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To everyone who wants a happily ever after!


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

In her bedroom, Princess Madeleine-Victoria of Gaullia stared at the gown hanging from the top of the armoire. Yards of luscious white fabric decorated with the finest lace appliques, crystal accents, and intricate stitching fell to the floor where the cathedral train pooled. The wedding dress was meant to be worn by a princess bride and future queen.

A crown-jewel-sized lump lodged in her throat.

That would be her.

Which was the problem.

She should be ecstatic to see the magnificent dress designed specifically for her. The craftsmanship astonished her. Each detail was exact. Much of which had been created by hand.

Any other bride would be thrilled to wear this gown but not her. Dread knotted her stomach. The thought of putting on the dress made her skin itch. Not the reaction a bride-to-be should have, but she couldn’t help herself.

Madeleine sighed, a long exhale capable of powering the windmills dotting her country’s plains.

Pull yourself together.

This wasn’t how a princess should behave.

For the past five years, she’d known and accepted that a loveless, arranged marriage would be her fate. Her parents hadn’t been in a rush to find her a husband after Louie, her fiancé and the crown prince of Friedlich, one of two countries that bordered hers, died. They’d allowed her to do as she wished, which had meant getting a graduate degree in political science while seeing to her royal obligations. Not once had she contemplated not doing her duty.

Until now.

She reached out to touch the exquisite fabric before pressing her arm to her side.

Could she turn her back to the expectations placed on her and say no? Especially when her parents and brother—her entire country—were counting on her.

Not because they wanted a royal wedding. The stakes were higher than that. This was to save her kingdom and her people.

Yes, she had a choice, but did she want to risk the land where she’d been born and raised?

No.

The answer was as simple as that but led to a quagmire of complicated emotions.

With her heart sinking, she stared at the gorgeous wedding gown. She might have a choice—her father was a king not a dictator—but the consequences were too great if she chose to go against her parents’ wishes.

Maybe he won’t be as horrible as she’d heard.

“He” being her intended husband.

Crown Prince Enrique Cierzo de Amanecer from La Isla de la Aurora, the island of the dawn.

She’d never met him, only seen his picture. He was attractive, but he’d been called selfish and self-centered by the few women he’d dated. A surprisingly low number of dates.  Not one serious relationship had been mentioned in the articles she’d read. He was said to have issues, most particularly wanting to be catered to by those around him. She wished they had time to date so she could find out what he was like because he sounded like a complete narcissist. Granted, he wasn’t the only prince like that.

She also knew that the media exaggerated and lied. Gossip and rumors were part of being a royal, except not one article had mentioned wild parties or a revolving bedroom door. The criticism centered on Enrique’s personality, which made him seem less than desirable as a spouse. Not only that, but it also appeared as if his search for a bride had been met with only disastrous results. His once-fiancée, the wealthy and beautiful Princess Julianna of Aliestle, had canceled their engagement and married his younger brother.

How had that happened?

And why?

Julianna would have been queen if she’d married the older brother. The fact she hadn’t suggested Prince Enrique must be the definition of awful.

Madeleine shuddered. If only one of the other eligible male royals on the continent was to be her intended spouse. But the crown prince of La Isla de la Aurora had something the others didn’t. Still…

“I’m cursed.”

Logical or not, that was the only explanation.

Feeling this way was nothing new.

Once upon a time with another groom and a different gown, she’d been floating off the ground, unable to sleep or eat, due to the anticipation of marrying her one true love. If only…

She went to her nightstand where a bouquet—a gift from Enrique—sat. The blossoms scented the air with a sweet fragrance, but she ignored that.

Madeleine opened the narrow top drawer and removed a framed photograph.

Louis.

Her Louie.

The love of her life.

Her fiancé.

The man she wanted to be the father of her children.

“If only you were still here with me, my love.”

Even though she’d memorized every detail about Crown Prince Louis Fredrick, she stared at the photo. Strands of his long blond hair blew in the wind. His vibrant blue eyes had been able to see beyond the surface, knowing what was in her heart often before she did. Those soft lips had kissed her for the first time when she’d been a teenager and for the last time when she was twenty-two, days before they were to marry.

“I wish you could tell me everything will be okay.”

