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To everyone who believes they don’t deserve princess treatment, newsflash… you do.

Oh, and BookTok? You’re welcome :)






1 Daphne


‘Blue or grey?’

‘Huh?’

‘Blue or grey, your tie for tonight. I need to know so I can plan the rest of your outfit,’ I explain as I close the door and go to sit down on the chair facing my father’s desk.

‘Daddy, are you listening to me?’ I continue when he doesn’t respond.

The rising annoyance in my voice prompts him to lift his head and focus on me instead of whatever on his screen was causing him to frown.

‘I’m sorry, Daphne, I wasn’t listening. What were you saying?’ He exhales, removing his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose.

‘It’s fine, Daddy,’ I soften, placing the tie options on the mahogany desk in front of me. ‘But I need you to listen to me, please.’ I pause until his eyes come to meet mine. ‘Tonight we have Camilla’s engagement party and I don’t trust you to pick out your own outfit.’ I gesture to his current ensemble – navy trousers and a blue house shirt underneath a camel knitted cardigan.

‘When Amelia told me you wanted to see me in your study before breakfast, I assumed we’d be going over what I picked out for you, hence the ties.’ I pick them back up and watch him patiently as he stares down blankly at the material.

‘So… blue or grey?’ I encourage, giving the ties in my hand a little jiggle.

As if a lightbulb turns on, my father’s eyes illuminate with understanding, only to dim with confusion seconds later.

‘Camilla’s engagement party is tonight? I’m sorry, darling, I completely forgot.’ He sighs.

My father is a brilliant man. As CEO of Greenway Discoveries, he has to be. But even with all that intellect he somehow always fails to be organized.

Amelia, our house manager, takes care of the staff, their routine and the general running of the house but her role has never extended to keeping my father’s diary. Thanks to Julie, his assistant, he normally remembers all my extracurricular competition dates and kept up with our scheduled phone calls when I was at school in Switzerland, but when it comes to social events, his lack of organization is obvious. I mean. Julie can only prompt him so many times.

But ever since I returned home from school he’s been different.

Scattered.

Quiet and distracted. Even more so than usual.

‘Daphne, I’m sorry I’ve left it till the eleventh hour to tell you this, but we can’t go to Camilla’s party.’

‘What do you mean we can’t go?’ I ask as I rise from the chair, unbidden irritation crawling across my skin. ‘We RSVP’d “yes” months ago. It would be improper to just not turn up.’

In the last two weeks since I’ve been back, my father has been constantly locked away in his study, only resurfacing to eat or sleep. Yes, we’ve been having dinner together each night, but his attention has been elsewhere, most accurately on his laptop that he seems to be glued to.

The man who’s a stickler for etiquette has his laptop at the table. Ironic, isn’t it?

Amelia said his work has been stressful recently, but it’s been stressful before and he always made time for me then. So what’s so different about now?

‘Yes, it will be rude of us to cancel, but things have changed, Daphne, which is actually why I asked Amelia to call you in.’ He’s clearly nervous, which is not at all like him. Letting out a long sigh, he turns off his computer monitor, offering me his full attention. ‘There’s something I need to discuss with you. Come, sit back down, please.’

I move away from the door and settle into the uninviting leather chair, the air trapped in the cushion slowly dispersing as I sink into it.

‘Is everything okay, Daddy?’

‘Daphne, darling, you may have noticed that I’ve been a little preoccupied since you came back from school. You’ve been nothing but patient with me, so I thank you for that.’ I give him a small smile as he places his hand over mine from across the mahogany desk. ‘The reason I called you in is because there has been a security breach at work. Someone tried to break into my office – and the lab – a couple of weeks ago now. He got away before the security team could stop or ID him but the issue was dropped when they realized he wasn’t able to get in. However, two nights ago he tried again. Only this time he succeeded.’ I feel my father’s hand tense over mine for a moment before he swiftly releases it, turning his monitor back on and angling the screen towards me.

It illuminates with CCTV footage, the image grainy and distorted. ‘He didn’t take anything, thank goodness, but he was clearly looking for something specific. And evidently he has experience doing this, as he knew how to avoid the cameras completely.’ I can’t tear my eyes off the screen as I watch the man move. He is tall and well built, with his broad shoulders straining against his black hoodie, but Daddy is right, it’s impossible to make out his face.

We both watch silently for a moment as the man closes the door behind him with a gloved hand, moving through the office with ease as if the layout is already familiar to him. Opening and closing drawers swiftly and decisively.

‘What is he looking for?’ I ask, looking up.

‘We’re not sure, but clearly he doesn’t find it,’ Daddy responds, shifting his weight, not taking his eyes off the footage.

On screen, the intruder resorts to a different method.

Within seconds, he trashes everything in sight. Papers go flying, the computer monitor is smashed and thrown to the floor and all the desk drawers are yanked out. He’s getting desperate.

