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PRINCE NIKO PRIESTLY, the next king to a small country, doesn’t want the job. 

The thing is, you can’t abdicate the throne when you’re the only remaining royal blood left to fill the spot. No uncles that had illegitimate children, no secret love babies... just me. Marriage, life, how many children, everything’s basically been all arranged for me before I was even out of the womb. 

I need to marry royal blood, some high class social snob that’s colder than a glacier. Stuck in a life I don’t want, forced to fulfill duties I suck at and the more times I screw up, the more the media loves me.  

The world is f*cked.

I’ve got one last chance at pretending to be normal. 

Sort of. 

One year left at a proper university that I’m not allowed to flunk out of... which I’m kind of on course to do.  But I made a deal with the king - I’ll pass my courses if he promises to lay off on the bodyguards, the social commitments, everything that goes with royalty. 

He agrees — under the condition I get a tutor to help me not fail my classes.  I can’t say no.  It’s a door—more like a window—to freedom for one year at least.

There’s no falling for the tutor - she’s a commoner, with divorced parents, her father isn’t even from Eldinburgh. She’s so far from perfect, my father isn’t even worried I might fall for her. 
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“LEMON?” I GUESSED.

“Nope,” Greg said.

“Licorice?”

“Yuck.” He turned up his nose.

“Strawberry?”

“Bingo.” Greg tossed a hacky sack at me, indicating that it was my turn.

“Favorite song,” I commanded.

“‘Bye Bye Bye.’” He laughed.

“Loser.” I tossed the ball back, hitting him square in the eye.

“Ow, man.” He rolled off the couch and onto the floor, kicking my feet off the desk.

I looked up at him in alarm. “Do I have to remind you?”

“That you’re His Royal Highness, prince of Eldinburgh?” Greg laughed, moving to the fridge to fetch himself a drink. “I think about it every day.”

“Only good things, I hope,” I said dryly.

“I think about how your money bought all these fancy things.” He gestured around the apartment.

We were students at a prestigious university in the capital city of Dunneheist in northwest Eldinburgh. Not the largest European country, but we were card-carrying members of the EU, complete with all the advantages and responsibilities that entailed. As king of Eldinburgh, my father’s job was to represent the country at all the official meetings. He traveled to Brussels and Paris as well as London, New York, Moscow—basically anywhere that would put him up for a night and provide him with a nice meal. I knew all his trips were important, life-or-death affairs that involved borders and treaties. He took me with him more times than I could count, forcing me to sit for hours as ambassadors and politicians held meeting after meeting.

I should have been grateful, but I wasn’t. I studied government in high school. There were plenty of democracies where people had to choose to be elected. They actually ran for office and only put in the work if they wanted to. In my country, I was expected to pick up where my dad left off. It didn’t matter if I wanted to or not, it was my duty.

I was trying to come to terms with my responsibilities, but it was hard. Having your life scripted for you before you were born is a burden not many people face. By the time I was out of diapers, my parents knew exactly which schools I would go to, what I would study, who my friends would be, and most importantly, who I would marry.

I had no choice in the matter. I grew up knowing that every wrong move would be broadcast across the country. Foreign diplomats were free to come and go, but I was trapped in the palace.

My parents weren’t like other parents. Even the friends I was allowed to have as a child had more experience with regular life than I did. They had family dinners and game nights. I had a suite all to myself and a nanny who brought me my meals. I was dressed up occasionally and paraded in front of the media, where I had to pretend that my mother was a constant companion.

In reality, she would swing by every few days to check on me. They wanted me to become the perfect little prince, but I always had a wild streak. When I was six years old, I went through a phase where I refused to wear pants. Try as they might, my nannies couldn’t get me to stop dropping trousers in front of the palace guard. There was even a bit about it in the newspapers, though my parents did everything they could to hush it up.

When I was ten, I ran away for a day to join a pickup basketball game. The basket was at least ten feet taller than I was, but I was determined to play. I saw other kids doing it in a downtown park, and I snuck out of the palace for one glorious summer day. The rest of the kids had no idea who I was. They shared their juice boxes and snack crackers with me, making fun of my dismal shooting skills but impressed with my hustle.

When the royal guard found me, I wasn’t allowed out of my room for a week. That particular episode was buried. No one wanted news to get out that a ten-year-old had outsmarted His Majesty’s troops.

When I was fifteen, I shut down the power grid on a dare. Greg, who was the son of one of my father’s advisors, bet me that I couldn’t hack the utility company. It turns out I couldn’t. I wasn’t any kind of child prodigy or a computer genius. I used my personal account to try to gain access to my father’s company. As king, he owned everything. I ended up confusing the operators, and they powered down the grid.

After that, I was grounded for two weeks. It was business as usual for the rest of high school. I didn’t get good grades, but it didn’t matter. I passed, and the entire country celebrated my graduation.

