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            Chapter 1

          

          Sparrow

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A royal pain in my…

      

      

      “In order of badassery, the library fight, from John Wick; The Bourne Identity pen fight; the living room fight from Mr. and Mrs. Smith; and as my John Wick closer, the John Wick club fight.”

      Wilder Waterford rolled his eyes. “That’s your final answer? You can’t have two John Wicks in there.”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine then. Replace one with The Matrix.”

      He snorted. “We said in the last fifteen years. Neo doesn’t count.”

      I scoffed. “Does too. Honorable mention.”

      Wilder’s shoulders shook as he laughed. “You have to follow the rules.”

      “We said best hand-to-hand-combat scene in a movie. Those are the best ones. And before you tell me I can’t use Mr. and Mrs. Smith, I’m going to say fight me, because not only did it have great hand-to-hand, it was also funny and sexy.”

      He threw up his hands. “I didn’t know those were the criteria.”

      I shrugged. “Let’s just call it a woman’s prerogative.”

      “Sparrow, I swear to God. I’ll give you The Matrix. I’ll give you John Wick. But Mr. and Mrs. Smith?”

      “Fight me.”

      There was something about the way he laughed, a flirty undertone. “Hey, there’s a fantastic gym here anytime you want to spar.”

      I sized him up. “Well, you are a prince, so I’m pretty sure it’s against the law to kick your ass.”

      His chuckle was low and mellow, pleasant sounding. And it did absolutely nothing for me. Wilder was exceptionally handsome. Sadly, he gave me brother vibes. Not that I had time for a personal life. I was too busy with work. And, if I was honest, I wasn’t even in that frame of mind.

      And he’s not the brother you want.

      I squashed the thought of Breck Waterford the moment it popped into my head. I loathed him. He was the literal worst. If there were something worse than loathing, that might encompass the breadth of my feelings for the prince.

      Also, you think he’s fuckable.

      Shit. That too.

      “Well, I mean, I know you’ve been injured recently, so I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” Wilder teased.

      I lifted a brow. “Anytime, Your Highness. Anytime.”

      He grinned, knowing it would get my hackles up. “All right, I hear you. By the way, I’ve got a clearance for the rest of your team should they get into trouble—a diplomatic pass. Is there anything else you need?”

      “You mean besides you finally admitting that my list of movies is far superior to yours? No, I’m good.” I glanced toward the window and frowned. The clear blue sky had given way to a pale purple hue. “What time is it?”

      He inclined his head toward the clock behind me. “Just past seven.”

      Damn. I needed to get out of there. Dinner was first on the agenda. I hadn’t eaten a bite since breakfast. “Geez. I was supposed to make a phone call. I’d better get home. Thank you for this meeting, though. I’ll be back to go over the other security protocols.”

      “My doors are always open for you.”

      “Thanks for making this easy on me, Wild. With Kannon and London on vacation, you’ve really helped me see to it that things go smoothly as we get ready for the company’s official European opening. It’s easier with your help.”

      “Anytime. Besides, we’re practically family now,” he said with a shrug.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Wait, does this mean I inherit Breck too?”

      He laughed at that. “Yes, sadly. The whole family comes with Breck and Roman.”

      I wrinkled my nose even more at that. “Fine, we can keep Roman. He’s okay, but can we put Breck up for adoption?”

      Wilder snorted. “Roman’s very taken with you.”

      “Ah, he’s just a big grizzly bear. I know how to handle guys like that. I mean, he’s a king, so that’s a whole other level, but at the core of it he loves his family, loves his people. He just likes to roar, and you have to show that you’re not going to hide from the roar. Then you can be friends.”

      “I wonder how he would take it if he knew you summed him up so easily.”

      I shrugged. “He’s not an easy read, mind you. But my whole job is to read people.”

      “That’s hardly your whole job.”

      “Maybe not my whole job, but there’s a lot of that.” I pushed out of my chair, and my stomach growled and rumbled.

