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      Seen her, seen her, seen her. Not interested.

      I bit my lip, narrowed my eyes, and looked again, scanning the crowd as I looked for someone—anyone—that might interest me. Anyone who might have something to say beyond the usual ‘Isn’t it a lovely night,’ or ‘What are you doing later?’

      But there was no one. Just the same diplomats that I always saw. The same aides, the same husbands and wives who were leaders in one way or another of their countries—or the representatives they sent. The same blandly smiling men with their arm candy. The same international stand-ins.

      And all the same girls. The hangers-on who were always at these sorts of things. Those pretty girls with the generic faces and the vacant stares who didn’t know the first thing about international affairs or charities but were here as dates to the more powerful men who hadn’t yet married. The girls who had somehow found their way in as assistants or guests or even just people who had snuck past the security at the door. I’d seen them all before—and if I hadn’t, I’d seen people exactly like them.

      The sad truth was that there was no one new, no one interesting. No one to take my mind off the fact that I was… well, bored out of my freaking mind.

      And I know what you’re thinking. I mean yeah, I can basically hear you screaming it from here. You’re the crown prince of Montis, you’re at a really huge, really important charity event—and one put on with your help, thanks very much—and you should really be paying attention. Hell, you should be the one on the stage making a speech right now. Looking at girls shouldn’t be your first priority.

      And usually I would have agreed with you. As the crown prince, it was my job—and my privilege, most of the time—to come to events like this and represent my country, my parents. Shake the hands, meet the people, make the deals. Make sure our country’s royal family was represented in the pictures coming out of the event, make sure we were able to put our seal of approval on whatever was happening with the charity. Make sure that if there were deals going down at the party, we were involved in them—and hopefully reaping the benefits.

      And if I was very lucky, I would even get to give the charity itself some feedback, maybe direct them to this or that area of need for future donations. If I was very, very lucky, I’d get some face time in with other diplomats during the event, maybe start some international relationships that our tiny country—stuck up in the Alps near France—hadn’t had before.

      I was, after all, Prince Rémy del Acallo, only son of the Principality of Montis. I was the only prince, and that made me an important diplomat. It was what I’d always wanted to do with my life, partially because I’d known from when I was old enough to know such things that I was meant to, and I was damn good at it. I also saw it as practice for becoming a damn good king one day.

      So if you think I should have been paying attention during this whole shindig rather than scoping the place for girls, you’d be completely right.

      The problem was, my parents were here tonight as well.

      I watched them now, walking through the crowd together, all poise and beauty and the unique sort of arrogance that comes with being an all-powerful king and queen. They greeted people to the right and left, and stopped here and there to grace this or that person with their presence for a full conversation before moving on.

      And I watched them, trying to suppress a grin. Don’t get me wrong; they were very good people. And they’d always done right by our country. But they were still… king and queen.

      If the people around them had a problem with how Mom and Dad were running things, they would never tell them. Because they were royalty.

      And their presence meant that I was… well, kind of redundant, honestly. It’s really hard to play Head Diplomat Guy when the king himself is circulating the room. People would obviously rather talk to him, and even if you promise them something… they’re going to walk away from you, find him, and check with him about what you just promised.

      So that had left me up to my own devices… which is never a good thing.

      Because the other problem was that I was really, really bored. How could that be possible, you ask? I was the prince of a nation; I’d always been given everything I wanted—from my first horse when I was three to the car I so desperately desired when I was sixteen. I had a different party to go to every night and a bright, shining, and very sparkly future ahead of me. So how on earth could I have been bored?

      Easy. I’d seen and done it all already. I’d gone to every party, I’d talked to every diplomat, I’d dated every eligible girl in practically all of Europe. I’d sat down and drawn up plan after plan for what I meant to do when I was king, and I’d started three charities on my own. I’d gone to international business meetings and peacekeeping missions, I’d attended state dinners, and I’d had coffee with some of the most important heads of state in the world.

      I was twenty-eight and I was already so jaded that I was having trouble pulling myself up and getting any work done, these days.

