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Chapter 1: Dorian




Awave crashes over my head and I dive down to the bottom. I break the surface, shake the seawater out of my hair, and start stroking for shore. 

The warm, relaxing waters of the Mediterranean wash over my skin. People surf and swim all around me on my way back to shore.

I walk out onto the sand dripping wet and wiping the water out of my eyes. I spot a few gorgeous girls in bikinis stopping to watch me. This resort at San Tropez on the French Riviera has a lot of gorgeous girls.

I don’t hide that I’m checking them out right back. They show off their toned, slim bodies for all the guys to see, so why shouldn’t I?

My attention makes them nervous. They giggle to each other and continue walking down the beach somewhere else. It doesn’t matter. I’ll just talk to the next gorgeous girl who happens to come along. There’s always another one.

I go back to the spot where my mother sits on the sand under an umbrella. She wears shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt instead of a swimsuit. She doesn’t have the body to wear anything else and she’s too old to go around flaunting herself in front of the guys.

She’s reading something on her phone and sniffing into a tissue. I don’t want to sit down and I don’t want the umbrella to shade me. The sun feels good on my wet skin, so I squat down near her just outside the circle of shade.

“Not again, Mama,” I tell her.

She waves her tissue at me, tries to shake her head, and winds up sobbing again. “Don’t mind me. It will pass.”

I pat her on the shoulder. “It’s been almost three years since Aunt Jasmine died. You two weren’t as young as you might be. She was bound to die sooner or later.”

“I know, I know,” she moans. “I know all that. You don’t have to tell me. I don’t know why I keep getting emotional about her. I just miss her so much!”

She starts crying again, but she tries to stifle it behind her tissue.

My sister Johanne shows up just then. She’s one of the gorgeous girls getting so much attention from all the young guys at this resort.

She has long, full, dark hair, dark eyes, exotic, witchy features, and a devilish smile that would make her irresistible to anyone. I would definitely go for her if she wasn’t my sister.

She wears a black bikini over her slender, tanned, athletic body. She pushes her sunglasses up onto her head to hold her hair back.

She looks back and forth between me and my mother. “You aren’t crying again, Mama, are you?” Johanne asks.

“Of course she is,” I tell her. “We’re on vacation here, Mama. You can’t spend the whole time crying over your dead sister.”

“Don’t let me spoil it for you.” She wipes her eyes and blows her nose again. “You two should keep enjoying yourselves.”

She happens to notice another pair of girls stopping to stare at me. That’s been happening a lot since the three of us arrived at this resort. It’s been especially noticeable here at the beach and at the hotel pool when I take my shirt off.

I smile at the girls and one of them waves at me. I wave back.

“Don’t let your eyes fall out of your head, Dorian,” Johanne teases. “Put your tongue back in your mouth.”

“I can look,” I counter. “You just heard Mama say we should enjoy ourselves.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” my mother fires back. “When are you going to settle down and get married? All your cousins are doing it.”

“Would you want me to jump off a cliff if all my cousins were doing it?” I ask. 

I blow the girls a kiss just because. They laugh and walk away. I have no choice but to turn back to my mother and sister.

I pat my mother on the shoulder. “Stay here and I’ll get you a drink from the bar. Okay?”

“Thank you, chéri.” She covers my hand with hers and pats it back. “You’re a good boy even if you are something of a hound.”

I laugh and turn to walk away. “I’ll come with you,” Johanne announces and follows me.

“Are you having any luck?” I ask her on the way.

She laughs. “It’s nice to look.”

“Go on,” I urge. “This is your chance to get out from behind the palace walls and meet people. No one here knows you’re a princess of Monaco. You can land a different guy every night if you really want to.”

“Is that what you plan to do—land a different girl every night?”

“I can’t do that without Mama noticing. I get enough static from her about getting married.”

She snorts. “I’m sure that’s nothing compared to what I get.”

We arrive at the bar. We aren’t the only ones here. A bunch of girls turn around to check me out and a bunch of guys turn around to check out Johanne.

We give our orders to the bartender. I order a daiquiri for my mother.

“It’s a little early in the day for alcohol, isn’t it?” Johanne asks me.

“She needs it. Do you think we should be worried that she’s still pining for her sister after all this time?”

“She’s getting old. She gets emotional more easily. She cried like a baby at Emiline’s wedding.”

“She only cried because she’s losing hope that you and I will ever get married.”

She laughs again. Four guys at the end of the bar keep scoping her up and down, elbowing each other, and laughing. One of them blushes a lot. He must be the one gearing up to come over and talk to her.

