
  
    [image: A Royal Enticement]
  


  
    
      A Royal Enticement

      The Young Royals Book 7

    

    
      
        Emma Lea

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Emma Lea

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      
        
        Images licensed by Adobe Stock

        Cover Design by Michelle Birrell

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Other books by Emma Lea

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Previously

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        The Young Royals

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Thanks

      

      
        Other books by Emma Lea

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other books by Emma Lea

          

        

      

    

    
      This is Emma Lea’s complete book library at time of publication, but more books are coming out all the time.  Find out every time Emma releases something by visiting the website (www.emmaleaauthor)  and signing up for her Newsletter and New Release Alerts.

      
        
        SWEET ROMANCES

        These are romantic tales without the bedroom scenes and the swearing, but that doesn’t mean they’re boring!

      

        

      
        The Young Royals

        A Royal Engagement

        Lord Darkly

        A Royal Entanglement

        A Royal Entrapment

        A Royal Expectation

        A Royal Elopement

        A Royal Embarrassment

        A Very Royal Christmas

        A Royal Enticement

      

        

      
        Bookish Book Club Novellas

        Meeting Prince Charming

        Meeting The Wizard of Oz

      

        

      
        SWEET & SEXY ROMANCES

        In my Sweet & Sexy Romances I turn up the heat with a little bit of sexy.  No swearing, or very minimal swearing, and brief, tasteful and not too graphic bedroom scenes.

      

        

      
        Love, Money & Shoes Series

        Walk of Shame

      

        

      
        Standalone Novels

        Amnesia

      

        

      
        HOT & SEXY ROMANCES

        Hot & Spicy Romances turn the heat way up.  They contain swearing and sexy scenes and the characters get hot under the collar.

        Recommended for 18+ readers

      

        

      
        TGIF Series

        Girl Friday

        Black Friday

        Good Friday

      

        

      
        Twelve Days

        Twelve Days of Christmas - Her Side of the Story

        Twelve Days of Christmas - His Side of the Story

      

        

      
        Quickies (Collins Bay Novellas)

        Last Call

      

        

      
        Standalone Novels

        Learning to Breathe

      

        

      
        TOO HOT TO HANDLE ROMANCES

        These are definitely 18+ reads and contain graphic sex scenes and high level swearing – not for the faint of heart

      

        

      
        The Young Billionaires

        The Billionaire Stepbrother

        The Billionaire Daddy

        The Billionaire Muse

        The Billionaire Replacement

        The Billionaire Trap

        Christmas with the Billionaire

      

        

      
        Music & Lyrics

        Rock Star

        Songbird

        Strings

        Sticks

        Symphony (coming soon)

      

        

      
        The Playbook

        In Like Flynn

        Manscaping (coming soon)

      

        

      
        Serendipity

        The Wrong Girl

        The Right Girl (coming soon)

        The Only Girl (coming soon)

      

        

      
        ROMANTIC SUSPENSE NOVELS

        These are recommended for 18+ readers and contain strong themes and dramatic situations.  They may contain swearing, explicit content, violence, and drug use…but always with a happy ending and a romantic element.

      

        

      
        Standalone Novels

        Hide & Seek

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Margaret de la Fontaine was the forgotten lady in waiting.  She didn’t mind…most of the time.  She liked working with Lady Savannah and the others and believed whole-heartedly in what the queen was trying to achieve in their small country of Merveille.  She just wished that someone would notice her, just once.

      Queen Alyssa’s ladies in waiting had, one by one, met and fallen in love with their dream partners, all except Margaret, not that anybody had given her single status another thought.  That didn’t mean she didn’t also wish for someone to love, but she wasn’t holding her breath, especially since her best friend, Lady Hadley Winchester, was now part of the ladies in waiting.  It seemed the newest member of the group was a hit with everyone, including the queen, which was great but once again left Margaret as the wallflower.

      Until Brín.

      Brín noticed the sweet wee Maggie standing against the wall while everyone else at the ball danced and chatted.  He felt a kinship with her, even across the room and sought her out for a little bit of harmless flirting.  He was supposed to be checking out the candidates for his arranged marriage, but he really wasn’t keen on the whole idea.  He understood his responsibility as the lost heir of a broken down estate that was haemorrhaging money, but he didn’t really see himself as the marrying kind…and even if he did, he’d want to do it for love, not money.

      Brín was immediately taken with Lady Margaret, but alas, she was not the debutante his advisors had picked out for him.  That honour went to Maggie’s best friend, Lady Hadley.  But what was a newly minted earl to do when he had the livelihoods of several staff and families to look after?  Not to mention, if he didn’t find a solution he may very well lose the estate and the title that went with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      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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        Brín

      

      

      I wandered around the great hall trying not to look like a tourist gawking at all the splendour.  It was a lot to take in for an Irish lad who’d never been out of the small village where he was born.  I’d managed to ditch the minders who had barely left my side since the day they’d come to tell me about the inheritance.  I don’t think I’d taken a deep breath since I opened the door that day.

