
  
    [image: The Royal's Enemy]
  


  
    
      The Royal's Enemy

    

    
      
        Brittany Larsen

      

    

    
      Four Petal Press

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Brittany Larsen

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Four Petal lPress.

      The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

      Book Cover by Cover Ever After

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By

          

        

      

    

    
      Brittany Larsen

      Love in LA

      When Harry Met Mitzi

      Britta & the Beach Boy

      Terms of Un-Endearment

      Fa-La La-La Land

      Love in Paradise Valley

      Second Chance Spring in Paradise

      The Grumpy Side of Paradise

      (Not So) Famous in Paradise

      Christmas in Paradise

      Enemies in Paradise

      Creekville Kisses Too

      Dizzy in Love

      Landin’ in Trouble

      Other Novels

      Just One Look

      Her Last First I Love You

      The Royal’s Enemy

      Pride & Politics

      Sense & Second Chances

      The Matchmakers Match

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      HENRY

      The Honorable Henry Wilford George Spencer smiled at the deed in his hands. They’d really done it. He, Theo, and Will, were officially the proud owners of The Wayfarer Hotel and the Aiken property next door, which was currently little more than an empty shell, courtesy of Hurricane Bianca. Now, roughly sixty days after first laying eyes on the damaged hotel and decimated property next to it, Henry was a part owner of both. He and the gents had a lot of work ahead of them—and plenty behind them already—but they were officially on their way to hotel mogulism. If that was the word for what they were doing.

      His brother had said the word for it was barmy. Henry hoped he was wrong.

      “You’ll need these.” The blonde Barbie-like real estate agent handed Will the keys to Cecil’s hotel and then a second set. “You don’t really need this set, seeing how there aren’t any windows, let alone working doors left, but they’re your keys anyway. Good luck to you!” She shook hands with each of them then hurried to her BMW, probably anxious to get away in case they changed their minds.

      “Well, gents.” Will wrapped his arms around Henry’s and Theo’s necks. “We’re official. Shall we peek at what Peerless Enterprises has taken on?”

      “What you’ve gotten us into. Let’s be clear about that.” Henry elbowed Will’s side and stepped out of his hold and walked toward the rubble that was the Aiken property, despite the work they’d done to clear most of the debris.

      But in the rubble, Henry saw possibility. The name Peerless had been Theo’s idea, but it was the perfect description of their fledgling corporation. They hoped to convey the idea that they had no equals among companies devoted to hotel renovation, but the name was also cheeky. As younger sons without titles, the gents were not considered part of the peerage of England like their brothers who had inherited their fathers’ earldoms.

      “You’ll need this!” Henry turned just as Peyton tossed him a hard hat. He caught it, then nodded his thanks as he put it on.

      Though they had helped clear some of the damage directly after Hurricane Bianca, once the Aikens put their property on the market, the gents hadn’t been allowed back until after they’d purchased it, as is. Henry was anxious to see what they were in for. As the architect of the project, there was no moving forward until he had drawn up plans for the renovation of The Wayfarer and the Aiken property—soon to be monikered The Coral Monarch in honor of Cecil’s late wife and as a cheeky nod to their own background.

      Or rather, until Spencer & Sons had plans drawn up. The only thing that stood in the way of Peerless Enterprise’s success was Henry getting his brother, Marcus, to agree that their architectural firm should be the official architects of The Coral Monarch project and every other project that was sure to follow. Marcus had joined their father’s firm while Henry was still at university. (Their sister, Rosamond, chose to run Rosings, the family estate). By the time Henry had joined them, the firm had already built a reputation as the architects to go to for renovations of historic, but crumbling, estates.

      Henry had hoped to bring a fresher perspective to their family firm, combining the modern with the historic following the likes of Zaha Hadid, Daniel Libeskind, and David Closes. Rather than focusing solely on renovating houses back to what they’d been, Henry wanted to take on projects that envisioned what the old estates could be. His father had shown some interest in the idea but had died suddenly six months ago. Since then, Marcus and Henry had often butted heads over the future of the firm, with Marcus firmly on the side of preserving his father’s vision.

      Henry had taken the proposal to Marcus when Will had first presented him with The Coral Monarch idea, and he’d brought it up again two days ago before leaving London. Marcus hadn’t given him a yes, but he hadn’t said no either. Why would he? The Coral Monarch wasn’t nearly as old as the projects they were used to working on, but they’d have to work around the sorts of historical guidelines and restrictions required by Charleston County that they were already familiar with in England. It would actually be an easier project than they were used to, and it would give them the opportunity to expand internationally.

