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RECKLESS

 

Bodyguard.

 

Escort.

 

Bad boy.

 

I didn’t come from the wrong side of the tracks. I was the wrong side. Every cliché you could think of, my family embraced. The only advantage I had was being the best-looking out of all my brothers. Except when I joined the Marines, looks didn’t count for shit downrange.

 

I wasn’t active duty anymore, and working for the best personal security firm in the business, my looks were getting me in more trouble than they were worth. I just didn’t realize how much trouble until a princess from a country I’d never heard of asked for me by name. Her request was simple—me, my gun, and an art opening. But she recklessly failed to mention one crucial part of the assignment… pretend to be her new fiancé.

 

Now she was about to find out how reckless a bodyguard could be.

 

 

*RECKLESS is a sexy new standalone book in the Alpha Bodyguard Series
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I PULLED INTO THE UNDERGROUND parking at work as my cell rang, glancing at the display on the dash before answering. “What’s up, boss? You beat me into work again?” André Luna was the best boss I’d ever had, but the fucker never slept. It wasn’t even oh-seven-hundred.

“Change in plans. I need you at my place.”

I threw my Camaro into reverse. “I just pulled in to the office. What’s up? You never send me to your condo.” He protected the location like the address was a matter of national security. I was his only employee who even knew where he lived.

“Not my condo, floor below. The southeast unit.”

“You have two condos in that building?” How rich was he?

“For high-profile clients, when needed. Tax write-off,” he added.

Neither of us had grown up with shit, except big families. It’s why I’d joined the Marines. “All right, on my way.” I pulled out of the garage. “Anything I need to know?”

Luna half chuckled. “Plenty. But I’m gonna let this one speak for herself.”

The last time he was this cagey, I’d wound up with Hollywood’s hottest actress as my assignment, chasing her spoiled ass across the sand in South Beach as she tripped her ass off. She’d taken enough acid to incapacitate a damn platoon. I didn’t even know people still fucked with that shit.

When I’d finally caught her, she wouldn’t come with me unless I rowed her back to shore. Rowed. She was on the damn sand, thinking she was neck-deep in water drowning. I had to legit make rowing motions with one arm as I carried her naked ass back to a company SUV.

The fucking videos were still on YouTube. Pretty Boy Bodyguard Nails Rowing Performance. Bodyguard Acts Better than Hollywood’s Darling.

“It’s too early in the morning for you to be screwing with me. Who’s the client?” I still had sand in those boots, and that pissed me off more than the paparazzi that night, which was saying something. Good boots were expensive.

Luna sobered. “I wish I was screwing with you. This is gonna be a first for us.” He paused. “If we take the assignment.”

“Why am I meeting a potential client if you aren’t decided?” Luna vetted all the clients. Religiously. He wasn’t the owner of the best security firm in the business because he fucked around.

“Well…,” he hedged.

He also never hedged. “This isn’t sounding good, boss.” At all.

“She asked for you,” he admitted.

I stopped at a light. “What? By like, name?” I wracked my brain, trying to think if I personally knew any women in trouble, let alone someone who could afford Luna and Associates’ hourly rates, but I was drawing a blank. Not to mention, I didn’t have time for women past the occasional no-strings hookup. I worked twenty-fucking-five hours a day, eight days a week. I wasn’t going to be poor and old, and I wanted to buy my mom a house. It was the least she deserved for raising five boys by herself.

“Yeah. You’re viral.” Luna was still pissed I’d gotten caught on video with the actress.

Anonymity was a bodyguard’s best asset, and I’d destroyed mine that night. But damn it, Luna had been radio silent and the only backup that showed was Tank. That fucker had been no help. He’d parked his ass by the seawall and watched the whole damn thing like it was a spectator sport.

“What did you want me to do? Let her keep running around the beach naked?” I’d done what I’d had to.

“You should’ve contained the situation before she wound up on the beach.”

I didn’t say shit, because he was right. That chick had been higher than a kite when she’d given me the slip. In my defense, I never thought she’d have it in her to escape the hotel suite after I’d left her in the bedroom. Live and learn. Tank took over once I got her in the SUV anyway, and now she was his assignment, so good riddance.

I pulled into Luna’s underground parking at his condo. “I’m downstairs. You sure you don’t want to tell me anything before I come up?”

