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Chapter 1: Simone




Iwalk into the grand dining room and pause on the threshold to look around at all the guests, dignitaries, and ambassadors in expensive eveningwear. 

Actually I don’t walk into the grand dining room. I glide. My gown flares all the way down to the floor and hides my legs. I look like I’m floating across the floor.

I head over to French Ambassador Pierre LeGot and hold out my hand. “So good to see you again, Ambassador.”

He bends over and kisses my knuckles. “The honor is all mine, Princess Simone. You look breathtaking tonight.”

I pretend to look around. “My family is already here, I see.”

“They are, indeed. Your new sister-in-law is stunning. Your brother made an excellent match—and they look so happy together.”

“They are.” I smile across the dining room at my brother Christophe’s wife, Geneviève. 

They stand side by side with her hand resting inside his elbow. They do look like the perfect couple. I never would have believed they could fall so madly in love after she started out as one of the Royal Family’s deadliest enemies.

Geneviève smiles at everyone and gives me a knowing smirk when she catches my eye across the dining room. 

I never thought I would make friends with one of the Royal Family’s deadliest enemies, either, but I did. Geneviève is more than a friend now. She’s a sister.

I only have one sister. Emeline stands on the other side of the room surrounded by handsome, young, adoring admirers all vying for her attention.

Emeline is the only sister I’ve ever had—until Geneviève came along.

I touch the ambassador on the arm. “Would you please excuse me? I need to go greet my father and mother.”

He bows again. “Of course, Your Highness.”

I glide across the room and meet up with my father and mother, Crown Prince Gustav and Princess Jasmine of Monaco.

My aunt Marguerite and her daughter, my cousin Johanne, stand next to my parents along with my two younger brothers, Pascal and Renáld.

I slide over next to my father and scan the room. “Everyone is here.”

His eyes go hard when they dart from one cluster of guests to the other. He barely sees them.

Half the men here belong to our security team. My father, brothers, and our security team take extra precautions whenever we go anywhere in public, but no one can cover every possible contingency.

We’ve had too many security breaches and incidents of people trying to harm our family—especially the recent unpleasantness with Geneviève’s family trying to wipe us all out in one blow.

The security guards wear immaculate tuxes just like everyone else here. Only one thing distinguishes the guards from everyone else. The guards wear earpieces in their ears with a coiled wire running behind their ears and down their shirt collars.

Oh, and none of the security guards brought a date. They’re the only men here without women on their arms.

The guards’ presence throws a bucket of cold water over the event. I can’t tell if any other guests notice the guards, but my whole family becomes acutely aware of their presence. 

Christophe and Geneviève talk, shake hands, and exchange pleasantries with guests coming over to greet them. Christophe and Geneviève smile as pleasantly as always. No one can put on the charm like Christophe.

He covers it up so well when his eyes flick around the room, too. He follows all the security guards’ movements and activities, but none of his and Geneviève’s admirers would ever have known.

Christophe takes charge of the Royal Family’s security team. Every guard here answers to him, but that on its own poses a special problem. He can’t be the head of security and one of the people the security team is supposed to be guarding at the same time.

I try to push that out of my mind and focus on just enjoying this state dinner. I get distracted by a bunch of dignitaries coming to greet me.

They’re all handsome, male, and immaculately dressed and groomed. They pour on the charm, too. They all compliment me on my gown and tell me how beautiful I look tonight.

None of that means anything. I’ve been hearing that every night of my life. Every man on the planet wants to get up close and personal with one of the princesses of Monaco.

I blush and respond as politely as I can, but the tension coming from my father and brothers becomes oppressive. 

I wander around the dining room to greet and talk to people. I pass my cousins, Dorian, Casim, and Salvatore.

They mingle in the crowd, but they keep an eye on the security situation, too. Everyone does. My cousins and brothers all work together to manage our security as closely as they can. I just wish they could eliminate the risk completely.

Nothing will ever eliminate the risk completely. We’ll always live in the shadow of danger.

A bell rings somewhere and we all move toward the long, elaborate dining table set with expensive china, crystal wine glasses, and silver cutlery.

My father and mother take their places at the head of the table. My brothers, sister, cousins, and aunt get scattered amongst the other guests. 

I find my place card and sit down next to Ambassador LeGot. At least I’ll have someone to talk to tonight.