      It was a bit of a culture shock for a bartender in the local pub to find out he was the heir to a title and an estate in a country he’d never even heard of.  I still didn’t quite believe it.  Granny used to swear black and blue that she was royalty.  Said her mam was the daughter of an earl who’d run off with her Irish lover.  Nobody put much stock in the old tales.  Seems we were all wrong after all.

      It sure was a pretty palace, all fairy tale-like with its big turrets and fancy gardens.  The inside was stuffed with so much stuff it looked like a museum and it fairly dripped with money.  A pity my so-called inheritance didn’t come with a nice little nest egg.  The estate was broke, according to the two suits who’d tracked me down to give me the news.  They were hoping I had the funds to prop it up and keep it solvent.  I was sorry to disappoint them.  I made enough money to get by but I’d never had any grand dreams of being some rich geezer.  I liked my life simple; a roof over my head, a fire in the hearth and a pint of gat.

      The two blokes who came to see me wouldn’t take no for an answer, so here I was doing a fair impression of a fish out of water and trying not to drown on dry land.

      “Drink sir?”

      “Sure, why not,” I replied, taking a glass of bubbly from the waiter who looked better dressed than I was.  I was pretty sure he looked down his nose at me, but that sort of thing didn’t worry me.  Water off a duck’s back.  I was wearing a fancy suit, courtesy of the two minders who insisted I wear one to this little shindig, but I didn’t wear it easily.

      I took a sip of the wine and hummed my appreciation.  I couldn’t say I was all that fond of wine as a whole, but this was a pretty nice drop.  I did another circuit of the room where all the lords and ladies spoke amongst themselves.  People gave me curious glances and I smiled in return.  I knew I was the odd one out here, but again, it didn’t bother me.  It was all just one big game really.  None of this seemed real.  I had to pinch myself to remind myself that I hadn’t stumbled onto a big Hollywood movie set…or maybe a BBC Jane Austen special.

      My eyes were drawn to the young woman standing back from all the others.  Like me, she seemed to be out of place.  I recognised the look in her eyes—wanting to be a part of the festivities but knowing she never would be.  It was how I’d felt most of my life until I realised that some things just weren’t meant to be and that didn’t mean my life couldn’t be just as fun and fulfilled.  Envy and jealousy were wasted emotions in my opinion.

      “Nice party,” I said casually as I took a spot beside her.

      She jumped a little before turning to look at me.  “Are you talking to me?” she asked.

      I nodded.  “Sure, why?  Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

      “Well no,” she said slowly, her face puzzled.  “Most people don’t really notice me.”

      “I noticed you the moment I walked in.” It was a small lie, harmless.  I hadn’t noticed her the exact moment I walked in, but when I did notice her, she was hard to look away from.

      Her cheeks blushed prettily and she looked back out over the party and the assembled guests.  “Is this your first time at the palace?” she asked, surprising me.  I hadn’t expected her to make small talk.

      “It is,” I replied.  “What about you?  Do you come here often?”  It was a cheesy line but it had the desired effect.  She blushed again but this time she smiled.

      “I work here,” she said.

      “You work in the palace?”

      She nodded.  “I live here too.”

      “Seriously?  You’re not pulling my leg?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Well now, I bet you know all the secrets then.”

      “Secrets?”

      “A place this size?  It’s been around a long time.  It would have to have lots of secrets.”

      She shrugged.  “I’ve only been here for a couple of years,” she replied.  “I suppose it has some secrets.”

      I turned to look at the wall we were standing in front of.  “Just imagine what this wall has seen.  Imagine the stories it could tell you.”

      She turned to look at the wall too.  “I never thought of that,” she said softly, her eyes scanning the wall.  “I doubt the wallpaper has been here as long as the wall has.”

      “Perhaps not,” I conceded, “but that’s just window dressing isn’t it?  Like a pretty dress on a beautiful woman.”

      Brown eyes lifted to meet mine and I felt a little jolt.  Her face was round, her cheeks full.  Her lips were plump and pink.  Altogether, a pleasing enough face.  Some might think her plain, but not me.  There was a wealth of wisdom in those brown eyes and they drew me in.  I wanted to know her secrets because I was sure that she, like the castle, had them.

      
        
        Margaret

      

      

      Sparkling green eyes.  They seemed to be lit from within and they were mesmerising.  Dark hair that curled over his collar like he was a few weeks past needing a trim.  He wasn’t tall but he wasn’t short either, it didn’t matter though, because he was taller than me.  He looked uncomfortable in the formal wear even if it fit him perfectly.  I didn’t think he wore it often and I would hazard a guess that he wouldn’t choose to wear it unless he had to.  He had a smile that made the world brighter, even if it was only a polite one for the shy girl standing by herself.

