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      Hadrian Drake needs a vacation. As a celebrity chef on Pasta Prince, he’s television royalty. Or so everyone said. Only a few, like his overbearing assistant, knows the truth, that he really is royalty—a prince from the island of Koros.

      And sometimes, even a prince has to get away to Vegas for the weekend. Have some fun. He’s looking for a poker table, not a girl with blue hair.

      But holy hell, she’s mesmerizing.

      Sydney Martinson has to get the hell out of Barrum—especially when her ex will not leave her alone. A trip to Vegas, for a trade show that her work paid for is perfect. Though even in Vegas, she feels eyes on her.

      Then she bumps into the most gorgeous guy she’s ever seen. He awakens parts of her that she thought had died after the divorce.

      Suddenly the trade show isn’t that important, but Hadrian is. Even if he’s a tv celebrity, she feels so good around him. In all the ways.

      Then Hadrian’s assistant tracks him down with dreadful news. One cousin is dead, another is missing.

      Hadrian is the Crown Prince of Koros—the last job in the world he wanted.

      Worse, he and Sydney are next in line on a killer’s list.
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      My hands shook, my insides rocked and my guts threatened to pour themselves out on the table at the sight of what was literally spread out before me.

      I blinked, rubbing my eyes.

      Yet the image wouldn’t go away.

      It was still there, punctuated by the rhythm of animal mating on the kitchen table.

      Jim, my husband of three years, was pumping into a woman—whose face was obscured by the angle of the kitchen table—like his life depended on it.

      “Yeah, baby, yeah. You know you love it,” he was saying.

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe.

      Oh God, what had I done to deserve this?

      What had I done that was so wrong?

      Neither of them realized I was there. Which didn’t surprise me. They were too busy making all the noise in the world, oblivious to anything but their coupling.

      Jim slapped the woman’s ass, and the sound snapped me back into reality.

      “Jim.”

      No reply.

      “Jim,” I said a little louder.

      Still, neither of them registered it.

      “Jim!”

      He paused, then turned around to look at me.

      I expected anger. Anger, rage, embarrassment, shock, anything.

      Anything was better than what I got.

      Jim laughed.

      “What do you want?” he snarled. “Got a problem with me getting a real piece of ass?” He punctuated the words by grabbing the ass of the woman he was currently embedded in.

      “I…”

      He pulled himself off her, jerked his pants up and walked toward me. The woman started cursing under her breath and tried to cover herself.

      “Come on… Spill it. You got a problem with it?”

      “Jim, I…”

      He got close, within striking range.

      “You won’t. Because I’m gonna get me a piece whenever I want it, from whoever, and you can’t do a damn thing about it.” His breath was hot and sticky against my face.

      I hated him.

      I’d never truly understood the meaning of the word until that moment. I hated him with every bit of my being, every fiber of existence.

      He started rocking his head around like he was some kind of diva. “Oh, looky here. We’re gonna get upset. Ohh, come on girl. Get upset. Fight back. I fucking dare you.”

      They say demons come to you, possess you in strange moments, make things come out of your mouth you would never say, and never do.

      Whether a demon or an avenging angel took over my being at the moment, I didn’t know.

      I just knew this—it wasn’t me who started screaming.

      “Jim, you worthless piece of cow manure. You’re lucky I don’t have a gun in my hand, because your ass would be dead, including your two-bit hoe who doesn’t even have the decency to try and leave when she sees the wife walk in. You are the lowest piece of scum in existence. Hell, you’re what a friggin’ amoeba shits. You’re nothing. You’re scum. Get out of my house before I do find your fucking gun and turn you from a rooster to a hen with one shot.”

      Jim’s eyes went wide, and he took a step back.

      Never, not once in a three-year marriage, or in the preceding year and a half of courtship had I ever screamed at him.

      With everything I had, I was the good wife. Dutiful. Proper. I had a job, cleaned and cooked and took care of things. Jim never had to do anything, because I did it all.

      And I had deluded myself into believing I did it all because I actually liked it.

      So stunned by my words, Jim and his skank did actually leave. I didn’t wait around long to find out how long he planned on being gone. I went straight into the bedroom and started packing.

      This was the end of me being his girl.
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      “We need to talk about what you want to do for the holidays,” Alicia Schmidt said, glancing at Hadrian Drake, the star of The Pasta Prince.

      Hadrian rolled his eyes. He hated these meetings. Especially when his assistant ran them—he might as well not even be here. “It’s not even January, Alicia. I just got back from the holidays with the full family. I am not ready to think about next Christmas holidays.”

      He’d only got off the plane late last night. Hell, his voice had slipped back into that Mediterranean accent he worked so hard to keep neutral all these years. Though it always did when he came back from Koros. He’d hardly gotten any sleep before his alarm—already set by Alicia—had awoken him so he could make this meeting today.

      And he’d wanted to sleep in.

      Family did that to him. He loved his dad’s family, but they were an exhausting bunch.

      The Pasta Prince producer, Ron Weisberg, sighed. “We have to plan out your schedule. And you need to come up with something new for the show.”

      “What for?” Hadrian asked. “We’re doing great. The show’s more popular than ever.” Even though it wasn’t quite January, the producers had insisted on the kick-off meeting to hash out plans for the new season. He should have stayed overseas until after the new year. Planning meetings were the most tedious part of being on a television show. “Why should we change anything?”

      Alicia started tapping her fingernails on the conference table. “The same old thing every time will get stale. We need to come up with an interesting idea.”

      “We don’t start shooting anything for two months,” Hadrian said. “We have plenty of time to come up with some kind of new segment. We don’t have to figure it out now.”

