flitting that stare back toward his brother.

      And yet Remi couldn’t take his gaze off of her. She was very pretty. And not just that. There was something else about her, something he couldn’t quite place. But he kept his attention focused on her as the foursome made their way through the rest of the family and finally settled at him.

      “The Duke and Duchess of Gilmore,” one of the courtiers helpfully supplied from behind him. “And Lady Ophelia and Miss Priscilla Linfield.”

      “Prince Remington,” Gilmore said, extending a hand as the ladies curtseyed in time. “I don’t know if you recall, but we met at my club while you and the family were in London.”

      “Yes, the club,” Remi said, shaking the gentleman’s hand firmly. “I could not place it and you have saved me. A pleasure to see you again, and your lovely companions.”

      “The pleasure is ours, I assure you,” the duchess said with a warm smile.

      He barely heard her, because at that moment the blonde turned toward him and their eyes met. Hers were green, a lovely dark green that put him to mind of deep, humid woods.

      “A warm welcome to you all,” he said softly as she dropped her gaze to the floor, her cheeks brightening. “And where are you staying?”

      “We are lucky enough to be situated in the palace,” the duchess supplied. “Your brother and mother were very kind.”

      Remi’s brows lifted. He knew only a handful of guests were to be placed in the palace and he couldn’t say he was disappointed this group were some of them. After all, Gilmore seemed a good enough sort, and the interesting Miss Linfield would not be unpleasant to look upon across a breakfast table.

      Not that Remi made it to the breakfast table all that often.

      “We have taken up too much of your time,” the duchess said.

      “I look forward to you taking up even more of it, Your Grace,” Remi said, placing just enough flirtatious teasing into his tone that the duchess tittered softly.

      Their group swept away into the ballroom. There were a few more guests to meet and then the family followed at last, entering the ballroom to the blaring of trumpets. His brother said a few words, Remi didn’t pay attention to them, and the festivities truly began as the music rose.

      Ilaria and Jonah, as well as Sasha and her husband, the Earl of Bramwell, led the dancing with a waltz. Meanwhile, the queen headed into the crowd to greet her friends and favorites in a more leisurely fashion.

      Which left Remi standing by his brother’s side. Grantham was glaring across the ballroom, his gaze focused. When Remi followed the stare, he found the Duke and Duchess of Gilmore and their charges, Miss Linfield and the duke’s sister. Remi couldn’t remember her name at present.

      “I thought you liked the duke,” Remi said, elbowing Grantham in the ribs gently.

      His brother turned the heat of his glare on him now and nudged him back, not quite so gently. “I do.”

      “Then why are you glaring daggers into their party?” Remi asked.

      “Hush,” Grantham grunted. “They are coming across the floor to us. Do try not to make a scene, if you are capable.”

      His brother’s order made Remi want to do the exact opposite of the edict. God, wouldn’t it be fun to make a scene right here, right now, in the middle of his brother’s crowded ballroom? Dance on a table or kiss the fetching Miss Linfield directly on the mouth. It would drive Grantham to the brink.

      But it would also harm Ilaria and Sasha…and irritate their mother. So he pushed those wild urges down and instead forced a bored smile for the Gilmore party as they reached them.

      “Good evening again, Your Majesty, Your Highness,” the duke said.

      Grantham’s glare faded and was replaced by genuine warmth, which left Remi even more confused. What was so troubling to Grantham, then? “I’m so pleased you and your wife could join us, Your Grace,” he said. “Truly.”

      “And we are thankful for the invitation,” the duchess said with a brief smile for her husband. “Both because such friends are always well met, but also because it is a help to us.”

      “And once I’m happy to provide, Your Grace,” Grantham said with an even warmer smile toward the duchess. “I’m happy you approached—these things are such a crush and there is never any time in the receiving line to say anything but the emptiest of platitudes. I hope your journey to Athawick was uneventful.”

      “Wonderful,” the duke said. “And what a glorious introduction to Athawick as we sailed in this morning. Your shores are as beautiful as all rumors would have implied.” The duke’s sister cleared her throat gently, and for a moment the man’s attention shifted to her. “I also wished to take the opportunity to more fully introduce you to our charges for the trip. You have met my sister, Lady Ophelia, before, of course.”