      “Oh, damn. I should have fed you. Sorry. We got to work, and I lost track of time. Do you want to stay for dinner?”

      I considered his offer. I had a standing call date with my friend Onyx that night. I could call her later, but there were some things that I needed to do in the office first, anyway, and eat. “No, that’s okay. I’ll go home. I’ll have a glass of wine, throw on some yoga pants and really let my hair loose, and then I’m going to go over the schematics for the new building.”

      He clutched a hand to his heart. “Oh God, you’re speaking my language with all that schematics talk.”

      “I know. Clearly, I have no life. I just want everything perfect by the time Kannon gets back. You know, so he’ll see his faith in me isn’t misplaced.”

      Wilder’s light blue gaze met mine. “He’ll know that. I promise. I can see it. You’re more than capable enough. You could be running this company.”

      “No. Kannon’s the leader. But while he’s gone, I will hold down the fort.”

      “You do that. Thank you for the company as always. You know, terrible movie choices notwithstanding.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know you’re a prince, and you’re used to getting your way. But sooner or later, you will just realize that I’m right. We need a tie-breaker.”

      He crossed his arms then. “Who would I approve of as a tie-breaker?”

      We met each other’s gazes and laughed and nodded our heads as we both muttered, “Kannon.”

      “Let’s regroup at the end of the week. And if you need anything else before then, just text me.”

      I gathered my folders and slid them into my shoulder bag. “I will. Thanks, Wild.”

      “Later, Sparrow. And just in case you were wondering, I’m glad you’re here. At least there’s someone else I can finally chat with. Breck hardly has any interest in security, and Roman only cares about the end result. So you’re a breath of fresh air.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “Do you need a map out of here?”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “Too soon,” I muttered while laughing. My first time in the palace, I’d gotten turned around. I was always getting lost, never seeming to find the right way back to where I was trying to go. Which was how I’d run into his brother Breck, shagging two women, in what I thought was my bedroom.

      I’d turned around and found a different path toward my room. It turned out they were in a spare guest room and not the one that had been assigned to me. The passcodes were always the same in that sector of the palace for the guest quarters. I’d been less than thrilled and, I had to admit, a little awed by his flexibility, when I found Breck screwing two women on what I thought was my bed. Except, it hadn’t been my bed. So that had been awkward to say the least.

      The whole thing was made more awkward because I hadn’t been able to stop staring at him. He was no soft playboy. Instead he was ripped with muscles for days. He sure as shit didn’t get that kind of physique from fencing alone. And from where I’d been standing, he appeared to be very talented with his mouth and hands.

      I cleared my throat to help shake the image of Breck and his magic tongue. “Very funny. And nope, there’s no need. I’ve got it now. I burned the map into my head.”

      He chuckled softly. “Okay, if you say so. Have Thomas or whoever is working security at the gate walk you to your car.”

      “Sure. Will do.”

      But I wouldn’t. I appreciated the safety concerns, but it was just about a hundred meters to the car. I’d be fine. As much as I appreciated the whole ‘you’re family now’ song and dance, I didn’t love the overbearing-big-brother thing.

      I took a left out of Wilder’s office toward the North Tower. But before I could make it to the safety of the cobblestones and the gate, I saw the one person in the entire palace whom I’d hoped not to see, and he froze when he saw me. Breck Waterford.

      Our gazes locked, and my belly did a flip flop. Stop it. You don’t even like him. Besides, he’s no doubt drunk again.

       I faltered for a moment, making that mental calculation of whether or not I could avoid talking to him. But no. He was already walking toward me.

      “Hello, Feisty.”

      I rolled my eyes and set my jaw. There was no avoiding him now that he’d seen me. “Your Highness.” The words were ones of respect, but I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice.

