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      Lady Meredith Bingham thought that she had her life sorted.  She was a member of the royal guard - an elite security team tasked with protecting the queen of Merveille.  She was also close personal friends with the queen and part of her inner circle - the ladies in waiting.  But then her mother had to go and ruin it all.  Lady Caroline Bingham was sick of her daughter fooling around and playing soldier.  She thought it was high time her daughter got serious about her future and found herself a suitable husband.  With the duke pulling double duty as the country's prime minister, it was only right that his daughter start acting like a proper daughter of nobility.  Much to Meredith's chagrin, the queen agrees that Meredith must step down from her post.

      Prince Christophe Kostopolous was a prince in exile.  For the last ten years he had been living under the pseudonym of Jamie Kosta, and for the last seven years he has been part of the royal guard.  Very few people knew his true identity, but that was all about to change.  The people he had been hiding from all these years have found him and he may finally have his chance to reclaim his rightful place on the throne of his small island nation of Kalopsia.  The only problem is, he has fallen for a certain duke's daughter and she has no idea who he really is.
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        To the faithful readers who contacted me at the end of ‘A Royal Expectation’ demanding the next book…here ’tis.
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        Meredith

      

      

      “Jamie?  What are you doing?”

      “Come on,” he said, tugging my hand as we escaped from the palace and snuck into a dark part of the gardens.

      It was thrilling, this secret liaison between us, and we had been lucky so far that we hadn’t been caught.  As the daughter of the prime minister and a duke, my dalliance with a security guard would probably not go down well.  Jamie was more than just a security guard though, we both were.  As part of the queen’s personal security team, we were highly trained bodyguards who were prepared to step in front of a bullet to save the life of our sovereign.  This was a fact that my mother hated with a passion.

      It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness after the bright lights of the palace, but the soft lapping of the water gave me some indication of where we were.  There was a small dock in the shadow of the castle where the stone walls sunk into the lake.    I felt the wooden boards under my feet as we walked out onto the short pier, the sky a dome of midnight blue velvet above us.  I took a deep breath of the cool, fresh air and smiled as Jamie trailed a hand over my cheek and down my neck.

      He kissed me then and I sighed into him.  We saw each other every day, almost every hour of every day, but it was so very rare for us to be completely alone.  It had started out as some harmless flirting and then one day when we had been sparring together he kissed me.  I was ashamed to admit that it was my first kiss.  As the queen’s companion and bodyguard, I hadn’t had all that much time to date and men found me intimidating anyway.  Maybe it was the fact that I knew forty-seven different ways to kill a man without using a weapon that scared them off.  Or maybe it was the fact that I could bench press more than them.  Not everyone appreciated the muscles that I had spent time cultivating, but fortunately Jamie did.

      He lifted his head and looked down at me with a crooked smile on his face.  The man was gorgeous.  He had the real boy-next-door look going on and with his sense of humour and love of life, it was hard not to be attracted to him.  It was a pity that it would never work out in the long run.  I had mostly escaped the trappings of being a duke’s daughter by first becoming Alyssa’s companion when we were children, and then convincing my father to let me train at the academy to be one of her bodyguards.  At the time it had seemed like a logical thing to do, to have one of Alyssa’s friends also double as a guard, and thankfully my father had seen the sense in it despite my mother’s protests.  I was grateful for his foresight because I loved my job and I didn’t want it to be taken away from me, although inevitably it would be.

      I would eventually have to take a husband and I would be expected to marry well.  My parents had not been so draconian as to try and find a husband for me but I knew that Jamie would not fit the bill.  He was not nobility and therefore unsuitable for a duke’s daughter.  I thought the whole thing was a bunch of poppycock, but I didn’t exactly have a say in the matter.  Besides, Jamie and I were just having fun - neither of us had made a commitment to one another.  With our jobs being the most important thing in our lives, I doubted either of us was prepared to give it up for the sake of a relationship.  That would be what would have to happen.  One of us would have to step down from the security detail and I knew neither one of us wanted to do that.

      “Are you looking forward to our little field trip next week?’ Jamie asked as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close.

      “A month on a yacht visiting the tropical islands?  Nah, it’s not really my scene.”

      His laugh rumbled through his chest and made me tingle.  “Yeah, me either,” he said.

      The queen and prince were starting their tour in a week’s time.  We would be away from the palace for a month and would be traveling by yacht, visiting the islands dotted around the Mediterranean.  We would travel to Monaco first for a royal visit with the Prince of Monaco.  We would then board the yacht, or fleet of yachts as the case may be, and travel to a small island owned by Merveille.  We would spend a few nights there and then begin the tour of the islands off the coast of Spain and the Balearic Sea.

      “I am looking forward to having some down time on Le Beau.”

      “I never understood why they named an island ‘beautiful man’,” Jamie said.

      I chuckled. “It’s because of the natives on the island.  Apparently they’re beautiful.”

      “It’s still a stupid name.”  He was silent for a moment. “Are you going to hit the casinos?”

      “I thought I might,” I replied. “Are you?”

      “Maybe… maybe we could go together.”

      “I’d like that,” I whispered.

      The island of Le Beau was kind of like the Las Vegas of Merveille.  It was a popular destination for bachelor parties and girls’ weekends.  I had never been and I was really looking forward to seeing what all the fuss was about.

      A giggle floated down to us from the garden terraces above and we both stiffened and lifted our heads to listen.

      “We should get out of here before we’re seen,” I whispered.

      Jamie pulled me hard up against his chest and kissed me fiercely, fogging my brain and making me breathless.  And then he was gone, melting into the darkness and leaving me alone on the pier, stunned by the force of emotions that had swept over me with his kiss.  I couldn’t be falling for him, I just couldn’t.