With her fingertip, Madeleine touched the glass covering his picture. The pang in her heart was as familiar as taking a breath. So was the slight burn in her eyes. She wiped away the tears before they ruined her makeup.

Five years hadn’t diminished the heartache of losing Louie in a helicopter crash. The suddenness of the tragedy had sent her world spinning. The fact she was supposed to have been with him compounded the loss with overwhelming guilt. Her parents had brought in a grief counselor to help her muddle through.

Overall, Madeleine supposed she was doing better. The passage of time had made her sorrow not as visible on the outside. She could smile and pretend all was well. Everyone had been fooled.

But nothing, including the passing of years, would lessen her love.

Madeleine pulled the necklace she wore from under her clothing. A ring hung from the long gold chain—Louie’s crest. She’d returned her engagement ring because it was a family heirloom, part of Friedlich’s royal collection. But his parents had given her Louie’s signet ring, the one he’d worn on his pinkie, though he’d left it at home the day of the crash.

A knock sounded on the door.

She placed the photo into the drawer before blinking to make sure no more tears welled. “You may enter.”

Her maid, Lilia, bustled into the room. In her early thirties, she wore a plain black dress with a white apron. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun. The severe look did nothing to let the world—at least the one inside the castle walls—see the vibrant, kind woman who had kept Madeleine going when she hadn’t wanted to get out of bed or eat.

As Lilia studied the gown, an expression of awe appeared on her face. “It is a lovely wedding dress, ma’am.”

Was Lilia remembering the other wedding dress a younger Madeleine had only worn for the fittings?

Best not to go there.

“Yes, the dress designer outdid herself.” Somewhat surprising given Madeleine’s only request had been a design different from her first wedding dress. She only wished she felt an ounce of joy at the thought of wearing this new one.

She turned away from the gown. “Has our visitor arrived?”

“Not yet, ma’am. The crown prince should arrive in an hour or two.”

The weight of the country on Madeleine’s shoulders lifted. Air flowed freely into her lungs. She had a reprieve, if only for a short time before they would sit together to have afternoon tea.

Eyes clouding with concern, Lilia took a step closer. “Ma’am?”

Madeleine held up her hand. “I’m fine.”

As fine as she would be with only half a heart beating in her chest. Louie had taken the other half with him when he died. Somehow she’d survived this long, but she wasn’t sure how.

“A little tired.” She didn’t want to take her frustrations out on Lilia.

“I doubt you’ve been sleeping well with so much going on.” Lilia gave her an encouraging smile. “Meeting the man you will marry must be so exciting.”

Madeleine’s blood turned ice-cold. “You have no idea.”

Another knock sounded.

What was this? An impromptu soiree? She thought that wouldn’t happen until their guest arrived for afternoon tea. “Enter.”

Her mother, Queen Anne-Elizabeth, came into the room with quick, purposeful steps. Nothing about the woman was soft and genteel, except the scent of her expensive perfume. The royal bloodlines flowing through her veins meant she was related to many of the names listed in Burke’s Peerage. The queen would put Mother Nature into her place, if need be.

She studied the gown with the eyes of a fashion icon. “The dress came out better than I expected given the rush. You will be a stunning bride.”

As a knot formed in Madeleine’s stomach, she forced a smile. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Are you ready for this afternoon?” her mother asked.

A proper princess could give only one response. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Excellent, my dear.” Her mother’s gaze ran the length of the gown again. “Your father would like a word with you in his office.”

The last thing Madeleine wanted was for her father to worry about her or anything else. He’d done enough of that these past months. “I will go now, Mother.”

Before she lost her courage and called off the wedding.

Stop.

She almost heard Louie telling her not to be such a drama princess. That she was overreacting.

Oh, how she hoped her love was correct.

Downstairs, her father’s assistant, Edward, an older man with short gray hair and beady eyes masked by wire-rimmed glasses, opened the door to the king’s office. “He is expecting you, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Edward.” Her insides trembled, but she strode inside. Royals weren’t supposed to show emotion in public. Her family frowned upon doing that in private, also. She’d learned from an early age, the shower was the only place to cry.