Johanne can’t help but notice them. “Maybe you could occupy Mama so she doesn’t see what I’m doing.”

“I’ll occupy her while you slip away. Then you can occupy her while I slip away. We’ll take turns.”

She smiles at me. “It sounds like a plan.” The bartender brings our drinks just then. “I better go,” Johanne tells me. “Some people see us together and think we’re a couple.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. “We wouldn’t want that.”

She gives me that devilish grin of hers. “Who are you fooling? You’re stunning, Dorian. Why do you think all the girls stare at you? You’re eye candy.”

My cheeks color. “Do I need to escort you around and fight the guys off for you?”

“That would definitely scare them away. I could tell everyone that you’re my boyfriend if I didn’t want them to talk to me.”

“Enjoy yourself. Let me know if you need any help with them.”

She bends in and kisses me on the cheek. “You, too. I’ll scratch her eyes out for you.”

I laugh again and she walks away with her drink. The four guys leave not long afterward. 

I should take the daiquiri back to my mother, but I sit down at the bar and sip my drink for a minute instead. Johanne and I aren’t really a prince and princess of Monaco even though the press likes to pretend that we are.

My mother’s sister was Crown Prince Gustav’s late wife. We’re his children’s cousins. That’s all. We aren’t royalty.

He’s been extremely generous by letting my mother, Johanne, and me live at the palace all these years. Now he’s ill and won’t be Crown Prince for much longer. I have to wonder how much longer we’ll be able to stay at the palace.

His second oldest son and heir, Christophe, is already running the monarchy in his father’s place. Christophe is like a brother to me and I know he feels the same way about me and my family.

He would let us stay in the palace for the rest of our lives if we wanted to, but I still have to wonder.

Something could happen where it would work better for my mother, Johanne, and me to move back to our ancestral home in Brittany—or circumstances might force us to.

These thoughts have been coming up in my mind more and more often these last few years.

I might move back there on my own. I might actually find someone, get married, and move back there to raise a family.

I hate to admit that all my mother’s suggestions really have taken root in my mind—or maybe it’s because all my cousins really are married now. I’m one of the very few who isn’t. Is that why I don’t feel at home in the palace anymore?

Two girls come up to the bar and stop next to me. They order drinks, but they make it obvious that they came over here to talk to me.

They order from the bartender and immediately turn to smile at me. The dark-haired one gives me a big bright smile. “Hi,” she exclaims.

“Hi,” I tell her. “Isn’t it a little early for alcohol?”

She laughs. “It’s never too early for alcohol.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Should I be worried?”

“You should be.” She leers at me in a suggestive way.

Her friend has lighter, strawberry-blonde hair and bends over her friend’s shoulder. “Is that girl who was here earlier your girlfriend?”

“She’s my sister.” I point over my shoulder. “We’re here with my mother.”

They follow my gesture and see my mother sitting under the umbrella.

The dark-haired one gasps and her jaw drops. “That’s Princess Marguerite!”

They both turn back to stare at me with new eyes as the puzzle pieces click into place.

“You’re…..” the dark-haired one breathes.

I hold out my hand. “Dorian. Dorian Marais.”

She looks down at my hand, but she doesn’t shake it. The two girls exchange glances. Then they snatch their drinks and bolt away down the beach.

I turn back to the bar sighing. That’s a first. Most girls throw themselves at me when they realize who I am.

It doesn’t matter. There are plenty of girls here who either don’t know who I am or who want to approach me because they do know who I am.

I take the daiquiri back to my mother. She thanks me profusely.

“I’m going back to the hotel, Mama,” I tell her. “I’ll meet up with you later.”

“All right, chéri.” She straightens up to look around. “Where’s Johanne? Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. She went off on her own. She’ll meet up with us later. You don’t have to worry about her.” I lean over and kiss her. “Try to enjoy your time here instead of dwelling on the past.”

“I’ll try, chéri. Thank you. I’ll see you later.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Gisèle




“Come on, chérie!” my father yells into the bedroom. “We’ll be late for dinner!” 

“I’m coming!” I snap over my shoulder. “We’re going to be too early if we leave now! We have plenty of time!”

“I want to get a good table!” He goes through our hotel suite hollering into every room. “Come on, Antoine! It’s time to go!”

“It isn’t time to go,” I hear my brother reply. “It’s almost half an hour before the right time.”

“We’re going anyway!” my father blares. “You’ll miss out if you don’t come now.”

