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Dedication

To Ruth Eva Watson, my late grandmother.

I miss you—your unconditional love, your wise sayings, and your incomparable cooking—more than I can ever express.
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Chapter One

“Duchess is here! Bitches better bow down!

D to the A to the N I / You wanna know why / Dudes go sky high / When I say jump? / I have no need to lie / Open up your eyes / The lush between my thighs / Dudes wanna pump . . .”

—Duchess, “Sky High”

Virginia Beach, Virginia

Sitting forward in the red leather club chair, Dani braced her elbows on her knees and bobbed her head, lip-syncing in time to the playback booming through the large airport hangar. The nasty drumbeat and thumping bass—courtesy of famed hip-hop producer SuzyQ—flowed through her, transforming her from Danielle Nelson, the tenacious young woman who’d survived being bounced from one relative’s house to the next, unwanted and unappreciated, into Duchess, one of the fastest-rising female rappers in the game, who’d snatch your balls before she’d let you touch her heart.

That’s all they see of me

My femininity

They think they have the key

Silly little guy

She stood and tossed her honey-blond curls, staring down the camera on the movable crane several feet away from her, swaying her hips, seducing the lens, looking beyond the equipment to all of the guys who’d soon be watching her.

Wanting her.

Eventually downloading the song because it was the closest they’d ever get to her.

She’d recorded her close-ups of this verse earlier today, full of sass and sex, giving them her signature head tilt and arched brow. But this part of the performance was about her movements and her body, clad to perfection in the stunning silver sequined Alberta Ferretti pantsuit the designer had lent her from the upcoming Limited Edition Fall Couture line. Dani channeled all of that charisma and raw sex appeal and felt her success in the sudden thickness of the atmosphere around her, the telltale prickle against her skin that told her she was the sole focus of everyone’s attention.

You could never see

What I’m meant to be

I belong to me

D to the A to the N I

She knew what she was supposed to do as the bars to the verse ended, but she refused to execute that choreography. Instead, she freestyled some moves and struck a standing power pose.

“Cut! Going again,” the assistant director called out.

The music stopped, and, as if roused from stasis, people in the darkened background continued on with their tasks. The dolly grip pulled the main camera operator off to the side while the cameramen bordering the set hefted the heavy equipment off their shoulders. Someone wearing a headset handed her a bottle of water as hair and makeup swarmed, patting her face with more setting powder and taming any loose curls that dared to fight the bobby pins and extra-hold hair spray.

“That was fire, Duchess,” Amal said, clasping his hands together. The in-demand video director appeared from the surrounding shadows and stepped onto the set, which was decorated like a luxurious home office in a mansion.

“Thanks. It felt good,” she said, handing the water back to a passing PA and waving off the beauty technicians.

“You looked strong, regal. Powerful. Buuuuut,” he said, drawing the one syllable out like taffy, “what happened at the end?”

Here it comes . . .

She wasn’t going to make it easy for him. She widened her eyes, feigning innocence. “What do you mean?”

He pointed to the pile of dollar bills heaped on the Aubusson rug. “You were supposed to tumble down to the ground and roll in the money, rub it all over your face and body. The point was to temper your strength with your femininity but make it gritty. Raw, y’know?”

It would have been one thing if she’d fucked up or he’d wanted additional coverage for the scene. But he’d loved what she’d done while on her feet; he was just pissed he hadn’t forced her on her knees.

Dani closed her eyes and pictured herself in a Missy Elliott–type video where she grew several feet, her head swelled like a hot-air balloon, and she chomped down, biting the director’s head clean off his body.

How’s that for temper, bitch?

But when she lifted her dramatic false lashes, Amal was still standing there—head intact—smugly licking his lips, rubbing his hands together, and waiting for Dani to acquiesce to his demands.

The point was to temper your strength with your femininity but make it gritty. Raw, y’know?

Dani did know. She’d heard some version of that asinine reasoning numerous times over the past ten years. Each time she was asked to twerk while wearing a gold string bikini, pose suggestively and touch herself while half naked, or wrap her body around a pole like a member of an X-rated Cirque du Soleil troupe.

However, the real reason she didn’t want to go down on all fours for this video was because she was tired of having her image dictated by men. She wasn’t ashamed of her sexuality; it was a part of her, and she owned it. But she was also aware that she viewed it differently than the men who controlled her career and dominated the industry did.

Unwilling to simply comply, she wrapped her arms around her waist, cocked her head to the side, and allowed her curls to tumble over her shoulder and rest against the brown skin of her cleavage. Amal’s dark eyes followed where she led, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

God! Why were men allowed to rule the world? They thought they were powerful, but it didn’t take much to redirect the blood flow from their brains to their dicks. Even now, without uttering a single word, she’d caused beads of sweat to form on Amal’s upper lip as he stared at her. He’d do anything she asked him to do.

And wasn’t that true power?

You keep telling yourself that.

Because they both knew Amal was going to get what he wanted. There was a time and an occasion for confrontation and this wasn’t it. As long as Dani’s future—and success—was tied to the music industry, she had to play the game. And Amal was too famous for her to consider burning that bridge.

Dani thought back to the time just after her grandmother had died. For as long as she could remember, it had been her and Nana; Dani didn’t know her father and barely remembered her mother. Nana had raised her with a loving, firm hand until a stroke had taken her life. Dani had been devastated and terrified. She’d felt like a small tree violently uprooted by tornado-force winds from the only forest she’d ever known. What would happen to her? Where would she go? Family had stepped in, vowing to keep her out of the system. But that claim, pledged out of love and generosity, quickly deteriorated into resentment and obligation.

It was while staying at her fourth home that year—with her mother’s third cousin, Little Jessie, his wife, and their two kids—that she’d seen Eve on BET. The lyrical powerhouse had been imposing, dynamic, and everything fourteen-year-old Dani had yearned to be. She’d been certain that if she could command respect and attention like the rapper, she could finally live her life on her terms.