He grabs my father’s lab chair and throws it into the Perspex screen protecting the chemical room inside the lab. I flinch as the chair bounces off the window. Seeing that didn’t work, he resorts to attempting to kick down the door, the force knocking his hood off to briefly reveal a buzz cut and a short full beard before he harshly tugs it back into place.

Realizing his kicking is pointless, he stalks over to Daddy’s desk and effortlessly flips it over. How that action was supposed to break the lab window I don’t know, but hey, no one ever said criminals were smart.

But then my breath halts as he pulls out a gun.

A real-life gun.

As in, shoot-and-you-die gun.

He swiftly loads it and releases the safety, firing at the door. The thumbprint lock explodes, causing the electricity to short out and the door to open. He proceeds to look through all the serums and mixtures my father has in there before pulling out his phone and calling someone. The footage has no sound so I don’t know what he’s saying, but clearly he’s telling them what he’s found, or not found. After thirty seconds he nods, puts his phone back in his pocket and walks out the way he came.

‘I don’t want to frighten you, sweetheart,’ Daddy says, pausing the video and turning the screen back around. ‘But I wanted to show you just how violent this man is so that you understand why I now need to take measures to ensure your safety. What if they have our address and what they’re looking for is in this very study?’

‘Do you know what they’re looking for?’ I ask, surveying the room, feeling my stomach lurch.

As the children of Hezekiah Green, the founder of the Greenway Group, my father and his siblings have had multiple security scares over the years, so have always taken the necessary precautions to ensure their safety. With large security teams at their offices and smaller ones at their respective homes, I’ve always felt safe. Even the schools me and my cousins attended were highly secure, so I never had anything to worry about.

Until now.

None of this makes any sense. What in this study could they possibly want?

My father heads up the Greenway Discoveries division of the Greenway Group, which specializes in chemical engineering and new inventions. From what I know about his job, nothing confidential leaves his office and when he works from home he uses codewords when speaking about confidential projects so nothing can leak.

So what would they want from here that they couldn’t get from his work office?

‘Honestly, I don’t know,’ he responds, sighing as he rubs a hand down his face, looking back over to the screen. ‘A couple of other offices were ransacked as well, so at least I know they weren’t solely focused on me or what was in mine But that doesn’t mean that I won’t take extra precautions when it comes to you.’

‘Okay, but how did the security guards at work not hear the gunshots?’ I question.

‘They were in the middle of a shift change so there was no one on the top floors. Which means whoever these people are, or whoever they work for, they’ve been watching this building and everyone in it for far too long to just give up when they don’t find what they’re after.’

My stomach drops as I try to come to terms with the facts.

Bad man with gun.

Works for even worse man who has been planning this for a while.

Bad man didn’t get what he’s after. Now, bad man with said gun is angry he didn’t get what he wanted.

See now, that’s not ideal.

‘Hopefully there is absolutely nothing to worry about,’ my father continues, snapping me back to reality, ‘but I can’t take that risk, not when I have you to protect. So I’ve increased the security around the house, and I’ve also hired a close protection officer to stay with you until we can be sure this is over. His name is Milosh Petrov,’ he blurts out.

‘You’ve hired a close protection officer to watch me?’ I reply slowly. ‘Like a bodyguard?’

‘Yes, exactly like a bodyguard.’ Daddy eyes me carefully, almost bracing for impact as if I’m a bomb that might detonate.

‘So let me see if I’m understanding this correctly,’ I say, my voice as soft and measured as I can get it. ‘You saw that security footage, and instead of, oh, I don’t know, calling the police, you thought the best course of action would be hiring a random guy to follow me everywhere?’

‘Daphne, of course I’ve taken the necessary steps to report what happened. The house is completely safe, I’m sure of it, but this is just an extra step. I am a concerned father, give me this.’ He smiles softly. ‘You’re all I have, darling. I need to keep you safe.’

Before I have the chance to respond, there’s a soft knock on the door and Amelia pokes her head round with a friendly smile. ‘Sorry to interrupt, George, but Milosh Petrov is here.’

‘Wait. I’m sorry, the bodyguard is here? Now?’ I ask, appalled by the lack of notice.

‘Yes, he is,’ my father confirms. ‘I’m not wasting any time when it comes to your safety. Thank you, Amelia, please send him in.’ Amelia gives me an apologetic glance as she closes the door behind her.

‘Daddy, I can’t meet him now. I’m in my pyjamas first of all,’ I look down at my pink silk nightdress and robe revealing my long brown legs and bare feet. The only saving grace is that I flat-ironed my hair last night and it looks fantastic.

‘Oh, that doesn’t matter, darling. He’s going to be living with us anyway so I’m sure he’ll see you in much more unfavourable conditions than this,’ Daddy says in an oddly chipper tone.

‘He’s what?’ I practically shriek. But before I get the chance to continue, the door opens and Mr Milosh Petrov walks in.

