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			A Note from the Editor

			Dear Reader,

			As you can imagine, everyone at Avon Romance is excited about the upcoming royal wedding of Prince William to Catherine Middleton. So when three talented authors—Stephanie Laurens, Gaelen Foley, and Loretta Chase—proposed this anthology we were thrilled. Each tale is a bit different, but each has a “royal touch” that I know you’re going to love.

			In Stephanie Laurens’ The Wedding Planner, we’re introduced to Lady Margaret Dawlish, who I’ve grown to think of as “the wedding planner to the ton.” Now, she must plan a royal wedding as a French prince takes himself a bride. Along the way, Lady Margaret encounters so many of the obstacles found when you have to plan a wedding. (For example, who can stand to sit next to whom?) And fans of Lady Osbaldestone (I’m one of them!) will be happy to know that she most definitely makes her presence known in this tale.

			Gaelen Foley’s Ever After takes place during the 1816 royal wedding of Princess Charlotte, daughter of the Regent, later King George IV, to Prince Leopold. Had she lived, this impulsive, willful, spoiled—but also warm-hearted and likeable—young woman would have become queen. There may never have been a Queen Victoria! It’s said that six hundred couples changed the date of their weddings to match hers. Her life ended tragically, but it’s nice to know that her marriage to her Leopold was a happy one.

			In Loretta Chase’s The Jilting of Lord Rothwick, a charming wastrel must snatch back his chance to save his estate when he’s jilted by his very wealthy betrothed. This story takes place on the eve of Queen Victoria’s wedding to Prince Albert. In many ways, this was the first of the really “public” royal weddings. The newspapers had a field day, reporting on what Victoria wore (white, which was trendsetting), and what she carried (orange blossoms, also trendsetting). It helped that Victoria was nothing like the stout woman dressed in black who we think of today. She was young, vibrant, and, I think, rather pretty. And Albert really was handsome. Did you know that Victoria and Albert went on to have nine children? That sure says something!

			I know you’re going to love these stories, and that you’ll join us in a royal celebration!

			Best,

			Lucia Macro

			Vice-President, Executive Editor

			Avon Books

		

	


	
		
			 The Wedding Planner

			Stephanie Laurens

			April 1820

			London

			“We never expected it to be a royal wedding!”

			Lady Margaret Dawlish sat uncompromisingly upright on an uncomfortable chair in the drawing room of the Vicomte de Rocher’s town house and, ignoring the vicomte, striding agitatedly back and forth before the hearth, fixed a baleful glare on the two ladies responsible for dragging her there.

			Seated on the chaise opposite, her youngest sister, Cicely, now Countess of Morwood, and Therese, Lady Osbaldestone, ignored her and watched the vicomte.

			In typical melodramatic French fashion, he flung out his arms. “When they first started seeing more of each other, the Corsican Upstart was still rampaging through France. Even when Robert asked my permission to speak to Juliette, there was no certainty the Bourbons would regain the throne. Now, however—”

			“Louis is safe on his throne in Versailles,” Meg crisply cut in, hoping to bring the vicomte’s dizzying perambulations to an end, “and Robert is therefore a prince of the royal house. Hence, you have a royal wedding on your hands.”

			“Mais, oui.” The vicomte, a normally reserved and scholarly soul, turned to her. “Which, mademoiselle, is why we would appeal to you. You have experience in these matters—experience we—my wife and I—sorely lack. Yet it is imperative, for my honor and that of my wife’s family, too, that this wedding should be all it should be.”

			Meg held his gaze for a moment, then looked at Lady Osbaldestone. Her ladyship met her gaze directly, her black eyes silently repeating the arguments she’d heaped on Meg’s head in the carriage on their way there.

			It’s not just the vicomte and his wife—who, I would remind you, is English and a connection of sorts of yours—who need your help in this—it’s the entire ton, the palace, and the government to boot. We can’t have the French turning up their noses and saying we didn’t make a proper effort. Robert might be a sweet boy, and as easy to please as you might wish, but he’s now a full-blood prince of their realm, and they’ll be watching proceedings closely. The palace even sent one of the secretaries to inquire as to my advice, and your father will get a visit, too, should you refuse. When it comes down to it, there’s really only one person who can do this job. And that’s you.

			She really had no choice.

			After her fiancé had been killed at Waterloo, she’d turned the skills she would have brought to bear on managing his vast estates to planning the weddings of her three sisters and two brothers. And then the weddings of countless cousins. And then the weddings of several connections and acquaintances.

			She did, indeed, know all the ropes, and as the eldest daughter of the Duke of Durham, she was also accustomed to protocol at the highest level.

			Glancing at the vicomtesse, a petite, timorous, and retiring lady seated in an armchair beside the chaise, and receiving a pleading, almost panicking look in reply, Meg inwardly sighed and looked up at the vicomte. “Very well. I’ll undertake to organize Juliette and Robert’s wedding.” She held up a hand to stay their incipient thanks. “But you will all have to agree to do exactly as I say.”

			They agreed, of course, and then they thanked her effusively. Lady Osbaldestone smiled, well pleased, while Cicely—bosom-bow of Juliette de Rocher—beamed, bounced up, and raced off to tell the affianced couple the good news.

			May 1820, some weeks later

			Drawing Room of Vicomte de Rocher’s town house, London

			“This is the guest list.” The vicomtesse handed Meg six pages with names neatly lettered down one side, one name per line, as Meg had requested.

