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        A Royal Embarrassment

        by Emma Lea

      

      

      
        
        Savannah has a secret…a secret that could cost her everything she’s been working for.

      

        

      
        Coming to Merveille and taking up a position as one of Queen Alyssa’s ladies in waiting hadn’t been part of Savannah Rousseau’s plan, but she wasn’t going to turn down the opportunity when it came her way.  The daughter of an impoverished viscount, Savannah had nothing to lose and everything to gain by being included amongst the new queen’s entourage…as long as no one found out about her secret.

        Savannah loved her son.  Archer was the sun and moon of her life, but being a single mother would mean instant disqualification from the ladies in waiting.  So she hid him from the queen and her new friends…for two years.  Now someone had stumbled upon her secret and Savannah would do anything to ensure that she didn’t become a royal embarrassment.

      

        

      
        Jed Fairchild came to Merveille to escape his own scandal and the last thing he wanted was to be embroiled in another.  Finding out about the young boy and impoverished viscount that Savannah had stashed in the abandoned hunting cabins was a complication that he didn’t need.  Being attracted to the hot-tempered lady in waiting was another.  All Jed wanted was to live a simple life working with his horses and ignoring the rest of the world, but with Savannah in his life and the inquisitive Archer following him like his very own shadow, the quiet life was the last thing Jed had…and maybe it wasn’t really what he wanted after all.
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      The Young Royals series 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.  Its 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, is situated.

      

      This book is written using UK/Australian English.
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        Jed

      

      

      I urged Mistborn into the woods along the narrow path.  The horse was a pain in my butt but he was a dream to ride and seeing as though I was the only one he let ride him, I figured I couldn’t complain too much.

      The morning was cold and snow was thick on the ground.  The woods provided a bit of shelter and the ground, although frozen, wasn’t covered in the white stuff.  I still wasn’t quite used to the weather, even though this was my second winter in the Alps.  It was a far cry from the horse farm I’d grown up on in Kentucky.  Everything about living in this small European country had been an adjustment for me, from working for a royal family to the weather, and the fact that they drove on the wrong damn side of the road.  At least Cliff and I spoke the same language - one horseman to another.

      There was a high-pitched noise on the wind that could’ve been a bird or some other small animal and Mistborn tossed his head irritatingly.  His ears twitched and he started to dance under me.  I held my seat, squeezing my thighs together and holding the reins tight.  Mistborn was a wily thing and given half the chance, he would toss me from my seat and take off for parts unknown.  Ours was a complicated relationship.

      The horse had come to be in my care when he was given to the queen as a coronation gift.  A pure-bred Arabian with a bad temper, I thought at the time that whoever had given the gift to the queen probably had a nefarious purpose for doing so.  Turned out I was right.  But the queen kept the horse, even after he threw her, and I had to respect someone who wouldn’t hold an innocent animal accountable for the misdeeds of the people he was unfortunate enough to be under the care of.

      Cliff hadn’t been so forgiving.  I’d taken pity on Mistborn and Cliff - the queen’s master of horse - had given me his blessing.  No one wanted the cantankerous horse, so I ended up with him by default.  He was a beautiful animal and I had a feeling he’d been mistreated prior to coming to live in the queen’s stables.  A strong-willed horse needed a stronger-willed master, but not someone who would try to break his spirit.  I suppose in a way, we suited each other.  I was sometimes known as somewhat cantankerous myself.

      I took a deep breath of the frigid air.  I loved this time of morning, before the palace was awake and the day really started.  Mistborn and I rode at this time every morning - rain, hail, or shine.  We both needed the escape and the solitude to keep us sane for the rest of the day.  We had slowly been exploring the large parcel of land that belonged to the crown and I had to admit that the scenery was growing on me, even if the cold wasn’t.

      We broke through the trees and caught a glimpse of the lake ahead of us.  Now that was something to behold, especially with the snow-capped mountains framing the water.  The surface was like a mirror and the mountains were reflected in it.  I urged Mistborn into an easy trot as we crossed the flat expanse of land and then headed back under the cover of the woods.  I should be starting back toward the stables but there was a curious row of little cottages that I wanted to check out.  I’d spied them on another ride and decided to come back and see what they were all about.  Cliff said they were hunting cabins and were designed with only the barest of essentials for guests of the queen to stay in while hunting in the woods.  There hadn’t been a hunting party since the king and crown prince lost their lives during a deer hunt.  It happened before I came to the palace so I hadn’t had the privilege of seeing just what ‘the bare essentials’ meant when it came to the royal family.

