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      Grayson Firebrand had drawn the short straw. Doing a favor for a longtime family friend was one thing; leaving the ranch for an unspecified amount of time for a glorified babysitting assignment with a princess was a whole different ballgame. He gripped the steering wheel a little tighter on what had turned out to be a cloudy early September day. The long drive in hundred-plus degree heat and enough humidity to cause him to soak through his shirt during a ten-minute gas stop, was wearing thin. Grayson wasn’t sure what was worse, being forced to wear a shirt with buttons or being soaking wet in one.

      At least the long, slow drive was behind him. Traffic had been a nightmare. He searched for guest parking as he pulled up to the Turtle Creek Blvd high rise. The thought of all these people living on top of each other in nothing much bigger than a box made him want to loosen his collar more than he already did.

      An attendant dressed in a white polo and navy dress shorts waved Grayson over. He drove his dual-cab Chevy pickup under the brightly lit canopy that reminded him of a Vegas hotel. This tower had thirty-three floors. The princess occupied an apartment on the thirty-second. Princess Kyra Triesen’s family was somehow connected to his mother’s side. Admittedly, Grayson had been too busy sulking to grab a whole lot of the details of how and why. But an image stamped his thoughts of a tiara-wearing, pampered, and demanding person who couldn’t fight her way out of a paper bag.

      Dress Shorts reached for the handle as Grayson put the gearshift in park. He beat Blaise, as his nametag read, to opening the door by a fraction of a second.

      “Thanks, but I got it.” Grayson didn’t want to come off as rude, but he couldn’t force a smile, and he was fully capable of opening his own door. A courtesy nod would have to suffice.

      “Miss K.T. is expecting you,” Blaise said as he took a step back and smiled. He was a good height at just shy of six feet tall but looked to be college aged and had yet to fill out his frame. Granted, the young man was a valet, but he didn’t look to be able to handle himself in a fight should the need arise. Grayson took note. Depending on how serious this favor became, he might need to provide a replacement.

      “That’s right,” Grayson said. “And I know where I’m headed, so…”

      “I’ll take care of your vehicle, sir,” Blaise said, holding one half of a ticket in his hand as he reached through the opening to place the other piece on top of the dash. In two seconds, Grayson could have just broken the valet’s arm by simply slamming the door shut.

      He surveyed the area. An entrance to a wooded walking trail sat across the street. Not exactly the nature he was used to. It was, however, the closest thing to nature in this sea of concrete and more tempting than Grayson wanted to admit. He saw how easy it would be to climb a tree and take aim. A skilled marksman could score a hit from there. The high floor would complicate the shot, but it wouldn’t make it impossible.

      “I appreciate it, Blaise.” Grayson used the man’s name out of courtesy as he reached into his front pocket and peeled off a hundred-dollar bill.

      “Oh, I’m not…” The attendant shook his head as his gaze darted around on the ground. Grayson recognized the look immediately. It was the same one as Fletcher from third grade when he’d cheated off Grayson’s math test. Fletcher denied it when he got caught. Little did Fletcher know, Grayson was dyslexic and had flipped a few of the numbers while working out the problem. Mrs. Marble knew Fletcher had lied when his numbers exactly matched Grayson’s.

      “My name is Lance.” He plucked at the white polo. “I had to borrow a shirt from the laundry and didn’t realize a nametag was still on it.”

      The little hairs on the back of Grayson’s neck stood up. “Is that common practice?”

      “Yeah, but please don’t tell my supervisor. I need this job,” Lance pleaded.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Grayson stated, firing off a wink as he handed over the money. The gesture and the tip did the trick. Lance’s face muscles relaxed, and he nodded. At the very least, Grayson hoped he’d made an ally. The staff’s lax security practices were of concern, and he could use all the information he could get. His experience fell on the opposite end of the spectrum; he was used to tracking poachers, not hiding from them while someone else did the hard work.

      “Thank you,” Lance stated. “I’ll take good care of your truck.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know if anyone shows up asking about my friend,” Grayson said.

      “You got it, sir,” Lance said, looking like he appreciated the confidence in him.

      Grayson entered the building, crossed the black marble-floored lobby, and headed toward the gold elevator bank. As far as hiding places went, he had no idea how a Dallas high-rise stacked up. All he knew for certain was the princess waited upstairs.

      The elevator ride caused his stomach to drop like he was twelve years old again and on the Texas Giant roller coaster. Him and his brothers had been let loose on a local amusement park after bringing stock to the State Fair. He didn’t like the sensation then, and he didn’t like it now.