Well…

This should be entertaining.






2 MILOSH


Opulent, grand and stately are the words I would use to describe the Greens’ estate. ‘We don’t have time for a tour now, but I’m sure Daphne will show you around after your meeting,’ Amelia says softly as she guides me down the hallway, her sensible loafers clacking on the light oak flooring.

I mentally run through the list of facts I’ve memorized about Amelia, from the initial background check I ran on her when I got this assignment:


	Aged thirty-four. House manager

	Graduated Durham University with a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration and Management followed by a master’s in Finance

	Has worked for the Greens for ten years, during which time she met Henry Harris, head of home security

	Married for six years. No kids



Background checks don’t tell me everything I need to know about a person, but from what I’ve seen so far, Amelia seems fine. From the brief conversation we had when I first arrived and the communication prior to that she seems to genuinely care for Greens. As long as that continues, she’ll be an asset in keeping Daphne Green safe.

Daphne Green.

When I did a background check on her I wasn’t surprised by what I saw:


	Aged seventeen. Only child of George Green

	Graduated Le Rosey boarding school three weeks ago, top of her class. Attending University of York in the fall. Studying Midwifery

	Well liked amongst her peers and faculty



The people’s princess.

What the background check failed to mention is that she’s almost definitely a spoiled, entitled daddy’s girl, who has never heard the word no. This girl is the only child of one of the richest men in England. There’s no world where I wouldn’t expect her to be a brat.

I can already feel my spine tensing at the impending encounter as we pass picture after picture of her at various competitions, always holding the first-place trophy or medal. But I knew what I was signing up for when I accepted this assignment.

The only upside to cases like this is that they’re almost always low risk and blow over quickly, so it should be a quick in and out.

As we continue the walk to George’s study I think back to the meeting I had a week ago with him.

‘Mr Green, great to meet you,’ Andy drawls in his thick, Tennessee southern twang. ‘I’m Major Andy Davis and this is Special Agent Milosh Petrov.’

From the pictures I’ve seen of George Green, I expected him to be shorter. In the photos I guessed his height at 5’10”, but standing close to him he’s only a few inches shorter than me, putting him at roughly 6’ or 6’1”. He’s a friendly-looking black man with his hair cut short, slightly greying around the edges and a light moustache sharing the same greying qualities. His fitted suit showcases a strong, relatively muscular build which I couldn’t see in any of his pictures. Clients with a good strong build are always helpful. One less person to worry about.

‘Good to meet you, Mr Green,’ I say, shaking his outstretched hand.

‘You too, gentlemen.’ He gestures for us to sit down. ‘Now, I’m sorry to be blunt, but what is this about? I have a lot of work to get back to.’

Andy nods, taking a seat. ‘As I mentioned on the phone, me and Special Agent Petrov are part of a joint task force with the military, the FBI, Interpol and the NCA working to shut down an international organization called Daveeno. We’ve been monitoring any movements that may be connected to them and when we got word from the NCA about your break-in, given that you worked with MI6 in the height of their Daveeno… affliction, we believe that the break-ins to your office may be connected.’

George goes still. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘You used to work with MI6 but left after your wife was murdered by a Daveeno member. And now nine years later there’s a break-in at your office and they stole one of your old work journals? I know it may sound far-fetched but there’s a chance there could be a connection.’

George shifts in his seat. ‘All right, so what exactly do you want from me?’

Andy continues, ‘We would like to place Special Agent Petrov in your home to keep an eye on things. His main task would be providing protection for your daughter, but he would also be looking out for any potential Daveeno threats.’

George frowns, looking over to me. ‘You’re not a qualified close protection officer. Why would I trust you to keep my daughter safe?’

‘Sir, Special Agent Petrov is one of the best young agents we have. He joined the military younger than most, at sixteen, and served for two years before moving on to a special operations unit. He protected seven US congressmen, ensuring their safety when they came under fire, every one of them remaining completely unscathed. I assure you, he’s more than qualified to protect your daughter.’

George sighs, nervously tapping his pen on the table. ‘Fine. You can stay, but do not tell my daughter who you are or why you’re really here. I don’t want her to worry.’

I nod. ‘Of course, sir. To her, I’ll just be a close protection officer you hired as a precaution.’



‘Wait here one moment while I inform Mr Green that you’ve arrived.’ Amelia’s words bring me back to reality before she continues down the hallway towards a heavy-looking wooden door. She knocks, and sticks her head around the jamb.

After some inaudible conversation she closes the door and returns to where I am standing in the hallway. ‘Go on in, Milosh,’ she says with a kind smile, gesturing towards the door.

As I walk in, I automatically do a quick survey of the room – a large fireplace and seating area takes up the left side with floor-to-ceiling Georgian windows lining the back, looking out on a backyard. To my right I notice an extensive book collection with what looks like too many first editions to count.

