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      Princess Alyssabeth St. Benét never wanted to be queen.  She was quite happy being the spare to her older brother’s heir and mostly flying under the radar.  Despite being the second child of the king and queen of Merveille, Alyssabeth thought that if she kept a low profile she could stay out of the media’s glaring spotlight and live a relatively normal life.  That was until a tragedy bought her home.

      Not much had changed in the small country in her four year absence, but there were two noticeable differences.  Her brother’s two best friends, Will Darkly and Jordan Wicks, had grown up into two very intriguing men.  Jordan practically swept her off her feet from the moment she stepped off the plane but Will’s more reserved, darkly intense interest in her gave her tingles.

      Alyssa wasn’t sure she was cut out to be queen, but she knew that she wanted to do her father and brother proud.  She was willing to give it her best shot, even if it meant going toe-to-toe with Parliament.  And then there was the small matter of her needing to be married in order to fulfil her birthright and take her place as the head of state.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is for all the girls who dreamed of being a princess in a faraway land.
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      "I disagree with Mr. Walsh's statements," I said, standing to my feet.  I didn't yell, but I did raise my voice so that I could be heard across the lecture theatre.  "The problem is too complex to just say, 'first in, first served'.  These people are not lining up in the cafeteria, they are fleeing for their lives and they have taken extreme measures to get where they are..."

      Meredith twitched beside me and grabbed my wrist. "Down Aurora," she said and it was the only warning I had before all hell broke loose.  I obeyed immediately, the use of my code name causing me to react without thought as it was supposed to.  It was a trigger, indicating that there was danger.  I had been trained well and didn't question her as she dragged me to the ground away from my desk.

      The door to the lecture room flung open and the rest of my security team filed in, guns drawn, but pointed down.  I could hear the gasps of my fellow students and then the authoritative voice of my detail's team leader.

      "Everybody stay seated," Benjamin said in a voice that brooked no argument.

      Meredith had me secured on the ground and I was soon surrounded by the remaining four security guards.  Benjamin stood close to the lecturer and his calm, yet in-charge, demeanour kept everyone where they were while Meredith, Scott, Jamie, Cody and Aiden began to hustle me out of the room.

      Meredith kept a hand on my head, forcing me to keep it down, and the other hand on the waistband of my jeans as we moved out into the hall.

      I couldn't see where I was going, I just followed them blindly.  We had run the scenario a hundred times and I knew that their first priority was to get me out and into a waiting car.  I wanted to ask questions, to find out what was going on, but I also knew that no one would answer me.

      If proper protocol was being followed, the university would be in lock down until I was in the car and off the premises.  By the eerie silence, only broken by the shuffling of our feet, I assumed that lockdown was indeed being enforced.

      My heart thudded in my chest and it seemed like an age before I felt the kiss of the sun on my back.  I was pushed into a car that had been parked on the footpath outside the building in a place where no car was ever allowed.  The door slammed, enclosing me in darkness.

      Meredith pushed me to the floor of the sedan as it roared away from university, her body covering mine.

      "Aurora secure," she said into her mic, "En route to Phoenix Four."

      Phoenix Four? They were putting me on the plane? I struggled to sit up, I needed to know what was going on.

      "Stay down," Meredith hissed, "This is not a drill, Aurora."

      "What's going on?" I asked, stilling my struggling and starting to panic as shock settled on me like a heavy, wet blanket.

      "I don't know," she replied, "All I know is that you need to go home."

      Home.  I hadn't been home in four years, and the six years previous to that I had been in boarding school in France and only went home during the term breaks.

      "Is it mother? Father? Jacob?"

      Meredith sighed. "I don't know," she said with patience, "All I know is there was a security threat and that we needed to get you out."

      "I don't believe you," I said, "Please, tell me the truth."

      "I can't Lys," Meredith whispered, breaking protocol and calling me by my nickname.  She was more than just part of my security detail, she was my friend.  We had been playmates since I was a child and apart from the two years she had been gone to do her military training, she had been a constant fixture in my life.  When I had decided to come to America to do my degree, it had been a no brainer that she would come with me and she'd enrolled in all the same classes, essentially studying the same degree as me.

      "But it's serious?" I asked.

      She gave me a quick hug, while maintaining her cover over me, "Yes," she said and the bleakness in her voice made my stomach drop.

      The rest of the ride to the airstrip where the private plane was waiting was quiet.  I could hear the wail of the sirens that escorted us through the busy traffic and the faint hum of chatter from Meredith's earwig, but I was too frightened to take any of it in.

      The only reason I would be pulled out of class and hustled onto the plane to fly home was if there had been a significant threat to me or one of my family members.  And it must be something substantial to have included me at all.  I was the spare and female.  Despite my royal pedigree, I was pretty much forgotten in my home country, which suited me just fine.  It was the reason I moved to the States, the reason I hadn't been home in four years.  I didn't like the spotlight and I had done everything in my power to ensure that I stayed out of it.

      I was studying international relations in the hopes of one day securing a position in the UN.  My father had bemoaned my desire to get my degree, but eventually relented, although he took every opportunity to loudly argue against my choice.  If he'd had his way, I would've stayed home and learned something more appropriate for someone of my station, like needlepoint.  It was my brother, Jacob, who'd eventually gotten him to agree and I'd be forever grateful for his intervention.

      The car pulled to a stop and the door opened.  I was ushered out onto the windy tarmac and hustled up the stairs into the waiting Gulf Stream, my security detail in front of and behind me.  Meredith pushed me down into a chair and secured my seatbelt before taking the one beside me.  Benjamin was the last to board and then the door was closed and the plane began to taxi.  Each member of my security team buckled in and no one spoke as the plane increased speed down the runway.

      The force of the takeoff pushed me back into the soft leather of my seat and I closed my eyes.  Normally I loved to fly, but not this time.  This time there were too many unknowns and I was scared.  Really scared.