Her father, King Leon-Maximilian, stood in his office. He was an imposing man, over six feet tall and barrel-chested, who intimidated most people. He didn’t frighten her or her brother, Karl, because the king was a giant teddy bear with them. But neither had ever wanted to disappoint their father…their king. So far, they hadn’t.

She pushed back her shoulders and raised her chin. “You asked to see me, sir.”

“Your fiancé will arrive shortly.”

Even though she’d never met Enrique and the marriage contract had yet to be signed, no one else thought calling the man her fiancé was odd. Still, she nodded.

“The crown prince will make a fine king. He’s a skilled negotiator. In the past year, he and his younger brother, Alejandro, have made dramatic improvements to their country’s economy.”

Madeleine dug her manicured fingernails into her palms. She didn’t want to be reminded why Enrique would be a wonderful husband for her. “Father, I know the reasons I’m marrying Enrique, and they have nothing to do with the prince’s statesmanship or his finance acumen. We need to become allies of Aliestle to save the land near our border.”

Because of that country’s abundance of rare natural resources, King Alaric had the money to do as he pleased. He’d decided expanding his borders was his next pet project, and he was using loans made to Gaullia’s treasury to achieve his goal. Loans that wouldn’t have been necessary had Louie lived and married her.

Her father nodded. “Since Princess Julianna married Enrique’s younger brother, an alliance has been forged between the two kingdoms. Not as strong as I hoped because of the princess’s disobedience to her father’s wishes, but Alaric attended her wedding a year ago, which is more than anyone expected.”

“His generous wedding gift to the couple would pay off much of our country’s debt.” She’d been researching options to help her country without having to marry, but she’d found none. Unfortunately. “If we become a part of that alliance, King Alaric will reconsider demanding our land in lieu of payment. Even if I didn’t have a master’s degree in political science, I would understand the stakes.”

Her father’s shoulders sagged. “This is not the match you hoped for.”

“Louie was the only husband I wanted,” Madeleine said in a matter-of-fact tone. Her one true love was dead. She never would love again. “But I was raised to do my duty for Gaullia, and I shall. I won’t fail you, Mother, Karl, or our country.”

That was what her father expected to hear, what over a quarter century of etiquette and protocol training had taught her to say. Yet…

Her heart wanted to scream—to rebel.

If Louie hadn’t died, her life would be the definition of happy, overflowing with love and joy. They would be married with children—a crown prince or princess of their own. Maybe two.

She bit the inside of her cheek to regain her focus.

Her father’s gaze softened. The lines on his face relaxed. “You’ve always been a proper princess, a living example to the youth of what duty and dedication mean. I pray that will help you in your marriage and the future.”

His voice wasn’t as strong as usual. A hint of fear laced each word. She’d never seen him like this, and that worried her. Karl was twenty-nine, two years older than her, but he wasn’t ready to be king. He needed time to learn, grow, and…mature.

“It shall, Father.” Madeleine had the feeling until the wedding vows were exchanged in the cathedral and the royal union official, her father wouldn’t relax. “Is there anything else you need?”

He started to speak but then stopped himself. “Not now.”

She curtsied before turning to leave.

“Mads…”

Her father rarely used her childhood nickname. Only Karl called her that now.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes, sir?”

“If the crown prince is awful—”

“I’m sure he isn’t that bad.” She said the words for both their sakes. “People exaggerate. Especially about royals. It will work out.”

“Thank you, my dear.” Her father sank onto one of the sofas. The dark circles and bags under his eyes became clearer. “Gaullia needs this royal marriage to survive, but I want you to be happy.”

“I shall be fine.” Not happy, however. That wasn’t possible without Louie in her life. “Don’t worry about me, Father.”

With that, she left his office, hurrying past the security guards stationed outside the door and Edward’s neat and tidy desk.

People exaggerate.

She hoped that was the case with Crown Prince Enrique. Because the alternative…

No, she wouldn’t think about it.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Crown Prince Enrique Cierzo de Amanecer stood in the king’s office. He was set to depart the palace in fifteen minutes, but his father had asked to see him, so here he was.

Enrique flicked a piece of lint from his sleeve. His tailored suit fit perfectly, but the silk tie around his neck seemed to tighten like a noose. Even though he wanted to loosen the knot, he kept his arms pressed against his sides. Appearing weak or nervous would only make matters worse.