The room is decorated with a variety of striking paintings and stately furniture. If money had a smell it would be this – musk and worn leather. As I go to close the door behind me I notice a painting of Miss Green hanging on the wall. She looks significantly younger here than in any of the hallway pictures but her air of regality is still the same.

In the centre of the room George sits at a sturdy mahogany desk, with an oddly eager smile on his face.

Opposite him with her back to me, sitting on what looks like a very uncomfortable chair, is a feminine figure. Daphne Green.

‘Milosh, hello! Great to finally meet you,’ exclaims Mr Green, standing up to greet me as he starts the charade. I’m not completely happy lying to his daughter, but, hey, she’s not my kid.

‘Good to meet you, Mr Green,’ I say, closing the distance between us to shake his hand.

‘Oh, please, call me George,’ he insists, gripping my hand firmly. ‘Come, sit down, we have a lot to talk about. This is my daughter Daphne who you’ll be guarding. Daphne, this is Milosh Petrov.’

As I go to sit down in the empty leather seat across from George’s desk I turn to my left and lock eyes with Daphne Green. Just like George’s, her picture didn’t truly capture what she looks like in person. However, unlike with George, this discovery is wildly inconvenient.

Brown skin, slender physique, with deep chestnut eyes and pillowy lips. Her raven hair softly cascades down her back, which is held impeccably straight.

In the pictures she had a regal presence. In person it’s almost overwhelming. Even though I’m wearing street clothes and she appears to be in her pyjamas, I somehow feel underdressed just sitting next to her. ‘Miss Green.’ I nod, as I offer my hand to shake.

‘Mr Petrov,’ she replies, her voice honeyed and gentle. As she encases her soft, slender hand within mine, a look of deep confusion comes over her face. ‘I’m sorry,’ she enunciates slowly. ‘You’ll have to forgive me, but I don’t quite understand. You… you’re the bodyguard?’ She turns to face her father. ‘He’s the bodyguard?’

‘Close protection agent,’ George corrects. ‘And, yes, Milosh is to be your protection detail for the foreseeable future.’

‘Forgive me, and absolutely no disrespect Mr Petrov, but you look rather young to be a qualified bodyguard,’ Miss Green states. ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong,’ she continues, giving me a once-over, her eyes briefly landing on my forearms, ‘You look very capable. I’m just slightly puzzled as to how you’re the best person to protect me.’

She turns back to George before continuing, ‘Because if this threat is as big as you think it is, surely I need a team, or at least someone with more experience.’

‘Milosh has plenty of experience, Daph. From what I remember, he served in the US military for two years before joining a special ops team. He protected a group of US congressmen, keeping them safe when they came under fire, earning him a medal of honour. And all that before turning twenty. He’s practically an American hero. Does that about cover it, Milosh?’ George sits there looking pretty pleased with himself, although I can’t understand why. It’s not like he was there with me.

‘Pretty much, sir,’ I respond.

‘So, to answer your question,’ George continues to his daughter, ‘I hired Milosh because he has a proven track record of being discreet, and he’s more than capable of protecting you. And, as a plus, because you’re close in age, if you go out his presence won’t draw attention. I want this situation to affect you as little as possible. You need to be out there enjoying your life.’

‘Sorry, sir, you mean for Miss Green to go about her daily life as normal during this time? While the threat hasn’t been properly understood?’

They both look at me, Daphne clearly more horrified than her father. Mr Green silently studies me, his tone is slightly more guarded as he adds, ‘Within reason, of course.’

Daphne shifts and huffs silently under her breath. Mr Green doesn’t see it, but it’s the kind of thing I’ve been trained to notice as her weight shuffles from thigh to thigh and her eyes dart around the room, pleading for an out.

She doesn’t protest like I thought she would. If I’m honest, I thought there would be a tantrum or something by now. The congressmen acted more entitled than her. After a few deep breaths, she looks up and smiles at me.

‘Well, thank you, Mr Petrov. I’ve appreciated hearing more about your credentials. I look forward to us working together.’

She sounds like an accountant in her mid-thirties, with a mortgage to pay and kids to feed. But better that than a whiny six-year-old. ‘Milosh is fine, Miss Green.’

She smiles politely, gives a curt nod and then proceeds to completely ignore what I just said. ‘Well, Mr Petrov, as introductions seem to be over I’ll leave you to talk to my father while I have my breakfast.’ She rises from her chair and leans over the desk to place a kiss on her father’s cheek before retreating towards the door.

As soon as the hinges click shut George starts speaking again, his cheerfulness immediately evaporating. ‘Just a reminder, Mr Petrov, I don’t want my daughter to think this is anything but an overprotective father trying to keep his daughter safe. She doesn’t need to know about the journal. She doesn’t need to know about the ins and outs of any of this. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Brilliant. Now let me introduce you to the rest of the team.’






3 Daphne


‘He’s young.’

