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ALYSSA
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“I WAS PLANNING ON SCREWING Daniel half dead after getting him hot and bothered, clubbing around Geneva,” I tell my bestie, Shana, on Facetime. 

We’ve been friends since pre-school, attended each other’s birthday parties since she was six, and are in and out of each other’s homes ever since. We’re as good as siblings. 

Friday nights are almost mandatory clubbing nights for me.

“That’s my beloved strategist. Wicked girl, you,” she says. I’m about a year and a half older than her but not half as posh. If we were diamonds, I’d be the rough uncut one.

“I said planning to, chérie. And it would have been wicked all night. Always had been, right?” I giggle. I love... sex? Well, actually I love wild thorough fucking.

But I digress. Shana did stints in both Cambridge and Oxford in England to study International and Comparative Law as well as Roman Law. I joined her university-cadre for my Masters in Business Administration at the Harvard Business School while Shan – full name Svadishana Caroline Elizabeth Lindqvist – continued for more degrees in International Legal Studies at Harvard Law School. She’d skip grades to a higher one every other year, I repeated a couple of mine. Shana hoarded degrees the way Ebenezer Scrooge squirreled pennies away. Although I’m older than her, she hit university lecture halls two years ahead of me. 

She’s now in London for her companies’ AGMs and a plethora of fiscals.

My giggle has infected her. “Do I hear a but in all that?” she says. “You should agree to my endeavours and suggestions to seduce Carls, sweetheart.” 

Carls is the playful way she refers to a certain Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer. I call him Theo for short or go for the full first name – Carl-Theodor. But Theo to me has a memorable long history, yet still feels modern and relevant.

“You were brought up a nice Catholic girl, after all, just like him,” my bestie adds.

“What? They brought the poor little prince up as a nice Catholic girl? Oh dear. Does he wear red heels, lace and lipstick in the bedroom, I wonder?”

We’re both off like hyenas cackling in the savannah.

“You know what I mean,” Shana says on a stream of giggles. “Really naughty and into nasty crucifixion and self-flagellation in reverse, sort of. Meaning you get flagellated in his stead. Does that make sense? Well, a little visit to the confessional for the Sacrament of Penance, and you’re a penitent virgin once again. Or an upright male member of society.” She giggles harder. 

“I like the male member double entendre, chérie. But I really need your help here. Because – guess who actually called me this afternoon and thereby effectively ruined my planned fuckery with Daniel?”

“Son of Mary?”

“Who wouldn’t even want to know my name if I changed it to Mary Magdalene and was the only woman who kept vigil at his tomb for all three days. But think castles in the air, as in up high on the peak of a mountain?”

Shana snaps out of her laughing like someone switches her off. “No! Honestly?” 

“Your wishes come true, chérie.”

“That’s the loveliest news I’ve heard since... well, well! He’s perfect for you, Al. I want the deets, sweetheart. Do I need to organize a few booties for Saxony-Bremer umpteenth princesses or princes?” I crack up. “Don’t laugh! Just think about organizing the popular annual Schloss Carlstal Weihnachtsmarkt, the Saxony-Bremer Castle Christmas fair and knights’ games festivals with him. And I’d have you there when I come for the fun, sweetheart.”

“Have me there, huh? Thinking of Roman’s Lair, by any chance?” 

Her mien darkens with a mix of sadness and anger. Roman’s Lair is her minefield. I navigate away to less choppy waters. 

“Anyway, chérie, I’ve researched to inform myself. That castle now boasts record numbers of Chinese and Japanese visitors since 2000. That topped the former American and local visitors in the previous years since the fair’s conception in the mid-nineteen-nineties. It was during one such fair that you yourself met Chinese entrepreneurs that inspired you to build your malls in Shanghai and Singapore, remember?” 

I get up and wander to my wide office window. Through the darkened glass, it feels cooler in the office than it actually is outside. The people and vehicles down on the streets look like scurrying insectoids. I’m over one thousand feet up above them from my office in the Lenz Gruppe Tower. As I listen to Shan’s next words, I run a hand through my hair.  

“What does Roman’s Lair have to do with you and Carls eventually getting hitched?”

We’re back to Roman’s Lair again. When that Lair is not Shana’s minefield, it’s her bone to worry.

“Ha! You merely want one less woman on earth using her BOB with Roman in her mind. But till now, I’m adopting your tactic. Let’s see how far and for how long our despaired Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer will last in the chase. So far, he hasn’t declared his intentions.”

“You’ve lusted after Carls for as long as I remember!”

“While he lusted after you, yeah. The more surprised I was that he finally took it upon himself to call me. I know I nearly slept with him on the night of your birthday party. But with my two lovers at war with each other, I got too sloshed, if you’ll remember.”

“I know. And like the gentleman he is, he carried you to bed and tucked you in with your gown on, shoes off. He’s caring.”

“Agreed. He could have easily taken advantage. Anyway I know he doesn’t have my number from me. I don’t remember ever giving him my phone number, but I have one guess about that. So when did you do it, in Singapore or even earlier still? You’ve always been at me to get him ever since you took to the valleys from his castle high up atop the mountain range years ago?”

“Drop it, sweetheart. That’s not how I went about things, and you know it. I was major-blocked against men and did what came naturally to me then. You’re one hot little number, girlfriend, and unlike me you’ll never be able to do without the boys for long. Grab Carls and settle down, sweetheart.”

“And that brings us to reality,” I say. “The Prince, with whom we both fell in lust years ago—well okay, I fell in lust—dodged me like I were John Wayne’s bullet all these years, while slobbering at your feet, and now that you are taken he calls me...”

“Have you ever thought he might have been slobbering at the feet of Lindqvist, and not necessarily moi, girlfriend? After all, his company needed funds and Investments Holdings offered same. I’m a businesswoman. And we became business partners in the two Saxonia companies. We also became friends that are fond of each other, not lovers.”

