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        A Very Royal Christmas

        by Emma Lea

      

      

      

      Lady Georgina Darkly, the newly titled Duchess of Pemberton, did not need one more thing to deal with the week before Christmas.  The temperature was dropping alarmingly, a snow storm had been predicted, the milk tanks in the dairy were close to freezing and there was a leak in her bedroom roof.  To top it all off Clarabelle, the cow that had a mischievous streak a mile wide, had escaped the confines of the barn and could very well freeze to death if Georgie didn’t find her soon.  The absolute very last thing she needed was an arrogant, stubborn, wealthy, and undeniably gorgeous Italian to turn up on her doorstep in need of rescuing.

      

      Leonardo Ricci, youngest son of one of Italy’s wealthiest families did not want to be stuck in the middle of a snow storm in a country barely more than the size of a postage stamp.  He wanted to be with his friends in Milan, not suffering through a stilted family Christmas with his parents.  When a cow appeared in the middle of the road and caused his beautiful Ferrari to careen out of control into a snow bank, he honestly didn’t think his day could get any worse…and then he met the Duchess.  She was opinionated, stubborn, far too capable for her own good, stunningly beautiful, and immune to his charms.  They had nothing in common and if she hadn’t rescued him then he probably would never have given her another thought.  But then they got stuck together in her run-down mansion with no electricity and no phones.  That’s when the sparks really started to fly.

      

      
        
        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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      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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        Leonardo

      

      

      The snow fell heavily as I pushed my car around the twisting road.  The last thing I wanted was to be stuck in this tiny little country away from all the fun in Milan, but my parents had insisted.  They’d leased a house in Merveille and expected me to present myself in time for the Christmas celebrations and miss all the parties my friends had organised.  Typical.

      The sky was heavy with dark clouds and the snow continued to blanket the entire countryside in white.  It was still a week before Christmas and my parents threatened to freeze my accounts unless I spent the ensuing time with them.  At least I’d gotten a reprieve for New Year’s Eve.  I was required to spend seven days with my family and then the rest of the holiday season was mine to do with as I wished.

      I didn’t even know why they were so insistent on me being present for the family Christmas celebrations.  It wasn’t like the almighty Ricci family were known for their close family relations.  Most of the time I was more like a distant and annoying cousin than the youngest son of one of the richest families in Italy.  The only time anyone really drew connections between me and my ridiculously wealthy and incredibly stuck-up family was when I did something to embarrass them.  Or someone wanted something from me.

      Money could buy everything, or so I had found out.  Need an entourage of friends to follow you around and make sure you’re having a good time by spending your money on booze and…other things?  Money.  Need the hottest clothes/car/watch/sunglasses?  Money.  Need your photo in the society pages so your family remembered you were alive?  Money—specifically spending ridiculous amounts of it on the aforementioned booze and…stuff.  Money was the answer to every question.  People fell all over themselves to be included in my inner circle.  I knew it wasn’t my sparkling personality that drew them.  It was my generosity.  I was under no illusions, but it suited me.  At least I knew where someone stood when they were only after my money.

      I suppose I couldn’t blame my family for sometimes forgetting that I was actually part of the family.  I was the youngest.  A late in life baby.  My closest sibling was sixteen years older than me.  By the time I was born, my parents were done with babies and they had enough money to ensure that they didn’t have to deal with me.  I was raised by the household staff—the nanny, the cook, and eventually a governess before I was shipped off to boarding school.  That was when I learned that perhaps my life wasn’t quite normal.  Rather than despise it, I embraced it.  My parents were rich and well-connected and people wanted to be my friend.  Who was I to turn them away?

      The windscreen wipers swished ineffectually at the falling snow.  No gentle flurries and whimsical snowflakes. No, the snow fell in icy sheets and made the road slippery and the visibility poor.

      My cell phone rang and I punched the button to connect it to the hands-free system in the car.

      “Alberto, my man,” I called cheerily into the empty air.