      There was no reason not to be excited about the project.

      So why was he so nervous to call Marcus and get the go-ahead to start planning?

      Henry tugged at the front door of the property and nearly toppled over backwards as its bottom hinges gave way. He let go of the knob, and the door swung precariously to its side on its top hinges. “Best go in through a window,” he called over his shoulder before ducking in through the door.

      Particles of dust danced in the light streaming through what was left of the ceiling. Tiny rainbows shivered in the sun’s rays, refracting on the damaged walls. His eyes followed the source of the rainbows to the small chandelier that lay in the middle of the entryway, its crystals spread haphazardly across the floor. He made a mental note that whatever light they had in the entrance needed to be more natural than breakable.

      Will stepped through a large window, his hard hat scraping against the lone shard of glass still hanging in the empty pane. “What do you see, Spence?” he asked, then as if reading Henry’s mind, added, “A big open foyer that could somehow be closed off in cooler weather?”

      An open foyer would certainly provide natural light. “Definitely a possibility,” Henry answered.

      His phone rang, but when he saw it was Marcus, he let it go to message. He’d rather talk privately over the specifics of Spencer & Sons signing on as architects. Particularly since he’d already assured Will and Theo the firm was “excited” to take on the project. Excited may have been a poor choice of words.

      A bead of sweat dripped down Henry’s back. He pulled at his collar, but the breeze he hoped to cool him came in a hot burst.

      “Give it a try in the plans you’ve been working on, and let me see how it looks,” Will said as he helped Peyton walk over some loose floorboards. The way she gripped his hand while leaping over the broken planks was quite tender. But the planks reminded Henry of what lay ahead. He had to create something from the wreckage around them that would please both his brother and his friends. His friends would be easy enough, but pleasing Marcus was a task that even Sir Christopher Wren himself couldn’t do. He’d pointed out the flaws of St. Paul’s to Henry on a number of occasions.

      Will had asked Henry for a peek at the plans more than once, sometimes hinting that he suspected Henry wasn’t working on them.

      Which he was.

      Technically.

      He had a million ideas floating around his head, but they had to remain there until he got his brother’s approval to move forward. They were a team, after all. Even if Spencer & Sons was still officially known as Spencer & Son. As in Marcus, not Henry. Marcus—the heir and the favorite. The star of the firm. Even if Henry’s plans were usually the ones chosen by their clients. But being a team meant no single person got the credit for the designs.

      Except it was always Marcus’s and his father’s names, specifically, that had been attached to the team’s work. It was their names that were recorded and would be remembered in history while using Henry’s plans.

      Henry toed a piece of plaster, then bent down to pick it up. He examined it, looking closely, then scanned what was left of the wall to see if he could see where it fit. The Aiken property was one of the oldest on the island and, according to Cecil, owned by the same family for generations. They’d been one of the wealthiest families in Charleston by the mid-1900s when the house had been built, but their wealth had diminished with each passing generation until the heir who owned this property hadn’t had the money to rebuild after Hurricane Bianca.

      Some people might find the story of a once prominent family sinking into obscurity tragic. Henry’s own family had been on the verge of sinking into obscurity themselves until his father had started his architectural firm. Lord Spencer had made considerable profits from his efforts by the time Henry had been born, and through smart investments had completely turned around the Spencer family fortune. In renovating The Coral Monarch, Henry saw an opportunity to add to his father’s legacy by expanding what the firm could do.

      Henry wandered around the property for another thirty minutes, taking note of what part of the structure could be salvaged, what would have to go, and what they could do to emphasize the natural beauty of the island. The original home was decidedly Victorian with towers, gables, and decorative trim that made the architecture the focal point instead of its environment.

      “Restoring or destroying?” Theo pointed his chin toward a damaged mural of angels on the wall.

      “Bianca did us a favor there, mate.” Mixing Michelangelo-inspired angels and Victorian gables wasn’t in Henry’s plan, but he did envision retaining some of the more subtle details in a way that melded the home into the landscape and history of Charleston. He’d jotted down only a few of the ideas flooding his brain when he heard Peyton’s voice.

      “Come on, Henry,” She waved him toward the window they’d come through. “We’re going to celebrate.”

      Henry followed her out the window and took in the view of the Atlantic Ocean which lay only four hundred meters away, the waves quietly lapping against the shore. They’d bought this place in conjunction with Cecil’s for this very reason—its proximity to the ocean. Henry had to admit, there was a lot to like about this side of the pond.