      

      
        
        Jamie

      

      

      I had been ignoring the message on my phone for the past half an hour, but I couldn’t ignore it anymore.  I wanted to see Meredith one last time, just in case the meeting I was about to go into had the expected outcome.  I had always known that it would happen one day, I just hadn’t thought it would be so soon.  Not that ten years in exile was exactly soon.  Maybe it was more the fact that now that I had initiated a relationship with Meredith, I wasn’t ready for it to be over.

      I took a deep breath and tapped on the door.  At the spoken command from inside, I entered.

      “Benjamin,” I said, acknowledging my immediate superior.  “Von Bartham.”

      Both men nodded to me.  “Prince Christophe.” Von Bartham returned and I sighed audibly.

      “Has it happened then?” I asked.

      Benjamin sat forward in his chair and leaned his elbows on his desk. “No,” he said. “Your father is still imprisoned, but there has been chatter.”

      “They know where I am,” I said feeling the familiar frustration.  I had been avoiding the traitorous insurgents for ten years.  They had taken my father hostage and had murdered my mother and sisters.  I had been lucky enough to escape and I had been biding my time in the hope of finally being able to reclaim the throne of my country.

      “Yes,” Benjamin said.

      “I told Freddie not to include me in his wedding party,” I said with a growl of frustration.

      I had been so careful and Freddie was one of the very few people who knew who I really was.  We had become close friends, not that anyone would know about it.  I assumed Alex would know the truth now.  Freddie had warned me he wouldn’t be keeping any secrets from her.  I had only asked that he waited until they were married.  The last thing I wanted was for the entire palace to know my secret.  Now it seemed it wouldn’t matter.  The cat, as they say, was out of the bag.

      “So what do you want me to do?” I asked, resigned to fleeing in the middle of the night before anyone could drag me back to stand trial in what would be a farce of the judicial system.

      The rebels who had attacked the palace on the small island that was my home were more corrupt than they accused my family of being.  I hated to think what had become of the island paradise that I had once called home.  My heart bled for the people I had left behind, but my hands were tied.  I couldn’t reclaim what was mine until we found a weakness in their forces and so far none had become evident.  Many had branded me a coward for running away, and perhaps they were right.  My father had urged me to run and I had only been a mere boy of fifteen at the time.  He had promised me that by running, I would live to fight another day.  Alyssa’s father, King Edward, had been friends with my father and had offered me sanctuary.  I had been secreted out of my country and sequestered in the castle of Merveille until the immediate danger had passed.  When Von Bartham suggested I join the royal guard, I jumped at the chance.  Spending time in America while Alyssa attended Harvard had further distanced me from the troubles at home.  No one knew what had happened to me and many speculated that I was dead, a fact that the rebels touted to be the truth and to be at their hands.

      “I want you to stick with the plan,” Benjamin said.  “Go on tour with Alyssa.  Get lost on Le Beau for a while.  Keep your head down.  Von Bartham will monitor the situation from here and we will do what we can to remove any photos of you in the wedding party that might surface.”

      “And the rest of the guard?  Are they to finally find out the truth about who I am?”

      Benjamin studied me with his shrewd eyes before shaking his head with a sigh.  “No.  Not yet.  This might all blow over and then we would have compromised your identity for nothing.  We won’t say anything for now.”

      “Does Alyssa know?”  I hadn’t thought to ask before.  She hadn’t treated me any differently, so I had just assumed the truth hadn’t been revealed to her yet.

      “Yes.  So does Will.  Alyssa was told in her security briefing after she took the crown.  Will was told in his after he married her.”

      “And they are okay with me continuing on with the tour?  Won’t having me there increase the security risks?”

      Von Bartham and Benjamin shared a look.  “We don’t think so.  We will keep your duties out of the spotlight.  You won’t be visible at any of their public appearances and…”

      “And what?”

      Benjamin sighed.  “We want you and Meredith to pose as decoys for Alyssa and Will.”

      I scoffed.  “Meredith has bright red hair and looks nothing like the queen.”

      “A wig, some dark glasses.  They are of a similar height and build.  It was always part of the plan, and it is something that she has been trained for.”

      “And me?  A wig and dark glasses?”

      Benjamin nodded. “And some decent clothes.”  He smiled trying to lighten the situation.  I wasn’t known for my stylish dressing, something that had become a bit of a joke around the palace.

      “Okay,” I said, drawing in all the frustration and residual anger that seemed to be my constant companion.

      I didn’t think this would end well, but maybe I would finally be able to do something to help my people.  Maybe this whole ordeal was finally going to come to a head.
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        Meredith

      

      

      I grunted with the impact of hitting the floor.  It was not in the least bit romantic or lady-like.  I didn’t care.

      Before he could get a good hold on me, I rolled to the side and sprung to my feet.  I bounced a few times as I watched him move out of my reach.  The smile on my face was wide.  My heart beat strongly in my chest from the exertion and my lungs bellowed as I sucked in air.  I felt good.  I felt alive.  This was what I was born to do and I was amongst the lucky few who actually had the opportunity to live their dream.

      “Had enough?” I asked as Jamie got to his feet.

      The training room was empty except for the two of us.  This had become a ritual of sorts.  A way to wind down at the end of the day with the added bonus of spending some uninterrupted alone-time together.  There was also the fact that nobody would think it suspicious.  No one would suspect that the two of us were seeing each other even though we spent every night together in the training room after our shifts had ended.

      Jamie grinned slowly at me and I had to suppress a shiver.  The man was far too cute for his own good.  He had height and reach on me, strength too, but he wasn’t overly large and muscle-bound like some of the guys.  That’s not to say he wasn’t built.  Like seriously built.  His dark blonde hair was cropped short and he had a well-trimmed beard.  It was his eyes though that got me.  Every.  Single.  Time.  They were grey and when he was smiling like he was right now, they were almost silver.  I’d seen them turn dark and stormy and I might have to admit that that’s when I liked them best.  It might be because they turned that dark colour just before he kissed me - which was infrequently.

