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      In my next life, I’ll be reborn as Harry Styles. Or maybe as the reincarnation of Taylor Swift. I’ll still be famous if I must, but I’ll be famous due to my talent instead of my chance birth as a royal. I’m quite sure I’m a negative ten on the talent-o-meter.

      Everything else is just genetics. And training.

      It’s Friday night in London, and Mayfair glitters. When I step out of the black SUV, straightening to my full height, I pause in the drizzle for the cameras on the red carpet at the charity ball. Snapping shutters echo, and a familiar blinding flash dazzles my eyes.

      I give my best public smile and stop in a flattering pose, then strike another pose for my best angles like the Danish prince once taught me during a secret fling. Work it, babe, Prince Theodor coached me then as we drank spicy margaritas, which incidentally led to more spice.

      More confidence, more sultry. Hand on my hip and a three-quarter turn to the cameras.

      The crowd cheers their approval as I’m blinded by the lights. I wave, smile broadly, and carry on, mindful of not tripping over my own feet.

      “Prince Auggie! Over here!”

      “Prince Auggie—where’s Katie? I’ll be your date!”

      “Prince Auggie, come back!”

      Tonight, I’m shamelessly selling the image of charming Prince Auggie, future British monarch. I’d like to meet him too, to be honest, because he’s great in the press. Cool guy. From the outside, he has it together. The media and public are fascinated, so somehow, I must be doing something right. Or quite possibly, I’m doing something wrong enough that the media sticks to me waiting for my next mistake.

      I’m all kitted up in an edgy mohair tux that an up-and-coming London designer sent over to me. I’m at least looking the part of the dashing prince, even if I can’t get over the idea that the dashing prince is supposed to be me.

      To be fair, I do look good enough, taking after my mum—see genetics above—though I wish I loved crowds like she had. The looks balance out the panic, my friend Gav told me. He said it’s heaps of fun not knowing what I might blurt out next. For him, maybe. Meanwhile, I try to keep my mouth shut as a preventative measure in case something messy accidentally spills out.

      “Prince Auggie, is it true you’re still single?”

      “Prince Auggie, would you take a photo with me? It’s my birthday!”

      I pause and go to the young woman at the barrier for a photo taken by her friend. The paparazzi goes wild. We both grin, and for a moment, I pretend I’m carefree. “Happy birthday,” I say, on my best behavior as she gives a small curtsy. “How do you do.”

      She blushes, too tongue-tied to speak.

      My father, the King, told me not to be too extra tonight, as if he can sniff out rising rebellion like the dawn breaks each day. I’m kind of horrified that he knows what being extra means. And that he’s applied being extra to me, specifically. Nothing good can come of that. Especially when I’ve been on my best behavior the last few months.

      Which is why I asked the stylist at the earlier magazine shoot I’m coming from to give me a smoky-eye look for evening, after we bonded over our favorite makeup. She tousled my medium-length, light reddish-brown—blond if you’re generous during the summer—hair with product. Plus, a touch of contouring never hurt anyone. Use those cheekbones for the good of the kingdom, she told me, because it’s your royal duty to the people.

      It’s a well-known secret I’m into fashion, which is why my father has a valet, Lauren, assigned to choose my clothing for public engagements. Meaning he’s a veto vote, like the UN, on style. He favors drab and uncontroversial over avant garde looks.

      But sometimes I give Lauren the slip. Like tonight.

      Soon, I’m under the dramatic lighting of the charity art gala for a Prince’s Trust project where I’m the benefactor for British art and design. The venue’s full of celebs and socialites, creatives and art lovers and more. Established artists and designers and celebs anonymously donated works for the silent auction. I’ve even sculpted my own donation to the cause, an elegant white pottery vase. And no, that doesn’t count as talent—it’s practice.

      People bid throughout the evening. I’m already planning my escape when the dancing begins, something that past me—well, let’s be honest, also current me—would be into, but getting down would probably lead to a whole buffet of princely faux pas that might bring my father to an early grave and guarantee to put me on the throne in record time. Which I definitely don’t want.

      So, no dancing tonight.

      I drink my champagne after I’m through all of the official greetings and speeches, but I’m acutely aware of the eyes on me as ever. I find a brief respite in the wings of the stage with a glass of champagne and check my messages. One more hour of being seen, as opposed to finding the scene, and I can go home. It’s been a long day. But I was happy to go cheer up children in the hospital this morning, to do the press gauntlet this afternoon, and now attend the gala.

      I take a sip of my drink while admittedly getting some side-eye from a group of assistants who are taking a break.

      “No, no,” says a young woman beneath a pile of curly hair to her coworker, “it’s a new reality show I’m going on as crew next after this. For Renaissance Man. I can’t wait.”

      “That’s the new show with all the hot guys? You’re so lucky. It looks amazing.”

      Now my ears perk up, because I’m very much into hot guys, even if it’s covertly. And despite reality TV, which I’m not into for personal reasons, I’m paying close attention to their conversation.

      “Yeah. They’ve been doing a media blitz. It’s a big show on one of the major networks this fall. Can’t say more than that.”

      “Who are the hot guys? Do you know?”

      “I can’t say anything other than what’s public through marketing and live online. You can join the Bravoverse and guess the guests like everyone else.” She laughs, as does her coworker.

      “Oh, go on and tell me.”

      “Okay. Thomas Golden,” says the future crew member triumphantly. “Announced today in a press release. Major get. No wonder everyone’s gone wild online today.”

      “Oh, I’d watch him day and night. Though—isn’t he gay?”

      “Yes, but maybe he’s bi or pan. A girl can dream.”

      The name Thomas Golden doesn’t mean anything to me. It sounds like aspirational branding for a lifestyle company. I focus on my drink in the shadows as my phone chimes before I have a chance to search who he is. Shit. I forgot to turn the ringer off.