      "Aurora secure on Phoenix One," Benjamin said into his mic.

      Phoenix One? What the hell? I turned to look at Meredith, but she refused to make eye contact.  Her face was pale and her eyes sad and weary.

      "Good Afternoon Princess Alyssabeth," a stewardess said with a short curtesy, "May I get you some refreshments?"

      "Not until I get some answers," I said and her smile faltered, "Benjamin, I demand to know what the hell is going on."

      Benjamin waved away the stewardess, waiting until the door to the galley was secure before speaking.

      "Your father and brother were in a hunting...accident," he said, looking directly at me, his eyes compassionate, but hard.

      "Accident?" I asked dumbly, "What kind of accident? Are they okay?"

      I watched his jaw jump as he clenched his teeth and exhaled through his nose, "They're dead," he said softly.

      

      “Lys.” I woke to the soft whisper and gentle patting of Meredith.

      After being told that the two most important men in my life were dead, I had escaped to the small private bedroom on the plane and cried until I’d fallen asleep.  I hadn’t even begun to process what it meant that the king and the heir apparent were gone, I was simply grieving for a beloved father and brother.  All the rest would come later.

      “Lys, we’re about an hour from landing,” Meredith went on, sitting on the bed beside me.  “There is a change of clothes and a makeup bag in the ensuite.”

      I sighed, she was right.  It would not do for the princess to arrive home wearing Levis and t-shirt.  I’d probably never get to wear them again.

      “Thanks,” I said and as she began to move away I grabbed her hand.  I looked up into her compassionate blue eyes and tried to smile, “I mean it Meredith,” I said, “Thank you, for everything.  Things are going to change now and I’m going to need you more than ever.  I want you to know that even though it may seem like it at times, I’ve never taken you or our relationship for granted.”

      She smiled softly at me and wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands.  “I know,” she said, her voice rough with emotion.  She bent down to hug me and I clung to her for a moment.  “I’ve got your back, Lys,” she whispered in my ear before pulling away and leaving me to change.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got to my feet.  It was almost a nine and a half hour flight from Boston to Merveille, the small European country that was home to me, and I had spent about six of those in an exhausted, fitful sleep.  I knew my eyes would be puffy and my waist length hair a tangle.  I may be the grieving daughter and sister, but I was still a princess and when we arrived at St. Benét Airport in Calanais, the press would be waiting.

      My days of messy buns, jeans and hoodies were done.  I would no longer be the anonymous princess who stayed out of the limelight.  I would be the crown princess of Merveille, soon to be queen.  It was a situation that I had never entertained, a position I had never wanted.  I was happy in my anonymity, in my relatively humble existence in Boston, in being just another Harvard student.

      With a deep breath to fortify myself, I headed to the ensuite to brush my teeth, wash my face and try to tame my dark hair into some sort of smooth, sophisticated chignon.  It had been a while since I’d had to put on the façade and I was out of practise.  Once I got to the palace, I would be surrounded by lady’s maids to help me with this, but until then I had to make the best of it on my own.

      I stripped off my well-worn and loved Levis and looked at the sedate, black, knee length dress that had been provided for me.  It was a Ralph Lauren sleeveless shift with a thin black belt and fitted blazer.  There were also flesh coloured silk stockings, complete with garter belt, fresh La Perl underwear and a pair of black leather Jimmy Choo pumps.  So very far from the jeans and The Cure t-shirt I had been wearing.

      It hit me then.  I was no longer my own person.  Everything I did from now on would have far reaching effects.  Every step I made would be scrutinised by the press and judged on the altar of public opinion.  The moment I stepped out of this plane and onto Merveille soil, I would be a servant of the people and my life would no longer be my own.

      I didn’t know if I was ready for that.

      Sure, I’d been trained how to be a princess.  I had impeccable manners, I knew every dance, greeting, and tradition of my people.  I spoke four languages fluently, I could trace my family tree back to the dark ages and I could even needlepoint.  But none of that really made any difference; none of it would help me rule my country.

      No one had ever thought there would be reason for me to.

      That was the reason I had been allowed to go off to the US and study, that was why I had been left relatively enough alone for the past ten years.  I was just the baby, the sweet little princess who would marry and live out her days in obscurity.  Jacob had been the apple of everyone’s eye and he’d revelled in the attention.  There was no way I could fill his shoes, or those of my father.  They had both been born to rule, I had been merely an accessory.

      I slumped onto the bed and dropped my head in my hands.  What was I going to do?  Merveille was not a country that was all that progressive when it came to women in authority.  I didn’t think there was even a female member of parliament.  My mother couldn’t rule because she had married into the family, and was not born into it, and I doubt that the very traditional members of court would welcome me into their midst.

      Not only was I going to have to grieve publicly, but I was also going to have to fight for my birthright, one that I wasn’t sure I even wanted.  I knew that as we flew towards Calanais, the dukes and duchesses were dragging out the parchments and tracing their family trees to find out who the next in line should be.  No one would expect me to succeed and I daresay most hoped I would abdicate in favour of a more suitable male heir.

      But could I give up the legacy of several hundred years?  Could I hand over rule of the country that I loved and essentially wipe away all my family had done?

      There was a polite knock at the door and I heard Meredith’s voice, “Do you need some help Lys?”

      I looked down at myself wearing nothing but my cotton underwear and almost laughed.  I was a mess.  I was barely able to function on my own, how could I even contemplate ruling a country?  I fiddled with the silver bangle on my wrist, turning it around my arm three times.  It had been a gift from Meredith, she had a matching one on her wrist.

      “Yes, please,” I replied, feeling defeated.

