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Prologue
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Damaris checked the time on her slim gold watch. It was one of the last presents from her parents before they died. They told her a princess always needed to know the time. No matter the occasion. Tonight, was a big night for her best friend and the new king of Lorvena. It was the first ball with him as king. The annual Lorvena ball was her favorite, but tonight her thoughts were elsewhere. 

“Care for a dance, Princess?” 

She closed her eyes to calm the shudder. 

His voice. 

The Kentucky twang always caused a reaction in her. During her time in America, she loved the accent. On him, the accent seemed a bit dangerous. The hint of the bad boy, she would bet her kingdom he was, evident. She opened her eyes and turned to look at the man who made her questioned her decision of taking back her kingdom. 

At least taking back her kingdom alone. 

“Huck, shouldn’t you be guarding some entrance?” she asked as she clasped her hands in front of her body. 

It was something she’d always done. Almost a protective move. 

“My team’s guarding what needs to be,” he said as he held his hand up. “I haven’t seen you dance tonight. Don’t you think the Crown Princess of Florine needs to dance at the 300th Annual Ball of Lorvena. People might talk.” 

She narrowed her eyes before looking down at his hand. 

“Can you dance, Huckleberry?” 

“Probably better than most,” he said. 

She noticed he didn’t say anything about her using his full name. 

“If you step on my toes, I will cry out,” she said as she placed her hand in his. 

“I wouldn’t dare crush your pretty shoes. I don’t want to even know how much those set you back,” he said as he led her out onto the dance floor. 

“They were a gift from Edward,” she said as he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. 

This wasn’t a good idea. They had never been this close. She kept her distance from everyone, but mostly him. Huck brought up too many emotions that she didn’t want to deal with, ever. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I would say you and Edward made a great couple,” he said as he leaned close to her. “But seeing him with Gisella, let’s me know you’re making the right choice in not marrying him.” 

“He’s in love with her, but she doesn’t realize it,” she said as she looked at Edward dancing with Gisella. 

Gisella Smith captured the King of Lorvena’s heart just as easily as she captured pictures with her camera. The American was clueless though. She suspected Gisella was in love with Edward, but the woman didn’t reveal her emotions. At least not what Damaris could see. 

“You’ve been sneaking out the palace the past few days, Princess,” he said. 

She looked away from Edward and Gisella to Huck. 

“I’m not the royal you should be watching over,” she said as they spun around the room. 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said as he pulled her closer. “Where have you been slipping off to?” 

“Are you slipping on your job? I thought you watched me better than that,” she said as she eased back. 

She couldn’t think when he was close. And she needed to keep her mind focused. 

“If I hadn’t been called away for a security alert, I would know exactly where you were. Your uncle requested more security before flying into Lorvena,” he said. 

She bit her lip to keep her thoughts to herself. She couldn’t let her opinions about her uncle be known, especially in the middle of the dance floor. 

“You shouldn’t mention my father’s twin. Ever,” she said as she pasted a smile on her face. 

“Fake smiling doesn’t help the situation. Damaris, how can I help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on?” he asked. 

“You can’t help me,” she said. 

He growled as he moved them through the open doors to the balcony. 

“Talk,” he said as he dropped his arms. 

She shook her head as she spun on her heel and walked to the railing. She looked over the garden as the lights illuminated the area. She felt him step beside her. 

“Huck, I can’t tell you what you what to know,” she said as she turned to look at him. “It’s for your protection.” 

“You do realize I can protect you.” 

She placed her hand on his and shook her head. 

“You can’t,” she said. “My one piece of advice, don’t trust my uncle.” 

She moved her hand and took a step away. Only to stop when he grabbed her wrist. 

“Damaris, I don’t know what you’re planning, but you can’t do this alone,” he said. 

“I didn’t say I was doing anything,” she said as she looked at his hand. “But if I was, I’m not alone.” 

“I don’t think you know what you’re doing,” he said as he moved closer. “Damaris, you’re no match for you uncle. I’ve looked into his background.” 

“And? I know he killed my parents. I know more than anyone what that man is capable of,” she said as she pulled her wrist out of his grasp. “Just do me one favor.” 

“What?” 

“Keep Edward safe,” she said as she kissed his cheek before walking away from him. 

“Damaris,” he said. 

She kept walking. Her mission was critical and nothing Huck could say would change her mind. Once she entered the ballroom, she circled the room before slipping out the side door. She wasn’t alone in her escape. Gisella was ahead of her. 

It was easy to see that Gisella was doing the same thing as her. 

Running away. 

An idea formed in her mind. She bet Gisella would want to fly out tonight, if only to save her heart. The plane was big enough for another woman and it would give her a different flight plan that her uncle wouldn’t be able to follow. This could work. 