No more couch surfing with unenthusiastic relatives, having no say in where she landed next.

No more busting her ass doing their menial chores to “earn her keep.”

No more fending off inappropriate quid pro quo sexual advances from distant male kin who should know—and do—better.

Though it hadn’t seemed like it at the time, young Dani had had more autonomy over her situation than grown-ass Dani did now.

Wasn’t that a bitch?

“So, we’re going to do it again and this time you’re going to stop, drop, and roll, right?” Amal crossed his arms over his fashionably ripped T-shirt.

Annoyance heated Dani’s blood but she knew better than to let her irritation show on her face. “Yeah.”

He tilted his chin up and stared at her down the line of his nose in that cocky, arrogant way she hated. “That’s my girl.”

The fuck she was.

Still, even as Dani mouthed the lyrics, rubbed the bills over her body, and made love to the camera, she forced herself to keep her inner eye on the real prize. It wouldn’t be long before her fortunes would be defined by her decisions, and she wouldn’t need to placate Amal; her manager, Cash; or any other men of their ilk. Three years ago, she’d debuted Mela-Skin, a skin-care line created for and geared specifically toward women of color. Everyone she’d initially approached to invest had rejected her, claiming she was developing an entire product line for a niche market. Roughly seventy million women were a “niche market”? The lack of respect and their inability to “see” her prompted her to do it on her own.

To everyone’s surprise but hers, it was an immediate success. A year ago, a small cosmetics company had approached her about bringing the line into their portfolio. They’d wanted to buy her out completely, leaving her no say in the future of the brand, so she’d declined the offer. But it had gotten her to thinking. Running her business, not becoming a famous rapper, might be the real path to the power and autonomy she sought. And if one company had seen potential in what she’d built, wouldn’t others? Upcoming meetings scheduled with the top four cosmetics and beauty companies in the world suggested the answer was yes.

The music playback ended and the assistant director yelled, “Cut!”

Amal approached her, pink tingeing his golden brown skin. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout! That was sexy as fuck! Go on. I’ll see you back here in a bit.”

He motioned to the AD, who added, “Moving on! Setting up the club scene.”

Dani nodded her thanks, her pleasant expression collapsing as she turned away. Trying not to trip over the thick cables and lines running along the concrete floors, she headed to meet her assistant, who handed her a mason jar filled with her favorite iced vanilla coffee.

“Bless you,” Dani said, taking a sip of the sweet nectar.

Tasha’s lip quirked and she adjusted the black square frames on her face. “Figured you’d need it.”

“You figured right. Now, as much as I love how these shoes look,” she said, lifting one foot clad in a red four-inch Sergio Rossi Godiva Steel pump, “I need to get out of them.”

“I got you. In four. Three. Two—” Tasha broke off as a white golf cart driven by a large black man came to a stop in front of them.

Dani grinned. She’d met her bodyguard, Antoine, when he’d been providing security for an event she attended. He’d impressed her with his top-notch skill and quiet confidence. Since celebrities were some of the most photographed people in the world, bodyguards were often caught in the frame and a lot of them started caring more about themselves and less about the people they were supposed to keep safe. But in the four years Antoine had worked for her, he hadn’t shown any tendency toward that inclination. He protected her person and her privacy.

Dani settled next to Antoine. “Hey, big man. What’s good?”

“You, lil’ ma,” he boomed in his deep voice. “You wearing that suit!”

Dani laughed and squeezed his shoulder as he maneuvered the small vehicle out of the hangar and along the parking lot, past tables filled with food, and the hair, makeup, production, and wardrobe trailers. With so many people milling around, it resembled a small town instead of a video shoot.

Dani braced an arm on the back of her seat and asked her assistant, “Did we hear from Estée Lauder?”

“Earlier today. They confirmed the meeting for next month. They just need to know if you’d prefer the New York or L.A. office,” Tasha called over her shoulder from her rear-facing vantage point.

Dani nodded, excitement fluttering in her belly. Make that the top five companies.

“I just want the meeting. I don’t care where we do it. As Janet said, ‘Any time, any place,’” she sang.

“I’ll check your schedule and see where you’ll be then.” Tasha shook her head. “You really should sing more on your albums. You have a great voice.”

“Truth,” Antoine said, pulling up in front of Dani’s trailer.

If things went according to plan, there wouldn’t be any more albums. But she was keeping that information to herself.

“You both have to say that. I pay you,” Dani said, getting out of the cart.

She climbed the steps and entered her temporary home on set, the hardwood floors, dark cabinetry, and light granite surfaces screaming anonymous luxury. The bright smell of citrus essential oils was the only nod to personalization. She didn’t even allow her eyes a moment to adjust to the cool, darkened interior before she slipped off the gorgeous but torturous pumps and sank down on the leather couch, moaning as she massaged the pad of her right foot.

“Up. Up. Up!” Zoe appeared from behind the door that led to the bedroom, her expression molten with horror. “You do not lounge in Alberta Ferretti!”

Dammit! Dani stood and quickly shed the suit, handing it to her stylist in exchange for a silk robe, which she wrapped around herself before sinking back onto the sofa. She patted her hair. “Can I take this wig off?”

“Sure. Miss K only spent an hour getting it to lay right and making your baby hairs look natural. I’m sure he won’t mind doing it again.”

So that was a no.

Dani frowned. “Your sarcasm isn’t attractive.”

“Says you.”

She leaned her head gingerly on the cushion. “Do you know how much time I have before the last scene?”

“They called and told us they needed you back on set in two hours,” Zoe said, zippering the pieces back into a garment bag and disappearing into the bedroom.