      “Maman!  Maman!”

      I reined Mistborn to a stop and looked around for the source of the voice.  There were no children on the property that I was aware of and definitely none that should be this far into the woods.

      “Archer!” A woman’s voice echoed through the stillness.  “Come back!”

      “Come and watch me Maman,” the little boy’s voice replied.  “Come and see!”

      “Slow down!” the woman called again.

      Her voice sounded familiar, but I didn’t know who it was.  Before I could slide from Mistborn’s back, the brush in front of us parted and a little tow-headed boy burst through the woods and into the clearing.  He pulled a bright red kite behind him as he ran, not looking where he was going.

      Mistborn danced under me and snorted before wheeling around.  He reared, his front hooves kicking out at the boy and the fluttering kite.  I fought with him, trying to calm him, but when the little boy cried out in alarm, the battle was lost.  Mistborn reared again before bucking and kicking out with his hind legs.  I held on as long as I could, but Mistborn was too strong.  I landed with a thump, my head hitting the ground.  I experienced a blinding flash of pain before blackness claimed me.

      

      
        
        Savannah

      

      

      I chased Archer through the thick undergrowth.  I should never have bought him that kite, but when I saw it in the toy shop I couldn’t resist.  The poor child barely had anything to his name and I felt so guilty for having to leave him and Papa alone so much.  I thought maybe he and Papa could take it down to the lakeshore and play with it during the day while I worked.  The last thing I had expected was for Archer to take off into the woods with it as soon as he saw it.

      I heard the unmistakable sound of a horse’s neigh - although it sounded more like an outraged cry of indignation.  But it was Archer’s answering cry that made me move faster.  It was one thing to be caught trespassing by the game keeper and another thing entirely for Archer to be trampled by his horse.  I broke through the brush and came to a stop at the sight of the big grey horse, who stood stamping his foot and snorting big puffs of steam into the cold air.  Archer stood in front of him, looking up at him in wonder.

      “Archer,” I called softly.  “Come here baby.”

      “Look Maman,” Archer replied without moving.  “Isn’t he beautiful?”

      I looked at the horse again.  I recognised the big brute.  He was one of Alyssa’s horses, but not one that she rode.  He had been a gift from that traitor Jordan Wicks.  I would never understand why she hadn’t gotten rid of the horse after what that man put her through.

      But none of that was relevant right now.  I kept one eye on Archer and the other on the temperamental horse as I slowly inched forward.

      “Don’t touch him, Archer,” I said calmly, trying not to spook either horse or child.  “Just come back here to Maman.”

      “What about the man?” Archer asked, pointing to the slumped bundle on the ground that I had failed to notice.

      “What happened?”

      “He fell when the horse went up on his back legs,” Archer explained patiently.  “Do you think he’s dead?”

      I certainly hoped he wasn’t dead.  I didn’t even know who he was, but if he was riding Mistborn then he must be one of the stablehands.  The last thing I wanted to do was to explain how I stumbled upon a dead stablehand in the middle of the woods at dawn.

      “Archer, mon cœur, I need you to go and get Pépé.  Quickly now.”

      “Yes Maman,” Archer replied with a sigh.

      I waited until he had cleared the horse and the man before approaching the big grey beastie with caution.  “You’re not going to hurt me, are you?” I asked the horse who snorted at me.  At least he had stopped rolling his eyes around and now seemed calm, if annoyed.  I approached gingerly until I could crouch down and see to the man.  I pulled back the collar of his coat and gasped.  Jed.

      His dark lashes brushed the pale skin of his cheeks - skin that was paler than I had ever seen it.  I gently brushed my hand through his hair and my hand came away sticky with blood.

      “Oh god,” I breathed.  “Please don’t be dead.”

      I leaned down to see whether I could hear his heartbeat or feel his breath on my cheeks.  He moaned lightly and I pulled back, looking down at his face, but his eyes were still closed.

