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  About Reluctantly Royal



I wanted to be known as Lieutenant Luc Greiner. Pilot. Soldier. One of the guys. But that was then.

His Royal Highness Prince Lucien of Monaco has been called home. After the deaths of my father and my twin brother, I’ve lost a part of my soul and my freedom. I’m now the spare with all the duty and obligation that come with the title. My older brother, the Crown Prince, has commanded me to settle down and marry a woman with the right bloodlines.

I’ll get right on that . . . after one last trip to Vegas.

Enter Hannah. Not only is she gorgeous and down-to-earth, she reminds me what it’s like to live completely in the moment. And with her I get to be just Luc.

Our time together in Vegas is incredible and our chemistry is undeniable, but I’ve been keeping a secret that could tear us apart. How will Hannah react when she founds out who she’s been seeing? And how could I ever convince my brother that Hannah, an American commoner, is the woman I want forever?

The last thing I expect? Hannah’s been keeping a secret of her own…. one that might just bring us together.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




HRH Prince Lucien Alexandre Beauregard Mathieu Greiner

Le Palais Princier

Monaco

I couldn’t recall a time when my brother had summoned me to dinner at the palace with good news. I was doubtful that tonight would be any different.

The fact that he wanted to meet me in the York Room was enough to make my blood run cold. I think I could count the number of times I’d been in that room—all during official functions as a Prince of Monaco—photo ops mostly, when first mon Père and then my brother signed important legislation. The fact that my own brother, the Sovereign Prince, was treating me so formally did not bode well for my evening.

I searched my brain for anything I might’ve done lately that His Royal Highness the Sovereign Prince of Monaco would’ve considered scandalous, but I couldn’t think of a thing. I’d been a good little prince for a change. Although if I was being called to the carpet, I would rather have done something worthwhile to earn it.

As I passed through the Mirror Gallery, I remembered all the times I played in here with my twin brother, Julien, when we were little. The dramatic aesthetic effect of the succeeding mirrors made the room look like a long series of rooms, and at the time each had a pair of identical little boys running around. Mum would pretend to get confused by all the boys in the “fake rooms” and we’d all giggle until we were gasping for air.

Of course, that was after our older brother, Bastien, had been sent to boarding school at Institut Le Rosey in Switzerland. Until then, he’d been the leader of our motley crew. Older by two years, Bastien had been the one to instigate most of our hijinks—which was probably why mon Père had shipped him off so young. The person who came back on holiday breaks was not my brother. Bastien had become a pod-person replica of our father, all perfect posture and diction, no longer interested in roughhousing with me and Julien. Childhood over at the age of ten.

Fucking depressing.

Not that mine was much better, but at least Julien and I got to escape to Eton College in Great Britain together, and at the ripe old age of thirteen. I don’t think I would’ve survived those years away from home without Julien.

I had no choice but to survive without him now. My eyes burned at the reminder.

I left the Mirror Gallery, quickly passed through the Red Room, then nodded to the silent servant who pulled open the door to the York Room. Empty. Leave it to His Royal Highness the Sovereign Prince to keep me waiting.

My eyes immediately went to the marble table in the center of the room, where important documents were signed. I wasn’t sure how to feel when I saw it empty. At least if there were papers there, I’d have a clue about what this evening would hold. On the other hand, nothing involving me and papers on that hideous table would be a good thing. Knowing Bastien, he’d probably found a way to suck even more joy out of my existence as the spare.

I glanced over to the place where, for my entire life up until six months ago, the portrait of mon Père had hung. Now, instead, a plaque bearing the name and title of HRH the Sovereign Prince of Monaco Sébastien Laurent Pierre Hadrien Greiner was fixed under a painting of Bastien in his officer’s formal dress, staring serenely off into the distance. It mocked what my life had become a year ago when the plane carrying mon Père and the other half of my soul, my twin brother Julien, went down over the Atlantic Ocean.

I wasn’t supposed to be the spare. It should be Julien here doing what middle brothers did best—placating our bossy older brother and covering for me while I did whatever I wanted at a safe distance away from the palace and royal life. I’d taken my cushy life on the Continent for granted and now was paying the price. Or at least that was how it felt.

Shit, Julien was dead and here I was whining about having to play the dutiful spare.

I was an ass.

Just then the door opened and HRH the Sovereign Prince entered. “I hope you weren’t kept waiting too long.”