      To Remi’s surprise, Grantham’s brow furrowed slightly and he held his gaze on Lady Ophelia’s face for a second too long. “Indeed,” he said, his tone strained.

      “But I don’t think you might have had the pleasure of making Miss Priscilla Linfield’s acquaintance.”

      “A pleasure, once again,” Grantham said. “And of course, this is Remi…Prince Remington.”

      Remi stared at his brother. He never made the mistake of formality when they were meeting those outside of their family. He would definitely have to address that later and try to pry out of his brother exactly why he was so distracted.

      “It is truly a pleasure, Your Majesty,” Miss Linfield said, edging forward. “I read all about Athawick during your family visit to London and I could not believe such a fairyland truly existed. But here it is and I cannot wait to explore it further.”

      She leaned a little closer to his brother, and Remi watched her. Her body language was far too obvious. She wanted to make a good impression as she stared up at Grantham, all but batting those long blond lashes and lifting her green stare to be offered to best advantage.

      Of course, Remi knew something she didn’t: his brother was made of stone when it came to ladies. He was Remi’s polar opposite in that regard. Oh, he’d had his dalliances, of course. He was no monk. But Grantham barely let his family past his defenses. He certainly had never allowed a woman to see anything but the kingly mask he wore.

      Even now he glanced down at Miss Linfield and there was…nothing in his expression. “I believe the queen has scheduled a special tour of the capital city and surrounding countryside at some point before the nuptials. So you will likely get your wish. Now, Gilmore, I do hope we can talk more as the days pass. I know you are invested in some shipping ventures and I think we could both benefit from an alliance of sorts.”

      Lady Ophelia arched a brow. “So much business to be had at a supposed family celebration.”

      The entire party’s gaze pivoted to her and Remi’s eyes went wide. Not many people challenged his brother, and he could see Grantham didn’t appreciate it. “That is why I said we would discuss it at a later date, Lady Ophelia. Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough.”

      “I think you’re perfectly clear,” Lady Ophelia said with far more sweetness in her tone than was reflected in her eyes.

      Grantham cleared his throat. “I should excuse myself, I have many people to speak to tonight. Enjoy yourselves.”

      He nodded vaguely to the group and then turned away. When he did so, the duke turned to his sister and glared. “Will you excuse the duchess and me, Prince Remington, Priscilla? We would like to have a chat with my dear sister.”

      Lady Ophelia sighed and the threesome slipped away, leaving Remi with Miss Linfield, who now looked entirely deflated. It seemed she had put a great deal of pressure onto her meeting with his brother, and Grantham’s lack of interest, coupled with the odd exchange between him and her friend, made her sag a little.

      “So what do you think of our little circus, Miss Linfield?” Remi asked, keeping his tone light.

      She almost physically shook away whatever emotions she was allowing herself and looked out over the ballroom. “I was being honest when I called this place a fairyland, Your Highness. It is truly beautiful. Even the ballroom is finer than any I’ve ever been in. Look at the gauze and the beautiful candelabras and the livery and this design on the flooring is stunning.”

      Remi wrinkled his brow and looked at all the things she had pointed out. He was so accustomed to his home, he sometimes forgot how bright and beautiful it might be to a stranger. He smiled as he saw it through her eyes.

      “We like it,” he said.

      She lifted those same eyes to him, and he was surprised when his breath hitched. Good Lord, but that stare was something. She hadn’t fully turned it on him since they met but now he couldn’t turn away. Her eyes were such a stunning green. When he didn’t look away from her, her cheeks brightened with the hint of a blush.

      He cleared his throat. “Would you like to dance with me, Miss Linfield?”

      Her lips parted as if she were startled by the request. Truth be told, he was a little startled himself. He normally had to be dragged into dancing with the eligible ladies and limited himself to those he could seduce without consequence.

      “Er, are you asking me to dance, or only if I’d like to do so?” she asked.

      The question truly confused him. “Why would I ask if you’d like to and then not mean to follow through?”

      She blushed again, but this time it wasn’t a pretty flush of nervous attraction. It was something far sadder, more embarrassed. “It has been known to happen. As a jest or a tease.”

