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When American teen Evan Bright came to live with her long-lost father – the actual king of England – she instantly became the most-hated member of the royal family. The vicious clickbait articles and backstabbing new relatives are tough enough, but now she’s facing much scarier threats.

First there are protesters outside the palace gates and creepy messages. But when an armed intruder accesses the grounds to attack Evan and her boyfriend Kit, she starts to believe that someone within the palace is plotting her downfall.

They say what doesn’t kill you will make you stronger…but what if it’s the royal family who wants you dead?
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ROYAL SCANDAL is a work of fiction but deals with many real issues including mental illness, violence and references to sexual assault
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We at the Regal Record hope you’ve been good this year, because it seems like Saint Nicholas has come early for us all. Despite rumours of a cancellation thanks to an untimely blizzard across the pond, the United Kingdom’s notoriously naughty royal family will indeed be hosting a state banquet tonight for the president of the United States, Hope Park, and it promises to be chock-full of chaos.

Under ordinary circumstances, this state visit would be noteworthy considering President Park is both the first woman and first Korean American to hold the highest office in the US. But, just like every other significant event as of late, this historic achievement has already been overshadowed by the most recent addition to the House of Windsor’s royal family tree.

That’s right – Evangeline Bright, the King’s illegitimate American daughter, will be in attendance tonight, and given her past exploits, it’s safe to assume she’ll do something gratingly inept to steal the thunder – and the headlines – from those who’ve actually earned their place at the royal table.

In the five and a half months since Evangeline’s tasteless and explosive BBC One interview detailing her own sordid behaviour that led directly to Jasper Cunningham’s death – of which she was cleared of criminal charges, thanks to a reported backroom deal between Scotland Yard and the King’s personal lawyers – the palace has seen fit to shove her down the throats of the British people at seemingly every turn. Hospital openings, charity appearances, even walkabouts typically reserved for legitimate members of the royal family – Evangeline has merrily joined in on all, resulting in a long list of missteps and blunders. Yet despite the efforts of the palace to make her palatable, it’s becoming painfully clear that no amount of media and etiquette training can turn this American frog into a princess.

How much longer can the royal family’s already-tattered reputation withstand the Bright blight? While we wait to see the fallout of tonight’s state banquet and Evangeline’s inevitable indiscretions, we at the Regal Record can only apologize yet again for revealing her identity this summer and unleashing this Pandora’s box of mayhem and vexation on not only the entire country, but the world. One must own up to one’s mistakes, and we deeply regret our part in this royal fiasco.

Let us hope that no one else ends up dead tonight.

– The Regal Record, 18 December 2023
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“I’m well aware that being on time isn’t a priority for you,” says Tibby, clutching her phone like she’s about to chuck it at my tiara. “But could you at least pretend to care that I’m about to lose my bloody job?”

I’m leaning against the wall in the long gallery of Windsor Castle, trying to keep my head upright as I fiddle with a strap on my stiletto. My gown isn’t making it any easier, and as I set my foot down, the heel snags and comes dangerously close to ripping the shimmering burgundy fabric.

“It’s my shoe,” I mutter, untangling my hem. “One of the straps is loose.”

Tibby arches an eyebrow as I test my weight again. Somehow, despite what has been an obscenely long day full of trivial appointments and last-minute fittings, Lady Tabitha Finch-Parker-Covington-Boyle’s black pixie cut is still perfectly styled, and her tailored grey dress doesn’t have a single piece of lint on it. Unfortunately for both of us, this superpower has yet to rub off on me in the six months she’s been my personal secretary/babysitter, and no one is more aggrieved by my failure to develop a completely new personality than Tibby.

“I don’t care if the heel’s broken off and you’re walking on your tiptoes,” she says. “We cannot be late, Evan.”

“We’re not late.” As I resume my march down the corridor, now with a noticeably uneven gait, I glance through the nearest window and into the dark courtyard beyond. A line of luxury vehicles snakes along the opposite wing of Windsor Castle, and royal footmen hoist umbrellas as tonight’s guests exit their cars and step into the December downpour. “Okay, we’re a little late, but—”

“There is no such thing as a ‘little’ late,” says Tibby. “If His Majesty discovers you’re missing, it’ll be my neck on the block, not yours.”

“He’ll be too busy with the president to notice. Besides, they don’t need me for the pictures, and I’m not escorting anyone inside.”

“An unforgivable oversight,” says Tibby irritably, as if this, too, is somehow my fault. “You’re His Majesty’s daughter, and you’re American. You should be in the procession, preferably on the arm of a member of the president’s family. Your absence will only start another wave of rumours in the press.”

“I start rumours by breathing,” I say. “Besides, it’d be an insult to pair me with anyone important.”

Tibby sniffs. “Illegitimate or not, you’re still of royal blood.”

“Which is the only reason I’m part of this dog-and-pony show in the first place,” I say. “That and the fact that the universe has a terrible sense of humour.”

By the time we turn the corner and pass the royal family’s private apartments, my scalp is throbbing. I reach up to adjust the Queen Florence tiara that’s secured to my braided updo, but before my fingers can even graze the glittering headpiece, Tibby swats my hand away.

“Don’t you dare,” she says with more vehemence than usual. “Can you imagine the headlines if your tiara falls off in front of the Royal Rota? The metaphor alone—”

“The pins are digging in,” I protest. “I think my scalp might actually be bleeding.”

“Ignore it. The banquet won’t last more than three or four hours.”

“Three or four—” I gape at her. “Haven’t you people ever heard of the Geneva Conventions?”

“You’re royalty, darling,” she says in the dismissive tone she always uses when I complain. “The Geneva Conventions don’t apply.”

I start to object, but before I can utter more than a single syllable, Tibby turns on her heel to face me, and I stumble to a halt.

“I understand you’re uncomfortable, Evan,” she says, her voice low and hurried. “I understand you’d rather not sit around for hours listening to a bunch of politicians make each other feel important. But this is the price you pay for being royal. This is the price you pay for living in a castle with a staff of hundreds to cater to your whims. You have every resource you could ever need, every opportunity you could ever dream of, and you are one of the most famous people in the world. You are privileged in a way damn few others are, and if you tell me one more time how uncomfortable your designer shoes and couture gown and priceless tiara are, I will throttle you.”