“Where is she?” Huck asked as he walked into the security room. 

He’d spent the last hour searching for Damaris, but it was as if she disappeared without a trace. No one could disappear the way she had. There must be something he was missing. 

“No clue,” Dani said as she typed away on the keyboard. “I’ve checked every camera since she left the ballroom. I don’t know how she slipped down the hallway without any camera catching her, but she did.” 

“What about the camera in front of her room?” he asked as he pulled up plane flights. 

Nothing out of the ordinary and nothing flying to Florine until tomorrow. 

“It was turned off before the ball,” Dani said as she looked up at Huck. “On King Edward’s request.” 

“What? I didn’t see a request. Did Edward request this in person?” 

His mind ran through reasons why Edward would want the camera off and none of them made sense. Security had been tightened since Edward’s coronation. He thought he made it clear that no cameras would be turned off anywhere in the palace. 

“No, he sent a note,” Dani said as she reached for the folder on the desk. “Lex filed it away in case there was any questions.” 

Huck took the folder and found the sheet of paper. 

“This isn’t his handwriting,” he said as he closed his eyes. “It’s Princess Damaris’.” 

The woman knew he wouldn’t be in the security room to correct the mistake. What was she planning? 

“Why would she request the cameras to be shut off and in King Edward’s name?” 

“Because she planned to slip out of the palace tonight,” he said as he closed the folder. “Where is Gisella?” 

“She’s gone as well.” 

“What?” he asked as he braced his hands on the desk. “Her assistant?” 

“Do you really need me to say?” 

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “The princess got them out of the country.” 

“Why? I didn’t think she was that good of friends with Gisella,” Dani said as she placed the folder back in its place. “I’m not sure what the big rush is. All this cloak and dagger stuff isn’t necessary.” 

“It is if you’re a princess and don’t want anyone to track your movements,” he said as he pushed away from the desk. “I’m flying out in the morning. I need to check on something.” 

“Okay. How long will you be gone?” she asked as she turned back to the monitors. 

“Depends on what I find,” he said before leaving the room. 

Once he was back in his room, he called the one person he trusted with Damaris’ aunt and uncle in America. He grabbed his bag and threw a few jeans in it while he waited for the phone to be answered. 

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” 

“Grim, it’s not even dark your time,” he said as he grabbed some shirts. “How are they?” 

“You know I’m not a babysitter for other people’s family, right?” 

“Grim, don’t make me call your momma. How are Caleb and Lola?” 

“Call my momma. She said you haven’t called her in a while anyway. But to answer your question, your princess’ family is good. They’re enjoying the farm. Momma loves them and wants to know if they could just live there. She claims no one is better with the horses.” 

“That’ll be up to them if they want to stay. You might have a visitor tomorrow,” he said as he ran through all the things he needed to get in order before flying out. 

“If it’s this princess you’re always trying to protect, I may fly home to meet her. I’ve always wanted to meet royalty.” 

“Grim, you’re an actor. You’ve had to have met royalty before. Leave Damaris alone,” he said as he zipped his bag. “If she shows up, keep her on the property until I get there.” 

“How? I ain’t hogtying her to the chair. I’m a gentleman.” 

Groaning, Huck wondered again why he sent Damaris’ aunt and uncle to Kentucky. At the time it was the safest place for them, but his family could be difficult. Especially his cousin. Grim might be a big-time actor, but the man was still a pain. 

“I’m not asking you to hogtie her to anything. She might just kill you if you try. Just keep her on the property,” he said. “Tell your momma I’ll be home for supper.” 

“Whatever, see you then.” 

Huck sighed before tossing his phone on the bed. This was the first time someone had slipped away without him knowing where they were. As far as he knew Damaris didn’t know where her family was, but she was smart. And had people working for her in secret. The amount of information her people found astounded him. 

If his hunch was wrong about her going to Kentucky, then he didn’t know where she was. Her no worry lifestyle that she projected didn’t fool him. She was scheming and planning to get her crown back. What she didn’t understand was that she needed help. His help. 

Shoving his hand through his hair, he thought about everything he’d learned about her uncle Julien. If the man could have his own twin brother killed, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill his niece. 
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One Month Later 

The last month in North Carolina wasn’t without its activity. Looking around, he could tell someone had been here. Recently. He wondered if Julien sent more men to find Damaris or her aunt and uncle. The last three had been dealt with and wouldn’t be making any updates for a while. He was convinced Julien wouldn’t give up until he found Caleb and Lola. 

The question in his mind was why Julien hated the couple. They weren’t in line for the throne. They were also not actively helping their niece get her throne back. 

So, why were Caleb and Lola so important to Julien? 

Once he found the answer, he might be able to better protect them. 

