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  Dedication


This book is dedicated to those who followed Aron and Quinton’s journey through volume one to three. Thank you for all the support!
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  CHAPTER ONE

Four years after the end of Volume Two


I’m going to die of boredom has always been a phrase I thought to be an extreme exaggeration but, oh boy, it certainly ain’t. 
I’m going to die of boredom. Straight up. No lie. Dropping dead in a minute. My eyes roll into the back of my head every time Lorrence Olaine speaks. His white whiskers slightly stained red from wine and cheeks dusted pink. He’s already drunk and I’m ready to get the hell out of here! But the prince running from members of the court isn’t exactly what my parents, or I, wish to see as the next big headline.
Prince Aron Vaughn bolts before Lorrence Olaine can bore him with another stupid hunting story, has a mere paragraph about the actual conversation while the remaining ninety is about my sexuality and super genius, son of a crazed killer boyfriend. Somehow everything else has become clickbait rather than what it once was; prince is going through a phase. Oh dear, when will he drop his boyfriend and get back on track?
Uh oh, maybe this wine is getting to me too. I’m getting a little saucy? Salty? Both? I don’t know, but I down my glass of wine, hoping to drink my way out of the occasion.
“That’s certainly enough,” Dad whispers, appearing out of nowhere to take my glass of avoidance.
Hey, hey, gimme that back! I can’t speak to these old fogies sober! You are about to get smacked, fool! Oh yeah, the wine is definitely getting to me. More reason to give it back then.
Dad smiles when asking, “Lord Olaine, would you mind if I steal my son for a moment?”
“Not at all!” Lorrence smacks my arm far too roughly, as usual. And as usual, I smile from ear to ear while imagining shaving his disgusting mustache off and throwing the remnants in his drink like the mature prince that I am. At least he has a compliment to give in his drunken stupor, “You spoke well to the court today, Your Highness. We all know you’ve been working—” He hiccups. “—very hard alongside His Majesty.”
My response is as manufactured as they come. “Thank you. It’s an honor to take the stand and I hope to continue showing my best in the future.”
But it pleases Lord Olaine, nonetheless. He waddles away with a smile on his face, in search of the next poor sap to garner his attention. Once he’s gone, I look at my father with a pained smile.
“How have you put up with this for so long? I’m not even as busy as you and I wanna pull my hair out,” I whisper, eyeing those in the surrounding ballroom.
There are 103 members of the court. Let’s put it simply, each district of Gantia gets one representative no matter what, others are given based on population count. These members are elected once every two years. Then there’s those that are not elected but are passed down. They are the Regent, Chief of Homeland Security, Chief of Military, Chief of Health, Chief of Economy & Trade and, obviously, my father, the king.
Today there are some extras such as foreign ambassadors, along with a bit of press. To the side are tables filled with food and drink. Soft music plays from the small orchestra located a floor above, peering down at us from the open second floor. Conferences like this have become the norm for me as I’ve taken on more and more royal duties with my father, which he and mother have often argued against, but I need to prove my worth! They’re a complete drag, boring as all hell and incredibly annoying. Not everyone is as fond of me as Lord Olaine.
“You get used to it,” Dad chuckles, escorting me away from the crowd. Some smile and nod to us but none come to interrupt us, although I notice a few sneers from Mr. and Mrs. Coralline from across the room. I glare back until Dad steps in front of me to become a blockade between us.
Freaking jackasses, still trying to start shit. They better be retired when I take the throne, otherwise I’m firing them!
“That’s not what I came over here for. Aron,” Dad presses his hand to my shoulder. “Do you know what time it is?”
I check my phone. “A little after seven. Why?”
Dad frowns. “Weren’t you supposed to leave at three?”
“Trust me, I wanted to!” I’m about to throw my hand in a silly gesture to those in the room until I spot a few paparazzi watching me. Quickly, I drop my arm because anything “childish” I do is immediately brought up in the media. I’ve done well thus far to erase my past; to erase the childish, cocky, and stubborn high school boy. I can’t mess up now.
I clear my throat and stand tall when responding, “But you know how things get here. First Cherry was talking to me, then Harriot and Lorrence. I’ve been dragged around by everyone and the one time I even tried to go to the bathroom. Do you know what Harriot asked me?”
Dad grips my shoulder. I think he wants to say something, but I’m still rambling.
“She asked if I was running away from my duties to see my boyfriend?” I huff and cross my arms. “How is spending time with my partner considered running away from my duties? I’d bring him along if he wasn’t busy. Even today he had—”
Realization sets in.
Dad rubs my shoulder soothingly before the panic rushes through me.
“No, no, no,” I hiss, throwing my head in my hands. Dad pulls me close to pat my back now when I shake my head furiously. “Shit, I forgot. How the hell could I forget?!”
“It’s ok, Aron. Quinton will understand. Go now, at least spend some time with him today.”
“Spend some time with him?” I snort, stepping back in a rush. “He’s going to be pissed. I doubt he even wants to see me. Shit!”
As expected, the press looks my way, along with a few diplomats. I get the stink eye for my well known potty mouth, but right now, I don’t care. I say goodbye to my father, along with whoever attempts to stop me on my way out. Of course, as I’m going out the door, I overhear members of the court hissing under their breath the same thing I always hear.
“Off to see the Barley boy, I bet.”
I’m tempted to turn around and spit in their face that it’s Underwood, but by now most choose to acknowledge the last name of Quinton’s father. Suppose they do it to purposefully piss us off.
“He’s immature and irresponsible, leaving the conference early. Should the prince and king not be the last to leave?”
My gut twists with discomfort, but I don’t have the time to stay and defend myself. I need to get home to Quinton, fast. My car waits for me outside, though my driver is shocked to see me. One frantic order from me and we’re peeling out of the lot.