For a long moment, we stare at each other in silence. She’s right, of course – every word of it – and I hate that six months ago, I would have throttled myself for acting like this, too.

“Sorry,” I mumble, my cheeks growing warm. “I think I’m spending too much time around Maisie.”

“Her Royal Highness’s faults are no excuse for yours,” says Tibby tartly, but at last she steps aside, and we continue down the hall towards the state apartments. “The people are watching you, Evan, and they deserve more than another ungrateful brat. Especially when you offer them hope that maybe their lives can become a fairy tale, too.”

I snort. “Being accused of murder and having all my secrets exposed to the entire world counts as a fairy tale now?”

“Haven’t you read the Brothers Grimm?” says Tibby. “Murder is practically a plot requirement. If we want any chance of making it in time, we’ll have to go this way.”

She ushers me into the royal family’s private chapel – sacrilegious, I’m sure, though clearly the only sin Tibby’s worried about is tardiness. She’s moving so quickly now that I’m forced to do a strange skip to keep up, but when we finally reach the threshold of St George’s Hall, I stop in my tracks – and so does she.

While normally the vast hall is empty, save for the ever-present paintings, marble busts and suits of armour that line the walls, a table that easily seats two hundred now stretches from one end to the other, covered in massive festive bouquets and more plates and utensils than I’ve ever seen. And because my life, while newly charmed, can never be fair, nearly all of tonight’s guests are already inside as a fleet of footmen show them to their seats.

Tibby swears. “Keep your head up, but move quickly,” she whispers, and this time I don’t complain as we hurry to the nearest exit. Before we make it more than twenty feet, however, a woman at the end of the table gasps.

“Evangeline?” she says, her voice mercifully low. A few of her companions turn to look at me too, and I smile and press my finger to my lips. Her shock quickly turns to conspiratorial amusement, and even though I’m not a princess – or even an official member of the royal family – she dips in a low curtsy.

A rising murmur follows Tibby and me now, and I do my best to walk properly in my uncooperative shoe, keenly aware of all the eyes on us. It’s only sheer luck that I don’t trip and fall on my face, and when we finally reach the nearest exit, Tibby all but yanks me through the doorway –

And straight into the middle of an explosion of camera flashes.

“Ah, Evangeline,” says a deep voice as the door closes behind us. “I’m pleased you were able to make it.”

His Majesty King Alexander II, monarch of the United Kingdom and Commonwealth, stands fifteen feet away in the opulent Grand Reception Room, his blue eyes fixed directly on me. While his slightly balding head is bare, his tuxedo is heavy with sashes and medals he never actually earned, and even though he’s not especially tall or commanding, everything in the room seems to revolve around him like he’s the only source of gravity. Beside him stands a square-jawed woman I instantly recognize as President Park. They’re posing for a cluster of photographers and members of the Royal Rota – the group of journalists whose only job is to cover the royal family – and both are still smiling widely even though every single camera is now pointed towards me.

Perfect.

Sorry, I mouth as a deep blush spreads across my face. I should curtsy, or at the very least dip my head in a show of respect. But as Tibby is so quick to lament, I’m not exactly a stickler for the rules, and as long as I have dual citizenship, I refuse to bow to anyone – even my endlessly patient father.

He doesn’t seem to mind, and when he shoots me a wink before turning back to President Park, I know I’m forgiven for my unexpected entrance. By him, at least. Tibby is another story, and as she squeezes my arm in a supposed show of support, I’m sure it’s only to measure how much acid she’ll need to dissolve my body after she murders me for this.

As the photographers reluctantly return their attention to the main attraction, I slip into an empty corner and try to make myself as small as possible. Somehow, in the greatest show of self-restraint I’ve managed since arriving in England, I resist the urge to make sure my tiara hasn’t slipped out of place. Given the number of pins currently digging into my scalp, it’s undoubtedly right where I left it, but Tibby’s earlier quip about headlines and a falling crown haunts me like a premonition I can’t shake.

“And now our families,” announces Alexander, and he gestures towards the other side of the room, where a small crowd is gathered. I spot two bobbing tiaras among the sea of suits and dresses, and finally Queen Helene appears with Princess Mary in tow.

Admittedly it doesn’t take much to make me feel like an impostor most of the time, but one look at them and I shrink even further into the metaphorical shadows. They’re both stunning – the kind of gorgeous that only money can buy, with flawless porcelain skin, shiny hair and blindingly white smiles. My statuesque stepmother is in a flowing ivory gown with her blonde hair wrapped around the base of her glittering headpiece, and it’s obvious why she’s been declared the most beautiful woman in the world by multiple magazines. Everyone in the room is watching her – everyone except my father.

Maisie, my equally elegant half-sister, wears a sapphire dress covered in crystals, but nothing outshines the intricate tiara perched above her strawberry-blonde waves. There’s something slightly off about her expression, though – something cold and a little stiff, but not so much that she’s dragging down the mood. It could be anything, from the indignity of being in a colour she doesn’t love, to an actual problem she has to ignore for a few hours in order to transform into Her Royal Highness Princess Mary, heir to the throne and the future Queen of the United Kingdom, and I make a mental note to ask if she’s okay.

As they make their way across the room, they’re accompanied by a clean-shaven man I recognize as President Park’s husband and a teenage boy I can’t place as easily. But there’s no question who he is, not when he has the president’s square jaw and her husband’s lithe build.

When his mother was elected three years ago, Thaddeus Park was quiet, awkward and best known for his love of Star Wars. Now, at eighteen, he has most definitely grown into that jaw. And those cheekbones. And those shoulders. I give myself five seconds to stare before I tear my eyes away, reminding myself that I have my own quiet and adorably awkward boyfriend, who, less than thirty minutes ago, sent Tibby a text wishing me luck tonight, followed by a single x – which, apparently, he only ever uses with me.

Tibby lets out a low whistle as she also admires the view, and I elbow her in the side. “He’s my age,” I hiss. “Cougar.”

“How old do you think I am?” says Tibby, aghast, and I shrug.

“Old enough to be my babysitter.”

“I am not your babysitter,” she says with familiar exasperation. “I am your private sec—”

“Miss Bright.”

An older man with a short salt-and-pepper beard steps out of the crowd, and though he stands stiffly and with an air of formality, there’s a twinkle of amusement in his eye.