      “Leo,” he replied, the connection staticky and garbled.  “I wanted to ghksjduhe kdnfouh New Year’s Eve.”

      “I’m sorry Al, you’re breaking up.  But if you were asking if I was still going to make it to the party on New Year’s then that is a definite yes.”

      “Great,” Al replied, the line clear for a moment.  “And you’re still keen to meet with my partners about the app I was telling you about?”

      “Yes, of course,” I replied.  “I’m very interested.”

      “Jladnuruarhbg anfvjn adjoaguhniguh aifjhbaihr.”

      “What was that, Al?  I couldn’t hear you.  This stupid snow storm is interfering with the line.”

      “I said ndjlhflfh aharbvharuyf.”

      “Nope, missed it again.  Look, let’s talk later when there’s not so much static on the line. Ciao.”

      “Ciao.” Came the garbled reply through the speakers of the car.

      Alberto was one of my newer friends.  A friend of a friend introduced us and he’d been dogging my steps ever since.  He always seemed to be where I was.  I knew he wanted me for more than just my money.  My family made their fortune in developing patents for products that ranged from tech to toys.  He was hoping to piggy back off my family’s name as well as use our money to launch his app.  He probably thought he was being subtle about it, but I knew better.  I was not an idiot even if I preferred to act like one most of the time.  The less people expected of me, the less of me was required.

      The app he was pitching was ridiculous but it was just the thing that would annoy my family if I attached my name to it.  It was the opposite of a dating app.  Instead of going through something like Tinder to find someone to hook up with, this app was supposed to help find the ones who should be avoided.  Rate My Ex was only in the early concept stage and was an asinine little thing created by someone who got burned by their ex.  The premise was, after a breakup, you post your ex’s photo into the app and list all the worst qualities they have.  Other people who have dated the same person can add their grievances too.  The app would then rate the ‘ex’ to warn off people from hooking up with them.

      It truly was an awful idea but it was worth a good few inches of press and would no doubt irritate my family, but all publicity was good publicity in my humble opinion.  If nothing else I would be famous for little more than being famous and that suited me just fine.  I might even get a reality television deal out of it or get invited on to one of those Bachelor shows.

      

      I took the next corner a little too fast.  My anxiousness to show my face at the family get-together and my annoyance at having to do so in the first place may have caused my foot to depress the accelerator a little harder than was wise in the current conditions.  The fine piece of Italian engineering I drove grimly tried to grip the road, but Ferraris were not built for wet, slippery roads and consequently I didn’t have a quick enough reaction time when I saw a cow standing in the middle of the road.

      A cow.

      In the middle of the road.

      In the snow.

      I slammed my foot on the brake and the back of the car fishtailed in the icy conditions.  I hung on tightly to the wheel and tried to remember everything our chauffeur had taught me about driving…not that I had listened very well.  I was young and felt indestructible and thought I knew everything.  Was I supposed to turn into the spin or counter to it?

      I always wondered if the whole ‘your life flashing before your eyes’ was actually a real thing or not.  I didn’t need to wonder anymore because it did, in fact, flash before my eyes and I wasn’t exactly impressed by what I saw.  Don’t get me wrong.  This wasn’t a moment of personal revelation where I saw the error of my ways.  No.  This was more of a depressing ‘I’m twenty-eight and pretty much a loser’ kind of revelation.  I had nothing of note in that little montage of flashbacks.  There was nothing to hang my hat on as a legacy that people would remember me by.  I was alternately a media darling and a rogue.  When they loved me, they loved me and when they hated me, they loved me even more.  When I was dead there would be a few bright headlines for a while and then I would disappear into obscurity, the one thing I had been trying to avoid all my life.

