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

Prince Niko is in love with his tutor, a beautiful American exchange student with a generous heart. 

He tries his best to wine and dine her, taking her all across the country in private helicopters. The problem is, he didn’t tell her that the king and queen of Eldinburgh are determined for him to marry someone else. 

He is their son, the prince of this tiny European nation, and he’s been betrothed to the daughter of one of the king’s allies for years. 

When the other woman shows up on Niko’s doorstep, will it ruin his chance at true love, or will he fight back against the tradition holding him captive?
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Alora

––––––––
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THE KISS WAS ELECTRIC. Niko stood there in front of me on the sidewalk. The air was crisp, and the night was promising. I leaned forward to press my lips to his, silencing any doubt. I was into him—my actions proved it. I could no longer pretend that I wanted only friendship.

Gone were the protests of professional behavior. I was his tutor, but I also wanted more. After spending the evening learning everything I could about his family and his history, I saw him in a new light. He wasn’t the overprivileged slacker I thought he was. He was a prince, and he was doing the best he could to juggle his desires with the needs of his country.

I understood why he was so frustrated with the path laid out before him. I didn’t have a plan, but I knew I cared for him. All those dangerous suggestions he made about getting closer swarmed through my head. From the moment he met me, he had been thinking the same thing.

I plowed through all the nonsense with one unmistakable gesture that would change the course of my life forever. I kissed the crown prince of Eldinburgh. Me, Alora Maguire, exchange student all the way from South Carolina, had the audacity to plant my flag into the most eligible bachelor in the country.

He stiffened at first, shocked by my play. But he warmed quickly, wrapping his arm around my waist. We fell headfirst into the exchange, realizing that this was something that both of us needed.

I could feel his chest, broad beneath his military uniform. His lungs were working overtime, fighting to regain their equilibrium. I tasted wine and salt from the steak he had been eating.

It was the most perfect kiss I had ever experienced. No sweaty encounter in a friend’s basement—this was a declaration of affection. I held him captive, reveling in my power. He melted into me, assuming the role of provider.

In that one exchange, I could tell he was experienced. The way his lips moved against mine told me he had done this before. My heart leapt, free from the shackles of indecision. There was a long road ahead, but we would walk it together.

I broke it off as swiftly as I had offered it, leaving him standing alone out in the cold. Jumping into the back seat of my rideshare, I slammed the door. Blood thundered through my ears, thrilled with the possibilities.

He looked confused, unable to process what had just happened. I watched as the driver pulled away from the curb, Niko standing on the sidewalk, stunned. I did that to him. I was the one who made the decision not only to continue our relationship, but to take it to the next level.

I didn’t know where the strength to do that came from. I was tied up in knots over him. All those nights when I dreamed about getting to know him better contrasted with the days I spent holding him at arm’s length. That was all over. With one impulsive action, I wiped the slate clean and brought us to a new level of intimacy.

It was dangerous, this flirtation with royalty. I didn’t know how his parents would react or what the paparazzi would have to say when they got wind of it. I didn’t know what Niko would say when I saw him next. Would he welcome this new direction, or would he retreat into duty and honor, letting me know I wasn’t worthy of his attention?

I remembered my previous daydream, that Niko would be just an ordinary boy in my chemistry class. I wanted the freedom to date him, to stand on equal footing as a potential romantic partner. But he wasn’t just a boy—he was His Royal Highness, prince of Eldinburgh. He had rules and regulations he had to follow. He had a kingdom to rule one day. I was crazy to think he could spend any time with a lowly foreigner.

It was the most impulsive thing I had ever done. The liberties I took with him were outrageous. He said he didn’t have to marry a princess, but that didn’t mean he was free to date whomever he pleased. I should have been more circumspect. I should have gotten into the cab without kissing him. I should have stayed in my lane and been happy with what life gave me. But his gentle attention was overwhelming.

I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him, maybe more. Whatever magic I had in my back pocket that could attract someone of such high standing was working that night. I felt high, and I didn’t know if it was from the wine or from the kiss. Both of them were settling deep into my bones, warming me from within.

