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        A Royal Entanglement

        by Emma Lea

      

      

      On the day of the new queen’s coronation, a man from Lady Alexandra’s past turns up unannounced in Merveille.  Lord Frédéric intercepts him and discovers that Alex had left this man at the altar six months prior and now he had arrived to claim her.

      Alex hasn’t told anyone the real reason she left everything she had worked so hard for in the States to move to Merveille and take up the position of Queen Alyssa’s personal assistant.  But now the main reason for her flight from the US has turned up on the palace’s doorstep and she is backed into a corner.  The only person that she can think of to help her is Freddie, but she worried that getting too close to him might just do more harm than good.

      The last thing Freddie wants is to get entangled with a woman.  He liked to keep his options open, but now that he has returned to Merveille for good, his mother is trying her damnedest to get him married off and producing the next Bingham heir.  When Alex asks for his help, he is only too eager to help her and maybe get his mother off his back in the process.  He never expected to fall for her.

      

      
        
        This is a Sweet Romance - These are romantic tales without the bedroom scenes and the swearing, but that doesn’t mean they’re boring!
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      A Royal Entanglement 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, sits.

      

      This book is written using UK/Australian English.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to the girls among us who dream of the day a knight in shining armour will ride up on his white horse and rescue us from the hum-drum of our daily lives (without cramping our very independent fierceness).
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        Alexandra

      

      

      I closed my eyes and inhaled the spicy smell of the aftershave that had been haunting my dreams.  Frédéric Bingham, Earl of Avonlea, had been invading my dreams and private thoughts for months now and whenever I smelled that scent, it had my heart racing and my skin prickling.

      In the lead up to Alyssa’s coronation, the earl had been spending more time in the palace.  He was one of her most vocal supporters and she had added him to her advisory team.  That meant that I had to spend a lot of time with him and him.  His lazy, blue-eyed gaze had been driving me to distraction, as were the little incidental touches that were too frequent to be accidental but not obvious enough to be more than a tease.

      But I couldn’t afford any distractions today, especially not of the handsome, blue-eyed variety.  It was coronation day and Merveille was about to crown their first ever female head of state.  Everything had to be perfect, and it was my job to ensure it was.

      “Alex.”  His voice flowed over me like a caress and I steeled myself against the reaction it set off in me.  I closed my eyes briefly, taking a deep breath and then turned to face him.

      “Lord Bingham,” I said, letting my eyes fall respectfully down.

      “Come now, Alex,” he said, “I think you can call me Freddie by now, in fact I believe you have been calling me Freddie already.”  His eyes sparkled with mischief and the lopsided tilt of his lips caused a full body tremor to go through me.

      “Not today, Lord Bingham,” I said, trying to keep my voice cool and professional, “Today you are the Earl of Avonlea and I am the queen’s assistant.”

      He took a step closer invading my personal space with his heat and his spicy aftershave.

      “Oh, my dear Lady Alexandra,” he murmured, his voice husky, “You are so much more than just the queen’s assistant.”

      How could he flirt with me on today of all days?  I had been warned by his sister, Meredith, that he was an incurable flirt and for some unexplained reason, I had become his objet d'affection.  I didn’t know what I had done to deserve the honour, and I wasn’t exactly disappointed with the attention, but it made doing my job really hard, especially when he took liberties like now.  We were hours away from one of the most important events of our small country and he was flirting with me.

      I took a step back, breathing in the air untainted by his scent and tried to clear my head.

      “Not today,” I reiterated, “Today I am nothing more than the queen’s assistant and I am running late.”

      I sketched him a polite curtsy and continued on my way down the hall towards the queen’s wing all the while trying to rid my traitorous mind of thoughts of the Earl of Avonlea.  A feat easier said than done.

      

      
        
        Frédéric

      

      

      I watched the very well-put-together Lady Alexandra Fornette walk away and smiled.  I loved getting her riled up, I loved flustering her.  I loved the way her cheeks pinked adorably when she caught me staring at her and the little intakes of breath when I brushed passed her, making sure our bodies made contact were my obsession.  Hell, she was my obsession.

      I hadn’t looked forward to returning to Merveille to take up the family seat to prepare for my father’s retirement.  I’d had a life and a lucrative career out in the real world which I’d given up to return to the fold and, to tell the truth, I’d been a little annoyed.  But discovering Alex had taken the sting out of my return.