      His grin was quick. “Ahh, there is that warm welcome I’ve come to expect from you. One of these days, you’ll need to tell me why you don’t like me. I mean, everybody likes me. Haven’t you heard? I’m a prince.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard. I’ve seen, um, all your assets, such as they are. I’m just not particularly impressed.”

      Liar. I was such a liar. That eyeful I’d gotten when I walked in on him with the two supermodels proved his assets were just fine. Enormous actually. To the point of jaw dropping. It was no wonder he trotted out his… assets every chance he got. But I’d walk across hot coals before I ever said anything like that to him. His playboy exploits were legendary. I’d only just moved to Alden and, so far, every eligible female I’d run into had some Breck story.

      And from the stories I’d heard, he had every right to be arrogant.

      My skin flushed just thinking about him. Or maybe the heat was a result of his closeness. Even if I found him arrogant, irritating, and brash, he had sex appeal in spades. Unlike Wilder, there was not a single brother vibe in sight.

      Nope. Breck Waterford had my number. But like hell was I telling him that.

      “You keep on denying you feel that pull between us. Look, I get it. I’m sexy. You can’t help yourself.”

      I scowled at him. “Seriously? You’re disgusting.”

      He laughed. “Who are you kidding, Feisty? I can see it in your eyes. Pupils dilated. Lips parted. That honey skin all flushed.”

      “So, you’re telling me that your whole life women have told you were appealing? I’m so sorry to disappoint you, Your Highness. But I won’t be one of those women.”

      “Sure you will. You just haven’t gotten there yet. Pretend you don’t like me all you want. But I know the truth.”

      “Okay, Breck. If this whole act you put on works for you, keep it up. It just doesn’t work for me. I loathe arrogant guys. You forget, I’ve seen your skills. Completely unimpressive. Hell, I’ve even seen bigger.”

      Again with the lies. I should be ashamed of myself, but my training had taught me, when in dire straits, use all the tools at your disposal. And so, until I made it to safety, I needed to treat his presence as hostile. I needed to use any tactic I could, period, to escape before I did something dumb like lean in and sniff him.

      Why did he smell so damn good?

      He clutched a hand over his heart. “Oh, Feisty. You wound me. Or at least you would if I didn’t already know who you were working with. But you tell yourself whatever you need. I promise you that you’re sniffing around the wrong brother.”

      I frowned as he brushed past me, the minor contact making my nipples peak. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Breck rolled his eyes. “You don’t think I see you and my little brother? Sure, he’s the upstanding one. But he has his… tastes.” He smirked at that. “Who knows? Maybe you’re into it, which makes me incredibly sad it isn’t me that you want.”

       ”I beg your pardon, but you’re the worst, Your Highness.”

      “Try harder to pretend, Feisty.” His voice was a low hum as he muttered over his shoulder.

      God, what was it about him that made my whole body vibrate? What I wanted to do was follow him and keep fighting. Yet, not five minutes ago, I’d been starving and needing to crash.

      But one Breck sighting and I was ready for a fight. An all-out grudge match. He could do that to me, make me relinquish my carefully constructed control. Maybe that was why I didn’t like him. I knew what was good for me. And staying the hell away from Breck Waterford was at the top of that list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Sparrow

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What doesn’t kill me…

      

      

      

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood in the hallway staring after the prince.

      Jesus Christ, Sparrow, get a hold of yourself. He’s only a prince. It’s not like you don’t know another one. You even know a king now. Breck Waterford isn’t unique.

      This had to stop. I needed to figure out a way to get my shit under control when I was around him. Shaking off my run-in with him, I marched toward the courtyard. I now knew the little arrows on the giant statues in the courtyard pointed you in the right direction.

      So I just had to follow the statue facing the north hallway, which I did, easily. Even after several months, the palace completely awed me. It was something akin to a Cinderella fantasy world. There were all these parapets and so much white stone. Inside, the floors were marble, the walls covered in priceless art, ceilings painted by the masters. It was gilded opulence everywhere you turned. I had expected the same thing in the guest rooms, but those had all been remodeled and refurbished—ultra modern with all the conveniences.

