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            Prologue

          

          Bryce

        

      

    

    
      The man across from me was sweating through his suit. It was custom-tailored, Melbourne’s finest, but expensive wool still puckers when someone is both furious and terrified.

      “Ambassador Lewis, how the hell am I supposed to run a business like this?” he snapped, his knuckles white against the polished edge of my conference table. “Last week the tariff was ten percent. Yesterday, fifteen. This morning it’s twenty, and God knows what it’ll be tomorrow. How do you plan an export strategy when the bloody rules change every time the President opens his mouth?”

      I folded my hands neatly on the blotter and leaned back, posture calm—because that’s what ambassadors do. Inside, I wanted to slam my head against the mahogany.

      “I understand your frustration, Mr. Davenport,” I said, giving him my best measured sympathy tone, the one that kept people from storming out and calling us imperial overlords. “Unfortunately, trade policy comes directly from Washington. My role here is to maintain dialogue and—”

      He cut me off, leaning forward, eyes flashing. “Dialogue? That’s bureaucrat-speak for nothing you can do. These tariffs don’t just hurt me—they hurt the American people buying my steel. It’ll cost them more to build homes, more to repair cars, more for everything. Your President is strangling his own people just to look tough on television.”

      My jaw ached from how tightly I was holding it. He wasn’t wrong. Hell, he was painfully, excruciatingly right. But there it was: the diplomatic cage. I could acknowledge his anger, empathize, maybe even slip in a promise to “carry his concerns back to Washington.” But I couldn’t say the thing I wanted to: Believe me, I think he’s an idiot too.

      The first sharp pulse of a headache needled behind my left temple. My right hand twitched toward the top drawer where the aspirin bottle lived, my constant companion since Inauguration Day. Not yet. I couldn’t do it while he was watching me, cataloguing every gesture, waiting for a sign that his words had landed.

      I clasped my hands tighter instead and kept my face neutral. “I’ll make sure your concerns are relayed to the Secretary of State, Mr. Davenport.”

      He laughed bitterly. “Yeah, I’m sure he’ll lose sleep over that.”

      Before I could respond, the intercom on my desk buzzed. My assistant’s voice crackled through, urgent, clipped. “Ambassador? You need to turn on the news. Right now.”

      Her tone stopped me cold. I shot a quick glance at Davenport. His jaw clenched like he was ready to keep going.

      “Mr. Davenport,” I said, rising, already moving him toward the door, “I need to cut this short. Something’s come up. My staff will be in touch to schedule a follow-up.”

      He sputtered, caught between outrage and resignation, but I’d perfected the art of polite dismissal years ago. The man was halfway down the hall before I was back at my desk.

      Drawer open. White bottle in my hand. Two chalky pills dry-swallowed before the cap even clicked shut again.

      With the aspirin still bitter on my tongue, I reached for the remote and flicked on the massive screen across  from me on the wall. The embassy’s quiet hum collapsed into breaking headlines, Sky News flashing red.

      And just like that, the problem of tariffs evaporated.

      “We are just receiving confirmation from the American Embassy in London that the United States Ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, Ian Mitchell, has died suddenly of what officials are describing as a cardiac event. He was sixty-one. Mitchell, who had served in the post for three years, is survived by his wife, Eleanor, and their two children. Downing Street has issued a statement calling him ‘a trusted partner and a steadfast friend of the United Kingdom in turbulent times.’ The White House, in a separate release, praised his ‘dedication to American values abroad’ and noted that he ‘served with distinction during a pivotal chapter in U.S.–U.K. relations.’”

      The chyron screamed AMBASSADOR TO UK DEAD AT 61.

      I pressed my fingertips into my temple, but the pounding only grew sharper. Ian Mitchell, gone. Just like that.

      I switched the monitor off, the sudden silence almost violent in its finality.

      Ian had been my boss once—Deputy Secretary when I was still clawing my way up from mid-level posts. He’d never made me feel like I had to claw at all. Once, in a strategy session packed with men who thought volume equaled authority, Ian had stopped the meeting cold, pointed right at me, and said, “Let’s hear Lewis’s assessment. He’s the only one in the room who’s actually been on the ground.” He hadn’t just given me space—he’d demanded the others shut up and listen. I’d never forgotten that.