      “Just letting you regroup, agapoúla mou,” he said as he prowled toward me.

      I knew that Jamie had Greek heritage, but we didn’t talk much about his family - or mine for that matter.  We joined the royal guard at the same time and had been training together for as long as I could remember, although it was only recently that our relationship had changed.  We had always been friends, now we had slipped into something more.  Something I wasn’t yet willing to analyse.  Something we weren’t prepared to make public.  We could both lose our jobs if the current state of our relationship became known.

      “You know I’m winning, right?” I said as we circled each other.

      Jamie may be bigger and stronger than me, but I was nimble and quick.  Oh, and flexible which came in handy when we were wrestling.  I couldn’t help the grin that stretched my lips wide.  I used to train with Alyssa, before she became queen, and we were fairly evenly matched.  Since both Benjamin and Von Bartham had put a stop to our full-body-contact sparring, I had been training with the guys - Jamie more often than not.  It’s probably why our relationship changed.  Couples that wrestled together, stayed together.

      “What have I told you about counting your chickens?” Jamie said.

      Before the words had even registered in my brain, he was on me.  I barely had time to realise what was happening before I was lying on the ground with his body weight holding me down.  I flopped about like a fish trying to dislodge his bulk, but it was to no avail.  He flipped me over and locked his leg around my waist, pulling me toward his chest and then securing my arms by banding his around me.  The body-triangle.  My nemesis.

      “Now,” he breathed in my ear, “what was that you were saying about winning?”

      I struggled vainly against the hold, but he had me locked up tight.  We were both breathing hard.  His hot breath was on my neck and it was only my pride that stopped me from melting against him.  We were both sweaty and no doubt smelly and still I was having the best time.  Well, apart from the fact that he had beaten me again.  He knew my weakness.  He knew I couldn’t get out of this hold and he employed it whenever he thought I needed to be taken down a peg.

      I struggled again, trying to roll us over, but he wouldn’t budge.  There was something about the way he moved that was deceptive and it got me every time.  He lumbered, like he was slow and heavy, but it was all an act.  The fact was that he moved with grace and agility that defied his size.  I’d gotten cocky and miscalculated his speed - something I did far too often.  You would think that all the time we spent sparring would mean that I would learn never to underestimate him and yet here I was, locked in a hold that I couldn’t get out of.  Again.  It seemed that our after-hours training sessions always ended up with us in this exact position.

      I relaxed my body, going limp in his arms.  He and I both knew that he had won and that our bout was over.  His hold loosened but he didn’t let go of me.  We sat like that on the floor, our bodies pressed close, my back to his chest, his breath in my ear.  I closed my eyes.  There was a war inside me.  I liked this feeling of being wrapped up in him - even if we were both sweaty and smelling like a week old gym bag - but I was also annoyed.  I was cranky at myself for falling for his deceptive movement and I was cranky at him for not only knowing my weakness but using it against me.

      Annoyance won out.

      I broke out of his hold and rolled away from him.  I stood and smoothed out the body suit I wore while training.  He leaned back on his arms and looked up at me, but I refused to look into those eyes that would see far more than I wanted them to.

      “Meredith,” he said as I walked away from him.  “Agapoúla mou,” he said softly when I didn’t answer him.

      I didn’t turn around to face him.  I struggled to get my own emotions under control.  I felt him, rather than heard him, as he stood close behind me.  His body heat seared me through the thin biometric fabric of my bodysuit.  His hands landed gently on my shoulders and then slipped down my arms before tightening in a gentle grip.  He spun me around so that I was facing him and tucked a finger under my chin so that I had to look up at him and into those eyes that had gone the stormy colour that I loved.

      He dipped his head and brushed his lips across mine in the barest of touches.  It was risky.  Being together like this.  Anyone could walk in and catch us.  He did it again, increasing the pressure slightly and I couldn’t resist.  It didn’t matter that I was mad at him, the way he kissed me broke through all my resistance.  I kissed him back and his hands went into my hair, pulling it out of its ponytail so that it fell down in a tumble of red curls over my shoulders.  I don’t know why I didn’t cut it all off.  It would be definitely easier to manage.  Jamie threaded his fingers through it as he kissed me deeper and I had my answer.  He loved my hair and I loved the way he played with it.

      An annoying and insistent beep sounded from the watch he wore on his wrist and he groaned as he pulled away.  He pressed his forehead to mine and took a deep breath.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      “Hot date?” I breathed, trying for levity but instead coming across as insecure and clingy.

      He brushed a kiss on my forehead and sighed.  “Meeting with Benjamin and Von Bartham.”

      “Oh?” I tilted my head back and looked up at him.  “About the tour?”

      Jamie shrugged as we separated and he ran his hand through his own hair making it stick up in all directions.

      “Just some last minute details, I think.”

      “They don’t want me there?” I asked.  If it had to do with the tour that Alyssa and Will were about to begin then I felt I should be there.

      “I think it has something to do with me impersonating Will,” Jamie said, but he didn’t look at me while he spoke.  Instead he walked over to where his gym bag was and grabbed a towel, swiping it over his head and face.

      “Oh,” I replied, walking toward my own gear.  “Okay well, I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      This bit was always awkward.  When we were together we were in our own little world and things felt good, right.  But when it came time to go back to the real world, things between us got awkward.  I hated it.  I hated that we had to keep our relationship a secret but at the same time I loved the intimacy it created.  Besides, I wasn’t ready to leave the guard and wouldn’t ever leave it if I had the choice.  There was no way our relationship could become public and both of us retain our positions.  The fact was that if I wanted to be with Jamie, it would have to be in secret, grabbing stolen moments together whenever we could.  It was this or nothing and right now, I was willing to make this enough.