      Ron grumbled under his breath, and Alicia glanced at Ron like she was apologizing for a temperamental child.

      “Hadrian, to create a new segment, all kinds of things have to be done. The format, the design, the graphics, it all needs to be made and set up. That takes time. Figuring out the menu is also a chore.”

      “I still like the idea of you traveling, checking out little Italian restaurants all over the country,” Ron said.

      Hadrian shook his head. “Everyone does that.” Almost every big celebrity chef on the Food Channel did some kind of tour of the country, going to different places. One cook did diners, one did vacation spots… It was all tedious, as far as Hadrian was concerned. “What about a segment on ways to bring flavors of Europe to your home kitchen? I mean, I was raised on an island.”

      Ron shook his head. “Gina does that on Casual Italian.” Ron stopped, tilting his head. “Um, since when? I thought you grew up in Missouri.”

      Hadrian paused, knowing he’d said more than he should. And Alicia was giving him the evil eye. Again. “Family in the Mediterranean too.” He started rotating his pencil in his hand. “Budget cooking? With the current economy, it would be a good idea.”

      “We have three shows now with budget cooking,” Ron said.

      Alicia shook her head. “You should not be doing anything with budget cooking.”

      “Why not?” Hadrian asked. “I think it would be a nice bit. Shortcuts to save money. Do the full-priced version of the menu, then show an alternative, cheaper way to do the same meal.”

      “Because a man of your station doesn’t need to be worrying about the masses,” Alicia grumbled.

      Hadrian grimaced. The last thing he wanted to discuss was his station—especially with Ron sitting in front of him. One breath of his royal heritage to any of the show producers and they’d have a field day. “I’m a public figure whose show is supposed to be about every man cooking in his home.”

      Ron glanced at Alicia. “What in the world are you two arguing about? You know he’s not really a prince.”

      Hadrian stiffened, and he glared at Alicia. She didn’t seem to notice his mad face, but he figured she’d mastered ignoring it over the last five years.

      “It has to do with Hadrian’s family. They are dignitaries overseas. They are not pleased about his appeal to commoners.” Alicia’s stylus danced over her cell phone. “We have a meeting in an hour with the stylist, Hadrian. We need to go over your wardrobe.”

      Hadrian shook his head. “This is a casual show, Alicia. I’m not wearing Armani to cook.”

      “Of course not. But you’ll wear new casual like your contemporaries are wearing.” She raised an eyebrow, one of her blonde curls falling across her face, daring him to counter her.

      “Whatever,” Hadrian said. The argument was lost anyway.

      One would think, as the star of a cooking show, he’d have a bit more power in his real life.
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      “Listen, Debra, I’m a beautician, not a magician,” I said into my cell phone. “When you dye your hair black with box color from the five-and-dime, you can’t go platinum blonde a month later. It just won’t happen.”

      “But I was blonde before. Can’t it be removed?”

      “It’s black. Black doesn’t come all the way out. There’s only so much I can do. And I’m not even in Kansas right now, anyway.”

      “But my hair. It’s just too dark.”

      I resisted the urge to reach through my cell phone and strangle her. We’d spent probably six hours trying to get the black out of her hair, and it wasn’t until about hour four she admitted she’d done it herself. Not like I hadn’t known.

      “You’re either going to have to chop it off or let it grow. There’s nothing more I can do without frying it.”

      “I just can’t be this dark.”

      “You should have thought of that before you dyed it black.” The plane shuddered as we taxied into position. “I have to go. We’re about to get off the plane.”

      “I can’t believe you’re on vacation in Vegas with my hair like this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Your hair is fine. The dark auburn is very flattering to your blue eyes. In fact, it makes them pop more and you don’t look so washed out.”

      “It does?”

      “Of course it does. It may not be platinum blonde, but it is very glamorous.”

      It took a few more silver-tongued words, but finally, I got Debra off the phone.

      “Customers are fun, aren’t they?” the man sitting next to me said. He was fifty-four if he was a day, and had told me his life story all the way from Denver to Vegas. And I was pretty sure he wanted to sell me a new water purification system.

      I shook my head. “No, they aren’t.” Maybe I needed this vacation. Technically a working vacation—I was heading to a big hair show in Las Vegas. Still, it was not at home in Kansas.

      The plane slowed even more, and the flight attendants stood and started talking about proper plane exit. I rested my head against the headrest and glanced at the place where my wedding ring used to sit. The finger was bare and empty, but the mark remained.

      There wasn’t enough self-tanner to make the stupid line go away.

      The ring had been huge. At least it was huge to me. God, I’d loved that ring. Even when the worst days had gone by. Even when Jim had been completely intolerable, I’d still loved the ring. It was so beautiful and so, oh so…

      Symbolic.

      I was married. I, Sydney Martinson, had finally found someone who would be willing to tolerate me and spend the rest of his life with me.

      What a crock of shit.

      I ran my thumb around the place where the ring used to be for the seventieth time today. I had to get something to replace it.

      The man next to me stood up, grabbing his bag. “Is this black bag yours?” he asked as he pulled down his carry-on.

      The hairdryer-shaped tag hung off the handle. “Yeah, that’s it.”

      He handed me the bag.

      I jumped at how heavy the bag was, the load of just-in-case-they-lose-my-luggage-stuff weighing more than my suitcase. Though it left me plenty of room in the big suitcase to bring home samples of new shampoos and color.

      The fun part of being a hairdresser at a hair show—there was always cool stuff to buy.