      It must have been amazing for London to grow up here. I’d grown up between DC and Mauritius. My father was a diplomat, and my mother was a professor from Mauritius. There were many trips home, as my mother called it. And, if I was being honest, Mauritius felt more like home to me than DC ever had.

      There was a frenzy to DC. People were always moving, never stopping. And there was something about Mauritius that was settling, calming in the blood. If I’d grown up somewhere like here, I was convinced I would have burned every hallway, every painting into my memory. I wondered if that was how London felt. I liked her a lot. And, as an added bonus, she made Kannon so happy. I couldn’t have picked better for him myself.

      At the gate, I waved at Thomas, who was on guard duty. “Have a good night, Thomas.”

      “Miss Bridges, would you like me to walk you to your car?”

      I sighed. I should, but the idea making of idle small talk for the next hundred meters was too much. “It’s right there, Thomas. I can see it from here.”

      Yes, there were some shadows along the way to the parking lot, but it was the palace parking lot. And there were a few other cars. Most of the staff hadn’t yet gone home for the night. “Look, I know Wilder wants you to do that, but it’s fine. You can watch me from here. You’ll see me on the security cameras anyway.”

      “If you say so, ma’am.” I thought he’d fight me, but he didn’t. He was looking at something on his phone, so clearly he was already preoccupied. “Have a good night. I’ll see you later.”

      “See you.”

      The gate buzzed, and out I went, pausing momentarily to inhale the warm summer air. I loved the summer season, the scents of flowers in the air, the warm breezes, it was perfect.

      I was excited that Kannon had chosen me to join the team in Alden. I could have stayed in Los Angeles, and it would have been great. I could have run that office on my own. But I felt like there was more opportunity here. Besides, on this side of the world, I’d be closer to my best friend, Onyx, who lived in the UK. While I enjoyed LA, it was really more about the people than anything. I reached my car, unlocked it, went to the trunk and slid in the files that I carried with me, then opened the driver’s side door.

      Before I slid in, though, I heard a noise. It sounded like something scratching around on the other side of the car. Frowning, I peered around, but I couldn’t see anything. I’d parked two spaces away from an entry of some sort, but it wasn’t one of the lit corners. A shiver ran up my spine, and I suddenly regretted not having Thomas walk me to the car. But I merely scolded myself as I turned on the flashlight on my keychain. I walked around and spied the rustling silver wrapper of a bag of chips.

      I went to pick it up, wondering who would dare litter in the royal parking lot. The voice behind me was a low menace from the shadows. “This is almost too easy.”

      I felt, rather than saw, the arm coming overhead. Not even thinking, I dropped my keys and lifted my hands up over my head and blocked the shot. I planted my feet and lowered my body weight, shifted my shoulder back, and used his own momentum to flip him.

      It was a lot of weight, but the move was guaranteed to work. Always.

      Male. Maybe six feet. Just under two hundred pounds.

      He rolled out of my grip and got to his feet quickly, hands up.

      I opened my mouth to scream because it was not the time to be a solo badass. But before I could make a sound, he jabbed quickly. Pain exploded on my cheek, and the scream was caught in my throat as I staggered backward. Then he was on me, his hands on the back of my neck like a modified clamp. He attempted to knee me in the stomach, but I blocked him as I caught the underside of his knee then flipped him onto his back. He yowled as he slammed hard onto the ground.

      Wasting no time, I drew from all my training and jumped on him, panting. I punched him, delivered hit after hit. My legs locked around his waist, and using all the energy I could muster, I delivered straight punches, hammer fists and elbows, refusing to let up. Luckily, my training helped me remember to question him. “Who sent you?”

      His lips started to move, and then I saw them lift into a sneer. “Fuck. You.”

      I tsked. “Oh, that’s pleasant.”