      I took a step towards the door and he reached out, taking my arm and pulling me into his body.  I tilted my face up to his and he searched my eyes for a moment before lowering his head and kissing me. I closed my eyes and let the sensations flow over me, savouring them, memorising them.  With a sigh, I broke the kiss and smiled up at him.

      “See you tomorrow,” I said and then turned and walked away, not looking back.

      

      I walked into the training room the next day and silence fell.  I tried not to let it worry me but it was happening more and more often.  I had been part of this team from its inception.  Alyssa and I were playing together as toddlers so it was only natural that I would be part of her security team.  Lately, though, I felt like I was being pushed out.  I’d tried to keep the fact that I was related to a duke on the down low but it was the worst kept secret in the palace.  Everybody knew that I was the Duke of Monterey’s daughter and ever since my dear old dad became prime minister, the guys in the team had been looking at me differently.  I’d tried to ignore it.  I just wanted to do my job and that meant I needed to blend into the background.  That had become harder and harder to do but I’d never expected it to make the guys in the team treat me differently.

      “Who drew the short straw today?” I asked as I dumped my gear bag on one of the benches that ran along the side of the room.

      “Uh?” Aiden looked at me with puzzled eyebrows.  He was pretty and a darn good guard but a Rhodes Scholar he was not.

      “Who’s up first to spar with me?” I asked, spelling it out for him.

      Aiden rolled his eyes and turned back to the huddle where Cody and Scott were whispering about something.  Carlos and Daniel were on duty - they had just relieved Jamie and me - and I had no idea where Benjamin was.  He was the team leader and was usually present at every training session.

      I shrugged and unzipped my bag.  If the guys didn’t want to talk to me then I wasn’t going to push the issue. We had all been working together for a long time, there was no reason for me to feel insecure around them.  The only new additions were Daniel and Carlos and that hadn’t been until after the king and prince were killed.  Carlos and Daniel were both part of the security team for the crown prince, but nobody could find fault with the way they executed their duty.  What happened to the king and the prince was unprecedented and security had definitely changed since then.  No one ever expected someone so close to the royal family to assassinate them.  It was not something any of us were likely to forget.

      The door opened and Jamie walked in, his hair still wet from his shower.  I tried really hard not to ogle him.  Being around him when the rest of the team was present was an exercise in discipline. Luckily I was a disciplinary master…er…a master of discipline?  Whatever.  The fact was that I knew how to compartmentalise.  I had no trouble assigning Jamie to the compartment of team member when we were working together.

      He grinned at me and my lips tipped up in an answering smile before I turned away so the others couldn’t see my blush.  Yep.  Master of discipline, that was me.

      “Where’s Benjamin?” Jamie asked as he dropped his bag on the bench next to mine.

      “No clue,” I replied as I pulled out my water bottle.  I took a mouthful before speaking again.  “What’s going on over there?” I indicated the huddle with a nudge of my head.

      Jamie lifted his eyes to take in the three team members and his eyebrows came down in a puzzled vee between his eyes.  “No idea,” he said.

      I stayed where I was as he lumbered over to join the huddle.  I watched with my peripheral vision as I pretended to be completely engrossed in my gear.  Jamie spoke to guys for a moment and then looked up and caught my eye.  His face was inscrutable.  I had a bad feeling that whatever was being discussed had something to do with me.

      Was it paranoia to think that there was a conspiracy brewing?  Or was I just narcissistic?  I turned my back on the gossip huddle and tried to push the nagging feeling out of my mind.  It didn’t mean anything.  Maybe one of them had a crush on some poor unsuspecting girl, maybe even one of the ladies in waiting.  I had a foot in both camps so they definitely wouldn’t want me knowing anything like that.  It was an interesting thought though.  I snuck a look over my shoulder and looked at the four boys who I had practically lived with for the past seven years.  It went without saying that I thought Jamie was attractive, but I had never really looked at the others in that way.  I suppose, if I was being objective, Aiden, Cody and Scott were good looking men.  But of the unattached ladies in waiting, I didn’t think any of them had a chance.  Savannah was like a French poodle who would look down on them like they were gutter trash.  Don’t get me wrong, I loved Savannah, but I often wondered why she didn’t get a crick in her neck from the way she held her nose in the air all the time.  The only other unattached LIW was Margaret.  Margaret the mouse.  These guys would send her running for the hills if any one of them showed any interest in her.

      Before I could puzzle it out any further, the training door opened and Benjamin stepped into the room.  He wasn’t alone.

      “Listen up,” Benjamin said, drawing everyone’s attention.  “I want to introduce you to a new member of the team.”

      We were all too well trained to gasp in surprise - out loud anyway.  I definitely gasped internally and I have no doubt the others did too.  My eyes went to the interloper and narrowed.  Those feelings of paranoia rose sharp and fierce.  The newcomer was a woman.

      “I’d like you all to meet Danika Lazos.  She will be joining the team for a probationary period after which we will decide whether she will become a permanent member.”

      “I didn’t know we were looking for a new team member,” I said.  It may have come out as a little…petulant.

      “I didn’t realise we had to pass all our management decision by you first,” Benjamin replied.

      “Maybe not,” I said, not backing down.  “But a new team member is a big step.  Especially with the tour coming up and that we don’t know this chick from Adam.”

      Benjamin stared me down.  We had a good working relationship.  He was tough but fair and we had been through a lot together.  When Daniel and Carlos joined the team we were all consulted.  I didn’t like that he was bringing in a newcomer without even mentioning it to us.

      “Would you like to perform some sort of hazing ritual on me?” Danika asked.  She had an odd accent that I couldn’t place.  “Would that make you feel better?”

      “Actually yes,” I replied, taking a step forward.  “I don’t know you.  In fact I’ve never seen your face before, so forgive me for being a little suspicious that some unknown person is joining our team.”

      “Meredith—” Benjamin’s voice held a warning but I didn’t heed it.