      Meredith slipped into the room and took one look at me and knew I was close to another melt down.  She knew me almost better than I knew myself.  With quick efficiency, she took charge and within record time I was dressed, my makeup was done and my hair was in perfect order.  Just in time to take my seat for landing.  She handed me a pair of dark glasses, buckled me into my seat and then sat beside me, taking my hand and squeezing encouragingly.

      The plane touched down with barely a blip and then slowed to taxi to the terminal.

      “Welcome home, Your Royal Highness,” the plane’s captain said over the intercom.

      

      I stood on the platform at the top of the stairs leading down to the tarmac and took a deep breath of the cool, crisp April air.  It was spring in Merveille, but with snow still covering the mountaintops in the distance, the air was cool and I was thankful for the blazer I wore.  It was going to be a fine day, although the sun was barely showing its face above the snow caps across Lac Merveilleux.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a motorcade, three dark BMW sedans with tinted windows and two police bikes.  I would really have rather arrived incognito, but I suppose that was out of the question, what with the circumstances of my arrival and all.

      There was a red carpet leading from the stairs to the middle car and it was lined with the Royal Guard in their dress blues complete with bearskin caps and rifles.  At the end of the red carpet was the welcoming committee, including a man in an Army Lieutenant’s uniform, a woman I knew to be my mother’s personal secretary, the chief of police and the prime minister.  My mother was absent, as was the custom for mourning.  It was quite a turnout for seven in the morning.

      Beyond the police barricade was the press and some die-hard royal fans - and possibly detractors, not that I wanted to think about that.  The flash of cameras and the shouted questions from the press corps rolled over me without much impact, although I was glad of the dark glasses that shielded my weepy, red-rimmed eyes.

      Cody and Aiden descended the stairs in front of me.  After they had taken two steps, Meredith, keeping close to my side, prompted me to follow.  Scott and Jamie followed closely behind and Benjamin brought up the rear.

      I kept my head high, my shoulders back and refused to cower in front of the audience despite my overwhelming desire to crawl into a hole and curl up into a ball.  I was the heir apparent and I needed to show the people of this country that their futures were secure with me.

      The Royal Guard saluted as I moved through the guard of honour and I kept my eyes forward and focused on the door of the car.  The quicker I could get out of the spotlight, the better.

      When I reached the end of the carpet, the welcoming committee bowed and curtsied to me, which I acknowledged with a brief nod of my head.  The prime minister took my hand and offered words of comfort and sympathy, although I’m not really clear on what he actually said.  There was a low level buzzing in my ears which made it hard to hear and concentrate on what was happening.  It took all of my self-control just to keep upright.

      The chief of police also shook my hand and spoke solemnly to me.  Beside him stood the man in military dress and as our eyes connected, I felt a rush of recognition.  It had been at least ten years since I had seen Jordan Wicks and seeing him now brought home the very real fact that my brother was gone.

      He took my hand, but didn’t speak, he didn’t need to.  The depth of emotion in his eyes was enough to start mine watering again and I was twice thankful for the sunglasses.  Jordan had been one of Jacob’s closest friends and that he was there to meet me was testament to their relationship.

      Lorraine, my mother’s secretary, pulled me into a quick hug before ushering me into the waiting car.  Meredith had gone in first and Jordan followed me in, securing me in the middle.  He took my hand without speaking and I squeezed it gently in thanks.  If nothing else, I had another friend on my side.

      Lorraine took the front seat and the car moved away.  I leant my head back against the seat and closed my eyes.  I was jet lagged and grieving but there would be no respite for me in the near future.  The matter of the crown’s succession would need to be addressed as soon as possible and settled before the official mourning period had been completed to ensure a smooth transition.

      “Your mother is waiting for you in the conservatory,” Lorraine began, “Breakfast will be served as soon as you arrive.”

      “I need sleep, Lorraine,” I said wearily.

      “You will have some time this afternoon for a short nap, but there is much to do in the meantime.”

      I groaned, making a very unladylike and un-princess-like noise in my throat.  How could I even face the business of the day when I felt like I had been dragged backwards through a bramble bush?

      “Have some mercy, please,” I said.

      Lorraine sighed and turned to face me, her lips turned down in sadness, “I know how hard this must be for you,” she said softly, “But there are some things you need to be made aware of.  There are questions about the circumstances of your father and brother’s deaths.  The security team needs to brief you and apprise you of the changes going forward.  There is also the matter of you appointing your own personal secretary and your choice of lady’s maids and other personal staff.  You will be installed in your old suite for now, until you have decided on how you want your father’s suites redecorated.  Your mother has requested to be moved into the chalet and will stay in her own suite until such time as the renovations on it are completed.  There is also the reception to be organised and of course the funerals.”

      “Enough,” I said, “I can’t take anymore right now.  If you are determined to torture me this way then I must be given coffee before I am required to make any decisions.”

      “Very well,” Lorraine said, but I could hear the reprove in her voice.

      “How is my mother?” I asked after a moment of blessed silence.

      Lorraine’s eyes misted for a moment before she took control of her emotions once again and cleared her throat delicately before speaking.  “She is as well as could be expected,” she said softly before turning around in her seat to face forward once again.

      I sighed and turned to look out the window.  The lush fields spotted with fat brown cows, the gently rolling hills and the blue expanse of the lake was postcard perfect.  At long last, I was home.
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      MY mother was indeed waiting in the conservatory for me when I arrived.

      The motorcade had swung through the open wrought iron gates and moved smoothly down the long driveway that was lined with trees clipped into fanciful designs.  My first look at the palace in four years caused my heart to burn.  It may be a multi-storey stone fairytale castle to some people, but to me it was home and I’d missed it.  It sat on the banks of Lac Merveilleux and the sun sparkled on the water, shining highlights on the centuries old building making it look magical.  With the still snow-capped mountains in the distance, it was picture perfect.