I watched Niko as the car drove away. He grew smaller and smaller with the distance until the driver turned a corner. Only then did I sit forward in my seat, reminiscing about the events that had so recently unfolded.

He took me to Chez Marc, a fancy French restaurant with meals that were easily a hundred raffits per plate. Raffits were the currency of the realm, more valuable than dollars. My own meal, a salad featuring several different cuts of meat, was probably worth a hundred and fifty dollars back home. It was ridiculous to think about spending that much money on food. Back in my apartment, my cupboards were full of ramen and peanut butter, dense items that could be purchased for next to nothing.

Niko lived in a different world. Even after peppering him with questions, there was so much I didn’t know. Did he eat out like that often? Did he have normal friends who knew he was the prince? What were his days like?

I knew he had bodyguards; he’d pointed them out to me. I knew he had money; he had given me some of it for tutoring him. I knew he had a car and a driver to take him wherever he wanted to go, and yet still I needed to know more.

I resolved to google him when I had a chance. He told me to do it while we were at the restaurant. A thousand images popped up of Niko at official functions, always wearing his uniform, always smiling.

I was stunned. How had I not known he was the prince? It wasn’t as if the entire country was in on the plot to keep me in the dark. Niko himself had chosen to reveal his identity only after one of his bodyguards quit right in front of me. If that didn’t happen, would I still be blissfully unaware?

I considered all that I had learned in the space of one short dinner. Niko hated his position. He didn’t want to be king, and yet, he felt enough civic duty not to buck convention. He put up with the bodyguards and the paparazzi because it was all he knew. Yet, he had enough sense of self to disobey his mother when she demanded that he get another tutor.

He’d found me through my advertising. I needed the money, and in addition to my own course load, I helped other struggling university students ace their classes. I knew I could help Niko. Other clients had been equally uninterested in their studies. Maybe not as apathetic as Niko, but close.

I originally thought that he was from a rich family. I thought they had bought his way into the university and were expecting him to graduate and take over the family business. Boy had I been wrong. He passed his classes not because of his father’s money, but because his family ruled the country. No teacher would dare flunk him.

He didn’t need a tutor. He could have coasted through his senior year just like he did every other year. But Niko had chosen to get his life together. He wanted to do better, although he lacked the drive.

He didn’t understand or appreciate the importance of things like math and literature. His father taught him all about reading a room, about analyzing body language to determine what it meant for the outcome of a meeting. Niko was good at that.

I was hot and cold toward him from the beginning. There was a war waging within me over his clear determination to pursue a romantic relationship. I wanted to focus on getting my degree. I had a plan for my life, and it didn’t include dating. I was going to be a scientist, a researcher who would contribute to the accumulated knowledge of mankind.

I’d come all the way to Eldinburgh just to avoid the natural pattern that people back home succumbed to. I didn’t want marriage and a family. I didn’t want a house in the suburbs. I didn’t want the mediocre life that would have come with a boyfriend in South Carolina.

What Niko was offering was different. He wasn’t the type of overachieving bookworm that usually caught my eye. He liked video games more than books, had a vast array of friends, and enjoyed partying until dawn. He didn’t focus on his classes, and as a result, his grades were abysmal. Yet he had a presence that was undeniable.

I hardly noticed as the car left the entertainment district, drove through downtown, and arrived near the university. I had an apartment off campus with my best friend, Missy. She, like Niko, was more of a social butterfly than I was. I went from work to home and back again in the summer. While school was in session, I limited myself to classes and tutoring sessions.

Missy was a native Eldinburghian. She had grown up in this country and knew the royal family by heart. When I told her I had a date with Niko, her radar went up. But at that time, I didn’t know Niko’s last name, and she assumed that it was a different man we were talking about.

I couldn’t wait to fill her in on the details. She would be so jealous. She was always pressuring me to come out with her, to go to clubs and have one more drink. I constantly shot her down, begging off to study or to sleep. This time, I was the one with a romantic triumph to announce. I had taken a step into the breach, been bold and decisive. I knew she would approve.

