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      “I cannot believe we shall meet a king!” Ophelia said, grasping her sister-in-law Abigail’s arm with both hands. “How thrilling!”

      Abigail smiled as Ophelia twisted a few of her curls a bit more artfully around her cheeks and smoothed her gown. “Thanks to your brother’s position, you have met a great many important people of rank and position.”

      Ophelia shrugged. “I suppose so. Though I’m not sure I would compare any of those ancient bores to the King of Athawick.” She waggled her eyebrows playfully. “You cannot pretend you haven’t heard the stories. Seen the artist renderings of the man in the papers.”

      Abigail shot her a look. “You are talking about how handsome he is supposed to be?”

      “A king who isn’t ancient or gouty,” Ophelia breathed. “Imagine that. And we are to meet him before the arrival ball. Practically the moment he has disembarked from the ship from Athawick.”

      “It does speak highly of your brother that our family was chosen as one of the few who will have this brief private audience before the ball, yes.”

      Ophelia nodded. Of course, she wouldn’t expect any less. Her brother, Abigail’s husband, was the Duke of Gilmore. And no better a man or duke would one find in all of England, Ophelia would have strong words with anyone who debated her on that topic.

      “Now what is that look?” Abigail asked, reaching out to take Ophelia’s hand gently.

      Ophelia ducked her head. Though the new duchess had not been in their family very long, she and Ophelia were already as close as sisters could be. And there was no hiding from her sharp observations. “I was just thinking how very different Nathan and I are. And hoping he won’t regret including me in tonight’s festivities.”

      Abigail’s expression softened. “Nathan would never regret bringing you anywhere. And you two are not so very different. Oh, he plays the very serious duke in public, of course. It is how he is expected to behave. But you know as well as I do that he can be open and warm and funny in private, just as you are.”

      “Wild,” Ophelia said softly. “He once described me as wild.”

      Abigail flinched slightly at that assessment, and Ophelia immediately wished she had not brought up the topic. It was of specific pain to Abigail, and Ophelia would not ever cause her pain on purpose.

      “My dearest, you are sunshine and brightness and everything lovely,” Abigail said. “You bring enthusiasm and fun into every room you enter. And if you sometimes go a…a bit too far…well…your captivating nature will always offer you more forgiveness than censure on that score, I think. Especially since I have never known you not to have the best interest of everyone you meet at heart. In that way, you and your brother are very much alike. And I love you both for that charming and wonderful quality.”

      Ophelia wrapped her arms around Abigail and squeezed gently. “As we both adore you.”

      She stepped back, blinking at tears that had suddenly leapt into her eyes. She grabbed Abigail’s arm and tugged her to the mirror against the wall in her dressing chamber. Together they stood, looking at the image of themselves in the glass.

      Abigail was beautiful in a dark pink gown with lighter highlights through the pleating on her skirt. And Ophelia had had a new gown made for this very occasion, a creamy silk adorned with peacock feather ornamentation in the flow of the skirt and a line of folded and braided silks along the apex. She wore a pale purple silk robe over it, with more peacock highlights on the shoulders and pleating so it fell just perfectly. Her maid had tucked and curled and pinned her hair with jeweled clips.

      “Look at us,” Ophelia teased. “There will be no resisting either one of us—this handsome king will surely fall madly in love and it will be a passionate scandal.”

      Abigail burst out in laughter, shaking her head. “You are outrageous. I promise he will not fall in love with me. And no one could resist falling in love with you. Now come, we are expected shortly and must make our way.”

      Ophelia laughed as they made their way downstairs and were greeted by her brother. Nathan’s eyes lit up when he saw Abigail, and there was almost an audible hum between them as they met and he kissed her quite shamelessly right there in the foyer. Ophelia was very happy for them. She just wished she didn’t feel a slightly darker emotion, as well. One she shoved aside as they crowded into the carriage.

      It was a lively trip to the royal residence where the Athawickians were staying during their Season in London. Bleaking House was beautiful and Ophelia was properly impressed as they were helped from the carriage and into the home, itself. The butler took them to a formal parlor, one with dour portraits of past English royals hanging from every wall, staring down at them as they waited for the arrival of their host.

      Ophelia stepped away from the others, moving to the fire to look at the miniatures placed there. She shook her head. A little porcelain shepherdess and her sheep. The vapid look that had been captured in the piece was really quite something.

      She pivoted to say something about it to her brother and Abigail when the door opened and the butler who had escorted them stepped back inside. “His Royal Majesty, King Grantham of Athawick.”