      I’d been surprised when he approached me and even more surprised when he struck up a conversation with me.  I thought for sure he was just coming over to ask for directions to the loo or the bar or something else just as inane.  Most newcomers mistook me for one of the staff despite the ball gown I wore.  I suppose in a way I was just part of the staff, an assistant to the other ladies in waiting rather than being a real lady in waiting myself.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, surprising myself.  I don’t know what had gotten into me, but I kind of liked the bolder Margaret.  I had been a wallflower for so long that it felt strange to be noticed and that anomaly gave me a certain confidence.  Odds were I would never see this man again, so I had nothing really to worry about.  If I made a fool of myself—which was entirely likely—I wouldn’t have to see him again and relive the embarrassment.

      “Brín,” he replied, the lilt of his accent making it sound almost musical.

      “Brin?” I asked.

      “No, Brín,” he said again and at my puzzled expression he grinned and said it once again, slower.  “Br-een.”

      “Breen,” I tried again.

      “Close enough,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you Brín.”

      “And nice to meet you…”

      “Margaret.”

      “Margaret,” he said, rolling the r and making my name sound like something magical.  I had to suppress a shiver as his voice skittered over me.

      “So tell me, wee Maggie, what do you do here in this big old castle?”

      “I’m…an assistant,” I said.  It wasn’t a lie, not exactly.  It wasn’t the whole truth either, but I didn’t want to go into the whole thing about being a lady in waiting.

      “And who do you assist?” he asked, his green eyes watching me keenly.

      “A few different people,” I replied, “but mainly Lady Savannah.”

      He followed where I was looking to see Savannah dancing with Jed, the sparkling diamond winking at me from across the room.  It was about time he proposed to her, but I hadn’t expected it to be tonight.

      “Lady Savannah.  And what does Lady Savannah do?”

      “She’s one of the queen’s ladies in waiting.”

      “And a lady in waiting needs an assistant?”

      “Well, she has a job, all of the ladies in waiting do.  Lady Savannah is the queen’s stylist.”

      “Which would be why you’re wearing such a fetching dress,” he said, casting his eyes over me.

      I felt the blush heat my cheeks—the third time I had blushed in his presence for goodness sake— and dropped my head to look at the gown I wore.

      “It’s one of the perks of the job,” I replied with a grin.

      He chuckled and swallowed the last of his wine.  A waiter appeared at his shoulder to take the glass and he looked a little shocked.  “Ah, thanks,” he said.

      “Well, wee Maggie May, shall we take turn around the dance floor?”

      “Oh no, I don’t think so.”

      “No?  Are you not allowed to dance?”

      “It’s not that—”

      “Are you perhaps waiting for your significant other who has left you stranded to deal with inquisitive foreigners?”

      I smiled.  “No, not that either.”

      “Then is it perhaps that you are so very attached to this wall that if you leave it, it might fall down because of the loss?”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t dance.”

      “Don’t, can’t or won’t?”

      I huffed out a breath.  “Does it matter?  It all amounts to the same thing.”

      “Of course it matters,” he said, reasonably.  “If it’s don’t, then I can respect that as a personal choice, if it’s won’t then I’d like the opportunity to change your mind and if it’s can’t then, let me assure you, with me as your partner you will be dancing like a pro in no time.”

      I bit my lip and cast a glance at the dance floor.  I wanted to dance, but I was always so afraid of making a fool of myself.  I wasn’t tall and slim like the others.  I wasn’t graceful or poised and I was far too worried about looking like a baby elephant to give in to the desire to dance.

      “I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      He pressed a hand to his chest and swooned.  “You have wounded me mortally,” he said.  “How can I go on without having just one dance with you?”

      “I thought you said you would respect my personal decision not to dance,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Ah, you see, I can read you wee Maggie and while your mouth says you don’t want to dance, your eyes say you wish you could.”

      I looked back at the dance floor again and wondered what if.  What if just this once I stopped worrying about what other people would think of me and danced with a beautiful stranger?

      “Please?” he asked.  “Just one dance and if you think I am too terrible to be seen with then I will bow out respectfully and not bother you again.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed.  “Fine,” I said.  “One dance.”

