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FRASER SCOTT

        

      

    

    
      
        	Charlotte Anne Grant

        	Age: 24

        	Birth Date: January 10th, 1998

        	Height: 5ft 6inches

        	Parents: Mitchell and Laurie Grant (Decadence Ltd, Springs Hotels Ltd, and Ava Rose Planning Ltd)

        	Siblings: Emelia Grant (soon to be Mrs Lucas Williamson)

        	Education: Harewood Mount Private School, Junior - Sixth Form

        	Employment: AMEY Care Home - Care Worker

      

      Care worker.

      “Wade?” I said to my second in command. I pointed to her employment status, unable to take my eyes off it. “Are you sure that’s right?”

      “I’ve included photos at the back to prove it,” he said, followed by a clearing of his throat from behind me. “You need to see her.”

      “Not yet. You know me better than that.” I preferred to study a person before I put a face to their life, but my attention peaked even further when I saw a name that I recognised in Charlotte’s dating history. “She hooked up with Penn Ridgeley for two years? I didn’t think that idiot was capable of a monogamous stint.”

      “He wasn’t.”

      I shook my head and trailed my finger down the paper. “High society women and their need to stay with guys who treat them like shit.”

      Wade didn’t respond, and I didn’t need to look up at him to know he’d be standing there like a true soldier wearing his black cargo pants and black T-shirt, his hands behind his back, and his legs apart as he waited for me to give him an instruction…or at the very least an observation he hadn’t made yet.

      The file had details about Charlotte’s relationship with her family—almost non-existent—as well as courses she’d taken and fields she specialised in. Nothing about her made sense given her upbringing, but I took a shot at her being a hippy rebel, fighting against the patriarchy to hug trees, defy her parents, and dye her hair a mixture of colours every Sunday evening while watching reruns of Blue Planet. It was only when I turned the page and saw the first photo of her that I realised how wrong I’d been.

      Charlotte, in her early twenties, was slim but curvy, with a youthful, pretty face and caramel-coloured hair that fell below her breasts. In the first photo, she looked across a car park outside a health centre, squinting against the sunlight. Wearing a long navy skirt with a slit up to her thigh, brown flat sandals, and a white vest top that hugged her curves, she was easy on the eye. I turned to the next photo of her in her baggy work uniform. Her hair was tied back and plaited as she dug around in her backpack for something while wearing purple nylon that did nothing but hide her figure away from the world.

      In the other photographs in front of me, Charlotte always seemed to be with strangers. In the park, a picture of her had been taken bending down to stroke a dog while she looked up at the old man who was clearly the owner. The smile on her face lit up the photo, and I quickly turned to the next one to see her helping a kid untangle his earphones from his backpack. The next picture showed her helping a resident from their family car outside the care home. Again, she smiled like helping people made her happy. Like caring was what got her off. Yet, she was the daughter of Laurie and Mitchell Grant—two of the most selfish creatures within central London.

      What the hell was that all about?

      I came to a picture of Charlotte in her work uniform outside of AMEY Care Home, and the smile she wore while walking beside a decent looking guy made it obvious that she adored him.

      “Who’s this?” I asked Wade.

      “Her co-worker, Jonah Cannon.”

      “Her lover, too?”

      “We believe he’s the plus one that’s been assigned to her for the wedding, but that’s it. The facts of Charlotte Grant’s life somehow manage to be a little bit harder to pin down than the rest of her family. It seems she values her privacy.”

      “No socials?”

      “None.”

      “Not the usual trait of a Grant.”

      There was something about this woman I couldn’t put my finger on—it unnerved me—and that didn’t happen often in my world. I usually had our targets figured out in a matter of minutes.

      Taking one last look at the smile she wore while walking next to Jonah Cannon made something stir in my chest—something that didn’t belong there—and without a second thought, I slammed the file shut and handed it back to Wade before that something could stir again.

      “Find out for certain if they’re together. Charlotte’s our easiest way into the wedding, and this is our only chance to get in the same room as him. Get the whole team ready.” I caught Wade’s eyes as I stood up and over him, pulling the lapels of my suit jacket down and fastening the middle button. “We’ve got some lives we need to ruin.”
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      All I could do was stare at the phone in my hand in disbelief.

      Great. Just great.

      Everything was going to shit already.

      My supposed best friend and wedding date had cancelled on me at the very last minute by text message, and was now refusing to answer my calls. Thanks for that, Jonah. My flowery dress was a disaster, digging in around the waist and pinching my excess skin to remind me that I was still a few pounds overweight. I could hardly walk in my charity shop heels that were half a size too small and already causing blisters. Add in the fact that my up-do hair was sure to get my mother’s disapproval because she said my ears were too prominent, and I was about ready to admit defeat and trudge on home, ignoring the wedding of my perfect sister all together in favour of a night in front of the television with a box of Pringles.

      If only I were a little more selfish like that.

      Actually, if I were going to wish for anything, it would be for me to get my life together so that I didn’t hiss the word perfect whenever I thought about that sibling of mine. Not that I held any jealousy or anything. Emilia Grant didn’t have anything I wanted… except for maybe her confidence. I’d often wondered what it would be like to wake up every morning of your life, look in the mirror and see absolutely nothing but excellence staring back at you. To not see a flash of panic in your eyes. To not see every fault and reason why the parents that birthed you found you so irritating.

      With a heavy sigh, I sat down on the cold metal bench of the bus stop and closed my eyes, trying to count to ten to stop my racing heart and gain some clarity for the day ahead.

      One. Two. Three…. 

      I hadn’t even made it to the number four when I felt a heavy body sinking down on the bench beside me. I didn’t look up on account of me not being in the mood to talk to strangers when so much was going wrong already.

      My eyes flickered open against the bright blue sky of London. It was a clear day in the city. The smog had disappeared. Every building gleamed like they’d been cleaned especially for that day, the windows of the skyscrapers twinkling back at me as though this place wasn’t filled with disaster.

      After glancing back down at my phone, I decided that one last angry text to unleash some of this frustration wouldn’t do any harm. After all, my work colleague, so-called friend, and pretend date for the day had already ditched me before the wedding of the year. There wasn’t anything else he could do to make it worse now.

      
        
        Me: Next time you think about asking me to cover your shift, think again.

        You can deal with old man Bodie’s irritable bowel syndrome all by yourself.

        I can’t believe you’ve bailed on me. You’re on my Shit List, Jonah.

      

      

      My phone pinged a minute later.

      
        
        Jonah: You don’t need me to hold your hand. Go in there with your chin raised, and don’t take any shit from anybody.

      

      

      I growled to myself and thought I heard a soft chuckle from whoever had taken a seat beside me. I almost looked their way just to give them a lecture on how rude it was to laugh at someone else’s misfortune, but then my phone beeped again.

      
        
        Jonah: P.S. I still love you and your pretty blue eyes, Lottie.

      

      

      Jonah knew full well that I hated the name Lottie. I growled again, feeling feral as I tucked my phone into the ridiculously small purse I’d borrowed from my manager at work.

      How had this become my reality? Sitting at a bus stop on the day of the wedding, waiting for the number 15 to take me to The Savoy Hotel, where my well known and very well to do family would be waiting for little old me with judgemental expressions and their never-ending supply of disdain.

      As the younger sister to the bride, I’d been expected to be a very prominent part of the bridal party, but expectation was something I didn’t work well with, and the moment I’d told both my sister Emmie and my overbearing mother Laurie that I wouldn’t, in fact, be a part of anything, I’d been pushed back to the top of the list of Things That Irritated the Grant Family:

      
        	Charlotte Anne Grant.

        	Poor people.

        	Taxes.

        	Places without mirrors or cameras.

      

      “Someone, please, help me survive this day,” I muttered.

      “Excuse me?” came a deep, male voice beside me.

      I squinted against the July sunshine to find myself hitching in a small breath when I glanced the stranger’s way, taking in the stiff white collar around his neck, the broad shoulders and heavy bicep muscles pressing against the navy fabric of his tailored suit, and the perfectly knotted grey tie that drew your attention to his thick neck.

      Holy shit!

      When my eyes roamed over his sharp jaw covered in a perfectly-formed blond beard and up to the matching, well-groomed hair on his head, I couldn’t stop myself from swallowing lightly.

      The man was a suited and booted, real-life, dapper Norseman.

      Ugh. I had to close my mouth. I wasn’t the kind of woman to drool.

      No doubt he was another one of London’s finest Ferrari boys, anyway, though they didn’t usually affect me so much, but even I had to admit that there was something spectacular about this one.

      The guy looked like he could protect you from the world then destroy you in private. My thighs squeezed together at the thought of it. 

      I hadn’t had sex in a very long time.

      The stranger raised his brows. “You okay?”

      “Yes. Great. Thank you.”

      “Sorry. I thought you’d said something to me before.” He smiled, warm and friendly, his almost-grey eyes never leaving mine.

      Were they grey, or the most silverish of blues?

      He was the kind of man my sister Emmie would gobble up and then dispose of the next day because she had another thirteen versions of him waiting to take her out—or at least that’s how it used to be before her soon-to-be husband Lucas Williamson came along.

      Lucas… who also happened to be the Mayor of London’s firstborn son! My sister didn’t do anything by halves. What she wanted, she got, no matter who or what stood in her way.

      The stranger beside me dropped a hand to the bench and leaned closer, a slight scowl creasing his brows. “You’re not lost, are you?”

      “Me? No.” I sounded like a hyena on crack.

      “Not… escaped from anywhere?” He smirked.

      “Definitely not,” I laughed.

      His eyes held mine for a moment before he jerked his chin. “Well, all right then.”

      The phone in my purse pinged again, giving me a reason to look away from Mr Blue-Grey eyes.

      
        
        Jonah: P.P.S: If you get the chance to dance with a hot guy in a nice suit… take the chance, Char. You deserve it more than anyone.

      

      

      “Goddammit.” I sighed to myself, pushing my phone back into my purse and clipping it shut with an air of frustration. 

      “Okay, you definitely said something that time,” the guy said.

      Tugging the cream shawl around my shoulders—the one I’d also borrowed from a girl at work—I glanced at him again, wondering why he kept talking. 

      People in London didn’t do that with strangers. It was one of my favourite things about the city, how you could be practically pressed up against someone on the tube, chest-to-chest, more intimate than you’d been with your own lover in months, and neither one of you would feel the need for small talk. It was a public fuck-and-run, and nobody felt guilty about any of it.

      I scowled at the guy’s handsome face. “Are you trying to make conversation? If you are, I’m not very good at that. I’m not very good with subtlety either, so you must be blunt with me, otherwise, I tend to read these things wrong. I come off as either too enthusiastic or too arrogant depending on who I’m talking to… and from that look you’re giving me, I can already tell that you think I’m a complete psycho. Cool. This day is the day that keeps on giving.”

      The guy’s eyes widened, and for a moment, I thought I’d offended him… but then his smile rose to a full beaming grin, showing off his perfect row of straight white teeth before his laughter poured free.

      Of course, he had a smile to die for.

      He was a regular bus stop pin-up, this one.

      “I’m sorry. Words just fall out of my mouth a lot,” I offered.

      “My kind of woman. I’ll let you in on a little secret: I’m not good with small talk myself.”

      “If that were true, you wouldn’t be talking to me right now.”

      “Well, I’ve heard all sorts of stories about the freaks of London, and when you kept mumbling away to yourself, tapping your foot non-stop, and scrunching your eyes shut over and over again, I wasn’t sure if you were one of them.”

      “If this is a line or a way to get talking to women, you might want to think of something new.”

      “It wasn’t a line.” He smirked. “I don’t need those.”

      “Of course, you don’t.”

      “But if it had been, here you are… talking to me.”

      Dammit. “That doesn’t mean I’m enjoying this. Especially not when a stranger sits next to me and calls me a freak.”

      “I didn’t say you were a freak. I said I was worried you could be.”

      “Do I look like one?”

      “No. No, you don’t.”

       A moment’s silence hung between us, and I thought he’d grown tired of my charmless nature until his gaze drifted down to my outfit.

       “Going somewhere nice?”

      I gave my dress a quick glance and clutched my purse in my lap. “Just a wedding.”

      “Just a wedding? Aren’t those meant to be a big deal?”

      I smiled tightly. “I’d rather be going to prison.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” he said, copying my smile.

      “I’m not joking.”

      “Bold statement. What is it, then? You don’t like weddings in general, or you don’t like the bride and groom?”

      “Both.”

      He scowled. “Then, why are you putting yourself through it? If something makes you miserable, you shouldn’t suffer it.”

      “While that sounds decent in theory, it’s my sister’s wedding, and if I don’t make sure I’m there for at least the ceremony, my mother will drag my face through the crowds, take me to The Tower of London, throw me in the Bloody Tower, and…”

      The guy cringed.

      “Yep. She’s that bad,” I confirmed with a nod.

      “And powerful by the sound of it.”

      “More than you know, and proud of the fact.”

      He parted his strong thighs that were pushing against the well-fitted fabric, and he dropped his hands between his legs as he looked out at the city before us. “It sucks, doesn’t it?”

      “What does?”

      “How there’s nothing quite like families to get us doing shit we don’t want to do.”

      I studied his face for a moment, wondering how he got what I was feeling after so little time talking. I didn’t know what to say to that without sounding like the brat I had no desire to be.

      “It’s a real shame we can’t choose what families we’re born into,” he added. “Maybe then it wouldn’t feel like we had to conform so much. We’d just feel a part of something naturally.”

      “I should feel sorry for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you sound like you’ve had entirely too much experience of dealing with families and their shit for me not to.”

      My bus stop stranger laughed softly, turning to me with those eyes that connected with mine on a familiar level I hadn’t expected. “We all have someone we’re trying to defy, right? I’m guessing yours is that Henry VIII mother of yours with a key to the Bloody Tower?”

      “Got it in one,” I chuckled. “I try to rebel as much as I can, but it’s not always easy to say no to someone who has as much… spirit as her.”

      “As long as you’re rebelling for the right reasons.”

      “What counts as a ‘right reason’?”

      “Freedom, I guess.” He raised a brow, never taking his eyes off mine. “Is that what you’re searching for?”

      “It’s the only thing that matters, isn’t it?”

      “Then, rebel away.” 

      The beat of my heart rose to a gallop. Whoever this guy was, he had that thing going on—a supreme confidence in who he was, and no fear about talking to anyone or showing that confidence off. There wasn’t a whisker out of place, a speck of dust on his suit, or a slight bend in any of his teeth. His jaw was strong, and his perfectly angular nose had my eyes drifting down to his plump lips. He should have had me swooning but, actually, he irritated me. Everything about him seemed perfect, and it was a stark reminder that everyone around me seemed to have that going for them except me in my too tight dress, too small shoes, and those few extra pounds I carried around on those big old hips of mine.

      Who did this guy think he was to plonk himself down next to me, smelling all edible and looking so fine, only to start dissecting my family, my pet peeves, and my motives? Who did he think he was to turn me into a jittery mess with just one smile and a half-decent conversation? 

      A bicycle rode past us both, pulling my attention away from his gaze, and I allowed myself a moment of calm without feeling any guilt for it.

      “People make you feel like an arsehole for rebelling,” I said without much thought. “People make you feel an arsehole for doing anything these days, actually.”

      “Yeah, well, people are dicks.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      “We tend to overthink the things we don’t want to do, though. Like you with this wedding…the build-up is always worse than the thing we’re trying to avoid. Maybe it won’t be so bad once you get there.”

      “I guess all I really have to do is make it through the ceremony without hurting anyone. After that, I can escape back to the outside world for some fresh air and a few glasses of whatever free alcohol they’re serving up.”

      “Free alcohol? Mind if I tag along?” 

      I turned back to him with wide eyes.

      “Joking,” he said quietly, his charming smile disarming me.

      What a shame, I thought to myself. He would have been the perfect upgrade from Jonah. The thought of turning up to Emelia Grant’s and Lucas Williamson’s wedding with this guy on my arm had a truck-load of scenarios playing out in my mind.

      My mother’s incredulous face.

      Emmie’s wrath.

      My father’s indifference.

      And all the guests who knew me to be the one thing my mother and father didn’t have control of in this usually grey, giant city of power. There I was, fantasising about this perfect stranger spending the night with me in a fairy tale daydream, and I didn’t even know his name.

      I chose to blame my lack of recent sex and all the novels I’d ever read for that creative little mind of mine. People didn’t meet at bus stops in real life—not anymore. The world was too dark, too sinister. Today, future husbands and wives were found on dating apps, where lies about your life and over-filtered photographs got you the attention you so desperately craved. Nobody cared about the soul-deep stuff anymore. We were cattle in a huge market, for sale based on the meat we carried and the way we pranced around on the stage that was the Internet.

      I studied my bus stop stranger, trying to imagine what his moniker could be. I couldn’t imagine him being named something as ordinary as a Chris, but I didn’t exactly imagine him with a smarmy name like my ex-boyfriend Penn, either. 

      “You’re doing it again,” he said, breaking me from my reverie. “Staring.”

      “I’m thinking…”

      “About?”

      “Your name.”

      I thought I saw a flicker of something flash across his eyes, but he recovered quickly. “You got any theories on that?”

      “Hmm,” I mused, rubbing my lips back and forth. “You’re definitely not a John, Dave, or Steven. But then I don’t see you as an Enrique or Bastille, either.”

      “Bastille?” He raised a brow.

      “It’s a name.”

      “For a dog, maybe.”

      I chuckled and shook my head, relaxing somewhat in this man’s company. Stranger danger was at the forefront of every woman’s mind when they were out and about on the streets by themselves, but something about this guy told me that he wasn’t the kind of trouble you should run from—at least not physically, anyway. I couldn’t help imagining what he’d look like without that navy suit jacket on. How his forearms might look with the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to the elbow. How the thicker parts of his blond hair would feel against my fingers if I were to just push the tips of them through it and—

      “My bus is here,” he said, breaking me from my thoughts again before he slowly rose to his feet.

      Blinking, I pushed some stray strands of hair away from my face, tucking them behind my ear as I watched him securing the button of his jacket in place. When his eyes met mine again, he smiled like we were familiar—as though we were old friends about to say a quick goodbye before we arranged to meet for lunch the next week. I glanced back at the road to see which bus he was taking and saw the number 15 glaring at me from the front of the vehicle.

      I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.

      Rising to stand, I gestured to the doors that hissed and opened slowly.

      “Strangers first,” I offered. “Don’t worry; I won’t hound you about your name or anything. I’ll sit at the back and leave you in peace.”

      “Shame,” he said, gesturing to the bus. “Call me old fashioned. Ladies first.”

      “It’s not often I get called a lady.” I faked a curtsy.

      “I call it how I see it.”

      With a small inhale, I gave him a thanks and began to board. 

      I was beaming at the driver, trying to communicate about the hot guy behind me with nothing more than my telepathic abilities—of which I had none, apparently—but he looked as though he’d worked a long shift and was already sick of everyone’s bullshit. Once I had my ticket, I made my way to the back and took a seat, worrying the ticket in my lap, unable to stop the small smile on my face.

      Maybe this John Lewis dress and these charity shop shoes weren’t so bad after all.

      Maybe my hair wasn’t as ghastly as I imagined my mother saying it was. 

      “Anyone sitting here?”

      I looked up to see Chris-Bastille-John-Enrique standing there, holding onto the back of a seat as the bus creaked and groaned to life again.

      “I don’t usually sit next to people I don’t know.” I smirked. “It makes it difficult to track them down if they leave something behind or offend me.”

      His flat smile rose, making his dimples appear beneath the blond, peppery beard framing his jaw. With a chuck of his chin, he said, “Fraser.”

      “Fraser?” I mused. “Huh.”

      It suited him in every way. He was a Fraser—a name different enough to belong to only a few like him, yet simple enough to not make him seem like an arrogant prat.

      “Nice to meet you, Fraser.”

      “Nice to meet you…” He arched a brow.

      “Charlotte. Charlotte Grant.”

      “Pretty.” And I wasn’t sure if he meant my name specifically, or if he referred to the way I looked. Either way, I blushed, sure he caught it.

      Fraser took his place beside me, his strong thighs brushing up against my dress, making my skin prickle. It had been such a long time since I’d reacted like this to… well… anyone. I’d barely known the guy for ten minutes.

      The movement of the journey rocked us both from side to side, making our shoulders occasionally touch. Neither of us chose to slide away. As I turned to stare out of the window at the city whizzing by, I couldn’t help but wonder how it must feel for all those women out there who had someone like Fraser sitting beside them for every bad day they had to endure. How must it feel to have a strong shoulder to lean on when the world turned too fast? To enjoy the heat of someone else’s body every day when you felt so cold inside. To take on the world as a duo rather than alone.

      How must it feel to have someone to go home to?

      “Well, now I feel used,” Fraser muttered. I glanced up, and his eyes met mine. “It’s like you only ever wanted me for my name.”

      “What else could I possibly want you for?”

      “Stimulating conversation?”

      “I’ve already spoken to you for longer than I’ve spoken to anyone for the last week unless you include the guy who sells me my wine every night. Him I speak to a lot because he’s very important to me. I need to keep on his good side.”

      “So, you do use people.”

      “Needs must and all that.”

      “A woman after my own heart.”

      “I’d ask you who you use in life, but when you’re wearing a smile and a suit like that, I’m not sure I really want to know. I’ll make up a story about you in my own mind instead.”

      He laughed lightly, the sound making my heart flutter.

      “Probably for the best.” His voice was silky smooth and hellishly deep when he spoke, but those moments of lightness bouncing from his strong chest seemed like a contradiction I wanted to bathe in. He was soft without having it negate his obvious strength.

      Whatever vision I was creating of him in my mind, I knew I’d be grateful for it later that night when I was all alone, tucked up in bed with nothing but my own hands to keep me company.

      “Is this something you do to all the women of London, anyway?” I asked. “Pick them up at random bus stops, follow them around on their journeys, enticing conversation and a possibility of more from them before you swoop in and knock them over with your charm and wit?”

      “Need I remind you, Miss Grant, that I was getting on this bus first. It was you who followed me.”

      “Shit, you’re right. I’m the stalker in this scenario.”

      “I didn’t like to say…”

      “You said you weren’t a fan of small talk. Always call a spade a spade, Fraser. Life’s easier that way.”

      “Okay, stalker. Should I be scared?”

      “Absolutely terrified. I’m insane.”

      “The best people usually are.”

      I laughed just as my phone beeped in my purse again. It didn’t surprise me to see Jonah’s name on my screen when I pulled my phone out:

      
        
        Jonah: Just let me know you’re okay, yeah? You’re always at your scariest when you’re quiet.

      

      

      “You shouldn’t have ditched me then, should you, arsehole?”

      “Someone seems keen to keep you talking,” Fraser said.

      I sighed, eyeing the message, deciding not to reply. “Just friend trouble.”

      “Friend?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Always the way.”

      I turned to look at Fraser and saw his face was neutral. No further questions were going to be asked, but it felt like he was drawing information out of me without doing anything but looking into my eyes.

      “It’s Jonah,” I said with a heavy exhale. “He’s one of my best friends. He was supposed to be here today with me.”

      “As your date?”

      “Fake date.”

      “What the hell is a fake date?”

      “Someone who pretends to be a love interest for the sake of appearances and nothing more. It’s a legit thing. Happens all the time.”

      “You learn something new every day.” He leaned back, looking down the bus at the other passengers before turning back to me again. “So, how does that work, exactly? The fake date thing.”

      “Well, it’s usually with someone you feel comfortable enough to spend time alone with, but not someone you’re attracted to too much. You don’t want to blur the lines and make the fake date a real date halfway through the night because you’re wearing your wine goggles after one too many glasses. But the fake date must be easy enough on the eye for other people to get jealous of them being with you. That part’s very important for keeping up appearances.”

      He smirked, making my stomach twist up when his cheek rose.

      “It’s someone who can pretend well, say little, and smile in all the right places. Someone who’ll be on your side one hundred percent for the entirety of the date, even if it’s just a few hours or a full weekend. It’s also someone you usually bribe with, I don’t know, endless amounts of alcohol, spreading rumours about how big their manhood is, or even an all you can eat buffet at the local Chinese restaurant. Oh, and it has to be someone willing to keep all your secrets, too. No excuses.”

      “That’s quite a list of requirements.”

      “It’s a serious role to take on, even if it does make me a total loser.”

      His smile slipped for the first time, and Fraser looked thoughtful. “It doesn’t make you a loser. Everyone needs someone to lean on when things are about to get uncomfortable. You shouldn’t look so ashamed about it.”

      “I look ashamed?”

      “You look like you’re waiting for my disapproval.”

      I had no idea how to respond to that other than to mouth my own surprise. “Oh.”

      We sat there staring at each other for a moment too long when I felt the heat begin to rise to my cheeks. He really was beautiful.

      “Are you going to be okay today?” he asked with a frown, making me blink quickly and look away.

      “I’ll be fine, Fraser.”

      Fine. The description of my life and every mood. Everything was always just ‘fine’. Nothing was ever explosive, out of this world, electrifying or beyond anything my dreams could ever have conjured. It was always fine, and somewhere along the way, I’d settled for that. I’d preferred that to the lavish lifestyle of the circle I’d been born into, but that didn’t mean I didn’t crave excitement and adventure. Things that mattered to the soul.

      It didn’t mean I didn’t crave a few more minutes with Fraser, too.

      What the fuck was wrong with me?

      “It was great meeting you, Charlotte. I hope everything goes the way you want it to.” He stood again, gripping onto the metal pole behind the seat in front of him. “My stop is just up ahead.”

      “Great meeting you, too, Fraser.” My stomach sank at the thought of him leaving. It had been nice to have his brief attention—a confidence boost. A distraction before the storm.

      “Oh, and Charlotte.” He leaned in. “Do me a little favour. Aim for being higher than fine. That’s a rather stale state of being for someone as lovely as you.”

      Lovely…

      The word rubbed against my skin better than any man’s tongue ever had. The sincerity of it made my cheeks blush pure red, and my voice turn mute.

      Fraser lingered for just a moment before he winked and made his way down to the front of the bus. I watched his every step, unable to stop myself from lowering my gaze to his tight arse that was born to wear those navy, tailored trousers. The guy was magnificent, with broad shoulders and a waist even I was envious of. Of course, his butt had to be perfect, too. 

      I was lost in a daydream before the bus came to a stop and the doors groaned open. With one last parting look and a raise of his brows, as if he was waiting for me to run to him and ask for his number, Fraser stepped off the bus, leaving me to look around as someone else got on and showed their pass.

      And when I looked around, I saw very familiar surroundings staring back at me.

      Shit!

      This was my stop! I’d been so lost in fantasies of Stranger Fraser that I hadn’t realised how quickly the journey had gone. 

      After jumping up and nearly tripping over my own feet, I screeched out to the driver just as he was about to set off again.

      “Stop! Wait, wait! Please!”

      The woman who’d stepped onto the bus moments earlier moved to the side with her arms in the air, making as much room for me as possible as I rushed past, thanking her in a huff of breath. I charged down the aisle. 

      The bus’s engine groaned. The driver hadn’t seen me.

      “Wait, wait, please! Stop!”

      He suddenly caught sight of me in his rear-view mirror, and his foot hit the brake pedal with force, making the bus jolt and send everyone lurching forward… especially me. I skidded down that aisle like an Olympic ice-skater, my arms flailing as a long moan of uncertainty fell from my lips, right before I slammed into the driver’s door panel with a thud, and my face pressed around the edge of the metal pole beside him.

      “Thank you,” I panted. “I… I didn’t realise this was… this was where…”

      “You’re ruining my schedule, lady.”

      “I’m sorry. So sorry.” I was out of breath and slightly winded. I was also certain I’d bruised my right boob. “Thank you so much. Thank you. Thank you.”

      He had no time for me anymore, and his face said so. As soon as the doors hissed open again, I hopped off the bus and somehow landed on both feet without breaking an ankle. I waved the driver off in thanks one final time, unable to see his response as the sun reflected against the glass doors. I imagined him sticking a giant middle finger up at me, and honestly, who could blame him?

      Out of breath and energy, I bent over and placed my hands on my knees, grateful to see one of those hands somehow still clutched my fancy purse.

      “You idiot, Char. That was close.”

      “No kidding,” a familiar voice said.

      When I looked up, Fraser towered over me with his hands tucked into his trouser pockets and a small smile playing on his lips. 

      “You almost let me get away there, Charlotte.”
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      The phone in my pocket repeatedly buzzed against my palm.

      I knew what would be waiting for me when I pulled it out and looked at the messages, but with Charlotte staring up at me with her wide, weirdly innocent yet somehow all-knowing eyes, and her caramel-coloured hair shining against the sun, I couldn’t care about the consequences of the decision I’d made that morning.

      She was unreadable, not like the other women who usually gave me the eye like they could ruin me or wanted to be ruined. Charlotte didn’t give me any indication of attraction, except for maybe that blush. She just looked on with intrigue.

      I fucking liked it.

      Now, those pretty blue eyes roamed over my face as she pushed a strand of hair back.

      “Were you waiting for me?” she asked.

      Yes. “No. I turned around when I heard the bus slam on the breaks. Thought it had hit someone or something.”

      “What, and you were going to rescue them?”

      “I’d have at least tried.”

      “Regular city hero, huh?”

      “On occasion.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re like a well-suited vigilante, bringing his own laws to the city and wandering around with a smile and a swagger because no one else knows a damn thing about any of it.”

      Despite my smile, the muscles in my jaw twitched. “I wish my life was that exciting.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed, the weight of it making her toned shoulders relax. “Me, too.” Her face fell, and the disappointment there made it hard to control my small smile. I wanted to fucking laugh and grin again. Maybe she was readable. I just wasn’t translating it as well as I usually did with others because I found her so adorable.

      “What happened back there? Did you forget where the wedding was?” I asked, already knowing the answer. This was where she was meant to be. This was always where she was meant to go. I just hadn’t been able to give her that nudge on the bus without giving myself away.

      “I lost track of time and my surroundings. I hadn’t realised where we were.”

      “Sounds like you were having too much fun.” 

      “Something like that,” she admitted with a small smile of her own before her brows creased together. “What did you mean before? About me almost letting you go?”

      I shrugged. “Just fooling around.”

      “Oh.” 

      Her attention drifted to The Savoy Hotel behind me, and her face slipped again. She’d become a mixture of highs and lows that had rolled together to be one big ball of anxiety, obviously not knowing how to feel from one minute to the next. 

      It was time to make my move.

      “I should get going.”

      She nodded. “Me, too.”

      “Good luck today.”

      “Thanks, Fraser. It’s been nice.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      With a tip of my head, I turned and began walking down the street, acting as though I had someplace else to be. I made a point to check my watch before I tucked my hands back in my pockets and made my way to The Savoy Hotel’s entrance, the famous gold statue and international flags hovering above. I passed a string of Bentleys, Aston Martins, and one Porsche before the doorman nodded in greeting, welcoming me, and I hit the famous revolving doors. I glided through into the hotel foyer as though I owned it. The black and white floor gleamed beneath my feet, the sound of rich women’s heels echoing across it unmissable as I glanced towards the concierge on my right. The fresh smell of an abundance of floral displays mixed with classic British design hit me, and I pulled in a deep breath in preparation for what was to come. A day surrounded by old money, new money, and most depressing of all, fake money. But it took less than a minute for my smile to rise when I heard Charlotte’s voice behind me again.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” she cried.

      Perfect.

      I had her.

      Exactly where I needed her.

      Not even my enemies could have wiped the smile off my face when I spun back around to see her again.
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      “You’re staying here?”

      “Are you following me?” he countered.

      I stared at him with my mouth open, unable to respond.

      He huffed out a barely-there laugh. “Oh, I see. This is where the wedding of the year is. It’s a classy place. Little obvious for my liking, but I’m not the one getting married.” 

      “No, you’re not, so what the hell are you doing here?”

      He scowled, his smile never fading. “I’m here on business.”

      “What kind of business.”

      “The kind that’s none of yours.”

      I hitched in a not-so-subtle breath, his words reminding me that I didn’t know this guy. “Sorry. I didn’t mean… I wasn’t being intrusive, I just—”

      “Wondered why I always seemed to be on the same path as you are today. Yeah. The feeling’s mutual.”

      Worrying my purse between my fingers, I took a glance around the space and tried to temper my nerves. I’d grown up in this city. I’d never known country life or what real silence sounded like because I’d never really felt the need to discover anything other than what I loved: London. The constant company. The hustle and bustle. Being among the living, seeing every kind of human from every walk of life. But today, I didn’t feel that same comfort from it. For the first time in a long time, I wanted to escape. 

      Fraser—this stranger I’d only just met—felt like a small anchor in a huge ocean, and the waves were pushing me towards him. I’d never really considered fate to be my friend before then, but maybe, just maybe…

      “Charlotte!”

      Fraser and I turned to see my mother’s best friend walking towards me. Stefanie Patel was beyond beautiful, and her red dress matched her red lips as she glided on heels that would break my ankles if I so much as tried them on. “You made it!” With her arms outstretched, she came towards me to offer a kiss to both my cheeks. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      “Stefanie,” I said with a forced smile.

      She gave my outfit an inspection, the subtle flaring of her nostrils enough to let me know what she thought.

      Disaster. Dear God.

      “You look pretty,” she lied and then turned to Fraser, this time her appreciation coming naturally. Her eyes twinkled as though her husband wasn’t standing twenty feet away at the hotel’s concierge desk. “And you must be Charlotte’s date. We’ve all been so intrigued to see who she brought along. Laurie will be beside herself when she sees what a looker you are.” 

      Fraser’s eyes widened, but he didn’t deny anything. Instead, he looked to me just as Stefanie graced him with a kiss on both cheeks, too.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Stefanie,” Fraser said, cutting me off before I could say anything. I scowled at him, and he gave me a subtle shake of his head when Stefanie turned back to me.

      “You have gone above and beyond there, Lottie dear.”

      I smiled flatly, eyes wide. I had no response. Nothing.

      “Well, I’d love to stay and chat, but your mother has given me clear instructions to get everyone inside the Lancaster Ballroom and to do it quickly, which could take me a moment or two considering how everyone seems to be scattered all over the place. If they’re not in the reading room, half of them are already intoxicating themselves in the Beaufort Bar. It seems Laurie doesn’t have much faith in the plump little darling this hotel calls their wedding coordinator.”

      And just as soon as she’d appeared, the marvellous Stefanie Patel spun on her heels and began to glide away like the queen of the world.

      Once she’d drifted away, I turned back to Fraser with a hand over my forehead.

      “I’m so sorry. You didn’t have to cover for me like that.”

      “I thought it might save you one less conversation.”

      “It did. At least until I have to think of an excuse as to why you’ve bailed on me once everyone in the room realises that I’m alone again.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s quite a pickle I’ve left you in. Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be.” I dropped my hand, letting it slap against my thigh. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “I hope you do, Charlotte Grant. I hope you do.” He smiled.

      Something about the way he said my name and the way he stared at me had me hitching in a breath as I tried to temper down the butterflies raging in my stomach. 

      Wait…

      Was he suggesting what I thought he was suggesting?

      Could he possibly be willing to help me? This stranger with the handsome face and the arse to die for?

      Surely, he had better places to be and better people to associate himself with.

      But the way he looked at me, as though waiting for me to figure something out that he already knew…

      “Don’t you find it a little weird how all this has happened this morning?” I asked him.

      He scowled and tilted his head, waiting for me to go on.

      “My first fake date bailed on me, and then you showed up wearing a suit as though you’re dressed for a wedding. You’re smart, easy to talk to, and kind of charming, in a reverse stalker kind of way… and I don’t know.” I shrugged a shoulder, aiming for breeziness instead of a Kathy Bates-Annie Wilkes vibe that would make him run a mile. “Maybe we could have had some fun with that. You know… fooling my parents into thinking I wasn’t a lonely, sad, pathetic spinster anymore because I had a man like you on my arm. Or is that a little too desperate? Fuck, it is, isn’t it?”

      “You can do better than a man like me, Charlotte.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I laughed. “Forget I said anything.”

      “Kind of hard to do that now. You mentioned fun. I’m a sucker for it.”

      “Hmm. If only we were both crazy people who didn’t care about the fact that one of us could be… I don’t know, a thief or a murderer or a scoundrel, and that we don’t actually know each other at all.”

      “Shame we’re not crazy.”

      “Shame you have business to attend to.”

      Fraser opened his mouth to speak but then closed it again, and I found myself envying all the women who’d happened to kiss those plump lips of his or run their hands through his hair.

      “I’m sorry, I’m being an idiot,” I said, wafting my hand around and shaking my head. “It’s the nerves. They’re making me delirious. Add in the fact that Stefanie just gave me a preview into what I’m going to have to deal with for the next eight to ten hours, and here I am, propositioning a total stranger like a complete madwoman.”

      Fraser ran his tongue over his bottom lip. “I don’t see you as a madwoman. I think you’re great. Really great, actually.”

      My heart beat faster.

      “But you don’t need to prove anything to anyone but yourself, Charlotte,” he said, immediately making me think of Jonah. It was the same thing he said to me constantly, pushing me to be stronger. Making me think outside of this wretched family that somehow had a hold over me I couldn’t fully break free from.

      “What if it isn’t about proving anything to anyone?” I said quietly. “What if it’s about me just wanting to feel good about myself for once without leaving this thing tonight feeling like I’m half the woman I was when I arrived? What if it’s about me wanting to be the Charlotte I know I am, instead of the Lottie they continue to call me?”

      Fraser inhaled through his nostrils, holding it in his chest before he released it again slowly.

      “I know that sounds pathetic, but—”

      “Are you saying you’d like me to be your male escort for the day?” he cut me off.

      I looked around, laughing at the ridiculous idea until my laughter ran dry far too quickly, and I found myself looking back at Fraser with a serious expression again. “I’m saying I’d pay you to help me for a few hours if you had those few hours spare. I mean, I would. I could…”

      His eyes searched mine. “How much do you think I’m worth?”

      “Way more than I can afford.”

      “Give me a number.”

      Licking my dry lips, I thought about the little money I had going spare in my bank account—about the savings I kept aside for an emergency, and I couldn’t think of a greater need than this moment right here, right now. I was about to be set on fire, and I needed someone smooth and confident enough to put the flames out.

      “A hundred an hour?” I said, making it sound like a question and cringing at the prospect that I could have made him sound cheap.

      Fraser pushed his mouth out, and his brows rose. “Not bad.”

      “I’m desperate here, Fraser, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. I can’t do this alone. I need someone. Anyone.”

      “It’s a dangerous game to play, inviting a stranger into your family. I could be a villain.”

      “And you’d still be better than seventy-five percent of the guests at this wedding.”

      His lips curled at the edges. “I can’t decide if you’re brave or stupid.”

      “A little bit of one, a lot of the other?”

      Fraser continued to search my eyes for something he couldn’t seem to find, and I knew he was struggling to make his mind up. Either that, or he was trying to think of a way to let me down gently. I could only imagine how I looked through his eyes—half a woman, dressed in ridiculous clothes, making pleas and bargains with men she’d literally found on the street. I heard everything I’d said to him play back in mind. I knew how it sounded. It was a ridiculous idea born from the mind of a weak woman who should know and do better. Yet there I stood, desperate for him to say yes, not caring about tomorrow.

      He stepped forward, placing his hand on my cheek, making me soak in the scent of his aftershave that made my stomach flutter as I stared back at him.

      “Only a fool would turn down a crazy woman like you,” he said, his voice barely a noise.

      My heart pounded in my chest, stupid and naive. Reckless and open. “Is that a yes?”

      “I have to make some calls.”

      Fraser released me at once, turning and walking away without so much as a solid answer, leaving me to stare after him with my lips parted and my legs practically shaking…

      Wondering if he’d ever come back or if I’d just scared him away forever.
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      After fifteen minutes of waiting, I had my answer.

      Fraser hadn’t returned, and the sound of my own voice begging him to spend time with me played repeatedly in my mind, haunting every second of those fifteen minutes.

      Is that a yes? What an idiot.

      “What are you doing out here? All guests should be seated by now. You need to go inside the ceremony room,” a pretty, short lady with chin-length, streaked hair said as she rushed towards me, waving a hand towards the double doors I waited beside. “The wedding is about to start.”

      “I was told to wait here.”

      “By whom?”

      “My mother. Laurie Grant.”

      The woman came to a stop, tugging down the lapels of her too-tight blazer. I cast a glance at the gold badge pinned above her left breast and realised she was, in fact, the wedding coordinator of The Savoy for that day. I had a feeling they had many at their disposal for such events, as well as almost a dozen butlers on hand to fulfil their every desire.

      “Ah,” she said with a smile. “You must be Lottie.”

      “Charlotte,” I corrected.

      The two of us waited in awkward silence until we heard the fuss of the bridal party arriving. The clip-clopping of heels on the marble floor. The shrill sound of grown women too giddy. The rustling of expensive fabrics and the distinct sound of my mother barking orders to whoever got in her way.

      I saw my father first. He turned the corner, and when our eyes locked, he smiled warmly, making me feel a temporary moment of relief before the rest of the party followed him closely behind.

      “There she is!” my mother cried, marching towards me on Louboutins, wearing a floaty gold dress made of the finest silks and organza she could find, and showing off her greatest asset: her toned calves. A touch of class while letting all those around her know she still had it.

      “Darling, I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” she cooed, gripping my biceps and tilting her head so her gigantic hat didn’t smack against my forehead. “And look at you… in a dress!” She stepped back to glance down and give it an inspection. “It looks like a regular high street extravaganza. Was the blush lace number I had sent you not good enough?”

      “It didn’t quite fit,” I lied.

      “Hmm. I suppose you have put a little weight on since I last saw you. Never mind. I’ll tell the designer you’re pregnant or something.” My face fell, and I was just about to start a very anger-fuelled argument when she laughed, mocking me. “It’s a joke, Lottie. What? You’re the only one allowed to be humorous around here?”

      I bit my tongue so hard, I thought I was going to chew the damn thing off, but Mum simply spun around and stepped out of the way to reveal my sister standing there in the most gorgeous bridal gown I’d ever seen in my life.

      Emelia Grant looked divine in a fishtail dress that accentuated her flawless curves. The Bardot style hugged her arms and revealed her ivory neckline, which was adorned with the largest diamond drop necklace imaginable. Her brown hair had been swept back in an up-do I couldn’t see because of the glorious veil that covered her hair and trickled down her back in a loving caress.

      She’d been transformed into a real-life princess.

      “Emmie…” I said, my smile rising as I stepped closer, ignoring the eight bridesmaids dressed in blush pink gowns around her. “Wow. You look…” I shook my head. “You look…”

      “Lottie,” she croaked, tears forming in her eyes when she smiled. “What in the hell are you wearing?”

      I glanced down at my dress. It was cream with the cutest peach and mint pastel flowers floating across it. The waist was cinched in with a matching material belt, and it stopped just above my knee.

      “Is that a shawl?” Emmie asked with a raised brow. “My God, take it off. I can’t have my sister wearing a shawl to my wedding. This isn’t 1996.”

      My mother fiddled with her earring and pursed her lips, looking up at the ceiling. I could practically hear her thoughts bouncing off her. You should have worn the lace dress I sent you, Lottie.

      “I think you look beautiful, darling,” Dad said, speaking up in my defence, only for my mother to cut him a look that had him shuffling the knot of his tie and clearing his throat. “But perhaps you could lose the shawl for Emmie. Just for today.”

      All eyes were on me, and I began to cower and shrink in on myself. God, I wanted to argue—to tell each and every one of them to get stuffed—but this was Emmie’s wedding day, and I’d promised them I’d be good. Despite me pretending to be a rebel, it was in moments like this that I realised what I really was.

      A pushover.

      “Yeah, okay,” I muttered.

      Before I knew what was happening, my mother had tugged it away from me and was tossing it to The Savoy’s wedding coordinator like she was her very own maid for the day. She wasted no time fussing, pulling my dress down at the waist and pushing my boobs up for me to show some cleavage. My hair, which drove her insane with jealousy because of its natural caramel tones, was fiddled with until Mum stood back and inspected me, deep in thought.

      “That will have to do.” She hummed. “The hair would look better down. Cover your ears up a bit.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” I said through gritted teeth, my fingernails no doubt leaving moon-shaped crescents in my fancy purse. I glanced at Emmie. “Congratulations, sis. You look beautiful today. Good luck with everything.”

      Just because I didn’t want this to be my life, it didn’t mean I couldn’t respect that it was a dream for her. I was about to turn and leave them all to it when my mother pulled my attention her way again.

      “We can’t wait to meet your date, Lottie,” Emmie called out. “Where is he? In the ballroom already?”

      My cheeks flamed, all eyes on me again. “Erm… actually, about that. He couldn’t…”

      “Don’t tell me you’re here on your own.” Emmie raised a brow.

      I was mute, caught in the elite life of my family, and feeling like the pauper who couldn’t quite make it to the standard that was enough for them unless I became them.

      “Was there ever even a date to begin with, darling?” Mum asked, projecting faux sympathy.

      “Of course.”

      “Then, where is he?”

      “He’s just… he…”

      “Baby! Hey, I’m back,” said a breathless voice to my right. I didn’t have time to register much, other than Fraser rushing to my side with his unbuttoned suit jacket flapping behind him, and his tight, white shirt stretching over obvious muscles.

      Before I could even look up at his handsome face or feel relief, Fraser took me in his arms like a doll, and he dropped his plump, heavenly lips to my forehead, making me lean back in his hold to enjoy the utter bliss of that one point of connection between my skin and his.

      He’d come back.

      He was with me…

      And he was currently kissing me on the forehead.

      He was kissing me!

      My body went rigid before he pulled away and dropped me back on my feet effortlessly, making me stagger and blink up at him. 

      “Sorry I disappeared for a minute. You know me. I get talking to strangers, and I just can’t seem to break away.”

      For a girl with a smart mouth, I couldn’t think of a damn thing to say.

      With an arm still wrapped around my waist, Fraser tugged me to his side, and I fell into him on staggering feet.

      “Hey. I’m the date—the boyfriend. Fraser.” He smiled at my mum, holding a hand out to her. “You must be Charlotte’s mother. She’s told me a lot about you.”

      The boyfriend! What in the holy hell was happening?

      My mother stared at him in as much wonder as I did. If she’d been a cartoon, there would have been stars in her eyes, a heart beating out of her chest, and drool dripping from the corner of her mouth.

      “How sweet,” she let slip in a whisper before she slid her dainty hand into Fraser’s gigantic paw. “The boyfriend? Lottie never said—”

      “Ah, you know Charlotte,” he said, making an obvious point to correct my name. I wasn’t even sure how he knew to do that. “She’s always so full of secrets and mystery,” he said as he dropped Mum’s hand and tugged me into his side again, bouncing me around as though I weighed no more than a feather. “It’s one of the many things I adore about her, the way she keeps herself to herself and expects nothing from anyone in return.”

      This was worse than I thought.

      Fraser introduced himself to Dad and Emmie, passing on a brief compliment to my sister before he turned back to me.

      “Hey, where’s the shoulder scarf thing gone? I loved that on you.” Fraser brought his knuckles up to my cheek and grazed the obvious blush there. “Not that it matters. You could be wearing a car seat cover, and you’d still be the most beautiful woman in the room to me.”

      I... 

      Was going... 

      To kill him.

      Or marry him at dusk.

      I wasn’t entirely sure which way my emotions were swinging.

      “Fraser.” I smiled tightly. “Let’s leave that kind of talk for when we’re alone, huh?”

      “Sorry. Can’t help myself.” He placed another gentle kiss on my forehead, and I hated to admit it, but that simple action made me feel better than I’d felt in years. “You’re right, though. Let’s put our love on hold to make way for someone else’s for the day. Shall we make our way into the ceremony, baby? Hmm?”
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      “You called me baby,” I hissed at him while smiling at the registrar up ahead as we walked down the aisle together to find our seats.

      “Don’t you like that?”

      “No, it’s gross. Only creeps call their women babies.”

      “That’s not true. Smokey Robinson was a living gent and genius.”

      “Who?” I scowled.

      “Ooo, Baby, Baby,” he whispered in song, making my heart flutter at the sound of his husky voice singing a tune anyone would recognise.

      “That’s not cute, Fraser. I’m trying to stay enraged here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because… just…” I had no comeback. “No more baby talk, okay. Another requirement for the day.”

      “Apologies.” He smirked. “I wasn’t aware it was so frowned upon.” He drew a cross from his head to his chest and across before he looked up at the ceiling. “I love you, Smokey. Ignore her.”

      “Not funny.” I pressed my lips together.

      “This is going to be a long day.” He sighed, unable to drop his amusement.

      The two of us found a row of chairs and took our seats. I felt Fraser’s stare against my profile. It made my body tingle to imagine him so focused on any part of me, and I had to use all my strength to push back the rising blush in my cheeks again.

      “And while we’re at it, I can’t believe you kissed me,” I said, ignoring his sultry gaze as my own confused thoughts rattled around in my brain.

      “It was only on the forehead. And if that’s your attempt at a thank you, it may need some work. I’m the one bailing you out here.”

      “I know that, but need I remind you that we don’t actually know each other.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      “Then, why the hell would you kiss me like that?”

      “Like what?”

      My body flushed. “Like… like that was normal. Like we did that all the time.”

      “It was on the forehead. I hardly touched you up.”

      Even the thought of that made me swallow. “But still. It felt…”

      “What?”

      “Too intimate.”

      “Well, I didn’t see anyone else coming to your rescue, okay.” He pushed the edges of his blazer behind his waist and made himself comfortable, which looked impossible, given the mountain of obvious muscle in his way. “It was either kiss you on the forehead or hurt someone you love for talking to you that way. I went with the option less likely to cause a scene.”

      I stared at him, open-mouthed.

      “You heard what they said to me?”

      “Every word.” His face turned stern, and he focused on the registrar up ahead. “I don’t like people who think they’re better than everyone else, Charlotte. Consider it a trigger for me.”

      Something about the way he said that made my stomach tighten and the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      “Well, you’re going to be triggered like hell today, then,” I told him.

      “Apparently so.”

      I studied his strong profile. He was classically good looking, sure, but Fraser’s eyes held the world within them, and I knew there was more to this story than I would probably ever find out. Half a day wouldn’t be enough to get to know who he really was, but half a day was all I had.

      Part of me wondered if it would be a privilege or a chore to peel back those layers, but one look at that unusual look of sincerity in his eyes, and I decided to live for the moment.

      Babies, Smokey Robinson, forehead kissing and all.

      Soon enough, the ceremony was underway. Fraser and I were two rows from the front, in full view of everything. The wedding in its entirety was the epitome of opulence, with blinding white and the richest of blush pinks scattered across every accessible surface. The walls had been draped with sheer organza, and the thousands of perfectly-placed fairy lights made you feel like you were living among the stars rather than the reality of being stuck in a forty-foot square room. Every white chair with a ribbon around the back was occupied by someone as equally as wealthy as my own family. Did Emmie even know half of them, or were they simply here at my mother’s request?

      It’s about who you’re seen with, not who you want to be with, she used to say. Especially when she thought I was hanging around with the wrong kids at school. Mother would much rather me be in with the mean girls than sit around a table laughing with actual, like-minded friends who cared about me. She wanted me to ride to school with parents who drove Aston Martins, whereas all I ever wanted to do was cycle down the backroads with a girl named Ruby whose parents had abandoned her at an early age, leaving her with two grandparents who thought that money equalled affection. Ruby knew about real life. She knew about pain. Whenever I got the chance to talk to her, the world seemed real for the very first time. Not plastic. Less pretence.

      She taught me things. She taught me that it’s okay to be grateful and still want something different.

      I missed her then. I wondered what she’d have thought about this day. I wondered if she’d suffered any of her own.

      Once Emmie entered the room to coos and cries of, “Awe,” she met her almost-husband, Lucas at the obscenely expensive flowered-arch they’d created for the registrar to stand beneath. Vows were exchanged while a harpist played tenderly in the background, and the bridesmaids played their parts by dabbing their eyes every time Emmie pretended to get choked up with happiness.

      What a load of crap.

      I’d spent my entire childhood around her. I knew that fake cry when I saw it.

      Fraser leaned closer to me. “I think you’re supposed to be a little emotional at this point.”

      “This whole charade.” I shook my head. “True love shouldn’t need fifty thousand pounds thrown at it for it to count as true love.”

      “If you’ve got the money, why not use it?”

      “If you’ve got too much of it, give it away to those who have nothing and take your flaunting away from me.”

      The elderly woman next to me—I recognised her as a great aunt from my father’s side—cleared her throat and glared through frosty eyes, warning both Fraser and me that we weren’t being as quiet as we’d hoped. I offered her a sarcastic smile and pretended she wasn’t there shooting daggers into my profile.

      As with all these things, the ceremony came to an end sooner than anyone expected. Twenty minutes of saying the right things on cue led to a forever with the same person. It made me shudder as much as I had when watching Children of the Corn at just fourteen years old with Ruby. She’d laughed at me hiding behind the sofa cushions, begging her to turn it off.

      Charlotte, you can’t just switch off from the things that scare you. Life doesn’t allow you to hide from this shit. You might dodge fear a lot longer than others manage to, but it’ll always be there in the end. That’s why you’ve got to face it. Be unafraid. Take it by the throat and choke the life out of it until fear doesn’t exist at all, she’d said to me.

      She always had been wise for her young age.

      “I now pronounce you husband… and wife. Lucas Williamson, you may finally kiss your beautiful bride.” The words came like an announcement from a boxing ring in the middle of Vegas, and while I rose to stand alongside everyone else, clapping with delight, I couldn’t help but feel a crippling sense of dissatisfaction at the whole affair.

      If ever I married, I wanted my first kiss with my new husband to be in private. Just the two of us, sealing the deal with a little groping added in for good measure. Away from people who didn’t matter, away from cameras clicking in our faces repeatedly.

      Shouldn’t the moment two people tie themselves together for the rest of their lives be sacred?

      Shouldn’t it be something only they’d ever truly remember? From the heart, not for the show.

      Fraser’s hand on the small of my back caused me to tense, and I swallowed away my negative thoughts and blinked up at him with a smile as fake as my sister’s. He was soon slow clapping with big, rough, and heavy hands, his investigative eyes studying me the whole time. I liked the feel of his gaze burning my skin.

      The string quartet flared to life, breaking me from my thoughts and making the cheers in the room rise as Emmie and Lucas went to sit behind the registrar’s table to have their pictures taken while signing the register.

      So stilted.

      So manufactured.

      Smile here. Tilt your head there. Pout those pretty lips. Show the world how perfect you are, Emelia Grant-Now-Williamson.

      How would she be able to look at those images and think, ‘Look at how in love I am’? To me, she held as much sincerity in her face as the models used in those dreadful dental adverts for teeth whiteners. Her smile may have been wide, but her eyes held no love inside them.

      It reminded me of my mother with my father: the ultimate marriage of convenience.

      “A picture with the bride’s family,” the photographer announced.

      A small knot of dread formed in the pit of my stomach at the thought of the room focusing on me beside Emmie, but I shouldn’t have worried. My parents stepped in place behind their favourite daughter, and they each placed a gentle yet loving hand on her shoulder and smiled for the camera.

      That was Emmie’s family.

      Me? I’d always been the outsider, and I couldn’t blame that on them entirely. I’d played my part well. A little too well.

      Fraser’s hand found mine, a stroke of his finger brushing over my knuckle in a way I hadn’t expected.

      I looked up at him, staring at his profile, only for him to side-eye me and offer a smile.

      “Being an outcast isn’t always a bad thing,” he whispered.

      I swallowed and looked back at my family, not sure why my chest pinched if being an outcast really was meant to be a blessing in disguise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We were seated on a circular table, to the left of the top table, where Emmie, Lucas, my parents, and Lucas’s parents would sit and enjoy their meals, along with Lucas’s best man, Tristan Neeson.

      Tristan. Neeson.

      As if today wasn’t going to be bad enough.

      That entitled sleaze-ball had been trying to get into my underwear ever since Lucas and Emmie hooked up, and he didn’t seem to understand why a girl like me wasn’t willing to throw myself onto my back and spread my legs for him. Surely, a Grant hooking up with a Neeson was music to the high society’s ears?

      Fraser leaned closer, creating a safe space between us around the table.

      “So,” he said with a wry smile. “You have me here at your disposal. What do you need me to do for my hundred an hour?”

      I winced at the mention of the money, a small wave of shame washing over me. “About that. Is there any room for negotiation on that hourly rate I agreed to?” Fraser laid a confused look on me. “It’s just… I work in care. I don’t exactly have a large cushion of money to fall back on.”

      He glanced around the room—this grand, opulent space where no money had been spared—before his attention came back on me again.

      “Their money isn’t mine,” I said, making sure there was no room for confusion on that front. “If that’s why you’re here, I mean.”

      Fraser laughed, rolling his shoulders in his suit jacket before he sat back in his seat without a care in the world. “Charlotte, I can leave anytime you need me to. Relax. Money isn’t the be all and end all of everything. Maybe I’m here because I enjoy your face.”

      I managed to roll my eyes, but I hid my smile before the master of ceremonies demanded our attention.

      After a bellowing declaration of my sister’s newfound marital status, the room erupted with applause—every man, woman, and child rising to their feet like the king and queen of England had arrived. Nobody was as full of their own self-importance as those who weren’t that important at all. I’d much rather rise and clap for a nurse or a doctor, a firefighter, policeman or woman who put their lives at risk every day, but that was my bitterness showing again and, apparently, I had to keep that under control for the day. So, I smiled brightly as the newlyweds took their seats in case anyone happened to be watching me, waiting for another reason to throw narrowed eyes my way.

      Soon the glasses of wine and champagne were being topped up by the hotel staff, and the chatter around us grew as everyone else got lost in their own conversations, with the string quartet from the ceremony also flaring to life again. 

       When the first course was placed in front of us, Fraser’s nose curled up at the dainty portion of pea puree and scallops.

      I dipped the small fork into the first scallop, watching Fraser, who was scooping it up like he was digging into a tub of ice cream.

      “Fine dining.” He sighed, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, with those biceps, I’d say you were more of a steak and fries kind of guy.” 

      “Quit checking me out. That wasn’t in the rules.”

      “I can be observant without being leery.” Another lie. It was impossible not to check him out.

      Fraser eyed me and raised an accusatory brow for just a moment before his food distracted him again. He investigated it like it was diseased, and then he wrapped his plump lips around that lucky fork.

      “Nice?”

      “Very good, actually.” He nodded slowly.

      I sighed dramatically. “Fine dining, hey?” I shook my head, only to earn another sly smile from Fraser that could have pureed my control.

      He continued to eat, and so did I, at least until I felt the need to fill the silence between us with something a little more serious when I caught my mother watching me.

      “If my parents find out that we don’t actually know each other…”

      Fraser’s eyes narrowed as he took another bite from his fork. His giant hands wrapped around delicate, ornate cutlery only emphasised the size of him. He looked like a dapper gladiator placed in the middle of a world made of china plates. 

      “How will they find out?”

      “I sometimes have a loose mouth when I’ve had several glasses of champagne. Especially in highly charged situations.”

      “Ah, good girl by day, reckless demon by night.”

      “Add that one to the list of things you’re finding out about me. By the end of all this we might actually know a thing or two about each other. At least enough to say hello if we pass each other by in the streets sometime.” I cringed before returning to my food.