“Nineteenth floor. Southeast unit.” He hung up.

I pulled in to a spot, equally curious and pissed off about walking into a potential hornet’s nest blind. I didn’t know what kind of client would warrant the meet at Luna’s place, but it had to be big.

Dreading the possibility of client politics, or worse, another spoiled Hollywood actress, I rode the elevator up and strode to the southeast unit. My hand fell to the gun on my right hip out of habit, and I knocked.

Luna opened the door immediately. “Living room.” He stepped back, letting me in.

I smelled her before I saw her.

Exotic spice mixed with ocean breeze, and I knew I was fucked. That kind of smell only came from someone with more money than I’d make in a hundred lifetimes—the kind of money that was generations deep. I may have grown up poor as hell, but this job had taught me there was all kinds of money.

This one was going to be classy.

I rounded the corner and almost froze in my tracks.

She wasn’t anything like the matriarch I was expecting. She was young.

And fucking stunning.

Covering my surprise, I smiled and, using my manners, held my hand out. “Damian Tyler, ma’am, but everyone calls me Tyler.”

Gorgeous, dark caramel-colored eyes looked at my hand then darted to my face, like she was as surprised to see me as I was her. Then her expression shut down, and her dark brown, almost black, hair shifted to cover half her face. Her hands clasped in front of her, resting regally against her white dress, she didn’t lift her slim, tanned arm to meet my gesture. She didn’t even move. She just stared at me.

Glancing at Luna, I dropped my hand.

Luna tipped his chin toward the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. “This is Sophia Paradis.”

Caught in her unwavering gaze again, I stared back. “Okay.”

Luna glanced at her. “Keep going?”

She inclined her chin once.

“More specifically, this is Princess Calandra Sophia Paradis Spiros, of the Island Nation of Naximos,” Luna added. “She goes by Sophia in the States.”

Taken completely off guard, I frowned. “Nation?”

She spoke. “Naximos is an island in the Aegean Sea, and while it lies within the boundaries of the Greek islands, it is its own sovereignty.” Smooth and rich, and sexy as fucking hell, her slightly accented voice was an adrenaline rush to my system.

Every nerve in my body came alive, and my dick stirred. “Sovereignty,” I repeated, dumbstruck by her beauty and her voice.

“Yes.” Graceful and poised, she spoke as if every word was practiced and rehearsed for maximum effect, yet nothing she said seemed contrived. “Even though we are known as the Monte Carlo of Greece, we are not part of the country of Greece. We also do not base our entire economy on gambling. We are a resort destination.”

“And you’re the princess of this country?” Princess. An actual fucking princess.

Looking regal as hell, she nodded. “My father is the king.”

A real-life fucking princess.

Of a country I’d never heard of.

“Like Monte Carlo,” I added, trying to wrap my head around this.

Her eyebrows drew together slightly. “Well, yes and no. We have gambling, but we are not quite like Monte Carlo. We are a tourist destination.” She somehow managed to stand even straighter. “But that is of no importance to this meeting.”

She was a princess of a rich country. How could that not be important? “Not sure I buy that yet, but okay.”

She stood perfectly still as studied me a moment. “I am not here with any matter having to do with my home country.”

“Okay.” Staring at her had apparently made me incapable of saying shit else.

“I am here on a personal matter,” she insisted.

Unwavering eye contact, perfect poise, killer dress hugging her curves—Jesus, she was beautiful. But I didn’t believe what she was saying for a hot second. “A personal matter that’s got nothing to do with the fact that you’re a princess.” Right. Not that I knew shit about royalty, but I’d bet my bank account that all their personal matters revolved around being royal.

“That is what I said.”

Uh-huh. “Okay.” Jesus, did I have any other fucking vocabulary?

Luna cut in. “Why don’t you tell us why you’re here, Ms. Paradis.”

“Security,” she said simply.

“And that doesn’t have to do with you being a princess?” Was she for real?

For half a second, a slight frown drew her eyebrows together before she hid it with her perfect princess mask. “I am not sure you are hearing me, Mr. Tyler.”

I’d heard every damn accented word. “I’m not deaf, Princess.” Sophia, Calandra, whatever the fuck her title or name was.

“Ms. Paradis,” she corrected, before proceeding to school me. “Or Sophia, if you must, but not Princess. I do not advertise, nor go by my title in the States. As I am sure you can understand, it is neither necessary nor prudent. Just as I imagine you prefer to not be referred to as the pretty-boy bodyguard.”

