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      Prince Alexander of Durham had grown up with the best of the best, and that included his education. But all of his highly skilled and extremely well-paid teachers, tutors, and professors had failed to tell him what a train wreck falling in love created. Right now, he was definitely cursing the day he had met that harpy Isla Martin.

      “So there’s been no improvement in public opinion?” The king’s voice boomed around the council room, bouncing off the fifteen foot tall ceilings. The crystals on the chandelier hanging directly above the two-hundred-year-old mahogany table shook. His icy blue eyes pierced each adviser in turn, and Alex watched as they visibly shrank in their crushed velvet chairs.

      Six months ago, Alex had thought that one day he’d command a room in a similar way. Now he’d be lucky to command an ant, let alone a country.

      “Approval ratings continue to drop, Your Majesty.” Maggie adjusted her red glasses, pushing the frames up the bridge of her nose. She was perhaps ten years older than Alex, with frizzy red hair and a typically happy demeanor. But her smiles had been noticeably absent since Isla began telling every media outlet who would listen what a cheating scumbag the crown prince of Durham was.

      The dull ache behind Alex’s eyes grew more piercing. Isla flashed into his mind, with her tousled bottle-blonde hair and ruby-red lips pursed together in a pout. She was half American, so he’d tried to ignore her advances. But eventually he’d fallen prey to her charms.

      He’d been toying with the idea of proposing when he found Isla with another man. She’d wasted no time spreading lies about the breakup, proving just how talented an actress she was.

      “How much lower can the approval ratings get?” His mother’s mouth pulled down in a deep frown and her eyes narrowed. Queen Nicolette was used to things going her way.

      Maggie adjusted her glasses again. “Isla appeared on another talk show this morning. A small one, but the clip is circulating on social media.”

      “Surely she’s spoken with every reporter in Durham, the United States, and most of Europe by now.” A hint of a Galian accent slipped through the queen’s words—a sure sign that she was upset.

      “Apparently there are still a few left,” Maggie said.

      Frustration made Alex’s chest tighten, but he refused to let his emotions show. “I’m avoiding the press as much as possible. I could go on talk shows and tell the truth, but we’ve agreed that trying to change the narrative is too risky. What else is there to do?”

      Nicolette sniffed. “We keep our heads held high and hope this storm passes. Royalty do not engage the media. I refuse to let Isla drag you into the mud with her.”

      Alex gave a mirthless laugh. “From where I stand, it’s looking pretty muddy. The only thing that will make Isla back off is ruining me for good, or wearing the crown herself.” Initially, Alex had wondered if Isla went to the press in hopes of hush money. But their only discussion after the breakup had made it clear she was after something money couldn’t buy—fame. And being dumped by the crown prince of Durham had put her on the radar of every producer and director in Durham and the United States.

      Nicolette laughed, scorn making each note a sharp barb. “I will die before I allow a gold digging American to become a member of this family.”

      At least they were in agreement on that. “Then I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “What about a new girlfriend?” one of the advisers suggested. “Someone to take the attention off Isla.”

      Alex leveled him with a glare. “You can’t be serious.”

      The man’s face paled, and he looked down at the tabletop. “Only a suggestion, Your Highness. I apologize.”

      “A ridiculous suggestion.”

      “I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t crossed my mind,” Maggie said. “What we need is a bigger news story to steal the spotlight. A blossoming relationship might accomplish that.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Alex’s shoulders ached from the tension lodged there. “I’d never subject some poor girl to Isla’s wrath.”

      Maggie held up a placating hand. “It was just an idea that crossed my mind.”

      “Well, get it off your mind, because it’s not happening.”

      “I want everyone to take the day to think up possible solutions to our PR problem,” King Geoffrey said. “We’ll revisit the issue at tomorrow’s briefing. Now, where are we with the president’s upcoming visit?”

      The moment the meeting ended, Alex strode from the room. What he wouldn’t give to escape the palace and sit on a bench in Castlebridge Park, an anonymous citizen of Durham enjoying the late summer breeze as he spent a relaxing afternoon people watching. But anonymity wasn’t in the cards for royalty. So instead he headed toward the administrative wing of the palace, where a room full of monitors was constantly watched by an entire team. It was as close to his fantasy as he got in the palace.

      He pushed open the door without knocking, his shoulders instantly relaxing. At least fifty monitors filled the space and five uniformed men sat in chairs watching them.

      Alex’s personal bodyguard, Finn, glanced over at the sound of the open door, then instantly rose. The other men jumped to their feet as well.

      “Your Highness,” Finn said with a short bow. He was a mountain of a man, with a barrel chest, dark skin, and a face that rarely smiled.

      “Please sit,” Alex said. “Don’t let me distract you.”

      The guards all nodded and returned to their tasks, used to Alex’s frequent visits.

      “Is there something I can assist you with?” Finn asked.

      “No, thank you. I just needed a few minutes to breathe.” Alex dropped into the chair with a sigh and motioned to the monitors. “Anything interesting today?”