All that’s true from Shan’s POV. But the prince?

“After you snatched, what, almost fifty percent of the Prince’s companies? I doubt he needs a court bakery to make him ginger-bread with his crest on it to sell to all those Asians at Christmas.”

The Lenz Gruppe is a bakery empire that was founded in the nineteenth century by my ancestors.

“Al, Carls and I tried our best. But my Edward Briggs Armageddon had me in a stranglehold.” 

Edward Briggs, a fellow student in Harvard that Shan dated. He hurt her so badly Shan avoided men like the pest  for more than a decade.

“The Armageddon was still raging on when Roman entered the scene, Shan. And less than six months later, you are proposing to Roman, chérie!”

“And there you have your answer. Carls wasn’t wrong for me, Al, he simply happened not to be Roman, eventhough I hadn’t met Roman yet. But you and Carls?”

“So all I need is to tap on his shoulder so he can turn around and find me at last?”

“Which he seems to have done already, right?”

“But now it’s my turn to make him work for failing to notice my pining for him all these years.”

“You can’t mean that Al, it’s a laugh. Carls always treated you with affection and his inborn charm. He carried you to bed after the party in Baccarat, right?”

As if that’s an act chiselled on marble.

“After I’d knocked back more wine than can be bottled in a single evening. Then kissed him and passed out with the loveliness of it. What else could the poor man do when he gets kissed by a woman who faints in the process? And all simply because I’d made the mistake of dancing with Roman. No, Carls himself made the mistake – he felt the urge to swap me with you, by dumping me in Roman’s arms and absconding with you on the dance floor, right?”

“People do exchange dance partners in such situations, Al. And do remember that Carls has no idea about you and Roman and me. Nobody knows our filthy secret – apart from my parents, and that only because I personally revealed it to Mamma. In fact, I’m only presuming Pappa knows because my parents tell each other everything.”

I see all this in a pretty twisted way, I admit. I’m what Roman describes as not the straightest column in the forum. But that ginormous party evening at Baccarat, Shan’s family castle in Gothenburg, Sweden, had been a damned trying one for all four of us, come to think of it.

I now envision Carl-Theodor himself with his great, extraordinary movie-star looks. He’s tall but not dark, his hair a reddish-blond colour that brings certain autumn leaves to mind, a colour he once said he really wasn’t fond of on him. But the colouring actually suits his looks. He has the classic Greek nose with a straight bridge and narrow nostrils. The kind of nose, I recently read in a men’s magazine featuring the prince and his business kingdom, deemed so desirable that surgeons are asked to reconstruct it on other people. Apparently, ever since boyhood, Prince Carl-Theodor wished he were the tall, dark, handsome stranger of women’s romance literature fantasies. 

One of his knockout features are his delphinium blue eyes. 

They contribute to his presence and charisma. 

He also looks much younger than his thirty-four years. A fact that makes people underestimated him. But according to Shana, the prince is brilliant, uncompromising, determined, and shrewd whenever the two of them brainstormed together for her projects. I’ve witnessed his power of persuasion, his down-to-earth, even homey and winning nature. Despite my taking tentative dips in his waters now, I do know Prince Carl-Theodor can argue effortlessly off-the-cuff and convince any woman – and man for that matter – of just about anything. I know from Shana that with business associates or competitors, Prince Carl-Theodor inspires grudging admiration, although some would just as easily shoot him between the eyes. Heart matters aside, Shana and I are rather proud of him for being a man who could stand his own with refinement. I only wonder whether he isn’t some arrogant cold arsehole who happens to have a lineage that goes back to the Creation.

Well, I’m the problem.

I happen to be ready to kill myself for arrogant arseholes that function at below zero temperatures. I also happen to like fucking any man I fancy just for the fucking.

I listen to Shan matchmaking again with diplomacy. 

“It was a nasty evening, sweetheart. For all of us. Now tell me all the details about Carls. What did he say? Has he seen the light at last? Heavens, I’m so dying to see the two of you together, sweetheart.”

“He said nothing directly. He’s a gent. But it was the first time he ever called me, Shan. Then he embarked on saying he would be in Geneva next week to check on some centuries-old hotel that his company is renovating and refurbishing. I was so flustered by the call that I didn’t even catch the name of the hotel.”

“Oh, that would be the Ritz.”

“What? I mean, how do you know that?”

“Sweetheart, Carls and I are business partners. I own a chunk of his companies. We talk to each other about our projects. He’s mentioned the multi-million euro hotel project. Extensive redesign and refurbishment of the Ritz that’s meant to mark a new era in one of your city’s most elegant and historic hotels, Al. You should get him to invite you there for dinner or something. Come to think of it, why not switch your delightful plans with Daniel over to Carls? I bet the two of you would have quite a rollicking time, sweetheart.”

“Shan, I’m not letting Carl-Theodor use me to forget you.”

“He isn’t that sort, Al. Have you considered the fact that you’re the one who keeps inserting me into this equation? Believe me, Carls is far too mature for such banal stoops. Carls isn’t Castell, the rakish bounder who behaves like a Neanderthal one minute and turns into the gallant knight kneeling before you the next.”

“So why are you crowning the rakish bounder instead of the prince?”

“Al, spare me, okay? Go for that dinner with Carls. Girls are allowed to invite boys to dinner nowadays, even if the boy is a prince with blue blood dating back to Moses parting the waters.” She heaves an audible sigh. “Besides, you’ve caught me at a bad moment – I’m out for a lope around the River and Ian is getting fidgety waiting while we talk. Can we take this up later?”

Ian is one of her bodyguards.

“Okay, get back to me. You still haven’t filled me in on the engagement ceremony. I’ve questions about MOs too!”