      The palace staff had lined the stairs to welcome me home and Lorraine led me through the lower level to my mother’s sanctuary.  It had always been her favourite place in the whole of the palace and she said being surrounded by the exotic plants she bred gave her serenity.

      There was a breakfast table set and my mother sat in a chair with a cup of tea in her hand.  She looked thinner and dark circles marred her still beautiful face.  Queen Margot had been a French actress when she had captured my father’s heart.  She had given up her life to marry him and I had never questioned just what that had cost her until now.

      She stood as I walked close and gathered me into her arms.  I felt the tears well in my eyes again as the warmth of her body enveloped me.  It was just us two against the world now.  Two women in a world of men.  I clung to my mother, wanting to break down, to fall apart and let her take charge, but I wasn’t a child anymore.  I needed to be strong for her and for my country.

      A small cough reminded me that we weren’t alone and I gently pulled away from her, but kept hold of her hand as I sat at the table.  One of the attendants poured coffee into the fine china mug that sat waiting and I didn’t even bother to doctor it with cream or sugar before gulping down a large, hot swallow.  I was going to need the caffeine in my system to keep me on my game today.

      Jordan sat opposite me and Meredith sat on the other side of me.  Lorraine took her place beside my mother, making for a very odd seating arrangement.  Jordan sat by himself on one side of the table facing off against the four of us women.

      “Thank you for coming Jordan,” my mother said as she resumed sipping from her tea, “I’m sure Alyssabeth was glad to see a friendly face.”

      “It was my pleasure, Your Grace,” Jordan replied, “I’m glad to be of service at this particularly difficult time.”

      “So what have you been up to since I saw you last?” I asked as I spread some thick raspberry jam over my toast.

      “I’ve been at the Embassy in France for the last few years, but I recently moved back to Merveille.  I’ll be serving here, in fact.”

      “Here in Calanais?” I asked.

      “Here in the palace,” he corrected, “Military Attache and Liaison to the foreign dignitaries.”

      I nodded as I ate, chewing thoughtfully, “That was your father’s position here as well wasn’t it?”

      He looked down and smiled, his cheeks colouring slightly, “It was,” he replied, “He’s retired now, of course.”

      My father and Jordan’s father had been friends.  Jordan and Jacob had been practically inseparable as kids and I had fond memories of time spent together in the carefree days of childhood.  He had grown into a good looking man with strong jaw, blonde hair and greyish/green eyes.  His military training had endowed him with an erect posture and was no doubt also responsible for the way his uniform strained over his wide shoulders.

      My observation and subsequent attraction to Jordan was inappropriate, but my skittish brain was bound and determined to latch onto something other than the reason I was home.  Was it really such a bad thing to ogle the pretty soldier?

      “Your father was with the hunting party,” my mother said and my head snapped to the side to look at her.

      “He was,” Jordan replied softly, “He suffered a deep wound to his leg in the attack.”

      I gasped and covered my mouth with my hand as I looked at him, “Is he okay?”

      “He is,” he replied, “Still in hospital and with a long angry wound and many stitches.  Of course he wishes that it had been himself and not your father who had borne the brunt of the boar.”

      “They were hunting boar?” I asked, confused.

      He shook his head, “No, deer.”

      Lorraine cleared her throat, “I think it would be best to change the subject.  Princess Alyssabeth will receive a full briefing from the security team in an hour.”

      He nodded respectfully and then stood.  He bowed to me and then my mother, “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said, “And welcome home Princess Alyssa, although I wish that it were under better circumstances.  If it is alright with you, I shall take my leave.  There are many Heads of State due to arrive soon and I must be about my duties.”

      “Thank you Jordan,” I said standing and going around the table to take his hands in mine.  They were warm and large and engulfed mine completely.  “Thank you for meeting my plane, I appreciate you being available to us at this time.”

      He lowered his head in a small bow of acknowledgment, “I am at your service,” he said softly and his smooth voice was like a balm to my frayed nerves.  With one last squeeze of my hands, he turned and left, striding with purpose out of the room.  I watched him go, admiring the way he filled out his uniform.

      “Oh, do sit down Alyssa,” my mother said with a smirk.

      I resumed my place and held up my cup for a refill.  Having Jordan in the palace could be just the distraction I needed to get through the next few months.

      “After the security briefing, I have a few people for you to interview for the position of personal secretary,” Lorraine said, breaking into my musings, “And this afternoon there is a small reception.”

      At my surprised and, dare I say, angry glare, she continued.

      “It’s not anything big and it’s not formal.  It is just a gathering of close friends of both your brother and your father.  They wish to pay their respects and this is the most efficient way to do it.”  She flipped a page in her folder and read a few lines before speaking again.  “Until you have decided on lady’s maids, I have assigned Bridgette and Annette.  They come highly recommended from Lady Caroline.  I have a selection of outfits laid out for you and they will be able to help with your hair and makeup as needed.”

      “Thank you Lorraine,” my mother said wearily before standing, “I will leave you to your security briefing, ma chérie,” she said kissing the top of my head, “Come and find me when you have a spare moment.”

      Why did I suddenly feel like I had been thrown to the wolves?

      

      “So what you are telling me is that my father’s and brother’s deaths may not have been accidental.”

      “That is correct Your Majesty,” Von Bartham, the head of royal security said with a nod, “But at this stage it is just supposition.”

      I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, not quite knowing what to say.  Meredith sat beside me, the rest of my security team spread around the large conference table.  The room was not unlike the American president’s briefing room as depicted in Hollywood movies.  It was the first time I had ever stepped foot in the place and I’d had to stop myself gawking like a common tourist.

      Apart from my own personal security, there were also some other members of the royal security in attendance, notably my father’s and brother’s men and the chief of police.  I looked into the faces of the two men that had been with my father and brother when they had lost their lives and felt pity for them.  Outwardly they appeared professional, but their eyes gave them away; these men were distraught by the loss of their assets.  I didn’t doubt that they would each try to resign because of their presumed dishonour.