Which meant she had thirty minutes to relax. Maybe. She needed to contact Mela-Skin’s marketing director to discuss arranging a photo shoot for their new revitalizing face mist. She also wanted to scope out the feeds of her favorite beauty influencers, see what kind of products and posts were getting the most engagement. Which reminded her . . . She hadn’t checked her own social media accounts all day! She had sixty-four million Instagram followers who would be waiting to hear from her. She should go live and tease the upcoming video release, have Tasha post a few pics from the set.

The door opened and “speak of” bounded in.

“Do you have my phone?” Dani asked, not bothering to bleach the impatience from her tone.

Time was limited and her feet were still throbbing. The gladiator stilettos she was supposed to wear next wouldn’t help their condition at all. But she wouldn’t complain. She’d suck it up and perform her ass off.

Like she always did.

Instead of answering, Tasha responded, “It made the blogs.”

Dani’s head shot up so quickly she was relieved she didn’t give herself a concussion. Had news of her meetings leaked?

While there was an obvious bidding war strategy to everyone being aware of all parties involved, she didn’t want the companies to know she was playing them off one another this early in the game. Nothing could affect contract terms and concessions quicker than an executive’s hurt feelings at learning they weren’t “the only one.”

She’d learned that lesson the hard way on her first album.

“Which one leaked? Coty? Genesis? L’Oréal?” She’d barely gotten the words out through gritted teeth.

“Samantha Banks.”

“Samantha Banks? What does she know?”

“No. She gave TMZ a story about that incident at the club and it’s trending on Twitter.”

Relief slumped Dani’s posture, causing her to sag back before aggravation restiffened her spine. “Can’t that bitch find another coattail to ride?”

She immediately regretted her outburst. Not the sentiment—never that!—but the fact that she’d permitted Samantha Banks, of all people, to generate that amount of emotion in her.

The pop sensation with the neon-colored hair had burst onto the scene two years ago with a catchy dance tune that had become the song of the summer. Everyone, including Dani, had eagerly anticipated her follow-up . . . and they were still waiting. Banks had released several remixes of her hit, featuring famous DJs, but no new original music. That hadn’t stopped her from trying to remain relevant, showing up anywhere someone even thought to erect a step and repeat.

At the VMAs last year, when Dani had accepted the award for Best Hip-Hop Video for “Who You Gon’ Tell,” the camera had cut to the audience for reaction shots and caught Banks rolling her eyes. The press had latched on to the incident, and for weeks, they’d speculated on the tenor of Dani and Banks’s relationship. Since she’d received word from Banks’s camp that the singer had been reacting to the person next to her, Dani hadn’t taken offense. So, she’d been stunned when the other woman had gone to Twitter to discuss their “feud.”

Whenever questions arose about the existence of new Samantha Banks music, she resuscitated her “feud” with Dani. In private, Dani had no problems making her feelings known—“If she spent as much time working on new music as she did stalking me, she’d have a fucking Grammy Award–winning album!”—but she refused to comment publicly on the situation. As Nana used to say, the dog may bark at the moon, but when the moon barks back, the dog becomes important.

Dani would’ve felt sorry for Banks. Fame was addictive—invitations to the best parties, loads of free goodies, people knowing your name and singing your songs. It was difficult to experience the consuming phenomenon and then slide back into anonymity. But Dani hadn’t been resting on her laurels. In addition to Mela-Skin, she’d dropped a new album and her third song from it, “Sky High,” had reached number one, hence the video.

Dani hadn’t worked her ass off to make Samantha Banks famous.

“Let me see,” Dani said now, holding out her hand for Tasha’s phone.

The TMZ headline read, “Duchess’s Rebuke of Samantha Banks Has the Pop Star’s Fans Calling for Her Head!”

Wait, what?

Dani knew the incident they were probably referencing. She’d been hosting a party at a club in New York last weekend and Banks had made her way to Dani’s VIP area. Antoine hadn’t let her in, so she’d proceeded to insult Dani and make a scene.

“How desperate is she? No one picked up the story, so she sends a video to TMZ? Nothing about what happened will make her look good.”

Dani clicked the video link embedded beneath the headline. The footage was grainy, the bouncing camera was nausea inducing, and the weird vantage point meant Dani spent the first twenty seconds looking at everyone’s crotch.

Had she been recording this from her purse?

The music was loud but the singer’s interaction with Antoine was clear.

“You can’t be here,” he said, calmly and professionally.

“It’s a free country.” The retort was peevish and juvenile.

“True. So, feel free to go stand someplace else.”

Samantha’s plaintive voice offscreen: “Look, Duchess promised to appear on my track and now her people aren’t returning my calls. My fans are waiting for my new music. I just want to know if she’s still going to do it.”

A hard cut to Dani, leaning over the railing yelling, “Are you serious? You gonna come up in here and say that shit to me? You’re a fucking clown. Get the hell outta here.”

Antoine took Samantha’s arm. “It’s time for you to go!”

The video ended abruptly.

Dani turned wide eyes to Tasha. “What. The fuck. Was that?”

“Banks’s new attempt to capitalize off your fame?”

“That’s not what happened. When Antoine told her to leave, she basically assaulted him trying to get at me in the section. She started yelling that I was talentless and that the only reason I’d made it was because I’d spread my legs for all of the big producers in hip-hop. Security had to escort her out!”

Tasha bit her lip. “Unfortunately, she came out with the story first. And it’s gaining traction.”

“I wasn’t aware that I was in a race to release trash takes on my career.”

Tasha took the phone, swiped her thumb over the screen, and handed it back. “Bossip had a better take. They got your back.”

Dani enjoyed Bossip’s clever headlines . . . when they weren’t about her.

“Duchess, You in Danger, Girl! Is Rainbow Brite Pop Star Going Single White Female on Rap Royalty with Doctored Documentary?”