      It didn’t help that during my travels and business, I’d also come to one very big, very important conclusion: Monarchies like ours didn’t work. They didn’t represent the people, they didn’t lead to enough growth, they didn’t help a country develop socially or economically. Further, they cost an insane amount of money and gave very little back to the country itself.

      So in short, I was a bored, jaded twenty-eight-year-old future king who no longer believed in my own country’s form of government.

      A conundrum, to be sure—particularly because it made attending state functions incredibly frustrating. Hence the search for girls. Or rather… hence the search for a partner in crime.

      Because like I said, I had some big plans. I had things I really wanted to do, once I was king, and they all boiled down to essentially dragging my country into the modern age, kicking and screaming. Forcing it to grow and expand and get rid of its outdated system of government. But I wasn’t going to be able to do it by myself. I needed an ally. A partner.

      Someone who saw the same things I did.

      I hadn’t found that person yet. Not even close, honestly.

      In the meantime, though, I’d been finding plenty of girls who weren’t quite the partner in crime I had in mind, but were definitely, definitely up to the task of keeping me busy while I continued to look.

      I was looking for just such a girl tonight. Someone who would, at the very least, give me some sort of sparkling conversation at this event where my parents had absolutely no need of me.

      At the thought, I let my gaze start to move over the crowd again, searching for a girl I hadn’t talked to at some point. A girl who looked like she might have half a brain—or even a full one, if I was lucky.

      Seen her, seen her; took her on a date last week. Seen her, seen her—

      Wait.

      My gaze snapped back to the last face I’d seen, my eyes narrowing as I took in the tall, leggy brunette standing up against the wall. She was talking to someone I couldn’t see, and they must have said something she didn’t like, because she was frowning ferociously, her mouth moving at about a million miles per second as she argued some very important point.

      She looked like she might actually slap the person she was talking to if they didn’t start listening to what she was saying, and that right there was what had drawn my attention.

      That and the fact that I’d never seen the girl before.

      She was absolutely stunning, but not in a beauty queen sort of way. It was something else. The noble slope of her long nose, the upward slant of her eyes, the extreme intelligence in that face. I’d never seen another face like hers—and I’d never seen anyone who spoke with such fire, such passion. I mean granted, she might have been talking that way because the other person in the conversation had just insulted her entire family, but even then…

      That was a girl with passion. And I didn’t see that nearly often enough. I was immediately intrigued.

      Then she turned toward me, her eyes still flashing, and our gazes met. And I swear on every sports car I’ve ever owned in my entire life that sparks actually jumped up into the space between us, fiery and sparkling and sizzling with the power of that first glance.

      I immediately stepped down from the platform where I’d been standing and started moving toward her.
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      I dropped my gaze to the floor, feeling the heat rush right up into my cheeks and hoping against hope that he wasn’t actually coming toward me. That he’d seen someone behind me who he’d recognized, or something. Maybe he was just walking toward the bar—which I was kind of next to.

      Though deep down, I already knew it was too late.

      I’d seen him starting to take his first steps toward me. And I would have had to be an absolute idiot not to have noticed the sparks that had flown between us when our gazes met. Hell, it was no wonder he was coming right toward me. One glance and we’d practically been shooting fire through the air at each other.

      Still, shit. Shit, shit, shit. Because I was here on my first assignment with Omega—the underground activist organization I’d recently started working with—and the last thing I needed was to get distracted by some sort of flirtation with a guy.

      I mean yeah, he was insanely good-looking. Like melt-in-your-mouth, weak-at-the-knees, fireman-calendar-if-those-firemen-came-from-European-countries sort of hot. Chiseled good looks and a jaw that could have cut right through butter. Gray eyes that were like dry ice, topped with a head of curls that somehow managed to look both sophisticated and barely done at the same time. Like they’d be perfect for tangling your fingers up in.

      Like he might bite you if you did that. Bite you in all the right places.

      God, Khloe! Get. It. Together! I scolded myself.

      Because where the hell were those thoughts even coming from? And what had happened to me not needing to get caught up in a flirtation right now?