“Non, monsieur.” I bowed slightly as I replied to my brother in the same formal manner as I would mon Père. Out of habit, my eyes darted again to the place where his portrait had hung. My jaw clenched at the reminder of all that had changed.

Bastien’s eyes followed mine, and he tilted his head when he saw what had drawn my attention. Shared grief hovered between us for a moment before Bastien was back to his uptight self. “Shall we have a drink before we dine?”

I inclined my head in answer and followed Bastien to the tray on a gilded side table against the wall. Without asking, he poured me my usual Macallan whisky and himself a Cognac Prunier.

Bastien waited for me to take my drink, then raised his own in a toast. “Santé.”

I lifted my glass in reply and took a drink. It seemed tactless to toast to our health in the same room where the Duke of York had died, not to mention in the shadow of our father’s portrait, which had been relegated to this corner, but Bastien was the Sovereign Prince. And one never countermanded the Sovereign Prince.

“I’ve been thinking of starting a charity in honor of notre Père. Something to do with his love of racing, perhaps?” Bastien murmured over the rim of his cognac. “What do you think?”

I think he was a selfish bastard who marked a lot of lives, and I doubt anyone who’d met him will ever forgive—I mean, forget him. Not that I could say as much. Especially when mon Père glared down at me from his perch on his painted throne. Instead, I murmured, “Interesting. What about Julien? We should do something for him as well.”

“We named that section in the royal garden for him—the place where he always ran to escape diction lessons with Monsieur Roux.”

I waited a beat for him to say something more, but he didn’t. “And?”

“And what?”

“We’re just going to stop there? Notre Père had that library named for him just after the accident. And the damned racing horse that’s always in the news lately. What about Julien’s memory? What are we going to do for him?”

Bastien shrugged. “I suppose we could make it a family charity. In honor of both of them.”

I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached in order to bite back the roar that was boiling in my gut. Did Bastien not even care that we’d lost a brother? And Julien of all people. He was the best of all of us. He deserved better. He deserved to be remembered. Not just lumped in with mon Père because I’d asked. What would they have done if I were the one who’d died? Named the damned dog after me as tribute?

Bastien set his glass on the tray. “I’ll discuss it with Mum and see what she has to say.”

Fantastic. I was sure our mother had loads to say on the subject. Since the accident, she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as me without breaking out into sobs. Every time she looked at me she saw Julien’s ghost. What might’ve been. If I were honest, my reflection haunted me, too. But at least I knew Mum would fight for Julien’s place in the charity as viciously as I planned to. “Sounds good.”

“I believe dinner is ready. We shouldn’t keep the staff waiting.” Without pausing for my answer, Bastien turned and walked briskly to the door.

If he hadn’t spent all that time in his Swiss boarding school, I would’ve guessed Bastien had been brainwashed by our British cousins. He was so full of the stiff-upper-lip attitude it was a wonder he could walk for the pole lodged in his ass.

I set my empty glass down on the side table and poured myself another round before I followed my brother like the good little prince I’d never been until now. We walked down the series of hallways with their painted frescos and gilded mirrors. Meanwhile I slammed down my second whisky like it was cheap rotgut and not a fine Scotch that had cost several hundred euros.

Moments later we arrived in Bastien’s private dining room and went through the whole song and dance of chairs being pulled out and napkins draped in our laps. Wine was poured, and we were halfway through the first course before Bastien spoke to me again.

From the other side of the gilded dining table, my brother stared thoughtfully at his glass of wine. “I believe enough time has passed that we need to give our country something to celebrate. Something to look forward to.”

I barely resisted the urge to punch my arrogant, hard-nosed brother in the middle of his face. Enough time had passed? Was that really how he referred to the most horrific moment of my life? By skimming over it? More than anything, I wished that Julien was here in my seat, which would have meant that I could be back at my post in France—flying planes and running exercises with my men. Drinking and horsing around while on leave. Living the good life. I clenched my jaw and fought my baser urges like I’d been taught. Mostly because my prick of a brother would throw me in the gaol—perks of being the reigning monarch and not the spare.

A butler appeared at my elbow and soundlessly poured wine into my almost empty glass. That was another part of palace living that was still hard to readjust to. The past ten years in France, living without servants constantly underfoot, had been oddly liberating. I’d never realized how much of my life in Monaco had been spent under constant surveillance. At least tonight I’d get to escape the formality of the palace and return to my home down the coastline at Villa Clos Saint-Martin . . . where I lived with my own pack of servants. Fuck, that was depressing. And made my skin itch.