“I won’t miss out,” my brother replies. “You go ahead. I’ll meet you there.”

“So you can sit at the table we got for you? Come now, I tell you!”

I leave my room just as Antoine comes out of his. We share a knowing glance. My father has always been loud, bombastic, pushy, and excitable. 

We meet up with my mother and my other brother, Jean, in the suite living room. Jean and his wife, Nina, have a three-month-old son. The door to their bedroom is closed and Nina doesn’t come out, so they’re either sleeping or she’s busy with the baby.

Don’t ask me how anyone can sleep with my father on rampage. It’s probably better for us to leave them on their own.

He hustles all of us out of the suite. We get into the elevator with some other guests. My father only slightly turns down the volume while he talks about everything wrong with the hotel.

“Everything at the bar is so expensive,” he complains. “I went to the bar yesterday and they wanted twenty euro for one drink! Can you believe that? It’s highway robbery! Twenty euro! The booze alone probably cost them one. Who do they think they are?”

“We’re staying at the Hotel de la Villeurier,” Antoine points out. “What did you expect? This place is costing more per night than the mortgage on our house.”

My mother casts a furtive glance back and forth at the other guests riding in the elevator with us. We stand at the back of the elevator. They all face front. They pretend they can’t hear us.

“We never should have come on this trip at all,” she murmurs. “Not with our finances in the state they’re in.”

“Our finances are in a fine state,” my father fires back. His voice starts to rise, but he has the self-awareness to tone it back down. “We deserve a vacation now and then. We need to get away from our worries for a little while. We’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it.”

The elevator opens in the hotel lobby and we head for the restaurant. We’re the first people here. 

The restaurant waitstaff is still setting up for the evening. A velvet rope blocks off the restaurant entrance to stop anyone from going in there. The host tells us they aren’t ready to seat us yet.

Antoine gets distracted by some young ladies dressed up for the evening at a different bar across the lobby. He’s a good-looking young man of twenty-three with neatly trimmed brown hair and green eyes. 

He takes care of himself and he looks great in a suit. He’s been getting a lot of attention from women on this trip and he’s been paying a lot of attention to them.

“I’m going to get a drink,” he tells us.

“No, you’re not,” my father snaps. “You’re here to have dinner with your family—not chase skirts all over the south of France. You can’t afford to buy a drink for yourself anyway—much less buy a drink for someone else.”

Antoine barely hears him. He won’t stop staring and smiling at the girls over there. They smile back at him and bat their eyelashes. They make an exaggerated show of sipping their drinks from straws with their brightly lipstick-painted lips.

I try not to notice a few men glancing in my direction. I’m wearing a simple, light blue summer dress. 

I don’t think I look like anything out of the ordinary. Most of the women my age around the resort go out of their way to dress up and make themselves as beautiful as possible.

These men all look good, too. They all wear suits, they’re all tall, strapping, and immaculately groomed, and they all look like they can comfortably afford to be here.

I really wish my parents would stop broadcasting their financial worries all over the resort, but then again, my father never was known for keeping his thoughts to himself.

He turns toward the lobby. “We might as well sit down and wait.”

“I told you we would be too early,” Antoine points out.

My father snorts. He and my mother move toward one of the couches. The other seats in the lobby are all occupied.

I’m just wondering what to do when one of the men who has been watching us comes over to me. He’s a suave, thirty-year-old with light brown hair and dark, dark black eyes. “May I buy you a drink, Mademoiselle?” he asks.

Jean steps between us. “No, you can’t,” he snaps. “She’s here with us. Now mind your own business.”

Jean is taller, bigger, and more intimidating than Antoine. They look similar apart from their size. Jean has a blockier jawline and hard eyes, but he has a heart of gold underneath it all.

The guy backs off. “You didn’t have to do that,” I murmur after he leaves. “We aren’t doing anything. I could have had a drink with him and still had dinner with the family.”

Jean glares at me and then shoots a deadly glance around the lobby. “All these guys are predators. You better stay away from them, Gisèle. You don’t know what they could do.”

“They aren’t all predators, Jean,” I counter. “Some of them might be nice guys who just want to make conversation and socialize. You can’t spend the whole trip making sure no other men come near me.”

“Oh, yes, I can. If any of these guys were serious about you, they would approach me or Papa. They wouldn’t be hitting you up in a bar asking you if they can buy you a drink. You shouldn’t be giving anyone at this resort the time of day. You should find a man back home who knows enough to come to us first.”