      I had no intention of settling down anytime soon, but having a pleasant little interlude with Lady Alexandra was tempting.  So far she had shown herself to be far too well-bred to fall into my arms, but I had plans to soften her up.  Each time I saw her, I made sure to leave her a little off kilter and my plan seemed to be working.  Besides, it was fun to watch her squirm.

      One of these days I would corner her and taste those very tempting lips or maybe thread my fingers through her very carefully constructed chignon.  She was always so well put together and my fingers itched to mess her up a little.  I could only imagine how she would feel pressed up against me, all her soft, delicate curves moulding around my body.

      But that day was not today.  She was right to be on her best behaviour today.  The coronation of the first female head of state in the history of Merveille was not something to be sneezed at and I had duties to attend to.  I whistled as I continued on my way towards the queen’s rooms, smiling to myself.  Alex would be there and I would get another chance to ruffle her feathers.

      She really had become a bit of an addiction for me and I looked forward to the moment I could savour her.

      “Lord Bingham?”

      I turned to see who was addressing me.  It was one of the queen’s household staff and they looked out of sorts.

      “Yes, what is it?”  I asked haughtily.

      “Um, there's a man here,” the attendant said, “Demanding to see Lady Alexandra.”

      “Does he want an audience with the queen?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Ah, no,” he said, “I don’t think it has anything to do with the queen,” he replied, “The man is an American and he claims to be Lady Alexandra’s fiancé.”  He said this last in a whisper, covering his mouth so that no one would overhear.

      “Alex is engaged?” I blurted out and then shook my head.  “Best take me to him.  We can’t afford any scandals today of all days.”

      I followed the attendant, all the while my head was spinning.  Alex had never once mentioned being engaged, what the hell was going on?
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        Frédéric

      

      

      I stood in the doorway and watched the American pace.  He looked like hell.  His suit, although expensive, was rumpled and his hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it constantly.  He needed a shave and probably a few hours’ sleep.  A couple of fingers of brandy probably wouldn’t go astray either.

      This was the man Alexandra had been going to marry? I couldn't imagine her with him.  Okay that was a lie, I could; I just didn't like the image.  Alexandra had that straight laced, conservative look about her and I knew that when she stood beside this man they would look like the perfect couple.  But I had recognised something else in Alexandra that most people probably didn't see - there was a touch of wild in her.

      I smiled at the thought of telling her that.  Alex would deny it and she would get that cute little crease between her eyebrows that I itched to smooth away.  She would deny it, protest that she was anything but wild, but I knew better.  Alex may have hidden it deep, but it was there and I knew I could bring it out of her.

      And I really wanted to bring it out of her.

      But that little project would have to wait.  The coronation was today and Alexandra was swamped with all of her responsibilities.  The last thing she needed right now was that man in there turning up to claim his runaway bride.

      And why the hell had it taken him six months to find her, anyway?  If the guy was so broken up about her leaving him at the altar, why hadn't he come sooner?  Well, there was only one way to find out.

      I stepped into the room and the man immediately stopped his pacing, turning to look at me with narrowed eyes.

      "Who're you?" he asked with a sneer.

      "Lord Frédéric Bingham, Earl of Avonlea and you are?" I stepped forward, not offering my hand and mustering all the haughty, highhandedness that I could channel from my parents and my upbringing in the royal court.

      "Bradley Corsair," he replied, "Am I supposed to bow to you or something?"

      I laughed, "No, of course not.  I do have a few questions for you though," I said stepping closer, "Why don't you take a seat."

      "I'd rather speak to Alex," he said, still standing.

      I smiled sympathetically at him, "I'm afraid that isn't going to be possible, especially not today."

      Bradley sat heavily on the antique settee.  He wasn't a big man, but he was solid and he seemed to take reasonable care of himself, his jet lag notwithstanding.

      "How was it that you managed to get onto the palace grounds?" I asked knowing that both Von Bartham and Benjamin would have a fit knowing he had gotten past security.

      "I followed a crowd of press in," he replied without thinking.

      "They didn't check your identification?" I asked, annoyed that after the recent troubles with security in the palace that it had been so relatively easy.

      He shrugged, "There was a bit of a crush and I kept to the middle of the pack."

      I nodded.  "Do you know what is happening today?" I asked.

      “Uh," he looked around the room to get some kind of clue as to why a crush of press would be entering the palace grounds en mass.  "Not really, no," he replied, "I really just needed to find Alex."