The driver let me out on the curb. Niko had already paid her, so she just drove away, leaving me alone on my doorstep. I took the stairs up to my apartment, floating past the landings. I didn’t know what was in store for my future, but I didn’t care. I liked him, and he liked me.

I walked into the apartment in a haze. Dropping my purse on the kitchen table, I didn’t know what to do. I was so focused on getting home because that was what I always did. I hid from the world and kept to myself. Having arrived, I felt confused. Suddenly, I didn’t want to be alone. I wanted to be back at the restaurant with Niko, enjoying one last glass of wine.

Missy was sitting on the couch, scrolling through social media. She wore pajamas and had a beer in her lap. Without looking up, she reached a hand across the back of the sofa and called out to me.

“How did it go?”

I didn’t know how to respond. There were no words to describe my evening. I had just kissed the crown prince and then left him on the curb. My actions shocked me. I realized that no one else in the entire country would dare follow in my footsteps.

“Alora?” Missy asked, finally lowering her device.

Suddenly, I didn’t want to talk about it. If I opened my mouth and shared all the details, it would ruin the magic. I wanted to keep my relationship with Niko private. It was no one else’s business. Even Missy, my best friend, would bring all sorts of preconceived notions to the announcement.

I didn’t know where things were going with Niko. There was no possibility of a real future. I didn’t envision myself as a princess or a queen. I didn’t even know if I could be his girlfriend or not. But the kiss wasn’t about any of that. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision that I didn’t regret. It was an expression of my interest in getting to know him better. It was a culmination of all the evenings I spent fantasizing about him.

“Fine,” I said robotically. “I’m going to go to bed.”

“Wait.” Missy set her beer down on the coffee table and hopped up. “You have to tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened,” I lied.

“Well, how did the date go? Did he appreciate the dress? What did you order?” She knew I had been to Chez Marc and that it was one of the most exclusive restaurants in the city. She had loaned me a dress for the evening because I didn’t own anything that was appropriate. She didn’t usually stay home at night, and odds were that she had been waiting for me to make an appearance so that she could pump me for information.

“He liked the dress,” I responded. “I think.”

“Of course he liked it. You look fabulous,” Missy asserted. “What else?”

“I had a salad that was mostly meat.”

Missy frowned. “What kind of salad was that?”

“I don’t know. It had some kind of French name. He ordered it.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, already judging him. “He ordered it?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “I was preoccupied.”

“With what?”

I could see that she wasn’t going to let me go. I would have to confess. I didn’t want to lie, and in my present state of disbelief, I couldn’t come up with anything that sounded reasonable.

“I really can’t—” I tried, moving to circumnavigate her blockade.

“What?” she demanded. “Just tell me.”

“He’s the prince,” I blurted out.

Missy stared at me, not comprehending.

“He’s Niko Priestley, the prince of Eldinburgh.”

Missy’s jaw dropped. I could see the wheels turning in her head. Details clicked into place, and a smile spread across her lips. “Oh. My... Wow. Just wow.”

I laughed. Sharing the news felt wonderful. “You can’t tell anyone,” I admonished.

“Oh my... Wow,” she said again. “Seriously?”

“I didn’t know because I’m not from here, and it never occurred to me to research the royal family.”

“You don’t have to research them,” Missy cried, not hiding her excitement. “They’re all over the news. How could you not know?”

“I don’t know!” I replied, feeling stupid. “I just didn’t. I thought he was just some normal rich person.”

Missy spun on her heels, pacing to the window and back. “He paid you two hundred raffits for tutoring him.”

“Four hundred,” I corrected her.

“And he asked you out on a date!” She came to the same conclusion I had, that my life had taken a fairy-tale turn.

“It wasn’t much of a date,” I allowed. “He just told me who he was, and then I asked him a lot of questions.”

“What’s he like?” She sat back down on the couch, leaning in.

I joined her, shedding my coat. “He’s annoying and charming at the same time. He hates school, and he doesn’t want to be the king. But he’s also very good with people. He was telling me that his dad taught him how to read body language.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, and he went to private school while he was growing up, and he’s only at the university because he wants to be.” I felt the floodgates burst within my mind, and all the details came tumbling out. “His mom doesn’t like me. It’s not that—she just wants him to have a professional tutor.”

