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      I took the tray from Georgianne and held it as she moved her now-famous lemon tarts to the display case. My boisterous and chatty boss had been uncharacteristically quiet this morning, and I couldn’t help but worry.

      I knew she was no different than the rest of us—even if she was now engaged to Ronaria’s Prince Layton—but her sullen mood sent a wave of nausea through my stomach.

      Something wasn’t right.

      When Georgianne opened Viviana’s Bistro a couple of years ago, sales had been unstable. She’d obsessed over the business she’d named in honor of her late mother, over the daily receipts and expenditures, to the point I feared for my job.

      I knew she was as loyal to me as I was to her. We were, after all, sisters, in a not-by-blood sort of way. You see, her father served as a top administrator at the orphanage I’d grown up in. I might have been a child of the system, never finding a home of my own after being removed from my mother’s care at the age of nine, but James Bosco and his wife, Viviana, had provided temporary respite on the occasions I found myself between arrangements stamped permanent foster situations.

      The longest lasted six months.

      The feelings of being lost and abandoned had cultivated a need in me. One I finally felt mature and stable enough to pursue. I wanted to provide a safe and loving home to an older child—one like me—who was less likely to find a family to call their own otherwise.

      Not like my own mother who chose drugs, alcohol, and revolving men over me. Not like the too-numerous-to-count foster families whose love I learned was conditional on my behavior.

      Not for brief spans of time. Forever.

      The way a parent was supposed to love a child.

      James and Viviana were the closest thing to parents I’d ever known, and Georgianne had been a loving and supportive big sister—protecting me when necessary—most often from myself.

      Before I’d been removed from my mother’s home, I’d been the type of child who worked so hard to please others, believing if I could make Mom happy she would love me enough. After the official children’s services came, my attitude spun one-hundred-eighty degrees. I rebelled, pushed boundaries, and acted out to build walls and prove the misguided notion I was unlovable.

      The only ones who didn’t react as I expected—and send me back into the system—were the Boscos. Instead they would take me in until James’s team could find another placement for me. He never gave up on me or the idea I could be reached and helped.

      When I aged out of the system and needed a job, Georgianne didn’t hesitate to hire me. It didn’t matter her budget didn’t allow for an employee, she found a way to keep me on.

      No one was happier than me was when she found her literal Prince Charming.

      Ronaria’s Prince Layton—in town for Queen Kat’s child welfare summit—had walked into the bistro and swept Georgianne off her feet.

      The two were from different worlds, but they had proved love could win out when each partner was willing to work at it. Both made allowance and sacrifices so they could be together.

      Because Layton was the sixth-in-line—and not likely to take the throne—he’d been able to move here so Georgianne could keep the coffee shop and be near her father.

      Ever since, business had grown steadily. I’d even heard the couple discussing a second location in recent weeks. Which was why Georgianne’s mood puzzled me.

      One thing I knew for sure, good things never last.

      If Georgianne was worried, there was cause to be.

      Not knowing how to broach the subject, I reached for a colloquial doorway. “Penny for your thoughts.”

      Georgianne’s attention snapped to me, and she forced a smile. “It’s obvious that I’m preoccupied. Isn’t it?”

      “A little.”

      “Quinton is arriving today for a visit.”

      My mouth went dry and I swallowed hard. Before I’d ever heard of Layton Kotnic, Prince of Ronaria, I’d known of—idolized—Prince Quinton Kotnic, ballet dancer. Though I was never really good at it, Viviana enrolled me in dance classes when I lived with them, and I’d fallen in love, searching the internet for videos of performances.

      In one performance from the National Slovakian Ballet company Quinton had danced as guest principal.

      He’d seemed to drop off the world stage a few years ago, and I’d wondered what happened, I’d often thought of asking Layton about his brother, but never wanted to breech his sense of privacy when it came to his family. “Layton’s brother?”

      “The next oldest, the one he’s closest to.”

      “Layton must be excited to see him.”

      “He is. We’re both worried he’s delivering a plea for us to return to Ronaria.”

      Layton had devoted his life to children’s welfare before deciding to relocate to Montgomery. Nothing had changed since—he first worked in our country’s child welfare departments and later took a position in our queen’s charitable foundation. Both positions enhanced his likability on the world stage. It seemed everyone admired him for his humanitarian efforts and extreme modesty. Layton didn’t thrive in the spotlight like Quinton once had; in fact, he avoided it as much as possible.

      I suppose that’s why he seemed blissfully happy in his new life. Until this moment, I believed Layton had the full support of his royal siblings and parents. “Why would the family want him home, if that’s not where he wants to be?”

      “We don’t know for sure that is the reason for his visit. The guise seems to be to bring us a housewarming gift, but I can’t help but worry. I can tell Layton is nervous too.”

      If Quinton persuaded Layton to return to Ronaria, there was no question Georgianne would follow. A year ago, my boss might have chosen her business over romance, but these twelve months of Layton’s love had molded her. She would follow him around the globe.

      Georgianne took the empty tray from my hands. “I’m going to put this away and make a few calls. Sitting here waiting for Quinton to arrive will only drive me crazy.”

      I felt my knees nearly buckle. “He’s coming here?”

      “Queen Kat is sending a car as a favor to Layton. We’ll all meet up here.”

      “If it helps, I can finish the prep work and open the doors.”

      Georgianne touched my shoulder. “I have full faith in you, Isabel. The other girls will be here shortly. Turn on the lights, set the register, and open the doors as soon as all of you are ready.”

      I picked up the frilly white apron from under the counter and tied it in place. I’d been skeptical of the new uniforms Layton suggested six months ago. I was sure the black pencil skirt and black dress shirt would show every speck of flour and sugar and the white frills of the apron would be easily caught and torn, but they’d proven to be durable. I’d even grown fond of the higher-end look they gave the shop.

      Today, I was grateful for the neat, clean appearance, and ran my fingers over my hair hoping it was all tucked neatly into my ponytail. I’d never imagined I ever see Quinton Kotnic in person, let alone have the chance to speak with him.

      Jana and Lenore filed in from the back just as I finished setting the register for the day, so I crossed the room and flipped the switch that lit up the sign and windows.

      As I twisted the lock, I noticed the man who I’d watched dance on my computer screen countless times climb out of a black sedan bearing the emblem of the Royal family of Montgomery on the door. For the first time, I noticed the striking similarity between him and his brother, yet the differences were just as obvious. Quinton was a longer, leaner version of his sibling. Where Layton’s posture and stance could only be described as royal, Quinton carried himself in a way exuding strength and poise.

      As the man approached, I held the door. I’d like to say I remembered everything I’d been taught about properly respecting a member of a royal family when I curtseyed, but it was more because my nerves got the best of me. “You must be Prince Quinton of Ronaria.”

      He touched my arm and held my gaze. My flesh warmed beneath his hand. “Please. There is no need for formalities.”

      I let go of the door, letting
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