      But unlike Will, he wouldn’t be staying. Peyton was beautiful—there was no denying that. But Henry could see in Will’s eyes that he’d follow her anywhere, not the other way around. Will would not be returning to London. For centuries the Spencers and Maxwells had been political allies, but he and Will were genuine friends. Henry had pictured their children—he did want a family someday—growing up together.

      By the look in Will’s eye, however, his children would be Americans. He hadn’t expressly stated it, but now that he and Peyton were engaged, Henry would put money on the fact they’d be settling in Charleston, not England.

      Of course Henry still had Theo. Theo would never trade in his reputation as the “Haughty Hottie” for a private life in America.

      Will clapped him on the back. “This is going to work. I promise. How could it not?”

      Henry turned around and made a show of looking over the entire entry way they’d just walked out of. “Oh, I don’t know. The word ‘hurricane’ comes to mind.”

      “Don’t be such a pessimist,” Theo chimed in. “You sound so English.”

      “Hm. I wonder why.” Henry followed his friends to Peyton’s car, the sun warming his skin and the smell of the sea filling his nostrils. He breathed it in deeply—the sun and the sea. He liked it here. They had every reason to be successful but worry clung to him with the same ferocity as the humidity in the air. If they failed, his family’s name would be attached to it. Marcus had pointed that out to him more than once.

      He climbed into the back seat with Theo, occasionally offering one word replies as they drove out of Magnolia Bay. The sky shone orange against the triangular arches of Arthur Ravenel Bridge by the time they crossed it into Charleston, reminding Henry that he’d been up since before the crack of dawn. Lately sleep had eluded him as often as Marcus’s answer to his questions about taking on The Coral Monarch project had.

      Henry leaned past Theo and placed a hand on Will’s shoulder. “I’m afraid I won’t be very good company tonight, mates. How about you drop me at our place?”

      A cry of disappointment rang out and a barrage of “you have to come,” and “it’s a celebration” hit him, pushing him back into his seat. They weren’t going to take no for an answer, so he stifled a yawn and put a smile on his face.

      “You’re going to love this place,” Peyton said from the driver’s seat. “It’s a total dive bar, but the food is great and the live music’s even better. It’s been featured in Condé Nast, so it’s a dive bar in name only.”

      He winced at the word “music.” His head already hurt, and the only thing worse than going to a bar right now was going to a noisy bar.

      “As soon as you see it, you’ll know why it’s so perfect,” Peyton continued. “Plus, my friend Addison is going to be there. She’s the one the island is sending over for the environmental study, and she’s the one approval has to go through, so play nice. The Sweetgrass Island Coastal Commission can be pretty strict about new builds, which you may qualify as with the Aiken property. We need her on our side.”

      Henry held back a sigh. He knew all about environmental sticklers. They carried clipboards and shot down any kind of creativity in favor of endangered slugs and invasive clover that were suddenly “integral to the environmental health” of an area when someone didn’t want something to be built. He’d encountered them on every project he’d ever worked on in England. The women sticklers were the worst with their quippy t-shirts and khakis that included unflattering side pockets. They always wore hiking boots and their hair was always pulled back into a ponytail. He’d never met an attractive one yet, and their Save-the-Earth militancy made them all the more unattractive.

      Peyton pulled up to the bar, and Henry wondered why one of Charleston’s most popular bars was built in the parking lot of a three-story square office building. How could a city with a downtown full of beautiful architecture also produce something as boring as a cinderblock building in a parking lot? Everything outside of the historic downtown leaned toward the squat and uninteresting, and he missed London already.

      “The Royal American?” he asked when he saw the sign above the door. “If there were such a person, I suppose this is the type of place he’d like.”

      “See?” Peyton clapped. “I told you it was perfect!”

      Henry laughed and followed the rest of the group toward the bar, whose dive vibe was definitely more than skin-deep, despite what Peyton thought. The vinyl chairs outside the door had stuffing spilling from their cracks, and the whole place smelled like a bag of fish and chips. Which, once he thought about it, actually made it more appealing to him. He might have been sold on the whole experience if the smell of tobacco hadn’t followed them inside past the No Smoking sign, all the way to a booth with sticky seats.

      “They’ve got great food and cocktails. I promise you’re going to love it!” Peyton yelled over the noise of the crowd.

      If they already had to shout to be heard and the band hadn’t started yet, Henry didn’t have great hopes that the subtle throbbing in his head wouldn’t turn into a full-blown migraine. Fortunately, he had his phone on vibrate because he never would have heard it ringing. He took it out of his pocket and saw Marcus’s name. Henry couldn’t avoid him again.