The waiters, servers, and butlers move in and start offering and pouring wine, port, and champagne for the guests. I select a Gewürztraminer. I don’t know what we’re having for dinner, but I can always get something else once the waiters start serving the meal.

Ambassador LeGot turns to me. “It was such a tragedy to hear about your uncle, Your  Highness. My deepest condolences.”

“Yes, thank you. It was a shock, especially for my father.”

“It was so good of him to take your cousins into his house. I’m sure they’re very grateful.”

“They’re like family now. Casim and Salvatore work side by side with my brothers and Dorian. We all treat them as our own, now that they have no one else.”

“I’m surprised the Crown Prince hasn’t tried to marry them off,” he adds. 

I jolt upright and spin around to stare at him. “What do you mean?”

He sips his wine. “They’re old enough, aren’t they? Aren’t they the same age as Christophe and your brother César ? Christophe is married and…..who knows what César  is doing.”

I look away. I don’t want to talk about César. 

My family doesn’t talk about César after he got accused of murder, robbing the Treasury, and went on the run from every international law enforcement agency in the world.

I should consider it inexcusably rude for some French ambassador to make a comment like that to one of the Royal Family. 

I can only assume the ambassador doesn’t understand why César is such a touchy subject. Maybe the ambassador thinks he’s making polite conversation about something everyone already knows.

I take a sip of my wine to cover up my embarrassment, but it’s too late. I already feel my cheeks flushing.

He doesn’t notice my reaction, and at that moment, one of the handsome young men who was just greeting me so politely a few minutes ago leaps to his feet.

He does it so fast that he knocks his chair over flat on the floor behind him. Screams echo through the dining room when he pulls two machine guns from under his tux. The security team should have searched everyone before they let this man into the room.

He swivels his guns around, takes aim at my parents at the end of the table, and opens fire. My father and mother dive out of their chairs and take refuge under the table. So does everyone else.

I do the same thing, but the gunman is already stalking around the table to get a clear shot at my parents. They’re totally unprotected over there.

The gunman passes me and I see silver duct tape stuck to the stocks and barrels of both weapons. That’s the moment when I realize the truth. 

He didn’t pull them from under his tux. They must have been duct-taped under the table. That’s how he got past the security search. The guns were already inside the room. Someone else must have planted them here.

He makes it halfway to the end of the table before Pascal leaps out of nowhere. Everyone always ignores him, but he’s as sturdy and determined as all the other men in my family.

He shoots to his feet on that side of the table, pulls two semi-automatic pistols from under his jacket, and opens fire right into the gunman’s chest. 

The gunman staggers, but he doesn’t fall. The shots tear his shirt to reveal a bulletproof vest underneath. Pascal sees them and shoots the guy in the head.

His body topples over backward and slams down on the floor right next to me. I’m still staring at it in shock when a bunch of our security guards grab me, pull me out from under the table, and practically carry me out of the hall. 

They rush me out of the building and shove me in a limo with Dorian, Johanne, Marguerite, Christophe, and Geneviève. The limo squeals away and burns rubber all the way back to the Royal Palace.

We all stumble inside. Christophe hustles us into one of the palace drawing rooms where we all stand around shaking in terror—all except Christophe and Dorian.

They’re both armed and holding their weapons ready for anything. Christophe pulls out his phone and makes a quick phone call.

“They identified the shooter,” he tells us when he hangs up.

“Please tell me he wasn’t working for my family,” Geneviève quavers. “I can’t go through all of that again!”

“No, he wasn’t. He belongs to a random anti-monarchy fringe group. He has no connection to your family.”

She covers her face with both hands and collapses on one of the couches. “Oh, thank God!”

“Someone taped those guns under the table!” I hear myself talking way too loudly. “They duct-taped the guns under the table! Someone planted the guns inside the room before we ever got there!”

“The security team is looking into that right now. They’re fingerprinting the guns, but we still might not be able to find the people who did this. We just have to deal with it.”

“Deal with it how?” Dorian counters. “We can’t stay locked up in the palace forever. We will have to go out in public for official functions. Then the same thing might happen again.”

“I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” Christophe replies. “We’re going to hire a real security expert to take over. We can’t do it anymore. We need someone to take charge of our security team—someone who actually knows what they’re doing.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Alexei




Istop in front of the Royal Prince’s Palace in Monaco and raise my hands above my head. I stare into space and wait while the security guard pats me down. 