Luna fought a smile.

I side-eyed him, then looked back to the woman who was too damn beautiful and too damn young to be so formal. Ignoring her comment about my looks, because it was nothing new—I’d been taking shit my whole life for being a pretty boy—I repeated what she’d said. “Naximos. Some island in the Aegean Sea. The next Monte Carlo. Gambling, hotels, yachts, probably tax exempt, but nothing to do with why you’re here.” I fucking got it. I wasn’t stupid, but what I didn’t get was why she was in Miami Beach. “What does this have to do with me?”

She dropped her hands to her sides, and the bracelets on her arm clinked together like a wind chime. “I have an event tomorrow. An art opening at Yassas Gallery, followed by a party at my residence. I need unobtrusive security, and you will blend in well.” Her gaze scanned my body. “I have someone waiting to take your measurements.”

What the fuck? “Measurements?”

“It’s a formal event,” she stated, sounding like her patience was waning, even though her tone and body language didn’t change. “I will provide you with proper attire.”

Hell no. “I haven’t agreed to anything.” There was something she was leaving out. A big fucking something. “Why do you need a bodyguard?”

She glanced at Luna. When he didn’t say shit, she looked back at me. “As I told Mr. Luna, I will be wearing jewels.”

I studied her.

“Expensive jewels,” she added.

My bullshit meter went on high alert. “And you’re worried they’ll be stolen?”

She looked me right in the eye. “Yes.”

Damn, she was a good liar. “Then don’t wear them.”

Her gaze drifted, and she inhaled, then she looked back at me. “They are a part of the opening.”

I glanced at Luna, looking to see if he was buying her brand of bullshit, but he had the same look I did. We both knew she was full of it. Something was up.

Luna cleared his throat and pushed off the couch he’d been leaning against. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Paradis. I will confer with our team and get back to you by the end of the day.”

“No.” She shook her head. Then she crossed her arms, and her tone turned indignant. “No team. I want your answer now. It is a yes or a no. If you do not have the ability to make a decision right now, then you are not the right firm for this assignment.”

Luna stiffened. “With all due respect, ma’am, you didn’t ask for my firm. You asked for my employee. If you’d asked for me, I would’ve declined your business ten minutes ago. You’re withholding information, the gallery show you mentioned is part of a very large, very publicized four-day international event, and you’re paranoid enough to have not come with your own secret service to this meeting.” Luna tipped his chin toward me while keeping his punishing stare focused on the princess. “So if you want Tyler to attend the event with you, you’re going to have to wait for an answer until we confer in private.”

Color hit her cheeks, but her posture remained royally proud. “Then I will wait.”
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WITHOUT ANOTHER WORD, LUNA WALKED into the study of the condo.

I followed.

“Shut the door,” he quietly ordered, pulling his phone out.

I made sure the heavy door was closed before I spoke. “Boss, she’s full of—”

Luna held his hand up as he spoke into his phone. “What do you have for me, Tank?” His gaze drifted to the million-dollar view of Miami Beach. “Yeah… okay. Keep looking, call me back if you find anything else in the next ten minutes, otherwise, start a file.” Luna hung up and looked at me. “She’s full of shit.”

“Agreed.” Gorgeous, but lying her ass off. “What’d Tank find?”

“Not much beyond what I found in the three minutes I had to look her up between her calling me and saying she was in the garage.”

Wait. What? “Here?”

Luna nodded like he was pissed the fuck off. “Yeah. I no sooner wake up, and my cell’s ringing with a blocked number. I figured it was you, or one of the guys on a burner with a problem, so I answered.” He walked to the windows. “She identified herself, first using her middle name and her mother’s maiden name. When I didn’t say anything, she used her full name and position. She said she was downstairs and she needed to discuss an urgent, private matter. I took a couple minutes to look her up and found a picture to make sure I wasn’t dealing with an impostor, then I went downstairs. When she wasn’t in the lobby, I found her in the garage standing at the elevator.”

Fuck. “How did she know where you live? No one knows that.”

Luna rubbed a hand over his face then looked at me. “No clue.”

“You ask her?”

“Mierda,” he swore in Spanish. “She look like she’s gonna tell the truth about anything?”

