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      “Lilies. Did the lilies arrive? Oliver, please tell me they’re Asiatics not Orientals, otherwise we’ll have another sneezing fit on our hands like the Brighton Book Fair fiasco. Jesus, I thought the Princess was going to blow the top off the whole bloody marquee.”

      Fuck, I knew Meredith would bring up the Orientals. A few weeks out from naming her junior partner and she brings up the bloody Orientals.

      Fuck, fuck, bollocks, fuck!

      Aaaaaand… deep breath.

      “Don’t worry, Meredith. There’s not an Oriental lily in sight,” I assured my boss in the calmest tone I could muster. I was standing outside the press-filled pavilion that would house today’s event, tightening my grip on the phone to my ear while managing to keep a lid on my rising tension. “This place is swarming with snappers from every newspaper in London. The last thing I want is a sneezing princess.”

      “Oh God, and what an ugly sneezer she is,” Meredith groaned. “To be fair, I don’t think anyone looks particularly attractive when they sneeze. But when Beatrice fires off the snot cannon she actually looks like she’s being probed, don’t you think?”

      “I honestly can’t say I’ve looked that closely. But don’t worry, we won’t have another front page like that again.”

      “I should hope not. You know I’ll be making my decision on who’ll be junior partner by the end of the month. Your track record so far this year has been flawless… apart from said book fair fiasco. Even with that teensy little black mark to your name, you’re still in with a good chance, Oliver. You wouldn’t want Felicity to pip you at the post, would you?” Before I could answer, Meredith added quite urgently, “You did get the white vases for the florals, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. And the white plinths to match. Along with the white Americana fold-out chairs and the white cloths for the banquet rounds and white balloon centrepieces so that nothing takes away from the princess’s outfit.”

      “It’s the blue Alexander McQueen, correct?”

      “No, she changed her mind at the last minute. She thought it might clash with the hospital’s logo so she’s wearing the peach Oscar de la Renta instead.”

      “Are you sure? I didn’t see that change on the event order.”

      “Like I said, it was last minute. Meredith, why are you acting so anxious about all this? I know what I’m doing, you know that, right?”

      “Yes, of course. You’re brilliant. You’re the best. I just need a big fat tick of approval for this event today, can you do that for me?”

      I felt my brow crease suspiciously. “What do you mean, you need a big fat tick? From who?”

      “From Lizzie. But don’t feel any pressure. Just do your thing. You’re brilliant, Oliver.”

      “Lizzie? You mean, Elizabeth? You mean… Queen Elizabeth? Why does the Queen need a big fat tick on today’s event? It’s the opening of a hospital wing. So long as the Princess isn’t suddenly allergic to balloons, we should be fine.”

      “Forget I said anything. Just promise me you’ve got everything under control.”

      “We’ve got everything under control. The canapes are vegan friendly. The champagne is chilled. The glassware is sparkling. Security have checked the grounds. The audio crew is in place. The microphones and foldback speakers have been sound-checked. The speech has been auto-cued and the giant scissors for cutting the ribbon have been lubed, buffed and polished to perfection.”

      “Exactly the same way the Princess likes her manservants. But that’s between you and me. It sounds like you have it all well in hand.”

      “We do. Audrey and I are going to run through the schedule with the organisers one last time then I give the greenlight to the royal motorcade. They’re at the Palace now just waiting for my cue.”

      “Perfect. As soon as you’ve wrapped the event let the production team bump out. I need you back at the office for this week’s rundown meeting.”

      I checked my watch. “We’ll be there by four at the latest.”

      “Excellent. Now go make my spoiled rich royals look important, would you?”

      With that, Meredith hung up the phone. I let out a sigh and a good deal of tension with it, then stepped into the pavilion to witness the pre-event buzz I had become so accustomed to in my everyday job. Photographers were setting up their tripods and vying for the best possible position in the press section, while reporters went over their questions and tested their Dictaphones. The production crew checked plugs and taped down any loose cords, while the wait staff poured champagne and began serving early-arriving guests.