      “A few things.” Finn pointed to the throne room. “These parents have their hands full. They’ve got five children who couldn’t obey a command if their lives depended on it.”

      Alex chuckled as a small boy of perhaps three tried to slip under the velvet rope that kept tourists from sitting on the thrones. The mother grabbed his arm and yanked him back.

      “He’s a curious one,” Alex said.

      Finn nodded and pointed to the music room. “The new tour guide has mixed up the facts for each room. Right now he’s giving the script for the Hall of Victory.”

      The guide’s navy jacket hung loose on his frame, giving the appearance of a boy wearing his father’s suit, and his hand shook as he pointed out the features of the room. Alex shook his head in sympathy. “Poor guy.”

      “I think he’ll be all right in a month or two,” Finn said. “He seems determined to do well.”

      Alex slowly let his eyes travel over the dozen monitors that comprised the tourist section of the palace. He never bothered watching the other feeds, which covered the governmental wing and the royal family’s private quarters—that felt like an invasion of privacy. But he’d always loved watching the tourists. The look of wonderment on their faces reminded him how blessed he was to be crown prince of Durham. Although these days it felt more like a curse.

      His eyes lingered on the group Stan led. He was definitely the palace’s crankiest tour guide and Alex always felt bad for the visitors in his group. His eyes skimmed over the elderly couples wearing fanny packs, passed by the young backpackers wearing baseball caps, and landed on a woman with a baby strapped to her chest.

      He leaned forward, examining the woman. She didn’t fit the typical tourist profile, but didn’t seem like a local, either. Like many of the tourists, she carried a backpack. But this one was small and had the fancy look of a purse. A diaper bag, perhaps? She took a step forward, and he noticed she was wearing sandals, not tennis shoes—another indication she might be a local. Her sleeveless dress flowed to the floor while her hair hung down her back in loose curls. Something caught her attention on the wall, and her face turned upward toward the camera, making his heart lurch. Even on the grainy black and white security screen, her beauty was evident. She had a pixie nose, wide eyes, and high cheekbones. The look of wonderment on her face was definitely not one locals usually wore.

      The woman disappeared off the screen, and Alex quickly found the monitor for the throne room, the next stop on the tour. But the woman didn’t immediately appear on the screen.

      “Where did she go?” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness?” Finn asked.

      “The woman from the Hall of Victory. She was just there … oh, there she is.” He pointed to the woman.

      Finn leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. “She’s pretty.”

      That was like saying the palace was merely nice. Alex watched as the woman stayed near the back of the group. She seemed entranced by the thrones. The others wandered around the room, admiring the artwork and statues, but she stayed put, even when the rest of the group moved toward the crown jewel exhibit. There was a relaxed ease in her posture that Alex craved. She seemed so at peace with her surroundings. What would it be like to feel that kind of calm?

      Finn squinted at the screen. “What is she doing?”

      “I don’t know,” Alex said.

      The woman reached into her pocket, then leaned over the velvet rope and placed something between the two thrones.

      A light immediately lit up on the wall, indicating a silent alarm had been tripped in the throne room. Finn grabbed his radio. “We’ve got a code yellow in your sector,” he said. “A woman, mid-twenties, with a baby in a carrier. She placed something between the thrones and is headed toward you.”

      “Wait.” Alex leaned forward, squinting at the object. “It looks like a coin.”

      “Copy that,” came the crackled response from the radio. “Moving to intercept.”

      “Zoom in,” Alex demanded. Finn complied, and Alex shook his head in disbelief at what the woman had placed. “It’s an American penny.”

      “It’s an unknown object. That penny could be laced with anthrax or explosives or any number of dangerous things.” Finn pushed the button on the side of the radio. “Waiting for your report, Colin.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Alex pushed back from his chair, exasperation making his movements jerky. Whether tourist or local, she hardly seemed like a political extremist bent on the royal family’s destruction.

      “Where are you going?” Finn demanded.

      “To stop this woman from being arrested,” Alex said. “She’s no more a terrorist than I am.”

      “Your Highness—” Finn began.

      But Alex walked out without waiting for his response. Maybe he couldn’t stop Isla from spreading lies, or make Durham trust him again. But he could at least stop Colin from shattering that woman’s outward peace and calm.
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      Libby shifted from foot to foot, trying to ease the aching in her back as Stan droned on about the history of Durham in an accent that somehow managed to be both incredibly thick and annoyingly proper. Kenzie let out a mewling sigh and burrowed deeper against Libby’s chest. The padded nylon carrier felt suffocating against Libby’s skin, and the thin cotton of her dress grew damp.

      How could an eight-pound baby be so heavy? She definitely should’ve worn tennis shoes instead of sandals today. But the July heat was nearly as oppressive as the thought of shoving her feet into socks. Connie had clearly not spent her maternity leave touring palaces with a baby strapped to her chest, or she wouldn’t have suggested Libby take Kenzie in the wrap instead of the stroller—pram, Libby reminded herself. She hadn’t thought she’d need to learn a whole new vocabulary when moving across the pond.