“Whatever makes you think I’m an expert when you’re the one who loves ‘em and leaves ‘em all over the map, Al? I’ve only managed to have V-sex with one man who drips danger and dark untamed effery. But this affection between you and Carls is like an earthquake rumbling beyond the initial spark, already ignited and coming to bury you both before you realize it. Mark my words.”

“Aww, now that I’ve mentioned it, you’ve turned all romantic again, chérie.”

“I’m determined to see to it that you and Carls at least give yourselves a chance at a mutual relationship. I know Carls would offer you precisely what you’re searching for.”

“Lofty. I don’t know what I’m searching for myself.”

“The Alpha gentleman,” she says with firm conviction.

Where she’s right, she’s right. 
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CARL-THEODOR
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WHEN THE VIDEO-CONFERENCE ends, I disconnect William Clark Architects’ various directors in Europe, the Middle East and the USA. The founder of the company, William Clark, is in Geneva and will join me and my sister Stephanie at the dinner tonight.

My gaze wanders to the open bay window in my large library in my wing of the castle from where I’ve conducted the conference that just ended. It’s summer and I catch the pleasant scent of the orchard’s blossoming fruit trees.

“That went so well, it deserves being archived,” Steph grins at me on the screen in the after conference chat. She’s already in Geneva taking care of William Clark, our new business associate. She’d done a brilliant job coordinating the video-conference. As my right hand in this, she’s a gem.

“As brilliant as always, Steph, thanks to you,” I point at her on the screen. “But now I’m running behind with my next meeting. I’ve put the pilot on hold for an hour.”

The pilot will fly me to my next meeting in Munich before I finally fly to Geneva to join Steph and William Clark for dinner. But I also have another vid-conf.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take Bill on a tour of Geneva,” she reassures me unnecessarily. I trust her to rise to any occasion, emergencies included. “He’s looking forward to both the tour and the dinner tonight.”

I bet he is. I’m not at ease with men spending their leisure time with my little sister. It’s childish, but there it is. I’ve cared for and protected Steph since she was born.

On a laugh, I say, “Aren’t you an angel, little one,” needling her with the mutual sibling tongue-in-cheek praise. She hate-loves me calling her little one ever since age five.

“Give Mother a hug from me,” she orders after rudely sticking her tongue out at me.

“Aye, aye, Capt’n,” I give her a mock smart salute.  

We say our goodbyes and I prepare for that next video- conference with a Middle Eastern government official who wants us to design and construct a museum in his country.

With all the charts and blue prints, the conference drags on for twenty minute longer than I’d planned. I had to text the chauffeur to once again request the pilot to delay his flight schedule for another half hour. 

Finally I’m done and rise from my desk. I walk to the bay window, kicking my legs loose and stretching my arms above me. I’d been sitting on my arse for almost three hours in my home office in the East Wing Library. As always the sight from here, up on the mountain where my forebears built the castle millennia ago when their lands spread all the way to the present-day Czech Republic and Poland. I delight in the sight of the lush forests that spread out for miles in the valley below. A soothing sight that relaxes me for as long as I can remember. The forests flaunt a variety of greens from dark to lemon to yellowish. Meandering through the verdant valley are the Mulde River and the town of Carlsdorf, built on the banks of the river and up the sweeps of the mountainside on both sides of the Mulde, a tributary of the Elbe. Way back in history, there had been a veritable number of independent Saxon principalities along the waters to rival those that existed along the Rhine River in the same period. Rivers, back then, were top trading routes, and each principality levied customs duties and tariffs on merchant ships ploughing the routes on their turfs.

As did the House of Saxony-Bremer and Lautenburg-Bornheim-an-der-Elbe.

I look at the watch and alert my chauffer I’ll be down in five minutes from the West Gate. I have to walk to the West Wing to give Mother Steph’s hug and say goodbye. 

On my way to her, I text Alyssa to let her know I’ll be late for our dinner appointment. I actually feel a little thrill at the thought that she’ll be forced to wait for me. 

Alyssa is as always as punctual as the watches her country is famous for. But I don’t tell her that I’ll not be alone. I get a kick out of muddying her expectations. Riling her up.

My schemes for revenge, where Alyssa is concerned, still burn bright and even hotter today than ever before. 

As is often the case, my plotting for revenge are the result of a twisted affection. 

That sounds crazy. 

But revenge itself is a pretty insane human trait.
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ALYSSA
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HOPE IS A GOOD BREAKFAST but it never provides supper. That’s one of my mother’s many words of wisdom. I think about this particular one as I sit at the bar of Le Chat-Botté restaurant, Beau Rivage, in my adored city of Geneva waiting for my date of the evening to arrive.

He should have been the one sitting here waiting for me to arrive. In a perfect world you do expect that of a European prince from a lineage that trails back to the days of medieval chivalry. But I’m a determined 21st century girl and this is one dinner date I’m willing to sit tight for. This is one prince I really want to check out a lot closer and gauge this time, even if I’ve known and lusted after him for years.  

I take a sip of my frozen apple margarita and admit a wary sigh, wondering if I’m turning docile or just dotty. Normally, I know what I want and go for it. 

I also know what I don’t want and give it a wide berth.

But the prince remains an enigma. 

And therefore highly magnetic.

Granted, Prince Carl-Theodor sent me yet another short message to let me know he’s running late due to some business consultation that might last longer than had been planned. I got his message after I’d already left my office and was on the way to Beau Rivage. Otherwise I’d have remained in the office for the half hour or so. But I’m Swiss and value punctuality. I also value time and hate wasting even a minute as a professional young woman with responsibilities.

I’d decided to walk to our rendezvous to avoid the Genevan rush hour traffic. But, as fate would have it, I’m ambushed by a drizzle out of the blue. Returning back to the office would have been more or less the same distance in the rain as forging my way forward.