      From across the room, I saw my personal assistant Audrey Andrews make a beeline for me, a clipboard in one hand and a two-way radio in the other. Her hair was styled in a short bob, both fashionable and functional. Her dress was formal enough to pass for an occasion such as this, yet practical enough to allow for her to climb a stepladder or crawl under a stage if a wire came loose. To say that I couldn’t do my job without Audrey was the understatement of the century. She was like a five-foot-four Excel spreadsheet without the glitches. She was like a list that never needed cross-checking. She was like a production budget that always balanced. Sometimes she finished my sentences; sometimes she even started them. She always knew exactly what I needed, even when I didn’t. After working together for three years I still couldn’t decide if her superpower was precision, perceptiveness or resourcefulness, for she possessed all three in equal abundance.

      “Right, the guests are arriving, the press are in place and the lights…” Audrey looked up at the lighting rig that had been erected above the stage. She put her two-way to her lips and instructed, “Ralphie, can we please tilt spot number four down seven inches?”

      As we watched, a spotlight shifted to perfectly light up the lectern on the stage.

      “Thanks Ralphie, you’re a peach,” Audrey smiled into her radio before saying to me, “And the lights are in position. We have precisely six and a half minutes for a final run through of the schedule with the organisers. They’re waiting in the hospital annex which is…” She must have sensed my tension because her eyebrow instantly raised in concern. “Oliver? What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why do you bother lying to me?”

      “Because one day it might work.”

      “Now you’re lying to yourself as well as me.”

      “Fine. Okay. I just got off the phone to Meredith. She was… weird.”

      “You do know Meredith’s not entirely normal anyway. She’s been in charge of PR and events for the Palace for the past twelve years. That’s enough to tilt anyone’s axis, if you know what I mean.”

      “No, this was more than her normal Meredith madness. She mentioned the junior partnership. She even mentioned Felicity.”

      “Oh, Oliver… relax. She’s playing you off one another. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Felicity’s work isn’t a patch on yours. She’s overrated, over-confident and quite frankly she’s a loose canon. She takes risks. She strays from the runsheet, she throws away the script. Do you think that’s what Meredith wants in a junior partner? Oliver, you’re the only one Meredith can trust. You’re the only one who can pull off the perfect royal event and she knows it.”

      “Apart from the Brighton Book Fair fiasco.”

      “That wasn’t your fault. Not even Princess Beatrice knew she was allergic to Oriental lilies… till she sneezed in J.K.’s face.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.”

      “All I’m saying is, the junior partnership is yours for the taking. Just do what you do best and focus on the job.”

      “Focus on the job,” I nodded in a pep-talk tone to myself.

      “Just not too hard. Sometimes you focus so hard you can’t see anything else around you… like the sexy barista guy from the café downstairs who does the coffee run through the office every morning and afternoon… or the number of text messages you ignore from your poor mother… or the fact that you have crumbs of toast on your shirt from your breakfast this morning.”

      “I do?” I asked, quickly brushing down my shirt. “Wait, what sexy barista guy?”

      “That’s what I mean. You haven’t even noticed him. He only brings you coffee every morning… and says ‘hi’ to you in that cute American accent of his… and gives you a smile so disarming it could very possibly bring peace to the Middle East.”

      “What? Really? Wait, who is this guy?”

      “He’s none of your concern right now. I’ll work on that later. Right now you need to come with me. We’ve still got…” Audrey checked her watch again, “… three minutes and forty-five seconds for that run through. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      I nodded. “As Meredith would say, let’s go make those royals look important.”
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      My name is Oliver Albright, although to be honest it wasn’t always. My actual name is Oliver Potts, but when my parents’ rather annoying habit of calling me Jolly Ollie Potts was discovered by my fellow first-graders and became a constant taunt for the remainder of my school years, I decided to switch to my mother’s maiden name, Albright, as soon as I was legally allowed. My father, George Potts, didn’t seem at all perturbed by the move. ‘Whatever floats your boat, Jolly,’ he said as I told him one morning over his crumpets and jam. My mother Judith— while she herself had opted for the surname Potts from the day she was married— seemed rather flattered by my name change… not that she ever admitted it.

      She hated the thought of doing anything that might upset my father.

