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      There are always two sides to the story…

      

      A Royal Engagement was told exclusively from Princess Alyssa’s point of view…now see Will’s side of the story.

      

      The last few years have been hell for Will Darkly, Duke of Camphrey, Lord of Pemberton.  First his mother died, then his father, leaving the estate destitute and we won’t even go into how he and his sister were betrayed by someone they trusted.  Now, just when he has finally landed on his feet, his best friend, the Crown Prince Jacob St. Benét, is killed in a hunting accident.

      

      Jacob’s death brings Will face to face with his childhood crush, the prince’s sister, Alyssa, now the crown princess and heir apparent and she’s even more beautiful than he remembered.  She’s also involved with the one man who could cause Will to commit murder.

      

      Grieving for his friend, trying to keep his business moving forward, and avoiding the attraction he feels for his best friend’s sister leaves him short tempered and irritable and something has to give before he loses his mind.
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      The Young Royals takes place in a country that doesn’t really exist.  If it were to exist it would sit on the eastern edge of France bordered by Switzerland and Italy, quite close to Geneva.  The country of Merveille (pronounced Mer-VAY) is a quiet, wealthy place ruled by a constitutional monarchy.  It’s capital city is Calanais which is situated on the shores of a beautiful lake called Lac Merveilleux and is where the palace, named Château de Conte de Fées, sits.
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      When I wrote ‘A Royal Engagement,’ I decided to write it exclusively from Alyssa’s point of view because I didn’t want to give away which man she would choose in the end.  But somewhere in the middle of the first draft, I began to think that it would be good to see the same story from Will’s point of view and maybe explain some of the reasons behind his initial dislike of Alyssa.

      

      You don’t need to read this book to go on and read the rest of the series, but it does round out ‘A Royal Engagement’ in what I think is a very satisfying way.

      

      There are always two sides to every story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all those misunderstood men

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Will

      

      

      “I’m sorry I can’t go with you,” Jacob said as we reined our horses and looked out over the paddock of gleaming, fat cows and lush grass.

      I chuckled.  “I hardly think it would be appropriate for you to be there,” I said.  “You are a silent partner, remember?”

      He turned to smile at me but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.  Something was troubling the crown prince but I knew he would tell me when he was ready.  Jacob liked to take time to mull things over in his own mind before speaking.  It was what would make him an excellent king.

      “This is a coup, Will,” he said, his eyes intense.  “This is what you have been waiting for and working for.  I wanted to be there when you shook his hand and signed on the dotted line.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that split my face.  Jacob was right.  This was a coup and although my cows and my cheese were doing well, having Ashby Chocolates sign on to exclusively use the milk from my dairy co-op was a really big deal.  I had clawed my way back from the devastation of losing both my parents and having someone who I thought was a close friend nearly bankrupt my estate, to now being wealthy in my own right and poised on the brink of more success than even I imagined when I started.

      “You will be there in spirit, my friend,” I said, slapping him on the back.  “Now, there was something else you wanted to talk to me about.  Has it got anything to do with Georgie?”

      Jacob smiled and for the first time that morning it reached his eyes and transformed his face.  Whatever was bothering the prince, it wasn’t anything to do with Georgie, for which I was glad.  Jacob was my best friend but if he hurt my sister, I would have to beat him up - and then probably get beaten up by his royal guard in turn.

      “You know I love your sister, right?” he asked, looking at me earnestly.

      “I wouldn’t let you anywhere near her if I didn’t,” I said.

      He took a deep breath.  “I am going to ask her to marry me and I wanted to ask for your blessing.”

      I tried to keep my face stern, but I couldn’t.  I was happy that Jacob had fallen in love and it made me twice as happy that he had fallen in love with my sister.  Georgie had blossomed under Jacob’s attention and I would be forever grateful to him for rescuing her the way he did.  If not for him, I didn’t think Georgie would have survived the aftermath of what that other reprobate had done to her.

      “Of course you have my blessing,” I said, my throat tight with emotion.  “Georgie has never been happier.”

      He beamed at me.  “Thank god.  I thought I might have to fight you first to prove myself before you would approve.”

      I laughed.  “So when are you going to ask her?”

      “I don’t want to interrupt her classes,” he said, looking back out over the paddocks.  “I know she’s coming into her exams and I wouldn’t forgive myself for messing with her concentration.  So, as hard as it is going to be, I’ll wait until she comes home for summer break.”

      My sister, Georgina, was studying law at an English university.  As much as I loved Merveille, we just didn’t have an education system of the same calibre as other nations, something Jacob had plans to rectify once he was king.

      “Speaking of sisters,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual.  “How is Alyssa?”

      He grimaced.  “I wish she would come home,” he said.  “It’s been too long.”

      “She won’t be home for the summer?”

      Jacob shook his head.  “No.  She has decided to do extra summer classes.  There is a visiting lecturer or something and she ‘just can’t miss such a great opportunity.’”  He sighed.  “The rift between her and our parents is just growing larger the longer she stays away.”