“Mr Jenkins,” I say, biting back a grin. Even though I’ve known Jenkins longer than I’ve known almost anyone, I’ve never seen him in a tux before, and he also has an impressive set of medals – including the star worn by Knight Commanders of the Royal Victorian Order. I’ll never catch up to what people like Tibby and my half-sister have known practically from birth, but I feel some small sense of victory for recognizing this much. “I’m sorry we’re late. It’s not Tibby’s fault—”

“Never mind that,” he says with his usual gentle understanding. “His Majesty has requested that you join him and the Park family for these photographs.”

I blink. Sure enough, when I glance over Jenkins’s shoulder, my father is chuckling at something Mr Park said, but his gaze quickly meets mine, and he tilts his head towards the others.

“Really?” I say in a low voice, but I already have my answer. “You’re sure it won’t ruin the photo shoot? Or insult the first family?”

“Quite sure,” says Jenkins, and he offers me his arm. “If you please.”

Tibby prods me in the small of my back, and I loop my elbow around Jenkins’s and do my best not to limp. Maybe kicking off my broken shoe wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world, even if it means I’ll lose at least four inches. But before I can weigh the pros and cons, Jenkins is handing me off to Alexander, and it’s too late to do anything about it now.

“You look lovely,” murmurs my father, kissing me on the cheek. “Why don’t you and Maisie stand with Thaddeus?”

While I expect him and the president to be front and centre, they both step aside and position the three of us in the middle, with Thaddeus Park towering over me and my half-sister. And as he peers down at me, I swear he smirks.

“Nice to meet you,” he says in an American accent that matches mine. I’m so used to hearing the seemingly endless varieties in the UK by now, however, that it sounds strangely alien to my ears. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

“You were?” I say, taken aback. “Why?”

He chuckles, and while it’s the kind of laugh that probably puts most people at ease, I bristle. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not really,” I say, and before he can explain – or formulate a witty comeback, which seems more his style – the official palace photographer clears his throat. The seven of us all face forward, and I smile, hoping like hell that my sudden spike of anxiety doesn’t show on my face.

“A little closer, if you would, Your Majesties,” says the photographer, and while this is clearly directed at my father and Helene, who could fit half a continent between them, Thaddeus shifts towards me too.

It’s a small movement – barely more than an inch or two – but instinctively I edge away, and that minor adjustment is too much for my shoe to bear. The strap snaps, and with a sharp jolt of pain in my ankle, I’m suddenly falling, dangerously close to taking the president down with me.

But then, like this is all some choreographed dance we’ve practised together, Thaddeus catches me effortlessly, his arms strong and secure around me. I gasp, and as I slowly absorb what’s happening, I realize I’m staring directly into his dark eyes.

Click.

A camera goes off, and then another, and another, until all I hear are the echoes of shutters and phones as seemingly every single photographer and member of the Royal Rota take our picture. With a self-satisfied grin, Thaddeus helps me back to my feet, his hand lingering on my bare arm for much longer than it should. And if there was any question of which photo the press will use for tomorrow’s headlines, there isn’t any more.

Terrific.
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@TheDailySunUK: Has Evangeline broken things off with Christopher Abbott-Montgomery, Earl of Clarence and nephew to Queen Helene? Our preview of tonight’s state banquet, featuring the royal family, America’s President Park, and the swoon-worthy moment between Evangeline and Thaddeus Park.

9:53 PM · 18 December 2023

@dutchessdame172: @TheDailySunUK lucky bitch. 9:57 PM · 18 December 2023

– Twitter exchange between the Daily Sun and user @dutchessdame172, 18 December 2023
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Kit laughs so loudly that I have to pull Tibby’s phone away from my ear.

“Only you, Evan,” he manages, and I can picture him shaking his head, his dark wavy hair nearly skimming his jaw now despite the number of times Helene has begged him to cut it. “Turning one of those stuffy banquets into a cheating scandal. I’m impressed.”

“It’s not funny,” I say, shifting on the cushioned window seat in one of Windsor Castle’s massive libraries. The room is almost completely devoid of light, and the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves loom eerily around me, but I can take a little spookiness as long as it comes with privacy. “Everyone’s saying we’ve broken up—”

“Have we?” he says, still chuckling. “Did you meet the love of your life tonight, and you’ve rung to tell me you’re kicking me to the kerb?”

His voice is slightly muffled now, and I make a face. “Of course not. You’re googling the photos, aren’t you?”

“Naturally,” he says, and a beat later, he bursts into another fit of laughter. “He escorted you and Maisie into the banquet? Whose idea was that?”

“His,” I groan. “Alexander thought it was chivalrous. Stop – I told you it was bad.”

“On the contrary, this is the highlight of my week,” says Kit, and I can hear him grinning. “The snap of him catching you is actually rather stunning. If I were the one you were gazing at so lovingly, I’d frame it.”

My tiara bumps against the wall, and I wince, finally giving in and digging around for the offending bobby pins. “You’re terrible to me.”

“Indeed. I suppose I’ll just have to make it up to you at Christmas, won’t I?”

I straighten, pins forgotten. “You’re coming to Sandringham? But I thought—”

“My parents decided to holiday in the Maldives,” says Kit. “They offered to fly me out, too, but I can think of few methods of torture more painful than spending another two weeks alone with them. And away from you.”

This makes me melt a little, but considering Kit has barely seen his parents in years, it also comes with a helping of guilt. “Isn’t your mother excited to spend the holidays with you?”

“Maybe. But she and my father have plenty to work through on their own, and I’d only be a hindrance. Besides, we’ve done nothing but partake in awkward conversations and lingering silences since the end of term, and I think we’re all rather weary of tiptoeing around each other at this point,” he admits. “I’ll visit her again in February for her birthday.”

“Okay,” I say, not sure whether to be disappointed for his mother or relieved I’ll get to spend Christmas with him after all. “Maisie keeps talking about how much she hates Sandringham, but it sounds kind of magical, having a tree and family and actually celebrating.”

“It is,” says Kit, and I can tell from the sudden softness in his voice that we’re both thinking the same thing. Ever since my grandmother died when I was eleven, I’ve spent Christmas at various boarding schools, surrounded by a smattering of teachers without families and classmates whose parents couldn’t be bothered to bring them along on whatever glamorous vacation they’d planned. Twice I was the only person left behind, save for the headmistress, and all I remember about those weeks are loneliness and desperately wanting to see my mom.