At least everyone wasn’t drinking the Kool-Aid.

“You want to do a post addressing it on your Insta?”

Dani pursed her lips. “No. That would just be giving her the attention she wants.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. The only people who gain by me responding are Banks and the press. And since it won’t put coins in my pocket, I’m not gonna participate.”

Dani looked at the picture of Banks. “You tried it, little girl.”

She wasn’t about to let some wannabe dictate her actions. There was only one Dani “Duchess” Nelson.

And when she vacated her throne, it’d be on her terms.





Chapter Two

“Growing up, it was very clear that I was a member of a royal family with a potential function later on. The question was: when and how and if?”

—Pavlos, Crown Prince of Greece

Buckingham Palace

London, England

The moment His Royal Highness Prince Jameson Alastair Richard Lloyd, the Duke of Wessex, crossed the threshold into the intimate sitting chamber, he was inundated by an inexplicable feeling of sadness. His gaze flew around the area until it settled on a hanging oil portrait of a distant relative he recognized.

Oh, this room.

Though it looked luxe and ornate—with the walls and picture frame moldings painted a buttery yellow, silk draperies covering the floor-to-ceiling windows, and gleaming antique pieces dotted throughout the space—he’d secretly dubbed the room the Den of Despondency. He’d come here after the helicopter crash that killed his father, Prince Richard, when Jameson was seventeen. It was also where he’d learned his grandfather, Prince John, had passed away. For some reason, certain members of the royal family chose this room to deliver bad news. Maybe they believed the sunny color would counteract the melancholy.

It didn’t.

Coming to the palace always did this. Reminded him of his loss. Of what his father’s behavior had cost the monarchy. Of what Jameson was failing to do.

He ran a finger along the collar of his crisp white dress shirt, seeking some give in the fabric. The dark suit was tailored to perfection and came from one of the most established shops on Savile Row, but he disliked dressing so formally. He always had. It was one of the benefits of being a college professor of philosophy, with an emphasis on environmental theories. His usual uniform consisted of trousers, jumpers, and trainers.

But his grandmother, the queen, had summoned him to Buckingham Palace. Dressing casually wasn’t an option.

As if on cue, the door opened and a footman announced, “Her Majesty the Queen.”

Jameson flicked his gaze upward. Who else would it be? This was one of her private sitting rooms. But the cheeky thought didn’t stop him from rising to his feet and standing tall with his chest out and shoulders back, just as his mother had taught him.

Muscle memory.

Queen Marina II strode into the chamber, her bearing as regal as you’d expect from her title. Only of average height, she always seemed taller, her trim figure striking in a mint green dress that fell just beneath her knees, her silver hair styled in puffy curls around her angular face.

“Lovely to see you, Jameson.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said, bending over her hand.

He never thought of her as his grandmother. Only as the queen. He’d always chafed at the formality present in their interactions.

Unlike the easy camaraderie he’d shared with his grandfather.

When he straightened, she eyed him from the top of his wavy dark hair to the tips of his John Lobb oxfords.

“You’re much taller since I last saw you.”

Unlikely. He’d stopped growing over ten years ago and he’d seen the queen as recently as last May at the christening of the newest member of the royal family.

But all he said was “Maybe it’s the shoes.”

“Maybe,” she conceded. “I know the spring term begins next week, so I appreciate you coming into London on such short notice.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, when the queen calls . . .”

She dipped her head, fully aware that he couldn’t refuse her request to see him.

“I only have a few minutes. I’m meeting with several newly appointed ambassadors down in the Audience Room today,” she said, perching on the edge of an ornate yellow armchair.

Once she was seated, Jameson settled in the matching chair opposite her. The fact that there was no tea service bolstered her assertion that this was meant to be a quick visit.

His hand tightened into a fist on his thigh. A two-hour drive to get here for a fifteen-minute conversation? Why not? At least he was missing only meetings instead of lectures. He hated missing lectures. Fortunately, he wasn’t summoned often. He’d listen patiently to whatever the queen wanted to tell him and then head back to the safe anonymity of his ivory tower.

“As you, and most of the world, know,” Marina began, “it’s been a . . . difficult few years for the Company.”

Despite the expressed sentiment, Jameson smiled at the name the royal family actually used when describing themselves. The public thought it was “the Firm,” thanks to a joke ascribed to the queen’s youngest daughter, his aunt Princess Bettina. Now, the press believed they had “insider” information and dropped the term into every story or documentary where the royals were mentioned.

“That would be an understatement,” he agreed.

“Between Calliope’s divorce, Alcott’s crises, and the children not doing well . . . it’s been challenging.”

Princess Calliope, the queen’s sister, had left her husband of thirty years after letters he’d written to his twenty-three-year-old lover had been printed in the Daily Mail online. According to Jameson’s mother, and the royal ladies who tea, Calliope could’ve gotten over the affair. But having everyone read the elderly Lord Fulham rhapsodizing over the “supple smoothness” of the much younger woman’s hair and skin had been too much for her to bear.

The queen’s brother, Prince Alcott, while still married, was facing scandals of a financial nature. He was currently being investigated for fraud, and the Tea Trust seemed to believe Alcott irrationally blamed his situation on the fact that his sister, instead of him, had succeeded to the throne by virtue of King George V’s letters patent establishing the rule of absolute primogeniture.

“They wouldn’t dare do this if I was king,” he’d been heard to say.

The term “the children” referred to the queen’s grown offspring: Julian, Catherine, and Bettina. Between predilections for partying, constant whispers of infidelity, and severe lapses in judgment—big-game hunting endangered species, anyone?—it appeared the next generation wasn’t doing any better handling royal life than their predecessors had.