      “I can understand her reticence to come home,” I said.  “I get the feeling that as soon as she steps foot back into Château de Conte de Fées your father won’t ever let her leave again.”

      Jacob’s lips lifted in a humourless smile.  “You’re probably right.  And what’s more, she knows it.” He turned to look at me.  “Things have to change,” he said.  “We are losing the next generation to other countries with more liberal views and better education.  Soon we will be a country of old men.”

      “Not if you have anything to do with it,” I said.

      He nodded and turned back to the view, his expression pensive.

      “What is it?”  I asked.  “I’ve held my tongue because I know you too well to try and push you, but you are starting to worry me.  What is going on that has you looking so…ruminative?”

      He sighed and shook his head.  “It’s just a feeling I have.  I have no proof of anything, but there are some strange undercurrents that I’ve picked up on in the meetings my father has been having.  Here I am, the crown prince, supposed to be learning from my father, the king, and he has been shutting me out of more and more important discussions.  When I question him about it, he brushes me off.”

      “I’m probably not the best person to talk to about this,” I said truthfully.  “You know your father and I don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things.”

      “Which is why I probably should sit down and tell you my theories.  You might at least have a different perspective than everyone else around me.”

      “Whenever you’re ready to talk,” I said, “you just need to say the word.”

      “Maybe I will take you up on that offer,” he said.  “After the hunt.”

      “Now that is one thing I am glad to have an excuse not to be involved in,” I said.

      “Jordan will be there,” he said, and we shared a glance that said more than words could.

      “Then it is probably a very good thing I wasn’t invited,” I said with a growl.

      

      "Mr. Ashby," I said, my hand outstretched as I approached the man getting out of the car.

      “Please, call me Jonathon.”

      We shook hands and I turned to lead him into the main barn of the Pemberton Estate.  I tried not to show just how nervous I was as we walked into the cool, dark interior.  We were about the same age, but Jonathon was a billionaire many times over and despite my outward confidence, I was intimidated by him.

      “Thank you for letting me come to see the farm,” he said.

      “I’m more than happy to show you around,” I replied.  “The nuts and bolts of what we do here don’t interest most people.  They are more concerned about the finished product than the process it takes to get it there.”

      “I’m not like most people,” Jonathon said with a smile.  “I take chocolate very seriously and I like to know the origins of all my ingredients.”  Jonathon shrugged.  “I also wanted to meet you.  Email correspondence can only go so far.”

      “I agree,” I said.  “You probably have a few questions for me.”

      I answered Jonathon’s questions as I showed him around the farm.  I had expected a man such as him to be in a suit and not want to get his incredibly expensive leather shoes dirty, but he couldn’t have been further from my assumptions.  He had dressed down in jeans and simple button-down shirt.  His shoes were leather, but he didn’t even blink when I led him out into the paddocks to show him the cows.

      “Do you think you will be able to supply sufficient milk for my operation?” Jonathon asked.

      I nodded.  “I have developed a syndicate of dairy farmers around the duchy.”

      Jonathon chuckled.  “I forgot that you were a duke,” he said with a small shake of his head.  “You are not what I expected in the least.”

      “To be honest I don’t exactly think of myself as a duke,” I admitted.  “It was my father’s title and I suppose I will always see him as the Duke of Camphrey.”

      “So your…duchy?  What exactly do you mean by that?”

      “The duchy of Camphrey is a parcel of land that is owned by the estate.  The land is leased to the farmers and they run their portion of land however they see fit.  When I was developing the Pemberton Dairies, I approached those in the duchy and offered them an opportunity to run my cows on their farms.  The milk is collected and stored here on the estate and each farmer is paid by the litre they produce.  They also have a stake in the dairy and any products that are produced.”

      Jonathon nodded along as I explained.  When the estate was practically bankrupt, it affected the entire duchy.  My father’s mismanagement, and then the further misdeeds of the manager that he brought on while I was away at university, had left all the farmers in severe financial distress.  Most of them jumped at the chance to be part of what I was building.  A few of the older farmers had held out, but I was pleased to say that once the Pemberton Dairies began to make a name for itself in the world of cheese, the hold outs were won over.

      “I like the way you have used your position to help the community around you,” Jonathon said.  “It says a lot about who you are as a businessman.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, stunned by his compliment.  “I’m a firm believer that a rising tide lifts all boats.  What good would it have been if I had restored my own estate and coffers but neglected those of the people who rely on me?  Pemberton Dairies is successful because of the efforts put in by all the farmers.”

      “I think you’re selling yourself short,” he said.  “None of this would have been possible if you didn’t first have the vision for it.”  He turned to look at me.  “I’m glad we met,” he said, and then smiled.  “I’m gladder that I stumbled upon your brie.”

      “It is good brie,” I replied with a grin.  It wasn’t a lie.  The Pemberton Brie had won awards and gained international recognition.  Ashby Chocolates wasn’t the first company to approach me, but it was the only one I felt complimented my own business philosophy.  They were also excellent chocolates, rivalling those of Switzerland and Belgium.  I was more than happy to be associated with a company that was known for its excellence.