Bastien set his wineglass down and stared stoically at me from across the table. “Next week I will be announcing my engagement to Princess Helene. The wedding will be in the spring.”

I blinked. Princess Helene? When did this happen? I think I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen my brother in the same room with the third in line to the Belgian throne—at the Belgian Grand Prix, the Royal Ascot, and two Rose Balls. Hell, at the last Rose Ball I don’t think I’d seen them within ten meters of each other. And now they were engaged? “You’ve proposed?”

“Yes. We’ve officially agreed to terms through our representatives, and the contracts have been signed. We’ll hold a press conference next week to announce the union.”

“Congratulations?” It came out sounding like a question because I was still having a hard time processing my brother’s news. He’d described it like a damn business arrangement. This was how Bastien wanted to spend the rest of his life? Shackled to a woman he’d met a handful of times, in a loveless union? Hadn’t he learned anything from our parents’ disastrous marriage?

“Thank you. Our national grieving has gone on long enough. I hope my wedding will give our people the hope they’ve been needing.” Bastien sat back in his chair and gave me an ominous look. “And brings me to the point of our dinner tonight.”

Fantastic. Here it comes.

“It’s time you started considering your future as well.”

C’est pas possible. I couldn’t believe this. Was he channeling mon Père? The intonation, timbre, and expression were on point. It was spooky. But for the thirty-year age difference and the fact that mon Père was dead, it might as well have been him sitting at the table lecturing me on royal duty. Scratch that. Considering what Bastien was saying, the resemblance was terrifying.

I masked my rattled thoughts with an indifferent expression. “You can stop right there. I’m not doing it.”

“Luc, you must think of what’s best for our country. For our people. They need hope right now, and that means we—”

“It means we sacrifice our lives. It means we breathe for the citizens of Monaco.” I repeated the lecture verbatim without a thought; I could probably do it in my sleep. “Do you think I wasn’t paying attention every night at dinner when notre Père was lecturing us? I heard him then, just as I’m hearing you now. And I’m still not doing it.”

Bastien tilted his head like he’d heard me, but that was soon evidently not the case, given what he said next. “I’ll have Zara draw up a list of names, and we can start from there. I think you’ll change your tune as soon as you see who we are talking about.”

“Your assistant could write down the name of that Norwegian princess with her twin sister. I’m still not doing it.” My jaw clenched as my frustration boiled.

“Luc, this is our duty. We must—”

“I must nothing!” I pushed away from the table, and my chair landed somewhere behind me with a violent crash. But I didn’t care. I leaned forward and drove my pointed finger into the table. “I am not sacrificing every shred of myself and my dignity to marry a fucking stranger on your say-so. I will not be a miserable mess like Mum or a lecherous bastard like notre Père was. I’m not participating in a dynastic marriage. End of story.”

My chest heaved with my panting breaths. He got me so angry. I was tired of the “you must’s” and the lectures on duty that I’d been getting my entire life. There was no way I was consigning my life to the same miserable existence that our parents had suffered, all for the sake of duty and country. It was ridiculous. Why did he think I moved to France ten years ago and joined the Air Force the second I was able?

Bastien stared narrowed-eyed at me. After a moment, he broke eye contact and nodded to the servants who had scattered when the furniture started flying. “If you would please excuse us? Thank you.”

Bastien watched as the silent staff scurried through the door at the end of the room, hidden in the stucco wall and camouflaged amid the gilded paneling. Not that I gave a shit. I didn’t take my eyes off my brother.

When the door closed behind the last servant, Bastien sat back into his chair with a sigh. “I don’t know what I’m to do with you, Luc.”

“You don’t have to worry about me. I left the Air Force and came back. I’m here. I’m toeing the line, playing the dutiful spare to Your Sovereign Highness. But I will not be forced into some horror show of a dynastic marriage on the off chance you cannot sire a legitimate heir. I won’t.”

I might as well have not said a thing with the way Bastien waved aside my speech with the twitch of a well-manicured hand.

“You cannot behave that way in front of our staff. It’s completely inappropriate for a prince. You know that.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’ll apologize later. That doesn’t negate my point. I will not be some royal pawn you pimp out to the highest bidder. It’s my life, dammit!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, brother. It’s not your life. You live for the Principality of Monaco now. You do what’s right for the country. For our people.” Bastien lifted his wineglass and murmured, “Merde, I’d think after some twenty-odd years of lectures you would finally understand what your function in life is.”