There was also the fact there was a leak in the princess’s network. He’d mentioned Caleb and Lola were back on the ranch, and within days, the first of the men arrived with a sniper rifle. He would find the mole. Damaris’ life depended on it. 

Kneeling down, he studied the boot prints. He’d seen them before, but not in America. It was a distinctive print. Custom made. The same pattern he’d found in Lorvena outside the palace walls. This was after the news of Damaris being inside the palace was released. He pulled out his phone and snapped a picture to send off to his team in Lorvena. They could compare it to the other photo, but he was sure it was the same. 

Once he stood, he followed the path and saw it led to the edge of the property with a clear view of the ranch house and stables. If Caleb and Lola would’ve been here, the person would’ve had a clear shot with no one being the wiser. 

He looked around for anything to let him know if the person would be back, but there was nothing. Either the person realized Caleb and Lola were gone, or this was only their first visit to find the perfect place for their mission. His plan to have someone stay here was out of the question. He wouldn’t put anyone in danger just to set a trap. There were other ways in which no one would be hurt. 

At least no one on his side. 

He took one last look at the house before slipping through the trees on the path he’d made. His trail cams would have to do the work now because he didn’t want Julien to find out who he was until the time came. The one thing former King Richard stressed was his identity was to remain a secret. It was the only way to truly protect the princess. 

He was used to flying under the radar and not letting people see him in ways that would make them want to know more about him. 

Now, Damaris was good at letting people see her and still disappear without a trace. She’d been gone for a month, and he still didn’t know where she was. At least she was safe if Julien sent men in North Carolina. Her uncle didn’t know where the Crown Princess was any more than he did. 

Once he reached his truck, he glanced around to see if he drew any attention, but no one was looking at him. There was a nagging feeling, though someone saw him. Even though he made sure he wasn’t followed. 

It was time to find the long-lost princess. Hide and seek was done, at least from him. How could he protect the princess if he didn’t know where she was? 

Climbing in the truck, he turned the key and shifted into drive. He was flying to Kentucky in an hour, and there was one more stop to make before catching his plane. His phone beeped. Pulling it out of his pocket, he checked the message from Dani. 

The print was the same. She promised to track down the maker and the owner. The message also stated Richard requested him bring back Damaris in three months. 

No details other than bring Damaris back to Lorvena. 

It would be fine if he knew where the princess was. Once he found the princess, she wasn’t leaving his sight again. Trying to track down a princess and protect her simultaneously was rough. He was over it. He hoped she was ready for him to become her shadow. 



Damaris studied the image closely before shaking her head. She didn’t recognize the man. Who was her uncle speaking with? The tattoo on the man’s arm wasn’t something she’d seen before, but it was something she could research. She starred at the picture as she moved to the next one and paused. She knew both men in this one. Julien was standing beside the man who tried to kill her. 

Twice.  

Tobias Crawford. 

The man who’d been her personal guard up until the day he stabbed her. 

She placed her hand on her left side above her hip. The ragged scar reminded her of the time in her life when she was helpless. Her parents sent her to Lorvena to receive the best healthcare while looking for the man who attempted to kill her. Her parents hadn’t trusted anyone in the country with her care, especially since it was her personal guard who stabbed her. 

Moving her hand, she flipped to the following picture. There was the unknown man again beside her uncle and Tobias. This wasn’t a better angle than the first picture. In fact, she could only see part of his face and almost none of his body. Her uncle blocked the man. 

Almost as if they knew someone might photograph them. 

Could her uncle know she got daily updates? 

“No,” she said as she flipped to the next picture. 

Her uncle wasn’t smart, or at least not smart enough to find out a photographer was taking pictures and sending them to her. Paying someone to blend in was worth every cent. The trust fund her mother set up for her came in handy sometimes. 

The rest of the photos were not great and didn’t give her a clue who the unknown man was. She isolated the tattoo and sent it to Edward. He would hand it over to the security team, and no one would know it came from her. 

She sighed as she stood up to stretch. It was time to move out and join her aunt and uncle. After a month of searching, she’d finally found them. No thanks to the brute who called himself security. 

The thought of Huck knowing where her family was and him not telling her was insane. They were her family to protect, not Huck’s. She’d been trying to track Huck’s movements to see if he led her back to her aunt and uncle, but she couldn’t find him. 

It was as if he was a ghost. 

She knew he wasn’t. For one thing, Casper was a friendly ghost, and Huck wasn’t friendly. For two, Huck made it a point to be more of a shadow than a ghost. He didn’t haunt people besides the fact Huck wasn’t dead. 

Yet. 

When she saw him, and she knew she would see him again, he would get a piece of her mind. Hiding her family from her Uncle Julien was one thing, but hiding them from her was wrong. At least she found them before she went crazy. She needed to see with her own eyes they were okay. 

