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      Never trust an Aidan. With all due respect to the Aidans out there—and there’s inevitably bound to be a few decent ones as statistical outliers—Aidan Fitzwilliam definitely doesn’t make the cut. He’s what gives the other Aidans out there a bad rap.

      The shock ripples down my spine in waves, my face hot as I keep staring at my phone. The message is bright against black glass. I watch and wait, as if another, better text will manifest. This has to be an April Fool’s joke misfire—getting started early in January.

      A prank fail.

      Tonight in my Mayfair flat, I scowl at the text, white-knuckling my phone. I’m at the entry, ready to leave, dressed for a night out—dressed, in fact, to meet Aidan. Date night and all that to celebrate our six-month anniversary. Frankly, I look amazing.

      The text is still there.

      
        
          
            
              
        i can’t see you anymore theo i fell in love with someone else sorry x

      

      

      

      

      

      Somebody told me once that it would be best if we could break up with someone before we dated them. To see how they act. To truly see what sort of person they really are deep down. If someone can’t be arsed to break up with you in person, a stream-of-consciousness text has got to be way down on the list of fallback options.

      When I ring him, it goes immediately to voicemail. The coward.

      Turns out Aidan is a bit of an arsehat. Or a lot of an arsehat. The signs were there. The problem being I tend to ignore all the red flags. I fell for him anyway. Or, quite possibly, because of the red flags.

      Like how I was the center of his attention at first. Then, Aidan was jealous of all my ex-boyfriends. And all of my male friends. He would text me constantly if I was out somewhere without him. And Aidan wouldn’t ever take responsibility when he did something wrong. I wrote it off as Aidan being generally a poor communicator with everyone.

      I text instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        This is some exquisite bullshit. I don’t believe you x

      

      

      

      

      

      No reply comes. Not five minutes later. Not ten minutes later.

      Ghosted. At least for now.

      Screwing up my face as I run my hand through my hair, I slump before I catch my reflection in the hallway mirror. My sandy-brown hair falls back into place in its usual waves. I’m in a Prada single-breasted wool mohair suit, slim fit, for crying out loud, and a shirt so white it cuts. Killer look. And my fingernails are painted in a rainbow, a different color for each finger. My titanium hoop earrings catch the light.

      I could call it a night and go back to bed and stream something terrible for hours. And wait for Aidan to come back to his senses.

      Which is when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I fumble and nearly drop my phone in my race to see the message from Aidan.

      Except it’s not from Aidan.

      It’s a screenshot from one of the tabloid rags from one of my friends, Prince James, a cousin of the future British King, Prince Auggie. So, James, as a fellow royal, is a reliable sort.

      My mouth opens as I read on.

      
        
        “The Truth” About Prince Theodor: Ex-Boyfriend Tells All in Exclusive!

      

      

      The headline is followed by a photo of Aidan and me last month at a fashion show, front row, dressed to kill. We’re caught laughing, holding hands, Aidan leaning into me, all dusky-eyed smolder.

      “What the actual fuck?” I erupt, when the phone rings at the same time.

      “Before you google yourself,” James begins in a droll voice, “I’m staging an intervention. Don’t do it.”

      “It’s supposed to be our anniversary, the fucker! Is this even real?”

      Obviously, it’s real. Too real. Aidan may have had his issues, but tabloid reveals about me seemed far-fetched. In theory.

      “It’s real,” James confirms while my head spins and everything wobbles. The room is too close, and all the oxygen has disappeared from the flat, like someone’s siphoned it all out. “Sorry to say.”

      “Right,” I declare. “Well. We’re going out. Sexy Fish. Bring Frankie. Tell the tabloids I’m dating both of you.”

      “You need a reso—” James’ laughter rings over the line.

      “Got one. Anniversary, remember? What’s another person? 8:00 p.m.” I hang up, proverbial smoke coming out of my ears. One last check in the mirror, mussing up my hair just so, and I’m on my way.

      Conveniently, Sexy Fish isn’t far from my flat. No need to call for a car service or to drive. Instead, I collect my bodyguard, Miles, and I walk down Piccadilly Street like I own it, turning north onto Berkeley Street, with the shadows of my security nearby. It’s dark and crisp and drizzly out. My wool overcoat provides some buffer versus the chill, thin leather gloves protecting against the occasional gust of wind as I walk down the street.

      Showing uncharacteristic self-restraint, I keep from doing an internet search on myself on the way over, partly because I have to deal with the umbrella situation and wind as I walk, partly because it’s cold to stand around googling oneself shamelessly in the street, and partly because I’ll have time when I reach the restaurant while I wait for James and Frankie to turn up.

      When I walk into the restaurant, warmth hits me like a wall, and a shudder of some suppressed emotion I don’t want to examine too closely rips through me again. But I give my famous grin to cover up as I’m smoothly whisked to my table. Miles stays out of the private dining room, led to his nearby table.

      “We’re so pleased you’re here. Your table is ready. This way, Prince Theodor.” The impeccably coiffed hostess in her black dress takes me to the private dining room I’ve booked for my anniversary dinner date.

      “May I have one more chair, please?” I nod at the table set for two in a moody, intimate room painted deep maroon. “And I suppose another place setting, if it’s not too much of a bother?”

      Her eyes widen ever so slightly. “Did we make an error⁠—”

      “Not at all. My, er, plans changed this evening. I’m now expecting Prince James and his guest, Frankie Lee-Smith, instead of Aidan Fitzwilliam. Thank you.” My lips twitch only the slightest amount at the effort of mentioning his name. Like I’m used to kissing poison.

      With a tumble of apologies, the staff add a place setting and a chair to the table while I order a Corpse Reviver cocktail to tide me over as I wait for my friends. Because drinking on an empty stomach is a solid plan, especially when I’m being smeared in the press. Now, seated alone in the room, I call up a search for myself on my phone’s browser, and I’m soon rewarded with the exclusive story to match the headline James sent me. After all, I’m invested in finding out more about “the truth” about me.

      It’s terrible.

      There’s Aidan, looking bashful and wide-eyed as he, with a liquid tongue, spills a silken pack of lies. Transfixed and horrified, I scroll.

      

      
        
        “The Truth” About Danish Prince Theodor: Ex-Boyfriend Tells All in Exclusive!