I had no choice of universities. My parents had already picked out the one I would attend. It was the most prestigious school in all of Western Europe, a mecca for talented scholars from all across the globe. I was probably one of several thousand kids whose parents bought them access. The other eighty-five percent of the population was there because they wanted to make something of themselves.

Greg was pressured into coming with me, but he didn’t seem to mind. We had been friends for ages, and dorm life wouldn’t have been the same without him. I never threw my weight around in our relationship; my father did enough of that. He spoke with Greg’s dad, who agreed to enroll my best friend in the University of Dunneheist, or U of D as we called it.

For my freshman year, my parents set me up with a bodyguard as a roommate. It was laughable; the man was at least thirty years old and fooling no one. I talked them into letting me have my own room. I would have opted for a suite, but I didn’t want to be too obvious.

There were suites in one of the dorm halls, but they housed at least ten guys each. If I claimed one for myself, people would talk. Instead, Greg and I moved off campus as soon as we could, taking an upscale apartment within walking distance of the school.

My parents were paying rent, one of the perks of knowing the king. Actually, I wasn’t sure if they were paying rent or if they had just arranged living quarters for me with a royal decree. It didn’t matter. Greg and I shared a three-bedroom flat when most of the students were stuck with bunk beds. We were sitting in the living room, along with four guys and two girls, lounging in comfortable chairs my parents had provided.

The semester was about to start. It was senior year, and everyone was coming back from break. We didn’t have anything better to do. It was too early in the day to start drinking and too late in the afternoon to go out to lunch. We were tossing the bean bag ball around the room, guessing at each other’s favorite things.

“Favorite curse word,” someone said.

We took turns yelling curse words at the top of our lungs. It was fun, but I was bored already. Greg was the only friend I actually trusted; the rest of the group were only attention seekers. I could have skipped college altogether and gone directly into service. It was one thing for the prince to be genuinely interested in furthering his education, but it was entirely different to support a party lifestyle with government funds. My parents were going to hear about every little thing that happened, I didn’t want them to think I was abusing my privilege.

They had spies everywhere. I was almost certain one of the kids we were entertaining was on the payroll. Just because they looked young didn’t mean they weren’t secretly army recruits sent to check up on me. I was never able to do anything without my parents’ knowledge. That one time I ran away had taught them to be sneaky.

For a long time, I thought Greg was feeding them information. But when I confronted him, he swore on his mother’s life he was innocent. That’s when we decided to mess with the power grid. I knew that someone who was secretly working for the government wouldn’t instruct me to do dangerous things. He had to prove that he was an idiot and not just pretending. Since then, we had been inseparable. He was the one person I knew was on my side. Everyone else was suspect.

The rest of the students in the room could come or go. They were all probably thrilled to be hanging out with the crown prince. They were fun to party with, but I didn’t trust them. I wasn’t going to stick my neck out to keep them around.

“Time to go,” I announced, shooing them all out.

When it was just me and Greg, I felt comfortable opening up. “I wish the semester didn’t have to start.”

“Why?” He took a seat beside me.

“What am I going to do when I graduate?” I asked hypothetically.

“You’re going to be fucking king,” he replied.

“Not until Dad dies,” I reminded him. “Until then, I’m just a useless member of the royal court. I’ll have to sit in on meetings so I’m prepared to take over. But no one will ever ask my opinion because they’d rather hear from the king.”

“Yeah, but eventually you’ll have all the power in the world.”

I didn’t correct him. It was true—when I was king, I would have power. That was another reason I didn’t want the title. I knew myself; I was lazy. If being king meant I could sit around and eat grapes all day, maybe I would be interested. But I would have to make real decisions that affected the lives of millions of people. I didn’t want the responsibility.

“I wish I wasn’t the prince.” I sighed.

“And everyone else wishes they were you,” Greg replied.

“If I could just stop time, make sure my dad doesn’t die and I don’t graduate, then I’ll never have to fill his shoes.”

“Makes sense,” Greg humored me.

“It’s impossible,” I moaned.

“I don’t envy you,” Greg said.

“You’re coming with me.” I pointed a finger at him. “When I’m king, you’ll be royal something. I’ll make up a title.”

“And what will my duties be?” He tossed the ball up in the air.

“To make excuses for me when I don’t feel like working.”

“Hear ye, hear ye, the king has diarrhea and he’s on the crapper!” Greg announced.

“I’m serious.” I nailed him with a firm gaze. “I want you in my cabinet.”

“Okay.” Greg shrugged. “I’m not gonna say no.”

“Good.” I settled back in my chair. “What are we doing now?”

“Now?” He glanced around at the empty room. “I guess we could unpack.”

“Don’t you have people to do that?”

“I don’t want people to unpack for me.” He stood up, crossing the room to grab one of the many suitcases stuffed in the corner.

“Why not?”