      I studied the man before me.  He did look rather distraught, but not exactly heartbroken.  There was something else that was making him edgy and nervous, and I really didn't think it had anything to do with Alexandra.

      "Do you know what Lady Alexandra does here in the palace?" I asked.

      "Um, some sort of secretary?  That's what she was back home, anyway."

      I had to hold back the snort of disgust that threatened to escape.  Alexandra was so much more than a secretary, even before she had become the queen's personal assistant.

      "Her role here is a little more than that," I replied, picking at imaginary lint on my pants.  Alexandra was probably in panic mode right now wondering where I was, but I needed to get this matter put to bed before this buffoon started stomping through the castle and making demands.  "Which is why you won't be able to see her today.  I'm sure we can find you some comfortable accommodation and set up a meeting in the next couple of days."

      "No," he replied standing, a wild look in his eyes, "I need to see her today, now."

      "I'm afraid that's simply not possible," I replied calmly, staying seated and not reacting to his spike of anxiety.

      "Why the hell not?" His voice had risen, and he had resumed his pacing.

      "Returning to my earlier question Mr. Corsair, do you have any idea what today is?"

      "I told you already," he said turning to me, "I have no idea what today is."

      "And you have no idea what Lady Alexandra does here in the palace?"

      "No, I do not."

      I stood with a sigh and an apologetic look on my face, "Today is the coronation of our new queen," I said, "And the reason you cannot see Lady Alexandra is because she is the queen's personal assistant and will be a little too busy today to deal with you."

      He sat with a thud back onto the settee and I winced with the impact on such a delicate piece of furniture.

      "I suggest you take me up on my offer of accommodation and a meeting at a later date."

      He looked up at me, "There is no accommodation," he said, "I've checked."

      I just smiled, "Leave it to me," I said, summoning one of the hovering palace staff.

      "Find Dayne and ask him to organise somewhere for Mr. Corsair to stay." Dayne was my own personal assistant, and the man was a whiz at getting things done, "And maybe notify Benjamin to have someone escort Mr. Corsair to his lodgings." I hated to do it to the queen's personal security team leader, but he needed to be apprised of the situation.  I turned back to Bradley Corsair.

      "Now, if you will excuse me," I said making a show of looking down at my watch, "I have somewhere I need to be.  Dayne will be here any moment to get you settled and I will contact you tomorrow about setting up an appointment to meet with Lady Alexandra."

      I didn't wait for his nod before I left the room.  I was already late and Alexandra would be in a fit, but that was nothing to what she would be when she found out about her visitor.

      

      
        
        Alexandra

      

      

      I froze as I felt the heat of him on my back.  I knew who it was, how could I not?  I had been obsessing over the man for the last six months despite trying to deny it.  He had gotten under my skin from the very first meeting and, try as I might, there was no way for me to shake him.  And he seemed to know it.

      "We need to talk," he whispered in my ear and I only just controlled the full body shiver that threatened to rattle my body.  His warm breath on my ear, his scent, his body so close to mine that if I leant back, just a little, I would be pressing up against his firm chest.

      I cleared my throat, trying to get my vocal cords to work.

      "I'm a little busy right now," I managed to squeak out.

      "Tonight," he said, "As soon as you can get away."

      "I hardly think it is appropriate..." I trailed off, my mind wandering to places that they shouldn't especially when I was in the middle of a coronation.

      "You're going to want to talk to me," he whispered, leaning closer, his hand brushing my shoulder lightly, his lips skimming the shell of my ear.

      I closed my eyes against the onslaught of sensation and swallowed hard.  The things this man did to me without even touching me.  I took a deep breath...bad move, my nose was now full of him, the smell of him overwhelming me.

      "Meet me in the Rose Room," he said, "It's important."

      I opened my eyes as he stepped away and noticed a change in the demeanour of the security personnel in the room.  It was subtle, but there was definitely a change and it was enough to put me on high alert.

      There were always threats against the queen, but in the lead up to the coronation they had increased in both number and ferocity.  She had been kidnapped a few months earlier by someone who no one had suspected capable of such a crime.  Since then, security had been overhauled and increased, although to most people it didn't look it.  Most people assumed that now the immediate threat had passed, security had returned to normal, when in fact it had just gone more covert.  There were extra security around the castle, they just weren't the visible type.

      I turned to talk to Freddie, to ask what was going on, but he had moved away and was conferring with his sister, Meredith, on the other side of the room.  She was also part of the queen's security detail, but her role had changed somewhat over the last few weeks, not unlike everything else.  She now served as The queen's second assistant as well as being part of her security.