      He stepped aside, bowing his head low as a tall man made his way into the chamber. Ophelia was vaguely aware that her brother had bowed and Abigail curtseyed, and yet all she could do was stand there, staring at the king.

      However he had been described either in official stories in the papers or by breathless ladies in drawing rooms, he far exceeded all expectation. He had dark hair, cut close, which only served to highlight an angular face below it. He wore a well-trimmed beard, thwarting the style of the day in London. But he wore it so well, it didn’t matter. She would guess every man in the city would be wearing a beard before year’s end to copy him. But not a one of them would capture the dark, focused look of him. The fullness of his lips, the way he moved as he entered a room.

      He had dark eyes that flitted across the room with a sort of practiced boredom. They moved over the others and then slid to her. He held her gaze for a beat, another, and she realized she wasn’t breathing. She didn’t remember how to breathe, truth be told.

      Then his lips pinched, and his nostrils flared. He turned his gaze away and she realized he was…dismissing her.

      “The Duke and Duchess of Gilmore, Your Majesty,” said a tall, thin man who had entered the room silently behind the king.

      “Good evening, Your Graces,” the king said, motioning her brother and Abigail forward.

      “Your Majesty,” Nathan said, and he and Abigail bowed and curtseyed a second time. “And may I present my younger sister, Lady Ophelia.”

      Ophelia somehow found the use of her legs and made her way across the room to stand before the king. Good gracious he was tall. “Your Majesty,” she managed to squeak out. Abigail gently nudged her with her elbow and Ophelia started. Oh yes, the curtseying. She managed to execute a swift one, and again the king’s gaze narrowed on her.

      “How are you enjoying London, Your Majesty?” Nathan asked. “As much as you have seen of it in a few short hours.”

      “I fear the family has not yet been able to take in all that the city has to offer,” the king admitted. “Although I have been here before, of course, for a year of my education and also during official visits over the years before my father’s death.”

      “And what do you think of our fair city?” Ophelia found herself asking.

      His gaze moved to her again and now the brow wrinkled. “It is fine, my lady.” He turned away to her brother. “Your Grace, I have heard that you have begun investing in some shipping endeavors that may affect my country. I assume the ladies would not mind if we took a moment to discuss the future of our mutual interests.”

      He didn’t wait for either Abigail or Ophelia to respond, but motioned Nathan away. When he was gone, Ophelia crossed her arms. “What an unpleasant man.”

      Abigail jerked her gaze to Ophelia. “You think so?”

      “He was very dismissive, didn’t you think?”

      “I think he’s serious and focused,” Abigail said. “A bit like your brother, actually. But I didn’t feel he was particularly unpleasant. He is certainly as handsome as the papers and gossips have said over the last few breathless weeks.”

      Ophelia pursed her lips. He was that, there was no denying it. Even now she couldn’t keep her eyes off the man as he stood over by the window, firelight dancing over his harsh features and seeming to highlight each one.

      He glanced her way and she jolted, hating that her cheeks heated as she pivoted so she would no longer face him.

      “Well, handsome or not, king or not, I don’t like him,” Ophelia said softly.

      Abigail gave her a confused look, but shrugged. “Then it is likely a good thing that the king and his family will be very busy during this trip. There is no reason why you would have to spend an inordinate amount of time with him.”

      Ophelia smoothed her hands along her skirt and nodded, even as she looked over her shoulder at him one more time. “Yes. A very good thing.”
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      Grantham, King of Athawick, sat at the desk a dozen kings had sat at before him, staring at the notes from the blue box that had been delivered an hour before. The same box was left on his desk at the same time every morning, brimming with reports from each member of his cabinet, the head of his navy and his courtiers. Missives for a king so that he would be better able to keep track of his kingdom.

      Over the centuries, there had been kings in his line who had all but ignored the box. Always to their detriment and the detriment of their people. But Grantham’s father, Alistair, the previous king of Athawick, had been many things—most of them unpleasant—but he had driven into Grantham the importance of duty.

      And so Grantham glanced over the papers once more, lips pursing at the reports therein. Things were…complicated in his kingdom.

      There was a light knock on his study door. Without looking up, he called out, “Enter.”

      “Hard at work, I see.”

      He glanced up now and saw that his brother, Prince Remington, had entered the study. Although raised in the same family, sometimes Grantham thought they had to be different species. After all, Remi was light and fun and effortless. Grantham could be none of those things. And while it often got his brother in trouble, he’d always been a little jealous of Remi’s untethered enthusiasm and excitement.

