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        Caverna is an entirely fictionalized, English-speaking country set somewhere in the EU near Italy.  This is not meant to reflect or represent any real country or film making and has been written for entertainment purposes only.

      

        

      
        I want to take a moment to thank Jay, my sensitivity reader who has been with me since Irons and Works.  Your help with creating Camillo’s experiences as an SCI wheelchair user is, as always, invaluable and I’m grateful to have you as a reader and as a friend.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        As an actor, there's nothing more humbling than crawling my way back into the spotlight after a vicious spiral that nearly ended my career. But I'm determined to do it. Especially since the role of a lifetime was just dropped into my lap: the chance to play Camillo Soriano, the stone-faced, unflappable, second-born Prince.

      

        

      
        This is my chance to make it, to prove to the world that I'm not the mess the media wants everyone to believe I am.

        But things get complicated when the studio decides to hire a wheelchair consultant to ensure I’m doing the job right. And not just any consultant, but the Prince himself…

      

        

      
        …and Camillo is not thrilled about the casting.

      

        

      
        Now have a babysitter on set, and with Camillo’s standards, the infuriatingly gorgeous Prince isn't making it easy on me.

      

        

      
        The man is an absolute royal pain, but the more I get to know him, the more I realize how much we’re alike. It’s becoming increasingly obvious he’s the only person who truly understands me, and the longer we’re together, the more I start to believe in fate.

      

        

      
        Royal Crush is an enemies to lovers, actor/prince standalone with a snarky wheelchair using prince, a bitter former child actor, secret dates, tons of snark and banter, the inglorious realities of doing spicy scenes for a camera, a secret romance and a swoony, steamy happily ever after.
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          ALERIC

        

      

    

    
      “And then I sucked four dicks for a bump.” Nothing about what I said was true, but it was worth it for the look on the producer’s face. She paled, eyes a little wider, and then she cleared her throat.

      “I…see. Well, I assume that’s not going to be a problem now, is it?”

      I shrugged, and I could feel my manager’s tension rising, but fuck’s sake. She was baiting me, and I was too weak not to rise to it. “Will there be coke on set?”

      Anyone who knew me—anyone who actually knew me—would spot the lie for what it was. But the world had decided that my teenage public meltdown in front of paparazzi during an awards show after-party was going to decide my fate for the rest of my life.

      Fifteen years later and I was still a washed-up junkie has-been.

      The former child actor who’d once been a household darling and ended his career.

      Never mind what I was put through. Never mind the years of therapy it took before I could look myself in the eye. Shit, I still couldn’t date without having a cluster panic attack for the first twenty minutes, and that usually sent them running.

      I wasn’t an addict. I had never been an addict. By eleven, I was being spoon-fed uppers to keep me smiling and downers to keep me compliant and another cocktail of pills to keep me from running my mouth. My parents checked out when I was five and they realized that they had less control over me than the agency they’d signed me with.

      My manager was a dirty pervert, and every director wanted to see how far they could push me because I was the kind of kid who had been trained to never say no. The kid who’d been conditioned to never break down.

      I was a star before there were regulations and restrictions for young children in the industry.

      I was the cautionary tale for new parents who wanted their children to see the cinema stars.

      And the worst part about it all was the fact that, after everything I’d been through, I still loved the business. I loved acting. I was born with manuscript ink in my veins and script writers’ breath in my lungs.

      And I was good at it. Hell, maybe I would have been the best if a single adult in my life had given a shit about me before trauma dug its claws in to shape the man I would become.

      But now, I was what happens when a kid with no responsibility and more cash than any tween should ever have in their possession. A nobody living in a shitty apartment I could barely afford, hopping from minimum-wage job to minimum-wage job, hoping that one studio—just one—would take a risk on me.

      It took four years since I’d decided I was ready, but one finally did. A local production with a big streaming budget had decided that the youngest son in the royal family deserved his own TV show. It was based off his memoir, and it had been a total crapshoot when I sat for the audition, but there was a tiny spark of hope in my chest, and when I got the callback, I realized that my life was on the verge of changing entirely.