      There was an Avril Lavigne song playing in my head—hey, don’t judge me, she’s cool—‘Anything But Ordinary’ was the motto I lived my life by.  In my pursuit of being anything but ordinary I had become somewhat of a joke.  It was a harsh reality check.  It didn’t inspire any sudden promises to God that I would change my wicked ways or a determination to give all my money away in an attempt to buy my absolution.  Instead, I was imbued with the determination to try harder.  Be bolder.  I needed to push my lacklustre profile into legendary status.

      Take James Dean for example.  He was more famous for being James Dean than for anything that he actually did—or so I understood it.  And then there was Paris Hilton and those Kardashians.  People loved them, but for what?  That was what I wanted.  Adoration of millions simply for being.  I was so sick of being the forgotten Ricci brother.  I was just as good looking as my brother Ricardo, the celebrated actor; and just as smart as Benedict, the tech genius; and if I really wanted to, I could be as serious and driven as Salvatore, the heir apparent and eldest of the Ricci offspring.

      But all those spots in the family were taken.  I had been approached to be an underwear model but it was too close to Ricardo’s career for my liking.  I wanted to carve my own path and currently that involved being a media magnet—magnet not magnate.  I had no intention of owning the media, just being adored by it.  The paparazzi loved me, but unfortunately everything I had done so far was fluff and bubble.  There was nothing meaty and juicy to really put my name to and cement my notoriety.

      All of this ridiculousness went through my head in the space of a few seconds as my car spun in lazy circles on the slick surface while I did little more than hang on for dear life.  Meanwhile, the cow watched, casually munching on its cud as if I were little more than entertainment to it.   Eventually the spin ended and my beautiful Ferrari plowed, nose first, into a snow bank.  I hit my head on impact, seeing stars before the edges of my vision greyed.  I tipped my head back and closed my eyes, willing myself to stay conscious.  The worst scenario in this situation would be for me to pass out and then die of hypothermia in my car.  If I was going to die in a car accident then I wanted it to be a movie-worthy fiery explosion.

      The engine died and I opened my eyes, checking for broken bones or symptoms of concussion—not that I knew what those were, but it seemed obvious that I would know if my brain was scrambled.  When I was convinced I was in one piece and likely to remain so, I slammed my hands down on the steering wheel and cursed loudly.

      Of course this was happening to me.  Of course I was stranded in the middle of a country most people hadn’t even heard of.  Of course the snow was falling harder now.  It seemed my entire life I was always one step away from greatness.  But that last step…what a doozy.

      If this accident and that cow were the reason my parents made good on their threat to freeze my accounts and I missed that meeting with Alberto then I would be out for vengeance.  Just who I would enact my revenge on, I had no idea, but someone had to own that cow.  Someone would pay and for once it wouldn’t be me.
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        Leonardo

      

      

      I tried the ignition but the engine refused to turn over.  With a few more colourful curse words, I undid my seatbelt and flung open the door.  Or tried to.  Snow was piled up around the car and I had to shove the door open before I could scramble free.  I pulled out my cell phone and checked for a signal.  Nothing.  Fantastic.  Just wonderful.  Merry Christmas to me.

      I looked around trying to find salvation somewhere.  The cow was still standing in the middle of the road looking at me with big brown eyes.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked, but it remained silent.  Maybe it didn’t speak Italian.

      I looked down the road in the direction from where I came and started walking, tugging my coat around me.  The snow continued to fall, pounding me with icy needles and I swear it was getting heavier.  I sank ankle deep in the wet, annoying stuff and I could feel my feet freezing through the Italian leather of my shoes. The owner of that cow would owe me not just the repairs on my car but a new pair of shoes and…I glanced at the legs of my pants, wet and muddy from the slush I was tromping through…new pants.

      I eventually found the entrance to a driveway.  It was flanked by large pillars that once held a gate but which had since been removed.  The brick pillars looked like they’d seen better days and the bare hinges where the gate should have hung were rusted and forlorn.  The driveway hadn’t been plowed and I stomped up the curved road ready to give the owner of the house a piece of my mind.  Seriously.  These people were savages to live like this.