He inevitably finds the two sidearms I carry in my shoulder holsters. “I’m sorry, Sir,” he tells me. “I have to confiscate these for the duration of your visit. I’ll return them when you come out.”

“No problem. You’re doing a good job.”

“Thank you, Sir.” He pulls both guns from their holsters and takes them inside the security checkpoint near the palace entrance. 

Then he checks his computer. “Alexei Asatiani?” he asks.

“Yes.” Don’t ask me why he asked me that when he just saw the name on my European Firearms Pass.

He makes another detailed inspection of the page on his screen before he says, “You can go in now, Sir. Thank you for your cooperation.”

I reply, “You’re welcome,” and pass the checkpoint to enter the palace.

A different man greets me at the entrance. He’s an older guy with short, greying hair, a long, bony face, and a long, bony body that doesn’t look right in his suit. 

His gaunt, haggard, deeply lined face makes his neatly trimmed goatee look scraggly even though it isn’t.

He offers me his hand. “Welcome to the Prince’s Palace, Mr. Asatiani. My name is Daniel Chevalier, but everyone in the palace calls me Chevalier. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I shake his hand. “Likewise. Are you the prince’s bodyguard or something?”

He laughs. His eyes twinkle and his lined cheeks dimple. He has a nice smile. He looks like a good guy. He’s too frail to be anyone’s bodyguard. He looks like he can barely tie his shoes.

“It’s good you have a sense of humor,” he tells me. “That will take you far here. No, I’m the public relations manager for the whole Royal Family. It’s my job to keep track of all their movements, appointments, obligations, appearances, and the like—so I’m sure you and I will be seeing plenty of each other.”

“Maybe. I haven’t gotten the job yet.”

He skewers me with a hard look and says, “You will.”

That look wipes out any idea I might have that the guy is too frail to take care of himself. He looks straight through me like he’s seen it all and lived to tell the tale.

He leads me into the palace and we start walking down a long corridor.

“So….I’m not meeting the Crown Prince, am I?” I ask on the way.

“I’m afraid not. You’re meeting with Prince Christophe, the Crown Prince’s son and heir apparent.”

I hear what Chevalier doesn’t say. I know a lot about the Royal Family of Monaco—especially since I started researching this job.

Christophe might be the Crown Prince’s heir apparent, but Christophe isn’t his father’s oldest son. The oldest, César, went on the run from justice and has never been seen or heard from since.

Christophe has a reputation for being reliable, commanding, and controlled. He must be if he’s in line to take his father’s throne.

The Royal Family has suffered numerous recent security incidents, some much more severe than others. 

Chevalier is too polite to mention any of these. He leads me down a big, ornate corridor, up a set of small, unassuming stairs, and into an office.

It isn’t the big fancy office I would expect to belong to any kind of royalty. It looks like the most ordinary, mundane, no-frills office I’ve ever seen. It doesn’t even have a single picture on the bare, stark white walls.

A young man of about thirty-three sits behind the desk. I recognize Christophe instantly. He has dark hair, dark eyes, and a hard, set, determined look.

His eyes shoot up when I walk in and he looks straight through me, too. I didn’t expect that from a prince. These people are full of surprises.

His eyes go hard and so do all the rest of his features. He gets to his feet.

Chevalier bows slightly from the waist and waves between us. “Prince Christophe, Alexei Asatiani for your ten o’clock appointment.”

“Thank you, Chevalier,” Christophe replies. “You can go.”

Christophe remains standing and stares at me with the same direct, measuring gaze until Chevalier leaves. He shuts the door behind him. Then Christophe sits down, but he doesn’t take his eyes off me.

“Thank you for coming in to see me,” he begins.

I dip my chin once. “It’s my privilege, Your Highness.”

“Are you aware of our security situation? I’m sure you must have seen press reports of the many attacks against my family.”

I nod again. “I am aware of them, Your Highness.”

He rotates his chair very slightly to the left, but he doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Your credentials are truly impressive. I was surprised to get someone as qualified as you.”

“I do my best, Your Highness.”

“Give me your assessment of our security measures—whatever you saw on your way in here just now. Tell me how you would change them if you were in charge of our security.”