      “Alyssa is not only my queen but she is my best friend.  I think it only right that I vet the new girl before we turn her loose on our monarchs.”

      Benjamin rolled his eyes but the other guys seemed to grin with anticipation.

      “So what do you think would be fair?” Danika asked.  “Pistols at dawn?”

      I grinned…well, I bared my teeth at her.  “How about a quick bout here and now unless…”

      Danika shrugged off her jacket and pushed up her sleeves.  “Here and now,” she said, “sounds good to me.”

      “Unarmed,” Benjamin said, catching my eye.

      I gave him a sharp nod and pulled out the weapon I had holstered under my arm.  I removed my shoulder holster and sheathed knife I had strapped around my thigh.  Similarly, Danika removed her own holstered weapons.  We circled each other on the mats.

      “All of them Meredith,” Benjamin called, crossing his arms across his chest.

      With a harrumph, I removed the other various weaponry hidden on my person.  I was good at hand to hand combat but it paid to be prepared.  I made a small pile of my hardware and felt decidedly naked without it on.  Benjamin gave me a nod and I turned my focus back to the new girl.  Danika.

      We began circling each other once more.  I watched the way her body moved.  She was slick with long-limbed grace.  She was perhaps a little taller than me, but I definitely had more muscle mass.  I wasn’t bulky as in, say, Olympic weightlifting proportions, but I wasn’t skin and bone either.  She went to move, but I pre-empted her and got the upper hand quickly.  She gave a good fight, but I had her down and pinned swiftly.  I was a ninja like that.  I had to be when I regularly sparred with the other men on my team.  If I couldn’t be as powerful or as intimidating as they were then I needed to be resourceful.  Some might call it sneaky, but I liked to think of it more as being smart.

      Danika tapped out of the hold and I stood, proud of myself.  Benjamin smirked at me.

      “Are you done?” he asked.

      “For now,” I replied.

      “Great.  So can we please get on with the rest of the training session?”
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        Meredith

      

      

      I was running late - an unforgivable sin - but was it more unforgivable than turning up in my training gear?  I couldn’t help that the training session went long.  Okay, maybe it was my fault that the training session went long, but it was my job and the queen and prince’s lives depended on us doing our job right.  Plus, there was the new girl.  I still didn’t trust her.  I didn’t like the way she looked at Jamie - like he was dessert.  I beat her in the initial sparring bout we’d had, but as I watched her through the rest of the session I wondered whether she had held back with me.  The woman had skills and it kind of annoyed me.  Not to mention the other guys fawned all over her.  Okay, maybe fawned was the wrong word.  My guys didn’t fawn.  But they didn’t give her crap like they gave me and I know Cody went easy on her in their grappling session.

      I slid into the back of the BMW that was waiting for me at the entrance to the palace.  Once the door was closed and the car began to move, I took a deep breath and tipped my head back against the seat.  I closed my eyes and tried to stop the raging thoughts that kept circling my brain.  I was so discombobulated.  Not a great way to be when I was supposed to be leaving in a couple of days on tour with the queen.  We didn’t expect any trouble.  Well, we always expected trouble, but there had been no chatter that anything was afoot, so there were no major security concerns.  But still.  I needed to have my game face on.  Not only would I be escorting the queen and prince on their visits, but I would also at times be impersonating her.  It was something I had done when she was younger, not so much now.  The whole idea was to give Alyssa and Will some moments of privacy from the press that was bound to follow them.  Jamie and I would pretend to be them - not talk or do interviews - but just be seen around town enjoying the sights.  That way the eyes of the world would be on us and Alyssa and Will could have some time out of the spotlight.

      Which was all to say that this weird paranoid feeling that was making me jumpy needed to quit it.  I couldn’t afford to be distracted.  This trip was too important.  This was my career and I needed my head screwed on straight to make sure I did it properly.

      The car came to a stop outside my parents’ house and I sighed as the door was opened for me.  Château de Monterey was a hulking beast of a castle complete with crenelations and murder holes.  It was a fort, really.  A throwback to times of war.  Where the Château de Conté de Fees was a fairytale castle with whimsical turrets and fanciful stained glass windows, Château de Monterey was a battlement.  It had been softened over the years with gorgeous gardens and subtle lighting.  The moat had been drained and the drawbridge replaced by a regular bridge, but it was still unmistakably a battle fort that had played a pivotal role in our country’s independence.  But to me it was my childhood home.  I had grown up here and knew its secrets.  I loved its history and was proud that the Binghams had stood beside the St. Benéts for all these years.  The first king had bestowed the honour of duke on my distant grand pappy and our two families had been tight ever since.

      I took the stairs confidently and smiled at Norman as he opened the door for me.  I didn’t need an escort, I knew they would be waiting for me in Mother’s favourite room.  She would be sitting on her chair ready to give me the look of disapproval as soon as I entered.  Not only was I late but I was wearing pants - almost as big of an unforgivable sin as being late.  Two strikes to me and dinner hadn’t even started yet.  At least they weren’t jeans, which I’d almost worn.  She probably would have sent me to my rooms to change if that had been the case.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like dresses - I wore them often - I just preferred to wear pants.  There were many more places to hide weapons when you had pockets and a waist band.  It was also easier to move in a well-tailored pair of pants and you didn’t have to worry about flashing your unmentionables if you happen to have to do a roundhouse kick.

      I heard the dulcet tones of my brother and stopped in surprise.  He and Alex had only gotten married a couple of days ago, why were they here and not on their honeymoon?

      “Come along Meredith,” Mother called through the open door.  “We are waiting for you.”

      “Drat,” I hissed under my breath.  My mother had ears like a bat.  I forced a pleasant smile to my face and stepped into the room.  “Good evening everyone,” I said in my best duke’s daughter’s voice.  “Please excuse my tardiness but I got caught up at work.”