			“Bon.” Although the vicomtesse and Juliette were English, born and bred, both frequently slipped into French, the principal language of the household, and as Meg also spoke French fluently—another reason she was perfect for this assignment—she’d picked up the habit. She glanced at the list. “Now, if you please, we’ll go over this and add the relationship to either groom or bride, and the relative importance of each person.”

			Scanning the list, she could put faces to most names ... “Who’s this?” She pointed to one entry high on the first page. “The Duc de Perigord. I can’t place him.”

			The vicomtesse shifted on the chaise. “He’s Robert’s cousin. The head of his mother’s house.” She glanced at Juliette.

			Who nodded. “Yes, that’s right. I haven’t met him, but he’s coming from his estates in the south of France. Robert said he’s to be his best man—his principal groomsman.”

			“All right.” Meg made a note. “So he’s the senior male representing Robert’s mother’s side. Now, let’s start at the top with all the rest.”

			They spent the next two hours defining the guests and family members, more than anything else clarifying precedence. Titles were one thing, family relationships were another. Finally, Meg felt informed enough to make a start on the seating arrangements for the wedding and the breakfast to follow; she knew better than to leave the matter to Juliette and her mother—both were sweet, but not worldly.

			Gathering the sheets, she said, “As I told your father when I spoke with him earlier, I’ve conferred with the various church and state authorities, and we’ve confirmed that the ceremony will take place on the eighteenth of June in St. James Chapel in Manchester Square.”

			Juliette, who was already getting that rather strained look of all brides-to-be, relaxed a trifle. “Good. At least I’ll know where I am.”

			St. James was the family’s customary church. Given both sides of the equation were of the Roman Catholic faith, Meg had of necessity sited the ceremony somewhere other than St. George’s, Hanover Square. Rising, tucking the sheets into the leather satchel she carried, she nodded briskly. “I’ll be arranging a rehearsal a few days before the wedding day. Please let all those in the wedding party itself know they will need to make themselves available—I’ll notify you of the time and date as soon as I have them set.”

			June 15, 1820, 3:00 P.M., three days before the wedding

			St. James Chapel, Manchester Square, London

			“Where’s your best man—the principal groomsman?” Meg fixed Robert with an incipient frown. Everybody else in the wedding party had obeyed her orders, and was neatly arrayed before the altar, exactly as they should be.

			In her peripheral vision, she saw a long, lean figure push away from one of the columns flanking the nave.

			“I’m here.”

			Even before, turning, she set eyes on him, his deep voice, faintly accented, triggered memories—a raft of memories she thought she’d forgotten long ago. Not that any memories prepared her for...

			She stared at him—tall, long, lean, and even more overpowering than he had been, with his hair still black as a crow’s wing, and his aristocratically aesthetic features and eyes so dark they were pools of deepest night as mesmerizing as ever. Realizing she was staring, literally struck dumb, she forced herself to look down at her list. “You’re the Duc of Perigord?” Her tone was bordering on insult, but then...

			Looking up, she found he’d drawn much closer—he moved so silently, so smoothly, so ineffably gracefully, she’d never learned the knack of making him keep his distance—and, as had happened years ago, his eyes were twinkling.

			No other man had ever dared twinkle at her like that. She wasn’t sure any other man could. Almost as if he were ... not laughing at her, but certainly amused, and in some odd way inviting her to be amused with him.

			As if they shared a secret. Some secret understanding.

			She realized she’d forgotten to breathe, with an effort rectified the lack.

			His lips curved in a knowing smile, but to her relief, all he said was, “Louis reinstated the title. It was always mine.”

			She’d previously known him as the Chevalier Devilliers. He’d followed his king into exile, had been in Louis the Pretender’s entourage for years. He was known as a superb swordsman, a cavalryman who had rallied the French nobles fighting on the side of the allies at Waterloo, and, if half the tales she’d heard were true, had performed feats of bravery upon that bloody field that had passed into legend ... while elsewhere on that same battlefield, her fiancé, John Beaumont, had been cut down.

			When her older brother Geoffrey, knowing she’d met Devilliers, had been telling her some of those tales, and she’d waspishly remarked at how unfair it was that such a reckless hothead like Gaston Devilliers had come through the battle unscathed while a cautious man like John Beaumont had died, Geoffrey had looked at her as if she’d been touched—as that had never happened, before or since, the moment was etched in her mind—and explained, “Beaumont was a loyal man, but his arm was weak. Devilliers ... was a fiend on the field. No one came close enough to touch him. It takes more than courage to fight like that, and at the same time lead a group of men.”

			She’d humphed and held her tongue.

			And now the fiend stood before her, twinkling at her again.

			But this time he stood on her battlefield.

			She turned and pointed to the vacant space in the row before the altar. “Now you’re here, please take your place. We need to get this rehearsal under way.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” The quiet words were taunting, of course, as was the polite salute he bestowed on her, but he did as she wanted and she was thankful enough for that.

			As he walked—prowled, the man never simply walked—to his place in the line, she looked down at her list, grasped the pencil tied to her wrist and, lips compressed, wrote in capitals beside the name Duc de Perigord: GASTON.

			June 15, 1820, 11:00 P.M.

			Meg’s bedchamber, Durham House, London

			“Thank you, Peggy. That will be all.”

			“Yes, miss. Good night.”

			Rising from her dressing stool and crossing to her bed, Meg heard the door shut
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