      “I have to take this.” He held up his cell, then squeezed out of the booth and headed toward the back door which looked less crowded.

      “Hello, Marcus,” he answered after he’d exited the bar into an empty back parking lot. It was after midnight in London, way past his brother’s usual bedtime. Not a good sign. “We got keys today. Can I get the go-ahead to start on plans?”

      “That’s what I’ve called about, Henry.” His brother’s condescending voice had the same effect on him that it had since Henry was a boy. His breathing slowed, and he waited to be shot down. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Spencer & Sons to get involved with Will’s project. I know he’s a friend, but⁠—”

      “It’s not just Will’s project. I’ve invested too.”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean the firm has to. You’ll need to be a silent partner, I’m afraid. We’ve got more important work here. How soon will you be back?”

      Everything slowed for Henry. He was twenty-seven years old, and for the first time in his life, he’d made a major life decision without waiting for input from his family. A decision he was excited about. And now Marcus wanted him to just give it up? Not take part in any of the plans that would have to be made over the next year before they opened the hotel? Not take part in the actual thing he was good at—the architectural planning?

      “I’m not coming back, Marcus.” The words surprised him. “At least not for a while,” he quickly amended. “If Spencer & Sons isn’t going to be the architects, then I’ll do it on my own.” The anger he’d been carrying for months—no, years—came tumbling out in words he didn’t realize he’d wanted to say.

      Long seconds passed before Marcus finally spoke. “We’re a team, Henry. If you’re doing this on your own, you’re no longer part of our team, so consider your next words carefully.”

      Henry took a deep breath. He knew what he had to do, but did he really want to do it? Whatever his complaints about working with Marcus since Dad’s death, it was a good job. It paid well, and if he kept at it, his work might one day be recognized as his own.

      He swallowed the “I quit” on the tip of his tongue in favor of a compromise. “I’ve committed to drafting the renovation plans, and I have to keep that commitment. Your name doesn’t have to be attached to The Coral Monarch, but mine already is.” He let out a sigh. “Just give me a few weeks, Marcus. That’s all I’m asking. If you don’t like my plans, I’ll come home and never say another word about it.”

      A long silence followed, and Henry could picture Marcus chewing the inside of his cheek like he always did when he had to choose between getting his own way or preserving a relationship that benefitted him. Marcus knew clients preferred Henry’s designs. The firm would suffer without him.

      “Two weeks, Henry. And the Spencer & Sons name won’t be attached to it unless you convince me it will serve us as much as it will serve your little endeavor.”

      Marcus had an annoying tendency to parent Henry, especially now that their father was dead. But Henry kept quiet through his brother’s lecture.

      “You know I’m not easily convinced,” Marcus finished in perhaps the firmest voice Henry had ever heard his brother use.

      “I understand.” Henry ended the call without a goodbye, let alone any term of affection. I love yous were not part of the Spencer vocabulary.

      Henry wished they were, even if he would have been hard pressed to use the word love with his brother. Although Henry had gotten what he wanted, it had come with the high price of working under the intense pressure of trying to please both his best mates and his brother.

      The next two weeks would be utter hell.

      And every week after that might just be the same if things didn’t change with his brother. Things had been better when their dad had been alive, and Henry missed him every day.

      A sudden feeling of hopelessness and loneliness washed over Henry. He sank to the curb, dropping his head between his hands, and fighting against the emotion he’d been keeping in check since the day his father had collapsed on his run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ADDISON

      Addison McCrae was in no mood to meet any wannabe earls. And no matter what Peyton said about it being a “sort of” business meeting, Addison knew her friend was trying to set her up with Lord Henry Spencer—or whatever he was called in England. Peyton had been trying to get Addison to go out for weeks, ever since Lance Tradd had given Addison the “it’s not you, it’s me” talk. Which was a barely disguised “it’s very much you” sendoff after six months of “I love you for who you are.” Six months that had followed four years of on again off again dating.

      Addison had agreed to go out tonight because The Royal American was within walking distance of her apartment, and she could really use some of their housemade potato skins and maybe a gin lime rickey—heavy on the gin, light on the lime—to wash them down with.

      What she wasn’t going to do was change out of her work clothes. Who cared if the side pockets on her khakis made her thighs look wider than they actually were? The waders she’d worn all day while collecting data on Sweetgrass Island wetlands had kept her khakis from getting as filthy as they usually were. Besides, she wasn’t trying to meet anyone. So why take time to change out of her There is No Planet B t-shirt into something fresher? Or put her hair down?