‘You’re young,’ Amelia says, briefly looking up from her laptop as Josh, one of our cooks, places my breakfast in front of me.

‘Thank you, it looks lovely.’ I direct my words to Josh, with a smile, then glance back over to Amelia. ‘Yes, I’m young but I’m the protectee. I don’t need to be old.’

‘Protectee?’ Amelia laughs. ‘Is that even a word?’

‘He’s the protector, which therefore makes me the protectee by extension. It makes perfect sense.’ I shrug. I’m sitting in the main kitchen atop a bar stool in front of the island while Amelia is bent over the other side, eating a snack while finishing some work. Normally I eat my breakfast in the dining room by myself, but after that meeting I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts so I came to the kitchen to talk to her.

‘What’s the actual problem you have with him, Daph?’ Amelia queries as she closes her laptop, turning all her attention to me.

‘I don’t know,’ I groan. ‘The thing is, I get why Daddy is doing all of this, I really do. But I just don’t want a bodyguard, Meelie.’ I take a bite of my eggs. ‘And I mean, I know that sounds bad, but for the foreseeable future I’m going to have someone I don’t know,’ I really stress that point, ‘following me around everywhere. And I didn’t want to tell Daddy any of this because, well, have you seen the man’s face recently? He looks like he’s in a constant state of stress from the moment he wakes up to the moment he goes to bed. I can’t be a brat about it if this will bring him some peace of mind.’

‘Hey, Josh, any breakfast for me?’ Henry asks as he walks into the kitchen, grinning when he spots Amelia.

‘Why couldn’t I have had Henry?’ I ask Amelia as he comes up behind her and gives her a kiss on the neck, wrapping his strong arms around her waist.

I’ve known Henry since I was five and Amelia since I was seven. A lot of my friends have staff as well, but they don’t really interact with them as much as I do. Since my parents were always working when I was younger I spent more time with Henry, Amelia and the others, so we’ve got very comfortable together over the years.

‘Ah, we talking about Daph’s new bodyguard?’ Henry enquires, moving from Amelia over to Josh, plate in hand.

‘Yeah.’ Amelia giggles. ‘Hen, can you please tell Daphne this is a good idea, and to stop worrying about all of it?’

‘Yeah, Daphne, it’ll be fun.’ Henry smirks, coming to sit down next to me. ‘Stop worrying about it.’

‘Have you met him yet?’ I ask, completely ignoring both of them.

‘Yeah, George just introduced me to him. He’s with the other guys now.’ When I first met Henry, he was our only security guy, but over the years he’s become the head of security and now manages three other men – one daytime and two night-time security guards.

‘Okay… Well, what did you think of him?’

‘The question isn’t what I thought of him.’ Henry looks up from his food, that same irritating smirk on his face. ‘It’s what you thought of him, Daphne.’

‘I thought he seemed…’ I trail off, thinking back to moments ago when I was sat in Daddy’s study as Mr Petrov walked in. He was taller than I expected, with dark brown, almost black hair, longer on the top and shorter on the sides. Gently tanned, with green eyes, thick dark eyebrows, a strong nose and an even stronger jaw, dressed in black cargos, boots and a black short-sleeve tee, he stepped into the study with an air of dominance and assertion. His voice was deep, with an American accent that had a hint of something else, something Slavic maybe. He didn’t say much, but when he did speak, he spoke with such conviction and purpose. ‘… professional.’ I finally settle on, before clearing my throat and bringing myself back into the current conversation. ‘He seemed professional.’

‘That’s it?’ Henry probes, his cockney accent shining. ‘Just professional?’

‘What exactly do you want me to say, Mr Harris?’

‘I want you to tell me how you really feel, not do your calm, collected and mature thing.’

‘In my opinion, Daph,’ Amelia cuts in, smiling softly, ‘I think he seems nice. Well-trained and discreet. And those are two of the most important attributes you need in a bodyguard.’

‘Yes. I agree,’ Henry adds. ‘Well-trained and discreet is great. And I mean, it doesn’t hurt that he looks like a young Captain America with the broodiness of Bruce Wayne.’

‘I’d have to agree with that, but I was thinking he’s more of a Clark Kent.’ Amelia nods thoughtfully.

‘Wait, are we talking ability or physical appearance?’ I ask.

Hey, if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.

‘I don’t know,’ Henry cocks his head. ‘What do you think, Daphne?’ Both Amelia and Henry have the same irksome look on their faces. I can really see why they’re married.

‘I think my father hired Mr Petrov for his ability.’ I look pointedly at both of them. ‘Not his physical appearance.’

‘Yes, that’s true, but your father also hired Henry for his ability and not his physical appearance, and now look where we are.’ Amelia gazes at Henry and all of sudden I feel like I’m interrupting something.