      He moved to let me out, but I waved him on, telling him I wanted to wait until the plane thinned out a bit. Truth be told, though, I didn’t want to get up yet. I hated flying, but now I was safe, and I wasn’t ready to move.

      Traveling alone wasn’t my most favorite thing, and traveling alone to a city I’d never been to wasn’t what I’d call smart, but I had to come.

      I had to get the Hell out of Barrum for a few days. It was time.

      The passengers filed off, and I stood to follow the last person out. The stewardess—no, to be correct—the flight attendant smiled and wished me luck in Las Vegas. I wasn’t here to gamble, though.

      The Redken hair show was being held in Vegas this year. I had planned to go a few years back but hadn’t been able to because of time and money constraints. This time, I’d saved up and my boss at the five-chair salon where I worked had offered me a deal. If I kept my retail-to-service dollars at a minimum of twenty-five percent for six months, she would buy my show ticket.

      Working through the terminal toward the baggage claim, I saw a lot of male and female hairdressers. They were easy to spot. Perfect hair color, pretty perfect makeup and they were almost always dressed in black from head to toe. I guessed quite a few were flying in today since the conference started bright and early tomorrow.

      A gaggle of them stood around the luggage retrieval area and snippets of their conversations filtered through the fog of noise. Talk of the latest gossip within their salon, how this stylist was a bitch and that stylist was horrible, et cetera, et cetera.

      Once again, I was thankful I’d worked with the same three people for the last eight years. We knew each other well enough. If we had a problem, we’d tell each other outright.

      One of the stylists, who resembled Rogue from X-Men with a bad perm, looked right at me, then the hairdryer bag tag and rolled her eyes.

      Yeah, I bet I can outdo your best hair day too. Dressed in an I-Heart-Nerds T-shirt and a pair of old jeans and black flip-flops, I resembled a traveling nerd. Though really my florescent baby blue hair—cut in a short-cropped affair with a little volume in the crown—should have been a hint I was a hairdresser too. A hairdresser with lots of earrings, but a different type of stylist compared to the glamazon look a lot of hairdressers favored with fifteen variations of high-end black ensembles. I was just a bit tight with my wallet. I couldn’t justify spending five hundred bucks on a purse. Or three hundred on sunglasses.

      I put down my bag and stretched. Fatigue from the flight was starting to catch up with me. I couldn’t wait to get checked into my room and relax. Heck, I might even indulge and soak in the bathtub, as long as the tub was bigger than a postcard.

      “That is so cute,” one of the gaggle of hairdressers said. It wasn’t Rogue, but another who looked like she let the same gal do her hair as Rogue did.

      I froze. “What?”

      “Your belly ring. That’s just darling.” She stepped closer and gestured to my stomach.

      My naval ring dangled below my shirt line. The butterfly at the bottom, accented with blue tiger’s eye stones, matched my bracelet and was the inspiration for my hair color. While I knew it was there, I forgot that other people would see it on occasion.

      “What, oh,” I said, straightening up. “Hi.”

      The gal was cute--curly blonde hair with copper and amber highlights running through it that emphasized the curl structure. The weave lines left a dark edge around her face because whoever had done it hadn’t gotten it all the way to the scalp.

      “Thanks,” I said, trying to turn off my critical hairdresser eye.

      “I’ve been thinking about getting mine done.” She pulled up her shirt to show off her perfect stomach muscles. “But I’m a weenie when it comes to pain.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “It’s not that bad. It takes about thirty seconds, and the ring is in. The whole process only takes about five minutes.”

      “Really? How many other piercings do you have?”

      “Nine total.”

      She arched her eyebrow. “Where?”

      “Mostly my ears.” I picked up my bag again. Probably the worst thing about being pierced—aside from the explanations at metal detectors when I kept setting them off—was how many people wanted to know if it hurt. If I had a dollar for every time I was asked that one, I wouldn’t have had to save anything for this trip.

      “Are you going to the symposium too?” She smiled when she saw the tag on the bag.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where’s the rest of your salon?”

      “It’s just me.”

      “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Well, I’m Cathy, and you’re welcome to join us. We’re going to get our bags and head over to Mandalay Bay and go do some gambling tonight.”

      The conference was actually at Mandalay Bay, but the Luxor had more appeal to me. It was probably as close to the Egyptian pyramids as I’d ever get in life. I’d always wanted to get an ankh tattooed on my hip, but I’d never taken the plunge.

      Piercings didn’t bother me—they could come out. Tattoos were always gonna be there. When I saw enough older ladies in my salon, I couldn’t help wondering what tattoos would look like when I was seventy.

      Or if any of those older ladies had any.

      I held out my hand. “Sydney.” I smiled as we shook. “Well, I’m staying at the Luxor, and I think I’m going to retire to my room for the night. Get rested up and all.”

      “Oh.” One of the other hairdressers waved Cathy over. “Well, it was good to meet you. And if we have any of the same classes, you can come sit with me if you want.”

      “Thanks.” I watched her walk away, and her friends drilling her. They looked back at me, accompanied with a few smirks. Then they were gone.

      Man, I hate hairdressers.

      My single faded green suitcase finally appeared on the conveyer belt, so I snatched it up and headed for the shuttles.
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      Riding around Vegas probably would have been interesting had I not been plagued with thoughts of Jim. I kept having this nagging feeling he was somewhere nearby, which was foolish since he was back in Barrum.

      Jim didn’t hop planes to go somewhere—he didn’t have the funds for full-blown stalking. I know. I used to balance his checkbook.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling though. Three times, I looked over my shoulder in the shuttle, like I thought he was there.