Jameson knew most commoners weren’t brimming with sympathy for these public faux pas. They assumed life as a royal was filled with incredible clothes, famous people, and glamorous events, a snap of the fingers bringing anything one’s heart desired.

He didn’t deny there were perks, but he knew most of his family would agree those benefits were a balm for a demanding way of life. Cameras always flashing, documenting everything, even when the attention was unwanted; people feeling free to comment on their choices, whether they were asked or not; and the inability to beg off attending an event, no matter what they’d been through or how they felt.

It might seem inconsequential, but day after day, year after year—with no end in sight—the negligible added up. A gilded cage was, after all, still a cage.

“Now I’m being informed there are renewed calls for the abolishment of the monarchy,” Marina was saying.

He frowned. “That’s not new.”

“No. But this anti-monarch sentiment has been gaining traction since we asked for the money to renovate the palace several years ago.”

The dissolution of the monarchy was Marina’s biggest fear. From the moment she’d ascended to the throne, she’d taken her responsibilities seriously and truly considered herself the steward of a dynasty that had spanned a millennium. The idea of losing it on her watch was untenable.

“Other countries have gotten rid of their monarchies by public referendum, but I’m fairly certain ours isn’t going anywhere anytime soon,” he said.

The pale skin between the queen’s brows furrowed. “Public opinion shows strong support for the monarchy as an institution but little for specific members. In fact, there have been suggestions that Julian and Bettina devalue the solemnity of the monarch.”

Jameson squelched his instinctual amusement at her statement. The queen was paying attention to and quoting polling? The situation must be more dire than he thought.

“There was a time when the royal family enjoyed considerable approval from the public. When John was alive, and the children were young . . .”

Though her posture remained stiff, she looked away, a shroud of grief seeming to seep over her at the mention of her late husband and Jameson’s grandfather Prince John, who’d died from a heart attack ten years ago. Jameson averted his gaze, offering her the privacy she needed.

After several moments, the queen cleared her throat and continued.

“Sixteen years ago, when Julian married Fiona, over a billion people around the world watched the wedding live. The heir to the throne and his beautiful bride. The press abandoned their usual snide coverage for an overwhelmingly positive tone, and Julian and Fi’s images were printed on everything from teacups to place mats.”

Jameson was astonished at the wistfulness in her voice. “I thought you hated all of that.”

“I do. We’re not celebrities. As queen, I’m the head of state and the family is supposed to support me in carrying out my many duties. But it . . . matters when the people you represent think highly of you. In fact, I’d say it’s essential. We have to be viewed as an ideal and beyond reproach. If not, we’re no different from any other family of privilege. And the public will start to wonder why they’re spending funds on us.”

Is this why she summoned me? To discuss her thoughts on the public’s current sentiments regarding the monarchy?

He’d thought she was far too busy for such musings. He was.

She set her jaw, her blue eyes resolute. “I think the country—no, the world—needs to be reminded of our worth, our global contributions.”

He had no reason to disagree. It sounded like a creditable goal. Did that explain her nostalgia about Julian and Fiona? A royal wedding would’ve been ideal. The pomp and circumstance involved in those occasions never ceased to bring the nation together. Unfortunately, no one in the family was engaged. He wondered what Marina had in mind.

And what any of this had to do with him.

His heart stuttered to a stop. She hadn’t called him here to force him to marry, had she?

It wasn’t an unlikely possibility. The queen had forced his parents to wed thirty-two years ago, when her youngest son, the eighteen-year-old Prince Richard, had gotten the seventeen-year-old Lady Calanthe pregnant.

And look at how that had turned out.

Acid churned in his stomach. Over a decade and a half later and the world was still fascinated by the death of Prince Richard and his reality TV star mistress, Gena Phillips, en route to a romantic getaway in the Swiss Alps. The scandal had rocked the monarchy for years. Not only because of the infidelity, but because of Richard’s total abdication of his duties in the months since they’d begun cavorting in such a public and spectacular fashion.

After Richard’s passing, Jameson should’ve taken his father’s place and begun carrying out engagements on behalf of the queen. As her grandson, he was duty and destiny bound to live his life in the public’s eye. But his mother had intervened, requesting he be allowed to hold off on his royal duties so he could devote himself to his studies. Maybe it was the timing or the bad press, or the fact that it was unlikely he’d ascend to the throne or become a working royal, but the queen had acquiesced. He’d always be grateful to his mother for the unprecedented act. And to the queen, for recognizing he was better suited for life in a lecture hall and not St. George’s Hall. That concession, and his mother’s sensibility, meant he’d been able to have a normal life.

If constantly being hounded by the press and tabloid media documenting his every move counted as normal.

The queen answered his questions with her next words. “We’re going to host a celebratory concert!”

“Pardon?” He swallowed incorrectly, the action bringing on a coughing fit. She couldn’t have surprised him more if she’d stood and started dancing in front of him.

“We’re going to host a celebratory concert,” she repeated.

“A concert?” How did that help bolster the family’s image? “That’s the idea you came up with?”

“With help from Louisa.”

“Louisa?”

Now he sounded like a bloody parrot.

“Yes. Louisa Collins, our events coordinator. You don’t know her? Her husband is the stable master at Primrose Park.”

Jameson couldn’t recall the name of his stable master, let alone know the man’s wife. Primrose Park, the country seat where Jameson resided, consisted of over seven hundred acres managed by a staff of close to one hundred. He left the handling of them to his trusted estate manager.

“We hired Louisa last year,” Marina said, “to manage a broad range of official, ceremonial events.”

She pressed a button on the table next to her. Seconds later, the door opened, and a footman strode in followed by a pretty young woman. Jameson stood, the movement automatic.

The woman executed a small curtsy. “Your Majesty.”

Louisa Collins was tall with sleek auburn hair twisted into a knot at the nape of her neck. In a knee-length navy sheath dress and sensible but stylish matching heels, she was dressed as the queen preferred for all of the palace’s senior aides: tailored, pared back, professional.

