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Royal Court

Captain Quincy is a steady and reliable Royal Marines
officer, decorated for gallantry after a mission that nearly killed
her and the men under her command. At a crossroads in her career,
Quincy reluctantly accepts when her old comrade, Queen Georgina,
asks her to join the Royal Protection Command as the Queen
Consort’s new protection officer.

 


Holly Weaver, Royal Dresser and self-confessed
man-eater, starts to question her sexuality when she has a
girl-crush on famous actor, Story St. John and, then, polo player
and friend of George’s, Captain Quincy.

 


The good-looking captain’s emotionless personality is
the opposite of Holly’s exuberant lust for life. When a threat to
the Queen Consort emerges, Quincy and Holly clash over the best way
to protect her. As the fiery passion they can’t deny begins to melt
Quincy’s heart, Holly must decide how much of her own she is
willing to risk.
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“[Jenny Frame] has this beautiful way of writing a
phenomenally hot scene while incorporating the love and tenderness
between the couple.”—Les Rêveur

 


“If you enjoy contemporary romances, Unexpected is a
great choice. The character work is excellent, the plotting and
pacing are well done, and it’s a just a sweet, warm read.
…Definitely pick this book up when you’re looking for your next
comfort read, because it’s sure to put a smile on your face by the
time you get to that happy ending.”—Curve
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“Frame’s stories are easy to follow and really
engaging. She stands head and shoulders above a number of the
romance authors and it’s easy to see why she is quickly making a
name for herself in lesfic romance.”—The Lesbian Review
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“I loved loved loved this book. I didn’t expect to
get so involved in the story but I couldn’t help but fall in love
with Annie and Harry. …The love scenes were beautifully written and
very sexy. I found the whole book romantic and ultimately joyful
and I had a lump in my throat on more than one occasion. A
wonderful book that certainly stirred my emotions…”—KittyKat
Book Reviews

 


“Courting The Countess has an historical feel
in a present day world, a thought provoking tale filled with raw
emotions throughout. [Frame] has a magical way of pulling you in,
making you feel every emotion her characters experience.”—Lunar
Rainbow Reviewz

 


“I didn’t want to put the book down and I didn’t.
Harry and Annie are two amazingly written characters that bring
life to the pages as they find love and adventures in Harry’s home.
This is a great read, and you will enjoy it immensely if you give
it a try!”—Fantastic Book Reviews
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“A Royal Romance was a guilty pleasure read
for me. It was just fun to see the relationship develop between
George and Bea, to see George’s life as queen and Bea’s as a
commoner. It was also refreshing to see that both of their families
were encouraging, even when Bea doubted that things could work
between them because of their class differences. …A Royal
Romance left me wanting a sequel, and romances don’t usually do
that to me.”—Leeanna.ME Mostly a Book Blog
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“The sex scenes were some of the sexiest, most
intimate and quite frankly, sensual I have read in a while. Jenny
Frame had me hooked and I re-read a few scenes because I felt like
I needed to experience the intense intimacy between Finn and
Bridget again. The devotion they showed to one another during these
sex scenes but also in the intimate moments was gripping and for
lack of a better word, carnal.”—Les Rêveur

 


The sexual chemistry between [Finn and Bridge] is
unbelievably hot. It is sexy, lustful and with more than a hint of
kink. Bridge has an overpowering effect on Finn as her long-hidden
sexuality comes to the fore. The scenes between them are highly
erotic—and not just the sex scenes. The tension is ramped up so
well that I felt the characters would explode if they did not get
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Prologue

The rain bounced off the tarmac of the Royal Marines
command parade ground. The clouds were dark grey, almost black, and
matched the ache in Captain Quincy’s heart and soul.

The parade sergeant barked out orders to the
assembled marines and navy personnel, to salute the parade
commander who was at a covered podium in front of them.

“Today we are here to honour a Royal Marine who
exemplifies all that we hold dear. Ingenuity, determination,
loyalty, and courage.”

The rain dripped off Quincy’s peaked cap, down her
face, and felt like the tears she could not shed herself. She
rigidly kept to attention, the commander’s words not even
penetrating her mind. She shot a quick look to her mother, Vice
Admiral Ophelia Quincy, seated beside the podium. Ophelia sat as
rigidly as Quincy stood, her eyes staring impassively forward.

Quincy prayed that this would be over quickly so she
could get back to her quarters. She never liked the limelight, and
this ceremony for her was the last thing she wanted.

The commander was awarding her the Victoria Cross,
the country’s highest award for bravery in combat. Normally it
would be given to the recipient by the Queen in a lavish ceremony
at Buckingham Palace, but due to the secret nature of her unit’s
operation, it was to be kept in-house.

A roll of thunder clapped and Quincy gasped in fear.
She could hear the screams of her men, the smell of smoke and
burning flesh, and then an intense burning heat all over her
body.

Only the shouts of the parade sergeant broke Quincy
from her memories. She tried to get ahold of her breathing. Now was
not the time to feel. It was never the time to feel.