I’m fairly certain there is funeral music playing when I get home. My home looms before me, the doors of hell open. I’m surprised my skin doesn’t blister when I step across the threshold, feeling the eyes of the castle workers watch me pitifully as I approach the death that likely awaits me. Because, you see, there’s a certain fear every person gets when they know they’ve fucked up. However, this fear is something else entirely when you know you fucked up and the person who is going to be most angry with you is the Quinton Underwood, Lord of all Hellspawns, Creator of the Underworld, Lucifer himself!
It’s why, even after being away from home for a week, I refuse to even step towards my bedroom. Ok, let’s be honest, our bedroom.
I know Quinton is in there. I know he’s probably reading or studying. I know he’s acting like he isn’t mad when he actually is… and I know we’re going to argue.
But I don’t want to argue. I’ve been at a boring conference with a bunch of old, simple-minded, stuck up politicians for a week! The court members either want to drink or play golf, neither of which I am a fan of. Then we stand around talking about politics until my father and I leave the room, or at least they think I do, then they talk about me. When will my “phase” end and who is willing to bring up at the next meeting whether I’m fit for the throne, the usual.
So yeah, now all I want to do is have a perfectly normal conversation about some dumb show or the crappy songs on the radio like a normal person. Sure, Quinton doesn’t always enjoy those topics but I can get him to indulge me from time to time. I have my ways! By ways I mean force, I just keep talking until he gives in. Hey, if it works, it works!
Actually, I don’t care if we talk about something I wanna talk about. In fact, we can talk about whatever he wants to! Let’s discuss physics or chemistry or how black holes function; does that fall under physics? I don’t know, all that science jargon is up his alley. I don’t get any of it, just; I don’t want to argue. Except I kind of deserve a good lecturing this time, well, most times. Honestly, I’m not the brightest. Knowing that doesn’t make it any easier to open the bedroom door, though.
Peering into the room, I find Quinton sitting at his desk—that’s a complete mess, which is immediately a red flag—looking over some school work. Seeing it reminds me why I’m in trouble in the first place.
Damn, what do I say? Sorry? But I say that so much that I don’t even think it means anything anymore. Why are relationships so complicated? I don’t think I have the mindset for this.
Quinton has to know I’m in the room. It’s so quiet that the door can be heard clicking shut, yet he doesn’t look back at me. The lack of any response chills me to my core. I rather him be calling me an idiot or something other than this terrifying garbage. I’m left shivering like a leaf in my room, too scared to take a step like I expect said room to suddenly explode. Obviously, that doesn’t happen, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Quinton rigged this place with something one day to mess with me.
“I’m... I’m back,” I call out, even if it’s obvious.
He doesn’t answer.
Well, this is off to such a great start, isn’t it?! I thought I was the immature one. What do I do when he’s the immature one?! Panic, that’s about it.
Even if I know I deserve his anger, I just want to explain myself or at least try to. But where do I start? What do I say? How do I explain to him I really didn’t mean to miss his convention? It’s not like he’ll believe me, seeing as he was talking about it to me for months! Months!
Hell, he’s been working on his school project for even longer! And when his paper passed, and he was offered to talk about it before an entire room of people at some fancy shmancy science convention, he was ecstatic. As he should be! I’m ecstatic too, to see him doing so well. It makes me proud and happy for him. I knew the date; I knew the time, and it was so close to the conference that we both knew I could make it...except I didn’t. Again. Someone would remind me as the time drew near. I’d try to leave. Someone would drag me into another conversation and the nerves of messing up in front of a room of hundreds of people made me forget. I’m a walking ball of nerves.
“I’m sorry about the convention.” My voice shakes. I try so hard to stop, but it doesn’t work. “There was just so much to do. Dad had me going to so many meetings and interviews and, well, you know how those old geezers are. Once they talk politics, they never shut up! And it’d be rude to just leave and—”
And what? I don’t know, and the humor—is it really humor though?—isn’t helping, especially when I see Quinton’s shoulders roll. He wants to yell; I know he does. He wants to argue with me about how “we talked about this” or “you promised you’d be there,” because we’ve had this argument before, so many times that I’ve lost count and I hate myself for it. Each time I feel worse than the last, yet nothing changes and it’s always me.
Always me missing important events, forgetting important dates... breaking promises. I should have learned by now, but we both know I’m an idiot and that isn’t going to happen. I always try so hard to be there for Quinton, but that’s a lot easier said than done. With my royal duties and school, it’s difficult. More difficult than I ever imagined.
“I know it meant a lot to you. I know I promised to be there and I am sorry, really! If... if you want to yell at me, I understand. I deserve it, but please, don’t ignore me. Whatever you want to say, say it, pl—”
“Does it matter?” Quinton interjects, finally allowing me to hear his voice that’s trembling similarly to my own; except his is from holding back his anger. However, his eyes aren’t holding anything back when he faces me, allowing that dark gaze of his to freeze me in place. “You couldn’t make it, I understand. You should have called to at least let me know. It pisses me off, but I’ll get over it.”
“Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“That, what you always do!” I’m throwing my hands about like that’ll help at all. It doesn’t, and it seems to annoy Quinton by the way he’s scrunching his nose. “I know it bothers you, but your response shouldn’t just be I’ll get over it, it should be talking with me or telling me how it makes you feel—”
“We’ve already done that and you already know how it makes me feel, Aron.”
I actually hate it when he speaks my name during an argument. The way his voice cuts me, like my name has been turned into a blade. I can’t handle it.
Quinton continues glaring and I still feel like I am looking upon death itself. It isn’t funny, not in the least.
“This has happened so many times already, and we always have this same discussion.” Quinton slams his book shut. I jump at the sound, though I stand my ground when Quinton rises from his chair with his work in hand to stride over to me. He’s standing before me with a scowl and brows furrowed. “What else do you want me to say? Do you want me to repeat the same thing over and over? Do you think it will make you feel better? Do you think it will make me feel better? Because it doesn’t.”
“What will make you feel better?”