      “Construction on the palace began in 1722,” Stan wheezed on as he led them down an elaborate hallway. Oil paintings of famous battles and former monarchs lined the walls, their heavy gilded frames contrasting with the red-patterned wallpaper behind them. “Before that, the royal family lived across the river in Brighton Castle. Brighton Castle, of course, has its roots firmly in medieval times…”

      Ugh. The palace was beautiful and all, but Libby grew less interested in a history lesson by the second. She’d thought playing tourist would take her mind off the most recent phone conversation with her mom, who had spent thirty minutes haranguing Libby’s dad for his shortcomings without pausing for breath, but all it accomplished was making her long for Connie’s air conditioned flat and the small bedroom with soft yellow walls that was Libby’s for the next six months to a year. However long it took to stop feeling nauseous at the thought of returning to Oregon.

      Libby tuned out the tour guide as he led them into the music room. She stuck a hand in her pocket, running a thumb along the ridge of one of the copper pennies jangling there. But no, leaving a penny in the music room didn’t feel right. She’d been leaving lucky pennies in places that felt special or significant for as long as she could remember—something that Cedric had teased her about. At the time, she’d thought it was good-natured ribbing. But had his annoyance with that one quirk ultimately thrown him into the arms of his leggy yoga instructor?

      Kenzie squirmed in her sleep, and Libby patted the newborn’s back through the carrier and bounced on the balls of her feet. Kenzie let out a grunt, then relaxed once more in sleep.

      What was Libby doing here? She should be home in Oregon, tending to the gardens in Ocean Meadow while convincing her parents not to divorce. Not touring a palace in Durham while hoping to earn enough money as a nanny to ease her family’s financial burden—and hopefully, by extension, erase the tension that had her parents deciding to call it quits after thirty years of marriage.

      “If you’ll follow me down this hallway, we’ll next visit the throne room,” Stan said, his vowels overly soft and voice obnoxiously nasal.

      Libby tossed her long caramel-brown hair over one shoulder. At least the increased humidity was doing wonders for her natural curls. She’d never spent much time on her appearance—a leftover of being raised by hippies who didn’t follow fashion trends—but since moving to Durham a week ago, she’d spent even less. Yet another reason to be glad she was thousands of miles from Oregon.

      The stream of eager tourists with fanny packs and knee-high socks made their way toward the throne room, snapping pictures as they went. Libby stayed near the back of the pack, preferring to enjoy the moment. What good was documenting something if it got in the way of actually experiencing it? Besides, sometimes it was better not to have photographic reminders of happy memories that turned sour.

      Divorce. She hadn’t known it was even a word in her parents’ vocabulary. They’d seemed blissfully happy until her father fell through the roof of their small two-bedroom house and broke his femur and tibia. Without insurance, the mounting medical bills had rapidly placed an unmanageable financial burden on her parents. That’s when the fighting started.

      When Connie, a friend from high school, had offered Libby the job as Kenzie’s nanny, she’d said yes without a second thought. The compensation had been more than fair—free room and board and a decent wage to boot. Libby couldn’t deal for one more minute with the constant tension at home. Escaping to Durham seemed perfect.

      Her sandals slapped loudly against the marble floor of the palace hallway, and her sundress swished around her legs. Doorways were decorated with gold leafing, and crystal chandeliers hung from the fifteen-foot coffered ceilings. A single lighting sconce would probably pay off all her dad’s medical bills and leave money to spare. It must be nice to be royal.

      The tour guide paused outside the door to the throne room, hands clasped behind his back, and eyed the group with a disapproving frown. Thick, bushy eyebrows turned down over beady eyes. “I must ask you all to now put your cameras away, as photography is strictly prohibited for the rest of the tour.”

      Rustling filled the hallway as tourists stowed their cell phones in pockets and cameras in fanny packs. Kenzie let out a squeak, and the guide’s disapproving stare zeroed in on Libby. She patted Kenzie’s bottom and refused to meet Stan’s eye. Hopefully Kenzie didn’t wake up and demand to be fed until the tour was over.

      Stan threw open the double doors with a flourish. “And now, I invite you to enter the royal throne room of the House of Somerset.”

      The tourists oohed and aahed as they entered the room. Libby watched as a woman near the doorway leaned into a man. He wrapped his arms around her and the woman smiled up at him, her face radiant. Libby swallowed hard and looked away. She’d never imagined experiencing the wonders of the world could feel so lonely.

      Kenzie wiggled in her sleep, and Libby dropped a kiss on the baby’s head. The silky soft hair tickled Libby’s lips, and she forced herself not to let the sorrow well up inside.

      Maybe she wasn’t in Durham with a boyfriend, or fiancé, or husband. But she wasn’t alone, either. She and Kenzie would have the time of their lives exploring the country. Libby would make sure of that. She wasn’t about to squander this opportunity of a lifetime on feeling blue.