      “Jed,” I whispered as I ran a finger over his eyebrow, smoothing away his frown.

      His eyelids fluttered open and he stared up at me with deep green eyes before they fell closed once again.

      “Jed,” I whispered again, leaning close enough that his cheek brushed mine.  “Please wake up.”

      He turned his head and his lips brushed mine.  I felt a shock of electricity course through me at the touch of his lips on mine and jumped back in shock.

      “Mmm,” he murmured.

      My heart was racing and I didn’t know what to do or where to look.  I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment - at what, I wasn’t quite sure.  Maybe at the inappropriateness of my reaction.

      “Come on Pépé,” I heard Archer say and took a deep breath to calm my racing heart.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” my father replied.

      I scooted back from Jed, keeping a careful eye on the horse, who snorted and stamped his foot again at the intrusion, as Papa and Archer came back into the clearing.

      “What do we have here?” Papa asked.

      “It’s Jed,” I replied, standing to my feet.  “His head is bleeding and he seems to be unconscious.  We need to get him into the cabin.”

      “Do you think that is a good idea, mon amour?  Shouldn’t we just leave him so that we are not discovered?”

      “Non Papa,” I replied forcefully.  “I will not leave an injured man here to freeze to death.  Now help me get him into the cabin.”

      “But what about us?  What if we are found?”

      I stood and stared down my father.  I loved him, I did, but I didn’t particularly like him sometimes.  “We will cross that bridge when we come to it,” I replied.

      Papa threw his hands in the air and then crossed the clearing to help me.  We dragged Jed through the snow and back to the cabin where I had hidden my son and my father.  Mistborn followed along behind us without any direction.  Archer chattered away happily to the horse as if they were best friends.  The horse didn’t seem to mind.
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        Jed

      

      

      I woke slowly. My head hurt. I couldn't remember what I’d done last night. I could only assume it was my bachelor party and I was now suffering the inevitable hangover.

      I sensed, more than saw, someone moving about the room. It was still dark and I didn't know why I was awake or what had woken me.

      "How are you feeling?" A soft voice asked.

      I groaned. "I've felt better."

      There was a soft chuckle and I smiled and then groaned again because it hurt my head.

      "I had this awful dream," I said. "I dreamed that you were with Chase. It was awful. I even ran away from home."

      I waited for Caroline to reply, but there was only silence.

      "Caroline?"

      "Oh…um, no.  Not Caroline. It's Savannah."

      Savannah? My head pounded and I couldn't understand who Savannah was and why she was in my room.

      "It's Savannah Rousseau. One of the queen’s ladies in waiting."

      It hadn't been a dream. I really had caught Caroline and Chase together. I really had run away from home.

      I tried to get up but the sharp pain in my head made me fall back to the pillow with a moan.

      "Don't try to move," Savannah said. "You hit your head pretty badly.”

      I lifted my hands to my face and gingerly probed my forehead.

      "What happened?"

      "Mistborn threw you."

      "He got spooked. There was a… boy."

      Savannah didn't answer straight away. I opened my eyes but the room was still dark and I couldn't see her face.

      "There was a boy, wasn't there?"

      "Yes," she replied softly. “He’s my son.  Archer.”

      That didn't make sense. I’d been at the palace for nearly two years and I’d never seen Savannah with a child…any child.

      “He’s your son?"

      "Yes," she replied her voice almost a whisper.

      The memory of riding Mistborn through the forest and seeing the boy with the kite came back to me.  How did I get from the forest to here? And where was here exactly?

      "Where am I?"

      "You're in one of the hunting cabins."

      "How did I get here?"

      "My… I dragged you here."

      "What were you doing out here?" I asked.

      "Is he awake yet?" Another voice said.

      "Shh.”

      "Who is that?" This time I opened my eyes and focused on her face. I could see her bite her lip as she slightly turned her head to look over her shoulder. There was someone standing just outside the door.

      "Is that your son?"

      "No," she said.

      "Savannah," I said gently, "you're going to have to tell me."

      She sighed. It was a heavy sigh as if the weight of the world was on the shoulders.

      "Do you promise not to tell?"

      "Savannah," I said with a sigh, "I can't promise that."