      “I was hard at work,” Grantham said.

      Remi tilted his head. “I shall not keep you, I only came to ask you a certain question.”

      Grantham sighed. “I have already given permission for the wedding in four days, Remi. If there is anything else on that score, I would suggest you take it up with the queen. Mother is handling everything else.”

      Remi beamed at that statement and the twinge of jealousy Grantham had been trying to tamp down rose up again, this time louder and stronger. Somehow his wayward brother had managed to fall head over heels in love with one of the recent visitors to their island, an Englishwoman named Priscilla who had come with some family friends to attend their younger sister’s wedding.

      Christ, it was as if chaos had been his constant companion lately. Grantham loathed chaos.

      “It isn’t about the wedding. Priscilla and I have that well in hand,” Remi said, and there was such a pure joy on his face that Grantham had to stare. “The request is something else.”

      Grantham set his pen down and leaned back in his chair. “Very well then, what is it?”

      “It’s about Lady Ophelia.”

      For a moment everything in Grantham’s world seemed to stop. His brother’s voice still droned, but it sounded like Remi was in a bubble somewhere far away.

      Lady Ophelia. There was one of those chaotic topics he wished to avoid and yet never seemed to be able to do so. The woman was the sister of the Duke of Gilmore, an important guest and someone Grantham might call a friend after the past few months.

      She, on the other hand, was something else entirely. She was the kind of woman who entered a room and made the world tilt. Someone who laughed too loud and too often. She danced and spun and teased and made it impossible not to look at her.

      She was, in short, a hoyden, and Grantham had been doing his level best to avoid her both in London and Athawick. And yet she was always there, drawing his attention. Making him feel the strangest stirrings in his stomach, making him dream of her.

      He blinked, for he realized Remi was still speaking.

      “—and because of that, Priscilla would love to have Ophelia here for the wedding. So I’m asking your permission that she might stay a few weeks longer.”

      Grantham pushed to his feet, turning away and hoping his brother would not be able to hear the heart that had begun to pound out of his chest. Christ, he had always had control over himself before, why could he not find it now?

      “You want Lady Ophelia and the rest of the Gilmore party to stay?” he managed to say.

      Remi hesitated. “Er, no. As I said, because the Duke of Gilmore has promised to return Priscilla’s horrible parents back to London and keep them from destroying her, he cannot stay. And I think the duchess would not wish to be parted from him for weeks upon weeks.”

      Grantham pivoted. “You wish Lady Ophelia to stay on Athawick unchaperoned?”

      Remi’s eyes went wide at the sharpness of Grantham’s tone. “She would not exactly be unchaperoned, though. Priscilla would look after her—”

      “Oh yes, I’m sure she will make that a priority when she isn’t sneaking into your room or the tower with you every night.”

      Remi broke into a wide grin. “I am utterly ruining her, I know. Or perhaps she is doing the ruining. Certainly I am not the man I once was and I do not miss him.”

      Grantham’s expression softened despite the topic. No, Remi wasn’t the same. He was changed by love, just as their two sisters Ilaria and Sasha had been equally changed in the last few months as they met and married the loves of their lives. He was the only sibling left who had not found his heart’s desire.

      And he was in no position to lament that fact. He had no time for such emotions. Even if he did, he would have to make a political alliance, not one for his heart. And he couldn’t think of that until after he resolved Athawick’s other issues.

      “At any rate,” Remi continued, “Mama will surely be happy to play chaperone. And Ophelia has her lady’s maid present. She is not a child—she won’t go running wild.”

      “No, she is not a child, but I wouldn’t count on the second thing,” Grantham grumbled. “She always seems one tumbler of strong punch away from…from…”

      “From what?” Remi asked, tilting his head. “I would love to know how you would finish that sentence.”

      Grantham knew exactly how he might finish that sentence. In a half dozen incredibly inappropriate scenarios that he shoved from his mind as he refocused his energy and smoothed his jacket with both hands.

      “This is what Priscilla wishes?” he asked softly.

      Remi nodded. “Very much so.”

      Grantham sighed. “My future sister has been through a great deal during her time with us. I would never deny her something that would make her happy. You may tell her to ask Lady Ophelia.”

      Remi’s expression lit up, and for a moment all Grantham could think about was racing along the beach with his brother when they were boys, before their lives had become so complicated. Before walls had been erected between them that felt so impossible to climb.