“This isn’t the seventeenth century, Jean!” I counter. “Did it ever occur to you that I might meet someone here who could be right for me? You’re here, so not every man here can be a dirtbag and a predator.”

The host removes the velvet rope from the restaurant entrance just then. Half the people in the lobby get to their feet. My father glares at them and rushes to get to the entrance before them.

My mother tries her best to  keep up with him, but she keeps casting frightened glances around at the other guests like they might find out how thinly my father stretched our finances to bring us here.

Jean, Antoine, and I follow more slowly. Jean has been acting overly protective of me ever since we got here, but he acts like that even at home. Sometimes I wonder if he would let me go out with anyone ever. He seems to be going out of his way to make sure I don’t.

We’re just pulling up to the restaurant entrance when the hotel fire alarm goes off. It blares through the lobby so loudly that a bunch of people put their fingers in their ears.

The hotel staff hustles through the crowd yelling for everyone to evacuate the building. The restaurant host does the same thing.

They steer us toward the hotel’s front entrance. A few members of staff go out to the pool to get everyone out of the water and away from the building as quickly and calmly as possible.

“This is just great,” my father grumbles. “Now we won’t get dinner at all.”

“You wouldn’t want to get trapped eating dinner in a burning building, would you?” Antoine asks.

We get lost in the crowd of people pouring out of the hotel. A bunch of staff escort us to the evacuation point. It’s on the opposite side of the hotel parking lot.

We all gather around and wait while fire trucks and Police cars scream up to the building. 

The staff reassures us that everything will be fine, that the Fire Department will clear the building, and if they don’t, the hotel will put us all up somewhere else at no extra cost.

“We didn’t pay to stay somewhere else,” my father snaps. “We paid to stay here. They’re trying to defraud us! We should get a refund.”

“It’s force majeure,” Antoine points out. “It’s unavoidable and isn’t the hotel’s fault. They’re doing everything they can to accommodate us in spite of circumstances beyond their control.”

“Who made you so smart?” my father fires back. “I paid to stay in this hotel. I’m not going to stay in another one.”

I glance around at the people nearest us. I hope no one can hear my father complaining about everything, but I don’t see how they can avoid it when we’re all standing so close to each other.

No one else complains. Most of them pretend they can’t hear him.

One tall, powerfully built young man pays no attention to us at all. He squats in front of a young woman with long, full, wavy black hair. She’s sitting on the curb wearing leather sandals and a teal summer dress tied behind her neck.

He must have been in the pool. He wears a pair of swimming shorts and nothing else. His sandy-blonde hair is wet, but the rest of his skin has dried since we’ve been out here.

He holds her by the shoulder in one hand while he presses a gauze square to her eyebrow with his other hand. He keeps murmuring low in her face while she winces and gasps in pain.

He pulls the square away before he presses it back to her forehead. The gauze has blood on it. She must have gotten hurt in the evacuation.

He picks up her hand and places it on the square to hold it in place while he stands up. He looks around, catches one of the staff members’ eyes, and they exchange a few words before the staff member goes off toward the hotel.

A few ambulances have pulled up over there. I hope that girl isn’t badly injured.

The staff member comes back and the guy helps the girl to her feet. She stumbles a few times and he puts his arms around her to help guide her toward the ambulances.

She seems to be the only person in our group who’s hurt. Everyone else is fine. We just have to stand around and wait.

The Fire Department doesn’t start hosing down the building and I don’t see any smoke. The building looks perfectly normal from this distance. The firefighters and Police enter the building.

We have to wait for almost two hours before the staff informs us that the building is all clear and we can go back inside. 

My father complains through the whole process and all the way back inside to the restaurant. He complains all the way through dinner. He’s the only one.








  
  
Chapter 3: Dorian




Johanne and I come downstairs from our hotel room and pause outside the elevators to glance around the lobby. 

“Where are you going today?” I ask.

“I’m going out to the tennis courts, but that isn’t until ten o’clock.”

I grin at her. “Do you have a date with a luscious tennis hunk?”

She blushes and laughs. “I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”

I raise my hand to stroke her hair back from her eyes and examine the cut in her eyebrow. “Do you feel okay?”

“Yeah,” she breathes. “Thank you for taking care of that.”

“Of course. You’re my little sister. What else would I be doing?” I kiss her on the forehead and stroke her hair again. “You look great. No one can see it. Your eyebrow hides the cut and the bruising I can see is hardly noticeable.”

“Thank you,” she murmurs. “I really appreciate it.”

I kiss her again and push her away. “Have fun today. I’ll see you later….or not.”