“No.” I dropped to a chair on the opposite side of the desk. She was too formal. Her movements were stiff, her eye contact drifted when she’d mentioned the jewelry, and she’d gotten indignant when Luna had told her we needed to discuss it. She was definitely lying about something. “Tell me what you know.”

“She’s twenty-five. She lives in Miami Beach, has since she came here seven years ago. The king….” Luna shook his head. “Shit, that sounds surreal saying that.” He smirked. “The king, her padre, knocked up an American but didn’t marry her, then the princess was born. A few years later, he married and had a son with a woman from his country. As the firstborn offspring of the king, Sophia should’ve been in line to take over the throne, but her being born out of wedlock was a scandal twenty-some years ago. The king’s never denied she’s his daughter, but Sophia’s made it clear, both publicly and by living in another country, that she wants nothing to do with running a small, rich-as-fuck island country. Her half brother stepped in and announced his willingness to be next successor.”

“I’ve never even heard of this country.” If you could call it that.

“I have, but it was never on my radar. Not until a half hour ago.” Luna dropped to the chair behind the desk.

“So what’d she say before I got here?”

Luna shrugged. “Not much. She said she had a gallery opening followed by a party and she needed an armed escort who would fit in with the attendees because she didn’t want to alarm anyone by having an ostentatious, her word, not mine, guard at her side.” Luna leveled me with a look. “Then she said she wanted you.”

“She said my name?” I’d never seen her before in my life.

“Not exactly.” Luna eyed me. “She said she wanted the man in the rowing video who carried the naked actress across the sand.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I groaned.

Luna didn’t look happy. “That shit’s gonna follow you for a while, amigo.”

Goddamn it. “No kidding.” Inhaling, I sat up straighter. “Okay, so back to this art thing. Do you know anything about it? Is this a part of the art festival shit that takes over Miami Beach and screws with traffic?”

“Yep.” Luna kicked his feet up on the desk. “Initially, I thought there was something going on with the festival that she needed extra security for, but I couldn’t figure out what. My second guess was something to do with her country. Maybe some kind of bullshit with the stepmother or her son, but she’s lived here so long and made public statements about not wanting to be queen, so that scenario doesn’t add up either.” Luna shrugged. “She lives here under her middle name—not that it’d be hard to figure out, but maybe there’s something to that. Who knows, maybe it is about the damn jewelry.”

I looked out at the view. “Would someone knowing her real name here be a threat?”

“She’s saying no.” Luna rubbed a hand over his face. “But in my opinion? Yeah. She’s a K and R waiting to happen. Her country’s loaded as fuck. Those casinos pull in bank like Vegas, and her family owns them. She’s ripe for a kidnapping-and-ransom scenario.”

“Did you ask her about it?”

“No, I was busy fixating on the annual income the country boasts and wondering how she could be so fucking stupid to come here without her security detail.”

Christ. “Do I want to know how much money we’re talking about?” Big money meant big risk.

Luna studied me. “Do you want the job?”

I hesitated, it was only for a second, but it was enough for him to pick up on it. “Yeah.”

He pushed back in his chair and stood. “You’re not taking it.”

I didn’t get up. “Because I hesitated, or because of how much she’s worth.”

“Both.” His hands went to his hips, but that was all he said.

“So, how much is she worth?”

“The casinos pull in a hundred million… a week.”

One hundred million. In a week. “Jesus. For a country I’ve never fucking heard of.”

“Naximos is a playground for every billionaire with a gambling problem. So yeah, that makes her a target here, despite what she says.”

I couldn’t even wrap my head around that kind of money. “No wonder she smells so fucking good,” I muttered.

“Dios mio,” Luna swore. “You’re already thinking of fucking her.”

“No way.” I knew my limits. “I don’t play in that ballpark.” My mom would have a coronary if I brought home a princess, then do something to no doubt embarrass the fuck out of me. “But out of curiosity, how much is she paying for this job?”

“I quoted her triple the going hourly rate. Same as always, you’d get your usual hourly fee and pocket the overage.”

Fuck me. Luna charged a hundred and fifty an hour for us, but paid us seventy-five. For high-profile clients, he charged between double and triple the going rate, depending on risk, but then let us pocket the overage. At triple rate, I’d be making three seventy-five an hour. Not bad for a kid who grew up on food stamps.

