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NIKO AND ALORA FLEE the tiny European country of Eldinburgh hand in hand. 

Niko’s parents, the king and queen, want him to marry Vanessa, a young woman with poise and breeding. The problem is that Niko doesn’t love her; he only has eyes for Alora. If they want a chance at a life together, they have to run. Their journey takes them across the world from Germany to New York and Chicago where a nameless assassin attacks them. 

Are Niko’s scorned parents behind it, or is there something even more sinister going on? The lovers race against the clock, facing down death at the hands of an unexpected enemy. A secret from the king’s provides the key to their survival and a chance at happily ever after.
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WE SPRINTED UP THE aisle and burst from the chapel moments before Niko was forced to marry that witch. Our hands clasped tightly together, we dared to share a laugh. It was crazy, defying the king and queen and the entire government of Eldinburgh. Even though I poured everything I had into the dash for freedom, I was almost certain we would be caught.

The guards posted at the door thought they were there to keep people out. But when we burst onto the palace grounds and began running for the parking lot, they caught on. They wouldn’t dare turn their weapons on Niko, the prince, but I was another story. They didn’t know who I was or what I was doing with the heir to the throne. I could have been kidnapping him, although it was clear that he was by my side because he wanted to be.

If we were caught, I was going away for a long time. It wouldn’t matter that we were in love, that Niko didn’t want to marry Vanessa Abernathy, or that he was legally an adult. The only thing the guards cared about was following the orders of the king.

His Majesty decreed that Niko was to marry the other woman and produce an heir. Vanessa was beautiful and rich, she had ties to the royal family through her own parents, and she had been promised to Niko since they were children. Niko, on the other hand, didn’t want the power and responsibility that came with being king.

He only wanted to be a regular person, to be free to live his life out of the spotlight. He enjoyed his privilege; he used it to show me around his little country of Eldinburgh. It seemed like a lifetime ago when we were both students at the University of Dunneheist, one of the most prestigious schools in Western Europe.

Niko was a below-average student who’d hired me to be his tutor. I wasn’t aware of his heritage at that time, and it blew me away when he revealed his secret. We dated in secret, visiting places as remote as the mountains in the north and the casinos in the east. For a moment, I thought my life was a fairy tale.

I grew up poor, although I never thought of myself that way. I was here in Eldinburgh on a scholarship to study biology. My plan was to become a scientist and to give back to the world by discovering the cure to the next widespread disease. I didn’t want fame, but some acknowledgment of my contribution would be in order. It seemed like I wasn’t going in that direction anymore.

When Niko’s wedding was moved up to discourage us from continuing our relationship, one of his personal bodyguards kidnapped me and held me in a remote cabin. Without his consent, Niko was forced to walk down the aisle.

I managed to talk my way out from under my captor, and we raced to the palace grounds just moments before it was too late. I professed my love, and Niko renounced the throne. But we were far from safety.

The king burst out of the chapel on our heels, pointing at our retreating backs. “Seize them!”

The guards scrambled to obey, putting down their weapons and diving into a sprint behind us. I was fit, but I wasn’t an athlete. Niko knew his way around a gym, but he wasn’t a runner. We were ill prepared to break free, and the guards were gaining on us.

“Niko!” I yelled, pointing toward a car in the parking lot.

Inside the palace walls, there was a green space and a winding road that led back to the chapel. There were several cars parked in a circular lot, most of them belonging to royal guests. One car in particular held my interest. It was the same car that had brought me to the wedding, one that belonged to Niko’s former guard.

Sven leaned out of the driver’s seat, waving us down. “Come on!” he yelled, gunning the engine.

Niko and I dove for the getaway vehicle, scrambling into the back seat before the soldiers could reach us. Sven took off, peeling out of the parking lot and onto the paved road. There was still the gate and the watchtower, manned by people loyal to the king.

Sven didn’t pause; he put the pedal to the metal, swinging around the bulk of the royal palace. I didn’t think we were going to make it. Visions of prison danced through my head. Niko would be snatched back and forced into holy matrimony while I would be tossed in the dungeon. I wasn’t even sure if there was a dungeon, but I knew that they would create one just for me.