      It was a tiny portion that didn’t last long. Before I’d even taken my last mouthful and placed my fork down, the servers were rushing to clear it away.

      My sister laughed, catching my attention, and I looked over to see Lucas with his arm around her shoulder, whispering something in her ear that had the two of them grinning like this was the perfect wedding day they’d always planned it to be. Memories of Emmie and I growing up together invaded my mind—tiny flashbacks of two people born of the same blood, yet total strangers, unable to connect in a way that had made me think I must have been born broken. 

      “In another bid to get to know you, tell me…” Fraser reached for his glass of white wine. “Why are you so different from your sister?”

      “What makes you so sure I am?”

      He shot me a look that told me not to be stupid.

      “Fine. Do you want the serious response or the flippant one I want to give that will end this conversation quickly?”

      “Serious, please. Flippant is a waste of both our time.”

      “The serious answer is that I don’t know for sure.” I picked up my wine to take a drink, stalling for time before I dropped it back to the table. Fraser was focused on me and nobody else. There was no getting out of this. “I sometimes think it was because we received different love growing up, and that turned us into two completely different beings born from the same thing.”

      “Explain that one for me.”

      “Emmie has always been the darling. The princess. The one who would get the good grades and willingly followed the path my mother wanted her to take. But she was spoilt, demanding everything and anything, no matter the cost. My parents gave it to her to keep her quiet.”

      “And what did you get?”

      “I got left alone.”

      Fraser scowled, a hundred questions swirling behind those eyes of his.

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds. I wanted to be left alone. I never really excelled at school, although I got by. I didn’t want for anything, but I didn’t demand extra, either. They found that confusing. My parents loved me—still do, I hope—but I think I’ve always been a thorn in their side they can’t remove. A puzzle they can’t work out. They don’t know what I want, and truth be told, neither do I. I just know it isn’t bags and boots or jackets and diamonds. It would be easier if that was all I wanted. They’d be able to give me that. Unfortunately, Laurie and Mitchell Grant need control, and I’ve never been able to offer them my life on a plate to do with as they please.”

      “That’s deep for a first date.”

      I laughed as the next course was placed down in front of us. “Didn’t I tell you? I’m a drama queen.”

      “A little too self-deprecating, sure, but you’re not a drama queen. I’ve been around a few of those. Take my word for it. I’d know if you were one of them.”

      I cast a quick glance at my gleeful parents before I turned back to Fraser and leaned in, opening up a piece of my heart I hadn’t shown to anyone before. Not even Jonah. Fraser had somehow become my confession booth, and there was a sense of freedom in releasing old demons to people you never thought you’d see again.

      “I was young when I first realised their conversations bored me. I didn’t care about cars, clothes, or designer labels, and I was made to feel like I should. The unimportant stuff, they wanted me to be enthusiastic about. The important stuff, they didn’t.”

      “Like what?”

      “What really made me happy. Reading. Art. Reckless adventures in muddy fields with the wind in my hair and a smile on my face. I wanted life—both the good and bad sides of it—while all they wanted were things.”

      I’d said too much. I could feel it in the way my heart pinched, warning me to stop talking about the people I called family in front of someone I didn’t even know. It was a treachery you couldn’t take back. 

      “There’s nothing wrong with looking at life differently to everyone else,” he told me.

      “Then, how come everyone makes me feel wrong for it?”

      “My guess is that you care too much even when you’re pretending you don’t.”

      Fraser and I stared at each other for a moment too long before I inhaled again and strapped on another weak smile, needing to move back from him before he somehow pulled even more truths from me that shouldn’t be shared.
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      The worst part of the wedding had arrived. The part I dreaded the most.

      The speeches.

      The Mayor of London had already made a short announcement, proclaiming his gratitude towards my parents for taking Lucas in before moving on to ask for a moment’s silence for his daughter who had passed away in an unfortunate car accident several years ago. At that point, I’d looked at Lucas, seeing his head dip as he closed his eyes to remember someone he’d loved and lost. That, for the first time that day, had been the first sign of raw emotion on Lucas’s face, and it made my heart tighten at the sight of it, as did the look on his twin brothers’ faces, both Hugo and Giles following Lucas with a bow of their heads. Their youngest sister Rosie, however, wasn’t at the wedding, and Mayor Williamson gave no reason for her absence to the crowds.

      I wondered if she had the same affliction to these things as I did.

      After the sorrow of the moment drifted away, the mayor launched into tales of his love for his new daughter-in-law, letting everyone in the room know that he was as much a fan of the new marriage as their bank manager was sure to be.

      I struggled to keep my face neutral when my mother pretended to cry, and everyone lapped it up like she was some sweet, adorable little puppy they could coo over. Fraser kept his back to the top table for the most part, his attention solely on me, and he kept whispering small jokes in my ear to help me relax. My gratitude grew with every passing second, and I wondered what god had been listening to my prayers when they sent him to me.

      After my own father had said a few words, it was the groom’s turn, and Lucas stood over his bride and spoke about his love for Emmie. He read every word from the sheets of crumpled A4 paper in his hands—hands that shook the whole time—and all I could think as I watched him was:

      He looks like he’s been given a life sentence and is appealing to the court for leniency.

      He was a hedgehog about to be run over, begging for his life with false declarations of love in a last-ditch attempt to get the driver to go easy on him, and Emmie sat there completely oblivious. She lapped it up, and between her and my mother, the entire room of strangers were head over heels in love with this ridiculous marriage.

      I had to admit they played their parts well. Even I started to become a little convinced that my sister was in love, but then Emmie would flash me a smug look that sent me crashing back down to earth, and I remembered that love didn’t make the elite rich. Only money did that. And money could be made from pretend love if you showed it off enough. If you got people to believe.

      Here, the crowds were believing.

      But who the hell was I to judge? Really?

      She and I were no different today. Yes, Fraser may have been a stranger, but I was as in love with him as Emmie was with Lucas, of that much I was certain. We were both here with men we didn’t really know, with only one of us getting married.

      Eventually, Lucas took his seat beside his bride again, and he raised a shaky glass of whiskey to his lips while Emmie draped her arms around his shoulders and pressed her forehead to his as though they were lost in a moment of intimacy. The camera soon appeared in front of them, the lights flashing and blinding everyone within a ten-foot radius. 

      I must have scoffed or made a noise I hadn’t meant to make because Fraser moved his head to block my line of sight to Emmie, his brows raised.

      “What?” I asked before I drained the rest of my wine glass. Was I on my third or fourth now? I couldn’t remember, and it didn’t matter. A server was by my side within seconds, topping me up for the next round. Thank God for The Savoy.

      Fraser’s attention fell to the now-full glass of wine.

      “Good news for you. The more I drink, the sooner I’ll fall asleep and you’ll be allowed out of here.”

      “I’ve already told you; I can leave anytime I like.”

      “That’s true. You should probably go now. I’m already broke from this partnership of ours.”

      “I’ll get what I’m owed, don’t you worry about that.”

      Something about the way he said it made my stomach twist up in knots. Fraser, although lovely and warm towards me so far, had an edge about him—one that made it obvious that he was a man who knew how to handle himself if he needed to. Whether that was in business or on the streets, I wasn’t entirely sure, but I was aware that that edge should have made me nervous. Instead, I found myself slightly turned on by it.

      “When all these speeches are done, I’m finding out about you, Fraser.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “That would take more than one night.”

      “If you’re good, maybe I’ll pay you for a second date.”

      “Sorry, rebel. This is a one-time-only deal. I’m not a male escort.”

      “You should be. You’d make a killing with your rugged, modern, edgy good looks.”

      He huffed out a laugh. “Are women into that this season?”

      “Every season, Fraser. Every. Single. Season.”

      He turned his smile upside down and raised his brows.

      “Oh, please. You see yourself in the mirror every day, right?”

      “Do you see yourself?”

      “I’d rather not look while dressed up in this ridiculous outfit.”

      “Silly girl,” he said on a sigh, shaking his head.

      I probably should have been offended, but the wine had kicked in, and everything that should have bothered me seemed to drift away while I got lost in pale grey eyes that held me captive. 

      “Anyway… forget the male escort thing. Maybe, if I’m charming enough tonight, I’ll convince you to go out with me for free next time. I’ll have you know that in normal social circumstances, I am a hoot,” I said.

      I watched as his eyes searched mine, as though he was looking for something more within me—something that excited him. “Careful what you wish for. Not all company is good company.”

      “It beats being alone.”

      “Does it?”

      I imagined the two of us in my bedroom, him towering over me. This big, strong man made of pure muscle and chivalry, who I’d somehow managed to convince to be here with me, and I now happened to be fantasising about.

      Casting a glance over Fraser’s shoulder, I saw Tristan Neeson taking the microphone and getting ready to deliver his speech. I turned back to Fraser. “If I were alone, I’d have to listen to this bumbling idiot all by myself, but now I have you to keep me occupied.”

      Fraser glanced over his shoulder at Tristan, and I followed his gaze, but when I did, the smile soon fell from my face because the mayor had his eyes locked on Fraser’s, and he wore an expression I’d never seen on Elliott Williamson’s face before.

      That look could only be described as murderous.

      His eyes were narrowed, his nostrils flared, and his jaw twitched, but Fraser didn’t seem to notice. When Fraser turned back to me, he wore the opposite expression, as though his life was full, happy, and exciting.

      “Is this where we heckle?” Fraser asked.

      I didn’t answer. I glanced over at the mayor again, seeing him swallow and raise his chin before he tugged on his dinner suit jacket as though trying to compose himself. His eyes drifted to Fraser one more time, and his skin paled before he looked up at Tristan and gave him his full attention.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you for the next speech, the groom’s best man, and from what I hear, comedian extraordinaire, Mr Tristan Alexander Neeson,” the master of ceremonies announced before the whole room rose in applause.

      “Comedian extraordinaire?” Fraser smirked. “Really?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, only to be cut off when I heard Tristan saying my name, and when I looked up, the entire room had turned my way.

      What the hell had Tristan just said?

      I found him at the end of the top table, grinning like the Cheshire Cat, only skinnier and a lot slimier, too. He lifted the microphone to his mouth again and winked. It was a wink that made most women swoon but made my skin ripple.

      “Hey, sister of the bride. It’s so nice to see you here at probably the only wedding you’ll ever attend.” Tristan addressed the crowd, pointing his finger at me. “For those who don’t know the bride’s sister as well as the rest of us, here we have the youngest Grant of the family, and I think those of us who know her can agree that we’re surprised to see her here to celebrate with us since Charlotte has suffered allergies to love for the last twenty-four years of her life. She’s more of a funeral gal, aren’t you, Lottie?”

      Chairs shifted, and bodies turned to get a better view. I may as well have been sitting in the pits of actual Hell, the heat rolled over my body like a dangerous fire that could only end in disaster. 

      “But don’t worry, baby Grant, we’ve made provisions for you during the planning of this thing. There are medics on standby if your cold little heart can’t handle the passion for just a few minutes.”

      The room laughed quietly again, and I glanced around, seeing familiar faces alongside ones I didn’t know. Strangers poked fun at me without knowing anything about who I was or whether what he was saying was true, but they didn’t care. They were there for the laughs. For the entertainment.

      “Or you could always step over here and accept that dance I once offered you,” Tristan said, pulling my attention back to him. “You never know, I might warm that heart of yours up a little and make you fall in love with the idea of romance, after all.”

      This time, the people in the room laughed fully, leaving me to sit there with red cheeks and no words on my tongue. I had comebacks—plenty—but they would feed the guests’ image of me, just as I suspected Tristan had planned.

      An out of body experience started to take a hold of me, bringing me under, when suddenly, someone took my hand in theirs and raised it to their mouth to kiss the back of it. I blinked and tried to regain clarity, only to see Fraser’s lips still lingering against my skin as he looked up at me through his lashes and held my gaze.

      It was a gaze that said I don’t know you, but I’ve got you, and in that moment, it was all I had to cling on to.

      I don’t know you, but I’ve got you, his kiss told me again.

      Swallowing, I looked up at Tristan, who was now scowling, despite his smile.

      “Sorry, Best Man.” I shrugged. “Looks like someone beat you to it.”

      I wasn’t sure if the laughs that followed were with me or against me, but I somehow blocked them out and looked back at Fraser, whose eyes still hadn’t left mine.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed, only for him to wink in response.

      It was funny how one man’s wink could turn you sick while another man’s could make you feel reborn.
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      My fury rose to the surface whenever I saw a woman like Charlotte being treated as though they were second-class to the ones dishing out the abuse. I’d seen too fucking much of that in my lifetime, and it wasn’t in my nature to sit back and let it play out in front of me without consequences. Right now, I wanted to march across the room, wrap my big hand around his scrawny neck and smash Tristan’s face down into the table with all the power I had within me.

      And I had power. A lot of it. More than any of these fuckers knew.

      These people were Charlotte’s enemies dressed as allies, and that was the most dangerous breed of human there happened to be.

      I was no better than them, either, and Charlotte would soon find that out, but right now, I didn’t care about my own conscience. I only cared about making everyone pay for their behaviour.

      Shit, I was losing clarity and losing it too fast.

      This entire experience was fucking with my mind. I’d been wrong to step in when Dean had been the man that I’d earmarked for the job… but when I saw her standing there at the bus stop looking lost and vulnerable…

      Fuck, I couldn’t help it. She’d looked impossibly more beautiful beneath the sun that shone in London than she’d been in her pictures.

      The speeches carried on around us, yet Charlotte didn’t look away from me. Her eyes held mine. I hoped she could read what I was trying to convey. That I had her. I’d save her from all her enemies until she realised that I was the one who’d betrayed her the most.

      I pulled back slowly, somehow sliding my chair closer to hers and turning my back on those fuck awful families. Mayor Williamson would only shit himself even more, seeing I was ignoring him. He knew who I was and that I hadn’t been invited. He should have known better than that. I never had to be invited to get where I needed to go.

      And despite being here to survey the crowds and find a way to get closer to the man I really wanted to destroy, I found myself zoned in on this woman before me. I wanted to save her—take all her troubles away, if only for a day. She’d placed herself in exile to escape this world, and now every one of them here used her defiance as a tool to point and laugh at her. She’d become the court jester without even trying, and the constant sadness that danced around in her eyes was because of them. All of them.

      Charlotte stared at our joined hands in wonder.

      I raised them up between us, resting my elbow on the table. “You’re the only person I’ve ever seen who is capable of turning pale and flushed at the same time.”

      “It’s quite a skill,” she whispered, still not really with me. Her focus was on my fingers entwined with hers, and I watched as she uncurled hers slowly before tightening her grip again. “Thank you for that subtle gesture. You’re certainly earning what you’re owed.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Seriously, Charlotte, stop fucking mentioning the money.

      “I feel like I should. To be polite.”

      “Because we’re strangers?”

      “Is it weird that you don’t feel like one to me?”

      “Sometimes people just… connect,” I offered.

      “Maybe.” Her lips remained parted, and never had the urge to slip my tongue through someone else’s mouth burned within me like it did there and then.

      So sweet.

      So innocent.

      So unaware of this fucked-up situation she’d been thrown in the middle of.

      We stared into each other’s eyes in a way I’d only ever done with women I’d fucked and run from before, but there was no desire to run now. No desire to get the hell out of dodge or try and correct the mess I’d already made today.

      Secrets were sure to spill soon. Of that, I had no doubt.

      I may as well enjoy her company while I still had the chance before this woman of quiet strength found out the truth and chased me away from her touch with a forceful hand.

      Sometimes, in the middle of chaos lies beauty.

      Charlotte happened to be mine.
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      The room cleared out as soon as the bottles of wine ran dry, and the master of ceremonies told everyone to wait in the next function room while they reorganised this one for the evening event. Fraser and I stayed behind, the two of us facing each other with our knees almost touching like we had been for the last couple of hours as we talked about small, unimportant things.

      A server came by our table to clear things away, and the side-glances he slid our way made it clear enough that he wanted us gone.

      “Shall we get out of here?” Fraser asked.

      With a nod, I let him lead me. Now the crowds had dispersed, Fraser clearly didn’t feel the need to be so touchy-feely. I’d been hoping he would reach for my hand and guide me around. Instead, he stepped back and, with a sweep of his arm, gestured for me to follow him through into another area, which was apparently called the Parlour Room. The actor had exited the stage and turned his character off.

      It made me feel foolish for having fallen into his gaze so easily.

      Fake date, Charlotte. It’s not real. Don’t let the wine make you forget.

      “Can you excuse me a moment? I have to use the bathroom,” I said.

      Fraser turned by the pop-up bar and flashed me another stomach-clenching smile as he tucked his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “Can I get you a drink while you’re gone?”

      “Whatever you think will make this entire thing more tolerable.”

      He huffed out a laugh, shook his head and turned to get the drinks, leaving me to wander through the crowd with my head down. I didn’t need to see the faces of the people who judged me.

      Thankfully, the bathroom was empty, so I did my thing, enjoying the sound of silence ringing in my ears. If Fraser hadn’t been out there waiting, I would have made a point of staying inside that toilet cubicle a few hours longer. 

      Instead, I rushed through the process and stood in front of the sink, taking in my reflection staring back when I washed my hands. There I was, seeing myself, just like he’d told me to. My blue eyes hid under the wispy ends of my caramel, pushed-aside fringe. My cheeks were flushed from the thoughts of Fraser, but despite the idea of him naked, I still managed to look pissed off with the world. Sadness swam over my eyes, and I had no idea how to get rid of it.

      I didn’t want people to see me this way.

      It wasn’t fitting for a woman like me who had a good life away from all this. A life I’d built by myself.

      Coming from the family I had meant that the line of genetics had been strong. My mother was stunning, and I saw certain parts of her in me whenever I studied myself like this. The slight, constant tan to my skin. The sharp cheekbones and bow lips. I liked the natural shape of my brows, too, and the way my lashes curved upwards without much effort. But looking like my mother only made me want to rebel against her even more. I needed to prove that beauty and bitchiness didn’t always have to go hand in hand. I just didn’t know how to go about that, exactly. Especially not whilst in the middle of this world. It made the good parts of me turn sour, and I hated that, which was why I avoided it whenever possible.

      I liked who I was when away from this life. My smile rose freely among ordinary people. My eyes rarely narrowed in contempt, and I’d become addicted to the euphoria that flowed through my body whenever I knew I’d helped someone without asking for anything in return. Especially someone who had once served our country in the war but could no longer do the simplest of tasks. Or some older lady who had raised eight children and left her memory down the road along the way.

      That Charlotte Grant had purpose.

      With a deep breath, I dried off my hands and gave myself one last inspection in the mirror.

      Mother had been right. This dress did nothing for me, and now with Fraser on my arm, I suddenly wished I’d paid a little more attention to the clothes on my back. I imagined stepping through the doorway wearing a slinky, soft dress that hugged my every curve and looking up to see Fraser’s eyes popping.

      Dusting my fingertips over the material around my waist, I twisted to the side to get a look at myself. Maybe I could make this work? Maybe there was a chance he could find me attractive, despite my dress looking like it belonged to a sixty-seven-year-old lady.

      I guess I had been spending too much time with the older generation.

      The door to the bathroom swung open in a hurry, and two of my sister’s bridesmaids came rushing through, giggling and stumbling over each other until they came to an abrupt stop at the sight of me checking myself out. There was an awkward standoff of silence before I let my hands fall, and I reached for my purse, which only made them laugh without reservation and run into their stalls.

      I couldn’t even be bothered to roll my eyes or shake my head.

      When I stepped back out into the luxurious corridor, I was forced to a halt when a small body slammed into my legs.

      “Oomph,” fell out of me, and I quickly reached down to steady the pair of arms that were wrapped around my legs. A smile came to my face before I bent down to the same eye level as the young girl with blonde pigtails swaying from side to side. She couldn’t have been older than four, yet from what I could see, she was alone, drifting along the corridor in her pretty aqua dress—her ivory cardigan hanging off one shoulder.

      The girl swayed and batted her eyelashes at me.

      “Hey. Are you lost?” I asked gently. “Where are your parents?”

      “Don’t care,” she said too sweetly for an obvious little rebel.

      “Well, you should.” I raised my brows, unable to stop the smile tickling my lips. “They’re the ones who protect you. You should stay with them, always.”

      “They stink!”

      “That, I can relate to.” She had the roundest, brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen on a real person. They were photoshopped aqua, matching the bright tones of her dress. “But, despite their smelly features, maybe I should get you back to them.”

      “No.” She shook her head, her pigtails swaying again. “I want a fizzy drink. They won’t let me.”

      “Fizzy drinks are bad for you…” I paused, scowling despite my smile. “What’s your name?”

      “Annabelle.”

      “That’s a pretty name for a pretty girl.”

      “Fanks.” She looked over her shoulder before she turned back to me. “Will you get me fizzy drink?”

      “How about I make you a deal? You let me take you back to your parents, and I’ll ask them if I’m allowed to buy you something you’ll like. I can’t promise it will be a fizzy drink, but—”

      “I like puppies. Will you buy me one of those?”

      “Let’s… start with the fizzy drink first, hey, Annabelle?” I stood tall again and held my hand out for her to take. I wasn’t going to force her anywhere, but I also wasn’t about to leave her roaming around The Savoy Hotel on a busy day. “Shall we?”

      She slipped her chubby fingers between mine. “‘Kay.”

      I was about to lead the way when a voice up ahead caught both our attention. “Annabelle Evelyn Ridgely!”

      The sound of that voice sent shockwaves up my spine before I looked up, the smile slipping from my face instantly. 

      “Penn,” I mouthed.

      Penn Ridgely—my ex-boyfriend between the ages of sixteen and eighteen—marched towards me wearing a very well-fitted suit. His dark hair was in a shaggy yet perfect mess, and he looked like he’d bulked a little since I last saw him…

      Which had been years and years ago.

      Penn had been a rogue and a cheat since before he’d even left the womb, and the entire London Elite knew of his reputation. There wasn’t a model or actress who passed through our beloved city without Penn getting his claws into them, and for some reason, they always seemed to thank him for it, like it had been a privilege for them to get a full three-minute workout beneath his sleazy body.

      Penn and I had gone to private school together, and as the last living virgin at the age of sixteen, I’d been a conquest for the arrogant fool. My stupid hormones had allowed me to give in and waste two solid years lying beneath him while he went with other women behind my back. I’d been a zombie, trying to fit into this world, and having Penn’s attention made me think I could rival the other women for a while.

      Even Emmie and my mother had approved.

      However, after two years, I’d had enough, and since then, I’d been the only woman to ever dump Penn Motherfucking Ridgely. A title he hated me owning and one he tried to dispel at every given opportunity. He chose to tell people I was frigid and that he’d let me believe I’d been the one to end things because he didn’t want to be the guy to upset the Grants. Especially not the Wednesday Addams of the family.

      My mind was lost in the flashbacks running through it when he came to a stop in front of me, fiddling with the middle button of his suit jacket, his smirk coming to life.

      He smelt like money. Like the devil I wanted to bury in fire.

      “Well, well, well.” He smiled. “If it isn’t Charlotte Grant.” He looked me up and down before his eyes met mine again. “Nice dress.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, ignoring his sly dig.

      His playful scowl paired perfectly with his devilish smirk. “I’m here by special invitation, Lottie.”

      It dawned on me that, even with Fraser by my side, I’d still spent most of my time at the wedding with my head down so as not to attract any attention from anyone, which meant that I hadn’t been paying attention to who surrounded me.

      “Emmie invited you?”

      “Why wouldn’t she? I hang out with her and Lucas all the time.”

      I paled, unable to hide my shock. Sure, Penn could have been lying, but I knew deep down in my heart that he wasn’t. All wit and sarcastic comebacks left me staring at him, which gave him time to glance down at my outfit. His features twisted to let confusion take over before he found my face again and raised a brow.

      “You look…” He cocked his head to the side. “Charming.”

      “Come on, lady, ask him,” Annabelle said, tugging on my arm. She pointed at Penn. “Ask Daddy. Ask him for the puppy.”

      “Excuse me?” Penn laughed, that old charm of his tainting his tongue with an arrogance I wanted to knock out of him. “A puppy?”

      I stared back at Penn, open-mouthed. “Daddy?” He was the same age as me. Only twenty-four now. I’d heard whispers about his life in recent years but never anything about him being a father. “Annabelle is yours?”

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      “But… how?”

      “If you need me to answer that question, Lottie, it’s no wonder we broke up.”

      I took the hit of that one, not willing to answer back. My eyes closed for just a second before I reopened them and shook my head. Stepping back, I let go of Annabelle’s hand, a little devastated that such a sweet girl could belong to such a gigantic dickhead.

      “I’m sorry. I have to go. My date is waiting for me.”

      “A date? Who?” Penn scowled.

      “Goodbye, Penn,” I said, keeping my insults to myself for his daughter’s sake.

      Walking away on shaky legs, I clutched my purse to my stomach, able to feel the intense burn of Penn’s glare as I went. He didn’t like it when people didn’t answer him, and he hated it even more when people walked away. Especially me. I was the one woman he’d never been able to control, even when I’d been silent about his torrid affairs. 

      Come on, baby. We’re just kids. We’re meant to fuck up this time in our lives. If we don’t do it now, we’ll only do it when we’re older. Let me live a little. Once I’ve done that, I’ll come back to you and be as good as gold. I promise.

      That had been his response when I’d thrown all my accusations at him. Penn didn’t deny who he was as a person. He didn’t see a damn thing wrong with any of it.

      I made my way back into the Parlour Room to see Fraser leaning against the bar in the same place I’d left him. A small, reassuring smile came to life on my face… until I realised who was standing beside him.

      Mayor Williamson stared up at Fraser’s towering form, and he didn’t look happy. His finger was pointed upwards, his face contorted with anger as he leaned in close. Fraser was completely calm—his hip resting against the bar with one hand holding the opposing wrist across his stomach. His face held no expression as he looked down at the city’s mayor.

      It looked like they were in a heated exchange with only one of them passionate about the outcome. 

      Something caught Fraser’s eye, and he glanced my way, only to do a double-take and focus in.

      Our eyes locked across the room, and Fraser blinked once, ignoring the mayor completely.

      “Is that the date?” Penn came to a stop beside me. Annabelle was holding his hand, but he was totally focused on me. I could feel it. Close… so close. I could smell his minty breaths. I could taste his expensive aftershave. “Damn. He’s looking at you like he wants to eat you.”

      “Go away, Penn.”

      “He’s not your usual type. Not that you have much of a type. I’m still your last serious relationship, right? Even six years later.”

      “Serious.” I laughed once. “Sure.”

      Penn leaned in closer. “Mayor Williamson doesn’t seem too keen on him, though. I wonder what that’s all about?” 

      “Penn?” I turned to face him. Our noses were only inches apart, and I stared into his eyes, I tried to imagine those two years I spent believing he could be something to me. I came up with nothing. He was just another stranger I didn’t know. One I knew less than Fraser. “Go fuck yourself,” I whispered before I walked away on shaky legs, returning to the man I hoped would tame the beast growing inside of me.
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      “Mayor Williamson, nice to see you again,” I lied as I approached them both.

      The mayor cleared his throat and tugged down on his suit jacket—a move that I was starting to recognise as a nervous tick. “Lottie.”

      “Charlotte.” I smiled tighter.

      “Of course.” He tipped his head. “I trust you’re keeping well.”

      “Well, and out of trouble, just as my family requested.”

      “Pleased to hear it. Your parents tell me you’ve taken up a career in hospitality. How wonderful that you’ve ventured into such an avenue. I have friends in high places, particularly the restaurant sector, who are always looking for people skilled in the industry. If you ever need me to put in a good word for you...”

      “Oh, don’t get ahead of yourself now, Mayor. I think you may have misunderstood. I’m sure my parents told you I worked in a care home rather than in executive hospitality. My choice of career is something they’re highly unlikely to forget or muddle up since they’re so squeamish and disgusted by it.”

      His face dropped. “I must have misheard them.”

      “Either that or they lied.” I paused, allowing us all to bathe in his awkwardness. “But that’s neither here nor there. Do you two know each other?” I gestured between Fraser and him, saving us both from the grim reality of my parents’ lies.

      “I recognised your friend from an event I attended last month. Just another charitable art fundraiser of sorts.”

      “Art?” I turned to Fraser, laying an impressed look on him. “I didn’t have you down as a fan of Picasso and the likes, Fraser.”

      His playful, casual smirk was his only response. 

      “Anyway,” the mayor interrupted, drawing my attention back to him, although I was sure to leave Fraser with a parting look that let him know I had questions, and he’d soon be getting them. “I see Lucas and his new bride are gesturing for me to go to them. It must be time for the pictures. Take care, Lott—Charlotte.”

      “You, too, Mayor.”

      He shot off faster than a cat burglar at the sound of an alarm, leaving me to spin on my heels back to Fraser with an accusatory glare.

      “It looked like you were arguing to me.”

      “Really?” He scowled. “This is how you think I’d look when I’m angry?”

      “Well… not you, but the mayor—”

      “Is full of his own self-importance and often likes to use his hands to gesticulate when talking. Everybody knows this about him.”

      “So, you two do know each other?”

      “He’s the mayor of London. Everyone knows him.”

      “Fraser…”

      His smile dropped, an impatient sigh falling free. “Charlotte, let’s not overcomplicate this, okay? You brought me here for a favour. I’m halfway through completing that favour for you. Can’t we just leave it at that?”

      I swallowed the weird lump in my throat. Half from the reminder that we were, in fact, two people who didn’t know each other this morning and wouldn’t know each other after tonight… but also from the way Fraser’s entire demeanour changed as though he had something to hide.

      “Sure.” I nodded.

      He pushed himself off the bar and stepped closer, leaving me to look up at his towering form with wide eyes.

      “Tell me… do you think you can trust me?” he asked.

      “I haven’t made my mind up yet.”

      “Wrong. Your answer should have been no. Never trust a stranger, Charlotte. Trust has to be earned, and earning takes time.”

      “You’re infuriating.” I ran my hand over my forehead before I dropped it. “Am I going to regret bringing you here?”

      “That depends on what you’re expecting out of it.”

      “Just help me get through this thing alive,” I said quietly. “That’s all I want from you.”

      “That, I can manage.”

      “And don’t, I don’t know, mug me or anything.”

      His half-smile rose, and he held my gaze. “I can’t make any promises.” But the only thing I could ever imagine this man taking from a woman without her consent was her lust-filled, Fraser-inspired, mushy heart. 

      I blew out a breath and looked around, already strung out. I caught sight of Penn across the room talking to another woman who was as tall as him, wearing a long, gold sequinned gown that hugged her in all the right places. Penn turned to catch me staring, and he raised his glass of champagne in my direction before he tipped his head.

      I looked away quickly, only to see Fraser’s gaze lingering on Penn. 

      “Friend of yours?”

      “I’m going to need more alcohol if we’re having that conversation.”

      “More drinks it is.”

      We ordered from the bar and then made our way to a small table at the back of the room. It gave us a full view of everybody. Once we were seated, Fraser brought his pint of beer to his lips and eyed me, waiting for me to go on.

      “His name is Penn Ridgley,” I started. “The one and only ex-boyfriend I have in existence. Bane of my life. Biggest regret. Harshest critic. Rogue and a cheat. His name would be in lights if his reputation wasn’t so bad, and I hate the fact that I wasted two years on London’s worst breed of man because it made everyone else happy but me. He thinks he’s a gent. I think he’s a rat, and that about sums it up.”

      “And the little girl by his side?”

      “His daughter, apparently. I just found out myself. If any of my family knew, they wouldn't have bothered to tell me. And no, I’ve zero clue who the mother is.”

      “I think the sequin-clad beauty currently sucking his face off might have something to do with it.”

      Fraser was right. The stunning woman in gold was pressed up against him, her smile ridiculous as they held each other close while the little girl begged for their attention beside them, tugging on the lady’s dress. It reminded me of my parents with me when I’d been that age.

      “What bothers me is that men like him are allowed to procreate when there are good people out there unable to,” I admitted bitterly.

      Fraser dropped his arms to the table, his eyes holding me captive. “Do you believe that bad people have any good in them, or do you write off anyone who dares to mess up even once?”

      I thought about that for a moment. Did I think bad people could have good in them? One glance around the room would tell me that was true. This place was filled with people who weren’t exactly bad but weren’t pure-hearted, either. Selfishness and greed tainted the air, making them think that their existences were the only ones to matter. The people here didn’t care about the poverty infecting the streets just beyond these walls. They didn’t care that elderly couples sat in care homes all day long, staring at magnolia walls, and that those elderly couples had been the very people to fight for this lots’ freedom and entitlement. But did that make them bad or simply ignorant?

      “I don’t have any issue with good people doing bad things, Fraser. I have an issue with bad people pretending they’re good.”

      “Like Penn?”

      “For starters.”

      “He cheated on you?”

      “He did me a favour.”

      “So, bad acts can work out for the best in the end?”

      I scowled at him. “You’re playing with me.”

      “Perhaps.” 

      “Boy, I bet you wish you’d caught the later bus, don’t you?” I said with a quiet yet forced laugh. “Is this really worth a hundred an hour?”

      “Maybe I’m not doing this for your money anymore.”

      When I looked up, Fraser’s gaze was holding mine, and I melted beneath it, too strung up on this day to care if he knew Mayor Williamson or not. Too strung up to care about the consequences of tomorrow when a man like Fraser looked at me like he wanted to know every thought within my muddled mind, no matter how dirty they may be.

      “What are you doing it for?” I dared myself to ask.

      “I’ll collect that when I’m ready, don’t worry.”

      If he was about to be my ruin, at least he wasn’t so bad to look at along the way.
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      “It’s very... pink,” Fraser said.

      We looked around the room that had been transformed from a classy, daytime affair into a blush pink cloud of cotton candy nightmares.

      It was hard to take everything in, but I trailed my gaze over every surface and new, expensive feature that had been put in place, including the thousands of fairly lights, crystal chandeliers, and not to forget the gigantic L & E at the end of the black and white dance floor for anyone who should have forgotten who they were here to celebrate.

      There wasn’t a tacky latex balloon in sight. Money had been thrown at this thing without concern, yet the sight of it made me want to puke. Money could buy a lot of things, but it clearly didn’t buy taste.

      Fraser cringed. “Did Taylor Swift throw up in here?”

      “Like being inside a vagina, isn’t it?”

      He choked out a laugh and removed his suit jacket to drape it over the back of his chair at the table we stopped at. “Who am I screwing? Barbie?”

      “You’re pretty, Fraser, but you’re no Ken.”

      “Please. I’ve had better than his woman.”

      “I believe you.”

      Oblivious to my ogling, he began to roll up the sleeves of his white shirt, revealing several things that had me sucking in a sharp breath. Tattoos ran all the way up his forearms, drifting under the edge of his shirt, a sea of vibrant colour disappearing beneath fabric around his elbow. A thick, black matte watch sat on one of those strong wrists, and on his other, Fraser wore a cluster of small leather bracelets with embossed inscriptions on them that I couldn’t quite make out in the dim lighting of where we sat near the back of the room. When he loosened his tie and unfastened the top button of his shirt, I had to swallow down my desire and look away.

      Images of him naked raced through my mind. I glugged down my wine, almost finishing the drink off before I placed it back on the table with a little too much force.

      “Nice tattoos I see there.”

      Those grey eyes stayed on me. “Do they offend you?”

      “Quite the opposite. I think they’re incredible.”

      “Do you have any?”

      “I’ve always wanted one, but…” I shook my head. “That would not go down well with my mother. She is vehemently against any kind of ink. She raised me to believe that anyone who needed to cover up the skin they were born in had something to hide. I share very few of her views, in case you were wondering.’

      “From what little I know of you, I’d expect you to have a half sleeve already just to defy her.”

      “I haven’t found anything worth putting on my skin yet.”

      My eyes fell to the different colours weaving through the images he’d marked upon himself. I had so many questions. I wanted to know the story of them all. Why there? Why that? What moved him to do it? When did they happen? But those thoughts led to me imagining tracing each tattoo with my finger until I unbuttoned his shirt to see if he had any on his chest, his shoulders, and lord above… his back.

      Fraser just smiled, never offering me an answer or an insight into anything, but I guessed he saw the questions burning in my eyes.

      I drained the rest of my drink quickly before I looked all around me and caught sight of the mayor talking with my father, Mitchell. They were locked in conversation—the type us women in the family usually walked away from—with their heads dipped low and their voices only for the two of them, until Mayor Williamson looked our way and our eyes locked.

      He frowned, his mouth setting into a thin line as my father continued to talk, oblivious, before the mayor tore his eyes away.

      “Don’t ask me why, but the mayor gives me the creeps,” I admitted. “He’s got a face I don’t trust.”

      “Then you’ve nothing to worry about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s the people with the trustworthy faces you have to fear the most. They’re the ones you let your guard down with, so they’re the ones with the potential to hurt you.”

      “I do love a man with a positive outlook on life,” I mocked. “Tell me… are you available for funerals too?”

      “And bar mitzvahs.” He smirked.

      “That’s how you make your money.”

      “What money?”

      “Come on…” I gestured to every part of him. “The tattoos alone run into the thousands. I may not have had any myself, but I know how much they cost. Add in the sharp suit, the obviously expensive watch, the spotless shoes you’re wearing, and the fact that you were supposed to be in The Savoy on business—whatever the hell that means, even though you assured me you’re no male escort—I think it’s fair to say you don’t go without.”

      “Maybe I just mask my poverty well.”

      “I don’t think you’re the kind of person to hide anything about who you are, actually.”

      Fraser brought his drink to his mouth, eyeing me the entire time as he took a slow, controlled sip, giving nothing away before he dropped it back down to the table and rubbed his lips together.

      Unfortunately for us, our bubble of peace and privacy didn’t last long before it was interrupted by the sound of my mother.

      “Lottie, you haven’t introduced us formerly,” she sang, leaning over the table and flashing one of those sweet yet sinister smiles of hers.

      Fraser laid a look on me, but I closed my eyes and tried to count to ten to prepare myself for whatever the hell was to come.

      “I’m Laurie Grant,” Mum said, and when I looked up again, she was holding out her hand for Fraser to take, as though he was the privileged one. “It’s a pleasure to meet you…”

      “Fraser,” he said, taking her hand and offering her an out of this world smile in return. One that I immediately felt envious of for reasons I couldn’t quite work out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Grant. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Not from Lottie, I hope. It can’t possibly have been any good coming from her.”

      I stared at her through hooded eyes. “I am here, you know.”

      “Well aware of that, dear. We’ve written a letter to her majesty the queen to recommend you to be on her honours list for next year because of the effort you’ve made to be here for your only sister’s wedding.” She turned to me slowly, her smile growing tight.

      Everyone has that one person who makes them cower more than the rest, and my mother happened to be mine. My mind raced with a book’s worth of insults to throw her way, but not only did Mum hold a wicked tongue, she also happened to play the biggest victim the world had ever seen whenever it suited her. No matter what you did, winning wasn’t an option when your opponent happened to be Laurie Grant. Experience had taught me that it was better to stay quiet and hope she went away.

      “I love my daughter, Fraser, but she’s always been a bit of a loose cannon. I don’t think anyone expected her to actually be here today,” Mum said, leaning closer to Fraser as though they were two best friends sharing a secret. 

      “Is that why you invited her ex-boyfriend?” he asked calmly.

      I looked at him sharply, unable to believe what he’d said and the tone in which he’d said it.

      “Who, Penn? No,” Mum chortled. “He happens to be a dear family friend. He’s always been on the guest list.”

      “Probably before I was,” I muttered under my breath, but Mum caught it and rolled her eyes.

      “Just because you two had a fling all those years ago doesn’t mean that we had to say goodbye to someone we’d grown fond of.”

      “A fling? I spent two years with the guy, and he cheated on me for practically all of it.”

      Mum tinkered with her perfectly sprayed hair. “You were both kids, neither one of you exactly innocent.”

      “The only thing I happened to be guilty of was wasting my time on him.”

      “Always with the dramatics, Lottie.”

      “Charlotte.”

      “See?” Mum raised a brow. “You even try to tell me what I chose to call you at birth.”

      “As long as my birth certificate says Charlotte, your argument is invalid.”

      “Oh, darling, I’m not arguing. I don’t waste my time on the efforts of that. I’m stating facts whether you like them or not. You always have and always will be our Lottie.”

      I was building up to lash out for many reasons; the main being my need to demand that she admit to being wrong about my relationship with Penn, or at least to be joking, but then Fraser’s hand slipped under the table, and the gentle squeeze of his palm over my knee made my breath stutter.

      “Really, Lottie,” Mum began, “you should stop trying to argue the most basic of—”

      “I think that’s probably enough,” Fraser interrupted, wearing a confident yet lazy smile. “Let’s not embarrass ourselves by tearing into someone else for sport or fun.”

      Mum faltered, her body stilling as she looked down at him in both shock and awe. Nobody ever interrupted Laurie Grant, and nobody ever dared to be so passive-aggressive while wearing such a handsome smile.

      “Of course.” She smiled tightly, unable to completely hide her sudden annoyance. “Now is not the time for family squabbles.”

      “Tonight, or any night, really,” Fraser said. “Families are to be cherished. The good and the bad, don’t you agree?”

      “Quite right.” Mum fiddled with her earring, a sign of her discomfort. “I’ll leave the two of you to enjoy your evening. A pleasure, Fraser.”

      “Mrs Grant.” He nodded.

      Fraser watched her go, as relaxed as always, while I waited for her to spin around on her heels, raise her finger, and get right in his face as she would have done with me had I been the one to humiliate her. Mum never let anyone disrespect her the way Fraser had just done so effortlessly. In a way that made it seem like leaving me alone had been her idea all along.

      “Whatever that was, you have to teach me how to do it, right away,” I said, watching Mum walk away, fiddling with her hair.

      “She’s… quite the woman.”

      “Horrible, isn’t she?”

      “I can’t dislike her entirely. She made you.”

      I turned to look at him. “A total fluke. I think I was gifted to my parents by the gods by accident.”

      He huffed out a barely-there laugh. “Was that okay? I know I pushed her buttons.”

      “You were magnificent. I adored every second. Do my dreamy eyes not tell you enough?”

      “Wasn’t sure if that was part of the act still or not.”

      “I’ll let you know when I figure it out myself.”

      His eyes dropped to my mouth.

      He smelled too damn good, and I was two sips of wine away from poking out my tongue and trailing it over his neck to see if he tasted the same. We were close—so close—and all I had to do was lean forward an inch or two, and my lips would connect with his. Just one movement and I could feel the heat of his tongue against mine.

      Fraser cleared his throat subtly, waking me from the daydream of his touch.

      Pulling away, I smoothed down my dress. I really was my mother’s daughter.

      “I need another drink,” I said, looking up into grey eyes.

      As if by magic, a waiter walked by at that exact moment to offer Fraser and me a glass of champagne. We took four and laughed when the guy walked away, muttering under his breath.

      Fraser soon got comfortable again, resting his arms on the table as he glanced around the room and made some small commentary about a woman in a magenta dress that looked like a clown’s costume. The way he tried to put me at ease so soon after my mother’s appearance made me realise that there was no one else I’d rather be here with than him. This magnificent stranger who’d given me a million to one shot at temporary happiness on a day when I thought I’d feel nothing but discomfort and misery.

      “Fraser?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m really glad you were the one to get on the same bus as me today.”

      Fraser just stared again, and this time he didn’t try to hide the fact that his focus was on my mouth. I trailed my tongue across my bottom lip before sinking my teeth into it, and then something snapped in Fraser’s gaze, and he frowned, deep lines appearing in his brow.

      “I have to take a call,” he said quickly.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah.”

      Before I could even question any of it, he was digging around in the pockets of his suit jacket to retrieve his phone, and then he walked away, bringing it to his ear with one hand while his other sank into his trouser pocket.

      All I could do was drop my chin to my fist and sigh dreamily.

      My eyes trailed up and down his body before landing on that incredibly tight arse that was stretched against the fabric of his trousers, begging to be touched.

      “It isn’t real, Charlotte,” I whispered. “None of this is real.”
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      I stepped out into the corridor, dropped my phone from my ear, and inhaled a deep breath to try and slow my racing heart. Me, the guy whose face didn’t so much as twitch when he had a man in a choke hold, listening to him taking his last breaths while he begged for forgiveness in the form of his life.

      What the hell was Charlotte Grant doing to me?

      Her innocence made me want to wrap her up in my arms and shield her from these blood-thirsty sharks.

      The way she sank her teeth into the pink flesh of her lip made me lose coherent thought, and I knew there and then that I had to get out. What the fuck was I doing here? Wade, Joey, Dean, and Ray were going to have my balls in a nutcracker for this, and who could blame them? We had one golden rule in our business: never get involved with anyone on the job. Keep it clean.

      The phone in my hand vibrated, and Wade’s name lit up the screen. I couldn’t keep them away for much longer.

      “Yep,” I answered, looking behind and all around me as I made my way to a secluded corner of the hotel corridors.

      “What in the fresh fucking hell is going on?” Wade shouted. Wade always shouted when angry. He was the hysterical, over the top alpha of our firm once his buttons had been pressed. My second in command. The vice president to my reign. “Tell me you haven’t fucked this entire thing up already.”

      “I haven’t.” Yet.

      “What were you thinking? The job had been assigned to Dean. He was meant to be the guy next to her, not you. We had a plan, Fraser. One you set. We have rules and we follow those rules religiously.”

      “I know.”

      “You never, ever get involved. That’s not your role. You’re the man in the shadows. You cannot be seen. The more you are, the more—”

      “We weaken who we are,” I finished for him. “I know that rule, too, Wade. I fucking made it.”

      “Then, you’ve got to give me some answers, man. We’re all going out of our shit here.”

      “Losing your shit or going out of your minds. There’s no such thing as going out of your shit, Wade.”

      “Don’t you start that smart mouth crap with me. Not tonight. Not after you changed the rules on us at the last minute.”

      “Special circumstances.”

      “Care to tell us what the fuck those circumstances were?”

      She looked too tempting, and I followed my gut, not knowing why I needed to be by her side but knowing that I needed to be there all the same. 

      I couldn’t tell him that, though. Instead, I sighed heavily, acting bored by his aggression. “Look, I acted on instinct. You and the guys know that’s what I’ve always done. I saw her sitting there at the bus stop. I knew Dean was about to go to her, but one look at her face, and I also knew that Dean wouldn’t make it work.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because he’s all or nothing. He’s either too docile or too abrasive. He would have rubbed her up the wrong way, and she’d be at this wedding alone.”

      “Dean can make the straightest man or the gayest woman fall in love with him. The guy never loses.”

      “He would have done this time.” And there was no way I was letting her fall for him and his act.

      Wade growled, and I imagined him pacing the place we called our headquarters—a decent-sized flat in the Soho region of London—with one hand running through his hair while the other rested on his hip. Wade was always handsfree, talking into his headset like some militant force. I teased him relentlessly, saying he looked more like a kid playing Xbox.

      “I assume Mayor Williamson has seen you already,” he finally said with a sigh of his own.

      “Hard for him not to.”

      “Another reason Dean should have gone. He didn’t know him.”

      “There’s no point focusing on that now. I’m the one here. I’m in the thick of it.”

      “Fine.” He sighed. “Fill me in on what happened with Williamson.”

      “Charlotte had gone to the bathroom. Williamson marched over and asked me what the fuck I was doing at his son’s wedding. I told him I had a date and that my being here was purely coincidental.”

      “Did he buy it?”

      “He couldn’t argue it, seeing how I’m actually here with none other than Charlotte Grant, but he also didn’t believe me enough to stop himself from giving me the warning that if there was something going down, and I hadn’t told him about it, he’d find a way to make me pay.”

      “He threatened you?”

      “He told me it was a promise.” I smirked, unable to help myself when I remembered Mayor Williamson trying to intimidate me. “He reminded me that this was his son’s wedding, and nothing, not even I could ruin it without there being consequences involved.”

      “The guy finally found his balls.”

      “Not really. He shook like a virgin in a whore house the whole time.”

      “We all know he likes his whore houses—”

      “Let’s stay on track.” I glanced around, making sure no one could hear me. “I can’t blame the guy for being pissed. I’m not exactly his favourite person.”

      “You should be. His daughter is alive because of you.”

      One of them, I thought, quickly cutting myself off that train of thought. I couldn’t go there tonight.

      “A long time has passed since then. Ten years.”

      “Which is why I’m confused as to why you stepped in and took over from Dean’s mission at the last minute. Surely you wanted to avoid him as much as he wanted to avoid seeing you.”

      “I just needed to. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “Try and think of something. Dean and Joey think something big is going down that you haven’t told any of us about. Ray is loading up his rifles as we speak.”

      “Jesus, tell Ray to calm the fuck down, will you?”

      “You try that and tell me how far you get. That man is like a pit bull on cocaine on his calm days.”

      “Fucking John Wick wannabe freak.” I rubbed my free hand over my forehead and closed my eyes.

      Silence hung over the call before Wade cleared his throat and said, “Have you seen him yet?”

      The mention of him in any capacity made my blood boil. “No,” I pushed out. “But he’s here. I can feel it.”

      “I don’t like this. It’s too risky. All it’s going to take is for Williamson’s tongue to get loose after too much whiskey and for him to tell the wrong person who you are, what you do, and that you’re there. Once that’s done, everything we’ve built up over time could be ruined. That fucker we’re after could run.”

      Wade wasn’t wrong.

      The firm I’d built thrived on secrecy and hidden identities. It was the main reason I typically remained behind the scenes, sealing the deals, running the coordinates, making sure everything was in place, and letting the four guys I trusted with my life be the ones to get their hands dirty. On the occasion I did insist on getting my hands dirty with them, though, I enjoyed every second of it. Making men pray for my mercy could become a treacherous thrill, and I had the strength to become a weapon if I didn’t keep myself in check.

      I’d put us all in danger here. I’d put Charlotte in danger, too.

      “Williamson knows me well enough to know that I’ll break his neck if my name is so much as whispered by him,” I said

      “You’d better hope that’s true. You’d also better find a way to stay calm and not let all those years of bitterness get in the way of the job tonight. No rash decisions. No hurting the man on a whim.” He paused, and I knew what was coming. It’s the same question I would have asked. “You’ve used a false name with the girl, right?”

      When I didn’t answer, he pushed for more.

      “Fraser?”

      “See you later, Wade.”

      I ended the call abruptly and walked back into the room to finish what I’d started. One look at Charlotte, who had captured the attention of an old man in a dated suit, and I knew I’d made the right call.

      She needed me as much as I needed to be here.

      My phone pinged with a text message, and I opened it up, ignoring the million others that were waiting for me from the other guys.

      
        
        Wade: Whatever you do, don’t fuck her.

        That’s the only thing you can do now to make this worse.
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      “And I told those parents of yours, I said, there’s no way my favourite niece won’t show up for this glorious occasion.” Great Uncle Bernard leaned closer and pinched my cheek like I was eight years old again.

      “Here I am,” I said with wide eyes, watching him as he fell back in Fraser’s seat and rubbed at his round belly with one hand while his other flattened down the seven hairs left on his greasy head.

      “You sure are. Everyone’s talking about it.”

      “Everyone needs to get a life.”

      “I’ve been saying that for years but that kind of talk falls on deaf ears around here.”

      I smiled because Uncle B wasn’t a bad man. I just couldn’t remember ever seeing him without rosy cheeks and a very large glass of red wine in his hands. There was little I knew of him, other than he had always been wealthy, single, and childless.

      “He’s quite the dish, as your Aunt Marge would say,” he said, leaning in again. Auntie M was his sister and had been his last living relative of his generation until she’d passed away only three months prior. “All the women here are talking about that man of yours. You should hear them. I’m surprised you haven’t seen them ogling away.”

      “Here I was thinking that you said they were talking about me.” 

      “One might say that if tongues are already wagging, why not give them something to really remember in the morning?” Uncle B winked, but before I could ask him what exactly he meant by that, Fraser returned with both hands tucked in his trouser pockets.

      I looked up, slightly weirded out by how familiar he already felt.

      After a small introduction of the two, Uncle B stood, dipped his head, and offered Fraser a genuine smile before he made his excuses to leave.

      Fraser grinned. “If you need me to go, just say the word.”

      “Oh, ha-ha. That’s my uncle, you sicko. Sit your arse down, will you? The wolves are staring, and I’m the black sheep they’re ready to bite into.”

      “Anyone in particular giving you grief?”

      He took his seat beside me and shuffled closer. Closer still. Oh, too close. His chair faced mine completely, and his parted legs nudged the side of my thigh as he leaned forward and pressed his hands together. “Because if you have enemies, I want to know who they are. I take my role here tonight very seriously.” He smirked just as the band flared to life behind him on the stage. Neither one of us turned around to look. The room could have been empty for all I cared. Fraser’s eyes held all the music I needed in my life.

      Resting my elbow on the table, I placed my chin on the back of my hand. “How seriously?”

      “Very, very seriously.”

      “So, the last thing you’d want is for us to be caught lying to everyone here tonight.”

      “That’ll never happen because I’m committed to this role. In fact, why don’t we come out of hiding? Why don’t we go and mingle among the wolves? Let them know we aren’t scared of their bite.” He glanced over his shoulder to where groups of women were two-stepping, performing their best mum dancing to their husbands. When Fraser turned back to me, he shrugged. “You could strut on to that dance floor and show them what you’ve got.”

      “Together?”

      “I don’t dance.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “If dancing is out, we could go to the bar and make conversation with people.”

      “I don’t like people,” I said blandly.

      “You do. You’re great with them. You just hide away in corners pretending you don’t so you can act like it doesn’t bother you that these people judge you when they’re the ones who should be judged.”

      “Fuck you, Fraser.”

      “That’ll cost you extra.”

      I couldn’t help it—I laughed.

      He nudged himself closer and looked down at his hands, which were now reaching out until his fingertips could trace the edge of my thigh. That simple connection and that faint touch made my stomach tighten. I swallowed, not at all discreetly, and waited for him to look up into my eyes again.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” I croaked.

      “What made you want to become a care worker? Tell me why you do what you do for a living when it would be so easy for you to live like everyone else here.”

      “I… I don’t know. I guess I don’t want an easy life. I want one filled with purpose.”

      “And your job gives you that?”

      Memories of my grandfather being thrown into care the moment he became too old and too much of an inconvenience to my parents floated through my mind. Frail hands. Broken skin. Dry lips. His endless confusion. The way my mother turned her back on her own father, leaving him with a bunch of strangers who didn’t know how kind-hearted he’d been for the previous ninety years of his life. People who didn’t know he was the only person who had ever mattered to me. People who didn’t hold his hand when he was scared the way I would have done. People who saw him as another patient, not someone they loved. Not someone with a heart.

      I stared down at Fraser’s index fingers, both of which were softly trailing barely noticeable lines back and forth against my thigh. I couldn’t remember ever finding comfort in such a simple yet intimate gesture.

      “My job lets me know that I actually have a soul,” I said quietly. “I want to be the one person in my family who does what the others are too scared to do. I want to touch lives and sometimes save them without taking out an ad in The Daily Mail to celebrate my own charitable endeavours.”

      “And who touches and saves you?”

      “I don’t need saving.”

      “But you are trying to find your purpose.”

      “I guess so. I want to be different. I want to bring more to the table. Is that a bad thing?”

      “If you don’t go out there and actively search for it, yes. You can’t always sit in the shadows, waiting for that purpose to find you.”

      “What are you trying to say, Fraser?” I scowled, searching his eyes.

      “You want to leave a different legacy behind to these people, Charlotte, I can see that in you, but from where I’m sitting, there’s one thing that’s going to stop you from doing that, and that thing is you.”

      I winced, unable to stop myself from showing the sting of that comment.

      He smiled sweetly, looking down at his fingers against my thigh before he looked up again. “What I mean is that anyone who ever left a legacy behind didn’t care what other people were doing. They only cared about the path they were on. They didn’t care about others’ opinions. They only cared about what they thought about themselves when they dropped their head on their pillows at night. They didn’t care about turning up to a wedding single or taken. They only cared about turning up for life itself. So, if you want to prove to these people that they don’t matter, prove it to yourself first.” He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Let your hair down. Get out of the corner. Have fun. Show them who the fuck you are.”

      Just like that, a part of my heart unlocked, and with it released a strange feeling of fortitude and courage I hadn’t known I had.

      “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to be the death of me, Fraser?”

      “Death isn’t such a bad thing. You get to be reborn at the end of it.”
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      Surprisingly, with Fraser behind me and his hand resting on the small of my back, I did most of the talking as we worked the room, making a point to speak to the less scary of the bridesmaids, as well as long-distance cousins, aunts, uncles, friends of my parents, and people I didn’t even know.

      An hour or more passed by. Fraser never let me stay empty-handed for long. The adrenaline made the glasses of alcohol disappear faster and faster, and I scoffed and pushed away his efforts to get me to drink more water.

      I was drunk, sure, but not drunk enough to think water was vodka.

      “Stop trying to ruin my buzz,” I hissed at him over my shoulder as we walked the room.

      “That’s the last thing on the list of things I’m trying to do.” He leaned closer to me. “Are you ready to dance yet?”

      “Unless you’re offering to be my dance partner, no.”

      “I told you, I don’t dance.”

      “You should. It’s almost a crime to keep that arse from shaking.”

      Fraser didn’t have time to respond because walking towards us, wearing a cocky smile I wanted to knock off his face, was Tristan Neeson.

      “There she is!” Tristan cried, all angular features and shaggy hair. His bow tie already hung loose, and the top button of his collar had been undone. When he came to a stop in front of us, his overpowering aftershave made me want to gag.

      “Have you been hiding from me, little Lottie?”

      “As much as possible.” I groaned.

      “Still trying to deny the chemistry we have going on.”

      “Until the day I die.”

      “Your resistance is fuel for my efforts.”

      “Ah, that was as creepy and borderline psychopathic as I always knew you to be.”

      “You’ll cave eventually.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m off the market.”

      Tristan glanced at Fraser, his smile never fading. “Ah, right. The fake date guy.”

      My blood ran cold, despite the gentle tensing of Fraser’s fingers against my back. “Fake date?” I croaked.

      Tristan laughed. “Yeah. Like one of those Rent-A-Dude things.”

      I stared at him blankly, raising a brow.

      “Come on, Charlotte, you don’t date. Everyone here knows you’ve drafted this guy in to save yourself the earache of your mum. It’s no big deal. I can’t say I blame you after the hard time she continues to give you. Laurie Grant is one tough cookie to please.”

      “Fraser is a real date, Tristan. Real.”

      “That’s… not what people are saying.”

      “Which people?”

      “The bridesmaids. Some old chums of your dad’s. The old wives club. Lucas and Emmie—”

      “My sister is saying this?”

      Fraser pushed into the small of my back again, edging me forward, and Tristan’s cocky smile fell as he took a step back.

      “It’s not true?” Tristan asked, confusion marring his features.

      “Does it even matter what my answer is? You’re all going to gossip anyway.” Turning to Fraser, I shook my head and avoided his gaze. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Come on, Char!” Tristan called out just as he reached for my elbow, gripped it tightly, and tried to turn me around. His fingers dug into my skin, pinching and potentially bruising. My head spun in his direction, and I stared at him through narrowed eyes.

      Before I could issue him with a warning of my own, Fraser had stepped in front of me and was now staring down at Tristan as though he could crush his skull with one hand.