“Do you understand what's at stake, my son?” His father’s voice was firm yet filled with compassion. An odd mixture, but not an unexpected one. Over the past two years, King Dario of La Isla de la Aurora had strived to be a better father to his two sons, which was why Enrique hated the position they found themselves in.

“I do, sir.” He only hoped his princess bride was willing to say “I do” to him.

“I’m sorry, Enrique.”

His father’s heartfelt apologies for the way he’d treated both his sons had helped them become a family again. But this time, the words were unnecessary. “You don’t owe me or anyone else an apology, sir.”

“I feel as if I do.” As his father paced the length of his office, his shoulders hunched in a not-so-kingly manner. The man could no longer carry the weight of his country’s demands, which was why his doctors suggested he retire. “I had no idea when I announced my abdication date, the Parliament would change the succession law. I still can’t believe they are requiring the crown prince to be married before he can ascend the throne. It’s ridiculous and unheard of. I have asked—demanded—they relent, to no avail. I may still wear the crown, but my hands are tied.”

The remorse in his father’s voice matched his expression. Each passing month aged his father more. He needed to be on the golf course enjoying his golden years, not battling politicians with agendas.

“I don’t blame you for anything, sir.” Enrique didn’t. He’d been trying not to take Parliament’s declaration personally. Yes, he’d exploded in private but not in public. That was…progress. “I disagree with Parliament’s change, but I see why they did so.”

His younger brother, Alejandro, was married to Jules, AKA Princess Julianna of Aliestle, an obscenely wealthy albeit tiny European country. They’d recently celebrated their one-year anniversary. She was to have been Enrique’s bride—and, if she’d married him as planned, none of this would be an issue—but she’d fallen for his brother. Even if Enrique might lose the one thing he’d ever wanted, he was happy for the deliriously in-love couple.

“Parliament wants what they believe will be best for our kingdom—to strengthen our alliance with Jules’s father,” Enrique continued. “King Alaric wants nothing more than for his only daughter to be queen. If that happens, our island will reap the rewards and prosper.”

“True, but I believe more is behind the change,” his father admitted. “Before you were born, Parliament tried to kill the monarchy so they could control everything. I fear the same mentality has taken hold of those robed fools. But I must give them credit. Setting ridiculous ascension laws is less messy than a coup would be.”

Heat rushed through Enrique’s body. Muscles tensed. He gritted his teeth.

“The monarchy will not end.” The words came out short and clipped. Just the thought made Enrique’s gut clench. “That will never happen.”

His father’s gaze narrowed. “You sound certain.”

“I am.” Enrique’s plan was foolproof.

If they had to use it…

“Your brother doesn’t want to be king.” Regret filled his father’s voice.

“That is true, but Alejandro has reconsidered thanks to his lovely wife. He understands what his royal duty is and has embraced it.”

His father clutched the back of a chair. “Are you serious?”

Enrique nodded once, sending a slash of pain ripping through him. His father needed to know the plan, even if Enrique hoped not to need it. “If I…fail in Gaullia, I will relinquish my title as crown prince, and Alejandro will ascend the throne instead.”

The lines on his father’s forehead deepened. “Did you or Alejandro come up with this plan?”

“I did, but he agreed. As did Jules.”

The actual discussion hadn’t been as simple as it sounded. Even though his father had threatened to bypass Enrique in the line of succession if he didn’t follow orders, he had spent his life preparing to be king. He’d turned himself into a clone of the king, much to the dismay of Alejandro. Enrique had finally realized that wasn’t good for any of them. Still, it wasn’t in his nature—though he’d been trying to change that—to be selfless. But the continuation of his family’s rule was the most important thing. If worse came to worst, he would ensure that happening.

“Who else knows of your plan?” his father asked.

“Only the four of us.” Enrique hadn’t wanted to tell his father until Alejandro had committed himself one hundred percent to the plan. That happened last night. “No matter whether a royal wedding occurs in Gaullia, our family’s rule over La Isla de la Aurora will continue.”

Even if Enrique wouldn’t be the one with the title and the crown.

As his stomach roiled, he forced himself to breathe.

Don’t think about that.

His father’s expression remained tense. “What about you?”