Henry and Amelia met when she joined the household two years after he did. From the moment Henry laid eyes on her, he’s looked at her with adoration that never falters for a second. After what seemed like an age of constant flirting with stolen glances and lingering and very unnecessary touches they decided to go on a date, and they’ve never looked back.

Watching their love grow and deepen over the years, seeing the way Henry treats her, I’ve resolved to never settle for less.

If it’s not like Amelia and Henry Harris’s love, I don’t want it.

‘It was the best decision I ever made, taking this job.’ Henry’s eyes soften as he reaches over and tugs on Amelia’s arm, gesturing for her to move next to him.

‘I agree,’ Amelia whispers as he cups her face, pulling her in for a kiss.

With Amelia being 5’6” with lovely hazel eyes, tanned skin and soft light brown hair and Henry a solid 6’3” with chiselled features, strong arms – one with a tattooed sleeve – and fluffy brown hair, they make an absolutely stunning couple. But that’s no excuse for the constant PDA. You’d think he’d just come back from war with the way the two of them continuously carry on.

I do love love and all that, but I could do without it being shoved in my face constantly.

I get up and swiftly leave the kitchen, signalling Josh to perhaps do the same, when I collide with a warm wall.

‘Miss Green.’

‘Oh, Mr Petrov, apologies, I didn’t see you.’ I right myself quickly as he stands there, hands in his pockets, looking everything but impressed. ‘Have you finished with my father?’

‘Yes, he told me to find you or Mrs Harris to show me to my room.’ I look down to see his duffel bag in his hand then look back into the kitchen to see Amelia still wrapped up with Henry.

‘Amelia’s a little… preoccupied right now, so I can show you to your room and give you a tour of the house if you like. Do you have any more luggage?’ I ask. His duffel bag is small… and black… and sad. It looks like it could barely fit everything I’d need for one night away.

‘No, this is it.’

‘Really? Everything you need for the foreseeable future is in that bag?’

‘Mm hmm.’

‘Oh.’ I pause, glancing back down at the bag. ‘Are you sure? That’s an awfully small bag.’

‘Yes, Miss Green, I’m sure,’ he drawls, his eyes briefly perusing my body.

‘Well, all right, then.’ I smile politely, clearing my throat and standing taller as I pull my robe a little tighter, trying not to wither under his gaze. ‘Follow me and we’ll start on the first floor.’






4 MILOSH


‘We have four floors in total,’ Daphne states as we begin walking up the large staircase, her hair swishing behind her as she turns to look at me. ‘Basement, ground floor, first floor and second. Live-in staff have rooms on the second floor, while mine, my father’s and some of the guest rooms are on the first.’

‘I’m gonna need a layout of the estate, any blueprints and access to all security cameras, codes and keys,’ I tell her. ‘I also need a list of people who have access to this house, all the staff and the frequency with which they come in and out.’

‘Amelia can get all of that for you. I’ll show you where her office is in a moment then you can stop by later and she’ll sort it out.’

We stop short at the top of the stairs as we approach the first set of rooms. Just as Daphne goes to open what I presume to be her room, a mousey-looking woman comes out of the door opposite, holding a basket full of cleaning supplies.

‘Morning, Charlotte.’ Daphne smiles warmly.

‘Good morning, Miss Green.’ She smiles back, her eyes darting between me and Daphne. ‘I’m just setting up this guest room for our visitor per your father’s request. I’m almost finished. I just need to get some towels and remake the bed, then you can show him.’

‘Oh.’ The shock in Daphne’s voice is prevalent but she quickly recovers. ‘Okay, thank you, Charlotte, that’s great.’ She turns to me. ‘I’ll show you my bedroom first, while she finishes up. Then you can go and unpack your things.’

She opens a door to reveal a large, clean, feminine room, with cream-coloured walls, light furniture and large windows looking out to the driveway at the front of the house. Her bed is pristinely made, with too many pink-and-cream decorative pillows to count and a bedside table on either side. A bouquet of white roses stands on one and the other houses a few books and an alarm clock. In front of the windows is a small cream sofa with even more pillows.

Who needs that many pillows?

What would you even do with them?

‘The dressing room is through here,’ Daphne says as she opens another door and crosses the threshold. I walk behind her into a slightly smaller room, neatly packed with a ridiculous amount of clothes, shoes and bags. The vanity along one wall is painstakingly organized, with an expensive-looking perfume collection meticulously displayed on a tiered stand to one side and an elegant cushioned jewellery box on the other. We move into her bathroom which connects to both her bedroom and her dressing room. It’s the largest en suite I think I’ve ever seen and it has the same light pink theme as the other two rooms – classy, sophisticated and clean.

She’s wearing pink pyjamas, she has loads of pink clothes in her dressing room and there are pink decorative accents everywhere.

She likes pink. Got it.

‘How do your windows open?’ I ask as we walk back into the bedroom.

‘Um, by the latch at the bottom. You just have to twist and push.’ She goes to sit on the end of her bed while I check the sturdiness of the glass and latches.