      He grinned and then bowed before taking my hand and leading me out onto the dance floor.  A little thrill snaked up my arm and warmed my skin.  I felt like everyone was looking at me, judging me, but then Brín twirled me around and took me in his arms, those sparkling green eyes capturing mine and everything else faded away.
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        Margaret

      

      

      I sat across the family dinner table from my sister as she blathered on and on about her latest bugbear with the queen.  Lady Poppy Della Sabina had very clear and concise opinions about the role of women in the peerage and they did not include running the country.  She was appalled that the queen didn’t allow her husband—Prince Will—to rule, and even more appalled that the prince held a title lower than our rightful monarch.  It was an opinion that all of her fellow Merveille Women’s Society members held to.  They saw themselves as the last bastions of polite society and felt Alyssa’s rule—and the changes she was making in parliament and beyond—threatened their very way of life.  To hear my sister speak you would think she was a woman from nineteenth century England and not a modern woman living in a modern world.  Needless to say, she had not been happy when I was chosen as one of Queen Alyssa’s ladies in waiting and urged me to decline the offer.  Shockingly—to her, and maybe even a little bit to me—I decided to go against her wishes.  She didn’t speak to me for a month and even went so far as to shun me publicly.  Not that I cared, most people barely noticed me and many more people didn’t even know we were related.

      It wasn’t the first time I had disobeyed her, but I was never outwardly insubordinate.  I didn’t like to make waves and, quite frankly, I abhorred conflict.  I didn’t argue or disagree, I simply…ignored and quietly went about doing what I wanted.  It was all very phlegmatic of me, but I’d gotten my way numerous times without having to actually stand up to her.  It’s how I managed to go to Cambridge and study political science.  She had expressly forbid me to accept the position and thought no more of it.  In her world, her word was law.  By the time school was starting, she was so immersed in her wedding preparations that I was able to slip out of the country unnoticed.  Most people would assume she would miss her sister, especially as she was getting ready for the wedding of the century, but I wasn’t included in the bridal party.  “No offence, Daisy,” she’d said to me.  “But I have to think of the photographs and you’re just too…well…you just don’t fit the look I’m going for.  I mean, I will have to look at these photographs for the rest of my life and they’re going to be in all the major bridal magazines on the continent.  You understand, don’t you?”  Of course I understood, in fact I was relieved.  I couldn’t think of anything worse than being in her bridal party and being expected to cow-tow to her more than was already expected of me.

      Sometimes I wished I could actually speak my mind.  I imagine it would be excitingly freeing to not care what someone thought of me and be able to actually disagree without feeling like I was going to throw up.  But not only did I have an inherently shy and introverted personality, I also suffered the worst anxiety whenever I was intimidated or challenged or criticised.  I’d come by it honestly, the anxiety.  Growing up with my perfect sister who could do no wrong in the eyes of my mother and father and who thought it her duty to tell me exactly what I was doing wrong whenever I was doing it was bound to have long-lasting effects on my psyche.  So I learned to burrow inward, like an armadillo, and pretty much ignore her for the most part.

      “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “Um, what?” I asked, looking around the table to see everyone staring at me.

      “Honestly, Daisy,” Poppy said with a dramatic eye roll.  “Don’t you ever listen?”

      I would have liked to come back with a snappy retort, something like, “I’m surprised you even noticed with the way you go on and on as if you can’t get enough of the sound of your own voice,” but instead, I blushed, cleared my throat and fussed with the napkin on my lap.

      “Would you mind repeating the question?” I asked.

      “What are you going to do about the queen’s latest proposal to allow women to take more active roles in our military?”

      “Um, it’s just a formality, really.  We already have women in our armed forces—”

      “It’s not good enough!” Poppy replied.  “There is a reason men serve in combat positions.  One man can father thousands of babies, but a woman can only mother thirty at the most.  If all our women go off to war, who will be left to repopulate the nation?”

      Never let it be said that Lady Poppy Della Sabina let facts get in the way of a good argument.  I was certain that by this stage she simply took issue with whatever the queen did just to be contrary.  Poppy was never happier than when she had something to argue about.  I didn’t know how her husband, Lord Michael Della Sabina, put up with it.

      “I don’t think talk of childbirth is a suitable dinner conversation,” Mother said, her attempt to stop Poppy before she started throwing things—it had been known to happen.  No one would forget the Christmas of 2012.

      “Besides, Poppy, dear,” Father chimed in.  “It’s not like Daisy has the actual ear of the queen.  She’s just an assistant to the queen’s stylist.  I doubt Queen Alyssa would even ask her opinion on such matters of state let alone entertain her opinion.”

      I would have liked to have disagreed with his comments, but unfortunately I could not.  I was indeed Lady Savannah’s assistant and that was exactly how the queen and the other ladies in waiting saw me…when they saw me at all.  Most of the time I was overlooked.  It wasn’t exactly how I imagined my time in the palace going.  I had studied political science, after all, at Cambridge, no less.  Unfortunately, no one seemed to remember that little fact nor did they ask for my opinions on current legislature.  If someone wanted to corral Lady Savannah or pass on information to her when she was in one of her infamously bad moods, then I was the go-to person.  But even that dubious title had become of less import now that Savannah was happily in love and engaged to Jed.  I never thought I’d see the day Savannah mellowed, but Jed somehow managed to perform that miracle.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Poppy conceded.  “It’s not like our Daisy could actually change the queen’s mind on anything.”