      Libby stayed near the back of the tour group, letting the others enter the throne room first. Anticipation welled within her as she slowly moved toward the room. She didn’t keep up with politics or current events. Ocean Meadow didn’t have television or internet, unless you counted the ancient computer still running on dial up in the community center, and Libby didn’t pay attention to newspapers or magazines on her weekly trips to town. But she loved history and had spent her childhood reading about the European royals, many of whom had walked in that very room.

      When she finally passed through the double doors, her breath escaped in a surprised whoosh. The photographs she’d seen in textbooks hadn’t done the room justice. White marble floors, flecked with silver, gleamed beneath the elegant chandeliers. Two thrones sat on a raised dais. Delicate roses intertwined around powerful lions were carved into the wood. The crushed red velvet of the seats and back showed no signs of wear. Were these thrones even used anymore? Probably not. But that didn’t lessen her awe.

      Libby ran her thumb over the ridge of the penny in her pocket. She had to leave a penny here. There was a magic in the room that seemed to whisper that anything was possible.

      The other tourists milled around the room, admiring the statues and various paintings. Libby pulled the small handful of pennies from her dress pocket and picked out the shiniest one.

      She stared at the gleaming penny, the profile of Abraham Lincoln seeming to wink at her. If she wasn’t careful, she’d run out of pennies and have to use Euros instead. Hopefully, their one cent held the same lucky properties as their American counterpart.

      “If you’ll follow me through here, we’ll visit the crown jewels before concluding our tour,” Stan said.

      Libby brought the penny to her lips and kissed it, then reached over the thick rope divider and set the penny between the two throne chairs, careful not to touch anything but the smooth copper of the coin. Maybe leaving the penny behind would give the royal family good luck—and by extension, all of Durham.

      Her own life was sadly lacking in luck lately. The least she could do was try to bring it to others.

      The last member of the tour group disappeared through the doorway, leaving Libby all alone. She quickened her pace, supporting Kenzie’s back with both hands so she wouldn’t jostle her. Grouchy Stan would never stop glaring if he realized Libby had lagged behind.

      She was nearly to the door leading to the crown jewels exhibit when a guard in a ceremonial red suit, with a large white plumed hat, stepped in front of her.

      “Excuse me, miss,” he said. “But you need to come with me.”
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      Libby wrapped her arms around Kenzie while her heart skipped erratically in her chest. The guard towered over her, his severe glare making her uneasy. She was suddenly very aware of her short stature and the baby she was trusted to protect. “Excuse me?”

      He grasped her upper arm, his grip tight and almost painful. “This way, miss.”

      A wave of panic flowed through Libby. She yanked her arm free and took a step back, tightening her hold on Kenzie. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.”

      The guard clenched his jaw, giving the chin strap enough slack that his plumed white hat dipped backward on his forehead. He was muscled, with a broad chest and wide-set shoulders. The fabric of his uniform strained against his beefy frame. Hopefully, all that extra weight would slow him down. Libby was quick on her feet—she could probably outrun him if necessary. Surely he wouldn’t hurt a woman with a baby. Did palace guards carry guns?

      Kenzie wiggled in the carrier, letting out another sigh. Crap. Running was definitely out of the question. It might give Kenzie shaken baby syndrome or something.

      “This will be more unpleasant if you resist,” the guard said, his words clipped.

      Resist. That sounded like she was in major trouble. “Am I under arrest?” Libby demanded. That would be so, so bad. Babies weren’t meant for jail cells.

      The guard reached for her arm again. “Miss, I must insist⁠—”

      “Don’t touch me!” Libby said, purposefully raising her voice. Maybe someone from the tour would hear her shouts and come to intervene. Right now she’d even be happy to see Stan’s dour face.

      A man strode into the throne room, distracting the guard. But he didn’t enter from the crown jewel exhibit. Instead, he walked confidently across the marble floor from the direction of the Hall of Victory. Libby eyed the newcomer, her heart now pounding for a different reason.

      Wow. The man walking toward her was attractive enough to almost make her forget about her impending arrest. Durham sure knew how to make ‘em. He had to be at least six feet tall. The blue button-up shirt hugged his trim figure in all the right places, hinting at muscles hidden underneath. His physique wasn’t bulky like the guard’s, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t look half bad in a swimsuit. A well-trimmed beard defined his jawline, and his chocolate-brown hair was longer on top. It looked softer than a cloud, and she had the sudden urge to dash across the room and run her fingers through it. As he grew closer, his green eyes pierced her.

      “What seems to be the problem?” he asked, looking back and forth between Libby and the guard.

      The guard! Right. She was about to be arrested. Libby pointed an accusing finger in the guard’s direction. “He keeps grabbing my arm. I think he’s trying to arrest me.”

      “Your Hi⁠—”

      The newcomer clapped a strong hand on the guard’s shoulder. “The facts, please, Colin.”

      Had the guard—Colin—seriously been about to accuse Libby of being high? Sure, she’d grown up in a commune, but not that kind.

      Colin cut a glare in Libby’s direction. “She’s been deemed a security threat.”