Enrique would have laughed, except he would likely appear a madman. Which he was. The quest to find a royal bride had been pure madness. His many failures to secure a match…

Pathetic.

But the blame was his. And his alone.

“I will be…fine.” A lie, but what else could he say? His father’s health had become a serious concern. “Don’t worry about me.”

“You are my son. I will worry, especially since you were raised to be—”

“King,” Enrique finished for him. “Which is why I’ll do everything in my power to see the monarchy remains.”

Even without me.

Affection filled his father’s eyes. “You have changed so much these past two years.”

“I’ve been trying.” With Alejandro and Jules’s help.

“You’re succeeding.”

In some ways, yes. But not where it mattered most now.

Enrique’s future rested in the hands of an unknown princess from an obscure country. He had been asked to go to Gaullia when protocol dictated she should come to him. Yet, he was going and agreed to be married there because she was his last chance to be king.

He prayed Princess Madeleine was more open to an arranged marriage than the other single princesses he’d met. A few hadn’t allowed discussions about a match to occur. Others had met him once before rejecting him. Some spent a few days with him. One had banished him from her country when he’d unknowingly offended her.

Note to self: never mention a woman’s calves.

He swallowed a sigh. “Let’s hope I have one more success in me.”

His father touched his shoulder. “No matter what happens, I am proud of the man you have become, my son.”

A lump burned in Enrique’s throat. He was thirty-five, but he wasn’t used to such compliments from his father. That might be the last one he received, in person. Hearing “man” not “prince” or “ruler” was not lost on Enrique. No one believed he would return to the island with a bride.

Not even him.

Although Jules begged to differ, Enrique’s mother had been correct when she’d left the island—and him—twenty-seven years ago. He might have been only eight, but he remembered what she’d told his father. Enrique’s heart wasn’t capable of loving. He was flawed when it came to personal relationships.

Broken.

His recent failures magnified his past ones and reaffirmed he was broken in a way that couldn’t be fixed. But duty required him to try, no matter the odds, before he gave up everything that mattered to him.

“Thank you, sir.” Enrique forced a smile. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you or our kingdom.”

“I know you will.” His father’s gaze softened. “We shall see you at the final rehearsal.”

Enrique wasn’t the only one lying. Given his past record, he doubted he would make it as far as the day before the wedding, but he would play along. “I look forward to seeing you, Alejandro, and Jules in Gaullia.”

“I love you.” His father hugged him. “Safe travels, my son.”

Until Jules entered their lives two years ago, hugs, compliments, and affection had been scarce at the palace, but his father had done a turnaround after seeing how poorly King Alaric treated Jules and her brother Brandt.

Enrique fought the unfamiliar urge to cling to his father. But he couldn’t stand here forever. “I need to go to the airport.”

As he left his father’s office, Enrique didn’t dare look back. If he did, he might want to stay. Instead, he kept his shoulders back and his chin up.

His footsteps echoed through the hallway. The limousine was waiting, but he was in no rush to leave the palace.

His…home.

In the foyer, uniformed attendants stood on either side of the heavy wooden doors. He acknowledged them with a nod before focusing on the marble statue of Eos, the Goddess of the Dawn and the Greek counterpart to the Roman Aurora, looming large in the palace’s entryway.

Growing up, he’d believed Eos was there to watch over him because he was to be king. But he’d made too many mistakes to have had any kind of otherworldly guidance. Still, his hand touched the cold stone—a way to ground himself and to say…goodbye.

Because Enrique hadn’t mentioned if he didn’t wed, he wouldn’t be returning to the island. The kingdom needed to embrace Alejandro, who would be their new crown prince, not have the former one hanging around like a specter of what might have been.

He’d packed three suitcases—two with clothes he would need for his trip to Gaullia and a third with those items he didn’t want to leave behind. Unfortunately, one thing he would have to live without was the palace garden. Nurturing the plants had been his escape since he was a child, and under his guidance, the garden flourished. More had been added over the years. The groundskeeper assured him the staff would tend the plants while he was away.

The thought of never working in his beloved garden or having the sweet fragrance of the blossoms tickle his nose again cut Enrique to the core. He’d grown up believing he was irreplaceable, but the garden would survive without him and so would the island. He didn’t know if the realization left him humbled or devastated. But he had no time to dwell on it.