She was called forward, and her mother, the admiral,
was given the honour of presenting her medal.

As Ophelia reached forward and pinned the medal to
her uniform, she looked into her mother’s eyes and saw no warmth
there. The admiral, as she and other family members called her, was
not the motherly type but had brought her up to the best of her
abilities, as if she’d been training a new recruit on deck.

Quincy suspected the admiral was proud of her
winning the Victoria Cross, though, because it somehow vindicated
the training she had given Quincy growing up.

“Well done, Captain,” the admiral said.

“Thank you, ma’am.” Quincy saluted and returned to
her position on the parade ground.

The ceremony over, all of her men and fellow
officers came up to her, patted her on the back, and gave their
congratulations—all except one man, Lieutenant Rodwell. He met her
eyes and scowled at her with bitterness and anger.

Rodwell had been on the very mission for which she
was being honoured, and the only one to get back home with not a
scratch. When she looked at him, she saw the faces of the men that
died, and the screaming pain of her friend and second in command,
Jacob.

She watched him spit on the ground and walk back to
the barracks. How she would handle seeing him every day, knowing
what he did, she had no idea.

The officers and special guests retreated to a
reception in the officers’ mess. Everyone was in groups chatting,
drinking tea, laughing, and joking, none of them knowing of the
darkness that tormented Quincy. She took her tea and walked over to
the window alone.

“Congratulations, Captain,” said a voice from behind
her. It was the admiral. “The family are very proud of you.” She
shook her hand.

“Thank you, ma’am. It’s a great honour,” Quincy
replied flatly.

“And how are you recovering from your injuries?”

Quincy gulped hard and closed her eyes briefly.
“Very well, ma’am.”

The admiral leaned in to give her the barest of
kisses on the cheek and whispered, “Never show them any hurt, any
emotion. Keep control, Addie.”

The admiral rarely used her first name, Adelaide.
Her words only added to the crushing weight Quincy felt. The weight
of her pain, her fear, her terror, her shame and guilt were
screaming to get out.

Her mother had taught her from an early age that if
she wanted men not to see her gender, then she must show no
emotion. Emotions would define her and keep her from the sort of
advancement her mother had achieved. Never show your feelings.
Feelings label you as weak, Addie.

“Of course, ma’am. If you’ll excuse me.”

Quincy walked out of the reception and pulled off
her new medal, then stuffed it in her pocket.

She headed to her room. All of the corridors and
offices were quiet as everyone was at the reception, but as she
walked down the corridor, she heard scuffling and shouts from one
of the marines’ rooms.

Quincy started to run when she heard a woman
shouting. Her heart began to pound, and panic flooded her body. She
could hear the screams of her men in her head, but she wasn’t in a
burning warehouse, taking out a munitions store. She was in Britain
at her base.

She found the room where the shouts were coming
from, burst in, and found Rodwell holding one of the younger female
officers down on the bed. Her shirt was ripped open and her
trousers pushed down around her hips. Quincy acted on pure
instinct. She pulled Rodwell from the officer and restrained him,
with his hands behind his back.

The young woman was crying and shaking, her clothes
ripped. Quincy shouted to the young marine, “Go and get help. I’ve
got him.”

“Get off me, you fucking arsehole!” Rodwell
shouted.

Quincy slammed him up against the wall, her bottled
up anger and fear so near the surface. “You’re going nowhere but a
prison cell, Rodwell. You might have managed to talk your way out
of your court martial when we got back from our mission, but not
this. You wanted to feel powerful, did you? Attacking an innocent
young recruit? You’re a coward, Rodwell.”

“And you’re such a fucking hero, aren’t you, Quincy?
You’re nothing. You’ve had your career handed to you on a plate,
because you’re a fucking Quincy.”

Quincy turned him around and placed an arm across
his throat. “I have worked for everything I’ve achieved in the
marines.”

She and Rodwell had graduated from officer school at
the same time, but Quincy had risen up the ladder more quickly and
Rodwell had gotten bitter as the years had gone on.

“I hate you, Quincy, and can’t wait for the day
someone smashes that fucking silver spoon out of your mouth.”

Quincy said nothing. Her hands were starting to
tremble. All she could hear were the screams of her men when she
looked in Rodwell’s eyes.

Rodwell must have seen the anger in her usually
stoic expression because he said, “How’s Jacob? I heard he was
burned so bad that he should have been put down.”

“Don’t you ever speak about Jacob, you coward.”

Rodwell grinned. “Must be hard for his wife, without
a proper man in her life. When you go and visit her, tell her if
she gets lonely, I’ll gladly come around and fuck her.”

Quincy saw red and felt a mist of rage descend. She
pulled back and punched him repeatedly until he fell. Every ounce
of fear, pain, and anger was released from her unrestrained.

She punched until she felt herself being pulled and
restrained by the Royal Marine Police. Her breathing was heavy, and
the mist started to clear. She had left Rodwell beaten and bloody,
but as she was being dragged away, he grinned at her.