This year will be different, I promise myself. This year, even though my mother will be in Virginia and I’ll be an ocean away in a secluded English manor, I’ll have Alexander, Maisie and Kit there to cushion the blow. And I will have a good time.

“When are you supposed to arrive?” I say. “Maisie and I are taking a car there on Saturday—”

“Room for one more?”

I jump, nearly dropping Tibby’s phone as a low voice floats towards me in the darkness. Standing in the doorway, silhouetted by light from the drawing room beyond, is Thaddeus Park, holding a plate and two flutes of what I think is champagne.

“What are you doing here?” I blurt, not caring how rude I must sound. “Didn’t security stop you in the vestibule?”

“You mean that room with all the weapons and display cases?” He starts towards me, slow enough not to spill his contraband. “They did, but I seem to have found my way here anyway. This place is a maze, isn’t it? Worse than the White House.”

“You get used to it,” I say, before I hear Kit’s voice – distant and tinny now that I’m holding the phone by my knees. I hastily return it to my ear. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Is that him?” says Kit. “Are you about to hang up on me for a clandestine rendezvous with your new lover?”

I make a face. “What century are you from?” I mutter, desperately hoping Thaddeus didn’t hear that.

Kit chuckles. “Ring me later, or whenever Tibby’s willing to part with her mobile again. Don’t worry about the photographs, all right? It’ll blow over.”

I’m not so sure, but I say my goodbyes and stretch out my legs, refusing to make any room for Thaddeus on the window seat. He perches on a nearby chair instead, balancing the plate of cookies on a small accent table between us.

“Sorry,” he says, but judging by his grin, he’s really not. “Was that your boyfriend?”

“So you do know he exists,” I say drily, and despite my annoyance, I take one of the cookies from the stack. I don’t touch the flute beside it, though, and Thaddeus doesn’t seem bothered as he sips from his own. “Shouldn’t you be enjoying the party?”

“You mean the self-congratulatory political networking event masquerading as a fancy ball? I’m good,” he says, popping a cookie into his mouth and chewing thoughtfully. “It’s not easy, is it? Having to be two people at once.”

I frown mid-bite. “What are you talking about?”

He gives me a knowing look. “When my mom was a senator from Pennsylvania, I could be myself. But as soon as she ran for president, there was suddenly all of this pressure to be…not me. To be presentable at all times. To stop talking about the things that made me interesting. Everything I used to like about myself became too specific, too embarrassing, too controversial—”

“That last Star Wars trilogy really did divide the fandom, didn’t it?” I say, and he chuckles.

“Joking aside, I’ve noticed it with you, too,” he says. “From a distance, I mean. Not in a stalker way, but…it’s hard not to follow your story, with how often you’re in the headlines. And when you joined the royal family, you seemed like this…this beautiful, wild, wilfully independent human, and no one could tell you who you were or what to do. And even when everyone accused you of murdering that dickweasel who assaulted you, and the papers broke the news about your mom’s mental illness and what she did to you—”

“We’re not talking about that,” I say coldly, and he immediately holds up his hands in a mea culpa.

“Right – of course,” he says hastily. “I just mean…you seemed indifferent to the noise. You were still you. But as soon as you stepped into the public eye and gave that interview, you became…polished. Predictable. You’ve done what’s expected of you, the same way I have. And I don’t know about you, but I miss the person I used to be.”

This is alarmingly vulnerable, considering we just met, and a knot forms in the pit of my stomach. I don’t feel any different. I still like the same music. I still read the same books. I still watch way too much Netflix in what little free time I have now, and I’ve even started to learn how to play the guitar – badly, admittedly, but it’s still just for me. No one else.

I know exactly what Thaddeus is talking about, though, and I feel a stab of something unexpectedly powerful – wistfulness, maybe, or some kind of nostalgia I didn’t know was there. Because I am two people now. Just as Maisie has to be Princess Mary, the graceful and beloved heir to the throne, I have to be Evangeline, the illegitimate daughter of the King, who’s just grateful to be included. Even though Evan is the person I really am, the person I’ve always been, I can’t be her any more – at least not where a stranger could see me. And despite his jarring candour and overfamiliarity, Thaddeus Park is still very much a stranger. “I don’t think I’ve really changed,” I say at last, keeping my voice mild as I avoid his stare and feign interest in my bracelet instead. There are only two charms on it – a music note that was a gift from a classmate, and a tiny tiara that Kit gave me for my birthday – and I roll the latter between my fingers. “I’m still me.”

“And I’m still me, underneath the politics and the workouts and the curated wardrobe,” says Thaddeus. “But we can’t let the public know that, can we, Your Royal Highness?”

No, we can’t. I let the tiara charm drop, more shaken than I want to admit that someone I met five minutes ago understands part of my life better than I do. “I’m not a princess,” I say, grasping onto this instead of letting myself linger on the rest. “Didn’t your handler tell you that?”

“But you’re the King’s daughter,” he says, as if this somehow supersedes a thousand years of history and royal protocol.

“Illegitimate,” I point out. “I’m a mutt in a family of purebreds, and I definitely don’t have a title.”

Thaddeus blinks. “Well, that’s rude.”

I let out a breathy laugh, because no one has actually said that before, even though it’s probably true. I don’t care about the title, not really – but I can’t pretend not to care about the respect and legitimacy that would come with it. And that is not a conversation I want to have with anyone, let alone Thaddeus Park.

“You know,” he says slowly, “princess or not, you and I could send the internet into a feeding frenzy, if we wanted to.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I think we already have.”

He shrugs. “That picture’s too formal to be a showstopper. But if I post a selfie of us together, maybe of you kissing me on the cheek…”

He leans in closer, and even though it’s probably an innocent move, my skin crawls as I jerk away, and every muscle in my body tenses, ready to bolt. My panic must show on my face, because Thaddeus straightens instantly, his eyes wide and his mouth gaping.

“Shit, I – that was creepy, I’m sorry,” he says, and to his credit, he sounds genuinely contrite. “I just meant, you know…a cute picture. We could make finger hearts or funny faces. Something like that. Nothing suggestive or – I know you have a boyfriend, I didn’t mean it like that—”

“I think Evangeline has had enough photographs of her taken tonight,” says a voice from the doorway, and relief rushes through me as I look up to see Tibby standing there, hands on her hips and her expression deadly.