“I’ll feel better when you stop making promises you can’t keep.”
My heart clenches so tightly I fear it may disintegrate into nothing, full on Thanos snapped style. I can’t say anything to that, knowing full well that I deserve it and he’s right. It hurts and I don’t know what to do. I hate the way he’s looking at me and I hate the way I’ve been fucking things up time and time again. I...I just wish things could be like they were before.
I wish we could be like we were before.
“I’ve got to work on my thesis,” Quinton sighs after he realizes I’ve got nothing more to say. “Leave me alone for a while.”
I want to argue that we’ve already been apart for a while, but the words lodge in my throat. With that, he walks out of our room, slamming the door shut behind him. The sound makes me flinch once more and my body remains in place until I can no longer hear the stomping of his feet.
Shit, I did it again. I screwed up bad. It seems that’s all I can do lately.
It’s not like I’m always busy, which makes it even worse, actually. This is my senior year of college, Quinton’s too. While my school work has lessened considerably, his has skyrocketed. He’s continuing on into grad school, so he’s just moving up the education ladder while I’m content with a bachelor’s degree. That is already a miracle, so let’s not even discuss more than that! My brain may actually jump out of my skull to beat me to death if I put it through anymore years of torturous school work.
Quinton though, we all knew he was destined for greatness and greatness is exactly what he’s been achieving. He’s busy with classes, with showing off his work, hoping to get into a great grad program, which we all know he’ll definitely do. Grad schools would be crazy not to take him. Freaking perfectionist bastard. Yet, even with all that, Quinton never breaks a promise.
If he says he’ll be at a conference for me, he’ll be there. If he says he’ll be home for dinner at 7, then he’s home at 6:45. If he says he’ll take a day off for my birthday, he takes the day off while I can’t seem to do any of that.
I’ve been attending more meetings with Dad. I’ve gone overseas to meet diplomats or had to interact with them while they were here. There are press conferences, photoshoots, interviews with the press and TV shows, you name it and I’ve done it. One thing after the other, everything blurs together. Always proving myself to the masses and even more so to the court members, those that I’m meant to work with when Dad retires. Years from now, but it’ll happen, so I’m doing everything I can to prove I’ll be the great king I’ve already promised everyone. That means I’m getting busier in my own way.
Damn, that speech in high school screwed me hard. Why did I run off at the mouth again? Now I have so much to live up to and I ain’t ok with that. I’m already troubled, but I just had to go and act all... princely. Freaking stupid.
There’s been the usual get-togethers though, with members of the court and typical things that I’ve done all my life but are now intensifying since I’m old enough to understand what’s going on. I try to do everything I can to be more like my father, to be the king this country deserves. It wouldn’t be such an issue if it didn’t always clash with my personal life. Everything seems to fall when something important is going on, like Quinton’s convention, where he was in front of an audience of hundreds of people talking about the work he’s been doing for years.
That was a big deal for him and he asked me months ago if I’d attend, even if we both knew I would barely understand a word. He even brought it up every now and again like an alarm clock reminding me; don’t forget, don’t forget again Aron, you promised. While he never said it in those exact words, the meaning was there. The look in his eyes was always consistent; please be there this time.
Obviously, I wanted to go, even if it was a nerdy talk that would make my brain turn to mush in half a second. Quinton has worked his ass off with every project he’s been given. He’s Mr. Perfect Bastard after all. As if he wouldn’t get into the convention, hell would freeze over before they denied him.
Still, I missed almost every speech he has given. We’ve never attended any college function together. How many times have I missed his birthday or our anniversary, planned dates? The more I think about it, the more I realize how lousy I’ve been. I don’t mean to. It’s hard keeping my schedule together, but when I say it like that, it sounds like I’m making an excuse. Which I’m not. I really, really don’t mean to be so utterly useless.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Sighing, I sit on our bed, twisting the comforter between my fingers. Our room is meant to put me at ease, but all I feel is discomfort. Especially when I keep gazing over at Quinton’s desk, seeing the papers strewn about like he was ripping through them earlier from frustration. It’s usually so tidy and clean, but when Quinton gets upset, he shows it through small actions that just scream something is off. 
I should go after him. In the beginning, I did. I once followed him through the halls, into the library, and just sat there with him. He would glare. I would glare. We’d argue some more and by the end of the night we’d be back to our usual selves; me being totally awesome and him being a kinda awesome, but obviously less than me, hell spawn. The way it should always be!
But, lately, that hasn’t been working.
Quinton stopped responding. I stopped going after him. It’s childish to chase him around, as if my apologies will change anything. It’s like we’ve both given up and... that scares me. It scares me so much that sometimes I’m too frightened to talk to him because I hate seeing the look of absolute defeat and exhaustion in his eyes.
When did everything go so wrong? I don’t even remember. Not that surprising, but I would appreciate it if my brain would get better at remembering things.
All I can do is to clean up his desk. He hates messes. I know where everything goes and while some papers are filled with gibberish, but he has them marked so they’re easy to place in order. I put all the writing utensils in the very colorful and sparkly coffee mug he was gifted. I chuckle at the memory.
Quinton came home once with a bright rainbow mug that had me cackling. It was clearly made by some young kids after seeing the shaky hand writing in glitter that read; Q for Queen. When I asked how and why he had it, he replied, “A family came up to me with their kids. I couldn’t say no to them.”
Since he obviously would not drink out of it, we put the mug on his desk. He’s gotten a few other gifts that he keeps, although he refuses to mention them. Still, it’s nice and I can tell he likes it. Why else would he keep it all? Freaking guy is almost 21 years old, you’d think he’d open up a bit more to people but nope, as cold as ever.
It’s when I finish organizing his desk that the door opens. I spin around so fast that my feet slip and I fall straight on my ass with a surprised yelp. Fuck you too, floors! Or socks. I don’t know whose fault it is, so, y’know what? Fuck you both!