 


***

 


Captain Quincy looked at her dress uniform, hanging
pressed in her suit carrier. When she zipped up the bag, her life
in the marines would be over. She walked over to her wardrobe
mirror and checked that her grey tie was still sitting smartly. She
would have to get used to this new look of grey suit and tie.

The television on the wall caught her eye. She had
left the news on as she got ready. Her friend Queen Georgina’s new
baby girl was to be christened today at the Royal Chapel in St.
James’s Palace. Quincy was so happy that George had found such love
with Queen Beatrice and was now enjoying a family.

Quincy couldn’t imagine living with such happiness
or feeling that much love. I don’t feel.

She walked over to her bed and sat to watch for a
few minutes. Since Princess Edwina, the new heir to the throne, was
born, the world and the media had gone wild. Quincy thought it was
quite comforting to know a woman would be head of state for the
next few generations.

“Computer, volume up four.”

The cameras were trained on the front door of the
chapel.

The Queen’s car has now arrived, and we await the
first look at six-month-old Princess Edwina Abigail Georgina. She
will be wearing a christening gown that dates back to Queen
Victoria, the commentator said.

The protection officers got out and opened the car
door. Queen Georgina walked around to the other side, helped Queen
Beatrice out, and then lifted Princess Edwina out of her car seat.
There were cheers and shouts and the flash of cameras going
off.

Quincy took note of all the protection officers and
their positions. There were a lot more than usual as Queen Rozala
of Denbourg and her consort were attending the family christening
too.

Beatrice took Edwina from George, which allowed her
to shake hands with the religious leaders gathered there.

The commentator continued: As you can see there
is a representative of every major religion here today, to take
part in this solemn ceremony. This tradition was first introduced
by Queen Georgina’s great-grandfather, as a way to bring together
all parts of the British community. The royal family are very keen
to promote togetherness and discourage division.

In the next cars are the Dowager Queen Adrianna,
Queen Sophia, and Prince Theodore.

Quincy smiled as she watched Prince Theo help his
mother and grandmother. He was a great personality, and so
different from his sister, George. She always enjoyed his company
when they played polo together.

Queen Adrianna and Queen Sophia cooed and fussed
over Edwina while Theo embraced his sister.

In the next three cars are Princess Edwina’s
godparents—the Queen’s cousin Queen Rozala of Denbourg and Crown
Consort Lennox, followed by her cousins Lady Victoria and Lord
Maximilian Buckingham, and Queen Beatrice’s friends—

Quincy tuned out the television commentary. Her eyes
were glued to Queen Rozala, as she exuberantly embraced George.
Then George and Bea greeted her partner, Crown Consort Lennox, who
came behind her.

The attack that had made Rozala queen of Denbourg
had changed Quincy’s life as well. She could still hear her
commanding officer’s voice saying, Denbourg has been attacked.
The King and Crown Prince have been assassinated by the criminal
Thea Brandt’s people. We are joining with Denbourg special forces
and neutralizing her organization. You will be taking your unit to
take out one of their weapons stores. Prepare your team.

Quincy’s heart began to thud, and she flinched as
she heard the explosions, the shouts and screams.

She tried to take deep breaths, as she had taught
herself, to try and regain control. If she was truthful with
herself, it wasn’t that she didn’t feel, but that she couldn’t
allow herself to feel. If she did allow herself for one second, she
would be lost.

“TV off.”

The noises started to quieten, but she looked down
at her hands and saw a tremor there. She stood quickly and went
back to her bags.

Her phone rang and she said to the computer, “Answer
call.”

“Quincy?”

It was the admiral. She stood straighter and more
stiffly. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Are you packed and ready to go?”

Quincy looked over at the bags on her bed. It wasn’t
much to have accrued from a life in the marines.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m reporting to the close protection
unit at Royal Military Police headquarters for training this
afternoon,” Quincy said.

“Good. How long will you be there?”

“Six months, ma’am. Queen Beatrice’s protection
officer is leaving for a new post then.”

There was a short silence, then Admiral Quincy said,
“I want you to listen to me carefully, Quincy. You have been given
a lifeline after you besmirched your previously unblemished record.
Do not let emotion rule you again—that is, if you wish to live up
to the family name.”

Despite having rescued a young woman, her attack on
Lieutenant Rodwell had been excessive, to say the least. She should
have been court-martialled and possibly discharged from the
marines, but because she’d stopped a sexual assault and had
recently won a medal for gallantry, and because of who her mother
was, the command hierarchy were reluctant to discipline her out of
the service.

But Quincy’s operational effectiveness was
questioned, despite managing to pass a psychological assessment.
The solution came when, at George’s request, her commanding officer
asked if she would consider retraining as a close protection
officer for Queen Beatrice.

Quincy’s court martial was quietly shelved, and a
new life awaited her, while Rodwell was given a prison sentence for
his attack on the young woman and discharged from the marines.

