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

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

      Something wasn’t right.

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

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

      The longest lasted six months.

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

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

      Not for brief spans of time. Forever.

      The way a parent was supposed to love a child.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      If Georgianne was worried, there was cause to be.

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

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

      “A little.”

      “Quinton is arriving today for a visit.”

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

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

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

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

      “Layton must be excited to see him.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I let go of the door, letting it glide shut. His green eyes held an intensity I’d never seen. Though he smiled warmly, he looked weighted down by something. I couldn’t help but wonder if Georgianne was spot-on with her concerns.

      Even though his presence might inevitably cost me my job a tingle still crawled my spine and my stomach fluttered when our eyes met.

      Not knowing what to say, I simply nodded.

      He looked to the nametag on my shoulder. “Isabel. Lovely name for a beautiful woman.”

      A smooth talker, this one. I called out to Jana. “Would you tell Georgianne Prince Quinton is here?”

      “What did I tell you about formalities?”

      Though he seemed to protest the title—much like Layton did—Quinton’s modesty rang false. He walked past me, and I rounded the counter, trying my best to make a good impression on Georgianne’s behalf. “Would you like something? A cup of coffee?”

      “A double shot of espresso would be wonderful. It was a dreadfully long trip.”

      I picked up a cup and placed it on the tray on the large stainless-steel machine. Working my way through the steps, I steeled myself. Just being in the same room with the object of my dance obsession made my head spin, and I fought the desire to turn back and soak in the man’s muscular frame and good looks.

      Don’t forget he’s here to convince Layton to go home, which in turn would close this shop and cost me my job.

      Once I had the brewing process started, I turned back to the counter and picked up a plate and the tongs. I opened the case and placed an assortment of our most popular treats on the plate: a lemon tart, an apple blossom, a cannoli, and a chocolate cookie.” I carried the plate around the counter and motioned for Quinton to follow me. “You and Georgianne can sit over here. She will be right out, and I’ll bring you your espresso as soon as it’s ready.”

      He paused in front of the table, his stare causing my body to flush. “Thank you for your hospitality, but I don’t have the same sweet tooth my brother does.”

      “Really?” I motioned to the cookie. “Who doesn’t like chocolate?”

      Georgianne approached. “Quinton doesn’t. Can you bring me a cup of coffee and a blueberry scone for him?”

      “That would be nice,” he responded and then opened his arms to Georgianne. “It is so good to see you.”

      I noticed she wavered before stepping into his embrace. Her hesitance clicked off a warning alarm. Was Georgianne really worried about Quinton’s visit, or had she not been as warmly accepted by the royal family of Ronaria as I once believed?

      Still a lick of jealousy settled low in my stomach as Quinton closed the embrace. I quickly shook it off, turning back to the counter to fulfill Georgianne’s request.

      At the counter, I placed the scone on a plate and filled a cup with coffee as I watched Quinton step back while keeping his hands on Georgianne’s shoulders.

      His entire focus seemed to be on his soon-to-be sister-in-law; I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

      I picked up the plate and mug, set to go back to the table, when Jana interrupted my train of thought. “Can you tell Georgianne Layton is on the phone?”

      “Certainly.” As I approached the table again, Quinton said, “Mother ordered me to inquire on the date for the nuptials.”

      Georgianne twisted her hands. “Your brother and I have narrowed it down to early fall.”

      “Of this year?” Quinton laughed. “Do you know how long it takes to plan a royal affair?”

      Georgianne shrugged. “Have you met your brother? He’s insisting on as low-key wedding as possible.”

      I set the plate on the table in front of Quinton and the mug in front of Georgianne. “Layton is on the phone for you.”

      She slipped from the booth. “Can you sit and keep Quinton company?”

      He didn’t look like the type who needed to be monitored. I wondered if Georgianne was adhering to some sort of royal protocol I wasn’t aware of. She’d grown quite comfortable with all the etiquette between her interactions with Montgomery’s and Ronaria’s royal families, I would take her lead and trust her guidance, even though I was sure my nerves would cause me to misspeak and say something stupid. I slid into the booth and found myself lost in the prince’s bright green eyes.

      He watched Georgianne disappear through the door to the kitchen. “She keeps herself very busy.”

      “It’s her bistro. She’s always been very hands on.”

      He smirked and broke off a piece of the scone with a fork. “And that’s why Georgianne is a perfect match for Layton. She shies away from the limelight almost as much as he does.”

      Modesty was a suit Layton wore well, and it was a trait I adored about him. I always imagined his humility came from the way he was raised. Meeting Quinton now, I wondered if my assessment was true.

      “Just like with this wedding,” he continued. “Where does he get the idea they can have something simple and private?”

      “From what Georgianne tells me, neither wants money spent on a ceremony that could be used to help the people of Ronaria.”

      “Neither my parents nor their subjects will allow their wedding to be anything but a stunning event.” Quinton broke off another piece of the scone. After chewing thoroughly and swallowing, he said. “It might take some time, but Georgianne will come to learn what it means to be royal and what her and my brother’s marriage means to our country.”

      My stomach twisted into tighter knots. The way he spoke, Georgianne’s worse fears seemed to be coming true. I wanted to be sympathetic to what this would mean for the woman I’d come to think of as my sister, but I was preoccupied by how this would affect me and my plans to adopt.

      If Layton returned to Ronaria once they were married, Georgianne would have to either sell or close the restaurant. Without a job, not only would I have to put my immediate plans on hold, but my ability to pay my rent would be called into question.