For better or for worse, he had a plane to catch.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“The limousine is crossing the moat.”

Madeleine understood Karl’s excited tone. It wasn’t, however, for the reason the staff assumed—meeting the man his sister would marry. No, her brother was relieved someone could save their country’s land from being taken by Aliestle. Otherwise, there might not be much left of their kingdom for him to rule once he became king.

She straightened her skirt. Out of habit, not because she needed to fix anything. No one would allow her to appear less than perfect. Today more so than any other day.

“You look lovely, ma’am.” Lilia gave her the once-over. “The crown prince will surely fall in love with you at first sight.”

Madeleine shuddered. Love was the last thing she wanted. She’d lost the love of her life. There was never to be another. This royal union would be a state marriage. Dare she hope for separate bedrooms? Perhaps that would come after she gave birth to the required heir and spare.

Mrs. Hobbs, who oversaw the castle’s staff and royal family, clapped. The sound echoed through the foyer. “Everyone out front and take your places as we practiced yesterday.”

The uniformed staff members rushed outside. Choreographed chaos if there was such a thing.

Mrs. Hobbs motioned to Madeleine and her brother. “That includes you two. I’ll get the staff situated then position you.”

The woman had been doing that since Madeleine and Karl were little children.

Flexing his left hand, Karl, dressed in a suit and tie, exited first. He was two years older than her and her best friend. He’d stepped into that role after Louie died.

She followed her brother. The temperature was fifteen degrees hotter outside. Typical for August.

As Mrs. Hobbs spoke with the staff, Karl stopped on the steps. “Ready?”

Dread had been building for days. Madeleine didn’t want to put off the meeting any longer. “Yes. I am.”

Concern clouded his blue-eyed gaze. “I hope you sound more enthusiastic when you’re introduced to your future husband or he might take offense.”

Seriously? Her brother, too? She clenched her teeth. “I know what’s expected of me.”

“Then embrace your duty.” He kept his voice low because of the guards behind them. “If you’re fighting the situation or yourself, he will know.”

“I’m trying.” And she was.

“Try harder.” Karl glanced at the approaching black limousine.

The Gaullian flag fluttered. For once, seeing the familiar royal blue, bright red, and white colors brought little comfort to Madeleine. She wasn’t expecting Prince Charming, but she would settle for Prince Not-So-Bad.

“At least the crown prince came to Gaullia.” Which wasn’t the norm for an arranged royal marriage. Everyone she’d known in this situation had traveled to the groom’s kingdom. “I’m thankful for that.”

“Father’s request. A deal-breaker from what I understand.”

“Father said he wanted to make the introduction easier on me.”

“Yes, but…” Karl’s jaw tensed. “As long as Enrique is within our borders, King Alaric won’t do anything…sketchy.”

Her forehead throbbed. The weight on her shoulders quadrupled, but she forced herself to stand straight with proper princess posture. At least how her etiquette instructors defined it.

The staff formed two lines with a space in between them for their guest to pass on a red carpet.

The sun shone brightly in the cornflower blue sky. Not a wisp of clouds or breeze. A perfect August day. A good sign of things to come? She hoped so.

If only her emotions matched the weather. Instead, she was riding out a thunderstorm with gale force winds. She fought the urge to cling to her brother to keep from being blown away.

She realized two people were missing from the welcoming committee. “Where are Mother and Father?”

“They felt it best for us to greet Enrique without them, so he didn’t feel overwhelmed. You’ll take him directly to the tea.”

Madeleine clutched his arm. “You’re not going?”

“I wasn’t invited.” As Karl’s expression softened, he patted her hand. “This is for the best, Mads. I’m here if you need me, but you must get used to doing more on your own. When you leave Gaullia—”

“I don’t want to think about that.”

She’d clung to Karl after Louie’s death. Her brother had been grieving the loss of his longtime friend, too. He’d chosen Madeleine over his then-fiancée, which led to that princess canceling their engagement. He was still single because women were jealous of his close relationship to his sister.

“Promise you’ll visit me,” she added.

“Of course, I will.” Karl winked. “I expect a room to be reserved at the palace for my use.”