She quickly packed her bag before walking to the vanity. Grabbing the wig cap, she stretched it over her hair and checked to ensure all her hair was covered. Once she was happy with the result, she put the blonde wig on her head. This wig was styled differently than the one she wore checking in. This was the messy bun wig she wore to blend in more. It paired with the baggy sweatshirt and leggings. Anything different from what Crown Princess Damaris wore helped her sneak in and out of places. 

After finishing her wig, she switched her bags to an enormous purse with handles. She slipped her feet into the weird sandals American women wore and reached for the takeaway coffee cup. Sunglasses completed the look as she set her hotel key card on the cupboard or dresser, as the Americans called it, before walking out. 

The smell of garbage flooded her nose as she looked around before walking toward the stairs. She hated being on the top floor, but it was the hotel’s only room for the week. Some convention was going on in the city. She also didn’t want to try a nicer hotel since she knew Huck was looking for her. Although, he would have to know where she was to figure out the hotel she was staying in. 

She scanned the parking lot as she descended the stairs. No one was around, save for a cleaning lady pushing her cleaning cart and the stray cat she’d seen yesterday. From the noise last night, she assumed everyone in the city except her stayed up late to party. She was tucked away in her room streaming some movie. She couldn’t remember the name, but it was one of those made-for-TV movies her aunt always talked about. 

Once she was on the ground level, she rechecked the parking lot before walking to her car. It was closer to the stairs, thankfully. She didn’t pick this spot on purpose, but it worked now. 

Unlocking the doors, she threw her stuff inside before walking around her car and checking underneath. She couldn’t be too careful, and although she probably looked like a lunatic, she needed to be sure there was nothing under her car. Just because she was alone didn’t mean she could get lazy on her safety. She was still the heir to the throne. 

Ten minutes later, she headed out of the city to hit the interstate. It would be a long day of driving, but she was ready to see her family again. 



“You mean to tell me you flew the Crown Princess of Florine out of the country without approval?” Huck asked as he stared at the young pilot. 

“I did, sir,” the pilot said. 

He was young, but it didn’t excuse his actions. 

“You also flew with two other people who were not on the manifest,” Huck said. 

“I did, but I didn’t know of the change until we were midflight. I couldn’t turn around,” he said. 

Huck narrowed his eyes as he studied the man. He was standing straight with his hands behind his back, and his feet braced apart. He didn’t blame this man. Damaris could talk her way out of the hangman’s noose if she wanted. 

“Where did you take them?” 

“Memphis, as my flight plan stated,” he said. 

He nodded as he glanced at the clipboard. 

“You didn’t make any additional stops?” 

“Of course not,” he said. “All three passengers disembarked at the Memphis airport. I refueled and flew back to Lorvena. As instructed by the Crown Princess.” 

He nodded again as he dropped his arm. Damaris used her title and Gisella to get out of the country. 

“You’re dismissed,” he said as he handed him the clipboard. 

He waited until the pilot left the room before he exited. He got the answers Edward wanted and some of his own. Although, it still didn’t give him a clue where Damaris was. He paused outside Edward’s suite. 

“She’s with her family,” he muttered as he pulled his phone out of his pocket. 

It had been a month, and he was sure she found them now. He checked the security feed on the farm, and sure enough, there she was. Standing between her aunt and his aunt. 

“Got you,” he said as he slid his phone back in his pocket. 

Reaching for the knob, he turned it and walked inside without warning.  

“Damaris got her out of the country,” Huck said as soon as he walked into the suite. “I finally got the pilot to talk.” 

“Do I want to know how?” Edward asked as he looked away from the shoes. 

The man had been focused on the shoes that his Cinderella left after the ball. Gisella didn’t leave one shoe. She left both. 

As a message. 

One King Edward didn’t believe. 

Neither did he, for that matter. The woman wouldn’t have left so quickly if she didn’t love the king. 

“I didn’t torture him,” Huck said as he sat down. “Gisella and Duke were not added to the list.” 

“It’s not your fault,” Edward asked as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I do need a favor.” 

“I can’t kidnap Gisella and sneak her back into the country,” Huck said. “It wouldn’t look good for your image.” 

“I need you to fly me to Memphis,” Edward said as he looked back at the shoes. “She left before I could tell her something.” 

“Do you really think she needs to know you love her?” Huck asked. 

He studied Edward’s expression and knew the king would be flying to Memphis with or without him. 

“It might change her mind,” Edward said as he dropped his hand to the shoes. “I need to see her and tell her. And then, if she chooses her home, I’ll accept it.” 

“Fine,” Huck said as he stood up. “I won’t be flying back with you, though. Lars, Lex, and Dani will accompany us to Memphis. Those three will fly back with you.” 