“Right,” says Thaddeus sheepishly, and I’m on my feet before he can even shift his weight. “I really am sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say, even though it isn’t. But that’s not completely his fault. Jasper Cunningham is the real reason for my racing pulse, and why I’ll never again feel safe with a boy I don’t fully trust. “We’re not allowed to take selfies in the royal residences anyway. It’s a security thing.”

“Oh.” His face falls, and I’m halfway to Tibby by the time he stands. “It was truly an honour to meet you, Evangeline. If you’re ever in the US and want to see the White House library…”

“I’ll look you up,” I say, even though I have absolutely no intention of doing so. As I reach Tibby, however, something tugs at me – some long-ingrained irrational need to make sure he, a stranger I’ll probably never see again, doesn’t feel bad about how this went. Or maybe the small connection we made is stronger than I think it is. And so, despite having every reason to march out of here without so much as a goodbye, I glance over my shoulder and add, “Maybe we can take that selfie there.”

His grin returns, and Tibby loops her arm in mine as we disappear into the maze that is Windsor Castle.
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@thaddeusapark Living it up like royalty at Windsor Castle tonight. Huge thanks to Their Majesties King Alexander and Queen Helene, Her Royal Highness Princess Mary, and my very special new expat friend…

– Instagram user @thaddeusapark, below a selfie of Thaddeus Park in a tuxedo, the background dark and indistinct, and his left thumb and pointer finger pressed together to make a finger heart, 18 December 2023
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“Thaddeus is using you, you know,” says Tibby as we cross an empty state room with red fabric walls. Though it isn’t dusty, it looks like it hasn’t been used in years, and our footsteps sound hollow against the thin carpet.

“I sort of worked that out for myself,” I say as she pulls on the frame of a giant ornate mirror, which swings open to reveal another lavish state room – this one with green walls, gilded furniture and massive portraits hanging in gold frames. “Thanks for jumping in back there. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do.”

“He wouldn’t have tried anything,” she says, even though she can’t possibly be certain. “He’s the son of the American president, and surely someone’s taught him manners. But you have ten times the number of followers he does, and he clearly wanted a candid photo to boost his own profile. May I have my mobile back now?”

I hand it over, even though I’m still hopeful Kit might call again. “Is it always going to be like this? Is everyone I meet going to want something from me?”

“Yes,” says Tibby, and the word sinks to the pit of my stomach like a brick. “You might get lucky and meet the rare individual who’s interested in you as a person, or who believes you can’t offer them anything they don’t already have, but most people are always going to want something from you. You simply have to be careful who you trust.”

I sigh inwardly. A year ago, no one knew who I was, and only a handful of my classmates even bothered to talk to me on a semi-regular basis. Now millions of people follow an Instagram account I don’t even personally use, and based on the endless sea of comments I saw the one and only time I explored Tibby’s handiwork, a disconcerting number seem to think this means they know exactly who I am. And the thought of so many strangers having a fully formed opinion of me still makes me break out in a cold sweat.

We step into an area I recognize now – the antechamber to the Windsor throne room. I can hear the faint murmur of voices filtering in from the Waterloo Chamber beyond, and I stop beside a bust of one of the Georges. “Do I have to go back to the party? I have a headache, and I lost my shoes hours ago.”

“Your shoes are on their way to the royal cobbler, where they’ll either be fixed or burned to ash. I haven’t decided yet. But you’ve done your time tonight,” adds Tibby, angling away from the crowded ballroom and instead leading me towards the secret passageway into the throne room. “As long as you sit still long enough for a picture while the jeweller removes your tiara, we can return to your apartment now.”

The throne room isn’t completely empty, but I only have to smile and say a few words before we escape into the Grand Reception Room and the more restricted areas of Windsor Castle beyond. It’s a relief to be away from all those curious stares, and I drop my aching shoulders as we head back towards the private apartments.

“Are you coming to Sandringham for Christmas?” I say, hiking up the hem of my gown so it doesn’t drag on the floor. My bare feet are freezing, but I’m too worn-out to care.

“Sandringham?” says Tibby. “Why on earth would I spend Christmas there?”

“Queen Victoria’s your ancestor, isn’t she? Doesn’t that make you family?”

“If anything more distant than first cousins was still considered family, half of England’s aristocratic marriages wouldn’t exist,” she says. “I’m spending Christmas at our country home in Kent, and for the New Year, I’ll be in the Seychelles.”

“Oh.” I don’t expect her to work during the holidays, of course, but the thought of Tibby not being there to cram my schedule full of lessons and fittings and appearances for three whole weeks is both daunting and exhilarating. “I’ll miss you.”

She gives me a strange look, though there’s a softness to it that’s almost foreign on her sharp features. “I’ll be back before you know it. And in the meantime, you’ll get to learn how to hunt and ski, and you’ll have plenty of empty hours to spend with Maisie.”

“Absolutely none of those things sounds appealing,” I say as we approach my apartment. “Kit’s coming, though.”

“Is he? Should I make sure certain necessities are added to your luggage?”

It takes me a beat to realize what she means, and my cheeks instantly grow hot. “No,” I say firmly. “We’re not – no.”

“Better safe than sorry,” she hums, pushing open the door. And while my face still burns, the fact that Tibby isn’t treating me like I’m about to break – especially when everyone else in my life, Kit included, avoids the topic completely – almost makes up for the humiliating breach of privacy. Almost.

The royal jeweller appears in record time to take possession of the Queen Florence tiara, but Tibby makes him wait a solid ten minutes while she figures out the perfect angle for Instagram. Even though the tiara is technically mine – Queen Florence, my great-grandmother, willed it to me when I was a baby – it’s kept in a vault somewhere, or maybe the Tower of London, where the Crown Jewels are guarded. Either way, I won’t see it again until the next state banquet, or whatever future event requires me to wear a tiara, and despite my tender scalp, I’m sorry to see it go.

Tibby sticks around only long enough to make sure my dress is hung up properly, and as soon as she leaves, I wrap myself in a fuzzy blanket, flop onto the antique sofa and open my laptop. Rather than scour British news sites – and possibly, by now, CNN and various popular celebrity blogs – for commentary about my supposed flirtation with Thaddeus, I open VidChat and click my mother’s icon.