      I lifted an elbow and dropped it right onto that tender spot on his shoulder joint. Quick, sharp, and he yowled again. I’d seen him telegraph his punches on that side and thought he must have some kind of injury.

      I lifted his head up by the front of his hair. “Who sent you?”

      I heard a sound behind me, and out of my periphery, I checked for a movement in the shadows, but there was nothing there. But in that one second of inattention, I gave my attacker the advantage. He lifted his hips, flipping me over onto my back until I landed on the hard pavement with a wince as the cold rock did a number on my muscles.

      I put my hands up to block, anticipating a blow at any moment. When he didn’t immediately attack, I rolled over and pushed myself to my feet, jumping up. I watched as he yanked open the doorway to our right, wheezing in pain, and stumbled through to the dark alley beyond. From my left, I saw Thomas heading our way. “Miss Bridges, are you okay?”

      I waved down at my feet, exhaustion hitting me as the adrenaline receded. “I’m okay, but I needed you to call the palace guard. Someone just attacked me.”

      Thomas was on his walkie talkie before I even finished my request. And as I sank down onto the cold ground, no longer able to keep my body weight up, I scowled. Who the hell was that? And why the hell did he seem so familiar?

      The last thing I was aware of before the darkness encroached on my vision was Wilder’s voice. “Sparrow. Jesus Christ, Sparrow. Thomas, why didn’t you walk her to the goddamn car?”

      The guard stammered, “She told me she didn’t want me to.”

      There was more talking, but their voices went in and out, and I couldn’t focus on them. One voice filtered in though, making me feel hot and prickly. “Jesus fucking Christ, what happened to her?”

      “Breck, I need you to pull the security camera feed from the parking lot and the access doorway here. Scratch that, get me every view from the palace and the main road, got me?”

      Breck said something else. And then, “God, is she hurt?”

      There were fingers pressed to my wrist, and I struggled to hold on to consciousness. I opened my mouth to speak a strong, tired, “No. I’m fffnnn….”

      I frowned. That didn’t sound like it made sense. I tried again. “Ssslung, ssstand up.”

      I dragged my eyelids open, trying to look around me, and Wilder’s handsome face was in my direct line of sight. But it was close. Too close. I swung my gaze around and caught Breck’s gaze next. What was he doing here? I tried to push him away, but his hands were too strong.

      “All right, help me lift her up.”

      Then there were many hands and much more talking and voices. I had a sense of being moved. I wasn’t sure how long or what route we took, but I could only guess we were in the infirmary. When we stopped, I detected that antiseptic smell. And then I was laying on something soft and plush, and I could hear beeping, and people bustled around me, and there were sounds and smells of doctor things.

      That was all I had total awareness of before I passed out.
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      When I came to, Wilder was there in the chair next to my bed. “Ah, there you are. You gave us all quite a scare.”

      I groaned. When I tried to lift my head, it throbbed. “Ugh, what happened?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me that.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the palace infirmary. I had my personal doctor check you out. You had a bump on the head. No concussion though. You’ve sustained bruises and cuts but no real damage. You have some abrasions on your knuckles as well, likely from where you hit whoever attacked you.”

      I frowned. He sounded annoyed. Why was he annoyed?

      I licked my lips. So dry. “Why are you mad at me?” I had a father. His name was Steven, not Wilder.

      “I remember giving you distinct instructions to have Thomas walk you to your car.”

      I’d known this was coming. “Well, it was only a hundred meters.”

      “I gave you a direct order.”

      Oh hell no. “Is this the part where I remind you that I’m not one of your subjects?”

      He expelled a long breath. “You just fought off an attacker, on palace grounds, lived to tell the tale, and judging by the abrasions on your knuckles, gave him some food for thought. So right now, I’m trying to be grateful. But I’m peeved, and we’re going to talk about this whole not-listening-to-sound-caution thing when you feel better.”

      I groaned and tried to sit up again. “When can I go home?”