“Damaris isn’t in Memphis,” Edward said. 

“I know,” Huck said. “But I also know where she is. The woman thinks she’s sneaky, but she’s not. At least for me.” 

“Her uncle thinks she’s in England,” Edward said. “It’s her normal routine after leaving the ball each year.” 

It was her routine, but he found out Damaris only let people see what she wanted them to see. The fact she allowed Julien to know even that much told him it was a cover for something else. 

“I know, but she’s in America with Caleb and Lola. Her uncle and aunt are well hidden, but I know she’s there.” 

Edward nodded as he stood up. “When can we fly out? I’ll need to clear my schedule.” 

“If you can clear the next few days, we’ll fly out tonight,” Huck said as he pulled out his phone. “It was my plan anyway.” 

“It’d be cleared,” Edward said as he reached for his phone. “I don’t have anything pressing with the election next week. Parliament’s in recess as well.” 

“Then we’ll be in Memphis tomorrow. Hope you’re ready to see Miss Smith in her home. I’m sure she’ll be different in Tennessee than she was here in Lorvena,” Huck said before leaving the suite. 

At least he had a chance to wash his clothes before leaving the palace again. He’d spent more time on a plane in the last year than he cared to count. Once he made it to Kentucky, he should be there for a while. 



Damaris turned into the driveway. Nothing indicated she was at the correct place except for the number on the metal postal box leaning to one side. 

Was this place really a farm? 

Did Huck send her aunt and uncle to a place without horses? 

They must hate it here. 

She wondered if this was right as she drove down the dirt road. Trees lined the drive with nothing in sight. She slowed to a stop and thought about turning around. Shifting into park, she rechecked the address. According to the map, she was in the right place. 

“This doesn’t make sense,” she muttered as she zoomed in on the map. 

Where was the house? 

A tap at the window made her jump and scream. 

“Sorry, dear,” the woman said, waving her hands. 

Damaris reached for the lever and rolled the window down. 

“I’m so sorry. I think I must have the wrong place,” Damaris said before smiling. 

She probably should’ve left the wig on, but it was itching too much to continue wearing it. 

“You’re so pretty. Huck didn’t tell us how pretty you were,” the woman said as she leaned into the car. “Why are you parked down here? The house is a bit further.” 

“Did you say Huck?” 

“Oh, are you not Damaris? Oh, I wasn’t supposed to say that,” the woman said as she pressed her hand to her chest. “No, you must be her. You look like a princess.” 

Damaris knew this woman was harmless. 

“I’m Damaris,” she said. “Do you want to ride to the house?” 

“I knew you were. You look just like you do on TV,” the woman said as she moved back. “And no. I need my exercise. The doctor and Ray weren’t too happy with my last results. I refused to give up my cooking, so exercise it is.” 

Damaris nodded. She didn’t know what to say. 

“Anyway, keep driving, and you’ll find the house,” the woman said, waving her hand before stepping back away from the car. 

Damaris guessed the woman waved in the direction of the house. She nodded and shifted into drive. She watched the woman in the side mirror start walking toward the end of the driveway. She didn’t even know the woman’s name but knew Huck chose well. 

Her family was safe here. 

After another mile, she finally saw the house. A two-story farmhouse. At least it’s what her aunt would call it. The barn was off the right side with wooden fences. Beyond the fences were horses. She counted at least ten of them. 

And a man standing in the middle of the circle paddock. A man who taught her all she knew about horses. 

She bit her lip as she parked the car and got out. 

“Damaris?” 

Turning, she saw her aunt coming out of the house onto the porch. 

“Auntie Lola,” Damaris said as she rushed toward her aunt with arms wide. 

As soon as she felt her aunt’s arms around her, she cried. 

They were safe. 

They were alive. 



Huck tossed his bag on the bed as he checked his phone. The king convinced his Cinderella of his love. How Edward purposed on a battlefield would be a story he’d get later. Of course, Gisella loved battlefields, so it was perfect for them. His team ensured the king and his future wife was safe on their way back to Memphis. 

His job protecting Edward before his coronation was officially over. Time for the second part of his assignment. 

It was time to focus on a future queen. 

To help get her on the throne of Florine.  

Shoving his phone in his pocket, he walked over to the window and peered out to the woman he’d been searching for the past month. How a princess can disappear for a day is nothing, but Damaris vanished for a month. None of his contacts could find even a glimpse of the princess. 

No blimp on even the best radar. 

Staring down at her now, he couldn’t believe his eyes. He would ask where she’d been, but he figured she wouldn’t tell him. It was dumb luck he found her now. After finding evidence of Julien’s presence in North Carolina, he doubled his security here. Keeping Caleb and Lola safe was his number two priority. Number one was standing beside his cousin, laughing. As if she didn’t have a care in the world. 