      And now he was a headline, leaving a widow and two kids who’d have to sit in the front row at a state funeral while strangers talked about “legacy.” My throat tightened, but grief was a luxury I couldn’t afford at work.

      The intercom buzzed again. My assistant’s voice, brisk and apologetic: “Ambassador, Secretary Kirk is waiting on a secure link.”

      Perfect. Nothing like Kirk to turn grief into indigestion.

      I exhaled, reached for the remote, and brought the monitor back to life. The embassy’s secure comms platform filled the screen with Kirk’s face, all angles and smugness, the picture of a man who’d never met a mirror he didn’t adore.

      Here we go, I thought, squaring my shoulders. Ian Mitchell deserved a memorial. What he was about to get instead was Franklin Kirk.

      Kirk’s face blinked onto the screen, framed by the mahogany-and-flag backdrop of his office in Washington. He didn’t even pretend to look somber.

      “Ambassador Lewis,” he said, inclining his head with the air of a man bestowing knighthood, “difficult day, difficult news. A terrible loss, of course. Mitchell was… dependable.” He drew the word out like it tasted bland on his tongue. “Solid fellow. Stuck around longer than I expected, truth be told. I’d been thinking for some time that a change was in order.”

      My jaw clenched. The man’s body isn’t even cold and you’re already being an ass.

      Kirk leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “But fate has a way of moving things along, doesn’t it?”

      I wanted to tell him fate had nothing to do with cardiac arrest, but my tongue stayed pressed firmly behind my teeth.

      Then he actually smiled. “Which brings us to you.”

      The words fell like a lead weight in my stomach. “Me?”

      “Yes. The President and I have agreed you’re the natural choice to step in. We’ll be announcing shortly that you’re being appointed Ambassador to the Court of St. James.” He said it like he was offering me season tickets to the Kennedy Center.

      I swallowed hard, pulse drumming in my ears.

      London. Ian Mitchell’s seat. Just like that.

      For a moment I couldn’t speak. The ambassadorship to the U.K. wasn’t just a plum assignment—it was the assignment. Presidents handed it out like favors, thank-you notes for obscenely large checks written during the election campaign. It wasn’t given to career diplomats who had spent years grinding it out in foreign postings, like me.

      My thoughts must have flickered across my face, because Kirk’s smile widened. “I know what you’re thinking. Why you? Well, let’s be clear. This isn’t about competence. It’s about optics. Your family name carries weight on both sides of the Atlantic. You’ll project the right image, and frankly, you can be counted on to take direction. Which,” he added with the smug satisfaction of a man who never doubted his own brilliance, “is exactly what the Department needs right now.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek so hard it hurt. A cruel man, I thought. A cruel, arrogant man, and I am trapped on his chessboard.

      Before I could muster a diplomatic response, Kirk glanced off-screen, clearly done with me. “We’ll be in touch with details. Pack your bags, Bryce. London awaits.”

      And just like that, the screen went black.

      I sat in silence, the aspirin bottle still clutched in my hand, the pounding in my skull now a full symphony. Ian Mitchell was gone, Kirk had all but danced on his grave, and I—God help me—was his replacement.

      My finger hovered over the intercom button a beat too long before I finally pressed it. My voice came out strange, thin, not like mine at all.

      “Caroline, come in here, please.”

      Seconds later, the door opened and my assistant slipped inside—Caroline Wright, an unflappable twenty-eight-year-old with a talent for managing crises with color-coded spreadsheets. She had her ever-present notepad clutched to her chest like a shield.

      I could feel the words sticking in my throat. “Ambassador Ian Mitchell is dead. The Secretary just informed me I’ll be replacing him in London.”

      Her mouth fell open. A little gasp escaped, then she snapped it shut and straightened her spine. “Oh. Ambassador—congratulations.”

      Something inside me snapped. “Congratulations?” My tone was sharper than I intended, a whipcrack across the room. “Ian is gone, Caroline. His widow just lost a husband. His children just lost a father. This is hardly a time to celebrate.”