      “A security threat!” Libby said. Was he insane? Maybe he was the one on drugs.

      “On the monitors she was clearly seen leaving something between the thrones,” Colin continued.

      “Oh my gosh.” Libby put a hand to her forehead. Connie had always teased that one day the lucky pennies would get Libby in trouble. “It was just a coin. I’ve seen like three dropped on the floor during the tour.” None of them heads up, so she’d left them alone.

      “I was just about to call for backup,” Colin continued. All of his attention was focused on the insanely hot man, completely ignoring Libby.

      “You need backup to handle a five-foot tall woman with a baby?” Libby let out a disbelieving snort. What a disaster. Maybe pennies were only lucky in the United States because this was a seriously rotten turn of events. She must’ve triggered some sort of silent alarm when she dropped the coin. She was such an idiot.

      “You were proving difficult,” Colin said.

      “You’re trying to arrest me over a penny!” Libby shot back. She focused on the handsome man, ignoring Colin. “Okay, so leaving it wasn’t my most brilliant idea. If I’d known⁠—”

      “Tourists,” Colin spat, his tone furious. “You Americans are the absolute worst. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Didn’t you stop to think how leaving an unknown object in a government building would look? That penny could be covered in explosives for all we know.”

      The handsome man dropped his hand from Colin’s shoulder and chuckled. The sound was deep, sending shivers up and down Libby’s arms. “Really, mate, I don’t think this woman is a political terrorist. She’s got a baby with her.”

      “Prin—”

      “That will be all, Colin.” The man folded his arms across his chest, and it took a lot of effort for Libby not to stare. Yes, there were definitely muscles underneath. And that voice. Every time he opened his mouth, her brain seemed to go blank, and it took a lot of effort not to drool.

      The guard clenched his jaw, making the hat tip back even more, then snapped off a salute and left the throne room.

      Libby exhaled with a whoosh. Whoever the newcomer was, he obviously had a lot of influence. Maybe the penny hadn’t completely failed her. “Thank you so much. I really thought he was going to arrest me for a minute. Connie would send me right back to Oregon if that happened.”

      “Connie?”

      “My employer. Kenzie’s mom.” She placed a hand on the baby’s back. The newborn had settled into a restless sleep and kept squirming. “I’m her nanny.”

      Was it her imagination, or did his mouth turn up again in a pleased smile? “Ah, of course. So you’ve recently moved to Durham then?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I promised Connie I’d stay for at least six months. If things go well, I’ll stay on longer.” Durham had certainly upped its appeal with this man.

      But no, she wasn’t here to date. Cedric had turned her off relationships for a good, long while. Maybe forever. If her parents couldn’t make it work, what chance did anyone else have?

      “I’m glad I could save you from being sacked,” the handsome man said. “I’d hate for you to leave Durham with a sour taste in your mouth. Not all of us hate American tourists.”

      She laughed, the twinkle in his eye making her stomach twist. She held out a hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Libby.”

      He hesitated a moment, then grasped her hand. Warmth sizzled up her arm. His hands were smooth and his grip strong. “Alex. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I’m pretty sure the pleasure is mine. You probably saved me from a night in jail.”

      “Colin’s a bit intense,” Alex said. He walked over to the throne and picked up the lucky penny. “I believe this belongs to you.”

      “No, you keep it.” Libby tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. “Consider it payment for saving me.”

      He laughed and stuck the penny in his breast pocket, then patted it. “I consider it money well earned.”

      “Seriously, thanks again.” She motioned to where Colin had disappeared. “Are you his boss or something?”

      Alex inclined his head to the side. “Or something.”

      Were all Durham men this cryptic? She blinked, breaking the spell his voice seemed to weave over her. “Well, I really appreciate it.” The silence stretched between them, an awkward pause that she wasn’t quite sure how to fill. She felt drawn to Alex in a way that made her both exhilarated and uncomfortable all at once. “If you’ll point me in the direction of the exit, I’ll go before I end up breaking a priceless treasure or something. That’d be the perfect end to my day.”

      He motioned toward the crown jewel exhibit. “You don’t want to finish the tour?”

      “I think it’s probably safest if I don’t.”

      “You deserve your thirty euros worth just as much as the next person. I promise that no one will bother you if you’re with me. I’d hate for you to leave without seeing everything.”

      Dang. She really, really, really wanted to take him up on his offer. But Cedric flashed into her mind, tangled together with the yoga instructor. “It’s okay, really. Honestly, it’s a relief not to listen to Stan anymore.”

      Alex stuck his hands in his pockets and chuckled. “He is rather dry, isn’t he?”

      She laughed, making Kenzie let out a little whine. “That’s the understatement of the century.”

      “So your thirty euros has been doubly wasted then.” He motioned to the hallway. “Please let me show you around. I promise not to bore you to death or try to arrest you.”

      She should definitely say no. This guy’s hundred-watt smile was dangerous, and she was still vulnerable after Cedric.

      “I’ll show you parts of the palace no other tourist gets to view,” he enticed. “We might even find somewhere to leave your lucky penny that’s not dangerous.”