“My function?” I barely resisted the urge to hurl the bottle of wine across the table and directly at my brother’s head. “Up until eight months ago, my function in life was to do whatever my commanding officer wanted. Don’t talk to me about royal duty. This wasn’t my life last year. Considering everything that has happened, I’m doing the best I fucking can.”

“Okay. Okay.” Bastien set his wine down and sat back in his chair. “I understand where you’re coming from, mon frère. This past year hasn’t been the easiest for any of us.”

I laughed derisively. Considering that in one fell swoop Bastien had gotten everything he’d ever wanted, I kinda doubted it’d been all that difficult for him.

Bastien narrowed his eyes at me in the same way our father used to do. “But you have to remember what we’re working against. We can’t have the same sort of scandals that plagued notre Père and our aunts. They made a mockery of the House of Greiner. We must learn from the past mistakes of our elders. It’s up to us to provide a better future for the citizens of Monaco, because otherwise we’re just a couple of pretentious, spoiled brats who literally serve no purpose. And that’s the kind of party that will end with us exiled, at the very least, or imprisoned—if not worse.”

I jerked my head in a nod to indicate that I heard my brother. I knew all this. I’d sat at the same table night after night and heard a variation of the lecture my entire life. It didn’t make the impotent anger I felt disappear. This wasn’t the life I was supposed to be living.

“Look, the real reason I called you to dinner was to ask you to take my place at the Global Gaming Expo at the end of the month. I’ll be busy with press conferences and negotiating wedding plans with Belgium, so I need you to attend in my place and give the keynote speech. It’s already written and been approved by the council.” Bastien smirked. “Think of it as a last hurrah before you settle down.”

My jaw clenched again as I glared at my brother. I really wanted to tell him what I thought of his last remark, but what was the point? I was the spare. I had to toe the line with the ruling monarch. But he really knew how to push my buttons. And the fact that he thought my attending some boring conference was an equivalent exchange for my freedom was laughable. I wasn’t changing my mind. He couldn’t force me into any marriage against my will.

But one thing I’d learned during my time in the armed forces was the importance of retreat. So I let him think I was playing along for now.

I nodded tightly. “Have your assistant send the details to my assistant.”

“Already done.”

“Fantastic.” I walked over to the place where my chair had landed earlier and dragged it back to the table. “I guess all that’s left is to have a drink in honor of your pending doom—I mean, your pending nuptials.”

Bastien toasted me with his wineglass. “And while you’re at the conference, try not to get caught doing anything . . . embarrassing. Let’s leave the scandalous photos to our British cousins.”

Now sitting, I lifted my wineglass and toasted my brother’s loathsome advice. Like I’d ever go bowling, let alone bowling naked.

My brother was an ass, but at least I was getting out of here for a few days, even if only to attend some ungodly dull conference.
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Three weeks later

McCarran International Airport, Las Vegas, Nevada, USA

My brother always had a perverse sense of humor.

Somehow when he said he was sending me to a conference on gambling, Las Vegas was the last location I’d thought of. Conference and keynote speech had me picturing some boring banquet hall, not the sparkle and promise of Sin City.

I had ten whole days in Las Vegas. I could really do some damage here. Maybe my brother wasn’t such a prat after all.

My anticipation fed me through the eleven-hour flight—right up until my assistant, Aristide, leaned across the aisle with a piece of paper in his outstretched hand.

“Here’s the updated itinerary, Your Highness.”

I clenched my jaw at the title he insisted on calling me. Ten months and he still couldn’t bring himself to call me Prince Lucien or, heaven forbid, Luc. Hell, I’d settle for monsieur like most of the security team call me. But Aristide was such a pedantic prig; I don’t know why I kept him around. He’d been Julien’s assistant, and I’d had hopes that it would make the transition easier—except Aristide had proved anything but easy. I had suspicions he was spying for Bastien and reporting every tiny infraction back to the palace.

Knowing there was very little on the itinerary, I was tempted to ignore it, but that was probably why Aristide had gone to the trouble of printing this one out. I accepted the paper with a muttered “Merci,” and was halfway to tossing it onto the unoccupied seat next to me when the amount of text on the page caught my attention.

C’est pas possible. The bastard had scheduled every minute of every day here, right down to my allowable jet lag breaks. It literally said Jet lag break tomorrow from eight to ten A.M.