Marina smiled. “Louisa, my grandson Prince Jameson.”

Louisa curtsied again, this time in his direction, the sunlight gleaming off her pearl earrings. “Your Royal Highness.”

The formality threw Jameson, as it wasn’t something he dealt with on a daily basis. Inside the bubble of academia, at the University of Birmingham, his most ceremonial title was “Professor.”

In the beginning, the faculty and students had been fascinated by the idea of having a member of the royal family on campus. But it didn’t take them long to realize he actually planned to lecture on philosophy, not sit around in a smoking jacket, philosophizing, drinking single-malt whisky, and spilling secrets about his relatives and the famous people he knew. Being on campus afforded him some sense of normalcy. That was why he hated leaving.

Marina toyed with her diamond wedding band before wringing her hands in her lap. “John would’ve been seventy-nine in June if he had lived.”

Louisa nodded. “The queen and I were discussing ways to honor His Royal Highness.”

Marina’s lips curved softly. “He really believed in his environmental philanthropy.”

Jameson knew that all too well, considering it was one of the interests he and his grandfather had bonded over. They’d always been close, but after Jameson’s father had died, the prince had gone out of his way to connect with him. John had suggested weekly lunches, framing the get-togethers as being for the prince’s benefit, as a way for him to remember his son and to stay abreast of the current generation’s thinking. It wasn’t until after John’s death that Jameson realized their time together had been more for him. John had sensed Jameson’s loss, his directionless anger, and had stepped into the emotional chasm.

He’d learned so much from his grandfather. There were times when he’d seemed to have more in common with him than he’d ever had with his own father. In fact, it had been his conversations with John that had developed Jameson’s interest in the ethics of environmentalism and the study of man’s relationship with and responsibility to the environment.

“I mentioned the Americans and their tribute concerts,” Louisa said. “They’re always having them to bring attention to one cause or another.”

Marina nodded. “A concert for John could bring attention to the issues he believed in.”

“Prince John still polls extremely well, and we now accept as fact many of the tenets he endorsed when he was alive,” Louisa said.

“The concert can tap in to those feelings,” Marina stated. “Give us all something positive to rally around.”

And if the press was busy remembering John and covering the concert, they’d have less time and “space” to expose any other royals acting badly.

“We can showcase Prince John’s favorite musicians and bring in some current popular ones, to appeal to a younger crowd.”

Jameson imagined John would’ve enjoyed that idea. He’d more than loved his grandfather. He’d respected him. John had been smart, funny, and exceedingly kind. He’d nurtured Jameson’s love of philosophy and reading, and had encouraged him to be himself, even if that was slightly different from other royals his age.

And John had loved Queen Marina. With a loyalty, depth, and acceptance Jameson hadn’t believed the royals were capable of. He hadn’t seen it in his parents’ marriage. Or any of his other relatives’.

John had been the emotional linchpin for the family and Jameson knew that his death, and lack of counsel, had led to many of the scandalous behaviors recently exhibited.

“A concert sounds wonderful,” he finally said, endorsing the idea.

Although he was still confused by his need to be here. Maybe the queen thought he had an in with the “younger crowd” by virtue of his work at Birmingham. He supposed he could ask around. Or, once the date was set, he could get permission to advertise on campus.

“I’m glad you agree,” Marina said. “Because you’re going to be the royal family representative for this event.”

Blood flooded his head and pounded in his ears and he was immediately bombarded with the terrifying recollection of the weight of pressing bodies, blinding camera flashes, reporters calling his and his mother’s names, and streams of inappropriate questions. Of photogs recklessly crashing into the back of his car and of almost being run over by a reporter who lost control of his bike trying to get a picture of him and his mother after his father died.

The queen wanted to put him out there to subject himself to that?

Willingly?

Perhaps he’d misheard her. “Sorry, what?”

“Once Louisa puts the event together, you will be the primary representative for the royal family.”

The queen wanting to host a concert was one thing but wanting him to be involved?

He was gobsmacked.

Anxiety twisted his belly into knots. “But . . . I have a job. I’ll be busy.”

“Louisa said the summer term ends mid-June. The celebration wouldn’t be before then.”

Jameson shot a look in the event coordinator’s direction before saying, “While I appreciate you thinking of me, ma’am, I did have plans for the break.”

None of which included working on a high-profile event for the Crown.

“Louisa and her staff will take care of the logistics. At most, she may need your help with the talent,” Marina said.

He shifted in the chair. “The talent?”

“The musical acts,” Louisa clarified.

Since when was his musical opinion sought? His tastes were more Bach than Beyoncé, Chopin than Céline. In fact, he couldn’t name the songs at the top of the popular music charts if his life depended on it.

Jameson didn’t go out much, preferring solitude or the company of a few friends. He wasn’t a partier. That was his uncle’s and aunt’s area of expertise.

And his father’s.

“Wouldn’t Julian and Bettina be better suited for this?” he asked, referring to said uncle and aunt, the latter who’d infamously followed a rock band on their world tour when she was nineteen.

Marina’s lips tightened, practically screaming her displeasure. “The last thing they need is to be in the spotlight . . . or within close proximity of musicians.”

Jameson would’ve laughed if he hadn’t been preoccupied with the vise tightening in his chest. “I just think they may have a better idea—”

“Louisa, would you please excuse us?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the younger woman said, dipping into a quick curtsy before disappearing behind the door the footman held open.

“This is more than a concert, Jameson,” Marina said when they were alone . . . save for the ever-present household staff. “Though I’m elated to be honoring John’s legacy in this way, I need to change our reputation and the public’s view of us. Quite literally, the monarchy could be at stake.”