      She took a step closer, almost against her will. “And you won’t get fired or anything?”

      He chuckled. “No. My job’s safe, I assure you.”

      She eyed his suit, her mind going all cloudy again at his accent. “So you’re, what, a manager or something?”

      “Or something,” he agreed. “What do you say?”

      The offer was too good to turn down. “Okay then. I accept.”
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      What was he thinking? Something that felt a lot like panic raced through Alex as he led Libby out of the throne room and quickly through a door leading to the private areas of the palace. Finn must be having a conniption right about now. Alex had invited a stranger—one who’d tripped an alarm—into the secure parts of the palace, where tourists were never allowed to venture. Not even private guests were allowed in without a lot of screening and security checks.

      But watching Libby argue with Colin had been beyond adorable. She couldn’t be much taller than five feet and the top of her head barely reached Alex’s chest. But the fire in her eyes could rival that of a man twice her size, and Alex had found himself inexplicably drawn to her.

      She’d seemed so real. Her attitude and spunk were a breath of fresh air after Isla’s chameleon personality. When they were dating, she’d been so eager to please. Since the breakup, she’d been so determined to destroy. Libby was just … Libby.

      He was pretty sure she didn’t know he was the crown prince, even before asking if he was some kind of manager. No spark of recognition had lit her eyes at any point during their conversation. She certainly hadn’t treated him like royalty. There’d been no careful language, no downcast eyes or flirtatious smiles. Now he was in the awkward position of casually mentioning he was royalty like some pretentious snob, or keeping his true identity a secret.

      They wandered down the silent hallway filled with portraits of ancestors and battles. A guard caught Alex’s eye, then quickly looked away in apparent embarrassment.

      “This is beautiful,” Libby said. Her voice held a reverent quality that Alex couldn’t help but admire.

      “I’ve always thought so.” As a child he’d loved running up and down this hallway with his sister, brothers, and two cousins racing behind him. “How do you like Durham so far?”

      “It’s beautiful. Warmer than I expected.” Kenzie gave a little grunt, and Libby looked down at her tiny charge with a soft smile, patting her gently on the back. Alex noticed she did that a lot. It seemed that Libby was a natural nurturer. Caramel-colored curls fell over one shoulder and she brushed them back with slender fingers. Her hair looked so soft—totally free of the crunchy products that Isla used to achieve a similar look.

      His fingers curled reflexively into his palms and Alex shook his head, trying to focus. “Give it another month or so and it’ll start to cool down.”

      “Are winters here really as awful as everyone claims?”

      He thought of Durham covered in snow. The Christmas trees that bedecked the palace. The shop windows trimmed with tinsel and filled with holiday displays. “Not awful at all. It does get cold, but the snow is beautiful. No one celebrates Christmas like Durham.”

      “I have that to look forward to, then.” Libby smiled, one hand still placed gently on the back of the baby, and for a second Alex’s breath caught.

      He cleared his throat and looked away. “It’ll be a Christmas to remember. I’m positive.”

      “We always kept Christmas really simple when I was growing up. Not a lot of decorations or presents.” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “I know it’s silly, but I always wanted an over-the-top Christmas like in the movies. A horse-drawn sleigh, intricately decorated sugar cookies, elaborate gingerbread houses. The whole shebang.”

      “Your parents weren’t fans of the holiday?”

      “No, it wasn’t that.” Her cheeks pinked, and it was like a punch to his heart. She brushed her hair behind one ear, looking away. “So where are you taking me?”

      He didn’t push the subject and instead mulled over where he should take her. They couldn’t wander the hallways all night, and he couldn’t take her to the family’s private quarters. Finn would definitely freak out if Alex tried that. Besides, if Libby didn’t know he was the prince—and he was ninety-nine percent sure she didn’t—that would be a dead giveaway.

      He wasn’t ready for her to know who he really was. He liked being Alex, the man who saved her from arrest. Libby seemed to like Alex. And since no one liked His Royal Highness Prince Alexander, he preferred not to be him for a while.

      “What have you always wanted to see in a palace?” Alex asked, deciding that might be the easiest way to decide where to take her.

      “Everyone always talks about the palace gardens like they’re amazing,” Libby said, her voice enthusiastic. “In books and stuff, I mean. Taking a stroll about the gardens feels very Jane Austen.”

      The gardens. That was actually a perfect place to take her, because the only staff he’d run into were the groundskeepers, and they were good at making themselves scarce when the royal family went outside.

      “Let’s go see the gardens then,” he said.

      “It’s not too hot?” She motioned to Kenzie. “I don’t want her to get too much sun.”

      “No, it’s really shady this time of day.”

      “Perfect. I can’t wait to see them.”

      She had a bounce in her step that hadn’t been there before, and a surge of pride swelled through Alex. He’d put that lilt in her voice and lightness in her steps. Maybe he couldn’t make Durham stop hating him, but he could show Libby the palace gardens and give her a tour to remember.