“Yes, ma’am. I will never let this happen again.”
Quincy’s walls were up and she wasn’t letting anything through
again.

“It’s such a great honour to serve Her Majesty. Make
me proud, Captain.”

Quincy walked over to her uniform bag and zipped it
up. “I will, Admiral.”


Chapter One

Six months later

 


“If only I was Bea’s size…” Holly Weaver picked up a
box of shoes from the rows and rows in Queen Beatrice’s walk-in
wardrobe. If you loved fashion, then Bea’s dressing room in Windsor
Castle was like a designer shop that held all the major fashion
brands. Bea was always happy to share clothes and jewellery with
her friends, but Holly wished more than anything they shared a shoe
size—she’d be in shoe heaven in this dressing room.

After a successful career as a hair and make-up
person in the TV and movie industry, Holly had been delighted to be
asked by Bea to join her staff as her Royal Dresser. In her new
role, she got to travel the world with Queen Georgina and Queen
Beatrice, shop for the most beautiful designer clothes, and take
care of her close friend personally. Another member of their close
circle of friends, Lali Ramesh, was Bea’s private secretary and
travelled everywhere with her. Greta, the final member, was a wife
and full-time mum to her three kids, but Bea always made the effort
to include her in as many of their social occasions as
possible—like tonight.

Holly heard a car door and walked over to the window
holding the shoes in her hand. She saw Greta and her partner Riley
getting out of their car. Their group of friends had been close
since university but had become even tighter since Bea married
Queen Georgina.

When Bea’s life changed overnight, the group pulled
together to help and made sure she was supported, and her privacy
protected, which made nights like tonight important. George and Bea
were hosting a Friday night dinner and drinks evening. It kept
Bea’s friendships strong as they spent so much time travelling all
over the world.

Since Bea had given birth to the new heir to the
throne, Princess Edwina, the world had gone royal baby crazy. Bea’s
mum and dad now lived in a beautiful cottage on the Windsor estate,
which meant Bea could see her parents whenever she wanted, and her
mother could help her with the new princess. Between her friends
and her parents, Bea had a bubble of support around her, a royal
court, to make things just a bit easier. And Holly was proud to be
part of that bubble.

Holly sighed. She wouldn’t be going to tonight’s get
together. Of course she was invited, and not that she had anywhere
else to go, but she was sick of feeling awkward as the only single
one in the group.

She walked over to the dress hanging on the clothes
rail and placed the shoes below. Not that any of her friends ever
made her feel uncomfortable, in fact they badgered her to join them
all the time, and she had, but sometimes it was just too much. She
was the last single one. Bea had George, and Lali had been chased
and finally caught by Captain Cameron, Queen Georgina’s personal
dresser and close protection officer.

Lali had been dating Cammy for a while, but at
Christmas, Cammy proposed. Lali said yes and they were planning a
late summer wedding. It was strange—Holly never felt any need or
want to have a partner when Greta or Bea got married, but since
Lali had gotten engaged, she had sensed something was missing in
her life, and felt loneliness for the first time. Even when she was
in a club full of people, she was alone.

Holly shook off her melancholy thoughts. All of
Bea’s clothes were laid out for church on Sunday, and it was time
to get out of here.

Holly locked the door to the dressing room and
hurried along the corridors of the ancient castle. She skipped
downstairs and approached the drawing room. She’d promised she’d
have a drink with her friends before she went.

Sam, one of the footmen on the door, smiled warmly
at her.

“Evening Sam, how are you?”

Sam blushed, as he often did around her. He was
sweet and had a little bit of a crush on her, she was sure.

“Great, thanks, Ms. Holly.” He opened the door wide
and she found her friends enjoying a pre-dinner drink.

“Here she is,” Lali said.

George took a glass of champagne from one of the
footmen holding a tray of drinks and brought it over to her. Holly
curtseyed, then took the drink and George’s offered arm as she
escorted her over to the rest of the group.

“Are you sure you can’t stay for dinner, Holls?” Bea
said.

“Sorry, I already promised to meet someone at that
new club I told you about.” Holly felt terrible lying.

Greta moved a few paces to her and said, “Just be
careful and get a taxi home. I always worry about you. There’s lots
of bad people out there.”

“Listen to Mother,” Lali joked.

Holly smiled. They each had their role in their
group of friends. Greta was the mother of the group, Lali the
organizer, Bea the single-minded, determined one, the glue that
kept the group together, despite their very different lives and
personalities, and lastly herself, the fun one. Holly, the life and
soul of the party, who kept them young and stopped them taking
themselves too seriously.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.” Holly sipped
her drink.

Greta put her hand on Holly’s shoulder. “If you’re
ever stuck, just call me and I’ll send Riley to get you.”

Riley pulled Greta to her and smiled. “Anytime,
Holls.”

It was always nice to see how much in love and
passionate Greta and Riley still were. Greta had met Riley at
university, and all these years later, they still adored each
other.