      Grayson reached for the handrail as the box made of not much more than wires, metal, and glass zipped up to the thirty-second floor. It landed with a ding and he got just a little bit of air. A thin sheen of sweat trickled down his forehead. He wiped it away with the back of his sleeve as the doors opened. The magic number he was searching for as he stepped out was three-hundred-twenty-two.

      The apartment was directly across the hall. The door was cracked open. There were no lights on inside. A cold chill raced up his spine as he scanned the hallway. Twin security cameras bookended the place. The only sound came from a TV in the apartment next to the elevators.

      In one fluid motion, Grayson crossed to the door. He stopped and listened. Lance must have called up to alert the princess. On second thought, wouldn’t there be a light on? Would someone in hiding leave the door cracked or would they want to check the peephole before opening the door to anyone? His money was on the latter.

      Grayson took a knee, bending down so he could retrieve his Sig Sauer from an ankle holster. He was used to carrying everywhere we went because he never knew when he might get a call to track poachers. They were a dangerous threat, and he was one of the best trackers in Texas. He figured it was part of the reason for the short straw. The other, most likely bigger part, was that six of his eight brothers had married over the summer in what had to be some kind of record. There were only two single men left other than him. At thirty-one years old, he was the oldest of the three. The straw draw couldn’t have been random and he didn’t appreciate the set-up.

      Right now, though, he had bigger priorities. Like getting inside the apartment undetected.

      “Door’s open.” The female voice was the closest thing to fingernails on a chalkboard he’d heard today. It went straight down his back. Princess? Why had he expected her voice to be different? Pleasing? Wasn’t that part of finishing school or whatever small European countries sent their royalty to?

      Since this could be a trap, he palmed his weapon and let his index finger hover over the safety mechanism. Slowly, he pushed the heavy oak door until a light flipped on in the kitchen.

      “Come on in,” K.T. said. The impatience in her voice struck a sour chord. Being careless while in hiding, and short with someone who was there to help, ranked right up there with too stupid to live in his opinion. But Grayson had given his word—to his mother no less—and had every intention of following through with his promise to protect the princess.

      Grayson stepped inside the apartment, closed and locked the door behind him. He’d been in plenty of situations while hunting poachers but never while surrounded by concrete walls. The hallway was roughly eight feet long. Halfway down and to the right, a door was opened. His best guess was a hall bath. It would be a little too easy for someone to be hiding inside. Only an amateur would walk right on by without clearing the room first.

      The wood flooring creaked as he took a step. It was probably by accident but he appreciated the fact anyway. The sound would be enough of a warning for him to prepare.

      Back against the wall, he led with his Sig Sauer. A number of scenarios ran through his mind. The princess could be in trouble. Someone could have gotten here first and could be forcing her to invite him in. Otherwise, why wasn’t she coming to the door to greet him?

      This is where not knowing her or her personality put him at a serious disadvantage. The most recent picture his mother had of the princess showed a too-skinny ten-year-old in braids. Grayson had no memories of the kid visiting the ranch, but he’d been busy with chores and it had seemed like someone was always coming and going while they were growing up. He hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to anyone or anything that didn’t directly pertain to him.

      A few steps in, the half-bath was visible. No one could fit in there without being obvious.

      “What’s taking you so long?” the princess asked, the demand rising in her voice. There was something entitled-sounding in her tone. Then again, she was a princess and probably used to getting anything she wanted with the snap of her fingers.

      The mouth of the hall opened to an open-concept space. To the left, the kitchen had a rather large white granite island. It was impossible to get a visual read on the entire room due to the massive hunk in the center. On the right, a woman stood at the window as another sat beside her.

      “Princess?” he asked, but it was more statement than question.

      A small nod indicated she was.

      There was an air of elegance surrounding the princess. She wore a silk blouse with similar pants that opened at the cuffs. Her long, straight black-as-pitch hair ran halfway down her back. But it was the woman sitting beside her that caught his gaze and held onto it. There was something about her creamy delicate skin that fisted his heart. Hair that was thicker than a horse’s mane and nothing but curls fell down past her shoulders. The most honest, penetrating, bluest eyes blinked at him. She immediately turned her gaze away and back to the princess, who he assumed was her boss.

      “I’m Kyra.” She crossed the room, meeting him halfway. “Your mother sent a picture of you ahead of time so I would know who you were.”

      “Grayson, but I guess you already know that,” he said.