      It was, in fact, my mother’s self-appointed mission to be the best housewife she could be, always ensuring my father led a rather comfortable, if not simple, life.

      His slippers were always ready for him by the bed every morning.

      His tea was always served in his favourite Lady Di commemorative cup and saucer with the crack mark where Mum had glued the handle back on.

      His dinner of bangers and mash was always ready at five on the dot, while his dessert of spotted dick or treacle was brought to him and sat on the tray by his armchair by six while he watched the telly.

      My father was not a rude or insulting or abusive man. Nor was he particularly helpful or engaging or complimentary. He was simply… there.

      Mum on the other hand kept herself constantly busy. When she wasn’t fussing over Dad or cleaning the house or doing the washing or baking scones or making jam or steaming the curtains clean with her iron, she was volunteering her time and thespian talents to the South Ealing Aged Care Village down the road from their house. Once upon a time she had visions of becoming a stage actress herself, heading off to auditions with a dream in one pocket and just enough spare change in the other to get her to the West End and back on the bus. She had grand aspirations of travelling to Paris and becoming a star and marrying a millionaire with a yacht and a villa in St. Tropez.

      But then she met my father and the curtains closed on her dreams of ever treading the boards.

      I suppose I had inherited my mother’s short-lived ability to dream big. Perhaps it was a baton she had unwittingly passed to me so she could dote over my father. Wherever my ambition had sprung from, the moment I left high school I moved out of home, changed my surname and relentlessly pursued a career in public relations and events, determined to explore a world that was bigger and brighter than the all-too-cosy realm of my childhood with the wallpaper fraying, the kettle whistling, and the air filled with the smell of mothballs and pork sausages. Not that I ever minded going back to my parents’ house for a quick pop-in. They were my folks, I loved them, and if nothing else a visit to my childhood home always reminded me that I had goals to kick and ladders to climb.

      Speaking of which, the opening of the hospital wing that afternoon went swimmingly. No sneezing. No hitches. Nothing for the papers to report other than the story itself. For an events director there’s little more one could ask for… except possibly a promotion to junior partner.

      Was I getting a little obsessed about my chances of moving up the food chain at work? Definitely, but could anyone blame me? I’d spent the past six years dedicating myself to Pearce PR and Events, a business that Meredith Pearce had built from the ground up and was now one of London’s most prestigious public relations and events companies thanks to one hell of a client— the British Royal family. It was our job to organise the events, build the stage, point the spotlights, invite the press and make each and every member of the Royal Family shine, in sickness and in health, for better or worse.

      If it sounded like I was married to my job, well… I was.

      I hadn’t been on a date in six years.

      I hadn’t kissed a boy since well before that.

      And while I had been out and proud since my late teens, having any sort of sexual orientation seemed rather redundant if you didn’t actually have sex.

      Don’t get me wrong, it was definitely on my to-do list. It just kept getting bumped farther and farther down that list. There were always more important things to do like become junior partner… and get my tux dry-cleaned for the New Zealand Ambassador’s charity ball on Saturday night… and remember to switch laundry detergents since my normal detergent had suddenly started making me itch… and… and… oh shit!

      “Oh shit! It’s my mother’s birthday today,” I suddenly remembered as Audrey and I hurried through the busy open-plan office of Pearce PR and Events, with its phones ringing and its staff members tapping away at their computer keyboards.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got you covered,” Audrey answered with a confident smile.

      “You do?”

      “Of course. You bought her a very expensive bottle of perfume from Dior, something she would never buy for herself because she can’t afford it, and even after you give it to her, she probably won’t use it because… well… she thinks she can’t afford it. Which makes the whole gift rather superfluous, but nevertheless it makes her feel loved and after all, it’s the thought that counts. A car will pick you up from the office as soon as the rundown meeting is over. It will take you to the South Ealing Aged Care Village where your mother is teaching today’s theatre class. You’ll pick her up, stop off at her favourite Indian takeaway and buy dinner, then enjoy a nice meal at home with your parents. I’ll forward your work calls to my phone, so you’ll have no excuses not to give your mother your undivided attention on her one special day of the year. Do you think you can manage that?”