“Ma’am—”

“It’s time for fresh faces,” Marina interjected. “The public loves you.”

And hates Julian.

She didn’t have to speak the words. Everyone was aware of the public’s feelings about the next in line. And Julian’s complete indifference.

“The public barely knows me!”

Not for lack of trying.

“Before your father . . . passed away, he’d let the numerous important duties he performed for the Crown lapse. Responsibilities that came with the title. After his death, there was a lot of work to do. You should’ve taken his place. But your mother came to me and begged for more time. And John . . . John agreed with her.” Her expression hardened. “But there was always the understanding that at some point you would take your father’s place and assume his duties. That time is now.”

Grinding his teeth, Jameson tried one more time. “I don’t think I’m suited for what you—”

“I suppose I could tell you it doesn’t matter. That earlier today I drafted an announcement officially naming you a Counsellor of State.”

He sucked in a breath. Counsellors of State were senior members of the royal family who could carry out official duties on the queen’s behalf. They were usually the sovereign’s spouse and the first four in the line of succession who were over the age of twenty-one. Once an appointment was made, one was unable to refuse acceptance. The queen’s counsellors had been Julian, Catherine, Bettina, and the queen’s brother, Alcott.

“You already have your counsellors.”

“I never replaced John after he passed. Appointing you remedies that breach. I could tell you that I’ve made my decision and you will be the public face of the royal family for this event.” She folded her hands in her lap. “But I don’t want to do that. Not when this situation could benefit us both.”

He didn’t see how him voluntarily stepping into the public eye, when he’d spent his life trying to avoid its glare, could ever serve his interest.

Until Marina said, “For the past ten years, John’s charitable patronages have sat untended, almost in shambles.”

Jameson inhaled sharply. Each member of the royal family was linked to numerous public service organizations, to which they lent their names and, if they were so inclined, their efforts. The money was essential, but having the involvement of a royal patron made a world of difference. It took a charity from being just one in a crowd to one with top-notch exposure, drawing in other well-connected donors and driving thousands, even millions of pounds into the coffers each year. John had been passionate about his trust, having given his time and attention to a carefully curated list of worthwhile but lesser-known environmental charities.

“They’ve received the money he’d allotted, but the guidance, the counsel, the events that would continue garnering attention and donations . . .” Marina eyed him steadily. “If I don’t find a new patron for it, I may have to dissolve his trust.”

Jameson’s stomach dropped at the thought of disbanding all the work his grandfather had done. During their lunches, John often talked with great excitement about the new charity he’d discovered doing good works in the areas of conservation or urban sustainability. He’d practically radiated enthusiasm.

She sighed. “I’d thought about giving it to Julian. He’s been asking for years.”

Give John’s esteemed and revered trust to his son? Whose idea of environmentalism was throwing his bloodied bow in the recycle bin after shooting an endangered rhino?

Bloody hell.

Despite his haze of anger, Jameson was aware that Marina was playing on his affinity for John. He was under no obligation to take over the trust. But how could he stand by and watch the life’s work of the man who’d mentored and advised him—who’d influenced him more than his own father!—be placed into the hands of a self-indulgent reprobate?

Willingly participate in this concert and Marina would give him John’s charitable trust. Fight her in any way, she’d force him to comply . . . and make him watch her dissolve the trust or, worse, give it to Julian.

Swallowing, he accepted his fate. “I’d be honored to represent you and the family in the celebration of Prince John and his life’s work. But once it’s over, I’m returning to Birmingham and my work there.”

“I knew I could count on you, Jameson.” With a tiny smile of satisfaction, the queen stood and smoothed her hands down the front of her dress. “The newly appointed ambassador from Denmark is waiting for me, but you don’t have to rush off. Stay as long as you’d like.”

She swept from the room in a cloud of rare, elegant florals, taking the aura of regality with her.

He wanted to throw something.

Kick something.

Yell.

He settled for loosening his tie, undoing the top button on his shirt, and raking a hand through his hair.

His grandmother had been correct. This was more than a concert. It was a gateway from the normal life he loved into the royal life he dreaded.

But at least one thing remained the same.

It was still the Den of Despondency.





Chapter Three

“I’m busy ’bout my coint with a t on the end . . .”

—Duchess, “A Hard Road”

Manhattan, New York

Dani stared straight ahead as the elevator car ascended the many floors of the Upper West Side skyscraper at a dizzying speed.

Tasha reached over to squeeze her arm. “Don’t be nervous.”

Dani frowned. “I’m not nervous. What makes you think I’m nervous?”

“Oh, I don’t know. The fact that you’re biting your lower lip the way my Aunt Gladys tucks into short ribs?”

Tasha would be the only one who’d noticed the habit, since Dani went out of her way to ensure she always projected a flawless image. If she was anywhere in public, anyplace where there was a chance a camera could focus on her, she made sure she was never caught looking any way other than how she wanted to be seen. Especially these days. She couldn’t eat out, go shopping, or even travel without a hoard of cameras attached to unrelenting paparazzi—hassling her and shouting out for a quote.

When she’d left her favorite nail salon and tried to get in her car, they’d surrounded her, holding her door open to get as many shots as possible. She’d finally yanked it from them, yelling, “Let go of my fucking door!”

The photographer had smirked in triumph. “Why you so aggressive, Duchess? Is that how you treated Samantha?”

Goddammit!

Pushing the memory aside, she released her lip and grabbed the lipstick wand Tasha was holding out for her. Correcting the flaw, she inhaled.

“This is make or break, Tasha. We can’t lose this.”

“We won’t.”

Dani placed a hand on her churning belly. “You don’t know that. The other four companies dropped out. Genesis is our only chance.”

“You’re worried they’re going to do the same?” Tasha asked quietly.

“Of course I am! But they’re a thirty-five-billion-dollar corporation. They should have more important things to do than read celebrity gossip blogs.”