I hesitate. 

He notices my reaction instantly. “Why do you hesitate? Is it that bad?”

I open my mouth and stop myself. “I don’t want to offend you, Your Highness. I’m sure whoever has been running your security before now has been doing a stellar job.”

He bursts out laughing. “That’s very funny. You won’t offend me because I have been running our security before now.”

My eyes snap to his face. I do my best not to gasp out in shock. “You?!”

His eyes twinkle, too. He actually has a kind face when he isn’t being a wall of granite to face the world. “Now do you understand why we wanted to bring in someone more qualified? Believe me. No one understands our security failings more than I do. My wife almost lost her life several times under my watch—and now we’ve just suffered another near-fatal attack by a deranged gunman who wants to end the monarchy. We have to overhaul our security system and I can’t do that when I’m so close to the problem. Now tell me what you saw and I forbid you to spare my feelings. Tell the truth. I order you to offend me.”

His eyes twinkle again when he says it and he bites back a grin. He can’t order me to do anything because I don’t work for him—not yet.

I probably won’t ever work for him because I will offend him if I tell him.

“Well?” he demands. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

I shut my mouth with difficulty and make up my mind. I stick my hand under my jacket and pull the gun I wear in a cross-draw holster across the back of my belt.

I swing it around and his smile evaporates when I aim the weapon at his head. “This is what I think of your security system,” I tell him. “If I was anyone else, you would be dead right now and I would be on my way down that hall to slaughter your entire family.”

His eyes go cold and hard. “You can put the gun away, Mr. Asatiani. You made your point.”

“Not quite.” I holster that gun, stick my foot on the desk, and pull up my pant leg to show the other gun holstered at my ankle. Then I do the same thing with my other leg. 

“The guard at the checkpoint should have searched you,” Christophe snarls.

“He did. He stopped when he took my shoulder guns.” I spread my jacket to show both empty holsters. “He didn’t finish the search—and he stood with his back to me for almost five minutes while he checked his computer. Your security system is severely lacking. Heaven only knows what other vulnerabilities I’ll find.”

He compresses his lips in the first show of annoyance and he finally takes his eyes off me to check the tablet in front of him.

“You’ve worked in security for a long time,” he goes on. “You have a dizzying amount of experience guarding some of the most powerful and influential people on the planet.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” I don’t say anything else. I already know what’s coming next.

He turns his tablet around and holds it up for me to see. “This is security camera footage from your last assignment. You were guarding Ibrahim Valiyev, the Uzbek premier, on his way to a Eurasian summit in Moscow. He was gunned down by a splinter terrorist group on the very steps leading to the venue. The shooter also killed three members of Valiyev’s immediate family whom you were also supposed to be guarding.”

I lock my eyes on a spot behind his head so I don’t see the footage. I don’t have to see it. I was there.

“Do you have anything to say about this incident in light of your obligation to protect these people?” he asks. “I wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to me, my father, or the rest of my family. I’m sure you can understand.”

I clamp my jaws shut so I don’t lose my temper completely. I knew this was coming, but nothing prepared me to actually face it.

“I’m waiting for an answer, Mr. Asatiani,” he murmurs. “I’m sure you can understand why I can’t hire you until we clarify this matter.”

“If it happened to you, your father, or the rest of your family would be entirely up to you, Your Highness,” I snarl through gritted teeth.

“How could it be up to me when you would be the one in charge of our security? It would be your job to prevent a situation exactly like this.”

He turns his tablet around before I can answer. He switches to a different piece of footage. I don’t have to look at that one, either.

“The footage shows you going down shooting. You got shot five times in the chest before you collapsed. The attackers only killed the targets after you went down. The reports say you’ve been in the hospital for the last six months. This will be your first job since it happened.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” I growl. “That is all true.”

“Then I would have to question your mental state when returning to the job. How do you answer that?”

“Only that I’m certain I can do the job to the Royal Family’s satisfaction, Your Highness.”

“How can you give me that assurance in light of this incident? How did the splinter group get near the venue if your defenses were so good?”

I lose my temper just for a split second. “Valiyev caused his own death—and nearly got me killed!”

I shut my mouth in a hurry, but it’s too late. I let it slip out after I promised myself I would take that information to my grave.

He raises his eyebrows. “Valiyev caused his own death?! How?”