I’m not easily fazed. 

Fortunately, Beau Rivage Genève is an institution founded back in 1865, so when I arrived looking like a wet poodle I was able to use the top notch washroom facilities of Le Chat-Botté restaurant to blow-dry my hair as well as the wet shoulders and front and back patches of my sheath dress, assisted by the washroom lady attendant. I fixed my makeup from my little bag of feminine essentials I always carry with me. My mother taught me that these are every woman’s arsenal she has to have with her asleep or awake.

To bolster my rain-drenched and semi-stood-up ego, I now fish my phone out and tap Shan’s number. 

Shan and I have developed a pretty curious relationship in recent history, as I’ve hinted at. She’s an old money princess, who recently got engaged to no lesser god than Roman Alastair Northcott Broughton Castell, future Earl of Northcottshire. That’s right. Europe’s most lusted after billionaire bachelor of all times. The man—hate me, please!—I’m still fighting not to lust after. 

In a way. 

Well, somewhat. 

To be fair, he never pretended our alliance or whatever one would call it was made in heaven. He never even put his penis inside me – except in my welcoming mouth. Over a period of several weeks, which was apparently enough to turn me brainless. In fact Shana herself, before she met him face to face, warned me to give Roman the widest berth when I told her about him and his curious but adamant refusal to penetrate me. Just like me, Shan had no idea at the time that Roman was hell-bent on chasing after her and would kneel to the devil if that was the surefire route to lead him to Shana. But, as the whole world knows, Roman looks like several gods combined. 

And, from the first handshake, I’d fallen for him like the debris of a bombed skyscraper. 

I was demolished. I loved him to hell. 

Honestly. 

Okay, I had this overwhelming crush on him. 

Like he was my special Edward Cullen and real life Timothée Chalamet wrapped up in one. That’s heady stuff that would make every disciple falling-down drunk at the Last Supper, right? But Roman was in it to exploit my friendship with—

“Alyssa! What a pleasant surprise,” Shan answers my call, snipping my reverie at the sprouting bud. 

“I know, chérie. But the surprise should have come from you. You know I must be lacking any more nails to bite by now, having bitten all ten to the quick. I’m contemplating on how to embark on biting my toenails.”

She laughs the ever genteel Shan laugh. The woman is the most accomplished chameleon in human form but not by conscious design, and not in a negative way. Like me, her upbringing is: to the manor born. It swirls around her like a sponge dropped in water, soaking up all the societal norms and slotting them into their allotted compartments. 

“That’s easy,” she says while laughing. “But please don’t do the toenail business in public, someone may mistake it for flashing and call the vice squad for you.”

I picture myself biting my toenails in public and imagine a Swiss vice squad sending me to a mental asylum.

Shan continues, “This thought is just so like you, my sweetheart. Where’s the itch I’m supposed to scratch?”

She was to call me and tell me about her engagement.

“Have you gone idiotic overnight? The engagement, of course! Chapter and verse plus all the punctuation marks.”

“Oh right. It was madness over there – timewise, Al.”

Over there is actually Northumberland, which is England’s northernmost county bordered to the north by Scotland. I googled and poured over the map way back when I first learned that Roman Alastair Northcott Broughton Castell is the future Earl of Northcottshire. And that’s where Shana got formally engaged to Roman. At Northcottshire Hall, the family’s private home at Northcottshire Castle. 

Twenty-first century fairytale. 

“Well, guess what, Shan? I gathered as much when you neglected me. It’s why I now come to your door with hat in hand and beg for details you know I’m dying for.”

“Yeah, yeah, chapter and verse,” she says in that tried-to-the-limit tone. It’s her sort of verbal well-meant sigh. 

So I say, “You just got engaged to Europe’s number one heartthrob and the future Earl of Northcottshire, for heaven’s sake, chérie. It’s all over the dailies, glossies and television from American over Europe to Oceania!” 

But without a single miserable photo or footage of the event itself. For an event that took place in God-help-you Northcottshire Hall. Roman and Shan both avoid all media. Any photos and footage accompanying the reveals were old ones from conference venues or boarding private jets.

I hear Shan sigh again. 

“I don’t have much time at the moment, Al. This needs the whole spectrum from when we arrived at Newcastle Airport to the welcoming committee at Northcottshire Hall. Like the welcoming committee on TV’s Downton Abbey. Or the filming of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. But right now I have to hold court with Lady Northcott about wedding plans, can you believe it? I only got engaged to her grandson a heartbeat ago, for the love of God. I need time to take a breath first. What’s the hurry, right?”

Lady Northcott’s only grandchild is Roman.

“Nope,” I say. “She’s seen Shana the Golden in person and wants things wrapped up and delivered for her one and only grandson,” I say, “before another man comes and whisks the Golden beauty away.”

When Roman and I started our affair (he first saw Shana and me at the La Scala opera house in Milan where we went to see Puccini’s Turandot), he’d found out all about me but nothing about Shana. The Lindqvists are more private and harder to reach than the fifty-three miles of shelving and thirty-five thousand volumes of catalogue that is twelve centuries worth of religion and culture documents in the Vatican’s Secret Archives. Roman wanted Shana and didn’t shy away from using me to get to her once he found out we were besties practically since we were toddlers.

“Madwoman. You already know my engagement ring plus the gown I wore that evening. If I’d known my parents would take off to Hertfordshire at the last minute instead of joining us in Northcottshire Hall I’d have hauled you here for moral support even if I had to do it at gunpoint. But there’s little to hear. Have patience on the ceremonial deets. I’ll call you back in a couple of hours, sweetie. Love you!”

“Love you back, chérie. Say hello to that temptation you’re engaged to.” I disconnect at the sound of her laugh.