Two rings echo throughout my sitting room, which is surprisingly cosy tonight as a fire crackles beneath the elaborate mantelpiece, and suddenly my mother’s smiling face appears onscreen. Her auburn curls are loose, a sure sign she’s not in her studio for once, and I notice a large abstract landscape behind her – the one that hangs in her dining room.

“Evie! How did it go?” she says, and while sometimes she’s distracted and agitated, especially when her doctors are adjusting her medication, tonight she’s clear-eyed and fully focused on me. “I saw the photos online – you looked stunning.”

I grimace. “It was fine, I guess. If you’ve seen the pictures, then you already know what happened.”

“You mean when the president’s son grabbed you?” she says. “What happened there?”

I explain everything, from my broken shoe to how late Tibby and I were, to my encounter with Thaddeus in the library, and by the time I’m through, my mother sighs.

“Missteps happen, Evie,” she says. “Especially when you’re in the public eye so often. You’re all right, though? Your ankle is okay, and he didn’t…?”

I shake my head. “He didn’t touch me, except to stop me from falling on my face. My ankle’s a little sore, but it’ll be fine. I just…” It’s not easy, is it? Having to be two people at once. “I’m not good at being perfect all the time.”

“No one is, sweetheart,” she says. “And you haven’t had much of a chance to practise, either. You’ll get better at the details as you go.”

I’m not sure I want to, though. But while my mother broke up with Alexander, the love of her life, to avoid becoming queen, she seems to derive no end of pride and pleasure from watching me take my place as his daughter, no matter how bad I am at it.

“You haven’t seen anyone lurking near the house, have you?” I say after a beat, eager to change the subject. “Alexander said the palace is still getting daily questions about you from that reporter.”

“The one who’s writing a biography of me?” she says. “No, security hasn’t seen anything suspicious, and neither have I. But a friend said she received a strange phone call asking about the family, so it’s likely only a matter of time before he figures out where I am.”

I scowl. “If anything happens—”

“I’ll be sure to let your father know immediately,” she says. “Though honestly, Evie, sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be in my best interest to work with…what’s his name?”

“Ryan,” I say bitterly. “Ryan Crewes.”

“Ryan Crewes,” she echoes. “If he’s going to write my story, I might as well have some say in it.”

While she has a point, the events of my childhood don’t exactly paint her in a positive light. I have no memory of it, but my mother was arrested for trying to drown me in a bathtub when I was four, in the midst of a psychotic break due to undiagnosed paranoid schizophrenia. In her own unwell mind, she was trying to protect me from my stepmother, Helene – who, as far as I know, hadn’t actually threatened me. But my mother’s mental illness lied to her constantly. It still does, on her bad days, even with medication and treatment. While I know the public will draw their own conclusions with or without the real story, I don’t want to see her words twisted into something monstrous in order to sell more books. And I wouldn’t put anything past Ryan Crewes or the other so-called royal biographers who’ve been circling us for months.

“Maybe you can work with someone you’ve handpicked,” I suggest. In a few years, once the sensational headlines that ran for weeks over the summer have faded in public memory. “But for now—”

The sharp rap of knuckles on wood ricochets through my sitting room, and I jump, twisting around to glare at the offending door. My mother leans towards the camera, her frown deepening.

“Do you need to get that?” she says, and I shake my head.

“Whoever it is will go awa—”

The urgent knocks quickly turn into demanding thuds, and I hear a muffled voice through the wood.

“Evan, you better bloody be in there. I need to talk to you.”

I groan inwardly.

“Mom, it’s Maisie,” I say. Out of all the people in Windsor tonight, she’s one of the few I can’t ignore. “Could I—”

“Of course, sweetheart. I need to start dinner anyway,” she says. “Call me back when you can.”

After closing my laptop, I mutter a few deeply unkind things about my half-sister as I throw off my blanket and climb to my feet. The fire crackles cheerfully, its warmth fighting the castle chill, and I yank open the door that leads into the hallway. “Whatever this is about, it better be—”

“The head of palace security cornered Daddy after dinner,” says my sister as she sweeps into the room, the hem of her sapphire gown billowing behind her. “One of the protection officers stationed on the reserve in Kenya called. Benedict is missing.”

It takes me a beat to fully absorb what she’s saying, and I stare at her, stunned. “Wait – what?”

Maisie rolls her eyes. “Benedict,” she says slowly, “our traitorous swine of a cousin, is gone. Absent. In the wind. Vanished—”

“I know what ‘missing’ means,” I say in a strangled voice. “How did he slip past his protection officers? Wasn’t the whole point of Alexander sending him to the reserve to keep an eye on him?” And to keep him away from Maisie and me. But five months and thousands of miles aren’t enough to erase my memory of the look on Ben’s face when he realized he was caught, and a shiver runs through me.

I’m going to destroy you.

His Royal Highness Prince Benedict of York was the first member of the family to treat me with any decency after I arrived in London, but he was also the one who leaked a video of me pushing Jasper Cunningham off a balcony after the sleazy asshole tried to rape me. The footage was edited, of course – Jasper and Ben had drugged my drink, and I couldn’t even walk straight, let alone shove an athletic nineteen-year-old hard enough for him to fall to his death. But Ben made the entire world believe it was me, and even after untangling the truth, I still have no idea why.

“Uncle Nicholas is trying to track him down,” says Maisie as she begins to pace with the energy of a restless raccoon. “But Benedict has plenty of friends, and he could be anywhere by now.”

“We live in the twenty-first century. Someone has to know where he is,” I argue, fighting the urge to pace, too.

“I’ve already scoured the gossip sites and social media,” says Maisie. “There’s no sign of him.”

My hands start to sting, and with vague bewilderment, I realize my nails have dug into my palms, causing eight dark red crescent marks in my pale skin. The colour is nearly identical to the ink Ben used for the note he sent me shortly after he was shipped off to the reserve, and even though I haven’t looked at it in months, I remember every word.

No matter where I am in the world, I still know your secrets.

Enjoy this while it lasts.

“What are the odds he’ll disappear for good and leave us alone?” I say, rubbing my hands together to soothe them.

“Exceptionally low, unless we’re lucky and he’s been eaten by a lion,” says Maisie. “Benedict’s never been one to take blows to his pride lightly, and I guarantee you he won’t go quietly.”