Fuck that.

I’d agreed to come to the conference and give the keynote speech. Not meet with six, seven, eight hoteliers and three different delegations from gaming companies. I didn’t know a damn thing about gaming or managing a hotel. What the hell would I have to talk to them about? I was a soldier—a pilot, really. Despite the past ten months of charity galas and ribbon-cutting ceremonies, I didn’t have anything to do with the planning or gaming commissions.

I waved the piece of paper at Aristide. “What is this?”

“The itinerary for our trip, Your Highness.” Aristide stared back at me with a blank face.

“I know that. Why is it so long? And why am I meeting with hoteliers and gaming companies? I’m here for the conference, not to glad-hand every person in Las Vegas.”

Aristide’s lip curled, and I just knew he was holding back his disdain when he spoke. “This is the itinerary Prince Sébastien’s office approved. I emailed it to you last week. You didn’t reply.”

Because I hadn’t read the damn thing. Merde. I scrubbed a hand at my temple and the headache that was building. “Fix it.”

Aristide blinked. “What do you mean ‘fix it’?”

“I mean fix it. I’m not doing any of these sit-downs. Make the usual apologies. Tell them whatever you have to, but I’m not doing any of it. I agreed to the keynote speech, and that’s it.”

“But Your Highness—”

I leaned across the aisle and glared at Aristide. “That’s. It.”

Someone clearing their throat above me broke my staring contest with my assistant. I looked over at my favorite bodyguard and the closest thing I had to a friend, Dimitri Vasin, who stood with his arms crossed over his chest and a blank expression on his face.

“The flight crews announced we may disembark when you’re ready, monsieur. Security is standing by, and our end of the terminal has been secured.”

“I’m ready now.” I held out the itinerary until Aristide reached across the aisle and took it back. After another narrow-eyed look at my assistant, I stood and gestured toward the front of the plane. “Let’s go.”

I followed Dimitri down the center aisle of the plane and across the jet bridge. Two steps off the plane, my entourage of one multiplied to four as my security team surrounded me. We walked down a narrow, enclosed hallway to Customs and Immigration. A jittery woman in a blue uniform stamped my passport and didn’t even look me in the eyes before we were waved through to the concourse. As Dimitri said, this end of the terminal was deserted; we followed members of the local police force past the slot machines and tacky gift shops to a side exit where our motorcade waited.

Dimitri opened the rear door of the black Escalade parked at the curb, and I climbed in. He shut the door and walked around to the other side, taking the seat next to me while the rest of the security team either got in the front or went to the other SUV parked in front of ours. My driver waited for the police escort, and then we were off.

“We should be at the Commonwealth Hotel in about ten minutes, monsieur.” Dimitri’s voice tore me from my thoughts of wily assistants and itineraries. “We’ll go through the service entrance in the rear and take the private elevator straight to your suite.”

Like Aristide, my security team was always very thorough. Between the two, every minute of my life was planned down to the second. Where we’d enter the building, when I could take a piss break, which member of state I was to speak with next. It was efficient. And agonizing.

Don’t get me wrong—military life wasn’t much different, but even in my old life I was allowed downtime. A vacation now and then. The glittering façade of the famous Las Vegas Strip sparkled all around me, broadcasting the kind of fun and revelry I hadn’t been able to feel in almost a year. What I wouldn’t give to be one of those carefree idiots who were just here to lose money, have a good time, and hopefully get laid.

If Bastien had his way, that would never again be me.

Despite the mild October weather, the air inside the SUV was stifling.

And it didn’t get much better inside the hot kitchen we had to walk through after we entered through the rear of the hotel. A series of tight, no-frills hallways that the regular tourists would never see were equally suffocating. For a brief moment, we passed a hallway that led to the casino floor, and the chiming of slot machines and shouts from the table games mocked me. It felt like a siren’s call screaming for my attention, reminding me of my last visit to Las Vegas.

I’d been drafted to come participate in some war games at Nellis Air Force Base, located only miles from the Strip. But that trip had been so different from this one. I’d been one of the guys. A regular solider. Hell, I don’t think most of the men I’d met even knew that I was a European prince. I was just Lieutenant Luc Greiner. Pilot. Soldier.

But that was then. And this was now.

As if to highlight my thought, we passed a contingent of lifts, where the regular people waited to ride one of eight elevators up to one of the sixty floors. My security retinue pressed against me to prevent anyone getting close, and in the process drew the attention of everyone in the vicinity.