      “I think I can manage that,” I said with a smile of gratitude and relief. “By the way, have I told you lately how much I love you?”

      We reached the door to the boardroom where Audrey paused fleetingly to give me a grin. “Yes, you have. It’s written on the card that came with the bunch of flowers that arrived on my desk this morning from the same florist I used for today’s events. Funny that. And before you ask, the answer is yes… there’s a bunch for your mother as well.”

      She pushed open the door to the meeting room just as everyone was taking their seats around the table, with Meredith standing at the head of it.

      There were at least thirty people in the room— event directors, production co-ordinators, copywriters, PR execs and assistants galore. Fortunately, the boardroom table was long enough to seat us all and then some.

      “Right, everyone, take a seat. Quickly, please, before I fire all of you,” instructed Meredith in a tone that constantly made us question whether she was joking or not. We all promptly found a seat. A little ‘Meredith madness,’ as we called it, always kept us on our toes.

      As I sat down, I caught the gaze of Felicity sitting directly opposite me. I could already see the flame of rivalry flickering in her eye. She feigned a smile. I feigned one back… which is surprisingly hard when one is clenching one’s jaws.

      “Okay everyone, listen up. I know you’ve all been working your arses off and your hard work has not gone unnoticed,” said Meredith. “We’ve picked up another twenty-eight networks across the Asia-Pacific region who’ve agreed to broadcast our media packages. In terms of press coverage, we’ve increased our ratings by thirteen percent and our social media uptake has doubled since this time last year. But unfortunately, it remains a fact that some members of the Royal Family refuse to believe they live in the real world. For every pretty pink cupcake that Kate pretends to bake for breast cancer, there’s always a family of four that Philip was prepared to run off the road simply because he believed a man’s place is behind the wheel of a fast car at the ripe old age of ninety-nine. The fact is, we’re more than a PR and events company. We’re a fucking fire brigade, and for every blaze we extinguish there’s three more potential infernos we need to snuff out before they ignite. In simple terms, we need positive content more than ever. We need to ramp up our supply to our media partners both here and overseas. Let’s face it, the Australians need a lesson in etiquette, the Canadians would rather be part of Europe anyway, and the Americans just can’t get enough of the Royal Family… you always want what you can’t have, I suppose. We need good news stories coming out their arses. We need royals kissing kittens. We need princes saving whales. We need duchesses delivering babies. We need people to believe the monarchy can do no wrong, and we need it now. Come on, people. Astound me with your brilliant ideas.”

      Barely taking a breath, Meredith began to fire off names around the table.

      “Cynthia, what have you got for me? Make it good.”

      “How about the new baby panda at London Zoo,” Cynthia said off the top of her head. “Perhaps we can do a photo opp with Wills and the kids. Apparently, the baby panda’s name is Xiao Shu which means ‘Little Tree’.”

      “Fabulous,” said Meredith. “Make it happen. Only see if the zoo will change the bear’s name to something more memorable… more royal… like Victoria or Mary. I’m sure they won’t mind. Righto, who’s next? Basil, hit me with your best shot.”

      “The environment’s a hot topic.”

      “Literally,” Meredith agreed.

      “What if we send Eugenie out on some Green Peace ship to observe the negative effects of plastic on the planet’s oceans, then set her up with her own fashion label to design hats made from recycled Evian bottles and half-chewed straws?”

      “I love it. Eugenie loves wearing hats that look like rubbish, she’ll slide right into it like a penguin in an oil slick. Righto, who’s next? Peter, what about you? Dazzle us with your ideas.”

      “Well… what about coming up with a new sports event aimed at raising money for charity.”

      “Go on, I’m listening.”

      “Perhaps something like the Special Olympics or that one with the soldiers in wheelchairs, only instead of people, it’s a sports event for disabled animals.”

      “Perhaps it’s an Olympics for disabled horses,” offered Rebecca from the far end of the table. “The Royal Family love horses.”

      Meredith gave a ponderous nod. “Not bad. Let’s workshop it, people. Give me warm and fuzzies till I’m sick.”

      “What if they’re not just any old horses,” chimed in Zara. “What if they’re police horses. Ones that have lost their eyesight perhaps?”