      The women glance over at me, nudging each other in whispers. I hear, “No, you go talk to him, you look brill tonight.”

      I focus extra hard on my phone as if I have some super-important royal messages to get back to, like the fate of the monarchy hinges on the speed of my doomscrolling.

      My best friend, Katie Hart, texted me five minutes ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pretend you’re having fun. Sometimes you even are surprisingly fun against all odds. Who knew? Kx

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you watching me like a creeper? X

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. I know you. Buy some art to decorate your palace with. Go Rococo. Or go truly naff. Or decorate a sex dungeon. Have a makeover of one of your real dungeons. I can help.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ha. Hard no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Go mingle. Remember it’s #princelife babes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t remind me. But you’re right. And I’ve bid on a couple of paintings.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good boy. Also you look amazing on socials tonight btw. So you know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You say that to all the princes. x

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re the only prince I know. x

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m grinning at my phone because Katie knows how to make me laugh, even if the joke’s a bittersweet one. There’s a twinge in my chest. Too bad she’s not here, but that would add more of a stir than the smoky-eye situation already has created. And I don’t want to lead her on.

      Then, back to present reality.

      “No, you go talk to him. Speaking of hot and eligible, Prince Auggie straight ahead, waiting for you to walk into his life.”

      My mouth twitches at “straight.” There’s a facade to keep up, after all. Also, I like people, I remind myself.

      I lift my head and smile warmly at them, walking over to introduce myself and be sociable for one last round. Born to mingle, that’s me.

      “How do you do. I’m Prince Augustus.”

      “Oh, you need no introduction, Your Royal Highness. I’m Leila Wilson, and this is Ravi Gill. We were talking about⁠—”

      Her friend elbows her. “The Prince really doesn’t want to hear about reality TV.”

      Leila blushes and stops like I’ve sucked all hope of oxygen out of the room. Except the oxygen’s already fled.

      “No, please. I’d love to join the conversation. Don’t let me interrupt.”

      They look at each other. “Well,” begins Leila, “if you really want to know, we were talking about a show I’m going to work on from next week. They announced one of the stars today. There’s one more big announcement to come about another special guest, but that announcement won’t be for a while. Everyone’s guessing who it might be. That’s all I can say, even to a prince.”

      “Don’t worry, I understand.” I give a broad smile. Leila blushes. No doubt my father, the King, is following this program, and I’ll be hearing about it over breakfast soon enough—quite possibly tomorrow—with his guesses. The celebrities I follow the most are pop stars rather than actors. And soon, a message from my father pops up on my phone as if I’ve summoned him.

      
        
          
            
              
        We need to set up a time to meet early next week to discuss an important matter which requires your attention.

      

      

      

      

      

      I swipe the message away as a worry for future me.

      But I haven’t forgotten it’s forty-five minutes more before I can retreat home to a quiet Friday night in my private sanctuary, where I can at last be myself—before duty calls once again. Forget television and the media. That’s the biggest reality in my life. Not figuring out who the secret mystery guest is on some show. Because reality TV and I have absolutely nothing in common.
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      For almost twenty-five years, I’ve sat on a secret: I’m no kind of prince.

      And for the record, I’m no kind of princess either. The monarchy is undeniably gendered, and so, unfortunately, I’m officially Prince Augustus of Wales, which really is as terrible as it sounds, though my given name is after my mum’s dad. At least there’s a compromise on my nickname. Everyone close to me calls me Auggie.

      It’s June and another rainy Saturday night in London. Rain splatters against the sash window in my Buckingham Palace bedroom suite. Droplets slide down the glass, and they break into tracks, crashing into one another. I swipe through the latest Vogue and GQ magazines, both British and American versions. Digital copies are better to keep anyone from wondering what I’m doing with so many fashion magazines. To be fair, lusting after celebs like Harry Styles hasn’t gotten any royal anywhere, least of all me. But I’m giving this my best shot in case it actually does. Meanwhile, my giant ginger cat Camden sleeps flopped on my feet. He’s an unlikely rescue found at the Camden town tube station by my father’s valet. After Lauren couldn’t find his owners, I adopted him.

      When there’s a rap on my door in my suite, I sit bolt upright as though I’ve been caught wanking. I drop my tablet face down on the luxurious bed with William Morris vines entangled on the duvet. “Come in.”

      I take a quick look around in case anything too risqué is left out. Luckily, not this time.

      Velvet and faux fur cushions—all garnet, amethyst, and sapphire—are scattered against the headboard, giving the somber décor some sparkle of life. I’m sitting amid this pile of fluff, my long legs folded up and my tablet braced against my knees. Dance music plays in the background from the speaker on the shelf that holds my old equestrian trophies and medals, gathering dust.

      “Are you decent, Auggie?” calls a familiar male voice.

      “Decentish.” I’m ready to lose myself in reading about fashion and art, my usual go-tos when I have a night off from royal duties, and I’m channeling my inner Harry Styles.

      The door opens. Gav pokes his head in, giving me a broad grin like he has no worries. And maybe he doesn’t. It escapes me how he’s not in the doghouse like I am with Anne, because there’s room for two. Except Anne forgave him for something that didn’t even happen. “Hey.”

      Gavin Foxton-Smythe—Gav to everyone who knows him—is everything you’d imagine a proper prince to be. Except he’s not a prince at all. But when he’s in a room, everyone’s gaze is on him, including mine. He’s stunning and charismatic, and he knows it. And one hundred percent shameless. The problem—several problems—is that he’s not an arse, and he’s also been dating my younger sister, Princess Anne, for some time. Anne would agree that I, in fact, am the arse.