        Aidan Fitzwilliam, entrepreneur, met with Daily News in an exclusive interview, and revealed his difficult relationship with the glamorous—but “troubled”—Prince Theodor of Denmark. Theodor lives in London, operating his creative consultancy business and lifestyle influencing social media channels.

        Following the tragic death of Danish King Christian last year after a brief illness, Fitzwilliam, 28, was soon spotted at the grieving prince’s side. Fitzwilliam selflessly dedicated himself to consoling Prince Theodor, 27, through his terrible loss. The prince soon lost himself in alcohol, men, and endless events as he failed to cope, Fitzwilliams reports.

        “I had no choice but to leave him, after the many affairs. And all the drinking. It was dreadful,” confesses Fitzwilliam, the only beau who has bravely put up with the Danish prince’s antics for more than a handful of dates. “Theodor would go to endless parties. He has a wandering eye, and he’s a philanderer. Theodor’s totally unreliable. I don’t know how he’ll amount to anything at this rate.”

        The last straw for Fitzwilliams was Theodor’s “appalling” behavior at the society event of the season in London, the lavish engagement party for Zoe Bourne, 24, and Patrick Delaney, 30. Prince Theodor hung off singer Zoe Bourne’s fiancé’s every word, the sought-after actor Patrick Delaney. Theodor and Delaney polished off “bottles of champagne” and “shut the party down,” according to Fitzwilliam, who comforted the tearful Bourne.

        “I should have known he would break my heart,” Fitzwilliams lamented to our correspondent Kirstie Le Sauvage-Smith, “since Theo’s the notorious black sheep of his family. I should have listened to the warnings. But I was entirely caught off guard by his relentless charm offensive. And now, I’ve been blindsided by Theo’s selfishness, after everything I did for him. The least he could have done is show up sober to my birthday party. Yet he was passed out drunk by 8pm. He even had the nerve to tell me he wished he was in Copenhagen when I complained. Rude.”

        Fitzwilliams launches his own skincare line, True Glow Radiance, next month, which will be available soon at exclusive boutiques across London. A flagship shop is scheduled to open later this year.

      

      

      Well, shit. All Aidan’s missing is that I’m a lousy lover and I ran over his beloved pet. I abruptly put my phone face down on the table with a loud thump and suck back an inelegant breath.

      The fucker. I’m hardly that bad. And I only had one drink before we went out for Aidan’s birthday—I was very far from passed out. Aidan cleverly omitted the last thing I wanted to do was go to an ostentatious party two months after my father died. True, I did tell him I wished I were in Copenhagen—because my mother had been in tears on the phone earlier that night, and it felt too soon to celebrate anything after my father’s passing.

      And there were no affairs, despite his regular suspicions. True, I’m a flirt, but I’m outgoing, and I like people. People often get caught in my vibe. Is that really a crime? I’m hardly selfish. Plus, Patrick Delaney seems a lot queerer than he’s publicly let on—or confessed to his girlfriend when he spilled everything to me, a captive audience over champagne in a private corner.

      The product placement is the cherry on top.

      When James and Frankie arrive, I get up to exchange hugs with them both, my mind racing.

      “Put your phone away,” James says sternly after a solid hug. He shakes his head, light brown hair falling into his eyes as he pushes it away. “It won’t do anything but drive you mad.”

      I hesitate, starting to protest. Then he snatches my phone and tucks it away inside his blazer.

      “There. Think of this as a time-out. You’ll thank me later,” James tells me with a voice of authority and gives me a stern look, then reaches for a menu.

      Beside him, Frankie’s deep brown eyes crinkle against his dark skin. He gives me a wry grin. “Sorry, Theo. It’s a bunch of bollocks.”

      James squeezes his hand, nodding emphatically. “Total bollocks.”

      “I can’t believe it.” I shake my head in disbelief. Betrayal feels like being filleted like one of the fishes at the raw bar tonight the restaurant is famed for. “Like what the actual fuck? He’s lost it.”

      “Theo, you need to stop falling for losers,” James informs me.

      “Shame I have impeccably bad taste, then.” Since after Auggie. He was a tough act to follow, but I’m not telling that to anyone. I probably should have taken things more seriously back then. “And I’m too annoying to love, anyway,” I say flippantly. “Too messy.”

      “If it makes you feel better,” James says conspiratorially, leaning in, “apparently, Aidan fell for a groom.”

      “What?” I blink, a frown tugging down the corners of my mouth. There’s running off with another man, then there’s stealing someone’s betrothed. “Whose husband?” I demand. “I want names.”

      “Nobody’s husband,” James informs me with a shrug. He waves a hand carelessly. “As in, a stable hand.”

      “A stable hand!”

      None of this makes me feel the least bit better.

      “From Windsor Castle. John told me,” James explains with a nonchalant shrug, peering at me over his menu. Prince John is James’ younger brother, third and fourth in line to the British throne after Prince Auggie and Princess Anne, their cousins. James and John are both cut from the same cloth of chaos. “He saw them at the weekend. Caught them red-handed in the tack room, actually. Bit of a scandal. John was going to call you, don’t worry. But he’s been away in Berlin this week.”

      “They have phones in Berlin. I’ve been there. I know it for a fact,” I say darkly, my face burning as my mind reels, trying to make sense of what I’ve been told. But none of this makes any sense. It’s all going from bad to worse. I rub my temples. “And, for the record, no, John calling or not calling doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      Plus, Windsor Castle makes me think of Prince Auggie again. Auggie and I have had a moment or two in said tack room ourselves, once upon a time. And then, silly me, I blew him off for Jonathan because Jonathan wasn’t a prince and had no royal baggage. But then, Jonathan left me too, breaking my heart because I was foolish enough to fall in serious like with him. I swear he liked his hounds more than me. In fact, I know he did. There was a string of men after that, true. But when I met Aidan, I thought it was for real. Real love.

      Real disaster.

      I don’t breathe a word of that.

      Forget love.

      “A bottle of absinthe, please,” James orders, looking at me with something close to pity, when a waiter appears. He knows me too well. “I think we might need it.”
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      A bottle of absinthe between us makes for an interesting night. To our credit, we order food to go along with our drinks. It’s late now, and we’ve moved on to an exclusive club not far from the restaurant. The DJ has the place thumping, and the floor vibrates between the bass and all the people dancing. I’m removed enough from the earlier shock to get into some dancing too, at least.