I’ve already let it out. I might as well explain it.

I can’t stand the way he’s looking at me, so I stare at the spot on the wall behind him. “He overruled my decisions and refused to let me implement defensive strategies I knew he needed. He cut his security budget and even released personnel I brought in to bolster security. My team and I acquired advanced intelligence of the attack, but he got this lunatic idea to make himself a martyr. He cut our defenses even more the night before the attack and he refused to wear a bulletproof vest—almost as if he knew he would die and he wanted to. More than a dozen of my people died in the attack along with Valiyev’s party.”

He sinks back in his seat and swivels his chair to look away from me. “That is a very serious accusation.”

“I have never told anyone before. I vowed never to tell anyone.” I hear my voice trembling. I choke on the words. “It was hard enough to recover from the gunshot wounds. I wasn’t sure if I would even survive—and then I doubted if anyone would take me on again. I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t. No one would believe me anyway.”

“I believe you,” he murmurs under his breath.

“Just tell me right now if you plan to do the same thing here,” I blurt out. “I won’t take the job if you do. If I see you or anyone else weakening the Royal Family’s security or defenses in any way, I’m out. I won’t go through that again.”

He swivels his chair around to confront me. He looks up and his eyes drill me to the core. I realize in that moment that I’m looking back at him like an equal—and I forget to call him, Your Highness.

He’s just a man—a human man who can die if he gets shot. Everyone in his family can die if they get shot. No one understands that better than I do.

I don’t look away. I won’t take the job if he thinks this is all a game he can play with people’s lives—including mine. I didn’t spend the last six months learning how to breathe again so someone could put me through it all a second time.

“I can assure you, Mr. Asatiani. I will spare no resource to protect my family. That’s why you’re here—because my brothers, my security team, and I can’t protect the family on our own. If you see, hear, or find out anything that threatens my family, I want to hear about it right away, even if you think it’s something that would offend me. I especially want to hear if some security measure I’ve implemented is lacking. That’s exactly the information I’m hiring you to give me.”

I look up at the spot on the wall. “Yes, Your Highness,” I mumble. “That’s my job.”

He checks his tablet, but he does it in a way that tells me he already knows everything on it. “The rest of your record, your abilities, and your professionalism are unparalleled.”

I don’t answer. I don’t need this man to tell me what my record, abilities, and professionalism are. My last job makes all of that irrelevant.

“I’m hiring you as my sister Simone’s personal bodyguard,” he goes on. “She has an extensive social and public appearances schedule. Her public profile is extremely important to the Royal Family’s public relations image as being connected to and part of the younger modern generation. She’s considered a culture and fashion icon, so it’s extremely difficult to cut back her schedule.”

“Of course, Your Highness. I understand perfectly.”

“You might also like to know that she’s extremely strong-willed. She doesn’t take kindly to anyone telling her what to do. She doesn’t want a bodyguard at all. She will resist your orders and decisions, but I’m empowering you to overrule her and even forbid her to leave the palace unless she follows your instructions.”

My eyes snap back to his face. Is he really saying this? I find it hard to believe.

“I can’t hire you for both positions—both as her bodyguard and as our new security chief. Her public image is more important right now and I don’t have anyone nearly qualified enough to assign to her. That’s why I’m assigning you. You’ll work closely with our team, so you’ll be able to see and understand our entire security position anyway. You can give us your assessment and recommendations. Then we’ll implement them as best we can—but at the moment, you’re our most qualified candidate. I want to take you on. I just have to assign you where you’re most needed. I would be leaving Simone completely unguarded if I kept you back to oversee the palace. I just can’t do that right now.”

I look away. “I understand, Your Highness. I will do the job to the best of my ability.”

“I’m certain you will, but take my warning about Simone. Her social calendar is our biggest security challenge. She moves around a lot, visits a lot of different locations, and she always interacts with her fans who follow her everywhere. You’ll need to deal with all of that—not to mention her personality.”

“Of course, Your Highness. I’m certain I will be able to handle it. I have guarded other clients like that in the past.”

“I doubt you’ve guarded anyone like Simone before.” He stands up. “Come with me. I’ll explain the situation to her in private before I introduce you.”








  
  
Chapter 3: Simone




“Why can’t you just tell him move the flower arrangements out of the way?” I ask. “Why does some low-level mall manager get to decide the aesthetic of one of my appearances?” 