      Mother hummed disapprovingly and I stepped up to brush her cheek with the obligatory kiss.  My father pulled me into a tight hug and a smacking kiss on the top of my head and then I turned to my brother and his new wife.

      “What are you two doing here?  I thought you would be off on the great European adventure.”

      Freddie stood and pulled me into a hug.  “I’ve got your back, sis,” he whispered into my ear and then stepped back with a big grin on his face.

      Alex stood too and hugged me, holding on a little longer than necessary.  Why did I suddenly feel like I was going to the gallows?

      “Dinner is served ma’am,” a footman said from the door.

      “And none too soon,” Mother said as she stood.  My father took her elbow and preceded the rest of us out the door.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered to Freddie as I walked behind him and Alex.

      He looked over his shoulder at me and gave me a sad smile.  “It’s going to be okay Mer,” he whispered back.

      I swore silently in my head.  I didn’t like this.  I didn’t like it at all.

      I took my assigned place at the table and the first course was served.  It may only be the five of us for dinner but it was presented as if it were a banquet.  Mother didn’t believe in doing things by halves, not even a simple family dinner.

      Once every one had tried a spoonful of the soup, my mother turned her eyes on me.  “It’s time, Meredith,” she said.

      I looked at her with a puzzled frown.  “Time for what?”

      She sighed and put down her spoon like I was being deliberately obtuse.  She folded her hands on her lap and stared me down.  “It’s time for you to resign your position from the royal guard.”

      The spoonful of soup was halfway to my mouth when I froze.  I took a beat to school my reaction - flinging the hot soup at my mother in a fit of pique would not do anything to further my cause - and slowly lowered my spoon back to the bowl.

      “I’m sorry?”

      My mother sighed again like the weight of the world was on her shoulders.  “I have been patient.  I have stood back and let this ridiculous display of rebellion go on against my better judgement.  I allowed you to follow Alyssa overseas to America for four years.  When she came back I thought that finally you would give up this notion that you are a body guard.  But it has been nearly two years and here you are still, running around like a common enlisted soldier.  It’s time for it to stop.”

      “This is my career,” I said turning to Freddie for help, but he returned my look with one of pity.  I next looked to my father but there was no help to be found there either.

      “No, Meredith.  This was just a distraction.  You are the daughter of a duke and it’s high time you started acting that way.  Your father is now the prime minister.  Can’t you see how ridiculous it is that you continue to serve on the royal guard?  There are expectations that need to be met and I am at the end of my patience waiting for you to do the responsible thing.”

      I stood to my feet and slammed the napkin that had been on my lap on the table.  “Do the responsible thing?” I tempered my voice so I wasn’t yelling.  I really did want to yell, though.  “You don’t think I’m being responsible?”

      “Sit down,” Mother said with a resigned sigh.  “There are other people who could do your job.” She said the word job like it tasted bad.  “But your father only has one daughter and there are responsibilities that come with your nobility.”

      “Name one thing that is more important than me doing my job,” I said as I sat heavily in my chair.  I felt betrayed.  I thought at least Freddie would stick up for me or Alex even.  But the two traitors sat silent, their eyes pitying me.

      “Marriage,” Mother said.

      “Pardon?”

      “Marriage is more important than you continuing on as a royal guard.  You are a duke’s daughter—”

      “I really don’t see how being daddy’s little girl has anything to do with me getting married or not.  And it has nothing to do with my job.  A job I love by the way, not that anyone seems to care about that.”

      “Kitten,” Daddy started but then was shushed by Mother.

      “Don’t mollycoddle her,” Mother said.  “She needs to understand the importance of her position and her role.  We are in this position because you spoiled her for far too long.”  Mother took a breath and then turned to me.  “Meredith, you were never meant to be in the guard for this long.  I allowed it when you and Alyssa were young.  I even allowed it when you traipsed across the ocean to go to university with her because I thought the education would be good for you.  But you were always meant to come back here and take up your position as Lady Meredith.  It is even more important now, what with your father’s new position and the changes that are happening in Parliament.  Alyssa has paved the way for something that many women among the peers have longed for and it gives you a very unique opportunity.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Mother sighed.  “Because of the changes that Alyssa is spearheading you have the unique opportunity to take up a title of your own.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Mother rolled her eyes.  “Your father is The Duke of Monterey, your brother is The Earl of Avonlea and you, my dear, are The Countess of Bellemere.”

      “Grandmother’s title?”

      Mother nodded.  Her own mother had been a countess before she married The Duke of Newbury - my grandfather.

      “But I don’t want to be a countess,” I said, looking around the table.  “I’m happy as I am.  More than happy.”

      “If you refuse the title then it will go to your cousin Amelia,” Mother said, grimacing.

      “She can have it,” I said.  I didn’t particularly like Amelia but she was still welcome to my unwanted title.

      “Mer,” Freddie said.  “It’s not that simple.  There are other factors to take into account—”

      “I don’t see how there is anything else to discuss.  I don’t want the title.  I just want to keep doing my job.”

      “The queen has already informed Von Bartham that you will be stepping down.”  This from my father.

      “What!?”  I jumped to my feet again.  Betrayed by my closest friend.

      “Sit down Meredith.”

      “No.  I will not sit down.  I’m leaving.  I need to speak to the queen.”

      “Meredith,” Alex said, her soft voice cutting through the rising din in my mind.  “You have an appointment with her tomorrow.  I will be there too.  There truly are things you need to know before you make your decision.  Please, just take a moment and hear all the arguments before you make a choice that you can’t change.”

      I sat back down and looked at the food on my plate.  My soup had been taken away while we argued and now I stared down at a delicious looking pasta dish except that I no longer had any appetite.  The past few days and the whispered conversations that stopped when I walked in the room suddenly began to make more sense.  Everyone else had known that I would be axed from the guard.  That’s why they had been shutting me out.  They knew what was about to happen and no one had felt to inform me.  So much for loyalty.