      Sad but true, not that I would want to.  I agreed with the queen on all the changes she was making.  Despite being pregnant, she was dragging the country of Merveille into the twenty-first century, albeit kicking and screaming.  Not everyone was happy with the changes she was making, but no one could deny the fruit of her labour.  Professional women, who’d once abandoned Merveille for more progressive places internationally, were returning to the country and bringing innovation and business with them.  It was an exciting time to be alive.

      “I hear Hadley has been chosen as the lady in waiting to replace Meredith,” Mother said, smoothly changing the subject.

      “Yes,” I replied, glad I could actually speak with some authority.  “I believe the queen will be making the announcement tomorrow.”

      “Maybe Hadley can talk some sense into her,” Poppy mumbled, not quite under her breath.

      “Maybe,” I replied.  Doubtful, I thought.  The only reason my best friend had accepted the position was because of Queen Alyssa’s aggressive stance on equality.

      “I always liked Hadley,” Mother said with a sigh.

      I sighed too.  It was a common refrain.  Everybody loved Hadley, and so did I.  I didn’t understand why she picked me to be her friend and I still didn’t understand why she was so determined to remain my best friend despite us being such polar opposites.  I suppose it was how all introverts made friends.  An extrovert simply picked them and dragged them into a friendship.  Not that I was complaining.  My time at Cambridge would have been a whole lot less fun if not for Hadley and I was glad that she would now be in the palace with me.

      “Michael, cigar?” Father said, standing to his feet.

      Poppy’s husband stood with what very much looked like relief on his face.  He wasn’t the only one eager to be done with dinner.  I surreptitiously checked the time on my watch and counted down the minutes until I could leave.  As much as I wanted to make a break for the door as soon as the plates were cleared from the table, I knew it wasn’t possible.  There was still port to be had and gossip to be listened to.  I had at least another thirty minutes before I could feign tiredness and make my escape.  With resignation, I got to my feet and followed my mother and sister into the parlour.  Thank god Sunday nights only came once a week.

      

      “Thank god you’re here,” Hadley said as I crossed into the residential wing of the palace.

      I smiled at her, thankful to be away from my family too.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, as I walked with her down the corridor to my suite.  Our suite doors were opposite one another, something she’d requested when the queen asked where she’d like to live.

      “I desperately need your help,” she said.

      I let myself into my suite and Hadley followed me in.  My rooms were not as grandly furnished or as large as the other ladies in waiting.  It didn’t bother me, I preferred my cosy little apartment.  It wasn’t like I entertained and needed the space.  I spent most nights curled up in my snuggle chair with my e-reader and a gin and tonic.  If there were any lady in waiting get togethers, they always happened in one of the others’ suites, or the queen’s.

      “You know I will help you in whatever way I can,” I said, tucking my feet under me as I collapsed into my favourite chair.

      Hadley took the one opposite me, sitting elegantly, crossing her ankles demurely and folding her hands in her lap.  Everything about Hadley was elegant and graceful and perfect.  She was tall and willowy with olive skin and dark curls framing a heart-shaped face.  She had large splotches of freckles across her nose, which she hated, but which in no way detracted from her beautiful face.  If anything, they made her even more beautiful.

      “I’ve met someone,” she said, not quite looking at me.

      I took my time replying.  “O-kay.  So what do you need me for?”

      “I want you to meet him.”

      “Me?  Why?”

      “Because you’re my best friend and I need you to like him.”

      “Hadley, I hardly think my opinion is of any validity—”

      “I think he might be…” she paused, biting her lip before she continued in a whisper.  “The One.”

      “The One?” I asked, sitting straighter.  “How long have you known him?  I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone.”

      She shrugged, again not looking me in the eye.  “It doesn’t matter how long, love is love, right?”

      “I suppose, but I still don’t understand why you need me to meet him.”

      “Come on, Meg.  If you don’t like him, then how can I even think about being with him?”

      Anybody would think I had a split personality with the amount of different names I had.  My actual real name was Marguerite De La Fontaine, but I went by Margaret for the sake of simplicity.  The queen’s mother was Marguerite, and it was just easier if I delineated myself from her.  My family called me Daisy because well, marguerite was French for daisy and Poppy, in her infinite wisdom, thought I should have a flower name as well.  Hadley called me Meg, which I didn’t mind because it made me sound fun instead of the boring impression Margaret gave.  And then there was the man/boy/guy from the ball who called me Wee Maggie May in that delicious accent of his.

      “You need to help me,” Hadley said, oblivious to my little day dream about the ball.  “You need to come with me.”

      “What?” I blurted.  “You want me to go on a date with you and him?”  The very thought was horrifying.

      Her face twisted into a sarcastic smirk.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I want.”  She took a breath, her face smoothing out again as she pleaded with her eyes. “Of course not.  I just need you to come to a luncheon my father is hosting to introduce him to some of the peers.”