      "Then I can't tell you."

      "I'm going to find out anyway."

      "Not necessarily."

      I grinned. It felt weird on my face. I couldn't remember the last time I smiled. I didn't have very much to smile about these days.

      “You have to promise not to tell," she pleaded with me.

      I don't know why, but something in the way she spoke made me want to keep her secret. I’d had my fill of secrets and promised myself never to keep another one but this wasn't exactly my secret to tell.

      "I promise," I said.

      She took a deep breath. "That was my papa. He looks after Archer.”

      "And the palace doesn't know." It was a statement, not a question. I didn't need to ask because her need for secrecy made it obvious that no one knew about her father or her son.

      "No."

      "So…are they living here?"

      Savannah sucked in a breath and nodded her head. "There's nowhere else for them to go."

      "Doesn't your father have his own place?"

      "No," she said.

      Getting information out of her was like pulling hen’s teeth.

      "Come on Savannah," I said, "you need to give me something."

      She huffed out a sigh. "Fine," she said, her frustration clear. "My papa and my baby came with me when the queen summoned me. They had nowhere else to go. I've been trying to get them a place in town, but it would mean not being able to see Archer regularly."

      "Why not just tell the queen? From what I've heard, she’s very reasonable about things like this."

      Savannah scoffed. "I don't think she would be very impressed if she found out that one of her ladies in waiting had a child out of wedlock. I would be a royal embarrassment. And I would be fired."

      I didn't really know the queen very well. I could imagine that something like that might jeopardise Savannah’s job in palace within the queen's retinue. I reached out a hand and laid it on hers, unprepared for the spark that arced between us. She pulled her hand away and rubbed it with her other hand.

      "I won't tell," I said. "But you have to promise me that you'll find a better place for them to stay. I can't keep this secret forever and in fact, I'm pretty amazed that Benjamin hasn't already found out about it.”  Why hadn’t the queen’s security discovered her father and her son?  They had done a thorough background check on me before I was even allowed on the palace grounds.

      "Thank you," she said. She stood and wrung her hands in front of her before taking another deep breath. "Can I get you anything? A cold drink, a cup of tea?"

      "What time is?" I asked as I tried to lever myself up to a sitting position. The pain stabbed behind my eyeballs again but I battled through it until I was upright, and sucked in a deep breath. "Cliff will be wondering where I am."

      "It's just gone eight," Savannah said and then bit her lip. "I need to head back to the castle before they miss me at breakfast."

      "I'll come with you."

      "No," she said. "You shouldn't move."

      "I'll be fine," I said. "I need to get Mistborn back to the stable." I twisted my head around looking for a window or some indication of where Mistborn might be and groaned in pain. I hissed out a breath until the pain subsided. "Where is Mistborn?"

      "He’s outside," Savannah said. "He followed us here."

      "He didn't bolt?"

      "It was strange," she said. "He followed Archer meekly, like a puppy."

      That had me pushing up to my feet even though the pain tried to keep me down. Mistborn was not a horse that should be left alone around a young boy.

      "Whoa, hold up there cowboy," said Savannah, her French accent giving the words an exotic twist. "Take it easy. You're injured."

      "I've had worse," I said. "I really need to get back."

      Savannah looked at me critically and then nodded slowly. "Okay," she replied.

      

      
        
        Savannah

      

      

      I watched Jed lurch across the room. He really shouldn't be moving but what choice did I have? If I called for the doctor to come to him my secret would be out.  There was no other way.

      He leant on the doorjamb for a moment and I found myself going to him in laying a hand on his shoulder.  He stiffened under my palm and I withdrew my hand.

      "Are you sure you're okay?" I asked.

      "Yeah," he breathed.

      He gathered himself and stood, pushing off the doorjamb and heading into the combined living area of the cabin. Papa stood as Jed entered the room.

      "You've got some colour back I see," Papa said. "I was worried about you, son."

      "Ah, thanks?"

      "Jed I'd like to introduce you to my father," I said. "This is Mathieu Rousseau.  Papa this is Jed… I'm sorry," I said turning my gaze to Jed. "I don't know your last name."

      "Fairchild. Jed Fairchild," Jed said as he held out his hand for Father to shake.