      This could be my big moment—my big break. This could be the role that secured me back in the hearts of not just the country but the world. I didn’t know much about Camillo. When he’d been injured and left in a wheelchair, I was in my first long stint of rehab, and when I got out, I found it hard to give a shit about anyone else besides myself.

      But I’d read his Wiki when the role came available and watched a couple of interviews with him. He had a resting bitch face—something I quietly loved—and he was well-spoken and no-nonsense. People called him brave, and I could tell by the look on his face that he hated it, but I understood why. He looked people in the eye and didn’t shy away from questions or giving answers that made strangers uncomfortable.

      He was hot—which I appreciated. The scraps left of my ego could admit that the one thing I hadn’t lost was my looks, so I felt comfortable portraying him. And the disability thing, well…I was new. But I also knew how much an audience would eat that shit up. So I was ready.

      At least, I was pretty sure I was ready. I was trying my fucking best while I fought the urge to fling myself into the sun during this production meeting.

      “Ah. Well. Mr. King⁠—”

      “Aleric, please,” I told Amanza. I reached into my pocket and pulled out my silver cigarette case. It had been a gift from Charls Bouchant, a Frenchman turned cowboy for 1930s cinema. We’d worked together on his second to last film before it went to hell. Even at the tender age of nine, he’d known, I think, that I was going to break.

      He took me out to the fanciest dinner I’d ever been to. He made me wear a tie and say please and put my napkin in my lap. It was the first time anyone had given me rules, and it was in that moment I realized how starving I was for them.

      I was living in a fucking famine, and he was offering me a single night’s feast. I might have been okay after that if someone had followed in his footsteps, but I was thrown back to the wolves, and my fate was sealed.

      I still remembered the look on his wrinkled, ninety-two-year-old face though—it was full of pity and a little disgust. I’d thrown a tantrum after the server didn’t want to give me whiskey because I was so used to getting my way and getting whatever I wanted.

      “Do you know who the fuck I am?” I’d demanded in my tiny little voice with authority meant for a much older man.

      Charls told me to stop being such a little pissant and eat my fucking steak right in front of her, making the server smile. I had never been more humiliated in my life, and I kind of loved it. It was easy to obey him. It felt good to do what someone else said.

      We filmed for six hours the next day, and before he left the set, he passed me his cigarette case. “Don’t lose this. Whatever you do. It’ll bring you good luck.”

      It was the one promise I kept. He died two years later, right after I turned eleven. I attended his funeral high as a kite on benzos that my manager had given me mixed into ice cream. I sat in the back with a hat on my head and wrap-around shades like somehow that would make me less recognizable.

      Everyone knew who I was back then. They’d just stopped caring that I was on a slow slide into oblivion.

      I kept the case just like he said, usually filled with cigarettes, sometimes with a little candy. It sat empty while I was in rehab, then full now that I’d given up everything except this nasty little smoking habit.

      Pulling one of the cigarettes out, I lit it, and Amanza gave me a dark look. “We don’t allow smoking in the building.”

      I took three long drags before smudging it out on the lid and snapping it shut. “You have a vape on your desk.”

      She picked it up and shoved it into her drawer. “Mr. King—” She gave me a bland smile. “—we’re excited to have you in this role, but we wanted to discuss some stipulations we, as a studio, have agreed to in order to secure the rights to the prince’s memoir.”

      Ah, yes. See, this really was my Oscar moment—so to speak. Or Emmy, I guess, since it was a sixteen-episode arc split into two seasons with the potential for a third or a spin-off if Prince Camillo agreed to some of his unpublished life being used for material.

      Prince Camillo’s early life was wild, which was why anyone gave a crap about modern royals these days. He was the reason paparazzi laws had changed fifteen years ago. While I was on a drug-induced public meltdown, Camillo was in an eight-day coma, waking up without the use of his body from the ribs down after his driver spun out trying to dodge a bunch of SUVs with cameras.

      His town car hadn’t stood a chance when it smashed sideways into the support beam of King’s Bridge. Camillo had been thrown from the car, and a bystander who was attempting to be helpful dragged him across the pavement and sealed his spine’s fate that day.

      I knew all of this because I read his Wiki six times before the audition. The role was intense, emotional, meaty. It was a chance to show my skill, to flex my acting muscles that were only slightly atrophied.