      “You’d do well to get your hands off of her,” Fraser said with an air of calm that sent chills down my spine. “Now.”

      Tristan paled and released me immediately. Backing up, he tried to remain as smug as he always had been, but I saw the subtle way he swallowed. I saw the fear shining from his eyes.

      “Shit, Lottie. You didn’t have to bring a guard dog with you,” Tristan said with a nervous laugh.

      “No, but he looks cute standing next to me, so I did it anyway. Goodbye, Tristan.”

      He eyed Fraser and me, glancing between the two of us before he shook his head and muttered something under his breath—no doubt another insult—and we watched him turn and leave, unable to ignore the few people standing close by who were now staring at us. When my attention drifted back to Fraser, however, I saw he was eyeing Tristan across the room, his jaw rigid, his hands tensed by his thighs.

      “Easy, big guy,” I said, placing a hand on his arm. “That idiot isn’t worth the fight,” I said.

      “I don’t fight boys.”

      “Then, I don’t need to worry about you killing the guy.”

      “I don’t kill boys, either.”

      He looked down, his eyes searching mine, and as if he suddenly remembered where he was, Fraser’s scowl faded, and his shoulders sagged.

      “I’m starting to understand why you don’t like being around these people,” he said.

      “Took you long enough.”
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      She eventually gave in and shimmied to the dance floor the moment Young Hearts, Run Free by Candi Staton filled the air—a guilty pleasure of hers, apparently. Charlotte, fuelled by too many bubbles, was fascinating to watch. The way she did whatever I said so easily should have made me happy. Instead, I felt bad for playing her like a puppet.

      You’re better than that, Charlotte. Come on. You don’t even fucking know me!

      It worked for me, though. This was what I’d been waiting for. All eyes were now on her while I stayed on the sidelines so I could turn my attention to the motherfucker who had ruined my life… although I’d yet to see him. I hadn’t had a chance to slip away and go sniffing around for any sign of him, either, with Charlotte’s attention so focused on my whereabouts. She always had her eyes on me, and I had to admit, I found it hard to take my own off her.

      She found two older ladies on the dance floor who she clearly felt comfortable with. Each of them had bright, white curls and ageing skin. They had to be in their late seventies at best, but those people were who Charlotte clearly felt able to be herself around. She had an innocent old soul trapped inside a sinfully youthful body.

      Dancing, she became magic, and I couldn’t do anything but stare at her.

      Fuck! No!

      Focus, Fraser. You’re not here for her. You’re here for someone else.

      I begrudgingly forced my attention to drift around the room. It wasn’t a surprise to see a collection of bodies facing Charlotte’s way. Some pointing, others whispering, some laughing in disbelief that she was dancing, and a few obvious stares of contempt, including those of her own mother.

      There was a look in Laurie Grant’s eyes that didn’t belong on a parent. Envy? Regret? Scorn? No wonder Charlotte felt like an alien among the streets of London.

      Yet, there she danced, powered by my encouragement and her own determination to prove she didn’t need their approval, and I had to suck in a breath to stop the huge grin that wanted to be set free at the sight of her happiness.

      “We haven’t had time to chat properly,” came a voice beside me.

      I side-eyed whoever had arrived only to see Mitchell staring across the dance floor at his daughter. His hands were behind his back, and because of my height, I got a good view of the bald patch on his crown before he looked up at me with eyes similar to those of Charlotte’s.

      “Mitchell Grant,” he said with a smile.

      “I know who you are.”

      “Wish I could return the acknowledgement.”

      “Fraser.”

      “I heard that from my daughter’s introduction. I must have skipped the surname. You do have a surname, I assume?”

      “I do.”

      His smile didn’t falter. This guy was well-rehearsed in keeping his cool, which was no surprise considering his demanding wife, as well as his closest associates. In this life, you didn’t get far unless you had a strong poker face.

      After a moment, Mitchell chuckled to himself and looked at Charlotte.

      “Whatever you’re called, my daughter seems to come alive around you. That’s a pleasure to see. Finally.” He paused. “I take it the two of you are fairly new.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “She’s still making an effort with you.” His longing smile turned sad. “Charlotte doesn’t suffer fools, and she doesn’t waste her time on people. To quote my own daughter, ‘anyone you’ve known for longer than a month is usually a huge disappointment to what you thought they’d be when you first met them’. It’s rare for her to latch onto someone without them proving their worth, and since she doesn’t look at you like you’re a disappointment yet, I have to assume it’s still new.”

      “Or that I haven’t given her a reason to doubt me.”

      “But will you?”

      “Probably.” It was a truth I hadn’t meant to set free.

      “Hmm. With that kind of honesty, maybe she will keep you around.” Mitchell turned his back on Charlotte, rested his hand on my bicep and stared off into the distance behind me. “Keep my girl safe, please, Fraser. That’s all I ask.”

      “Why wouldn’t she be safe?”

      His eyes met mine, but only briefly before he walked away.

      I should have grabbed his arm and forced him to answer my question, but I was a big guy, and I saw the eyes of those around me wondering who the hell I really was and why I was there.

      Keep my girl safe, please, Fraser.

      Charlotte stood out like a sore thumb on the dance floor—a prime candidate for the sleazier of the male species. She was an outcast. Nobody had any faith in her. Nobody cared enough to help or save her from being the loner she’d come to be.

      The predators could keep their eyes on her.

      Watch her when she leaves…

      Without me here, they could follow her home, offer to share a taxi...

      I closed my eyes as memories of the first girl I’d ever saved in that dark alley came back to me. Ten years of seeing that demon’s eyes flaring to life with lust and dirty greed as they stalked towards that fourteen-year-old girl, ready to steal her innocence for a single second of gratification for themselves.

      “Hey,” Charlotte said, making me flinch and look down on her to see her pressing a hand to my arm. Wide, innocent eyes stared up at me. “You look in pain. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I cleared my throat.

      “You’re lying.” She smiled. “That’s okay. I know this whole night is weird and overwhelming.”

      “A little.”

      “Fraser, if it’s getting too much—”

      “It’s not too much, but I do have something to say to you, and I’m going to need you to really, really listen to me because what I’m about to tell you is the truth.”

      She frowned, waiting for me to go on, and I gripped her arms, careful not to hurt her with my big, callous fingers.

      “I need you to ignore your parents. Your sister, too. Fuck them, Charlotte. Fuck everyone here who can’t see that you’re obviously the greatest person in this room, and then fuck yourself a little bit for not realising that you don’t need approval from any of these fools, because none of them, not one of them, could ever hold a candle to you.”

      Whether she was stunned, offended, or complimented, I didn’t know, and I didn’t have time to figure it out, either.

      Before either one of us could function enough to speak again, a drink landed right over my arms and Charlotte’s dress, and when both of us turned to see who had been responsible, her sister Emmie stood there with an empty glass and a look of pure hatred on her face.

      “Oops.”
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      My mouth fell open, and my shoulders hunched together as the cold drink trickled down my stomach and into my underwear, the dark liquid now splattered all over my dress and part of Fraser's white shirt. 

      I turned to face my sister in disbelief.

      She wore a smug, satisfied look on her face as she wafted the now-empty glass around in her hand like it was a trophy she’d later display behind a glass cabinet. Her “Oops” had washed over me. It was the same “Oops” she used to let slip every time she ‘accidentally’ tripped me up as a kid. Every time she ‘accidentally’ dropped my toothbrush down the toilet, broke my vinyl records, snapped my favourite necklace, or pushed me into the wall when walking past me.

      I’d been her plaything for years, even on the day of her wedding.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I seethed.

      “It was an accident, Lottie.”

      I could feel the sticky residue trickling down my skin, curling its way through my hair. The stomach of my dress clung to me.

      “It looks like you need to change.” Emmie raised a brow.

      “The only thing I need to change is your attitude. Maybe we should get a start on that right now, huh?”

      She huffed out a laugh. “I’m not scared of you.”

      “You really should be. I’m the one with nothing to lose here.”

      Emmie glanced from side to side, no doubt seeking out our mother dearest, or at least her weak as hell father who might ask us both to play nicely or move along. But no one was there except her harem of bridesmaids who wouldn’t say a word—probably couldn’t unless they’d been given a clear instruction to do so by their leader. 

      “Is this really what you want to be doing on your wedding day, Emelia?” I said through gritted teeth. “With all these people here to celebrate you, is this really what you’ve been building up to do for the last few hours? To make a fool out of me.”

      “You make a fool out of yourself without me having to try.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at Fraser, raising her brow at him. That’s when I knew her real problem. She was attracted to Fraser, yet he’d barely looked her way all day. The woman couldn’t let me have a thing.

      “It’s embarrassing watching you fawning over a guy you don’t even know out here on the dance floor. I mean, don’t get me wrong; I understand why you’re loving the attention. It’s not like you usually get it.”

      I snarled like an animal, there to feed off her flesh and leave her at the side of the road for the pigeons to pick at. “Don’t you worry about me and my life. All you should be worried about right now is your very convenient marriage rather than wasting your time and your drinks on someone like me who doesn’t matter.”

      “If it gets that hideous dress out of my wedding pictures, it’s not a waste.”

      Before I could think of anything to say, Lucas came rushing to Emmie’s side, pulling her around to face him.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, breathless. His eyes searched hers like he couldn’t believe what stared back at him.

      I pitied the guy. He had a lifetime of her to contend with—or at least until it wasn’t so scandalous to file for divorce—and he had no clue what that entailed. “Did you just throw a drink over your sister, Em? Everyone is looking, for Christ’s sake.”

      Emmie passed her empty glass to one of her minions before she stepped closer to Lucas and pressed her hands to his chest. “Just hoping the trash takes itself out, babe.”

      Lucas turned his bride away from me, and they, along with the bridesmaids, walked away without a care in the world, leaving me to stand there while everyone stared at me like I was nothing more than a stray cat waiting to be taken in from the streets. 

      These people I didn’t know—faces I didn’t recognise—were on Emmie’s side. Why? Were they scared to do or be anything different?

      I tried to seek out my parents, but they weren’t close by. In the huge hall, they could have been tucked away in any corner, oblivious to what had just taken place.

      I’d done all I could do. 

      I shouldn’t have come here. They had no need for me, and I no need for them.

      The rebellion was complete.

      Fraser’s hand on my arm felt nice for a second until he pulled my limp body around and raised my chin with his finger. When our eyes met, his belonged to a hunter, and mine, the prey. Tears threatened to fall, but I somehow held them back.

      “Nobody deserves this,” he said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I pulled his arms down and stepped back. “None of it matters.” 

      When I motioned to move past him, Fraser’s hand came up to my arm again, holding me in place.

      “Where are you going?”

      I chanced a glance up at him, his strong jaw ticking behind that perfectly manicured blond beard of his. “The bathroom. I’m drenched, Fraser, and if I don’t go and wipe my eyes, I’ll look like even more of an idiot than I already feel.”

      “You’re not an idiot.”

      “I look like one.”

      “No, you don’t.” He studied me for a moment. “Just the bathroom?”

      “Do you want to follow me?”

      I could tell a part of him did, but he shook his head, let me go and dug his hands into the pockets of his suit trousers. I collected my purse from the nearby table and clutched it in front of me.

      “I’ll be a few minutes,” I said.

      “Charlotte?” Blowing out a breath, I turned back to him. “You know it’s them and not you, don’t you?”

      I nodded, not sure of anything anymore, so I walked away, not looking back.

      I pushed through the door, out into the foyer, and then out into the warm night air of London.

      The noise of the traffic and the people brought me to a sudden stop, and I let my head fall back as I closed my eyes and soaked in a huge breath for strength.

      It’s them, not me.

      It’s them, not me.

      It’s them, not me.

      But when I opened my eyes again and watched the cars flying by at the end of the road, taking themselves far, far away from this pretentious life, I knew it was only me, not my family, who could save my sanity tonight.

      I had to save myself.

      That’s when I slipped my shoes off… and I ran.
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        * * *

      

      I made it all the way to the end of the street before someone lifted my body from the ground. For a moment, it felt like flying. The arm around my waist tightened, and a rough grunt fell against my ear before he said, “Oh, no, you don’t.”

      Fraser groaned while I struggled.  His strength poured out of him, even with only one arm being used to spin me around before he dropped me back to my feet and stood behind me, his arms circling my stomach. The two of us were bent forward, our breaths mingling, with my back against his chest.

      “No,” he said. “This isn’t how tonight ends.”

      “Get off me, Fraser.”

      “I’m not letting you do this.”

      “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “It does now. I told you before: I don’t like people thinking they can do this kind of shit to people who don’t deserve it.”

      “Yeah? And how do you know I don’t deserve it?”

      “I’m going with those gut instincts we talked about.”

      I sagged in his arms, not missing the way he readjusted me in them and blew out a breath. His aftershave drowned my senses, and the weirdest thought running through my mind was how I wanted to feel safe in the embrace of a stranger. How I did feel safe—the safest I’d been in such a long time. To have somebody on my side was a strange and overwhelming feeling, and I’d somehow become desperate enough to want to soak it in for a few seconds.

      “I can’t go back in there,” I finally said.

      “You can, and you will.”

      “My dress is a mess.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      He turned me around until I was looking up into his eyes again. His hands came to the tops of my arms. “If you run away now, they win. If you show them that you’re weak, they’ll always win. You’ve gone through the trouble of dragging me into this wedding. You can’t let all of that be for nothing.”

      “Why? Why can’t I?”

      “Because it’s moments like these that define what you’ll do in your future. It might feel like you’ve got away with it by running—that it’s easier to bury your head in the sand—but someday soon, you’ll have to choose whether you take flight or fight again, and if you keep taking flight, everyone will keep abusing the fact that you have no fight.”

      I huffed out a laugh, sniffed up and dropped my hands down by my thighs, letting my shoes bash into one of them with a thud. “Don’t you ever get tired of fighting, Fraser?”

      “No.” His jaw ticked.

      “I wish I was like that. You’re so strong. So confident in who you are. So—”

      “Stop it.” He shook my arms, lowering his head. “Stop it. You have got to stop being so frail. If certain people see you like this, they’ll use it to their advantage.”

      I frowned harder, stepping back from him. “What has got into you?”

      “You, Charlotte.” He stopped, stepping closer to me. “And whether you like it or not, you’re not leaving this wedding tonight. You’re not running away.”

      “Says who?”

      “I do. And you owe me.”

      I raised a brow, holding his gaze. “Is this about the money?”

      “I don’t want your damn money.”

      “Then, what do I owe you, exactly?”

      “Your time.”

      I scowled, letting my silence linger.

      “You’re staying here tonight. That can be your payment to me.”

      “I’d rather give you the money,” I said, but we both knew it was a lie. I had no money, and looking up at Fraser this way, I also had no desire to say goodbye to him forever.

      “Fuck your money,” he said calmly. “Show me your grit instead.”

      Blowing out a breath, I looked past him to the revolving doors of The Savoy, my shoulders sinking. “Why are you doing this for me?” I looked up at him with obvious wonder and sorrow in my eyes. “You don’t owe me anything. Why do you care?”

      Fraser’s intense gaze made my skin prickle before he ran a thumb down my arm and said, “I wish I knew.”
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        * * *

      

      We were in the elevator of the hotel, neither one of us talking as Fraser pressed the button, and we began to climb. I didn’t pay attention to what floor we were heading to, and when Fraser pulled out his phone and began typing away on it, I took the opportunity to do the same.

      
        
        Me: Jonah. Wedding horrendous. Code Red bad. Worse than we predicted or imagined it could be. Did meet hot guy in nice suit, though. Swoony, if not a little bossy. Okay. A lot bossy. Heading upstairs with him now. This is thanks to an emotional breakdown after Emmie threw a drink over me. If this is a bad decision, tell me now. I’m placing my life in your hands.

      

      

      Fraser cleared his throat beside me, and when I glanced his way, he was smirking down at his phone, lost in his own conversation with someone.

      Maybe he was one of those wolves he’d been trying to warn me about.

      My gut instinct told me that wasn’t true.

      
        
        Me: Okay, Jonah, I’m taking your silence as approval. If you don’t hear back from me by morning, I’ve probably been tortured, maimed, and my body disposed of in cheap carrier bags throughout the land. Remember that, although I loved you, I died a little bit pissed at you for putting me in this situation. I’ll try and keep my haunting to a bare minimum.

      

      

      Fraser huffed out another laugh while he shook his head down at his phone.

      “Something amusing?” I asked.

      His eyebrows bounced, and when he looked at me, he took my breath away.

      “Nope. You okay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Ask me again once I know why you’re taking me skyward.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re safe with me.”

      “Pretty sure that’s what a serial killer would say to lure his victims in.”

      “You’re entirely too suspicious of me and entirely too naive of everyone else.”

      The elevator pinged open, and Fraser gestured for me to step out. I did, and then he led the way to a suite. Pulling a card out, he flashed it over the door and pushed it open, revealing a room that was far too grand for ninety-nine percent of the British population.

      I stepped through it in awe anyway. I’d grown up around money. I’d had it shoved so far down my throat, I could taste it with every meal, but that never stopped me from appreciating quintessential English interior design at its absolute finest, and this place had that in spades.

      “Is this your room?” I asked, entering a small living room area, with an obvious king-sized bedroom to the left and another small study area to the right.

      “For now.” The door clicked shut behind him.

      “You must be some real big-wig around these parts. What do these places cost? About a thousand a night?”

      “Try three.”

      “Wow. That’s more than I earn in a month.”

      “Your point being?”

      “You’re rich.”

      “Would it make you hate me if I was?”

      “Why would I hate you?” I scowled.

      “You seem to hate anything related to wealth.”

      “Only the people who abuse it.”

      “Wouldn’t this fall into that category? You can’t pick and choose what offends you just because of who’s behind the offence.”

      I let my eyes roam over the room. “Fair point. Maybe I will hate you after all.”

      The pure cream carpet felt luxurious beneath my bare feet, and the sound of silence filled the air, making me close my eyes for just a moment to take a breath. I’d drunk enough to be fuzzy around the edges, and I desperately wanted a clear head as well as a clean body. The stickiness of the drink had started to make me itch.

      “You can use the bathroom if you want to clean up,” Fraser said, tossing his key card onto the sideboard beside him before he dipped his head and walked past me and into his bedroom. My body swung in his direction, eyes following his every move. It was impossible not to go where he led. Everything about him dominated and commanded my attention, and the magnitude of that wasn’t lost on me.

      He stepped over to his open wardrobe and flicked through a string of white shirts hung up. His hands went to the top button of the one he wore, and he slowly began to unfasten them, keeping his gaze in front of him.

      The lump in my throat ached, forcing me to swallow when he flung both edges of the shirt open and began to let it slide down his arms, revealing the most masculine, defined torso, shoulders, arms, and stomach I had ever seen in my twenty-four years of life. Fraser was pure strength wrapped up in tanned, inked skin. A design from the greatest artist the gods had ever had work for them.

      My breath hitched, and I felt a lust so strong, it drained my face of blood and made it all rush between my legs. I’d never had such a visceral reaction to anyone before. My eyes drifted down to his narrow waist, and I envied the way his belt got to hug him there when all I wanted to do was throw my arms around him and cling to his body.

      I needed to sober up.

      Fraser was halfway through pulling a clean, crisp white shirt on and fastening up the buttons when I forced myself to look away. I focused on the river view outside of his window, and I watched The London Eye staring back at me proudly, daring me to make the first move of the rest of my life.

      No way, Eye. I can’t pounce on a guy who clearly thinks I’m emotionally unstable.

      Fraser strode back into the room, rolling his white sleeves up to the elbow again when I turned around to take him in.

      “We should hurry,” he said. “You can’t make a comeback if there’s no one left in the room to see it.”

      I dropped my purse down onto the coffee table, and I stalked into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Even this space oozed opulence. The bathtub was big enough to house four people, and there wasn’t a spec of Premier Inn dust lying around on any of the surfaces. 

      I could hear Fraser speaking on the phone beyond the walls, and it weirded me out just how reassuring it felt to have him close by. I got to work on my hair, pushing the stray strands back and tucking them in place. My face was splashed, removing way too much makeup, and then I wiped under my eyes to remove the black excess that had run during my meltdown. The dress was all I had, so I made do, wiping that down as much as I could before trying to dry it off with a clean, white towel. The residue wouldn’t come off entirely, but I managed to make it a weak tea-like colour rather than the dark, dirty brown and black tones that had been there.

      A knock on the door made me look up.

      “Open up,” Fraser ordered.

      I did as he asked, opening it enough to peek through. His eyes roamed over my face like he was seeing it for the first time.

      “You’re a size ten, right?”

      “Eight to ten. Why?”

      He pulled his arm out from behind his back to reveal a beautiful dress hanging from a purple velvet hanger. It was a black, knee-length halter neck with a big bow behind the neck. A detailed silver trim ran around the waistline, and the edge of the skirt flared out just enough to allow a girl to dance.

      “Will this do?” he asked.

      “Where did you get that from?”

      “Will it do?”

      The door fell out of my hands, and I stood in front of Fraser, desperate to take the dress from him. I ran my hands over the material, knowing it wasn’t something I’d typically choose, unable to deny its appeal, nonetheless.

      “It’s stunning.”

      “Good. You’ve got five minutes to change. Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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      Her cheeks flamed red as she brushed the new dress down over her thighs when she stepped out of the bathroom.

      “Does it look okay?” she asked.

      “Mmhmm.” I nodded, not trusting my voice to make any other noise. Okay didn’t cover it. Her face, now natural, glowed, and the dress showed off her figure to perfection, making her light up in a way she probably thought hadn’t been possible.

      “It’s not something I’d usually wear.”

      You should be dressed up in the finest garments every day of your life, Charlotte.

      We held eye contact for a moment too long, and something strange tugged at my heart, making me raise a hand over my chest to rub at it before I cleared my throat again and turned away to pick up my key card.

      “We should get going.”

      “Do you think my shoes will look okay with this?”

      “You’ll look good no matter what you wear.”

      Shit, I hadn’t meant to say that, but those thoughts were tripping out without restraint, and that’s what made everything about all this so dangerous now. I didn’t look at her when she subtly cleared her throat, instead making myself busy by closing the door behind us and walking down the corridor.

      Once in the elevator, I tried to keep my eyes on the descending numbers, but I couldn’t help side-eyeing Charlotte, who seemed to be having the same problem. Our gazes kept meeting, only for one of us to look away quickly and pretend there had been nothing good to see. She was tipsy—had to be considering the amount she’d drank over the course of a few hours—but sober enough to not be stumbling around or slurring her words.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket.

      
        
        Wade: Dean and Joey are in there now. They’ve got eyes on the crowd, so you’re free to stay focused on the girl. For such an important event, the security was shite. Good job you’re there.

      

      

      He wasn’t lying about that. For people with such wealth, fame, and power, the few guys in black suits I’d seen around the edges of the room left a lot to be desired. They were probably vanity security, there to look the part instead of playing it and being of any use.

      
        
        Me: How’s the hostage doing?

      

      

      
        
        Wade: Asleep.

      

      

      
        
        Me: Good

      

      

      Once the doors pinged open, Charlotte and I made our way back to the main room. At first, nobody looked our way, and she tried to stalk over to a table in the far corner in the shadows, away from the lights. One shake of my head, and I had her walking in another direction. Apart from the small groan and eye roll, she didn’t resist.

      Her and those damn eye rolls.

      I picked two chairs at the edge of the dance floor and turned them to face each other before we sat down, not far away from where Emmie danced with her mother. It was also close enough for Mitchell Grant and Mayor Williamson to see that we hadn’t slipped out into the dark of the night as they’d probably hoped.

      They hadn’t won, and they never would.

      Mitchell was the first to double-take his daughter, and once his eyes settled on her, his smile came to life before he looked at me and gave me a nod of gratitude. I didn’t nod back. He could be as pleasant as he wanted, but as far as I was concerned, he was as much to blame for Charlotte’s bullies as the bullies themselves.

      When Laurie Grant saw her daughter, she frowned in confusion before she grabbed Emmie’s arms and turned her away so she couldn’t see Charlotte’s new look. That brought a smirk to my face.

      That’s right. Now you see how much prettier Cinderella is compared to the ugly sister.

      “You look gorgeous,” I said to Charlotte, leaning in, resting my arm on the table between us.

      “Thank you.” She blushed. “Where the hell did you get this dress from? Do you have a wife or girlfriend hiding up there that I don’t know about?”

      “No wife. No girlfriend. Just a couple of female hostages. I told them to be quiet, though. I didn’t want them to make you feel uncomfortable for stealing their clothes.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, her makeup from earlier almost gone. She looked better without it—freer—and I imagined waking up next to that face on a fresh summer’s morning. I imagined her hair flowing free over a white pillow and the lazy smile she’d give when she turned my way and—

      “Are you okay?” she asked, scowling. “Your face looks funny.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed. “Sorry. Just… thinking.”

      “About anything good?”

      “About you and that fucking dress.”

      She smiled brightly. “I was right: you are the only wolf I need to watch out for tonight.”

      God, I wished that was true.

      The party around us grew wilder, and right on cue, a server came around with a tray of drinks. Charlotte took two whiskies on the rocks and settled them between us.

      I shouldn’t have taken the drink, but the moment I saw Dean over Charlotte’s shoulder, and he gave me a subtle nod that no one else would notice, I allowed myself to relax. I always felt better when my men were around, so I took a sip of the whiskey, grateful to be intoxicated by something other than the woman opposite me.

      Joey wasn’t far behind Dean. The two of them looked like they’d been a part of the wedding all day long, with their finely pressed suit trousers, their shirts undone at the collar, and their sleeves rolled up to the elbow as they sauntered around the room. There were so many people there, we could have invited the whole damn circus inside, animals included, and none of the dozy beefcakes on the outer edges would have batted an eyelid. They were here for their fat paycheques and nothing more.

      “Now, that’s the Charlotte I’ve been waiting over twenty years to see!” cried a woman who had to be in her mid-fifties. Her arms were held out wide, and she looked like her plastic surgery had been done under a toaster. “Stand for me. Let me see you.”

      Charlotte flashed me a grimace before she rose to her feet and turned to give the woman her full attention, leaving me to stare at the bare skin of her back and her toned muscles. Charlotte reached out to hug the woman, who was apparently her Aunt Fern. That dress looked like it had been made to sweep off Charlotte’s every curve, and all I could envision was pulling at the bow behind her neck and watching as the material trickled away to reveal her breasts, and…

      “I must say, your unexpected costume change is a beautiful sight,” Fern said, snapping me out of my daydream. 

      “Thank you. A friend gave it to me.”

      Friend. Ugh.

      Fern’s eyes drifted my way, and her raised brow suggested I should stand, so I did, holding my hand out for her to shake.

      She shook it weakly. “My, my. The date, I assume? Charming to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” I lied.

      Fern bored Charlotte with more idle gossip before she turned to us both and said, “We must see you both dancing together. You know how much I love to see us dance as a family. It takes me back to my days in The West End, up on that stage. Dance can make a funeral seem like a party. Come on, come on.”

      “Oh, no.” I held up my hands. “I don’t dance.”

      “Fraser doesn’t dance,” Charlotte said at the same time.

      Aunt Fern grunted and ignored our protests, and before we knew what was happening, she’d wedged her way in between our bodies and was pushing us onto the edge of the dance floor, just as Earth, Wind, and Fire’s September faded out, and the song switched to Gladys Knight & The Pips, Best Thing That Ever Happened to Me—an old favourite of my mum’s.

      I wasn’t sure I could do this.

      For the first time all day and night, I looked at Charlotte for help.

      If it hadn’t gone against every moral code I had within me, I’d have pushed back against Aunt Fern and told her to go fuck herself, but there I was, trying to blend in as Charlotte’s real date, and she happened to be looking up at me with nothing but laughter in her eyes. Eyes that drew me in, wrapped an anchor around my ankle, and then threw me out to sea.

      “It won’t kill us.” Charlotte shrugged. “Right?”

      I glanced over her head to see Dean and Joey on the outskirts of the dance floor, talking to the group of bridesmaids who had now cornered them, each of their smirks aimed my way in a fashion that would have normally sent my fist hurtling into their faces.

      After closing my eyes, I growled to myself before I took Charlotte in my arms. She fell into them immediately, like she belonged there, and I spun us around, my back to the guys. Charlotte’s arm curled around my waist, so small yet comforting, and all I could see was doe-eyes staring up at mine…

      And that fucking dress.

      The lyrics to the song flowed around us, and for one moment, I imagined the two of us dancing like this away from these people. Away from the crowds. Closer to a bed where I could let her fall back into my arms and lay on top of her—

      Shit!

      I was losing sight of why I was here, and if I didn’t get out of this embrace soon, nothing about our time together would be fake.

      “One dance,” I mouthed at her.

      “Fair deal.”

      “Fine.”

      “Miracles do happen,” she said with a smile. “Not only are you dancing, but you’ve put a smile on my face on a night when I thought the only thing left to do was cry.”

      “Don’t make a hero out of me, Charlotte.”

      “I’ll make a hero out of whoever I want, thank you very much. If I choose you, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      With those words, I lost sight of everything for good.

      I was in more trouble than I had been before all this began.

      All because of a woman in a pretty dress I could no longer resist.
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      I must have been gazing up at him with all the subtlety of a groupie staring up at their favourite rock star because Fraser looked away awkwardly, his eyes scanning the room.

      “You’re hating this.” I laughed.

      “I’m not delicate like you.”

      “I’ll have you know that I can deadlift around sixty kilos at the gym. I’m not as fragile as I seem.”

      A small smile tugged at his lips.

      “Hey!” I cried. “I thought sixty kilos was a lot. Don’t ruin my life like this.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “You’re just extremely uncomfortable, aren’t you?”

      “Christ, more than you know.” His smile lit up my world.

      “And I thought nothing would make you uncomfortable.”

      “Then, I probably shouldn’t tell you that there are many things.”

      “Really? Tell me one, and it can’t be the dancing thing.”

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll pout.”

      “You won’t. You’re not your sister.”

      “Ouch.” I chuckled.

      “That was a compliment, not an insult.”

      “I know, but even hearing me compared to her in any way…” I shuddered visibly.

      “Don’t worry. She doesn’t compare to you.”

      “If I didn’t know any better, Fraser, I’d say you were trying to be charming.” I raised a brow, waiting to see if he pushed back with something that would encourage me to lean in and feel his lips against mine. I wanted them now. I wanted them and his kisses on my terms, and I think the stars in my eyes may have shown him that, too.

      His face slipped as though he could read my thoughts, and I was released at once while Fraser fidgeted with the collar of his shirt and looked around the dance floor. “Okay, that’s all you’re getting from me and my feet.”

      “Sounds like Michael Bublé is coming on anyway.”

      Fraser grimaced and faked a shudder.

      “May I have this dance?” came a voice from behind me.

      I spun around to see Matteo Vega—the most famous chef, multi-millionaire, and savviest entrepreneur the world had ever seen—looking down on me with a sly smile that had my insides curling, despite the friendly smile I offered him.

      “Matteo!” I cried out with a little too much enthusiasm for someone I wasn’t particularly keen on. He’d been a friend of the family for so long now, being fake with him came as easily as it did with the rest of them. “I wondered where you’d got to. I haven’t seen you all day or night. The food today was exquisite. You must be so proud.”

      He smirked at me, his Italian skin weathered and crinkled around his eyes. Matteo smelt of money, just like the rest of them, only his eyes were the green of a villainous snake’s, and his bright, white, fake teeth sparkled like a jewel would around a woman’s neck. If vampires were to exist, he’d be a prime suspect as one of them. He eyed you like he could make a good meal out of you like he made good meals out of meat and vegetables.

      “Charlotte,” he said with his thick accent—one of the few to use my preferred name. “How is it you get more beautiful with every passing year?”

      “Come on, Matteo. You know that kind of talk doesn’t work on me.”

      “That’s because you’re not thirsty like the rest of them,” he said with a wicked grin, leaning closer as though he was sharing a secret. “Which only makes you even more attractive.”

      I faked another smile, trying desperately not to let it turn into a grimace or audible groan. This man was a Michelin star chef who had had the world at his feet before he’d disappeared from England to live a life somewhere in Europe for the last two years. After hitting the height of his fame through his restaurants, as well as a long stint on daytime television, he’d simply issued a statement to say he’d earned his millions and now wanted to retire to sunnier climates. There’d been speculation about it throughout the country, but that soon drifted away, just like Matteo’s infamous need for the spotlight. Still, he’d somehow managed to remain the most sought-after chef around here. The fact that Emmie had managed to get him to oversee the catering for her wedding was sure to make the gossip magazines, just as she wanted. This was his first return to England, and it was all because of her.

      I guess Mayor Williamson made a good choice in making Matteo the godfather of his son Lucas all those years ago. Matteo could hardly say no to his godson.

      “How is life in your undisclosed location in Europe?” I asked him.

      “Hot and lonely.”

      “I take it you’re yet to find a new Mrs Vega.”

      “In order to find one, I’d have to be actively seeking. I prefer to keep my options open now that I’m an old man. The few years I have left are too important to waste.” He winked, and it made my insides shrivel. “How about you? Any undeserving men happened to whisk you up in their greedy claws to take you away from the rest of us?”

      “Well, actually, let me introduce you to…” I turned to Fraser, only to see his entire body had gone rigid as he stared at Matteo. His jaw was tight, his nostrils flared, his eyes unblinking—a complete contrast to the man he’d been all day.

      I frowned up at him. “Hey, are you okay?”

      He didn’t react. I wasn’t even sure he’d heard me.

      I turned back to Matteo, who was now looking at Fraser himself with a look of amusement and confusion on his face. “So, this is the lucky fellow.”

      “Matteo, this is Fraser. I suppose he’s my… he’s my… date.”

      “You suppose?”

      I laughed awkwardly. “No, he is. He definitely is.”

      When I looked at Fraser again, he swallowed and blinked rapidly before his face finally softened, like he was shaking himself out of a daydream… or, by the look of things, a nightmare.

      Fraser nodded, strapping on a smile that clearly hadn’t come naturally.

      Matteo, intrigued, held out his hand. “Fraser. What a charming name.”

      Fraser’s jaw twitched before he reached out to take Matteo’s hand in his. Matteo’s brows pinched together before he pulled his hand away and gently shook it out as though that had hurt.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Matteo clearly lied.

      Fraser didn’t respond. He just smiled flatly and nodded his head, creating a weird tension.

      Matteo didn’t know what to make of it, and he turned his attention back to me. “Well, it’s lovely to see you, Charlotte. Can I buy you a drink later so we can catch up on the lost years?”

      “I—”

      “She’s fine,” Fraser interrupted.

      Matteo and I looked up at him sharply, neither of us saying a word, but Fraser didn’t falter. His hands were back in his trouser pockets, his arms tense.

      “I’m taking care of her,” Fraser told Matteo. “All night.”

      Matteo turned back to me, his eyes widening in surprise before he dipped his head, reached for my hand and brought it up to meet his lips for a quick kiss. “Such a beauty. I hope to catch up with you later, Charlotte, with or without a drink. For now, enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      Matteo gave one last curious glance at Fraser before he turned and walked towards a group of three men who looked like his personal security.

      “Well, that was kind of rude,” I said to Fraser when I spun back in his direction.

      “What was?”

      “Your attitude towards Matteo.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” His eyes followed Matteo around the room before he eventually brought his attention back to me again.

      “Don’t play innocent. Your reactions just now were—”

      “Fine. I don’t like the guy.”

      “Why?”

      Fraser shrugged. “Gut instincts.”

      “You and your gut instincts.”

      “Maybe if you paid more attention to yours, you wouldn’t attract the attention of men like him.”

      “Men like him? What is he like, exactly?”

      “A creep.”

      “And what about men like you?”

      His jaw set. “I’m nothing like him.”

      “Why are you so angry?”

      Fraser’s eyes found Matteo walking across the room, and the muscles in his jaw twitched. It was starting to freak me out a little.

      “Okay, well, whatever’s got into you, let me know when you’re over it. I’m going to get another drink.” I tried to walk away from him, strung out from the day and suddenly feeling tired, but then Fraser grabbed my elbow and pulled me back to him, leaving me to stare up at the intense grey of his eyes.

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

      I scowled. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said don’t you think you’ve had enough tonight?”

      “Who are you, my father?”

      His jaw twitched again, and an anger I didn’t want to feel burned at me from the tip of my toes. There was nothing I hated more than someone blowing hot and cold on me, making me feel adored one minute and childish and worthless the next. When he offered no response, I tugged my arm out of his hold, only to sway a little on my feet.

      Yeah, I’d had enough.

      Tomorrow would hurt.

      But something about Fraser’s switch in behaviour since that intimate dance was starting to piss me off, and I wasn’t the kind of woman to let a guy freak out on me and blame me for his own insecurities and issues. I’d been there one too many times before. Never again.

      “With all due respect, Fraser, I’m a grown woman,” I said, not backing down as I stared up into his eyes. “If I want a drink, I’ll have one, whether that’s with you, Matteo, my family, or on my own. I make those decisions. Nobody else. You’re my fake date, not my conscience, so please don’t forget why you’re here.”

      With that, I stormed off on shaky legs, hoping he’d follow…

      Worried he wouldn’t.

      Wondering how everything had gone so wrong in such a small amount of time.
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      I pushed through the end stall in the men’s bathroom, slamming the door to the wall before I bolted it shut behind me. The only thing I needed was a minute: a minute of silence, to focus, to wrap my head around the shitshow that was this day. Leaning over the toilet, I pressed my hands to the cool tiles of the wall and closed my eyes, going to the place I felt the safest.

      

      “Do you promise to remember me even when I’m not next to you?” she whispered against my blond hair as we laid in bed together—her propped up against the headboard, me tucked under her arm with my head resting against her chest, listening to her steady heartbeat.

      “Yes, Mum.”

      “Even when I’m thirty?”

      “Even when you’re forty.”

      “What about fifty?”

      “Even when you’re fifty plus ten.”

      “I’m never making it to sixty, Fraser.”

      “Yes, you are.” I smiled, staring down at the fluffy bear I’d had since birth in my arms. Mum always said she’d never make it to sixty because she couldn’t stand the idea of being old. “You have to because you won’t see me being a professional footballer if you don’t.”

      Her fingers stroked my hair, making my eyes heavy. “That’s true. I do want to see you playing football. And then I want to see you married—”

      “Urgh.”

      Mum laughed. “I want to see you married and having babies.”

      “Mum, stop,” I groaned, the eight-year-old version of me not ready for that kind of talk. Girls sucked, and I wasn’t ever getting involved with them. I saw what relationships did to both people. I’d witnessed men get angry and violent while the women became weak and sad. It was all I’d ever known with Mum, and I hated it. I saw how a man and a woman together brought the worst out in those involved, and I never understood why anyone would put themselves through it. Mum was always happiest when she was alone… like now. It had been three months since her last boyfriend. Three months since she’d finally watched someone else walk out of the door without a fight. 

      It had been the best three months of my life.

      “I don’t ever want a girlfriend,” I told her. “I don’t ever want babies.”

      “Oh, you must, Fraser,” she whispered against my hair. “You must let yourself have children. It’s the most wonderful journey. Terrifying, strange, overwhelming, tiring… but there’s no other love like it. You’d take a dagger to the heart a hundred times over to protect those babies of yours. And if you’re lucky and you find a woman you really adore, you’d do the same for her, too.”

      “Sounds like hard work.”

      “Hard work isn’t something you should be afraid of. Hard work makes for a good life. Don’t be lazy. Don’t sit on the sofa and play it safe. Go out there. Wreak havoc on your heart. It’s risky, sure, but a life without risks isn’t a life at all. All you’re doing then is just waiting to die. That’s no fun. You’ve got to have fun.”

      “What if it’s scary?”

      “The scarier the better. You’ll know you’re a real man if you can handle fear and make it work for you instead of against you.” Her fingers stopped, and she moved them to my chin before tilting my head up so I could see her pretty face. She was tired, Mum, but beautiful, too. “I’m only twenty-nine, and I’ve seen a lot of men who were too scared to be in love.”

      “Is that why they got nasty and cross all the time?”

      She nodded softly. “And I hate that you’ve seen them like that because they’re not who I want you to be. I want you to be the opposite. I want you to be strong enough to handle your business but soft enough to let yourself be vulnerable. That’s the key to happiness, Fraser. Being hard on the outside, but soft on the inside. You think you can remember that for me?”

      “Even when you’re sixty.” I grinned.

      

      My heart rate began to slow, and the blurred edges of my vision drifted away when I opened my eyes again.

      Keira Scott once demanded that I take control of my anger and not let it rule my life but seeing Matteo Vega in the flesh had been a test I hadn’t been prepared to fail. Failing it in front of Charlotte had been a blow to the ego I’d built up over the years. I thought I’d had this under control. I thought I could remain calm in his presence. All that had gone to shit the moment I saw him looking at Charlotte like she was nothing more than a snack.

      Is that the way he’d looked at the other women, too? Right before he’d—

      “Have you seen the fucking arms on that guy?” came a familiar voice from the other side of the stall. “He’s like John Rambo or some shit.”

      Tristan’s zipper lowered, and then he took a piss loud enough to sound like a small waterfall.

      “And she’s all over him like, like…”

      “Play it cool, man,” responded another voice—one I wasn’t familiar with. “Bide your time. This is Charlotte we’re talking about. She’s always made men work for her attention like she’s some royal piece of arse that needs wooing before she can serve up even half a smile.”

      I turned towards the door as though getting two inches closer would make those gut instincts of mine quieten.

      “I don’t even know what the big deal is,” the unknown guy said, his voice deep yet confident. “Half of the bridesmaids out there are lining up to fuck you tonight. What’s so special about Charlotte?”

      Tristan laughed, finishing his piss and zipping himself back in. “This, coming from you—the guy who fucked her for two years straight. Come on, Penn. You know she’s magic.”

      My hands curled into fists by my sides.

      So, that was Penn, her ex.

      “Tell me, will you?” Tristan went on. “Just put me out of my misery and tell me she was dynamite between the sheets. It’s the only answer I’ll take from you.”

      “I wish I could help you, but I also cheated on her for two years straight. That was for a reason.”

      “Whatever. You can tell me she was boring and frigid all you want. I don’t believe you. I’ve seen that look of mischief in her eyes. She’s a dark horse, and I want to ride it until she bucks beneath me.”

      Penn laughed. “All right, all right. On the few occasions I managed to remove the stick from her arse, she became a wildcat.”

      “I knew it!”

      “She had to be drunk to let her inhibitions go, though.”

      “Have you seen her tonight? She’s swaying all over the place when she isn’t in the arms of He-Man.” He paused. “Who the fuck is that guy, anyway? Where did she get him from?”

      “I don’t know,” Penn said. “He looks serious about her.”

      “No way. No way. She deserves better. He looks like he’s serving time in her company.”

      “Who can blame him?”

      I had to close my eyes to stop myself from tearing the cubicle’s door off at the hinges and throwing it straight at their heads.

      “Listen, I’m telling you… you need to get over this obsession with her,” Penn said. “It’s eating away at you. You’re losing your mind, and it isn’t because you want her. It’s because she doesn’t want you! I know that feeling, Tris. I know it because that’s what Charlotte does. She lures you in then makes you feel like you’re not good enough. It fucks with your head.”

      “Is that why you cheated on her so much?”

      “Damn right. No way I was letting her run the show.”

      Tristan groaned, and I heard him smack something. Maybe the mirror. Maybe the wall. “I just want to fuck her once. Just once.”

      “Well, unless you’re going to take it without her permission, that’s not gonna—”

      I’d heard enough. Unlocking the door, I pulled it open and stepped out in front of both men. Their eyes widened as they turned to look at me, wearing their designer suits, their hair styled almost identically.

      My arms folded over my chest, purposely pushing out the biceps before I bounced my shoulders, flared my nostrils, and stared at them in waiting.

      Tristan looked to Penn, and Penn’s eyes went wide.

      “Please… carry on,” I said. “Finish what you were saying. I’m all ears.”

      Penn took a step back, and I didn’t miss the small smirk on his face. Tristan, however, held his hands up in surrender. “Shit, dude, I didn’t know you were in there.”

      “Don’t call me dude.” I shook my head. “I want to hear what you had to say.”

      Tristan looked to Penn for help, but Penn was a coward and a smarmy one at that. He had nothing to offer. Nothing that would help his friend.

      Tristan’s eyes slid to my arms before they found my face again. “We don’t want any trouble here.”

      I tilted my head to the side and narrowed my eyes. “No?”

      He shook his head.

      I took a step closer, and he flinched, the back of his legs hitting the urinals. “Then let me make one thing crystal clear: so long as I don’t see you looking in Charlotte’s direction for the rest of the night, there’ll be no trouble.” I took another step closer. “But if I so much as hear you whisper her name, or even see a look in your eyes that tells me you’re thinking about her, I will drag your undercooked arse back in here with my John Rambo arms, and I will smash your face into a urinal full of another man’s piss before I put your body through a wall.” I leaned in closer, bringing a smile to my face and raising my brows. “Do you understand me?”

      Tristan’s features hardened before he begrudgingly offered me a nod.

      “I can’t hear you,” I pressed.

      “Yeah, man, I under—”

      “I’m not your dude. I’m not ‘man’. I’m not mate, pal, buddy, or a friend. I’m Charlotte’s guy, and I will fucking end you. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” he croaked.

      Standing back, I let my hands fall by my side before I reached up to pat his weak arm. “Glad to hear it. You fellas have a good evening, and don’t even think about taking anything from a woman without her permission because I’ll find out about that, and you don’t want to see that side of me.”

      I didn’t look back as I walked out of that bathroom. I didn’t need to see their faces to know I’d just made two brand new enemies for the night. I didn’t even care.

      The only thing I cared about now was protecting her…

      And hoping I didn’t give myself away before all of this was over.
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      I’d stayed longer than I thought I would, and that had to count for something. My duty had been fulfilled. If it hadn’t been for Fraser, I’d have left a long time ago.

      My fake date wasn’t there now, though, and I had a bad feeling I wouldn’t see him again after the way I dismissed him before, but I wasn’t anybody’s puppet. I’d spent too many years saying yes when my heart meant no.

      “I see your bodyguard has finally disappeared. A welcome relief, I’ll admit,” Matteo said behind me, his voice too close for comfort, forcing me to spin around on my heels and take a step back to put some distance between us. Two glasses of champagne rested in his hands, and he held one out for me to take. “I make good on all my promises.” 

      I held up my own glass. “I already have one but thank you.”

      “That’s almost empty. Come now,” he said, rocking the offered champagne glass. “Don’t hurt an old man’s feelings by rejecting his kindness.”

      With a flat smile, I dropped my almost empty glass to a nearby table and politely took the crystal champagne flute from him, not missing the way his fingers brushed over mine when I did. 

      The guy was old enough to be my grandfather, and I didn’t want to be rude, but if he kept looking at me that way, I’d have to make an excuse to escape before my big mouth said something entirely inappropriate. Like how I’d rather rub myself in birdseed and lay in the park to offer myself as a sacrifice to the winged.

      “That wasn’t too hard, was it?” he asked. “Please… drink.” 

      With a curious scowl, I raised the glass to my mouth at the same time he did, merely wetting my lips to appease him before he hopefully left me the hell alone.

      “So, the date of yours seems an unusual choice for you, Charlotte. I always imagined you with someone less… rugged. So many tattoos.”

      “What’s wrong with tattoos?”

      “Shall we ask your mother to answer that?”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “They are rather middle class.”

      “Didn’t you grow up in poor conditions, Matteo? I’m sure an interview I once read about you said your upbringing was less than glamorous.”

      His smile slipped. “We were all poor back in those days compared to today’s world. It doesn’t mean we have to choose to return there.”

      “Some of us prefer that life to all of this.” I smiled tightly.

      “I do suppose being charitable is in fashion.”

      “Believe me. I’m not with Fraser to be charitable. I’m here with him because he’s every woman’s dream, even more so because of the tattoos. Hence why half the female population of this room are currently eyeing those doors over there, wondering when he’s going to return so they can get another look at him.”

      “Where has he disappeared to?”

      “I…” don’t know. “He had to take a call.” The lie was so obvious, it made heat rush to my cheeks.

      Matteo’s satisfied smirk had me lifting my glass to my mouth to take an actual drink this time, only for my skin to prickle a split second when a warm, familiar hand wrapped itself around mine and pushed the flute away from my lips.

      Fraser’s aftershave washed under my nostrils, making me lightheaded before I turned to see him towering over me, glaring, his hand still on mine.

      “No more,” he said quietly, firm in his instruction.

      I opened my mouth to say something along the lines of Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? but Matteo’s voice broke through first.

      “Excuse me. We’re in the middle of a private conversation here.”

      Fraser’s jaw ticked before he slowly turned his head in Matteo’s direction. “You’re excused.”

      Matteo’s expression fell. “Who do you think you’re—”

      “I really wouldn’t finish that sentence if I were you.”

      “Fraser,” I whispered, reaching up to grab his arm.

      “You need to leave.” He stared at Matteo, now a colder version of the man I thought I was getting to know. “Now.”

      “Do you know who you’re talking to, boy?”

      “Oh, I know,” he ground out. 

      “Then act like it. You do not get to tell me what to do.” Matteo scoffed, looking behind him at his security, one of which promptly stepped forward to challenge Fraser with nothing but a look. The guy was bald, big, and not afraid to get into something heavy. As much as I despised Emmie for everything she’d done to me that day, I wasn’t about to let my fake date ruin her wedding day so they could all accuse me of doing so on purpose.

      “Do we have a problem here?” one of the security guys asked Matteo, not taking his eyes away from Fraser.

      “No,” I answered for him, dropping the champagne flute to the nearest table before placing myself between Fraser and Matteo. There wasn’t much room, and Fraser’s firm stomach pressed against my back. “No problem. We were just leaving.”

      Pushing back into Fraser, I guided us both backwards a few steps before I spun around to face him, looking up as he continued to stare at Matteo as though he was his opponent in a boxing match before the first bell had been rung.

      “What in the hell was that?” I hissed, slapping both hands against his chest.

      Fraser blinked, quickly looking down at me with a frown on his face. If it were possible, he looked even more delicious when angry, but I couldn’t let those thoughts linger. I had a point to prove and questions to ask. I had his silence to break through.

      “Well?” I pressed, walking him backwards until he came to an abrupt stop against the nearest wall and grunted out a small breath. “Speak.”

      He stared at me, and it was obvious a part of him stood there before me, but another part had wandered off into a different head space. Whatever he was at war with himself over, I wished he’d share it. Fraser’s cool eyes roamed all over my face before he brought his hands up to my arms and rubbed them softly, as though we were a couple in love, hiding away in the corner of the night to steal kisses and touch one another because we couldn’t possibly go another second without doing so.

      “Charlotte, I—” His attention drifted over my shoulder to something, and his eyes hardened again. I felt his chest rise and fall beneath my palms before I dared myself to follow his gaze and look behind me.

      There, Tristan and Penn stood staring at the two of us.

      Penn looked as smug and carefree as always, but something about Tristan had turned sour. His eyes narrowed, and his jaw ticked as he watched us. Fraser’s breathing grew heavier under my touch, and I turned back to him, carefully pressing a hand to his cheek and guiding his face back until he looked down into my eyes again. “I’m going to ask you this one last time, and I want an honest answer. What the bloody hell is going on?”

      “You can’t stay here.”

      “Well, you’ve changed your tune quickly.”

      “If I asked you to come with me, would you?”

      “Go with you, where?”

      “Anywhere away from here.”

      Unease settled in the pit of my belly, twisting and swirling around, and I took a step back, watching as Fraser’s hands fell by his sides and his shoulders sagged the moment I put the smallest distance between us.

      “You’re starting to freak me out,” I told him.

      “That’s not my intention.”

      “Then what is your intention, Fraser?”

      He sighed, reaching up to rub a hand over his perfect blond beard. “I’m sick of watching these arseholes take advantage of you, okay? I was wrong to ask you to come back before.”

      “So, now you want to whisk me away like a real hero? You can’t make all my troubles disappear, and I don’t understand why you’d want to.”

      “Why is that so hard for you to believe?”

      “Because! We barely know each other, and…”

      “And?” He raised a brow.

      “I don’t understand what’s in it for you.”

      He took a step towards me, forcing me to look up at his towering form. “Do you have any idea how utterly infuriating you are?”

      “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

      “Maybe not, but let me be the first person to tell you this: contrary to what you believe and what you’ve drilled into your own head for more than twenty years of your life, people don’t need to be paid or need to be owed anything to want to spend time with you, Charlotte. I don’t need or want anything from you, except you, and I’m not the kind of man who walks away without getting what he wants.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, out of words or thoughts.

      “Now, I’m going to give you ten seconds to give me your permission to take your hand and walk you out of those doors.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “I’m going to have to do something you’re not going to like.”

      I frowned, about to open my mouth to ask him what the hell he meant by that, when a quiet, “Time’s up,” slipped free from Fraser, and my whole world turned upside down.

      “Don’t scream. It’ll make it worse,” he ordered, marching me towards the exit of the ballroom with me hanging over his shoulder, my arse in the air as I grunted, struggled, and tried to break free.
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      Matteo’s men called after us. They’d been walking our way from across the room when I’d given Charlotte my offer, and the second they drew close enough, I did what I had to do.

      “This would be a lot easier if you’d just keep still,” I ground out, trying to keep her decency intact.

      Despite all her wriggling, a weird sense of pride swelled inside me for her putting up a fight—the bruises I was sure to have on my backside later would no doubt attest to that—but her cries for me to put her down were ignored, and I strode inside the waiting elevator and hit the button. I spun around to see the doors closing on one of Matteo’s men.

      Charlotte went limp with a grunt of defeat. “If I throw up on you, you’ve only yourself to blame.”

      “If I put you down, do you promise not to scream, hit, maim, or stab me in the eye?”

      “Fine, but can you be quick? The blood is rushing to my head.”

      I placed her down in front of me, holding her still until I was certain she’d regained her balance. She kept her eyes on her feet until I took a step back, and Charlotte’s attention shot up to me, her face pinched together in anger.

      “You absolute bastard!” she hissed before flicking her finger against my forehead with the force of a thousand tiny yet very powerful men.

      “Ouch. Fuck!” She did it again, her reflexes sharp, and I had to grab her wrist. “You said you wouldn’t hurt me!”

      “I said I wouldn’t scream, hit, maim, or stab you. I never said I wouldn’t hurt you, and the moment we step out of this elevator, you’d better run for your sorry little life before I can hurt you some more.”

      God, she was cute. Cute, yet so attractive when angry. I had so much respect for her fight, despite it seeming like the world did nothing but battle against her.

      “For someone apparently grateful for my company not so long ago, you’re being a little snippy.” I raised a brow.

      “Are you going to explain yourself?”

      “About what?”

      She pointed to the elevator doors. “About the fact that you just treated me like a four-year-old toddler about to get her behind spanked.”

      I couldn’t help my small smirk, which only seemed to turn her cheeks even redder before she growled out in frustration and took a step towards me. I quickly took one back, putting my hands in the air in surrender.

      “Okay, okay, okay. Calm down.”

      “Do not tell me to calm down when half of London’s elite just saw my arse cheeks.”

      “I protected your decency.”

      “Just my pride that’s wounded, then. How chivalrous of you.”

      Before I could explain anything, the elevator pinged, and the doors slowly began to open. Charlotte marched past me, her eyes not leaving mine until they had to. Once her feet were on the carpet, she slipped out of her heels and picked them up, somehow looking even more edible on flat feet. She stormed forward, her arms swinging until she came to a stop outside the suite’s door and waited for me to open it.

      I avoided making any more eye contact until we were inside. She was trying her best to be domineering, and I didn’t want to make her feel small by trying to demean it with a misplaced smile.

      She came to a stop in front of the sofa that looked out over the River Thames, and I saw her draw in a huge breath in the reflection of the floor to ceiling window before she blew it all out and turned to me.

      “You haven’t been honest with me, have you?”

      I loosened the tie around my neck, letting the two lengths of it fall idly down my chest. “What do you think I’ve lied about?”

      “Everything.”

      “Too broad. Narrow it down.”

      “Mayor Williamson looked at you funnily throughout the speeches this afternoon. It was like he hated you the moment he realised you were sitting there. Then he was angry with you when I came back from the bathrooms. I saw his face. I saw his gestures.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” She frowned. “That’s all you’ve got to say?”

      “I’m waiting to hear the rest. I’m letting you use your voice.”

      “Can’t you just tell me?”

      “I could.” I took a step closer, and then another, until there were only a few feet between us. Pushing my hands into my trouser pockets, I stared into her bright eyes. “But I want to hear your theories.”

      “You’re scaring me, Fraser.”

      I shook my head. “You’re far too strong for that.”

      She leaned against the back of the sofa, resting both hands on it. She opened her mouth to speak, but then a small frown took over, and she quickly looked down at her hands and pushed up to standing again.

      “Shit! My purse. I’ve left it in the ballroom. I have to go back.”

      “Not happening.”

      Her eyes shot to mine. “Are you holding me hostage?”

      I barked out a laugh, unable to contain my smile. “Don’t be dramatic, baby.” The word ‘baby’ slipped free without thought, and I instantly regretted it. Whatever kind of power she possessed, I was under it, imagining the two of us arguing back and forth like this after a heavenly meal out in a fine London restaurant before I brought her back here and undressed her slowly…

      Her cheeks turned to fire, and she quickly tucked her hair behind her ear, both of us pretending that my use of ‘baby’ had gone unnoticed.

      “I need my purse, Fraser. It’s got my phone, my keys, my money—”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      I shot a text to Wade, telling him to get Dean or Joey to bring Charlotte’s purse to my suite. He didn’t respond, which meant he didn’t have any questions. I knew all too well that one of my men would be at the door within the next five minutes. Satisfied, I tucked my phone back into my pocket and let my hands settle in there, too.

      “Now, about those theories you have.”

      “You’re enraging beyond belief.”

      I stared at her, waiting.

      “Fine. Tristan and Penn. They kept looking at you like they knew you, too.”

      “They don’t.”

      “How can I be sure of that?”

      “I guess you just have to trust me.”

      It was her turn to huff out a humourless laugh, and she looked all around before her eyes resettled on me. “I feel like this is a game you’re playing, and I’m losing while you’re laughing. Trust you, don’t trust you, trust you, don’t trust you. Has my mother put you up to this? Has she paid you to see if a handsome face can bring her usually rock-solid daughter to her knees?”

      “I don’t work for women like her.”

      “Who do you work for?”

      How could I tell her what I did without it scaring the hell out of her? I couldn’t, so I waited and tried to find the right thing to say, which wasn’t easy, given the way my thoughts were so scrambled around this woman.

      For a moment, we said nothing—just held each other’s gaze. If I could have climbed inside her mind to figure out what she was thinking, I would have. I’d never needed to know another person’s thoughts the way I craved to know hers.

      The knock on the door broke me from my thoughts.

      “Special delivery!” Dean called from the corridor.

      Charlotte’s mouth dropped open. “I knew it. I knew you were lying to me.”

      Lying to her already ranked high on my small list of life regrets, and I had a feeling I’d never forget the look she gave me before I walked away and let Dean into the room.