      When I pause long enough to go to the bar and get some water, I bump unsteadily into someone. “Sorry,” I manage, clapping a hand on the tall man’s shoulder in apology. It’s solid muscle under my fingers. He’s even more built than I am, and I’ve kept in good shape since my military service years ago and more recent modeling work after that. Before I settled into working with my business partner on our design projects.

      The man turns around, frowning, his mouth open to complain. Then his eyes widen in recognition, beneath a tumble of dark, wavy hair.

      Of course he’s hot.

      I grit my teeth. A hot man is what got me in trouble to begin with tonight. Or, more like, said hot man got himself caught up in the tabloids and then caused me problems.

      Also, I might be staring at the stranger.

      Not being a British royal usually has its advantages in London. Less recognition, for starters. I’ve lived in London for years now, away from Denmark. I get less than I would get back home anyway, unless on the off chance I come across a Dane or a Danish monarchy enthusiast. Which, surprisingly, happens more often than one might think.

      Except I’m hardly being subtle tonight. I want to be seen. Straightening to my full height, I stand my ground in defiance.

      Let them photograph me. I insist.

      I want Aidan to know what he’s missing. He’ll be sorry then, him and his wretched groom.

      Except it doesn’t make things any better, and then it dawns on me I’ve still been gawping openly at a gorgeous man, with olive skin and black hair and blue eyes. Which, I’ve got to say, is a stunning combination known to do a number on me. He’s mesmerizing. I gawp like a tourist taking in one of the wonders of the world. Believe me, he’s one of them. Usually, I’m a shade more coy, to my credit, but I’ve had a lot to drink tonight, and my filter is off. In fact, my filter’s probably tossed somewhere deep in the Thames, like a votive offering right alongside some Bronze Age weapons and Roman coins.

      “Prince Theodor?” He has an accent that I can’t quite place. It’s totally hot, though.

      “Guilty,” I say flippantly, recovering in an artful facade of manners. I run a hand through my hair. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to crash into you. Shockingly rude. Would you like me to get you a drink to make up for it? Please.”

      “No need. Already have one.” The man holds up his cocktail, complete with little umbrella and some fancy garnishes. His eyes dance. “You don’t know who I am?”

      If I hadn’t been busy staring at his face like I was trying to etch it into my memory for all time, I would have maybe looked at his hand with its cocktail. Confession time. “To be honest, I barely know who I am right now.”

      “Fair.” The grin he gives is spectacular, easy, almost familiar. His white teeth match his white shirt. I shiver. “I can see why you might want to forget tonight. Bad luck about the news.”

      Now he looks sympathetic. My face burns.

      Oh, hell.

      Does everyone follow the tabloids? God, has everyone seen my embarrassment coming before I did?

      Even so, do I want to forget this stranger? The probability in truth is at around nil. Around us, the dance music thumps on, people laugh and carry on around the bar where we stand in the shifting strobe lights from the dance floor, all purple and pink and blue.

      And then, everything comes crashing down again as his words belatedly register in my brain. My mouth hangs slightly open. So much for finding the evening’s prospect. He’s murdered my opening.

      “Ouch, man.” My suaveness has gone right out the door of the club and died on the Soho street. Probably by drowning in a well-trodden puddle. “You had to remind me about the news.”

      “Sorry.” He looks contrite. Then he searches my eyes, with amusement lingering in his. There’s no malice that I can see, which makes for a refreshing change, at least. “You really don’t know who I am?”

      “How rude, I should have asked your name. I’m sorry, my manners have vanished. Terribly sorry. What’s your name, then?” I ask.

      He laughs easily, shrugging. “It’s Stefanos.”

      I go back to staring. Something is at last clicking into place through an absinthe-induced fog. No wonder he looks a little familiar. “As in, Prince Stefanos?”

      That would be Prince Stefanos of the former Greek monarchy. The Greek Royal Family remains, but in exile outside of Greece, spread across Europe.

      “Yes.” Stefanos bows his head. There’s something completely charming in the gesture, almost shy. Certainly self-effacing. “And I’m very sorry about the reminder of the tabloids. I know they’re a pain for all of us.”

      “You just re-reminded me,” I complain, but I’m smiling, despite the miserable night he seems to insist on reminding me about, like he’s delighting in a few more twists of the knife. And despite my best efforts to forget about Aidan. A stab wound is like that. My gut twinges. Or maybe it’s the drinks protesting in my stomach.

      At any rate, I’m distracted by Stefanos, the moment of his glossy hair like a shampoo commercial as he laughs again, ducking his head down as he breaks my riveted gaze.

      “I’ve got to say, the prince-per-capita rating in this club is off the charts tonight.” I gaze openly at him, leaning ever so slightly in. Yes, he’s hot. Confirmed. As if there were any question about his hotness. The evening’s at last starting to look better and better. Thank fuck.

      “Absolutely—”

      Then, in turn, someone careens into me—and my flirting is officially cancelled.

      Because it’s officially messy o’clock at the bar before last call.

      And I’m drunk enough to not have my bones left for balance—and I crash hard, my drink splashing him first—and I fall hard right into Stefanos’s chest.

      “Fuck!” I cry out as we attempt to grab each other.

      Stefanos’ eyes widen as we both lose our balance and grasp desperately at each other in a last-ditch effort to stay upright. Our cocktails crash to the ground, exploding in a mess.

      “That’s Prince Theodor!” someone calls.

      Lucky me, being recognized in this moment. Probably thanks to my lifestyle social media accounts rather than widespread public fan-personing over the Danish monarchy in London. It’s the last, fleeting thought I have as we fall hard.

      Which is about when people start to snap photos and video.

      Then we land on the floor in a tumble of limbs, ice cubes, and shattered safety glass.
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      “Oho, I was planning to make introductions, but I see you’ve already met.” James’ voice, deadpan as ever, drifts down to where I lie amid people’s ankles and plastered against another prince. I squint up at James through the shifting lights of the club. I try to get my bearings as he stands, nonchalant, with his hands in his pockets, marveling at the spectacle as if he’s admiring a new sports car and kicking the tires.

      “Does glass wash out of a Prada suit?” I mumble thickly from where I’ve landed on top of Stefanos and through the absinthe and cocktails. James has no smart comebacks for that question.