“Because then I won’t know where things are.”

“This is why I need you as my advisor,” I said.

“I’m already your advisor, Your Majesty.”

“But I’ll pay you for it,” I promised.

“Is it a fat paycheck?” he asked with a grin.

“The fattest.”

I sat watching while Greg hauled the suitcase into his bedroom. My own room was already set up, courtesy of the palace staff. Unlike my friend, I didn’t feel the need to do it myself.

I was already bored with the day’s activities. I wanted to get out and do something. I was sure there were at least two or three parties off campus we could hit up. Some of the larger student housing featured fraternity-like shared living spaces that were ripe for celebrations. I knew them all by heart.

“Let’s go,” I said, standing up.

“Where are we going?” He emerged from the bedroom.

“Downtown,” I replied.

“Don’t we need the bodyguards for that?”

“They’ll come,” I said. “They always do.”

“Okay,” he agreed, always up for whatever I wanted to do.

We left the room unlocked. No one would try to break in, and if they did, I would bring the full weight of the government down on them. Though they were trying to maintain a respectful distance, I knew there were security agents stationed all over the building. No one was going to mess with our stuff.
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Alora
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THE FIRST THREE HOURS of my shift were passable. I managed to get all the orders right and even made a few customers smile. Toward the end, it got rough. One guy said that his burger didn’t have pickles. When I checked the receipt and it clearly said that he asked us to hold the pickles, he turned red as a beet. He started cussing and accused me of making shit up.

I apologized and went to get the manager. They knocked twenty percent off the bill, and the guy shut up. I knew a hustle when I saw one. He asked for no pickles and used that to get a discount. But I kept my mouth shut.

I worked at a bar and grill. The grill was open from ten in the morning until ten at night, when the bar took over. I was a waitress, not a mixologist, which meant I was the one who dealt with the customers. They got progressively worse as the night went on, until the last stragglers had to be kicked out before closing time.

My friend Missy got me the job. We went to school together and lived in an off-campus apartment near the U of D. The place we were staying was much cheaper than university housing, though most of the students who went there wouldn’t know. Half of them were living off their parents’ money, while the other half were there on soccer scholarships. It was one of the best schools in all of Europe. I knew that because I’d spent months researching the topic while still in high school.

I was from a small town in South Carolina, the most unlikely birthplace for a woman of the world. I liked to think of myself that way. It helped when I was faced with so many privileged young people. I was a foreigner in Eldinburgh, and even though everyone spoke English, I still confused the idioms sometimes.

I discovered the U of D in a European guidebook. I knew I wanted to travel, to get as far away from home as possible. My parents were stuck in their routine, but I wanted something more. What had started out as an adventure quickly devolved into a chore. I had no money and had to hustle for every buck, or raffits as they were called. My parents sent care packages every six months, filled with snacks from home. They were fun but not particularly helpful. I needed money to pay the rent and keep the lights on. I needed internet for my classes and cash for lab fees.

When Missy found me, I was in the library shelving books. It was a horrible job with bad hours that paid only once a month. There wasn’t a lot of scholarship money for an American-born tourist with no soccer skills. I was smart, but I wasn’t a chess master. I didn’t have a job secured in a global firm or a patent pending. The school offered me two thousand raffits a semester, which covered the flight from Charleston and meals. Everything else I had to pay for myself.

Working at the library, I was almost homeless. I paid sixty raffits per month to sleep on a cot in the living room of an off-campus house. The university’s rooms, so often rolled into the loan or the tuition cost for those who could afford them, were beyond my means. I was barely able to afford the cost of classes. Something had to give.

Missy offered to put in a good word with her boss, and a few days later, I had a real job. I kept the library gig. That was part-time after school, and I worked at the bar on the weekends. I also started grading papers for one of my teachers as well as tutoring some lowerclassmen during the day. Cobbled together, my glut of part-time jobs gave me enough to survive.

Missy offered me a room in her apartment. It wasn’t much, but it was a big upgrade from couch surfing. And I had a friend to share my university experience with. We were seniors, and the semester was about to start. I was looking forward to diving back in. I had two classes that were really spectacular, one dealing with cancer research and one about statistics. I was doing a double major. It was more work, but I had the time. When I wasn’t earning a living, I was studying. That was basically all I did. Other students focused exclusively on their social lives, but I considered that a waste. Ten years from now, I would be head of an international pharmaceutical company, and they would be flipping hamburgers.

I wiped down my last table, admitting to myself that most of them would walk right into whatever job their parents had set up for them. Not only was U of D exclusive, but it was rich. Everyone had a trust fund or a famous family. Sometimes I felt like the only foreign exchange student and the only one who really cared about her studies.

I was about to hang my apron up when Missy intercepted me. “Come have a drink.”

“I want to go home,” I moaned.

“Just one drink.” She was perpetually optimistic, energetic even in the most unlikely situations.