“You’re a professional tutor,” Missy exclaimed.

“She wants one with a degree. A professional teacher,” I explained.

“So, does that mean you can’t work with him anymore?”

“I don’t know.” I considered what had just happened. “I kissed him.”

“You kissed him!” Missy shouted, loud enough for the whole world to hear.

“Shhhh!” I cautioned her. “I don’t want everyone to know.”

“You kissed him?” Missy whispered. “Are you going to be the royal consort?”

I blushed. I hadn’t gotten that far. It was just one kiss, and afterward, I had fled the scene. “I don’t think so.”

“Maybe you will.” Missy leaned into the fantasy, imagining herself the best friend of the future queen.

“Maybe,” I allowed.

“Is he a good kisser?” she asked.

“Yes.” 

“Hot damn!” Missy whistled. “I can’t believe it. I thought that maybe he was the prince, but then I told myself that was impossible.”

“I didn’t have any clue,” I revealed. “I thought he was in the mafia.”

“What? Why?”

“This hulking guy came up to us in the coffee shop and started yelling at him right in front of me. I thought maybe his family was into something shady.”

“Who was it?”

“Apparently one of his bodyguards. He’s trying to get rid of them. He says he doesn’t need them.”

“Of course he needs bodyguards,” Missy scoffed, as if the whole argument were ridiculous.

“I think he wants a normal life,” I mused.

“Well, he doesn’t get one.” Missy shut that line of thought down.

I smiled, leaning back onto the sofa in a dreamlike state. It wasn’t so much that Niko was the prince, but that he had become important to me. I looked forward to our tutoring sessions and even anticipated the verbal sparring. He would complain about his homework, and I would patiently explain the merits of whatever assignment he was working on. He would stare into my eyes, and I would gaze back at him. I would pretend not to be interested, and he would push the boundaries as far as he could. The attraction between us was magnetic, and I had just stepped on the accelerator.
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Niko

––––––––
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I WATCHED HER GO, FEELING stunned and yet triumphant. Ever since I’d met her, I wanted to kiss her. She was an innocent nymph. I knew I could unleash a sexual titan if only I could get her clothes off. Yet she had stalled me at every opening, claiming that our relationship would never be more than professional.

I liked her as a tutor, not that we had many tutoring sessions. There was that one where she explained Romeo and Juliet, and we read part of the script. But then we were interrupted by Sven, my former bodyguard who wanted to complain about his job. I was still angry about that. I wanted to get to the good part of the story, but instead, I was forced to listen to his complaints.

What about my complaints? It must suck to look after me, but it wasn’t because I wanted a security detail. That was all my parents’ idea. I would have been happy to excuse the entire lot of them and take my chances in the world like regular people. No one else at the university had bodyguards.

They lurked in the bushes and behind buildings. They infiltrated every bar, café, and coffee shop I visited. They waited outside my bedroom window like a bunch of creepers, always there, always attentive. I got sick of dealing with them and called Sven out to his supervisor. After that, he announced his resignation in a very public way.

I didn’t like being dumped on any more than anyone else. It wasn’t my fault that they were thrust upon me like some kind of thrift store SEAL team. I just wanted a normal life; I wanted to be free to do normal college things like go to keggers and wake up late. Instead, I had to take my parents’ henchmen everywhere I went. They were great for turning off the crowd, for making people nervous and hiding in plain sight. 

Luckily, I was the prince, so people overlooked that particular flaw. They figured it came with the territory, and they were right. Still, if I was just a normal student, none of that would matter. I could make friends on my own merits and live the party lifestyle like any respectable college freshman.

For my senior year, I struck a deal with my father. I wouldn’t have to attend any royal functions or live up to my status as prince in return for good grades and an honest graduation. Vanessa Abernathy was the woman my parents had chosen for me to marry. We’d been promised to each other since kindergarten. But I had yet to propose to her since I wasn’t ready to assume command of the country.

