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Always have a backup plan...
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Born into a royal family, life is all about duty to family and country. When multiple children are born, there is the heir to the throne, and what I like to call, the ‘backups.’ I’m a backup. Born second, I don’t have the pressure of one day becoming King. That’s my brother’s job.

Well, it was his job.

Now, I’m being groomed for a throne I don’t want anything to do with while trying to juggle the love of my life and family. Life as a royal was supposed to be easy for me.
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Nathan

I stood in the middle of the common room; my phone pressed against my ear. I could barely understand the voice on the other end.. The person speaking didn’t even sound like my granddad. 

“What’s wrong?” Elena, my girlfriend, questioned as she took a step closer to me.

I pressed end on the phone; my eyes locked with hers.

“We have to go,” I muttered, barely able to get the words out.

“Go where?”

“Home. My home. We have to go. Now. Pack a bag,” I said. 

She didn’t say another word; she moved just as quickly as I wanted to down the hall to her room. I could hear her suitcase roll across the hardwood floor and flop onto her bed.

Move Nathan, move, I said to myself forcing my feet to shuffle forward down the same hall to my room. The flat we shared with three others was quiet for the first time in almost ever. Elena and I were only home to have a few minutes of quiet before our next class. The class we were both going to miss because there was no way I was going home to deal with this alone. 

I couldn’t process the words that came through my phone minutes ago, but they kept playing on a loop in my mind as I packed clothes and personal items into my suitcase. 

I turned around, pulling my suitcase off the bed. Elena standing in the doorway.

“Ready?” she questioned. Her tone was low, but calm. She didn’t even know the specifics, but she knew it wasn’t good.

I nodded and followed her down the hall back to the common room.

“I’ll send the group a text to let them know we’ll be out of town for a few days,” Elena explained as we made our way down the flight of stairs.

Just as we stepped outside, a black SUV pulled up to the curb and a couple of men stepped out. One opened the back door for us while the other took our suitcases and placed them in the trunk. 

Elena and I climbed into the back seat, and the driver nodded to me. The tinted windows shielded us from the sun and anyone who tried to sneak a photo.

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on yet?” she questioned as the car pulled away from the curb and into the busy traffic.

I wanted to tell her, but saying the words out loud would make it too real. 

“I want to, I just...”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll get through it together.” She took my hand in hers.

I sighed, the pain in my chest was throbbing. I wanted to scream, but my throat felt dry.

I stared out the window as we drove through the university town that I had called home for the past four years. 

“Dude are you sure you want to go to university here?” my brother Trevor questioned as we pulled down the busy road.

“Of course, I’ve done my research, it looks like a good place.”

“And far away from father.”

“That’s definitely a perk,” I smiled.

“Well then be prepared for me to come crash when I need some time away from him.”

“Any time bro, anytime.” 

The memory hurt. The thought of going home felt like someone was stabbing me, but I needed to. I needed to be there for my family. I needed to show a united front even though I didn’t want to.

I glanced at Elena. She was still squeezing my hand as her eyes focused on the outside world through the tinted windows. She was beautiful and so much stronger than me. 

The car pulled up to the small airport, and there were already cameras waiting for us to get out of the car.

Please don’t let them know already. I sighed as I waited for the driver to stop in front of the small aircraft.

He pulled the door open, and the cameras flashed and snapped away immediately.

I knew better than to try to shield my face, even Elena knew that it would be no use. 

She put on her best smile, gave a small wave and squeezed my hand as I led her onto the plane. It was just one of my family’s jets. One that was mostly the one I traveled around in unless I was with my father and granddad. 

I got settled in a chair and just stared out the window. Elena sat across from me and asked for two small glasses of water. She knew me better than anyone. Better than me some days. 

***
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WHEN WE LANDED, THE press was there too. More than before and I prayed they had no idea about the news. I wasn’t ready to face the public with this. Not yet. Not until I’ve had some time to fully process what exactly this all meant. 

Fuck, I know what this means. I thought. It means I’m up. 

We got right into the next SUV with tinted windows, bullet proof glass. The works. I was used to this by now. I’d been dealing with the press and everything since I was born. Before that even. 