      Kyra stuck her hand out between them as he attempted to look past her to the curly-haired beauty who didn’t budge. He shook Kyra’s hand.

      “Shouldn’t that be Princess Kyra?” he asked. “I don’t want to break any protocols.”

      Kyra shook her head and her forehead creased. Up close, she had big honey-brown eyes and soft features.

      “I’m not up to speed on all the facts, but I have to ask why you thought it was a good idea to leave the door unlocked,” he said.

      “The building is secured. The valet called ahead,” Kyra blinked at him.

      “From what I’ve been told, there’s a serious threat to your life. This point forward, you trust no one but me,” he said. Could she really be that naïve? He reminded himself she was someone who most likely grew up in a guarded tower. And she looked the part draped with a necklace that had to be worth more than a year’s salary at the ranch.

      “Isn’t that why you’re here?” she asked, raising a delicate eyebrow.

      A thump-sound came from the hallway. Grayson whirled around and put his hand out behind him to indicate the princess should get down. From the corner of his eye, he saw her maid immediately move to cover her.

      “It might be nothing,” he said, realizing he hadn’t had a chance to familiarize himself with the layout of the apartment, let alone the building. He hoped this was a false alarm. Then again, the princess seemed to have been pretty careless up to now. It wouldn’t surprise him if she’d left a breadcrumb trail several miles long.

      Grayson tightened his grip on his weapon. The lightweight gun was a perfect fit for his ankle holster and just as deadly as a weapon of any size. A bullet was a bullet. With his back against the wall, he moved down the hallway at a fast clip. Halfway there, the door burst open.

      “Freeze or I’ll shoot,” Grayson shouted.

      The hallway light was out. A dark figure loomed. The face was darkened but his outline revealed the moment he reached for a gun. A metal star whizzed past Grayson’s ear with a whistle. The weapon hit its mark because the dark figure took a step back, giving Grayson the extra second he needed to launch into the bastard.

      Grayson dove toward the stranger’s knees. A crack sound at the moment of contact said a bone had snapped. The man flew back, his head slamming against the twelve-inch baseboard. The next thing Grayson knew, the maid was beside them with a piece of wire.

      “Is he dead?” she asked, bending toward them. Her voice was silk against his skin.

      “Don’t get too close,” he said, checking the man’s pulse at the base of his neck. “Great aim, by the way.”

      “Thank you,” she said, not moving an inch while she held out the thin wire.

      “He’s alive,” he reported, taking the offering.

      “That means he’s knocked out. He won’t stay that way for long,” she said, moving to his feet. She grabbed his ankles and twisted.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Trying to flip him over so you can tie his hands off behind his back,” she said in a scolding schoolteacher voice.

      He almost cracked a smile.

      Grayson eased some of his weight off the creep before helping flip him over. He tied off his hands before they both grabbed a leg, and then dragged him inside the apartment.

      “I’ll clean up the blood,” the maid said. She moved to the kitchen and grabbed supplies as he heard the princess speaking to a 911 dispatcher.

      “Don’t touch the blood,” said Grayson quickly. “The police will need it to corroborate our story of what happened.”

      The maid shook her head as she moved past him. “We won’t be here long enough to tell them personally. I…Princess Kyra…can’t be seen here.”

      “What are you suggesting we call this in as?” he asked, the back of his brain started trying to work something out, but he wasn’t exactly certain what that was just yet. It was a feeling like dots that needed connecting but weren’t and he couldn’t pinpoint the reason.

      “An anonymous tip,” she said. “They’ll find him in here. We’ll leave the door ajar.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been through this before,” he stated as he turned to the princess. She had a panicked look on her face that pinched her eyebrows together.

      She shot him a look.

      “Fair point.” He dragged the body into the living room as the princess stepped aside. He snapped a picture of the intruder’s face using the camera on his cell phone.

      The woman was clearly shaken, as she should be. She looked to her maid, bowed her head slightly, and said, “The police will be here soon, Princess—”

      The puzzle pieces clicked together for Grayson. The ‘thing’ that he couldn’t quite pinpoint connected. The so-called maid had made the mistake of saying, I instead of Princess Kyra a few moments ago.

      Clever trick. This wasn’t the time to sort out the details. He was, however, impressed with just how adept the real princess was, and just how willing she’d been to roll up her sleeves and do the dirty work. What other surprises did she have up her sleeves?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyra grabbed hold of her best friend Zoya as Grayson ushered them toward the elevator bank. She should have known Grayson would be tall and muscled, that was a given, but his sheer and utter good looks caught her off guard. Kyra set those thoughts aside for now, instead focusing on her friend. Zoya probably regretted insisting on coming to America. Kyra would convince her friend to head home or to another country where she could be tucked away safely until Kyra’s family diffused the threat.