      “Thank you,” Remi said, and it seemed entirely sincere. “I will do so straight away. See you tonight, yes?”

      “Of course. Where else would I be?” Grantham grumbled, returning to the window as his brother rushed from the room. His study overlooked the garden and down below he saw that Ophelia, herself, had stepped out with the Duchess of Gilmore and Priscilla. The women were talking and laughing, but the most animated of all was Ophelia.

      His entire body felt like it clenched, even more so when she glanced up toward the study window. She could see him there, he was certain. He had stood in that very place in the garden many a time and looked up to see his own father watching.

      And just like his face had done all those times, her expression fell, her smile fading. He backed away and returned to his desk where he sat, wishing his mind wasn’t racing, trying to get himself back into focus.

      Before he could, there was another knock on the door and he looked up to find his head courtier, Stephen Blairford, entering the room, a pile of papers in his hand.

      Blairford was older than him by at least twenty years. He had served Grantham’s father and it was expected that he would carry on in his role as head courtier. Grantham had always felt uneasy about him, truth be told, and even more so as of late. But the man knew everything, and with the island in such upheaval, it was hard to turn help away.

      “Good morning, Your Majesty,” he said with a small bow. When he straightened his mouth was pinched.

      “What is the problem, Blairford?” Grantham asked. He felt the tension in his body shift, thoughts of Ophelia fading slightly.

      His courtier cleared his throat. “There were more of those fliers left tacked to the gate this morning,” Blairford said. “Freedom for Athawick. With the reverse flag.”

      Grantham pressed his lips together. There was the problem with his kingdom. It seemed some didn’t want it to be his anymore. “They were removed?” he asked softly.

      “Yes, and burned,” Blairford said. “They are becoming bolder to place them right on the gate.”

      “They want to be heard,” Grantham mused, and ran a hand through his hair. He nudged his head toward the stack of papers. “Are those for me to sign?”

      Blairford nodded and laid out the papers along Grantham’s desk, and as they began to talk about what had been placed before him, he sighed. This was what he needed to focus on now: his country. He couldn’t let an English sprite keep him from his duty.
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      Ophelia stared up at the window where she had seen King Grantham standing a fraction of a moment before. Staring at her. Frowning at her.

      She shivered. Normally she was certain of herself, at least mostly. But the man threw her off every time she looked at him. He made her hot and cold all at once, made her brain rush with thoughts that were entirely inappropriate. She knew he didn’t like her, his expression made it abundantly clear every time he looked at her. Not that he seemed to like anyone. He was too grumpy a person for something so frivolous as affection.

      “Oh, look,” Priscilla said, her entire countenance lighting up. “Here comes Remi.”

      Ophelia pushed away her thoughts and glanced back at the steps leading from the terrace high above. Prince Remi was, indeed, coming down the stairs, a broad smile on his handsome face. Priscilla practically bounced as he neared them, the joy glowing from deep within her.

      Abigail gave Ophelia a quick look and the two women stepped back to allow the soon-to-be-married lovers to reunite. Although they’d seen each other at breakfast, the way Priscilla took his hand, the way he leaned into her, one might have thought it had been days.

      He whispered something to Priscilla, and her friend’s smile grew as she linked her arm through his and the two moved to her and Abigail.

      “It is done,” he said, nodding to Abigail.

      Ophelia cocked her head. “Done? What is done? Are you three concocting plans and daring to leave me out of them? Badly done!” she teased.

      Priscilla laughed. “We were doing just that, but out of nothing but the best reasons, I assure you. We only wanted to be certain before we spoke to you. And now it has all come to fruition.”

      Ophelia wrinkled her brow. “Since Pris insists on speaking in riddles, perhaps you would like to explain, Your Highness.”

      Remi chuckled. “Indeed. As you well know, I would do anything to make my future wife happy, and one thing would make her very much so. That is for you, Ophelia, to stay in Athawick for our wedding and a few weeks longer after that.”

      Ophelia blinked, watching Priscilla nod with enthusiasm and Abigail beam with pleasure on her behalf. She felt very little of it herself. She had begun to count the days to her return to London, count the days until she would no longer be under the watchful and judgmental eye of the King of Athawick.

      “I…” she began. “Surely the king and queen must be looking forward to having the privacy of the palace back after the guests these past few weeks.”

      “The king is very pleased to have you stay,” Remi said. “He was just telling me before I came down to inform you of the invitation.”

      Her stomach flipped at the idea that Grantham…King Grantham had been talking about her. Remi might make it sound pleasant and friendly, but she knew better, didn’t she? There was no way the king was pleased about anything at all, certainly not her.