I watched out the window as we drove down the familiar streets of home. A couple motorcycles whipped around us as we slowly made our way through the town, then down a winding path. The one that Trevor and I used to ride our horses up and down during the long days. 

The car stopped in front of a place I still called home. Although now I guess it would feel less like home without Trevor here.

I took Elena’s hand the moment we were out of the SUV and led her up the few steps and through the front door. 

Mel, my parents’ assistant was waiting for us just as we crossed the threshold. 

“Everyone is in the library. They’ve been waiting for you to get here,” she said. She glanced back at Elena.

“I didn’t realize you were bringing a guest,” she sighed.

“Mel, it’s Elena. You’ve met her a thousand times. I wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t for her. The library, you said?” 

“Yes, but I think this should be a family thing,” she said following us through the foyer to one of the main corridors.

“Good thing Elena is family to me.” I huffed as we walked past the staff that stopped in their tracks when they saw me.

“She doesn’t like me very much, does she?” Elena whispered.

“She’s just very stuck in her old ways.” I sighed.

The home was huge. It wasn’t just a home; it was a castle. The marble flooring felt slick beneath my feet. The walls were lined with photos of the country, our family, and anything else my mother felt would make the place fancier. Fancy wasn’t what I thought it should be, but I didn’t own the castle. My granddad did.  He’s owned it since his father passed, and it became his. My father has been chopping at the bit to own this place, but granddad is stubborn, he won’t just pass away without notice. 

Unlike Trevor. 

I sighed, for a brief moment, I could have forgotten why we were here, but I know. Trevor. 

I stopped right outside the door, turning to face Elena. She was beautiful. She was the only good I saw in the world at that moment. 

“Trevor was killed in an accident...” I explained, my voice fading as I barely choked out the words.

She looked just as shocked as I felt. 

“I just, you needed to know what you were walking into. And that’s it.”

“Doesn’t that mean?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yes. I’m no longer the ‘back-up’. I’m the heir.”

“Let’s get in there.” she said, motioning to the door.

Damn I love this woman. I thought as I placed a kiss on her lips.

I pulled the door open and sitting around the room was everyone I expected. Mother, Father, Granddad and my sister, Sarah. 

Sarah ran to us, throwing her arms around me. She cried as she pulled back and hugged Elena tight.

“I am so sorry Sarah...” Elena whispered to her.

I took this moment to walk to and hug my mother tight.

“I’m so glad you were able to get home so quickly,” she cried.

“Where else would I be? What happened?” I asked turning to face my father and granddad.

“We don’t exactly know. It was here. On our property. He was riding his horse in the back somewhere and the next thing we knew, the groundskeepers were yelling that his horse had returned without him. Everything under the sun was done to try to save him, but he was already gone,” my granddad explained.

“I see you brought Elena with you,” My father noted.

I nodded. “Mel already pitched a fit.”

My father shook his head. “No, I’m glad. She’s been good for you. I’ll take care of Mel.”

“You will do no such thing, I will handle this,” my granddad grunted. 

“Granddad...” I started.

“No. You brought her here because you love her. Mel needs to understand that this family needs the support of our loved ones. But Nate...we do need to talk.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“Why don’t I take Elena and Sarah to the gardens for a bit while you three have your chat,” my mother suggested. 

My father pulled her into him, kissed her cheek, and whispered in her ear. 

She walked to the girls who were in whispered conversations in the corner of the room.

Elena looked toward me.

I nodded, giving her the okay to go. 

Once they were out of the room, I turned back to my father and granddad. I knew what conversation was coming. 

“Once the press gets ahold of this information, all hell will break loose,” my father said.

“And that hell will be controlled by us,” my granddad added. 

I sucked in a deep breath.

“What about Elena?” Granddad questioned.

“What about her?” I snapped back.

“What are your future plans with her? Your future is now King. What do you want for her?”

I had thought about asking her. I wanted to. I mean, I knew being King was my future the moment I received the call that Trevor had died, but I never thought about what that meant for Elena. 

“Do you want her as your queen?” my granddad asked.

“Yes,” I replied before I even realized the words coming out of my mouth. 