      I rounded the bend and the house came into view, such as it was.  It was huge.  An old manor house by the look, but it also looked suspiciously abandoned.  It would be just my luck that the only house for miles around was an empty one.  At the very least I might be able to get out of the snow if the porch had sufficient shelter.

      As I got closer, I noticed a light in one of the lower windows.  Grazie Dio.  It looked like there might be someone at home.  I didn’t know how much use they’d be to me but I could at least, hopefully, warm myself by their fire.  They might even have a landline that I could use to call someone to come and get me.  I didn’t think my car would be going anywhere anytime soon, not as long as this snow kept up.

      I was shivering by the time I climbed the stairs to the porch and finally got out of the falling snow.  Whoever thought snow was romantic had never lived with it.  It was one of the reasons I wanted to spend the Christmas holidays in Milan where snow was a rare occurrence.  Even better would have been to go south, Spain perhaps or even a tropical island below the equator.  Not that I was given a choice.

      I shook the snow from my coat and lifted the heavy knocker on the door letting it go with a loud boom that echoed through the house.   Well, that was ominous.

      The door opened a crack and a wizened face looked out at me.

      “Yes?”

      “I was wondering if I could trouble you for access to your telephone.  It seems I’ve found myself in a spot of bother.”  My English was flawless, of course.  The best money could buy.

      The door opened a little wider and I looked down on the old woman who eyed me with suspicion.  “What sort of bother?” she asked.

      “There was a cow—”

      I didn’t manage to get the rest of my sentence out before the door was slammed in my face.  I stood, stunned for a moment before I swore softly under my breath.  Of all the…

      I took a deep breath and lifted the knocker again.  The resulting boom netted no results and I was left standing on the porch, the darkening sky surrounding me and the freezing temperatures leeching into my very bones.

      Just what was I supposed to do now?  I was stranded, I was freezing, and I had no cell service.  My parents would be livid when I didn’t arrive on their doorstep as requested and my trust fund would be sealed until they believed I had served sufficient punishment for my many and varied indiscretions.

      At a loss to do anything else, I turned back to the door and pounded on it with my fist, willing the old woman to come back and take pity on me.  A loud engine caught my attention and I stepped to the edge of the porch to see an all terrain vehicle come around the corner of the house.  The person riding it was too rugged up against the cold to be discernible.

      “Get on,” a voice said from beneath a woollen scarf.

      “What?”

      “Get on the back,” the person yelled over the sound of the vehicle.  “Take me to the cow.”

      

      
        
        Georgina

      

      

      The last thing I needed right now was the interruption that this stranger bought to my door.  I had a lost cow and there was a leak in my bedroom.  The milk tanks in the factory were close to freezing and if this blizzard didn’t let up soon, I would be stranded in the house.  The only reason I was making any time for the man standing on my front porch was because he may very well have the answer to one of my dilemmas—that being the lost cow.

      “Get on,” I said again when he hesitated.

      He threw his hands in the air and then finally walked down the steps toward me.  He swung his leg over the ATV seat and I gunned the engine.  His hands gripped me as he was nearly thrown off the back and I heard him curse colourfully in Italian.  I smiled.  At least someone else was having as bad a day as I was.

      “Where did you see the cow?’ I yelled over my shoulder.

      “What?” he asked, leaning forward to yell in my ear.

      I shivered at his closeness, but it was probably more to do with the blizzard than this man having any effect on me.  No one had been able to warm my cold dead heart since Jacob died and I didn’t think this fancy Italian stranger would be any different.

      “The cow,” I yelled again.  “Which direction?”  This time I spoke in Italian, hoping he would have more chance understanding.

      He pointed me in the direction as we came through the gate and onto the road.  It didn’t take long to find his car in the snow bank although if not for the flashing lights I might have mistaken it for just a pile of snow.  The thing was entirely covered from nose to tail.

      I pulled the ATV to a stop and the Italian jumped off the back, throwing his hands in the air and muttering under his breath.