As she looked around the room, Holly felt a twinge
of jealousy that she didn’t have someone to look at her the way her
friends and their partners looked at each other. She gazed over at
George and Bea, and just seeing them together, their connection,
the way George looked at Bea, was unquestionable devotion. It was
only Holly who hadn’t been that lucky, not that she hadn’t
searched. She had searched a lot, but no one made her feel what her
friends had.

Holly could only remember one experience approaching
what she saw in her friends’ smiles, and it was something that was
constantly in her thoughts these days, after years of trying to
forget it.

Bea and Lali came over to join Holly and Greta,
leaving George, Cammy, and Riley talking amongst themselves.

“So, Holls,” Bea said. “Who’s the man of the
moment?”

Holly looked down at her glass. “There isn’t
one.”

“There hasn’t been anyone for months,” Greta said.
“You’re the last single one. You have to let us live vicariously
through your exciting life.”

“I don’t have time for dating now,” Holly said.

Lali stage-whispered, “Maybe her crush on Story St.
John has ruined her for all the nice guys out there.”

Holly rolled her eyes. “Stop with the crush
thing.”

Greta joined in, suggesting, “Or maybe dashing polo
players fill her head and make her heart pitter-patter.”

Holly had a little-, well, maybe a big-girl crush on
action hero film star Story St. John, and her films were usually a
part of the girls’ night they held every month. Her crush wasn’t a
shock to her, as she had always been attracted to women, as well as
men, but her friends didn’t know that about her. It was something
that she didn’t want to talk about or think about again. But for
the past year, her attraction to women was so hard not to think
about. She couldn’t help thinking that maybe it was a woman she was
meant to love.

After all, how could she explain the feeling in her
heart, the excitement in her soul when she looked at women like
Story St. John, or the feeling she’d experienced at the polo match
last year. Holly had mistaken one of the tall strapping polo
players for a man, until Cammy informed her that he was a
she. Their former military friend, Captain Quincy.

She’d tried to forget the way she’d felt when
Captain Quincy had pulled off her polo helmet. She’d revealed an
utterly gorgeous butch woman, with the most beautiful eyes and
chiselled cheekbones, that made Holly’s stomach flip and other
parts ache.

Holly had avoided Quincy that day. She’d excused
herself, and went to chat up one of the eager men there. For so
long, she’d sought out men who simply wanted sex. Because while she
could enjoy sex, she didn’t want to give away her heart. Not again.
She’d given away her heart a long time ago to a woman, and had her
heart broken to pieces. Never again.

“Holls?” she heard Lali say and forced a smile on
her face.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think maybe—”

“No. Don’t even say it,” Holly said with a tinge of
sharpness in her voice.

Lali, Greta, and Bea looked at each other.

“Sorry, girls. I’m just a bit tired,” Holly
said.

She was rescued from the awkwardness when Sam came
into the room and bowed. “Your Majesties. Nanny Baker is asking if
you could come up to the nursery. Princess Edwina is a little
distressed, and Nanny thinks she might have a fever.”

Bea looked at George and said, “I knew something was
wrong this afternoon.”

George put her glass down. “Would you excuse
us?”

As George and Bea left the room, Holly said to her
friends. “I better get going too.”

Little did her friends know that she was going home
to watch a Story St. John film and eat her way through a tub of ice
cream.

 


***

 


Quincy sat beside the hospital bed of her friend,
Lieutenant Jacob Goldman. She had been here for the last hour,
sitting quietly by his bed while he slept. The volume in the room
might have been quiet, apart from the occasional beep of a machine,
but her head was anything but.

Jacob was covered head to foot in white dressings,
with only a portion of his face untouched by the explosion and
flames that had ravaged his body. Jacob and his wife Helen had been
good friends since officer training school—well, as good friends as
Quincy could ever have. They understood her limitations and never
pushed her into social situations she couldn’t cope with.

The guilt and anger that she hadn’t been able to get
to her friend in time to save him ravaged Quincy even more when she
visited him here. She asked herself the same question she did every
time she saw and heard the pain he was in. Why could it not have
been me instead?

Jacob had a wife, children, a life, while Quincy had
nothing to lose. Life was just not fair.

She looked at her watch and thought she’d better be
leaving soon. Just as she was about to stand, Jacob’s raspy voice
said, “I know what you’re thinking.”

Quincy didn’t even realize he was awake. “What was I
thinking?”

“What you always do, what I would think if I was in
your shoes, torturing myself for what I could have done
differently,” Jacob said.

Quincy cleared her throat nervously. He could always
tell what she was thinking.

“I have to report to Buckingham Palace shortly. I
just wanted to say goodbye,” Quincy said.

“The big American tour, eh?”

She knew Jacob didn’t mean it this way, but Quincy
hated that she would be off living and experiencing the world while
he was stuck here in agony.

“Yes, I’ll call Helen and make sure you’re behaving
for the nurses,” Quincy said.

Jacob started to laugh, then began to cough instead.
Quincy jumped up and gave him a sip of water.