      Color flushed her cheeks, and she ducked her head. “Of course. I—I didn’t mean—”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, rubbed at my temples, the aspirin bottle still warm in my palm. “Cancel everything on my calendar. Appointments, receptions, ribbon cuttings—clear it all. Draft the appropriate condolences for the family. And for God’s sake, no statements until I approve them.”

      “Yes, sir.” She scribbled furiously, then, subdued, slipped back out of my office.

      As soon as the door closed, I sagged into my chair, guilt pressing down on me. Caroline didn’t deserve that. But what could I do? Kirk had yanked the ground out from beneath me and left me standing in the rubble. The words had come out before I could stop them.

      I pushed myself up and began pacing the length of the office. Once, twice, five times. Each stride sharper, angrier, my shoes striking the carpet like punctuation marks. I hated myself for lashing out. I hated Kirk for smiling. I hated Ian for leaving us too soon, though I knew that was cruel and unfair. Mostly, I hated this pounding in my skull, the endless reminder that none of it could be undone.

      Finally, I snatched up the phone and dialed my residence.

      “Mrs. Ashcroft here,” came the warm, clipped voice of my house manager, a woman who had been with my family for nearly twenty years and had never once lost her composure.

      “It’s Bryce.” My voice faltered. “The UK ambassador, Ian Mitchell, has died. Sudden cardiac event.”

      A long pause. Then: “Oh, Ambassador. I’m so terribly sorry. He was a fine man. I remember when he visited for the Fourth of July—he insisted on carrying chairs into the garden himself, and said he didn’t want to sit around like dead weight while the staff did all the work.”

      The knot in my throat tightened. Finally—finally—someone sounded like a decent human being.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Ashcroft,” I whispered. “I need you to start packing up my things. Yours, too. I’ll be leaving for London soon. I’ll be… replacing him.”

      There was the faintest sigh on the line. Not judgment, not pity—simply recognition of the absurd cruelty of it all. “Of course, Ambassador. I’ll see to it at once.”

      When I hung up, the silence in my office pressed heavy against me. The screen where Kirk’s face had been now sat black and blank, reflecting only my own pale outline.

      I pressed my fingers into the cool wood of my desk, steadying myself against the tide of dread rising inside me.

      Was I walking into the honor of my career… or the greatest political trap of my life?
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          Bryce

        

      

    

    
      The seatbelt sign blinked on, accompanied by the familiar chime. My stomach did a little flip that had nothing to do with turbulence. Heathrow was sprawling beneath us somewhere, and in a few minutes the wheels would slam onto the runway, and with that jolt my life would change forever.

      Across the aisle, Special Agent Daniel Brooks of the Diplomatic Security Service sat ramrod straight, arms crossed, expression carved out of granite. Brooks had been assigned to escort me over from DC, and I suspected the man could sit through a ten-hour flight without blinking. He’d barely spoken to me since Washington—just a monotone “No, sir” when I asked if he wanted coffee. Stoic didn’t begin to cover it. He was a wall in a cheap suit, his tie knotted so precisely it could have been measured with calipers.

      I envied him, in a way. He didn’t have to worry about what it meant to be stepping off this plane as the next United States Ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. He didn’t have to hear the ghosts of every predecessor whispering about centuries of history and impossible expectations. He just had to make sure I didn’t get shot.

      The landing gear groaned down, and my palms grew damp. This is it, Bryce. No turning back now. The top post. The prize every career diplomat pretends not to care about but secretly dreams of.

      The tires shrieked against the tarmac, and I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      When the aircraft finally taxied to a halt, the purser appeared, deference softening her otherwise practiced smile. “Ambassador Lewis, if you’ll follow me, please. They’re waiting.”

      “They always are,” I muttered, tugging my suit jacket into place.

      At the aircraft door, two figures waited—one from the British Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, a youngish man in a gray suit who introduced himself as Oliver Bates, “Protocol Directorate.” His vowels were so polished you could’ve eaten off them. Beside him, a woman from the U.S. Embassy—Paula Brooks, Deputy Chief of Mission. Perfect posture, perfect blowout, perfect handshake.

      “Ambassador, welcome to London,” Paula said, as though I were an old friend rather than the understudy awkwardly stepping into Ian Mitchell’s still-warm shoes.

