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Cat

Being assigned to protect a man you neither like nor respect certainly has its challenges. Being commanded to teach him some of your best self-defense moves is definitely one of those challenging moments. I sit up and shake the sawdust out of my hair. Today’s score so far is Royal Bastard – three; me – zero.

“Is that the best you’ve got? Maybe I should be the one protecting you, Catriona.”

The derision in his tone is palpable, and I’d give almost anything to even the score. Prince Davide Stefan Leoni, twin brother of the new king, Kasper of Leonioro, puts out a hand to help me up. I ignore his proffered support and jump quickly to my feet without assistance.

“Cat, please. No one calls me Catriona anymore. Not even my parents, these days. Sir.” I tack on that last bit with a hint of sarcasm. I know he’s provoking me on purpose by using my full name. When I joined the prince’s security team two months ago, I was introduced to him as Cat and by now, trailing around all over the place after him, he knows damn well I hate all aspects of formality. All I want to do right this minute is knock his feet out from under him and remove that self-satisfied grin. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay then. Round four.”

“Really?” He folds his arms across his chest and arches a dark brow. “You enjoy pain and humiliation that much? You sound like my kind of woman.”

Crossed arms? Perfect. I don’t bother responding to his stupid goading, but instead leap straight at him, using surprise as leverage. He is quick, I’ll give him that. He almost manages to unfold his arms in time, but not quite. I grab hold of them to support my weight and hook one of my legs around the back of his knees. I’m down and bounding away even before he topples backward. He lands awkwardly on one elbow before rolling onto his back with a satisfying oomph as released air escapes from his lungs.

Score! When he finally sits up and mimics my earlier action, ruffling his already messy hair to remove stray bits of sawdust, I step forward and lean in solicitously. “Are you all right, Sir? I guess the lesson from that maneuver would be never to underestimate your opponent. Here, let me help you up.”

The scowl he directs my way as he scrambles up makes all the dirty scuffling of the past few days worthwhile. The scent of pine rises around us, drifting upward from the base of the practice arena. Late afternoon sun slants across the space, momentarily adding silvery highlights to his dark hair, and creating interesting shapes and shadows across his bearded face. When he shakes himself off, the fresh scent intensifies, and I have to fight against the urge to lean in close and inhale. 

“Did you want to go again, Sir?”

His scowl deepens. “Practice is done for today.” 

“Already?”

He shrugs as if easing a crick in his neck, and turns away, then swings back almost as an afterthought. “Same time tomorrow then. Catriona.”

He seriously is insufferable. 

A brief smirk accompanies his stiff nod, as if he is trying to rile me and knows that he scored. Then he turns and leaves the arena, albeit with a slower gait than he entered an hour earlier. We’ve been sparring for the past few days in this small private courtyard behind the main castle, and to be honest we’ve been pretty evenly matched. Prince Davide’s reflexes are quick, and he’s managed to pick up a few tips and tricks already. 

Prior to my engagement on his security detail, I studied the plans of the principality of Leonioro, including the town itself as well as the main palace and surrounding grounds to get a full understanding of the environment I’d be required to work in on a daily basis. It pleased me to discover the courtyard already set up for workouts. No soft sawdust lined the ground, though, until the prince decided he wanted in on personal self-defense lessons. 

Up until then, I’d been using the small courtyard for private exercise sessions. That is, they were private, until the prince walked in on me unexpectedly and stood watching while I finished up a self-devised aerobics routine.

Nothing came of my unexpected watcher until after King Kasper’s official coronation last weekend. Prince Davide sauntered over to my station near the exit during the post-ceremony festivities. “You.” He pointed his finger at me, presumably to avoid any doubt as to who he was addressing. “Meet me in the rear courtyard tomorrow afternoon at four. You can teach me a few moves so I’m less reliant on all of you to look out for me.”

I was shocked to be singled out like that, because of course I’m not the only member of his protection detail, and I’m definitely not the “biggest and baddest” of the bunch. In fact, I’m currently the only woman in the Leoni family’s security team, but I’m positive it wasn’t my gender that prompted the prince’s request. I’m short, and very ordinary-looking, and this particular royal is renowned for hooking up with the most wealthy and beautiful women in the kingdom. Tall, slim women, who would never in a million years roll around in the dirt like I do. So, no. I’m sure he hasn’t noticed my gender, which only made his request even more puzzling. I looked to my boss, Jason, who heads up protection at the palace and usually forms part of King Kasper’s detail, and he shrugged and nodded acquiescence.

That first day in the arena we had quite an audience, including Jason and several other members of the detail. But the first time I put Prince Davide’s right royal butt in the dirt and the gasps of shock and horror rose around us, our royal charge glared at the others and uttered a single word. “Out.”

When I turned up for our session the next day, a nice soft coating of pine-scented sawdust lined our makeshift arena.