“Oooooh! Who is it? I can’t see!”

“I think it’s Machine Gun Kelly.”

“No, he’s not tall enough. MGK is like six six and plastered with tattoos. I think it’s Scott Eastwood. You know, the actor? Look at his scruffy beard. It’s totally Scott Eastwood. Oh, God, he’s so hot. I loved him in that one movie . . .”

Dimitri smirked at me as we walked farther down to the elevator marked PRIVATE ACCESS ONLY. We paused as another bodyguard whipped out a black card with Commonwealth Hotel emblazoned on the top and shoved it in the card slot. While we waited for the elevator to appear, Dimitri leaned toward me and said, sotto voce, “I guess you’re still anonymous in some places, monsieur.”

I smirked back at him and shook my head. That was why Dimitri was my favorite. Despite the differences in our stations, he never resisted the opportunity to jerk my chain.

The guards in front of me moved toward the elevator as the numbers grew smaller. The elevator doors opened to reveal an empty car. As I took a step toward it, I saw a blur in my peripheral. Dimitri had a woman pinned against the wall. I hadn’t even seen her approach us.

“Ouch! Let me go. I just want an autograph! Scott? Scott! I love you! I want to have your babies!”

Dimitri laughed as the other members of my security team hustled me into the empty elevator. “I think a baby is a little more than an autograph.”

“No! Wait. If you just let me meet him, you’ll see. We had a connection. He looked at me back there.”

“Ma’am, I can guarantee you he never even saw you.” Whatever else Dimitri said was muffled by the closing elevator doors.

None of the other members of my security team said a word as the elevator carried us to the top level and my penthouse suite. The floor was deserted when the elevator doors opened, and a few steps off, I saw why. My suite was one of only six doors on the entire level. Like always, I stayed in the hallway with two of my bodyguards while the third did a sweep of the suite. It must’ve been huge, because while we were waiting, the elevator made another trip. Dimitri popped out and joined us in the hallway.

“Everything taken care of in the lobby?” Nicolas, the senior member of the security team, asked Dimitri.

“Oui, monsieur,” Dimitri replied respectfully. “Security arrived and escorted His Highness’s, uh, fan away.”

Dimitri’s eyes met mine; his were full of mirth. Like he knew how much it irked me that that woman thought I was a Hollywood actor when it was actually the opposite.

I didn’t need recognition. What I wanted was to be just a regular person again. I’d enjoyed a relatively anonymous existence in France for a few years, and I missed it now. Don’t misunderstand me; there are definite perks to this life—I didn’t have to screw around with baggage claim at the airport, I could get anything I wanted without even lifting a finger half the time—but it was all so lonely. Everyone wanted a piece of me because of my title. I’d never simply be Lieutenant Greiner again.

Once we finally got the all clear, I passed through the ornate double doors and made straight for the glittering bar only steps from the doorway. Being so moody and emotional definitely called for a drink. Opening the fridge, I saw it had been stocked with all my favorites—Carlsberg beer, Perrier sparkling water, strawberries, and a whole shelf of Krug. Since I was feeling nostalgic, I grabbed a bottle of Carlsberg, popped off the cap, and took a few swallows before I turned and faced the room. Make that rooms.

It might as well have been an apartment. Across from me was a two-piece bath, and the opposite wall opened into a hallway that no doubt led to more than one bedroom. But the huge room in front of me was impressive. Several clusters of sofas broke up the enormous ballroom-sized space. All leather and shiny and no doubt brand-new, probably in honor of my visit. A large crystal chandelier hung in the center and rivaled any at the palace back home. And an honest-to-God bowling lane was set up on the far wall, just past the toilet.

But none of that captured my attention longer than a glance. No, it was the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the wall spanning the entire suite. With my beer hanging loosely from my hand, I crossed the suite to the windows and gazed at the sparkling lights showcased in the distance. I had a panoramic view of the famous Bellagio dancing waters fountain show—just sixty-something floors down.

In the distance, I heard a phone ring in the suite, but I ignored it. One of the guys would no doubt answer it. Instead, I pushed open the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the balcony. After the stifling air of the plane, the airport, and the press of bodies to get through the hotel and into the tiny elevator, the feel of the cool breeze against my face was almost orgasmic.

Almost.