      “Hey yourself.” I shuffle to the edge of the bed. Meeting his gaze, I do my best to ignore the heat in my face.

      Cue Gav, one of the sources of my troubles. He’s been my friend since we were boys at school together, long before he began dating Anne. Except lately, there’s a chasm between us. And it looks like he’s offering an olive branch.

      “Do you want to come out dancing with us tonight?” Gav gives me his best smile as my mouth automatically opens to say no. His messy chestnut hair falls over his brow. Totally hot. “Stop right there. Auggie. You can’t live your life like some unfortunate princeling locked in a tower.”

      Gav leans casually against the doorframe, his head tilted slightly back, like he’s part of the curated décor. His neck’s long and elegant, a dream to sculpt if given a chance.

      Anne’s back after Easter Term at Cambridge, out for the summer—or, at least, what passes as an English summer, and this year, that means plenty of rain. Which explains why Gav’s here. As for me, I graduated three years ago, and it’s been full-on royal duties ever since. It’s too soon to go on for another degree quite yet. Especially not when there are plenty of questions around the King’s health. Anyway, all roads lead to the same inevitable end: the throne.

      If my face was on fire before, it’s an inferno now. Move over, Dante. “Leave my unfortunate ancestors out of this.”

      “Fine. I’ll focus on the current unfortunates.” He gives me a meaningful look, straightening. “Come on out with us tonight. Shake off those chains.”

      “Us?” I meet his look with one of warning. “Does Anne know you’ve invited me?” I ask pointedly. Because guaranteed he didn’t tell her.

      It’s his turn to look—fleetingly—caught out. “I did something better, actually,” he says carelessly, stepping back as Katie enters the room. She’s dressed for a night of dancing. Her raincoat’s unbuttoned, dress glittering, dark hair up.

      I groan, even though I adore Katie. Hello, rock and hard place. Her grin is about as sheepish as Gav’s earlier one, bookending the encounter. She blushes, quickly breaking her gaze from mine, busying herself with her clutch.

      “I can’t. You both know why not.” I wave a hand. My signet ring catches the light. “All the reasons.”

      Everything’s stable and secure in my gilt cage, if dull. And lonely.

      “And this is why you should come dancing. Mend fences with Anne and all that,” coaxes Katie, entering my room and stepping onto the plush rug. Her cheeks are still pink. “It’s ancient history, with Gav, anyway.”

      “Anne doesn’t see it like that.” Reluctantly, I rise and look at Gav eye-to-eye. He smiles and shrugs. “Nothing happened.”

      I secretly want my own Gav, but it’s an impossible dream because that would mean giving up the throne. There’s a hot, tight jab in my chest. Never mind romance and canoodling. That’s for other people. Not something that happens to me.

      Too bad things ended with Prince Theodor. We spent a few urgent, lustful weekends together back in uni. Luckily for Theo, he was the spare heir to the throne, so he could model and design interiors and play across Europe with no fucks to give, the lucky arsehole. And play he did. We agreed on a private, no-strings pact for all the royal reasons. For both our sakes. And then he found a real boyfriend without the bonus royal baggage. Which left me privately gutted when it ended.

      “Let’s find something for you to wear.” Katie walks over to me in the cutting silence. My gaze shifts to her while I suppress memories with a cough. “You can’t stay in forever.”

      “I’m committed to trying. Unless it’s a royal engagement.” I run a hand absent-mindedly through my hair. For the last six months, I’ve been a recluse, more so than usual. I need to focus on my responsibilities now, especially since my father’s stepped back somewhat from public engagements to take care of his health.

      And I do care about the throne because I wouldn’t want to disappoint my mother, who died a couple of years ago. One day, she had said to me while we rode our horses together at Sandringham along a sun-dappled trail, you’ll be King and a role model. It’s a privilege and an honor, she told me. So now I worry about our legacy, about disappointing the family, my mother’s memory, and my father, the King, who usually hides in his study, binge-watching as much reality TV as he can find when he’s not busy being a workaholic as he can manage these days or off on the occasional trip. I guess we all have our own ways of dealing with grief.

      Katie takes me by the hand to the walk-in wardrobe. She pulls out a sequined black shirt and somewhat slutty jeans, an old favorite. Things I haven’t worn out since uni.

      “People will recognize me⁠—”

      “I’ve thought of that.” Katie has a determined look in her eye. “I’ve brought some spray-in hair color.”

      “And I’ve brought you a ball hat and glasses,” adds Gav. “We’re all putting on disguises tonight. No one will know who we are.”

      I narrow my eyes at them. They’re both far too smooth, as if they’ve rehearsed these lines. “How long have you been planning this?”

      Katie waves me off, shaking her head like she knows better. She’s still pink. Or again. I’m not sure. She adjusts her hair. “The night’s only beginning.”

      Taking a deep breath, I look at the hopeful faces of my friends. My gaze flickers from Katie to Gav’s. It’s safer to look at him.

      “Please, Auggie,” he murmurs in a way that leaves my stomach at the molten core of the Earth. Or possibly he’s manifesting a black hole I could quietly go off and die in. My heart thunders. A death in an adjacent galaxy has a certain appeal.

      I open my mouth again to protest as I ball up my fists. My shoulders are tight.

      “It’ll be fine.” Gav brims with his typical easy confidence. “You’ll see.”
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      Which is how, before long, I’m in said sparkle-wear, with colorful bracelets, a black leather moto jacket, and Gav’s hat. My hair’s now dark. Katie and I head out at twilight in a separate car from Gav and Anne.

      Music plays in the car. Taylor’s singing truths: I don’t need this 1950s shit either, Taylor. Or 1450s shit. The aesthetics of tradition may be brilliant, but the social reality is a nightmare.