      “Yes, good,” Meredith said. “But why have they lost their eyesight? Come on people, think. Tug at the strings of my cold dead heart.”

      Suddenly Felicity jumped up from her seat. “They’ve lost their eyesight because they’ve been blinded in a terrorist explosion while on duty!” she exclaimed, unable to hide the adrenaline rush of nailing a showstopper of an idea. “Charles can be patron of the event. Camilla can present the medals. And Andrew can clean out the stables as part of his community service.”

      Meredith broke into slow, heart-felt applause. “People… that right there is award-winning publicity. That’s the kind of brilliance that’ll have monarchists queuing around the corner to buy memorabilia teaspoons for the crystal cabinet. That’s the kind of brilliance that’ll have the Queen sneaking a third nip into her morning gin and tonic. That right there is the kind of brilliance that’ll have every Pippa-wannabe yummy-mummy naming their kids after blind police horses. Well done, Felicity!”

      Soon, everyone in the room was clapping.

      Everyone except Felicity who happily lapped up the credit for the idea… and me, who refused to give her a shred of kudos.

      I felt an unstoppable wave of rivalry rise up within me.

      Over the applause I called to Meredith, “Actually, I’ve got an even better idea⁠—”

      “Not now, Oliver,” Meredith cut me off.

      I shut up immediately, taken aback as the applause died down to make way for my sudden humiliation.

      Perhaps Meredith didn’t hear me properly. “If you don’t mind, Meredith, I have an idea⁠—”

      “As a matter of fact, I do mind, Oliver. This meeting is over. Everyone, I want budgets and critical paths for the new ideas on my desk first thing in the morning. In the meantime, this week’s content packages are due at five this afternoon which gives you precisely thirty-five minutes to get your shit together and get your jobs done. Now go, go go! All except you, Oliver. I want a word.”

      My stomach sank as I felt the fiery blush of red in my cheeks from being shot down in front of my colleagues.

      It did not go unnoticed by Felicity who stood from her chair opposite me, grinned with glee, and even dropped a little giggle at my expense as she flitted out of the room.

      “Golly,” Audrey whispered in a somewhat mortified tone. “Are you in trouble?”

      From the head of the table Meredith said, “Audrey you might want to stay back too please.”

      “Actually, it sounds like we’re both in trouble,” I whispered back to Audrey.

      She gulped, and together we picked up our notebooks and joined Meredith, pulling up a chair each near the head of the long boardroom table while the room promptly emptied and the last person out closed the door behind them.

      “Sorry about cutting you off just then, Oliver. I know it didn’t seem like it, but I was doing you a favour. Whatever ideas you have brewing in your head, keep them there for the time being, otherwise Felicity will steal them and take all the credit. You’ll have plenty of time for new ideas when you complete the project I’m about to give you. The fact is, this assignment is a rather delicate and challenging one, and there’s nobody else I can trust more than the two of you to get the job done.”

      I couldn’t stop the smile spreading across my lips as Meredith’s words stroked my approval complex like it was a purring cat. “Thanks Meredith. No matter how delicate and challenging, you know we won’t let you down. What is it?”

      “Have you ever heard of the Kingdom of Zsnovania in Eastern Europe?”

      Audrey and I both shook our heads, completely clueless.

      “No, of course you haven’t. Nobody has. It’s nothing but a castle and a village and a couple of donkeys squeezed onto a hillside between Romania, Moldova and Ukraine. On the outside it looks like something from a fairy tale, although according to reports they still get the occasional bout of Black Death… and, fun fact, statistically more people in Zsnovania die from a wooden stake wound to the heart than anywhere else in the world.”

      “They have vampires?” Audrey practically yelped.

      “No, apparently it’s one of two traditional methods to solve a neighbourhood dispute.”

      “What’s the other way?”

      “You don’t want to know. In a nutshell, Zsnovania is very… old-fashioned. There’s no electricity, no running water and the only time they pick up phone reception is when two or more Russian satellites pass directly overhead to make a signal, which lasts for about three minutes a day.”

      “Are you telling us about this place to make us appreciate life in London?” I asked, not even trying to hide my anxiety. “Or are you bracing us for something more?”