      The bell dinged, indicating the doors were about to open. The sound triggered her fight, flight, or freeze response. Adrenaline pulsed, causing her heart to pound the inside of her ribs. The last time she escaped a safehouse, two guys wearing ski masks and carrying assault rifles had been on the other side, waiting for her.

      She held her breath until she could see the elevator was empty. On a sharp sigh, she rushed inside, holding tightly to Zoya’s arm. She noted that Grayson Firebrand had put himself in between her and the elevator, and had kept his weapon in his hand. His presence brought a sense of unexpected calmness over her and made her feel safer despite the very real reminder she was running for her life.

      Zoya cried softly. Kyra did her best to comfort her friend. Being here was a huge mistake. Surely Zoya saw it now too. Kyra could only pray her father was safe. Her kidnapping would put him at a huge disadvantage. It was common knowledge she was his weak spot. A very bad man was trying to take over her homeland. Criminals were running weapons through Serentia. The people were revolting, demanding protection. This was the perfect time for someone to challenge her father’s role as king.

      Kyra couldn’t allow anyone to use her to manipulate her father.

      The elevator hit the lobby floor. Again, Grayson stepped in front of Kyra and her best friend as the doors opened. Thankfully, the lobby was empty. Grayson made a beeline for the attendant.

      “Do you want me to bring your truck around, sir?” Lance jumped up from the stool he’d been perched on near the glass double doors.

      “No, thank you. All I need are the keys,” Grayson said.

      Lance immediately retrieved them and tossed them over. Grayson caught them like a professional baseball player. She’d seen the sport on TV in her father’s private chamber.

      With a nod, the tall and drop-dead gorgeous man with the purest blue eyes led them to his vehicle that was parked near the doors. There was something about his masculine presence that sent sensual shivers skittering across her skin. He opened the passenger side first. She hustled inside, pulling Zoya next to her.

      “Stay low,” Kyra said to Zoya. Her friend’s eyes were still wide and her skin was bleached-sheet white. Was she in shock?

      Kyra couldn’t let herself think about what a close call that had been as she climbed into the passenger seat and scooted away from the door. She took in a few deep, measured breaths. They only served to invite the spicy, masculine scent of the driver who sat so close beside her their outer thighs touched. Grayson Firebrand had it all; height, body for days, and looks that could literally stop traffic. She guessed him to be close to six-feet-four-inches with a trim but muscled body. This wasn’t the time to think about how his torso formed an improbable V. Or about those thick lashes that framed irises so clear blue they made her long for the sea back home. He had just enough scruff on his chin to make her wonder what it would feel like against her skin.

      Suddenly, Kyra’s mouth dried up. She swallowed to ease the dryness and refocused her attention on her best friend.

      “It’ll be okay,” she soothed as Grayson navigated them through one-way street after one-way street until they ended up on a highway and then on a toll road heading south.

      Zoya softly cried against Kyra’s shoulder. They stayed that way until Grayson pulled up in front of an all-suite hotel a block from the highway in a residential community in a city by the name of Frisco.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “At a safe place to spend the night,” he said.

      “How do you know?” she asked, annoyed by his brusqueness despite being relieved that he must have a plan.

      “Because my parents are friends with the owners of this hotel chain.” He parked before retrieving his cell phone from his pocket. He sent off a text. The response came back almost immediately. “All we have to do is hold tight for a few minutes while my mom works in the background.”

      “Doing what?” she asked as his timbre traveled over her and through her, causing her stomach to free fall and her body to warm.

      “Making arrangements for us to stay here without having to sign any paperwork or give away our identities. It’ll be like we were never here in the first place,” he said. “But first, we wait until I get the okay.”

      “I’m impressed,” she said, not bothering to hide her shock.

      “How so, Princess?” he asked, and she picked up on the surprise in his tone.

      “For starters, you can stop calling me that,” she countered, uncomfortable with everything associated with that title.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.” There was a genuine note in his tone that made her reassess her response to his words.

      “I’m not usually so easy to insult,” she admitted.

      “Will your maid be okay?” he asked in a low whisper as Zoya cried softly.

      “Who? Zoya?” She really was caught off guard now. And then it dawned on her what he must be thinking. “She’s my best friend. We’re practically like sisters.”

      “How is she doing over
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