“It’s a great honour to be serving the Queen,” Jacob
said.

“It is,” Quincy replied.

Jacob looked straight into her eyes and said,
“Promise me one thing, Quin. Live a life, have some fun. I know you
hide yourself away, but you’ve only got one life, and you never
know when it will be taken away.”

Quincy nodded, but she didn’t know if she really
meant it. How could she live a life when Jacob couldn’t?

“Promise me, Quin,” Jacob repeated.

She smiled and said, “I promise.”

Quincy said her goodbyes and walked out of the
hospital room. She found Helen waiting there. Quincy couldn’t
imagine a better wife than Helen. No matter what they’d been
through, she always remained positive and kept Jacob going.

“You said your goodbyes, then?” Helen said.

“Yes, I’ll call you when I get to the States,”
Quincy said.

Helen leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I know what
Jacob asked of you. I also know how hard it is for you to socialize
at the best of times—the admiral has left her mark on you, now even
more so. But I want you to promise me too, Quin. You have to grab
for life, and love, and hold on. Promise me?”

Quincy gave her a forced smile. “Promise.”

She reached into her suit jacket pocket and brought
out her Victoria Cross. “Give this to Jacob, will you. He is braver
than I could ever be.”

 


***

 


Quincy was led along the corridor of Buckingham
Palace by a footman. She followed him downstairs, and as she did
the walls and decor became less ornate. She guessed this was the
staff area of the palace.

The downstairs corridors and rooms were busy with
people coming and going, the noise of chatter, and shouts of
instructions. This was truly the palace engine room, the place that
made everything run smoothly.

The footman stopped. “It’s just in here,
Captain.”

“Thank you.” Quincy knocked and heard someone tell
her to come in.

She opened the door and found herself in a state of
the art operations room, nothing like the historic, antique palace
outside this room. There was a huge conference table surrounded by
desks, with what appeared to be the latest in security equipment
and computer interfaces.

Around the conference table sat a team of
plain-clothes men and women and, at the head, Inspector Lang, whom
she had already met.

“Quincy, come in and take a seat,” Inspector Lang
said.

“Thank you, sir.”

Quincy joined the five protection officers at the
table, all but one of whom had their eyes glued to her. One woman
at the end of the table didn’t even look her way. She was dressed
smartly in a blouse and tailored slacks and had her hair pulled
back into a tight ponytail.

Inspector Lang stood and said, “Everyone, this is
Captain Quincy. She joins us after a distinguished career in the
Royal Marines and has trained for the past six months with the
Royal Military Police before joining us.” He turned to Quincy.
“Quincy, these are the more senior officers in the squad, except
Captain Cameron—she is assisting the Queen at the moment, but I
believe you already know her?”

“Yes, sir.”

She heard the woman at the end mutter under her
breath, “Yeah, you’re very well protected.”

“Sorry, Garrett?” Inspector Lang said.

The woman she now knew as Garrett gave him a smile.
“Nothing, sir.”

Lang narrowed his eyes and continued, “This is
Boothby, and Jones.” He pointed to two sharp-suited men who
politely nodded their heads. “And this is a recent recruit,
Veronica Clayton.” He pointed to a young woman sitting a few chairs
away. “She will be working under your command for the Queen Consort
and the princess. The Queen and I felt you needed another pair of
eyes with a toddler running around.”

The Queen had asked Quincy to help train a younger
member of the team, with an eye to the future when Princess Edwina
would need her own guard.

Clayton gave her the warmest welcome in the room,
smiling and walking around the table to shake her hand. “Nice to
meet you, ma’am. It’s an honour to work with a VC,” Clayton
said.

Garrett sighed audibly, but Quincy froze at the
mention of her Victoria Cross. She wished no one knew about it. It
symbolized her failure as a leader, and shame slithered around her
gut.

“Good to meet you, Clayton.”

Lang said, “Clayton, why don’t you take Captain
Quincy along to the Queen’s private apartments? We leave for the
airport in an hour. We can go over the itinerary on the plane.”

“Yes, sir,” Clayton said.

Quincy stood to attention before nodding to Lang and
walking out the door. As soon as they were out of earshot, Clayton
said, “I’m really excited to work with you, ma’am.”

Clayton was so much younger than the rest of the
team. A good thing if she was to fit in with the princess in years
to come. Clay had warm black skin, short shaved hair at the back
and sides, and tight brown-tinged curls on top. Unlike the other
members of the team who could be mistaken for bankers in their
suits and tailored clothes, Clayton wore a much more fashionable
blue suit, with an open-necked white shirt and studs in her
earlobes.

“Not everyone on the team seems to be,” Quincy
said.

Clayton glanced at her and raised an eyebrow. “You
mean Garrett? Don’t worry about her. She’s hardly said two words to
me since I started my assignment here.”

“So what’s her problem?” Quincy asked.

Clayton smiled. “Your job. She thought it was hers
since your predecessor handed in her notice.”

Great. Jealousy and disappointment. From Quincy’s
experience, that was exactly what a good team didn’t need.