      Meredith sighed and rather casually announced, “King Zorg of Zsnovania has declared war on England.”

      “What?” Audrey and I both gasped.

      “Oh my God, should we be hearing sirens in the streets right now?” I asked.

      “Should we be sending the children to the countryside?” Audrey panicked.

      “Do they have long-range missiles? Should we be in the basement? How the fuck do we even get to the basement? My swipe card only gets me as far as the lobby!”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, you two,” Meredith said. “The only missile launcher you’ll find in Zsnovania is a catapult. Although if I’m wrong and you do stumble across some plutonium-grade weapons of mass destruction while you’re there, I strongly suggest you let me know.”

      “What do you mean, ‘While we’re there’? Why would we go to a kingdom that just declared war on us?” I asked.

      “Because I need you to stop that war from happening. It’s all a silly little misunderstanding, and I know the two of you can help calm everyone down and smooth things over.”

      “Smooth what over, exactly? What could possibly cause a tiny kingdom nation on a hillside in Eastern Europe to declare war on us?”

      “A sceptre,” Meredith answered. “More specifically, the Sceptre of Svetlana. According to the Zsnovanian history books— which by the way are written on parchment, fun fact— Queen Svetlana of the sixteenth century possessed a bejewelled sceptre with an orb on the end adorned with black pearls from the Caspian Sea. It was her prized possession. Unfortunately, in a battle with our imperial forces the sceptre somehow fell into our possession… then was lost for centuries.”

      “Like the Ark of the Covenant,” Audrey observed with a look of awe on her face.

      “Well, yes. But no, not really. Prince Philip stumbled upon it while he was trying to fetch a stray slipper from under his bed. Apparently, he seemed to remember finding it in the attic some time in the fifties or sixties or possibly even the late seventies and decided to stash it under his bed as one of his many ‘forgive-me-darling’ gifts in case he ever needed something in a hurry… after which time he promptly forgot it was even there.”

      “How can someone forget there’s a royal sceptre under their bed?” I asked.

      “The only treasure that man ever cared about was his own crown jewels. You should see what else they found under his bed.”

      I grimaced. “I don’t want to know.”

      “The point is, King Zorg has only now got wind of the fact that the Sceptre of Svetlana is in our possession. His first reaction was to declare war, he’s rather excitable like that. When the Queen politely declined, his second reaction was to demand a member of the Royal Family return the sceptre to its rightful home in Zsnovania with the most humblest of apologies… or he’ll declare war again.”

      “What did the Queen say?”

      “She wasn’t particularly thrilled, but in order to keep the peace she agreed with his demands. However, she quickly cited that her own busy schedule prevented her from attending. Prince Charles also said no, as did Camilla and the rest of the kids… and the grandkids… and most of the cousins… and a whole slew of nieces and nephews who the paparazzi don’t even know exist… until the royal duty finally landed on the not-so-worthy shoulders of Prince Jacob of Nottingham.”

      “Prince who?” I asked, rattling my brain to put a face to the name.

      “Prince Jacob of Nottingham. If you haven’t heard of him then someone’s doing a bloody brilliant job of keeping him a secret. He’s young, dumb and one-hundred-and-one in line to the throne.”

      “If he’s so far down the line, how can he be a prince? Shouldn’t he be a viscount or a baron or something?”

      “It’s the Royal Family, Oliver. Their lineage has more twists and turns than a tell-all interview with Oprah. Anything goes. Besides, ‘Prince Jacob’ isn’t exactly the name people like to give him in the media. On the club scene in Ibiza and Mykonos he’s fondly known as Baked Jake… the Royal Bender… the Duke of Puke… the Earl of Hurl.”

      “Charming,” Audrey said.

      “Prince Charming he is not. In fact, he’s very possibly the most unlikeable, reckless and irresponsible member of the Royal Family in the history of the monarchy. If this were the eighteenth century the Queen would have had him beheaded by now, but unfortunately the law frowns upon the pruning of one’s family tree these days. Pity. It might have spared you two the trouble of trying to find our wayward client.”

      “What do mean by ‘wayward client’?” Audrey asked.