And a nice chunk of change toward getting my mom a house. “How long will the assignment take?”

“Triple the usual minimum charge, but I doubt she’ll need you after that.”

Luna and Associated had a minimum charge of one day, ten hours, for any client. At triple that’d be thirty hours for the princess assignment, whether she needed it or not. And I’d walk away with over eleven grand.

I couldn’t say no. That was the down payment on the new place for my mom. “I’ll take the assignment.”

Luna stared at me a moment. “We’re going in blind.”

“I know.”

“That kind of payroll doesn’t come without risk.”

I knew that too. “Got it.”

“Someone’s after her, or someone at that party is a threat to her,” Luna warned. “And that could be the tip of the iceberg.”

I understood what he was saying. If Luna had found out how much her country and her family was raking in, then other people knew it as well. “I’m sure she’ll have her usual security there, and I can ask Collins to back me up.” I’d throw him a couple hundred for a few hours on call during the event.

“Don’t assume shit.” Luna shook his head. “That’ll always be your first and last mistake.”

“You’ve been saying that daily since I first started working for you. I got it.” I shoved my chair back and stood. “I got this.”

“I keep saying it because you keep forgetting it.” He glanced at my shoulder. “You have the scar to prove it.”

I slapped him on the shoulder. “I didn’t get shot because I was making assumptions that day.” For once, that clusterfuck hadn’t been my fault. “Talk to your buddy Neil Christensen about leading a woman into a gunfight with a pissed-off MC.”

“Water under the bridge.”

“Agreed.” Luna had felt so guilty, he’d paid me hazard pay like the Marines. My shoulder was fine, and I got a sweet condo out of the deal.

Studying me, Luna exhaled. “You sure you want to do this?”

“One hundred percent in.”

He nodded once. “Then we’re putting conditions on it. You don’t go in solo, and anything goes south, you’re out.”

“Fair enough.”

“Who do you want as backup?”

I didn’t have to think about it. “Tank and Collins.”

“Choose a third.”

“You’re sending three men to an art show with me?”

“No, Tank will probably have his hands full.”

I smirked. The Hollywood actress who liked to trip her ass off. “Yeah, with the other princess.”

Luna didn’t laugh. “Who do you want?”

“New guy, Sawyer. He’ll blend right in with a bunch of pretentious rich fucks who buy art that looks like a kindergartner painted it.”

This time Luna did chuckle. “No shit, huh?”
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THE OWNER OF THE SECURITY firm came out of the office first, followed by the man in the online videos. The dark, grainy footage had not done him justice. He was even bigger in person and much, much more attractive.

His blue eyes were framed by eyelashes any woman would kill for, but it wasn’t just his eyes or his chiseled features that reminded me of the commissioned statues meant to pay homage to Michelangelo back home, it was his whole presence.

He’d given me a subdued smile when he’d arrived, but even that small expression spoke of a man who loved life and loved what he did. Despite the wealth surrounding me growing up and the work I did now, I did not know many happy people.

Refraining from an unladylike sigh, I focused back on the task at hand and made eye contact with André Luna. “Do you have a decision?”

“We have two conditions,” he countered.

Damian took his place next to his boss. Feet slightly apart, hands clasped in front of him, shoulders wide and proud, his gaze focused intently on me.

“Which are?” None of my security details over the years had ever looked at me as intently as Damian did. In fact, I could not ever remember any man looking at me how the bodyguard was staring at me. Like he could read my every thought… like he wouldn’t hesitate to kill for me. The protectiveness in his stance, the dominance of it, it was not something that should’ve been making my stomach flutter, especially considering the latest letter, but it was.

With a grave expression, Mr. Luna crossed his arms. “Two more men accompany you and Tyler to the event.”

“Absolutely not—”

Luna held his hand up. “Nonnegotiable. Tyler goes in with backup or he doesn’t go in at all.”

I refrained from glaring at him, just barely. “And the second?”

“If anything, and I do mean anything, goes south, Tyler gets out. It’s up to him whether he takes you with him. If you get kidnapped, we are not making any promises of retrieval.”

My stomach dropped at kidnapped and retrieval, but I forced down the fear. “This is an art opening, not some—” I started to explain, but the security company owner cut me off, again.