Miraculously, the gate was still open as we approached. It was cranking shut, its massive hinges set to automatic. I watched in horror as the bars worked their way toward us, boxing us in. It would all be over before it began. My love for Niko meant nothing to the king; he was bound and determined to marry his son off.

Sven found still more life in the engine, pouring on one last burst of speed to break us free. The fancy car leapt through the passageway even as the gates tried to smash it. I heard metal squealing and saw sparks fly and realized that we were about to be crushed.

The town car barely squeaked by, its momentum carrying it through. I held my breath, my eyes glued to the chassis. I squeezed Niko’s hand, sure that these would be our last moments together. But when the car punched through, more like a tank than a luxury ride, I screamed in triumph.

Turning to Niko, I hugged him. He reacted with the same level of excitement, settling his mouth on top of mine. The kiss was electric, as honest and deep as it had ever been. I eased myself up onto his lap, running my fingers through his hair. He was real and alive in my arms. We had just bought ourselves another few moments of glorious freedom, though we were not out of the forest yet.

The car lurched as Sven took a hard right. I looked behind us to see the bulk of the royal guard blocked by the mechanism of the gate. The men in the watch booth struggled to reverse the direction of the iron bars, but the palace faded into the distance.

Out on the city streets, Sven took several turns in an attempt to fool anybody who might be following us. I sat on top of Niko, my arms circling his neck. My heart swelled to fill my rib cage, thrilled at the notion that we might have a future together.

Niko gazed up at me as I watched the road spin away beneath us. Adrenaline pounded through both our bodies, making me want more than just a simple kiss. If we could find a place to hide out, I would have no trouble succumbing to passion. After all we had been through, the ability to touch my lover was almost more than I could bear.

At the edge of the city, where the office buildings and town houses transitioned into long stretches of highway, Sven turned off the road into a convenience store parking lot. He threw open the driver’s-side door, racing around to yank my door open.

“Come on!” he called, ignoring all our romantic overtures.

I slid off my boyfriend’s lap, across the back seat, and out into the night. The sun had officially fallen to its rest, and the only light around came from streetlamps and neon signs. I reached back to help Niko follow me, more because I wanted to reassure myself that he was still there than because I thought he needed assistance.

“Here.” Sven led us to another car, a much smaller vehicle parked behind the store. He shuffled keys on his key chain until he found the right one, unlocking the doors. I hopped in the back, pulling Niko with me. But Sven blocked the prince. “You have to sit up front,” he insisted. “It would look too suspicious for me to be driving the two of you around like passengers.”

Niko nodded, giving me a reassuring kiss. I sat in the back alone, buckling my seat belt. A moment later, we were on the road again, driving west. I wasn’t sure what the game plan was. We weren’t heading back to the forest. Sven kept to the roads, although I noticed that he stayed away from the royal highway.

The back roads took us through long stretches of agricultural fields, then small towns, and then industrial sites. We passed recycling plants and factories with massive smokestacks. There were acres and acres of wheat, hearty hybrids that could survive in the rocky soil. I knew all about Eldinburghian farming from my biology classes. Although considering the turn my life had taken, I would have been better off taking a civics or government class.

After about two hours on the road, Sven pulled off into a driveway. The house it was connected to was dark, and no lights went on in response to our arrival. I wondered if this was our destination. It seemed remote enough, on the outskirts of a smallish town, well removed from the city lights.

But it was just another car transfer. Sven hopped out of the driver’s seat with the same urgency he displayed throughout the entire adventure. He hustled Niko and me into a third car, this one a compact Korean model.

Niko offered to drive, but Sven discouraged that idea. “Get some sleep if you can.”

We were both too keyed up to sleep, and so we stayed awake, watching the road. I sat up front this time, leaving Niko to fend for himself in the back. It was starting to feel like a dream. Any moment, I would wake up and find myself back in my little apartment.

I wondered what happened to my roommate, Missy. Did she know that Niko and I were together? Did she have any clue that we were on the run from the law? Sven was turning out to be a great help. When I first met him, he was upset with Niko for complaining about the bodyguards. Niko didn’t want them, any of them, and Sven was unlucky enough to have been called out. He responded by quitting in a very vocal way, cluing me in that Niko wasn’t simply a rich man.