      She turned her attention to Abigail. “You and Nathan would need to discuss this, I think, before I could answer.”

      Abigail beamed. “We already have, my dear. The royal family has kindly agreed to act as chaperone. There is nothing holding you back from staying and enjoying the extra time on this beautiful island.”

      “So you…you would not stay.”

      Abigail glanced toward Priscilla. “We have our escort duties to perform.”

      Ophelia shook her head. Of course they did. She was being selfish to forget. Priscilla’s father and her horrible stepmother had showed up unexpectedly on the island only days ago, creating all kinds of stress and pain for her friend. Nathan and Abigail were marching them home, and that was a very important duty to protect Priscilla.

      She glanced apologetically at her friend and was happy to see that Remi had put his arm around her, his expression growing dark momentarily. He truly did love her. He would do anything to protect her. And so would Ophelia.

      Priscilla stepped forward and took her hands. “The wedding is private, of course. Only family. And there is no one else in the world that I could call family but you. Please won’t you stand up for me, Ophelia?”

      Ophelia blinked back sudden tears at the question. One she could never say no to. “Of course I will,” she said, embracing her friend tightly. “I would move heaven and earth for your happiness, if you wish this, I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Wonderful!” Remi said. “And without so many guests around, you’ll get to truly enjoy the palace and the island, and get to know my family all the better.”

      Ophelia nodded and forced a smile, but there was the rub, wasn’t it? With a household full of guests, with her brother and Abigail and Priscilla as buffers, she had been able to avoid too much private contact with King Grantham. And yet being around him was still difficult.

      What would it be like with all those buffers gone? With nothing between them to keep his disdain from being plain? He would not hide it, after all. She always felt his regard, hot at her back, seeping through her skin and into her blood. Sometimes he almost drew her in with long looks.

      But when he turned away, it was almost always with a look of disgust. And if he knew her past? What she was? What she’d done?

      Certainly he would feel even more of the same.

      But staying here wasn’t about him, was it? It was about Priscilla, who she considered a sister. And she would not allow the cantankerous King of Athawick to ruin her last lovely days with her best friend.

      She would just have to find a way to ward him off. Or make him accept her. Either way, it would only be a few weeks longer.
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      The past few weeks on Athawick had been filled with swirling balls to celebrate the recent nuptials of Princess Ilaria and her handsome Captain Crawford. They had begun to blend together for Ophelia, and yet tonight felt…different as she stared out over the crowd that was bobbing about in a happy Athawickian folk dance. The faces were the same as they had ever been. The gowns were as beautiful and the music as wonderful. The gentlemen were on the hunt, the ladies pretending to be helpless prey, just as was true in any ballroom.

      But something had definitely changed. At least for her. Perhaps because it was the last ball of this event. In the morning the ship back to London would fill with all these faces and all would sail into the horizon. All but her.

      She sighed and turned to move away from the crowd. Only to find herself nearly careening into the broad chest of King Grantham. She hadn’t even heard him approach and she staggered back with a gasp.

      “You—Your Majesty,” she said when she could find her breath. She offered a quick curtsey. “Good evening.”

      “Lady Ophelia,” he said, drawing out her name ever so slightly.

      He then said nothing else, but simply stepped up beside her, and together they watched the dancing crowd a moment. She shifted under the weight of the silence. The man was an expert at it, that was certain. Also at staring.

      She cleared her throat when she could take it no longer. “I-I wished to say thank you for your kindness.”

      He glanced at her. “My kindness?”

      “In allowing me to stay for Prince Remington and Priscilla’s wedding.”

      He grunted rather than answered and returned his attention to the ball. She waited a moment and then added, “You must wish to have your palace back from interlopers.”

      He grunted again, though that particular sound felt more in the affirmative.

      She pursed her lips. Great God, but the man was frustrating. Why had he approached her, why was he standing next to her if he was only going to be so taciturn and uncommunicative? Was he just playing a game with her?

      She blinked and looked at him from the corner of her eye. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps this man just liked to watch her squirm. The more she mulled over that in her mind, the more sense it made. From the very first time she met him he had been…odd in her presence. Watching her even as he avoided her.

      Was it all a game to him?

      Well, if that were true, she could certainly play it. Match his energy with her own opposite one. If he wanted to be gruff and untalkative, she could be fluffy and light and playful and chatty, couldn’t she? Take the upper hand by batting her eyelashes at him and driving him mad?