      “You’ll feel better in the club, Auggie. Trust me.” Katie pats my arm reassuringly in the back seat. But I know depression can’t be outdanced, no matter how chic the club. If that was going to work, it would have done so in my party uni years.

      “Like Sex on the Beach ever helped anyone.” I give her a sidelong glance.

      Katie laughs.

      “Speaking from personal experience,” I begin, “there’s sand⁠—”

      “Stop!” Katie clamps her hands firmly over her ears.

      Obligingly, I stop. We look at each other. She lowers her hands.

      “It’ll be fine.” She echoes Gav from earlier, abruptly changing the subject in case I go off on any more sand or cocktail-related tangents.

      “We’ll see. You could put me in the Tower instead.”

      “Not tonight. The ravens can have you another time.”

      The city slides past the window, my misgivings caught in my chest. London’s a kaleidoscope of colors in the evening rain, nothing but reflections and lights. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep—which is often—I have a driver take me through the city, a secret dark world. I pretend I’m one of the people going about a regular night out, free to come and go as they please in blissful anonymity.

      In disguise at night, I’ve gone walking down Picadilly Street, window-shopped for books, and passed bars where I pretended I was meeting friends for a laugh. Theo would be all over tonight. “Go big or go home,” he would say. He’s always the first in line for any party.

      Tonight, there’s the red taillights of cars, the soft glow of streetlamps, neon shop signs vibrant beacons as the nighttime city awakens. We pass people queued for restaurants and clubs, past busy cinemas and theatres in Covent Garden. People laugh and take selfies and have fun, gathered in groups.

      It might be an odd fantasy since my other escape during bouts of insomnia is working with clay, but what I’d love these days is a quiet potter’s life in some cottage outside a small village where no one knows me, where the big social event is hanging out at the local post office or a new take on fish and chips at the local pub creating a stir. I’ll take a night at the cinema too, devouring a bag of buttery popcorn the size of my head.

      “And here we are, lovely.” Katie looks out at the entry to the club, complete with boisterous queue. Her gaze flickers over to mine before she quickly glances out the window.

      “It’s actually not too late to turn the car around?”

      “Out.”

      Before long, instead of starting a new life somewhere like rural Oxfordshire, we’re delivered into the thumping club. Gav had the foresight to book a table in the VIP section, at least. It’s hipster approved, the place to be in London tonight, he assured us. Brick walls are moodily backlit. The bar glows blue, the bottles of alcohol under spotlights. It’s thrilling to hide in plain sight, helped along with our fake IDs, which get us in without issue once we were confirmed on the VIP list by the too-cool hostess.

      Gav waves at us from the table in the corner as we enter the VIP lounge. Beside him, Anne frowns at the sight of me. The sinking feeling returns. Katie waves back cheerfully. She heads over. And instead of facing Anne’s scorn, I beeline to the bar. In short order, I’ve downed a shot for nerves, and I’m up a bellini. I love being anonymous like everyone else in this club that thumps with bass and dazzles with strobe lights. My shoulders relax.

      Katie soon joins me at the bar. She glances fleetingly at me before busying herself with her hair again.

      I order her a bellini, too, and pay with the cash Gav gave me earlier alongside the fake ID. Katie and I have had a pact for years now to marry for appearances’ sake if we’re both still single at thirty, but we both know I’ll be married off well before then. Because progeny. Meanwhile, we like to keep the press guessing with the old are they or aren’t they a couple? To add to the confusion, Katie makes a point to be seen out with other men too. I’m occasionally—grudgingly—spotted out with Suitable Ladies of the Appropriate Background, like I need to marry a rare breed of hound.

      “You’re getting broody.” Katie clinks her glass with mine. She’s now fully focused on me. Her expression is all business, but the lingering flush over her cheeks gives her away. “Also, you and Anne eventually have to talk.”

      “We do talk. Technically.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Please pass the butter isn’t a real conversation. You know what I mean. You’re smart, Auggie⁠—”

      “Name—” I remind Katie, giving her a meaningful look and a nod at the crowd around us.

      Katie smiles, then looks around, too, to prove a point. “Don’t worry. As if anyone can hear us with the music. But let’s have it your way… Dave.”

      “Dave? I’m so not a Dave.” I wrinkle my nose. “My fake name can’t be Dave.”

      She pats my arm while I sigh. Then, I accidentally lock gazes with a man roughly around my age who is, quite simply, beautiful with his dark hair, fair skin, and perfect posture like a dancer’s. He’s easy in the generous attention he’s getting. The short-sleeved shirt he wears reveals muscled arms to go along with his athletic build. He looks confidently at me from where he stands further down the bar. I bet he’s not a Dave either.

      I quickly look away. God. I’ve been caught out already. We haven’t even hit the dance floor yet.

      Katie follows my gaze and looks ready to stage an intervention. Her eyes then widen at the sight of the man in something like recognition. I have no idea who he is. I glance over at him again, and this time, he smiles⁠—

      And he starts walking over to us.

      “Fuck.” I grip my drink. He must have recognized us too.

      Me.

      We start to make moves to go join Anne and Gav at the table, the lesser threat at the moment, but we’re blocked by a crowd of people.

      “He’s coming for you, Katie.”

      “No. He’s looking at you, Dave.”

      And before she has a chance to fill me in on who he is, he’s joined us. I pray Gav’s hat and glasses and my new hair color do something to disguise me, along with my unprincely clothes. My sequined blouse glitters.

      “Hi,” says the stranger as I busy myself with my drink, looking down so the brim of my—Gav’s—hat hides my face in case of any accidental come-hither expressions. “How’s it going?”