      “Where’s Archer?" I asked, looking around the room.

      "He's outside," Papa said.

      "WHAT!"

      Papa made a settling motion with his hands. "Calm down ma chéri," he said. "He's fine."

      I rushed to the front door and swung it open. Archer was sitting on the steps watching the big brute of a horse as it stood quietly by.

      "Well I'll be," Jed said quietly from behind me.

      "Archer honey," I called softly. "Come inside. Maman needs to go."

      He stood to his feet and turned to me with a pout on his lips. "But Maman," he whined. "I'm watching the horse."

      "The horse has to go now too,” I said.

      Mistborn eyed me suspiciously. I didn't trust him. He was a giant next to my baby and could crush him under one foot…hoof…whatever. He was a mean horse and I didn't like him. I didn't think he liked me either.

      Archer looked up at Jed. "Can I come and visit him sometime?"

      "Only if it's okay with your mother," Jed said looking at me.

      "I'll think about it," I said. "Now come and give Maman a kiss so I can go to work."

      Archer bounced on his toes as he wrapped his arms around my legs. "Bye Maman," he said.

      I leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. He was growing up so fast. I felt like I was missing out on half of his life, but I had to work. Papa may have been a titled lord, but he was flat broke. I had been supporting us since before Archer was born. The likelihood of Papa getting a job any time soon was a pipe dream. He had never worked a day in his life, and he had no intention of starting now.

      “Can I give you a ride back to the palace?" Jed asked.

      "On that?"

      Jed chuckled. "I'm sure he can carry us both."

      "I'll be alright," I said.

      "Please," Jed said, "it's the least I can do.”

      "I can walk," I said. I didn't have anything against horses per se, I just preferred my own two legs.

      "You'll be late for work," Papa said.

      I checked the watch on my wrist. He was right. It would take me at least half an hour to walk back to the palace and only if I rushed.

      "I promise he won't hurt you," Jed said. "I'll keep you safe."

      I bit my lip and looked between the horse and Jed. The horse glared back at me but the half smile on Jed's face made me give in.

      "Okay," I said hesitantly.

      Jed grinned. My breath caught in my throat. His smile changed his face. He’d always seemed stern and quiet, but his smile made me think there was more to him.

      Jed walked carefully down the stairs and reached for Mistborn’s bridal. The horse tossed his head and pawed at the ground. I took a step back involuntarily.

      "I think I’ve changed my mind," I said.

      "Don't let him win," Jed said, shooting me a grin over his shoulder. “You've got to show him who’s boss."

      "Why do I have to do that today?"

      Jed chuckled. "No time like the present," he said. "Come on. It'll be dinnertime before we get there at this rate."

      I huffed and took a cautious step forward toward the horse. Mistborn snorted and tossed his head again. Jed made a shushing noise and patted the big brute on his neck which seemed to calm the horse.

      "Do you know how to mount?" Jed asked.

      "Of course I do," I said. "He's just…a bit bigger than I'm used to."

      Jed hid his smile behind his hand. "Let me help you," he said, holding out his hand to me.

      I looked at his hand and then looked into his eyes. For some reason I trusted him. I had no reason to, but there was just something about him that made me feel safe when he was near. He was the only one who could ride Mistborn. If I couldn't trust him to get me to the palace safely than who could I trust?

      I placed my hand in his and the warmth of it tingled up my arm. He pulled me close so that I stood between him and the horse. The horse shifted and I stepped back, my back coming into contact with Jed’s chest. I could feel the heat of his body through his clothes and I felt my cheeks burn.

      "Easy," he whispered in my ear. His warm breath on my neck gave me goosebumps.

      He helped me up into the saddle and then climbed up behind me. He was pressed against my back and I suppressed a shiver at the contact. I hadn't been this close to a man since David, and look how that had turned out.

      “Okay?" Jed asked.

      "Okay," I breathed.

      Jed clucked his tongue and Mistborn began to move. I squeezed my eyes shut and held onto the saddle, praying I would get to the palace in one piece.
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        Jed

      

      

      Savannah slid from the saddle even before Mistborn came to a stop in the stable yard.  Riding home with her sitting in front of me had been sweet torture.  I’d never paid much attention to the blonde-haired, blue-eyed French girl before, but one short horse ride together and my nose was full with her scent and the memory of her back pressed against my chest was imprinted on my skin.