“Sweetie, are you ok?” Mom giggles when stepping into the room.
“Fine,” I groan, lingering on the ground for a moment. The world is still spinning. Let me regain my composure, but none of my pride.
“Where’s Quinton?”
I bite my lip. Hearing his name sends a frigid chill down my spine. The lack of response clues my mom in. She frowns instantly.
“Oh, I’m sure Quinton understands, Aron. You didn’t mean to miss and he just—”
“He needs to cool down?” I interrupt, sitting up to finally look at my mom with a frown that mirrors her own. “But he has every right to be mad. How many times have I promised to show up to something and didn’t?”
Mom doesn’t answer because she probably lost count, too.
“Did you have this problem with Dad? Tell me it isn’t hereditary and I’m screwed cause I need to stop screwing everything up.”
“Aron, don’t say that,” Mom sighs, quickly coming over to help me off the floor. I say help, but honestly, if she had to pick me up, she’d drop me after a second. She guides me to the bed, where we take a seat. She reaches for my hand and holds it in her lap. “I know things have been difficult lately.”
I snort.
“Well, things are always difficult, but this is just another hurdle that you two will get through, I know it. It’s tough having your duties as a prince and a boyfriend, but Quinton understands. And you’re right, he has every right to be frustrated and you should feel bad about it. It was pretty shitty.”
I let out a soft laugh, shaking my head at Mom when she playfully elbows me.
“Your dad and I had our own obstacles, as will you and Quinton. For one, I wasn’t on my way to going to grad school so that’s something all of its own, but everything will be ok, Aron. If there’s anyone who can get through this, it’s you two.”
With that, she presses a kiss to my cheek before instructing me to pull up the video she took of the convention on the TV. She asks if I want her to stick around for a while, to which I shake my head. She leaves, allowing me to sit alone while hoping that she’s right. I need her to be right.
I tell myself everything will be ok.
Everything will be ok.
As expected, I don’t understand the convention. Mom got some videos of other students as well, which I immediately skipped after a minute or so. Even if I only get the gist of what Quinton’s saying, I still give him my complete attention. I wonder if he felt as proud as I do.
When he was standing up on stage, was he happy? Because I’m happy just watching it. He’s too cool. Not that I would tell him that. The way he holds himself, how he doesn’t stumble over his words or repeats, uh, like someone I know (hi, that’s me); one would think he’s the future heir, not me.
Nothing has changed. I would be annoyed, but at this point, who cares anymore? Ok, I still kind of care. He is such an annoying bastard, but that is not the point!
I’m not sure how far along into the speech I am when the door opens. This time, it’s the very person I’ve been waiting and hoping for, or perhaps dreading, depending on how you look at it.
I quickly pause the recording.
“Hey,” I hum, trying to give a smile.
Quinton takes in the image on the screen before looking back at me. His expression is stone cold, causing the air in the room to mimic it. Bitch should seriously go to the arctic and solve global warming already. Come on, Quinton, you’re slacking!
“How...how’s your thesis going?” I ask.
“Good,” he answers, his voice nothing like it was earlier, helping ease the tension immediately. That’s the first good sign. The second is when he sits his work on the desk and walks towards me rather than keeping his distance. “Your mom recorded it?”
“Yeah.”
“Why are you watching? I doubt you understand a word.” And that’s the final sign Quinton is back to normal.
I release a sigh of relief. He sits next to me with that annoying smirk of his, though I rather not admit aloud that I’m happy to see it. The space between us quickly disappears while we both move over so that we’re sitting side by side. His arm swings around my shoulders to pull me close. Again, won’t say it out loud, but I’ve missed him. Being gone for a week sucks. I could barely sleep in that stupid hotel room.
I made a mistake once to google why I have trouble sleeping away from home. Turns out a person can become accustomed to sharing a bed with someone and when that someone isn’t there, it causes a lack of sleep. I will never, ever, ever tell Quinton that. He cannot know! The power would be too great. He already rules over hell, that is enough!
Knowing him, he probably already knows, though.
“I get the gist of it,” I answer, looking at him with a teasing grin. “Besides, I like when you talk nerdy to me.”
He whacks me over the back of the head for that one. Hey, that was hilarious. He should be laughing. I’m a hoot.
Smiling, I curl closer, and Quinton quickly holds me. His lips press gently into my temple in a soft and silent kiss that makes my toes curl beneath the blankets. Time has changed us, in a way. Public displays of affection are a tad more frequent, although not as often as some. Alone time though, that’s definitely different. When we’re alone, it’s more unusual that we aren’t together than it is to see us apart. I’m not sure when it happened, it simply became that way over time. Bit by bit, we let ourselves until it became the norm.
We sit like this, together, for the rest of the recording. Quinton speaks up to explain certain sections, pausing it every now and again when I ask a question. It’s fun listening to him even if I don’t find any sort of science enjoyable, but Quinton’s tone makes learning fun. I guess it’s the fact that he’s happy that I like it, that he’s doing something with his life that he wants to do, and of course, he’s freaking perfect at it.
Am I slightly annoyed? Of course! But am I insanely proud? Abso-fucking-lutely! Will I tell him that? No. Because his ego is too big as it is. The universe would explode if it got any worse. I’m basically Iron Man, protecting the wild from mass destruction. I deserve a medal for keeping Quinton in check!
“You could have made it a bit more entertaining,” I say at the end, looking up at him to find a glare. “Like slipping on the stairs on the way down.”
“Why would I do that? Humiliating oneself is your job.”
I purse my lips that quickly turn into a smile at seeing his own grin form. I turn slightly in his arms to lean in for a kiss. I almost hate how easily my body just fits against his now, how it feels so natural for his arms to be around me, to feel his lips moving eagerly against my own. It’s warm and comforting and feels like home. It should after being together for over four years. It has gone by so fast that sometimes I don’t think it’s real.