“We both know you’re not being honest about why you need personal security at your event. If I wasn’t neck-deep in paying clients who legitimately need my attention for matters of personal protection right now, then I might waste my time trying to flush out what you’re hiding. But I am, so I won’t. I’m going to leave that up to Tyler’s discretion. Contract terms remain the same per our earlier discussion, but two more men at the billable rate we discussed will apply. They will show three hours prior to the event to assess the potential security threats and give you an evaluation. If you don’t have any other questions, I’ll e-mail you the contract to sign, and Tyler will be at your place tomorrow.”

Stress and irritation flaring, I snapped words back at him that made me sound like a spoiled teenager. “I need him now.” I stupidly glanced at the man who was too handsome for his own good.

“For?” André asked, sounding even more tired and irritated than me.

“As I said, he needs to be fitted. He needs a tuxedo. My tailor is already waiting.”And I was too nervous to be without security, especially after this morning.

“He has one,” André countered.

Damian smiled lazily. “I know how to dress myself, Princess. Don’t worry, I’m not going to embarrass you.”

I fought from growling in frustration and addressed Damian. “This is my event, and I am paying you, heftily I might add, for your services. This is a black-tie event. I will provide the wardrobe. That is nonnegotiable.” Throwing his boss’s words right back at him, I didn’t bother to hide my irritation either. If Damian was to pass as my date, he needed to look the part, right down to the ridiculously large size of his shoes.

André’s hands went to his hips, where one settled on the gun he had in a holster there. “With all due respect, Princess, I’m going to remind you that I run a professional personal security firm. My men are all military trained with combat experience. They are not toys you dress up and parade around at social events. Furthermore, let me be crystal clear so there is no misunderstanding. You are hiring my firm to provide expert security for you and your jewelry. That is it. You are not hiring a dance partner. You get me?”

“He can’t”—I waved my hand through the air like a commoner—“stand around me with his gun hanging from his belt, smirking and winking.” No one would believe he was with me, let alone my date. The letter writer would not buy it, and that would be disastrous.

“I assure you, Tyler will blend in.”

“Yes, he will,” I snapped, giving up on decorum. “When he is in a proper tuxedo, by my side.” Pretending to be my fiancé. I did not think I could stoop lower. But I needed the letters to stop, and this was the best idea I could come up with on short notice. If the letter writer thought I was engaged, then maybe he would finally leave me alone.

André glanced at Damian. “Your call.”

The man winked, winked at me. “New tuxedo it is.” He smiled. “As long as I get to keep it.”

My mouth opened, then snapped shut. “Who else would keep it?”

André nodded once. “Then it’s settled.” He glanced at Damian. “Get her back to her security detail safely. I’ll handle the contract.” He fished keys out of his pocket. “Escalade’s in the usual spot, geared up.”

“Ten-four.” Damian took the keys and gave André his in return. “Be careful with the Camaro.”

They both ignored me.

André stepped across the threshold. “I’ll be as careful as you were with the first Escalade. Lock up when you leave. The code’s the same as the office.”

Damian chuckled easily. “Copy that.”

Luna left, shutting the door behind him, leaving me and Damian alone.

The smile still on his face, Damian turned to me. “Fitting?”

“What happened to the first Escalade?” I had no business asking. I wasn’t here to make small talk, nor breed familiarity.

His expression instantly turned serious. “Nothing to worry about.”

I crossed my arms. “If I am going to get in a vehicle with you, I need to know,” I lied.

His gaze raked over my chest, taking in my crossed arms, then traveled back to my face. But this time, his expression was neither carefree nor serious. It was… professional.

“You tell me why I’m really here, and I’ll tell you what happened to the first company car I drove.”

The black cargo pants, the neatly pressed black company polo shirt, his polished boots, the gun at his waist—it suddenly occurred to me that the man I’d happened to see on the Internet when I’d googled security firms was much more than a pretty face with more muscle than common sense. And I stupidly, dangerously, wanted to know what had happened to a vehicle he’d been driving.

“I need an escort for the event,” I blurted, leaving out the why of it. I couldn’t tell him about the letters. The letter writer had explicitly forbidden it. He had said there would be consequences to the people around me if I told anyone, then he’d made an aside about my assistant. I couldn’t risk her safety. I wouldn’t. If I did, I did not deserve to call myself a Spiros, let alone a princess.