Just then the sound of a child’s laughter came from
behind them. They both stopped and turned to see what was going on,
and Quincy saw a woman with Princess Edwina in her arms, and a
honey-coloured dog walking beside them. Princess Edwina had a
Rupert Bear in her arms and was hugging it tightly.

The woman’s thick reddish-brown hair was obscuring
her face, until she looked up, smiling at them both.

It was her. The woman from the polo match,
whom her security files had identified as Holly Weaver. She got the
same strange sensation looking into her eyes as she had that day
when she pulled off her polo helmet. An excitement in her chest and
a shortness of breath.

Holly held her gaze silently for a few seconds
before giving Clayton a smile. “Morning, Clay.”

“Morning, Holly, and good morning Princess Edwina,
and Rex.” Clayton waved.

Holly moved Princess Edwina around to hold her in
her arms. “Say hi to Clay, Teddy.”

The one year-old smiled, and waved vigorously.
“Hi.”

It was the first time Quincy had seen Princess
Edwina up close, but she was so like George with that dark brown
hair and blue eyes.

“Who’s your friend, Clay?” Holly asked.

“This is Captain Quincy, Queen Beatrice’s new
protection officer.”

Quincy was sure Holly was giving her a forced smile.
“Another captain? We are well stocked up with captains, then. If
you’ll excuse me, I’ll get Teddy back to her mummy.”

“Walk, Holl,” Princess Edwina said.

Holly put her down and took her Rupert Bear from
her. Princess Edwina toddled back along the corridor, one hand in
Holly’s and the other on the back of Rex.

“See you, Holly,” Clayton said.

Holly picked up her pace and soon she disappeared
the way she’d come.

Clayton let out a long breath. “Gorgeous, isn’t she?
She’s exactly the kind of woman I’ll be looking for someday. And
that hair…don’t you just want to run your hands through—”

Clayton stopped midsentence when Quincy gave her a
pointed look. “I don’t think that’s appropriate while we are
working, Clayton.” Obviously things were very lax here.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Clayton said quickly.

“I know that Queen Beatrice has probably fostered
this easy-going attitude, with good intentions, but we must be
professional.”

“Got it, Captain. Yes, she does. Her Majesty is so
nice, and everyone on staff is a little bit in love with Queen
Beatrice.”

“I can imagine. Just remember she and her personal
staff deserve respect,” Quincy said.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll take you to her now.”

 


***

 


George sat at her desk, going through her paperwork
as quickly as possible, so she could spend a quiet evening with Bea
and Teddy before the madness of their royal tour ensued. Her dogs,
Shadow and Baxter, lay on the rug beside her.

She gazed at the moving picture of Bea and Teddy in
a silver photo frame. She wondered for the millionth time how she
could have been so lucky. In those dark days after her father died,
George never could have imagined such happiness was around the
corner.

Bea had fallen into her life and become not only the
perfect wife, but also the perfect consort. The country adored her
as she did, and Bea was making the role of consort her own,
bringing her skills as a former charity director to organize and
design targeted campaigns, in conjunction with the other members of
the family, to put important social issues on the national and
world agendas. She worked so hard, George found it difficult to
keep up.

Only last week Bea and Theo were campaigning
together for a child bereavement charity. Her brother Theo had
really knuckled down to his role as prince, and they were a
powerful threesome in support of lots of causes.

Then there was her little princess, Edwina. They had
started to call her Teddy, not long after she came home from
hospital. Although Edwina was a fine strong name for a future
Queen, it was quite serious for a little girl. Not only was Teddy
short for Edwina, but seeing how close she was to her teddy, Rupert
Bear, George started to call her that and it stuck.

George prayed that Teddy’s namesake, her father
Edward, was proud of the family she had made. Nothing made her
happier, and every day she felt so blessed.

George signed one of the documents from Number Ten
and placed it in the last red box of the morning. She lifted the
final file out and saw it was some amendments to her speech for the
first stop in their North American tour, Toronto.

This tour was going to be so exhausting for Bea and
Teddy—that was the only thing that worried her. When Prime Minister
Bo Dixon and her team were putting together this tour, they seemed
to forget that they were a family and not robots, although George
had managed to negotiate a number of solo engagements for herself,
while Bea and Teddy would stay behind and rest.

George felt like Bo Dixon used her and Bea as
Britain’s own diplomatic corps. Anywhere Bo needed support in the
world, or to mend fences with unfriendly countries or their
leaders, she would deploy them like an army. It was their role to
be Britain’s goodwill ambassadors, but to her mind, Bo was cynical
about it. The moment after the United States elected their first
African American woman commander-in-chief, Bo began organizing this
tour. She wanted Britain to be the first to visit President
Virginia Watson.

New trade and manufacturing deals were up for grabs,
and it was George’s job to make sure the US felt a strong bond of
friendship with the UK.

George was interrupted by a knocking at her office
door. A footman walked in and said, “Captain Quincy to see you,
ma’am.”