      The two women had been together a long time and Meredith knew the queen better than anyone else, so it was a good match, even if it did leave me feeling a little like the third wheel at times.  Not that they hadn't tried to make me feel welcome and included; both Meredith and Alyssa had fully embraced me into their clique, along with the four other women who made up the queen's ladies in waiting.  But there was a special bond between Queen Alyssa and Meredith that couldn't be replicated.

      Freddie chose that moment to make eye contact with me and he gave me one of his secret smiles.  One that had my pulse rate skyrocketing and my skin flushing.  And he knew it too.  His eyes widened as he catalogued my response and his grin got wider.

      He was incorrigible.

      Not that I would have him any other way.  I might not openly admit to being flattered by Freddie's attention, but I couldn't lie to myself.  Not that it mattered.  Freddie flirted with anyone in a skirt and the fact that I hadn't fallen at his feet like most other single women (and some married ones too) only seemed to egg him on.  He liked the chase and the thrill of cornering me and getting me flustered.  I knew that as soon as I started to respond positively to any of his advances, he would lose interest.

      So while outwardly it looked to everyone else that I really wasn't swayed by his charm, inwardly I relished every little bit of it.  It may never go anywhere, but it did make me feel good.  And if playing hard to get meant that I remained in his sights, well then, that wasn’t such a bad thing.

      Freddie winked at me and I turned away so he wouldn’t see the smile on my face or the flush that crept into my cheeks.  Meredith had warned me that Freddie was an irrepressible flirt, but it was one of the things I really liked about him.  He’d charmed me from the moment we met and even though I knew I needed to keep myself from falling for him, it was flattering all the same.  Freddie was a good looking guy and I liked spending time with him.

      And he was a good distraction… and I needed that.  I needed something to keep me from thinking about the reasons I had come to Merveille in the first place.  The offer from the palace had come at a time when I needed an escape and I jumped at the opportunity.  Now I was waiting for the other shoe to drop because I knew there would be consequences for my actions.  It was just a matter of time before they caught up with me.

      

      I held my breath as I looked at the queen, refusing to let myself cry at the sight.  She wore a white, floor-length gown that was unadorned.  Over the gown was a simple, white garment that fastened in the back.  Over that she wore a floor length, crimson velvet coat with a train and an ermine cape.  Her hair was piled on top of her head in soft, loose curls and her makeup was understated.  Princess Alyssabeth looked regal, if a little nervous.

      “Wow,” I breathed as I walked towards her, “You look amazing.”

      She grimaced and Lord Will Darkly, Duke of Camphrey and Alyssa’s fiancé, laughed beside her.

      “She’s not a fan of all the layers,” he said in explanation.

      “It’s heavy and hot,” she said and I smiled.

      I had learned that working for Alyssa was not what one would expect when working for a reigning monarch.  She hated the fussy traditions of her office and no doubt removing those that annoyed her the most would be the first thing on her agenda as queen.

      Benjamin, Alyssa’s head of security, came into the room.  “Are you ready?” he asked, and I nodded.

      I moved forward to usher Alyssa out of the room.  We paused at the top of the stairs, forgoing the elevator for the sake of tradition, while the royal photographer immortalised the moment for posterity.

      Will stepped up and took her arm as we made our way down the stairs and into the foyer.  The walls were lined with the palace staff and I was pleased to notice a few of them with handkerchiefs blotting the tears from their eyes.  This was a big day, and not just because it was a coronation.  Alyssa would be the very first female head of state in the history of the Merveille monarchy.

      Outside the palace doors an ornate gilt edged carriage waited.  Two white horses were harnessed to the front of the carriage and the tall crimson plumage attached to their heads shifted delicately in the breeze.

      Will took one side and Frédéric took the other side and together they escorted the princess down the stairs.  A footman opened the door and Will handed her into the carriage.  Both Will and Frédéric were dressed in full royal regalia, as was I and the other members of the princess’ entourage, which included sashes, stars, and coronets.  It wasn’t very often that we got to break out all the fancy stuff, and it was a sight to behold.  Freddie looked particularly appealing in his sharp tuxedo with the red sash of the Order of St. Catherine and his medals of service.