      “The Viscount is hosting a luncheon for him?”  If Lord Nelson Winchester had decided to introduce this beau of Hadley’s to his inner circle, then it must be far more serious than I thought.

      She nodded, biting her lip.  “So you see, I need you to come.  I need you to vet him.”

      “Why on earth would you need me to vet him?  Surely the Viscount has done a thorough background check.”

      “That’s not the same as my best friend getting to know him.  Please, Meg?  This is important to me.”

      I sat forward and reached for Hadley’s hand.  “Do you like him?  I mean you must if you think he’s the one, so what’s the problem?”

      She sighed and squeezed my hand before leaning back in her chair and dropping her head back.  Her voice was weary and a little vulnerable when she spoke.  “I don’t know if I can trust my heart,” she said.  “You know how many times I thought I was in love when we were at Cambridge.  You know how silly I get over a pretty face and easy charm.”

      “I think you’re worrying over nothing,” I said.  “It’s not like you’re going to marry him tomorrow and I’m sure your father won’t allow it to go ahead unless he’s convinced you’re happy.”

      “I know you’re right,” she said.  “I still want you there with me.  I still want you to meet him.”

      I sighed knowing I would capitulate even though the very last thing I wanted to do was attend one of the Viscount’s luncheons.

      “Fine,” I replied.

      It would at least be something different for me to do and it wasn’t like anyone would miss me in the palace.  The food would be good, at the very least, and Lord Nelson might even let me peruse his extensive library if I asked really nicely…or if I just kept really quiet and disappeared into the background like I normally did.  I would meet this man she was so enamoured with and assure her he was perfectly nice and when Hadley was over her initial misgivings, she’d be fine and probably wouldn’t even miss me if I slipped out of the dining room and found myself in the library.

      “You are the best,” Hadley said with a smile.  “I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too,” I replied truthfully.  It was nice to have a friend of my very own in the palace.  Up until Hadley joined the ladies in waiting, I felt like just an extension of Savannah.  That feeling might now switch to Hadley, but that was okay too.  Being a support person was my strength.  I was never destined to be—nor did I ever want to be—a leading lady.  I was content with my life, for the most part.  Sure there were things I’d change, but who was ever completely satisfied with their life?

      “So who is this mystery man?’ I asked, leaning back into my chair and getting comfortable.

      “The Earl of Montagne Bleue,” she replied.

      “I thought the last Earl of Montagne Bleue passed away without an heir?”

      “No, they found one,” Hadley said.  “I met him quite by chance.”

      “So he’s an earl,” I said, tapping my bottom lip with a finger.  “If you marry him, you’ll become a countess.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      I shrugged.  “Nothing.  I know your father would love to give you a title.  Are you afraid he will push you to marry him because this earl can give you that?”

      “No,” she shook her head.  “I’m not worried about that.  It’s a relief, if anything.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “It’s alright for you, Countess Fountainerose,” she said, with a smile to soften the sting.  “You don’t have to make a good match, not with that very independent title your aunt bestowed on you.”

      My fiercely independent spinster aunt had held a title of her own, as well as an estate, and had chosen me, her namesake, as her heir when she passed on.  I’d loved her in all her quirkiness, although most of the peerage shunned her because of her decision to stay single after her one great love affair had gone terribly wrong.  Poppy refused to set foot on the estate when she was alive and rolled her eyes when she found out Aunt Marguerite had bequeathed all her assets to me—and it was an awful lot of assets.  Aunt Marguerite was a savvy investor, even if she did have rather garish tastes.  The Palais de la Fountainerose was pink—inside and out—in honour of Aunt Marguerite’s signature colour.  I hadn’t been there since I’d inspected the place after signing the papers and taking ownership, but I got regular updates from the Majordomo.  I didn’t need the stipend I was paid as a lady in waiting and would never need to work a day in my life if I chose not to.  Not that anyone knew the extent of my wealth.  Most of them didn’t even know I held a title of my own.  It wasn’t something I publicised—a fact Poppy was grateful of.  It would be mortifying for my sister to be publicly associated with the Fountainerose estate and everything it entailed.

      “You don’t either,” I replied.  “No one is going to force you to marry anyone just because of a title.  The queen wouldn’t allow it and your father loves you too much to let you tie yourself to someone who won’t make you happy.”

      She smiled.  “I know,” she replied.  “I still want you to meet him and tell me what you think.  I can’t possibly marry a man who doesn’t love my best friend as much as I do.”

      “I’m almost positive that if you love him, then I will too.”

      “I love you, Meg,” she said, pushing herself gracefully out of the chair and dropping a kiss on the top of my head.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said as she waved goodbye and left my suite.