      He wasn’t.

      And I had to remind myself that Jim might have been a controlling jerk, but he wouldn’t come all the way to Vegas.

      The sights of the massive hotels with their insane, over-the-top detailing and larger-than-life appearance at any other time would have certainly put me in the “ohh” and “ahh” stage, but I barely noticed the details.

      The MGM Grand hotel made me laugh. Or smirk. Same thing. It was green, and it made me think of the thousands of dollars spent in the last eight months. My credit card was maxed because of that rat bastard, and now I had to figure out how to pay the thing off.

      Maybe I’d get lucky at the tables. Wouldn’t that be nice?

      Yeah right. My odds were about as good to get laid over the weekend. I’d be lucky if I got to flirt with a guy. I was going to a hair convention—odds were, any guy I met would be not into girls.

      Weekend flings were not high on my priorities, either.

      I wasn’t against the idea of getting laid. Far from it. My marriage had gone south long before any papers were filed, and the sex was never great, to begin with. So the craving for good sex—no, wait; mind-blowing, orgasmic screaming, messy, sweaty sex—had been with me a long time. But that involved male attention.

      I didn’t need male attention.

      Jim had broken me of that particular desire. Between his controlling behavior and accusations of infidelity, there was only so much I could take.

      Ironic, considering I’d caught him, trousers down and going to town on a blonde.

      I’d invaded my folks’ house after I left Jim, where all my mother could ask me was what I’d done wrong to drive Jim away. I’d tried to tell her I had done nothing. I did every damn thing he asked, but she didn’t believe me.

      She blamed me for having the first divorce in our Catholic clan and destroying the family’s harmony.

      I hadn’t stayed with them for long. There was only so much I could take of Mom’s attitude during the divorce. I managed to find a cheap apartment around the corner from my salon. Heck, I could walk to work if the mood struck me.

      It wasn’t the best apartment. The carpet was ugly, the appliances probably as old as I was, but it did have one feature I liked—I could afford it.

      I rubbed my head.

      Get a grip. No dwelling on stupid stuff. I was out here to learn some new hair techniques, and to get away from all the crap for a while. Be revitalized, dang it. I leaned against the window of the shuttle as it pulled up the drive to the Luxor.

      My jaw dropped as the massive structures broke into view. Framing out a huge archway, two stone Egyptian gods stood to either side of the drive. The pyramid soared into the sky behind them, further up the drive, a stark geometry against Las Vegas’s other hotels. The entrance had been sculpted into another world, something that didn’t belong in the middle of the Nevada desert.

      The Egyptian desert, maybe, but not Nevada’s. More pillars sculpted like ancient Egyptian gods surrounded the wide window entrance.

      I felt like I was approaching a huge temple, and were it not for the cars parked in the drive, I might have gotten down on one knee in respect of the deities.

      People unloaded racks of luggage onto golden-armed luggage trolleys, and I marveled at the numbers of suitcases. My God, how long were these people planning on staying? Some looked like they were going to sit out the winter here.

      Everything was gold. Gold and whitewashed stone—or at least that was the look of it.

      A tower stood on the west side of the pyramid, probably housing more rooms. Still, the structure was a stunning sight.

      “Whoa,” I muttered as the shuttle approached the door. Yeah, this was the right place. My gut started to tingle, my hands trembling in anticipation. Excitement bubbled in me.

      This was a great idea—probably the best damned idea I’d ever had. I felt like I could make a new life for myself here.

      The magic of the place was already working on me.

      Though the pragmatist in me wondered if they put something in the air.

      “Luxor,” the shuttle driver said.

      I climbed off and headed toward the door.

      “Hello, ma’am. Do you need any assistance?” A bellhop in black and gold appeared at my side and started reaching for my bag.

      I glanced at my purse and knew I had nothing smaller than a twenty in it. I hadn’t even considered carrying anything smaller—I tended to spend smaller bills easier than the larger ones.

      “Uh, no thanks, I got it.” I shifted my faded green suitcase. He nodded, but disappointment hung in his eyes. I tried not to feel guilty—I usually tipped, but I wasn’t even sure what a bellhop got these days anyway.

      Heck, I couldn’t think of the last time I’d actually been to a hotel that had bellhops—if ever.

      I had about a hundred dollars in twenties, plus four crisp one hundred dollar bills—tips I’d stuck in a jar under my bed for six months to save up. It had been pretty wonderful to go to the bank and get them cashed into larger bills. Everything else I’d scraped up was going to pay for the hotel bill.

      I’d probably be eating McDonald’s all weekend, but who cares? I was in Vegas.

      Working my way across the threshold, I admired the tiled floor. It had a gold and whitish pattern, and the noise that could only be a casino—beeps, rings, and calls of the machines echoed nearby. Two massive stone pharaohs, I estimated almost two stories tall, stood beside an entrance to the casino across from the door.

      The front desk was off to the left.

      Maybe I’d seen Pretty Woman one too many times because I froze and stared at the front desk, which seemed nearly as long as a city block. Never in all my days had I seen anything like that. I’d expected something small, maybe two or three stations to check people in.

      But this was Vegas. Everything was large and overdone in Vegas.

      I really needed to get out more. I headed to a counter and gave the clerk my name.
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      “I’m driving down I-15 right now, Alicia,” Hadrian Drake said.

      “Oh no you’re not,” Alicia snapped at him.

      “Yeah, I am.” He smirked. While normally, Hadrian did exactly as he was told, every once in a while, he had to run away from his assistant’s watchful eye. Granted, it wasn’t a good idea to piss off your assistant, but it was amusing sometimes.