      “Hey, Charlotte,” he practically sang, the fucking idiot. “Nice to meet the woman causing trouble among the elite today. Gutted I couldn’t have met you earlier. That wasn’t the way it was meant to go, but you’ll have to ask the big man here all about that. He makes the rules, not me.”

      Fucking. Dean.
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      I stared at the handsome man who waltzed into Fraser’s room. With his light hair, clean-cut features, and eyes that somehow managed to undress you whether you approved or not, I didn’t have to dig very deep to see his confidence. He wore his arrogance like most wore their aftershave; without shame, wafting it right under your nose until you breathed him in.

      Then I realised what he’d said.

      That wasn’t the way it was meant to go.

      Turning to Fraser, I watched as he closed his eyes for a moment too long before he dared to open them again. With a simple raise of my brow and a fold of my arms, I waited.

      “Woosh, it’s a little frosty in here. Did someone turn on the AC?”

      “Shut up, Dean,” Fraser growled, never tearing his eyes away from mine.

      Gifting him with a parting look that told him exactly what I thought about him, I turned to Dean. “And you are?”

      “Dean.” He grinned. “Jones.”

      “Dean Jones, huh?” I shook my head and huffed out an unamused laugh. “Funny. I’ve been in your company for less than a minute, and I know your last name. I wish I could say the same for your friend here after spending all day by his side.”

      Dean scowled before he turned to Fraser. “What have you done to upset her already? You’ve only been on the job for half a day.”

      “Job?” My eyes widened, watching as Fraser brought a hand to his temple and rubbed at it. “Job?” I repeated.

      “Charlotte, I—”

      “I suggest you get to the point of all this instead of standing there and saying my name like it’s a song to try to distract me.”

      His hand fell, and he stared into my eyes in a way that made me swallow lightly. I hadn’t meant to say that.

      “You don’t have to look at me like that, either,” I added. “I’m not as fragile as you’re worried I am. I know the pretence is over. None of it was real.”

      “Was it ever meant to be?”

      My nostrils flared. “No.”

      “Then, I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Right.” I nodded, not sure who I was trying to convince. Fake date, Charlotte. Fake date.

      Still, I’d given him an element of trust along the way, and he’d gone and destroyed it in a matter of minutes. I thought I knew better than that, and the betrayal of whatever this was stung already. He’d lured me in. He’d charmed effortlessly, and like an idiot, I’d fallen for it.

      Dean cleared his throat and took a step away. “I think it’s time for me to leave you two alone.”

      “No shit,” Fraser muttered, reluctantly turning to Dean and offering him a look I’d seen him flash at only Matteo, Tristan, and Penn all day.

      Dean cringed. “I’ll be nearby with Joey if you need me again.”

      “Who the hell is Joey?” I snapped.

      Dean turned to me, and I saw what looked like sympathy in his eyes. “Sorry,” he mouthed before he walked away, closing the door to the suite behind him.

      The air around Fraser and me felt incredibly cold, not to mention tense, and I stared at the back of the door for what felt like a full minute before I allowed myself to look at the man I’d spent all day pouring my secrets out to.

      Fraser strode closer, gesturing for me to take a seat.

      With a huff of annoyance, I walked around the sofa and tucked my dress under me before I sat down, carefully resting my hands on my knees like I was sitting in the waiting room before a very important interview that could potentially change my life.

      I had a feeling whatever Fraser had to say could do the same.

      He sat on the arm of the other end of the sofa, his big, strong hands resting between his parted legs. It was impossible not to look at him and see perfection—I wasn’t blind or a liar—but he’d changed to me now. The new adventure had become a car crash, and the wave of anxiety that rolled over my stomach made me want to run away and forget I’d ever met him. I couldn’t brace myself enough for this impact.

      “When I start talking, I’m going to need you to agree to let me get everything out before you try to leave,” he said, looking unusually on edge.

      “I got the impression from the fireman’s lift that I was stuck here whether I liked it or not.”

      Fraser blew out a breath, looked out over the River Thames, leaving me to stare at his profile. “Do you agree to let me speak, Charlotte?”

      “Fine.”

      He turned back to me, held my gaze, and my heart betrayed me by galloping at the sight of him.

      “My name is Fraser Scott,” he said calmly. “I’m a part of a group of men—a firm if you like—that’s difficult to explain to others, and explaining it isn’t something we’ve had to do much of before. Not many know about us.”

      Thugs, I thought. They were a band of thugs, and there I was, sitting in the middle of the lion’s den, a feast for their large hands, sharp teeth, and undeniable strength. They were planning to hold me hostage, ask my parents for a sizeable ransom, only they’d seen for themselves how little value those parents placed on my life. Their mission had failed. I was nothing more than an inconvenience now. Someone they’d have to snuff out and hope no one looked for.

      But even as those thoughts tried to gain traction, I knew they were nothing more than fiction. A man didn’t stare at you like Fraser stared at me if they wanted to hurt you. At least that’s what I hoped.

      “I’ve seen a lot of bad things in my life,” he said. “Mainly, I’ve seen how underappreciated, overworked, undervalued, and abused women can be. I’ve seen small men with enough power and wealth behind them to steal the light out of a woman’s eyes. I’ve seen large men with fragile egos take their insecurities out on innocent girls. I’ve seen a lot of things I haven’t liked, and it made me who I am today.

      “The guys and I—Dean included—grew up together on an estate in the East End. None of us had anything. No money, no fathers, sometimes we barely had enough food to see us through the week. But we had our mothers, and we had each other. We’re brothers of sorts, connected by circumstance rather than blood, but those circumstances built a bond stronger than most have with their own families. We’d all seen things growing up where we did. All of us have our own stories to tell. But unlike those around us who ran with what they’d been given and considered that their lot in life, we decided to be something bigger and better. Something decent born from dirt and mud and penniless single mothers who didn’t have anything of value to their names except their sons.”

      “What did you become?”

      “Anonymous guys who take the law into their own hands, I suppose.” He said it with such a straight face, the half-smile that immediately rose to life on my face wilted away as quickly as it had been born.

      “Like… vigilantes?” I raised a brow.

      “God, I hate that word. It’s not like in the movies. We’re not out here trying to be heroes, but we do whatever it takes, trying to stop women from getting hurt by men who think it’s their right to take what doesn’t belong to them.” Fraser shuffled on the arm of the sofa, and if I’d known him any better, I would have sworn that looked a lot like embarrassment on his face. “We’re protection for people who need us when they don’t realise it. Protection for the good but powerful people who want to keep their families safe. We’ve made it our lives’ work to do and go where the law enforcement won’t go or do anything about.”

      “And that… pays you?”

      “You, more than anyone, know that living a fulfilled life has nothing to do with the money it brings into your bank account. But, yeah, it pays. It pays all of us more than we deserve or need, and it pays us in ways money can’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Not all transactions are about money, Charlotte.”

      “What are they about?”

      “Time. Moments. Experiences: things that can’t be traced through secure and monitored monetary transactions and bank accounts. A lot of people we work with are influential. They can get us the nicest cars, the best experiences, escapes away when we need them… the best hotel rooms in London, even.” He raised his brows, and I took a moment to look around the obviously expensive suite we were sitting in. A thousand thoughts ran through my mind. It all sounded heroic and unbelievable so far, and a huge part of me was convinced this was all a vivid dream I was having after passing out from too much alcohol at my sister’s wedding.

      I’d wake up soon.

      We wouldn’t be here.

      He’d be gone, and I’d be alone.

      Yet, when I looked back at Fraser, so obviously not a dream, the tightening of my heart told me there was so much more to this than he was going to admit unless I dragged it out of him.

      “So, what you do is illegal.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “But honourable?”

      “That’s what we aim for.”

      “Dangerous?”

      “Sometimes,” he said again, and even though I kept waiting for his mouth to rise into a smile and for him to bend over laughing, neither smile nor amusement came. Fraser’s expression remained steely. Everything he said was real.

      “How often is it dangerous?” I asked.

      “Whenever we choose it to be.”

      I swallowed again, not liking the sound of that but also unable to deny that, of course, Fraser was a hero. Of course he liked to save people. Of course he stepped in where others wouldn’t. Hadn’t that been what he’d done for me already today after knowing me for so little time?

      “Let’s say I believe you,” I pushed out. “Where do I come into all of this? Why am I here with you now?”

      “At first, you were just a way into the wedding.”

      “Our chance meeting at the bus stop…”

      “… was planned.”

      He may as well have stuck a knife in my chest, the pain swelled, so very real.

      “You used me?” I nodded, realising that that particular truth was easier to swallow than for me to think he could have been interested in me in the slightest. “Why?”

      “We needed a way into the wedding.”

      “And I was the weak link…”

      “On paper, yes, you were our best bet. Your file showed us you weren’t like the rest of them. You were more human, more approachable, more—”

      “My file?” I interrupted, eyes wide.

      “We had to gather as much information on you as we could to know if it would work or not.”

      “So, everything I’ve talked to you about today, all the things I’ve said and all the questions you asked… you already knew the answers?”

      “No. I knew your height, your age, your date of birth, where you worked. All the bullshit anyone can find these days from looking on social media. I didn’t know the other stuff. I didn’t know you—this woman who is clearly so fucking tired of everything she’s had thrown at her but is too proud to admit it. I may have known who you were on some report, but I asked those questions today because I wanted to know everything else. All of it. Even the ugly parts you think you hide so well.”

      I rubbed at my chest and looked away from him. “I know I asked for honesty, but…”

      “I’m not trying to hurt you.”

      “Then, you should have stayed away completely.”

      “That would have been easier, I suppose.” Fraser slid off the sofa arm onto the seat beside me. His knees touched mine, and I looked up at him, hating how my heart galloped faster now because he was so close. So handsome, so real, and so, so close. “Dean was meant to be the one to meet you and convince you to let him tag along. He’s the guy the women love—men, too. He’s our sweet smile in a dark world, and we use him as much as we can. He loves it. He loves that role, knows his strengths, and he’s damn good at what he does.”

      “Why didn’t he come to me?”

      “I wouldn’t let him.”

      “I don’t understand.” I scowled.

      “I took one look at you at that bus stop today, and I just knew it had to be me who got to spend the day with you.”

      I stared up at him, not knowing what to say.

      “I wasn’t about to risk letting anyone else take care of you when I knew that no one else in this world could keep you safer than me. I still stand by that, Charlotte. I may have fucked this whole thing up and made a mess of everything the guys and I originally planned, but I haven’t failed at keeping you safe. I haven’t, and I won’t.”

      My cheeks flamed to life, bright red and burning with heat.

      Despite everything he’d just said to me that I wanted to dissect, only one prominent question stuck out in my mind.

      “Who am I in danger of?”

      “Matteo Vega,” he answered calmly.

      “You’re joking,” I said on a breath of laughter that neither of us found amusing.

      “Do I look like I am?” His face was deadly serious, the anger in his eyes flashing like a weapon so powerful, it could ruin thousands of lives in one go.

      “But… he’s…. he’s…”

      “The worst of the worst: powerful, entitled, rich, greedy, lecherous, and known for putting his hands where they’re not wanted. And he’s not the only one, Charlotte, he’s just the worst here tonight. There are a few others in that room like him watching you all the time because, despite what you think, whenever you’re in the room, you’re all anyone ever sees. You’ve just been blinded to it all your life because your own mother and sister put a rag over your eyes and refused to let you see yourself properly.”

      “And you’re here to pull that rag off?”

      “If you’ll let me. Just for one night.”

      “For one night?” I asked him, my voice barely audible. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I want you to hand over what you owe me. I want you to stay with me tonight so I can keep you safe.”
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      The fire in her eyes had gone, replaced with an emptiness I didn’t like. Those vacant stares were the worst thing to see in a woman. More often than not, it meant they had nothing left to give. I needed her to fight still… even if the only thing she wanted to fight was me.

      “Say something,” I begged quietly. Begged. Me!

      Her tongue ran over her bottom lip. “Vigilantes,” she said on a humourless laugh. “Things like this don’t happen to people like me.”

      I shuffled closer, my arm resting over the back of the sofa. “Why can’t shit like this happen to you?”

      “Because I don’t want it. It’s too much. All of it. I’m not the person meant for this. But, I’m stuck here, aren’t I? You’ve trapped me—decided what’s happening now, and I can’t exactly argue with you. You’re a giant, and I’m the woman you can throw over your shoulder like a rag doll. If you tell me I have to stay here tonight, I’ll stay.” Her voice was flat, as empty as her eyes. “But I don’t want you in the room with me. I don’t want you anywhere near me, Fraser.”

      “Understood.” I swallowed, hating every word she’d spoken.

      “Good.”

      That was it. Good. Nothing else. According to the emptiness in her eyes, I’d ruined her more than anyone at that wedding ever could. I needed to explain things to her better—to do more, say more, and reassure her that this wasn’t a bad thing, despite how crazy it all seemed.

      “Don’t you have questions?” I asked.

      “Thousands,” she whispered.

      “Then, talk to me. Ask me them. Tell me what’s going on in that mind of yours.”

      “Why? So that you can try to make me feel better about lying to me? About using me. You can be a superhero and still hurt people, Fraser. That’s the way it happens, right? You try to save the world, and whoever is collateral damage has to suck it up for the greater good.”

      “Is that what you think you are?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think anymore. You’ve made that clear. I’m your puppet for the night.”

      “We used each other today, Charlotte.”

      “I used you with transparency. I used you because you agreed, even after walking away once. You came back. That was an agreement.” Her eyes fired with something—just a flicker of emotion—before she pushed it back down. But fuck that. I wanted her emotions, no matter the range of them. I wanted her snark back because this lifeless, quiet-voiced version of this woman scared me. I’d seen it too many times in my life, and it was impossible to forget the way it usually ended.

      “It was an agreement.” I half-smiled. “And now I’m agreeing to let you stay for the night because, deep down, I know you want it.” Her scowl was immediate, but so was the blush of her cheeks. I loved the way her ivory skin turned rosy-red so quickly. “Despite everything that’s come to light, you can’t deny that you and I had chemistry today.”

      “We’ve also had a lot of alcohol.”

      “You’d not touched a drop at that bus stop. I still saw that look in your eyes.”

      Pushing up from the sofa, she stood, folding her arms over her chest, and I sank back into the cushions, staring up at her. She had returned, in some form or another, her feisty streak back, and I had to control myself from showing that relief with a smile.

      “You’re such an arrogant arsehole, Fraser Scott,” she hissed. “And let me be clear: if I wasn’t as exhausted as I am right now, and if I hadn’t had too much to drink, I would be heading back down into that ballroom and asking someone to call me a taxi to take me home. If I stay the night, it’s my choice, not yours, and it has nothing to do with me being attracted to you.”

      “Whatever you say. You’re the boss.”

      “You’re damn right I am.”

      “Just tell me one thing before you storm into the bedroom. Tell me you trust me to take care of and respect you.”

      “I can’t do that. Not with someone who’s lied to me.”

      “Tell me…”

      “I’d rather go to Hell.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” I shook my head.

      Her eyes searched mine, and I could see her growing angrier by the second. “Screw you, Fraser.”

      Let’s go, a part of me thought, but I shut that down quickly. I wasn’t like those other guys. I wasn’t about to manipulate her into wanting me the way I wanted her.

      When I didn’t respond, she marched away, leaving me to smile brightly as I stared out at the twinkling lights of the city I’d grown up, fought wars, and saved lives in.

      Charlotte trusted me all right, and that’s why she was allowing herself to stay.

      The other stuff I could work on.

      That would come in time.

      For now, I just had to keep her safe until Matteo Vega was far away from The Savoy Hotel, which shouldn’t be long considering the intel Wade had managed to put together. Matteo was to stay with a friend in a secure estate out in Essex, away from the press or anyone else he may have angered around here. Although it wasn’t ideal, once Charlotte was fast asleep, I’d get Dean and Joey to track him down, and they could find a way to take him back to our apartment in SoHo so we could take care of him the way I’d been dreaming of taking care of him for the last decade.

      I’d finish that man before he got on a plane and escaped back to paradise.

      I’d end him with my own bare hands.

      For now, Charlotte had to come first, and that realisation shocked me more than the first time I saw her glowing brightly beneath the rays of the London sun.

      I hadn’t put anyone before the destruction of Matteo Vega in over a decade.

      Not even myself.
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      It didn’t take her long to use the bathroom and emerge with her hair down around her shoulders. The sight of her in the reflection of the window as she headed to the room made me suck a deep breath. I imagined lying over her body and resting between her legs as I pushed a hand through her thick, soft hair and brought her lips to mine. But no sooner had she stirred something inside of me without even trying, she walked into the bedroom that was supposed to be mine, wearing nothing but one of the hotel’s white robes, her dress now draped over her arm.

      She was a demon tempting my sainthood, and my eyes wandered to whatever path she happened to be on.

      After a few telltale sounds of her getting into bed and nestling under the covers, there was very little noise. I thought she’d drifted to sleep until Wade forwarded me a text she’d just sent from her phone to that of her best friend Jonah’s.

      
        
        Charlotte: If only you hadn’t let me down today, Jonah, I wouldn’t be so confused right now.

      

      

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel sad on her behalf.

      Responding to Wade quickly, I told him to message her back on Jonah’s behalf, telling her to call him if she was in danger and needed his help. Of course, it was more game playing. Jonah couldn’t help her now, no matter how much he wanted to. Still, my morbid curiosity needed to know what was going on in that mind of hers. Two minutes later, her response came to me via Wade.

      
        
        Charlotte: I’m safe. Just too many emotions at this wedding I don’t know how to process. Speak to you tomorrow when it’s finally over.

      

      

      I’m safe.

      Those had been the words I’d needed to see.

      Shooting off another text, I told Wade to keep me up to date with Dean and Joey’s progress on following Matteo to this estate. The plan and everything we’d worked towards had gone to shit already, but it didn’t faze me too much. What made me good at what I did was my ability to think on my feet and change the course of direction if I needed to. Whatever happened, Vega wasn’t getting back on that plane and disappearing to his life of peace.

      Not when so many women had suffered at his hands.

      If the law wouldn’t do anything about him, I’d do it myself.

      On my way to the bathroom, I chanced a glance into the bedroom to see if Charlotte had drifted to sleep, but she was buried so far beneath the thick duvet, I couldn’t see much of anything except her wisps of golden hair splayed along the pillow.

      As quietly as I could, I had a wash, brushed my teeth, and took a long, hard look at myself in the bathroom mirror. The same man from the morning before stared back at me, only now he looked even more troubled. The need to protect someone was a different emotion to that of wanting revenge. The responsibility weighed heavy. The anger, unbelievably more powerful. If anyone tried to hurt Charlotte under my watch, I couldn’t explain what I would do to them.

      “Remember why you started,” I whispered to myself before I made my way back into the main suite and turned out all the lights, leaving only the twinkling skyline of London to illuminate the space around me.

      Breathing out a sigh as I soaked in the peace and quiet, I let myself fall back into the sofa.

      I knew Charlotte had drifted to sleep not long after I’d settled. There was no rustling of sheets, no frustrated exhales, and no shuffling of pillows. As tempting as it was to go and watch her sleep to see if she looked as beautiful as I imagined, I wasn’t that guy. The first time I saw her sleeping, it would be with her permission, right after I’d held her small frame beneath my giant hands and made her body explode with pleasure.

      At least that’s what I told myself. Fantasies like that could be a man’s ruin.

      My eyes began to feel heavy, a deep sense of misplaced calmness washing over me, when another text from Wade lit up my phone screen in my lap.

      
        
        Wade: Thought you’d be surprised to know Matteo hasn’t left The Savoy. He’s checked into the only room they had left.

      

      

      I sat upright, electricity tearing through my veins. The bastard was still here, not a moment away from me, and at some point, he’d be asleep.

      
        
        Me: Dean and Joey?

      

      

      
        
        Wade: In the bar, awaiting your instructions.

      

      

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      I had him within my grasp, just as we’d originally hoped. The guy never changed his plans, too paranoid from all the death threats he’d received in the last few years and too good at slinking away like the slimy snake he’d become. This was a gift from the gods, and I felt it my very bones. In my gut.

      It was an opportunity I couldn’t turn down.

      
        
        Me: Keep them on standby.

      

      

      
        
        Wade: Are we letting Matteo go?

      

      

      
        
        Me: No.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I’m going to get that son of a bitch myself.
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      The lights flashed around us, bright and beautiful, painting his face with all the colours of the rainbow. He didn’t need to be improved. He didn’t need his scars covering or the slight creases around his eyes to be smoothed out. That rough edge he wore so well was what sold him to me the most. He wasn’t like the rest of them, and for that, I was grateful. Especially as he stared deep into my eyes, never once looking away as the two of us danced like nobody and everybody was watching. We didn’t care. All I cared about was the pale grey that had now become my favourite colour. Not even the greens, yellows, purples, and blues of the lights around the dance floor could compare.

      The song boomed, and we swayed, our movements in slow motion, not making sense. I had no desire to speed any of it up. I wanted to stay here forever with the sound of Bruce Springsteen singing Secret Garden.

      We weren’t touching.

      Hell, I became desperate to touch.

      Desperate to hold.

      Desperate to step closer, kiss, tug, tear away his clothes, and make him mine if only for a dance.

      As if reading my mind, his grin brightened, flashing bright, white teeth, and creasing his cheeks in a way that made my chest ache from want. He licked his lips. I envied his tongue.

      He slowly brought his hand up to my hair, pushing his fingers through it before he tucked it behind my ear, letting his fingertips linger along my neck to savour the goosebumps that rose to life beneath his touch.

      He felt them.

      I felt them.

      He didn’t speak a word, and I couldn’t. He’d stolen my breaths, inhaled them into his greedy body, leaving me starving for air until he chose to kiss me and breathe me back to life.

      We kept moving, swaying in time now to the slow but loud song blaring to life around us. This was a spell I’d fallen under, and I’d never been more grateful for bad magic.

      He leaned in. His aftershave invaded my senses, making me heady and weak. So weak, my lashes fluttered, and my knees began to tremble. His free hand trailed up my arm, a tender caress that robbed me of more life.

      “Tell me you want it,” he whispered. “Admit it to me, and I’ll give you everything. That’s all you have to do, Charlotte. That’s all you have to say.”

      I wanted to speak. To scream at him how much I wanted him—how much I needed him, but no words would come out. I was choking on desire, desperate to tell him. To vocalise this unrivalled passion cursing through my veins.

      No matter how many times I opened my mouth to speak, I’d become mute, unable to do anything but look at him now through pained eyes as I tried to make him feel my need for him to take me, touch me, devour me, ruin me, kiss me, save me… wreck me. I didn’t care. But we hadn’t known each other long enough for him to read my distress as desire, and when he saw the first tear fall down my cheek, his smile slipped, and his scowl came to life. Grey eyes searched mine before he pulled away and stepped back, removing his touch from my skin, turning me cold again.

      No, no, no, no! I wanted to scream, but I remained silent, and the longer I didn’t speak, the farther away he retreated…

      Until his face disappeared into a cloud of smoke around the dance floor, and the song drifted away to nothing, leaving only the sounds and delighted laughter of the very family I’d been trying to drown out.

      “No, Fraser. No. Come back. I need you—”

      

      “Charlotte! Charlotte…” a voice hissed, panicked and desperate.

      I didn’t have time for it. I needed to get back to the dance floor with Fraser. I need to run after him, chase through the smoke, grab his arms and throw myself at his lips. I needed everything he had to give because underneath his spell had been the only place that I’d ever really felt safe.

      Adored.

      “Charlotte!”

      “Fraser,” I croaked. “Don’t go.”

      “Charlotte, you need to wake up,” he said, and this time I felt him shaking my arms to stir me.

      Reality hit me like a freight train, and my eyes burst open to see Fraser’s face only an inch away from mine. That golden hair. That perfect blond beard. Those eyes. That smell that was uniquely him.

      I blinked once… twice… a third time… and the realisation that he was leaning over me and hadn’t left me unable to breathe on that dance floor came as such a relief, I did the one thing I shouldn’t have. I reached for him. Hooking my arm around his neck, I yanked him towards me until his lips crashed against mine.

      A soft moan rumbled in my throat. He felt better than I’d imagined, his lips warm and soft… yet still.

      Far too still.

      My eyes pinged open as true reality caught up to the sleepy haze I’d been in only seconds before. Fraser’s wide eyes stared back at me while our lips remained locked. I was too stunned to let him go, and he seemed too stunned to ask me to, leaving the two of us in a kiss without movement.

      A kiss I so desperately wanted to take further.

      “Charlotte,” Fraser mumbled against my lips, his beard scratching my skin with the perfect amount of friction that made my thoughts run wild until I imagined that same sensation between my thighs.

      I released him quickly, gasping for breath. I scurried back until I was sitting up in his bed, wrapping my robe back around me so he couldn’t see anything that might have slipped free. I wanted to hide beneath the covers, scream at him to get out, and make a run for it when he was asleep sometime later, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the look on Fraser’s face. His hand came up to his mouth, and he ran his thumb over his bottom lip as he stared at me.

      “I was dreaming,” I said quickly.

      “We need to go.”

      “What?” I frowned, resisting his attempt to pull me out of bed.

      “We have to get out of here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I fucked up.”

      He didn’t expand as he walked over to his wardrobe and pulled open a drawer inside it. He dug out some clothing and tossed them on the bed before he bent down, his knees cracking, and he pulled out a long drawer that looked to be filled with shoeboxes.

      “What size shoe are you?”

      “What the hell is going—”

      “Size! Charlotte!” he barked. His urgency made me falter, and despite my need to argue and get answers, I complied.

      “I’m a five.”

      “Five,” he muttered to himself before he stood up again with a pair of black trainers in his hand and brought them towards me. “Put these on along with those clothes.”

      I looked down at the side of me, seeing the black sports leggings and the plain grey sweater. My eyes drifted back up to him. “You just happen to have women’s clothing here in every size?”

      “Yeah, I have shit here in case I need it. Not everyone we save has a place to go or clothes to change into. Now, get dressed.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “You’ll get dizzy and sick again from going over my shoulder.” He turned to walk away. “Don’t forget your phone and anything important like your house keys.”

      Fraser tugged on the back of his own shirt and began to lift it over his head, revealing his tanned, toned muscles in the diluted light of the room, which was lit up only by the moonlight and the city of London beyond the window. His silver scars, barely visible yet intriguing.

      The sight of him unbuckling his belt and bringing his trousers down, mixed with the dream I’d just come out of about him… well… I was a woman who only had so much control. If he heard my reaction, he didn’t acknowledge it, and by the time I’d stumbled onto my feet with my clothes and trainers in hand, Fraser had pulled on a pair of dark jeans and a white T-shirt that hugged his arms the way I wanted to.

      This lust would be the end of me. I had to get it under control.

      “What did you do, Fraser? I deserve to know if it’s something bad,” I said quietly.

      He closed his eyes and brought his hands up against the wardrobe door, dropping his head to it as he blew out a breath. “I went after Matteo. Now they’re coming after me. I refuse to leave you here.”

      “Did you… kill him?”

      “You’ve two minutes left now. I hope you can dress as fast as you can jump to conclusions.”

      He walked past me and left the bedroom, his shoulders strong and his face set to thunder.

      I should have wanted to run away from him, not with him.

      He’d just admitted to going after someone my family and I had known for years—whatever going after someone meant, I could only guess—and his murderous expression should have sent chills down my spine, and while they did appear, those chills weren’t from fear of him hurting me or taking me somewhere dangerous. Those chills were from him admitting that he couldn’t and wouldn’t leave me behind.

      He thought I was worth saving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We left the room like two quiet mice after Fraser had checked the hall and given me the all-clear. He led the way, pulling me along with the too-big sweater draped down over my hands. We took the stairwell, and before I knew it, we were several floors down, weaving our way through corridors and Staff Only exits. I followed him blindly until we were pushing through a door that led to the streets of London, and Fraser guided me to another area parked with cars, nodding at the valet guys manning them as he went on his way.

      “Do you have access to every place in this city?” I whispered.

      He didn’t answer or look at me, just weaved us around several cars, never once loosening his grip on my hand. His hold only grew tighter until we came to the most incredible grey Aston Martin. The lights flashed, and then Fraser reluctantly let me go, but not before he scanned the entire area around us.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed at the magnificence of the vehicle in front of me.

      “Charlotte,” he hissed, making me stumble out of my thoughts until I was climbing into the passenger seat, sliding against the leather, and breathing in the unmistakable scent of a brand-new car.

      Within seconds, the engine roared to life, and Fraser began to peel out of the parking spot like a smooth, graceful snake. My eyes rested on his tense forearms turning the wheel and the way his neck strained as he glanced around, bobbing his head down to get a better view after each turn until the early morning dusky skies appeared beyond the exit ahead. Once there, a couple of valet men looked our way. They offered him another nod and a smile, giving him the go-ahead to leave like he did this a lot.

      I couldn’t help but wonder who the hell Fraser really was and what he hadn’t told me.

      I studied every inch of him, from his narrowed eyes to his strong jaw, his muscles pressed against his T-shirt to the veins running down his arms… and all I could think about was that dream in which he’d nearly kissed me.

      And the fact that I’d kissed him when I’d been half asleep.

      “I’m sorry about what I did when I woke up,” I said quietly, breaking the silence.

      Fraser made a left turn, side-eyeing me as he did before he hit one of the main roads and put his foot on the accelerator. He didn’t respond.

      “It hadn’t been my intention. I could tell you looked surprised when I came around.”

      “Bad timing.”

      “My speciality.”

      He didn’t smile. His lips didn’t so much as twitch as he shifted gears and settled his hand back on the wheel.

      “Are you going to tell me what you did to Matteo?”

      The muscles in Fraser’s jaw tensed, and he looked in his rear-view mirror as though remembering who could be following.

      “Did you hurt him?” I asked.

      “Not enough.”

      Something about the tension in his body told me that that wasn’t the right route to go down. Not yet. Whatever had happened was still fresh, and he needed time to process it. Get his thoughts in order.

      “Are you going to tell me what he’s supposed to have done? Or are you just going to tell me to trust you again? Because I will. I’m here when I could have torn myself away from you, ran, and screamed. I could have told you I was staying in the suite. I didn’t. That means that, yes, I trust you on some level, despite you giving me reasons not to. You need to know that you can trust me, too, though, Fraser. This has to work both ways. Whatever it is you’re holding back, I can handle it.”

      “And what if I told you that everything you thought you knew about those arseholes back there is only the tip of the iceberg? What if I told you that the things they do behind closed doors are far worse than their personalities that irritate you so much?”

      “I’d say I believe you,” I said, matter of fact.

      “So easily.”

      “Yes. I know I’ve buried my head in the sand a lot over the years. They live in a different world where morals don’t exist, only schemes. You don’t get to the top by being nice. You get to the top by being devious and cheating every system you’re a part of. I may not know exactly what Matteo has done, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know he’s not good people.”

      “Things would have been far less complicated if you were someone who didn’t ask so many questions.” He sighed.

      “Should have researched me a bit better then, shouldn’t you? Nowhere on my file would it ever list the words docile and compliant.”

      Even though his main emotion was anger, the way his eyes softened told me I had him.

      “Once you’re in this, there’s no going back. Do you think you’re ready for that?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to go back. There’s nothing waiting for me there.”

      He stared back out through the windscreen, deep in concentration. “Fine. There’s somewhere I need to take you.”
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      We drove for another thirty minutes in relative silence, apart from her asking me the odd question here and there. Were we being followed? How long until we stopped? Were we safe? But as the sky lit up with a myriad of warm colours, Charlotte sat back in her seat, relaxed her shoulders, and looked up in wonder. Every time I caught a glimpse of her under the orange and pink glow, I had to force myself to look away. Like she wasn’t beautiful enough without adding the sunrise to her face.

      That small, almost serene smile did things to me, and the light against the tones of her hair made it hard not to steer the car to the side of the road, turn off the engine, and pull her lips to mine.

      Fan-fuckin-tastic.

      In less than twenty-four hours, she’d turned me from a solid man of unwavering resolve to… this, whatever the hell this was.

      Eventually, I pulled my car into the bay of Leigh-on-Sea. The small, quaint seaside village just outside of London that my mother used to bring me to on the few occasions she wasn’t with some random arsehole boyfriend during the summertime. This place held some of the happiest memories of my life. It had been my escape for thirty years.

      The Gypsy Bridge was only a short walk away, and I got out of the car, knowing Charlotte would follow. She glanced over the roof at me when she shut the door. I caught her taking in her new surroundings while I led us to the concrete pathway of the bland bridge I’d looked out from as a kid, pretending I was at the top of some castle, able to rescue the princess from the ocean below.

      Maybe I’d always wanted to be a hero, and this was my fucked-up version of it.

      The fun a shrink would have with that one.

      When we reached the highest part of the curve of the bridge, I grabbed the metal railings, leaning back as I took a big breath of the ocean air and watched the soft, barely-there waves rippling away in front of us.

      Charlotte didn’t say anything as she waited for me to speak.

      “My mum once sat me down and said, ‘There’s money to be made from the rich and famous, Fraser. Especially when you’re willing to do the jobs they won’t do for themselves.’ It came right after she took a cleaning job for someone with money. I’d asked her why she wanted to spend her life wiping up someone else’s mess, but that’s all any job is really. Cleaning up someone else’s shit. Aside from the cleaning job she worked in a bar and part-time in the local laundrette to earn whatever extra cash she could get her hands on. They were all low-skilled jobs, she said, which worked for her because the only skill she had was of no use to her once she’d had me.”

      “What skill?”

      “She had the most incredible voice,” I said, my voice wistful. “I mean, that woman could sing.”

      “How wonderful.” Charlotte smiled softly. The sight of her just standing there, listening to what I had to say, made my chest pinch. I tried to rub it away; to get a grip of this weird feeling taking over me.

      I ran a hand over my eyes, squeezing them shut before I sighed and dropped my hand back to the rail. “Life doesn’t always let us make use of our talents, though, and the guy she ended up cleaning for was Matteo Vega.”

      “He treated her badly,” she guessed.

      “He sexually assaulted her on more than one occasion, so I’d say so, yeah.”

      Charlotte’s hand went to cover her mouth, her sadness and surprise like a knife to my heart as her eyes instantly filled with tears. She cared… for someone she didn’t even know, and that a little sprig of hope bloomed in my chest that good people still existed. People like her.

      “At first, he was nice—took care of her, paid her on time, and paid her well. After six months, Mum started to smile more, and it wasn’t because of one of her idiot boyfriends, either. I loved seeing her so content. I really fucking loved it. For the first time in my life, I thought things were going to be all right. We had more money than usual. Matteo used to slip her the odd bonus here and there, and Mum stashed it away in her holiday jar so she could bring me places like this. But suddenly, out of nowhere, that spark in her eyes faded again. Like someone had just flicked a switch and turned her smile off.”

      “Fraser, you don’t have to tell me this.”

      “I want to,” I said, feeling a weird satisfaction at the weight of my words falling free. I’d held them in my chest and in my head for so long, putting them out there was like taking that first breath after being under water.

      Charlotte reached out to slide her hand over mine on the railing. That point of contact encouraged me to go on.

      “He was subtle about it, apparently. It began with little things. The odd touch here. An inappropriate comment there. Asking her how much of a bonus she’d need to polish something else while she was on her hands and knees; that sort of thing.” My grip on the metal railing tightened beneath her palm. “But then the talking turned to action, and he put his hands on her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      “Me, too.”

      “Did she stay working for him?”

      “For far too long.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do most women stay? Because they’re scared no one will believe them. They’re scared to quit a job they can’t afford to lose. They’re scared the authorities will say they brought it on themselves. They’re scared to believe that’s their reality. They’re scared they might not be able to feed their kids. Deep down, I think I was the sole reason she stayed. I was to blame.”

      “No, Fraser.” Charlotte shook her head, the empathy in her eyes making the muscles in my jaw tick. I didn’t want her to think of me as weak. I hadn’t been weak for almost two decades. I’d never be weak again.

      “I’m sorry. This isn’t something I talk about often.”

      “Then, don’t…”

      “I’ve spent twenty years wanting to kill Matteo Vega, thinking about not much else but that. I’ve imagined the ways I could steal his life from him, the way he stole my mother’s. Keeping him alive but making him suffer at my hands for the rest of his days. Until you. Those few hours before I saw him at the wedding… I can’t tell you what a welcomed reprieve from the constant ache for revenge they were, Charlotte. If there’s one thing I need you to know from all of this, it’s that. Your time was a gift.”

      One simple look from this woman, and I was ready to say more than I had to my men in years. She didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything, and there was so much fucking beauty in that. I couldn’t stop myself from telling her more.

      “When you went to sleep last night, one of my men, Wade, text me to tell me that Matteo had taken a room at the hotel. Knowing he was so close, I couldn’t help it… I made a mistake.”

      She took a step closer to me, her hand coming up to rest against my bicep. My eyes immediately dropped to it, and I stared at her tender touch. Something so simple. Something so insignificant, yet I couldn’t remember the last time a woman had done that without expecting my dick inside them at the end of it.

      My nostrils flared, and I knew this would be the beginning of something I could never end. It would be up to her to walk away now, and I only hoped she did that before I put her in the path of danger even more than I already had.

      “Then what happened?” she asked.

      “Wade told me the number of Matteo’s room. Dean and Joey acted like drunk wedding guests, staggering onto the floor it was on to draw his security away.”

      “He had security outside his doors?”

      “Guilty people’s paranoia has them guarding every aspect of their lives. The lies they tell, the webs they weave… it all catches up with them in the end until they think everyone is out to get them.”

      “Good. He deserves it. What happened once Dean and Joey had distracted him?”

      “Wade tapped into the hotel’s security and temporarily knocked out all the cameras the way only he knows how. That left me to get into Matteo’s room with a master key we have for the place. The room was dark when I slipped in, filled with his arrogant snores. Part of me wished he’d been awake. I wanted to see that instant fear in his eyes when he saw me towering over him.” I ran my hand over my mouth, dragging it down over my jaw and blowing out a breath. “The moment I saw him lying there, all that anger rose up, Charlotte, and the next thing I knew, I just wanted it over with. I wanted the job done.” So I could get back to you, I thought. “I knelt over him, literally struggling like hell not to smash my fist into his face and throw him around the room until I redecorated it with his blood.”

      Charlotte winced.

      “Before I could give it too much thought, I wrapped my hands around his neck, and I just began to squeeze. It felt good to feel his pathetic attempts to rip my hands away. It felt good to watch him search my eyes, to see the fear pouring out of him as he turned red. I didn’t even break a sweat, Charlotte. I didn’t even try. If it had gone on for another thirty seconds, he’d have been dead.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “I guess I went so blind to the rage, I didn’t hear the door click open and one of his men enter the room.”

      “Shit,” she gasped.

      “The guy swung at me, knocked me off. It took me a minute to get my head back in the game and get back to my feet, but when I heard him radioing to the others, it didn’t take long to put him on the floor. It left me enough time to get out of there.”

      “That’s when you came back for me…”

      “I went back for you.” I nodded. “Matteo had seen me. He knew who I was, and he’d remember who he saw me with at the wedding. I couldn’t risk him doing anything to you in my absence.”

      She ran a hand over her forehead and leaned over the railing to rest her elbows on it as she looked out over the ocean. “So, that’s it now? I’m in danger?”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She glanced at me carefully. “You have the ability to promise that?”

      “On my life.”

      “And what about his life?”

      “I plan on destroying it as soon as I can.”

      Charlotte looked out to sea again. “Good,” she whispered.

      I couldn’t look away from her, both in surprise and awe. I’d just told her I intended on killing someone her and her family had known for a long time, and she supported the idea. She believed me without a single doubt flickering across her beautiful face. Charlotte held so much strength within her, it was a shame she couldn’t see it for herself.
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      “What now?” I asked Fraser as we walked side by side down the beach, taking in the calm before the storm.

      “We think of a Plan B.”

      His hands were tucked in the pockets of his jeans, making his biceps pop, but I could only do so much ogling of his tattoos and strength when the constant wave of anxiety kept rolling through my stomach. I’d become an integral part of something I hadn’t even known existed a day earlier. Maybe two things, if you included this weird connection that I felt to the man beside me.

      “Any idea when that might present itself? I have work tonight.”

      He looked down at me, lines forming between his brows. “Tonight?”

      “Yes, and I have to be there, Fraser. Someone swapped my shift with me yesterday so I could attend the wedding. I can’t let them or the residents down.”

      When he didn’t answer, I realised he’d had other plans in mind.

      “You expect me to quit work now?”

      “I don’t expect anything from you. I just thought—”

      “That I was going to stop living my life because of Matteo? That’s not going to happen.” I laughed. “Think about it. He isn’t going to come after the Grants’ daughter, is he? Especially not when we’re now attached by law to his godson. If he’s so much of a snake and a coward, won’t it make sense for him to just leave and go back to where he came from? He’s not likely to take you on again after you nearly killed him.”

      “He won’t.” Fraser turned to face me, forcing us both to a stop on the sand. “But his men might.”

      “You really believe that?”

      “I’m the person they’ve been trying to track for ten years. I’m the reason Matteo left England. I’m the reason he’s wasted six figures and more on private investigators and underground mobsters who think they’re smarter than me. There isn’t anyone he hasn’t used to try and track me down. If he’d known he was standing next to the man who’d taunted him for so long yesterday, it might have killed him there and then.”

      “Why have they been tracking you for so long?” I scowled.

      “It started years ago when the guys and I first decided we were going after him. Wade, Dean, Joey, and Ray… they love my mum like their own. That’s how it is when you grow up how we did, everyone looking out for everyone else’s kids. Matteo’s abuse of power hurt them almost as much as me, so we sent photographs of him here and there, letting him know he was always being watched. We sent letters, threats, anonymous videos. We called his phone at the weirdest times of the day; told him he didn’t have long left until he was exposed. We wanted him to live in fear—for paranoia to become his best friend. We knew he couldn’t take the threats to anyone without exposing himself. We always made sure to mention his assaults in anything we sent to him.”

      “You were the ones who made him run away.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “That wasn’t my intention. I needed him close by to finish things. Not long after he’d gone, I heard through the grapevine that someone I knew of was working for Matteo, trying to track down who had been behind the threats.”

      “Do you think he had any idea it was you before last night?”

      “Not until he woke up with my hands around his throat.”

      “That’ll do it.” I glanced at the ocean. “This is so surreal.” I looked back at him. “I’ve not even known you for a full twenty-four hours, and here I am with you, wearing someone else’s clothes, with my whole world turning upside down.”

      “You’d be amazed by what can happen in a single day.”

      “Not my days.”

      “Nothing stays the same forever, Charlotte. Someone was always going to come along and change the way you looked at things. That person just happens to be me.”

      “Could be worse, I suppose,” I said.

      “How?”

      “It could have been Tristan.”

      We grinned, not looking away from each other. That connection grew until our smiles faded away with the sea breeze, leaving us staring into each other’s eyes, the tension getting thicker by the second.

      “You have to let me go back to my life now, Fraser. I can’t lose myself to this, even though I know your intentions are honourable.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “You could always become my personal bodyguard and watch over me. Although, we’d have to talk about your hourly rate again. I can’t afford much on my salary.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you, Charlotte? Money isn’t what interests me. Moments are.”

      “How many of those would you like?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
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      An hour later, we pulled up outside my London apartment above a quaint florist, with Fraser leaning forward in his seat to look up through the windscreen as though he could get a view of anything other than a small window on the first floor.

      I motioned to open the car door when his hand landed on my arm, making me stop and turn back to him.

      “Let me get out and check the area first,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fraser, I’ll be fi—”

      “Humour me.” His thumb brushed over my skin before he let me go and began to climb out of the car, leaving me to sink back into the seat and blow out a breath.

      I shouldn’t have eyed his arse in those jeans when he got out.

      Definitely not.

      “Charlotte.” He tapped on the passenger window with his knuckles, and when I looked up at him, he offered me a small smile and chucked his chin towards the building.

      Small things from such a big man did dramatic things to little old me.

      Once out of the car, I dug around in the purse I’d grabbed when we fled the room, searching for my key. I wiggled it around in the air when I found it before I charged forward to the doorstep, where I turned around to say goodbye.

      Fraser clearly had other ideas.

      “I have to check your apartment. It’s my duty… as your newly appointed bodyguard and all.”

      I hid my small smirk when I unlocked the door, holding it open for him to walk through. Once in the small foyer, he glanced over his strong shoulder at me and raised a brow.

      “First floor. There’s only one door up there—my place. I could always lead the way and show you,” I said.

      “The bodyguard always enters first.”

      My cheeks flared to life with heat, but thankfully he didn’t seem to notice. He turned and gripped the bannister railing before he pulled himself up, taking two steps at a time with ease. I, however, struggled to keep up with him and ended up doing a light jog up the stairs until we were outside my door—me, slightly out of breath while Fraser looked the epitome of cool and unbothered.

      “I should warn you, it’s nothing fancy.” I pushed the key into the lock.

      “I’m not here to judge. I’m here to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I bet you say that to all the ladies.” Pushing the door open, I stood to the side and welcomed him into my plain but cosy home.

      When he casually stepped over the threshold, I imagined seeing my home through his eyes for the very first time. The decor was about as trendy as my dress had been yesterday. I loved floral patterns and ditsy prints. I loved green plants hanging from otherwise bland walls and rustic shelves. I loved books scattered all over the place and mismatched blankets draped over the arms of my mismatched sofas—one cream, one dusty pink. I loved the battered oak coffee table I rested my feet upon at night with a glass of wine in hand—the very table I’d picked up from some previous tenants in the building across the road, ten minutes before they’d been about to throw it out. I loved the half-melted candles on every surface and the compact, white kitchen beyond the living room that rarely got much use because cooking for myself when working shifts was rare. I either slept or worked, but when I did have time off, I’d be tucked up under a blanket in this room, reading books or messaging Jonah.

      “You love this place,” Fraser said, standing in the middle of the room with his hands in his pockets again. “Everything about it is you.”

      “This is the first space I’ve ever had where I’ve felt I can truly be myself.”

      “It smells amazing.”

      “The benefits of living above a florist.”

      “I like it.”

      I raised a brow in question.

      “It’s got character. Anything with character usually wins over my heart. Most things are the same these days. Everyone wants the minimalistic lifestyle. People are losing character to fit in.”

      I let the door shut behind me, dropping my key and purse on the coffee table and planting my hands on my hips.

      “Can I get you a drink or anything?” I asked.

      “I’m pretty tired.” He rubbed his thumb over his eyebrow. “I haven’t slept for quite some time.”

      “Oh, sure. You should go. Get some rest.”

      “I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

      “Fraser, I’m—”

      “If you say you’re fine, I’m going to give you a reason not to be.”

      That shouldn’t have sounded as enticing as it did, but I laughed quietly anyway, and it earned me a small smile from him. I turned my palms over and threw my hands in the air.

      “What do you suggest, then? You want to take a nap on my sofa?”

      “You don’t have a spare bed?”

      “Just the one bed, unfortunately.” I swallowed as carefully as I could, trying not to imagine him in my bed and failing miserably. “And I… well… I’ll need to sleep before I go to work. Kinda low on the old zzzs myself.”

      His smile grew, an appealing form of arrogance shining from him that didn’t turn my stomach sour the way that type of self-assurance did from the likes of Tristan or Penn.

      “I’ll take the couch, as long as you don’t mind.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be comfy? It’s a small sofa. You’re a big guy.”

      “I’d definitely prefer a bed, but since you’re not offering that, the couch will be fine.”

      “As my self-appointed bodyguard and employee now, it’s probably unethical for me to invite you into my bed as your boss.”

      He pushed his lips out and nodded, which only made me laugh more. I had to get out of this stare off before I broke and spread myself on the floor for him to use at his own will.

      Walking over to him, I patted his chest twice, feeling the rock-hard muscle beneath my palm. “Make yourself at home. Eat whatever food you can find. Use the bathroom whenever you need to. Watch whatever you want on the television. If you need me, I’ll be right through that door on the right. Just shout.”

      “You make sure you shout for me, too, should you need… anything.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I teased, earning a small growl from him before I somehow found the strength to walk away and go to my bedroom.

      I shut the door and pressed my body and hands to the back of it, closing my eyes as I lifted my chin to the heavens.

      “Please don’t let me be weak, Lord. Please don’t let me be weak.”

      After a few minutes of quiet prayer to a god I only called on when it suited me (and then wondered why he didn’t answer my requests, like the big, fat user I was) I climbed on top of my extremely comfy mattress. It was one of the only things I’d ever splurged on because comfort in sleep mattered more than any other time. I didn’t even bother to take my clothes off, apart from kicking off those trainers, quite liking the slight hint of Fraser’s aftershave I could smell on the jumper, along with the hint of the ocean breeze.

      I curled on my side, tucking a hand under my pillow and bringing my other thumb up to my mouth so I could chew on it as I tried my hardest not to think about what he might look like laid out on my sofa, asleep. All that muscle. Those tattoos. That blond, perfectly structured beard tickling my cushions.

      What he might look like taking a wash in my bathroom or sticking his head in my fridge to see nothing much but sliced meats and several bottles of wine.

      No matter how many times I closed my eyes and tried to think of something else, though, Fraser’s humble smile and crinkled eyes always came back to me after a moment or two. I wanted to sleep next to him. I wanted to feel what it would be like to rest my head on his chest and curl my body into his. I wanted to feel the strength of a real man beneath me—one that could and would protect me should anyone try to say or do anything that would ruin my day. The desire became so potent, it began to ache.

      I wanted him.

      I wanted him, despite the circumstances, despite the lies, despite the fact I didn’t really know him…

      As the sun trickled through my bedroom blinds, casting a patterned invitation along the empty side of my bed, that want turned to need.

      “Fraser?” I called out.

      A few seconds later, the chrome doorknob twisted, and the door was pushed open to reveal him standing there, just one hand tucked in his jeans now as the other held onto the handle.

      My heart hammered in my chest at the sight of him. “You can take the bed.”

      “With you?”

      I nodded against my pillow, feeling my neck redden as that seductive smile of his rose on one side again.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’d really like it, actually.”

      Fraser closed the door behind him, kicked off his trainers, and he climbed on top of the duvet, sinking his strong knees into the mattress, and lying down on his side until he was facing me. His hand slid under his pillow, just like mine, and his eyes roamed wildly over my face.

      “I don’t take this trust for granted, just so you know,” he said quietly.

      “I know.”

      “If at any point this feels too weird—” he began, but I reached over to press my finger against his lips.

      “Now, I can rest.”
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      Charlotte fell asleep not long after. Without the constant worry etched on her face, I’d never seen anything quite as peaceful. The sight of her took my own worries away, and eventually, I allowed my eyes to rest for just a moment while she slept beside me. But that soon turned to sleep itself, until sometime later, I woke with a jolt to find her in the exact same position I’d left her in, still sleeping serenely.

      The sun had positioned itself lower in the summer night sky, meaning it had to be late afternoon. I wasn’t sure what time she had to be ready for work, so I turned over onto my back and pulled out my phone from my pocket to see it had just turned 5:00 p.m.

      A soft moan from Charlotte’s throat made me turn her way, only to see her shuffling closer, still asleep, until she’d rested her head on my chest and curled her arm and leg over my body, releasing a sigh of contentment the moment she’d settled in place.

      My heart hammered against my chest as my arms hovered over her, too afraid to touch without her permission, yet too in the moment to not appreciate her trust in me, even while asleep. Her lips parted as she breathed slowly, completely at ease.

      Dropping my phone to the bed as carefully as I could, I placed one hand on my stomach while the other rested over her shoulder. There wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t want to roll her over, nestle myself between her legs and kiss her the way a woman like her deserved to be kissed.

      I wondered if she’d ever had the passion she deserved. If she’d ever been fucked the way she deserved to be fucked. If she knew how much power she carried around just by being herself.

      My eyes closed for just a moment as my fingers found the ends of her hair and began brushing through them, feeling the silky softness against my rough skin.

      The things I would do to this woman with her permission.

      Fuck!

      Now wasn’t the time to get hard.

      “Charlotte?” I whispered, but she gave no response. “Charlotte.” I leaned in, curling my arm around her in the hope it would bring her back to life. “Wake up.”

      “Hmm,” was her only response, the half-asleep moan doing things to me I wouldn’t be able to cover up if she didn’t wake up soon. Her a

      rm curled tighter around my body, and she nudged herself around my thighs.

      “Fucking hell, Charlotte,” I croaked, my other hand rising to cover my eyes.

      Her head lifted suddenly, making me peek through my fingers to see her blinking wildly as she looked down at my chest. “Fraser?”

      “Yep.”

      “What just happened?”

      With a groan, I dropped my hand from my face, unable to stop my small smile from rising. She looked amazing with her hair a little wild and her eyes still sleepy, her cheeks flushed.

      “I was trying to wake you from the dead,” I said, my arm still wrapped around her, only it rested around her waist now. “I don’t want you to be late for work.”

      “Work,” she whispered, rubbing her forehead before she dropped her hand back to my chest and dared herself to look at me. “We… cuddled?”

      “Only for a minute.”

      “Was that me?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her cheeks flamed brighter. “You were really comfortable to lie on, even if your chest is a little hard.”

      Something else was hard, too, and she was making it impossible for me to remain respectful.

      “You must work out a lot,” she said, rubbing her hands over my chest with something that felt like reverence.

      “Being strong and healthy is important.”

      “For your job?”

      “For my life. I plan on having a long one.”

      Clearly, it was her turn to have dirty thoughts, her eyebrows rising and a small smirk playing on her lips. “Don’t all men.”

      “Okay,” I groaned, while she laughed and said more apologies she didn’t mean. As soon as I could, I spun her over until she lay on her back, looking up at me as I brushed her hair back from her face. “Cuddling your bodyguard on your bed is one thing, but making jokes about his length and expecting him to remain gentlemanly is another.”

      She blinked once, her smile growing. “I never asked you to be a gentleman, Fraser Scott. All I’ll ever ask is for you to be real with me.”

      Fuck.

      She had the ability to say all the right things.

      “I don’t want to be the kind of guy who uses a bad situation to his advantage to get the girl.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, you have a lot going for you besides being my saviour.”

      “Yeah?” I quirked a brow.

      “Handsome. Kind. Caring. Protective. Chivalrous.”

      “A liar.”

      “When a lie is used to serve justice and protect people you don’t even know, I think I can forgive it.”

      My thumb brushed through her hair, and I lowered my face, our lips only an inch apart. “What makes you think I have any right to be the one to dish out justice?”

      “Someone’s got to do it. Might as well be someone like you who won’t abuse the position.”

      “You think highly of me, considering we’ve only known each other for a day.”

      “You’d be surprised what can happen in a day.”

      “You do listen.” I smiled.

      “Sometimes I feign ignorance so I can use it to my advantage.”

      “Hmm. I could use someone like you on my team. Interested?”

      “I’m interested,” she said, bringing her arms up around my neck and holding on tight. “But we may have to discuss the position.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “Something that requires you having to finally kiss me.”

      My smile fell, and I stared into her eyes, searching them for a sign of her being confused or unsure, but all that stared back at me was an almost frightening boldness to her true desires. She was a woman who knew what she wanted, staring into the eyes of the man who wanted her, too. Those eyes twinkled, and the blush on her cheeks seemed different now—one born from desire rather than embarrassment or fear.

      “Charlotte, if I kiss you, it changes everything. Are you sure?”

      “Sure, and officially desperate for it.”

      “Fine.” I slid my free arm under her lower back, making her arch into me as I pressed my body down until we were chest to chest, my lips hovering over hers as I whispered, “You want it. Come get it.”

      She smiled at me for just a second before her warm lips found mine, the soft, plumpness of them basking me in a sensation I hadn’t felt in so fucking long. The connection was natural, like we’d done this a thousand times before as I moaned against her, enjoying the way the blood rushed to my dick and my head filled with a beautiful fog I was willing to choke on.

      God, she smelt amazing, and she tasted even better. So sweet. So addictive.

      My tongue massaged hers slowly, taking it all in to commit to memory for life as the time I kissed a beautiful woman while the London sun poured through her blinds and covered us in warmth on her white bedsheets.

      Her arms tightened around my neck, her fingers tugging on the ends of my hair, sure to drive me mad. I pressed harder against her until I pushed us both up against the pillows, growling with quiet desperation to get even closer to her, to be inside her and...

      Her phone rang.

      “Ignore it,” I panted, and like a good girl, she did, offering me a hum of agreement and leaving me to get lost in the taste of her as I ground my erection against her body, unable to stop myself now her permission had been granted.

      “Fraser…” she rasped with want.

      “I know.”

      And I did. I knew. I felt it, too. This weird sensation rolling over both of us that told us we were exactly where we were always meant to be.

      “Fuck, I know,” I breathed, unable to stop myself from sounding exactly how I felt: needy. Desperate. On fire. And this was just a kiss.

      The thought of fucking her made every vein in my body throb.

      Then her phone rang again, and Charlotte sighed against me in defeat, breaking the moment as she put her forehead to mine and closed her eyes. “No one ever rings twice unless it’s important.”

      The phone rang out, only to start up again for a third time, and even I had to concede at that point. With a begrudging growl of frustration, I pulled away and moved to the edge of the bed, pressing my head into my hands and willing my dick to behave as she answered the call behind me.

      I had no idea what the hell was happening, only that all sense of clarity had gone and been replaced with that Charlotte-induced fog that made it impossible for me to try and reach out to grab a coherent thought. The only images in my mind were of her and I, lost together in a naked fantasy of tangled limbs and hot kisses on every inch of her skin.

      Not even Wade’s warnings from yesterday stopped the images.

      Don’t fuck her.

      Don’t fuck her.

      Don’t fuck her.

      “Jonah’s done that?” she said, her tone and the mention of her best friend making me open my eyes and stare at the floor while she carried on her conversation. “I don’t understand. He never changes shifts. Especially not so last minute.” Charlotte paused. “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to him since yesterday. Yeah, okay, sure. I’ll get there early. No, no, it’s fine. I’ll try ringing Jonah and find out what’s going on. Okay, Jean. See you then.”

      She ended the call and stared down at her phone.

      “Everything okay?”

      Her eyes found mine as she rubbed her forehead with her free hand and let out a sigh. “Yeah, but Jonah was meant to be on shift with me tonight, only he’s phoned in and told them he can’t make it.”

      “Is he sick?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “That’s what they said, but my manager also said he sounded… off.” She shook her head, and her eyes found mine again. “Anyway… that’s Jonah for you. He’s been acting weird lately, dipping in and out of life more and more. I’m sure he’s got a new secret girlfriend he isn’t telling me about.” She wafted a hand through the air before she allowed her irritation to grow. “I’ll check he’s okay later, but I’d better get ready now. They want me there soon.”

      I stood quickly, thumbing over my shoulder, trying to ignore the rock-hard problem in my trousers. “I’ll be out in the living room, waiting.”

      “Waiting?” She scowled.

      “To take you to work.”

      “Fraser, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Bodyguard duties, remember?”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Don’t act like you’re not loving the attention, Charlotte.” I winked, not missing her dreamy sigh before I left her alone in the bedroom when all I really wanted to do was get back to what we’d just started so I could finish it in a way she’d never forget or call me ridiculous again.
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      The ride to work had been quiet—the silence between us oddly comforting. When it had been time to say goodbye, Fraser had leaned over to kiss my cheek—nothing more—leaving me with a smile I couldn’t tame as I pushed through the security door and stepped into work.