‘Do any of these doors have locks?’

‘Yes, the bathroom locks from the inside and the door to my room has a key, but the dressing room doesn’t have a lock apart from the door to enter the bathroom.’

‘I’m gonna need a copy of the keys to your main bedroom door,’ I say as I turn back around to face her. I watch her as she gently pulls out the bedside table drawer furthest from me, her hair momentarily falling into her face before she delicately sweeps it back behind her ear.

‘Here you go,’ Daphne says, placing the brass key into my palm. A small shock passes between our hands as her fingers brush mine, which she clearly feels too, as she draws back swiftly.

She looks away, slightly flustered. ‘It’s the carpets.’

‘Excuse me?’ I ask.

‘The electric shock. They’re caused by the static in the carpets.’

‘Hmm.’ I nod, as I slip the key in one of my pockets. My eyes scan down her face, onto her neck, stopping at her collarbones, where I can see the rise and fall of her shallow breaths. I look back up at her only to find her eyes on my mouth. My tongue darts out to wet my bottom lip and she looks up, meeting my eyes. She’s parts her lips, about to say something before we hear a gentle knock on the door. We both turn to look as mouse-girl Charlotte leans her head around the door.

Her eyes glance between me and Daphne again, before offering a shy smile. ‘The guest room’s all ready, Miss Green.’

Great. Thank you, Charlotte. Daphne smiles. Charlotte nods once before closing the door, which leaves just me and Daphne again. I watch her as she slips on a pair of slippers that are at the foot of her bed before looking back to me. ‘Let me show you to your room, Mr Petrov.’

‘Milosh,’ I correct.

When we cross the hallway to the guestroom, Daphne twists the door handle, using her weight to push it open. When it doesn’t budge, I walk up behind her, placing my hand on the wood just above her head, and give it a shove to help her out. The door swings open, but for a moment we remain in the threshold, frozen. This close, I can smell her sweet, innately feminine scent. She smells like a mixture of orange blossom and marshmallows.

Great.

So not only does she look like a princess and talk like a princess, she even smells like one.

Recovering from my very obvious brain malfunction I clear my throat to refocus and walk past her into the room.

Placing my duffel on the plush footstool in front of the bed, I do a quick survey of where I’ll be staying for the foreseeable future. This room’s a lot more neutral than Daphne’s, with cream walls, brown and beige furniture and deep wooden accents. There are a few pieces of art hung on the walls, and the heavy floor-to-ceiling curtains are pulled back to reveal large windows looking out onto the Greens’ huge backyard. The bed features crisp white linens and a copious number of neutral-coloured pillows. Not as many as Daphne has, but still more than necessary.

‘The en suite is through here.’ Daphne motions, walking gracefully into the bathroom. ‘Extra towels are in the wardrobe. They’re replaced every second day. Just leave them on the hook here and Charlotte will collect them.’

I nod as I take in the bathroom. It’s smaller than Daphne’s but bigger than anything I’ve ever had. Both this room and the bedroom have the same vibe as the rest of the house. Classic and elegant mixed with small modern touches. The whole house screams money without trying too hard, including the people living within it.

The thing is, I’ve seen money before. The congressmen I protected were wealthy, but they were nowhere near Green wealth. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of those ridiculous throw pillows cost more than my outfit.

Move on from the pillows, Milosh.

Focusing back on safety, I check the windows for sturdiness and look around for anything that could be used as a weapon if needed. Happy with my assessment I turn around, finding Daphne in the doorway with her head cocked, a curious expression dancing on her face.

‘Where would I find the keys for the wardrobe and the door?’

‘Room keys are normally stored in one of the bedside tables,’ she answers after a beat, turning on her heel and walking over to check the drawer closest to her. Once she retrieves the keys, her soft hand finds mine and places them in my palm, just as her chocolate eyes lift to meet my gaze. A crazy part of me wants to run my thumb across her plump bottom lip, just to see if it is as soft as it looks, but I hold off and settle for slipping the keys into another pocket, keeping my hand there to prevent myself from doing something stupid. She watches the fluid movement, her eyes tracking up my arm and settling on my bicep. After a few moments of silence, I clear my throat.

‘Would you, um, like to unpack now or do you want to do it after we finish the tour?’ she breathes, looking back up at me. I smell a fresh waft of that orange blossom and marshmallow scent of hers and instantly make up my mind.

‘I’ll do it later. Let’s finish the tour.’ I need to get a handle on myself and get this tour over and done with. The quicker I’m done with the tour, the quicker I can create some much-needed distance.

Jeez. I’ve only known the girl two hours.

Wildly inconvenient indeed.






5 Daphne


As I sit down at my dresser to get ready for bed, I realize I haven’t checked my phone all day. I scroll through notification after notification and settle on opening all the unread messages from my Cousin Isabella.