My mother had taught me to never falter in the face of opposition or threats. Not that I thought I would ever need that advice, but here I was, almost twenty years later, wishing I had paid more attention to her when I was a young girl. She had been so beautiful, but her beauty hadn’t been her greatest gift, her wisdom was. I missed her dearly.

Damian raised an eyebrow. “Escort?”

“Companion,” I corrected, not making it sound any better.

“Companion,” he repeated, looking like he was holding back laughter.

I fought from closing my eyes in embarrassment and forced words out that made me sound as pathetic as I was. “A plus one, a date, a man to accompany me.” A convincing man. Who looked madly in love with me. “Do you think you can manage that?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” He grinned. “I can manage that and a whole lot more.”

The smile lit up his entire already-too-handsome face, and for the first time in my life, I understood the expression, weak in the knees.

Struggling to form words, I cleared my throat. “Manners, polite conversation, and attentiveness are all I require.”

His smile instantly dropped, and a shrewd look flashed across his face before he shut his expression down. “No priceless jewel guarding?”

I never should’ve dismissed his handsome features for ignorance. “That is a given,” I added, trying to recover.

He stared at me a moment. “Why do you really need a date?”

A flutter in my chest at hearing him say date made me almost slip and tell him about the letters and my ridiculous plan. “I am concerned about the after-party at my home,” I admitted. “I do not want any incidents.” The letter writer said he’d be in attendance. Acknowledging my fears was not the act of a brave woman, nor was it how I was raised. But being in the presence of this disarming bodyguard was disrupting my equilibrium almost more than the stalker.

His head cocked slightly to the side as he watched me intently. “You don’t feel safe at your house.”

It was not a question, but had it been, I would not have answered it.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” he slowly drawled in his American accent.

“We are getting nowhere standing here,” I corrected. “We need to get to the fitting. The tailor is waiting at my home.”

His eyebrows drew together. “How did you slip your security detail?”

“Who says I have one?” I evaded.

“Your family makes a hundred million a week on the casinos in your country. You have a security detail,” he said confidently.

“Maybe I don’t need one in America,” I clipped, because the subject matter disgusted me.

My security detail was a joke. My father’s old guard, too old to effectively be his security anymore, but not close enough to the grave to retire, had been sent with me to America. Nikolas was next to useless, had more attitude than my stepmother, and he’d been milking the payroll of my family’s good fortune ever since we’d gotten here.

He barely remembered his duties extended beyond the front gate of my house, and even that he couldn’t keep secure enough to stop someone from entering. The letters had been showing up outside my home office for weeks, but yesterday the letter was outside my bedroom door.

Still assessing me, the bodyguard scratched his chin. Then he abruptly changed the subject. “The after-party is at your house?” he asked, emphasizing your.

“Yes.” My house, where anyone could walk in, including the letter writer.

He frowned. “You live in the States.”

Again, it wasn’t a question, but this one I answered. “Yes.”

His frown deepened. “How?”

“Excuse me?”

“You live here, you own property here. Are immigration laws different when you’re a rich princess from a country I’ve never heard of?”

I was not surprised he had never heard of Naximos. Most hadn’t, unless you were part of what the Americans called the jet set.

“My mother was American. I have dual citizenship.” I did not know why I was telling him this, except being alone with him and his clean scent that was devoid of the heavy cologne most men I knew wore was disarming.

“Interesting,” he said slowly.

Breaking eye contact and giving myself a mental shake, I got back to the business at hand. “We need to leave now.” I picked up my purse. “Are you driving, or shall I?”

He gave me a smile that I was sure made women fall at his feet. “You don’t want to know about the first Escalade?”

“No, I do not.” Lying, about everything, I walked to the door. “I will drive.”
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I COULDN’T STOP STARING AT her.

I didn’t want to.

She was fucking gorgeous, and every second in her presence was testing my professionalism. I didn’t want to just guard her from whatever bullshit she was hiding. I wanted to strip her of her sexy-as-hell slinky dress and manners and see what happened when I got my hands on her. I could practically feel the silk of her hair run through my fingers.

Distracted by the view of her perfect ass, I let her lead the way to the elevator, but then I snapped the fuck out of it. Before she could push the call button, I switched to bodyguard mode and reached around her, hitting the call button with the side of my fist.

Her back stiffened.

Purposely not moving away, having a point to make, I dropped my voice. “Problem?”
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