“Then you need to make it official. I hate to rush these things, but they need rushing. We are announcing Trevor’s death this afternoon. If you get engaged, we can announce that after the funeral and burial of your brother, then we’ll talk about you becoming King. The press will speculate, but they won’t know any official answers until we announce them,” Granddad explained.

I knew that things needed to happen on a timeline, but I hated the fact that everything seemed so rushed. Nothing could be a surprise. It all had to be planned out.

I nodded. “I understand.” 

“Good, I’ll give you tonight to think it over. Get back to us in the morning, so we can help plan.” My father explained.

I held up my hands. “Well hold on. I do want to propose to her, but I do not need help planning this. It’s something I want to do on my own.”

“Very well,” my granddad said. 

“What about Jess? Has anyone talked to her?” I asked.

“Mel has contacted her. She was on holiday with her parents. That’s why we are giving the announcement until this afternoon. She may not have officially been family yet, but she was engaged to Trevor,” my granddad explained.

“You know, this isn’t how other royal families act, and it’s not how things used to be done decades ago,” my father added.

“I don’t care about other royal families or how things were done before. I thought I had changed much of that! This is how we run our family and our country,” my granddad snapped.

He always ends up doing most of the talking. All my life it’s been like that. I guess it comes from years of being the king over my father. Even though my father is currently king, he still talks over him, makes decisions for the family. It’s his role and he has never let anyone take that away. I suspect it will be the same once my father steps down, and I step up into his position. 
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Chapter Two
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Elena

I walked through the gardens in silence with Sarah and Nathan’s mom, Marylin. The world seemed so much brighter here. Except for today. Today I could feel the dark clouds coming toward us. Everyone was in mourning, and I wasn’t sure what exactly I could do to help them. 

“How’s school?” Marylin questioned.

“It’s going well. Classes are tough, but that’s to be expected.”

“Nathan’s doing well? He doesn’t really tell us about his studies.”

I nodded.

“Good.” 

The garden was nice, but it was a quick walk around. We headed inside, assuming that the conversation the guys were having should be about done by then.

Just as we walked into the main foyer, Jess, who I remembered meeting last Christmas came busting through the doors.

“Where is he?” she cried. 

I looked to Marylin, who looked like she was about to lose it again.

“Sarah, why don’t you take your mom to get some tea. I’ll help Jess,” I offered.

Sarah nodded and pulled her away just as Mel rounded the corner toward us.

“Oh, you made it,” she noted to Jess.

“Where’s Trevor?” she questioned again. 

“Jess, why don’t you and I go into the other room?” I looked at Mel.

“Oh, um, the sunroom is a good room.”

I nodded, wrapped my arm around Jess and led her down the corridor back toward the back of the castle. 

The sunroom was in a separate corridor than the library, on the other side of the castle. If Nathan didn’t make me a map of the important places, I would be constantly lost. 

“He’s gone isn’t he?” she questioned as we got into the sunroom.

I let out a breath and nodded.

Jess’s body crumbled to the floor, her cries echoed through the room, and I was sure the entire castle heard her.

I let my body sink to the floor next to her and pulled her into a hug. I couldn’t imagine the pain she was going through right then. Losing a family member is one type of pain. Losing someone you chose to love is a different one. One that I hoped I never had to experience. 

“I shouldn’t have left. I should have stayed with him. If I would have, he may have survived.”

“Jess, I don’t think there was anything anyone could have done to save him.”

We sat there for some time as she cried. Tears escaped and rolled down my face as I listened to her mumble about this or that. About the plans they had once he became king. She was ready to be queen. 

Queen. I never really thought about that. If Nathan was to become king, then that meant I could be the next queen. A title I never thought of. To me, Nathan’s mother was always going to be the queen. 

I tried to push the thoughts from my mind. I couldn’t think about that then. I needed to be there for Nathan and his family. By the looks of it, they were going to need help. 

The door opened to the sunroom causing us both to snap out heads up in that direction. 

Mel stood at the door.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you both still needed time...”

“No, Mel, it’s okay.” I rose to my feet and pulled Jess into a standing position.

Mel stood there. She clearly had no idea what to say, which was funny for someone who always wrote official statements for the family.