      He turned and winked at me before climbing into the carriage after Will.  The two of them, the Duke of Camphrey and the Earl of Avonlea, would escort the princess into the cathedral for the service.  The Cathédrale Saint-Etienne de Calanais had been the sight of every single coronation in Merveille, having pre-dated the monarchy by several decades.  It was an impressive sandstone building with large stained glass windows, tall spires that reached up to the heavens in supplication and hand worked wooden beams and archways.

      When the carriage pulled away from the palace steps, escorted by a bevy of police and other security, I herded the rest of the entourage into their respective cars.  We would arrive first as the royal carriage had to make a circuitous journey throughout the streets of Calanais letting the citizens know that a new monarch was about to be crowned, not that anyone was oblivious to the fact.

      Meredith, Savannah, Jeanette, Margaret, Priscilla and I were driven to the church in a convoy of black BMWs bearing the royal flags and with our own police escort.  The streets were lined with the citizens of Merveille, many who had travelled from the outlying villages to be here for the coronation.  They waved their flags and threw flowers at the cars as we passed.

      Our cars bypassed the line of limousines that were waiting to disgorge their passengers on the steps of the cathedral and headed around the building to the back entrance.  I ushered everyone out and we moved into the church, taking our seats in preparation for the service.  We each had a job to do during the service and I made sure everyone had their itinerary at hand.

      The new bishop greeted me as the original bishop had been stood down due to his inappropriate behaviour that had come to light during the recent troubles in Parliament.  The new bishop was younger, but I had every confidence in him.  I had met with him an interminable number of times in the lead-up to today.

      I fidgeted and paced as the cathedral began to fill with the lords and ladies of Merveille.  The day seemed to both crawl along and race away unchecked.  It was like being on a rollercoaster.  At the moment I felt like I was in the front of the coaster as we climbed the steep incline, chugging along slowly, and yet I knew that when we reached the top, the coaster would speed down the other side and everything would be out of my control.  I just hoped that all the track had been laid correctly and was secure.

      The entrance music began to play and there was a rustle of clothing as everyone stood and turned to watch our almost-queen walk into the sanctuary.

      I exhaled as the world seemed to pause and with the next breath everything sped up and became a blur.
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        Frédéric

      

      

      I watched Alex surreptitiously as the service progressed.  It was long, with many parts and traditional readings and speeches and oaths, but I couldn’t help the way my eyes were drawn to her.  Alex played the part of the puppet master, but to everyone else, she was merely part of the queen’s entourage.  I knew better.  Like a really good puppeteer, she made you forget about all the strings she was manipulating and drew you into the action on the stage.  But I knew how hard she worked to pull all this together, and I was impressed.  The woman was amazing.

      And she looked breathtaking.  Alexandra was a gorgeous woman; petite, blonde hair, big blue eyes and full lips.  Her gown was a pale blue and strapless, leaving the creamy skin of her shoulders bare.  The skirt was long and full and the side was swept up to reveal an underskirt embroidered with flowers.  It suited her, the gracious and stately outer shell that had a hidden depth.  I really wanted to peel back her layers and find the woman underneath.

      By the time the last oath had been spoken, and the queen had been crowned, Alex looked exhausted and a little shell-shocked, but there was still a whole lot more to go before the day was over.  We made our way to the carriage, which had been changed while we were inside the cathedral and was now an open air carriage.  Will helped Alyssa to climb in, and  I climbed in after them and sat beside the new queen with a grin.  It was a little squashed, but it was tradition.  Alyssa wore the crown and her crimson robes had been changed to the royal purple of her station.

      Will stole a quick kiss and I pecked her on the cheek.  I could only imagine how she must be feeling.

      “You doing okay?” I asked as the carriage began to move.

      She huffed and laughed, “Yeah,” she said, squeezing my hand.

      “Big day,” I said and she nodded.

      I shared a look with Will.  Alyssa was never this reticent.

      “You okay princess?” Will asked.

      “You can’t call me that anymore,” she said and I let out the breath I didn’t realise I was holding.

      “I will not call you queen,” Will said with a laugh.

      She smiled and I further relaxed.  I knew the journey thus far had been a hard one.  Not only had she lost her brother and father, but she’d also fought Parliament over her right to ascend, and then there was the trauma of being kidnapped by someone she’d thought was a friend.  Through it all she had held strong and had made us all proud.

      “Okay,” she said, “You can still call me princess, but not in public.  I have a rep to protect.”

      I snorted.  There she was, the Alyssa we had all grown to know and love.