      Brooks hovered behind me like a shadow as I was ushered down the jet bridge into the warren of Heathrow. No queues, no questions, no rummaging through bags. A private channel for dignitaries—how terribly convenient for the people least in need of convenience. A customs officer glanced at my diplomatic passport, gave a stiff nod, and waved us through. If only entering a country’s confidence were always so simple.

      “Press are waiting outside,” Oliver murmured with the solemnity of a priest delivering bad news.

      Of course they were.

      The doors opened onto the gray tarmac, where a small knot of photographers and reporters had gathered behind a rope line. Flashes popped as if I were some Hollywood leading man rather than a jet-lagged civil servant with a pit in his stomach.

      I stretched my lips into a smile I didn’t feel, the kind that made my jaw ache after five seconds. I silently thanked Mrs. Ashcroft for insisting I ditch my jeans and sneakers for a charcoal suit and polished oxfords. “First impressions matter, sir,” she’d said in that clipped tone that brooked no argument. Damn it, she was right. At least I looked like I belonged here, even if I didn’t feel it.

      “Ambassador, a word for the press?” someone shouted.

      I kept my voice steady, though my chest felt tight. “Former Ambassador Mitchell’s family are very much in my thoughts today. I hope I can, in some small way, fill his shoes.”

      No elaboration. No opening myself up to their traps. Let them spin those two sentences however they liked.

      I was mercifully guided away, Brooks flanking me as though I might sprint away for freedom. A sleek black Jaguar waited at the curb, diplomatic plates gleaming, the Union Jack and Stars and Stripes fluttering together from little stanchions. Oliver Bates gestured toward it as if unveiling the Crown Jewels.

      The leather seat swallowed me whole as I sank into it, grateful for the brief reprieve from scrutiny. Paula slid in beside me, Brooks up front. The door shut with the finality of a vault sealing.

      As the car pulled away, my stomach fluttered again, nerves tumbling over each other like schoolchildren jostling in line. Outside the tinted glass, London blurred past, gray skies pressing low, the city vast and unfamiliar.

      You’re not here as a tourist, Bryce. You’re here to represent your country. You’re here to take Ian’s place. You’re here to prove you belong.

      I pressed my hands together in my lap to still the trembling. This was the ultimate job. And I couldn’t decide if it felt more like an honor—or a sentence.
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        * * *

      

      The sleek black Jaguar purred through the gray London streets, and I gripped the armrest like it was a lifeline. Beside me, Paula Brooks sat composed, hands folded neatly in her lap, eyes scanning briefing notes on her tablet as though she’d been born to predict chaos. I tried to take comfort in her calm, but all I felt was the weight of the city pressing in—the low hum of traffic, the drizzle tapping the window, and the sudden, inescapable reality of the job I’d been handed.

      “Embassy is just a few blocks from here,” Paula said softly, glancing at me. “We can go over the initial priorities once we’re inside.”

      I nodded, though my mind was elsewhere, running through the briefing Paula had given me in shorthand during the ride: trade tensions sparked by Harding’s latest tariffs, the fragile state of British-American relations, and the ever-present expectation that I’d smooth things over without causing a scene. The president’s impulsiveness had left a mess I was expected to clean up with a smile.

      The embassy came into view, a block of polished concrete and glass, designed to look imposing without being ostentatious. Inside, the scent of coffee, antiseptic, and air conditioning mixed in a way that somehow felt both energizing and suffocating.

      Paula led me into the atrium, where the senior staff were gathered. Their polite smiles and quick nods didn’t quite mask the nervous energy that always came with a new ambassador. I returned the nods with my best approximation of cordiality, though my stomach was still knotting.

      “Ambassador Lewis,” Paula said, her voice low and calm, “welcome to London.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, pressing my fingers together in front of me, trying to channel some fraction of the collected calm she radiated.

      We moved into the conference room, the polished wood table gleaming under the soft fluorescent lights. Screens hung at either end, waiting to display charts, figures, and the inevitable barrage of briefings. I settled into the chair at the head of the table while Paula sat beside me.

      “Here’s the current situation,” she said, gesturing to the assembled staff. “The political climate is tense, obviously, thanks to the sudden tariffs imposed by President Harding. His Majesty’s government is working hard to comply with the new trade arrangements. You’ll need to smooth things over during your first few weeks. Economic officers can fill you in on specifics.”