Pulling away, I rest my forehead against his. There’s a desire to apologize again, but I’m not sure if Quinton wants to hear that. Thankfully, (or not, I don’t know), Quinton has something else to say, “Tristan Kharan approached me at the convention.”
My eyes widen before I lean back. Quinton’s dark eyes are locked on me, waiting for a response that I give in a low whisper, “As in the head of that super fancy Northview University with the grad program you were checking out over Greenly?”
Quinton nods.
I’m hesitant to ask. My heart is racing. “What did he say?”
“That he was impressed with my work and wished to speak more. We exchanged contact information and I have plans to meet him at his lab next week.”
My heart stops.
I should be excited. I’m sure Quinton is. He mentioned that program a year or two ago as one that he was seriously looking into. Greenly was number one on his list for years, but lately he has been speaking of Northview a lot. Now the head of that university wants to meet with him personally? He basically has the invitation already, but…
Northview University is three hours away. We’re already struggling as we are now, add in a three-hour travel time and we’ll be doomed. It’ll all be my fault too, I’m sure of it.
“That’s... that’s great, Quinton.” I put on a smile anyway, one that Quinton has to see through, judging by his furrowed brow. Still, I’m a sucker for punishment because I continue acting as if my insides aren’t being electrified. “He’d be an idiot not to let you into the program, although after spending more than an hour with you, he’ll probably regret it based on your piss poor personality.”
“Your enthusiasm is much appreciated, Princess.”
I bite my lip and cross my arms. Quinton retracts his own arms from me when I turn away, clearing my throat and keeping my gaze on anything but Quinton.
We have too much shit in our room. I should throw some of Quinton’s sciency junk out. Get us a pinball machine or something, although we have one in the game room, but still, isn’t that cooler to have than some weird tubey things? What even are they? Looks like gerbils should run through them, but sometimes I swear the strange liquid is poison or some shit. He probably has been slipping it into my food for years. Wait, is it the Quinton fangirl syndrome? That explains so much!
“Aron.”
I act like I can’t hear him.
“Stop freaking out. It’s not set in stone. We’re speaking with one another, that’s all. I’ve still got research to do on my end. I may not even go.”
I know he’s trying to make me feel better and, yeah, it’s kind of working. Either way, I’m worried. Glancing at him from the corner of my eye, I find Quinton looking at me with an almost confused expression, like he somehow doesn’t get why I’m worrying. He can’t be thinking differently than me, right? I mean, we just had a fight about me missing another engagement, but he isn’t concerned about that getting worse after he gets on some fancy grad program and likely moves away?
We already only really see each other on weekends, even though we basically live together! Our time will probably lessen later on and that’s terrifying. I’m already messing shit up. It’s going to get worse and what are we going to do? What am I going to do? I can hardly keep this together. We’ve got so much on our plates already. I’m beyond full. I’m about to explode!
“Aren’t you worried?” I finally ask, facing him with a solemn expression that only baffles him more.
“About?”
“Us.”
“What about us?”
“We only really have time to see each other on weekends. We both have school and I have my royal duties. Our schedules will get busier after graduating, but I’m already fucking this up as we are now. We’re doomed if you move farther away. Don’t you get that?”
“Normally I wouldn’t argue about you being a screwup.”
“Hey!”
“But what exactly are you claiming to be fucking up?” Quinton asks, yet he calls me the dumb one.
“We literally just had an argument.”
“That had nothing to do with our lack of time together. It had to do with you breaking a promise.”
It hurts hearing him say that. I twist my neck to the side in discomfort, choosing not to say anything.
“Just because the school is farther away doesn’t mean our time will be cut short. I’ve looked into it and spoke with past grad students. We make our own work schedules. Don’t get carried away with any of this. We have time and we will discuss everything together,” Quinton explains slowly and softly, because he’s trying to calm me down. It’s working and I’m left feeling like a fool for immediately assuming Quinton didn’t already have this all planned out. As if he didn’t have detailed plans jotted down and color coded, the freaking lovable sack of a shit nerd.
I kind of hate how easily Quinton calms me, but after so long he’s a bit of a professional at it, at least when he wants to be. Sometimes the bastard is exactly that, a bastard that allows me to freak out until he deems it no longer funny. Why did I fall for him again? I seriously need to have better taste. I’m the prince. The prince should get someone worthy of him!
But let’s be honest, Quinton is far more princely than I am. Freaking jackass!
“Sorry,” I apologize, bringing my hand up to ruffle my hair. My fingers twist into it for a moment before dropping back to my side. “I just...it’s been hard lately—”
“I know. It’s fine.”
It’s fine.
I feel like Quinton says that far too much lately. It should make me feel better. Everyone wants their partner to be understanding. At the same time, I wish Quinton wasn’t. It’s twisted in a way, but I don’t say anything about it, choosing to nod and do as Quinton requests, which is to get some sleep. We both change and return to bed, where Quinton passes out the moment he hits the mattress.
I, on the other hand, wrap my arms around him and lay awake for what feels like hours, wondering how the hell I’m going to keep this relationship of ours together.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


“You did seriously fuck up.” 
“Wow, Autumn, thanks for the emotional support.”
“You’re welcome!” Autumn sings while I roll my eyes.
“Did Quinton...talk to you about it or anything?” I ask, sitting out on the balcony with my phone against my ear.
The sun is warm on my skin. From time to time I glance back in our room, expecting to see Quinton standing there with a scowl, which is stupid. He’s still in class and won’t even come home tonight. He’s staying at his apartment near campus since he has a late class and early one in the morning.
“You mean did he talk to me about you? Yes, yes he did,” she says.
“Spill.”
“He will skin me alive.”
“Like he scares you.”
“True!” Autumn giggles before letting out a heavy sigh. I get the feeling that Quinton said a lot judging by her sudden silence. It causes me to squirm uncomfortably.
What did the bastard say? I probably deserve all of it, but that doesn’t mean it won’t bother me! I will be very bothered. Someone gimme a stress ball, I need to squeeze the hell out of it.