George smiled and stood. “Yes, of course. Bring her
in.”

Quincy came in, bowed her head at the door, then
walked forward when George extended her hand. Quincy bowed again
when she arrived in front of her, then shook her hand.

“Good to see you, Quincy.”

“Good to see you, Your Majesty. You asked to see
me?” Quincy said.

“Yes, let’s sit down.” George indicated the couch at
the window.

The dogs jumped up and wagged their tails excitedly.
Quincy patted them as she passed.

“Calm down, you two,” George said.

“They are still very excitable then, ma’am,” Quincy
said. She had met the Queen’s dogs many times at polo and horse
events. They were always bouncing and following close behind
her.

“You could say that,” George said as she sat.

Quincy followed suit and patted Baxter the boxer’s
head. Shadow had already gone to lie down.

“What about Rex, ma’am? I know he was very close to
King Edward,” Quincy asked.

George crossed her legs and smiled. “He’s Queen
Beatrice’s dog now. He adores her, although Teddy runs her pretty
close. Rex has been stuck to her like glue from the start. Never
lets her wander too far and guards her from all foes,” George
joked.

Quincy smiled, but she felt a tightness in her
chest. How was she going to cope in this close kind of family
environment? She just wasn’t equipped for it.

“So how are you doing, Quincy? Are you well
recovered?” George asked.

“Quite recovered, ma’am.” What a liar she was. She
had a scarred body and a scarred heart and soul. She would never
recover.

George narrowed her eyes. “Really? You know you can
speak to me or Cammy anytime, in the strictest of confidence.”

“I know that, and I am quite well and ready to
serve, ma’am.” She didn’t even talk to her mother. She would never
talk—it was her burden to carry this pain inside of her.

George patted her on the shoulder. “It’s George in
private, remember? And the admiral? Is she well?”

“Yes, she is.” Quincy would never know what her
mother was feeling. Feeling was weakness to her.

“Well that’s the ticket then, isn’t it? I hope you
will enjoy working with us, Quincy.”

“It’s an honour, George. I promise, Queen Beatrice
will always be safe with me.”

“I know that, Quincy. That’s why I asked for you. I
trust you implicitly. Bea is my life, and her safety and Teddy’s
safety are my top priority.”

“I promise you, I would die to protect her,
ma’am.”

Never again would she let her friends down. Never
again.


Chapter Two

Beatrice smiled broadly when she saw George walking
through the plane with their daughter hanging by her ankles,
giggling, but still managing to hold on to her Rupert Bear.

They had been in the air for only twenty minutes,
and Teddy was restless already. Luckily, their private plane was
big enough for her to toddle around and use up energy under the
supervision of her other mum.

Bea was sitting in the lounge area of the plane that
had comfortable upholstered seats, a coffee table, and a drinks
fridge. The back of the plane featured an office and private
bedroom, while the front of the plane had seats and tables where
the staff generally did their work and planning.

“George, you’ll make her sick,” Bea said.

George turned Teddy the right way around. “Not at
all. You’re quite all right, aren’t you, Teddy?”

“Uh-huh,” Teddy said, “’orsey, please?”

George gave her a big kiss and said, “In a little
while, Teddy bear. Mum has to go and practise her speech.”

Bea held out her arms. “Come to Mummy.” George
handed her over and gave Bea a lingering kiss. “Don’t kiss me like
that when you have a speech to practise, and I have your daughter
in my arms.”

George grinned, apparently pleased she still had the
capacity to excite her wife with the merest kiss.

George leaned over and whispered, “Do you remember
how we used to spend our time on these long-haul flights
before?”

Bea remembered. Despite the speeches to be
rehearsing, and the red boxes to be done, they’d always found time
for each other and some fun in the plane’s private bedroom.

“I remember only too well, Bully. That was before we
became responsible and had a baby. Now we have neither the time nor
the energy.”

“Oh, I’ve always got energy for you, Mrs.
Buckingham.”

Right on cue Teddy said, “Juice, Mummy.”

“You see?” Bea said.

George smiled and reached into the fridge for a
bottle of Teddy’s favourite juice. “I wouldn’t have it any other
way.”

Bea sighed contentedly. “Me either. Now go and play
with your papers. The people of Canada are waiting to be stunned by
your speech,” Bea joked.

George raised her eyebrow and said, “They might be
out of luck since our beloved prime minister wrote it.”

Bea chuckled. George had said that with huge dose of
sarcasm. Bo Dixon’s popularity had plummeted with the public ever
since she’d invited President Loka of Vospya to the UK, despite his
appalling civil rights record. The only thing in Bo’s favour was a
really weak and unelectable opposition.

“Well, do your best,” Bea said.

“I’ll try.” George kissed both Teddy and her on
their foreheads and made her way to her office.

As soon as George walked away, Holly slipped in to
sit beside them.

“Hi, Holls.”

“Hi. Your outfit is steam pressed, and good to go,”
Holly said.

“The
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