      I nodded absently, the familiar pang of frustration rising. Smooth things over. That was the polite way of saying “clean up after a manchild who doesn’t understand diplomacy.”

      Paula continued with security and communications protocols, briefing me on encrypted devices, secure lines, and emergency procedures. “You’ll be expected to be in the public eye,” she said carefully, hesitating. “The State Department believes your background and presence will help.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Charm? Really? My job is diplomacy, not a popularity contest. And yet, the looming presentation of credentials to King George VIII made it unavoidable.

      Sure enough, Paula’s assistant wheeled in a garment bag and two suit boxes: a midnight-navy Tom Ford, a charcoal Gieves & Hawkes, and a morning coat that looked more suited to a coronation than a diplomatic introduction. My stomach dropped.

      “I’ll…look at these in a minute,” I said, though I knew it was a losing battle.

      “And we also have a grooming specialist scheduled,” Paula added gently, as though anticipating an epic tantrum.

      “No. Absolutely not. I’ll handle it myself,” I said firmly, louder than I felt. My hair was clean, my jaw was shaved—why should anyone buff me into a version of myself I didn’t recognize?

      Paula raised an eyebrow, just a fraction of surprise in her otherwise imperturbable expression. “Understood,” she said smoothly.

      I leaned back, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My body ached from travel, my brain buzzed with protocol and expectation, and the air in the embassy smelled oppressive and sharp. I took a deep breath, forced a smile to my face, and reminded myself: I’ve survived hot zones, hostile press, and worse. This is just…different. And exhausting.
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        * * *

      

      The Jaguar rolled to a stop outside the wrought-iron gates of Buckingham Palace. My stomach tightened as I caught my first full view of the facade—the stately symmetry, the guards in bearskin hats standing motionless as if frozen in time. Everything was so impossibly still, so deliberate. My shirt collar had stiffened on the ride over, my new shoes pinched, and my brain was a jumble of protocol notes I’d been rehearsing since I’d left Australia.

      A protocol officer approached as the car door opened, bowing slightly. “Ambassador Lewis, welcome.”

      I forced a polite nod in return, resisting the urge to tug at my cuffs. The officer led me through corridors lined with portraits of long-dead monarchs whose eyes seemed to track every move. The floors gleamed under my shoes, echoing my steps back at me in a rhythm that made my pulse feel louder than it should have. The scent of polished wood and centuries of history filled my senses, grounding me even as my chest felt too tight to breathe normally.

      I was left briefly in a gilded antechamber, alone, the gold framed mirrors reflecting a slightly haggard version of myself. A tray of tea sat untouched on a side table. My reflection in a tall mirror revealed the jet-lagged man behind the ambassadorial mask—shadows beneath my eyes, hair threatening to wave out of its careful discipline, shoulders tense.

      “Get it together, Bryce,” I muttered under my breath, straightening my spine.

      The doors opened, and I was ushered into the receiving room. King George VIII stood near a ceremonial desk, his posture impeccable, radiating a warmth that was formal but not cold. James Whitmer, the British Prime Minister, late fifties, composed and dryly amused, observed from nearby, hands clasped loosely in front of him.

      My hands trembled slightly as I stepped forward, holding the sealed letter from the President. King George VIII regarded me steadily, his posture perfect, the weight of centuries in the measured tilt of his head.

      “Ambassador Lewis,” he said, his voice calm and deliberate, “welcome to the Court of St. James’s. We are gratified by your presence and look forward to continued cooperation between our nations.”

      “Your Majesty,” I replied, bowing my head just enough to be respectful, “it is a profound honor to present my credentials. I hope to serve in a manner worthy of Ambassador Mitchell’s memory and to advance the enduring friendship between the United States and the United Kingdom.”

      My voice caught on the last few words despite my careful rehearsal. I felt my pulse in my throat, the adrenaline prickling at my fingertips. The King’s expression remained neutral, yet there was a subtle warmth in his eyes that steadied me more than I expected.