      They turned down a hallway, and a maid looked up in surprise, then scurried into a room with her bucket of cleaning supplies in hand. Alex glanced at Libby, but she hadn’t seemed to notice and instead was admiring a painting on the wall as they passed by.

      “So what’s Christmas like in your family?” she asked.

      The question caught him off guard, but luckily it was something he could easily answer without giving anything away. “We do a lot of charity work around the holidays. On Christmas Eve we all attend midnight church services, then have a big feast and open presents.”

      “You must have a close family.”

      He thought of the way Emma and Charlotte had immediately wrapped him in a tight hug after finding out what Isla had done. How Stefan, Henry, and Oliver had promised to help him through this, whatever it took. The phone call his mother had placed to his aunt in Galia, asking if Alex could come for a visit. The way his father had gruffly told Alex to take some time for himself. “Very close,” he agreed. “They’re the best.”

      “Do you have a big family?” Libby asked.

      “I guess you could say that.”

      A rustling sounded up ahead, then the soft click of a door closing. Speaking of the devil. Alex barely held back a curse. Charlotte was headed toward them, her head bent low as she read a book.

      “This way.” Alex threw open a door and tugged Libby into the kitchen. The likelihood of Charlotte looking up from her book was slim, but if she did, he’d face a game of twenty questions that he wasn’t ready to play.

      “Holy cow.” Libby looked around the kitchen, her eyes wide. “This kitchen is amazing. I think it’s bigger than my parents’ entire house.”

      Alex glanced at the room, with its restaurant-grade appliances and ample countertops. “Only the best for the royal family,” he quipped.

      Libby laughed as he led her from the kitchen and down another hallway. “You were telling me about your family.”

      “Right. There are eight of us.”

      “Wow, that is big.”

      He nodded, holding open the door that led to the gardens. “I’m the oldest. I’ve got two younger brothers and a younger sister, plus my parents.”

      “That’s only six.”

      “My two cousins came to live with us after my aunt and uncle died in a car accident. I consider them siblings, too.”

      “That’s so sad. About your aunt and uncle, I mean.” The door swung shut behind her, and Libby let out a gasp. “Whoa.”

      Alex grinned, holding out an arm to his family’s private gardens. Archways covered in greenery shaded the gravel walkways, which were dotted with shaped topiaries, and the air smelled decidedly floral. “The palace gardens, m’lady.”

      She set a careful foot on the gravel path, her sundress swishing around her ankles. “I’ve seen pictures of geometric gardens like this, but never in person. It’s incredible. Like a piece of art.”

      “Functional, too.” He motioned to the west side of the garden. “The queen’s garden. Everything over there is edible.”

      Libby picked a path heading toward the queen’s garden and Alex was content to follow. “What’s she like?”

      “Who?” he asked cautiously.

      “The queen. Well, the entire royal family.” She peered up at him from underneath dark lashes. “Have you met them?”

      Met them … lived with them. “They’re people, just like anyone else. So, tell me about your family. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “No, it’s always just been me and my parents.” She pointed to the plant. “Fresh lemon thyme. I bet that’s delicious.”

      Alex didn’t pay much attention to that sort of thing. Eating was usually crammed in between meetings and appointments. “I don’t cook very much.”

      “It’s something I enjoy.” Kenzie let out a grunt and Libby grinned. “At home we grow most of our own food, so our meals are always fresh and delicious.”

      “You must have a lot of land for that big a garden.”

      “We do community farming at the commune. Everyone helps plant and harvest, and we all share the food.”

      Did she say commune? Alex flicked his gaze to where Finn was hiding, wondering if the bodyguard was preparing to call in backup. Communes were where cults lived, right?

      “It’s not as weird as it sounds,” Libby said with a laugh. “Just a huge tract of land owned by this heiress who’s a bit of a hippie. People who want a simple life apply to live at Ocean Meadow. The heiress vets applicants, and then people are invited to live at the commune on a trial basis for six months. Everyone in the community votes at the end on whether or not that family can stay. It’s all very democratic.”

      “Sounds like it,” Alex said, using his best neutral tone—the one he reserved for foreign officials and dicey political discussions.

      She nudged his shoulder with her own. “I swear it’s not weird. Most of the adults at Ocean Meadow have a college degree. We’ve got quite a few Ph.D’s living there right now. It was kind of a perfect childhood, honestly.”

      “Did you go to public school then?”

      “In high school, yeah. My parents gave me the choice, and I really wanted to try a more traditional educational experience.”

      “And what did you think?”

      She shrugged. “There were pluses and minuses, just like with homeschooling. I decided to move back to Ocean Meadow after college.”

      “And what did you study there?”

      “Everything and nothing.” She laughed, and Kenzie started fussing again. “It all looked so interesting, but I never could settle on a major. I dropped out after only three semesters, much to the horror of my dad. He’s an adjunct environmental professor.”

      Alex nodded, walking slowly beside Libby. She leaned close to a plant and smelled the blossoms. Happy. Free. Beautiful. Libby was all that and more.