“Why don’t you go lay down. I’m sure Mel can have Oliva bring you some water or tea,” I suggested.

Jess nodded.

“Of course,” Mel added.

Jess walked out of the sunroom, I could hear her sniffs and cries as she walked down the corridor.

“Nathan wanted me to find you, he would like to talk to you. He’s still in the library.” She huffed.

I nodded and walked past her outside the door. I heard the door shut, and her shoes click the floor behind me.

“He must really care for you if he brings you home in times like these,” she noted.

I nodded. “Well when you love someone, you want them around,” I replied without turning to look at her. Mel always seemed to dislike the boys bringing us girls around. 

I walked into the library, Nathan was by himself, staring out the window that overlooked a piece of the property. 

“Hey,” I said walking to stand next to him.

“Hey,” he sighed. 

He already looked physically and mentally tired, and I couldn't blame him, I would be too. 

“Everything okay with your dad and granddad?” I questioned.

“Yeah, they just wanted to discuss a few things about the announcements and such. It will be going out this afternoon once Jess arrives.”

I nodded. “Then I guess it's going out soon. She's here. She's upstairs resting after sitting on the floor with me in the sunroom for about fifteen minutes.”

His head hung. “I don't know what to say to her.”

“There really isn't anything to say in this situation. You both lost someone you loved in different ways. You both understand each other’s pain.”

“Do you think we can go for a walk tomorrow late morning?”

I smiled. “Of course. You never have to ask or schedule it.”

He motioned around the castle using his arms and hands to include all of it and all those in it.

“Right...” I sighed. The family scheduled just about everything. If bathroom breaks could be scheduled, I’m sure his father would make that happen. 

“Dinner is in about an hour; I'll walk you to your room,” he explained. 

I took his hand and pulled him close to me pressing my lips to his.

I pulled back and looked at him. 

“What was that for?” he questioned.

“Just because. And I know things are hard right now and will be hard for a while. I'm here. For you, for your family, for Jess. I'm here. Whatever you need.”

For the first time all day, he smiled. 

“Thank you.” He squeezed my hand, and we walked together through the castle and up to the second floor. I was still a little weary about the second floor because most of the doors all looked the same. 

I had a suite there. It was always the same one. Right across the hall from Nathan. Jess was a couple of doors down from me.

I went into the suite; my bags were already sitting on the edge of the bed. A note laid on top of a dress that was laid out for me.

Elena, thank you for everything you've done for me today, I love you. - Nate.

I smiled and placed the note back on top of the dress and spent the next forty minutes getting ready for dinner.

The dress was stunning, but then again, everything that Nathan gave me was beautiful.

I walked into the hall; Nathan was standing against his door.

“Well?” I asked.

He smiled. “Beautiful. I have an eye for dress sizes,” he smirked.

“That and you know my size.”

He took my arm and wrapped it through his. “That is true. Let's head down for dinner.”

“What about Jess?”

“Granddad has already been up to fetch her.”

I nodded. 

“I've started getting messages. About Trevor. I... I haven't answered though.”

“Please don't. I know many of them are from friends and family, but we need to keep everything as quiet as possible for now.”

“Of course, I just wanted you to be aware.”

“Thank you.”

The dining hall reminded me so much of the Great Hall in the wizard movies. Mostly because of the high ceilings and the large table in the middle. 

His granddad and father rose from their chairs as we entered. 

I took a seat across from Sarah. Nathan sat between his father and me. 

Everyone stayed quiet for the most part during the meal. Some small talk here and there, but I think the subject of Trevor was just to be kept quiet for the time being. I glanced at Jess every so often. Tears would escape her eyes and roll down her face, but she would quickly wipe them away.

After we finished dinner, Nathan took my hand and led me up to his suite while everyone made their way to their own suites or the study. For me this part was strange. After dinner I would usually sit with my family and chat while we played a game or watched something on the television. Even at the flat with our roommates we didn’t just go our separate ways after dinner.

“Are you ready for this?” I asked as we sat down in front of the fireplace on the floor.

“No. And honestly, I'm not even sure I want to be King. I've had all day to think about it, and I just, this isn't me. This isn't what I wanted from my life. I was happy being the back-up because I never expected to be anything more than that.”