      Then, I’m staring down at Stefanos, as we’re encircled by a gathering crowd, complete with phones capturing every excruciating moment. He’s equally wide-eyed and breathing hard from the shock of it all.

      “You alright?” I ask. Stefanos nods.

      This is one way to make a literal impression.

      Hands pull me up. Hands that belong to my bodyguard, Miles. I glance at my would-be rescuer, though getting on top of Stefanos in a different setting would be positively delightful, far less so while disgracing myself in a club in front of an audience. Miles is impassive, which, to be fair, as he has seen this sort of thing from me before. A little too often.

      “Um, thanks.” I’m breathless too.

      Frankie gives a wry smile from where he stands with the rubberneckers. My pristine look’s turned into a disaster, and I cringe. My clothes will need dry cleaning straight away. Gingerly, I brush off crumbs of safety glass, while James and Stefano’s bodyguard help Stefanos to his feet.

      “I’m so sorry—” I begin to froth apologies, because being knocked down and then having me land on top of a fellow royal as a dead weight is nobody’s idea of fun.

      “It’s fine, it’s fine,” Stefanos assures us. His dark shirt at least disguises the fact that my drink landed on him too. But he looks a little unsteady, the wind still knocked out of him. James holds his arm to keep him firmly upright as he regains his bearings. Stefanos glances at me with a quick smile. “Now you won’t forget me.”

      There’s no sign of the man who crashed into me, which makes me look like a falling-down drunk. Which, unfortunately, is also true tonight, but I had a solid shove to get me there.

      Which is about when the bouncer turns up to glower at us both. Evidently, there’s no royal free pass. “Sirs, your Royal Highnesses, I’m afraid I will need to ask you to leave. We can’t have this kind of behavior in this club.”

      “I’m very sorry,” I begin, gesturing at our group of wide-eyed princes and our security. “We didn’t start the chaos.”

      “Whatever happened, you ended it.” The bouncer’s gaze is fixed on mine and doesn’t waver.

      My face burns hot as I do my best to nonchalantly brush off the safety glass clinging to my damp suit, head held high. Chalk this up to more tabloid fodder. Unfortunately, Aidan will see this too. And instead of making him jealous at how fabulously I’m living my life in the few hours so far without him, I’ve made a spectacle of myself. Again.

      Miles gives me a curt nod. Meanwhile, someone comes with a mop and broom to clean up the mess we’re standing in. “Please,” Miles urges me.

      And so, we collect ourselves and find our way out to the damp pavement outside the club. We stand in a knot as the rain falls, with our collection of bodyguards and security. Nighttime lights are reflected in the nearby puddles.

      “I’m very sorry,” I say again to Stefanos. “I didn’t mean to crush you.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Stefanos assures me quickly, “and I’m fine. Just a bit damp. Plus…” He glances up at the sky for a moment, as the earlier drizzle has turned into a steady rain. He squints at the rain clouds lit soft gray by the city, which gives me the opportunity to admire him. Stefanos has a straight nose and a heart-shaped face. And a great jawline. He has a hint of stubble. Five-o’clock shadow at midnight. I imagine how that would feel against my skin.

      Behave yourself. He’s a prince, not a rebound option. Princes are forbidden pleasures.

      I cough. By some miracle, there’s no paparazzi yet, but that won’t last long as word gets out on social media about our little incident in the club. We’re an unlikely group of European royals, plus Frankie and our bodyguards.

      “Well,” I begin with certainty, taking charge. I glance at Stefanos. “I suppose hailing a taxi is out for all of us. If you wish to come to mine, I can at least offer drier surroundings and a clean shirt. It’s a walk away, not too far. We don’t want to stand around here getting even more wet and waiting for the pap to turn up.”

      There’re nods of agreement as we vote with our feet towards my flat. James and Frankie walk behind Stefanos and me, who in turn are trailed by our security.

      “I’m very sorry to impose—” Stefanos begins.

      “It’s an invitation, not an imposition,” I quip, showing admirable restraint in keeping my response from being completely salacious. As far as these things go, it’s harmless flirting. I lift my eyebrows at him. “Please.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      “I am. And if you’ve had enough of me, for which I can’t say I blame you, you don’t have to stay. But I can offer a clean change of clothes. It’s the least I can do.”

      Stefanos flushes a most becoming shade of pink, even under the streetlights. He’s magnificent and oblivious to his own charms. I’m absolutely fucking riveted. “Alright. I’ll call for a car from your flat, then.”

      Satisfied, I nod. “Good.”

      Then, even with the drink, I’m a little tongue-tied, which is rare for me. Shit. To cover, I find my phone to pretend to be busy checking for messages as we walk, and there turns out to be a couple of texts from friends. Still no Aidan. And an earlier missed call from my sister, Freja. It’s not like her to straight up call, but it’s late—even later in Denmark—and I’m drunk. I’ll spare her my nonsense this time.

      I stuff my phone away.

      “Sorry again about the tabloids,” Stefanos offers into the relative quiet, at least between us. On Piccadilly Street, cars hiss past in the rain, and Frankie and James’ banter behind us fills the silence. “It’s a shame. I want to let you know I think it’s terrible.”

      “Fuck.” That’s a sobering reality. I shake my head. “Does everyone really know about this?”

      “James told me.”

      “Oh.” I’m not sure if Stefanos’ confession feels better or worse because I was hoping to make a decent impression on him. But between flattening Stefanos in the club and my new ex telling all and then some, I’m in a hole that’s rapidly filling with water.

      “Everyone will forget soon enough.” He lifts his eyebrows at me in an appealing way. “They always do. Until—and unless—there’s another thing.”

      With me, there’s guaranteed to be another thing. There always is, no matter how much I try to not have another thing, and for Aidan, I really tried. Trouble just finds me. Inwardly, I deflate. Outwardly, I hold myself up like I own London.

      “Let’s hope there isn’t,” I say carelessly. I cough. Best to divert attention. “So, you’re friends with James, then?”

      “Acquaintances. He invited me out tonight because he knew I was in London for a few days. I’m going home tomorrow.”

      Something inside my chest drops. Disappointment, maybe. Odd. “Where’s home?”