      The carriage wove through the streets and we waved at the happy, smiling people lining the roads.  There had been initial backlash to the thought of having a female head of state.  As the people had gotten to know Alyssa, she slowly won them over… especially the female half of the population.  Her initiatives to give women the equality that their foreign counterparts had been enjoying for years had won her some very avid supporters.

      “I miss Jacob,” she said, suddenly serious again.

      Will took one of her hands and I took the other and squeezed gently.

      “He would be so proud of you,” I said and Will nodded.

      “You know he would,” he said.

      She sighed, “I know,” she said, “I just would’ve loved to have his counsel over the last few months.  You two have been wonderful, but he’d been living in my father’s shadow and he would’ve had so much more insight into things.”

      We were silent for a while as we each got lost in our thoughts about the late prince.  He and Alyssa were different and would have ruled with very different styles.  Not that one was better than the other, just that they were different.

      “Okay, enough sadness,” she said, “Today is a good day.”

      I grinned at her.  I’d been working closely with Alyssa as she prepared to take the crown and she constantly surprised me with the way she could cope with the pressures that surrounded her on a day-to-day basis.  I think Will had a lot to do with keeping her grounded and he had become a friend too.

      “So what is the first thing the queen will do as head of state?” I asked cheekily.

      “Did you know that Queen Victoria’s first decree was to demand an hour completely alone?”

      “What?” I laughed.

      “Apparently she had been constantly surrounded her entire life.  She had never ever been left alone and so when she was crowned, the first thing she demanded was an hour of absolute solitude.”

      “Is that what you want princess?” Will asked gently.

      She shook her head and smiled, “No,” she said, “I’ve become very good at demanding alone time.”

      “So what is the one thing you want?” I asked.

      “Chocolate,” she said, and I laughed and shook my head.

      “Your fiancé has a contract with the best chocolatier in the world and you feel deprived of the stuff?” I asked.

      “I’ve been on a diet,” she said, “I had to look my best for the coronation.  The camera adds ten pounds don’t you know.”

      “Jonathon sent you a very special box especially for your coronation,” Will said and she glared at him.

      “And you’re only telling me this now?” she asked.

      He shrugged, “It was giving up chocolate or giving up cheese and since your consumption of Pemberton Cheese is what keeps the business afloat, I had to deny you the chocolate.”

      “I do not eat that much cheese,” she said, horrified.

      Will just raised an eyebrow at her and I shook my head with a smile.

      “Okay, maybe I do,” she said sulkily, “But Jonathon sent the chocolates to me, for me.  I demand you produce them right now.”

      “Ah, we’re in a carriage,” I said, but Will just smiled and slipped his hand under the seat producing a single wrapped chocolate.  He presented it to her on a flat palm and she smiled adoringly at him.

      “Okay, you can stay,” she said before taking the chocolate, unwrapping it and popping it in her mouth.  The smile she gave Will was full of affection and I wondered if anyone would ever look at me like that.

      

      
        
        Alexandra

      

      

      The coronation banquet was over, the guests had either gone home or had been safely tucked away in their assigned rooms and there was nothing left for me to do.  Nothing except meet Freddie in the Rose Room.

      I was tired and really didn’t want to tangle with Freddie right now.  He was exhausting.  Trying to keep myself in control of my emotions when I was around him was hard work and right now, at nearly midnight on one of the busiest days of my life, I just didn’t think I had enough reserves left to go toe-to-toe with him.

      But I said I’d meet him and I was not one to go back on a promise.  I gave a few last-minute instructions to the staff who would be cleaning up the banquet hall and then slipped off my shoes.  I scrunched my toes and wiggled them relishing in the freedom of being barefoot.  I loved high heels and how they made me feel when I was wearing them, but they were killer on the toes and feet.  Taking them off at the end of a long day was a strange sort of pleasure.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and breathed deeply.  Today had been long and my nerves had been stretched to their absolute limit.  Thankfully nothing had gone wrong and all the many hours of preparation and planning had paid off.  The rush I got from the execution of a well-developed plan would probably strike some people as a little odd, but I was easy to please.  I liked order, I liked precision, and I liked things to work like a well-oiled machine.  And I liked to be in control.  Today had ticked all my boxes and despite feeling like I could go to sleep and never wake up again, I was happy.

      I sighed as I opened my eyes and bent to pick up my shoes.  I waved good night to the remaining staff and walked out of the banquet hall, turning towards the Rose Room.  I took my time, rolling my head and shoulders as I walked to ease the tension in them.  Thank goodness tomorrow was an official day off for all the queen’s key staff.  I intended to sleep late and not change out of my pyjamas all day.  I had a book lined up on my iPad ready to go and my lady’s maids were prepped with my food requests for the day and the times they should be delivered to my room.