      I tipped my head back and closed my eyes.  I couldn’t deny that I was the tiniest bit jealous of my friend and her burgeoning relationship.  Hadley had never been short of suitors and it didn’t bother me except I wish that just once, I was the one being courted.  I just wished there was one man who looked at me the way Prince Will looked at Queen Alyssa, or the way Lord Freddie looked at Lady Alexandra.  Just one man who saw me—really saw me—that’s all I wanted.
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      “Okay, that’s good enough,” I said, brushing away the hands that were adjusting and fluffing and whatever else my valet was supposed to do.  I’d been dressing myself for twenty-six years, or there about, and I really didn’t need help to get my skivvies on.  Tying the fancy cravat was another story.  I didn’t even know what the silly thing was called before Mr. Thomas and Mr. Jones came into my life.  Now here I was wearing one to a luncheon.  I didn’t quite know what the difference between a normal every day lunch and a luncheon was, but I supposed I was going to find out.  One thing was for sure, I’d never worn such fancy duds to eat a midday meal before.

      The was a knock at my bedroom door as my valet—Jeremy I think his name was—finished fussing with the abundance of combs and lint catches he’d been using to get me dressed.

      “Come in,” I called, checking myself out in the mirror.  Mr. Jones and Mr. Thomas had wanted me to cut my hair, but I’d strenuously objected.  There was only so much I was prepared to do for this whole caper and cutting my hair was over the line.  It wasn’t even that long, barely brushing my shoulders.

      “The car is ready for you,” the butler announced from the door way.

      “Thank you Davis—”

      “Dannervis,” he corrected me.

      “Right, sorry about that.  So many new names to learn and all,” I replied with a grin that was met with an implacable stare.  “Rightio then chaps,” I said, unperturbed by their lack of humour. “I’ll be away then.”

      “Mr. Jones and Mr. Thomas are waiting for you downstairs,” Dannervis said as he followed me out of the room and along the mezzanine to the grand staircase that had seen better days.  The entire estate had seen better days, not that it worried me one wit.  I’d been living in a one room flat above the pub where I worked when Misters Jones and Thomas found me.  This place was a palace compared to where I’d come from.

      Misters Jones and Thomas had warned me about the sad state of repair the estate had fallen into after my long-lost great uncle had died leaving no one to take care of the place.  The servants had stayed on—having nowhere else to go and no other jobs to go to.  The small amount of money that came into the estate from the leases on the land was barely enough to cover their wages and put food on the table.  I had to admit that the housekeepers had done a fair job of keeping the place clean, but it still had that sad feeling of abandonment.  Half the rooms were closed up and those that were open for company had threadbare carpet and scratched furniture.  No cobwebs or dust bunnies anywhere, so I called that a win.

      Misters Jones and Thomas stood from their chairs as Dannervis opened the door into the drawing room.  They were wearing similar penguin suits to the one I was trussed up in, but then I’d never seen them in anything else.  I wondered whether they slept in them, or their pyjamas were also suit-like, not unlike what Barney wore on How I met Your Mother.

      The two men circled me checking my suit and I had the irrational desire to pull at my collar and adjust my cuffs, but I kept still.  Never let them see you sweat, my old da used to say.  I may be the odd one out here abouts but there was no need for me to make it too obvious.  As soon as I opened my mouth people would know I wasn’t one of the toffs.

      “It will do,” Mr. Jones said with a sigh that sounded very much like I was not up to the standard required.

      “Yes.  Hopefully the Viscount will look past his obvious failings to the prize he can award the lady.”

      “Just what exactly are you two talking about?” I asked, disliking the way they talked about me as if I was not even in the room, or a simpleton not intelligent enough to understand.

      “We have already explained this Lord—”

      I held up my hand to stop him from speaking.  I was not comfortable with the double-barrelled title they had bestowed on me.  I was the least likely to be called a lord, regardless of who my kin were.

      “Yes, well, as we explained previously, the estate is broke.  You need to marry into a family with money in order to keep it afloat.  In return, whoever marries you will also get a title, that of Countess in this case.  The Viscount has a daughter without a title so it is a very good match.  The man is exceedingly wealthy and has a seat in the House of Lords.  It is an exceptionally good family for your estate to be associated with.”

      “And the luncheon today is, what?  A chance to hammer out the details?” I asked sarcastically, though I don’t think the two men looking at me with blank faces understood the concept.

      “No.  This is a meet and greet. You will be introduced to the Viscount and his daughter as well as some other highly placed nobles who will in turn open the door for an introduction to the queen.”

      “And I need an introduction to the queen because?”

      “The queen has the final say over the marriage,” Mr. Thomas replied.  “You can’t marry without her consent.”

      “You’re pulling me leg,” I said with a laugh.  “The queen says who I can or cannot marry?”

      “You are one of the peers, now,” Mr. Jones said, his tone brooking no argument.  “You can’t just marry any commoner.”