As if she didn’t have her uncle trying to kill her. 

He shook his head as he moved away from the window. Time to surprise the princess. 

She wouldn’t know of his being here. No one knew he was here since he parked his truck on the back forty acres of the farm and hiked through the woods. He used the secret tunnel that had been part of the Underground Railroad and slipped through the back door no one in his family ever kept locked. Reaching the back of the house without being seen was a feat, so no one worried about locking the door. 

He’d deal with the issue of locking the door later. Right now, he needed to make his presence known. Minutes later, he was outside and walking across the yard to face the woman with his and her family watching. 

This should be fun. 

For her. 

“Huck? I didn’t think you were coming this month,” Grim said as he moved closer to Damaris. 

Interesting. His cousin was trying to protect the princess from him. It wouldn’t work, but it was interesting. 

He watched as Damaris slowly turned to face him. She didn’t look shocked to see him. He assumed she knew he would find her sooner or later. 

“I didn’t realize Damaris magically appeared here either,” he said as he watched her closely. 

“Been looking for me, have you?” she asked as she crossed her arms. “I wasn’t hiding.” 

“Really? Your plan wasn’t to hide for the month to plot and plan,” he said. 

He saw her glance at her aunt and uncle before looking back at him. He was right. But she couldn’t admit it or address his statement in front of her family. They already worried about her without learning of her plan to take back her throne. 

“I was not hiding,” she said as she pushed her hair off her shoulder. “Should you not be looking after King Edward? You are his top security guard.” 

He laughed. She only spoke properly when she was holding back. Prim and proper princess was one of her defenses. 

“Alright, guess we all know each other. How ‘bout we leave these two alone so they can say what they really mean,” Lola said, clapping her hands. “Huck, nice to see you again.” 

“No, I think I’d like to stay and see the fireworks,” Grim said, winking at Damaris. 

“Not today, son,” Ray Hawthorne said as he patted Grim’s shoulder. “Let’s go check out the script you’re supposing to be reading through. Don’t they need a decision tomorrow?” 

“It’s Hollywood. Tomorrow means next week,” Grim said before smiling at Damaris. 

“Not for my son,” Ellen Hawthorne said as she reached for Grim’s arm. “I taught you better. Leave Huck and Damaris alone. I’m sure they have things to discuss you can’t hear.” 

Huck watched as his aunt and uncle, along with Damaris’s aunt and uncle, drag Grim away. His cousin might act stupid or want attention, but Grim was deeper than anyone gave him credit for. Except for maybe his best friend, Caspian Wells, another Hollywood star. 

“I wasn’t hiding,” Damaris said once they were alone. “There was stuff I needed to take care of.” 

“Like what?” he asked as he looked at her. 

“Where you hid my aunt and uncle for one,” she said as she crossed her arms. “Remember, you didn’t care to share that piece of information with me.” 

“It was for their protection as well as yours,” he said as he scanned the property line behind her. 

“You didn’t think I could be trusted with their location? They’re my family. The only one I have left.” 

“Well, the one you count, but you do have an uncle who wants you dead. I can see why you don’t want to claim him,” he said as he looked back at her. “I didn’t keep their location from you to hurt you. I didn’t trust the people around you.” 

“The royal family of Lorvena?” she asked. 

“No, the people who always seemed to linger in your shadow that you never admit are there,” he said as he stepped closer. “You forget I’m good at my job, and I saw those people around you.” 

“How? He’s paid to be out of sight,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 

“He’s good, but I’m better. Where is he now? You’re actually alone for the first time since I carried you on the plane in North Carolina.” 

Which was odd. Once he gained the man’s name, he would run a full background check. He didn’t trust him, and even if their background check turned up nothing, he probably still wouldn’t trust him. They could still be bought by Julien or anyone wanting Damaris’s uncle on the throne instead of her. 

“He’s back in Lorvena. He doesn’t travel with me,” she said as she shifted. 

“You don’t trust him.” 

He watched as she glanced away from him. The shield around her slipped when she looked back at him. 

“No. I’ve been betrayed before,” she said before sighing. “You taking control threw my life in a tailspin. I can’t lose them, Huck. I can’t.” 

“I don’t plan on you losing them,” he said as he pulled her in his arms. 

What he didn’t expect was for her to start crying. 

Damaris, Princess of Florine, cried in his arms. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her cry. Had Damaris ever cried in anyone’s presence other than her close family? He stood silent as she cried until the noise subsided. When she shifted, he dropped his arms. He knew before she stepped away her shield was back in place. 

She was firmly in control of her emotions when she finally made eye contact with him. 