“Hi there,” says a young man as I drop my phone back into my handbag. I place the bag on the empty barstool to my left. Next to the man is a younger blonde. So the man is wedged between us as the two of them climb onto their barstools. They’ve suddenly materialized out of nowhere.

“Hello,” I say and reach for a sip of my mocktail.

“Hi, I’m Celia,” the woman says and extends her hand across, making the man pitch himself back so we can shake.

“I love your hair,” Celia adds. They both have an East Coast accent which is nothing unusual in the city of Geneva, headquarters of United Nations and the International Red Cross in Europe and the global hub for diplomacy and banking. 

“Thank you, Celia.” You should have seen it fresh from an umbrella-deprived fifteen minute walk in the drizzle. 

I retrieve my hand and gaze at her blonde hair that looks like it had won several duels with her hairbrush. I have jet black hair that’s bone straight, an inheritance from my mother’s Asiatic roots. I wear it long, all the way to below my waist. 

Another order from my mother that I follow.

“My pleasure,” Celia says. “This is my brother Drake. He works for an American bank here in Geneva.”

I nod. My mind is still on Shan and Roman. Don’t get me wrong, I’d long since accepted that Roman is Shana’s. Even from the time she gave men a wide berth broader than the distance between earth and Venus. If thunder ever struck her down, Roman would grieve for the rest of his life and he’d never so much as look at another woman. He’d probably sell his businesses and join a monastery in the Alps where he’d learn how to brew Bavarian beer.

I shake Drake’s offered hand as Celia leans in around her brother and says, “Is that a margarita?” pointing at it.

This looks like it’s going to be my asshole-iest day this month. First I’m caught without an umbrella in a steady drizzle on my way to an ambitious date at a posh restaurant, then I’m stood up by a prince, however temporarily, and now I’m being accosted by a sister and brother duo who look like they’re still high schoolers. 

“It’s an apple margarita mocktail,” I tell Celia.

“Great. I think I’ll order the same. Drake?” 

“I think I’ll have a beer,” her brother says. “Would you like another margarita mocktail, Ms...?”

“Alyssa.” I leave it at that because at this stage of the  asshole-iest day, giving some stranger my name will surely summon the familiar Are you related to the bakery dynasty? 

Celia beams, “You’re Alyssa Lenz of the Lenz Gruppe, right?” 

Jesus. I’m knocked totally off my stride. My expression and my tongue-tied-ness gives me away and Celia lights up as if she just spotted Kate Middleton sitting inches away from her at a Geneva bar, sipping a mocktail.

“I told you I recognized her, Drake!” she gushes again to her brother.

“Yeah,” Drake agrees, nodding. Compared to the cannonade that was his sister, Drake is almost subdued. “Celia was in your imposing building this morning.” What? “She had an interview with your HR at the Lenz Gruppe.”

Oh, Jesus. But now I’m piqued, if still tongue-tied.

Celia on the other hand percolates. “I got through the online screening and was invited for a personal verbal interview and assessment. I’m an influencer and would love to partner with the Lenz Gruppe’s new Lenz-Éclair de Suisse luxury product. As the ambassador, bringing in creative designs in product and packaging plus promoting it to young people.”

“You seem very enthusiastic about this, Celia,” I say. From her beanstalk figure, she looks like every time she brings a chocolate éclair near her mouth she pukes. “I wish you all the best. I’m sure you have what it takes.” I want to remain neutral but friendly despite being a Lenz. Apart from that I don’t want to meddle with the HR department. I’m in charge of International PR & Marketing. 

The smartly dressed barman comes over and Drake orders the margarita mocktail for me and Celia and a beer for himself. “It’s on me.”

I shake my head. No way I’m accepting a drink from a potential Lenz-Éclair de Suisse influencer’s brother. “Next time,” I say. “This time I’m happy to pick up the tab.”

“Thanks, Ms L—can I call you Alyssa?” Celia asks.

Manipulative little thing. A true influencer. “Of course. How did you get to know about the Lenz-Éclair de Suisse?”

“Through my followers. I have almost one and a half million at the moment, mostly young urban people. I had a discussion going on about fat and sugar regarding BMI...”

Her voice fades off as our drinks arrive and we toast to her potential success with HR. Then I extricate myself from the company of Celia and Drake. “I believe my table is ready. I don’t want my dinner guests to arrive and find me MIA,” I say with a charm my mother would applaud.

“Can I have your card?” Celia says holding her own card ready in her hand to me. “Just in case...” she leaves the sentence open as I take her card. I glance at its design which is a single triangle in silver or platinum. At the top point are perched the words Social Media, bottom left point Influence, and the right bottom point Followers.

I take my card out and give it to Celia, then hurry off to do what I normally avoid doing – wait for a dinner date as the first one sitting alone at the booked table. 

My mother would definitely disapprove.

The server brings my mocktail to me at the table, courtesy of the Swiss politeness. Plus waste not, want not.

I thank her and take a sip. To stop me fiddling with my thumbs I pull out my phone and start answering emails or delegating them to my assistant at the office, Marianne Devereux, and requesting her to forward as necessary to my other assistants in Europe and the USA.

The Lenz Gruppe was founded by my paternal great-great-great grandparents towards the end of the nineteenth century as a simple bakery shop down the road where people could get their loaves of bread, baguettes, bread rolls, and pastries.

“Alyssa,” I hear someone call out and turn to find Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer, my date, striding toward me. I experience a physical relief at the deep husky voice that brings whisky and cigars to mind. I slide around on my seat and cultivate the loveliest smile on my face. 

Then I almost sag back against my chair.

The Prince is not alone. 