      Right. No flirtations. Because of that whole task for Omega—an organization I’d been trying to get into for years, ever since I had found out that there were countries in the world that had the sort of social structures that worked against the very people they needed to keep healthy. Ever since I’d found out that organizations like Omega existed.

      The minute I’d known those two things, I’d made it my mission in life to join Omega and start helping. Help those people. And now, after years and years of applying, I’d finally been accepted and sent out to a country of their choice.

      Which meant I definitely couldn’t screw up my first mission just because of some guy who obviously meant trouble. Not that he actually meant trouble, per se, but he was definitely, definitely the kind of guy who would lead to trouble. You know the sort, I’m sure. The kind of guy who’s too good-looking. The kind of guy who’s obviously always getting exactly what he wants.

      The kind of guy who’s walking toward you right now, looking as though you’re what he wants, and further, that you’re what he means to have.

      I took my gaze to the left, away from where his feet were now approaching mine, and narrowed my eyes, giving myself a quick and very firm lecture and putting my game face on. I didn’t know who this guy was or what he wanted—though yeah, I could guess—but none of that mattered. Not his chiseled cheekbones or his smoldering eyes or his stupid curly hair.

      I was here on a job. He was going to get in the way.

      The only option was to send him away, pronto. I’d been in the middle of an argument with someone over the direction of the charity that was running this very event, and I meant to finish that argument, get the information I needed, and then get the hell out of here. It was only my third day in Montis and I was still jet-lagged, and not yet comfortable with the idea of getting home after dark.

      I wanted sleep, and something to eat. Not in that order. I did not want to be at this party any longer than I had to be. I didn’t want distractions.

      But another quick glance up told me that Mr. Icy Hot was completing his approach now, so I put the mental argument and my cravings for sleep and food to the side, straightened my shoulders, and lifted my chin, ready to do whatever it took to send him away again.

      Omega assets didn’t have time for flirtations. Omega assets had a job to do. And as the newest asset, I needed to make sure I was doing my job better than anyone else.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Mr. Icy Hot said smoothly, using what I thought had to be the oldest line in the book and holding his hand out, all smooth charm and oozing good looks.

      I bit my lip, reminded myself about that whole sending-him-away thing, and kept the smile off my face. I did, however, give him my hand.

      I mean, I might not want him to stick around, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t practice good manners, right?

      “I believe you’re right about that,” I said, taking his hand and shaking it once. “Khloe Hart.”

      “Khloe,” he said, taking his time with my name like he was actually tasting it, his accent—faint, thanks to what I assumed was a shit ton of very expensive education—rolling through the word and ending it more sharply than an American would have. “You’re not from here.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “No, actually,” I replied. “I’m here on…”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought of a cover story for my being at the party. Honestly, I hadn’t thought I’d be talking to anyone who even cared why I was in the country or what I was doing there. Not this quickly.

      I hadn’t even known about this party until I landed in this city. Which, you know, seemed like it was either really poor planning on Omega’s part… or a really, really nasty trick on the newbie.

      And I realized now that not having thought that far ahead was a very, very big problem. Why the hell hadn’t anyone told me that I’d need a cover story? Why hadn’t they said, ‘Hey, you might be attending parties where you have to talk to people who will ask about your background’?

      Because you’re an intelligent girl, and they assumed that you’d think of it yourself, an extremely judgmental voice in my head said.

      Shut up! I shouted back at the voice. If she wasn’t going to give me anything helpful, then she could stay the hell out of the conversation.

      “The truth is,” I said, thinking quickly and aware that all lies are more convincing when grounded in truth. “I’m actually here visiting family. My mom is from Montis.”

      The man in front of me tipped his head a bit, like that somehow impressed him, and I could see the smile making its way back onto his face.

      “So, you are a native of our beautiful country. Interesting. And this is your first time here?”

      Well, ‘native’ was definitely a reach, but it was pretty cute all the same.

      I shook my head, allowing a grin to creep onto my own lips.