      “Enough about me,” she said. “How did you end up working at the palace?”

      He cleared his throat and looked away. Now they were definitely toeing that awkward line where omitting the truth turned into outright lying. “My family’s worked at the palace for a while now. I had some connections that helped me get the job.”

      “Ah, nepotism. My dad keeps telling me I have a job at the college whenever I’m ready.”

      Sunlight filtered through the archways overhead, dotting the path with tiny pinpricks of light. They fell over Libby’s hair, making the brown curls fairly glow. Kenzie let out another squeak, and Libby fished a pacifier from the carrier and stuck it in the baby’s mouth.

      “Why did you come to Durham instead of taking a job in Oregon?” Alex asked. She seemed like the type of girl who’d do it just for the adventure.

      Her shoulders sagged, and for the first time a hint of sadness crept over her. “My parents are going through a rough patch right now and talking about divorce. I just needed to get away for a while.”

      Kenzie spit out the pacifier with a wail. Libby bounced on the balls of her feet, patting the baby’s back rhythmically.

      “I’m sorry about the divorce,” Alex said quietly. That wasn’t a word in the vocabulary of the royal family. Not to say there weren’t unhappy marriages, but Somersets shoved their feelings under the surface and put on a smile for the citizens. Yet another reason why his public breakup had been so humiliating.

      “I’m hoping the money will help.” Kenzie’s cries intensified and Libby swayed back and forth. “Are you getting hungry, sweetheart?”

      Kenzie let out another howl in response.

      “She’s got a hefty set of lungs,” Alex joked.

      Libby laughed, pulling off her backpack and rifling through it. “And she will only get louder. I thought I had one more bottle, but looks like I’m out. I guess that means we’d better go home.”

      Was it his imagination, or was that regret he heard in her voice? This was the first conversation he’d had in recent memory that felt comfortable and easy. He didn’t want to let Libby go, but Kenzie’s cries were growing more insistent.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he said. “Is Connie’s flat far? I can have a driver take you there so Kenzie isn’t hungry for too long.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but it’s only ten minutes away. I think it’d take longer to drive than to walk in this traffic.”

      So much for stealing a few more moments with her in the back of a sedan as they drove through the streets of Castlebridge.

      “Well then, I’ll let you go.” He led her toward the back of the garden, where a secret gate let out onto an alleyway that led to the main road. She’d have to pass by three guard shacks, but he’d have Finn let them know not to give her any trouble.

      “Thanks so much for the tour, Alex. And for saving me.” Libby paused at the gate and shuffled one foot in the gravel. Kenzie sucked in another lungful of air and let out her loudest cry yet.

      “The pleasure was all mine.” Alex didn’t glance over his shoulder, but could feel Finn watching him.

      “I feel like all we did was talk about me. Maybe…” She cleared her throat. “Maybe we can get together again sometime? I’d love to buy you a coffee as thanks. Or do all Durhams prefer tea?” She ran a hand through her long wavy hair. “I didn’t expect to experience this much culture shock when I moved.”

      “A coffee sounds nice.” The words were out of Alex’s mouth before he consciously realized what he was saying. Was he seriously considering going out with this woman again? And in public, no less?

      She smiled, her eyes alight with relief. “Okay. Coffee, then.”

      “There’s a great little place not far from here. The Queen’s Café.” What was he doing? He should tell her that in Durham, yes actually meant no, and he wouldn’t be seeing her again ever.

      “Yeah, I know the place. We passed it on our way here.”

      “Is tomorrow at three o’clock okay?” He might not even be available at that time tomorrow—he received his schedule each morning with breakfast—but already knew he’d rearrange his day to make the date.

      Libby smiled again as Kenzie’s howls filled the air. “Perfect. Thanks again for everything. Today was perfect.”

      “The pleasure was mine,” he said, opening the gate. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” she agreed.

      She gave a little wave, then stepped through the gate. He watched as Libby disappeared down the road, Kenzie’s cries growing fainter with each step. Alex felt more than heard Finn come up behind him.

      “I don’t mean to speak out of turn, Your Highness, but are you sure that was wise?” Finn asked.

      Alex brought a hand to his eyes and sighed. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. Did you let the guards know she’s leaving? I don’t want her detained again.”

      “Yes. They won’t give her any trouble.”

      “Thanks, Finn.”

      He nodded, his expression still severe. “I’ll have to pull a complete dossier on her before tomorrow.”

      “I’m sure that nothing concerning will come up.”

      “Of course, Your Highness. I’ll make sure the security detail is ready by two-thirty tomorrow afternoon. Will that give you sufficient time to make the appointment?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      Finn nodded again and Alex headed inside. There were a million ways that meeting Libby again was stupid. The likelihood of walking into the The Queen’s Café without being noticed was beyond minuscule, which meant he’d have to find a way to tell Libby who he really was. She’d probably be furious he hadn’t told her sooner and storm out of the café in a huff, which would just result in more bad publicity. Not that anything could come close to matching the storm Isla had rained down on him.
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