      “Okay,” I said taking a breath, “Tell me again what happened.”

      “We were trekking through the woods,” Daniel, my father’s head of security said, “When a herd of boars charged us.  There was a lot of commotion and the king was separated from us.  The prince followed him and found him to be under attack by one of the animals.  The boar had speared him with a tusk and he was bleeding heavily.  Several shots rang out from the hunting party and one of the stray bullets hit and killed the prince.  Several of the other guests were wounded in the attack and we lost two of our security team to gunshot wounds also.”

      I exhaled loudly, trying to keep my stomach from emptying its contents all over the large mahogany table.  “So why don’t you think it was an accident?”

      Von Bartham took up the narrative, “Both the hunt master and the gamekeeper assured us that there were no boars in the forest.  This hunt had been planned for months and the king specifically wanted to hunt deer.  The gamekeeper had been ridding the forest of any unwanted game in preparation.”

      “And the gunshot that killed my brother?”

      “We have been as yet unable to determine whose gun it came from,” Von Bartham replied, “Although our investigation is continuing.  But we believe it to be intentional, the fatal wounds of the security team as well.”

      “Has there been any significant threats against the royal family?”  Benjamin asked.

      Von Bartham shook his head, “No credible threats, just the usual oddball stuff.”

      “So what does this mean for me?” I asked, “I assume there will be changes to my security in light of these events?”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Von Bartham went on, “You will need to have at least two members of your security team with you at all times.  While you are inside the palace, two will suffice, outside in the palace grounds we will require you to have four and if you leave the grounds, there will be eight.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said, stunned, “I need two guards inside the palace?”

      “Until we know for sure about the hunting incident, we think it would be best, yes.”

      “No,” I said, “Absolutely not.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but this is not up for negotiation.”

      “Von Bartham,” Benjamin said, standing to his feet, “May I have a moment with the princess and my team?”

      With a sharp nod, Von Bartham and his team exited the room leaving me with Benjamin, Meredith and the rest of my detail.

      “Your Highness,” Benjamin began.

      “Oh cut the crap Benjamin,” I said, “Don’t stop calling me Alyssa now for God’s sake.”

      He smiled a quick smile at me and nodded in acquiesce, “Alyssa,” he began again, “I know it seems extreme, but there are just too many questions about your father and brother’s deaths.  I understand that you are used to living in relative freedom, but that is no longer an option.  Over the next few weeks there is going to be practically a highway through the palace gates as every dignitary from here to eternity comes to pay respects to your father and brother.  This is big news and not just Merveille big, world big.  To have the reigning king and his heir killed in the same accident is unprecedented.  Regardless of your personal feelings, you need to let us do this.  You are the last remaining St. Benét alive and we can’t afford to lose you.”

      Meredith grabbed my hand and squeezed, “And we love you,” she said, “Did you see Carlos and Daniel?  Carlos was your brother’s closest confidant and Daniel had been working your father’s detail for twenty years.  They are completely gutted by their deaths and I can assure you that if they could’ve died in the king’s and the prince’s places, they would have.  We feel the same for you, every one of us.”  She shared a look with each member seated around the table.  “You are going to be queen and we are prepared to do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      I sighed and dropped my eyes to the table, “How long?”

      “Until we know definitively what happened in the forest.”

      “Okay,” I said on an exhale, “Who are the two extras going to be?”

      Benjamin sighed, “Carlos and Daniel have requested it,” he said, “But I’ll only agree if you’re comfortable with it.”

      I nodded once.  I knew both men well and had no qualms about them joining my detail.  I looked up to catch Benjamin’s eye, “The two men who were also killed,” I said, “Did they have families?”

      He shook his head, “Both were unmarried,” he said and I felt some measure of relief.  “So I can tell Von Bartham that you’re agreed?”

      “Yes,” I said standing, “Now apparently I need to interview for a personal secretary.  Who’s with me for that exciting task?”

      There was a round of chuckles before Meredith and Jamie stood up to accompany me out.

      

      My feet were killing me.  It had been a blissful four years since I’d had to stand in a receiving line wearing high heels and I was woefully out of practise.  Lorraine had assured me that it was a small reception, but I was pretty sure I had been standing there for at least three hours greeting people who’d come to pay their respects to my family and me.  Okay, so it probably wasn’t three hours, but it felt like it.

      While we waited for the next person to enter, I looked over my shoulder to see Meredith stifling a yawn and smirked at her.

      “How many more?” I whisper-yelled to her and she just shrugged.

      I turned back to greet the next person and my mouth went dry.  Standing in front of me was a vision.  Tall, dark and handsome didn’t even begin to describe the adonis that was waiting to greet me.  I had thought Jordan had aged well, but he had nothing on Will Darkly.

      Will bowed to me before taking my hand and raising it to his lips.  His clear blue eyes arrested me in their gaze as he touched his lips to the back of my hand.  The contact sent a jolt through me and my voice was breathy when I spoke.

      “Will.”

      “Your Highness,” he said softly, “I am so terribly sorry for your loss.”

      And then he moved on without a backward glance.  Will had been the third musketeer in Jacob and Jordan’s trio.  The three boys had barely been separated in their younger years.  Will had teased me mercilessly and I had vowed never to speak to him again.  Little did I know then under what tragic circumstances we would be reunited.  One thing was for sure, his touch had never done that to me before.

      The next few guests passed in a daze as I automatically went through the motions of welcoming them to the palace.  And then a welcome voice broke through my fugue.

      “I believe I am the last,” Jordan said after he had bowed and greeted me, “May I escort you in?”