From anyone else, I’d take this dramatic proclamation with a grain of salt. But Maisie knows Ben better than anyone, and while she’s prone to theatrics – something about being a princess, probably – I saw enough of Ben’s dark side over the summer to believe her.

“Do you think he’ll tell everyone what really happened?” I say, almost too afraid to suggest it. No use giving the universe any ideas, after all.

For a split second, I see a flicker of very real fear in Maisie’s eyes. While there’s nothing Ben can do to me that he hasn’t already tried, he could still destroy Maisie’s life with bone-chilling ease – because while I might not have been the one who pushed Jasper to his death, she was. And even though it was an accident, even though she was acting in self-defence, if the truth gets out – if Ben goes public with what really happened that night, and everything we did to cover it up – there’s no telling what the fallout might be. But I do know, without a sliver of doubt, that it would be catastrophic – not just to me and Maisie, but to the entire royal family and the monarchy itself.

“He won’t,” she says at last, as if her stubbornness alone can make it so. “He has no way of proving it, not after we deleted the video.”

“But he’s third in line to the throne,” I point out, though we’re both keenly aware of that nasty little fact. “He has credibility on his side, and even if the palace denies it, some people will still believe him.”

“Let them,” she says coldly. “There are some who believe I died at birth and was replaced with another baby, you know, but their conspiracy theories are just that.”

This is news to me – weird news, but still news – and I blink. “But this is true, Maisie. And if he somehow managed to copy the video—”

A ding echoes from inside her clutch, and without waiting for me to finish, she pulls out her phone. Her pinched expression grows even more haggard at the sight of whatever’s on her screen, and she turns towards the door. “I can’t stay. I only wanted to warn you.”

“Thanks,” I say drily. “I’m sure the thought of Ben peeking through my window will lull me to sleep tonight.”

Maisie gives me a withering look, though it’s tempered by the way she tugs anxiously on one of her strawberry-blond waves. “Don’t be daft. You have curtains.”

“That’s not—” I begin, but there’s no point. I study her. “Are you okay?”

“What do you think?” she says waspishly, dropping her hand. “Not only has Benedict slipped his lead, but he’s also got a massive vendetta against both of us, and we have no idea what he’s going to try next. How could I possibly be—”

“I’m not talking about Ben,” I say, glancing at her phone. “Have you heard from Gia since she got back from Spain?”

Instantly what little warmth lingers between us turns to ice. “I need to go,” says Maisie. “If Benedict shows up at your window tonight, do let him know that I don’t care if we share blood – I will turn the Tower back into a working prison if he puts even a toe out of line.”

“Also a comforting thought,” I mutter, but if Maisie hears me, she doesn’t react. Instead, she yanks open the door and disappears into the hallway, leaving me on my own with the weight of every terrible thing Ben could do to us hanging over me, and the knowledge that whatever it is, he will relish the carnage.
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“Henrietta, in your twenty years covering the royal family, have you ever seen a state banquet quite like this?”

“It was certainly one for the books, though I must emphasize that the press isn’t invited to the banquet itself, or the ball afterward. We’re only invited for photographs and the occasional short interview before the festivities begin. The rest is a closely guarded secret.”

“Even with the excitement of President Park visiting the UK for the first time, I don’t imagine anything that happened behind closed doors could possibly outshine Evangeline’s faux pas during the family photograph yesterday.”

“She does have a knack for drawing attention, doesn’t she? In her defence, it seems like this was due to a wardrobe malfunction rather than any desire to steal the spotlight, as she removed her heels immediately after the photographs were taken.”

“You’ve been spending quite a bit of time on the subject of Evangeline as of late, haven’t you?”

“I have, yes. She’s lived a fascinating life so far, especially for someone who’s only eighteen, and it’s been a pleasure to learn more about her in my research for my new book, Royal Rebel – which will be released on Thursday, just in time for a last-minute Christmas gift for all the royal watchers in your life.”

“Well, I’ll certainly be putting it on my list. What would you say most surprised you over the course of your research?”

“A number of things, really. Evangeline may be famous worldwide now, a mere six months after joining the royal family, but very little is known about her life beforehand. As you’ve said, she does have a knack for drawing attention in rather scandalous ways, but I’d say the thing that surprised me most was her empathy.”

“Her empathy?”

“She has a reputation for misbehaving, of course, after getting expelled from nine boarding schools in seven years. But the acts that led to these expulsions never seemed to be rooted in malice or destructive tendencies.”

“Even the infamous arson mishap that resulted in her fleeing to England?”

“Especially that. According to her former maths instructor, he believes Evangeline set the fire to destroy the only evidence of her roommate’s poor marks – which reportedly risked her future Ivy League education.”

“Her roommate’s? Not her own?”

“No, not her own. That’s really the heart of the many examples of what makes Evangeline such a fascinating addition to the royal family – and, I believe, an asset to this country going forward. She’s truly remarkable, and despite the occasional blunder, I feel very strongly that once she’s had the chance to prove herself, we’ll all agree that she’s as much a royal jewel as Princess Mary.”

– ITV News’s interview with royal expert Henrietta Smythe, 19 December 2023
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The drive from Windsor Castle to Sandringham Estate, the privately owned country home of the royal family near the east coast of England, is almost three miserable hours long.

Maisie and I spend nearly every minute in silence, as I read a fantasy novel while she scrolls through her phone, hastily replying to every soft ding that echoes in the back of the Range Rover. I desperately want to ask if she’s heard any news about Ben, but one look at the thundercloud that is her face, and I’m sure it isn’t worth the risk. I might have made some less-than-stellar choices in my life, but even I know better than to test her right now.

I console myself with the fact that over the past five days, no sightings of Ben have been reported on social media, and no new rumours have surfaced about his supposed whereabouts. And while that doesn’t mean he isn’t still out there, it does, at least, imply that he’s staying hidden. For now. And so, with the thought of an actual Christmas to look forward to, I focus on my book and do my best not to let Ben ruin this, too.

We’re driving beside a low stone wall that looks older than the United States when, for the first time in hours, Maisie looks up from her screen. Rather than say anything, however, she makes a strange sound that’s halfway between a growl and a whistling tea kettle, and she shoves her phone into her purse with such force that I’m surprised she doesn’t throw it out the window instead.

“Everything okay?” I say mildly.