“That’s exactly what we’re trying to straighten out, darling,” Antoinette Dufrene tells me. “It won’t interfere with the event in any case, so it isn’t something you need to be concerned about. Just show up and blast your glowing charm at everyone. None of your fans care about anything else.”

“They’ll care if they can’t even see me because some giant flower arrangement is in the way and blocking me from view.” I glance at my nails. The palace nail technician sits in my apartment giving me a manicure. “When am I going to see Lucille to get dressed?”

“Chevalier has you scheduled for an eleven o’clock wardrobe appointment. You’re scheduled to leave here at one and arrive at the mall at two.”

I nod and then point at my nails. “Don’t forget to round off the corners. They were too square last time.”

The nail technician bends over her work and mumbles, “Yes, Your Highness.” She’s a new person. I don’t even know her name yet.

Antoinette starts to say, “What did you think of the….?” when someone knocks on my apartment door. 

I yell, “Come in!”

My brother Christophe strolls in and nods at Antoinette. “How is everything going?” he asks.

“Just fine,” I reply over my shoulder. 

He glances at Antoinette and the nail technician. “Would you two mind giving us a minute alone?”

I cringe when Antoinette and the nail technician make a speedy exit. It’s never a good sign when Christophe wants to speak to me alone.

I stand up and walk over to the couch while I wait for them to leave. “What’s so important?” I ask as soon as the door shuts. “I need to finish my manicure so I’m ready for my scheduled appearance later today.”

“I’m hiring a bodyguard for you, Simone,” he tells me. “Your heavy appearance schedule and your public profile are just too dangerous for you to continue without a bodyguard.”

I groan and roll my eyes to heaven. “Not this again! We’ve already talked about this. I don’t need a bodyguard. My fans come to see me because they love me. I’ve been standing in the middle of crowds of thousands of fans and none of them has ever threatened me.”

“There’s a first time for everything. We can’t keep taking these risks without at least trying to minimize them. The man I’m assigning will be responsible for everything related to your security. He’ll have the authority to dictate every aspect of your security including what you wear, when and how you arrive and leave each appearance, and everything related to the venue itself. I’m empowering him to intervene if he sees anything dangerous or even anything that could be improved when it comes to your security.”

I narrow my eyes at him. I can only snarl through bared teeth. “You can’t do this!”

“I’m already doing it because I already hired the guy. I’m even giving him the power to stop you from leaving the palace, so you better learn to cooperate with him if you plan to keep up your current schedule.”

I shoot off the couch and forget all about keeping my voice calm. “This is outrageous! You know how important my schedule is! How am I supposed to keep up with my fan base if I don’t leave the palace!”

He only shrugs. “You can leave the palace all you want as long as you cooperate with his security measures. That’s all you have to do. I don’t see what’s so hard about that considering how many times people have tried to assassinate us recently.”

“Part of my public image is that I get up close and personal with my fans! They all want to come up to me, give me things, talk to me, and get autographs and pictures! What am I supposed to do about that? All the benefit our family gets from my profile will go up in smoke if I don’t keep doing it. The fans will see me hiding behind a bunch of musclemen who are there to keep everyone away from me.”

“Just remember one thing. We won’t need a public profile if we’re dead. All of that goodwill you have with your fans won’t mean anything if even one of them gets the idea to take a shot at you. You’re going to accept this bodyguard whether you like it or not. We aren’t here to debate it. I already hired him.”

I glare at him with steam billowing out of my ears. “I really hate you, you know that, Christophe?”

“Well, I love you and I don’t want to see you or anyone else in the family get killed. Some lunatic could easily use your adoring fans to get way too close to you and try exactly the same thing that happened at dinner the other night. You have to do everything this man tells you to do or it will be too dangerous for you to go out at all.”

I groan in exasperation, turn away, and cross my arms over my chest while I stare out at the grounds. This is the worst yet.

I’ve always been able to talk Christophe out of assigning me a bodyguard. This is the last thing in the world I need—now or ever.

“I’m going to bring him in to introduce you to him,” he goes on. “You’ll be working closely with him from now on, so make sure you understand and cooperate with all of his decisions. Is that clear, Simone?”