      It might actually make the next few weeks bearable. She smothered a laugh and turned to face him directly. His expression fluttered when she did, as if she had surprised him. Good.

      “Your Majesty, I simply must compliment you on your gardens. Every morning I take a long walk and they are truly stunning. It’s clear the generations of work that have gone into the blooms. I, myself, have a rather black thumb, I fear. I cannot even manage to keep a bouquet alive for more than twenty-four hours. Perhaps that’s a curse.” She paused only for a quick breath and continued, loving how his eyes were progressively growing wider as she chattered on. “Not that I believe in such a thing as a curse. I’m far more reasonable a person than that. It’s all science, isn’t it? Water a plant well and it will grow. Give it food and sunlight and I suppose I’m simply not focused enough to recall to do it. Not that I’m flighty. Heavens, no.”

      His mouth was dropped just slightly open and his gaze was entirely focused on her now. No, wait, not on her. On her mouth. As if he was trying to figure out how it was pushing so many words out at once. Excellent.

      She drew a deep breath and continued, “I noted that Princess Ilaria’s bouquet was from the garden. What a wonderful wedding that was. They seem truly in love, as do Princess Sasha and the Earl of Bramwell. And of course our dear Priscilla and Remi. Love matches seem to be as in fashion in Athawick as they are presently in London. What do you think of that, Your Majesty?”

      He opened and shut his mouth several times and then cleared his throat. “I think that I wish to see my family happy,” he said slowly. “And they are. So that is good enough for me.”

      She was actually taken aback by that response. She had never been able to read the king’s response to the flurry of romances and marriages amongst his siblings in the past few months. But what he said seemed…genuine.

      “My lady, would you like to dance?” he asked.

      She caught her breath. They had known each other for months, been present at dozens of these events both at home and here in Athawick, and yet he had never requested a dance with her. He’d danced with Priscilla, with Abigail…but never her.

      “I…” she murmured, and then shook her head. This was surely still part of his game…or if he wasn’t playing one, she needed to incorporate it into her own.

      “Yes,” she said. “That would be an honor, Your Majesty.”

      “Excellent,” he said, motioning her toward the floor, where the previous country jig had ended and couples were filtering on and off. She thought she heard him mutter something else as he followed her. Something about the only way to make her stop talking.

      She smothered a smile. Excellent. If they were to be adversaries, she intended to win the day. And flummoxing him was fun. Certainly more entertaining than the time she’d spent avoiding him and wondering why he wouldn’t stop looking at her.

      As they reached the center of the ballroom floor, she realized the room had turned to watch them. The other dancers stepped back a fraction, leaving them space. Of course they would. The king was dancing. No one wanted to miss that.

      He let out his breath slightly and met her gaze as he reached out to take her hand. She caught her own breath when he did so. This was the first time he had ever touched her. She realized it in a heady moment of dizzy recognition. Even through both their gloves, she felt the heat and weight of his fingers as he glided them around her hand.

      When he put the opposite hand on her waist, she stopped breathing entirely, staring up into dark eyes that locked with her own. He was very close now. Too close and not close enough all at once.

      “I think you are meant to touch my shoulder, Lady Ophelia,” he said softly, his voice rough. “And then we must move eventually.”

      She blinked as she realized the first notes of the waltz had, indeed, already begun. She swiftly lifted her hand to his shoulder and ignored the ripple of muscle that followed as she did so. He stepped out, guiding her with no effort, a graceful gliding of feet and body.

      There was such confidence in every step, and she found herself entirely trusting him to guide her. Oh, a man was always meant to lead in the dance, but that didn’t mean a lady shouldn’t protect herself on the floor. Half the men she’d danced with had careened her into others or stepped on her feet. She had to lead sometimes without looking like she was doing so.

      But not with this man.

      He said nothing as he maneuvered her. Not even a pleasantry. And since she felt entirely stunned into her own silence, his expression returned to the usual one he wore when he was around her. Unreadable except for flashes of what she had to believe was dislike.

      He didn’t like her. She had known that from the first moment they met. And she didn’t need every person she met to like her. She had more than enough friends in her life. But even as she believed he didn’t feel anything for her but negativity, she also felt the draw of him. The tug of his gaze as he moved her around the floor. The flutter of…

      Well, she would not label that flutter. She knew what it was. She’d felt it before, much to her own detriment and the pain of a great many others. That flutter would lead to nothing good. And in this case, it was entirely confusing.

      A few more turns around
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