“Listen, Aron, I think you know what he said.”
I have a hunch, but do go on.
“It upset him and, honestly, I can’t blame him for it. You missed his birthday last year. You made countless plans to have actual, real dates and they fall through almost every time but you never rescheduled. It’s always Quinton choosing a new time to go, always him asking or reminding you. You missed your anniversary last year, was late to one the year before that, made it to a few of his speeches and the two times you were meant to go to his hometown for a visit fell through.”
And each mention causes my chest to ache in ways I can’t explain. I know, I know I’ve screwed up a lot, and it’s not just that. There’s so much more that Quinton doesn’t complain about but I know he hates, like having to have his own security detail. Only two months after he started school he got jumped by some guys that weren’t so fond of my father. He had to get his own security after that. He never really wanted to make friends, but he sure as hell didn’t make any after having a bunch of guards following him.
There're paparazzi everywhere, which caused him to lose his work study position. He can’t get a normal job either for obvious reasons, which he hates. He hates having my parents pay for so much but he can’t do anything about it.
There are rumors, lies spread online, gossip magazines, pictures invading our privacy, even some people attempting to get pervy shots through his apartment window. Members of the court, the news, and the public have a field day with us. We’re ridiculed for our clothes, posture, speech patterns, anything and everything that makes him, or me, appear not royal enough, too childish, or not good enough and it’s maddening. Let’s not even discuss the sexuality portion of it. One can easily take a guess what that’s like.
Both of us are constantly put under a magnifying glass. We aren’t manly enough or we’re bad influences on the youth. Obviously there are those with us and against us, but long story short, Quinton tolerates a lot because of me. More than I probably even know about. Yet he never complains, never argues, never tells me he hates it or feels out of place. Sometimes it worries me. I kind of wish he would get angry.
If he’s upset, I want him to tell me. If he’s bothered, I want him to tell me. Just because we know nothing will change doesn’t mean we shouldn’t talk about it. Yeah, paparazzi sucks. I’ve been putting up with them all my life, so I know. Lately it’s been more difficult. Lately I’ve paid far more attention than usual, but I have to. I need to. Quinton doesn’t. He can tell me about what happens. Hell, I’d love to complain for hours about all the invasion of our privacy. However, Quinton never does. I wonder if he’s doing it for himself or for me.
“I don’t know what to do, Autumn,” I finally sigh, rubbing my temple as I lean back. I’ve been thinking about it for the last few days and have yet to come up with any way to make this permanently better. “It’s not like it will change. Eventually Dad will give up his work entirely to me, years from now, but it will happen. When it does, I’ll have even more responsibilities. Not to mention, if we’re still together, Quinton will take on royal duties, too. What... what if Quinton realizes he doesn’t want to put up with this life anymore?”
“You don’t have to have all these responsibilities now,” Autumn grumbles. She, Quinton, my parents, all our friends really have already said this. They claim I’m putting too much work on myself, but they don’t understand. I have to. If I take a break for even a second, I’ll be left in the dust.
“Autumn.”
“I know, I know, you are doing your best.” She sighs. “Ok, but you need to have faith in him. Quinton is with you because he loves you. Yeah, you both go through a lot, but we all do in our own ways. You just have to keep moving forward regardless of the obstacles. Don’t worry about it too much, ok?”
“That’s easier said than done,” I mumble, earning myself a soft ‘yeah’ from Autumn. “Thanks though. Got any suggestions on how I can make it up to him, though?”
“Rough sex?”
“You’re useless.”
“Hey, you asked.” Autumn laughs. “Why don’t we all hang out this weekend? I’ll ask everyone to head over. We can have a big game night at your place.”
“If I can make it. With my luck, something will come up.”
“Then we don’t tell Quinton. If it falls through, he won’t know about it. If it works, he’ll get a surprise party!”
“He hates surprises.”
“He can get over it. It’s gonna be great!”
Shaking my head, I agree with Autumn’s plans. Even if Quinton pretends to be constantly annoyed, we all know he loves it when the whole gang hangs out. We don’t get to see each other as often as we used to. Sure, Langley and I see each other almost daily because of class, but Ariel, our friends from college, Nora and Cassidy, as well as Autumn, and our newest addition, Dahlton, have their own lives.
Quinton could probably do without seeing Dahlton. Ever since Autumn introduced him as her boyfriend about a year and a half ago, Quinton has gone into overprotective brother mode. It’s hilarious, like watching a wolf trying to enter a pack with Quinton being the alpha that isn’t taking his shit. He even threatened him a few times, y’know, the whole, “you hurt her I’m coming after you” bit? Except it’s worse because Quinton can get his hands on some pretty nasty chemicals that could probably dispose of Dahlton’s corpse in under an hour. I seriously need to record their interactions because they are to die for!
“Your Highness.”
I turn in my chair to find Kingsley standing in my doorway with a kind smile.
“Tana Elmer of Gateway News is here for your interview,” he says.
“Thank you, I’ll be right out, Kingsley.” I give him a smile that he nods at before disappearing.
Shaking my head, I walk inside and take a glance at myself in the mirror. It’s crazy how different I am compared to high school, but I guess that’s to be expected. Not only because I’m older, but also because I’m in the public eye even more. I must have “acceptable” hair, so shorter and easier to style. I have to dress “appropriately” so no ripped jeans or hoodies. Even the way I stand is different. I stand tall, shoulders straight and confident. The strong and capable prince. The future king. At least, that’s what I have to put across. Sometimes I don’t even recognize myself.
I don’t have time for such thoughts. Putting on a smile, I waltz out of the room to head for the office in the lower left wing of the house. That’s where we always have interviews with news channels or magazines. Lately I’ve been doing a lot more of them, mostly for things like teen magazines or college students. I prefer them since they’re more down to earth, but when they ask really personal questions, it’s invasive.