      Whitmer stepped forward then, offering a handshake that was firm, calculated, and unmistakably knowing. “Welcome to the lion’s den,” he said quietly, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      I managed a polite smile in return, though the inside of my head was a swirl of nerves, calculation, and the sudden, acute awareness of every eye in the room. A photographer snapped a single photo, the flash making me blink, and for a moment, I felt suspended between history and personal reality.

      The ceremony ended as swiftly as it had begun. I was escorted back through the same echoing corridors, my shoes clicking in time with the rapid beating of my heart. The grandeur, the formality, the weight of centuries pressing down—it was intoxicating and terrifying all at once.

      Who the hell am I in a place like this?

      Jet-lagged and exhausted, I felt simultaneously exposed and invisible. The grandeur of the palace pressed down on me, and for the first time since boarding the plane, I allowed myself a flicker of doubt.

      Could I really be the ambassador they expected me to be?
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          Arthur

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t sit still. My office chair—cream leather, Italian, frightfully expensive—might as well have been upholstered with nettles. I’d perched on it for less than thirty seconds before I was up again, pacing across the rug. Chris’s rug, technically. He had insisted on it when we’d moved into the Bond Street headquarters two years ago. Persian, hand-knotted, something about knots per square inch—I’d stopped listening after he launched into a dissertation about warp and weft.

      “Darling,” Chris drawled from the sofa, long legs crossed and one arm draped lazily over the back as if he hadn’t a care in the world, “you’re going to wear a trench in the carpet, and then we’ll have to send it out for repairs. Do you know how ghastly the waiting lists are?”

      I ignored him and kept pacing, from the window that overlooked the busy hum of Bond Street to the opposite wall, where framed fashion sketches from our earliest collection hung like family portraits. Four years. That was all. Clarence Atelier was barely out of nappies, and yet here we were, waiting to meet with buyers from Thorne & Whitmore. The Americans.

      “I can’t help it,” I said, running my fingers along the edge of my desk as I passed it. The surface was spotless except for a vase of white roses—Chris again, he’d decided my office needed “softening.” “This could be the moment, Chris. If they stock us, we’ve cracked America. If they don’t…”

      “Then we shall carry on being fabulous elsewhere,” he interrupted breezily. He reached into the tin on the coffee table and fished out a sugared almond, popped it into his mouth, and spoke around it. “And really, darling, don’t say ‘cracked America’ as though it’s a walnut. It’s terribly unglamorous.”

      I shot him a look, though the corners of my mouth twitched. He always did that—deflated my nerves with absurdity. “Easy for you to say. You don’t have to live with the weight of a royal title hanging over your head if this goes pear-shaped.”

      “Correction: you don’t live with it either, you merely parade it when it’s advantageous. And, incidentally, you do it beautifully. Which is why, in a few minutes, I shall begin dazzling them with my talk of evening wear, and then you will stride in like you’ve just come from having whisky with the King. Works every time.”

      I stopped pacing, hands on hips. “You still think evening wear is the way to go? Honestly, Chris, they’ll never commit to our formalwear before they’ve proven we can sell to their everyday shoppers. The suiting line is more accessible, more—”

      “Boring,” he cut in with a grin. His hair, artfully tousled in that way only a professional blow-dry could manage, gleamed under the recessed lighting. “The Americans want drama, Arthur. They want dinner jackets that make their Park Avenue men weep. If they wanted off-the-rack suits, they could buy Ralph Lauren.”

      “Don’t be rude about Ralph. He’s practically their national treasure.”

      Chris waved a hand as if to shoo away the notion. “National treasures are overdone. We are Clarence Atelier. The clue is in the name. We are here to remind them Britain does it better. Imagine their black-tie galas—our midnight silk shawl-collar jackets, the draped backs on the women’s gowns. They’ll be begging for us.”

      I sighed and resumed pacing. He wasn’t wrong about the evening wear—it was breathtaking, no one denied that—but I couldn’t shake the practicality. If we wanted a long-term relationship with Thorne & Whitmore, we needed to start with pieces that would actually move volume.

      The knock on the door startled both of us.

      “Enter,” I called, more briskly than I meant.