      If I were to continue entertaining Quinton, maybe it would be best for my sanity if I changed the subject. “Georgianne mentioned you head up Ronaria’s art council.”

      He nodded. “I do. It’s not really all that interesting to be honest. I’m sure you would enjoy talking to my two oldest brothers more. They are more like Layton.”

      It seemed he was trying to downplay his role in his family’s rule of their small nation. At first, Quinton seemed standoffish, now I wondered if was just uncomfortable in the unfamiliar surroundings. It hadn’t been that long since he’d stepped away from dancing. “I try to follow politics and be informed about the world around me, but honestly, I’m much more interested in dancing and the arts. I find it sad some countries are cutting the arts out of their public schools.”

      He stiffened. “Did Georgianne tell you about my former life?”

      I pulled my lower lip between my teeth, wondering if I should admit my admiration. Honesty quickly won out. “She didn’t have to. I’m a longtime fan of your work.”

      His shoulders relaxed, and he eased back into his seat, reaching into his suit jacket. For the first time since he came into the restaurant, his smile seemed genuine, pushing up his cheeks and lighting up his eyes. “It’s wonderful to meet someone who has an appreciation.”

      Pulling out his phone, he woke it up and clicked at the screen a few times, before turning it toward me. “I was in Slovakia a few weeks ago visiting with my friends from their national ballet. There, I found these pieces done by a local artist. There are four pictures. Slide left.”

      I thumbed through the pictures of snowy landscapes done with such bright colors and crisp lines I could feel the arctic chill the artist tried to convey. “These are beautiful.”

      “I hope Layton likes them. They are a housewarming gift for Georgianne and him.”

      “I’m sure he will love them.”

      “My hope is they remind him of home.”

      Fear pinged through me again. The only reason to remind Layton of home would be to encourage him to return. I pushed back against my desire to outright ask if he was on a mission to stir up my life. “I’m ashamed to admit I knew very little about Ronaria until we met Layton. I do know Slovakia is a close neighbor. The landscape must be similar?”

      “Don’t be ashamed, we are but a blip on the map. The rest of the world finds it easy to ignore us.” His hand brushed against mine sending an electrical charge through me.

      I tried to ignore my need to be touched by him again and returned his phone. “From the way Layton speaks, it sounds like a lovely country. He talks about the philanthropic work you and all your brothers do. You should be proud.”

      He visibly cringed. “Layton works hard to make the world a better place. My role seems to be fundraising for the sake of art and culture.”

      “It can be a cruel world, we need all the beauty we can get.”

      His gaze bore through me. He seemed to be contemplating my words, considering me. I felt exposed under his stare. Could he read my thoughts? Could he tell how attracted I was to him? Something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he slid out of the booth, standing.

      I started to rise, but Georgianne came into my line of sight, waving for us to stay seated. “Layton is dealing with a crisis. He hopes to be here soon.”

      “They couldn’t even give me the chance to talk to Layton myself. Who called? Was it Brodrick or Adrian?”

      Georgianne tipped her head. “Why would your brothers be calling about the earthquake in Italy that leveled an orphanage?”

      Quinton looked as though he wanted to kick himself. He fidgeted with his jacket, trying to flatten wrinkles that weren’t there. “Because they know Layton would be concerned.”

      Quinton’s response slid by me, all I could focus on was the tragedy Georgianne had mentioned. “Oh no! Leveled? Were there any casualties?”

      Georgianne’s eyes drifted closed. Her horror was evident on her face. “It’s only happened within the hour. There are three missing, and six children injured. The rest are accounted for and shaken up but fine.” Georgianne turned her attention to Quinton, laying her hand on his shoulder. “Details of the earthquake haven’t hit the news yet. You thought your brothers called about something else. Layton and I are excited that you’re here, but I am confused. Is there more to this? Is there something going on in Ronaria we should know about?”

      He gave a curt nod. “I would prefer to discuss it with both of you at once. How much longer will he be?”

      “A half hour is what he hoped. They were just getting some first reports, and he and our queen wanted to set a team to start organizing the initial responses. As soon as they have a plan of action, he will be able to take a break.”

      With the turn in the conversation, I felt like an outsider looking in on a family meeting. I stood. “I should get back to work.”

      Georgianne turned to me. “Thank you for keeping Quinton company for me. I know I can always count on you.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I would like to continue our discussion later.”

      Was he being polite, or did he really want to see me again? The mere thought had my cheeks flushing. “That would be nice.”

      I turned to Georgianne. “It sounds like Kat, Layton, and the others at the foundation are going to be very busy today. Should I send food?”

      Georgianne gave me a warm smile. “I already thought about that. Layton said he didn’t think it would be necessary. There is only so much they can do at the moment. I want to talk to Layton first, but I think we may see what we can do to send food to the victims.”

      “Just let me know what needs to be done.”

      “I will.”

      Quinton pulled his phone out of his breast pocket again. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to call Father and see if he has any more insight on the matter.”

      I watched the prince cross the restaurant with strong, confident strides. He sat at a stool at the counter and dialed the phone.

      When he spoke, he did so in his native language. Even though I didn’t understand a word he said, I could hear the emotion. It appeared to me he was talking to someone about something more personal and painful than a country miles away from his own.

      Either Quinton was more affected by the tragedy than he immediately let on, or Georgianne’s hunch was right and there was more to his visit than he’d originally indicated.
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