      Since I had no consort and Jordan had been a close friend of the family for many years, it would not be deemed inappropriate for him to walk with me into the reception, and truthfully, I was grateful for the company.  I was functioning on caffeine alone at that point, having been denied my promised nap in lieu of getting ready for tonight.

      “I must say, princess,” Jordan said as we walked arm in arm along the marble floored hall towards the reception room, “You look absolutely stunning tonight.”

      I blushed and smiled shyly, “Thank you,” I replied.

      “This morning when I saw you deplaning, you reminded me of a young Audrey Hepburn and I’m pleased to say that tonight is no different.”  He stopped and turned to me.  “Alyssa, you are breathtaking.”

      I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment.  I did not take compliments well.  I always thought they were a very insincere form of flattery, but Jordan made me think that he was truthful in his assessment of me.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” I said as we resumed walking, “That is very kind of you to say.”

      The double doors to the reception room opened and the noise inside died down as I entered.  There was a shushing of fabric as the men bowed and the women curtsied.  I nodded to the people and allowed myself to be steered through the masses.  Most, if not all, of these people held titles or rank of their own and those who didn’t were landed gentry or by special invitation.  I was essentially among my peers, but I had never felt more alone.

      “May I get you something to drink, Your Highness?” Jordan asked.

      “Yes, please,” I replied, “I don’t suppose I could have a beer?”

      He laughed heartily and I felt the stress in my shoulders loosen just a bit.

      “I’m afraid not,” he said, “Will wine do?”

      I nodded, “Yes, thank you,” I said and he turned away.  I grabbed Meredith’s hand and pulled her close.  “I need to sit down before I fall down,” I whispered harshly in her ear.

      She led me through the crowd to a circle of arm chairs and I sank down into one gratefully.  I looked up to see Will staring intently at me, an expression of contempt on his face.  I wondered why he would feel that way toward me and I felt a bit miffed by his seeming instant dislike of me.

      Jordan returned momentarily and I sipped from the crystal glass he handed me.  The wine was delicious; a crisp white that was produced in Merveille.  A passing waiter offered me a tray of canapés and I took one thankfully.  There had been no time for dinner before the reception and me and wine on an empty stomach did not mix well.

      I bit into the wafer thin cracker topped with brie and caramelised onion and moaned with pleasure.

      “This cheese is amazing,” I said around my mouthful, “Where did it come from?”

      “That would be from me,” Will said as he appeared beside me.

      Jordan clapped him on the back, “Ah, yes.  Our very own cheese baron.  How’s it going my old friend?”

      The waves of dislike rolled off Will palpably as he turned to address Jordan, “I am well, and yourself?  I see you are back in Merveille.”

      “Yes,” Jordan said, a devious smile on his face, “I have just recently taken up a position here in the palace.” He sipped his drink.  “How is your sister?”

      The muscle in Will’s jaw bulged as he ground his teeth, “Georgina is well,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Is she here tonight?” I asked, uncomfortable with the undercurrent of hostility between the two men despite their polite words.

      “No,” Will replied, turning back to me, “She is away at school for another week.  She sends her regards and her deepest sympathies.”

      “Tell her thank you from me,” I said, “And please let me know when she returns, I would love to catch up with her.”

      “Of course,” Will said, snapping a bow, “Now, I must be off, if you will excuse me.”

      He turned and left without waiting for a goodbye.

      “He must have to go and check on those blasted cows of his,” Jordan said with a sneer.
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      I bent at the waist and sucked in lungfuls of air.  Meredith was doing the same and I had to smile, knowing that she wasn’t any fitter than me.  I looked up and caught Jamie’s smirk as he looked on from the side of the room and growled.

      “Do you want to replace Meredith for the next match Jamie?” I called to him and his grin widened.

      Meredith and I sparred regularly.  It had started out as self defence training but had morphed into a quasi-fitness/mixed martial arts thing.  We were pretty evenly matched, although she had the benefit of being able to train with the men and had an edge on me.  So far none of my other security detail and taken me up on my offer to spar and I didn’t know whether it was out of some misguided loyalty or whether they didn’t think I would be much of a challenge for them.

      “Maybe another time,” Jamie replied.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I said, pointing a finger at him, but he just nodded and smiled.

      Meredith straightened and looked at the big clock on the wall, “We need to get moving, Lys,” she said, “You have an appointment in an hour.”

      I sighed, “Right,” I said.  The appointment was with my new secretary to go over her duties.  We had met briefly yesterday when I had interviewed her, along with the other candidates.  I had known them all, cousins once or twice removed, the offspring of my father’s relatives, although we had never really spent much time together.

      My father had been the only male offspring of my grandparents, with three younger sisters.  My grandmother, God rest her soul, made sure that each one of the sisters made good marriages into royal families from other countries.  Each of the sisters, along with the other royal cousins, had produced an heir and a spare (sometimes more than one spare), as was the way of the families of peerage, and those female spares had been brought to me for consideration as my secretary.  There had been five interviews in all, the rest having been weeded out by Lorraine beforehand, and I had chosen Alexandra because she seemed the most competent and accomplished amongst them, also closest in age to myself.

      The women not chosen would form my court of ladies in waiting - an outdated but necessary tradition.  These women were to become my confidantes and close friends as well as support me through the transition from heir presumptive to heir apparent and finally queen.  Each one of them also had a claim on my throne were anything to happen to me and I had to wonder at the wisdom of those long ago bastions of propriety who decided that friends must be kept close and enemies closer.

      Not that I was worried that one of them had an eye my crown.  After speaking briefly with each of them I was convinced they had loftier goals, that of marrying wealthy, good-looking men and never having to work a day in their lives.  Alexandra had been different and I actually looked forward to getting to know her better.

      I sighed, not looking forward to the coming appointment, or the one after it to meet with the bishop and finalise the funeral arrangements for my father and brother.