It’s a pity I hadn’t studied Prince Davide’s character beforehand as thoroughly as I studied the palace layout. His role in trying to discredit his brother and take the crown by stealth appears to have left a bad taste in everyone’s mouths, and his reputation for being an A-grade asshole was firmly entrenched in Leonioro folklore even before recent events cemented his obnoxious status.

Still, despite his bad-ass reputation, I can’t help sneaking another peek at the retreating prince’s rear end as he exits today’s session. Dust and droplets of sweat decorate his back from our workout, and his derriere encased in those figure-hugging sweatpants is tight and too delectable for words. On the outside, Prince Davide is the perfect royal. Tall, dark, and handsome in the traditional sense. His Mediterranean heritage provides the tanned skin, high cheekbones, and flashing green eyes dripping with derision that draw in every woman in his immediate vicinity. The heavily muscled body, testament to regular gym work, and the hint of something ruthless in the twisted slant of his mouth almost, but not quite, hidden behind that neat beard, adds a whole other layer of bad boy sexiness.

Oh yes. On the outside, my new royal assignment is sexy as fuck, and he knows it. But on the inside is a whole other story. I don’t know what happened to Davide that twisted him up and made him all bitter and nasty on the inside, but something did. It must have. No one is that much of an asshole without good reason. And as much as my body responds to his outward sexiness, my head says I wish I’d never accepted an assignment to protect a guy few people can actually stand. 

He reaches the arched entrance of the courtyard and pivots suddenly, once again surprising me with his speed. I’m caught off guard while still right in the midst of ogling. Heat flares in my cheeks, and even from that distance, I know he perceives my embarrassment. He lifts a cautionary finger and wiggles it back and forth as if chastising a naughty child. 

I grind my teeth together, biting the inside of my cheek. He wants a reaction, so don’t give him one. 

After a moment he shrugs, and then turns and disappears around the corner. 

Fuck it. I just know he’s going to make me pay for that at our next session.

I’m officially off duty now until eight tomorrow morning. Normally I would head back to my room for a quick shower, and then either a yoga session or a brisk walk on the cliff paths overlooking the sea. The coastline around Leonioro is far more appealing than I expected. The golden sandy beaches of home, back in Australia, are hard to beat for sheer beauty, but there’s something about the rugged nature of these majestic cliffs and slightly rocky beaches and bays that is altogether wilder and more beautiful than anything I’ve seen in the past.

Today, though, I’m strangely unsettled. The thought of yoga alone in my room, or a cliff walk—again alone—creates a dull ache of loneliness deep inside my chest. The ache spreads outwards, up into my throat, and I swallow hard, trying to force it back down into non-existence. 

I’m always going to be alone. That’s the path fate has chosen for me, and it’s about time I finally get used to the idea. Since Ben’s breakdown... No! Don’t think of him.

I break into a run, heading nowhere in particular, but needing to release some of the pent-up adrenaline in my system. Maybe the sparring with Davide caused this restlessness? God knows he’s sexy enough to get my senses going. Who knows? Right now, though, I can’t afford to dwell on past memories. It’s not going to change anything, and I need to focus on the here and now. On the present. Such as it is.

Thoughts of the present bring me straight back to Prince Davide. I still have no idea why he insists on our training sessions, nor why he wants it to be me—a mere woman, as he would probably put it—to continue this crazy initiative. Whatever the reason, there’s a part of me that can’t wait for our next session. I wish it wasn’t so, but being up close and personal with Mister Royalty himself is causing my heart to beat faster than it should, and my skin to tingle in a most unexpected way. 

I don’t like Davide. I don’t like what he tried to do to the new king and his betrothed, Eleni. But my body damn sure hasn’t received that memo. Instead, the closeness of our entwined bodies, even if just grappling in a sparring move, creates a pang in my belly and an ache between my legs. Thoughts of his hard body and glittering eyes populate my dreams at night until I wake sweat-soaked and unfulfilled and reach automatically for the swollen nub of my clit to finish off what Davide already started in my imaginings. It’s been a while since anyone had that effect on me. If only it were anyone but my client. If only it were anyone but the notorious younger brother of the king.

***
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Dav

The woman infuriates me to a level beyond rational. I can’t put my finger on why, but there’s something about my new blonde-haired, blue-eyed bodyguard that has wormed its way into my subconscious and simply won’t let go.

I awkwardly adjust my semi-hard-on as I stride away from today’s exercise session, grateful that no one is around to witness my discomfort. If I’d stayed any longer, there would be no hiding how much I desire her. 

I don’t want to desire her. I don’t need that shit, and especially not with a woman who clearly has little regard for royalty. To her I’m just a job, and a temporary one at that. Nothing more than a pay check. Her nonchalant attitude—particularly when it relates to me—annoys me to the point of distraction. The lack of respect is most evident when she throws me down on my ass and stands over me sporting a smug, self-righteous grin. She enjoys doing that a little too much.