      In came Laurence, our secretary. A tall, angular man with spectacles perpetually sliding down his nose, he’d once confessed he’d only taken the job at Clarence Atelier because he preferred answering telephones for a fashion house to managing spreadsheets at a bank. His ties were always impeccable, though. Today’s was a deep burgundy silk.

      “Your Royal Highness, Mr. Tennant,” he said, his voice carrying that dry politeness I adored. “A message from the lobby. Ms. Carlisle from Thorne & Whitmore is running a few minutes behind. Traffic, apparently.”

      I exhaled sharply in relief. “Thank God for London congestion.”

      Chris chuckled. “See, darling? The city conspires in our favour. More time to perfect our pitch.”

      Laurence inclined his head and slipped back out, leaving us alone again.

      I spun back toward Chris. “So. Evening wear or suiting? We can’t go in muddled.”

      “We go in with the formal collection.”

      “The suits.”

      He arched his brow. “I designed the formalwear myself.”

      “And I designed half the suit line,” I reminded him.

      “Which explains why it’s so…practical.” His smile was wicked, teasing.

      “Practical sells.”

      “Formalwear stuns.”

      I folded my arms and glared at him, though I could feel laughter bubbling underneath. This was us—sparring, needling, winding each other up until one of us caved. Usually me.

      Before either of us could declare victory, the intercom buzzed.

      Laurence’s voice: “Sir, Mr. Tennant—Ms. Carlisle and her assistant, Ms. Hammond, have just arrived.”

      Chris leaned forward, pressing the button with practiced ease. “Lovely. Please let them know I’ll be right out.”

      He released the button and turned to me, his eyes glittering with mischief. “Showtime.”

      Our gazes locked for a moment, and then, as if choreographed, we both broke into laughter.

      “Go on,” he said, waving toward the adjoining room. “Hide. I’ll dazzle them first, and then you can sweep in when I give the signal.”

      “Honestly, Chris, we’re ridiculous,” I said, though I was already scooping up my phone.

      “Ridiculous but effective.” He leaned back against the sofa cushions like a cat who’d just cornered a mouse. “Don’t forget to look impossibly regal. They must believe you dine on royal swans every night.”

      I snorted. “Shall I dig out Grandfather’s signet ring? Would that help?”

      He threw his head back and laughed, the sound filling the office. “Divine. Utterly divine. Yes, wear the ring. Americans adore a prince.”

      Shaking my head but smiling all the same, I slipped into the adjoining room. It was hardly a glamorous hiding place—a small sitting room that doubled as a refuge on days when the office felt too exposed—but it had become part of our ritual. Chris went first, dazzling with his designer’s patter, and then I appeared at just the right moment to remind the world that Clarence Atelier came with its own touch of aristocratic sparkle.

      I leaned back against the cool wall, phone in hand, waiting for the buzz. My heart thudded with anticipation, but also with the comfort that Chris was on the other side, holding the line. We were a team, always had been. Best friends before business partners, and somehow still managing both without losing our sanity.

      And when that phone buzzed, I’d stride out in all my regal glory—signet ring or not—and together we’d charm the Americans into falling hopelessly in love with Clarence Atelier.

      I listened through the door, straining for every sound. Chris’s voice carried first—smooth, melodic, the practiced patter of a designer who believed in every stitch he’d sketched. There was laughter, then a feminine voice I didn’t recognise, followed by a warm chorus of “oohs” and “aahs.”

      I grinned. That would be Chris unfurling the evening collection like banners at a coronation. He always knew how to work a room.

      Turning toward the mirror on the wall, I inspected my reflection. My hair—dark chestnut, slightly tousled as always—looked fine, though I ran my fingers through it to settle the wave that never quite behaved. My suit was holding up: a slim-cut navy number from our own line, the lapels sharp enough to signal intention without screaming for attention. I straightened the knot of my tie—a deep forest green in raw silk—and adjusted my cuffs.

      Perfect: polished, understated, confident.

      From the other room came another ripple of appreciative exclamations. I bit back a laugh. Chris was clearly slaying. If I actually swept in wearing a coronet, the poor Americans might faint dead away on the rug. Not that I’d ever inflict one on myself—those wretched things sat on the head like a medieval torture device. No man in his right mind enjoyed them.

      My phone buzzed.

      The signal.