      Not because of how charming he was. Just so you don’t think I was falling for that whole line.

      “Not a native, for sure,” I said. “My dad is American. He came here on vacation and met my mother, and when they fell in love, he took her home. I grew up in Michigan. This is my first time in the country.”

      Wait, what the hell was with the word salad? I was supposed to be here on professional business, not telling him every single thing about my past. It was one thing to use the truth about my history. It was an entirely different thing to tell him exactly where I’d come from and why and how and when.

      Next thing I knew, I’d be telling him about what kinds of flowers I wanted at our goddamn wedding!

      I shut my mouth quickly, swearing that I wasn’t going to tell him anything else, and started trying to figure out how I could get away. Because standing here and feeding this guy all the details of my background was definitely not the definition of being a smooth operative for an underground organization. In fact, I was pretty sure that making an impression at all would be pretty far down on the list of things an underground operative was supposed to do.

      We were supposed to fly under the radar. Avoid drawing attention to ourselves.

      Instead, I’d gone to my first party and somehow attracted the attention of the hottest guy in the room—and then proceeded to tell him exactly who I was. And now I was seriously starting to wonder why Omega hadn’t offered some sort of training course before sending me to this particular party. They’d obviously made a mistake. A big one.

      Unfortunately, the icy-eyed part of that mistake was staring at me now with something like ten times the interest he’d had in me before.

      “An American?” he asked, sounding like this was the most fascinating and awesome thing he’d ever heard. “Your sort don't make it to my country very often. And you have family here, you say? Where do they live? Here in Orlo? I might know them.”

      Well, shit and shit and shit again. I hadn’t told him I was an American to get him more interested in me. I’d told him that to get him off my back.

      Right?

      Wait.

      No, I’d told him I was American as part of that stupid overshare. An overshare that I now intended to fix. Quickly. Before I gave him even more information that he didn’t need to know.

      “Uh, look, we just met,” I said, finally getting a hold of myself and getting my mask firmly in place. “I don’t suppose you go around telling people the names and addresses of your relatives for no reason.”

      He tipped his head toward me like he was going to tell me a secret, that stupid smile playing around his lips again.

      “The truth is, I don’t have to tell people the names of my relatives, as they tend to know them already. After all, they are the king and the queen. Rémy, prince of Montis, at your disposal.”
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      To my surprise, that little admission didn’t do anything like what I had expected it to.

      The opposite, in fact. Because instead of lighting up with recognition or even excitement at the idea that I was a real live prince—and therefore someone fairly important, if I did say so myself—the girl’s face… closed right up.

      Shut down completely, like she was a lamp whose light had just gone out. A box whose lid had just closed. Pandora’s box, and Pandora had just snatched all of her secrets, shoved them back in the box, and latched the lid so tightly that no one was ever going to get inside again.

      I shook my head a bit, confused at this reaction—and at that insanely detailed internal metaphor—and then smiled at her, trying to get her to come out of her shell. Because I couldn’t pretend that the girl didn’t fascinate me. She was more beautiful than anyone else in the room, but that wasn’t it.

      She was also foreign. And very obviously very disinterested in talking to me.

      The truth was, I thought she’d actually been trying to get rid of me for a moment, there. She looked like she had better places to be—or at least places that she planned to go. Places that didn’t include me. And she was completely unimpressed with the fact that I was the prince.

      All of which made her more intriguing than just about anyone I’d ever met in my entire life.

      And though there was absolutely no good reason for it, I suddenly felt as though I had to know more about this girl. More about her family and how she’d come to be here. More about what made her eyes flash the way they did, all chocolate fire. More about why she was in Montis now, when she’d grown up in America, where the opportunities were so much bigger.

      Like I said, it made absolutely no sense.

      The truth was, if I was being honest with myself, there were a lot more reasons to avoid her. She was a foreigner, and one that I didn’t know anything about—all of which could spell danger for someone in my situation. I didn’t know her motivations, and though she didn’t seem to know who I was, or even care, that didn’t mean that she hadn’t come to the party just to meet me, with some ulterior motive in mind.