“I don’t have the money,” I tried again, desperate to find a way out. 

The last thing I wanted to do was hang around the bar. I was tired, and I wanted to go to sleep. I would never understand people who loved the nightlife. To me, talking to random people was work. Missy seemed to view it as fun.

“What about your tips?” Missy reminded me.

“I just spent hours making that money, I don’t want to blow it on beer,” I snapped.

“Then blow it on margaritas,” she teased. “Come on, you don’t want to go home without me, do you?”

Considering that I didn’t exactly want to walk across town by myself, I rolled my eyes. Eldinburgh was safe, much safer than the United States, but Dunneheist was a big city. I wasn’t foolish enough to wander around in the dark all alone. She had me on that one. Still, I considered making the journey out of spite. I really didn’t want to camp out on a barstool, spending my hard-earned money and time on something as meaningless as a drink.

“Just one,” I bargained.

“Just one,” she agreed, leading me by the hand to the register. “We’ll have two tequila shots, please.”

“I thought you said margaritas,” I complained.

“Keep this up, and I won’t invite you out anymore,” Missy threatened.

“Good.” I threw my hands up on the counter, taking a seat.

To one side, a middle-aged man was deep into his cups. He didn’t even look up when I plopped down beside him. It was for the best. If I didn’t want to drink, I especially didn’t want to be hit on.

I was saving myself for marriage. It was an old-fashioned idea; I was well aware of that. It wasn’t hard. The honest truth was that men scared me. I was at home in a library or a computer lab, but the thought of taking a man to bed was terrifying. I didn’t know how to act, and he would know immediately that I had no practice. It was easier just to say that I was waiting for a ring. That way no one would know what a coward I was.

If anyone tried to insinuate anything, I would shut him down. I didn’t have the stomach for flirtation, especially not here. And there was no one in the room I could imagine spending the rest of my life with, just a bunch of rich older suits who were trying to delay their return home. I didn’t have pity on them. I was sure there was a matching set of worried housewives wondering what was keeping their partners.

Luckily, no one tried to start anything. I did my best to relax. I could see I was getting on Missy’s last nerve, and since she was my roommate, I didn’t want to end the night on a sour note.

The shots arrived, and I tried to smile. Tequila wasn’t my favorite. I didn’t know if I had a favorite drink. If I did, it would probably be wine coolers. They were the only things I didn’t find objectionable. I paid for my own drink, putting the money down so that I wouldn’t be asked to buy another.

Missy held her glass out for a toast. I knocked her rim before downing the acidic liquid in one gulp. It burned as it traveled all the way to my stomach. I couldn’t help but wince. Missy laughed, seeing how hard I was trying.

“Okay, we can go,” she said, picking up her purse.

“Thank goodness.” I sighed.

“Good evening, Alora. Goodbye, Missy,” the bartender called.

“Bye, Sven,” we said in tandem.

Grabbing our coats and hats, we braved the weather. It was a short walk, almost too short for a car. Neither of us had a personal vehicle. Most of the students at the university didn’t either. Eldinburgh wasn’t like America. They put a lot of money into public transportation. The busses ran all night, and there were trollies and light rails to take you outside of the city. None of that helped us because we lived a short five blocks from work. By the time the bus arrived, we could be home.

I enjoyed the walk. It gave me time to sort my feelings out. I was experiencing more anxiety than usual. With the start of the school year, I was going to have to cut back on my hours. That meant more of what I enjoyed and less of what I didn’t, but also less money. I was going to have to be vigilant with every raffit I spent.

Missy was talking about one of the customers. “He said he had a limo and would come back and give me a ride.”

“You can’t just get in the car with a stranger,” I objected, only half listening.

“But he was cute,” she protested.

“Even.” I put my foot down. I didn’t want to see Missy kidnapped or worse, married after a night of hard drinking. If it wasn’t for me, she would have at least three tattoos already. I was the cooler head, and she was my party alter ego. We made a good pair, but sometimes she was a handful.

We approached the apartment building, and Missy took out her key. I let her open the door, following her inside. A staircase ran up in one direction while a hallway branched out in another. We took the stairs, climbing to the second floor. At our door, I paused, feeling relief wash over me. I was about to be home and in my own bed. The night was over, and I was rewarded with the ability to go back to sleep.

I couldn’t wait to graduate. When I finally had my degree, I wouldn’t need to wait tables. I could get a nice cushy job in a research laboratory, maybe one attached to a university. My credentials would open doors, I was sure of it. I could spend my time studying bacteria instead of cleaning it up off the floor.

Missy opened the door, and I wove through the living room, straight to my own quarters. “Good night,” I muttered, throwing my purse on the couch as I passed.

“Good night,” Missy said, going to the refrigerator.

I knew she was going to stay up and check social media, maybe text a boy. I
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