      I could do this. I had to do this. I could bring pain, emotion, and drama into every word. And I would win fucking awards, damn it. The world would be forced to see who I was now and not the boy who had tried to ruin himself so badly that no one else would ever want to touch him again.

      I was healing.

      I was better.

      Mostly.

      But I didn’t like the way she said stipulations. Those usually meant rules. Restrictions. Instructions on how to do my job, which I was not about to stand for.

      “So? What are they?” I reached for another cigarette and stopped when she cleared her throat.

      “The rights were sold without the prince’s direct consent. It was all legal, of course, but in order to avoid a lawsuit that would keep us tied up in court for years, we’ve agreed to allow him to dictate a few…requirements.”

      I blinked at her.

      “His original request was that a disabled person play his role.”

      I bristled. “I’m fully qualified to take on this role. I auditioned. I⁠—”

      “You’re not being asked to give up the role,” she said blandly. I shut my mouth, knowing I was on the verge of a toddler tantrum, and that was not going to help my cause in proving I was a mature, fully recovered adult capable of doing his job.

      But the truth was, the idea of losing this terrified me. This was my shot. I felt it in my gut. If I lost this, it would be over. I might as well find my way to a university and become an accountant or some shit because I wasn’t good at anything else, and I had zero passion for anything but putting on a costume and getting to be anyone but myself until the director yelled, “Cut!”

      “The role, however, does require a coach.”

      I blinked at her. “I don’t need a coach.”

      “Mm.” She tapped her nails on the desk, which made me want to hurl myself out the window. I hated that little tippy-tap sound with every fiber of my being. My first therapist after my breakdown used to do that. Hearing that sound made me think of the smell of the hospital, and the feeling of those grippy socks, and the pinch of an IV because I had refused to eat, drink, or take my meds for weeks.

      “I’ve been doing this a long time. And I know I’ve been out of the game for a few years, but⁠—”

      “The role requires a coach because it’s based on a real person’s life experience. While I trust your acting abilities, unless you’ve had experience as a wheelchair user, then I can’t see any shame in having someone who is help you make the role more realistic.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. I could feel my agent’s tension in the room. It was filling up all the empty spaces. Chaz was on edge, waiting for me to lose it. Probably waiting for the moment he could fire me with just cause.

      “I’ve read his Wikipedia about fifteen times,” I finally said. “I watched the biopic they did on the family a few years ago. I’ve seen every interview he’s ever done, read every article he’s ever been so much as quoted in. I know him.”

      “And yet, this was his stipulation,” she answered me.

      I glanced over at Chaz, who lifted a brow. “This is the best-case scenario.”

      I hated him, but mostly because he wasn’t lying. It was the best-case scenario. It was a big deal for someone to take a risk on me. I would have had better luck if I’d been some kind of monstrous sexual predator. Those guys got cinema redemption arcs.

      But I was a kid with bad habits and a public meltdown that was captured on camera.

      I’d always be the “crazy one” to so many people.

      “I don’t want an on-set babysitter.”

      “And Prince Camillo wants the portrayal of his life to be as realistic as possible since we can’t give him his first request.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder why they hadn’t given the role to a disabled guy, but I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to put ideas in their heads. This was going to be my fucking Emmy, goddamn it. My golden statue moment. I was going to play up every moment of pain, anguish, triumph, joy, and anger I could.

      I would have people sobbing and angrily live-blogging every time an episode landed on a cliffhanger. I was going to have people thanking me for doing such a good job. I was going to fix myself and everything around me with this goddamn part.

      If I had to have a babysitter, so be it.

      I wouldn’t be happy about it. I could already feel asshole oozing out of my pores. I’d make the poor bastard hate me with every fiber of their being, but in the end, they’d see I was also best for the role.

      They’d see I was born for this.

      “Alright,” Amanza said, pushing over a tablet. “I just need you to sign on the highlighted lines, and then we’ll see you next week for the table read.”

      “Will the babysitter be there?”

      She gave me a flat look. “No. You’ll meet him the following Tuesday when we begin set rehearsals.”

      I clenched my jaw but nodded. At least I’d have time to charm my coworkers before the babysitter arrived. Then maybe I’d have some people on my side. Hopefully. If I was lucky. Not that I was rich in that, but hey, a guy could hope.