      I followed Meredith out of the gymnasium to the lifts.  The palace was centuries old and the elevators had been installed not long after they were invented.  The king at the time was intrigued by evolving technology and had made it a priority to have every last gadget that he could.  It had sparked a tradition amongst the St. Benét monarchs which resulted in the Château de Conte de Fées being the most technologically progressive palace in Europe.  My brother had even studied computer sciences as part of his degree to ensure the tradition continued.

      The thought robbed me of my previously light mood.  It would be up to me now to ensure the tradition continued; not that I was a technophobe, on the contrary I had a fascination with it.  But I knew my brother had had big plans and now none of them would come to pass.  It was a sad thought.

      The elevator that took us to my suite had recently been updated and was a long way from the original one installed in the palace in the late-1800s.  It glided silently and quickly to my floor and opened directly outside my suite of rooms.

      That was another thing that would change.  The rooms I had grown up in would no longer be my private sanctuary.  My mother’s plans for the modest chalet on the palace grounds would not take long to finalise and she would be moving into it within the month.  Then I would need to begin work on the king’s quarters and remake them into my own.  I understood why I needed to move; they were bigger and could accommodate my growing entourage and they were more centrally located with predesigned escape routes to ensure the ruling monarch could be secreted away if necessary.  But it didn’t make it any easier.

      I had yet to have a moment to myself in which to mourn properly, and it would probably be several more days until I would get the chance.  The funerals were to be held within the week, two of them, one for each and a wake after each one.  Then there was the business of my accession, which had to be ruled on by Parliament.  I was the first female in the long line of St. Benét’s to be the heir apparent and with a Parliament that had a very patriarchal view of authority, I had no doubt that they would not be happy.

      Well, good for them.  I was the rightful heir and I intended to do my father and brother proud.  I refused to tarnish their memories by being anything less than they themselves had been.  Now I just had to find a way to make it so.

      

      I sat with one leg crossed over the other, leaning back in my chair and idly playing with my silver bangle as Lorraine went over the duties expected of my new personal secretary, Lady Alexandra Fornette.  The poor woman was looking very much like she had the desire to ram something down Lorraine’s throat as the other woman went on in a particularly condescending tone.

      “Excuse me Lorraine,” I said politely, “If I may?”  Lorraine nodded, but I could tell she was not happy at the interruption. “Lady Alexandra, were you employed before being summoned to Merveille?”

      Alexandra nodded, “Yes, Your Highness,” she replied.

      “And what was it that you did in your previous employ?”

      “I was the personal assistant to the CEO of a multimillion dollar investment firm.”

      I smiled at her and then turned to Lorraine, “I think that Lady Alexandra has a firm enough grip on the tasks that I will require of her, don’t you agree?”

      Lorraine flushed and her lips thinned in disapproval, “Of course, Your Highness,” she replied, “However I do think that her role as the queen’s personal secretary has a little more import than that of being an assistant to a banker.”  She said the word banker as if it tasted sour on her tongue.

      “Actually,” I said, “I disagree.  Lady Alexandra grew up in a royal household and knows the protocols that need to be heeded.  On top of that she has worked for, what I daresay, was a particularly difficult man, and excelled.  I would not have chosen her if I did not think that she was up to the task.”

      Lorraine knew when she was beaten, although she was not gracious in defeat.  “Very well,” she said, standing, “Then if you have no further use of me, I shall return to the queen…I mean the queen mother.”  She curtsied briefly and left the room.

      I sighed and looked back at Alexandra who had a small smile on her face and a mischievous glint in her eye.  Meredith, who was seated beside me, had her hand covering her mouth and was attempting to disguise a giggle.

      Alexandra was gorgeous and I felt rather plain beside her.  Her smooth blonde hair was twisted into a perfect French knot without a stray piece out of place.  Her blue eyes were large and clear, framed by incredibly long lashes and her red lips were full.  She was dressed in an impeccable dove grey, tailored skirt suit with a purple silk blouse underneath.  The woman had class and she seemed to be sweet as well.

      “I’m sorry, Lady Alexandra,” I said and Alexandra’s face broke into a full-fledged smile, “She was incredibly rude to you.”

      “It’s fine, Your Highness,” she replied, “It is not the first time I have been found wanting.”

      “Please, call me Alyssa,” I said, “We’re going to be working closely with one another and I don’t like the fussiness of titles.”

      “Of course,” she said, “And I prefer Alex.  My name is such a mouthful without adding the Lady part to it.”

      “Have you officially met Lady Meredith Bingham?” I asked smirking at my best friend.

      Meredith rolled her eyes at me before smiling at Alex, “We have met, but don’t you dare call me Lady Meredith.  I have a hard enough time with the rest of my team without them latching on to that little nugget.”

      I raised my eyebrows, “Benjamin doesn’t know you’re titled?”

      “Of course he knows, but none of the others do.  I made him promise me on pain of death that he wouldn’t tell them.”

      “Your father is the Duke of Monterey?” Alex asked.

      Meredith nodded, “Yes,” she said with a sigh, “He will be arriving today with my mother.”  She grimaced.  Meredith’s mother was not at all fond of the fact that she had decided to train to become my personal body guard, although her father had been delighted.

      “Is Frédéric coming as well?” I asked.

      She huffed out a laugh, “Of course he is,” she replied, “He asked about you.”

      Now I rolled my eyes.  I loved Frédéric, but he was a well-known playboy and I had no desire to become another one of his many conquests.

      Meredith laughed and Alex looked between us, puzzled.

      “My brother, Earl of Avonlea, is an incurable flirt,” Meredith said, “And it doesn’t help that he is as handsome as sin.  Fortunately though, Lys here has been able to resist his charms and he cannot for the life of him understand why.”

      I chuckled, “You know I love him dearly,” I said, “And he is quite pretty to look at.  Unfortunately he is all too aware of how he looks and I know that no sooner would I say yes to him than he would be scouting for his next conquest.”