      He laughs, but there’s something that shifts in his expression. I don’t know him well enough to know what it is. Sadness? Regret? “I’m not sure.”

      “Well. Where do you lay your head?” Which brings up delightful images of Stefanos rumpled in bed. “You must have a home.”

      “Our family has several. The original home is in Greece. My most recent home is in Edinburgh, now that I’m finished at St Andrew’s.”

      “So you’re back to Scotland?”

      “Another home. I was going to go to New York, where my parents often are, but I’m off to Corfu next.”

      “Right.” Clearly, I need to look up the Greek royals and figure out who’s who and where they hang out. Meanwhile, another unreadable emotion ripples through me. I keep my tone light. “Too bad you’re not sticking around London.”

      “I come to London every once in a while. Actually, I was born in London. We used to live here, in Hampstead, before my parents moved to New York a few years ago.”

      “Well, let me give you my number. If you want, you can look me up next time you’re here. Or you can delete it tonight when you’re in your hotel or whatever.” I shrug a shoulder.

      He laughs, a reward that thrills me. Stefanos unlocks his phone and pulls up a new contact, handing his phone over to me. I tap out my number as the rain falls on us and pass it back. Our fingers brush. I shiver as my face warms. And it’s not only because of the cold rain on the back of my neck.
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      “It’s this street here.” Shortly after we exchange numbers, I nod at the Dover Street sign above Stefanos and me on the corner. I lead the way to my flat, in a pale-fronted Georgian building, with its large, rectangular windows looking over the street-level shops and businesses. As we enter my building a few minutes later, I greet the porter, who ferries us all up in the lift, and then I let the group loose in my flat. Miles leads the collection of bodyguards over to the suite adjoining my flat.

      Once inside, James and Frankie head straight into the front room with its generous sofas. I told them to make themselves comfortable, and they’re not wasting a second.

      Turning to Stefanos, who looks around the entry with its high coved ceilings and a large abstract painting by a London artist, I hesitate. “Right, I promised you a clean shirt at least.”

      “Only if it’s not a problem…” In the soft light of the entry, Stefanos is stunning. He gives a quick smile, which warms something even in my dark heart. “I mean, I won’t stay much longer. I’ve called for a car. You don’t⁠—”

      “Not a problem,” I confirm easily, casting my gaze over him. We have a similar enough build and height, so it shouldn’t be an issue to find something for him to wear. “You have problems, I have solutions.”

      I hurry off, then flip through a selection of shirts in my wardrobe till I find a Balenciaga black silk shirt with a subtle botanical print, which would look great with his dark hair. It’ll accommodate his biceps and chest to full effect.

      “Here you go.” I present him my offering with what I hope is an appropriately apologetic smile. “I’m very sorry for squashing you and getting your shirt in a mess.”

      “Oh, this is far too nice.” Stefanos gawps at me, shaking his head. “I was thinking something along the lines of a T-shirt.”

      “Nonsense.” I wave him off with my free hand. If there’s one thing I can spare, it’s a shirt, at the very least. “I’m a clotheshorse. I have plenty of shirts. It’s a waste to have them all hanging there, unworn.”

      “Well, if you insist…”

      “I insist with every single fiber of my being,” I say.

      A smile plays with the corners of his mouth. I do my best not to stare.

      “Okay,” Stefanos agrees. “As long as it’s every fiber.”

      Brightening as he takes the shirt at last from me on its wooden hanger, I gesture towards the WC. “You can change in there if you like. And I’ll take your coat to hang it up.”

      Which I do. I wouldn’t be sorry if he changed in the hallway, but I’ll have to leave that thought for another time and give my imagination free run when he’s not standing in front of me. In the meantime, he heads off to change, and I go off to do the same, finding another white shirt and a pair of trousers. I tsk at the state of the earlier, bedraggled suit and shirt and put them over the back of a chair to wait for dry cleaning.

      I join the others in the airy and inviting front room, with its white walls and colorful books on shelves flanking the fireplace, and equally colorful paintings. James has found the vodka in the freezer, and he’s set out glasses. He’s already started in with Frankie. James sits sprawled in an armchair by the hearth. Frankie’s on one of the plush velvet sofas, flipping through one of the oversized art books on my low coffee table.

      “Ah, good.” James shifts to pour me a glass over ice, waiting on a tray. I accept the drink from him and sit on the sofa opposite Frankie. “Well, I must say this wasn’t the night you originally planned for.”

      “Can’t say it is.” Truth be told, I was looking forward to my anniversary night with Aidan, a cozy night in after dinner out to celebrate our milestone. Everything had been going so well, on the balance. Obviously, I was wrong. I’m a master at the art of denial. I shut down that line of thinking before it goes any further. “Thanks for coming out on no notice. And for bringing Stefanos. It all helped.”

      James’ eyes glimmer with something I can’t quite read. “Thought you might hit it off. Not quite like that, mind. You’ll need to go easier next time, Theo.”

      Next time.

      Oh yes, please.

      I do my best to give a nonplussed sort of shrug, leaning back against the riot of cushions, fresh florals over wool fabrics, I’d sewn together with my friend Ethan for a project on my social media. Once lovers, Ethan married last year, and he remains one of my closest friends, business partner, and co-conspirator.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Which is about when Stefanos joins us, pausing in the doorway. He gazes around the room, taking it in, something I’ve taken pride in decorating with a heritage meets modern aesthetic. Does he like it? My face warms, caught out, wondering if he heard our exchange. The shirt looks as good on him as I imagined, and I nod my approval.

      “Drink?” James asks, reaching for the vodka, but Stefanos shakes his head, one of his quick smiles appearing.

      “No, thank you. I’ll be leaving in a moment.”

      “Shame.” James sighs. “The night’s young. No sign of dawn for hours yet.”

      Stefanos laughs. “I have an early flight out tomorrow. And I need to pack.”

      “All-nighter,” James tries with an irreverent grin.

      “Now, James, the man’s not our prisoner. He may leave if he wishes,” I admonish James.

      Stefanos is entertained, at least, by the idea of being kept captive here, which, despite whatever Aidan’s said, is not how I roll.

      “Let me walk you out, then.” I glance at Stefanos, taking a sip of my vodka before setting it down.

      We head back to the entry, where I retrieve Stefanos’ coat. Our gazes meet in the hallway mirror as he buttons his wool overcoat. It could be my imagination, but there’s the slightest blush over his cheeks as I take him in.