      I scribbled my signature where she needed it, then set the tablet down and stood up, giving Chaz a look. “If I don’t get out of here for a smoke in the next ten minutes, I may start crying.”

      “Go,” he told me. His voice sounded rough from not speaking for the entire duration of the meeting. God, what was I paying this dickhead for?

      Still, being dismissed felt great. I walked through Amanza’s office door, breezed past reception, and didn’t even look over at the people in the elevator as I made my way down. Soon enough, I was in fresh air.

      The building was one of those neo-modern whatever architectural designs that were popping up all over the city. Big white walls with too many windows and weirdly shaped stairs. The only thing I liked was the courtyard. It was surrounded by crepe myrtle and several fountains with benches. Some of the fountains had metal cups that made sounds when water poured through them.

      They reminded me a little of singing bowls.

      I had a therapist who did that too, for a few years. I’d hated her at first, and then I’d come to love her. And when she closed my case, I felt both alone and abandoned because she was the first person who’d convinced me that I could do this again.

      That I could find who I was—the person I’d lost to the monsters that tried to destroy me. But I wasn’t sure I could do it on my own.

      I closed my eyes, finally lighting up, and I took a deep drag. The stinging burn reminded me that I really did need to quit, but I had to keep one vice for this little while. I couldn’t give up everything that made me feel like I could breathe properly—even if they were also destroying my lungs.

      “There’s no smoking in the courtyard.” The voice was pinched, annoyed, a deep rumble that I kind of loved, even if it made me want to open my eyes and punch them in the face. And it was also a little familiar.

      I sat forward and glanced to my left. “Why don’t you go—oh.” I was going to tell them to go fuck themselves, but I couldn’t.

      Not when the fucking second-born prince of Caverna was sitting in his very sporty wheelchair three feet away from me.

      I took another drag.

      “Did you hear me?” He lifted his hands, and I realized a second later he was repeating himself in sign language. For a second, I thought he was being a sarcastic asshole, but then I realized he was probably the only human on the planet who would learn another language to make sure he could scold total strangers about smoking.

      God, what a dick.

      “I did hear you, and I’m choosing to ignore you. Call the cops if it’s that important.” I took another slow drag and blew the smoke upward in a huge cloud.

      He stared for another long beat. I wondered if he knew me. If he knew that in a few weeks, I would be in front of a camera trying to be him. God, I shouldn’t waste this opportunity. I figured I’d meet the guy during press once or twice, but here he was, an arm’s length away from me, in person.

      I took him in like a man dying of thirst finally kneeling before a well. His upper body was thick and gorgeous—long sleeves rolled up to reveal tattoos. I was inked in the same spots, but his tattoos had meaning. Mine were drunk or drugged attempts to cover inside pain with outside pain.

      He and I shared the same short, dark brown waves—mine short now because I’d cut it to look like his. His eyes were deeper-set than mine and dark blue, though contacts would solve that problem. But our faces were nothing alike. He looked fucking royal with his cut jawline and perfectly shaped cupid’s bow and the way his lips set in a natural smirk.

      He was pampered and prissy even with all his charity work and all the pain he’d been through.

      I stared down at his legs. I knew a lot about them—how he couldn’t feel anything at all, not even temperature differences. I knew that they spasmed at night, and though he couldn’t really feel the pain, his brain still somehow understood and left him in the most bizarre agony he’d ever felt in his life. I knew that his muscles had atrophied, and he’d had six surgeries to repair pressure sores.

      I knew that he still cried sometimes when he fell asleep and dreamed he could walk and that in spite of everything, he wasn’t angry at the paparazzi who caused the accident. But I had a feeling that was a lie made up for the media to keep up appearances.

      “You like staring at people in wheelchairs?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered him, entirely out of fucks. “Never had the chance until now.”

      “You live in a bubble?”

      I laughed and dropped the cigarette butt on the ground, crushing it with the heel of my shoe. “Something like that.”

      “Want a picture? Easier to jerk off to than a memory,” he snapped.

      I almost burst into another peal of laughter. I was not expecting that one. “Wow. Bold of you to assume I wanna dick you down, no matter how pretty you are.”