      She did make one concession by changing out of her boots. Flip-flops were definitely the right call when the humidity hovered around one hundred percent.

      Addison decided to go in through the back entrance of The Royal American to avoid the crowd that would likely be out front. As she rounded the corner into the parking lot, she nearly tripped over a guy sitting on the curb.

      “Oh, sorry,” she said swerving around him.

      He had his head between his hands and didn’t look up but answered with a brusque, “Quite all right.”

      Addison usually would have kept walking, but his words stopped her. He hadn’t been polite, but he didn’t sound drunk. He did, however, sound English. Could this be the guy Peyton was pretending she wasn’t trying to set her up with? For a second Addison thought about running, but there was something about the way he was slumped over that made her stay. He looked so…

      Sad.

      “Are you okay?” She leaned over him trying to get a better look at his face.

      He raised his head and put a hand on his forehead to shade his eyes from the last rays of the setting sun. Addison didn’t miss the red in them. Or that they were a very striking color. More gray than blue, with maybe a touch of green.

      “You look upset,” she said hesitantly, knowing she should probably leave him alone, but she’d never been able to walk away from someone she might be able to help. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Drink my sorrows away? Is that your suggestion?” He cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowing. He was definitely English, the upper-class kind. He had to be one of Peyton’s fiancé’s friends. How many fancy Englishmen could there be at The Royal American at the same time?

      “I meant a glass of water.” Addison kept her voice neutral even though he’d been more sarcastic than teasing

      He let out a frustrated sigh. “I apologize.”

      She turned to leave, but then thought it would be awkward to encounter him inside again where he’d probably guess she’d known who he was the minute he’d opened his mouth. Better to sort things out first.

      Turning back to him, she asked “Sorry, but are you English?” She kept her voice light, tiptoeing around him like he was a sleeping bear, trying to remember the nickname Peyton had given Will and his friends. “A noble… or something?” The royals! That’s what Peyton called them—maybe—but before Addison had a chance to correct herself, the “Royal” was answering her.

      “I’m not nobility or royalty, or anything else. I can’t introduce you to the queen or Will or Harry or any of the bunch,” he spat as he stood. “And if you’ll excuse me, I’m obviously not in the mood to be polite.”

      He brushed by her without looking back, but she could feel the heat in her cheeks long before he stormed through the back door. She took her time following him inside, hoping the whole time that whichever of the Englishmen Peyton was intent on introducing her to was not the jerk she’d just met. By the time she’d reached the door, however, her embarrassment had turned to anger.

      And not just anger at whichever of the royals had been so rude to her. Whoever he was, he had the same sandy blonde hair and lanky build of Lance Tradd. They even had the same deep-set eyes, though the Englishman had a more defined jawline and was slightly taller. But they were definitely enough alike for him to remind her of Lance, and all the anger and hurt her ex had caused her tangled up with the fresh shame the Englishman had inflicted.

      She should have known better than to make conversation with someone so clearly entitled. She did know better. A lifetime of living among, but not quite fitting in with, Charleston’s elite had taught her all the lessons she needed to know about how old families treated regular people. Didn’t matter that one of the most well-known names among Charleston’s elite was currently in prison on drug charges; the old families would always think they were better than everyone “from off” the peninsula. And “from off” meant anyone whose family hadn’t been around when the city was still called Charles Town and was nothing but marshland.

      Addison’s family was one of those “from off,” even though she’d lived her entire life in Charleston. The last thing she needed was for some British guy who was even more “from off” than her to treat her like he was too good for her too. Of course an English aristocrat would be as pretentious as the Charlestonians who thought of themselves as royalty.

      To be fair—which Addison didn’t currently feel inclined to do—she had met some old Charlestonians who were very nice people, and she hadn’t officially met Will’s friends, so she might be jumping to conclusions. But what she did know is that they wanted to build a hotel on the already fragile shores of Windy Cove. As much as she liked Will, his decision to expand The Wayfarer made her suspect the royals were just like every other wealthy person she knew: more concerned with lining their pockets than anything else.

      Addison brushed her bangs out of her face and went inside to find Peyton. She didn’t need to be embarrassed about her behavior, so there was no reason to avoid Peyton or miss out on the potato skins she’d been craving all day. She brushed past people crowded around the bar and found Peyton snuggled up in a booth with Will.

      Will had proposed to Peyton the same day Lance had dumped Addison and seeing them together for the first time since
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