      She came to a stop just outside the gate and turned to me.

      “Thanks,” she said, her brows furrowed.  I thought she wanted to say more, but instead she just turned on her heel and ran for the palace.

      I sat on the horse, staring after her until Mistborn became impatient and shifted under me, tossing his head.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, sliding from the saddle.  “You want your breakfast.”

      I led him toward the stable and was met by a young stable boy, Connor.

      “You want me to give him a rub down?” Connor asked, his eyes as big as saucers.

      The kid was fourteen and he was the son of one of the other stablehands.  He helped out before and after school and during the holiday break.  He was good with the horses, but even he knew to stay away from Mistborn.  The mad Arabian had bitten his fair share of stablehands to make them all wary of him.

      “Nah,” I said, sliding my hand over Mistborn’s neck.  “I’ll take care of it.”

      He nodded eagerly and scurried away and I had to hold back my grin.  Cliff had probably sent him out, no way did that kid want anything to do with this particular horse.

      Mistborn tossed his head and snorted in a way that I swore was a chuckle.  I was convinced the horse got a perverted sort of joy out of scaring people off.  We had that in common, which was probably why his scare tactics didn’t work on me.

      “Come on,” I said, leading him into the stables toward his box.  “Let’s get you out of this saddle and put something in your belly.”

      Mistborn had long ago stopped fighting with me.  We’d had our moments, both of us as stubborn as the other, and somehow we’d found an easy companionship.  I wouldn’t exactly say we were friends—and yes, horses can be friends—but he tolerated me and I returned the favour.

      His stall was at the far end of the long stable, away from the other horses.  Even as we walked past, the other horses turned away from him.  He’d not only had a run in with each of the stablehands at one time or another, he’d also let his stablemates know that he wasn’t to be trifled with.  Whoever had owned him before had hurt him.  I knew the feeling.  It was easier to push everyone away than to risk getting hurt again.

      “What say, Jed?” Cliff asked, meeting me at Mistborn’s stall.  “Looks like a nasty cut on your head.”

      I raised my hand to where my head still throbbed, momentarily forgetting about my earlier fall.  Having Savannah sit in front of me as we crossed the fields toward the palace had made me forget the earlier accident.

      “Had a fall,” I said while I attached the cross-ties to Mistborn’s halter.

      “Probably should get the doc to look at that.”

      I nodded, not looking at Cliff but feeling his eyes bore into me.

      “Saw you come in with Lady Savannah.”

      “Yep,” I replied, pulling the saddle from Mistborn’s back and carrying it to the hook in the tack room.  I grabbed a curry comb on my way back and started brushing down Mistborn.

      “She was out early,” he said.

      I shot a look over to where he leaned casually against the stall door.  I wasn’t going to get rid of him without giving him some information.  I sighed and Mistborn blew out a huff as if in agreement with me.

      “Luckily for me,” I said.  “She was the one who found me.  If not for her, I might still be out there freezing my toes off.”

      “He threw you?” Cliff asked, tossing his head toward Mistborn.

      “He got spooked,” I replied, giving the horse a reassuring pat.  “It wasn’t intentional.”

      “This time,” Cliff growled.

      Cliff was not a fan and barely even addressed the horse by his name.  I understood his issue with the stallion, but for whatever reason, I liked Mistborn, even if he was stubborn and cantankerous.

      “Make sure you get the doc to take a look at that,” Cliff said before ambling away.

      I nodded even though he couldn’t see me.  I would go into town and see the doctor but only because I knew that if I didn’t, Cliff would make the doc come out here and that wasn’t worth the hassle.  The doctor attending to the palace for any reason was always an opportunity for the press to speculate about the queen and he knew right now the entire capital was on baby watch.  There were almost daily reports saying ‘a source close to the queen’ had confirmed that ‘a new arrival’ was imminent.  I would never understand why people took so much interest in the breeding of other humans.  Now, if it were a brood mare then that would be a different story.