After letting me wait all this time, looking forward to what I’d presumed would be an intimate dinner, Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer arrives with a fucking entourage attached to his divine gorgeousness, perfect grooming and regal bearing. His looks and the dignified authoritative air around him exude a captivating potent virility that fills the restaurant.

I remember how often I quipped with Shan about the Prince’ virility being a possible cover for impotence.

“I’m desperately sorry to have kept you waiting,” he says as he kisses both my cheeks. “My sister, Stephanie, whom I believe you’ve met before,” he introduces, “and my business associate William Clark. You’ve probably heard of his architecture firm of the same name.” I nod, smile in place. “Bill, Ms Alyssa Lenz.”

I’ve met Princess Stephanie twice before. First at the exclusive fashion shows at Atelier Rive in Paris that is owned by the Lindqvist Group of Companies. They design and make limited edition gowns, jewellery, and perfume to a pre-selected clientele. Princess Stephanie and her mother, Hannelore, the Duchess of Saxony-Bremer, are two such clienteles. Shopping at Atelier Rive was like ordering one in five special-edition Rolls-Royces offered only every other decade worldwide. The second time I saw the princess was during the annual Christmas fair and knights’ festival games staged at the Carlstal Castle. The family’s annual Weihnachtsmacht and Ritterspiele that has a guest waiting list nine years in advance. Unless you’re part of the elite Stammgäste – the favoured frequenters. I’d accompanied Shan who gets invitations to the Christmas games annually.

Stephanie offers a hand – unlike her brother, we aren’t close enough yet for cheeks or even air kisses. 

“Pleased to meet you,” William ‘Bill’ Clark gives me a firm handshake. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.”

“Thank you, Mr Clark.”

As we all take our seats at the table, I think to myself, There goes my planned dîner en tête à tête. 

Can a day be asshole-ier than this? 

I wipe the dream of dinner for two off my mind as effectively as a tornado would wipe away a toupee off the wearer’s head.

I mentally sigh, irrigate my cultivated smile to feed it more radiance and prepare to be the perfect dinner table conversationalist Maman would love her daughter to be.

My prior dinner expectations ruined, I’m grateful for the presence of Princess Stephanie. She’s an excellent conversationalist. She’d attended the same Swiss finishing school as Shana and I but five years after us. Whenever I get stuck for what to say – or worse, what to say back – she comes up with a cover-up so perfect it saves my swallowing throat. If Maman could see me she’d haul my derrière out of here with a single ear pinched between her thumb and fingers. 

But the princess could turn hors d’oeuvres into a veritable topic of conversation, then segue smoothly into Arab contemporary art exhibits that would be housed in the new museum that Saxonia Structural Civil Engineering and Saxonia Construction LLC have been appointed to build in one of the Emirate states. She’d involve ‘Bill’ in the conversation to elaborate on his architectural designs for the museum that includes lighting, airing and sequence of the visitors’ floor routes.

In between choking on delicious scallop or swallowing a large gulp of wine, I put in my occasional “How interesting” or “That’s an amazing idea.”

Every time my gaze collides with Carl-Theodor’s, a bolt of lightning nails me rigid in my seat. I have to resist the urge to shuffle my arse on the seat while also trying to avoid the cold heat searing me from delphinium eyes.

At the end of the dinner the Prince asks me, “Could we drop you home or did you drive here?”

We’re standing outside Beau Rivage. 

Princess Stephanie and William Clark walk away and stop at a respectable distance to allow us to have some semblance of privacy. Why hadn’t the two been that considerate and declined joining us for dinner?

A huge dry rock rams itself in my throat and robs me of the ability to speak. So I shake my head while warmth suffuses my face. I swallow several times to slam the rock down. My Maman-drenched part of my brain can’t decide if this is a personal disaster or an outright catastrophe.  

“I actually...” walked here in the rain. I stop because he puts his hands on my shoulders and when I look up to meet his gaze, those delphinium blue eyes laser me right into my marrow. I’d read somewhere that blue delphinium flowers signify dignity and grace, both of which the Prince has in surplus.

He bends down and kisses both my cheeks. I feel the imprint of his devastating golden ratio engrave itself on my skin like an official seal of authority. 

“I’ll call you,” he says looking down on me.

“From Dubai?” During the dinner table conversation I learned that the three of them were leaving for Dubai the next day. A Saturday. I’d hoped for another invitation over the weekend, perhaps for lunch, perhaps an evening out to a club. But I can always go to my office and work off the memories of this evening instead of replaying them.

“No, before we leave. It was lovely seeing you again and spending the evening together. I enjoyed it, Alyssa. Our last... well, you’d been a bit out of it.”

Jesus Christ, does he have to bring that up after that imprint of a kiss and his hands still on my shoulders?

My heart drops to my belly and keeps on tumbling down. I toil hard not to drop my gaze as well and check whether my heart has landed at my feet. 

Instead I rearrange my face into a suitable smile and fix my gaze somewhere beyond his shoulder.

“Your car nearby? I can walk you to—”

I cut him short. “I left it parked at the basement garage of the Lenz Gruppe office building.”

“Then we’ll drop you there.” He grabs my hand in his large warm one without so much as a by-your-leave and walks with me to where his sister and business associate stand chatting and laughing. 

I don’t protest. 

I’ll be in his overwhelming presence for at least another five minutes.
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ALYSSA
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I FINALLY DRIVE MYSELF home to my house in Charmilles and prepare myself for bed. I’m high maintenance ever since my teenage years so it’s not that I’m doing this for Carl-Theodor’s attention or any man’s for that matter. 

I’ve always cared about what I look like, valued what I wear and sleep in. If I could figure out how to do it, I’d gear my dreams to high maintenance too, even when they choose to be nightmares. I’d make them gilded and in Technicolor.

I slip into bed and wake up my phone again. I turned it off during dinner. Like a good girl.