I don’t turn around or answer him. I won’t cooperate with some gorilla who wants to cramp my social schedule. I definitely won’t let some hired thug tell me when I can and can’t leave the palace. I won’t let anyone keep me here as a prisoner.

I don’t see Christophe’s reaction to my non-answer. He can get very stubborn and determined when he makes up his mind about something.

I get it that he’s been responsible for the Royal Family’s security for so long. He blames himself for all the breaches, attacks, and incidents that put our family in danger, especially the incidents and attacks related to his marriage to Geneviève.

I can’t fault him for trying to increase security, but he doesn’t have to ruin my life while he’s at it.

He walks back to the apartment door, opens it, and I hear his footsteps coming back along with one other set of footsteps. 

“Simone, this is Alexei Asatiani,” Christophe tells me. “He’ll be your new bodyguard.”

I would like to stand here with my back to both of them to show them both what I think about this whole situation.

The cutting tone in Christophe’s voice tells me I don’t have a choice. He won’t budge on this and he really does have the power to stop me from going out.

He would only have to give the word. None of the limo drivers or anyone else who works for the Royal Family would take me anywhere if he told them not to.

I turn around. The man standing next to Christophe is five inches taller, much bigger in the shoulders, and he has a hard, chiseled, square-cut facial structure that makes him look even bigger.

He wears his pale, straw-brown hair clipped in a short military style. His sharp blue eyes flash with icy fire when he looks straight at me.

He wears an impressively tailored Tom Ford navy suit with a cream-white pocket square and cuff links, but he doesn’t wear a tie. He leaves his shirt collar unbuttoned, but that somehow only makes him look even more impressive and professional.

I definitely didn’t imagine someone like this when Christophe said he was assigning me a bodyguard. I thought he would bring in someone like our other security guards.

Alexei certainly looks the part, but his face and eyes tell a different story. He looks more like a business executive or maybe even a head of state instead of someone who would work for a head of state.

The way he’s looking at me tells me loud and clear that he will definitely use the authority Christophe is giving him. Alexei sees that right off the bat. He won’t back down if he wants to stop me from going out.

Knowing that makes me hate him with a passion. He’s my enemy. He’s the one who will ruin my life and keep me locked up in the palace. How am I supposed to deal with this bulldozer?

He dips his chin at me once. His mouth says, “It’s a privilege to serve the Royal Family, Your Highness.”

“Well, it isn’t a privilege for me that you’re here to serve the Royal Family,” I fire back. “I don’t want you around. Did my brother tell you that? I don’t want a bodyguard and I don’t need one. You aren’t welcome here. Did he tell you that?”

“Yes, he told me, Your Highness. I’ll do my best to keep myself and my team as onobtrusive as possible.”

I snort at him. “Something tells me you won’t.”

I turn my back on him and Christophe before the conversation gets any worse—if I can even call it a conversation.

Now what am I supposed to do? I would really like to ditch the guy. I won’t be able to do that in the palace, but maybe I’ll be able to when we get out in public. 

A lot of fans usually crowd around me. Alexei won’t be able to stay near me all the time. He’ll have to go check on the security situation elsewhere at least some of the time. I’ll be able to ditch him then.

No one will know I’m ditching him. I’ll maneuver myself away from him and make it look like I got swept along with the crowd. No one will be able to argue with that.

Christophe turns to Alexei after I turn away. “Simone has a social engagement later today. She’s presiding over a fashion expo at a mall downtown. That will be your first assignment. She’s scheduled to meet with our wardrobe mistress at eleven o’clock. She’ll leave the palace at one and arrive at the venue at two. Why don’t you come down to the security office? I can go over some of the arrangements now so you’ll be able to work out the best way to enter and exit the venue. Once you come back from her appearance, I want you to attend a meeting with the rest of the security team. We’ll go over our wider strategy and you can make any recommendations you have.”

Alexei says, “Of course, Your Highness,” and they both leave without another word to me.

I collapse into the nearest armchair and cover my eyes with a groan. I have to figure out a way to outmaneuver Alexei. I can’t let him interfere with my life—and my social schedule is my life. 

I would go crazy without social interaction. I wasn’t built for isolation—which is what will happen if I don’t cooperate with him. 

Now I’m saddled with this guy and everyone is going to get the wrong idea when I show up in public with him. What a nightmare this is turning out to be. 