Merde, how long had it been? I couldn’t even remember. When I first got the news of the deaths in my family, I’d been passed out next to a brunette flight attendant I’d hooked up with only hours before. I couldn’t even remember her name. Had there been anyone since then? I searched my memory, but between the pain, the endless ceremonies, and processions, I came up blank.

It couldn’t have been almost a year. I would’ve known if I’d been celibate that long. Wouldn’t I?

“Monsieur?” Nicolas poked his head out the balcony doors and drew my attention away from my sad self-reflection.

I took a few pulls from my beer, then answered, “Yes.”

“The owner of the hotel would like to meet with you if you’re available.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. I didn’t think Nicolas had been on the plane for my little rant with Aristide. Plus, it had to be at least ten o’clock at night, if not eleven. What the hell was the guy doing here if he owned the damned hotel?

“It’s late. Please give my excuses and have Aristide schedule something for later in the week if he’s available.”

“Oui, monsieur. Also, the head chef of their Michelin-starred restaurant is on hand to make any of your favorites. I’m told his bouillabaisse is renowned across the country.”

I chuckled before I took another pull from my beer. Somehow I didn’t see myself ordering my favorite shellfish dish so far away from the ocean.

I looked down at the crowds of people standing along the sidewalk, waiting for the next fountain show. Lovers with their arms wrapped around each other. Groups of guys and girls out to find some fun. All regular, normal people. I wanted to be one of them. Just a guy and not a prat everyone kowtowed to.

Even here in Las Vegas, thousands of kilometers away from Monaco, the specter of the palace hovered over me, putting distance between me and the rest of society. Whether it was sixty floors up or walking through the casino floor with four bodyguards, I was always apart.

“Monsieur? The bouillabaisse?” For the second time that night, Nicolas’s voice drew me out of my morose thoughts.

It was time to put an end to my sulking.

“Not tonight. Round up the boys. We’re going out.”
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Juke Joint Bar & Grill

Las Vegas, Nevada, USA

She was laughing like a loon the first time I saw her. Her head thrown back, her long blond hair trailing down her shoulders, the most alluring laughter flowing from her perfect mouth.

I had to have her.

She was the embodiment of everything I wasn’t. A carefree twenty-something with nothing more to worry about other than waking up on time tomorrow for work or school. Most of the women in my social sphere were so concerned with appearances they wouldn’t dare move their lips wider than their practiced smiles—their faces almost frozen in exaggerated pouts. But this woman didn’t seem to care that when she smiled her nose scrunched up and her eyes creased with wrinkles. She enjoyed life.

“What do you think of the brunette?” I asked in French to Dimitri. Somehow our group of five men had managed to enter the bar without drawing any undue attention—mostly because I made the guys dress the part and leave their conspicuous suits behind. It also didn’t hurt that my other three guards had taken up spots across the room.

Dimitri surveyed the table I’d asked about. His eyes passed over both women, lingering on the brunette friend, before he shook his head. “Not your usual type, but then again this isn’t your usual hangout, so what do I know?”

“Not for me. You.”

Dimitri snorted into his glass of Perrier sparkling water. “I’m on the clock, monsieur.”

I twisted my chin until my neck cracked. “What did I say about calling me that tonight?”

“Je vous demande pardon, monsieur.”

I grunted in reply, but it was hard to accept his apology when he continued to address me as monsieur.

It had been my choice to come to this particular bar tonight, despite Dimitri’s protests. He’d tried to talk me into a VIP space at some club on the Strip, somewhere he’d be able to control the room, only letting in “appropriate people.” It reminded me too much of my conversation with my brother, only this time I’d literally be behind a Plexiglas cage. No, I wanted to pretend for a night that I was a regular Joe, a faceless guy in the crowd, like the last time I’d visited Las Vegas, before palace protocol had invaded every aspect of my life as the spare.

And I had just found the perfect means for my oblivion.

Unfortunately for me, she’d drawn the attention of every man in the bar with a functioning cock. And that was saying something. There was a loud, boisterous hen party cackling away on the opposite side of the bar—although the way they were waving huge dildos around was a sure boner-killer for most men. No way could any man measure up to their expectations tonight. Then there was the trio of scantily clad women with huge breasts on display in their low-cut blouses, all wearing knee-high go-go boots. I was kinda curious about their act. They’d gone all out, and the way they were drinking meant it’d be an interesting show for sure.

But all those women paled in comparison to the one I wanted. As I watched a second guy approach their table and get shot down, I realized I’d have to come up with a more creative style than those imbéciles.