      The tips of his ears turned pink. “I’ve met too many guys like you. I know how it goes. And you clearly know who I am.”

      “Yep. And you clearly don’t know who I am.” I stood up and thought about introducing myself, but in the end, it was easier to turn and walk away. My car was waiting, and in all honesty, the longer I stood there, the more risk I was taking not to mouth off.

      But I knew his secret now. I knew that he wasn’t just prissy and perfect for the cameras. He was gritty and mean and…fuck. Yeah. He was all kinds of hot.

      But that wasn’t allowed to matter. I had a job to do, and being attracted to Prince Camillo was not part of it.
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          CAMILLO

        

      

    

    
      “Six…five…four…”

      “I hate you.”

      Janae laughed. “No you don’t, but if it helps you get through this last set, then cuss me out all you want.”

      “I didn’t…ah—I didn’t…” I was going to fall if I kept it up, so I clamped my jaw shut, closed my eyes, and let them finish counting.

      “…two…one. Release.”

      Releasing meant nothing more than collapsing onto my side, and over fifteen years later, it never got less strange to hit the floor and only feel it from the stomach up. In the first few years after the accident, I was addicted to watching videos of spinal cord injury survivors go from bedridden to crawling, then eventually walking.

      But that would never be my reality. Even stumbling on spasming legs strapped to braces felt like it would be a miracle for me.

      I was the exception to the rule. Or, at least, I was the smaller statistic. I was somewhere in the thirtieth percentile of people whose spine injuries were complete. I had nothing below the place my spine had been severed.

      Well, I supposed not nothing. There was pain, and there were spasms that kept me up at night, and yearly infections in my bladder from being a full-time catheter user. But after this long, my muscles were entirely atrophied. Not even the heinous electrodes I was strapped to every night could save them. There would be no standing for me. No walking. No crawling.

      Just this. Balancing on knees I couldn’t feel until my core gave up on me and I collapsed on the ground.

      It was fine though. Really. I wasn’t bitter anymore. Part of it was likely pretending that I was a brave, joyous soul to protect the image of the crown because God forbid anything make my family—especially my brother—look bad.

      I wasn’t allowed to be angry. I had to be the boy who was “just lucky to be alive.”

      Those words still caused bile to rise up in the back of my throat, even though I actually kind of believed them now. But how many times did I vomit that phrase out in press interviews before it became a personality trait?

      And it wasn’t like I didn’t have bad days. I had a trusted team now that allowed me to be angry, but one must always smile in public if one is representing the Crown.

      If I had a throne to abdicate, I would have done it by now.

      In reality, the only reason I didn’t abandon my title was because I could do more with the family behind me than with them against me. My parents took me aside about a year and a half after my accident and told me they wouldn’t blame me if I wanted to retire from all my duties. They’d have to follow protocol and could gift me land, but I’d lose access to the protections my position as second-born prince offered me.

      At the time, it had been tempting.

      I was sick of cameras, sick of people staring, sick of them pointing and whispering and blaming me somehow even though I hadn’t been driving and the bastard that hit us had done it to try and spin our car out so he could get a better shot of me.

      I don’t even think anyone remembered the scandal by the time I showed my face in public for the first time. The dickhead with the camera had followed me because I’d just been caught, the first royal with potential access to the throne, kissing a boy.

      That was my own fault, of course. I’d snuck out after convincing myself I was falling in love with the captain of the upper-secondary rugby team. His name was Beckett. He was every gay teenager’s dream. Tall, muscular, that glorious mix of tan skin, black hair, and hazel eyes.

      He was a walking stereotype with a pretty blonde girlfriend and an offer to go pro the moment he was finished with school. Then, one afternoon, he winked at me as I was collecting cones on the pitch. The wink turned into a lingering shower after all the other guys had gone.

      That lingering shower turned into us touching ourselves.

      Then he moaned my name.

      In that moment, it was over for me.

      We could never be public, of course. He had a career to chase, and I was, well, me. Prince Camillo Soriano, second-born son of King Brynn and Queen Jacenta Soriano of Caverna—one of the smallest countries that still had a monarchy.