      Hey, when you’re a prince and you’re out and about, you learn to think about things like this. You actually become pretty paranoid. And I was listing every single thing my advisors had ever told me about why I should be careful about talking to strangers who I hadn’t adequately researched.

      Still.

      “Would you like a drink?” I asked, deciding to change my approach a bit.

      “It’s an open bar,” she said pointedly. “The drinks are, you know, free.”

      Right. And that open bar had been my idea. Dammit.

      I shrugged, though, attempting to play it off.

      “I could still walk you to the bar in order to procure you one of those free drinks.”

      And I gave her my most charming, most boyish, most irresistible—or so I’d heard—grins.

      I saw her trying to decide whether to take me up on it or not. Saw her running through the possibilities in her head—and, I was sure, the repercussions. And because I was watching her so closely, studying her almond-shaped eyes as she thought, I saw the exact moment when she decided that it would probably be okay to accept a drink from me. Even if it was a free one.

      “I’ll take your drink, but only because I haven’t had one yet tonight,” she allowed. “And only if it comes with some sort of food. I’m still on American time, and I’m starving. I haven’t been able to eat all day.”

      I held out my arm, pleased at the sudden change in her behavior, and said, “Food, I can get you. They’re not serving anything here tonight, but this is my parents’ home, and that means that I know where the kitchen is—and what they probably have in their refrigerator.”

      She pressed her lips together, trying hard not to smile, but I could see the warmth creeping up into her eyes. Possibly even the urge to laugh.

      “Do you always sneak strangers into the kitchen at your parents’ house when they ask for food?” she asked coyly. “Seems like that could be inviting trouble.”

      “True. But as it turns out, I don’t avoid trouble.” I leaned down to eye level with her and made my face as serious as it could possibly be. “I live on the wild side.”

      She broke out laughing at that point, and I stepped forward, took her hand, and led her toward the door that would take us into the hallway that led into the back of the enormous house—while thinking that if I could make her laugh once, I could do it again. And vowing to myself that I would do exactly that, just to feel the thrill that was rushing through my veins at the sound.
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      “Oh my God,” she moaned, her voice having dropped at least an octave in pleasure. “Why don’t we have pastries like this at home?”

      She took another bite of the croissant I’d set in front of her, slathered with butter and jam, and moaned again.

      “This is orgasmic. Heaven on a plate.”

      I bit my lip, using every ounce of my willpower to remind myself that she wasn’t in this kitchen for anything more than a snack. But my God, if she sounded like that when she ate a croissant…

      “How long has it been since you last ate?” I asked instead.

      “Yesterday,” she said sheepishly. “Still trying to get over the jet lag. My body isn’t exactly getting right onto a Montis schedule.”

      I grabbed a croissant off the plate for myself, took a bite, and leaned down on my elbows.

      “And what exactly are you doing in Montis? Simply here to visit family?”

      She leaned down on her elbows as well, moving her almost-empty champagne flute and putting her face even with mine, and then chewed meditatively, staring into my eyes like she was looking for some answer in their depths. A minute later, having evidently found the answer, she gave me a quick nod.

      “Visiting family. And… doing some work.”

      Well, now we were talking.

      “What sort of work?”

      “Work for Omega,” she said. Like that explained everything.

      It didn’t. And when I said so, she launched into a quick—and very professional, I had to say—explanation of what exactly Omega was. One that I thought she must have actually learned from their brochure or something, given the precise language.

      It turned out Omega was some sort of underground social movement. An organization that sent its people into countries where the higher-ups of the organization thought there was social or economic work to be done, and where members of the movement became… well, I supposed something like agents of that change.

      It was all very cloak-and-dagger. And if anyone else had told me about the existence of this particular organization, I would have immediately told them they were actually insane. Except that I’d been in the political world too long, and knew that organizations like that did, in fact, exist.

      They didn’t usually like the governments they went in to change, though. And that should have made me defensive. Worried.