“Marvellous,” she mutters, turning away from me to stare out at the bare trees. I consider leaving her be, since it’s worked out well so far. But then, with as much stealth as possible when I’m sitting less than two feet away, her hand snakes up to brush her cheek, and I realize she’s crying.

With a grimace, I close my book and slip it into the bag at my feet. “You don’t have to tell me what’s going on,” I say. “But I’m here if you ever want to talk, all right?”

A muscle twitches in her jaw. “I’m fine,” she says tightly, and I can hear the thickness in her voice now. “Have you checked Instagram recently?”

This is the last thing I expect her to say, and I frown. “Tibby handles that. I don’t even have the password to my account.”

“Of course you bloody don’t,” she mutters. “Thaddeus Park messaged me the other day.”

“He did?” I say, suddenly dreading where this conversation is going. “I didn’t know you two were friends.”

“We’re not.” She finally looks at me, and although it’s only for a split second, it’s impossible not to notice how red her eyes are. “He asked for your number, and he wouldn’t believe me when I said you haven’t got a mobile.”

I scowl. “Probably because he saw me using Tibby’s. Did he say why he wanted it?”

“No, but it’s not exactly hard to guess, is it?”

No, it’s not. I lean my head back against the leather seat and sigh. I’ve never had a phone before – they weren’t allowed at most of my boarding schools, and since my mother doesn’t like using them, I’ve never seen the point – but this only reinforces my desire not to get one. “What else did he say?”

“The usual flattery and sycophancy,” she says. “Though he’s really not too terrible, all things consid— What on earth is going on?”

She’s leaning forward now, craning her neck in a direction I can’t see. Frowning, I shift closer to her, the kind of close that would normally have her up in arms, but instead she barely seems to notice. And as the car slows, I see why.

Up ahead, clustered around large and extravagant wrought-iron gates, is a crowd of about a dozen people holding signs made of poster board. And even though the temperature is well above freezing, they’re clad in winter coats and hats, and every single one has a scarf wrapped around the lower half of their face, leaving only their eyes visible.

Our car slows, and the crowd turns towards us, thrusting their signs in the air. They look home-made, with different handwriting and colours, but they all hold the same sentiment.

ABOLISH THE MONARCHY
 NO MORE FREELOADING
 REVOLT AGAINST THE ROYALS

Unnerved, I shrink away from Maisie and back into my seat. “Is this normal?” I say, trying to pretend like the hint of fear in my voice has always been there.

“No,” says Maisie quietly, and in the front passenger seat, our protection officer speaks quietly on his phone, his head swivelling as he takes in the crowd.

“Additional security is on their way,” he says, glancing over his shoulder and through the clear partition at Maisie and me. But it’s cold comfort as the protesters surround us, their mostly hidden faces inches from ours and separated only by glass.

None of them are shouting or hurling insults our way, though. They simply stare at us through the windows, and as the seconds tick by, I feel Maisie’s hand wrap around mine.

“Don’t look at them,” she whispers. And even though everything in me wants – needs – to keep my eyes on the protesters, I tear my gaze away and focus on the back of our driver’s head. He, too, is tense, and I notice that both men have unbuckled their seat belts.

Finally, after what feels like an hour but is probably no more than a minute or two, the gates open, and several security officers join the fray, all holding batons. They hastily usher the crowd away from the car, and at last we continue forward. Before we make it to the safety of what must be Sandringham Estate, however, I glance out the window one more time, only to meet the menacing stare of a man in a teal scarf.

He doesn’t speak – he doesn’t even move – but that single look is enough, and a shiver runs down my spine. I hastily avert my eyes again, my fingers tightening around Maisie’s. And even when we cross onto the private road and the gates swing shut, putting an ever-growing buffer between our Range Rover and the protesters, neither of us lets go.
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Maisie:

Gia, we need to talk.

Gia:

I think you’ve said enough.

Maisie:

You’re taking this all entirely the wrong way, you know.

Gia:

Am I? How good to know that yet again, you’re in the right, and I’m simply misunderstanding Her Royal Highness’s intentions.

Maisie:

We’ve just arrived at Sandringham. Will you please answer your bloody mobile when I call?

Gia:

I’m with my family.

Maisie:

Please. There were protesters waiting for us, and security wasn’t prepared. It was terrifying.

Gia:

Are you all right?

Maisie:

No. I’m shaking.

Gia:

Are you hurt? Did they attack you?

Maisie:

No, but I really need to hear your voice right now.

Gia:

I told you, I’m with my family, and I need some time. We’ll speak after Christmas.

Maisie:

But that’s days away.

Gia:

I need time to think. If you care for me at all, please respect that.

Maisie:

That’s not fair and you know it.

Gia?

Gia, please.

Are you still coming to Klosters?

Gia:

Only if you stop with this nonsense.

Maisie:

I’m sorry.

Gia:

I don’t believe you.

Maisie:

What do you want me to say? You know the position I’m in.

Gia:

Of course I do. But you can’t always be the priority, Maisie. Sometimes I get to be, too.

Maisie:

You’re always my priority.

Gia:

Am I? Because I’m really not so sure.

– Text message exchange between Her Royal Highness the Princess Mary and Lady Georgiana Greyville, 23 December 2023
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My heart is still pounding by the time the car pulls up to the sprawling four-storey mansion at the heart of Sandringham Estate. Under most circumstances, I’d be cracking a dry joke about Maisie’s standard of living, or at the very least gawking at the warm brick-and-stone facade. But for now, it takes all I have to hide the tremble in my hands as I climb out of the Range Rover, grateful that my legs are still working.

“This is Sandringham House?” I say, trying to feign some semblance of normality even as my thoughts keep flashing back to the man in the teal scarf.

“Of course,” says Maisie, whose phone is dinging again, and she barely looks up as she exits the vehicle. “What did you expect, a hovel?”

“A house,” I say as I head for the double front doors, which stand open beneath an intricate stone awning. “I expected a house. Not – whatever this is.”

“We’re the royal family. We do not live in houses. Though I do hope Tibby packed your thermal underwear,” adds Maisie, her eyes still glued to her phone as she breezes past me and into the entrance hall. “You can see your breath in the bedrooms at night.”

Every detail of the foyer is exquisite, from the rich dark-wood panelling to the polished marble floor and the festive garlands decorating the winding staircase, and despite the adrenaline
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