      “It is the truth,” Meredith said with a sigh, “And one of these days his roving eye is going to get him into trouble.”

      Alex checked her watch, “As much as I am enjoying hearing about your charming, but devilish brother, I’m afraid we need to go.  The bishop will be waiting for us.”

      I stood wearily to my feet and smoothed my skirt.  I was dreading this meeting and not just because I had a peculiar dislike for the bishop.  Having to make funeral arrangements was just one more thing that brought home the fact that my brother and father were gone.

      When I had woken in my childhood bedroom that morning after a night where I slept like a log, I had a moment where I forgot that they were gone.  In my newly woken state, I had recognised my room and had immediately thought of walking down the stairs into the dining room to hear my father’s deep voice and booming laugh.  And then I remembered that I would never hear those two things again.

      I was going to miss him and Jacob terribly and I knew that right now I hadn’t even begun to grieve properly.  I was holding it together to get through the next few weeks of royal engagements and then I would finally be able to let myself fall apart.  But it would only be a short reprieve.  I didn’t have the luxury of mourning that common people had.  I needed to start to govern, although in what capacity that might be, I was still unsure.  Merveille had a constitutional monarchy, which meant the Parliament pretty much handled the everyday running of the country.  I had no idea what my duties were to be or even if I would be allowed to do them.

      

      The brisk, spring air streamed through my hair, tugging at my braid and freeing wayward strands from its tight confines as I rode hard through the green field.  It felt good to have the raw power of horse flesh under me and the freedom to ride far and fast.  Meredith, Jamie and Alex trailed me on their own mounts, and Carlos and Aiden followed on ATVs, but I had pulled ahead of them all with my need for a small slice of solitude.

      Meeting with the bishop had been harder than I thought and I had almost snapped at the disagreeable man, nearly allowing my grief to overrule my years of etiquette training.   I hardly thought it was my job to decide on who sat where or what refreshments would be served.  There was a whole staff of people to look after those minor details.  Both my father and my brother had had staff better suited to such tasks.

      And what would happen to those staff now?

      It was yet another question to which I didn’t have the answer.

      When we had arrived back at the palace, the walls felt like they were closing in on me and I needed to get out.  I needed fresh air and a semblance of escaping, just for a while.  The pain of realising that I would be burying my father the next day and my brother the day after was almost too much to bear.  I’d made a beeline for the stables and now here I was, riding hell for leather across the lush, rolling hills of the palace grounds.

      I pulled my horse to a stop as I reached the top of a hill and looked down towards a boundary fence.  On the other side of the fence there was a paddock filled with unfamiliar looking cows.  I thought I knew all breeds of cows in, if not Merveille, then at least Calanais.  It was what our small country was famous for and what ensured our coffers stayed full.

      Our fortune was made on the back of a cow, well a cow’s milk more precisely.  The Merveille Guernsey produced a milk that was highly prized by both the chocolatiers of Switzerland and the cheesemakers of France and Italy.  But the cows in the field over the boundary fence were not Merveille Guernseys, although they were similar.

      I heard the others approach and stayed where I was until they pulled up beside me.  Jamie and Meredith had both been away from Merveille for the last four years with me and Alex had grown up in another country altogether, so I didn’t think that any of them would have the answers to my questions, but I asked them anyway.

      “Whose property is that?” I asked, pointing to the paddock beyond the boundary.

      “I believe that belongs to Maison de Pemberton,” Jamie replied.

      “Will Darkly’s estate?” I asked, surprised.

      Jamie nodded.

      “And those would be his cows?” I asked, dumbly.

      “I assume so,” Jamie replied, “They look like his breed.”

      “His breed?”

      Jamie nodded again, “The Pemberton Jersey, I believe,” he said, “The Lord of Pemberton developed the breed and his cheese is made entirely from the milk they produce.”

      “So that’s what Jordan meant when he called him the cheese baron,” I mused, “Did the elder Lord of Pemberton instigate the breeding program?”

      Jamie shook his head, “I don’t know, but I don’t think so.  The elder Lord of Pemberton passed away a few years ago.”

      “Oh,” I said softly.  I had no idea that Will’s father was dead, “And the Lady of Pemberton?”

      “I believe she died a few years before her husband,” Jamie replied.

      Will and Georgina were alone, not that they were children, but still.  Losing my own father, despite being an adult, had left a hole in my life.  I couldn’t imagine being without my mother as well.

      I turned my mount and started back towards the stables.  It was easy to believe that I was the only one going through a hard time, but the fact was that I had it better than most.  Yes, I had lost two significant people in my life, but I was healthy, I had a roof over my head, more money than I could spend and I wasn’t alone.  How many people in the world were worse off than me?  Most of them, more than likely.

      I had never thought of myself as selfish and had believed that I had grown up without being too affected by my title.  While in the States I had learned to cook and clean and do my own laundry.  I didn’t rely on Meredith to serve as a maid, even though I knew it was what my mother and father had expected.  But despite my desire to be independent, I had never really had to struggle.  I had a safety net and no one would have thought twice if I had come home because it had all been too hard for me.  Was it still considered being brave if there was no real way you could fail?

      I would never know what it was really like to be an independent student striking out on my own.  I didn’t have to hold down a job to pay my way through university, I didn’t have the threat of student loans hanging over my head and I hadn’t had to exist on Ramen noodles and tinned soup like many other students did.

      Yes, I had lost my father and I had lost my brother, but so many people had lost so much more.  That’s why I had wanted to work for the UN in the first place; to ease the suffering of those less fortunate than myself.  I knew I needed to grieve and that I would more than likely have a fight in front of me to claim the throne, but in the grand scheme of things, I was still better off than so many other people and it was time I remembered that.
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