“I am sorry, Huck. You should not have witnessed my display of emotion,” she said as she smoothed her hands down her dress. “It will not happen again.” 

“You don’t have to turn into the proper princess for my sake. You dropped your guard. It was probably way past time, considering you keep your emotions under wraps more than anyone I know. It’s not good for you to hide everything.” 

“I hide everything to stay alive,” she said as she crossed her arms. “And I do talk to people.” 

“Who? I know you don’t say anything to Edward or anyone in his family. You sure don’t tell your aunt and uncle anything since they were shocked there was a threat on their lives,” he said as he crossed his arms to mimic her stance. 

“It doesn’t matter with whom I speak with about my inner thoughts,” she said. 

“At least you lost a bit of the stuck-up princess routine. How often does it work for you anyway?” he asked as he shifted to the right. 

He didn’t think the noise was from someone from her uncle, but he never could be too safe even on his family’s land. 

“Stuck-up princess routine works all the time, well, except for you. What are you looking at?” she asked. 

“I heard something,” he said as he dropped his arms. “Something was off.” 

“It’s probably a squirrel,” she said. “No one knows I’m here.” 

“They don’t, but when I checked on the farm in North Carolina, there was evidence of someone there,” he said as he moved around her. 

“What was this evidence?” she asked as she moved closer to his side. 

“Something I’m having checked out,” he said as he pulled out his gun. 

“Where did you hide that?” she asked. 

“This one’s from my side holster,” he said as he stepped closer to the tree line. 

“Your side holster? How many guns do you have on your person?” 

“More than you want to know,” he said as he scanned the area. 

Nothing moved. 

“Guns make noise,” she said. “You should invest in a bow and arrow set or throwing knives. Ninjas stars are an excellent choice as well. They take a bit of practice though.” 

“We’re not discussing weapons right now,” he said as he moved into the trees. 

A movement to their right had him moving in front of her to block whatever it was. A white blob ran toward them. 

“Colby,” he muttered as he moved his finger off the trigger. 

“Colby?” she asked as she moved to look around him. “Oh, it’s a puppy.” 

“That grown dog isn’t a puppy,” he said as he shoved his gun back in the holster. “It’s my cousin’s dog who should be forty pounds lighter.” 

She laughed as she knelt down to the dog and held out her hand. “Who’s a good boy?” 

“Good boy? He’s probably been at the neighbor’s house begging for treats. The dog roams the town,” he said as he watched her pet the dog. “I know there are at least five different sets of puppies that can claim him as the daddy.” 

“Multiple girlfriends, Colby? Don’t you know women want to know they’re the only ones in your life?” 

He rolled his eyes as he rested his hands on his belt. 

“Come on, I’m sure Grim is missing his dog,” he said. 

“Of course, he is. Who wouldn’t miss this baby?” she asked as she kissed the dog’s head. 

“Don’t do that,” he said as he leaned down and slipped his hands under her arms. “The dog needs a bath, and who knows what he’s rolled in today. I’m sure he’s eaten something he shouldn’t.” 

“Spoilsport,” she said as she stood up with his help. “You’re not going to put me over your shoulder again, are you?” 

“If the situation calls for it,” he said as he dropped his arms. 

“You do realize I’m a Crown Princess.” 

“Really? Are you sure? Where is your throne? Crown? I don’t think you can be a Crown Princess in a sundress and flip-flops,” he said as he looked down at her pink toenail polish. 

“Been hanging out with a lot of Crown Princesses, have you?” she asked with her hands on her hips. “For your information, there’s no rule about flip-flops.” 

“Probably because your country doesn’t call them flip-flops,” he said as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Come on. I’m sure my aunt has food ready.” 

“It’s not dinner time,” she said as she looked at her watch. 

“You haven’t been here long, have you?” he asked. 

“I got here yesterday,” she said. 

“Yeah, my aunt and uncle eat early. If the food isn’t ready by five, then it’s late to them,” he said as they walked out of the tree line. 

“What? No wonder they were shocked when I asked about food last night. I got in after six and didn’t get food.” 

He laughed as they walked toward the house with Colby running in front of them. 

“Welcome to the Country Life,” he said as his aunt stepped out of the house. 

“Supper’s ready,” Ellen said. “I hope you like meatloaf, Damaris.” 

“What’s meatloaf?” she whispered. 

“You lived with your aunt and uncle in America off and on, and you don’t know what meatloaf is?” he asked as he looked at her. 

“No.” 

“This should be a treat for you then,” he said as they walked up the front steps. “Aunt Ellen, Damaris has never eaten meatloaf.” 

“Do you like ketchup?” Ellen asked Damaris. 

“Yeah,” Damaris said as she looked at Huck. 