She laughs again and walks away blushing and grinning. I smile after her and head for the pool. I’m not going swimming, but I have nowhere else in particular to be.

The hotel has a bar at the pool, but it’s barely nine o’clock in the morning. It’s way too early to drink, but there are still plenty of people who have already started. Some of them are young men and women. They’re already hitting on each other, too.

I sit down at a high table looking out over the pool. I don’t plan to get a drink. I just want to sit somewhere while I decide what to do.

My mother is staying in the room for now. She says she doesn’t feel good. She better not start acting all depressed. 

She really needs to put her sister’s death behind her, but Johanne and I and all our relatives at the palace have already told my mother that a thousand times. She knows it’s true, but she doesn’t seem to be able to pull herself out of it no matter how hard she tries.

I should probably do something about that. I should step in and stage an intervention or something. I’m the man of the family, after all, but I won’t do that today. I may not do it at all. She’s a grown woman, for God’s sake. She can manage her own life.

She is getting up there in years, though. She may be getting frail and sensitive in her old age—like I didn’t already know that.

I get a text on my phone right then. It’s from my cousin Pascal.

Are you burned to a crisp yet? he asks.

I laugh and text him back. Just lightly braised, actually. Is everything under control at the palace?

You’re on vacation. You don’t concern yourself with what happens at the palace. How are the womenfolk?

Johanne is very popular with the guys. My mother is still having problems with your mother’s death. I’m not sure what to do about it or if I should do anything about it. What do you think?

That’s a tough one. Is it interfering with her daily life?

Well, she can still function well enough in every other way. She just gets sad a lot more often. Being down here away from the palace seems to have made her worse—a lot worse.

Maybe that’s what’s causing it. Maybe she’ll straighten herself out when she comes back to the palace. Then you can decide if you need to do anything about it.

I get another flash that I might leave the palace and move back up north to my family’s estate.

I just reply, Maybe. 

She would probably start feeling better if you got married and gave her a bunch of grandchildren.

I burst out laughing, and right at that moment, someone bumps into me from behind. A splash of some freezing cold liquid drenches my back, soaks through my shirt, and runs down past my belt into my shorts.

I shoot off my stool and spin around just as something hits the floor and shatters into a million shards of broken glass.

I have no idea what’s going on, but I realize the minute I turn around. A woman stands there with her hands outstretched and her mouth and eyes wide open. 

She has long, luscious wavy brown hair, deep, soft, cow-brown eyes, and soft, feminine features. 

The same liquid saturates her modest, midnight blue wrap dress with tiny white flowers scattered all over it. Her clothes don’t show anything off apart from the curves of her dress.

She wears a simple gold necklace and a matching gold bracelet around her slender wrist. That’s all the jewelry she wears and she isn’t wearing any makeup.

She looks lightyears different from every other girl walking around the hotel—but in the best possible way. It’s obvious this woman isn’t out here trying to pick anyone up. 

Three guys stand behind her and swarm around her talking fast. 

“I’m so sorry!” one of them exclaims. He starts to bend over to pick up the glass and stops himself. “I’ll replace your drink! I swear it! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” He turns to me. “I’m so sorry, Monsieur! Please forgive me! It was an accident! I’ll replace your shirt….”

“Don’t worry about it.” I turn to the woman. “Are you all right?”

“I’m….I’m so sorry…” She comes toward me and extends her hands to me like she wants to dry me off or something. “I didn’t mean to….”

“Stop,” I tell her. “It was no one’s fault. I’m fine.”

The waitstaff comes over just then. They’re full of apologies and start cleaning up the mess. One of the bartenders gives me a towel. I’m more concerned about the woman, so I hand it to her.

The guy who bumped into her keeps promising to replace everything. I tell him more than once not to worry about me. 

The woman takes him up on his offer to replace her drink. She says it’s for her father.

The guy takes her back to the bar where the bartender replaces it and the guy pays for it. She takes the drink and makes a brief moment of eye contact with me before she walks off toward the pool. 

I go back to looking around at nothing. Now my clothes are soaked and I haven’t answered Pascal’s text yet.

I pick up my phone. At least it didn’t get wet.

I send him a quick text. You’re probably right. Maybe you can find an appropriate match for me.

Isn’t that what you’re doing down there? he asks.

I’m on vacation here. I’m not looking to get married. I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later. Hold the fort for me.

See you later. Don’t worry about the fort.

I walk away toward the elevator. I can’t put my phone in my pocket. I have to carry it.