      He has an American accent and fantastic cheekbones. At least he doesn’t seem like the paparazzi or the press. I glance at him again from the corner of my eye.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting.” His lips curl into a terribly appealing smile. It irritates me to no end that he can simply let that sort of energy out into the world without a public health warning. Like he’s got nothing to lose. “I’m Thomas.”

      I do my best to pull a princely—or even a placid expression—rather than the reactive scowl that he deserves. The toes of my leather boots gleam, I discover.

      “I’m Katie. This is Dave.” Katie basks under his attention. “He’s shy.”

      “Shy?” he asks.

      I glance up fleetingly, then try to study my boots harder. Maybe if I play dead, he’ll move along.

      Except both of us can see he’s still intently looking at me. A wave of panic clenches my stomach. Going out was a terrible idea. It was different in uni with Katie and our friends, going to a college bop isolated from the world. Heat rises in my face as I race through exit strategies. Our night out didn’t involve security. I could use the old “I need to pee” line as an out, but there isn’t any dignity in it.

      Tactical error. Forget dignity.

      “I like your shirt, Dave.” His gaze is open and admiring.

      Oh help.

      I stare at the stranger.

      His grin’s ridiculously charming. Infuriating, actually.

      “Um. Thanks.” I tug my jacket sleeves over my knuckles. In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have worn this flowing top with the low cut revealing my toned chest. Or the low-slung jeans, suitably tight against my arse.

      But then royal training kicks in.

      I relax my shoulders, lift my head fully to meet his keen gaze. And he’s still appreciatively looking at me till I’m breathless. I relent into a genuine smile before I can suppress that tell, a rare moment of unsuppressed freedom in my chest as I admire him right back. “That’s very kind.”

      There’s no harm in looking for one moment. Or two.

      The stranger’s gaze stays on mine. He has a soft mouth and great skin and, most of all, eyes that glimmer with good humor. It’s more than enough to make a closeted prince’s head swim. Or drown.

      And then his smile broadens as he searches my eyes with something like hope. My heart thunders as my mouth goes dry, to have his attention riveted like that on me, like we’re the only ones standing together here—despite the hectic club around us, the thumping music, the dazzle of lights. Beside me, Katie coughs and shuffles, which barely registers.

      It’s been ages since someone’s looked at me like that. Like he wants me. Not because of who I am or what I represent because he doesn’t know who I am. It’s plain and simple attraction, as if it’s any two people meeting in a club and wanting more of what they see.

      Then, reality registers again.

      Or maybe he recognizes me after all, despite Gav and Katie’s attempts to disguise me, and he wants to take advantage or sell me out. My heart sinks. The moment is broken.

      “Wanna dance?” he asks. If he’s not giving me his best, most hopeful look, it’s up there, and my God, I’m thirsty for it. I’m desperate to say yes, please, anything. Like let’s get out of here and find somewhere more private.

      “Absolutely not,” I blurt instead. “I don’t dance with men. Ever. Especially with ones that look like you do. I mean, you don’t look bad. Err—” Oh my God, why am I still talking? And he’s staring at me now like I’ve lost my mind. I have. “No men. None. Never. Not one. And especially not you.”

      Even I cringe.

      All my royal manners unfortunately left the building without me about five minutes ago, probably on the road to Oxfordshire. If only my body followed. My face burns.

      I desperately try to backtrack like the last few agonizing seconds of shared smolder didn’t happen. Good thing I’m the actual king of denial. The reigning monarch, in fact.

      Disappointment darkens his face. Hurt registers in his eyes despite his smooth expression—like he’s someone who might also be used to putting up a front, or maybe I’m only projecting—and I despair at having done that to him. Because of who I am and what I am and what I will be.

      After all, nothing’s happened other than us looking at each other with want for a second or two.

      “Especially not me?” the man asks at last in disbelief. His voice is cutting. “I’m very sorry I asked.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find someone much more qualified to dance with you,” I blurt. “Like a professional. Like a professional gay man. Which I’m not.”

      I wish I’d die on the spot. Regrettably, I don’t.

      “You think I want a rent boy?” he asks, incredulous.

      “Well—”

      Katie elbows me. The jab to the ribs silences me, thank God, and my mouth snaps shut.

      And then, in my panic, I grab Katie’s hand in a death grip, and wrap an arm around her. Beside me, she gasps in surprise, her head turning in an instant.

      Subtle. Shit.

      The man puts up his hands. He frowns, revealing excellent frown lines around his mouth, which are far more appealing than they have any right to be. “My mistake. I must’ve read the scene wrong. And, by the way, I don’t need professional help of any kind, if that’s what you’re saying. Clearly, I’m interrupting something.”

      “Clearly. You are.” I let go of Katie and fold my arms over my chest. Meanwhile, my face is actually on fire. “Please excuse us.”

      He frowns, rolling his eyes. “Whatever, man.”

      With a shake of his head, the stranger turns away, disappearing into the crowd.

      I sigh with unbounded relief and hide my disappointment like the expert I am at burying my feelings. At least he didn’t recognize me and took me for a regular sort of arse rather than a princely arse. There must be a deceased member of the Royal Family watching out for me, at least when it comes to the disguise department. Not so much for the talking department.

      “Sorry.” I glance at Katie, who looks at me as if I’ve completely lost the plot. “I know that was shockingly rude, but I can’t risk somebody figuring out who I am. Who was that, anyway?”

      “You don’t know?” Katie looks at me, flustered, still reeling from the last couple of minutes. She gazes at me as if she’s seeing me for the first time in a new light. “That was Thomas Golden, of course. Of Golden Hotels. Heir to a fortune, like you. And an influencer. Doesn’t his father lead some anti-monarchy movement? Anyway, he’s supposed to be on Renaissance Man. It’s a show filming next week outside of London. There’s a lot of buzz. But never mind Thomas Golden.”