      Especially the fact that he had an assistant.

      “Alone?”

      “Well, how can I have some time alone if there is someone with me?” He heard Alicia’s heavy breathing in the background. The sound would have been accompanied with a heavy shoulder shrug and in a moment…

      Tapping came through the phone. “Yes, but…”

      “My schedule is clear for the next few weeks.” He held the phone out from his ear to try and ignore her tapping.

      “It is, but there are several things that could have been taken care of this week. We still have to figure out what you’re going to do new on the show.”

      “Deal with it. I’ll see you in a week.” He hit his steering wheel, cutting off the call.

      Hadrian stepped on the gas.

      “Viva Las Vegas,” he sang in his best Elvis imitation.

      One of the really shitty things about being successful in Hollywood was the need for assistants. Or so said the current Hollywood buzz. Everyone had assistants to keep their lives organized. He hadn’t wanted one but had kept missing appointments, which looked bad. Even though he wasn’t truly Hollywood. Cooking show chefs weren’t nearly as glamorous as starlets and action heroes.

      But he’d relented.

      Alicia was a bit overbearing, but very organized nonetheless. She kept him in the best clothes, the best parties, everything. She handled things. She should, anyway—his aunt had arranged for her, and his aunt was very meticulous when it came to staff. Being the Queen of Koros, she had to be.

      And having an assistant did have its benefits. Alicia knew everything about him. She understood why certain things had to be the way they were.

      Didn’t mean he had to like it. He’d spent most of his life keeping his royal heritage as minimized as possible.

      Sure, it was out there. Anyone who was ambitious enough could figure out he was a cousin to the crown prince of Koros—far enough away from the crown that he’d never be king, but close enough that when royalty called, he went.

      Whether he liked it or not.

      He pressed the magic button in his Cadillac Escalade, a present he’d bought himself a few months ago.

      “Hello Mr. Drake, what can I do for you?” the chipper voice replied.

      “I need a reservation at the Luxor in Las Vegas. A one bedroom suite for the next four nights, available today.”

      “Certainly, sir, give me a few moments.”

      He passed a late modeled sedan flying down the highway at eighty-five.

      He’d grown up on a razor’s edge between being royalty and a normal kid from Missouri. His American mother had insisted on as much of a normal, American life, while his father, a grand duke and royal prince, had insisted that Hadrian understand his place.

      So Hadrian had done both. He’d flipped back and forth between the two lives so effortlessly, he wondered sometimes, which part mattered.

      If either did.

      An American kid, or a Korosian prince who would never sit on the throne. He’d become the forgotten Korosian prince—no one really thought much of him outside of Koros.

      At least, until he’d gotten his own cooking show.

      “Mr. Drake,” the voice came back, “they have a one bedroom suite in the pyramid available immediately.”

      “Fine, tell them I’ll be there in a couple of hours.”

      “Great, I will let them know. Is there anything else you need?”

      “Nope.”

      “Thank you for using OnStar. Enjoy your stay in Las Vegas.” A click disconnected the call. He wondered if the gal would gossip with her friends that she’d got to assist Hadrian Drake.

      Of course, he had to wonder if she even knew he was the Hadrian Drake—The Pasta Prince.

      Possibly.

      His impromptu trip to Vegas wasn’t his first, and certainly wouldn’t be his last. He drove the four-hour drive as often as he could, and always stayed at the Luxor. He loved the ancient Egyptian feel of the place.

      His mother said it was the Mediterranean in him. He liked to believe he’d lived a past life there.

      Even though the Luxor was a casino and way over the top like the other Vegas hotels, he still loved the artifacts. Some were real. He could wander through the hotel for hours looking at stuff. And almost every trip, he bought something to put in his home.

      He’d considered actually looking into real Egyptian artifacts, but they wouldn’t mean as much as the stuff he bought in Vegas. Like the pharaoh bust he’d bought after he’d won after a seven-hour stretch at a poker table. Or the jewel-studded sphinx he’d bought because his ex-girlfriend had hated it.

      Besides, dammit, he was on break. The twelve to fourteen hour days creating a television series took a lot out of him. Not to mention the public appearances, promotions, interviews and all the other bullshit that went along with being on the cooking show.

      The Pasta Prince had really taken off this past season. The show had been on the air for seven seasons with the previous hostess, Elizabeth “Ebbie” Queen, at the helm. The show had been called The Pasta Queen then. When the auditions came around, the only edge Hadrian had was he’d been one of Ebbie’s assistants for three seasons.

      He loved to cook. It didn’t matter what it was, he was enamored of the process of cooking. There wasn’t much he couldn’t make, even with minimal ingredients. His mom had always teased he’d better marry a woman that loved doing dishes. So far he’d had yet to find one that did.

      Most were more interested in who he was rather than genuinely caring about him. They wanted The Pasta Prince. Or the truly ambitious wanted him for his lineage. While he tried to keep his royal pedigree under wraps, anyone who did enough research could figure out he was the eldest child of the Grand Duke of Bouzio. But so far, the producers hadn’t put two and two together.

      Ironic, considering they’d already picked out the title The Pasta Prince before Hadrian got the job.

      If he had his way, he would continue to be The Pasta Prince. He was happy in his life. Why mess up a good thing?
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      My room at the Luxor was a typical hotel room. Rust, blue and gold accent pieces framing, well, a hotel bed, and typical hotel table and chair sat in the corner.

      The king size bed was appealing. I had a full size at home.

      I snagged the prominently placed card off the dresser, naming the housekeeper along with a place to put any tips for housekeeping.