“If I have any say, it shall be done.”

The limousine pulled onto the curved cobblestone drive in front of the castle.

She shivered.

Karl squeezed her hand. “It will be okay.”

Okay. Okay. Okay.

If she kept telling herself that, she might come to believe it.

The limo stopped. A valet opened the rear passenger door.

No music played, but in her head, coronets sounded to announce the arrival.

Please let this go well.

“Well” meaning she could tolerate the crown prince’s presence without getting sick to her stomach. Madeleine hoped she wasn’t setting too high an expectation.

A middle-aged man exited first. He wore a suit, but she imagined he’d be more comfortable in fatigues. His athletic physique belied the gray in his black hair and the lines on his face. His watchful eyes surveyed each person before zeroing in on the castle guards standing on either side of the front door.

As if satisfied with the security, he leaned into the limo before straightening.

A dark-haired man with olive skin slid out of the vehicle. His shoes gleamed as if recently polished. His tailored suit hadn’t wrinkled during his flight. The blue in his silk tie matched the sky overhead. And his face…

Stunning.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Photographs hadn’t done justice to Enrique’s chiseled features and warm brown eyes. Or his almost black hair, which wasn’t as short as his pictures, but longer with a wave and slight curls at the ends.

Tall, dark, and handsome.

If he wasn’t a prince, he could easily be a model, both on the runway and in print. Having a piece of eye candy for a husband was something she should be happy about, right?

The female staff members preened as if to catch the prince’s attention. As he greeted each one with a dazzling smile, Madeleine could almost hear ovaries exploding beneath the prim uniforms and crisp, white aprons. Even those who were older appeared taken in by the prince.

Relief flowed through Madeleine. The rumors of his lack of social skills appeared to be highly exaggerated. Thank goodness.

Mrs. Hobbs introduced them, using their full names and titles with a few hand flourishes thrown in for effect.

As dictated by protocol, Karl greeted their visitor first. The two men exchanged handshakes and pleasantries before Enrique turned his attention to Madeleine.

His gaze met hers. Thick lashes framed his stunning eyes. Gold flecks glimmered in his amber-brown irises.

Her heart bumped.

The reaction surprised her. Bothered her, too.

She chalked it up to nerves.

Stepping closer, he raised her hand to his mouth. His skin was warm and rougher than she expected. He kissed the top. His lips lingered before he let go. “You have a lovely smile.”

“Thank you.” Except she hadn’t been smiling.

Was he the type to give false flattery or had he seen a photograph of her smile? If the latter was true, did that make him a stalker or curious about her?

Madeleine didn’t want to know the answer. “Welcome to Gaullia. We…I appreciate you making the trip to my home.”

“Anything to make you happy.” He stared at her for longer than was socially acceptable.

As flutters filled her stomach, she looked away. Instinct screamed to flee. Heaven knew she would if she could, but duty required she see this through. And not only this introduction, unfortunately.

“I’ve never been to Gaullia,” Enrique continued. “I’m sure there’s more to see besides the windmills and farmland your country is known for.”

Karl’s jaw tensed. He flashed her an is-this-guy-for-real glance.

Okay, Enrique’s words could be taken as a slight, but they could be worse. He hadn’t cursed or yelled or…

“Oh.” The crown prince stiffened. A pensive expression crossed his face as if he were trying to remember something or maybe he’d realized how what he’d said might have sounded to her and Karl. “I like your shoes, Madeleine. Your outfit is…nice. And your…hair, too.”

Karl snorted.

She swallowed a laugh because the compliments didn’t sound sincere, especially since Enrique hadn’t glanced at her feet once. The words were practiced—a list he’d memorized.

Still she kept smiling. Closemouthed. That was all she could manage. “Thank you.”

He beamed. “You’re welcome.”

Weird, he appeared pleased with himself. Which made zero sense given his verbal lapses so far.

“I’m eager to get to know you,” he added. “Given we’ll be married and sharing a bed in less than two weeks, the sooner that happens, the better.”

Her muscles tightened. Each of her nerve endings stiffened. She couldn’t imagine kissing him, let alone…

Karl shot her a hard glare, one that told her to remain in control.