      Most of the world didn’t even know we existed, let alone had a king and queen, but our paparazzi cared a great deal about us when they spotted me pinned to a bookcase through a library window. The first worst thing had been the photo they took. The second worst thing was when Beckett punched me and then escaped out of a bathroom window.

      The media never did get ahold of his face or his name. I had a vague memory of him sneaking into my hospital room after midnight three weeks after I’d come out of my coma. I think he paid off the guards, which should have alarmed me, but I was in too much pain to give a shit.

      At first, I thought he was there to make sure I was okay. It turned out he’d come to beg.

      “No one can know about this, Cam. No one. I will do anything if you swear it won’t get out.”

      “Suck my flaccid dick,” I’d told him.

      He thought I was serious and yanked down my hospital sheets, revealing the mess I was down below. I had a catheter that drained into a piss bag and a horrific wound from the four surgeries to save my life.

      He recoiled at the sight, and in that moment, I wanted that to be the first and last time anyone ever looked at me naked again.

      That resolve hadn’t lasted.

      And now, here I was, doing baby crawls for cardio, and it was working because my heart was pounding. Never mind half the reason I was all worked up was that the god-awful television series was about to begin shooting.

      I’d just come from the set to talk to the producers about what they expected from me. I’d had a run-in with a rude man who very clearly recognized me, though the way he spoke to me was off-putting.

      I didn’t like him. But…I did like that he treated me the way he’d treat any other average person.

      Being a prince and a disabled man, I had bullshit twofold, and it was no wonder I had zero intention of ever dating long term or getting married, which was something that was starting to really piss off my parents.

      I think their breaking point with me was the last argument we had after I’d sabotaged a blind date my mother had set up with some random duchess I’d never heard of. But what was I supposed to do? They ambushed me with the whole event, and it happened to fall on the day I’d just learned that they’d signed the rights to my memoir away without even consulting me.

      And that was the other joy about being a fucking prince. The Crown had more say-so about my life than I did.

      One more in the column for abandon ship and leave this all behind.

      But I wasn’t ready for that yet. Just like they weren’t ready to accept the fact that I was gay, always would be, and no blonde duchess with a kink for paralyzed legs was going to change that. Okay, that last bit was exaggerated. Probably.

      Though I’d been through my fair share of people with weird kinks, and they always came from the people I least expected.

      “Alright,” Janae said, leaning up on their knees. “You good?”

      I was. I pushed up to sit, used my arm to tuck my legs to my chest, then felt the burn in my biceps as I scooted my ass all the way across the mat to my chair. Getting up was old hat now. I still fell every now and again, but it was usually when people were watching and I was trying to show off.

      Today was as simple as getting in and out of bed—a task that used to take ten seconds and now took ten minutes. But ten minutes was better than the hour it was when I was first learning all this shit.

      “Plans for the day?” Janae asked, grabbing their water bottle and handing mine off to me.

      I shrugged. “Meeting with my manager so we can schedule in this new bullshit consultation job I have.”

      “You’re so angry about it. Shouldn’t you be glad they agreed to have you on set?”

      “They should have hired one of the thousands of disabled actors who could have done the role.”

      They grimaced. “I mean, fair. But at least they went for a star, right?”

      I snorted as I took a drink and almost choked. “If by star, you mean some washed-up former kid actor looking for a comeback? Then yeah.” I hadn’t known anything about Aleric King aside from the fact that he’d been retired for almost two decades.

      The fact that his name was Aleric King was bad enough.

      But the moment I learned he was just some able-bodied, pompous asshole looking for his Emmy moment, I refused to give a shit. I had his basic bio: a child actor who got heavy into drugs, had a meltdown on camera, was banned from cinema for ten years, and was now trying to work his way back to the award circuit.

      And that was enough.

      Those handfuls of words were all I’d ever need to know about Aleric King.

      I didn’t care if he was hot. Hell, I didn’t even care if he was talented. I cared that he was wrong for the part, and nothing would ever change my mind about that.

      My therapist might say those were famous last words, but in this case, I knew I was right. I was tired of people making money off stories like mine—winning awards and inspiring millions—while also leaving people like me out of the fucking conversation.