      I found it impossible to be worried about Khloe, however, maybe because of the way she was looking at me or her excitement over the croissant—because how can you distrust someone who moans that way over baked goods—and instead of feeling worried, I just felt… even more intrigued.

      “So you’ve come here to… what?” I asked. “Attack the royal family? Infiltrate our military?”

      It wasn’t something I’d normally ask of someone from a secretive organization. But I thought she might have had enough champagne to answer me honestly. And I wanted to know.

      She scoffed at that last thought—by which I assumed she knew quite a bit about our country and our lack of warlike tendencies—and then pulled a barstool over to the counter on which we’d been picnicking.

      “Change things,” she said simply. “Montis is one of the only countries in the world that still has an absolute monarchy. That means you’re also one of the only countries in the world that keeps your citizens in such a strict social hierarchy. It means your people don’t have the same sort of advantages that people in other countries do. They’re kept in a system that doesn’t do anything for them, and they’re not even given any say in the matter. They’re essentially branded from the moment they’re born and never allowed to change, thanks to the systems your family keeps in place.”

      Right, well that was unexpected. Though not entirely untrue. In some ways, I agreed with the things she was saying.

      Still. That was my country, and my family, she was talking about. And no matter how charming her passion was, she was also treading on very sensitive ground.

      “Exactly. My family,” I said firmly. “And what exactly would you do about it? What would you change, if you could?”

      She leaned forward, her eyes blazing.

      “I’ve seen what my aunt and her family go through to try to get the things they need. I see how stiff the taxes are, and how little choice they have in the way they lead their lives.”

      “And how would you change any of that?” I asked again, intrigued.

      Because yes, we’d had activists in this country before. Foreigners who thought they should be allowed to come in and throw their weight around, tell us how to run the place.

      But to my knowledge, they hadn’t often had family that actually lived in the country. And that… gave Khloe a slightly different point of view than anyone else, I thought. Perhaps she didn’t live here herself, but she had family here, and had access to firsthand information about the place.

      I’d thought for years that there were things we could do to modernize the system here. Change it so that we could take better care of the people. But I’d never had an ally in that mission—which meant I’d never heard anyone else’s ideas on the topic.

      If Khloe had specific ideas, and had mined ideas and thoughts from people who actually lived here, without the inconvenience of actually being the prince, who people didn’t like to tell the truth to…

      “I’d abolish the monarchy,” she said bluntly. “Abolish it and build a democracy in its place.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      Because I’d been expecting ideas and a brainstorming session, and the simple idea of abolishing the monarchy was the complete opposite of that. The simple idea. Ha! Nothing would be simple about changing the way the entire government worked.

      “You actually think you could just abolish the monarchy? Say that it’s over and put a whole new government in its place? Is that what you’re here to do, woman? Is that why you’re in this country? Because if so—”

      “The people need to have a say!” she snapped, interrupting me. “Those are their lives, their worlds, and they should have a say in how the government works! Do you think it’s fair that the government—that your mother and father—just get to decide how everyone lives?”

      Well, no, I didn’t. But I also didn’t think this was the right time to bring that up. Because this girl had gone from randomly telling me her entire family history to moaning in ecstasy about croissants to looking like she was actually about to explode over the state of our government, and I was both intrigued by that… and more than a little bit wary.

      “I don’t think you can just eliminate one entire form of government and expect a country to survive,” I said, trying to keep my voice reasonable. “I don’t think it’s that easy. I think that if we need change, then we do it gradually. By modernizing the monarchy. Making it a figurehead rather than an absolute power. Making sure that we do things responsibly.”

      “And what?” she snapped back. “Do you know how long that would take? You would have entire generations of people who still wouldn’t get a say in how they lived. It’s all or nothing. It has to be done immediately, or it might never be done at all.”

      “And it’s not even your country!” I returned. “Who are you to be the one coming in here and making decisions?”

      And why—and when—had she gotten so worked up about it? One minute she’d been a girl who obviously didn’t want to have a long conversation, and the next she was practically shouting at me in the kitchen of my parents’ house.

      She had, it seemed, a point
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