      “Thomas Golden,” I echo blankly, his name unfamiliar on my tongue. Gav would have absolutely loved my performance. Theo would have shaken me to next week. Or flirted with the stranger like a proper champion.

      “Thomas Golden,” she confirms.

      All of a sudden, it’s a million degrees in the club, my face hot. And it’s not because Katie’s looking at me with want, even after my shambolic performance a couple of moments ago.

      “Oh. Well, reality TV can have him, then. Not me.” I look over at the bar, desperate to move from this spot and permanently suppress the memory of my poor behavior.

      Golden Hotels is only one of the premier global hotel brands. I should have made the connection. Business is definitely not my strong suit, but it is Katie’s with her new MBA. Katie’s chasing up gallery exhibition sponsorships, using her knowledge of corporate love language. She’s also got her finger on the social pulse far more than I do, especially since I don’t have any social media myself. We’re meant to have royal protocols about that sort of thing.

      “My fortune, actually, is the taxpayers’ fortune. It’s not actually mine. I haven’t earned anything much so far other than a stipend.” I shove my hands into my pockets, feeling useless because, quite frankly, I haven’t earned my way through life so far.

      No fortune for me until my father dies, and I inherit our family’s private estate and everything that goes with it, but the last thing I want is to be orphaned. Or King. Both of which are legitimate worries these days with my father’s poor health. None of this is something I want to think about, so I squoosh it down to where I keep dank and dreary feelings to reflect on with vigor when the 3:00 a.m. ennui washes over me.

      Katie shrugs off my comments. “Anyway, I’d say you ruined my prospects with my future husband.” Her tone is light, and then she quickly breaks my gaze to instead look at the crowd around us.

      But Thomas Golden hadn’t been paying attention to Katie. Obviously.

      “Is he actually… you know?” I hate myself for not even being able to say the word in public. Call me paranoid, but there’s too much on the line.

      “Gay?” Katie finishes helpfully. “I don’t know for sure. I think so. He had a boyfriend a while back. But then I read something online about him sunning himself in the Med lately with a sumptuous influencer named Sara, who has at least a million followers on Instagram. Or two. And he has a big following himself.”

      If he has a girlfriend, then obviously, he wasn’t at all interested in me. I haven’t been seen out with a woman in ages until tonight, and there could be rumors about me that he wanted to test. If he recognized me, that is. He couldn’t have.

      Katie puts our empty glasses on the bar. “Let’s dance.”

      Everyone’s caught up with the DJ, high energy coursing through us all like one body. We move with the crowd, and I let go at last, twirling Katie on the dance floor. Strobe lights flash, and mirror balls spin. Everything’s purple-pink-green. She’s leaning into me, and I pull her close as her eyes widen in surprise. There’s a long moment where our gazes lock before I let her go.

      Out here, there’s no Prince Auggie. No Katie. No Royal Family and no responsibilities. Or family legacies or expectations or lonely nights in a palace.

      Meanwhile, Gav and Anne leave reasonably at midnight.

      There’re shots at the bar and more dancing, till exhaustion strikes before last call. It could be my imagination, but I swear I glimpse Thomas Golden through the crowd at one point before he disappears mercifully from sight again.

      Laughing, we stumble outside, our arms around each other to keep upright. I haven’t been this drunk since uni. The schedule in the last couple of years feels like five years packed into two.

      We head into blinding flash photography in another set of strobe lights.

      The paparazzi. Shit. Fuck it.

      “Prince Auggie!”

      “Prince Auggie, who’s your date?” someone calls out.

      “It’s Katie!” someone else shouts out.

      Feeling reckless, I pull Katie against my body, drawing her into a deep kiss for the cameras. She returns the kiss with great enthusiasm. And then for real, at that moment, Thomas Golden steps out of the club too. He’s getting his own share of the paparazzi, but he’s watching us through the growing crowd that’s swarmed around Katie and me.

      “Prince Auggie, over here!” Another photographer leans in with a giant lens and even larger flash on his camera, blinding me.

      I trace Katie’s arm as I look right back at Thomas Golden and lift my jaw ever so slightly through the barrage of flash photography. She nuzzles her face into my neck to hide, her hair tickling my nose.

      For a moment, I pretend she’s Thomas Golden, or that I’m straight, and I tilt her face up to mine again. And when we kiss, I melt against her mouth with want, wrapping my arms around her. When I look up, Thomas Golden’s gaze meets mine, his expression unreadable, before he turns to step into a waiting car.

      Katie and I tumble into the next taxi.

      Then, we’re making out, and Katie’s hand fumbles with the fly of my jeans, and I don’t stop her. Even when there’s the flash of cameras through the window.

      There’s a fleeting moment where I think that I might, quite possibly, regret this all very much tomorrow.
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      It’s hard to say which is worse: the sight of the newspaper left on my bed after I do the walk of shame into the palace the next morning or my hangover misery, leaving my stomach sour and my mouth fuzzy. Or, worst of all, remembering the way Katie looked at me when I left her flat earlier, with something like betrayal. Or quite possibly heartache. She said she didn’t want to talk to me for a long while. I said I understood. Plus, there was the way that Thomas Golden looked at me at the end of the night as he left.

      I’m the worst person. No more public events. I’m canceling myself for the good of the country.

      I’m never leaving the palace again. No more nights out. I flop face down onto my bed after kicking off my shoes, burying my face in my arm. Camden comes over and headbutts my shoulder, purring. All I want to do is sleep for an eternity.

      Which is when, of course, there’s a knock at my door. I look down, still in my club wear.