      I walked Jonathon back to where his car and driver were waiting.

      “I will be in touch when my solicitor has the contracts drawn up,” he said, shaking my hand before getting into the car.

      I watched the car disappear down the drive and breathed out a sigh of relief.  I had been worried that when I finally met Jonathon Ashby we wouldn’t be able to work together, but all my fears were eased.  I walked back into the barn with a lighter step than I’d had in days.
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      I manoeuvred the ATV through the gate and into the yard outside the maintenance shed, careful not to catch the roll of fence wire on the gatepost.  I should probably get someone else to check the fences, but I didn’t mind the work.  I liked being out in the field with nothing but the breeze and my cows to keep me company.  It gave me time to think and I had plenty to think about after the meeting with Jonathon Ashby.  My life would change significantly if the deal went through - when the deal went through.

      “Your grace,” Michael said as he came out of the shed and helped me pull the coil of wire from the back of the ATV.

      “You know you can just call me Will,” I replied.

      He just smiled in reply.  We’d been having this conversation for years and I didn’t think I would ever change his mind on how to address me.

      “Were you expecting a visit from the prince today?”

      “No, he’s hunting, why?”

      “A large black car drove up to the house a few minutes ago.”

      I frowned at him.  That was strange.  Before I could say anything more, the phone in my pocket began to buzz.  I pulled it out and looked at the display.  Someone from the house was trying to reach me.  I punched the answer button and held it to my ear.

      “Your grace,” a breathless Cookie said when I answered.  “There are some men here from the palace.  They need to see you.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I replied and pocketed my phone.

      It was unusual for me to be summoned to the palace but even more unusual that anyone from the palace would come to me.   Jacob and I were close friends but the rest of the palace had mixed feelings about me, especially since my father had disgraced his title by his gross mismanagement after my mother died.  As far as the peers were concerned, the Duchy of Camphrey was broke.  They thought my little dairy operation was cute.  None of them had any idea about the amount of money my ‘little hobby’ was producing.  I wasn’t inclined to disabuse them of their narrow-minded beliefs.  I didn’t care what they thought of me.

      “I’ve got to go up to the house,” I told Michael.  “I’ll be back in time for the milking.”

      “Take your time,” he said, “me and the girls have got this handled.”

      I slapped him on the back with a smile.  By ‘girls’ he meant the cows, not the women from town who sometimes came in to help.  Michael loved my cows as much as I did, if that was possible.  He had been instrumental in helping with the breeding program and vetting the farmers who I allowed to buy the stock.

      I walked briskly up the path that led from the shed to the back door of the house.  It was a big hulking structure - a traditional manor house not unlike the fictional Downton Abbey.  It was too big in my opinion, but it was the seat of the duchy and I had grown up in it.  My father had let it go to rack and ruin in the years after my mother died while I was away at university.  I hadn’t realised how bad things were until I came back.  By then we were broke and the house was the last on a long list of tasks that needed attention.

      I had the money to restore it now - more than enough - but not the time or the inclination.  If I suddenly started fixing the house, then the peers would notice and then there would be questions.  At the moment, they left me alone and I stayed out of their way.  The situation served us both.

      I pushed through the back door into the kitchen where Cookie stood wringing her hands.

      “Oh thank god,” she said when she saw me.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, with a concerned frown.  Cookie was not easily rattled.

      “It’s those men out there,” she said waving her hand toward the front of the house.  “Something’s happened.  I just know it.”

      “I’m sure everything is fine.  Don’t borrow trouble, Cookie.”

      I washed my hands quickly before walking out of the kitchen and down the long hall to the front parlour.

      “Gentlemen,” I said when I walked through the door.

      Von Bartham stood with the Lord Chancellor and the prince’s personal secretary, who couldn’t seem to look me in the eye.

      “Your grace,” Von Bartham said with a slight bow.  “I believe you know the Lord Chancellor, Dominique Furore.” Dominique bowed his head to me.  “And this is Jeremy, the prince’s secretary.”

      Was there a slight hesitation before Von Bartham had said ‘prince?’  Or was I just letting Cookie’s paranoia get the best of me?  These men could be here for any number of reasons like the fact that Jacob wanted to propose to Georgie.  Maybe there were protocols that had to be observed before he could pop the question.

      “What can I do for you?’ I asked, the tension tight in my shoulders.

      “It was the prince’s wish that if anything were to happen to him that you would be informed in person.”

      My breath froze in my lungs.

      “Say again,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Von Bartham swallowed and for the first time I noticed that Jeremy’s eyes were red rimmed.

      “There was an accident,” Von Bartham began.

      “The prince?”

      Von Bartham nodded.  “The Crown Prince of Merveille died this morning,” he said, his voice oddly stiff and formal as he delivered the news.

      I couldn’t feel my face.  My hands and feet were numb.  Surely this was just a bad dream.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “There was an accident,” Dominique said, “during the hunt.  Both
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