      “James is right. It’s a shame you couldn’t stay,” I tell him as we walk out of my flat. I tug the door shut behind me and lock it for good measure. It’s hard to say if that’s to keep anyone out or to keep the rabble in.

      He glances over his shoulder at me as we make our way to the lift. “Agree.”

      Then, we’re not sure what to say to each other as we wait. I stuff my hands in the pockets of my wool coat, left open. I fidget with my keys in my pocket.

      When we enter the lift, I press the button and lean back, my head resting against the mirrored wall. We’re reflected a million times in here. There’s something searching in his gaze. Something I can’t name.

      “I’m glad to have met you.” Stefanos is all manners again. But his eyes dance once more. “And like I said before, everyone will forget about the news.”

      I groan, shaking my head. “Yeah. Eventually.”

      “The way out is through.”

      “Perhaps for a better man.” I cough, caught off guard by his sincerity.

      Then, the lift doors open, and we walk through the lobby past the porter to the outside. We collect our bodyguards, and then we shelter together beneath the black awning as heavy rain falls. Water pools in the street gutters, and spring’s promise is far away on this cool night. A black car waits at the curb, engine idling.

      “Well,” I begin, tilting my head at the car. Our breath curls in puffs in the dark night. “Guess that’s your ride, then.”

      My gaze lingers on his. Such blue eyes, even in this light. The tip of his nose is already pink from the cold.

      Stefanos searches my gaze in return, his eyebrows up ever so slightly. The lift to his jaw as he gazes at me does something melty to my insides. And then he runs a hand through his hair.

      I open my mouth to say something, but I can’t find the air to speak. I fidget with my keys again.

      “Maybe one day, we’ll meet up again,” Stefanos says into the quiet. “James speaks highly of you.”

      I shiver, entranced by him. God knows what James has said. He’s a wild card. “Maybe we will.”

      “Come to Corfu when the weather’s better,” Stefanos says lightly. “Come to see the sun.”

      It’s all I can do to swallow hard. Distraction, I tell myself, from your situation. He’s proven himself to be a textbook study of manners. Unlike Aidan. And I only ruin beautiful things. Plus, he’s a prince. And the timing is terrible.

      Yet, I’m already intrigued. I want more.

      I can’t have more.

      “Better than summer in England, I suppose,” I quip. “Usually.”

      “Usually!”

      Then we both laugh, standing face-to-face. He mirrors my pose, hands deep in his pockets. “I need to go.”

      “Go.”

      His eyes crinkle in a way I could totally get used to. “I’m going.”

      “Quit stalling, then. Get the hell out of here.” I shake my head, giving him a stern look. “And guess I’ll see you around.”

      Then he unleashes the glory of his full smile, better than the Mediterranean sun, filling me with the warmth he radiates. I shudder. He turns and walks to the car, disappearing inside. His bodyguard slips in from the other side.

      And I remain fixed in place, watching Stefanos leave, till the red taillights of the car vanish around the corner.
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      When I wake the next morning, sun slants through my partly open curtains, casting onto my bed. I lift my silk sleep mask, rub an eye. Too bright. I roll over onto my back with a heartfelt yawn and a thudding in my brain, courtesy of my hangover. Then, I get up long enough to down yet another glass of water and crawl back into bed till noon, a more civilized time to start the day.

      And then, yesterday evening comes back in a rush: Aidan’s breakup text, his press exposé about how apparently self-involved I am, and meeting Stefanos. I wriggle in the covers, the sunbeam having moved off me, and onto the wooden floor. Drifting to full wakefulness, I imagine the first cup of tea and a quiet day, possibly editing some video once my brain catches up with my body, protesting the late night and shenanigans and drinks. James and Frankie left around 4:00 a.m.

      At last, I get out of bed, reaching for my dressing gown to put over my boxers and slide my feet into embroidered wool slippers. Soon, I go through the ritual of making tea, sitting at the aged oak plank kitchen table, trying to get my bearings as I swipe through my phone. It’s blown up with messages about Aidan’s tell-all, which I can’t bear reading through quite yet. Something for later me. Later, less-hungover me.

      Ethan’s text is more interesting. We’re working on a project together to make over his sister’s home. He’s an interior designer. I’m a creative consultant. My sister says I fluff pillows for a living, to which I told her fluffing men’s the alternative career path for me, to which she accused me of being vulgar.

      
        
          
            
              
        Check your email. New fabric’s dropped for the curtains. Drinks later?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s far too soon to think about drinks. But working on Emma’s house is a fun project. She’s given Ethan and me free rein, which is a bold choice.

      
        
          
            
              
        5pm. Mine or yours?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Come down to the studio
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      I drag out my laptop and overflowing diary and set up shop on top of the battered old table, stained dark with time and many coats of varnish, a real find. I flip open the plump brown leather diary bookmarked to this week. It’s stuffed with fabric samples and notes, favorite takeaway menus and tickets. I jot down tonight’s drinks, my hand hovering over yesterday. Then I write.

      

      
        
        BETRAYAL. Also drinks with James et al.

        Stefanos. Corfu.

      

      

      The diary helps me keep tab on what’s coming up, my work plans, and also a record of what’s happened. And remembering Stefanos, dancing around the raw feelings about Aidan, is an infinitely happier daydream than my reality. Yet it feels important to remember meeting Stefanos. James can do something right, too, after all, by intending to make the introduction. If there’s hope for James, maybe there’s hope for me too.

      I settle into an afternoon of editing content for my social media platforms, including photos, videos, and captions for the days ahead. No matter that some people think I’m a layabout and party boy. I’ll take the latter, but I’m actually quite busy with work as well as frolic, which doesn’t get nearly as much coverage in the press.

      When I lift my head, I’ve made a checklist for Monday for upcoming styling gigs, such as Earl MacBride’s fiftieth birthday party later this month and decorating Kelsey Sinclair’s new Belgravia flat this spring. A luxury brand has reached out to me to quote on an upcoming in-store event and campaign styling for that too. Most of my income comes through my work, though I receive a modest family stipend too.