“At least the music would’ve been better at the club I suggested,” Dimitri muttered as a truly tone-deaf guy caterwauled onstage about lost love.

I tore my stalkerish stare away from my future hookup and shrugged at Dimitri. Right now he was the closest thing I had to a confidant. “Yeah, but at least here no one knows who I am.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing to be . . .” He hesitated for a second and looked over my shoulder before finishing with, “you.”

“You know better than anyone what my life is like, and what’s waiting for me at the end of this trip. Anything is better than being home right now.” Or anytime, really. Not that I could ever say that out loud. “I thought it was bad when it was just the state-sponsored mourning. But ever since Bastien made his wedding announcement, it’s turned into a three-ring circus. No, thank you. I’d rather be back in the desert eating MREs.”

Dimitri snorted. “Nothing could be that bad, monsieur.”

I raised my eyebrows as I took a swig from my beer. He didn’t know. No one could understand. It was times like this that I really missed my twin brother, Julien. He was the one person in the whole world who understood me. The shit with our parents. The pressures of being in the spotlight. The need for something easier, something stable.

Something normal.

I never should’ve started drinking. It had made me all emotional and whiny.

A distinctive thrumming beat came from the stage as a smoky, seductive voice threaded through the bar with her “na-na-na”s. I turned in my chair and saw that while I’d been brooding, my future hookup had taken to the stage solo and was jumping around while belting out the lyrics to Pink’s “So What.”

Although it’d been a while since I’d heard the song, I recognized the bitter breakup anthem. But whose breakup were the ladies celebrating?

“C’est pas vrai, that’s hot.”

I narrowed my eyes at Dimitri’s exclamation. I hadn’t thought that we had the same taste in women, but to be honest, I’d never thought about it much. Although that could be due to my recent dry spell. Apparently, I hadn’t thought about women much recently.

“What’s hot?” I asked.

Dimitri nodded toward my future hookup’s friend, and I turned to see she’d stripped off her hoodie, revealing a very brief tank, but that wasn’t what had grabbed his attention. The brunette was currently waving her hands over her head while she bounced along to the song, belting out the lyrics in a less than melodic voice.

I grunted, then turned back to the stage. I didn’t want to miss one more second of my girl’s girls bouncing. Her breasts were so fucking hot. By now most of the bar was on their feet singing along—the women, I mean. I think most of the men weren’t because they didn’t want to expose their hard-ons.

The blonde finished her song, blew a raspberry, then took a dramatic bow amid thunderous applause.

“You change your mind about the brunette?” I asked.

Dimitri shrugged, but I could see that he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Let’s go,” I rumbled.

He didn’t need to ask what I meant. I just hoped Dimitri’s social skills had improved since the last time he’d talked to an American. He’d been less than kind when dealing with that woman at the hotel. Granted, she thought I was some B-list actor. But we probably had only one shot with these ladies, and if I knew Dimitri, we were in trouble. Our chairs made a loud scraping sound as we pushed away from the table. We were both intent on our targets, but unfortunately, we weren’t the only ones. Before we could reach them, a trio of prats got to our girls’ table first.

The guys said something and my girl looked at her friend, who rolled her eyes. With a small smile, my girl shook her head and said something I couldn’t catch. The prats took their leave, and a few beats later Dimitri and I stood in their place.

“Bonjour.” Dimitri greeted the women before I could open my mouth. “May we join you ladies?”

My girl looked to her friend, who didn’t even notice. She was too busy smiling at Dimitri, who took her smile as a yes and pulled out the chair closest to her. I grabbed the chair next to the blonde.

“I’m Hannah and this is my friend Rachel,” the blonde said with a wider smile than she’d shown the prats. Although she directed it at Dimitri.

Connard.

I smiled at both ladies. “Luc. This is Dimitri.”

Hannah turned her wide smile at me, and suddenly I was glad I’d taken a seat. “Hi, Luc. That’s quite an accent you got there. Where are you from?”

“Monaco.”

Rachel leaned forward. “Oh, wow. I’ve never met anyone from Monaco before. Your country’s been in the news lately . . . something about the royal family?”

I felt Dimitri tense beside me even as my smile dimmed. “Yes, our Sovereign Prince is marrying another European princess. It’ll be quite the event, I’m told.”

“Does that mean you’ll be invited?” Rachel asked.

I laughed uncomfortably and deflected. “Do we look like the kind of
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