My mother’s bedroom door is shut, so I change my clothes and go back downstairs. I have nothing else to do, so I go for a walk on the beach. I happen to pass the tennis courts, so I stop to watch Johanne play.

She’s playing doubles with one guy on her side and two on the other. I hope she isn’t straining herself after she hit her head.

I don’t want to interfere in her activities by making it obvious to any of her admirers that her older brother is lurking around watching her or them. I head back to the hotel. It’s five o’clock, so I get myself my first drink of the evening.

I’m standing at the bar when a young man strikes up a conversation with a woman sitting on one of the barstools near me. 

Actually, she’s the one who starts it by commenting on his watch. It’s a vintage style from an old Swiss manufacturer that went out of business decades ago.

“I haven’t seen one in years,” she remarks.

“How do you know so much about it?” he asks. 

“I’m an antique dealer,” she tells him. “I specialize in watches. That one is probably worth five thousand euro. I would be interested if you ever wanted to sell it.”

“I don’t want to sell it. It’s been in my family for three generations. My father gave it to me.” He turns to face her. “But I would be interested in buying you a drink….if you’re done with that one.”

She smiles at him. “Thank you. That’s very generous of you.”

He buys her a drink and leans on his elbow to grin back at her. “So what brings you down here? Are you here for an antique show or something?”

She blushes and sips her drink through her straw to show off her lips. “A girl can go on vacation sometime, can’t she?”

“Where do you work normally?” he asks. “Where’s home? Where do you operate out of?”

“Are you going to follow me back there and pursue me until you hunt down your prey?” she teases.

He opens his mouth, probably to make some equally suggestive remark, when another, much bigger man five years older than him shoves between them and straight-arms the younger man away.

“You get the hell away from my wife, you piece of shit!” the big guy roars. “How dare you?! I’ll break you in half if I see you near her again!”

He shoves the kid so hard that the young guy sprawls across the next bar stool. He barely catches his balance before he falls on the floor.

He can’t stand up in time before the enraged husband takes a step forward and raises his fist to pummel the helpless kid into the ground.

I stand up, pivot around them, and step between the husband and the kid. I’m bigger than the husband. 

“Cool it down, man,” I tell him. “She was the one who started it. He was just talking to her and she never told him she was with anyone. She isn’t wearing a wedding ring. You can’t blame him for taking her up on the conversation.”

The husband glares at me with his fist still raised. I can take him if he tries anything with me, but I really would rather not get into a bar fight so early in the evening. I would rather not get into a bar fight at all, but I will if I have to.

This kid doesn’t look capable of defending himself against a wet paper bag, much less a furious husband twice his size.

The husband’s features go through a series of changes when he realizes how much bigger I am than he is. 

Then he spins around and gets in his wife’s face. “Why aren’t you wearing your wedding ring? Huh? Are you down here trying to pick someone up so you can cheat on me? Is that it?”

He grabs her by the elbow and marches her out of the bar. I watch them out of sight and spot the woman from the pool standing at the bar entrance. She watches everything we’re doing. She doesn’t get involved. Who in their right mind would want to?

I turn to the kid and pull him to his feet. “Are you okay?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he mumbles. “Thanks.”

“That wasn’t your fault. She deliberately baited you.”

“Still….” He casts a glance around. “I guess I should be more careful.”

“You had no reason to think she wasn’t available. You had every right to talk to her. You did nothing wrong.”

The woman from the pool comes up to us just then. She’s wearing the same dark blue dress with the white flowers on it. She looks just as naturally, refreshingly beautiful now as she did this afternoon.

“Thank you for that,” she tells me. “That was really heroic of you.”

“Not at all.” I frown at her. “Are you…..?”

She nods at the kid. “He’s my brother.” She holds out her hand. “I’m Gisèle Cailloux. This is Antoine.”

I shake her hand and then Antoine’s. “Nice to meet you. I’m Dorian Marais.”

She doesn’t recognize the name for a second. Then she does a doubletake. “Dorian Marais!” she gasps. 

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“But…..you’re…..”

“What?” Antoine asks. “What does that mean?”

She doesn’t notice him. “You’re…you’re a prince! You’re a member of the Royal House of Monaco! Oh, my God!”

“Not really,” I counter. “I’m just…..kind of there.”

“But…..your mother…..she’s Princess Jasmine’s sister…..and everything….! You live at the Prince’s Palace! I’ve seen you in the press!” The first hint of doubt crosses her face. “You look different in real life.”

“Is it important? I’m just on vacation here the same as everyone else. I’m nothing special.”