“So, are you going to step down? Wouldn't that put Sarah in that position?”

He nodded, but I could see that’s not what he wanted either.

“Well don't make any decisions now. Give it time,” I told him. Not that I really thought he was going to give it time. Nathan knew what was right, and taking the throne was the right thing to do. Mainly for Sarah’s sake.
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Chapter Three
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Nathan

I woke up earlier than normal the following morning. Not that I really slept much anyways. My granddad had requested a meeting with me alone early that morning, and I wasn't sure if I should be worried. 

I learned early to never walk around the castle in your pajamas; it wasn’t “appropriate,” and my father especially disliked it, so I made sure I was up early enough to shower and get dressed before going anywhere outside my suite. 

Mel was, of course, standing outside of his study with a cell phone glued to one hand, granddad’s assistant wasn’t in sight. 

“Mel,” I noted.

“Good morning, sir.”

“Is he in?”

She nodded but didn't budge.

“Mind moving aside or am I supposed to talk to him through the closed door?”

“Oh, right, sorry.” She slid to the side of the door. She looked frustrated or annoyed. Either way, it wasn’t my problem.

I knocked, waited for his muttered “Come in.’ and made my way through the doorway, shutting it behind me. I knew Mel, and she took every chance she could to spy on everything and anything we said.  

“Good morning,” Granddad said as I stood in front of the door.

“Morning, sir,” I replied. I normally never addressed him as granddad unless he specifically asked me to.

“Sit down, I need to talk to you about something,” he said motioning to the chair in front of his desk.

I took a seat, and instead of sitting behind his desk, he grabbed a box and took a seat next to me.

“I know you love Elena, and while your father may not fully understand it, I do,” he sighed. “Your grandmother was the light of my life. I couldn't imagine going through all I did without her by my side. Before I proposed, my father told me that as long as I have a supportive and loving partner by my side, ruling a country would be easy. The hard part would be running a family!” He laughed.

I smiled. I missed my grandmother terribly sometimes. When she passed last year, it broke us all. Granddad especially.

“Before your grandmother passed, she had set aside certain things for each of you kids. Things she wanted me to give you at the right time. I gave Trevor the ring he used to propose to Jess.”

I nodded.

“And your grandmother always believed that you kids deserved to have something to show someone you love them.” He handed me the box.

I sucked in a deep breath and flipped open the lid of the box. Inside was another box. A smaller one. A ring box. I looked up at Granddad, who smiled and nodded, giving me the go ahead to open the second box.

A beautiful diamond ring stared back at me. One I recognized.

“Is this...?”

Granddad nodded. “That is the first ring I used to propose to your grandmother. On our tenth anniversary, I gave her a newer ring, that's the one Trevor had.”

His voice was sad, and I knew that talking about Trevor wasn't going to be easy for anyone for a long time. Not only did we lose a family member, but we lost a monarch.

“This is too much though,” I said.

“No. No, it absolutely is not. This was something your grandmother wanted. A wish of hers. She loved Elena, and she could see early on that you two would last.”

Grandmother did tell me that, once or twice or about a dozen times. She was always telling Elena that she would become family one day. 

I never understood how father came from them though. He was much colder about things.  He didn't care for Elena when I first brought her home. He didn't care for Jess much either. Eventually he became okay with both, but he wasn't as warm as my grandparents. 

“Do you know how yet?” he questioned.

“I do. I plan to go on a walk with her this morning. I thought down by the cottage. She loves that place.”

Granddad smiled. “I think that's perfect. Your grandmother loved it down there too. We lived there for a bit when we first got married.”

I nodded. I knew the story. Grandmother used to tell us all the time how she and Granddad got to live for a few years in this cottage. She would tell us she felt like she was always living in a fairy tale. Sounded cheesy, but it made her happy.

I talked with granddad for a bit longer before slipping the small ring box into my pocket and heading out of the room.

Mel was, of course, waiting right there.

“You know, you don't always have to be up our asses,” I huffed walking past her toward the back corridor.

“Well, sir, there is a lot to do, and you have a busy schedule ahead.”
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