      “One moment, please.” With whatever last scraps of willpower I have left, I force myself to sit up, peel off my sparkly shirt, and find a sweatshirt. I run a hand through my hair, which is still dyed. Fuck. I pull on Gav’s hat and at last go to the door. Queen Victoria never had to face the music like this because she had the good sense not to get caught out by the Victorian version of the paparazzi.

      “Come in.”

      The door opens, and there’s my sister. Anne takes in the sight of me and folds her arms across her chest. The corners of her mouth tug down. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I don’t know whether to apologize or what to apologize for this time—or still—and while I try to gather up my remaining brain cell amid the hangover, she looks ominous.

      “Father wants to see you.”

      I groan.

      “Now?”

      She nods. “He’s waiting.” And she turns and leaves without any further words for me.

      “Bollocks,” I mutter after I’ve shut the door. I wonder why she didn’t text, but I’m not sure where I’ve put my phone. It’s probably out of battery. I hurry my protesting body into the shower in an effort to get the color off my hair in record time before I get dressed and go to see my father in his study. At least my hair’s back to the usual dark blond. Mostly. Let’s hope he doesn’t notice with my damp hair.

      I knock. He calls for me to enter.

      When I do, the all-too-modern smart television’s on, and my father’s absorbed in a program. A man’s finished giving a woman a rose before the image disappears into blackness as he shuts the TV off.

      His study is a grand room, because of course it is in a palace. The furniture is traditional, all dark woods and paneling. One day, I’d love to see him try something new, like a Scandi look.

      My father, or King James to everyone else, is a secret TV junkie. He’s addicted to the news, especially those twenty-four-hour channels that overanalyze everything. He also loves nature documentaries, and what he loves even more than nature programs and factual programs is something taboo that Anne and I don’t talk about. When we talked, that is.

      The simple truth is that the King is addicted to reality TV.

      Dancing with the Stars. The Great British Bake Off. Survivor.

      I suppose we all have our secret shames.

      Father turns the TV off to peer at me like some sort of unexpected specimen found in a Petri dish.

      “Augustus.”

      His cool blue eyes take me in. As always, he’s impeccably groomed, with a trim beard that’s more white than blond, though he still has a full head of hair. Shifting in his armchair, he sets down the remote control and turns more fully towards me for his scrutiny. He’s more gaunt these days. After Mum died, his health turned, and it’s like he aged a decade or two overnight and became an old man.

      On the low oak coffee table, there’s a buffet of Sunday papers, which doubtless have the analysis of my Saturday night indiscretions, moment by excruciating moment, written by some royal observer. And I gave them more than plenty to observe.

      “Hello, Father.” I fight every fidget that comes.

      More awkward stretches between us like days. Possibly weeks. My hangover still presses behind my eyes, even though I’ve drunk plenty of water.

      “I wondered if you were going to get up today.” His tone is even. I’d rather he yelled at me. “Or if you would come home.”

      “It turns out I did both.”

      “I see that.”

      The urge comes to shift my weight between my feet. To twist the cuffs of my shirt. To chew my lip. My stomach churns from too many shots last night, and my brain’s wrapped in a dreary fog, with my temples throbbing like a metronome of doom.

      “I didn’t realize you felt that way about Katherine.”

      I swallow hard and turn some brilliant color. Oh no. Of course he read the morning papers. Never mind what hit the news reels. It’s a ritual like watching his programs.

      “I—”

      Any answer is the wrong answer. To say I do would be a lie. To say I don’t sounds entirely callous after being photographed like that together. I let Katie down and then some. I’ve hurt her, and it feels deservedly awful.

      I practically bite my tongue in my struggle for words. Instead, I suck back a deep breath. “It’s, err, complicated.”

      He arches a silvering eyebrow, a gesture that Anne inherited from him. “I never thought you the type to respond in memes, son.”

      My mouth opens and shuts again. A puff of air escapes.

      How the hell does he even know what a meme is?

      “Um.”

      “You’re usually far more well-spoken, Auggie. But I suppose you might be feeling under the weather. I’m not used to seeing your… exuberance quite like that. Certainly not in the press.”

      “I’m sorry.” My fingers find the cuffs of my sleeves to toy with. The room’s too close. Everything spins. “I should have thought of the family and how my behavior would be perceived.”

      “Your behavior is appalling, yes. Clearly, thinking was off the table.” He frowns now, brow furrowed, all sharp and pointy. “Did you take a moment to think how dangerous your indiscretion was?”

      Oh shit. Dangerous?

      There’s been, regrettably, very little thinking. It’s off brand for me. Heat burns my face.

      I get the eyebrow again. Totally deserved too.

      “Not only are you my heir, Augustus, but you put Katherine in danger as well. Never mind the people who are actually charged with taking care of your well-being and security. Did you have a thought for them?”

      I slump. He mustn’t know that Anne and Gav were with us last night. Anne didn’t tell him that much.

      “No…”

      Shadows fall over his face. He frowns deeply, carving lines around his mouth.

      I stare down at the vicinity of my toes. Even they feel ashamed.

      “For the record, I’m very glad you’re safe. However, this morning I received the full briefing from your security detail. Which you left behind. This must not ever happen again, do you understand? You’re not some obscure royal fifteenth in line to the throne. What you do matters.”

      I sigh.

      “I understand that you might feel trapped sometimes.” My father contemplates me.

      My head snaps up. Another surprise.

      “I was young, once.” He gives me a wry look. In some ways, that’s worse than the certainty of something cutting and sharp. Instead, he’s weary. “And my mother was the Queen. It felt impossible to imagine that one day I would be King. Unthinkable. Because that would mean she was dead. And I’m sure you can’t imagine me gone, but one day, I will pass too. The future’s with you.”

      As impossible as it is for me to imagine myself as King one day, it’s even stranger to imagine my father as a young man.