      I cap my fountain pen and lean back in my chair with a sigh. By this point, I’ve been through the pot of tea and a pitcher of water with lemon slices to rehydrate. Given there’re nights out with drinks more often than not, the hangover’s familiar and feasible. Being out and seen is partly how I land my work, and hosting parties. Although my twenty-seventh birthday last year was a nonevent after Father died in July. And personal parties have been thin on the ground since then. The only silver lining to everything last year was meeting Aidan, who helped me through the height of my grief.

      And then there’s the present.

      I wince at the earful Freja’s bound to give me, both as my sister and our new Queen. Our English mother married into the Royal Family, and she remains a queen herself, but not ruling like my father. Between Mamma’s influence and boarding school in the UK, I sound far more English than Danish.

      When I head out to meet Ethan, I’m in a wool shirt and coordinating trousers, Chelsea boots, and my overcoat with a mohair scarf in blue, white, and yellow tartan. His studio is in a mews house, tucked away in a secret nook of London that once used to be stables and is now the center of our design business. I rap on the door, and he unlocks it a couple of moments later.

      Ethan brightens when he sees me, giving me a hug and a sympathetic tut too. We straighten. He’s wearing a gray pullover with black jeans, about my height, a solid six feet tall. “Too bad about Aidan.”

      I hold up my hand. “Save that for drinks. Show me the swatches.”

      On the broad island in the middle of the showroom, wool fabric swatches and paint samples are laid out in pairings. We look over them together, sorting through our favorites and deciding which fabrics would work best together. Together, we look at our mood board and make notes.

      Once we’re done, we move upstairs to Ethan’s flat, where he pours us sparkling wine, and we sit. “Okay. What’s happened now?”

      I groan. “Must we?”

      “We must,” Ethan declares with certainty, clinking his glass with mine. Then he starts setting out some nibbles, cheese and crackers, and grapes. “Because last I heard, you were mooning over Aidan.”

      I’m quiet for a moment, debating my approach. “He cancelled me.”

      “Evidently.” Ethan waits, peering at me beneath chestnut-brown hair. He tilts his head, leaning back against a kitchen counter as I sit perched on one of the barstools at his small table at the end of the kitchen. “The press, you might’ve noticed, is lapping this up.”

      I groan again, raking a hand through my hair. “Yeah. Shame.”

      “You know what they say. Bad publicity is good publicity.”

      “Not when your sister’s the new Queen. If this gets out back home, she’ll murder me.”

      “We’ll figure out damage control. But what I want to know is what got you here.”

      “A cascade of miserable life choices and regrets?”

      He gives me a level look, sipping his wine. “Go on.”

      I sigh, shoulders slumping, leaning back into the wall. “I thought things were going well. You know, six-month-anniversary date night and all that.”

      “Yeah. I remember. And?”

      “And… I don’t know, he got cold feet?” I tug at my collar, unfastening a button. Better. “Commitment-phobe.”

      “Could be.”

      “You have the old, what did you do this time, Theodor face on. I know it. Apparently, I took my relationship out back and shot it in cold blood.”

      “How? He must have said something before this.”

      “I don’t know. He thought I was out too much, flirting with other men. That he didn’t think I was serious enough. I mean, I can’t have a personality transplant, as helpful as that might be,” I complain vigorously.

      The truth is, I loved Aidan. If only I had told Aidan I loved him, this probably wouldn’t have happened. Maybe.

      Ethan nods, watching me. “And what happened last night? I saw you on Instagram, nose to nose with Prince Stefanos of Greece on a sticky club floor.”

      “I don’t know if it was sticky…” I try, squirming. It’s hard to dispute the nose-to-nose bit, which evidently has been immortalized on social media too. Just wait till the pap dig their teeth into that one and gnaw that down to the bone. “Date night was cancelled yesterday since Aidan dumped me by text. So, I went out with friends instead.”

      “Right.” Ethan looks startled, downing some more wine. He reaches for the cheese, cutting a few more slices. He puts an olive wood cutting board between us, laden with charcuterie offerings. “So the breakup was before Prince Stefanos. Not because of.”

      “No! God no!” Alarmed, I straighten fully. “Is that what you think? Give me some credit.”

      “It matters less what I think and more like what the press and socials think. And popular media with footage from your club night is not going with your narrative, but that you had an affair with Stefanos.”

      “What? Fuck me.” I groan, running a hand through my hair again. “I’m done for. How did they spin that bullshit so quickly?”

      “Cheer up, mate. At least you weren’t caught shagging sheep.” Ethan’s grin is irrepressible.

      “They’ll deepfake that for next week’s episode,” I say darkly as he laughs.

      We set into demolishing the spread of food, sharing the bottle of wine. His golden retriever pads into the room and flops on the floor between us on the tiles.

      “It’ll pass, Theo. But maybe you need to think more on what happened.”

      “Yeah, and I can give myself a lobotomy, too, while I’m at it.”

      “Seriously.”

      “What part of me doesn’t seem serious about the lobotomy?”

      He shifts the board closer to me. “Eat something. And we can order in a curry.”

      We do. And I’ll leave further reflections about Aidan and our relationship for the dead of night when I can’t sleep.
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      Around 8:00 p.m., I return home. I kick off my shoes in the entry and hang up my coat, then proceed to flop on the sofa in front of the fire. Flames dance, giving the room a warm glow. Finally, I let out a deep breath, which feels like I’ve been holding since last night. My phone’s in my hand, and I’m about to start swiping through the stack of messages I’ve been successfully avoiding until now.

      Which is when my phone rings, startling me. Some twisted part of me still hopes it’s Aidan for a brief moment. Then, Freja’s name appears on the screen.

      Shit. I forgot to call her back earlier. I answer.

      “Hi, sorry I didn’t get back to you earlier… it’s been a bit of a day.” My lips twitch.

      “Hi.” She’s unusually curt, a slight edge to her voice.

      Father’s passing last summer also meant my sister, Freja, moved from Crown Princess to Queen, with a large public celebration of her coronation scheduled this summer, following last year’s Proclamation. I promised I wouldn’t do anything to embarrass her in the months running up to the coronation event. That I’d be a model of comportment and dignified behavior. To my credit, everything had been fairly smooth the last few months, thanks to falling for Aidan. And now, Aidan’s unraveled everything.

      “Is everything alright?” I try breezily, gazing at the pale ceiling, the white coving trim that encircles the room. “You don’t usually call. Is Mamma okay?”