      The first person to greet me was my favourite resident Cecile Murphy, who had enough energy in her nineties to put my twenty-four-year-old self to shame. Her bones were frailer now and her movements more rigid than they once were, but that didn’t stop Cecile from tottering around the building with her rounded shoulders to get in everyone’s business. She just did it in a way that made it impossible not to love her.

      Cecile walked towards me on fragile legs with her white, curly hair twinkling against the bright ceiling lights. Her crooked finger rose, and she offered me a knowing smile.

      “Who was that handsome young man I saw kissing you in the front seat of that car just now, Miss Charlotte? Hmm. Don’t think I missed it. You know I make it my business to watch who comes and goes around here.”

      Pulling my lanyard over my head, I tucked it into the front of my uniform. “Now, Cecile, what have we told you about curtain twitching?”

      “It’s not my fault my apartment is right next to the car park. I keep asking Jean for an upgrade.”

      “Yours is the nicest room in the building, that’s why there’s no upgrade available.”

      “Then, it’s not really my fault that I am where I am when certain things happen, is it, Miss Kissy?” She puckered her lips and made kissing noises.

      “Oh, stop.” I chuckled.

      “You’re not going to tell me who it is?”

      “No.” I smiled. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to work. I’ll see you in the dining room for supper.”

      “Fine.” She huffed as I walked past, my back to her when she called out, “But don’t you be bringing that handsome man in here, or I may have to snatch him right out from under you. Believe it or not, I had every man in this city wrapped around my finger when I was your age.”

      “Why do you think I’m not telling you his name, Cecile? I know he’d choose you over me any day,” I called back, not missing her giggle of approval when I disappeared around the corner to the lower ground staff room.

      Jonah hadn’t answered any of my calls on the way to work, and my concern for him was growing. He hadn’t been in touch at all today, which wasn’t like him, especially not after something as monumental as my sister’s wedding. Normally, he’d be the first to call and ask for the gossip. A feeling of unease washed over me as I met some of the other carers in the staff room and asked which unit needed me to cover for Jonah until my shift officially started an hour later. After being assigned to the middle floor, I went about my business, checking the medications with another staff member before doing the rounds required of me. Every now and again, I would check my phone for… anything, my worry for Jonah only growing and growing when a text came through an hour later, just as I was about to make my way to the manager’s office to speak to Jean and see if she’d heard anything else.

      
        
        Unknown Number: Hey. I forgot to give you my number before. Here it is if you need it. Fraser.

      

      

      I smiled before I quickly typed back.

      
        
        Me: How did you get my number?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: I made it my business to get it.

      

      

      
        
        Me: Bodyguard or stalker?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Client or lover?

      

      

      My cheeks flamed to life. I looked around to see if anyone could see me acting like a giddy young fool.

      
        
        Fraser: I’m just saying, you can’t have me as your bodyguard one minute and then kiss me the next. The lines will get blurry, and blurred lines make for messy pictures.

      

      

      
        
        Me: What if I like mess?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Then let’s get messy.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I’m trying to work here. Can’t you go play Batman for a while?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: The rubber suit chafes me because I’m too big, unlike Batman, who’s a total weed without it.

      

      

      
        
        Me: What do you wear then? Underpants over leggings to allow a bit more of a stretch.

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Stop thinking about my underwear. You’re meant to be my new boss. I’ll be contacting HR shortly.

      

      

      
        
        Me: There goes your pay rise.

      

      

      I laughed and tucked my phone away. “Get it together, Charlotte,” I whispered to myself before I pushed my hair back from my face and turned to head into Jean’s office, only to come chest to chest with the last person on Earth I expected to see in the building.

      His slimy laughter poured free as he grabbed my arms to keep me in place, and when I let my eyes rise to his, my blood turned cold.

      “Penn?”

      He let me go and stood back, looking like the obnoxious rich bastard he was in his expensive blue jeans, leather belt, and blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up—a move that was no doubt planned on his part. Penn knew I loved his forearms when we’d been together. It had been one of the few things I had liked about him back then, and he used it to his advantage whenever he could get away with it.

      He looked around the building as though he’d stumbled into a homeless shelter by accident.

      “So, this is where you work,” he said, running a hand through his dark hair before he looked back at me and gave my purple nylon outfit the once over. “And look how cute you look in that little… thing.”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed.

      “That’s no way to greet your ex-boyfriend.”

      “It’s the nicest you’re getting from me. You need to go.”

      “I only just got here.”

      “And that’s long enough.” I reached up and pushed his arm, turning him in the direction of the door and almost marching him all the way to it until he laughed and pulled us both to a stop in front of it.

      “Whoa, Lottie—” I glared at him in warning, cutting him off. “Sorry. Charlotte. This isn’t the reception I was hoping for.”

      “You must have got me confused with the ex-girlfriend who actually liked you.”

      “Always so hostile.”

      “It’s not hostility if it’s the truth, Penn.” Seeing him of all people in the place I worked felt icky, and I needed to keep my two worlds apart, which meant I needed to get him to leave before anyone saw him here with me. “Why are you even here? How? I don’t understand.”

      “I needed to see you. We didn’t get to talk much last night.”

      “There’s good reason for that. The main one being that I can’t stand you.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      I took a step closer, lowering my voice. “I don’t care what you think or what you have to say, but here and now is not the place. This is where I work, Penn. This is my job. I know you and everyone else at that wedding might not get or appreciate that, and quite frankly, I don’t care because I do get it. I love my life, and while you might think you all get to laugh at me on my sister’s big day, that doesn’t mean you get to track me down, step into my workplace, and laugh at me here.”

      “I’m not here to laugh at you, I promise.”

      “Then why the hell are you here?”

      “To warn you—help you.”

      “Warn me about what?” I frowned. “Wait. Let me guess. Is this about Tristan? I need no warnings about him. He’s an arsehole, just like the rest of you, and you can tell him that from me. He’s no chance of winning me over.”

      “Jesus, nothing changes with you, does it? You always talk, talk, talk, not letting anyone else get a word in.”

      “Screw you.” I folded my arms over my chest in defiance.

      “Despite what you think, I’ve changed since you and I were together.”

      “Of course you have.”

      “I have… at least in some ways. I changed the day Annabelle was born. As much as I loved the life I lived before, I didn’t want her growing up with a father like mine, okay?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that without being colder than I needed to be. Penn’s father had always been the talk of the city for his cheating ways, his scandal in the press with ‘high-class escorts’, and his unwavering ability to destroy other peoples’ lives because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.

      “Fine. You’ve changed. Great. I’m glad for you, for Annabelle, and for the lady in your life. But that doesn’t give you the right to come into my place of work uninvited and start acting as though you’re interested in anything to do with my life. It’s been six years, Penn. Six years!”

      “I don’t understand it, no. Why you’d want to do this,”—he gestured all around us—“when your parents are who they are, is beyond me, but that’s not what this visit is about. I’m not here to bash my head against a brick wall, Charlotte. I’m here to tell you what I heard at the wedding last night after you’d gone.”

      I scowled. “What?”

      “There were some men there. Security, I think.” He ran a hand through his hair again, something he’d always done when he’d been caught out or was nervous as hell. “This is going to sound a little fucked up, but they didn’t know I was in one of the bathroom cubicle’s doing a line.” He rolled his eyes to himself. “Don’t judge me. It is what it is. But I’d put my feet on top of the seat for a little privacy in case anyone came in. I heard two guys talking about you, so I stayed quiet.”

      “What were they saying?”

      “About how they knew where you worked and that they’d be sure to pay you a visit to find out who the guy you were with was. I don’t know what that man of yours is messed up in, Lott, but it sounded like they wanted to, you know…” He tilted his head. “Have a not so quiet word with him or something.” Penn paused. “Who is he?”

      “A friend.” I stared up at him in confusion. “Although I’m not sure why you seem to care about my life all of a sudden or my safety.”

      “I can’t be concerned about you?”

      I raised my brows, waiting for him to tell me why he’d really dragged his arse here.

      His eyes searched mine. “You looked good yesterday.”

      I ran a hand over my forehead, and half turned away from him. “Oh, Jesus.” I laughed. “You’ve changed. Yeah, right.”

      “Hey, just because we’re not together anymore, it doesn’t mean I want to see you getting swept up by some criminal you don’t really know anything about. I don’t want to see you end up in trouble.”

      “Criminal? Really?”

      “I know what I heard. I know what I saw in him, too. Guys like that… they don’t work in an office, Charlotte.”

      “Thank God for that. Let’s save the pretentious jobs for you and your rich little pencil pusher pals, shall we? Let the criminals and low lives be the ones to get their hands dirty.”

      “That’s not fair. I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

      “Imagine if you’d have cared enough about those sorts of things when we’d been together instead of being too busy sticking your dick in anything with a pulse whenever we were apart.”

      “What difference would it have made? Would we have made it if I’d been faithful?”

      “Not a damn chance.”

      His grin came freely, showing off that charming smile that usually won over any woman he wanted. “Deny it all you want, but you and I had fun together.”

      I stared up at him and pointed to the exit. “Leave, Penn. Now.”

      He blew out a breath, looking down the corridor to the care home residents before he turned back to me and raised a brow. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Lottie. Something’s wrong, and you’re slap bang in the middle of it.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      With that, he left, and all I could do was try to tame that racing heart of mine that had suddenly got out of control.

      What the hell was happening with my life lately?
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      Wade stared at me from across the room, his arms folded.

      I glanced at Dean and Joey, who were sitting on the sofa opposite the one I was on in our Soho apartment, both with their arms resting on their thighs, hands clasped together.

      After a few moments, I turned to look at the other man in the room.

      The one now awake from his long sleep.

      Jonah Cannon.

      It had been an order from the start that the guys were to treat him with as much respect as possible, considering that we had, in fact, held him against his will. Jonah had been given the freedom to move around the apartment, eat what he wanted, and do what he wanted. Instead, he’d simply sat in that chair, glaring at everyone in the room, only taking a drink of water when it was offered to him because he’d become desperate.

      His eyes were on mine, narrowed. His nostrils flared.

      The guy hated me.

      I couldn’t blame him. If I were in his position, I’d hate me, too.

      “I need you to know that everything we did was to protect your friend,” I said after already explaining who we were and how he’d ended up losing a day of his life to a deep sleep he’d never remember entering. “There’s a lot that goes on in the world that you don’t know about. That Charlotte doesn’t know about.”

      Jonah had barely spoken a word since I’d arrived. Despite his obvious anger, he also couldn’t hide the small trickle of fear that made his neck damp with sweat as four big guys stared him down.

      “Using you to get to Charlotte was the only way we could get into the wedding as official guests without being thrown out or turned away.” I turned my palms over. “I made sure you weren’t harmed in any of this. It was a matter of letting you sleep it out while we did what we had to do.”

      “You make it all sound so polite,” he finally croaked. “But the guy who forced me to sleep wasn’t so pleasant.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s just Ray’s way. He gets the job done, but he’d never hurt anyone who wasn’t a threat.”

      “And now you insult me by implying I’m not man enough to take him out.”

      I made a sound, barely a laugh. “Nobody can take Ray out when he’s on the job.”

      Jonah’s eyes narrowed even more. “How long am I here for?”

      “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “Whether you plan on telling Charlotte everything or not.”

      “You’re damn right I do,” he said, his voice rising. “She thinks I voluntarily let her down on the day she needed me the most. She thinks I’ve ignored her attempts at contacting me ever since, no doubt.”

      “Ray has been handling her messages on your behalf.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “He’s an intelligent man as well as strong. He can study someone’s mode of communication in written form and imitate it to a relatively high standard. All it would have taken was for him to read over some old messages between you and Charlotte for him to get your tone of voice right.”

      “You son of a bitch.”

      “Careful, Jonah. I don’t want to turn this in a different direction, but I will if I have to.”

      “By doing what? Knocking me out again.”

      “I prefer something less physical. I’d probably just go after someone you hold dear. A new girlfriend, perhaps.”

      His face paled, and I mentally thanked Charlotte for that titbit of information she’d unknowingly let slip.

      “You can’t keep me here.”

      “That’s the last thing I want.” I leaned forward, staring into his eyes. “The moment you give me your promise of silence, you’re free to go.”

      He swallowed, not saying a word in response.

      “You keep this between us, and we’ll even throw in a little compensation for you to recover with. Take a holiday. Go visit those relatives you have in Bath.”

      His breathing picked up, and he looked like he wanted to kill me.

      “We’re not playing around here,” I assured him. “We do our research and get our insurance no matter who we’re dealing with. Unfortunately for you, luck wasn’t on your side, and you had to take the hit for this job. I promise you it was worth it. Charlotte is safe. You’re safe. That’s what’s important, isn’t it? Everyone is where they’re meant to be.”

      “Except that Charlotte is out there now thinking that I let her down. Thinking you stepped in to save the day, not knowing that you were the reason I couldn’t be there for her in the first place. And now you’re the hero?” He huffed. “Guess you’re the winner then.”

      “I guess so.”

      “And she has no idea who you are?”

      “She knows exactly who I am,” I said, not looking at the other men’s reactions when I said it.

      I’d never told anyone about the real me. That admission wasn’t going to go undetected by my team, and I’d no doubt get a grilling off each of them before I could leave the apartment again.

      “The only thing Charlotte doesn’t know is what we’ve done to you. How the rest of that goes is entirely down to you.”

      “Is that another threat?”

      “Threats aren’t my thing.” He stared at me, seeing my intent.

      There wasn’t anything I’d let get in the way of keeping Charlotte happy and safe.

      Jonah sighed and looked down at his lap. His hands white-knuckled the arms of the chair he sat in. I had to give the guy some credit; he wasn’t as much of a pushover as most would be in these circumstances, which meant Charlotte really did have a true friend on her side. That filled me with comfort, despite the glint of hate in his eyes when he looked up at me again.

      “What happened last night between you and her?” he asked.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “It is if you expect me to stay quiet.”

      I shook my head and played my best poker face. “Nothing happened. She’s a client. There isn’t anything else I’m interested in but keeping her safe.”

      “Does she know she’s a client?”

      “Are you taking the deal or not?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, only for my phone to ring in the back pocket of my jeans. For some reason, I knew it was her, and I pulled the phone out to answer without a second thought, raising a finger to my lips at Jonah in warning.

      “Hey, everything okay?” I answered.

      “Not really. Something weird is going on, Fraser,” Charlotte said, sounding a little out of breath.

      “What is it?”

      “Penn just came to my place of work. We split up years ago, and I’ve barely seen or heard of him since. Seeing him just now was… odd. I didn’t know he even knew where I worked or what I did.” She paused, and the waiting killed me. “He said he came here to tell me something.”

      “What?”

      “He apparently heard something from those security guys in the toilets last night. Something that worried him. He wanted to warn me because he thinks they’re coming after you, which means they’ll come after me. He said—”

      “I’m coming to get you,” I cut her off, not needing to hear another word.

      “I’m at work. You can’t just come here and—”

      “Be ready in thirty minutes.”

      I ended the call, not giving her time to argue, and I turned to find Jonah’s moody stare.

      “Just a client, huh?” he asked, raising a brow.

      If he hadn’t been Charlotte’s friend, I’d have put my fist through his face right there and sent him back to sleep.

      “Take the deal, Jonah. Leave Charlotte to me.”
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      It took her ten minutes after I’d text her to tell her I’d arrived before she came scurrying out of the care home with her head down. Charlotte didn’t get in the car, though. Instead, she tapped on the passenger side window, hinting for me to lower it.

      I did, raising a brow at her as she rested her hands on the ledge and leaned in.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t just come here and demand I finish work, Fraser.”

      “You phoned me knowing what would happen. Let’s not feign naivety. That’s not who you are.”

      Her mouth set into a thin line as she stared at me, but I had nothing more to say. She could either come with me, or I’d sit out here waiting all night until her shift finished. Either way, I wasn’t going anywhere without her.

      She blew out a breath and let her shoulders fall. “We’re short-staffed in there. I can’t go anywhere until the night medications have been handed out.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      “You really think I’m in that much danger?”

      “Better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Definitely crazy,” she muttered under her breath before she turned and walked away, tucking her arms across her chest as she went.

      “Definitely going crazy over something,” I whispered to myself.

      A flash of light caught my eye on the left, and I saw an elderly lady peeking out through her curtains, trying to get a good look at me. I switched off the car’s engine so that the lights went out on my Aston Martin, and I waved an apology at having had the glare aimed directly at her window. Whoever she was, she seemed to like my offering of regret, and a beaming smile came to life on her face before she let the curtain fall back into place and disappeared.

      After that, nothing much happened for nearly an hour. Charlotte kept me waiting, and even though it would have annoyed me with anyone else, with her, I liked it. Anything that showed she had some fight left in her flooded me with a sense of relief. I needed women to show their strength. It frightened predators like Matteo. They sought out the weak, seeking cowardness they recognised in themselves.

      When Charlotte eventually walked out of the building, I watched her make her way to me, unable to take my eyes off the natural sway of her curvy hips or the way she pushed her fingers through the loose strands of her hair that caught on the wind.

      She climbed into the passenger seat without saying a word, leaving me to start up the engine while she locked her seatbelt in place.

      “You okay?” I asked when she stared straight ahead, looking out of the windscreen, her face murderous.

      “Just do whatever it is you came here to do.”

      I bit back my laughter. “Are you mad at me?”

      “A little.”

      “Okay.” I smirked, not asking for an explanation, knowing she’d probably give me one anyway.

      “Don’t you want to know why?”

      “Not real—”

      “I’ve known you for all of thirty-six hours, Fraser, and you’re already turning my world upside down and back to front. I don’t usually give people that much power over me, and I don’t like it. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      There it was.

      “I didn’t mean to get you involved to this extent,” I said, meaning every word of that. I hadn’t. I still knew I had to put the brakes on at some point to save her. I just couldn’t stop myself from doing that right now, and I’d not even touched her in a tenth of the places I wanted to touch her yet.

      “Yes, you did. That’s exactly what you planned, and that’s why I’m involved. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” She turned to me, her eyes somewhat sad, maybe even afraid. “Because of you.”

      I sat back in my seat, my wrist resting over the steering wheel. “I’m not sorry for doing it if it keeps you safe in the end, but there’s more to all of this than just that.”

      “Like?”

      “Maybe I just really like you and wanted to see you again.”

      Charlotte hitched in a breath, her shoulders rising.

      I couldn’t work out if that was a good or bad response.

      “But don’t worry,” I said, leaning forward and putting the car in gear. “If there’s one thing you can be certain about, it’s that I won’t ever do anything to a woman until she asks me to. Maybe even begs a little.”

      Before she could say anything in response, I hit the accelerator, taking us down roads I wasn’t sure either of us were ready to explore
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      The idea of me begging him for more didn’t seem so strange after the night I’d had daydreaming about that kiss on my bed. He’d made me feel so much with nothing more than his mouth against mine. I couldn’t imagine what else he’d be able to do with his hands and his tongue on other places. It had been those thoughts that had driven me to phone him and tell him about Penn, and that annoyed me.

      I annoyed myself.

      Who was I now? A woman who played like a damsel in distress just to hear a man’s voice. That wasn’t me. That was Emmie. The thought of being like her had turned me colder than ice while waiting to finish my shift, and now Fraser was getting the brunt of that frost.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked far too nicely after the way I’d just spoken to him.

      “I didn’t realise I got to choose.”

      “Consider it a gift.” He glanced out of the driver’s window before he faced forward again. “If you could go anywhere right now, where would it be?”

      “Anywhere?” I raised a brow.

      He turned to me. “That’s what I’m asking.”

      “I’d find somewhere with a pool so I could swim.”

      He scowled before he faced forward again, taking in the road. “Why that?”

      “I’d swim day and night if I could. It’s the only thing that truly relaxes me. Floating through water. Gliding. Drowning out the sound of the rest of the world. It’s the one thing that makes my body feel free.”

      Fraser’s jaw twitched, the muscles in his arms tensing as he curled his fingers around the steering wheel. I wasn’t sure what I’d said that had caused that reaction, but this was about me, not him. He’d asked, and I’d responded honestly.

      “I used to swim at county level. Almost made it national but then I reached an age where life took over. You know how it goes. Alcohol, music festivals, boys…”

      “Penn?”

      “He hated me climbing out of bed at 5:30 a.m. to go and train, and like the stupid girl I was for those two years, I gave into him more than I should have. I went from training five mornings and nights to four, then three, then two. Before I knew what was happening, my swim coach was questioning my commitment to the sport. My enthusiasm just… fizzled out.”

      “As quickly as that?”

      I offered him a nod. “And not just for swimming. For everything, really. That was what I liked to call ‘The Penn Effect’. He was good at getting his own way. What he wanted, he got, but he had this amazing skill of always making it seem like it was your idea.”

      “Narcissistic arseholes tend to have that skill.”

      “No kidding.”

      Fraser looked in his rear-view mirror, checked over both his shoulders, and he spun the car around in the middle of the road, turning us in the opposite direction of where we’d been heading. I reached up to grip the ‘Oh Shit!’ handle.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I screeched.

      “Heading back to your place.” Fraser glanced at me. “You need to pack a bag. Make sure your swimsuit is in it.”
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      Forty minutes later, we pulled into an underground car park on the outskirts of London. The hotel was one I hadn’t heard of before: The Liberty. Fraser had obviously been here on more than one occasion, considering the way he winked at the valet guy and tossed him his keys only for the young man to shout, “Good to have you back, sir!” on our way.

      I scurried to keep up with him as he marched forward, taking my hand in his to lead the way to the reception in the main foyer. This place wasn’t The Savoy, but it wasn’t exactly a bed and breakfast, either. The highly polished Amtico-style flooring and minimalistic design spoke of high-end hospitality, and I loved the cool, airy vibe of it. There didn’t look to be a stiff, upper-class socialite in sight. Every corner had a floor to ceiling indoor plant or tree, the greens contrasting beautifully against the whites and browns of the decor. I’d been so enamoured with my surroundings, I hadn’t heard a word Fraser had been saying to the receptionist, whose face was now as flushed as mine had been for the last two days because of the same man.

      He leaned over the reception, talking in a low voice before he looked back at me for just a second, letting the receptionist’s gaze follow his until he turned back to her. With a smile that lit up her entire face, she offered him a nod before she began typing away on her keyboard. Only a few minutes later, she handed him a key card, as well as two silver keys on the end of a long, red piece of string. When Fraser gave her a parting wink, she tried her hardest to contain the obvious thrill that ran through her.

      “You ready?” he asked, pulling up next to me, taking my overnight bag from my hand, and throwing it over his shoulder with ease.

      “I might be able to answer that if I knew what you were asking me to be ready for,” I said, looking up at him.

      He grinned. “We’re going swimming.”

      “Now?”

      With a chuck of his chin, he gestured for me to take his free hand and follow him. Of course, I did as he suggested because that was my automatic response to anything Fraser asked of me. A moment of panic slashed through my mind at the realisation that I was, in fact, becoming that girl again: the same one who had followed Penn blindly because it seemed like the easiest thing to do. But that panic slipped away in a second because when I looked at Fraser, I didn’t see a need to control. Only his never-ending need to please me, for some unfathomable reason I couldn’t understand.

      He led me through the hotel corridors, not saying a word until we came to a sign for some changing rooms, and he pulled out the key on the string the receptionist had given him. Sliding it into the lock, he twisted it and pushed through the door, taking me with him before he let go of my hand and flicked the switch on the wall to bring the lights to life.

      “There are cubicles over there. Get your swimsuit on and meet me out in the pool.”

      “We’re really going swimming?”

      Fraser’s eyes met mine. “It’s what you wanted more than anything, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but—”

      Stepping forward, he pinched my chin between his finger and thumb. “Just enjoy the moment, Charlotte. No more questions. I’ll be right here when you say you’ve had enough.”

      He let me go just as I was about to push up on my toes and close the distance between us for another kiss, all traces of my earlier anger and frustrations now gone. I wanted him, and nothing could change that fact, no matter how much I tried to blame him for shaking up my world.

      That spark of adrenaline running through my body reminded me of how much it had needed shaking up for a very long time.
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      I stepped out into the diluted, almost romantic atmosphere of the pool at night, which was lit by the underwater lighting that turned the water the dreamiest of blues. A small hot tub sat to the right of the large swimming pool, and I eyed it carefully before I found Fraser at the shallow end of the water, his arms resting on the edge with his back turned to me.

      A strong back covered in so many tattoos.

      I wanted to swim up to him and trace them all with my finger before my tongue followed. Instead, I swallowed down my fantasies and hit the metal ladder that guided me down into the water. As soon as it wrapped around me, a smile came to life, and I sank beneath the surface until it covered every single part of me, the water cooling my heated thoughts of the man at the other end, waiting. It didn’t take me long to hit my stroke and head over to where Fraser rested. I swam underwater, opening my eyes against the chlorine until I rose back to the top to take a breath of air and saddle up next to him, copying his pose.

      My long ponytail fell against my back, weighed down, just the way I liked it, and I kicked my legs out in the water before I turned to face him with a bright smile.

      The muscles in his jaw twitched, and while I looked the happiest that he’d probably seen me since our initial meeting at the bus stop, Fraser looked intense. Focused, yet confused.

      “I’m not allowed to ask any more questions,” I said, reminding him of what he’d said beforehand. “So, I’m not going to ask you why you look so serious right now. I’m not going to ask how you pulled this off or how you seem to have access to any hotel you need that day. I’m not even going to ask you if you enjoy the water as much as I do. What I am going to do is say thank you for this.”

      His eyes fell to my mouth, and the intensity of his gaze had me swallowing before I smiled back at him.

      “Thank you for giving me the very thing I needed tonight,” I said. “If I knew what you wanted, I’d go out of my way to do the same in return.”

      Those steely grey eyes rose to meet mine. “What if it’s something you didn’t want to give?”

      “I wouldn’t give it.”

      His nostrils flared, his eyes dropping to my mouth, once again.

      It was the look of lust a man gave a woman he thought was unattainable, and for one fleeting second, I let the power of that wash over my lonely body and bathe me in a comforting feeling of confidence.

      That was what the water did for me.

      Rejuvenated. Revitalised. Reinvigorated.

      I kept my eyes on his before I leaned over and kissed his damp shoulder, letting my lips linger there before I offered him a small wink and pushed off the wall into a backstroke.

      “God, I love this place.” I sighed up at the ceiling, feeling freer than I’d felt in a very long time.
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      Watching her swim was a form of torture I couldn’t endure. The small kiss to my shoulder had left a permanent mark of warmth I didn’t want to lose the moment I sank my body back into the water.

      Not that I would be swimming as elegantly as Charlotte. A big guy like me was made to sink, not swim, so I leaned back against the edge, my arms spread back on the cool tiles as the waves of water she created washed over my stomach. One minute she would be swimming the front crawl, the next she was on her back, each movement of her long limbs graceful, mesmerising. Her strokes were hypnotic, but when she pushed herself off the edge on the other side of the pool and flew into the butterfly stroke, I struggled not to let my jaw drop at the sight of her curvaceous arse dipping in and out of the surface.

      For someone who’d always hated the water, I sure did find this woman swimming in it stimulating.

      Fifteen minutes later, she finally surfaced right in front of me, her eyes pinging open and the droplets of water falling from her long, dark lashes before her bright, beaming smile came to life.

      She brushed her hair back, letting out a small moan of pleasure. “I could stay here forever. How long do we have left?”

      “As long as you want.”

      “All night?”

      I nodded, watching her face light up.

      She spun around in a circle, her fingertips creating ringlets around her until she came to a stop and stepped closer, causing me to drag a breath in through my nostrils.

      “Why aren’t you swimming?”

      “I like the view from here.”

      Charlotte tilted her head and raised a brow. “You haven’t seen what’s on offer under the surface yet.”

      “Is it?” I reached out a lazy hand to brush my knuckles over her cheek, watching as a small flurry of goosebumps rose to life on her neck and shoulders, betraying anything she may have been trying to hide. “On offer?”

      “Depends how badly you want it.”

      “Surprisingly, a lot.” She splashed my face with water before I could blink, making me wipe down my face and gasp as I looked at her. “What the hell?”

      “Surprisingly?” She splashed me again.

      “Hey! Whoa. That came out wrong. I didn’t mean it like that.” I wiped my face again and reached out to grab her, but Charlotte was too quick in her favourite habitat, and while she pushed away in a graceful, slick line, I was left to growl and push my shoulders back. “Charlotte, get back here.”

      “Nope.” She offered me a grin while she swam on her back, her laughter pouring free as her pace picked up, leaving me in the shallow end when I so desperately wanted to chase her and drag us both under water.

      “You’re maddening, woman,” I said, loud enough for her to hear me just as she reached the end, looked my way, and turned.

      “That’s no way to speak to your boss. Mind your manners.”

      This carefree, playful version of her intrigued me, and when she finally tried to swim past me in a smooth, elegant front crawl, I lunged for her, curling my arm around her waist and pulling her back to my chest as she cried out in a girlish squeal.

      A rough laugh of my own poured free, my grunts and groans mingling with her cries for me to put her down until I’d pushed my back against the cold tiles of the pool and managed to hold us both still.

      My heart pounded wildly. The warmth of her skin against mine made me swallow and work the muscles in my jaw to try and stay in control.

      “What are you doing?” she eventually panted, her smile wide.

      “Saving you.”

      “From what?”

      “Making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      “Care to share what that is?”

      “I think you know.”

      Her amusement drifted away, pouring out of her body until she became lax in my arms. The water around us calmed, leaving nothing but her shallow breaths filling the air as she stared forward.

      “But we hardly know each other,” she asked.

      “Thirty-eight hours, Charlotte. Over two thousand minutes. More than a hundred and thirty thousand seconds. If we talk in smaller amounts of time, it seems like we’ve known each other longer, and maybe that’s what we both need.”

      “Is how long we’ve known each other the only thing you thought about?”

      “What do you think?” I answered, pressing my lips against the curve of her neck.

      A small shiver ran through her, pleasing me enough for me to smile against her skin.

      “I’ve thought about how I’ll probably get sacked from being your bodyguard if you knew all the dirty things that I want to do to you if, one day, you tell me you want my hands all over your body. Touching you. Teasing you. Exhausting you to the point of recovery because there isn’t an inch of your skin that I don’t want my tongue to meet.”

      Charlotte’s breathing picked up, her hard nipples visible through the thin, tight material of her swimsuit.

      “Mainly, I’ve thought about what it would be like to be inside you and how amazing it must be to have a woman like you in my life, if only for thirty-eight hours at a time.”

      “What are you waiting for?” she whispered.

      “Your permission.”

      Angling her head back until our eyes met, she held my gaze. “You have it.”

      My lips found hers, and I watched as her eyes closed. I swallowed that sweet moan she made while caged in my arms. The feel of her wet skin against mine, the way her arse moved against my hard dick, and the feel of her breasts against my arms all combined to make this one hell of a sensory experience. I imagined spinning her around, pushing her against the tiles, pulling her swimsuit to the side and driving straight into her, my teeth nipping and biting at the skin of her neck.

      But the first time I got to fuck Charlotte wasn’t going to be rushed.

      I needed to see her.

      I needed every inch of her body laid out before me so that I could devour it all and commit it to memory for life. This could be my only chance with her, and I intended to make it memorable for both of us.

      My hand slipped into the edge of her swimsuit, gliding over the wet skin of her breast until my thumb found the hard as hell nipple waiting for me. I brushed over it, back and forth. A slow tease that instantly made her arch her back and push her breasts out.

      “I want my hands all over you,” I said against her mouth.

      “Mmmm.”

      “Do you want that, too?”

      “Yes,” she panted.

      “Do you want me to show you how well I can really take care of you?”

      “Yes,” she gasped as I pinched her nipple between my thumb and finger, dragging it out.

      Spinning her around in my arms, I grabbed her by the waist and picked her up to place her on the edge of the pool before I stepped in between her legs and held her thighs apart. Our eyes met, and we held each other’s gaze as if neither of us could believe this was happening.

      Sitting above me, she looked even more beautiful. Her wet skin glowed and was now covered in goosebumps, and I wanted to rub out every single one with my tongue until her body was on fire. Claim her with my slow strokes. Fuck her on the outside before I even thought about pushing inside her to find that sweet spot no other fucker had probably bothered to find. Her tight nipples stood out proudly, but it was her eyes that captivated me the most, filled with wild curiosity and timid apprehension.

      She dragged her hands through the longer parts of my hair, tugging on the ends, making me close my eyes for just a moment to enjoy the feeling of her strength before she trailed her hands down both sides of my neck, over my shoulders, and down to my biceps.

      I dropped a kiss to the inside of her thigh before I did the same on the other, moving my kisses down her legs and back up again before my mouth rested over the part of her swimsuit that covered her pussy. She fell back to rest on her elbows—a silent invitation that she was on board with this—and I wasted no time in dropping my mouth against the wet fabric between her legs, teasing her with the feel of my warm lips as I moved them over and around her mound, not using my hands, knowing how the frustration would drive her crazy.

      It didn’t take long for her head to fall back and her eyes to close, leaving me to trail my finger up the inside of her thigh, bringing her skin bursting to life again. I slipped it under the material of her swimsuit before sweeping it through her wet, warm lips. That moan of hers fell free, and I pressed down carefully, watching her body react as I ran soothing circles over her clit in a slow tease.

      I wanted to watch her come undone. To see every reaction when her body built up and slowed down, only for me to hit her sweet spots all over again and set her on fire. But she was irresistible to me, and I couldn’t wait to taste her any longer. As I pushed her swimsuit to the side, my mouth found that sensitive bundle of nerves, sucking and stroking her with my tongue as I pressed a finger inside of her already addictive heat. No matter how much I tried to tease her, it somehow felt like she was still the one in control, teasing me.

      God, she felt good—tight, receptive, and hungry for whatever I was willing to offer.

      Another finger pushed inside her, making Charlotte arch her back and tilt her arse back and forth in time with my movements until we’d built up a perfect rhythm that had her legs shaking and her head falling back even more.

      “Oh, God,” she breathed.

      “You taste so fucking good,” I breathed against her, my dick painfully hard.

      “You feel amazing.”

      My smile came to life against her, and I closed my eyes, enjoying the feel of her tightening and clenching around me as she grew wetter and wetter from my touch. Her thighs began to tremble, the heels of her feet finding my back and digging in to pull me closer. Her moans and cries of ‘God’ fell from her lips in sweet, sweet whispers and barely-there breaths, making me go harder and faster, only to slow down and lick her into a slow torture she couldn’t get out of.

      When her trembles turned to shakes, and I couldn’t wait any longer, I hooked my fingers around inside her, searching for that sweet spot. The moment I hit it, a cry fell from Charlotte’s mouth, and she tightened around my fingers, coming in a rush that had me pulling my tongue back from her clit to offer her slow, tender licks over her sensitive bud before I pressed down and held myself there, riding out the orgasm until she fell limp beneath me.

      “Fuck, Fraser,” she panted, barely able to control her breathing.

      She was soaked in her own pleasure, and my head was filled with a fuzzy haze of needing to be inside her.

      But not here…

      Not for the first time.

      Carefully, I pulled my fingers out and let her swimsuit fall back in place, caressing her before I hooked my hands under her arse cheeks and squeezed them in my palms. Out of breath, she pushed herself up to rest on her elbows, blinked at me, and parted her lips, her face dazed and those cheeks a rosy pink.

      I tugged her closer to the edge of the pool until I could slowly guide her back into the water, where she wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck, still silent.

      Her eyes searched mine. “I think HR might have a lot to say about that.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll quit tomorrow.”

      “Why?” She scowled.

      “I don’t want to be a part of anything that stops me from doing that again.”

      Her sexy half-smile came to life, and her thighs tightened around me. “I’m going to need you to take me to bed now, Fraser.”
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      When he opened the door to his suite and gestured for me to step inside, I did, not taking my eyes from his until I absolutely had to. I could get lost in them. Drown, even. No swimming or life float required. He could very easily become my new favourite pastime.

      Fraser, dressed in a white robe like the one I wore, hit the switch on the wall and lit up the room before he turned the dimmer and diluted the brightness, leaving it bathing in a romantic glow. Like his suite at The Savoy, this place was big enough for a party of at least twenty people, donned with another king-size bed, two sofas that overlooked London in all its magnificence, and a bathroom big enough to live in.

      I walked around the different rooms, my bare feet gently padding against the plush carpets, every sense focused on Fraser, who had stayed in the one part of the suite he could see me wandering from room to room.

      As soon as I stepped into the bedroom and saw the high, four-poster bed made from iron and clean lines, my heart spiked. I wanted to be on that bed, naked and spread out for him like I’d never allowed myself to be for another man before. Fraser came to stand behind me, his robe now gone, as he pressed himself against mine and slid his hands over my shoulders.

      I spun around in his grip and let my robe fall to the floor. My hands were on his neck within seconds, and I pulled Fraser down until our mouths met in a kiss so heated, the flames danced their way through my body without pause, allowing me to burn so brightly that I became a new person. One unafraid to take a moment to go after what she really wanted.

      Him.

      I wanted him.

      His tongue massaged mine. I could still taste myself on his lips—feel the way that tongue had already made me come unravelled me like I’d never unravelled before.

      “Take it off,” he whispered in a command, pushing the wet straps of my swimsuit down my arms.

      I didn’t break from his kiss as I rolled the material down my waist and legs, kicking it off at my feet until I stood before him completely naked for the first time.

      When he forced himself to pull away, his breaths sawed in and out of him, and his eyes raked down over my body until he finally looked back up at me, his lust burning bright as my skin pebbled with nerves and excitement.

      That was a look women dreamed of receiving from a man. Especially one like Fraser Scott.

      A small groan from deep inside his throat, and I was hoisted up by his strong hands without any warning, but I clung on like we’d been doing this together for a lifetime. I wrapped my legs around his waist, letting my arse fall into his grip. I pushed my fingertips through the edges of his hair, devouring him and taking it all in. The way he smelled. The way he breathed. The way his hard dick pulsed through his damp shorts made me desperate to feel him inside me.

      “I want this, Fraser,” I whispered, trailing a finger down his cheek that brought a burst of goosebumps to life across his strong shoulders. “Fuck me like you don’t have to take care of me, and then when it’s over, kiss me everywhere like you’re sorry.”

      “Jesus,” he groaned.

      He swallowed hard, his lips setting into a thin line as the muscles in his jaw twitched.

      I raised a brow. “Or do I need to beg a little more?”

      “Goddamn you, Charlotte,” he growled before he slammed me against the nearest wall, forcing air out of my lungs.

      With one arm around my waist, he let his other fall between our bodies. His eyes never left mine as he pulled his hard cock out of his shorts and wrapped his fist around the base of it, letting the tip of his erection roam between the heat and wetness of my folds.

      His eyes searched mine, and even though he didn’t speak a word, I knew what he was waiting for.

      Permission.

      Assurance.

      A future for me with no regrets.

      “I need you,” I told him. “I want this.”

      A breathless, “Fuck,” fell from him before his arm curled impossibly tighter around my body, and Fraser pushed himself inside me for the very first time, his cheek pressing against mine as the sexiest moan I’d ever heard poured out of him when I struggled to take all of him in.

      Fuck!

      My mouth opened, and I hitched in a sharp breath, the sting of the stretch unexpected. He was big. Far bigger than I’d ever endured before.

      “Relax for me, baby,” he whispered, stilling. “You’re so tight.”

      It took me a moment to remember to breathe. I’d never felt so full before, unable to move out of fear of more pain, but it was one of the best feelings I’d ever had. The excitement of what was to come had rendered me speechless, no doubt looking unsure when I’d never been more certain of anything in my life.

      Him. I wanted all of him.

      My cheeks flamed to life, embarrassment taking over as Fraser stared into my eyes.

      “You okay?” he rasped.

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No.” I shook my head, knowing that any pain would soon turn into the most exquisite form of pleasure. “Keep going. I want you.”

      I closed my eyes for just a moment, and when Fraser began to move, it was slowly, as though he was holding back his desire to unleash himself for fear of hurting me. Just a simple yet effective rock of his hips, back and forth from him—barely a movement—but, my God, the friction that followed was nothing short of heavenly. The pain slowly ebbed away, leaving nothing but that sweet sting that held me on the edge. It was a pain I craved, and with each thrust of his cock inside me, I began to crave and need more. I hadn’t realised how tense my body had been, or the fact that I’d been digging sharp nails into Fraser’s back, hanging onto him like he was the only thing capable of keeping me alive until my body relaxed in his grip, accepting him in all the way.

      “Y-yes,” was all I could whimper, his movements growing bolder, filling me with a raw tenderness that was nothing but a contradiction. My shoulders relaxed, my neck became loose, and electricity pulsed from my breasts down to my groin, snapping every line of tension.

      His focus was solely on me. Narrowed, tight eyes that crinkled at the edges with concentration. His jaw tight as little sexy moans and groans rumbled in his throat.

      “Fuck, you feel amazing,” he whispered, his eyes searching mine.

      We spent a moment breathing in and out heavily—me through parted lips, him through flared nostrils until sweat began to collect on my neck and spine, and I dropped my forehead to his, letting the sensations take over.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he ground out, his breathing laboured as he held me against that wall. “And so tight, Charlotte. Christ! I want to go harder, faster, but I’m scared of hurting you.”

      “Give it to me,” I panted.

      “What if you can’t handle it?”

      “I’ll die trying.”

      He growled quietly, and then Fraser unleashed his strength, every muscle in his legs and body switched on to hold me against that wall and drive into without restraint. His hips and arse moved in such perfect rhythm, never missing a beat, hitting that G-spot over and over until I had no choice but to throw my head back against the wall with another thud and let him own me, mind, body and soul. He stole my breaths. He weakened my limbs. He filled me with such pleasurable pain, I decided there and then that I understood every masochist in the world.

      Fraser hooked both his hands under my arms and over my shoulders, holding me down on his dick as he pushed up into me, creating the most exquisite form of prison and torture I’d ever had to endure.

      My nipples burned with fire. My stomach tensed, and my toes tingled as my thighs squeezed tighter around him.

      “Incredible,” he whispered roughly, his eyes practically rolling as he thrust into me repeatedly. “Fuck, baby.”

      I was his baby. I’d be it forever if this was how good it would always feel.

      His hips circled, slowing down for just a sweet second before he pulled back and pounded into me even harder, causing a squeak I’d never made before to be set free as he hit the sensitive bud of nerves inside me, letting me know that I didn’t have much higher to climb before the fall.

      “Fraser, I’m going to—”

      “Come,” he panted. “Let go, and I’ll follow.”

      His reassurances had my body turning to jelly in his grip, like a puppet with its master, and within another few seconds, white stars began to form as the world lost colour around me, leaving nothing but an explosion of fireworks within a body I’d had for twenty-four years, but had never truly felt beautiful until now.

      I came around him, every part of my body tensing and squeezing tight, and those nails of mine digging into the skin of his back again. My forehead met his—our sweat-soaked skin making us slide around together. When I opened my eyes, I stared straight into his, seeing he was close to the edge. Those crinkled lines and that tensed jaw were back, and Fraser held onto me like I was his lifeline. Like I was his saviour.

      When he came with a guttural growl, the world stopped, leaving nothing but the two of us…

      Our panting breaths.

      Our glowing skin.

      And the best orgasm I’d ever had in my life with a man I barely knew.
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      We stayed where we were, me, running my hands over his back, too weak to even think about standing, even though he’d carried the full weight and burden of our antics. Fraser used the tips of his fingers to run lazy strokes through the rough strands of my hair before he pulled us both from the wall, still inside me, and began to walk us to the shower.

      They say actions speak louder than words, and every action Fraser made told me that that was the truth. The way his eyes never left mine. The sweet kiss he delivered as he walked me into the bathroom and turned on the shower, not needing to look or break away as the sound of the water falling filled the room. The careful way he sat me on top of the bathroom counter, my arse meeting the cool tiles as he slowly pulled out of me and tucked his dick back inside his swim shorts, leaving me with a sense of loss I hadn’t experienced before. While Penn and I had had good sex, I’d never missed him when he’d gone. I never wished to do it all over again. I never mourned the loss of him.

      Not even when he broke my heart.

      Fraser ran his hands down my arms, stepping in between my legs before he tipped my chin up with a single finger and smiled down at me.

      “I’d die for that blush of yours.”

      “Please don’t die. That’s a little dramatic.”

      “Says the woman who said she’d die trying to take all of me not long ago.”

      “I meant it.”

      His eyes drifted down my body, and he let the finger under my chin fall to caress my neck before it trailed down the valley of my breasts.

      “Any regrets?” he asked.

      “None. You?”

      “Only that I couldn’t hold back enough to take my shorts off before I fucked you for the first time.”

      “The night is young.” My smile grew at the prospect.

      That sexy huff of laughter fell from him again before he slid his hand beneath my breast, where my tight nipple waited for him, begging to be tortured.

      Dropping his head, he wrapped his mouth around it, his tongue circling my nipple enough for me to get another jolt of pleasure that hit me in between my legs, ready for whatever he had to give, before he forced himself to pull back, unable to take his eyes or hands off me.

      Fraser’s tongue raked over his bottom lip, and then he swallowed enough for me to hear it. A small scowl formed as he stared at his hand against my skin in concentration.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He exhaled slowly, his chest heaving before the release. “I’m trying to make sense of what just happened.”

      “I think the French call it fucking.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and his eyes rose to meet mine again. “I mean, what happened to my lack of control.” He paused, and I stared at him helplessly. “You’re dangerous, and you don’t even know it, and I can’t seem to find a single fuck to give about what happens to me, as long as I get to do that to you again very soon.”

      “Just say the word, and I’m yours.”

      “What’s the word?” he asked with a smirk.

      I thought for a moment. “Real.”

      “Real.” Fraser smiled and dropped his mouth to mine again, and with one incredible kiss, I was done for.

      We screwed slowly in the shower not long after, naked and touching every part of each other we could reach.

      We did the same amongst the soft cotton sheets of a bed big enough for us to roll around in for hours, barely coming up for air.

      And sometime around dawn, I fell asleep to the sight of the London sun rising in the sky, while Fraser pressed his chest to my back and curled his arm around my waist, not needing to say a word, because his actions were showing me all that needed to be said.

      We were definitely in trouble. The good kind. The kind you didn’t run from.

      At least not until you regained feeling in your legs… and I wasn’t sure how long that would be for me after the night I’d just had.

    

  







            28

          

          

        

    

    






Fraser

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sun fell across the bed, the only reason I stirred being my body pressed against Charlotte’s, making me too hot. When I opened my eyes to see she’d kicked the covers down, I took a moment to watch the rays of light settle across her smooth, ivory skin. I breathed her in, almost afraid to move for fear of this moment being over—a moment I wasn’t sure would happen again once the cold light of day and the romanticism of the night were stripped away.

      Every line I’d ever drawn had already been crossed. Every boundary I’d ever made had been breached. Every rule I’d ever created for the good of what I did had been broken. The debate on right or wrong had been taken away from me the moment she looked into my eyes and begged me to fuck her.

      I’d never get that memory out of my mind.

      Charlotte stirred, not giving me time to dwell. She inhaled deep and slow in my arms before she let out a low moan of morning appreciation that had everything stirring inside me waking up alongside her.

      “What time is it?” she asked, her voice groggy from sleep.

      “Sometime in the afternoon.”

      She groaned. “We wasted a day?”

      “Opinions vary on that.”

      She turned in my grip until she was lying on her back, facing me with a lazy smile. “Oh no.”

      “What?”

      “You’re one of those annoyingly handsome people when you wake up, aren’t you?”

      I smirked. “Well, I do live for the sole aim of annoying you.”

      “Then, you must be incredibly proud of all that you’ve achieved.” Charlotte stared into my eyes. I wasn’t sure what she was searching for, but I hoped she found it. “This isn’t who I usually am, you know; the girl who throws herself into bed with a hot guy the first chance she gets.”

      “I know that.”

      “I like a man to take me on a date before I sleep with him, at least.”

      “We had a date.”

      “A real one.”

      “Right.”

      “Do you think that might happen? In the future?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I wouldn’t say no.” Her smile grew. I’d never known a simple smile could have such power. Never known the way the strength within me could turn to mush, removing every moral or code I’d ever had so long as it meant lying beside her.

      I ran a finger down her cheek and neck, trailing it between the valley of her breasts and watching my touch bring goosebumps to life on her skin as it circled her stomach. “Don’t go falling in love with me, Charlotte. I’m kind of an arsehole.” I smirked.

      She laughed softly, her eyes on the ceiling now. “No, you’re not. And don’t worry; I know love doesn’t exist. It’s just a word for a feeling we can’t describe. A want. A desire. Love is nothing more than a business transaction.”

      I raised a brow. “A business transaction.”

      “Yep.”

      “You can’t possibly believe that.” I scowled.

      “Why not? Every love I’ve ever known has been that way. It’s fact. Science, almost.” She turned her head on the pillow to face me. “And you don’t get to argue with science.”

      “Right.”

      “You don’t believe in science?”

      “I’ll believe whatever you tell me is true.”

      “Why would you do that? You’ve only known me three days.”

      “Sometimes all a person needs are three minutes to know that the face they’re looking at won’t ever lie to them. You’re a three-minute kind of woman, Charlotte.”

      Her cheeks flushed almost instantly, and her eyes searched mine again, seeking out a lie I assumed she had always seen in the eyes of everyone else who’d ever said something that meant a damn thing to her.

      “But…” I began, “I’m going to need you to tell me why you think love is nothing but a myth.”

      She blew out another breath. “Erm. Well, I suppose it started when I was young—really young. I used to read a lot. Romance seemed to be a part of every story, no matter the genre. It was always there, either in the forefront or background, whether a horror, thriller, or crime novel, so it became this expected thing in my life. Something I’d get no matter how much I did or didn’t want it. Like a wisdom tooth, you know. But as I grew older and saw things clearer, I began to realise how wrong I’d been. No high school Romeo was going to walk down the corridor, accidentally knock into me and sweep me off my feet. I saw that love in life didn’t work like it did in fiction. It was a transaction. A business deal. A convenience for whoever was involved. A top high school athlete dating the popular girl in school made both their lives interesting and easy, even if that athlete secretly preferred the nerdy girl the rest of the crowd ignored. A well to do woman marrying a businessman who could keep her in the lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed.” She shrugged a lazy shoulder. “Most declarations of love are nothing more than a way to climb the ladder or maintain social status, and so, in a bid to be a part of… something… I agreed to date Penn when I was sixteen and didn’t know any better. I did it to keep everyone else happy. To be a part of the easy life. To at least try the convenient kind of love.” Her eyes dropped down to my chest for a moment. “And guess what?”

      “It sucked.”

      She nodded. “It sucked.”

      “Did you love him at all? Even in the convenient kind of way?”

      “No. He irritated me. He made me feel small when I should have been growing tall, both literally and metaphorically.”

      “Can’t forget metaphorically.” I smirked, and her eyes rose to meet mine again.

      “We all make mistakes, right?”

      “Some of us more than others.”

      “Have you ever been in love, Fraser?”

      I paused, my eyes narrowing a little as I took her in. There were so many answers I could give, but instead of giving her the long version of the story and risking her getting up and walking out on me, I decided to give her the truth in as few words as possible. “Not properly, no.”

      “That sounds like there’s a story to tell. Don’t worry. I won’t pry. We all have spaces in our hearts that no one else can sit in but us.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “You should know that, for a stranger I’ve only just met, I do like you, though,” she whispered. “You’re far less irritating than most men I’ve encountered.”

      “I like you, too, Charlotte.”

      “Show me.”

      It was all the instruction I needed. I wasted no time in leaning over for a kiss, my finger still stroking her skin tenderly. She took my kiss without pause or fight, her arms still by her side as she let me play with her body however I deemed fit.

      In the cold light of day, sex with Charlotte was somehow impossibly better than the night before, and I took my time once inside her, staring down into those big round eyes that I could tell had shed too many tears over the years, and held far too many more back.

      I hadn’t lied to her when I said that she was the kind of woman a man could trust from the very start. She held innocence and truth in her every feature. A purity of personality so rare in this world, it seemed mad to me that she hadn’t been scooped up by a thousand willing men and proposed to a million times over.

      I held her head as I watched her eyes flutter, her lips part, and those breaths grow wilder with me inside her. When she came, it didn’t take me long to follow, and the two of us stayed staring at each other, lost in this thing of ours which was never meant to be.
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      It was late afternoon by the time we’d showered, eaten room service, and got her things together to leave. I was acting like a fucking schoolboy around her, unable to get enough.

      With no one there to judge her, Charlotte became free, even when trapped within four walls. Her hair, wavy from the way it had dried, hung loosely over her shoulders. She roamed around the place barefoot, wearing nothing but a white robe as she snacked on food from the minibar—but only after I’d assured her that she could take whatever she wanted.

      She did most of the talking, pouring free her frustrations with her family, especially her mother. And when I’d asked her why she hated being called Lottie, a name I’d always thought to be cute, her face had fallen as she looked at me and said, “Because Lottie Grant sounds too much like Laurie Grant, and I never want to be associated or confused for a woman like her.”

      It had been all I’d needed to hear. The conversation ended there before she’d moved on to talk about her love for her job and her friendship with Jonah.

      Thankfully, my poker face had always been one of my strengths, and so I listened to her, pretending I knew nothing about the guy or where he currently was. Not even when she tried to phone him in front of me only to get no answer, and she looked up into my eyes with a smile and said, “He’s probably mad at the way I talked to him when I was angry. I’ll shoot him a text instead. Butter him up.”

      A rare feeling of guilt ate away at me, even when Jonah replied to her, saying that everything was fine, he had a few busy days ahead of him, and he’d call her by the weekend.

      Thank fuck the guy had taken the deal.

      Either that or Wade and Ray were still manning his calls and messages to make sure he complied.

      By the time it came for her to go to work again, I’d tried to talk her into taking a few days holiday over a dozen times, only for her to roll her eyes at me and tell me that full-time employment didn’t work like that. She had commitments to fill. Obligations to honour. People to tend to.

      “You sure I can’t convince you to stay?” I asked as I led her down through the foyer of the hotel with her bag in one hand, my fingers curled around hers with the other.

      “Look,” she said, stopping by the front desk, taking my hand in hers and bringing it up in front of her as she held my gaze. “I’m going to be sensible here, even though it goes against everything I want to do.”

      “Go on.” I scowled.

      “This has all been pretty intense so far, hasn’t it? Why don’t you take a few days to clear your head? Get some space from me.”

      “You want space?”

      “Actually, I’d love nothing more than to go back to that pool. That room.”

      The silent but lingered between us.

      That look of uncertainty she’d worn throughout the entire wedding was back. “You don’t owe me anything, especially not my safety. I don’t want you to think that you have to look after me or be there for me when you have a life to live that I’m not a part of, and—”

      My lips met hers before she could finish, cutting her off as I led her into a kiss so deep and full of intent, I could have dropped her bag on the floor and taken her right there in front of everyone.

      When I eventually pulled back, she blinked up at me wildly, her lashes fluttering, and her lips parted as she stumbled forward on shaky legs.

      “I stopped doing things I didn’t want to do a long time ago. I’ll pick you up from work and see you home safely,” I told her. “What happens each night and each day is up to you, but I’m going to be there. Both to keep you out of a mess I threw you into and because I really fucking want to see you.”
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      I’d always considered myself strong, but even I only had so much resistance in me, so I’d gone to work again later that night at his say so and kept my eye on the families that visited, making sure Penn or anyone suspicious didn’t walk through the door.

      I kept reassuring Fraser that they wouldn’t come for me—there was nothing I could give them—but he wouldn’t listen, insisting that I didn’t know the real world or that I had no idea what a scorned man with an ego the size of Matteo’s could do, if it were, in fact, his security men that Penn had apparently heard talking.

      Fraser picked me up on Tuesday night after work and took me back to the same hotel.

      The same thing happened on Wednesday.

      Thursday, too.

      And by the time Friday arrived, almost a full week after the wedding, I’d spent seven days in a Fraser Scott-induced paradise filled with swimming, sex, and endless kisses. With each day that passed, it felt like I’d known him another year longer. We talked about most things on a surface level after our first night in the hotel. No more talk of family woes, little rich-girl problems, or whether I’d be safe from the very people who wanted to track Fraser down and repay him for what he’d done to Matteo. In that hotel, we became two people escaping reality without physically running away.

      The connection between us felt so very real. Each caress upon my skin set me alight, each kiss like standing on the edge of orgasm without him having to touch me anywhere else. Each manly groan he made when beside or inside me made me feel like a real woman. And above all else, despite everything that had happened in our short time together, I’d never felt safer than when lying in Fraser Scott’s arms. He had a brute strength that made him seem invincible while somehow having the deepest heart and most caring tone of a man I’d ever come across, each word he spoke was sincere, never wasting time on words he didn’t mean.

      It was why I’d hardly been home during the last few days, only ever stopping by to run into my apartment and gather fresh clothes and supplies while Fraser waited outside in his Aston Martin. He hated those moments when I went in without him, saying he should check everywhere first. I had to remind him on more than one occasion that we weren’t in a Mission Impossible film, and my house wasn’t going to blow up on entry just because he’d tried to choke a Michelin Star chef. Matteo may have been the lowest of the low, but a murderer he was not… surely?

      Fraser rarely argued, just glowered, and shook his head as though I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about.

      It was Friday morning, and I had the entire weekend off work.

      Even though we hadn’t discussed any plans for the next few days, I secretly hoped they would carry on much the same way they had for the previous.

      Fraser wandered around the same hotel room we’d been in since Monday. According to him, it was better for us to remain there than stay at my place on account of him worrying endlessly about someone turning up unannounced.

      Lying in that bed, watching him, I had a feeling in my chest I hadn’t felt in such a very long time: hope.

      He sauntered back from the bathroom, still damp from his shower with a white towel hanging from his waist, showing off that perfectly structured ‘V’ I could happily get lost in. My eyes rose to his collection of tattoos, taking each one in, much the way I did at every opportunity I could get. Trying to imagine him without them never worked. They were as much a part of who he was as his hair and eyes.

      As were the scars that littered his tanned body in several places.

      I’d sometimes lie beside him and let my fingers trail over each one, but for some reason, I’d never let myself ask him what he’d done to get them, and he never offered up the information freely.

      When he came to sit on the edge of the bed, reaching over to brush his hand down my face, I leaned into it, soaking in the fresh scent of his shower gel and closing my eyes for just a moment before I looked up at him.

      “I have to go to work,” he said quietly, with a hint of regret.

      “Now?”

      He nodded. “Dean called. We’ve got something I can’t get out of.”

      “What kind of thing?”

      “Work.”

      I laid a look on him. “I’m not allowed to ask anything else, am I?”

      “Best you don’t.”

      The first conversation we’d had about what he did came back to me, reminding me of the dangerous situations he sometimes put himself in.

      “Can I at least know if it’s safe?”

      He smirked. “Are you worried about me, Charlotte?”

      “If you’re allowed to worry about my safety, it’s only fair that I’m allowed to worry about yours. This is a two-way street, fella.”

      He dropped his hand into my lap and leaned closer, the muscles in his arm popping and making my heart beat faster. “You should know… I’m indestructible.” He winked before he pushed off the bed and made his way to the wardrobe to pull out some clothes.