“Your Highness,” Tana, as well as her colleagues, say when I enter the room. All stand quickly and bow. I used to ask them to stop. Now I know it won’t happen so I offer up a smile instead.
“Sorry to keep you waiting.”
“It’s not a problem at all, Your Highness! Thank you for giving us a moment of your time today,” Tana says while gesturing for her team to come forward.
I’m introduced to them all, the cameraman, the director and so on. I’ve gotten used to it, the setup for an interview, getting some makeup on—which Quinton absolutely hates and, oh boy, is it funny—as well as a mic here or there. Before I know it, the interview starts.
Most of the questions have to do with current political standings such as bills my father wishes to have passed, some of which I’ve even had a hand in writing. I’ve been working on a new Green Bill for some time, but I can’t give many details on it, so we move on to discussions concerning business ties with countries overseas. I kind of impress myself during these interviews. It isn’t so bad to be capable of answering intelligently. See Quinton, you’re not the only smart one! I bet you can’t…
Wait, no, he has totally discussed all this with political officials before. I talk to him about it. Dad talks to him about it. Damn it, how am I ever going to win over him?!
But Tana takes a turn from politics for a more personal question. “We’ve heard some news that your partner, Quinton, is doing well in his studies. At his last convention, he was caught on camera speaking with Tristan Kharan of Northview University. Has there been any discussion of him attending?”
And way to sucker punch me in the gut, Madam!
I was doing so well and now I feel like I’ve dropped a thousand feet. Of course, someone would bring that up. Quinton’s academics usually always slips into my interviews. Yes, I get it, I’m dating a smart son of a bitch, but must we always remind me of that? Still, in this case, I find it more difficult to answer.
“Quinton is considering all his options, and I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to discuss them without his permission.”
“Ah, I see. Our viewers have been so interested wondering how that may affect you two.”
Cool. Same.
“That would be quite a distance and, with the duties you have already, there’s been talk of how a long distance relationship may work.”
I amaze myself with my own ability to force a smile. I’ve gotten better at it the last few years, but Quinton can always call me out on my shit. The news, though? Not so much, and it helps me out of this sticky situation, and all the ones before or those to come after.
I never enjoy talking to them about Quinton, or dating. Them old folks on the council don’t like it either. They switch from it simply not being a proper topic to discuss to whispering homophobic slurs behind my back. Some, not all, but still annoying to put up with. And if I screw up or act the least bit differently than what they expect, they simply have to blame it on my sexuality, as if it has anything to do with it. I try my best not to bring my sexuality or dating life up. I do everything I can to stay off their radar, yet, one way or another, it all leads back to the same thing. I never know what to say or do in those situations...
“I’m confident we will make it work, no matter where he is,” I eventually reply, although my gut screams that I’m lying through my teeth.
“Your commitment to each other is definitely inspiring. Your relationship has been on for over four years. Your five-year anniversary is in a few months. April, right?”
Hearing someone say that actually makes me blush a bit. Yes, it’s noticed, but I pretend like Tana isn’t smiling gleefully at me when I reply, “Yes, it is.”
“And he is living here in the palace, attending committees with the royal family. He’s even well loved and accepted by many well-known politicians here and overseas. Have there been any thoughts of a possible marriage in the future?”
Fucking hell, what?
My eyes widen and jaw drops, but she ain’t done and, damn, I am not ready for the first question, let alone the next.
“Or any talk of how that will go about, considering the laws set upon the royal families?”
“Uh,” I bite my lip.
I’m not meant to say “uh” while speaking. My instructor will whack me over the head with a brick! But I can’t come up with another response. It’s not like Quinton and I haven’t heard the are you gonna get hitched question, but getting hit by that as well as the lawful side of it is making me go dizzy. Someone hold me up, I’m gonna drop!
“There... there hasn’t really been a discussion about either of those things.” I clear my throat. “Should it come up, I’m sure we’ll find a way to go about it.”
Tana smiles and, with that, she moves on to issues I feel far more comfortable discussing.
Great, cause I’m on the verge of passing out. I can’t handle such questions. They always throw me for a loop. How am I meant to answer that? Shit, do my responses make me seem like an ass? Cause, like, it kind of comes across as I don’t want to get married to Quinton, which... well…
I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it together. There have been questions in interviews, but we usually dodge them or reply similarly with we aren’t ready yet or it’s too soon to discuss comments.
Marriage is so...adult-like. We are technically adults though, so does that mean we should have talked about it together? Should we sit down and ask each other; yo, wanna get hitched someday? Or is it better to just pop the question? More importantly, who is supposed to do it? Cause, like our dating debacle, if I ask, he’ll say no, but if he asks, I’ll say no. Damn, this is a real issue. What am I supposed to do? Has Quinton thought about it?
Shit, I’m getting sick. Is there a bucket somewhere so I can throw up my feelings? No? Ok, cool then.
Once that interview is complete, there’s another with some magazine and another with a separate news channel. I don’t bother remembering most of their names, which might be dickish of me but, really, they feel the same most of the time. Either it’s about politics or my relationship with Quinton. One had the audacity once to ask who the woman was in our relationship, if I was the top or the bottom. Let’s just say that Quinton is very good at making people cry when he’s given proper motivation to annihilate their souls. And that specific reporter isn’t allowed back on the premises.
This life takes its toll in more ways than one. The news is always buzzing about us. It feels like people are either nothing but supportive or absolutely hate us. It’s why Quinton and I steer clear of basically all social media. While in public, we’re very careful; rarely holding hands, hugging or... well, acting like a couple.
When all is said and done, I’m mentally and physically exhausted. Once I’m alone, I slink back into the chair like a pile of goo and let out the longest groan of all mankind.
“Didn’t go well?”
My head pops up to find Dad standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame with a smile.
“No, it was fine, just... blah.” I stick my tongue out childishly.
“Trust me, I know.”
“Have you ever thought about Quinton and I getting married?”