When Sven held me captive in a cabin in the woods, he told me he was working for Niko’s fiancée. As soon as I made an emotional connection, professing my love for the prince and Niko’s love for me, Sven did a one-eighty. He was spiriting us away. He was the one friend that we had on our side who wasn’t afraid to go up against the king. For that, I was extremely grateful.

“How did you come to hide so many cars?” I asked.

“They’ve always been here,” Sven said. “In case we had to help the royal family escape.”

“So, does the rest of the guard know about them?” Niko asked from the back seat.

Sven hesitated, clearly wanting to say one thing when the truth was harsh. “There are some people who know, Your Majesty.” 

“That’s not good,” Niko said, settling back against the seat.

I agreed, even though I didn’t voice my reservations. If anyone else knew about these cars, then they would know where they were located and what they looked like. We might fool ordinary citizens, but that would do us little good. We were trying to evade the very people who had spent a lifetime determined to keep Niko safe.

“When I was working for the family, I was in charge of stashing the cars. I’m kind of excited that we get to use them.”

I gave him a sideways glance. I wasn’t sure if excitement was the emotion I was aiming for. Yes, I was excited, but relief and safety were higher on my agenda than finally using the cars that had been stashed for a fugitive getaway.

“How many more are there?” I asked.

“Plenty.” Sven looked over, understanding that his words were making me nervous. “There’s no way they can track which ones we’re picking up. Or at least by the time they do, we’ll be long gone.”

“Where are we going?” Niko asked.

“Puthucia,” Sven replied, naming the tiny neighboring province. It wasn’t part of Eldinburgh, and it wasn’t part of Russia. It was its own sovereign nation, although it was small enough to be a single city. I had never been there. All the times that Niko took me around his own country, we stayed within the borders.

The city of Kashlansk was divided into east and west, the western half inside Puthucia, the eastern half inside Eldinburgh. When Niko and I visited Kashlansk, we stayed in a hotel overlooking the ancient gates that separated the city into two halves. Tourists could pay to walk through the gates, but most of the city was open so that residents could freely move back and forth. For some reason, Niko wanted to stay in Eldinburgh, and I didn’t question it at the time.

Sven took us away from Kashlansk, understanding instinctively that the royal guard would look for us there. If we could get across, then we would be that much further from the reach of Niko’s parents.

We turned off the paved road as we approached the divided city. I caught a glimpse of a line of headlights in the distance and wondered if that was the army. Had they been called to the border town just in case we decided to flee that way? All of Sven’s careful switching of cars would be useless if we drove straight into a trap.

But Sven was smarter than that. He took a left and drove off into the wilderness. I grasped the door handle, holding on as the little car thumped over the rocky terrain. It wasn’t built for off-roading, and its shocks were painfully inadequate.

I was about to say something, when we connected with a dirt road. Sven seemed to know exactly what he was doing. I didn’t have time to wonder whether we should be trusting him or not. He’d brought us this far; it seemed only fair to stay the course.

Above a small rise, we descended into a valley. I couldn’t tell if we were still in Eldinburgh or not, but I was beginning to think we had managed to cross unannounced. We arrived at a hidden airstrip, something that I was sure the royal guard would know all about. My heart thundered in my throat. It was the moment of truth. Either we would be allowed to escape, or we would be rounded up and taken back to the palace.

There was a gate surrounding the airfield, one that looked every bit as impenetrable as the palace walls. It was unmanned, but there was an intercom device planted before it. Sven pulled up and buzzed whoever was listening.

“It’s Sven,” he said as if they had practiced this encounter numerous times.

“Where are we?” Niko asked.

“Puthucia,” Sven replied.

“Does my family know about this airport?”

“Definitely not,” Sven assured him.

“How can you be sure?” I asked.

Sven took a long time answering, and I wondered if he heard me. He seemed to be concentrating on the communication device, waiting for someone to open the gate. I thought he could do both things at once, and I was about to repeat myself when he gave a somewhat suspicious answer.

“This is my private connection.”

“What do you mean, your private connection?” Niko demanded.

“Everyone in the royal guard has their own connections, just in case we need to do something like this,” Sven explained.

“In case you need to sneak the prince out of the country?” Niko wondered, unconvinced.

“In case other parts of the guard are compromised,” Sven replied.
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