      

      I didn’t sleep much after the disaster of family dinner.  I dismissed my maids when I got back to the palace and drowned my sorrows in a carton of salted caramel ice cream that I pilfered from the kitchen.  The rest of the night I spent planning my arguments against my forced resignation.  I was royally vexed that my closest friend in the entire world had betrayed me this way.  And betrayal it was.  How could she make this decision without even discussing it with me?  Why let my mother break the news to me?  It went entirely against the friend code and I was not going to leave our meeting until I had vented all that built up anger.

      I let my maids dress me the next morning.  My head was too full of words and arguments to think about clothes and hair and makeup.  Tamara and Chantel had been with me since I came back to Merveille and after a few false starts they had learned what I liked.  I wasn’t as fussy and feminine as the others in Alyssa’s entourage, a fact that I’m sure my maids complained about to the other maids, but I really didn’t care.  This was who I was and everybody just had to live with it.

      I walked toward the queen’s office like I was walking to the gallows.  My job was important to me.  I wanted to keep it.  I didn’t understand why Alyssa was insisting I step down.  It was out of character for her.  She was all about women doing the jobs that they wanted to do.  It was her whole platform in Parliament and for her to turn around and make me resign just seemed…odd.

      I ignored Aiden and Cody who stood outside the door to the queen’s office and stepped inside.  Priscilla smiled at me from the desk outside Alyssa’s door.

      “She’s waiting for you,” Priscilla said and I nodded.

      Did Priscilla know what was going on too?  Of course she did, she was the queen’s personal assistant.  Priscilla would know more than even Alyssa knew.

      I took a deep breath and then knocked lightly on the door.  At Alyssa’s called permission to enter, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.  The office was already full of people, no doubt they had been having a powwow before I arrived on the best way to tackle the sticky situation of Meredith and her absurd notions of wanting to be independent.

      “Thanks for coming,” Alyssa said, all business.  That let me know what the tone of the meeting would be.  All business.  “Have a seat.”

      Everyone was seated in the plush couches that took up one corner of Alyssa’s large office.  Von Bartham and Benjamin were present, as were Freddie and Alex.

      “I understand that you know what this meeting is about?” Alyssa began.

      I nodded.  “My mother so kindly informed me last night that I will be resigning from the guard.”

      Alyssa grimaced.  “I’m sorry about that,” she said, her voice and her eyes softening.

      “Et tu Brute?” I whispered before clearing my throat.  “Are you?” I asked.  I felt comfortable challenging Alyssa because we had been friends for so long.  She was a good boss but a better friend and that was why this whole thing irked me so much.  Why didn’t she come to me first before making the decision?

      “I wanted to talk to you before your mother did but I was overruled.  The duke and duchess thought it better if it was to come from them.”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head.  “It wasn’t better.  I’m still completely confused why you would do this.  Have you lost confidence in me as one of you security team?”

      “Oh god no,” Alyssa said, looking to Benjamin for help.

      “You’re a security risk,” Benjamin said, not mincing his words.

      “What?”

      He sighed and leant forward in his seat, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him.  “With your father’s position as prime minister, you are now a target in your own right.”

      “There has been chatter,” Von Bartham added.  “Threats.”

      “Against the queen?” I asked, startled.

      Benjamin shook his head.

      “Against you,” Freddie answered.

      “What?”

      “Meredith, honey,” Alex said softly, “they see you as a way to get to your father.”

      “But that’s ridiculous.”

      “Unfortunately it’s not,” Benjamin said tiredly.  “I tried to find some way around this whole thing.  You’re a good operative, Meredith, one of my best. But I can’t have you on the team if you are going to bring an added threat to the queen.”

      “So this has nothing to do with my mother’s ridiculous idea that I get married and become a countess?”

      Alyssa and Freddie shared a look.  “That is the other side of this coin,” Freddie said.  “The title is real and we do want you to take it up.  It has been neglected for too many years and it is the perfect opportunity for Alyssa to show that she is serious about the shift to a more equal-opportunity peerage.  The whole marriage thing is neither here nor there.”

      “What about the tour?”

      This time Von Bartham and Benjamin shared a look.  “We want you to still go on tour with us.  We will keep you out of the eye of the public as much as possible.  The threats we intercepted do not seem to be any immediate danger but they did alert us to a future hazard if we didn’t do something now.”

      “So I go on tour and then when we get back, what?  I’m kicked off the team?”

      “Mer,” Freddie breathed, “you can’t look at it like that.  We all know and understand how you feel about being a guard and if there was any way around this whole thing, then don’t you think we would be doing it?  The fact is that you present a danger to Alyssa.  Benjamin can’t have the team’s attention split between trying to protect you and Alyssa.  You understand that don’t you?”

      I nodded.  I understood it but it didn’t make it any more palatable to swallow.
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      It felt a little like déjà vu standing outside Benjamin’s office.  I tapped on the door and waited for the command to enter.  Benjamin sat behind his desk, Von Bartham stood in the corner and the presence of the third person surprised me.  Danika.

      “Take a seat,” Benjamin said.

      I nodded and strode across the room to sit in the chair he indicated.

      “You know Danika, of course,” he said, “but what you don’t know is that she is here because of her expertise.”

      I nodded again, unsure what to say or think.

      “Danika is an expert in the tensions on Kalopsia,” Von Bartham supplied helpfully.

      I raised an eyebrow and turned to look at her.  She was studying me intently, uncomfortably so.  I shifted in my seat.

      “Oh?” I asked.  Did that mean she knew who I was?

      She nodded once and then with a look at Benjamin for permission, she spoke.

      “I have studied Kalopsia for many years,” she said.  “I worked for the Greek government.  Intelligence.”