She waves that away and turns to her brother. “Papa asked me to come and get you.”

Antoine rolls his eyes to heaven. “Is he going to keep me on a leash through our whole vacation? Can’t I go off on my own even for a minute?”

“He probably wants to stop you from coming down here to the bar and hitting on another man’s wife.”

“That wasn’t my fault!” Antoine insists. “She never told me she was with someone and she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.”

“It’s true,” I interject. “I was sitting right here. I heard the whole thing.”

She starts to say, “I know that, but…..” when another guy storms into the bar. He shoves between me and Gisèle much harder than I shoved between Antoine and the enraged husband.

The guy chest-bumps me back. Now I’m the one who almost falls over the bar stool. “Keep away from my sister, asshole,” he snarls. “Don’t let me catch you near her again.”

“Knock it off, Jean,” Gisèle snaps over his shoulder. “He wasn’t doing anything.”

“He helped me,” Antoine interjects. “He protected me.”

“Be quiet!” Jean snaps over his shoulder. “You’re in enough trouble as it is.” He turns back to me and points in my face. “You keep away from my family.”

He turns around and hustles both Gisèle and Antoine out of the bar without a word. I don’t care if Jean understands what happened. At least Antoine is all right.

I sit back down at the bar to finish my drink in peace. Gisèle is one of the few people around here who doesn’t recognize me. She wouldn’t have known who I was if I hadn’t told her my name.

I get a text from Johanne just then. She and my mother are coming downstairs for dinner, so I meet up with them. My mother still looks upset.

“Maybe you’ll feel better when you get back to the palace,” I suggest. “You didn’t start to fall apart until you got here.”

She immediately tears up and has to hunt around in her purse for a tissue. “I came down here because I thought it would cheer me up. Now this happens and I can’t stop thinking about it!”

Johanne looks fresh and energetic after her tennis game. She doesn’t look any the worse for her bump on the head.

“Don’t tire yourself out, okay?” I tell her. “Go to bed early tonight if you need to.”

She smiles at me. “It’s really nice to have an older brother who takes care of me the way you do.”

“Someone has to.” I glance around the restaurant. “I don’t see any of your admirers from the tennis court.”

She laughs. “I wouldn’t bring them around you anyway. They’re all afraid of you.”

I burst out laughing. “I’m not that bad, am I?”

“I tell them that, but they’re still intimidated by you.” She squeezes my arm. “They don’t know you’re a big, soft teddy bear.”

“Don’t spread that around, okay?”

We go back upstairs, separate to our rooms, and go to sleep. I’ve been here for three days and I’m already getting bored. I don’t need to be here to hit on girls. I can do that anywhere.

The trip seems to be good for Johanne but not good for my mother. Should I do anything about that? 

I don’t want to interrupt Johanne from getting out of the palace and interacting with other people. She spends way too much time at the palace or under armed guard. She needs her freedom away from all of that.








  
  
Chapter 4: Dorian




Iwake up out of a sound sleep when the hotel fire alarm goes off again. I try to look around me, but my room is still pitch dark. The clock on the bedside table says it’s two-thirty in the morning. 

I struggle out of bed. I’m wearing my pajama pants and nothing else. I should grab some other clothes, but the alarm sets my nerves on end.

I go out into the hall. Johanne comes out of her room at the same time. She’s wearing her fuzzy flannel pajamas and a thick bathrobe from the bathroom. 

“What’s going on?” she asks.

“The fire alarm is going off again. Let’s get out of here.” I pound on my mother’s door. “Mama! We have to get out of the hotel!”

I hear shuffling around inside. I can’t wait any longer. I open the door just as she comes toward it from the inside. She’s wearing her nightdress and pulling a robe around her shoulders.

I steer them both out of the suite. The other guests are already flooding the hall. We have to pack together to fit on our way to the stairs.

Everyone starts mobbing the stairwell at the end of the hall. Some people stop at the elevators, but they’re locked down since the alarm started going off. Other people shove these people forward to keep moving.

I put one arm around my mother and the other around Johanne. I don’t want them to get lost in the crowd. We make it a dozen yards before an older middle-aged woman near us screams and tries to turn back.

The crowd hits her and pushes her forward. She screams again and again, tries to fight her way back through the crowd in the direction from which she’s just come, and gets mowed down by the crowd.

A man her age tries to stop and help her, but he gets swept away from her. He calls out and tries to extend his hand to grab her, but the crowd is already propelling him too far away.