      I scoffed.  “Until about a minute ago, I was a commoner,” I replied.

      “Yes, and if you don’t secure this marriage contract, then you will be right back there again.  Without the money from the dowry you can say goodbye to all of this,” Mr. Thomas said, getting red in the face.

      “Surely there is another way,” I said, wearily.

      “I assure you Lord, eh, sir, if there was another way, we would have found it by now.”

      

      The luncheon was a formal affair.  This was no backyard barbecue or potluck get together.  There was pre-luncheon networking in the drawing room with smartly dressed waiters circulating with trays of wine or canapés while a string quartet played parlour music in the corner.  I had assumed it would be a simple meeting over a meal with myself, the Viscount, the lady in question and the Misters Jones and Thomas.  I was wrong.  There were nearly as many people in attendance as were at the reception at the palace the other night.

      I stood bookended by the Misters Thomas and Jones as they surreptitiously pointed out the who’s who of the royal set.  It was a fascinating commentary along the lines of, ‘that is Lord Muckity-Muck and his tiresome wife Lady Such-And-So.  They have the ear of the Speaker of the House and are opposed to many of the outlandish changes the new queen is proposing.”  I tuned out most of it, I never was one for listening to idle gossip.  I much preferred to meet someone and make my own opinion of them without bias.

      What did surprise me was the number of younger people in attendance.  I assumed the royals of Merveille would all be old and stodgy, but many of those circulating the room where my age or not that much older.  There was also a noticeable inequality of genders present.  Men by far outweighed the fairer sex, but I wasn’t sure if that was because we—as in all the younger men—were here for the Viscount’s daughter or if that was just the way of things.  It felt akin to a livestock auction with the stallions prancing around, tossing their heads and holding their tails high as they preened for the crowd.

      “Ah, there is Lord Frédéric Bingham, Earl of Avonlea and his wife Lady Alexandra.  They are both close personal friends of the queen and Lord Frédéric is the Prime Minister’s son.  We will introduce you.”

      I found myself being guided across the floor toward the affable looking chap and his lovely bride.  She really was beautiful and if the way the Lord looked at her was any indication, they were very much in love.  It did my heart good to see such a thing.  I was beginning to think that marriage among the peers was all contracts and mergers with very little room for love and romance.  I was an old romantic at heart and I really didn’t know if I could possibly go through with a marriage that was in name only.

      Misters Thomas and Jones bowed smartly to Lord Frédéric and I stood there like an imbecile not sure what the protocol was.  He was an earl and I was an earl—supposedly—so did that mean we had to bow to each other or not bow at all?

      “Lord Bingham,” Mr. Thomas intoned in his most imperious voice.  “May I present Lord Brín O’Brien, the newly titled Earl of Montagne Bleue.”

      Lord Bingham held out his hand and I grasped it in a firm handshake.  “It’s good to meet you.  I hear there was quite an undertaking to find an heir.”

      “So they tell me,” I replied, liking the earl immediately.

      “May I introduce my wife, Lady Alexandra,”

      “A pleasure,” I said, bowing over her hand in a faux kiss, careful not to actually let my lips touch her skin.

      “Aren’t you a charming one,” she said, her American accent a counterpoint to her husband’s more European vernacular.

      “Alas, it’s the Irish in me,” I replied with a wink.  “I come by it honestly.  They say my grandaddy could charm the skirts off—”  A jab in the ribs made me snap my mouth shut.  Lady Alexandra lifted her hand to hide the smile on her face and I could tell the earl was similarly trying to hold back a grin.  “Yes, well,” I said, “needless to say, he was a popular man.”

      “I daresay he was,” Lady Alexandra replied, her eyes sparkling.  “If you will excuse me, I see a dear friend I need to say hello to.”

      “Of course,” I said with a slight inclination of my head.

      Lord Frédéric watched his wife walk away and when he looked back to me, he was smiling.  “So do you have plans for the estate?” he asked, reaching for a glass of wine from a passing waiter.

      “Not as of yet,” I replied.  “I’m still trying to find my feet and see what’s what.”

      Lord Frédéric nodded as he sipped his wine.  “You have some lovely fertile ground to work with.  Have you met Lord Martin?”

      I shook my head.

      “He and his brother have been cultivating a vineyard on their estate, which is not too far from Montagne Bleue.  Or perhaps you’d be more interested in livestock?  Lady Darkly runs a dairy farm and cheese factory on her estate and—”

      I knew I should be listening to what the earl was saying, but I was distracted by a vision walking in the door.  She was just as beautiful as I remembered and I couldn’t help the smile breaking across my face as she scanned the room shyly.  No doubt Miss wee Maggie would be disappearing into a corner in the not too distant future.

      “Ah, I see you have noticed the guest of honour,” Lord Frédéric said.

      I looked back at him with a puzzled
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