      I raised my eyebrow at the little card. “You’re supposed to tip housekeeping? Spend over a hundred dollars a night on this room, and I’m supposed to tip someone to make my bed?” Evidently, my Midwestern roots were showing. “And I got this deal online, even.”

      I tossed my suitcase on the bed and started going through my stuff. In the little vanity area outside of the actual bathroom, I saw a small coffee pot on the counter, along with a hairdryer mounted onto the wall.

      “Why didn’t I bring my coffee,” I mumbled. I was picky about my coffee. It was one of my few luxury items. I glanced at the wattage of the blow-dryer. Not that I used one. But I could since one was available.

      I put out my makeup and toothbrush and took the rest of my stuff into the bathroom and marveled at the huge space. It had a large, glassed-in shower, a sunken tub, and another sink, with a divider separating the toilet from the second sink.

      And in the nook where the toilet was, a phone hung on the wall.

      “That would have to be an important phone call.” The only thing I didn’t like was the toilet faced the door to the shower—anyone using the bathroom would get a full view of someone in there.

      A beautiful eight by ten foil portrait of Nefertiti hung on the wall outside the bathroom. Framed in a wide gold border and ten by thirteen frame, it was a magnificent picture of the Egyptian queen.

      I reached up and touched the frame, and smirked because it was bolted to the wall. Not that I’d take a picture from a hotel room, but I wouldn’t have minded looking at the back to see if there were any hints to where I could get my own copy.

      Oh well.

      Nefertiti’s eyes seemed to dance. Maybe it was the foil. Maybe it was a sign. Maybe she thought it funny I wanted to take her home. She’d always been my favorite Egyptian queen. Who needed Cleopatra? Nefertiti changed an entire culture’s belief system. If only for a while.

      That’s talent, right there.

      If Nefertiti was watching over my stay, this was certainly going to be a good trip.

      My stomach started to growl, and I decided to head downstairs and see what kind of food I could find.

      And maybe some trouble. God knows I needed some.
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      The buffet I found wasn’t impressive, but it was food in my stomach. According to my conference paperwork, there was a social event tonight, but I didn’t feel like hiking all the way back over to the Mandalay Bay. While the route was underground between the hotels, it was still roughly a mile to walk. I wasn’t feeling the love.

      So I started to peruse my digs. The pool was beautiful, the cabanas were so cool until I saw you had to pay for them. I wandered around the mezzanine level, and then stumbled onto the shopping area in the hotel. Though I wasn’t a big shopper, I did love to browse—knickknacks, jewelry, and statues of Egyptian busts, all kinds of interesting things.

      In one store, I snagged a couple of shot glasses, picked up a small snow globe for my mother-in-law and set it on the shop counter.

      Wait.

      I glanced at the snow globe.

      I didn’t have a mother-in-law anymore. She hadn’t cared for me when I was married to her son—why in the world would I buy her a knickknack now?

      “I don’t need this,” I said, handing it to the clerk. The lady nodded and put it back behind her on a shelf. The final resting place resembled a graveyard of unclaimed knick-knacks.

      As I left, I wondered what had possessed me. I’d spent every moment with Jim trying to get his mom to like me, but if I painted a wall in the house, it was too dark or too light. If I cooked something, it wasn’t flavored right. If I rearranged the furniture, it was suddenly awkward and hard to move around.

      But if Jim did it…

      Oh, everything was perfect. Even if he burnt food, it was “just how she liked it.”

      Old bitch.

      I left, adjusting my backpack-purse, which was far too heavy. I should have pulled my books out before I’d left the room The other shops were okay. I caught myself gazing in a store with children’s and infant’s clothes. A little black onesie had the Luxor logo on it, with the pyramids in the background. Not that I had a child to give it to.

      Jim and I had attempted to conceive, but evidently, Fate had other ideas because we tried for the entire course of our marriage. After a battery of tests, there was no medical reason why I couldn’t get pregnant, at least not that they could find.

      Yet no babies.

      Another thing wrong with me, in his mother’s eyes. His mother couldn’t stand me when I married her son. My mother couldn’t stand me when I divorced him.

      Evidently, I’m not supposed to be around mothers.

      I plopped down at a fountain with a large sculpture of the Sphinx overlooking the water. Quite a few pennies had been dropped into the pool of water. I wondered how many wishes were granted from those pennies. The coins resembled a mosaic on the bottom.

      I dug out a penny from my jeans.

      But I didn’t know what to wish for.

      Money? Who couldn’t use a little more filling the pockets?

      Happiness? To be able to genuinely smile? That would be awesome. I’d been using my fake smile for so long it seemed like the only one I had anymore.

      A chance at love again? I’d been wondering about that since filing the divorce. Had Jim been my only shot, and now I was done? I hoped not, but with my luck it probably was.

      Not like I wanted to jump into a new relationship, but to find one eventually, that would be nice. I’d hate to think Jim was my only chance.

      I squeezed the penny tighter and went for the girly wish, another chance at love. I raised my hand, ready to toss in the penny when someone grabbed my wrist.

      “Did you ask Ra?” a male voice asked.

      I jerked back, my elbow slamming the guy right in the solar plexus. “What the…?”

      “Sorry.” The man jerked backward, doubling over and coughing a bit.

      “What the hell was that?” I spun around, furious and ready to rip this guy to shreds, my fist drawn back, ready to punch.

      And then I got a good look at him.