Unlike the other four companies.

Although, to be fair, the story had reached epic proportions, moving beyond gossip blogs to mainstream media. When the video had made Hot Topics on The View, her mentions had exploded. Out of context—and thanks to Banks’s Spielberg edit—the video wasn’t flattering for Dani. The takeaway was that Duchess was unwilling to help another up-and-coming female artist. Mainstream media was quick to side with the pop star over the rapper. Oversexualized, vulgar black woman versus innocent-looking young white woman?

No contest.

When the first beauty company had canceled their meeting, Dani had shrugged it off, buying their scheduling conflict excuse. When the second company called, she grew a little apprehensive but told herself the story would burn hot then flame out when the next A-list celebrity couple called it quits. By the time companies three and four had called, she’d accepted what she was up against.

Aided by Banks’s craven need for attention, the entertainment industry had found its newest gladiators for the Colosseum. And in the eyes of the beauty trade, Dani wasn’t the winning bet.

Fortunately, people in the music business and her fans knew the truth. As they liked to point out on Instagram and Twitter. Daily.

“It’ll be fine. Everyone wants this deal to work,” Tasha said.

Dani hoped so.

The elevator doors slid open and they stepped into a bright, sleek reception space. The slate gray tile floors and glossy white interior were warmed by bright orange lounge chairs and a colorful oversized area rug.

A young woman stood waiting, cute and professional in a white shirt and basic black skirt, box braids piled into a bun on the top of her head.

“Welcome, Duchess.”

Showtime.

Dani straightened and smiled. “Thank you.”

“Can I get you anything? Water, coffee? Champagne?”

Her love for all things bubbly always preceded her.

“I’m good,” she said.

“Then they’re ready for you in the conference room. Would you please follow me?” The young woman started down the hall, then stopped and turned back to Dani. “We’re not supposed to bother you, but I wanted to let you know that I’m a big fan.”

Some of her fellow artists took these interactions for granted. Dani never did. Maybe because she still remembered being on the other side of the exchange when she’d first gotten into music. Her foray into the industry had begun with a part-time job at a recording studio in Norfolk. She’d never forget the day she saw one of her idols strolling the carpeted hallway. Dani had gone up to her, expressed her admiration and gratitude, and confessed that the woman’s music had gotten Dani through some hard times. The woman had looked Dani up and down, sucked her teeth, and said, “Get me more ice in our studio lounge,” before sashaying off, muttering about “young bitches trying to take her spot.”

Dani had been shocked by the woman’s attitude and had mentioned the incident to a fellow intern. “Oh, girl. Get used to it. Women don’t take other women under their wing. And they definitely don’t play nice with us. Do you know how many boyfriends and husbands have been lost to the woman you thought was your friend?”

That experience had made a lasting impression on Dani. The disappointment she’d felt, meeting an entertainer she’d looked up to, informed her own interactions with her fans. She always took time to speak with them, especially the young women. And if they ever expressed interest in the business, Dani encouraged them to go after their dreams. Fuck that “Highlander, there can be only one!” shit.

It was an additional reason why she was pissed with Banks for propagating the impression that she would intentionally hurt another female artist.

Dani fought her way back to the present. “Thank you. It’s always nice meeting fans who support women in hip-hop.”

The receptionist recoiled. “No, not of your music. Though it’s good,” she stammered when she realized what she’d said, color blooming on her cheeks. “I meant of your skin-care line. I love your exfoliating skin wash.”

Assumptions, Dani!

But she recovered quickly. “Isn’t it great? I use all of my own products, too. We actually have that wash coming out in a couple of different scent options. Give your information to Tasha and I’ll make sure we send you some.”

“Really?” The woman’s eyes widened. “Can I post this on Insta?”

“Of course. Tag me, okay?”

“I will. Thank you, Duchess.”

Dani smiled and Tasha handed the young woman a business card.

“That’s happening more and more often,” Tasha commented, as they headed down the long hallway to the conference room.

“Being approached by fans? It happens all of the time.”

“Not just fans. Fans of Mela-Skin. It used to be a rare occurrence. Now it’s happening with the same frequency as you being approached by fans of your music. And the skin-care fans are more women.”

At the beginning of her career, most of the people who approached Dani and asked for pictures were men. Over the past few years, she’d begun noticing that she was approached by more women, but Tasha’s statement was the first time she realized that most of the women also spoke to her about the skin-care line. This all seemed to confirm her decision to focus her energies on the venture that would help her achieve her long-term goal of true independence.

“Mela-Skin made you more approachable,” Tasha said. “It softened your image, excuse the pun.”

When they reached the glass door to the conference room, Andrea Thompson, Mela-Skin’s CEO, was waiting for them. “Are you ready?”

“Aren’t I always?” Dani asked.

“Put everything that’s happened out of your mind. Remember, they want your company,” Andrea said.

“I know. So, let’s get in there and do what we have to do not to lose it.”

Andrea opened the door and stood back to allow Dani to enter. By the time she’d crossed the threshold, Dani had buried the nervousness she felt layers deep beneath the cool image she wanted to project.

The room was large, and the floor-to-ceiling windows offered a breathtaking view of downtown Manhattan and One World Trade Center, the sun sparkling off the Hudson River. Three rectangular-shaped wooden tables were configured into a narrow U that dominated the space, and a large digital screen was built into the far wall. An assortment of men and women, mostly white, sat in various chairs around the tables.

Instinctively, Dani made eye contact with the only black woman on Genesis’s team. Neither would ever betray it outwardly, but the slight head bob was all that was necessary for each to confirm they were allies, a quick moment that most people in the
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“An absolute pitch-perfect romance!”
—CHRISTINA LAUREN, New York Times bestselling author of The Soulmate Equation
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