      Mistborn pawed the ground and the side of my mouth ticked up in a grin.  I shook my head at myself.  I couldn’t remember smiling so much since before—

      I tossed the curry comb into the bucket, stopping that train of thought before it even left the station.  My life didn’t exist before coming to Merveille.  Or more accurately, there was nothing in my former life that I wanted to remember.  That wasn’t exactly true either.  I sighed and unhooked Mistborn from the cross ties.  Everything in my life previous to moving to Merveille was all tied up to one particularly painful incident and it was just easier to pretend that there was nothing before stepping off the plane into a European country I had never even heard of previously.

      Mistborn nudged my hand and I got the hint.  He was hungry and with an answering rumble in my own stomach, I realised I was too.

      “Hang tight,” I said to the horse.  “Breakfast will be right out.”

      

      
        
        Savannah

      

      

      I stopped outside the entrance to the dining room and smoothed my hair.  I took a moment to catch my breath and checked myself over for any stray animal hairs or pieces of forest.  Convinced I was suitably put together, I entered the room with my nose in the air.  It was one of my tricks.  Fake it until you make it.  People thought I was aloof.  Good.  They thought I was arrogant and persnickety?  Excellent.  They thought me prickly?  Even better.  As much as I loved the queen and the other ladies in waiting, I couldn’t afford to let them get too close.  I had too many secrets.

      “You’re late,” the queen said, lifting her eyes to me as I entered.

      “I apologise,” I said, making my way to the buffet to fill a plate.

      “Sleep in?” Jeanette asked with a raised eyebrow.

      I smiled over my shoulder at her.  I would rather they thought me a slug-a-bed than find out the real reason for my tardiness.

      “I’ll never tell,” I said, plopping a strawberry in my mouth as I took my seat.

      “Is this all of us?” Alyssa—Queen Alyssa—asked, looking around at the four of us.

      “Yep,” Priscilla said.

      These breakfast meetings were only a new thing.  There had been so many changes since we had all originally been summoned to fill the positions of ladies in waiting to the newly elevated princess.  And our numbers had dwindled as, one by one, the women around me fell in love.  Alex had been the first to desert our ranks, after the queen, of course.  Marrying the Earl of Avonlea, more affectionately known by all of us as Freddie, made her position in the palace inappropriate.  Priscilla was the next to fall, but unlike Alex, she remained within our ranks, as did Jeanette who had fallen for a rowdy Australian in Freddie’s employ.  The biggest blow came when Meredith fell for her fellow Royal Guard partner, Jamie, who turned out to be a prince in his own right, although in exile.  He was now a king and Meredith was his queen and they lived on a small island in the Aegean Sea.

      The only two unattached ladies in waiting remaining were myself and my assistant Margaret.  I had no intention of changing my relationship status and Margaret was so timid I doubt she’d ever have the courage to even talk to a man let alone fall in love.

      “Well,” Alyssa said, blowing out a breath.  “It seems we have some vacancies in our ranks.”

      I looked at Jeanette and Priscilla.  They seemed just as shocked as I was about Alyssa’s announcement.

      “You want to replace Alex and Meredith?” I asked.

      “It’s more of a necessity than a want,” Alyssa said with a sigh.  “I already have a new guard.” She grimaced.  “But she will not be an appropriate substitute to my retinue.  So we have two vacant spots.  Any suggestions?”

      “You’re asking us?” Jeanette asked.

      Alyssa shrugged.  “I trust you.  I know you have my back and whoever we pick will need to fit in with you.”

      “I’m sure Dom and I can pull together a suitable list for you to go over,” Priscilla said, although she still sounded a little shocked.

      “That would be great.  I’ve asked Alex for her input too.”

      “What about Georgie?” I said.  Georgina Darkly was the prince’s sister and the queen’s sister in-law.

      Alyssa smiled.  “I would love to extend the invitation to her, but now that she is a duchess with an estate, she doesn’t qualify.”

      “So what are the requirements?” Jeanette asked, looking between Priscilla and the queen.

      “From a titled family but not necessarily with her own title,” Priscilla said.

      “Preferably unattached,” Alyssa said, “although I wouldn’t discount someone who you all agreed fit in with us.”

      “Is there a reason they have to be single?” I asked.

      “It’s just tradition,” Priscilla answered.