      He was tall, broad-shouldered and had the most amazing amber gold eyes I had ever seen. He stared back at me with the strangest look—partial relief, partial fury. And how the two emotions could be played on his face in the same moment, I didn’t know, but they were there. His black-brown hair hung parted in the center and touched his shoulders, soft waves smoothed back, looking too casual to be actually fixed.

      I had to make myself close my mouth.

      “I deserved that,” he muttered, forcing a smile on his face. “I shouldn’t have grabbed your arm. I’m sorry.” His voice had a rich tone to it, American, but not. Like he wasn’t a native but had lived here long enough to adopt an American sound.

      The voice swirled around me like it was tangible, making my insides tingle all the way down to my toes.

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Pumped on adrenaline, I was rather pleased with myself for not yelling or screaming, or heck, swooning as I looked at him.

      “Still, if you want your wish to come true, you have to ask Ra.” The corner of his mouth tipped up in a quirky grin, arrogant and ornery, like he knew something I didn’t.

      That made me feel funky.

      “Ra?”

      “You know, the Egyptian sun god.” He flashed those blinding teeth at me as he sat.

      “Uh, yeah, I know who Ra is.” I scooted back a bit on the bench, a little farther out of his grasp.

      “You ask Ra, and he’ll grant your wish.” He didn’t get any closer, leaving enough space in between us so I could bolt without too much trouble.

      Of course, all he’d have to do was lean…

      As he sat there next to me, I wasn’t sure what I thought—he was tall, but he wasn’t overly huge, like a bodybuilder or something. My eyes kept wandering down to his stomach. No gut hung out, and for a second I wondered if his tummy was as rock hard as it looked under his shirt.

      Stop it.

      I didn’t know who he was… He could be some kind of nut.

      “Uh, okay. I ask Ra to grant my wish.” I closed my eyes, thinking my wish as fast as I could. May I be given another chance at love. I tossed the penny in the fountain, watched it sink into the clear pool, and wondered what in the world possessed me to listen to this guy.

      “See there, that wasn’t so bad. Name’s Hadrian.” He held out his hand to shake.

      “Sydney.” I met his firm handshake. Damn. I didn’t like knowing he had a firm shake. Brought him up a notch in my book.

      A spark started at our joined hands and shot down through my body like a current,

      I didn’t want to let go, the sensation so powerful between us. I looked into his eyes. Whatever it was I was feeling, he was feeling it too.

      We held hands a bit longer than necessary, our fingers dancing around each other, the pads like explorers, feeling every little groove, each little line, like making an imprint.

      “Nice to meet you, Sydney.” He finally released my hand and the spark was gone. And I experienced a flash of sadness. “First time at the Luxor?” He looked away from me, around the shopping area.

      I didn’t like him not looking at me. I needed eye contact.

      Which was totally weird, but it was how I felt. I never responded so viscerally to a man. “Uh, well, uh, yeah.”

      “Well, if I may, I’ll show you around.”

      “Uh, really, that’s okay. Yeah. I think I’ll be going now.” I had to get away from him. He was bringing up responses in me I knew I shouldn’t have for someone I just met.

      He could be married. Gay. Involved. A woman-beater. A psycho. This wasn’t sane.

      Yet when I told my brain to stop overthinking, I had a pretty good feeling he wasn’t any of those things.

      Though whether it was the hormones, who were screaming for me to jump him right here, or if it was my other instincts, I didn’t know.

      I felt a strange need to be near him.

      And I really didn’t like that idea at all.

      I picked up my bag and he looked a bit disappointed—shoulders slumped, his feet shifting back and forth like he couldn’t decide which way he wanted them.

      “Do you work here?” I asked before my brain caught up with my mouth.

      What was wrong with me? I could have gotten away.

      Run away and hide.

      And something occurred to me. Running away and hiding—that’s what I’d always done when dealing with Jim.

      And what good had it ever done me? He’d chased me down.

      And maybe this burst of attraction with this Hadrian guy was years of pent up sexual frustration and desire bursting through the surface. I wasn’t married anymore. I shouldn’t run away from it.

      This was a quasi-vacation, after all.

      Screw it.

      Rather, let’s screw him…

      His eyes were warm with mirth. “No, I just come here a lot.” The killer smile remained on his face, and that whole deer in headlights thing came over me.

      My mind thought I should run, fly away as fast as I could—stay away from such wild sensations, but I fought it and made myself remain rooted in the spot.

      Even though my rational brain started nagging that he was a regular at the Luxor.

      Great, he’s a gambler. Just what I needed. I looked up at the ceiling. Nice one, Ra. Thanks. For the briefest of seconds, the painting on the ceiling seemed to wink at me, making fun. If I hadn’t been a mature lady of twenty-nine, I would have stuck my tongue out at it.

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, Adr—”

      “Hadrian with an H.”

      “Sorry, Hadrian.” Hadrian, a nice name. Kind of rolls off the tongue in a rather sexy way…

      I licked my lips, imagining saying the name in the heat of passion.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge the rampant, random thoughts.

      Hadrian watched me, a crease in his brow like he was trying to figure out what was going on in my brain.

      Lord knows I didn’t want that to happen, so I painted on a nice fake smile. I was so good at those.

      “Well, if you don’t want a tour, are you sure I can’t buy you a drink? That’s the least I can do for scaring the wits out of you.” He leaned a little closer to me, but for some reason, I wasn’t as afraid as I should have been. I stayed where I was instead of backing away.

      As I considered his proposition, I glanced around, realizing other people were staring and pointing in our direction. I didn’t like it—it gave me a weird vibe, and a shiver ran down my back.