Isabella

12:42 p.m.

Important question: what dress are you wearing tonight? I’m thinking of wearing my white Zimmerman dress, or is that too casual?







12:43 p.m.

Wait, I can’t wear white to an engagement party [image: ] Okay, I’ll just wear the blue Alexander McQueen maxi with the silver Rene Caovillas.







7:15 p.m.

Cam seated us together, by the way, we’re on table three. For when you get here x







8:03 p.m.

Blue was definitely the right idea, Cam is the only one wearing white, ahaha







8:57 p.m.

Camilla’s asking where you are so I told her you’re running late, when do you think you’ll get here?







9:45 p.m.

Hello, Earth to Daphne… where are you? Did something happen?







10:03 p.m.

Oh my gosh, DAPHNE. Auntie Harriet’s WATERS JUST BROKE.

IN. THE. MIDDLE. OF. THE. SPEECHES.







Me

10:45 p.m.

STOP.

NO WAY!







Isabella

10:49 p.m.

Yeah, they left about twenty minutes ago. I don’t know how Uncle Jonathan stayed so calm, Grandma was a mess [image: ]







Me

10:51 p.m.

Agh, I’m so annoyed I couldn’t be there [image: ] I wanted to go tonight but Daddy cancelled last minute.







Isabella

10:55 p.m.

Wait, so you’re not coming at all? I didn’t know if you were planning some weird fashionably late thing lol.

Why did Uncle George cancel?





My fingers pause over the phone keypad, wondering what I should say. Do I tell her about Milosh? Do I tell her about the break-in at Daddy’s office? Even though Bella is my closest cousin, she’s terrible at keeping secrets, and my better judgement tells me this is too important to share. My phone vibrates again but I place it face down on my dresser, overwhelmed by the whole situation.

I unclip the clasp of the necklace that I’ve kept hidden under my clothes all day, and place the locket in the palm of my hand. The dull gold glimmers and the ornate filigree design shines as it catches the light. I instinctively open the locket, revealing faded pictures of me alone on one side, and me and my mother on the other.

Somehow over the years this has become my nightly routine: skincare, change my clothes, morbidly obsess over a piece of jewellery that once belonged to my mother, read a few chapters of my book, then go to bed.

I open one of the drawers in my dresser, revealing something close to a shrine made from her belongings and old family photographs.

Following my routine, I place the necklace in a gold dish next to all her other jewellery, and pick up her old perfume bottle. Lifting it to my nose, the fragrance takes me back to the time when she was still here. Her smell was always so distinctly her. Warm but fresh, clean but sweet.

She smelled like my memories. Cosy yet distant.

After she died, Amelia used to spray her perfume on my pillow at night to help me sleep. When it started to run out, I began searching for a replacement. I couldn’t find it, so I took a small sample to a perfumer to have it recreated but it never smelled the same. So for the last few years I’ve been rationing the remainder of her perfume, not wanting her memory to fade away with the scent.

I pick up my favourite picture of us as a family and smile weakly. It was my fifth birthday, and we were at my fancy-dress party. I was sitting at a table blowing out the candles on a cake that was almost as big as me, with my parents stood behind me. My mother was dressed as Princess Tiana, I was Sleeping Beauty and my father was Robin Hood, as if he’s not the very man Robin Hood would most likely be stealing from.

I hear a faint knock at my main bedroom door so I shut the drawer, quickly hiding the memories of my mother, and look at my watch. 11:04 p.m. Charlotte already turned down my bed an hour ago, so who in the world is knocking so late?

Turning the lock on the drawer, I walk out of my dressing room and open the main door to find my father standing there, looking exhausted as per usual, but smiling warmly at me nevertheless.

‘I just wanted to say goodnight, darling,’ he says, hovering in the doorway.

‘Yes, that’s definitely the only reason you’re here.’ I smile, opening the door wider to let him in.

‘I wanted to check in to see how you’re doing after today?’ He walks over and collapses onto the plump reading chair next to the window as I sit on the end of my bed to face him.

‘I’m doing fine, really.’

He raises an eyebrow.

‘It’ll just take some getting used to, that’s all,’ I try instead.

‘Think of him as another Henry around the house, just closer to you in age.’

‘And proximity,’ I mutter under my breath.

‘I know it’s not ideal but it has to be done. I’m sure I’m just worrying for nothing and this will blow over shortly,’ he reasons. ‘Hey, did Isabella tell you what happened tonight at the engagement party?’

‘Yeah, Auntie Harriet’s waters broke! How crazy is that?’

‘I told her to stay at home but of course no one wants to listen to me.’ He faux-sighs.

‘To be fair, Uncle Jonathan was probably saying the same thing.’ I shrug, laughing lightly.

‘I’m truly sorry you had to miss it, darling. But, hey, if it makes you feel better, I can buy one of those labour simulators and we can try it out on me and Henry to see who can last the longest?’
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