      I pushed open the door for the Rose Room and stepped across the threshold.  The room was dimly lit, a banked fire in the hearth providing the most light and one wall sconce providing the rest.  The room was empty, Freddie not having yet arrived, and I walked across the room and sunk down into the overstuffed sofa.  The soft cushions drew me in and I laid my head back against the seat back and closed my eyes.

      The warmth of the room, the quietness, the soft lighting combined to make me feel drowsy, not that I wasn’t already half way to being dead on my feet.  I allowed my mind to wander while I waited for Freddie, wondering what was so important that he needed to see me tonight.  My thoughts automatically went to remembering how he’d looked today dressed in all his finery.  The man would look good in a burlap sack, but dressed in his tux and coronet and sash, I shivered.  He was a sight to behold.

      I loved the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled and the mischievous glint that he sometimes got in the gorgeous blue depths.  His eyes were unique, darker blue around the edges and lightening towards the centre to a pale denim blue.  I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t spent hours staring into them while he was working with Alyssa and me.  They were the type of eyes that were always changing and I could get lost in them, cataloguing all the different variations.  I could use a colour-coded spreadsheet to chart them.

      I smiled at my own private joke.  My colour-coded spreadsheets had become somewhat of an urban legend around the palace and new staff were always warned about them.  I didn’t care what people thought about them, they helped me do my job and that’s all that mattered.  Besides, I liked the colours.  They weren’t just practical; they were pretty as well.

      I had really come to enjoy my job at the palace, even if the only reason I’d taken it was because I was running away.  My job in the States had fulfilled me and my boss hadn’t been too bad to work for.  He was certainly nothing like some of the other investment bankers I’d heard about, but being the queen’s private secretary was so much more than a job.  I was never bored, that’s for sure, and I could only imagine that things would be getting even busier as Alyssa took on her new role.  An uninvolved monarch she was not, which was one of the things that I loved about her.

      “What are you smiling about?” a soft, rough voice said in my ear and I dragged in a breath.  Freddie’s aftershave filled my senses and it took a moment to get myself under control before I could open my eyes and look at him.

      He was leaning over the back of the sofa, looking intently at me in the soft light.  He wasn’t wearing his jacket and the top buttons of his dress shirt were undone.  His bow tie hung loosely around his neck, the untied ends framing the open v of his shirt.

      “Freddie,” I breathed as I looked up at him, my mind stuttering as I took in how close his lips were to mine.

      “Alex,” he said and my name on his lips skittered over my skin leaving goosebumps in its wake.

      

      
        
        Frédéric

      

      

      It had been crime to wake her.  She’d looked so relaxed and serene on the sofa, the golden glow of the fire flickering over her pale skin.  The quirk of her smile had tugged at me and I’d wanted to press my lips to hers just to know what it would feel like.  Looking down into her blue eyes as they had fluttered open made me think all sorts of crazy things like what it would be like to wake up next to her every day.

      I smiled down at her, chasing the troubling thoughts away.  I was here to give her bad news, not to fantasise about her.

      “Did I wake you?” I asked, and she swallowed before shaking her head.

      “I wasn’t asleep,” she said, “Just resting my eyes.”

      We shared a look for a moment before I stood up and walked around the sofa to sit opposite her.  She sat up and straightened her gown as she seemed to collect herself.  I had become intimately acquainted with her little tells, and this one told me she was feeling unsure of herself.  Normally I liked putting her on edge, but tonight it just felt wrong, especially with the news I was about to give her.

      “You wanted to see me?” she asked when I said nothing.

      I leant forward, resting my elbows on my knees and clasping my hands.  I dropped my eyes to my hands, trying to find the words and I noticed her bare toes poking out from under her dress.  Her toes were painted bright red and it made me smile.  She had nice toes.

      “Where are your shoes?” I asked like an idiot and her feet disappeared underneath the voluminous skirt.

      “Freddie, it’s been a long day,” she said tiredly, “And I’d really love a hot shower and to crawl into my bed, so if you have nothing serious to say…”

      I held up my hand, corralling my thoughts and taking a deep breath.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I do actually have an important reason for keeping you from your shower and your bed.”  I paused to take another breath and exhaled sharply.  “There was a
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