      Meredith sighed, as though just telling the story had left her exasperated. “It would appear Prince Jake went missing in action a few weeks ago, which presents a small problem given the fact that King Zorg has already been informed that the Prince will be the one returning the sceptre.”

      “Can’t we send another Royal instead? Can’t the Queen threaten to cut someone out of her will if they don’t go?”

      “I wish it were that simple, but King Zorg is now insisting nobody but Prince Jake delivers the sceptre. It seems the King somehow managed to get his hands on a photo of Prince Jake online… although I’m not quite sure how considering the Zsnovanians think the worldwide web was woven by giant spiders. Nevertheless, the resemblance between Jake and the King’s deceased brother, Prince Vasily, is apparently quite uncanny. King Zorg is adamant he must meet the prince and drink a toast to his brother’s memory.”

      “Surely someone knows where Prince Jake is. He can’t be that hard to find, can he?”

      “You’d be surprised. Disappearing is practically the only thing he’s good at. Last year he attended a party in Monte Carlo and was found three weeks later in a drug den in Cancun.”

      “He was kidnapped?”

      “Oh please. I’d hardly call snorting half a kilo of coke off the tits of a Puerto Rican hooker a hostage situation. The fact is the man is Houdini when it comes to giving his security guards the slip. One minute he’s dressing for a cocktail function at Buckingham Palace, the next he’s skinny-dipping in Dubai with the Sultan’s son and a harem of voluptuous virgins. And now it would seem he’s done it again.”

      “Gone missing, you mean.”

      Meredith nodded. “He was last seen preparing a keynote speech at a convention of ornithologists.”

      “Ornith-whats?” I had to ask.

      “Bird watchers,” Audrey answered.

      “Apparently he felt the need to take off and do some bird-watching of his own,” Meredith added. “That was three weeks ago, just after we informed King Zorg of Prince Jake’s impending arrival. Now the King is expecting the Prince to arrive with the sceptre the day after tomorrow and, well, we’ve got no Prince to send him. That’s where you two come in.”

      “What the hell can we do?” I asked. “We organise events. Without a member of the Royal Family, there’s no event to organise.”

      “Think of this as an exercise in rising to the challenge. Think of it as a traineeship in thinking outside the square. Think of it as a bloody good reason for me to promote you to junior partner. All you have to do is find the prince and get him to Zsnovania in the next forty-eight hours.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      “Then you’d better get your swipe card upgraded to include access to the basement, because Zorg is seemingly very keen on war.”

      “Are you serious? You think the King of Zsnovania would actually start a war just because Prince Jake doesn’t show up to his party?”

      “Who knows what King Zorg is capable of. All I know is Queen Elizabeth has managed to walk the tightrope of diplomacy in front of a circus-tent full of arrogant, bull-headed men for seventy years. I don’t want to be the one to ruin the track record in the twilight of her reign, and I’m certain you don’t either. So, find Prince Jake or find the next best idea to ensure peace between England and Zsnovania. I’ve organised for you to meet with Commander Nigel Briggs, Head of Royal Security, first thing in the morning. He’ll be here at seven sharp to give you a debriefing on the latest information they have on Prince Jake. Until then… you might like to start brushing up on your Zsnovanian. The phrase, ‘Please don’t feed us to the wild boars,’ might come in handy.”

      With that Meredith stood from her chair and made her way to the door. As she reached for the door handle, she paused a moment and turned back to look at me. “I don’t care how you do it, Oliver. Part of me doesn’t even want to know. But it goes without saying that this is the most important assignment I’ve ever given you. So, find a way… or find a new job.”
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      Oh fuck.

      Seriously? Fucking hell fuck fuck fuck!

      “What the fuck are we going to do?” As Audrey and I left the boardroom— our eyes wide with anxiety and staring dead ahead like a pair of rabbits gazing into the headlights of an oncoming car— all I could mutter was, “Seriously, what the fucking hell are we going to do? Does she want to get rid of me? Is this her way of getting rid of me? How the fuck are we going to find Baked Jake and get him to Zsnovania in the next forty-eight hours?”

      We reached our office pod with our two desks side by side and I practically dropped into
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