      I blame the familiar ennui for this conversation. Also, I don’t want to think of my father gone, not so soon after Mum passed, for a whole host of reasons.

      I carefully draw in a steadying breath.

      My father tilts his head, another appraising glance. “You must think carefully about your… relationship with Katherine. She’s not marriageable material.”

      Unable to help it, I bristle. “She’s my friend! She’s—err—marriageable—if she wants.”

      The damned eyebrow strikes again.

      “Look, I know she’s not top-tier aristocracy, but I care about her. Very much. And—well, like I said, it’s complicated. And—nobody said anything about marriage! You started that.”

      “Do you want a reputation as a womanizer?” he asks skeptically.

      We both know that’s certainly not what I want. And yet after last night, it tracks. When I close my eyes, I still see the blinding flash of cameras.

      “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.” It’s his turn to sigh.

      I dig a toe of my grey bunny slipper into the plush crimson rug, scowling. Slippers that Anne gave me as a joke a couple of Christmas ago. Before our mum died.

      “Image is everything, Augustus. The survival of the monarchy depends on it. On public support. The monarchy is bigger than you or me. We mustn’t be seen to be flouting our privileged position. We must be careful⁠—”

      “I know, I know⁠—”

      “Clearly, you’ve forgotten,” he snaps. “Are your nails painted?”

      “Of course they are.”

      My father sighs once more with disappointment.

      “Father, I’ve volunteered in Guatemala. I do more public engagements than anyone in the family. Especially the last two years. Nearly everything I do is for us.” I shake my head, my eyes stinging. “I’ve sacrificed a lot.”

      Such as my Olympic dreams. And I don’t dare mention the suppression of both my sexuality and gender identity, very much third-string backbench in ensuring the survival of the monarchy. Our rule is to not draw attention—especially negative attention or perception of such attention—to oneself. The monarchy’s survival must always come first.

      Nobody wants a misbehaving gay prince either.

      “It won’t happen again, I promise.”

      When I’m feeling trapped and I’m not sure what to do, I think of my mother. I don’t want to disappoint her either. So I try, for her, to do what’s expected.

      “We need to appeal to the public, Auggie.” His lips press into a thin line like cut glass.

      I nod.

      “We need to be relatable. We need to be seen as not so different and that we can do good in the world.”

      Standing with my hands in my pockets, the rug sadly doesn’t swallow me up. Which would be an excellent option for furnishings to offer.

      “Yes.” My shoulders slump.

      “And you’re capable of good. I know it for a fact.”

      Maybe it’s a compliment. Maybe it’s a trick. It’s hard to say. I continue to consider the carpet. No obliging sinkhole has appeared.

      “On the other hand, this latest press coverage you are receiving can be to our advantage.”

      I dare peek at him. He’s still looking at me. This can’t be leading me anywhere I want to go.

      “Advantage?” I ask warily. “What advantage?”

      I start chewing on a thumbnail. Every instinct has me wanting to bolt out of here, but that’s impossible. The heir to the throne doesn’t bolt. Probably an earl or a duke could get away with it, the lucky arseholes.

      “We need a modern monarchy. We need to address your profile. I’ve been concerned for some time about our future and public perceptions. It’s why I originally wanted to meet. Which is why I’ve recently taken the liberty of⁠—”

      “What have you done?” I demand, not trusting that determined look. I recognize it—and it never leads anywhere good. The crimson walls close in, gilt paintings looming in ornate frames. Queen Victoria smirks as if she knows what’s coming.

      “I submitted your application to Renaissance Man in response to their call for notable guests. And wonderful news: they would love to have you on.”

      “Wait. What does that even mean?”

      His lips twitch. He coughs slightly.

      Is my father… nervous? I know his tells for anger, for joy, for disappointment. But nervous? I haven’t seen that before. What the hell makes my father nervous, especially about me?

      “It’s a new television show filming from next week⁠—”

      My eyebrows shoot up so fast it’s a miracle that they don’t fly off my face.

      Air sucks into my lungs. Oh no.

      “A television show?”

      Isn’t Renaissance Man the show Katie mentioned last night? And at the gala. With Thomas Golden?

      “Yes. Where well-bred young men demonstrate their various skills. In competitions from athletics to the arts to show your talents.” He brightens with a sudden smile, obviously thrilled to bits about the show. “It sounds quite charming, actually. An excellent opportunity to reform your profile and find an appropriate wife. With, err, exposure through the right channels. I need heirs. Our bloodlines matter. The monarchy needs heirs if it’s to survive. I’ve taken the liberty of clearing your schedule. Lauren will see that you have everything you need.”

      My brain ricochets inside my skull as I try to make sense of whatever he’s on about. Not least of all that my father thinks I have talents—and not only talents, but enough talents to go on a show and prove myself to the whole of the kingdom. It takes a long moment. Two long moments, in fact. But then, dread strikes, and oh God, what he’s done finally registers⁠—

      “You’ve signed me up to a reality TV show?” Alarm ripples through my body. Everything is too hot, too close.

      Me, with no social media accounts and trained for a lifetime to value privacy above all, for the family’s sake.

      Last night being an exception.

      Father beams like the sun at the height of summer. And suddenly, he’s robust and youthful again. He smooths his lightweight blue jumper. “I thought that a young man like yourself would be perfect for Renaissance Man. Who better than a young royal, and what better showcase for the public to get to know their Prince and future King in a format that many people watch, especially younger viewers, an important demographic for us⁠—”

      “I’m not doing that!”

      “You must if you’re part of this family—it’s your duty.” The King is impassive. His familiar weariness creeps back in.

      And at last, dignity or not, heir or not, I bolt for my rooms. If there was ever a sign of the apocalypse, it’s arrived—and its name is reality TV.
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