Dad is as shocked to hear that question as I am to have asked it. Even after all these years, my mouth can’t communicate with my brain. I go off sometimes and this is one of those times. Too late to back out now though, Dad heard me and he’s grinning so mischievously it hurts.
Do I flip him off for it? Yes, yes I do, because he’s being an ass. He let it slide because of my slip up and his great enjoyment in said slip up.
“Marriage?” Dad actually cackles. “What brought this up all of a sudden?”
“Nothing,” I lie, sitting up straight while rubbing nervously at the back of my neck.
Dad comes over and sits in the seat where the reporters once were. He pulls himself closer and leans in to show he’s listening.
“That’s too serious a question for nothing to have brought it up. Come on, Aron, talk to me. I’m listening,” he says.
But this is so hard to talk about. Not because I haven’t considered it. Obviously it’s been brought up, but only in interviews, not with my parents or friends or even Quinton. When someone puts it like that though, being together for over four years, living together, attending functions for the royal family and so on; marriage feels like a possibility. No, it almost feels right, like this is something we need to discuss as a real possibility for the future.
Our future.
I don’t know what to say. Blurt it out? Be honest? Beat around the bush? Panic? I’m already doing that. However, looking at Dad, I see nothing but love and care. He’s here to listen. I know he is. 
Honestly, he and Mom have probably already talked about the prospect. They are married, they’ve gone through this, so he is the best person to go to and I know he’ll be real with me. I think I need that right now before I do something stupid; like bring it up to Quinton before he’s ready to talk about it. Fuck, just thinking about it makes me want to curl into a ball and die!
“We’ve been asked in interviews before about marriage in our future,” I finally reply. “It never really felt like a possibility before, or it just felt like we were too young. I guess we still are. I don’t know how to explain it, but now it feels so different.”
“How so?”
“We’ve been together for over four years. We’re adults, young adults, but still grown up enough to be thinking about these things. He’s living with us!” I gesture haphazardly around the room like that explains anything. “And he is a part of our family already, but we’ve never talked about it together. I never asked if he wanted to get married to anyone and he’s never asked me. Plus, when I answer in these interviews, it comes across like I don’t want to marry Quinton, which isn’t true!”
Dad grins. Damn, I gotta phrase that better.
“Not to say that I wanna marry him, either.”
Dad rolls his eyes. That’s unnecessary!
“And what if we do get married? What about the legality of it? Is he actually a queen or a king? Does he have power? Can it even be legal? And should I talk about it with him? Should I wait? Am I overreacting? Am I only thinking about this because of others and, if so, is that ok? Dad, what’s wrong with me? These thought processes are your fault, right?” I glare at him. “It’s definitely your fault.”
“First of all.” Dad leans back and holds up his hand in a back off sort of manner. “That’s not nice. It’s totally your mom’s fault.”
“I smell lies.”
“Second of all, I would be worried if you weren’t this anxious about marriage.”
Huh? Really?
I give Dad a confused stare that says enough.
“Marriage is a big deal. It’s a commitment. It shouldn’t be taken lightly. Regardless of how or why you are considering marriage, it’s alright to feel this way, Aron. It’s ok to be worried, to not know what to do or how to act, to worry over how your partner feels, that’s good because it means you understand the importance. However, it’s up to you whether to discuss this with Quinton now or later. Either way, you need to talk about it if you are this serious about him, which we all know you are, so don’t play that you aren’t.”
I purse my lips but say nothing. Dad’s right. I can still act annoyed about it!
“And, third, don’t worry about titles and politics.” Dad waves his hand through the air dismissively. “I’ve already looked into it. Quinton will have the proper title of King Consort, but that’s basically a queen, so he’ll have all the power your mother has. I’m sure he’d absolutely love having Q for Queen turn into Q is Queen.”
I can’t help but laugh. Imagining the look on his face when he finds out. Oh, so priceless! I will get that on camera! If that actually happens or whatever. I don’t know. Think about this later, Aron!
Nervously, I ask, “Has Quinton ever...said anything to you or mom?”
“What? About marriage?”
I nod.
“Duh know, you should ask him.”
“That makes it seem like he did, or you’re messing with me?”
Dad is having way too much fun. He grins so large I fear his face may crack in half.
“I should have never asked you,” I growl, getting up to leave until Dad grabs me and pulls me back into place.
“Don’t be like that! Come on, it was an important discussion. We were having a moment!”
“I don’t want a moment with you! Leave me alone!”
“You may be a college kid, but you’re still adorable when you’re mad.”
“Don’t treat me like a kid!”
Even with Dad’s teasing, I can honestly admit I feel better. At least enough to properly function, well, as properly as I can function, anyway.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


“I’m on my way! Stall him a little longer!” 
“Dahlton, tell Quinton you got me pregnant!”
I choke on my saliva, causing Autumn to cackle maniacally.
“I said stall, not get him arrested for murder,” I hiss into the phone. I glance out the car window at the familiar surroundings passing by. My driver is already going as quick as the entourage will let him. Checking my watch, I’m ten minutes late for Quinton’s “surprise” party.
Dahlton and Autumn are distracting him, and it seems he’s growing suspicious. I didn’t get held up this time. Traffic got in the way! If it isn’t one thing, it’s the other. Everyone had to hide in order to not ruin the surprise. Once again, I feel like shit for not being there on time, but at least I’m going!
“When will you get here?” Autumn asks.
“Give me ten more minutes.”
“Cool. We set everything up in the arcade room, so go wait there.”
I nod before hanging up the phone. Once again, I request to go a little faster, which earns me an apologetic smile. Damn, I tried.
As promised, I’m there in ten minutes.
I bolt through the front entrance. Mom sees me run by the library and laughs cause she’s evil like that. I’m struggling here! I’m trying to appease my boyfriend and people are laughing at me! I demand a new...life? Family? I don’t know