I discover that Shan did get back to me midway through the dinner but only with a text message that was short and succinct:

Rain check pls.

I drop the phone on the bedside table and heavy-sigh the Prince of Saxony-Bremer into my mind. The Alpha gentleman? That’s what Shan believes Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer to be. I’m not so sure. She’d been trying to play matchmaker for Carl-Theodor and me for years, as determined to see to it that her Al and Carls at least give themselves a chance at a mutual relationship. She always tells me that Carl-Theodor would offer me precisely what I’ve searched for in vain so far but crave: the Alpha gentleman. A ruthless lover who then treats me like the most precious thing in the world outside the bedroom.

Does that even make sense? 

I yawn and fall asleep.
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SHAN’S FACETIME CALL wakes me up at sixteen minutes past ten in the morning, Saturday.

She looks fresh and chirpy and absolutely gorgeous. In German – my dad’s and the family’s language – we say wie aus dem Ei gepellt. As neat as a pin.

“Shan...” I croak softly and clear my throat.

“You’re still in bed? Where’s Carls?”

Good questions, granted. But all that pisses me straight off. She just woke me up and I’m still fighting giant reptiles. “What the hell do you mean where’s Carls, Shan?”

Also granted: I do tend to sleep around with men when I’m interested in them and feel that way inclined after a dinner date. All the same it doesn’t excuse Shan Goody Two Shoes to ask...

“I came home alone after dinner last night, Shan, then popped a sleeping pill to ensure I sleep soundly and wa—”

“What? Did you have wine with dinner, Al?”

“Of course I damn well had wine with dinner, for God’s sake.” I’m still groggy. And she’s pissing me off major. “It was a dinner date, not a kids’ birthday party.”

She remains quiet, blinking at me with those beacons of pale eyes that straddle the thin line between blue and grey. 

“I think I’ll take it upon myself to organize a committee to prohibit your medical school university and shut it down. Everybody knows you don’t mix alcohol with sleeping pills, girlfriend.”

Fuck. “Shan,” I scream, shoving the duvet off me like the longest python ever that it has become, tangled all around me. “Did you wake me up next to your man this morning?”

She blinks, thrown off course. 

I win my fierce battle against the python.

I plant my feet on the floor, bringing my face close to the screen of my phone as I get up and take my first tentative step away from my bed. “See, that’s the fucking difference.” Now I have her full attention which I welcome.

But I also have her genuine sympathy which I so hate.

Even if she means well.

She touches the screen with her fingertips and I know she’s tracing my cheekbone and jawline. An erotic blitz zings through me, loaded with memories. 

But that’s a different story.

“I’m sorry, girlfriend. Want to tell me how the dinner went last night?”

I’m out of bed and walking barefoot in my cropped top shorts silk satin pyjamas to the kitchen with the phone in front of me. I tap speakerphone.

“Your Carls is a fucking climate change on steroids. Hot and cold at alternating speeds of lightning.” I’ve reached the kitchen and prop my phone against the toaster on the counter. I move around to set up the Saeco coffee machine with a mug under the spout and press the Espresso Lungo twice to get double the amount into the mug.

“One minute he’s the prince he truly is,” I say, “the next he’s a fucking thug with the face of an angel speaking words sharp and strong enough to be licenced as weapons.”

A smile of a certain caliber splits Shan’s face as I sit back by the toaster and face her again. 

“He’s your man, sweetheart,” she says with a bright glint in her amazing eyes. “Mark my words. Now tell me what happened at last night’s dinner. The deets.”

“You’re the one who owes me the deets of your official engagement at a blessed thousand-year-old castle, chérie!”

“You first. The blessed castle will patiently wait.”

So – breathlessly – I tell her everything from walking in the rain to being stood up, from the influencer and her brother to Prince Carl-Theodor of Saxony-Bremer turning up with an entourage trailing him just to demolish me as efficiently as Musk to my sitting duck Twitter. I’d presumed and looked forward to a romantic dinner for just the two of us. Then the sweet goodnight, telling me how lovely it had been to see me again, stamping his chiselled features on my skin with cheek kisses, holding my shoulders in his warm hands. But – KABOOM! – Prince Carl-Theodor promptly shredded all that and doused it in icy water when he proceeded to bring up the subject of fond memories. Fond memories about how the last time he saw me I’d been a magnificent seven sheets to the fucking wind.

“I mean, seriously, Shan? Isn’t this guy supposed to be chivalrous? But there he was in his perfect suit behaving like a cowboy striding into a Wild West saloon.” I sip my coffee from the mug I’m holding with both hands.

Shan’s laughter is infectious. 

Soon we’re both wiping tears off our cheeks.

“And so here I am, woken up by you possibly while Roman’s body blanketed yours like Eton mess only minutes ago.” I sag in my chair like an overburdened clothesline with my coffee mug in my hands for anchor.

“As I just said, Al, he’s your man. He’s got you every which way to Sunday. And I know you have him, trust me.”

“Care to share your crystal ball, chérie?” 

Shan might have a point in a way. Because Prince Carl-Theodor and I feel – to me anyway – like two powerful magnets facing away from each other. 

We’ll attract everything else but us. Nevertheless...

I could simply fuck him, do his notch on my bedpost and move on. I could one day write in my memoir: I fucked a German prince I once had dinner with at Beau Rivage.

I shake my head like a wet Irish setter and get back to matters at hand. “Okay, let’s now hear about your engagement rituals at Northcottshire Castle.”

“Hall,” she corrects, “But, yes, it’s situated within the Northcottshire Castle’s ancient grounds and walls.”

“Whatever.”

“You don’t look good in grumpy, girlfriend.”

Jesus. “Will you get on with it, Shan? I just woke up!”