      I didn’t let anything show on my face at the words she was saying.  Greece had always had an interest in Kalopsia.  We were brothers in a lot of ways, but most of the time Greece looked at us covetously.  Our position within the Aegean Sea put us close to the Greek islands, but we had managed to keep our independence.  They wanted to bring us under their flag, but we had resisted all attempts - both diplomatic and military.

      “Things on Kalopsia are worse than we originally thought,” Benjamin said.  “There is civil unrest and talk of a rebellion.”

      I snorted.  A rebellion to try and overthrow the first rebellion.  It was kind of ironic.

      “It’s not what you think,” Danika said.  “The people want the king reinstated.  The rebellion is working toward making that happen.”

      I took a long, slow breath.  It was news I wanted to hear.  It had always been my goal to return to Kalopsia and take my place beside my father.  Not because I wanted to be a king with all the trappings, but because I knew that my father was a good ruler.  The uprising had happened because of false rumours spread through the media and corrupt militia who were bribed to take the country by force.  I had my suspicions as to who had initiated it, but had never spoken those suspicions aloud.

      “Do you have news of the king?” I asked.

      In ten years I hadn’t heard a single thing about the man that I had idolised.  He simply disappeared.  The insurgents had bragged about having him locked up in the dungeons that still occupied the lower bowels of the castle where we had lived, but no one had seen him since the farce of a kangaroo court that they had paraded him to.  The trumped up charges were a joke and the judge obviously corrupt but the people had believed it.

      Danika shook her head.  “No.  I know there are people working on it.”

      “You have spies inside the castle?” I asked, surprised.

      “Not exactly,” she said, not giving anything else away.

      I turned back to Benjamin and flicked my eyes over to Von Bartham.  “So what does this mean for me?  And for the tour?”

      Von Bartham and Benjamin shared a look.

      “Nothing.  For now,” Von Bartham said.

      “It’s why we’ve brought Danika on.  She is going to be the eyes and ears on you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Von Bartham sighed.  “There has been some noise about you,” he said.

      Damn Freddie for putting me in his wedding party.  He had pretty much outed me to whoever was looking for me.  Even though I had aged ten years and grown quite a spectacular beard, I had no doubt that I had a striking resemblance to my father.  If someone was looking for me, they would know who I was without too much trouble.  My secret had remained so because I was never in the spotlight.  No one took notice of the security detail that followed the queen because their eyes were all on the queen.  Freddie had changed that by asking me to be a groomsman.

      “Wouldn’t it just be easier to pull me from the detail?” I asked with a sigh.

      “It’s too late to do that,” Benjamin said.  “You know the queen and the prince well and you have been on the team for seven years.  We can’t get someone to replace you or your experience this close to the tour.  At this stage you’re more of an asset than a risk.”

      “Do Alyssa and Will know?”

      Von Bartham nodded.  “They were updated this morning in their security briefing.”

      “And they are happy with it?”

      Von Bartham nodded again.  “Alyssa insisted.  She said she wouldn’t feel comfortable with a new team member, not on her first tour, anyway.”

      I took another deep breath and sighed.  “Okay.  So nothing changes.  You don’t want the team updated?”

      Benjamin shook his head.  “It’s best if it’s kept to just us for now.  Danika’s job will be to look for threats around you.  The rest of the team will have their focus on the queen and prince.  You just need to do your job and everything will be fine.”

      I didn’t like keeping this from the rest of the team.  I didn’t like keeping this from Meredith.

      “I don’t like the secrecy,” I said.  “If I’m adding an extra layer of threat to this whole thing, then shouldn’t they be made aware of that?”

      Benjamin nodded slowly.  “I understand what you’re saying and I assure you I didn’t make this decision lightly.  There are other unrests within the team and I really didn’t want them to lose their focus when we don’t think there is a real threat at this stage.  With Danika watching your back, there isn’t any need to split the team’s focus.”

      “What unrest?” I asked.

      Benjamin shook his head.  “I will tell you more, later.  But for now just let it go.  You have enough to worry about.”

      I dragged my hand down my face and exhaled roughly.  I didn’t know what to think of this latest news.  I managed to keep the worry about my father locked away most of the time and after ten years it had gotten easier.  But now that everything had been stirred up again, the old pang was back.  I missed him.  I missed them all.  I had been able to mourn the loss of my mother and sisters, but not knowing whether my father was alive or dead was like an open wound that never seemed to heal.  The whole prince-in-exile thing was a weight that I carried constantly.  Some days it was light and I could almost believe that I was a normal person and then other times, like now, it felt unbearably heavy and weighed on me.

      “Are we done?”

      Benjamin nodded and I stood.  I need out of the small space.  I needed to run and to clear my head before I went on shift. I nodded to the two men and Danika and then strode out the door.

      

      “I what?”

      Benjamin looked at me like I was daft.  “You need to shave off your beard.”

      My hand instinctively went to my beard and stroked the whiskers that I had been cultivating since they had first sprouted out of my chin.  It had taken ten years and a lot of ribbing from the rest of the team, but I finally had a beard I could be proud of and now they wanted me to shave it off.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, too traumatised by the news for my brain to work through the look in Benjamin’s eyes.

      He sighed and rolled his eyes.  “You will be impersonating the prince,” he said slowly.  “Will doesn’t have a beard, ergo…”

      I really hadn’t thought this whole thing through.  Of course it made sense now but when we had first talked about it they had told me a wig and dark glasses.  Now, instead of a wig, I would be dying my hair and shaving my beard?  I didn’t mind the hair dye so much, it would wash out, but it hadn’t even occurred to me that I would be sacrificing my beard for the country and the safety of the monarchy.

      I fingered my beard again.  Sadly.  I heard a twitter of a giggle behind me and I turned to see the two maids that had been tasked with the job of shearing me.  I had to get a haircut too.  That, I didn’t mind so much.  But parting with my beard was a big step.  I wasn’t mentally prepared for it.

      “Maybe Cody or Aiden would be a better body double
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