      Despite being his own boss, he always chose to dress smart for anything work-related, and he soon stood before me in a pair of dark grey fitted trousers and a white shirt, which he was buttoning at the cuffs when he looked back at me, still naked in his bed.

      Words failed me.

      Right here, looking up at him, I had no control over my feelings and reactions to him. Blood rushed through my veins. My toes tingled, my stomach cramped, and between my legs throbbed. That heart of mine pounded wildly, the attraction to this tall, strong, mysterious man I’d only known for a week, reminding me that I was falling too hard, too fast, with the wind in my hair and no parachute on my back.

      This lust was like nothing I’d ever felt, and in a single moment, my need to devour him and take his body in my own disappeared, and in its place, fear arrived.

      Fraser was a hazard to my heart—the one I’d spent years building a fort around that he’d somehow found a way to invade.

      Sure, he had the potential to protect me, but I realised then as I looked up at him that he had the potential to destroy me, too.

      “I think I should spend the night at my place,” I said, the words falling out of my mouth without thought like an idiot.

      He didn’t respond, and his face gave nothing away, just his usual stoic neutrality that drove me insane when I wanted to see a physical reaction.

      Fraser began buttoning the other cuff, never taking his eyes off mine.

      “I’ll be safe,” I added.

      “You’re not a prisoner. I can’t stop you from doing what you want to do.”

      “Do you think it’s a bad idea, though?”

      “I think I could tell you it’s a bad idea, and you’d probably believe me, which means I could be selfish with you and keep you for another night. But I also think you’re an intelligent, capable woman, and I’ve been selfish enough with you this week, so if you want to spend a night at home, I have no business stopping you.”

      I hadn’t realised that wasn’t the answer I’d wanted until he said it.

      Needy. Ugh. That’s what I’d become, and look how fast I’d let it happen. But despite the warning my internal monologue tried to deliver, the buzz between my thighs reminded me of what fun we’d had over the last week. My heart reminded me that it had been a long time since it had felt so safe. And my brain? Well, that just asked me to look at Fraser’s face one more time and ask myself: did I really care about feelings right now when I got to wake up and fall asleep next to that?

      “A night at my place it is,” I said before I could convince myself to run away with him to a foreign land and never look back.

      Control of my own life was what I needed. It’s what I’d had since I’d walked away from my parents and the likes of Penn. I needed to remember how hard I’d worked for it in my life instead of watching it slip away so easily.

      Flinging the duvet back, I climbed out of bed, naked, making to walk past Fraser. I thought I’d made it, too, until his arm curled around my bare waist and tugged me to his side, forcing me to reach up and hold onto his shirt as he stared down at me.

      “Have I done a bad job of taking care of you so far?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Have you felt trapped with me this week?”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      His eyes searched mine, seeking out a lie before he eventually let them fall to my lips. “Good.”

      “Have you?” I dared myself to ask. “Felt trapped, I mean.”

      “No.”

      He let me go, and I stumbled back on shaky feet, watching him as he turned back to the wardrobe to pull out a black tie. His favourite.

      I stared after him for only a second longer before I made my way to the bathroom to shower quickly, brush my teeth, and comb through my wet hair. Before long, I was ready to go, with neither of us having said much to each other by the time we had our bags by the door. His as well as mine.

      “You’re not staying here tonight?” I asked.

      Fraser shook his head. “My time here is done for now.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’ll decide later.”

      I narrowed my eyes, seeking answers to questions I hadn’t asked.

      His gaze held mine, unblinking. “Sometimes, we just have to move on to the next chapter.”

      My heart sank. I wasn’t entirely sure why, although I had a feeling it had something to do with the fact that I’d just had the best five nights of my life within these walls, acting like a lover in a summer romance she’d never forget, and he was leaving it so easily. Like it didn’t even matter.

      Fraser picked up my things and led us out to the car, a strange silence descending over us until we made it all the way back to my apartment.

      As I got out, so did he, not bothering to ask me if I needed his help. My bag was in his hand, and he was at my front door before I could get there, as though he was eager to be on his way. It made me scowl to myself, a weird, unsettled feeling landing in the pit of my stomach.

      Either he was trying to get rid of me because he’d exhausted his attraction…

      Or something big was happening that he didn’t want to tell me about.

      I unlocked the front door and stood there waiting to take my bag from him with my hand held out.

      “I’ll carry it up,” he said, ever the gentleman.

      “It’s fine. I’m a capable woman, as you reminded me earlier.” I said it with a smile, even though my insides were performing somersaults of distress. Something didn’t feel right. I didn’t want us to part like this with words unspoken and tension high.

      Fraser didn’t argue, but I did see the slight rise of his brow before he handed the bag over and pushed both hands into his trouser pockets.

      “I hope work goes okay,” I said, looking up at him.

      Fraser leaned in, closed his eyes, and he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Lock your doors. I’ll phone you soon.”

      Before I could ask him why I needed to lock my doors, he’d turned and was walking back to his car, leaving me to stare after him in both want and wonder.
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      The guys were waiting for me when I opened the door to our Soho headquarters—all of them, including Ray, who was sitting at the small round table next to the kitchenette, picking his nails with a small pocketknife.

      Nobody said anything, each of the other men standing around the room in various poses. Wade had his legs parted and his hands folded over his chest in waiting, always the serious one out of the group, while Dean and Joey looked as casual as ever. I often thought they were constantly bored unless on an actual job that involved taking names and kicking arse.

      “Nice of you to show up,” Dean eventually said, breaking the silence with that cocky grin of his in place. “Rough week in the sack, boss? All that tossing and turning. All that moaning and groaning.”

      “Watch it.” I took my phone and keys out of my trouser pockets and placed them down on the table where Ray sat.

      “Can’t say I blame you. She’s one hell of a woman—”

      I cut him off with a sharp warning glare, and he immediately started laughing, holding his hands in the air in surrender.

      Joey smacked him on the chest. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t be doing the same thing.”

      “I would, and that could have been me if the job hadn’t been pulled out from under my feet from the pussy thief himself.”

      “Dean,” Wade warned.

      “My bad.” Dean dipped his head and lowered his hands, but I could tell he was still trying to stifle his laughter. The dipshit.

      “What have we figured out about the men Vega had working for him?” I asked Wade, turning to him, who was sure to give me the rundown in a professional manner, unlike those other clowns.

      “They’re ghosts as far as we can tell,” he answered. “There’s nothing traceable to say whether the men he had at the wedding were men he’d brought with him from Europe or people he’d hired out here. Nothing on the guest lists the hotel had filed away. Nothing on Vega’s socials; not that we expected that. Nothing on his payroll.”

      “What about flight records?”

      “We all know how they can be tampered with. Especially on a private jet.”

      “But he’s definitely out of the country now?”

      “My contact at Heathrow said she saw him getting on the plane herself.”

      “And that contact is reliable?”

      “Never had a need to doubt her before.”

      My fist came down on the tabletop hard, making Ray look up with his brows raised. “Fuck!” I cried. “I had him. I had him right there in my hands.”

      “You weren’t really going to kill him though, right?” Joey asked. “Not there. Not that… easily.”

      I ran my hands back and forth through my hair, the tension in my jaw tight as visions of Matteo’s neck in my grip tore through my mind. One less misogynistic, reprehensible human being on the planet would have been the perfect ending to a story that had spanned decades longer than it should have. Yeah, I wanted to kill him. The beating of his pulse pounding against my fingers was a dream come true. The panic. The fear. The rat trapped in a corner, unable to break free.

      “I wish I had. Now they know it’s me who sent Matteo into hiding for all these years. Me who sent the threats, the warnings—all the shit that’s made him become a paranoid fool and stripped him of his public image. It’ll be me they come after. I used my real fucking name out there.”

      “Let him come. We’re ready for this. Look at us,” Dean said. He gestured around the room to all five men standing within it. “We’re not some group of dickheads brought together to feel tough and walk around with walkie talkies, Fraser. We’ve been doing this for years. We’re all in this for a cause—for the purpose of getting scumbags like him who did what they did to our mothers, sisters, cousins, aunties, and friends off the streets and red carpets for good.” His face grew serious, a scowl forming when he pointed right at me. “And you’re at the helm of the boat, man. You. We’re gonna let some punk with a chef’s hat and a truckload of money scare us off? That’s not how we operate.”

      I ground my teeth together, staring at him, knowing he was right.

      “We’ve nothing to lose here. He has everything,” Dean added. “Remember that.”

      If he’d have made that statement a week ago, I’d have been able to agree, but now we did have something to lose. Or rather, I did.

      “Charlotte knows some things,” I said quietly, resting a hand on the table while my other found my hip.

      Wade and Ray’s expressions remained the same, while Dean and Joey looked at me with wide eyes and raised brows.

      I waved them off before they could start. “Don’t bother with the lecture. It is what it is.”

      “What does she know?” Wade asked.

      “That Vega isn’t safe. That I tried to kill him.”

      “She’s a lucky, lucky lady to have you in her life,” Dean said, making me cut him another look that told him to shut the fuck up before I shut him up.

      “Was she spooked?” Joey asked.

      “Not as much as she should have been.”

      “She’s a surprise, that’s for sure.”

      “That’s one word for her.”

      Dean’s smirk grew, and I rolled my eyes at him before I stood tall and copied Wade’s pose—arms folded over my chest, feet apart. No one said anything for a short while, a feeling of suffocation and being lost taking over. The only thing I had running through my mind—after years of thinking of nothing else but how to torture Matteo—was the way Charlotte looked when I drove into her. The way she looked when she first awoke to a new day. The way she looked when falling asleep in my arms. The way her eyes and smile widened a little more every time she saw me outside of her work, waiting. It was hard to think of anything else but her, and if it hadn’t been for the way Ray lowered his hands to the table and looked up at me, both judging and assessing, I would have kept Charlotte in the forefront of my mind a little longer.

      I stared into Ray’s eyes, seeing the destructive mercenary sitting beneath a layer of calm he made look natural, but I knew was hard for him to conjure.

      He wanted revenge as much as I did. For my mother. For his mother.

      For all the mothers and sisters out there.

      “What do you think, Ray?” I asked, not missing the way the other men in the room looked at one another slyly in surprise, knowing I never asked for Ray’s opinion. I only ever gave him instructions, the way he liked it to be.

      “Me?” His voice was gruff, unused as much as the rest of ours, never having much need to say anything. I gave him a nod, and he held my gaze, a slow smiling curling the edges of his lips before he spoke. “I say we lure these fuckers out of hiding.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?”

      With a tilt of a head and a raise of a brow, he told me his plan.
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        * * *

      

      I sat outside Charlotte’s apartment, looking up at the dim light of her living room, trying not to get too uptight about the fact that she hadn’t closed her curtains. Her shadow danced against the wall as she moved around, and I clenched my fists around the steering wheel of my Aston Martin, wishing she’d block me out for her own safety. My selfish need to see her again be damned.

      After a few minutes, she appeared at the window, not looking down or around as she pulled the curtains, a small scowl creasing her brow.

      I wondered what she had running through her mind as she cut the world off, and I instantly swallowed down the guilt I felt at having been so weird with her earlier, but I’d had to break away, if only for a minute, an hour, a night.

      Things were getting far too intense inside my own head.

      Charlotte had taken over my life for the last seven days. Nothing outside of the four walls where she laid in bed waiting for me to climb under the sheets and devour her had held my attention. I’d even started to ignore Wade’s texts until I’d been in the bathroom and heard my phone beep.

      
        
        Wade: We can’t stall any longer. We need to move, and we need to move fast. Otherwise, you know where he’s going next now that he’s seen your face. She’s in danger. Call me.

      

      

      That was all it had taken for me to snap out of my sex-induced coma and pull back, just for a minute.

      You know where he’s going next.

      Mum.

      The woman who’d raised me, suffered for me, and silenced her own voice for me. She deserved everything I had, and I wasn’t giving it to her, all because I couldn’t stop thinking with my dick.

      I pulled the phone holder in my car around, and I hit up the one number I hadn’t called in over a week.

      It rang several times before Mum’s frail voice floated through from the other end.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” I said, quiet, subdued. Silence met me. “It’s me.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re mad at me.”

      “Am I?”

      “I think so.”

      “Worried. Not mad.”

      “I’m sorry I haven’t called for a week. Things have been… strange.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. “Everything’s fine.”

      “You hate the word fine.”

      She had a point. I did hate the word fine. It was overused and under-questioned. Fine had become acceptable for people to use and for others to walk away from, when to me, fine was something a person said when they secretly needed you to know they were struggling like shit.

      “Sometimes it fits the moment,” I offered.

      “You sound different.”

      Another beat of silence. One I usually let sit comfortably between us, but tonight the weight of the judgement felt heavy inside that silence, and I couldn’t bear it—couldn’t bear for her to think that something was wrong or that she could be in danger.

      “Just tired,” I added, hoping that would be enough.

      My eyes rose to Charlotte’s window, wishing I could knock on her door and invite myself in. Knowing that if I did, she’d no doubt let me stay, and the two of us could spend another night wrapped around each other, avoiding reality. Avoiding life.

      “You’re working too hard,” Mum said. “You mustn’t…”

      “Mum, let’s not—”

      “You’ll end up dead, Fraser, and then what?”

      Keira Scott had this frightening ability to keep her voice small no matter her emotions, and that terrified me more than it would if she screamed or shouted. But that… that statement she made… it told me everything I needed to know about what state of mind she was in that night. Her anxiety had control of her, and nothing I would or could say could stop her train of thought from running away with her.

      “I can’t lose you,” she whispered.

      “You won’t lose me.”

      “But these things you do. These challenges you face. These demons you try to fight for everyone…”

      “They make me who I am. You know that more than anyone.”

      “You do it for me,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

      “And for myself.”

      “Oh, Fraser,” she sighed. “You can’t save the world with just two hands.”

      “I can try.”

      “You shouldn’t want to.”

      I imagined her on the other end of the phone, her shoulders sagging when she said my name. The blame she placed on her lack of actions along the way. The twinkle in those pale blue eyes long since gone, as her heavy brows dropped at the edges, and she tucked her chin to her chest as she worried the edge of her cardigan or jumper with her free hand. The very image of her wearing her worry had me rubbing my fingers over my temple and closing my eyes.

      “Anyway, let’s not start that old debate,” I croaked, quickly clearing my throat. “Are you keeping well? Is Anya taking good care of you?”

      “She always does.”

      “Good.” I blew all the air out of my cheeks, dropped my hand to the steering wheel and looked up at Charlotte’s window again. “And you’re safe?”

      “Yes.”

      More silence again, as though this conversation was killing the both of us.

      “I… I thought you’d come here to me last Sunday,” she eventually said. “It was so strange. I felt you. I felt you near to me, Fraser. I got excited, but then… then you were gone, and I realised I must have been mistaken. You wouldn’t come here and not see me. Not you. But that feeling… it’s thrown me off all week.”

      Guilt swallowed me whole. Mum had always said she could feel me whenever I was close by like our connection went beyond the understanding of our mortal minds. Like we were tethered together by a bond so strong, it was tangible, pulling either one of us in whatever direction the other happened to be. And last Sunday, she had felt me. I’d been close when I’d taken Charlotte to the beach where Mum stayed not so far away.

      Rather than lie to her, I said nothing. It wasn’t my place to make her question her own sanity, and I wasn’t the kind of guy to play mind games with a woman who had given up her whole life to make me strong.

      “Will I see you soon?” she asked quietly.

      “Yes.”

      “You promise?”

      “On my life.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? Bet on anything the world has to offer—anything except your life. You already give too much of yourself as it is.”
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      Home had always been my favourite place. The haven I’d created away from everyone else and my own little bubble of safety and self-love, where I could walk through the front door after a long day or night at work and flop onto one of my mismatching sofas without a care in the world. But after five days and nights with Fraser, diving in and out of swimming pools and climbing into crisp white sheets with damp skin, I now found my home to be missing something. And no matter how many times I walked around the living room and bedroom, pacing back and forth to find a book or a notepad or a magazine to pass my time, I knew I wouldn’t find the one thing I was really looking for.

      Him.

      The temptation to text him and ask if he was okay grew to be too much.

      I slumped back against the sofa and threw my phone down beside me, only to see the screen come to life. My heart leapt out of my chest for just a moment until I saw the name Jonah lighting up the screen.

      “You’re alive,” I answered with a smile, hoping he couldn’t hear the slight disappointment in my voice at it not being Fraser on the other end of the call. What a loser I’d become.

      “Hey, babe,” Jonah said.

      “Where have you been? Are you okay?”

      He released a weighty sigh. “I’m great. I had to go home to see the folks.”

      I sat up straighter, my thoughts going straight to Jonah’s dad, who’d had a lot of bad health in recent years. “Is Gerry okay?”

      “He’s good.”

      My sigh of relief floated between us. Jonah and his father were exceptionally close, and I dreaded the day he had to endure the phone call that would no doubt shatter his world. “You had me worried for a moment there.”

      “Nothing to be worried about.”

      But his words didn’t carry the same conviction I was used to, and something about his voice made me frown.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “You sound different.”

      He cleared his throat. “I got your texts this week. I meant to reply to them all, but I barely had my phone on me.”

      “That’s not like you.”

      “I know.” He laughed, not quite as sincere as he usual. “London life just got me down for a while. I was dipping in and out mentally, not sure what I wanted or didn’t want anymore.”

      “With work?”

      “With everything,” he said, those two words sounding like the first honest ones he’d parted with since I’d answered the call. “That’s partly why I couldn’t go to the wedding.”

      “It’s okay, I understand. But have you been struggling and not telling me? Because you know I’m always there for you, even though I use you as a sounding board way too often. You know I always appreciate having you listen to me and offering me advice, but… I can do the same for you. I want to be there for you.”

      “You already do enough.” I visualised the forced, flat smile he would be wearing, seeing him so clearly in my mind as I stared at the wall in front of me.

      “You don’t sound like yourself, Jonah.”

      “Sometimes, all it takes is a single day to change us, right?”

      Fraser’s words came flooding back to me, making my chest tighten. “Sometimes even less than that.”

      “Speaking of… how was the wedding of the year? I want all the gossip.”

      “I’m surprised it’s taken you this long.” My smile returned when I heard Jonah shuffling around, no doubt getting comfortable before he asked for the gossip I knew he’d be desperate to hear.

      “Then don’t leave me waiting any longer. I want to know everything, including what an epic bitch Emelia was.”

      Letting my head roll back on the sofa, I looked up at the ceiling with a smile on my face, and I told him all about the big day itself and what had happened after I’d got Jonah’s texts. Who had walked into my life unexpectedly, making me a part of something I never dreamed I’d be a part of, only to win me over without much fight. The details about the bigger picture were left out, obviously. That wasn’t my business, let alone Jonah’s, and I knew it would only freak him out and send him into a tailspin—something I wanted to avoid since he clearly had some things of his own going on now. Things he didn’t want me digging too deeply into.

      But I couldn’t help it; I told him about the first kiss, about the time Fraser and I had spent together in the hotel. How I’d had the best sex of my life in the last five days, and I wasn’t sure where to go from here if I never saw Fraser again after saying goodbye to him earlier, and while I gushed and sighed and waxed lyrical about this new man who’d walked into my life, Jonah listened, making the right noises in all the right places.

      It was all so very strange for my best friend who usually had so much more to say.

      “I guess it turned out you were a psychic after all,” I said after I’d finished explaining how I’d ended up at home tonight.

      “I am? What did I do?”

      “You told me that if I bumped into a man in a nice suit, I owed it to myself to have fun with him. That’s what I did, Jo. I did it for you, and in the end, I got something pretty amazing for myself.”

      There was a moment of silence. “I only ever want what’s best for you, Char. I hope you know that. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you needed me the most.”

      “I could say the same thing.”

      “You weren’t to know the trouble I was in.”

      After a few more minutes of mindless chatter, we ended the call, with Jonah promising to be back at work next week. It wasn’t until after I’d tossed my phone down on the sofa beside me and I let my shoulders relax that I realised just how tense I’d been about Jonah’s weird vow of silence over the last few days and how relieved I was to know that he was safe.

      Satisfied, I made my way to bed, stopping off to brush my teeth and wash my face on the way. Climbing under the thick duvet in my pyjamas felt strange after days of slipping beneath hotel sheets in nothing but my skin. I’d always loved being cosy in bed. I’d always adored curling up in soft, brushed cotton fabric, with nobody around and no one to steal my space or my peace.

      Funny how the smallest amount of time could make the biggest of changes to your life. How things you used to love quickly felt lifeless and cold once you’d been introduced to something different. Something new. Something you hadn’t even realised you wanted.

      Turning off my nightlight, I rolled over and closed my eyes, trying for what felt like a lifetime to go to sleep, but my thoughts lingered around him, reminding me that for now, life had something better to offer than any dream could muster.

      With a sigh of frustration, I turned onto my back and reached for my phone at the exact same time that it beeped with a text.

      
        
        Fraser: I shouldn’t be thinking about you, but here I am...

      

      

      I smiled at his words, reading them over and over, the little butterflies in my stomach swarming around.

      
        
        Me: Good thoughts or bad?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Only good.

      

      

      
        
        Me: You little romantic.

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Can I see you tomorrow?

      

      

      Just like that, my heart filled with hope again. He wanted to see me. I had to use every ounce of strength within me to avoid telling him to come over tonight.

      “One night, Charlotte. Just give yourself one night,” I whispered to myself.

      
        
        Me: Like a date?

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: Yeah.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I’d like that

      

      

      I bit down on my lip to stop my grin from exploding. My mind was at war with my heart, one battling for me to tell him to come over now, while the other begged for a moment of calm to let us think. I was overrun with emotions—some born from excitement while others were born from fear. It was easier to keep myself isolated and alone. No one could hurt me there. But putting myself out there for someone—showing interest, intrigue, and lust… those were risky moves to make. They made a person vulnerable. They opened the steel walls around my heart and allowed people to peek inside and see where the weak spots were and use them to their advantage.

      At least that’s the way the people around me had always been.

      But Fraser wasn’t any of those people. He wasn’t like anyone I had ever met.

      With him, I could be real.

      
        
        Me: I can’t decide if you’re going to be the stroke of good luck I’ve always been waiting for, or the one regret I’ve been trying to avoid my whole life.

      

      

      
        
        Fraser: I’d never intentionally hurt you

      

      

      I believed him, too.

      And just like that…

      I was at peace.
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      She walked towards me in her floaty camisole and cut off denim shorts like she didn’t hold the attention of the entire city. Charlotte was the picture of summery perfection. Her long legs were smooth and tanned. Her arms no doubt covered in that coconut lotion that drove me crazy.

      My sunglasses hid the lust in my eyes as the sunshine beat down on another hot day in London.

      The moment she spotted me, a lazy smile crept on her face. Even though we both hid behind our sunglasses, I could feel the connection of our gazes locked in, and as she drew closer, I thought I saw her swallow down before she licked her lips and pulled out the chair opposite mine, outside the coffee shop we’d arrange to meet at.

      A steel band played in the middle of Covent Garden, welcoming the tourists to a reggae mix of Just the Two of Us that seemed to put everyone around me in the perfect summer mood. Especially Charlotte, whose face had lit up like a flushed Christmas tree as she reached for the glass of iced water I’d already ordered on her behalf, while I raised my coffee to my lips and took a sip, never breaking eye contact.

      Eventually, we both put our drinks down, and she fell back in her seat.

      “You look nice,” she said with an ease I hadn’t expected.

      I glanced down at my casual shorts and my dark green polo T-shirt before I looked back at her with a raised brow.

      Her grin made her cheeks pop. “I’m not used to seeing you out of formal wear. The relaxed look suits you.”

      “Would you prefer I wore a suit?”

      She shook her head slowly and let her gaze drift down to the short, tight sleeves around my biceps. “That’ll do nicely.”

      The sexual tension grew—something I’d never had so effortlessly with a woman.

      “What happened yesterday?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “With your job? Did you do everything you needed to do?”

      “We got through some things, yeah.”

      “As cryptic as ever.” She smirked, reaching out for her water again and taking a sip before she let the glass settle in her lap, both hands curling around it.

      I tilted my head to look at her. “I’m not cryptic.”

      She raised an accusatory brow back at me.

      “I’m not. What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “You need to be a little more specific.”

      “Okay,” she said, her humour alive—a relief on my part. I wasn’t sure how serious this was about to get. “Start by telling me one thing about yourself you’ve not already told me. Just one thing, Fraser.”

      “And then you’ll be happy?”

      “I’ll be happier,” she said with a smile.

      I glanced around the street, at the people wandering along in either direction. Some local. Some foreign. Some unable to see the appeal of this land. Others struck in awe by buildings that Charlotte and I saw every other day. I saw the small band playing behind their steel drums and the happy strangers that surrounded them, oblivious to the wars that raged within these streets behind closed doors and in dark alleyways. The horror that the night brought upon them, often under their noses, yet too silent for anyone to hear the screams of the people in dire need of help. I took it all in—the sun, the sky, the bright colours of a hot summer’s day in one of the most magnificent cities in the world.

      Eventually, my eyes fell back to Charlotte. “Every Tuesday and Thursday evening, I teach self-defence classes to women at a studio in Hackney.”

      That seemed to catch her off guard. Her face fell, and she stared at me as though trying to seek out a lie.

      “You were with me last Tuesday and Thursday evening,” she said.

      “Wade covered for me. Sometimes we switch it up, and I ask the others to go in so that the women get taught different skillsets from different men.”

      “What kind of defence is it?”

      “Everything. Basic hand to hand combat is the area I excel in. Some women don’t have the agility or the desire to learn things like Jiu-Jitsu or Muay Thai, although one of my guys is a master at all of those. But mainly, I want these girls and women to understand the basics of boxing. To know how to throw a punch. To know how to get out of a compromising hold. To know how to breathe through their panic and keep themselves centred.”

      “Is that profitable?”

      “It’s a free course. We make no money.”

      “Wow. That’s… charitable.”

      “Until the world stops casting your gender as the weaker sex, there’s work to be done, and I want to be a part of that work.”

      “Because of your mum?”

      “That’s one of many reasons.”

      Her face was contemplative, and her hand found the opposite arm as she began to rub the bare skin there, as though she was cold despite the radiating heating of the summer sun.

      “How many women have you taught over the years?”

      I let out a long, slow exhale. “Hundreds. Maybe thousands.”

      “And how many women have you saved from the clutches of men like Matteo Vega?”

      “Far too many,” I said, my voice low as I tried to suppress the growl stirring within me at even the mention of that man’s name.

      Charlotte looked down at her drink before she took a sip of the cool water, then dropped it back onto the table. She rested her arms on the surface, leaning into me as she said, “So, basically, to live my safest life, I should stick around you for a while then.”

      “Until you get sick of me.”

      “I’m starting to think that’s impossible.”

      “First thing I teach the women at my classes: you never know what’s around the corner. Be prepared for any outcome.”

      She stared at me with a soft smile touching her lips, and I thought I was going to be interrogated some more, but then she leaned back in her chair, letting her arms fall in her lap.

      “You never fail to surprise me.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      A little blush rose to her cheeks, and even though I could see her trying to hide an obvious smile, I didn’t pull her up on it. Instead, I continued to watch the way she ran her delicate fingers over her forehead and down through her hair.

      “It’s getting hot out here,” she said, letting her eyes fall to my mouth.

      “Do you want me to take you somewhere cooler?”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      As soon as she raised a brow my way, my slow smirk came to life.
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      The bell above the old wooden door rang out, the smell of musty pages and books full of history hitting us both square in the face as soon as we stepped out of the midday sun. I held the door open for Charlotte, watching her reaction as she walked into this little piece of heaven. Not many people knew it existed. Not unless they’d stumbled upon it by accident or spent a lifetime on the streets of London like I had.

      It wasn’t the biggest bookstore around, but its walls were filled with a heartbeat that pulled you in, dragging you further into the soul of everything that sat inside. Books weren’t displayed in any particular order on the vintage mismatching tables that took up the floor space in the middle of the room. Only the shelves around the outer edges had any indication of genre for the customer to help guide them. Several old lightbulbs hung from the ends of long cables, each one a different length, as though the owner couldn’t be bothered with such trivial fancies as making sure everything matched or had a theme.

      Still, despite its obvious carefree vibe, it happened to be the best place to lose yourself for a few hours. In this building, anyone could feel a million miles from the reality that awaited them back on those streets.

      The old man behind the counter, wearing his dark brown woollen vest, looked up at us both from above his thin-rimmed glasses, giving nothing but a grumpy nod of acknowledgement before he let his attention fall back down to the book on the counter in front of him.

      A minute or so passed before Charlotte turned to find me standing there with my hands in my pockets, and she quietly said, “You’ve brought me to a bookstore?”

      “The best bookstore.” I grabbed her hand. “Let me show you.”

      At the back of the shop sat three dusty old sofas, well-worn terra-cotta fabric covering the cushioned seats that had permanent dips in the middle of them from where people like myself had spent hours upon hours hiding away.

      Charlotte’s breath caught in the back of her throat when she saw the snug waiting for her. I let her take in the small coffee machine, as well as the table in the middle, and the rug, cushions, and bean bags littered all around.

      She moved past me, stretching my arm out until she had to let her fingers slip away from mine to go any farther. Her hand grazed over the arm of the smallest sofa, and she made a small circle around it before she looked up at me and smiled.

      “This is beautiful.” Her gaze drifted to the shelves behind me. “Do you come here often?”

      “Whenever I feel the need for real peace and quiet. I thought you might need some of that after the chaos of the last week.”

      Her smile grew. “Always so thoughtful.”

      Not always, Charlotte. I’m not always the good guy.

      “Here,” I beckoned her back to me, and she came slowly, a look of gratitude on her face as I took her hand in mine and turned us both to the shelves behind me. “I thought you might like to pick something to sit and read for a while.”

      “Now?”

      “Unless you’ve someplace else you’d rather be.”

      She shook her head and let her attention drift over the books.

      “I do have one stipulation to our time here, though,” I said. Wearing a small smile, I leaned in and brushed my thumb over her heated cheeks. “You have to read a romance novel.”

      “Why romance?”

      “Because I’ve seen and heard some depressing shit in my time, Charlotte, but listening to you talk about how you saw love as nothing more than a business transaction has to be the absolute worst statement of all. Nobody should think that, especially not a woman like you with a hell of a lot of love to give this world. So, indulge me for a moment. Pick up the type of book you would have done when you were still that teenage girl who believed that fiction could transfer into real life.”

      Her smile only grew, and she released a long, slow exhale that had her shaking her head. “Who knew someone as handsome as you could be so pretty on the inside, too?”
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      Fraser rested on the floor in front of me, propped up against the sofa I sat on behind him. I had a historical romance book in my hands, and I was already five chapters in, but not even the love-soaked pages of a budding duchess and her duke could keep my eyes off Fraser for too long. With his head tipped down, his attention remained on the hardback book in his hands. The Biology of Belief intrigued him, apparently, leaving me to admire the most ridiculous things about him.

      The delicate blond hairs on his neck that led to the perfectly sculpted short beard around his jaw.

      The way the thick veins in his neck stood out, leading to traps and shoulders edible enough to make a woman want to sink their teeth into them.

      Every time he turned a page with a carefree hand, I found myself wanting to abandon the duke in my hands to lavish my own king with a very particular brand of loving.

      Fraser truly looked at peace here, hiding away in the back of this ancient bookstore. That strong jaw was relaxed for once. He didn’t look like he was ready to go to war. I wanted to climb onto his lap and spend minutes, hours, days, just running my hands over him and staring into his eyes.

      He turned the page again in front of me, his head turning to the left slightly, allowing me a better view of his profile. The sight of it made me loosen a breath.

      “If you keep staring, I’m going to assume you want a closer look,” he said, not taking his eyes off the page in front of him. “Your gaze radiates heat, Charlotte. I can feel it on me.”

      “If you can’t handle the heat, get out of the bookstore.”

      The corner of Fraser’s mouth twitched, and he took a moment before he slowly closed the book, dropped it by his side, and turned to give me his full attention. My eyes roamed over every visible part of him, hungry to digest it all.

      Resting my book on the arm of the sofa, I brought my feet up under me and lay on my side, with my cheek resting on my hand. Fraser’s mouth was only a few inches from mine, and I savoured the proximity, letting his aftershave wash over me.

      “I can’t focus on getting to know a stupid duke when the only person I really want to get to know is Fraser Scott.”

      He dropped his hands to the sofa I laid on, resting his chin on his knuckles.

      “You’ve been very inquisitive today,” he said.

      “I can’t help it. I’m intrigued.”

      “Then, ask me a question.”

      “Just one?”

      He nodded, unable to hide his amused smirk. “That’s all I’m giving you before you have to get back to your duke.”

      “And if you don’t want to answer it?”

      “I won’t.”

      I reached up to run my free hand over the shaved sides of his hair, letting it drift down behind his neck. “What you and the other men do… how did you get into it?”

      Even though he still wore his smile, Fraser’s nostrils expanded, and he inhaled slowly before he let it all drift back out in a cautious exhale.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I whispered, running my fingers up and down his neck.

      “You had one question, and you chose that. It’s obviously important to you.”

      You’re important to me, I thought, somehow holding that back even though it was on the tip of my tongue. Fraser had a way of making me want to spill all my secrets, even the ones that were destined to scare him off. How I was an emotional car crash. How even the thought of love and the power it held frightened me. How I didn’t really know what happiness was and would no doubt push it away if ever it came too close.

      “I just want to get to know you,” I said quietly instead because I did want to know him better. I needed to at this point. In the week he’d been a part of my life, I’d experienced more joy and pleasure from this one man than I had in the two years I’d spent with Penn, and in the twenty-four years I’d spent living. “You’re this brute of a man on the outside, but I can see it in your eyes… you’ve got a whole lot more going on back there.”

      Fraser held my gaze, something flashing over his eyes before his shoulders relaxed.

      “I was twenty at the time, walking through Greenwich when I heard a commotion. I’d been working in a shitty bar, trying to figure out what I was going to do with my life, and I was walking home. It was late. Too late. A few of the guys I worked with had convinced me to stay behind and have a few beers with them, so I did, knowing I could walk home in the dead of the London night, and no one would bother me.” He shrugged. “It’s a privilege I have, unlike you, I know.” His voice trailed off, no smugness in his statement, just fact.

      “About twenty minutes into my journey, I heard a girl cry out when I passed this alleyway. I stopped in my tracks and walked back a few steps to look at what was going on. I saw shadows moving around—like a scuffle of sorts—and then something slammed up against those big, metal industrial bins, making this horrendous sound. Something clicked inside me, and I didn’t even think about what I did next. I knew someone was in trouble. I just ran down that alleyway, dropping my bag and everything in it. When I rounded the corner at the end, there were these three guys holding a young girl down. To cut an epically long story short, I got her out of there.”

      “They were going to—”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice full of quiet anger.

      Nausea rolled in my stomach at the thought of it. The danger the girl had been in. The danger Fraser had put himself in. The possibility of things having gone wrong.

      “Please tell me you killed those guys.”

      He huffed out a laugh that held no humour. “Close, but no. I didn’t know what I was doing back then. Luckily for me, I’m a big guy, and those men were inexperienced fighters. It didn’t take me long to put them down on the ground, but when I tried to call the police, the girl…” He paused, frowning. “She begged me not to. Her father was well known around London. She didn’t want his or her name to be dragged through the mud.”

      “That’s ridiculous. She was the victim.”

      “It doesn’t always work like that, Charlotte.”

      “So, you just… left them there? Those guys got away?”

      Fraser’s eyes searched mine as though he was trying to decide how much to tell me. “I took the girl to her father. He offered me money as a thank you for saving her, and he offered me even more money to find the scumbags and make them pay—in a way the law would never approve of.”

      “How did he know you could do that?” Or would do that, I thought.

      “He could see it. When you’re poor, you carry a desperate plea in your eyes every day, even when you think you’re hiding it. You’re not this blank canvas people look through. They see what you need by the state of your overgrown hair, the dirt in your fingernails, the tears in your jeans, and that look in your eyes. He knew the kind of money he was offering would change my life forever, and I wasn’t able to turn it down. Not when I wanted to track those guys down myself and kill them anyway.

      “After that, I had a list of people—men—put in my hand, and the father told me he’d mentioned my name to every single one of them. They were all rich and had daughters that needed protecting. He suggested I get myself a team I could trust to help me build something they’d all benefit from.”

      “That’s when the others got involved?”

      “It took time, but I guess so.”

      “And you were good at it, what they were asking of you.”

      “The best,” he said without a shadow of a doubt. “The father turned out to be quite demanding, though. He asked me to be nearby all the time. To watch over his girls if he needed me to. Don’t ask me why, but he said he trusted me, and as a young kid, I liked the way that made me feel. Like being a good guy wasn’t something to shy away from, even when I had to do bad stuff. Maybe I could make a real difference somehow. I could be more than just a barman or a waiter.”

      “You could get revenge for your mother, too.”

      Fraser’s smile was sad when he stared up at me. “We’re all out here trying to live and fight our demons at the same time, aren’t we?”

      It was obvious he was talking about my need to rebel against my family and how it had taken me down paths I never truly thought I’d go down, including what I did for a living.

      “Do you still work for this girl’s father now?”

      Fraser shook his head. “We parted ways a long time ago.”

      “Why?”

      Exhaling heavily, he blinked up at me. “That’s a story for another day. One question, remember?” He reached over for my book and slid it in front of me, tapping the cover. “Your duke awaits, Milady.”

      And even though I so desperately wanted to ask him what other stories he had to tell—I had no doubt there were enough of them to keep us awake for many nights in the future—I couldn’t help but smile back at him before I rolled my eyes and scoffed, pretending I was repulsed by the idea of reading any more romance, when what I really wanted to do was lean forward and whisper in his ear that I was learning far more from my time with him and his life than I ever would from a silly old duke that never existed.
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      I gave Charlotte a ride back to her apartment, convincing her that it was the perfect trade-off. One demand for another after her only agreeing to meet me in Covent Garden if she could make her own way there—something that had put me on edge all morning, wondering if she’d be safe.

      Of course, she had been. I was starting to see a tough, resilient side of her I wasn’t sure even she was aware of. I was also starting to see a softer side of myself that I hadn’t known existed, and that side was making me nervous.

      I’d never been a guy who dated. Never felt the need to be anything else than what I already was: a man on this mission to eradicate the world of monsters one evil bastard at a time. But from the moment I’d sat beside her at that bus stop, other things seemed important, and I couldn’t get her off my damn mind. This beautiful woman with a pure heart and an army of pompous arseholes against her. I’d convinced myself that she needed me. I could be the one to save her. That my obsession with her had nothing to do with anything other her protection. I’d even had those thoughts in the shower, not long after having the best sex of my life because of her.

      Now, though, as the sun began to set on another summer’s day in London, I couldn’t bear to lie to myself for a moment longer.

      Charlotte had the potential to be someone to me.

      But this young woman would always be in danger because of my lifestyle, and I’d been foolish letting her in.

      She stared out of the window just as I pulled my car up outside her house and turned the engine off. I waited for her to look my way and say or do something, but she remained looking out at the houses on the other side of the street, her delicate chin resting on her fist.

      “Are you sleeping with your eyes open?” I asked, aiming for humour, but no smile rose on her face. Her expression didn’t change.

      “You were right, you know. About how much can change in a day.” Her voice was quiet, brooding almost, as though she was lost in a thought that she couldn’t get herself out of. “I’ve lived in this city my whole life, and I’ve never felt its heartbeat the way I’ve felt it throb beneath my feet and in my veins today.” She turned to me, eyes meeting mine. “A coffee shop, a bookstore, and a quiet bar with only seven people in it. That’s all it took for me to find what I feel like I’ve been searching my whole life for. That quiet simplicity that makes you feel so full, you’re scared you might burst.”

      It was the kind of emotion and calm I’d wanted to see in her since I met her. It was what she deserved, to feel content.

      “And you, of course,” she added. “A coffee shop, a bookstore, a quiet bar, and you.”

      “You deserved a day, Charlotte Grant.”

      “That’s the problem, you see,” she said, unclipping her seatbelt and turning on her side so she was facing me, her eyes sparkling under the streetlights that had turned on a moment ago. “One day with you isn’t enough.”

      “How many do you want?”

      “How many can I have?”

      I gripped her chin between my thumb and finger. “As many as you like.”

      “Some things just feel too good to be true.”

      Not knowing what to say, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to hers, swallowing the little hum of satisfaction she released the moment my tongue swept across hers. I’d spend my life kissing her for that sound. It brought back memories of every time I’d slid into her tight, wet heat, and it immediately made me hard for more. I couldn’t fuck this woman enough, and it killed me that I’d had it for five nights straight and then had to spend the night away from her.

      She reached up to wrap her hand around the back of my neck, pulling me in as though she couldn’t get me close enough, either. But there was something different about this kiss. It wasn’t desperate. It wasn’t frantic. It wasn’t hurried to lead to more.

      This kiss felt new.

      Hotter.

      The slow tease, the swollen lips, the way she needed me there, sharing her breaths, almost on top of her as she continued to slide down in her seat, pulling me over her. My heart raced, and my hands slid around her back until I had my arms curled around her, pulling her in.

      She was right: some things did feel too good to be true, and this was one of them.

      Hating myself for it, I drew the kiss out and dropped my forehead to hers, my eyes closed as I panted for breath.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered.

      “I have to.”

      Her hands froze in my hair, and when I opened my eyes to look at her, she stared up at me with that wide, innocent, yet frightened gaze. I wanted to give her words of reassurance. To be her saviour again and make her see that I was on her side. I wouldn’t hurt her—couldn’t at this point. But none of those sentiments came out, and as her eyes searched mine, I wondered what she saw when she looked at me.

      “Are you scared, Fraser?”

      “Of what?” I croaked.

      “Me.”

      Yeah, terrified of what you’re making me feel and what could happen to you if I let you get too close. “Should I be?” I asked instead.

      Charlotte shook her head, her lips rising on one corner. “For a moment there, though, I thought I saw a little fear in your eyes.”

      “Maybe because my erection is getting painfully intimate with this centre console, and you keep trying to pull me even closer.”

      Her laughter came freely, making my own grin grow as she threw her head back and let me go, sitting up in her seat and allowing me to readjust myself while I sat back behind the wheel. That little moment between us had caused the car to steam up, and all it would take would be one of Charlotte’s handprints to make it look like we were trying to recreate a scene from Titanic.

      “Come on. Let me walk you to your apartment,” I said.

      With a contented sigh, she agreed and let me do just that.

      I hadn’t been back inside since that first kiss on her bed, and when that sweet smell of flowers washed over me in the stairwell, it was strangely comforting. How I imagined a real home always would be.

      When Charlotte opened the door to her apartment, she turned to me with a smile, silently inviting me in, and that smile made me step across the threshold without a second thought.

      Maybe it wasn’t the familiarity of the building or the comforting scent of the flowers that made this place homely.

      Maybe it was Charlotte, instead.

      “Do you want a drink?” she asked, placing her bag on the kitchen countertop.

      All I wanted was her. I didn’t give her a chance to turn around to see me before I swooped in behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist to press my lips to her neck in a way that immediately brought goosebumps to her skin. The smell of coconut sent me into a lust-driven spin, and I growled against her shoulder, moving my hands under her camisole to find her breasts there, waiting to be teased as she wrapped an arm around my neck, pulling me closer to her.

      “What is it about you that makes me this way?” I whispered against her skin.

      “What way is that?” she rasped, tilting her head to let me in as she arched her back, pushing her breasts into my hands when I ran my thumbs over her tight nipples.

      “Reckless. Desperate. Selfish. Needy. Obsessed.”

      “Have you always been dramatic?” Her eyes closed as I pinched her neck between my teeth before slowly licking my way up her jaw until I grabbed her lobe into my mouth and sucked.

      “Only with you.”

      “Good to know.”

      “You like it, don’t you?” I growled quietly, her head falling back against my shoulder. “You like being my weakness.”

      “There’s a certain satisfaction. I can’t deny it—oh.” Her moan came when I pulled at her nipples, causing her to buckle against me. “Hmm.”

      “There isn’t a face of yours I don’t enjoy watching, whether it’s when you’re asleep, when you’re reading, or when you’re lost in thought.” I dropped a hand, pushing it down over her tight stomach until it slipped beneath the waistband of her shorts, finding her wet and waiting for me, always so ready. “When you’re turned on,” I whispered, brushing my mouth over her jaw as my finger found her clit. “When you come.”

      “Which… is your favourite,” she pushed out between her panting breaths.

      “I think you know.”

      A slow smile rose on her lips, and a small shudder ran through her as my fingers worked her over like they’d been doing it for a decade and knew every button to press and every nerve ending to hit.

      “That’s my favourite face of yours, too,” she whispered, grinding her hips, working with me until we built up a rhythm that had her moans falling freely as I breathed against her neck, watching every movement of her face, from the small scowl to the creased eyes, and the way her lips turned up at the corners every time she felt herself climbing higher and higher beneath my touch. Her fingers tightened around my neck, and she used me as her anchor when her legs became too weak to support her for much longer.

      “You’re close,” I rasped.

      “Yes,” she said, panting, her entire being focused on that one point where my fingers worked to make her come. “You make me feel… everything.”

      “You’re so goddamn hot,” I whispered back, my fingers soaked in her wetness as they circled and pinched her clit. “You’ve no idea what it does to me seeing you like this.”

      Her breathing picked up, her movements growing wilder as her body turned to fire and liquid beneath me. “Oh, God…”

      “I want you to come so hard, you see fucking stars, Charlotte.”

      “I’m going to fall.” Her legs buckled.

      “I’ve got you.”

      “Fraser… I—”

      A few seconds later, her nails dug into my skin and her body tensed as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her, until her back fell against my chest, forcing me to catch her in both my arms quickly. I pulled her up against my body, cradling her like she couldn’t walk as she looked up at me with her arms around my shoulders.

      Her small huff of laughter fell from her lips, and she closed her eyes. “I lost count,” she whispered.

      “Of what?” I smiled down at her, holding her tight.

      Her eyes flickered open to take me in. “The stars…”
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      Happiness.

      It had finally arrived.

      At least that’s what I assumed the warmth spreading through my veins and the steady beat of my heart equalled, especially when you threw in the smile that I couldn’t seem to remove from my face, not even in my half-asleep state as we laid in my bed together a few hours later.

      The sky had turned dark outside, the night upon us, and he had stayed with me. I hoped he stayed that way until morning. I couldn’t get enough of this feeling.

      With Fraser’s arm around my waist, his naked body curled around my back, and his soft breaths falling against my skin, it was impossible to feel anything but happiness.

      This man who showed up in my life, initially using me to get what he wanted, was now something I couldn’t let go of no matter what. That was a truth I couldn’t ignore, and it wasn’t just because of the way he looked and how he held so much strength and power in his eyes and hands. It was also because of his heart.

      The heart that had, for some reason, chosen me to protect.

      A heart I couldn’t wait to unravel because, deep down, I knew that he had so many layers, I could spend a lifetime learning new things about him.

      I desperately wanted to know them all, even the parts that might scare me a little. The parts to do with his job. How violent did things get? What was the worst thing he’d done in seeking justice? How many people sought him out now, seeking their own revenge?

      I tried to imagine a life of domesticity with a man like Fraser Scott. One where he would kiss me on the cheek before heading out of the door to work, only for me to stand there wondering if he would return home safely later that night, or if he’d have to do unspeakable things, which he couldn’t even share with me when we laid down together in bed.

      It seemed impossible—nothing but a dream—and those thoughts threatened to destroy that smile on my face and drain the heat from my cheeks, so I pushed them to the back of my mind, deciding to give myself a little pep talk instead.

      One day at a time, Charlotte. One day at a time.

      I deserved a day.

      I wanted a lifetime.

      Unable to stop myself, I turned over in bed to look at Fraser’s sleeping form, taking in the strength of his shoulders and arms before I let my eyes drift up to the blond, perfectly-formed beard I loved so much before I settled on the heavy lashes that rested high up on his cheeks.

      Such a giant laid before me, yet he had the ability to make me feel like I held all the power between us. That whatever happened would be at my say so.

      He’d never hurt me, use my body as his own, or make me feel like I had no say in my future because that wasn’t who he was. It wasn’t what he believed in.

      He was, by all accounts, too good to be true.

      The soft vibrations of a phone disturbed the silence of the room, and it took me a moment to realise it wasn’t mine but Fraser’s on the nightstand beside him. He was so deep into his sleep that the vibrations didn’t rouse him, so I let the phone ring out, only for it to start up again, and then again after that.

      “Fraser,” I whispered, my hand on his bicep as I tried to wake him. “Fraser, your phone is ringing.”

      His eyes eventually fluttered open, and it took him a dazed moment to realise where he was and who he was with. A slow, sexy smile rose on his face, and his arm curled tighter around my waist, pulling me to him. “Hey,” he said, his voice raspy. I lived for that ‘hey’. Such a simple word had come to mean the world to me. No one else said it like he did.

      “Your phone.” I raised a brow, smiling. “It’s ringing.”

      “I don’t care.” He moaned, his eyes closing again.

      “It seems urgent. It’s rung three times now.”

      At that, his eyes popped open, and despite his obvious reluctance to let me go, he eventually did, reaching back for his phone and pulling it to him. Whatever he saw on the screen had his lax body stiffening until he sat upright in bed and threw his legs off the edge.

      “Shit,” he hissed.

      “Everything okay—”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish before he’d brought the phone up to his ear and stood up to head to the window of my bedroom, the softness of our intimacy pouring out of him, the workman of the night taking its place.

      “What’s wrong?” he said down the phone, no greeting beforehand. I couldn’t hear the person at the other end. All I had to go on were Fraser’s reactions. “Shit,” he said again. “And she’s safe now? At home? Good… good. I know. Tell her to stay calm. I’ll be there in an hour. Yep. Okay. Do whatever you need to do.”

      With that, he ended the call, immediately turning to look for his discarded clothes in my room.

      I sat up in bed, the hairs on the back of my neck standing to attention as I watched him. It was hard to believe his eyes had been so soft and relaxed only moments ago. Now, Fraser’s anger oozed out of him, intimidating the air in the room until it felt so still, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to take a breath of it into my lungs.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He pulled his T-shirt over his head, tugging it down to cover that stomach and chest of his I loved so much. “I have to go.”

      “I can see that. Will you be safe?”

      He looked up at me sharply, a small scowl creasing his brow as though my question had caught him off guard. “I’m always safe,” he answered, fastening the waistband of his shorts before he pulled on his shoes. “You don’t have to worry about me, Charlotte.”

      “I’ll choose to, anyway, thank you very much.”

      Fraser ran a hand through his mussed-up hair. “It’s my mum, that’s all. She needs me.”

      “Oh.” I nodded. “I understand.” I didn’t need to know anything else. I wanted to, of course. I wanted all the details of Fraser’s life laid out before me, whether good or bad, but I had this trust in him that even I didn’t understand, and I knew that when the time was right and if he wanted to, he’d share his private matters with me. “Go,” I said.

      Fraser seemed to study me for a moment like he couldn’t believe that’s all I had to say, and before I could open my mouth to say anything else, he marched across the room, crawled over the bed, and he gripped the back of my neck with one hand, pulling my lips to his for a kiss that held no tenderness in it. That kiss was fire. All need, desire, and affection.

      It took my breath away.

      When he pulled back, he dropped his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. “If the world was full of people like you, I’d fall for every one of them.”

      I swallowed, unable to control the rapid beating of my heart.

      Fall for them?

      Was he… falling for me?

      “That sounds like a lot of work for you,” I whispered.

      A small huff of laughter escaped him before he let me go and opened his eyes to see me. “It would be worth it.” You’re worth it, he may as well have said.

      “Be safe,” I told him, my thoughts a jumbled mess, emotions rising.

      “You, too.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Do better than try, Charlotte. I’m trusting you with your own life.”

      I half-smiled at him, holding back the affectionate eye roll I wanted to set free. I’d heard so much more than what he said in those few words.

      Fraser cared, and I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve it.

      “Sure thing,” I told him.

      Fraser opened his mouth to say something, then clearly thought better of it when he pressed his lips together, shook his head and laughed silently to himself. With nothing more than a parting wink, he left my apartment, taking all the warmth with him, leaving me cold once again.

      It was there and then that I realised how much I hated the cold.
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      I didn’t hear from him through the night, and I hadn’t heard from him the following morning, either. I’d sent him a string of nonchalant texts, not wanting to be that person in his life, but also wanting to let him know that I cared, too. It wasn’t a one-way thing.

      
        
        Me: I hope you’re being sensible and safe out there in the big bad world.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I hope your mum is okay. I should have said that first.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I also hope you’re catching up on some sleep. I probably shouldn’t be even texting you in case you are. Just… let me know your world isn’t falling apart. That’s all I ask.

      

      

      These were the things we needed teaching as young adults. How to show someone you’re thinking about them constantly without scaring them into thinking you’re about to turn into Joe Goldberg at any given second.

      Staying at home in the apartment proved too much for me when it reached the early afternoon of Sunday. Fraser had only been in my space a couple of times, and already I saw him everywhere. I smelt his aftershave on my pillows. His masculine scent on my sheets. I saw his smile from my sofa. I saw the look he gave me by my front door. Even the familiar fragrances floating upstairs from the florist held a hint of Fraser Scott in them, as though he’d made everything around me fall in love with him, too.

      Wait…

      Fall in love?

      Too fast, Charlotte. Too fast. Too soon. Too much.

      Love doesn’t exist. It’s a business transaction. Remember that.

      It had to be infatuation. That was it.

      Damn it, I needed air.

      Actually, what I really needed was him naked and towering over my body, driving his dick inside me while his eyes locked on mine, and he made those unbelievably sexy, quiet grunts that made his lips part, and his breaths pour free while he fucked me.

      I supposed air would do for now.

      Grabbing my bag, I locked my apartment up and headed out into London, dressed in my light blue jeans and a basic white T-shirt and my white trainers. I dragged my hair up into a messy ponytail as I walked down the streets, throwing my earphones in place as I scrolled through Spotify and hit shuffle on a random playlist.

      Taylor Swift’s You Are in Love poured into my ears, eliciting a small smile I struggled to tame when the thought of being in love burned my soul.

      Ridiculous, I thought, shaking my head at the possibility.

      Still, I mouthed along to Taylor’s lyrics when I crossed the road and headed towards the independent coffee shop I loved so much. After ordering my usual caramel latte to go, I carried on walking aimlessly, seeing London from a different perspective—Fraser’s perspective.

      It no longer looked grey and full of deceit. My eyes were open, as much as my heart seemed to be. I spotted different shops I’d never paid attention to. The green of the trees made me look up and take them all in. The blue of the sky. The white of the few clouds. The Georgian townhouses I strode past held interest to me now, and I imagined the stories their walls could tell the world. Had any dukes lived among these streets, idly waiting for their lady to stroll by, not realising the romance the dukes had in mind.

      Romance.

      I was thinking about romance.

      What a fucking joke.

      The song changed to You by The Pretty Reckless, the simple lyrics making my cheeks heat. I wanted Fraser in my life, too—I needed him—and those realisations should have made me more uncomfortable than they did.

      The hours flew by with my mind drifting from him to my heart to the music to the sights around me. I took London in through brand-new eyes, and when the air became a little cooler, I decided to make my way home. He’d told me to stay safe, and I wasn’t entirely convinced that meant giving my London-born heart a new tour of the city.

      At a zebra crossing, I waited to make sure the roads were clear before stepping off the pavement. The moment my foot hit the road, a black BMW came flying towards me out of nowhere, and I barely had time to step back onto the kerb before it was upon me, tearing past at such speed, it made my ponytail whip through the air and smack me in the face.

      “Jesus Christ!” I yelled at the car as it flew down the street, leaving me there with my heart in my throat after my life flashed before my eyes. “Fucking moron!” I yelled, giving him the middle finger while my heart raced wildly, threatening to burst out of my chest. “Jesus.”

      I looked around to see if anyone else had witnessed my near hit and run, but there was nobody in sight. I had only myself to talk to about it.

      With my hand on my heart, I chanced crossing the road again, moving as quickly as I could while Joy Williams sang in my ears about The Trouble with Wanting.

      Shaking it off, I carried on walking, now ready for home, but when I looked up, I saw the same black BMW driving back towards me on the opposite side of the road. A feeling of dread trickled down my spine, and goosebumps rose on the back of my neck when the car slowed down right by me. The windows were blacked out, so I couldn’t see inside, but I felt the eyes of the person or people inside that were on me before they drove past completely, only to speed up and tear off down the road like they had somewhere else to be.

      Their presence lingered like a bad smell, making my gut churn.

      Always listen to your gut, Charlotte, I heard in Fraser’s voice.

      I glanced all around, seeing if anyone else was nearby again, but it looked like I was alone on a street filled with nothing but townhouses and parked cars.

      Something, and I wasn’t sure what, told me to get home quickly.

      Moving at a faster pace, I kept my head down for half an hour until I came to my street and saw the florist and my apartment up ahead. I took another look around, my senses now on high alert, only to see the lady who owned the florist leaving her shop and locking the door behind her when I came to the small pathway that led to my apartment door at the side.

      “Hi, Charlotte.” She smiled. “Long time no see.”

      “Hey, Jessie. How are things?”

      “Good enough. You?”

      “Good,” I said without my usual sincerity.

      Tucking her keys into her jacket pocket, she smiled and scowled at the same time. “Are you sure? Your face is awfully pale.”

      I wiped a hand across my brow, trying to shake it off. “I’ve been walking for hours. Not something I usually do around here. Feeling a bit woozy.” I faked a smile. “How are things with the shop going?”

      “Busy. There are not enough hours in the day.”

      “Too many weddings and declarations of love in the world?”

      “Too many funerals.” She raised her brows. “The side of floristry people like to forget, unfortunately, but the side that keeps a roof over my head.”

      “That’s… grim.”

      “I live with that fact every day.”

      After more small talk, I turned to my apartment and wished her well, only for Jessie to turn back to me just when I pushed the key in the door. “Oh, Charlotte? I’m not sure if you’ve got a new cat or dog up there or something, but you might need to grab your dustpan and brush when you get upstairs. I’m sure I heard either a glass or a vase smash earlier.”

      That prickly feeling rolled up my spine again. “When?”

      “About an hour or so ago.”

      With a nod of thanks for the warning, I walked into the stairwell and looked up the stairs, the door closing behind me. All of Fraser’s demands to search my apartment came flooding back to me. How stupid I’d always thought he’d been with his need to make sure nobody had been inside my place. How many jokes I’d made about him thinking he was in some Mission Impossible film, and how I’d teased him about his Hollywood fantasies.

      I’d been in denial. The realisation hit me like a truck.

      I could have called the police. Maybe I should have. But the thought of it being nothing more than my imagination running away with me made me stop that train of thought. I couldn’t call Fraser, either. I’d already tried to touch base with him three times that day. He was clearly busy. He’d think I was using it as an excuse to get his attention after he’d ignored all my previous messages. Jonah had a lot on his plate at the moment, and I had no family I could call who would be interested in entertaining my dramatics.

      I did the only thing I could do. I prayed I’d left a window open, and a gust of summer wind had blown a glass off the kitchen counter or something, and then I ascended the stairs slowly, pushing a single key through my fingers as a weapon in case I should need it to jab someone in the eye.