It took all of my willpower today not to drag her down on top of me, until the valley of her pussy lips subtly outlined in those yoga pants settled comfortably around the hard length of my cock. My mind flashes with images of what it would be like to feel her heat surround me. To have her begin to ride me with the wild abandon I suspect is hiding behind the façade of composure she tries so hard to maintain.

It’s in her eyes. Just the faintest flicker of craving now and then, but it’s there. I know it. I saw it again today when I caught her checking me out. One day soon, I intend to turn that flicker into a flame. I’m going to fuck Miss Catriona Wilson until composure is no longer part of her vocabulary. Maybe then, my own strange urge to bed someone so unsuitable will be assuaged. 

I don’t even know where this desire stems from. She’s not the type I would usually take to my bed. She’s short and slimly muscled. She wears suits when on duty, and casual sweat pants or khaki trousers and dusty combat boots when she’s not. I doubt her capable hands have ever seen a manicure, and she’d probably laugh herself silly if I ever presented her with a gift of diamond jewelry.

“What a waste.” I’ve heard her mutter those very words at formal events. “Why not spend money like that where it can actually do some good?” 

Catriona presents a challenge I neither want nor need, and yet, I can’t seem to get her out of my head. Or my sexual fantasies. When I happened to wander past that courtyard and saw her quietly working out by herself in the black singlet top and tight yoga pants, earphones on with music no doubt blocking out the rest of the world, and her eyes closed in obvious concentration, my cock instantly rose to attention. I couldn’t resist staring. 

I’m always introduced to my security detail at the commencement of their assignment. I insist on a change of team every six months so the members don’t get stale, and I know Cat started a good couple of months ago already. But she wasn’t someone who registered at the time, beyond tough, blonde, and coming with top-notch references from ex-police colleagues. She was just like most of them, on the periphery of my awareness. No one important. Certainly no one who might end up taking my breath away just because of her fluidity of movement during exercise.

I’ll admit her hair is exactly the kind of long and wavy I enjoy losing my wandering hands in, the light golden color unique in a land filled with dark hair and platinum wanna-be’s. She normally wears it tied back in a sleek ponytail or bun, and I’ve only seen it loose once, when I happened to be walking in the palace garden beneath her room and caught sight of her on her balcony, staring out at the sunset.

Her eyes—so interested in everything; so beautiful when she studies the world around us—change when she looks directly at me. They narrow and lose their sparkle. When I’m the target of her gaze, it’s as if she’s discovered something less than savory. What did I do to deserve such displeasure from a woman who ostensibly works for me? What would it take to force her sapphire-touched eyes to soften into arousal and her lips to lose that pursed up look of displeasure every time she glances in my direction?

When I stood in the shadow of the stone courtyard entrance and watched her work out that first time in a slow yet steady rhythm, something changed. I have no idea what, or why, but my breath caught and held in my throat as if someone were squeezing it closed. The urge to lunge forward into the arena and pull her into a tight embrace became almost overwhelming. I remember clutching at the brickwork to keep myself from moving toward her.

It’s inexplicable. 

I like my women tall and elegant, nicely rounded in all the right places, and with breasts I can lose myself in if I so choose. Fashionable women, who wear designer clothing and who wouldn’t know how to knock a man’s legs out from underneath him in a million years. That’s the type of woman I bed. Beautiful women I can fuck and forget, before they get too clingy and decide they want to be the next member of the Leoni royal family.

Cat is nothing like that. As far as I know, she hasn’t a drop of blue blood whatsoever running through her veins. She’s a commoner, from a country so far away from here I forget it exists a lot of the time. A nobody, in royal terms, and yet, somehow, she’s not.

At Kasper’s coronation, I expected to be eaten up with jealousy, but instead of focusing on our late father’s crown being placed onto my brother’s head, I found my thoughts filled with images of Cat practicing her fluid moves. Lunging forward, bending backward, eyes closed as she worked through her routine with steady grace. I found myself with the beginnings of a hard-on, right there in front of the royal podium. I had to concentrate, bringing my attention back to the moment, not to embarrass myself in front of the family.

After the ceremony, when I told Cat I wanted her to show me some of those moves, the surprise in her baby blues was overlaid with something more. Something that looked, for a fleeting moment, like unfettered desire. Then it was gone, hidden again behind the usual composed and slightly narrowed expression. I’ve been goading her ever since in an effort to get her to drop her composure and reveal the truth of the emotions simmering below the surface. 

Part of me is beginning to regret goading her so far. Specifically, my rear end, which likely may bruise after that last fall I took today. I shrug to loosen the tension that seems to sit permanently across my shoulders, and adjust the burgeoning package between my legs. Yet again. Thoughts of wrestling with Cat have brought me to this. I’m like a schoolboy in the first throes of puberty, unable to control my libido. 

Talk about embarrassing myself. I’ll have to hurry inside to the safety of my suite unless
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