“You should be fine then,” Huck said as he grabbed the screen door and held it open for his aunt and Damaris. 
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Damaris leaned against the railing as she looked out over the yard and pasture. The Hawthorne place was the picture of country life, and with the horses, she knew her aunt and uncle felt at home. If she didn’t have Florine to think about, she’d want to stay here. Huck picked the perfect place to hide them. The peace she felt was something she hadn’t felt in a long time. 

Probably not since her parents died. 

But peace as a child wasn’t the same as peace as an adult. 

She watched the horses and smiled. Her uncle, Grim, and Huck were working with the five horses in the paddock in the pasture. She was used to seeing her uncle around horses, but it shocked her to see Huck working them. He didn’t seem the type to like horses. She’d figured Grim was used to this work, at least when he was home from Hollywood. 

“Your uncle’s a fine man.” 

Damaris turned her head to see Ellen leaning against the railing with a glass in her hands. There was only one drink it could be, sweet tea. The woman knew how to make sweet tea. There always seemed to be a full pitcher. She didn’t know when the woman made it. After a week in the house, she’d never seen anyone making tea. It was just always there. 

“He’s a good one for sure,” Damaris said, smiling. 

“I bet he taught you a thing or two about horses,” Ellen said. 

“He did. My horse is currently in Lorvena under the protection of the royal family. I’m sure being spoiled by the stable master,” Damaris said as she thought about Harm. 

It wasn’t a typical name for a horse, but she didn’t care. It was one special to her. 

“I’m sure there’s a good reason your horse isn’t in your country, but I’ll keep my question to myself. Huck did mention questions should be kept to a minimum.” 

“He did?” Damaris asked as she looked back at Huck. 

“Well, Huck is a private man anyway, but when he bought your aunt and uncle here, he left instructions to not ask questions. He also said they weren’t here if anyone asked. We’re not the people to ask questions,” Ellen said as she reached over and patted Damaris’s hand. “They’re safe here as long as they need to be.” 

“Thank you,” Damaris said as she looked at Ellen’s hand. “And I mean it.” 

“No need for thanks. It’s what we do. Frankly, your aunt and uncle have been amazing with those horses. I’ve never seen anyone who could handle those crazy mares we rescued.” 

“You rescued mares?” Damaris asked, looking up. 

“Well, my son, the soft heart he is, rescued them. The mares were on some filming ranch, but they were getting too old to use. The film company planned to put them down since they couldn’t use them anymore,” Ellen said. 

“And Grim adopted them,” Damaris said. 

“Without telling his father or me. A trailer showed up one day with five crazy mares. It took a few hours to even get them inside the barn. Grim finally answered his phone the next morning and told us some horses would be showing up. He thought they wouldn’t be delivered until the following week,” Ellen said before laughing. “I love that boy so much, but sometimes his heart is too big.” 

“You’re still proud of him,” Damaris said. 

“Of course, I am. I miss him when he’s in Hollywood, but I couldn’t live there anymore. It was killing me little by little. My husband saw my pain and decided the move back should happen,” Ellen said as she looked toward the horses. 

“I’m surprised Grim didn’t move his home base back here.” 

“You can say he did unless he’s working on a movie. Ever since his best friend got married, he’s been coasting between here and California. Mostly here,” Ellen said. “Although, he crashes at Caspian’s house more than he should. Newlyweds need their space, but my son doesn’t always understand boundaries.” 

“I assume this Caspian is the famous Hollywood actor, Caspian Wells,” Damaris said. 

“The one and only, but he’s a sweetheart and a wonderful friend for my son. I’m just happy Caspian found Syrena and managed to hang on to her. The woman is pure gold and keeps Caspian in his place. Much like you do to my nephew,” Ellen said as she patted Damaris’s hand. 

Damaris stayed silent. There were reasons she had to keep Huck in his place that Ellen couldn’t know. Or really anyone could know. 

“I’m sure it’s different,” Damaris said as she looked back at the men. “Very different.” 

“Because you’re a Crown Princess? Or is there someone else waiting for you back home?” Ellen asked. “I don’t claim to know about royalty other than what’s on TV, but are you promised to some man? Do you have an arranged marriage?” 

“Are you trying to play matchmaker for your nephew? I’m pretty sure his line of work does not lend itself to settling down,” Damaris said. “And no. I am not promised to anyone.” 

Damaris knew men as Huck didn’t get married until their work was complete. Huck may never settle down. A man in the shadows wasn’t the husband most women wanted. 

It wasn’t what she wanted when the time came. Although, what she wanted may not matter. Florine’s Parliament would be involved in the choice of her husband and the father of the future royal line. As the soon-to-be ruling monarch, she knew it would be her duty to provide heirs to continue the family line. And although Huck impressed her more than any man ever had
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