      “Why, do you know someone?” Alyssa asked.

      I shook my head.  I was more asking for my own benefit.  I wasn’t attached, not anymore, but I had wondered if my secret ever got out if it would negate my selection as a lady in waiting.  “Just wondering,” I replied.

      “I might know of someone,” a timid voice said from the end of the table.  All eyes turned to Margaret and she blushed furiously.  “Um, maybe not.”

      “No, no,” Alyssa said kindly.  “Come on, tell us who you were thinking of.”

      Margaret looked at the four pairs of eyes looking at her and blushed a deeper red, if that was possible, obscuring her freckles and I swore the bright red flush even travelled into her hair.

      “Hadley,” Margaret said, her voice barely above a whisper.  “Lady Hadley Winchester.”

      Priscilla nodded.  “I recognise the name.”

      “How do you know her, Margaret?” Alyssa asked.

      “We went to school together,” Margaret replied, gaining a little more confidence.  “We boarded together.”

      Alyssa nodded.  “I’d like to meet her,” she said.

      Priscilla made a note on her ever-present tablet.  “I’ll set it up.”

      “Now, the Winter Ball,” Alyssa said, looking at me.  “How are the dresses coming along?”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Do you even have to ask?”

      Alyssa smirked.  “Yep.  It’s written right here in front of me and you know what Priscilla is like when I don’t follow the agenda to the letter.”

      I hid my smile behind my hand as Priscilla narrowed her eyes at each of us.  I cleared my throat and forced down the laugh.  “I decided on a white, silver and blue theme.”

      Alyssa shot a look at Priscilla who nodded slightly.

      “Yes, I got Priscilla and Dom’s approval first,” I said with another roll of my eyes.  Seriously!  Did no one trust me to do my job?

      “I’m going to be adding a few small dinner parties to the agenda in the lead up to the ball,” Alyssa said, and we all groaned.  I think even Margaret groaned softly.  Alyssa smiled.  “I know how much you love them.  But there is a method in my madness.  I think it would be a good way to meet some applicants for the open positions amongst us.  We don’t have to tell them why they’re there and we can observe them without them knowing they’re being watched.”

      Priscilla grinned.  “I like it.”

      I huffed out a breath.  It was easy for her to say, she wasn’t the one who would have to make sure they were all suitably attired.

      “How many dinner parties?” I asked.

      “Five, I think,” Alyssa said.  “No more than five, anyway.”

      “That’s one a week until the ball.”

      Alyssa nodded as if it wasn’t news to her.

      “Great,” I mumbled, and Alyssa raised her eyebrow at me.  I smiled back, although it was more teeth than smile.  “Great,” I said again, forcing cheerfulness into my voice.

      

      “Where were you this morning?” Margaret asked as she jogged after me down the corridor toward our shared office.

      "Nowhere," I replied, not slowing down to make it any easier for her to interrogate me, not that Margaret would interrogate me.

      Margaret had begun to open up to me in the time that we had been working together, and we’d even become friends of a sort.  But around everyone else, she was still a timid mouse.

      “You're never late," she said, finally catching up to me as we arrived the door to our office.

      “I was this morning," I said.

      I unlocked the door and stepped across the threshold to my home away from home.  To anyone else it might look like the room had been recently ransacked, but to me it was perfectly organised.  I knew where everything was…mostly.

      Margaret followed me into the room and crossed to her own desk, which was as neat as a pin.  She tried her best to keep me organised and tidy, but my creativity would have no fences.  I needed chaos to create.

      "I'm worried about you," she said.

      I didn’t turn to look at her but kept my eyes steadfastly in front of me as I sat at my desk and scanned over a few sketches that were in front of me.  “What on earth for?" I asked. "There's nothing for you to worry about.”

      “Of course there is," she hissed, stepping closer to me and lowering

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/chapterdecallge6.jpg





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/chapterdecal.jpg
SO

v/\v





OEBPS/images/royalembarrassment-new.jpg
ASWEETFROYALLROMANCE)

/A\ RQY/A\

@‘&&«JBSM]EN’IP

L\!\)UNG .&Q).GLL% Jk)Jv 00Ks
Lo V<) =<3
o

EMVIVLA LBA