      I drew in a deep breath, lifting my chin. My heartbeat quickened, but my expression was serene. This was the role I’d been born to play—not designer, not entrepreneur, but the ineffable aura of royalty that still clung to me whether I liked it or not.

      A calm smile fixed itself to my lips. I placed one hand lightly on the doorknob, straightened my posture, and with a final glance in the mirror, stepped out into the corridor.

      And with that, His Royal Highness entered the stage.
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        * * *

      

      The crystal clink of champagne glasses echoed through my office like music. I leaned back against the edge of my desk, savouring the effervescent fizz on my tongue and the rare satisfaction of a deal gone precisely our way.

      “To Clarence Atelier,” Chris declared, raising his flute high as if to toast the whole of Bond Street. “And to Thorne & Whitmore, may their customers buy our clothes until their credit cards melt.”

      I laughed, the tension of the morning evaporating. “That was a coup if ever I saw one.”

      “Darling, it was more than a coup. It was a full-scale coronation.” He winked at me, mischief sparkling in his eyes. “Did you see poor Ms. Hammond? The woman nearly fainted when you strolled in like James Bond at a garden party. Her laptop went crashing to the floor. I swear I heard the hard drive give up its last breath.”

      I nearly choked on my champagne. “Stop it! I saw her flail. I thought she’d taken out an ankle.”

      “She probably would’ve, had you been wearing a coronet.” He arched one perfectly shaped brow. “We’d have been ringing for smelling salts.”

      I laughed again, clutching my glass as bubbles threatened to spill over. “You are incorrigible.”

      “And you adore me for it,” he said, leaning back on the sofa, his champagne flute dangling casually between elegant fingers.

      We sat there in comfortable silence for a moment, basking in the glow of victory. The Americans had been dazzled—Chris’s formalwear, my theatrics, our practised routine. They’d placed a significant order on the spot, though with the caveat that Clarence Atelier mounted a “serious marketing push” to accompany the launch. Typical Americans—always wanting a spectacle.

      The intercom buzzed.

      Laurence’s crisp voice: “Her Royal Highness, Princess Anne, is on line one for you, sir.”

      I closed my eyes, exhaling through my nose. “Of course she is.”

      Chris glanced at me, his face softening. He knew. He always knew. Without a word, he rose, set his flute down, and brushed a quick clap against my shoulder. “Good luck. I’ll be in the studio.” And then he slipped out, leaving me alone with the inevitable.

      I lowered my glass, reached for the phone, and pressed the blinking button. “Hello, Mummy.”

      “Oh, Arthur,” came my mother’s voice, faintly crackling over the line. She sounded breathless, followed by a cough. “You must do something for me.”

      I straightened. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing serious,” she said quickly, though another cough punctuated her reassurance. “A blasted cold. It was all those hands I shook in Cornwall at the hospital opening. You’d think by now I’d know better than to touch anyone in February.”

      I smiled faintly despite myself. Typical Mummy. Duty first, germs be damned.

      “But I can’t possibly attend the reception tonight at Regent’s Park,” she continued. “The King insists one of us be there—your grandfather’s in one of his moods—and with the new American ambassador being received, it simply has to be family.”

      My stomach tightened. “Mummy—”

      “Please, darling. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important. Bryce Lewis is his name, newly arrived from Australia, I think. The previous ambassador, poor man, dropped dead, and now it’s all rather delicate. Your grandfather doesn’t want anyone thinking Britain can’t roll out the carpet properly.”

      “I’m not a working royal,” I reminded her, my voice sharper than I intended. “You’ve gone to great pains to make sure of that.”

      “I know,” she said softly, another cough muffling her words. “And I try to keep you out of it. But sometimes…sometimes we can’t.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, willing the champagne buzz not to sour into irritation. These functions—the stiff handshakes, the small talk, the endless parade of diplomats who saw me as nothing but a title—were exactly the parts of royalty I loathed. I much preferred sketchbooks, fabric swatches, and Chris’s irreverent jokes to the world of polished courtiers.

      Yet Mummy was ill. And beneath the frustration, there was still that pull—the duty drilled into me since childhood.

      “All right,” I said at last, resigned to a night of tedious bureaucrats. “I’ll go.”
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