      In case that feeling in my gut happened to be right.
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      Mum sat in the chair near the window, staring out at the beach in front of her, rocking back and forth like she was eighty years old. She wore nothing but black from head to toe. Black leggings, black T-shirt, and a long, heavy cardigan, which she tugged around herself and held together beneath crossed arms. I hated seeing her that way—the light in her eyes extinguished because life had been hard for her from the very start. In the end, she’d only had so much energy to fight it until the batteries had run out.

      She’d become a shell, and I had no idea how to get her back.

      The realisation that I’d let her down stuck in my stomach like poison, making me want to vomit. I’d had her abuser’s throat in my hands, and I’d let him get away, all because of a pretty woman catching my eye. All because I’d been thinking with my dick for the last week.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face, the tiredness making my eyes heavy and my brain hurt.

      Anya had gone to check on Mum during the early hours of the night only to find her bed empty. She hadn’t been in the apartment. Her shoes were still by the door. Her clothes still hung in her wardrobe. Nothing else had disappeared, just Mum. An hour later, after a frantic search, Anya had found Mum barefoot by the sea, her toes in the freezing cold water and her eyes vacant as she stared out at the inky night with only the moon for light. It had taken Anya over an hour to get Mum back indoors, and when she’d told her she was going to phone an ambulance for fear she could have hypothermia after spending so long in the freezing water, Mum had lashed out, telling her to get out of her apartment. Telling her to get out of her life.

      That’s when Anya had phoned me.

      Mum never lashed out at anyone, especially not the one woman who stood by her side and cared for her every day of her life.

      Things were getting worse, and I didn’t have a clue what to do about any of it.

      “You should sleep,” Mum said, her voice monotone as she rocked back and forth, not taking her eyes from the sea. It was the one thing that calmed her. That singular thing that took her away from trauma and brought her peace.

      “I could say the same to you.”

      “Don’t turn this around on me.”

      “I would never try to do that.”

      “I can see the disappointment in your eyes, Fraser.”

      “That’s concern, not disappointment.”

      “You think I’m a mental case.”

      “I think you’re tired, nothing more.”

      “Liar.”

      She’d got into the habit of calling me that lately. I was starting to wonder if it was, in fact, the truth.

      With a small sigh, I dropped my forearms to my parted thighs and studied her. “You should sleep while I’m here. That’s all I’m saying. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “Hmm,” she mused, letting that single sound hold me still. “Safe.”

      While any other son may have chosen to leave London, stop seeking retaliation, and live with their struggling mother, I knew staying in this place, which she called her haven, would surely be the death of me. Mum needed quiet and solitary confinement. I needed the city and revenge to get by. Sitting idly by while the world corrupted itself was not my idea of living. I’d throw myself into the sea with a brick attached to my ankle before the month’s end.

      “Safe,” she repeated, huffing. “Why do people think that’s all that matters?”

      “Do you want more from me?”

      She rolled her head against the back of her chair. “Nothing you’re able to give.”

      I scowled, not used to seeing this side of her. “Don’t you feel safe here anymore?”

      “I feel nothing.”

      That was the problem. She’d become so numb to everything; her personality had drowned in the silence of her sorrows.

      “What about Anya? Do you feel bad about the way you treated her?”

      Mum shrugged in response.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means I regret upsetting her, but if the same thing happened tonight, I’d most likely do the same again.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I want to scream at the world and everyone in it. I also want to be left alone.”

      Getting off the sofa, I walked across the room, dropping to my haunches in front of her and resting my hand on her knee. She stopped the chair from rocking with her foot, her eyes drifting to my touch and focusing on it.

      “If you keep saying things like that to me, I’m going to call a doctor,” I told her softly.

      Her eyes drifted up to mine. “You will do no such thing.” Mum’s distrust of other people had even seeped into the very ones who would want to help her, doctors and nurses included.

      “They’d be vetted, just like Anya was. Look how much you love her now.”

      “I rely on her. That’s not love.” I thought of Charlotte and how much I’d relied on her recently, the thoughts of her taking over my every waking thought.

      “What is love, then?”

      With a soft sigh, she turned her gaze back to the window and the ocean she could see beyond it. “With any luck, you’ll find out one day. Although I won’t hold my breath. Not with the way you live your life and all.”

      “We’re back to this?” I sighed.

      “And we’ll keep coming back to it until you realise how foolish it is to spend your life chasing monsters that breed much faster than people like you or me.”

      “You need to have faith. I’m good at what I do.”

      She shook her head. “For such a big man, you’re still such a silly fool.”

      I was about to ask her what she meant by that when the phone in my pocket rang. I pulled it out to look at the screen, and Charlotte’s name stared back at me. I thought about ignoring it, not wanting to mix my two worlds together right now, but something told me Charlotte wouldn’t ring me unless she needed to.

      Moving away from Mum, I stalked to the other side of the room and accepted the call.

      “Fraser?” she breathed heavily before I even had a chance to say hello. A squeak of emotion escaped her before it sounded like she put her hand over her mouth to collect herself, her words now muffled until she took the hand away and blew out a breath. “I’m so sorry for bothering you—”

      “What’s happened?”

      “I… I think someone’s been in my apartment while I’ve been out today.”

      The blood in my veins turned cold, and I was suddenly wide-awake, alert, and ready to kill. “Talk me through it.”

      She sucked in a breath before she said, “There’s a picture of me on the kitchen floor with the frame and glass smashed all around it.”

      I began to pace back and forth, my hand running through my hair. I was an hour away from her. A fucking hour! That was too long. Too far. Too much distance between us. A cold, sharp feeling hit my heart and every nerve I had in my body, making my skin prickle.

      “Are you sure it wasn’t an accident? You haven’t knocked it with your bag or anything.”

      “No,” she said far too calmly. “I’ve never seen this picture before in my life.”

      “Shit,” I hissed.

      “There’s something else, Fraser.”

      “What?”

      “Whoever left the photo here… they left a knife next to it, too.”

      With that, the red mist of rage rolled in, and the way my heart threatened to burst into flames with a feeling I couldn’t control made me realise that sometimes it didn’t even take a day for things to change. Sometimes it only took a second, and that was it.

      “Stay where you are. Do not move. You fucking hear me?”

      “W-what should I—?”

      “You don’t answer the door to anyone until Wade gets there.”

      “I’ve never met Wade. How will I know it’s him?”

      “You’ll know. He’ll be there in twenty minutes. Can you stay safe until then?”

      “I’ll… try,” she pushed out.

      “Do you trust me, Charlotte?”

      “I do.”

      “Then tell me you can stay safe because you know that I’ve got you.”

      I thought I heard her swallow before she said, “I’ll be safe because I know you’ve got me.”

      “Good girl.”

      Another second passed, another second changing everything.

      Once I let her words sink in, I did everything within my power to make sure no one, not a single soul on this earth, touched the woman I’d become obsessed with. If they did, there wasn’t a name in London I wouldn’t destroy to find whoever was responsible so I could kill them with my own bare hands.
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      When I opened the door to see Wade standing there, wearing all black, and with a look of pure professionalism on his face, I exhaled in relief. He could hardly be the poster boy for warmth and friendliness, but there was a sturdiness in his gaze. A feeling of safety in his presence.

      He took a thorough look around the apartment, even sinking down to wipe his finger over a small dusty footprint by my bedroom door. Whatever Wade’s job was, he took it seriously, and that was evident in the way he handled me and my obvious panic as I stared at him, feeling ashen and out of my depth with fear.

      “It could be anyone,” I said quietly while Wade picked up the knife and broken picture frame. Settling the pieces of glass in the bin, he swirled the knife around in his hand like he’d done it a thousand times before, depositing it in the waistband of his trousers before he picked the picture up to study it.

      His frown was immediate, and his eyes came up to meet mine across the room, questioning.

      I swallowed, not knowing what to say.

      “Did you tell Fraser about the picture?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you tell him that he was in it, too?”

      Inhaling quickly, I shook my head, not knowing how else to answer.

      When I’d seen the photograph of Fraser and me in Covent Garden, staring at each other with dopey smiles on our faces from across the table, I’d known the threat that was being issued, but I was in denial, terrified about what it meant. What I’d got myself caught up in. What the hell it meant going forward.

      I’d mocked Fraser for being overprotective.

      Now I wished I’d listened.

      I just couldn’t believe all of this could possibly be because of Matteo Vega. While he may not have been my favourite person in the world, he was the favourite of more than a few with his charming nature, his charitable doings plastered across the newspapers for decades, and the fact that he employed so many people through his many businesses, it felt like he was always giving back to the community.

      Only a few knew how much he took, and I was officially one of them now. It was becoming clear that Matteo and his men had issue with that, and the history of our families meant nothing to him anymore.

      “We need to go,” Wade said, his words an order.

      That’s all it took for me to pack a bag with the essentials, lock up my home, and follow him out to his blacked-out Range Rover. Dean waited at the end of the pathway with a sly smirk on his face, with another man beside him not looking quite as cocksure. I wondered if that guy was Joey.

      “Welcome to the world everyone likes to pretend doesn’t exist,” Dean said, tipping an imaginary hat when I walked past.

      The guy I assumed was Joey held my gaze for only a moment. “Ignore him. Everyone else does.”

      I tore my eyes away, too overwhelmed with everything happening around me. Fraser had sent three men to come for me. Three. Either the threat was bigger than I could have anticipated, or someone was being a little too overprotective.

      Wade instructed me to get into the front seat of the Range Rover, and I did so without question, feeling like the new girl at school, while Dean and Joey climbed in the back.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Wade, looking at him and his flawless brown skin and strong jaw as he stared straight ahead, a man on a mission.

      “To Fraser.”

      “Can I ask where that is, exactly?”

      “You’ll find out when you get there.”

      I scowled and turned to look out of the passenger window, not knowing how to respond to his clipped tone. If Wade thought I was an inconvenience, I couldn’t blame him. From the little Fraser had told me about everything that went on in this world, I’d become a pain in not just Fraser’s side, but these men’s, too—something that had happened in such a short space of time.

      Neither Dean nor Joey spoke on the entire journey, and after forty minutes, I began to doubt everything. What was I doing? How did I get here? How the hell was I going to get out?

      The thought of never seeing Fraser again sent a weird pain to both my chest and stomach, nausea rising in my throat.

      If I was going to question myself, I had one last one to throw into the mix: How the hell had one fake wedding date led to all this?

      The answer came in a name. His name.

      It was the only answer I needed.

      As if he knew I was thinking about him, he called me.

      “Hi,” I answered.

      “Hey.” That ‘hey’ always made my stomach flip, no matter the emotion he injected into it. His voice was tense this time, and I could imagine the worried yet stern look on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “A little shaken up.” I chanced a glance at Wade, but he was so focused on his duty to get me to Fraser, he never even twitched or tried to look my way. I turned my head to look back out of the passenger window again. “A little confused about where I’m going.”

      “He’s bringing you back to Leigh-on-Sea. To me.”

      To me. That’s all I needed to hear, even though Wade had said as much already. When Fraser said it, however, it made the chills on my arms and neck disappear only to be replaced by a warmth that didn’t make sense under the circumstances.

      “That’s where your mum lives,” I said on a breath, piecing it together.

      “Yeah.” He paused, taking a moment, and I felt a weird tension floating down the phone. “You’re ten minutes away. I’ll see you soon.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because he tracks us everywhere we go,” Dean said from the backseat, chuckling to himself, and it was only then that I realised they could all hear the call in the thick and heavy silence of the music-less vehicle.

      “I guess I’ll see you in ten minutes then,” I said to Fraser.

      We eventually pulled up to an apartment block that looked out to the ocean. Fraser was at my car door in a minute, opening it for me and taking my hand to help me climb out. I stared into his eyes, desperate to throw my arms around his strong body and swallow back the sudden rush of emotion that came over me, but it wasn’t the time. Not with his team watching.

      Apparently, Fraser didn’t have the same concerns as I did. As soon as my feet touched solid ground, he pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around my body and resting his chin on the top of my head. My arms folded around his waist instantly, and I rested my cheek against his chest.

      At some point, I’d started shaking, whether with nerves or relief, I had no idea, but he recognised it before I did. Fraser’s hands rubbed at my back, pouring his usual warmth into me.

      “It’s a good job we like each other’s company,” Fraser muttered. “I’m not letting you out of my sight after this.”

      “I’m sure it’ll all blow over.”

      “I’ll make sure it does.”

      Wade dumped my bag at my feet, and I broke away from Fraser, running my hand through my hair as my awkwardness seeped in.

      “Thank you, Wade,” I said when he looked at me. “Sorry for being a pain.”

      “You weren’t.” He turned to Fraser, giving him a nod before he reached into the back pocket of his black trousers and pulled out the photograph that had been left on my kitchen floor.

      Fraser took it from him, holding it in both hands as he studied it for a full minute or more before he looked up at Wade again and pushed the photograph into his own trouser pocket.

      No words were exchanged, but a silent conversation passed between the two of them before Fraser dismissed his men with a single look. Wade turned to get back into the car, and the one I assumed was Joey jumped into my seat at the front, flashing me a warm smile before he nodded at Fraser and shut the door on us both. Out of all three of the men that escorted me here, I felt the most comfortable with Joey.

      Once the Range Rover drove away, Fraser lifted my bag from the ground and threw it over his shoulder, taking my hand in his free one before guiding me to his Aston Martin that was parked in the apartments’ parking bays.

      “I have to say goodbye to my mum before we leave,” he said, his boot automatically opening at the touch of a button before he slung my bag into the back of it. “Since I don’t want to leave you alone for a second, that means you have to come with me.” Slamming the boot shut, he turned to look at me, a brow raised.

      “Whatever you want me to do.”

      “That’s not like you.”

      “Like I said…” I cleared away the croak in my throat. “A little shaken up. I’m not feeling like my usual self right now.”

      Fraser’s eyes searched mine before he reached up to grab my chin between his finger and thumb. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Without me registering that my eyes had even misted over, a lone tear found its way down my cheek, only for Fraser to catch it with his thumb and look at it with a frown on his face like that tear was a bomb that threatened to blow us both apart, neither one of us having enough time to run from it.

      Wiping at my cheeks quickly, I shook my hands out and laughed nervously. “Sorry. It’s been a day.”

      His eyes found mine again. “That’s all it takes sometimes.”

      Fraser led the way to the apartment block behind us. After entering a code into several panels, a few flights of stairs climbed, and another security panel to access, we came to an apartment door.

      “She doesn’t get many guests. Don’t take it personally if her reception isn’t the warmest.”

      “I feel like I shouldn’t be here,” I whispered up at him.

      “No one is more surprised than I am.”

      He offered me a soft smile before he kissed my forehead, that single point of contact making my nerves melt away. How had this man become the source of all my calm, even after throwing me into a world of such chaos?

      After opening the door to his mum’s apartment, he pressed his hand into the small of my back and guided me inside.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but Keira Scott wasn’t it.

      She was dressed to mourn, her long cardigan pulled tightly around her chest as she took me in from across the room. I hadn’t known a woman in her fifties could look so youthful yet have the eyes of an eighty-year-old. Exhaustion poured out of every part of her.

      Did the responsibility of her tiredness lie solely with Matteo Vega, or were there other things making her hide away in this place, covering herself in clothes too large for her slim body?

      “Mum, this is Charlotte,” Fraser said.

      “Hi.” I offered her a small smile, feeling awkward about being in her personal space, which consisted of basic furnishings, cream walls, and beige carpets. Something told me she valued that above all else. “Nice to meet you.”

      Keira held my gaze, her face blank, making me wilt under it. Time seemed to pass slowly with her looking at me, and I saw Fraser take a step forward. I could have sworn he opened his mouth to say something, but before he could get any words out, Keira moved. She marched across the apartment until she was standing in front of me, only inches away. A moment passed in silence, and then she wrapped her arms around my body and pulled me into her, her chin resting on my shoulder as she squeezed me tightly.

      I froze, unsure what to do. Looking up at Fraser, I hoped to see some kind of advice, but he looked as caught out by the moment as I was. His brows high, lips parted.

      “I knew it would happen,” Keira whispered against my shoulder. “I knew it wasn’t impossible.”

      I didn’t know what the hell that meant. She pulled away, standing in front of me to hold my cheeks in her hands, and I saw her pale blue eyes were covered in unshed tears.

      “I’ve waited years for you, Charlotte,” she said quietly.

      “It’s nice to know someone is pleased to see me,” I said to Keira. I had a lot of experience with these kind of interactions with the men and women at my care home. Not everything made sense, but it was always best to let them believe that it did so as not to create more distress or confusion. If Keira was currently mixing me up with somebody else, or she’d had a momentary lapse in composure, who was I to make her feel like an idiot for it?

      “You can see it in him, can’t you?” she asked in a whisper, as though Fraser wasn’t right there beside us. “You can see what I’ve been begging him to show to the world for thirty years.”

      “What is it that you see?” I asked her.

      “That he’s capable of living.”

      “He’s as capable as any of us.”

      Keira nodded a little frantically, her eyes locked on mine like she daren’t blink in case I disappeared. “He’s capable than most of us. And you… you’re it.”

      “It?”

      “What he’s going to live for.”

      Side-eyeing Fraser, I saw him rub his hand over his mouth and beard before he rested it on Keira’s shoulder, trying to bring her attention back to him. Keira shrugged him off, a small smile lingering on her dry lips.

      “He’ll tell us both I’m talking nonsense when I let you go. That’s what he’ll say. It’s what he always says when I see things he doesn’t want me to see or things he hasn’t seen for himself yet. But…” She laughed, a mere huff of amusement I imagined she’d been waiting to set free for a decade as it lit up her eyes and brought a rush of blood to her pale cheeks. “I saw you together just now in the carpark. I saw more than he wanted to show, I’m sure.”

      Reaching up to hold her hands against my cheeks, I brought them down between us, keeping eye contact and my face light, despite the rapid racing of my pulse.

      “Your son is one of the best men I’ve ever met,” I told her because Keira deserved the truth. “You should be very proud.”

      “How does he make you feel?” she asked, begging me to share a secret with a conspiratory smile on her face.

      “How does he make me… feel?”

      She nodded once.

      “Well… I…” I glanced at Fraser, who looked completely frozen in place, before I looked back at Keira. “Safe. He makes me feel safe.” And loved, I added in my own mind, shocking myself with that little admission.

      I knew he cared, but I had no idea how far his feelings ran on that front.

      Everything had happened so quickly, but all I could go on were the things Fraser did rather than the things he said. His actions over his words. Him bringing me here and letting me meet his mum was something I’d never expected so soon into our… whatever the hell we were.

      “He makes you feel safe,” she said in a breath. Keira seemed to linger on the word ‘safe’ until the light went out of her eyes and her shoulders sagged, the answer clearly a disappointment. “That sounds like Fraser.” She dropped her hands and turned around to walk back to the window that overlooked the ocean, her back to us.

      I caught Fraser’s eye, wondering how I’d messed up so quickly. Had she wanted more from me? Maybe for me to tell her that her son made me feel like I was constantly riding on a rollercoaster, and his company was nothing but exhilarating, even in the quiet moments, because my heart never stopped racing when he was nearby.

      “Safety first. Living second,” Keira said, pulling her cardigan around her as she stared out of the window.

      “That’s not what I meant—” I tried to say, only to be cut off by Fraser.

      “Don’t do this now, Mum,” he hit back, his voice calm. He looked tired and helpless as he stared at this woman he clearly worshipped.

      “I know better than to have that conversation with you,” Keira told him. “You never listen.”

      I glanced between the two of them, seeing their silent battle putting an invisible wall up between them, despite the obvious love they had for each other.

      Fraser dropped his head to his hand, closing his eyes and rubbing across his forehead. He had the weight of the world on his shoulders, and I was now a part of that weight. Guilt ate away at me from just looking at him. He was too beautiful a creature to be marred with tired lines around his eyes. Just because he was a big guy, it didn’t make him unbreakable, and all too often, the biggest cracks of any foundation were found on the inside, no matter how large the subject.

      “We came back up to say goodbye,” Fraser said, blowing out a breath and looking up, shoving his hands into his trouser pockets. “We have to go.”

      “Then, go,” Keira said.

      “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

      She huffed out another humourless laugh. “Yes, Fraser. I promise to live a lifeless life.”

      My heart shattered for her as I took in this space—a space she clearly loved and had made homely—and saw how small it must feel to be here all the time by herself. I imagined her needing life and air outside of these walls—the walls that no doubt caved in on one too many occasions for her.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he told her, looking at me a little powerlessly.

      I followed him without thought, but when Fraser held that door open for me, his hand up high for me to walk beneath, something brought me to a halt before turning around to see Keira again.

      She loved her son. He loved her. I’d heard the story, and I could only imagine the pain she felt. But everything she’d said since I arrived played on a loop in my mind. The initial excitement in her eyes lingered in my memory, her enthusiasm real, if only for a moment.

      Suddenly, everything made sense. This silent battle I had been brought into the middle of had two parties who couldn’t see what the other were trying to say. I saw it clearly, and I understood it.

      I walked across the apartment until I was standing beside Keira, Fraser out of earshot, no doubt scowling behind me in question.

      Looking out at the beautiful view in front of me, exactly as Keira did, I sighed softly.

      “Safe might have been the first word that came to mind, Mrs Scott, but I felt a little awkward saying the others with him standing there, and also in front of you—his mother who I’d only just met.”

      Keira turned to me, but I kept that horizon my sole focus.

      “Fraser makes me feel adored, beautiful, special, and a little bit reckless. A lot reckless, actually. And that’s the beauty of him making me feel safe.” I turned to her. “When I feel protected, I can live life as recklessly as I want to. That’s a gift I haven’t had before him. One I didn’t know I needed.”

      She held my gaze, her eyes watering and her face stoic until her lips twitched on one side, and she raised a hand to my arm. “That gives me hope.”

      “For what?”

      “Him living a little recklessly, too.” Letting me go, she crossed her arms over her chest and looked out of the window again, her smile lingering. “Get Anya back here so I can apologise to her, Fraser,” she called back to him. “I’ll do what I’m told to do for a little while longer. Don’t go doing anything stupid yourself. You have a girl to think about now.”

      When I turned to look at Fraser, he was staring at me like he hadn’t heard a word his mum had said, but he had just seen me for the very first time. His eyes were wide, his jaw tight, and his hand curled around the edge of the door. It was as though he was fighting to stay in control.

      I could only hope with all my heart that what I’d said to his mum turned out to be a good thing.
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      “Did I do something wrong?” Charlotte asked.

      I’d been driving for ten minutes, both of us bathed in silence. I had so much to say, so many thoughts running around in my head, but all I could think about was the way my mother had looked at Charlotte. Like she’d known her for an eternity, and she trusted the words coming out of her mouth more than the ones coming out of mine.

      You’re it.

      Those two words had sent goosebumps across my skin.

      “No.” I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “You did nothing wrong.”

      “Then, why do you look so cross?”

      I glanced her way, seeing those beautiful doe eyes staring up at me, the pinks of her cheeks making me want to pull the car over and just… I didn’t fucking know… kiss her or some shit. I had all these emotions swirling around in my chest, stomach, and my mind, and for the first time in a long, long time, I didn’t know how to process any of them. The loss of control made me angry, yet I didn’t want to let this fragile, somehow euphoric feeling go.

      Staring back out of the windscreen, I pressed my foot down on the accelerator a little harder.

      “Fraser,” she said quietly.

      “It’s just been a long time since I’ve seen her like that,” I told her. “She had a fire in her today. It’s like you came along and, suddenly, she looked awake again. I’m watching her, and she’s saying shit to you, and—”

      “It freaked you out.”

      “A little.”

      “I’m sorry. Getting people to talk is something I’ve picked up on from the care home. I’ve seen those vacant stares one too many times. That’s the advantage I had over you in that room.”

      “She’s my mother.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything to a person who is lost inside their own head, Fraser,” she said softly.

      I worked the muscles in my jaw.

      Charlotte leaned over, pressing her palm to my thigh and sending an electric current through me that no woman ever had before.

      “Talk to me,” she said.

      “About what?”

      “Whatever it is you’re holding back.”

      I blew out a breath. “Sometimes I think she hates me,” I found myself admitting, saying the words I hadn’t dared speak to anyone else before now. Not even myself.

      Charlotte didn’t respond, but the gentle press of her fingers into my leg let me know she’d be listening when I was ready to say more.

      I huffed out a laugh, looking out of the driver’s window at the passing green fields before I had to focus on the road in front of me again.

      “You’re like a goddamn truth serum. I’ve told you more in the last two weeks than I’ve told the men I’ve worked with for over a decade.”

      “Your mother doesn’t hate you, Fraser. Not even a little bit.”

      “Huh. Then, why does it feel like she does every time I’m with her? Every time I speak to her?”

      “Can you really not see it?”

      Making sure the road was clear, I turned to Charlotte, my hand tightening on the wheel.

      She smiled back at me, her brows raised and her smile upside down.

      “Are you going to tell me or not?” I asked.

      “I think maybe this is something you need to figure out for yourself.”

      She let me go, falling back into her seat again, her eyes on the road in front of us, leaving me in utter confusion, wondering how she could twist me up so much with so little effort, and I couldn’t do anything but admire her for it.

      Whatever she saw, I’d get it out of her in time.

      I needed to.

      As much as I needed to get us both somewhere safe so I could lose myself in this woman—the only woman that had the ability to clear my mind whenever things got too foggy up there.
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      “I’m starting to think you know every hotelier in the city.”

      Charlotte ran her hand over the back of the hotel room sofa, taking in the new surroundings before she turned to me, raising a brow.

      I placed her bag on the floor before tucking my hands into my trouser pockets. “What’s that look for?”

      “This is me waiting for an answer.”

      She may not have thought she had much confidence and always shied away from confrontation, but with me, she loved to battle. I could see it in the subtle sparkle of her eyes, and I hoped that spark never died.

      “Technically, you didn’t ask me a question.”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes, unable to stop a small smile rising. “Do you even have a home?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “London.”

      “That’s not a fixed address.”

      I shrugged, offering her nothing else.

      She shook her head. “You’re impossible,” she said before making her way to the bathroom and shutting the door behind her, leaving me to stand there looking at that stupid door like I already missed her company after three seconds of being starved of it.

      What the fuck was happening to me?

      The shower came to life, and I made my way over to the bathroom. I knocked on the door with a single knuckle and leaned against the doorframe, crossing my arms over my chest in time for her opening the door. She looked up at me with those eyes I wanted to stare into for the rest of my days.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      Her cheeks flushed on cue. “May I help you?”

      “Don’t you have a phone call to make before you take a shower?”

      “Do I? Must have slipped my mind.”

      “Charlotte…”

      We’d discussed her work situation on the drive over to the Woodward Hotel, and how, for the time being at least, it would be safer for both Charlotte and the residents if she told them she wouldn’t be able to make it in for her shifts for a few days. I’d played my worry down, convincing her this was just a precaution, but the photograph of the two of us sat in the back pocket of my trousers, the heat of it almost burning.

      Whoever had taken that picture had been watching us before that day, and I had no idea just how much they’d seen. The idea of them having images of me with my head between Charlotte’s legs at the swimming pool made me want to ball my hands into fists and tear the entire city down until I found the bastard responsible. The thought of anyone else seeing her that way made me want to rip my own thoughts out of my brain.

      That sick sense of possession frightened me. She felt like mine… and I hated that for her.

      Nobody owned anybody in this world, yet there I was, staring at her, wondering how I could lay claim to every inch of her heart, body, and soul without sounding like a complete jerk for wanting it.

      “I’m not backing down on this,” I said, cutting my own thoughts off when she blinked up at me innocently. “We agreed.”

      “Fine,” she sighed, blowing out her cheeks before she walked back into the hotel suite and dug through her bag for her phone. “But, for the record, I’m not happy about this.”

      “Believe it or not, neither am I.”

      Her eyes shot up to mine.

      “You think I want to put your life on hold like this?” I walked up behind her. “Do you think I like the idea of someone being in your apartment? Or that you could have been there when they broke in?”

      She swallowed discreetly, the image I’d planted in her mind drawing goosebumps on the exposed parts of her arms.

      “I’m not telling you to do this to be a controlling arsehole, Charlotte. I’m doing it to keep you safe because the idea of someone hurting you because of me makes me want to lose control and kill the first person I can get my hands on.”

      Her expression flinched as soon as the word ‘kill’ passed my lips, but she soon composed herself, hoping I hadn’t seen it. I hated that reaction, but I couldn’t blame her for it. I never wanted her to be scared in my company, no matter where we were, who we were with, or what we were discussing.

      If Charlotte was going to end up with me, she’d eventually need to know everything I was capable of, including the things that would no doubt make her think about running.

      “I’m sorry.” I held my hands up. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s just… I care.”

      With a soft nod, as though those four words hadn’t surprised her half as much as they’d surprised me, she whispered, “I know,” and something about her acquiescence made my chest lighter. Her cheeks flushed again, and those words hung in the air, the admittance something I couldn’t and wouldn’t want to take back.

      The trust she gave to me so soon into our time together didn’t go unappreciated. All I could do was hope that, over time, I proved worthy of it… wherever this thing between us ended up.

      Or if it ended altogether.

      Charlotte made the call to the care home in front of me, her arse perched on the back of the sofa while she explained to someone called Jean that she’d been feeling a little rough for a few days, which had led to her fainting earlier that day—a lie we figured would buy us enough time to get our shit sorted out. It didn’t take much to convince Jean. Apparently, Charlotte never phoned in sick and was always on hand to cover everyone else’s shifts, which put her in a good light with the management.

      I didn’t expect anything less from the selfless Charlotte Grant, who was proving that not everyone with the same DNA had the same outlook on life. Her family were dark souls made of greed. She was bright white, bringing nothing but light wherever she roamed.

      When the call ended, she dropped her phone behind her onto the sofa cushion, her hands falling beside her as she looked at me, as though she couldn’t take her sad eyes away.

      Fuck, I hated that look.

      It was the first time I saw her staring at me as though defeated, and it took me a second to realise how different all of this would be for her in her usual routine since she decided to make a life for herself away from her family.

      Walking over, I held her gaze, pulling a hand free from my trouser pocket to reach up and hold her delicate chin between my finger and thumb. It was becoming a habit, holding her this way. She felt like a fragile china doll in my rough, oversized hands. It was the perfect reminder of how different we were and how careful I had to be.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I know,” she whispered, but I saw a flicker of uncertainty there. I couldn’t blame her. She had no idea of my past or the lengths I was willing to go to protect the ones I loved.

      Loved.

      That word floated around my head, bouncing off the walls of my mind until my heart started to race with excitement. I pushed it all away, silencing it with thoughts of the shower still running behind us and how I had Charlotte to myself now.

      “Take a shower with me.”

      Her slow smile made my chest ache. “Say please.”

      Before she could get any sassier, I kissed her because if I hadn’t, words would have started tumbling out of my mouth. Words I couldn’t take back. Those eyes of hers I loved so much closed, and that little moan of satisfaction bubbled in her throat.

      Pulling back after leaving her unsteady on her feet, I pressed my forehead to hers. “Please?”

      “Okay, but only because you used your manners.”

      “So charitable of you.” I picked her up, forcing her to wrap her legs around my waist as I walked her back towards the bathroom, which was now covered in clouds of steam.

      It didn’t take me long to undress the two of us. Charlotte’s eyes never wandered from mine, not even when I dragged her clothes down her legs, including her underwear. Something about this moment seemed more intimate than all the others we’d had before it, and I was grateful for the sound of the shower behind her. It drowned out the rapid thumping of my heart as I walked Charlotte back into the water, holding her carefully until it rained down over her head, making her blink rapidly and suck in a breath when the heat of it hit her pebbled skin.

      She never looked away from me, though. Not once.

      Whatever she was feeling, wondering, or questioning, she was searching my eyes to look for the answers she needed, or maybe even a mutual understanding there somehow. I had no idea if I was able to give her what she looked for; my thoughts were a jumbled mess of my own. But the moment I picked her back up and let her wrap her wet legs around my hips, and I pushed inside of her slower than ever before, we both hitched in an unexpected breath and stilled.

      And something about that single moment told me that things weren’t just changing for me anymore.

      They were changing for her, too.

      Because that time in the shower… that felt like making love.
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      I must have fallen asleep on Fraser’s warm chest later that night with my hair still damp and my legs entwined with his because the moment his phone vibrated on the bed beside him the next morning, it took me a few seconds to catch up with my reality. I’d slept in another hotel with Fraser. It was a brand new day, and we’d shared an intimate moment the night before that turned us both quiet once he’d carried me out of the shower and wrapped me up in a warm towel.

      Breaking me from my daydream, Fraser spoke to whoever was on the call.

      Sitting up completely, I shifted away, giving him room to talk. He moved to the edge of the bed, exposing his strong, broad back and the tattoos there, his scars, and the top of his incredibly tight and very naked butt.

      The sight of him just sitting there had me hitching in a breath.

      He wasn’t saying anything on the call, letting the other person speak freely, whoever it was.

      If this was more trouble, I wasn’t ready for it. I didn’t want this bubble to burst—the one where the two of us stayed locked up in a different hotel room, making love in the shower, against the wall, among the soft, white sheets…

      Making love? Jesus, Charlotte.

      “That’s music to my ears, Ray,” Fraser said, sitting up straighter. “And you’re sure there’s no trail back to us? Good. Yeah, I want to see them for myself. I’ll need to make sure things are secure here first, but I’ll be there within the hour.”

      Fraser ended the call, tossing the phone onto the bed beside him. He looked over his shoulder and offered me a half-smile that made my stomach somersault almost as much as the words he spoke next did.

      “The guys who broke into your apartment,” he said. “We’ve got them.”
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      “Do you really have to go? If it’s over, it’s over. Let Ray or Dean or Wade or Joey do whatever it is you’re about to go and do to those guys.”

      It was the first time I could recall sounding whiney and needy in my life, but as I watched Fraser dress into a fresh black T-shirt and black jeans, I couldn’t help myself. I wanted him to stay with me more than I wanted to bask in the news that the guys who’d been inside my property had been caught.

      Fraser looked around for his black boots before he found them and slipped them on, not bothering to tighten the laces. Since the call, he’d been moving around like a man on a mission, his energy easy to read.

      He wanted to make them pay. It was the side of him I’d yet to see fully.

      “Fraser,” I said, making his name sound like a plea.

      He reached for his keys and finally looked up at me, brushing a casual hand through the longer lengths of his dirty blond hair. “Don’t say my name like that, Charlotte.” He paused. “I have to do this.”

      “Why are you excited about it?” I pulled the bedsheet farther up my naked chest.

      “Why am I excited about getting my hands on the men who broke into your apartment and left a picture of us both there next to a knife—a blatant threat?” He smirked as though it was a stupid question for me to have asked. “Damn, I have no idea.”

      “Don’t look at me like you’re mocking me.”

      His smile fell, and he studied me for a moment before he came closer, sinking a knee onto the mattress and reaching over to cup my cheek with one hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to mock you, but I’m not sorry about being happy that we’ve caught those arseholes.”

      I pressed my palm over the hand he’d placed on my face. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

      “Define stupid.”

      “Fraser…”

      With a soft chuckle, he placed a sweet kiss to my lips before he pulled back. “I’ll never ask you to be anybody but yourself. Please don’t ask me not to be who I am, either.”

      “And who, exactly, are you?” I asked, searching his eyes.

      “I’m the guy you met at the bus stop.” He gave me a soft wink before he stepped back off the bed and made his way to the other side of the room. “Don’t answer the door to anyone but me,”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      With his hand on the door handle, he glanced over his shoulder to look at me. “This shouldn’t take long.”
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      Only an hour had passed, but it felt like a day. A long day filled with worry, pacing back and forth, and far too much nail-biting. If I’d had my step tracker on, I’d have completed my ten thousand steps for the day three times over. I couldn’t sit still. The phone in my hand moved from palm to palm and back again repeatedly. The urge to call him and ask him if he was all right overwhelmed me. I’d never held so much fear and concern over the safety of anybody else in my life. Not even my own family, and I wasn’t sure what that said about me as a daughter, a sister, or even a human.

      Calm down! He’s the biggest, strongest guy you’ve ever come across in your whole life. He can take care of himself. He wouldn’t leave you here alone if he thought there was even a small chance of him getting harmed in any way. He wouldn’t leave you like that.

      My conscience had firmly set up home in Camp Fraser, as had my ever-beating heart that thumped away in support of whatever my conscience threw at me. My growing anxiety, however, didn’t hold such firm beliefs in… well, anything. All that thing saw at every turn was danger.

      Turning my phone over to look at the screen, I swiped to unlock it, so close to calling Fraser and asking for an update, when it started to ring in my hand.

      The word ‘Dad’ flashed up at me—a sight I hadn’t seen too often in recent years. I thought about ignoring it, but something told me it had to be important.

      “Dad?” I answered.

      “Charlotte,” he said, his voice soft and warm, reminding me of the times we’d spent alone together growing up when Emelia or Mum hadn’t been around—when he’d been the father I’d always hoped he could be instead of the businessman who hung off every word my mother spoke.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, scowling.

      “I was calling you to ask the same thing.”

      “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I bumped into Penn earlier today. He mentioned having run into you after the wedding.”

      Chasing me down at my place of work to humiliate me and talk in riddles was hardly a chance encounter, but Dad didn’t need to know those details. I was more interested in finding out why he had called rather than discussing Penn’s version of events. He always had been a good liar.

      “We may have had a brief conversation,” I replied. “I’d hardly call it stimulating or of any value.”

      “You’re not a fan of his, I know.” Dad’s pause was brief, but I caught the hesitation. “However, Penn did say something to me that made me want to call in and check on my daughter. He reminded me that maybe I don’t do that enough. That made me feel rather ashamed.”

      My father may have been softer than my mother, but he wasn’t the kind of grown man to ever admit to being wrong or ashamed.

      “What did he say to you to make you feel that way?” I asked.

      “He asked if I knew what you were doing with your life these days. Such a simple question really, isn’t it? One a father should be able to answer about his youngest child. Only, I couldn’t. Aside from your sister’s wedding, I realised how long it has been since we last talked properly.”

      Try ten years, I almost said. “You mean about something that didn’t involve an instruction, criticism, or demand from my mother.”

      “She means well deep down in her heart, darling.”

      “I’m sure she does. You shouldn’t let a man like Penn make you question who you are as a father, though. He, of all people, has never had my best interests at heart.”

      “Maybe not. Still, his question caught me off guard, and those feelings of shame were there regardless of his intentions. When he said he worried about you, I realised that I should worry about you more, too.”

      I barked out a cold laugh, the amusement making me spin around in a circle before dropping to the edge of the huge bed. “Wow. That’s a first from Penn. What is he worried about? The fact that I could finally be happy?”

      “Are you?” Dad asked quickly, catching me off guard.

      All humour dropped from my face, and I opened my mouth to say something in response, only to close it again as my thoughts collided into one another like a storm had just blown through them.

      Happy.

      That one word held such weight. I didn’t even know what it meant, and I was twenty-four years of age. The only time I let happiness wash over me was when lying in bed beside Fraser. Then, I felt on top of the world.

      But what about every other aspect of my life?

      I loved my job. Genuinely. It made me feel alive, calm, full of purpose, electric. Nothing gave me greater satisfaction than making someone whose life was coming to an end feel like they had so many possibilities left that it may as well be the beginning.

      I loved my home. Or at least I had before the break-in. It had become the one place I could be myself and relax, where I never had to pretend to be anything other than who I was.

      I loved my best friend. Jonah made me feel like I had a thousand-person army around me with just one hug, good conversation, and his words of encouragement. I had other acquaintances, sure, but in terms of true friends who would be there for you until your last living breath, he was it.

      Up until recently, those three things had been the only sources of light in my life.

      After Penn, I’d never given much thought to romance.

      To love.

      Then Fraser came along, and in the last two weeks, I’d experienced more exhilaration, butterflies, orgasms, and moments of happiness than ever before… even under the questionable circumstances that had brought us together. Even with his deception of using me to get into the wedding.

      For the first time in a long time, happiness and I didn’t feel like complete strangers.

      That realisation made my heart race, and the memory of Fraser’s face when he pushed inside of me last night in the shower came to life in my mind, bringing goosebumps to life.

      “Yeah, Dad,” I said. “I’m happy.”

      “That’s all I want for you, Charlotte. I hope you know that, despite what you clearly sometimes think of us as parents.”

      “I never—”

      “You’re my baby girl,” he said, cutting me off, and I could have sworn I heard a lump in his throat when he spoke. “You will always be my baby girl, and whether I tell you this often or not…” He paused, clearing his throat. “I love you very much.”

      For some inexplicable reason, tears formed in my eyes, gathering there at an unexpected rate, until two fell over the edges in time together, brushing the apples of my cheeks on their way down.

      “And even though I’m terrible at this,” he said, “I’ve really enjoyed this call. Hearing your voice. I might just do this more often.”

      “Don’t get too soft on me now.”

      “I wouldn’t dare to. I know you’d soon put me in my place. You’ve always been strong-minded like that.” I couldn’t deny the smile I heard in his voice or how much I’d needed a conversation like this with him for far longer than I cared to admit.

      “So, that man you brought to the wedding. Fraser, was it?”

      “That’s him.” I nodded as though he could see me.

      “Where did you meet?”

      “That’s a story for another day,” I said. “But he takes care of me.”

      “I could see that.”

      “You could?”

      “There’s a certain look a man gives a woman when he’s in love with her. Even if he doesn’t want to admit it with his words, the eyes are what give him away. A good man with good intentions lets his woman lead. He pushes her to stand out so he can sit back and watch her grow bolder, brighter, taller before his very eyes. Now, I may not be the most romantic chap on the planet—Lord knows, your mother tells me off for that more often than you could imagine—but I do know when I see that look. I saw it in Fraser at the wedding, Charlotte. He let the entire ballroom know that, no matter what, no one could hurt you when he was around.”

      My mouth grew dry, and my throat tightened.

      In love?

      The idea of Fraser showing that much affection on the first day we met made me want to throw my head back and laugh out loud. Surely that had to have been part of the act. It was impossible to feel so much for someone so soon—it had to be.

      But it also made me want to push my hand to my chest, grip my heart, and stop it from growing ten sizes too big from the possibility that maybe, just maybe, we’d had something special the moment we met.

      “There aren’t many of those men left around,” Dad said, interrupting my thoughts. “I liked watching the two of you together. It made me happy to see you with someone good like that.”

      Something about Dad’s tone made my thoughts shift to the other men at the wedding, the one’s he chose to surround himself with in his everyday life, especially the man who’d hurt so many women along the way, including Fraser’s mother.

      “Speaking of good men, I was wondering about someone else who was there at the wedding that day,” I said. “Matteo Vega came to talk to me. He seemed… different.”

      “Different, how?”

      “Would you think badly of me if I said he came across a little creepy?”

      Dad’s silence may as well have been a trumpet going off down the receiver. It was the kind of silence a person took to consider their next words, and people only ever did that when they were walking on eggshells around a topic that could cause a whole lot of mess for everyone.

      “Is he a good person, Dad?”

      “Did he do something to you?”

      “No. Like what?”

      “I… never mind.”

      “No way. You don’t get to shut that conversation down.”

      “He’s not someone I feel I can discuss, Charlotte.”

      “Why not?”

      He inhaled sharply, blowing the exhale into the receiver in one long breath. “There are some people we keep in our lives because we have to, not because we want to. Matteo is a businessman, and an astute one at that. He holds a lot of power in this city.”

      “Even though he hasn’t lived here for years?”

      “Darling, we live in an age where a man can wield a proverbial knife from the other side of the world, and his victim will still feel the pain of that weapon in the most destructive of places. Location has nothing to do with power anymore. Money is where the power lies, and that can be sent from one end of the earth to the other in less than a second. When it comes to money, that man has more than most. Unfortunately, those people are able to make their own rules for their own empires.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good man to me.”

      He sighed softly. “It doesn’t, does it?”

      “If he’s so bad, why has he been a part of our lives for so long? Why was he at Emmie’s wedding, of all things?”

      “The mayor is a good friend of his. Matteo is Lucas’s godfather.”

      “I wouldn’t care if he was my bloody brother, mother, or father. He wouldn’t be at my child’s wedding if I doubted him as a person, no matter what.”

      “And that, my darling, is why I’ve never worried about you as much as I worry about that sister of yours. You have morals. You have integrity.”

      “I have no desire for money or power, you mean.”

      “Yes. The most impressive trait of all.”
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      My knuckles throbbed as I stretched out my fingers before I curled them back into a fist.

      It hadn’t taken long for the first guy to break, which might have had something to do with the fact that I’d never held so much power behind my punches before. I guess that’s what happened when you were fuelled by the need to protect someone you cared for.

      The dark-haired man with the tanned skin had his chin to his chest, his eyes now closed, blood dripping from both corners of his mouth. His hands were tied behind his back and around the chair, with Ray standing behind him, looking a little too bored by the whole thing.

      That didn’t surprise me.

      Ray lived for the kill, not the build-up. He’d been hoping the two men in front of us would have held out a little longer so he could no doubt take over and inflict more serious injuries to extract the information he needed.

      Me? I didn’t have time to waste. I had a woman to get back to.

      Beside the fucker taking a nap sat the second guy. He’d been the weaker of the two. I’d recognised it the moment I’d walked into the room and seen them with their already bust-up faces looking up at me. This guy, with his light red hair and beard, didn’t have the ability to stop his nostrils from flaring and his chin from trembling when I stared at him, and I’d known he’d be the one to break before I’d even laid a finger on the other guy.

      Now, the redhead glared up at me again, his chest heaving and the left side of his face a swollen mess.

      Rubbing my hand over the knuckles of my right, I stood there, feet apart, looking deep into his eyes. The muscles in my jaw twitched at his recent confession.

      “You’re sure that’s who hired you?” I asked, my voice quiet. Threatening.

      The guy swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Do you have any idea what I’ll do to you if I find out you’re lying?”

      “I have an idea.”

      I cast Ray a glance, waiting for his verdict. He offered me a nod—a sign he believed the coward to be telling the truth.

      Dropping to my haunches in front of him, I gave him his first chance to stare down at me since I’d walked in here. “Tell me… how many women has he paid you to intimidate for him before Charlotte?”

      The guy blinked, a scowl forming. “She was the first.”

      Without looking away, I reached up to grab his kneecap, using a special technique I’d learnt over the years to stick my fingers beneath the bone and twist it without using any strength.

      He shrieked out in agony, his throaty cry making his bound arms tug at the chair and almost tip himself over.

      I released his kneecap, not moving as he sank back into his seat, a tear of pain falling down his pale cheek as he closed his eyes and caught his breath.

      “Try again,” I said.

      He threw his head back and sucked in a sharp breath before he let his chin fall down to his chest, and he opened his bloodshot eyes to look at me again.

      When he didn’t speak, I let my hand hover over his kneecap, not saying a word.

      “Please… don’t,” he croaked.

      “Try. Again.”

      “I swear to you, that’s the first time we’ve ever taken a job from him.” When I motioned to twist his kneecap again, he managed to flinch and pull himself back, making me pause. “No, wait, wait! I’m not lying. I swear on my own life, I’m not.”

      One glance at Ray, followed by another nod from him, told me the guy was, in fact, telling the truth, but there was something missing.

      Resting my hand on his kneecap, I pushed down on it, knowing it may not have been as painful as the first trick, but it would feel tender as fuck now, and that showed in the way the guy pressed his lips together and groaned behind them in quiet pain.

      “Let me rephrase the question for you. How many women have you been paid to intimidate in your line of work by any man?”

      He held my gaze, his silence saying everything I needed to know.

      The bastard made a living from scaring women. No doubt from hurting them, too.

      He was a snivelling wreck of a man when faced with someone bigger than him, but he was more than comfortable making a woman crumble beneath his hands.

      It was time to let him know how it felt to be the prey for a change.

      When Ray stepped forward, his footsteps controlled until he came to stand beside me, I rose back to my feet and looked down at the two fuckers who’d dared to mess with the woman I’d do anything to protect.

      I’d make sure they never hurt anyone ever again.

      And once I’d done what I had to do to them… I was going straight after the fucker who’d hired them to make him pay, too.
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      I’d scrolled through every part of my phone a thousand times over in the four hours that passed. My stomach rumbled, though I had no desire for food. The only thing I wanted—desperately needed at that point—was Fraser to walk back through that door and tell me that everything was fine.

      The ridiculous truth was that no matter how many scenarios I conjured in my mind, none of them would be even close to the truth. For the last ten days, I’d buried my head in the sand—or rather, in Fraser’s body—not allowing myself to be honest about how little I knew him or what he was even capable of. Despite the few things he’d told me about his life and his job, I had no idea what that man could or would do to the men who’d been inside my apartment.

      Just when I thought my mind would explode, the click of the door had me sitting upright on the bed and watching it before Fraser walked through, as serene as ever. Dressed from head to toe in black, he looked like the devil in human form until he lifted his head and our eyes connected. His small, seductive smile rose, lifting his cheeks, and he pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

      He took me in dressed in my light blue jeans and my baggy grey jumper. The sleeves pulled down over my hands as I stared up at him, waiting for… something. Anything.

      “Well, I can’t see any blood. I’m assuming that’s a good thing.”

      He raised his brows.

      “But that look on your face tells me there are some bad things to follow.”

      He closed his eyes and gave himself a moment to think.

      I wanted to go to him. To throw my arms around his neck, press my cheek to his chest, close my own eyes and tell him everything would be okay. No matter what he had to tell me, everything would work out in the end, because that’s what I needed to happen deep down inside.

      I wanted everything to be good again.

      Instead, I stayed on the bed and waited.

      “How bad?” I eventually whispered, needing to break the silence.

      Fraser opened his eyes again and took me in. “We found out who was behind the break-in,” he answered quietly.

      “Matteo?”

      He shook his head, and I thought I saw a touch of disappointment there. It would have been easier to be Matteo, I supposed. He was already on Fraser’s kill list, and it would be another reason for him to go ahead and strike him off it once and for all.

      But if it wasn’t him, then that meant somebody else was after me. Us. Both.

      “Tell me, Fraser.”

      Rubbing his lips together, he took in a breath and said, “Penn Ridgely hired them.”

      It was sometime after that moment that I found myself unable to breathe.
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      “Charlotte,” he said, trying to bring me around as he sat on the edge of the bed and gently gripped my arms. “You’ve got to say something.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from that one spot on the wall in front of me. It wasn’t anything significant. Just a small chip in the white paint. A scratch, even. Or maybe a small piece of lint that had got caught beneath the brush when they’d decorated the room. Whatever it was, that small imperfection held my attention as those four words rattled around in my brain, trying to make sense.

      Penn Ridgely hired them.

      My stomach rumbled for an entirely different reason: nausea.

      I guessed I had about thirty seconds to make it to the bathroom before I threw up.

      Penn Ridgely hired them.

      Without looking his way, I shrugged Fraser off me and slid from the bed before I raced to the bathroom just as my body tried to reject any food or drink that I’d had in the last twenty-four hours. I pushed through the door, grabbed hold of the edge of the sink, and I threw up, right there in that gorgeous hotel room with all the nice, bright white, modern fixtures and furnishings. I threw up with Fraser not far behind me, the noises I made turning my cheeks red with embarrassment… just not enough to stop me from retching again in front of him.

      This had to be marked down as a low point in my life, surely.

      I turned on the cold water to clear away the mess and drown out the noise.

      That didn’t stop the cold sweat that ran down my spine and across my forehead.

      Penn Ridgely hired them.

      My ex-boyfriend. A man I’d once laid beside and allowed to touch my body. A man I’d once shared my life with, telling him things I didn’t tell anyone else.

      He’d put me in danger.

      My body didn’t believe it.

      Neither did my mind.

      But my heart…

      My heart knew.

      The way Penn had spoken to me at the wedding, mocking Fraser for being my date. The fact he’d looked at Fraser in a way that had made me think he knew him before that night, as though he hated him. Penn’s need to track me down at work and warn me about… what? A false threat? Had all that been made up as part of his sick plan? The photographs of Fraser and I together. That had Penn written all over it. He always had had a thing for taking pictures and using them to his advantage—something I’d experienced already when our relationship ended, and he threatened to use private pictures we’d taken to humiliate me if I didn’t tell people that he’d ended it with me, not the other way around.

      He’d even made sure he ‘bumped into’ my father to play his games.

      I felt fucking stupid for not having thought of him sooner.

      All our attention and focus had been on Matteo. I hadn’t even imagined it could be anyone else but him.

      Bile rose in my throat again, forcing me to lean forward and empty it into the sink while I felt a strong hand running up and down my back. And there I was thinking things couldn’t get any worse.

      Resting my elbows on the edge of the bowl, I let my head fall into my hands, and I groaned.

      “Are you okay?” Fraser asked, his hand moving in a way that made it feel like he had magical powers that could heal me.

      “That’s a stupid question,” I grumbled.

      “I think it’s valid.”

      “Really?” I stared into the sink. “Well, okay then. Here goes. I’ve been sitting here for hours, not knowing what you were doing or if you were safe—if I was safe. Then, when you do return, you tell me that my ex-boyfriend, who has been out of my life for six very long and peaceful years, has now hired someone to break into my apartment and… what? Scare me? Threaten me? Who even knows?” I begrudgingly spat out a little of the nasty taste, grateful for the tap being on and washing it away. “There’s a creepy former chef out there terrorising women, too, and my family and my sister’s new family just so happen to be involved with him in whatever capacity I know nothing about. He could also be out there trying to frighten me because he knows I’m involved with you. And to top all of that off, I’ve just emptied the entire contents of my stomach into a gorgeous porcelain sink in front of the guy I’m actually a little crazy about. He heard me retching, he saw me spitting, and I’m pretty sure he saw something coming out of my nose, too. So, no, Fraser. I’m not okay. I’ve never been less okay. I’m actually pretty fucking terrible right now.”

      His hand stilled on my back, and he reached over to brush my hair away from my face, allowing me to look up at his reflection in the mirror. It was a new kind of torture seeing how perfect he looked while I no doubt had mascara smudged under my eyes and remnants of vomit across my lips, but that look he gave me made my heart pitter-patter anyway.

      Or maybe I was going to throw up again.

      “What can I do?” he asked, his voice as calm as ever.

      “Not look so handsome. That would be a start.”

      He laid a look on me that told me not to be ridiculous, but I saw the smile he tried to hold back.

      Pushing up from the sink, I filled my hands with cold water and poured it over my face, letting the icy coolness of it take over before I shook out my palms. Before I could reach for a towel, Fraser had one in my hands, and I ran it down over my face and mouth, dragging it down to my chin and holding it there as I looked at myself in the mirror.

      I’d seen better days.

      Fraser came to stand behind me, wrapping his hands around my waist and resting his chin on top of my head. I caught his gaze in the mirror.

      “How did my life become this much of a mess?” I asked him.

      “You met me.”

      I blew out a breath, already feeling better from having him wrapped around me. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “Acknowledge it. Say I’m right.”

      “No.”

      “You think I’ll think less of you if you admit that I’ve brought nothing but chaos into your life?”

      “No. I’m scared you’ll try to leave me and claim that it’s for my own good.”

      Fraser blinked, my answer clearly surprising him. He had a good poker face—I’d learnt that over the time I’d spent with him—but I was getting good at reading all his tells. Every little flinch or reaction he had.

      “I won’t,” he whispered.

      “Don’t try to be too convincing when you say it or anything.”

      He spun me around in his arms, and I immediately lifted a hand to cover my mouth, scared of how I must have smelt given the fact I’d been throwing up only moments early. I pressed my free hand to his chest and tried to push him away, but Fraser was strong, and he pressed back against me, meaning I couldn’t hold him for long.

      Pushing a finger under my chin, he held my gaze. “I won’t leave you until you ask me to. In case you hadn’t figured it out yet, I’m actually a little crazy about you, too.”

      My cheeks flamed to life, making me want to vomit again.

      I’d forgotten I’d said that to him in the middle of my rant while hung over the sink.

      “I’ll only go when you ask me to, Charlotte.”

      “And if I don’t?” I mumbled behind my hand.

      “You’re stuck with me.”
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      After brushing my teeth three times to get rid of that god-awful taste in my mouth, I sat across from Fraser on the sofa opposite his, with only a small black coffee table between us. The people of London roamed and drove along the streets below. We watched them from our window high in the sky. It looked like a miniature city from up here, one where we could pick up the cars and people beneath us and move them around how we pleased.

      If only life could be manipulated so easily.

      “Time’s up,” Fraser said, drawing my attention from the city to him. “You’ve had thirty minutes of silence to get your thoughts in order. Now we need to talk about everything.”

      “I’m scared that if we talk about it, it means it’s real.”

      “It’s real, Charlotte.” He rested his head on the fist of one hand, his other resting on his legs.

      I’d noticed the red marks around his knuckles that he was trying to keep from me—hence his cheek pressed against them now—but those were the least of my worries.

      “Matteo really had nothing to do with the car following me, the break-in, the photograph, or the knife,” I said, laying the facts out on the imaginary table. “That means he’s not a risk to me anymore.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “That Matteo boarded a private plane out of the country the day after the wedding. He’s no longer in England. Whether that means his men went with him or not, we’re not a hundred percent sure, but he’s been off the radar since he left. I’ve no doubt they’ll have their eyes on me at some point in the future. That’s a risk I take on any job I do.”

      “Job,” I huffed, forcing a false laugh out. “I sometimes forget that’s what I was to you in the beginning.”

      Fraser had the decency to look a little ashamed of the fact. “You were never the job, Charlotte.”

      “No, I was just someone you could use to get the job done.”

      He had no argument, and he knew it, so he didn’t say anything.

      “My head is spinning,” I told him. “Why would Penn do this to me?”

      “That’s what we intend to find out.”

      “Those men… the ones Ray caught. Didn’t they tell you why he’d hired them?”

      “They don’t ask for a reason when they’re being paid enough money, baby.” I wasn’t sure if his term of endearment had meant to slip free, but he didn’t flinch when he said it. Something about that word that I’d always found so cringeworthy now sounded so pure and perfect when falling from his lips. “All they care about is the cash.”

      “What did you do to them?”

      He stared at me in silence.

      “I’m not frightened,” I assured him. “Nothing you can say will make me look at you differently.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

      “Did you kill them?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Yet…” I breathed, looking back out at the skyline, nodding my head. Well, I had asked for his honesty. I couldn’t backtrack on that now. “And do you plan to do the same to Penn?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “What he had planned for you.”

      I shook my head and closed my eyes, unable to imagine what that might have been.

      “If he wanted to hurt you, Charlotte, I’ll hurt him, too, and I won’t apologise for it.”

      “Stop,” I whispered.

      “Look at me.”

      Turning back to him, I fought back the conflicting emotions rising within me.

      Moving to the edge of the sofa, he parted his legs and rested his arms on his thighs, leaning forward as he clasped his hands together and held my gaze. “I don’t hurt people for no reason. Those two men hadn’t only broken into your apartment and threatened you. They’d done it to a lot of women before you. The justice I serve up for those women is on me. I chose to make those bastards pay. Now, I won’t ever lie to you if you ask me a question like that again, but I won’t let your thoughts about what I do make me change how I feel about what I do, either. I enjoy it, Charlotte. It’s who I am. I clean the streets the police can’t clean.”

      “And what happens when you get caught one day?”

      “I guess I’ll get what I deserve, too.”