“Well, to begin with, we were picked up from Newcastle International Airport by a chauffeuse who looked like a very mature Pippi Longstocking, complete with gappy gravestone teeth and freckles on cheeks and bridge of nose.” She’s gesticulating like an Italian. I’m holding my breath like a soccer mom watching her child from the bleachers. “In a midnight blue Phantom with snowy leather interior. A luxury car with a door that opens backwards.”

“I know, chérie. My father is driven in a Phantom.”

“With all those totally amazing electrochromatic technology integrations gadgets and driver assistance systems?” 

I only stare back at her. My dad doesn’t sit in the House of Lords in the Palace of Westminster. She continues at last.

“Anyway, Roman said that as a member of the Upper House, his grandfather needed them. I personally adore the formidable V12 engine with the near-silence of the cabin.”

I laugh. “You would love that, wouldn’t you?” 

Shan basically got off on evil speed. She nearly gave me a heart attack a few months ago when she took me for a ride on her brother’s cherished ocean warrior speedboat Machinery Lord III on the Indian Ocean. She had the damn thing take to flight in a nanosecond, without wings. Before I knew it the boat was skimming waves and leaping into the air. It seemed to hit the water again a mile or so ahead each time it skimmed a wave and sliced through the air. 

She now says, “I fantasized aloud to Roman that the Phantom would be perfect for our sexual power-broking with all the seamless acoustic insulation. At the touch of a button, the chauffeuse wouldn’t hear or see a thing.” 

I giggle with her.

“It would be like loving under a star-filled night, if but a mini sky. Anyway we arrived to a rather Downton Abbey welcoming committee lined up. I was grateful that Lady Marissa was there, what with my parents having abandoned me and taken off to the family house in Hertfordshire.”

Lady Marissa is Roman’s mother.

“Come on get to the engagement, chérie. Chapter and verse and punctuation marks.

“That’d take all day, Al.”

“I have all day,” I say and move over to the cushioned bench with the phone and mug of coffee.
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THE DINNER WAS SERVED in the drawing-room instead of the dining room because there were only six people: Roman’s parents and grandparents, and Shana and Roman himself. The great log fire created a wonderfully cozy and romantic atmosphere.

But the number of people serving the dinner, Shana noticed, outnumbered the dinner guests almost two to one. Like, one staff person handed over the saucière to another, who served it and then returned it back to the first person.

Good for the employment quotient, thought Shana with a wisp of a smile, while the conversation flowed over current affairs, the British referendum, the number of springs that fed the lakes around Northcottshire Castle, the state of the formal gardens, the surrounding willow, alder, birch trees, and the brown trout that apparently were famous local natives. 

When the stables and horses were discussed, Shana, horse-lover to the marrow, even agreed to go riding bright and early the next morning with Lord Northcott.

“I came to love the early morning riding through my father,” she said. “He’ll envy me riding around the lakes.”

“I preferred riding along the beach in Gothenburg,” Roman said, explaining the mid-morning ride on Shana’s birthday at Baccarat.

When dessert had been served, Roman in his crisp dinner jacket and impeccable cravat rose from his seat.

“This is something I’ve never done,” he began.

“We’re very much aware of that, my boy,” his grandfather said, to the table’s amusement. “Here’s where Goliath goes down.”

Even the serving personnel smiled.

Roman was twenty-eight and Shana had just turned thirty-three.

“You’re right, Grandfather. When I first set eyes on her,” he looked at Shana seated to his left, “I desired her with all that I am. Or was at the time, to be precise. When she showed no interest in me, the desire turned to obsession. I won’t embarrass this little family gathering with all the details and nature of my obsession. But, as you can witness, I finally managed to win her.”

His chest actually swelled beneath the silk cravat around his throat as he swept his gaze around the table, then back to Shana. She smiled back, proud of him.

“And this evening, family, I want you to be my witness when I formally ask my true woman to also be my wife.”

Shana suppressed tears stinging her eyes.

Setting his chair out of his way, Roman went on his knee next to Shana’s chair and took her hands in both of his.

“Svadishana, through your uniqueness, you have conquered every corner of my world, physically and spiritually. But above all else, you conquered my heart and showed me the man I truly am. The man I can never be without you by my side. You, my golden woman, made me a better man and human being, a better son and grandson. You’ve shown me how precious and indispensable a family is. I loved you the moment I saw you for the first time, standing in the Toscanini Foyer at the La Scala opera house in Milan. I instantly knew you were the one. I can never say why I love you, but only that I do. I simply know I have no future without you sharing it with me, no meaning in my life unless I share it with you. In your eyes, I see us bonded forever, growing in the strong cocoon of love and selfless guidance, fearless, able to gain mastery of the world we choose to conquer.”

Blinking rapidly, he turned his face to the ceiling. “Wow, I never knew I could ramble on like a Shakespearean bloody court jester. So,” he forcefully puffed out air from bloated cheeks and returned his gaze to her. “What I actually want to say is: Will you marry me, my Divine Golden Empress?”

The silence around the whole table screamed in competition only with the crackling log fire. Many pairs of eyes, including those of the personnel, were brimming, making it hard for Shana not to burst out in tears. She had to repeat her mantra to herself: You’re a Lindqvist, you’re a Lindqvist, you’re a Lindqvist...

As Shana cleared her throat to rid herself of the lump lodged in it, she nodded. “Yes, my Rome. To be your wife, to share your life with you, to bond with you and together as one gain mastery of the world, will be my most magical joy.”

Roman lifted her hands to his lips, breathed a warm light kiss on them, returned them gently back on her lap. He rose, pushed her chair out for her to get on her feet too, and then stood before her. Apart from the “cultural contraband” sapphire ring she accepted as her birthday present from him in July, she wore no other jewellery. But she looked divine in a one-shoulder unique sheath evening gown in white satin that hugged her curves and
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