She falls under hundreds of trampling feet. I let go of my mother and Johanne to turn back and help her. “Take Mama!” I yell to Johanne. “Get her out of the building! Go!”

Johanne moves in, grabs my mother, and they vanish out of my sight. I fight my way to the fallen woman and block the crowd from stepping on her.

She whimpers and moans as I pick her up. I wrap my arms around her and start moving her toward the stairs, but she keeps trying to turn back. “Gisèle!” she sobs. “Gisèle! She’s still in the room!”

I stop dead in my tracks when I hear that name. I look down into the woman’s face. She’s old, but I see a resemblance. This is Gisèle and Antoine’s mother.

She looks up at me with pleading, tearful eyes. “She was in the shower! She didn’t hear the alarm! She’s still in there!”

I let go of her and push her into the crowd. “I’ll get her! I promise! Get out of the building! Meet back up with your family! I’ll find her and bring her down! Go! Everything will be all right!”

She whimpers again and migrates away into the crowd. I turn the other way. I have to get Gisèle out of the building. I don’t know why, but I can’t just leave her up here. This might have been another false alarm or it might really be an emergency. 

I storm back through the crowd. It’s already dwindling as the last guests flee to the stairs. I don’t know which suite Gisèle’s family was in. I just have to find her.

Most of the guests have left their doors standing open. That makes it easier. I go from suite to suite, sticking my head inside and calling, “Gisèle!! Gisèle!! Are you in here?!”

The fire alarm keeps blasting away. I have to yell my loudest to make myself heard.

I make it halfway down the hall before she comes out of a completely different suite. I haven’t gotten that far down the hall yet.

She comes out with her dark wet hair combed back from her face. She’s wearing one of the hotel’s fluffy bathrobes, too. Don’t ask me what she was doing in the shower at two-thirty in the morning. I don’t ask these questions.

She glances around at the deserted hallway and her eyes widen when she sees me. “What’s going on?” she asks.

“The fire alarm is going off. Come on. We gotta evacuate the building. Everyone else is already outside. I told your mother I would come and get you. Come on. I’ll take you back to your family.”

I take hold of her arm and steer her back down the hall toward the stairs. She comes willingly. “I didn’t hear the alarm. I was in the shower. I came out and my family was all gone and the door was open.”

“I know,” I tell her. “Your mother told me.”

We enter the stairwell and start running down the stairs as fast as we can. We only make it two floors before a blast of flames shoots up from below. Gisèle screams. I wrap my arms around her to pull her away.

“Come on!” I yell over the noise. “We can get to another stairwell on the other side of the building!”

I lead her back up one floor, enter another hall lined with rooms, and we race back the other way. We come to the stairwell on the opposite side of the hotel and start heading down it, but we have to retreat when a bunch of firefighters come up the stairs from below.

They back up the stairs spraying their hoses down onto the flames from above. They must have been thinking the same thing because their hoses come from inside another floor of the building.

Gisèle screams again. “What are we going to do?!!”

I keep my arms around her. I don’t want to let her go for anything.

We charge back up four floors and into another hallway. It’s deserted. Everyone else is out of the hotel. We’re the only people left in here besides the firefighters.

Gisèle stumbles along in my arms. She leans her weight against me panting and wheezing for air. I lead her into one of the empty suites and look around for any way out of this building. The suite’s normal occupants have left the lights on.

I steer Gisèle into one of the bedrooms and we both sink onto the floor in the corner. I still have my arms around her. I can’t let go. I don’t want to let go. She’s all I have left. I don’t even have a phone to call Johanne and tell her what’s going on.

Then I remember. I have to command myself to unwind my arms from around Gisèle so I can get up on my knees and grab the hotel service phone from the bedside table. It has access to the city’s emergency response line.

I dial it and get the dispatcher on the line. I explain the situation as quickly and clearly as I can while Gisèle whimpers in terror next to me.

The dispatcher says that the firefighters are holding the fire on a floor below us and for us to stay where we are. She also says that she’ll relay our whereabouts to the Fire Chief in command of the scene and for me to report if we go anywhere or the situation changes.

I thank her, get off the phone, and relate the decision to Gisèle. “Now we just have to wait,” I tell her.

She collapses back against the wall and lets her head and body fall against me when I sit down next to her. “I don’t like this!” she moans.

I throw caution to the wind and put my arm around her again. I have no other way to protect and support her. 

The minutes tick past. Nothing happens. The silence becomes oppressive. Gisèle keeps her head on my shoulder….and then I feel her getting heavier. She’s asleep. I’m not surprised. It’s the middle of the night.