      They probably were wondering what a good-looking guy like him was doing talking to a blue-haired gal like me. I hadn’t even bothered to touch up my makeup before heading down to explore the hotel. So I probably had black eyeshadow in places that it had no right to be.

      But if it were bad, would this incredibly handsome guy be offering to buy me a drink? Probably not.

      Unless he had some weird fetish.

      I probably looked like I was into the weird fetishes, what with my black eye makeup, ear metal, and freshly dyed neon blue hair.

      “Oh, uh, well, sure, if you want.” As I spoke, I realized I was stammering again. A horrid habit of mine, I tended to stammer around good-looking guys. Ugh, would I never get a break?

      I wadded up the small sack from the shop and stuffed it into my purse. I hoped this guy wasn’t turned off. I really did know how to put together a coherent sentence.

      “Come on, there’s a bar down the way.” He held out his arm, and I slipped my arm through his. The gesture surprised me, but hey, when in Vegas, right?
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      Hadrian hadn’t wanted to bother the gal by the fountain. He really hadn’t. He’d only been at the hotel an hour or so, roaming around, letting himself get lost in the ambiance. He’d seen her meandering from shop to shop, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      Hints of dimples lingered in her cheeks, though she wasn’t using the great smile she had to have.

      It wasn’t the hair. He’d never been a fan of the wild hair colors.

      There was a genuineness about her. The way she stared at everything around her, wide-eyed and honest.

      Even from a distance, he knew she wouldn’t bullshit him. She didn’t care about agendas and duties and rules and regulations. This woman wasn’t going to bind him to the little box his birthright, or his show, for that matter, pinned him in.

      Before he could stop himself, he had been walking across the floors, heading straight for the blue hair and eyes that would probably tell him to go screw himself if he didn’t handle the intro right.

      He tried to talk himself out of approaching her. He really did. He thought of a thousand reasons why he shouldn’t bother her, because as stunning as she was, she wore a sense of sadness, and really, did he want to be drawn into extra drama?

      Before he’d realized it, he reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her from throwing her coin.

      She’d hit him in the gut.

      At that moment, he felt the color drain, his stomach had done cartwheels and he’d thought he might throw up.

      Oh hell.

      Were his dad alive, he would have called him immediately to start yelling at him. Because this wasn’t what he expected. His dad had always said when he’d met the one, it had been a kick in the gut. Hadrian never expected it to be literally a physical punch.

      Surely this wasn’t what his dad had meant, right?

      She stammered with every sentence. Which should have driven him crazy, but it didn’t. He thought it was cute.

      Such a bad sign…

      They sat in the bar, and she ordered, of all things, a glass of iced tea. Not a Long Island Iced Tea, but a real, plain, iced tea. She carefully balanced her lemon wedge in her spoon. They brought her a stack of sweetener that she never touched other than straightening them on the table.

      Simple.

      He liked that.

      And he couldn’t help noticing she didn’t stammer at the waitress.

      Interesting. Maybe she knew who he was. Though she didn’t look like the type to watch a lot of cooking shows. She had finally managed to put together more than one sentence without stammering once they sat down. But it was mostly when she wasn’t looking at him directly.

      She seemed to be checking over her shoulder as much as he was.

      Odd.

      He sipped on his second Bud Light, noticing she hadn’t finished her tea.

      She had relaxed a bit when she’d discovered she could smoke in the bar, especially when he’d pulled out his pack of cigarettes.

      “Yeah, well,” she said, taking another sip of the tea. “I know you probably could care less about my hair conference. So what about you? Why are you here in the City of Lights?”

      “Vacation.” He pulled a cigarette from his pack.

      She admired his Zippo as he lit it. “Vacation, eh?”

      “Seemed like time for one.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a cook on a television show.” He’d debated with an out and out lie, and the truth. But what stopped him was her absolute honesty.

      “Oh really?” she said, a grin spreading across her face. “Which show?”

      “The Pasta Prince.” He tensed, wondering if now she’d recognize him; if now she’d become a bubbling fan, profess her love for the show, and all that jazz.

      She took another sip of her tea. “Hmm. Is that on that, uh food station?”

      “Do you watch?”

      “No. But my girlfriend Bella loves the show. She has such a crush on the chef…” She glanced at him. “On you, I guess,” she said, her cheeks turning pink.” She shrugged as she spoke, not looking at him.

      “I’ll have to give you an autograph for your friend.”

      This time she did look at him, and her eyes lit up. “Would you? She would go crazy over that.”

      The sight made his heart slam in his chest. “I would be happy to. Got some paper?”

      She grabbed her huge backpack-purse. “I think I do.” She started pulling stuff out of it—a shopping bag, and then the books…

      In a flash, she’d stacked eight books on the small table.

      “Read much?” he asked.

      Sydney jerked, spilling the stack on the floor. “Crap,” she muttered. He helped her gather the books. And he couldn’t believe the collection …

      A couple of literary novels, a sci-fi novel—Star Trek, to be exact—two mystery/suspense novels, all bestsellers, and he snagged another one. When he turned it over, he jerked. The cover had a naked male’s back holding a broadsword. Hadrian held it by his fingertips.

      “Oh knock it off,” she muttered as she snagged it out of his hands.

      “You actually read that stuff?” He gestured to the cover with the guy on it.

      “I’m a girl. Of course I do. Every girl needs a hero and romance in her life once in a while.” She stacked the books again, more carefully this time. He noticed the romance novel wasn’t the only one in the stack. She actually had several, all with fairly naked male bodies on the cover.

      He shook his head. “You have eclectic tastes.”

      She shrugged. “I never know what I feel like.” She continued digging in her
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