Madeleine was trying. She wanted to blame his behavior on being nervous, but the gossip about his social skills appeared to be true. Yes, it—he—could be worse, but given what he’d said in the first minutes of meeting her, things would only go downhill from here.

“Let’s go inside.” Karl motioned to the castle’s open doors. “I have business to attend to, but my parents are joining you and Madeleine for tea.”

Even though he’d been excluded, Karl was gracious, but her brother was the definition of kind. He hated conflict, which was why he’d admitted to being relieved their father was king, not him, or Aliestle might have already seized their land.

Both men waited for Madeleine to enter the castle first.

“Follow me,” she said, not glancing behind her.

Enrique quickly fell into step beside her. “The stone walls are authentic-looking, but it must cost a fortune to heat the castle in the winter.”

Was he uncouth or clueless?

Not that one was better than the other.

She took a breath before exhaling slowly. “The stone walls are centuries old and covered with tapestries to maintain a consistent temperature inside. The castle has been renovated several times over the centuries.” She paused, almost biting her tongue. “We even have indoor plumbing.”

She shouldn’t have mentioned the plumbing, but what he said annoyed her. They were a modern country, albeit small with agriculture as their main export, but they were as technologically advanced as others on the continent.

“Good to know the moat is only for show.” Humor gleamed in his eyes.

She found zero amusement in what he said so she remained silent.

“As for the temperature, the weather in the Isla de la Aurora is not only consistent but what you find in vacation paradises.” Enrique didn’t seem to realize he annoyed her. “You’ll enjoy living on the Mediterranean after growing up landlocked and having to deal with the harsh, cold winters here.”

Could the man say anything without it being a putdown on something else?

She blew out a breath. “Your island sounds lovely.”

“It rivals your beauty.” He reached toward her face.

She flinched.

He lowered his hand. Swallowed. “Though with your fair skin, you’ll want to slather on the sunscreen, especially in the summer.”

Okay, his wanting to avoid her being sunburnt was kind and caring. That had to count for something, right?

“You don’t want to end up wrinkled with sunspots,” he added with a shudder.

Just shoot me now.

She glanced at Karl who seemed as bewildered by Enrique as she was. The man had no filter, or if he did, he needed a new one.

“Work calls. I’ll leave you two,” Karl blurted, as if wanting to make his escape. “Enjoy the tea.”

With that, her brother headed toward his office.

“The sitting room is this way.” Maybe her parents would have a better idea of how to deal with the crown prince because Madeleine was ready to send him on his way. She led Enrique under the arched doorway to the royal family’s private wing.

The public rooms lay on the other side of the foyer and were only used for tours and state visitors. The biggest difference between the two sides wasn’t the décor—both were elegantly appointed—but the warmth and comfort of the furniture and accessories on the family side. Framed photographs, landscapes painted by Karl, and embroidery she’d made hung on the walls.

Enrique stepped into the sitting room. “This is charming. So welcoming.”

“Our family area is on this side of the castle. We…I thought this would be a more comfortable place for us to get acquainted.”

That decision hadn’t been for Enrique’s benefit but hers. She’d wanted to see how he fit in with her family without the formality of the public rooms, but now she second-guessed herself, given the elaborate tea arrangement on the corner table. A three-tiered serving platter held canapes, triangular sandwiches, and desserts. A basket of scones with small bowls of clotted cream and jelly was next to a plate of sliced fruit and berries.

“I prefer the more casual atmosphere.” He smiled at her. “We will be family soon enough.”

A chill ran along her spine. She forced herself not to cross her arms over her chest. What he said was true, but that only ramped up her anxiety. “Planning a wedding to someone I never met has been a bit…nerve-racking. As is meeting you now.”

The “bit” was an under-exaggeration. Madeleine wasn’t sure why she’d admitted that. Although at this point, she assumed he’d formed his opinion—and not a good one—of their country full of windmills and farmlands and drafty old castles. Heaven only knew what he thought of her. Guess she would find out later today when they were scheduled to sign the marriage contract.

Madeleine would put her signature on the document for her country’s sake. Would Enrique? She wasn’t sure what to hope for. Although a part of her wished he wouldn’t, despite what that would mean for Gaullia.

“The marriage negotiations and this visit have been completely nerve-racking
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