      “She’s fine.” Still curt. There’s some strain to her voice.

      “Are you fine?”

      There’s no way this debacle with Aidan would have hit the Danish press yet. Or news of my alleged affair with Stefanos the cherry on top of Aidan’s tell-alls, like we’re on an episode of Renaissance Man.

      “Yes. No. It’s why I’m calling.” Freja falters. I can envision her fidgeting with her long blonde hair. She doesn’t sound angry, at least. Maybe she hasn’t seen the news about me after all. Or maybe it’s not about me. My shoulders relax a little. Ethan’s called me out before for acting like the world revolves around me. James’ counterpoint is that I just need a bigger orbit.

      I draw in a deep breath, sitting up. “You’re pregnant?” Bit of a scandal, seeing as she’s unmarried.

      “Theo! No. Of course not.”

      “Sorry.” I’m not entirely sorry for this, because getting a rise out of her is a thrill as her pesky younger brother. “Well? Out with it.”

      “I… I wish we could talk in person. Are you coming home soon?” She sounds nervous.

      “Should I?” I ask, now wary. My jaw tightens. Sitting up, I swing my feet to the floor, staring down at my pink-and-red striped wool socks. “No, sorry. No plans to come home to visit in the next few weeks.” Though getting away from the pap—and Aidan—has a certain appeal to forget my troubles. “I’m afraid you’ll just need to talk to me like this. We could do a video call.”

      “No, no.” She’s quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know how to tell you this. But… I’ve fallen in love.”

      I suck back a deep breath to the bottom of my lungs, hugely relieved. “That’s brilliant news! Fuck, you scared me. Why do you sound so worried, then? Do you need some dating advice from me? Which, I’ve got to say, is a first. But I’m happy to help you out.”

      I can totally fake advice for her love life. Starting with: don’t act like an arse.

      “I don’t need dating advice.”

      There goes my opening. The frown returns, with adjacent brow-furrowing. “Then?”

      “He’s… he’s American. He runs an animal rescue. We met at a charity ball some time ago. And then we fell in love.” There’s dead air for a moment that hangs sharp between us. “And… I’m moving to America, Theo.”

      “You… what?” The frown deepens. Hopping up to pace, my mind races to make sense of this. “Freja, you’re about to be celebrated as the new Queen this summer. Have you forgotten? I’m sure there’s an app you can use to remind you if you need help⁠—”

      “I… we got married. In secret. Obviously.”

      I splutter, stopping dead in my tracks, flailing an arm. “What?”

      Freja’s the steady one.

      The one you can count on. The one who never deviates off course. Maybe she’s drunk. I wish I were. I don’t even have it in me to make some smart comment about a Vegas wedding.

      Any minute now, I’ll wake and find out it was some kind of weird dream⁠—

      “Theo, I’m very sorry, but I’m abdicating.” She gives a moment to let that weight crush me into smithereens. Then she stomps on them. “After all, I can’t possibly be the Queen from America. It’s totally unreasonable.”

      Sense has officially left this conversation. My sister’s possessed, and I want the old Freja back. The one I could predict and wouldn’t pull something like this.

      “And everyone thought I was the one to fucking worry about.” A headache thuds behind my eyes.

      I stare at the shuttered windows in my front room, shutters that I carefully worked on bringing back to life when I bought this place, another project in a series I’ve filmed and built a name for myself leading the restoration works. For once, I had direction, after the structural work was done and the plasterers had been through following upgrades to the plumbing and electrical. Then came my world of projects, like the shutters. Stripping off the old paint, sanding the wood smooth, new paint. Shutters, at least, can be trusted to do what they should. Like block out light. Unfortunately, they’re no help when a conversation’s gone utterly mad.

      My stomach turns. I might vomit as an icy ripple runs down my back and my face burns. The room’s suddenly too hot, the collar of my shirt too tight.

      “Wait. You’re not joking?”

      “You heard me,” she says softly, so quiet I can barely hear her. “I can’t—won’t—remain Queen. And… you’re next in line to the throne. You know that. I mean, you could abdicate too, but we both know Lars is a total disaster and can’t rule.”

      Lars is the third in line to inherit the Danish throne, our cousin, riddled with serious scandal following various arrests and charges. It would be an even bigger scandal for the monarchy if he were to inherit the throne. Something we always thought impossible, as likely as me to inherit the throne.

      “Oh no. No, no, no. No fucking way, you can’t do this. Freja! Fuck.”

      “We’ll talk soon, darling—I have to go. I haven’t told anyone else. You needed to know first. To give you some time to let the news sink in.”

      I start to sweat, shock setting over me in a wave. Words escape me as I float, light-headed. The room reels. I sag hard into an armchair before my legs give out and rub my eyes with my free hand.

      “Wait just a minute. You can’t just go and dump all this and hang up on me,” I protest loudly, gesturing as if she can see me. “Becoming Queen was your dream!”

      Freja clears her throat. “I… I’ve dreamed of doing something else, Theo. For a long time. Obviously, you know the pressure in the spotlight. The truth is, becoming Queen wasn’t as much my dream as everyone else made it out to be. And I love Avery, and he has this incredible family ranch with an animal rescue, and he’s all I can think about. And… the perception of a Danish queen in America doesn’t follow.”

      Instant pounding headache.

      “Freja. Seriously⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      “Seriously, Freja.”

      “The ranch can’t move to Denmark.”

      “Can’t… uh, Avery, is it? Can’t he move?”

      She gives a delicate cough. “He has the ranch. We can’t move the ranch. His family relies on him to run it and the rescue. And… there’re admittedly a few charges in Avery’s past, from when he was working for an environmental charity, chaining himself to trees and heavy equipment and things⁠—”

      “Freja.”

      “I’m very, very sorry,” she says again, her voice faltering. “The charges were a bit of a surprise to me as well. Let’s talk again soon. I miss you.” And she hangs up.

      I stare at my dark phone.

      “What the actual fuck?” I sputter, breathless like someone’s kicked me in the gut.

      My future plans in no way ever entertained the idea of becoming King.

      When I wake up later, possibly face down in some strange man’s bed, it’ll be back to the usual scheduled scandal and the inevitable hangover. And all of this will be some kind of bad dream brought on by all-too-familiar poor life choices.
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