      He arched a brow. “I think you’ll come to find out, Miss Linfield, that I am a rogue, not a cad. Let me rephrase. Will you do me the great honor of dancing the next with me?”

      Her mouth opened and shut, but finally she nodded. “Y-Yes. I would like that, thank you.”

      The timing of her response was perfect, for the first dance had just ended and the floor was emptying of one set of revelers and filling with the next. He extended a hand and she glanced up at him once more before she took it. He guided her to the center of the floor and they waited together there.

      “Everyone is watching,” she said softly.

      He glanced around. Indeed, she was correct. While his sisters had danced the first with their husbands, he was the first royal family member to choose a partner outside their realm. He should have realized what a stir that would cause.

      “Are you a good dancer?” he asked.

      “Fair,” she admitted, her breath a little shorter.

      He extended a hand again as the music rose and drew her closer. “Then you’ll just have to trust me to lead you.”

      They spun out into the steps together. For the first few turns, she was a little stiff, but she relaxed as they turned. Once she did, he realized how she had undersold her talent on the floor. She was actually a very good dancer, with natural grace and a smooth fluidity to her movements. She could adjust easily when he maneuvered her and never lost her rhythm even when they had to dodge less talented dancers around them.

      “Are you related to the Duke and Duchess of Gilmore then, that they would bring you with them to such an event?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No. I would think you’d know that from looking at me and Ophelia—we are nothing alike.”

      “Plenty of people are nothing alike to their blood siblings,” he said, glancing toward Grantham briefly. “But yes, you two do look night and day.”

      The light in her gaze flickered a little, and for the first time, she stumbled in her steps. He firmed his arms around her, keeping her from tripping. Now why had that bothered her so much?

      “Well, that may be true. But Ophelia is my oldest and dearest friend. And like a sister, no matter how…how much lovelier she is than me.”

      He wrinkled his brow. Ah, so she believed he’d compared them and found her lacking. Or else she was fishing for a compliment. But no, that didn’t seem correct. She wouldn’t look at him and her cheeks were filled with high color.

      “I never said she was lovelier,” he said simply. “I never thought it, either.”

      Her lips parted, but she still refused to lift her gaze to him. She just continued to turn in his arms and her fingers, which had been resting lightly on his shoulder, tensed slightly.

      “You—you must be happy for your sister,” she stammered.

      He smiled and allowed the subject change. “I am. For both of them. Ilaria is my blood and I am happy for her joy. Sasha was adopted, but she is just as much my sister, as has been proven by the fact that she will be coronated a true princess once the royal wedding has taken place. I could not be more pleased for both of them, nor love them more.”

      She stared into his eyes and shook her head slightly. “Those are lovely things to say, to feel. They are not quite your reputation.”

      He choked on a laugh at her unexpected cheek. “Oh really, Miss Linfield?”

      She caught her breath and staggered again in the steps. “I’m so sorry, I should never have been so forward with you, Your Highness.”

      He arched a brow. “If you are so aware of my character, you should know that I like forward. I like unforeseen depths like the ones you just showed.” He leaned a little closer and caught a faint whiff of her scent: vanilla. Simple but warm and surprisingly intoxicating. “Now tell me, Miss Linfield, what exactly have you heard my reputation to be?”

      “Oh…I…I couldn’t…” she stammered.

      “Nonsense. I demand you tell me,” he teased. “By royal edict.”

      The music was beginning to slow and she swallowed hard. “Wild,” she said, so softly that the one word almost didn’t carry. “You are wild. Untethered. That you care for nothing but fun.”

      While he might agree with the first two adjectives, her last descriptor stung a little. She might not be the only one to believe it, but he hated to hear it.

      “I do care about my family, Lady Priscilla,” he said.

      She nodded. “I can see that. I’m sorry I assumed incorrectly.”

      He chuckled. “Oh no, the rest is absolutely correct. I am entirely wild, completely untethered. I hear that is the attraction.” He was holding her too closely now. He knew it. He couldn’t seem to stop it. “Sometimes a little wild is what is needed, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The song ended with one crashing crescendo and she jolted as if startled. Slowly, she extricated herself from his arms and managed a shaky curtsey.

      “Thank you for the dance, Your Highness,” she said, keeping those green eyes away from his
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