      The studio tried to butter me up by pointing out how my book sales had gone up since the announcement of the show, but I didn’t give a shit about that. The only reason—and I mean the only reason—that I was giving my time to those people was that they’d agreed to make sure my character was gay.

      My parents had tried to negotiate bisexuality. My mother pitched a two-episode arc where my character got some on-screen kisses with a man before introducing a woman love interest. Luckily, before I could take her to task for that, the studio said no.

      “We want authenticity,” some nameless, faceless cog told them.

      They wanted authenticity on paper—for sound bites and interview quotes. But I wasn’t going to try and fight them anymore. It was pointless, and the last thing I wanted to do was torment my lawyer by keeping him eyeballs-deep in paperwork for this.

      If I didn’t sign off, the studio would make some poorly scripted mimic of my life, and that was not something I could handle.

      “I loved Aleric King in The Faithless. I lived off those reruns. It was my total gay awakening in secondary school.”

      I’d almost forgotten Janae and I were still talking about this guy.

      “You ever seen it?”

      “No. You know I don’t watch TV.” That was also true. Not because I was a pretentious ass who thought it was worthless but because after the accident, every time my family came on the news, all they wanted to talk about was me and all the things I’d never do again. I lost myself in books after that and never looked back.

      “Anyway, I should head out. Lots to do. You can show yourself out, right?” That was a lie, but luckily, Jenae bought it and gave me a little wave as I turned my chair to head out.

      “See you next month,” they called as I started away.

      Gripping my wheels, I gave a hard push toward the swinging doors that led to the corridor, and I breathed a little easier now that I was out of the training room. My living room was waiting for me with a pile of snacks, several books to choose from, and maybe even the chance to forget all the bullshit currently going on.

      There were better ways to spend my afternoon than rotting on the sofa, but there were worse ones too. My life was better now that I’d decided to live it—which consequently was the working title of my second novel. It was a follow-up to the first part of my story that I’d written when I was still clawing my way out of a depressive void, not sure I’d ever find the person I was meant to be.

      But it was hard, writing something that needed a happily ever after when I didn’t have one. There wasn’t even a hint at it. I didn’t hinge my future on meeting a man and settling down, but that was a quiet fantasy of mine. One that I’d been too afraid to really speak into the universe.

      My luck with relationships had started weird and gotten worse until I’d given up entirely. I had a single friend with benefits—a guy I’d met in wheelchair basketball—and he scratched the itch whenever I had it.

      And I had friends…sort of. But that wasn’t unique to me. That was the fate of all royals. My brother’s luck with people he could trust was even worse than mine, and although he loved his wife beyond reason, the marriage had been arranged. It was something my parents had been hoping to do for me, though I’d been fighting them on it since I could remember.

      But yeah. One horrifying, traumatic relationship after my accident, and I was starting to feel doomed to a life entirely alone. I felt like I was about to watch myself on this godforsaken TV show achieve all my unfulfilled goals, and I wondered if maybe that’s what I was so angry about. Maybe that’s what had crawled under my skin.

      An actor doing better at living my own life than I could?

      Ah, fuck. What a weird existence.

      But I supposed I’d have to get over that because it was the only one I had.
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      “Camillo! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      That was an accepted lie. It was what my brother said every time he saw me, whether or not he was really looking for me. And I didn’t exactly mind his presence. He’d spent his entire life being groomed to be a royal cog—a sort of public fixture since the monarchy didn’t really have much power these days apart from being able to veto laws—which the Parliament could overrule, so what was the point?

      But Carlo was the face of the country. The sweetheart of the modern-age royalty. The man that would save us from being dissolved…or some other bullshit. It was almost impossible to care anymore.

      My life wouldn’t change much if they decided to end the monarchy.

      Eventually, the grandkids—or maybe the great-grandkids—would have to get jobs. But we’d be fine. I was born, I lived, and I’d die with some form of silver spoon in my mouth. My brother, of course, would entirely fall apart. By the time he was a teenager, he’d made the crown his entire personality. I wasn’t sure what the hell he’d be if not the crown prince.

      The only time I’d gotten to see glimpses of the person he might have become without the crown was right after my accident. I’d come fully awake with his big face hovering over me, eyes wide and panicked.

      He stayed by
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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