      He sighed. “Other than some bruises, there’s not much wrong with you. They’ll keep you overnight for observation since you were in and out of consciousness, but they’ll probably discharge you in the morning.”

      I wanted to argue, but he was right. I’d taken a risk for no good reason other than Breck had irritated me, and I’d been in no mood to talk to anyone. “Thanks, Wild. I appreciate it.”

      He blinked his eyes. “I know you don’t take orders well, but you should have just listened.”

      “I know. I should have. And I didn’t. My bad.”

      When he spoke again, his voice was gentler. “Are you okay?” His frown set grooves in his handsome face. Again, he had that big brother vibe to him. I was unaccustomed to scolding.

      “I guess I’ll be fine. You should see the other guy.”

      The corners of his lips ticked up in a small smirk. “I hope you gave him the ass-kicking he deserved.”

      “If I’d had more time, oh the damage I could have done.”

      “Something tells me you had plenty of time and inflicted plenty of damage. But next time do me a favor; listen when I tell you to have someone walk you to your bloody car.”

      “Next time I will listen. You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “Did you get a good look at him? Recognize him?”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea why anyone would want to jump me. But I got the feeling he was waiting for me.”

      “Do you always park there when you come to the palace?”

      I shook my head. “No. I just took the open slot.”

      “We’ll check the cameras. Breck’s on it now.”

      I groaned. “Okay, but if you don’t mind, I’ll call Olly and see if he can have a look. Nikolai is here too. I’ll have him look as well.”

      Wilder looked like he wanted to argue. “Look, I get it, you and Breck are like oil and water. Hell, I even understand why. My brother is a pain in the ass. And yes, he’s always been like that. But I promise you, he’s good at what he does.”

      “So is my team.” I didn’t trust Breck as far as I could throw him, but just the mention of his name had my skin prickling. Why did he do that to me? It was the last thing I wanted, the last thing I needed. And why was it that the one brother who was obviously emotionally unavailable, a giant pain in the ass, and the worst kind of choice was always the one I was interested in? Not the handsome, stable, kind one.

      I didn’t know why, but my body responded to the one who took playboy to a whole new meaning. “I appreciate it, Wild. Honestly, I do. And you didn’t have to do this. I’m okay.” But as the smile tried to take over, my cheek burned.

      What was it about assholes? Did some asshole academy gather them at some unknown location and teach them all how to hit just right across the face? God, that stung. But I needed to show Wilder that I wasn’t in any kind of pain. Otherwise, he’d keep it up with the nursemaid routine. “Honestly, I could probably go home tonight.”

      He lifted a brow. “You could. But I’d just insist that the only way that is going to happen is through me. And then, of course, well, you’d be forced to challenge me. And if you thought you could actually get through me, it would be a sight to behold.”

      I sized him up. Fully healthy, I might not win in the challenge, but I could land some really good hits. But not like this… “Why challenge you? I just think it’s ridiculous. I really do feel fine.”

      Lies.

      “Uh-huh, fine. You realize you’ve been unconscious for the last hour?”

      “Jesus.”

      “Like the doctor said, it’s likely you’re fine, but they want to keep you for observation. I insist.”

      The way he’d said that word insist made it sound like it was a command. He pushed to his feet and then took my hand and squeezed it. “I’m making you promise. If you were a citizen of Alden, I could prosecute you for disobeying me.”

      I squeezed back and winced as his thumb accidentally rubbed one of my abraded knuckles. “Fine. Twist my arm, why don’t you?”

      “I’ll do what I have to.”

      He released me and then turned to go. But when he reached the door, I called out. “Hey, Wild?”

      He turned with a tight smile. “Yes, Sparrow?”

      “Thank you. You didn’t need to do all this, and I appreciate it.”

      He gave me a slight nod. “As I said, you’re practically family now. So I’m taking this attack very, very, personally. We’ll figure out who the hell came for you.”
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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