I didn’t like Vanessa. She was cold and petty. When she was younger, things had been different. We were even friends for a time. But the older she grew, the more vicious she became, eventually turning me off the prospect of marriage.

I wanted to put that off too. More than anything, I wished I could choose my own life partner. It didn’t matter that Vanessa was rich and well connected, that her father and my father had struck a deal. It was my life and my future, and I didn’t want her in it. Of all the things I hated about my position, an arranged marriage was at the top of the list.

I remembered the conversation with my father clearly. He didn’t believe I had it in me to buckle down and study. He thought that the university was a whim, just a playground where I was spending most of my time. He would have been right too, except for one thing. The university afforded me a chance to be myself.

His Majesty told me to get a tutor, and I found one in Alora. The queen discovered what I was up to and ran an extensive background search on the foreign-born honors student. Alora was poor, and her parents were divorced. It was enough of a scandal to turn my mother off. She insisted that I go with one of her pre-selected professionals.

Alora had something that none of the hired help had: she was young and beautiful. I thought I could kill two birds with one stone. I could get the tutoring I needed to keep my parents at bay and also have someone pretty to look at. If we managed to make the transition from a tutoring relationship to a romantic one, so much the better.

I tried several times, inviting her out to eat and making sure she knew how I felt. But she turned me down at every opportunity. She insisted that we were only there to study and that she would never succumb to my charms. I took her at her word and invited her to Chez Marc only to explain my situation.

The evening went well enough. She was shocked to discover my true identity, even though it was no secret. But at the end of the night, when I was helping her into her car, she kissed me.

I’d been kissed before. At least half of the women I’d dated had made the first pass. They were usually gold diggers, power-hungry people who imagined themselves the future queen. Some of them were crazy, drunk off their own self-importance. I picked them largely because of their beauty, although a few had been kind as well.

I wasn’t free to escalate the relationship though. While I could fool around, even bed whomever I chose, I couldn’t make things official. Vanessa was the only woman I was allowed to marry, and nothing would ever change that. But Alora made me wish that I was free to forge my own path.

She was different from all the other women I’d ever met. When we first began working together, she didn’t know that I was royalty. She treated me just like she would have treated anyone else, with a healthy dose of exasperation.

She worked for a living. In the summers, she was a barmaid, or a waitress in a bar, whatever the polite term was. During the school year, she took on tutoring students, helping others improve their test scores in exchange for money. I offered her ten times what she usually asked for and secured a spot as her only client.

We had only met three times, twice to work out the logistics and once for a real live tutoring session. She knew what she was doing, that much was clear. I felt like my grades were in good hands, and I enjoyed spending time with her.

It was fun to watch her squirm when I acted out my station. If I demanded table service at the coffee house, she frowned, explaining to me that the barista was above all that. In my experience, that wasn’t the case, but I was fascinated by the importance Alora bestowed on the interaction. She was horrified that I would flaunt convention and demand personal service. I thought it was cute.

She had this way of frowning and a gentle yet insistent habit of pointing out my flaws. With her, I felt normal, or as close to normal as I had ever experienced. She taught me to bus my own table, to respect the working folks, and keep to a schedule.

When I told her that I was in line to be the king, she seemed appalled that I hadn’t added language study to my university curriculum. I explained to her that my father gave me all the education I needed, but she was convinced she knew better. Unlike every other woman, she wasn’t immediately struck by my power and influence. She asked me all kinds of stupid questions like whether I had ever been to McDonald’s and if I had private tutors as a kid. She was interested, but not in the typical way that others were interested.

She didn’t want to hang her star at the top of my tree; she wasn’t eager to use me. When I was growing up, most of the women I had access to were the daughters and granddaughters of other royalty. I did go to school, but it was a private school, populated exclusively by the well-to-do.

I had my pick of the daughters of businessmen, of politicians and barons. For the first eighteen years of my life, I hadn’t known anyone else. The university changed all that. It wasn’t a poor school by any means, but it had scholarships. Suddenly, I was let loose in a sea with thousands of other fish. I dated heavily that first year, but it was always the same.

They talked about children: how many they wanted to have and what they would name them. They said everything they thought I wanted
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