      I swung my leg over the seat and took a couple of steps toward him, unwrapping the scarf from around my face so I could ask him about Clarabelle.

      “I take it this is your car?” I asked, again in Italian.

      He nodded, then turned to look at me.  “You’re a woman,” he said.  “And you speak Italian.”

      “I also speak French, German, English and a little Latin, and of course I’m a woman.  Now where was the cow?”

      “It was your cow?” he asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure until I get a look at her, but I did lose a cow, so the odds are it’s one of mine.”

      “Over there,” he said.  “It was in the middle of the road and I had to slam on my breaks and swerve to miss it.”

      “Just how fast were you going?” I asked.

      “I was running late.”

      “No excuse,” I replied, turning my head to look for the cow.

      “And it’s no excuse to let your livestock roam unattended on public roads.  Do you know how dangerous that is?”

      “And that car you’re driving is sensible?  If you had been doing the posted speed limit you wouldn’t have ended up with the front of your fancy car in a snow drift, regardless of whether Clarabelle was on the road or not.”

      “Clarabelle?”

      “My cow,” I replied, searching the surrounding area for the wayward animal.  She had a mischievous streak a mile wide.  Will told me she was the cow that went missing the day he found Alyssa thrown from her horse.  Why couldn’t Clarabelle have brought me a prince instead of this nasty Italian hothead?

      “You name all your cows?”

      “Not all of them, but Clarabelle is special.”

      “Is that your cow?” he asked pointing.

      I looked in the direction he indicated and breathed a sigh of relief.  It was indeed Clarabelle and she looked no worse for wear, thank god.

      I trudged through the snow, pulling a lead rope from my back pocket.  She watched me steadily.  I didn’t think she would run, but just in case I held out a slice of apple.  She lifted her nose and then waddled toward me.  I snapped the lead onto her halter as I let her take the apple from my hand.

      I tugged her toward the ATV and secured her to the back.

      “Where are you going?” the Italian asked.

      “I need to get Clarabelle back to the barn,” I replied, starting the engine.

      “What about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “You’re just going to leave me stranded here in the middle of nowhere?”

      I shrugged.

      “At least take me back to your house so I can call someone to come and get me.”

      I huffed out a breath.  “Fine.  Get on.”

      With one last look at his car, he shook his head and trudged back over to me and Clarabelle.  He swung his leg over the seat and, learning from last time, held tightly to my waist.

      “Take it easy this time Princess,” he said in my ear.

      “That’s Duchess to you,” I said as I put the ATV in gear and did a wide slow circle to head back to the house.  I kept the speed slow enough for Clarabelle to keep up and did not enjoy the warmth of the very male body pressed up against my back.  Getting rid of him couldn’t come soon enough.

      We made it back to the house without mishap and I directed the ATV around the back of the house to the barn.  I drove us inside and shut off the engine.  Without waiting for my Italian stranger, I got off the bike and untied Clarabelle, leading her to a stall and settling her inside.  By the time I came back. He was standing in the centre of the barn looking around.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, not because I was interested in him but because I had to be able to call him something other than the cranky Italian stranger.

      “Leonardo Ricci,” he said with a small bow.  “And you?”

      “Lady Georgina Darkly, Duchess of Pemberton,” I replied in my haughtiest tone.

      He took my hand and bowed over it, kissing my gloved fingers.  “A pleasure to meet you, my lady,” he said.
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        Leonardo

      

      

      The duchess pulled her hand from mine and turned away.  She was an odd woman.  She busied herself checking on the animals currently housed in the barn.  There were more cows like the delinquent Clarabelle and a large enclosure of fluffy white sheep.  I don’t think I’d ever been in a barn—not an actual real barn.  I’m sure I’d been in reclaimed barns that were now trendy restaurants and I’d spent a fair amount of time in wineries and barrel rooms, but that wasn’t quite the same.  There was a smell.  No doubt caused by the livestock.  I definitely hadn’t been this close to livestock before—horses didn’t count.  They were by far superior to livestock.

      The duchess had begun to unwind the thick woollen scarf she wore around her neck and which covered half her face.  Her back was to me and I sighed.  I snuck a peek at my watch.  I was hoping to have already been at the estate, where my parents were waiting, with a glass of wine in my hand and sitting in front of a roaring fire.  Instead I was chilled to the bone, despite the relative warmth of the barn, and finding a glass of wine in the dilapidated old house was probably more than I could hope for.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said turning back to the duchess.

      She swung around at the sound of my voice and anything more I was going to say dried up on my tongue.  The woman was gorgeous.  Long blonde hair and the face of an angel.  Hidden beneath all that bulky snow gear was a delicate creature and much younger than I’d originally thought her to be.

      “What?” she said, her blue eyes narrowing at me.

      I swallowed, trying to get some moisture into my mouth so that I could speak.  Under the snow suit she wore tight jeans that were ripped and dirtied with wear and moulded to her slim figure like they were painted on.  An over-size flannel shirt hung from her shoulders and should have made her look scruffy but it had the opposite effect on me.  She was nothing I expected and looked like no duchess I had ever seen before.

      “Um, I need to try and call someone to come and get me,” I managed to say.

      “Just let me finish bedding down these animals and then I will take you to the house to make your call.”

      “Someone like you shouldn’t be doing this manual task,” I said, impressed by the way she moved with such efficiency and competence.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I spread my hands indicating the barn and the animals that were watching us like we were the day’s soap opera instalment.

      “You said you were a duchess.  Don’t you have people to do this for you?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I sent my people home because of the storm.  And I may be a duchess but that doesn’t preclude me from pulling my weight.  This is a working farm, not some petting zoo or tourist spot.”

      “But you’re a woman—”

      “I wouldn’t finish that sentence if I was you,” the duchess said, her eyes snapping.  “Being a woman has no bearing on my capabilities.  I am responsible for several hundred head of livestock, six different families who work here and in the dairy and cheese factory, and the wider area of the duchy that includes several more farms and families who rely on me.”

      “But you’re a duchess,” I tried again.  “Where is your duke to look after all these things for you?”

      “There is no duke,” she growled at me.  “This is my title, my estate, my duchy and I take my responsibilities very seriously.”  She looked at me, her eyes coasting over my thick wool coat and down the legs of my hand-tailored suit and finished with a sneer on my—now ruined—Italian leather shoes.  “Someone like you probably doesn’t even know what responsibility is, let alone a day of hard work.”

      I opened my mouth to rebut her but closed it again because she was right.  Not that I wanted to give up my life or that I was willing to roll up my sleeves and help her with whatever it is she was doing in the stalls.  I wouldn’t have the first clue what to do anyway.

      She looked so delicate, like a good stiff breeze would blow her over, and yet there was a rod of steel running through her that I’d only just glimpsed.  I couldn’t reconcile the woman who had ridden into the storm on an ATV and the beautiful creature before me.

      The lights in the barn flickered and I thought they would go out.  Thankfully they stayed on and the duchess looked up at the offending lights, biting down on her lip.  I had to suppress a groan at the sight.

      “Wait here,” she said before disappearing into an office I hadn’t noticed before.

      I took another look around the barn, really seeing it this time.  It was cleaner and tidier than I imaged a working barn to be.  The cows and sheep looked healthy, not that I was an expert at those sorts of things.  I took a step toward the enclosure where Clarabelle, the cow who started all of this, stood looking at me.  I grimaced at the feeling of wet socks in wet shoes and a chill raced over me.  The barn was warm, but not warm enough to dry my clothes, and the cold was beginning to get into my very bones.  I shivered, my teeth chattering, and felt ridiculous.  It was just a bit of snow.

      “Are you okay?” the duchess asked, looking at me with more than just disdain for the first time since we’d met.
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