      “Which means you leave me…”

      My words hit him. I saw it in the way his nostrils twitched, and his jaw followed them as he tried to compose his answer.

      “Who looks after me then, Fraser, huh? Who keeps me safe when you’re behind bars?”

      “I’d never leave you unprotected—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about being unprotected,” I said with a little too much force, but my emotions were sitting right on the surface of my skin, desperate to pour out in any way they could. Reaching up to place a hand over my own heart, I dug my fingers into the material of my jumper. “No one can protect this if you’re gone.”

      It was as close to telling him I was falling in love with him as I’d got, and the way he swallowed a second later told me he’d known the significance of what I’d said, too.

      Moving to the edge of the sofa I sat on, I copied his pose. “Maybe I don’t need saving from everyone else. Maybe I need saving from you breaking my heart.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not? You’ve just admitted that nothing matters more to you than justice.”

      “Because it’s fucking important, Charlotte, that’s why.”

      “More important than me?”

      His eyes searched mine for what felt like a lifetime before he rose to his feet, pushed a hand through his hair, and paced the room. “Jesus, that’s manipulative. You and what I do are two very different and very separate things.”

      “Really, Fraser? Because from where I’m sitting, it seems like my life and what you do are very much entwined right now.”

      He stopped in his tracks to look at me, his hand falling to his thigh with a slap.

      I raised my brows at him. “For someone so adamant on getting me to speak the truth, you sure do seem to want to hide your own.”

      He tilted his head to one side, his eyes turning sad. “Don’t you think I’ve thought about how shit it was of me to drag you into this mess? I know what I did, Charlotte, but I can’t regret it because it led me to you, and you are…” He closed his eyes before he opened them and turned his hand over in the air. “Fuck, you’re…”

      “What, Fraser?”

      “You’re suddenly everything to me.”

      His sincerity winded me. That truth he’d set free floated through the air only to smack me straight in the chest and steal all my breaths. Something so simple. Something so pure. Something that made everything else drift away until all I could see was him.

      Making my way across the room, I stopped in front of him, not touching any part of his body but needing to be close.

      “I need you to promise me something.”

      He didn’t respond. That silence lingered, holding the weight of the room above us.

      “Whatever happens with Penn, you involve me every step of the way.”

      Fraser scowled. “Charlotte, that’s—”

      “Non-negotiable,” I finished. “It’s me he’s gone after. I have the right to find out why and be a part of deciding what happens to him.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “I’ll walk out of this room and find a way to get to him and figure it out for myself.”

      Fraser reached up to tuck my hair behind my ear, shaking his head. “Is this how you get your own way? Forcing my hand so I have no choice but to go along with what you say?”

      “I’m not forcing your hand. You can let me go anytime you like.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Never,” I breathed. “But I’ve been around people who have told me what to do and tried to silence me my whole life. If you and I are going to be a part of each other’s futures, you need to know who I am from the start, and I’m not the kind of woman to sit back and be told what to do when the shit hits the fan.”

      “A part of each other’s futures, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      Dropping his hand to my waist, he tugged me closer until my body was flushed with his, and I stared up at his towering form. Fraser was a giant with a small damsel in his grip, yet he looked at me like I held all the power, and he was at my mercy.

      “It’s hard to argue with anything you say when you look at me like that,” he said.

      “Like what?”

      “Like I’m the only thing you see in the world that’s worth fighting for.”

      “You are,” I answered honestly.

      Lowering his head to rest against mine, he flexed his fingers into the small of my back. “Okay. I promise to involve you every step of the way with Penn… but you have to promise me something, too.”

      “What?”

      “To not go easy on him. I can give you the respect you deserve along the way, but if you ask me to give him a tap on the wrist and to send him on his way, I’m going to struggle with that.”

      I pressed my hand over his beating heart. “Don’t underestimate me. There’s a force to be reckoned with behind this sweet face.”

      “Don’t I know it.”
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      Two days went by in that hotel room. Fraser didn’t leave my side other than to head out for food I craved that room service didn’t have at hand. I’d always loved a McDonald’s cheeseburger or two in times of stress. The posh steak and vegetables on offer didn’t have the same appeal. I wanted crap, and Fraser went willingly to make sure I got it. He made every other man I’d ever met seem pathetic in comparison.

      On day three, it was time to put my plan into action.

      My plan. Not his. Not Wade’s, Ray’s, Dean’s, or Joey’s.

      Mine.

      I’d spent two years with that arsehole Penn Ridgely. I knew how to get him right where I wanted him. We may have spent six years apart, but a leopard never changes its spots.

      Although Penn was definitely more of a cheetah.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Fraser, who was looking out of the floor to ceiling window at the city below. His legs were parted, his arms folded across his chest, making the white shirt tight across his broad back.

      He didn’t turn around when he answered, “Are you sure you want to do it this way?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, eyeing me with a look that made my stomach flutter. “I’m ready.”

      We made our way out of the hotel for the first time in days, and Fraser made a point of holding my hand all the way to his car. He pulled some cash out of his pocket and handed it to the valet, who seemed blown away by his generosity.

      The ride to my parents’ house was quiet. I didn’t have much to say. We’d been over the plans a hundred times and more. After the call my father had made to me, I had the perfect excuse to ask him to invite Penn over to their house. I’d told my dad that it was time for me to make peace with my past, and after a good talk with Fraser, we’d both decided that Penn had only been looking out for my best interests. We owed him a thank you. Dad had seemed surprised and impressed by my attitude and arranged to set it up as soon as he could.

      We pulled into the courtyard of my childhood home, and I couldn’t help the intake of breath I made when the car hit the gravel pathway, and Fraser slowed to a crawl.

      “Impressive,” he muttered, taking it all in.

      The white stone building looked like England’s version of the Home Alone house. The white pillars by the front door framed the half-circle porch, and the giant fountain in front of it showed off all the money my parents had to anyone they deemed worthy enough to be invited to the Grants’ abode.

      My old bedroom window sat on the first floor, in the far-right corner of the home. I stared up at it, my youth flashing before my eyes as though I’d never left. Penn had been a part of this world back then. He and I used to make out on the bed that sat just below that window. We did other stuff, too, and that thought sent a repulsive shudder through me—one that caught Fraser’s attention.

      “Did someone just walk over your grave?” he asked.

      “Old ghosts.”

      He rested his hand on my thigh and squeezed it as he turned the steering wheel and drove to the front porch. “Don’t worry about those. They’re already dead.”

      Looking over at him, I offered a soft smile. “Thank you for trusting me with this.”

      “Thank you for trusting me with you.”

      I leaned over to gift him with a soft kiss, and memories of his mouth caressing every part of my body that morning invaded my thoughts. With a soft hum of appreciation, I pulled back and licked my lips.

      “Time for me to use the power of my family name to my advantage like the rest of them do.”

      Fraser’s attention was on my mouth before his eyes drifted up to meet mine. “Give them hell. I’ll be right where you told me to be, waiting.”

      Climbing out of the car, I felt Fraser’s intense grey eyes on me the entire time.

      A minute later, and without knocking, I opened the heavy, dark grey door of my home, my black Converse hitting the white marble floor of the entranceway. My parents’ maid Gloria came rushing to my side, offering to take my coat with a huge smile on her face.

      I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Gloria had always been a favourite of mine. She and I used to sit in the library of this home whenever my parents were out, and we’d talk about all the books we appreciated and which ones had held our attention long after the final page had been turned. Like Fraser, Gloria had always had an appreciation for romance. I’d preferred the world of mysteries, thrillers, and murders.

      Perhaps I was a perfect match for Fraser’s darker side after all.

      “Charlotte,” Gloria cooed, pulling me out of my long black coat. I kept hold of my bag, insisting I’d need that by my side, but she could have the coat. Once she had it draped over her arm, she pulled me in for a one-arm hug, pressing her cheek to my shoulder before she pulled away with tears in her eyes. “I have missed you.”

      I took in her uniform of black pleated trousers and crisp white shirt that matched her now-white hair. It had once been blonde, but far too many years had passed, and I hadn’t even bothered to stop by to check on this woman who had kept me company while I wallowed in my own misery.

      “I’ve missed you, too, Gloria. You look amazingly well.”

      “Lies. I look old and worn out.”

      “Lies,” I countered.

      She chuckled before she gestured to the main living room down the hall. “Your father and Master Ridgely are waiting in the main lounge for you.”

      “Penn’s already here?”

      “He’s been here a good hour, I’d say. He seems keen to be reunited with you.” Her eyes widened suggestively.

      I rolled mine. “I highly doubt that, Gloria. You know Penn. He doesn’t recycle his women.”

      “I would hope you wouldn’t want him to after what he did to you back then.” She stopped in her tracks and quickly slapped a hand to her mouth before letting it drop. “Charlotte, I’m sorry. That was out of line. I shouldn’t have—”

      “It’s fine,” I said, cutting her off with a smile. “You’re absolutely right, and I don’t want anything from him except his balls on a platter.”

      Pushing out her pursed lips, she gave me a curious look.

      I laughed and patted her arm. “All in good time, Gloria. All in good time.”

      I walked across the expansive hall and made my way to the equally immaculate living room. The double doors had been left open for me, and I didn’t even bother to take off my shoes when I stepped onto the plush cream carpet that all the matching cream furniture sat upon. Cream leather sofas. Cream drapes. Cream fireplace. Cream cushions. All of which were highlighted by touches of expensive silver and gold in perfectly placed positions. My mother wanted people to know she was rich, just not enough to deck the entire house out in twenty-four-carat gold.

      At the sound of my arrival, both Penn and Dad turned to face me.

      Despite wanting to stab him in the eyes with two forks, I couldn’t deny that Penn had the handsome thing going on. He stood there in smart grey trousers with a blue pressed shirt rolled up at the sleeves.

      I’d never despised a creature more than I did him.

      Penn Ridgely hired them, ran through my mind on a loop, and it took all the strength I had within me not to launch myself across the room and rugby tackle him to the floor. Over the last few days in our hotel room, Fraser had tried to teach me some self-defence tricks that he taught to the women who took his classes on an evening. I’d been so impressed by his ability to throw me around the room as carefully as he did that most of the time, the teaching turned to touching, and I’d always end up on my back, begging him to press himself between my legs.

      Fraser never denied me.

      The memory of him made a smile rise with ease, and that’s when I knew how to get through this meeting without letting myself slip. Whenever I wanted to hurt Penn, I’d think of Fraser.

      “Charlotte,” Dad said with a beaming smile, holding one hand out for me to go to him while his other nursed a tumbler of whisky.

      I walked his way, not looking at Penn as I did, but I could feel his eyes on me, no doubt taking in the casual look of pale blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt that hugged my breasts and waist in all the places he used to touch.

      “Dad,” I said, offering him a small hug before I pulled away and finally turned to look at my ex-arsehole. “Penn.”

      “Hey, Lottie,” he said, instantly making my toes curl. I forced myself to think of Fraser’s face above mine that morning, the longer lengths of his hair hanging over his face and his lips parted as he thrust in and out of me, just before he came and collapsed on top of my body. My smile grew.

      “Hi,” I said, walking past him and sitting on one of the three cream sofas that surrounded a huge marble coffee table, placing my bag by my feet. To the right of me was the floor to ceiling window that overlooked the greenery of the perfectly manicured gardens. Mum had arranged the sofas to offer a viewing experience of the world outside, she’d always said. What she meant was that it offered her a chance to show off just how rich she and Dad were, and how good Billy the gardener and his team were at their jobs.

      “Champagne, Charlotte?” Dad asked, far perkier than I remembered seeing him in years. It didn’t go unnoticed how he was using the name I preferred, too. Whatever had attacked Dad’s conscience, I couldn’t help being grateful for it.

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      “Take a seat, Penn. I’ll get Charlotte’s drink.”

      “Sure thing, Mitchell.”

      Creep, I thought, somehow keeping that smile on my face when Penn took the couch opposite mine, in my direct line of sight. The smooth smirk he wore told me he thought he had the upper hand here. Whatever plan he’d put in place, he had no idea I knew about any of it. It felt good to know I held all the power while he remained as clueless as ever.

      “You look good,” he said, nursing his own tumbler of whiskey that he’d no doubt accepted from Dad to impress him.

      Even bigger creep.

      “Thank you.”

      “I was surprised when Mitchell called me to invite me here today. After our chat at your workplace, I didn’t think I would be on your invite list for anything for a while.”

      I smiled, forcing my cheeks higher. “Dad told me how you’ve been worried about me lately, so I thought things through.”

      “And how did that go?”

      “Hmm.” I leaned forward to rest my arms on my knees, bringing my elbows into my side and forcing my boobs to push together beneath my T-shirt. Penn’s eyes immediately dropped to them before he managed to blink away whatever thought he had and looked up at me again. “I figured that a lot of years had passed since I last knew you. I’m not the same person I was then. Who am I to assume you would be to?”

      “That sounds an awful lot like an apology, Lottie.”

      End him, my brain taunted, only to be drowned out by visions of Fraser curled around me in bed, still asleep as the sun rose, lighting up his tanned skin and blond beard.

      “What would I need to apologise for, exactly?”

      “Thinking I didn’t have your best interests at heart.”

      “Is that why you fucked half of London behind my back? For my best interests?” I cocked a brow and tilted my head.

      “Not this again.” He laughed.

      I smiled flatly. “Don’t worry. I’ve been over that for a long time.”

      Penn’s face fell just as my father walked back into the room with my glass of champagne. I took it from him, and Dad sat to my left, on the sofa between Penn’s and mine.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said sweetly, “and thanks for setting this up for me today.”

      “It’s nice to see you both in the same room again… and smiling at that. I told you Penn wasn’t the man you thought he was.”

      I glanced at Penn to see him studying me as though he couldn’t quite work me out.

      “I appreciate you looking out for me, Penn. I really do. Although, I am curious…” I took a sip of my drink before dropping it to a gold-rimmed coaster that sat on the cream marble coffee table. “What brought this on? What made you worried about me enough to track me down at work and then track my father down, too?”

      “Track you down?” Dad asked, glancing between us both. “I thought you’d bumped into each other.”

      “No,” I said, staring at Penn. “I was on shift at work when he came to see me. But don’t worry, Dad. I’m sure there wasn’t anything sinister behind it. Right, Penn?”

      “Not at all.” Penn cleared his throat and shuffled to the edge of the sofa, holding his tumbler delicately in both hands as he looked between my father and me. “Emelia told me where Charlotte worked, and I happened to be passing through the area that night. It was only when I saw the sign for the care home that I found myself turning into the carpark. Call it instinct. I don’t know. After seeing Charlotte at the wedding with that… date of hers, something didn’t feel right.”

      Dad scowled. “In what way?”

      “Well, I don’t believe he’s a good man, sir.”

      Sir? Ugh. This guy would need to be surgically removed from my father’s rectum at this rate.

      Dad, however, hadn’t noticed the brown-nosing, and his curiosity peaked. “That’s a bold claim to make. I hope you have proof.”

      “Me, too,” I said, tilting my head to the side.

      Penn’s grip on his glass grew tighter. He didn’t have shit, and he knew it.

      “Like I said, call it instinct,” Penn said tightly.

      “I didn’t get that same impression from him,” Dad said, his tone casual, as though the two people beside him weren’t throwing subtle daggers at one another. “In fact, I thought quite the opposite. I even admitted as much to Charlotte the other day.”

      That angered Penn even further, which only made my smile more genuine as I looked at him.

      “Lucky for you, I’m not here to discuss Fraser,” I said, bringing Dad’s attention back to me as I focused on my ex. “I’m here to thank you, Penn.”

      He scowled. “Thank me for what?”

      “For everything you’ve done for me.” I leaned over to retrieve my bag from the floor by my feet, pulling it up onto the sofa. The brown envelope poked out from the top, and I carefully teased it out of the bag. Both men looked at it before looking at me in question, and without saying a word, I pulled the first picture out featuring the two men that Penn hired to scare me. Their faces were battered and bruised, one looking slightly worse than the other as they stood against a black wall, side by side, staring into the camera without expression.

      I slid it across the marble table, watching as Penn took it in, his face growing tense and pale, while my father’s grew even more confused.

      “I thought it was really sweet of you to hire these two men to watch my every move like you did,” I said, somehow keeping my voice calm.

      Penn looked up, his murderous eyes catching mine.

      “And even sweeter that you didn’t let anyone know you were doing so.”

      “What’s going on?” Dad asked, an edge to his voice. I couldn’t blame him. The men in the picture didn’t look like the kind of men who would keep a woman safe. If anything, they looked like part of the mob, and Penn’s guilty face didn’t help his case, either.

      “Oh, didn’t you know, Daddy?” I asked sweetly, turning to him with a face of innocence. “Penn paid these two men to follow me. In fact, one time they got a little too close, and almost ran me over in the middle of the road.” I smiled, full of sarcasm, before I turned back to my delightful ex. “Isn’t that right, Penn?”

      All the colour drained from his face.

      “Penn?” Dad said sternly. “Is this true?”

      Penn stood abruptly, running a hand over his dry mouth with his other hand on his hip. The guy had hit panic mode, and I took great delight in every second of it.

      Dad stood too, dropping his glass to the coffee table in case Penn tried to flee. “I think you need to tell me what the hell has been going on here,” he said, the threat clear.

      Pulling out the other pictures that Fraser had got the two men to hand over on their camera, I placed them all on the table, pushing them around so each of them were clear.

      Fraser and me in Covent Garden.

      Fraser and me walking into our bookstore.

      Fraser and me outside my apartment.

      Fraser and me walking into a hotel.

      Me alone walking the streets of London.

      My face moments before they’d sped past me in their BMW, scaring me for fun.

      Pictures of my apartment being invaded, including pictures of my underwear drawer—images that had initially turned my stomach at first sight and threatened to make me vomit again.

      Dad took each picture in, his face growing angrier by the second.

      I remained sitting on the sofa, as casual as ever.

      “It seemed Penn had my best interests at heart so much, he hired two thugs to break into my apartment, tear through my belongings, and leave a warning behind them. Isn’t that right, Penn? A smashed framed picture of Fraser and me sitting next to a very threatening looking knife.”

      “This is not what it looks like,” Penn said, his voice short of breath as he ran his hand over his mouth again. “Fuck, that’s not what it was.”

      “You’d better explain yourself, young man, before I make a call to the police,” Dad said.

      “There’s… there’s something not right about that guy of hers, Mitchell—”

      “It’s Mr Grant to you now,” Dad chided.

      Penn took that hit like a little girl, physically drawing back as though he’d been slapped by my father for the very first time.

      “I’m telling you, Fraser is bad news,” Penn said, pointing at the pictures while he looked Dad in the eye. “I was trying to get her to see that. I thought if she realised bad things had happened since he came into her life, she’d end it. Wherever he goes, trouble follows. I thought if I controlled who threatened her, she wouldn’t be in any real danger. She’d get out of the relationship fast. But if she stays with him, God knows what will happen to her.”

      I frowned up at him, entertained by his sorry excuse. “Are you really going to stand there and pretend that paying two men to break into my home was for my benefit?” I laughed, full of sarcasm. “Oh, come on, Penn.”

      “If it wasn’t them, it would soon be others, Lottie. You mark my words.”

      “Call me Lottie one more time, and I’ll mark your face with my fist.”

      He reared back again, looking at me like he was seeing me for the very first time.

      I rose to my feet and walked over to him, not a flicker of nerves on my face and not a falter in my step along the way. When we were close—closer than I could bear— I made sure he saw the contempt in my eyes.

      “You came to my work and made me think there were threats to my safety when you were the threat, Penn. You went to my father to frighten him, too. You sent two strangers into my home—two people who almost ran me over. You drove me out of my apartment. You played games. You’d have continued to play them if you hadn’t been caught, too.”

      Leaning forward, he snarled, unable to contain his anger a moment longer. “Just who the fuck do you think you are?” he hissed. “You walk in here acting all high and mighty. Remember who made you. I did. The only reason people know your name is because of me.”

      My hand reared back and was about to strike him when someone caught it in their grip, a warm, familiar touch upon my skin making me look over my shoulder.

      Fraser stood there holding my wrist, shaking his head, his face somehow enraged yet calm.

      I had no idea how or when he’d entered the room, but seeing him there, grounding me like only he could, I felt grateful.

      Dad, however, didn’t hold the same calm emotions as Fraser. Before I could stop him, he’d pushed at Penn’s shoulder to create some distance between the two of us, and then my dad—the man I’d never seen show an ounce of passion to anything other than my mother—threw his fist straight into Penn’s face, sending blood spraying out of his nose, and Penn stumbling backwards.

      “I think you’ll find I made my daughter, and I think you’ll find that I will be the one to break you.”

      Clutching his bloody nose, Penn eyed all of us like a cornered animal.

      Fraser came to stand by my side, entwining his fingers between mine while Dad took a step closer to Penn. “You come near my daughter again, and I swear to Christ, Penn Ridgley, your life will be over.”

      My chest swelled with both pride and an unexpected wave of love.

      In all the years I’d been that man’s daughter, I’d never seen such a strong, unshakeable display of protection from him. I’d always thought of him as a weak man who stood behind a strong woman, always nodding when he was told to. Only speaking when she allowed it.

      Now, he owned the room, and nobody, not even I could stop him from protecting what was his.

      I swallowed down a small lump of shame at having not really bothered to find out who my father was before this moment.

      “You need to get out of my house,” Dad growled, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. “In fact, if I were you, I’d leave the country for a while. Take a holiday. If I see your face around London before I’m ready to see it, I’ll make sure your life crumbles beneath those awful loafers of yours. I’ll bury you, kid.”

      Fraser squeezed my hand, and I looked up at him to see that sexy smirk of his. It pleased him to see my father giving a shit.

      I hated to admit it… it pleased me, too.

      Penn stalked around the outskirts of the room, his eyes flickering between all three of us as blood rained down his chin and onto his pale blue shirt. Spots of it hit the cream carpet, and I prayed that Gloria could work her magic on those before my mother came home and scolded Dad for it.

      I suddenly felt very protective of my old man.

      We turned to watch Penn leave, but just when we thought he’d realised there was no way he could come back from this, he stopped by the open double doors, released his nose, and sucked in a breath before he raised his finger to Fraser.

      “You think I’m the only one who lied to you, Charlotte?” Sniffing up the blood, he tilted his head back a fraction and let his mouth grow into a sardonic smile. “Ask the man holding your hand what he did to Jonah to get to you. Maybe then you’ll lose that smug look on your face.”

      The world around began to spin again, and Penn left the room, leaving me to stare up at Fraser, whose face had set to thunder, his jaw twitching.

      That’s when I knew…

      He’d lied to me, too.
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      We drove away from my parents’ home in silence. Me not speaking because I could feel that bubble surrounding us about to pop, and it terrified me to think of what existed in the outside world. After just twelve days of Fraser, I’d forgotten what normality was supposed to look like.

      Fraser’s silence, however, reeked of guilt, and once we were a few streets away from my childhood home, I turned to face him in my seat, needing to see every reaction on his face when he answered any questions I threw his way.

      His swollen knuckles clenched around the steering wheel, his body rigid as he stared straight ahead.

      He knew what was about to happen.

      My stomach turned over at the thought of it.

      “You lied to me.”

      He glanced out of the driver’s window before he looked my way, issuing a thousand apologies without him having to say a word.

      My face crumbled under the realisation.

      “What did you do?” I whispered, my voice breaking as my eyes welled with tears that I knew I’d eventually shed. The air in the car had turned claustrophobic and foreboding. There was so much tension, I could almost reach out and touch it.

      Blowing out all the air in his cheeks, Fraser pulled over to the kerb, switched off the engine, and fell back in his seat.

      “Promise me you won’t run,” he said, staring straight ahead.

      “No.”

      Fraser closed his eyes. “Charlotte, I didn’t know you then.”

      “When?” I snapped. “Just tell me, Fraser. Tell me without the dramatic build up. Without you trying to cushion your own fall. Without asking me for promises you know I can’t keep. Without pretending to be something you’re not.”

      He turned to me, clearly pained at the sight of me falling apart in front of him.

      I couldn’t help it. I’d tried so damn hard to stay strong throughout everything with him. I’d let him throw me over his shoulder, toss me into his world, and I’d barely blinked at any of it. I’d let him take me to new places, steer me across the city, and boss me around in the name of my protection, all while he’d been keeping more secrets from me.

      I’d had enough. I’d had enough of everyone using me for their own gain.

      “Jonah didn’t cancel on you on the day of the wedding,” he said.

      “What?” I frowned.

      “Ray cancelled on his behalf.”

      I huffed out a sarcastic laugh. “That’s impossible. Jonah texted me. I was texting him.”

      Fraser held my gaze, not saying anything, waiting for the penny to drop.

      When it did, I felt a whole new level of betrayal.

      “Ray was texting me from Jonah’s phone,” I whispered.

      Fraser closed his eyes again, breathing in deeply before he showed me that grey colour I’d come to crave so much. “I didn’t know you then, Charlotte,” he repeated.

      I pushed myself farther away from him, my back against the passenger door as I stared at this man I’d shared so many intimate moments with. Moments I’d once dreamed of. Moments I’d once believed couldn’t really exist because men like him didn’t exist, surely to God.

      “What did you do to my best friend, Fraser? What did you do?”

      Turning on his side, he tried to reach out for me, but the moment he saw me flinch away from him, he let his hand hover in the air before he brought it back to his lap. “You’re going to run.”

      “Fucking tell me!” I cried.

      He ran a hand down his face and sighed. “We needed to get into the wedding. There was no way that was going to happen. Because of what I do and the high-profile people who employ me, a few faces in that room knew who I was, and not all of them would approve of my presence… including Mayor Williamson.”

      My mouth fell open.

      Another lie.

      He’d convinced me they hadn’t known each other. He’d sworn it, and I’d believed him—this handsome stranger who rode into my life like a knight in shining suit and dazzled me with his willingness to help me. To save me. When really, he was only trying to save himself.

      “Do you remember me telling you about the first girl I saved?” he asked.

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “That was Williamson’s daughter, Rosie. She was fourteen at the time, Charlotte. Four-fucking-teen, and a shaking, shivering wreck when I got her back to him. It’s because of him that I do what I do. Most of my clients now have come off the back of that guy. It was great at first. He treated me like a son. He trusted me with his daughters’ lives. Rosie and Jodie.”

      “Jodie…” I breathed, remembering the story of the mayor’s daughter that had died.

      Fraser nodded, brushing a thumb under his eye as if to catch an invisible tear, or maybe stop one from falling altogether. He looked raw, split wide open already, and he’d barely started to talk.

      “When we were in the library, you asked me if I’d ever been in love,” he said, looking back out of the windscreen.

      “You said you hadn’t.”

      Fraser shook his head. “I didn’t lie. I hadn’t, but Jodie was the closest I got. After I saved Rosie, Jodie and I grew close.”

      A weird, misplaced feeling of jealousy rolled over me, and I quickly pushed it away, knowing this particular story didn’t end well.

      Fraser blew out a breath. “Rosie hated that. She held me on some pedestal and developed this attachment to me. Saw me as her hero and thought that once she got a little older, something could happen between her and me. But then she saw her older sister with me, and Rosie knew. She knew Jodie was the one I had my eye on, not her. It caused tension. I became a problem between them both. Their dad had asked me to keep them both safe, but I’d somehow come between them and ruined their bond as sisters. I hated myself for it. I told Jodie then that whatever was going on between us had to end. I couldn’t tear a family apart.”

      Despite wanting to run, I needed to hear this. I needed to know everything, so I waited, letting him speak at his own pace.

      “The night I ended it with her, Rosie and Jodie went to a party together. Rosie was seventeen by that point, Jodie a few years older. Closer to my age.”

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      “Jodie got drunk. Blamed Rosie for losing me. They fought, and Jodie…” He trailed off, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She got in a car with the wrong guy. A reckless guy. One who took too many drugs and ran too many risks. She died under my fucking watch,” he croaked. “Only three years after I’d saved her little sister.”

      I didn’t know what the hell to say as my eyes filled with tears.

      “I was only twenty-three at the time. I was a big guy. Fearless. But, fuck, Charlotte, you have no idea how hard that first loss hit me. I didn’t save her.”

      I wanted to reach out to him so badly. To cradle his head against my chest, let him bleed without fear or worry, and soothe all his aches and pains… but I couldn’t do that. My own fear of what was to come had crippled me. It had a noose around my neck, and I didn’t dare move in case it tightened.

      “Mayor Williamson blamed me for everything. Rosie couldn’t handle life at home once Jodie had gone, so she moved to America. Williamson and I parted ways. He’s barely been able to look at me since.” Fraser cleared his throat, never taking his eyes off mine. “You were the only guest with an unnamed plus one, Charlotte. You were my only way in. The only chance I had to get close to Matteo. I couldn’t take any risks. I had to be that guy on your arm.”

      “Even though you knew seeing you would hurt Williamson?” I whispered.

      “I didn’t care about anything but getting my hands on the man who’d hurt my mum.”

      My face tensed, trying so hard to focus on the impending bad news rather the heart-breaking story he’d just told me about Rosie and Jodie. About the mayor himself. It showed him in a whole new light, and I couldn’t make head nor tail of it.

      “What did you do to Jonah, Fraser?” I forced myself to ask.

      “You have to know I’d never hurt—”

      “Just tell me!” I snapped.

      Fraser swallowed. “We knew he wouldn’t back out of the wedding quietly, so Ray drugged him.”

      “What?” I mouthed, unable to make any sound.

      “He took him back to our apartment in Soho. We kept him there until it was over.”

      His clipped sentences and matter-of-fact tone may as well have been several spears to my heart. The bubble around me burst wide open, exposing me to icy chills and dangerous terrain that would freeze my heart over instantly and let a crack run through it that rattled me to my bones.

      Goosebumps prickled my skin, turning me cold on a warm summer’s day.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t move.

      I couldn’t look at the man in front of me for a second longer.

      He looked like home, but he’d just become as foreign to me as someone from the other side of the world.

      I didn’t know him.

      I never had.

      “Charlotte, please…” He reached over, letting his hand fall to my thigh, and I instantly shrugged it off.

      “Get off me!” I cried, not recognising the hysteria in my own voice. “Don’t you touch me!”

      Pain lanced across his face in an instant, making him look like a sweet and innocent puppy I’d just kicked in the stomach.

      “Is that what you’d have done to me if I hadn’t complied, Fraser? Fucking drugged and kidnapped me?”

      “Jesus, Charlotte. No. Never. You know that.”

      But I knew better than to let him fool me with that again. I’d been fooled by it for the past two weeks. I’d let him suck me in, and all at the expense of my best friend. Everything made sense now. Jonah’s silence. His mood swings. His time off work. His lack of phone calls and texts.

      Another thought crossed my mind, and I stared at the man in front of me.

      “What did you do to make him stay quiet, Fraser, huh? What threats did you make to his life? Because I told Jonah everything about you just the other day, and there’s no way he’d stay quiet about what you’d done to him and let you stay in my life unless you’d threatened him. That’s not who Jonah is.”

      Fraser closed his eyes again, regret flooding his features.

      “You can’t even tell me, can you?”

      He shook his head, not looking at me, which came as a relief as I grappled for the door handle behind me. My hands shook violently, and I wasn’t too convinced that my legs would carry me once I tried to use them, but I opened that door and scrambled out of that car as fast as I could anyway.

      “Charlotte, wait. Don’t do this, please!” he called, leaning forward, ducking his head so I could see him when I stood outside the car. “Let me get you home safely.”

      Using the last scrap of strength I had within me, I met his gaze, holding onto the door for stability in case my knees decided to give out on me.

      “I really don’t need another thing more from a man like you. Not your lies, not your false promises, not your omissions of truth, and not your stupid protection. You go out there and pretend you’re saving the world, Fraser if that’s what makes you feel good, but let me tell you something: you’re the one women need protecting from. You’re the worst kind of man, the one who makes someone feel something for a person that doesn’t even exist. You must be out of your mind to think I’d spend another second by your side after what you’ve done to Jonah. Whatever this was, whatever we were… it’s over. Do not come looking for me. I don’t want to be found.”

      I slammed the door on the most perfect face and man I’d ever known, and I walked away with a shattered heart, realising that everything I’d ever thought had been real had only ever been a lie.

      Fiction.

      Just like those stupid fucking romance books he’d tried to get me to read.
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      It took me two hours, several buses, and a lot of tears to find myself standing outside my best friend’s house looking up at the blue front door. The last time I’d been here a few weeks ago, my life had been boring. Just work, the occasional night out with Jonah, and the sanctuary of my apartment filled my days.

      It had been simple back then.

      Now, as I stared at the steps leading up to Jonah’s home, I realised how much had changed in such a short space of time.

      Twelve days of Fraser Scott had ruined me.

      The simple life had been safe, sure, but that new world I’d stepped into—the one filled with hotel rooms, nights in swimming pools, rides to the coast, and mornings filled with sex—well… it had made me feel alive for the very first time. Truly alive, as though the world around me hadn’t been passing me by. Instead, I’d been a part of it. Someone on the edge, constantly seeking the thrill of his touch, his smile, and his affection.

      Shaking Fraser out of my mind before he took over, I made my way up the stairs to Jonah’s house, and I knocked on the blue front door.

      The door eventually opened slowly. As soon as Jonah saw me and the expression on my face, he gave me a sad smile.

      No words were exchanged. The two of us simply took each other in until those stupid tears formed in my eyes at the sight of him, and I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I charged towards him, throwing my arms around his waist and resting my cheek on his chest the moment he caught with a surprised grunt.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whimpered against him as he curled his arms around my back and exhaled into my hair. “I swear I didn’t know.”

      “He told you,” he said roughly.

      “He told me.”

      We stayed there for far too long. I never wanted to let go. Feeling and hearing his heart beating in my ear gave me the reassurance I needed that he was safe, alive, and well. Nothing had been done to him that had taken him away from me for good.

      I eventually peeled my face from his body, and I looked up into his eyes, my heart pounding. “If I’d have known what he’d done to you, I’d never have—”

      “I know, Char,” he said, cutting me off and placing a chaste kiss to my forehead.

      “I want you to tell me everything.”

      “I’m not sure what good that will do.”

      “Everything, Jonah.”

      Seeing the determination on my face, he nodded and shut the door behind us, guiding me into his home so he could help me break my own heart that little bit more.
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      I nursed the cup of coffee in both hands, my arse perched on the edge of the sofa, with my knees towards Jonah, who sat beside me. He’d told me everything about the lead up to the wedding. How he’d literally been walking down the street one minute, only to wake up in a foreign room sometime later.

      “It felt like a dream,” he’d said.

      “I think you mean nightmare.”

      “You just don’t think shit like that happens in real life, Charlotte. Only the movies.”

      I couldn’t stop apologising, even though I hadn’t known about anything that had happened. Jonah had been taken because of me—because I was and always would be the weak link that could grant the world access to my family.

      “Did they… hurt you?” I dared myself to ask.

      Jonah shook his head and sighed. “Only my pride.”

      “Threaten you?”

      “Yeah, they threatened me.”

      “With me?”

      “No. They’d never threaten me with your safety, Charlotte. That much, I’m certain of.”

      Staring at him, I scowled. “What does that mean?”

      Jonah ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I can’t stand the guy. I don’t particularly like any of them after what they did to me, but I’ll only ever tell you the absolute truth, and that was that your name was like some holy fucking messiah in that apartment. Whatever went down, and from the bits of conversation I heard, you were to be protected at all costs, no matter who or what got destroyed in the process.”

      “Including you, apparently,” I arched a brow. “And no amount of heroics will ever make that okay.”

      He placed a hand on my thigh, smiling over at me with no light in his eyes whatsoever.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Jonah.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re on their side.”

      A short laugh escaped him. “Definitely not on their side. If I wasn’t so sure that they’d kick my arse with far too much ease, I’d love to spend a minute alone in a room with each and every one of them so I could use their faces as human punchbags.”

      “Yes. Say more things like that. Get angry with me.”

      “I only think that because they dented my pride, Char. They took away my freedom when they had no right to.”

      “Exactly. We should go to the police about them,” I said, but even as the words fell free, I couldn’t deny the way the thought of that stabbed at my gut, making the nausea rumble there again. It must have shown on my face, too, because Jonah gave me another one of those looks of his, and I hated that he could see straight through me.

      Placing my coffee to the table in front of us, I dropped my head to my hands and let my control slip.

      It needed to.

      My heart had been broken. It was still breaking now, each fissure and crack like a bullet to a new part of my body, leaving me as a dying woman who was somehow still able to function… barely.

      Jonah shuffled closer, his arm around my back before he pulled me to him and let my quiet sobs fill the room.

      “Shh,” he soothed. “Let it out.”

      “H-how are you so… so calm?” I stuttered, my voice muffled by my palms.

      “I’ve had time to process it. When it was first over, I spent a few days like this, too.”

      “They have no right to do this to people.”

      “You mean he had no right to do this to you,” Jonah whispered.

      Blinking against two hands full of tears, I sniffed up and swallowed my emotion, looking up at him through bleary eyes.

      “You’ve fallen hard, haven’t you?” he asked.

      “I’m an idiot.”

      “That’s not what I asked, Char.”

      “I fell hard,” I admitted quietly.

      With a sympathetic look, he pulled back and ran his thumb under both my eyes to wipe away the tears. A fruitless task, given that another set of tears fell straight after.

      “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?” he asked me.

      “The bad. May as well get it all out of the way while I’m like this.”

      He wiped at my tears again, his face soft as he looked me in the eyes. “The bad news is that your man Fraser is everything you’re thinking he is right at this very moment.”

      “A liar, a dangerous man, and a master manipulator?”

      “All of the above.”

      “Oh, good,” I whispered, my heart shrinking another size at Jonah’s confirmation.

      “But…” he said, pausing as he held my gaze. “He’s also everything else you thought he was before you found out about what he’d done to me.”

      I frowned at him, unable to process what he had just said given the fact that Fraser had taken and threatened him with God only knew what.

      Groaning and rolling his eyes, Jonah looked at war with himself before he tilted his head to the side and blew out a breath. “The guy had you on a pedestal, Char. You rang, he jumped. Your name was mentioned by one of the men, he barked. The others, they called him on it in front of me, too. They told him to be careful, but even I could see how far-gone Fraser was with you.”

      All I could do was blink up at him. My voice stunned into silence.

      “I’m not encouraging you to forgive him here—not even a little bit—but I do think you need to know how he felt about you. His stories may have been lies or omissions of truth, but something tells me his feelings… they were very real, and you have no idea how much it pains me to tell you that. But I can’t deny how much I loved hearing you talk about him on that phone call before you found out about all this. You were happy, Char. For the first time since I met you, actually. That was something. It really was. So, I figure if you’re going to walk away from him, you deserve to know everything, including the side of him I saw that somehow reassured me he’d do anything to keep you safe.” He ran a hand down my back, letting it fall to the couch behind me in defeat. “It was the only reason I took the deal he offered me to stay quiet.”

      “Deal?” I scowled.

      “He begged me not to tell you what had happened. At first, I think you were meant to be nothing more than a job to him. Somehow, along the way, I think you made the guy fall in love with you. He was willing to give me anything to stay quiet. I saw it clearly. The thought of losing you terrified him, and that gave me all the power I needed to walk away.”

      “You didn’t worry about me in all of this? How I might feel when I found out you’d both lied to me?”

      He shook his head, his mouth downturned. “Not once I spoke to you on the phone and heard how happy you were. What he’d done to me didn’t matter anymore.”

      “Jonah, that’s ridiculous—”

      He quickly pressed a finger to my mouth, cutting me off. “Sometimes, sweetheart, the best things in life come to us in the most fucked up of ways. I liked hearing you light up when you spoke about him. What happened to me seemed insignificant. Telling you didn’t seem to serve any purpose. I knew he wouldn’t let anything happen to you, and honestly, that’s all I wanted. It’s all I needed, too.”

      Unable to take anymore, I rose to stand, brushing down my clothes and wiping at my eyes as I looked down at Jonah. “I love you so much,” I told him, “And I’m so glad you’re okay… but no one gets to decide what lies are best for me anymore. Not Fraser Scott. Not my family. Not my exes. Not even you, Jonah,” I said, sounding calmer than I felt inside. “I have to go.”

      He stood, too, the worry clear on his face as he took me in.

      “Where to?”

      “Home.”

      “On your own?”

      “I think my own company is the only thing I need for a day or two.”

      I somehow kept back the words I really wanted to say:

      My own company is the only kind of company I trust right now.

      It wasn’t Jonah’s fault I’d fucked up everything for everyone without even trying, but it was my responsibility to get our lives back on track.

      It was time to pretend Fraser Scott didn’t exist and never had.

      Some experiences had to be treated like a dream—a well-played trick of the mind that once made you feel alive when really you were fast asleep.
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      “He’s spiralling,” Joey said from somewhere above me.

      “The guy is a mess.” Dean chuckled.

      If I’d had the energy to move or open my eyes, I’d have reached out and punched him square in the jaw.

      “Leave him,” Wade ordered, close by.

      “It’s been a week,” Dean pointed out.

      “He needs more time.”

      “When did he last wash?” Joey piped up. “It fucking stinks in here.”

      “That’s the alcohol.” I could hear the smirk in Dean’s voice. “Gotta admit, I like seeing the boss like this. Makes him seem more human. Less god-like. He was starting to piss me off with his effortless perfection.” I thought I heard someone slap him, followed by his small grunt and grumble of annoyance.

      “Dean, don’t make me put you on your arse,” Wade warned.

      “Please do,” Joey chipped in.

      “Fuck you, arseholes,” Dean bit back.

      I tuned them and their squabbling out, my cheek pressed against the white cotton duvet of the suite in The Savoy. My head throbbed, the agony of another hangover making me feel like a steamroller had flattened me and left me for dead. But none of that compared to the feeling in my chest that I hadn’t been able to rid myself of since Charlotte walked away from me.

      Charlotte.

      I couldn’t get her out of my head.

      If I’d known the last time that I fucked her would be the last time I ever would, I’d have stayed buried inside her forever.

      The look on her face when she’d found out about Jonah had killed me.

      I’d put that pain there. Me, the guy who begged for her trust and told her he’d never do anything to hurt her.

      That’s the problem with lies. One is never enough. They snowball, trying to cover the tracks you’ve left until you can’t hide them anymore. Everyone can see them, and the damage they cause can ruin lives.

      I deserved the pain.

      I wanted her back so badly, my emotions were constantly battling back and forth, fighting the urge to go to her even though she’d warned me not to. I hadn’t respected her enough at the start of all this to give her what she needed—the whole truth—the least I could do now was respect her wishes. Even if those wishes made me want to rip the city apart piece by piece until she softened and took me back just to stop my destruction.

      I’d always thought the need for revenge had been what kept me strong and focused.

      Turns out that had fuck all on heartbreak.

      The need to destroy everything around me had become too strong, I’d had to silence it with the only thing I could.

      Alcohol.

      I didn’t even like the stuff that much.

      The men around me bickered back and forth. I hadn’t looked their way since they’d arrived to check on me, the same thing they’d done every day since I’d let Charlotte go. I hadn’t known where I was going after driving away. Not until I’d found myself in front of this suite with the key card in hand. I’d gone back to the beginning, trying to figure out how I could change the end.

      I laid there, face down on the bed, still dressed in clothes from yesterday, feeling sorry for myself and nursing the hangover that tore through me like a destructive tornado, when someone grabbed my ankle and began to pull me to the edge. Before I could grab the sheets and stop myself, I fell to the floor with a thud before a boot to the side of my stomach rolled me onto my back until I was face-up, staring at the four men above me.

      Ray had been the bastard to drag me from the bed. I could tell by the way he stood over me with his arms folded across his chest while the other three flanked him, staring at me like some kind of lab rat.

      “Motherfuckers,” I groaned.

      Ray dropped to his haunches, one hand hanging limply over his knee. “Either go and get your woman or let her go for good.”

      The man hardly ever spoke, only choosing to when he had something important to say.

      I threw an arm over my eyes, blocking them out, but Ray quickly ripped it away, forcing them all back into focus.

      He pointed a finger at my face. “Remember who the fuck you are.”

      Without saying another word, he stood and turned to the guys behind him. With one gesture of his head, they all followed him across the hotel suite and out of the door, not giving me a second glance.

      That was the power of a man of few words.

      Everybody listened when he finally had something to say.

      Everybody, including me.
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      Time held no meaning anymore.

      I had no idea what day it was, relying on Jonah’s texts to remind me of when my shifts at work were after I’d phoned Jean to tell her I had finally recovered from my fake illness. I’d needed the distraction, and nothing kept my mind off my own reality more than surrounding myself with the elderly. They had no time for the dramatics of life. Every day had become precious to them, and they had no problem reminding people like me how important it was to let the little stuff go.

      I’d tried to wedge Fraser firmly in the category of ‘the little stuff’, only that big idiot refused to stay there, and he infiltrated my thoughts at every imaginable moment.

      Not even swimming could help me escape the memory of him.

      He’d ruined that for me, too.

      
        
        Jonah: You’re on shift at six in the morning. I’ll see you there.

      

      

      The two of us were still navigating our friendship after everything that had happened. I loved him dearly, and he loved me in return, but something had shifted. He wanted me to see shades of grey when the only colours I saw were black and white. Right and wrong. Truth and lies. My mind had been turned to mush. I longed for the return of my old simple life.

      At least that’s what I tried to tell myself.

      Did it make me a hypocrite if I was more than happy to lie to myself yet demand nothing but the truth from everyone else?

      Fuck.

      I checked my phone to see it was only 8:00 p.m. on a Thursday night, and I had already finished my second glass of wine. One more, and I’d head to bed to at least try to sleep before that 5:00 a.m. alarm went off the next morning.

      Curling my legs out from beneath me, I opened the wine and began to refill my glass, just as a knock at the door echoed through the apartment.

      I froze, the bottle mid-air, staring at the door as if looking at it would reveal who was on the other side. We might have called Penn out, but that didn’t mean I felt entirely safe since those strangers had been inside my apartment.

      Another knock, and I stood, pulling down the sleeves of my pyjamas as I padded over to the door to look through the peephole. I hadn’t expected to see Fraser staring back at me, his hands resting on either side of the doorframe.

      Fraser, my mind whispered, my heart suddenly waking up and racing at even the smallest of glimpses of him.

      I pressed my fingertips to the door and let my head fall, trying to control my breathing. I couldn’t open it. I couldn’t let him in. I shouldn’t… but my hand moved regardless of those thoughts, and when I turned the handle, opened the door, and looked up to see him standing there, I hitched in a breath that caught in my throat.

      He looked a mess.

      His usual flawless appearance had gone. His hair stood up, sprouting out in every direction. His skin had turned paler since I’d last seen him. There were no pressed trousers or shirts in sight. Instead, he wore torn grey jeans, a white T-shirt that hung off his body, and a casual black bomber jacket.

      He swallowed at the sight of me, his bloodshot eyes trailing up and down my pyjama-clad body as though I stood there in high-end lingerie. He drank every inch of me in, and I’d never felt as adored or scared by one look before.

      He had the power to bring me to my knees, and he hadn’t even spoken yet.

      “You look…”

      “Broken, I know,” he said quietly, staring at me without apology.

      “What are you doing here?” I finally asked.

      “I don’t know. Hoping I could come in.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?” He leaned forward, and I could smell a hint of whiskey on his breath. It should have repulsed me. It didn’t. The scent of his aftershave soon followed, throwing me back to all the days and nights I’d laid on his chest, breathing him in. It made my head spin.

      I took a step away from him, releasing the door, but Fraser stopped it from shutting on him with a firm hand, his other still resting high on the doorframe.

      “You need to go,” I said, but he could see I didn’t mean a word of it. I wanted to. I wanted to spew disdain his way and tell him we’d never meant anything, and I’d got over him already, but I’d always worn my heart on my sleeve, and all the longing and adoration I felt for him flooded me… and I knew he saw every moment of it, too.

      My face creased in pain.

      I loved him.

      One look at a man who had lied to me, betrayed my trust, and all I could think about was how much I loved him.

      But love wasn’t always good for you, and I had to force it down. Smother it. Keep it silenced. I couldn’t be a fool for him again. He’d hurt me too much, and I refused to live a life in fear of him hurting me again, whether he meant to or not.

      Loneliness was the only sure-fire way to protect my heart, even if that same heart longed for him desperately as I stared at him, unable to look away.

      “I’m not going to come in unless you invite me, Charlotte.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “You want it to, though, don’t you? I can see it in the way you’re looking at me. I can see it because you’re wearing that same look I see every time I stare in the goddamn mirror and see my reflection.”

      “Fraser, stop—”

      “I can’t.” He forced out a heavy breath. “I want to, but I can’t.”

      “We’re over.”

      “We never even began, Charlotte. That’s the worst part about all of this. We never even started, and here we both are, fucked up from the loss of what we had.”

      “I don’t feel that way—”

      “Bullshit,” he whispered, no humour on his face. Only the heartbreak I felt deep inside my own chest. “Don’t demand the truth from me at every turn if you can’t give me the same thing.”

      My eyes turned down, and those dreaded fucking tears rose, the lump in my throat painful.

      He hurt to look at. We were two magnets, drawn to each other, and I didn’t have enough fight to hold myself back from the force of it all… did I?

      “Fine, you want the truth?” I asked.

      “Every word of it.”

      “I loved you,” I said, finally setting those three words free.

      I may as well have wielded a sword at his chest, his face pinched together, no doubt from the word loved rather than love.

      “And I think you were on the way to loving me too,” I added, staring into eyes that haunted my dreams every night. “But that doesn’t mean anything now. Not after what you did. You showed me what I always thought I’d known: love is a business transaction. It can’t exist without one getting more from it than the other, and I don’t want any part of that. I can’t forgive you for what you kept from me, knowing full well how I’d react to it. You tried to hide the worst of yourself so all I could see was the best, Fraser, and that’s who I fell in love with. Not this man standing in front of me. Not the one willing to do whatever he has to do to get what he wants.”

      “All I want is you,” he rasped.

      “If only it were that easy.

      “I didn’t hurt him. Not once,” he said, clutching at straws, his desperation palpable. I should have been flattered. Instead, that anger rose inside of me once again.

      “Matteo didn’t have to lay a finger on your mum for it to be wrong. Not everything that’s wrong is physical. The mental trauma can be worse, and you didn’t think about any of that. All you thought about was your need for revenge.”

      His chin dropped to his chest, his shoulders sagging, leaving him barely hanging onto the doorframe as he held the door open with his other hand.

      “I never expected to fall for you,” he whispered, almost to himself, as if the words hadn’t meant to slip free.

      “I never expected to fall for you, either.”

      Looking up, he caught my eyes, and I thought I saw a pool of tears resting in his.

      This strong man I thought couldn’t be broken stood before me, more broken than ever.

      All because of me.

      All because of his own actions.

      “You should go,” I said quietly. “Nothing’s going to change my mind. No good can come from us now.”

      He held my gaze for far too long before he finally nodded and stepped back, straightening himself to standing as he held the door open. His struggle to let it go was clear to see. He knew that once it came between us this time, it would stay that way.

      We were over.

      “Just so you know,” he said as I fought back the tears that were desperate to fall free. “I think I loved you the moment I saw you.”

      “That’s just the rejection talking. Love doesn’t happen that fast. Not in real life.”

      “It did for me, and Charlotte…” He held my gaze. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over you now.”

      “Don’t,” I whispered as a tear fell down my cheek and over my lip.

      “I’m sorry… for everything.”

      With a parting look that slayed me, he guided the door closed until all I could see was the smallest sliver of his body. I closed my eyes, not able to watch him disappear a final time.

      “Take care, baby.”

      Then he was gone, and I crumpled to the floor where I stood, with more than just my heart breaking now.

      Everything about me fell apart as the man I thought had been a blessing in disguise turned out to be the worst wedding date imaginable.

      One who stole any hope of happiness I’d ever dared to have. No one would ever live up to what I thought he’d once been.
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      Time moved on without him in my life, and soon enough, the end of summer drew closer, bringing the promise of a crisp autumn into the city of London.

      One minute it had been the middle of July, the next, we were in September, waiting for the leaves around us to change any time soon.

      Change…

      So much of that had happened that year.

      Two whole months without Fraser shouldn’t have been as hard as it was, considering I’d only known him for a matter of weeks. But, oh, how I’d felt during those weeks… even if it had been for nothing. It didn’t stop life after Fraser proving more difficult than I could have thought. His presence lingered in every walk of life. He’d shown me a new side of London I’d never seen before, and now that side was the only side I could see.

      I hated it.

      How could you forget something if it turned out to be all around you?

      Most nights, I dreamed of him. Most mornings, I woke with tears on my pillow like some pitiful heroine or lady that one of those damn dukes had ruined. Most days, I put on a brave face, telling Jonah and my father—who I’d unexpectedly become closer to—that everything was fine. I felt fine. The world itself couldn’t be any finer.

      Lies. Every word was a lie.

      They didn’t need to know that the colours had faded away, leaving everything in sepia tones since the night I sent Fraser away, begging him to go. After that, I hadn’t heard from him again—both a gift and a curse I couldn’t force out of my mind. Although, call it paranoia, wishful thinking, or hope… I swore that sometimes I could feel him nearby. Sometimes, just before I woke up, I swore I could still feel his hands upon my skin—his mouth on my neck and the way he pulled my back against his chest and breathed softly into my hair.

      In the quiet of my apartment, I sometimes imagined I heard him whispering the word ‘baby’ in my ear with a smile on his face and a twinkle in his eyes.

      I had to shut those thoughts and ridiculous notions down quickly to stop myself from becoming the very thing I hated: pathetic.

      Jonah and I got back to our old ways quickly enough, calling and texting each other as much as possible. I still held so much guilt over everything that had happened to him, and he still tried to make me see that life had to go on. Shit happened. I couldn’t live in that past anymore, no matter how recent it seemed. I loved him for that most days, but on the days that I wanted him to blame me so that the feeling inside my chest served a purpose, he irritated me for being so reasonable about the whole affair.

      The air had turned cooler that particular day when I walked into work, unwrapping my thin scarf from around my neck and hanging it up in the staff room of the care home before I did the same with my thin jacket.

      “Trouble has arrived,” Jean said when she walked in the door behind me, wearing the usual purple nylon uniform that hung like a potato sack from each of our bodies.

      I turned to her and offered a small smile, and she stopped in her tracks, holding her clipboard in her hand with her head tilted to one side.

      “Trouble has arrived, but the genuine smile is still elusive, I see,” she added.

      Forcing my mouth to rise higher, I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you start. I have enough to contend with when Cecile starts on me.”

      “Consider me the warmup act.” Dropping her clipboard onto the small, cheap as hell table in the staff room, she rested her arse on the edge of it and crossed her arms to study me. “You know if you can’t handle me in here, going out there to Cecile will destroy you.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I pulled my lanyard out of my pocket and draped it over my neck, aiming for disinterest. “I’m just here to work, Jean.”

      “Something you’ve always been so good at up until lately.”

      At that, my head snapped up, and any trace of false smiles faded away instantly. The last thing I wanted was for my manager to think my performance had deteriorated. I’d done my absolute best to not let anyone know anything had changed in my life, good or bad. Nobody except Jonah, at least, and no way would he have shared anything about my time with Fraser with anyone else in this building…

      Would he?

      I shook out the doubt and stared at Jean. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “Not exactly.” She looked down at her feet before her eyes found mine again, and she blew out a breath. “I don’t make a habit of involving myself in staff’s personal affairs. I have enough going on in my own life to get involved in everyone else’s, but there’s something about you, Charlotte, and here I am, getting involved anyway.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Have you turned up for work every day, on time, and done your job? Absolutely.” She raised her brows. “But have you turned up for work every day, on time, and done your job with the usual spark and flair we’ve all come to know and love from you? No.” She shook her head. “No.”

      My hands found the lanyard hanging between my chest just for something to fiddle with. “I didn’t realise we were in a circus and that I had to entertain the masses.”

      “You don’t.” She shot me a look. “But you could leave the edgy sarcasm and pessimism at the door on your way in.”

      “My pessimism?”

      Pushing up to her feet, she walked over to me, reaching out to grab the tops of my arms. “In the last two months, I’ve heard nothing but negativity from you. Even with Cecile, the woman you used to love to go back and forth with, your fuse is short. The residents used to look forward to you being on duty, and if they knew you were in the lounge waiting to serve them their dinner, there’d be a queue a mile long down the corridor as they battled it out to be the first to get your attention.”

      I swallowed down the guilt that rose inside of me. More guilt. More mistakes. More errors of judgement.

      “Now, they’re on edge, slipping past you in the hallway, wondering what mood you’re going to be in that day. Something has happened to you,” Jean said, her voice sympathetic. “I can see it in your eyes and in the way Jonah keeps pulling you aside to hold your hand and whisper something in your ear that makes you lift your chin and carry on.”

      “Jean, I—”

      “I’m not here to pry,” she said, cutting me off. “Like I said, your business isn’t my business, not unless you want it to be. You’re young—I’ve been there myself a long time ago—and a lot of life’s hardest lessons come to us during that stage of life. Whatever or whoever happened to you to take that sparkle out of your eyes, I want you to know that time will help you forget them. It will. It always does. And if you can’t forget them or it completely, the memories will at least fade, and they won’t sting as much as they do now.”

      I stared up at her, my breaths getting heavier as I willed myself not to cry. Not to think about the way Fraser’s body felt wrapped around mine, or the sad, desperate look in his eyes when he realised I’d chosen Jonah—the man I’d known for years—over him; the man I’d only known for weeks. The look in his eyes when that door closed between us for the final time.

      Take care, baby.

      “What I am going to do is ask you not to drown in whatever this is,” Jean said quietly, that sympathetic smile rising again. “Do yourself a favour and push against those feelings of sadness. I’ve seen far too many women, young and old, losing themselves to the heartache they suffer.” With a squeeze of my arms, she let me go and went back to collect her clipboard before she moved to the staffroom door and glanced back at me. “The last thing you want is to waste a single day being one of those women who stare out of the window at nothing, thinking about everything they didn’t do to save themselves along the way.”

      When Jean walked away as though nothing else mattered, an image of one woman came to the forefront of my mind, turning my stomach over and making the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      Keira.

      Fraser’s mother.

      The woman whose life had changed because of one man.

      And I wondered… was she still staring out of that same old window looking out at the ocean, trying to find a solution to her pain amongst the waves?

      I didn’t stop thinking about her for the rest of my shift, or the one after that, either.
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      “Dad?”

      “Everything okay, Charlotte?” he asked. I could hear the slight worry from the other end of the phone.

      I didn’t call my father. Not usually. Although I had made a couple of calls to him in the last two months when we’d agreed to meet for coffee in central London, and I’d been running a few minutes late.

      He always pleaded with me to let him send a car to pick me up, but in my usual stubborn way, I told him I preferred using public transport. I didn’t want to admit that I was too scared to dip my toe in the lavish way of his and my mother’s lives for fear of becoming used to it again. After all, I’d only spent two weeks with Fraser, and I found myself missing food service, and clean sheets every morning, not to mention the swimming pools and other facilities those nice places had to offer.

      Although, I think I knew full well it wasn’t those things I missed.

      Just the person I shared them with.

      “I’m fine,” I said to Dad, shaking Fraser out of my thoughts once again. “Are you on your own?”

      “I’m in my office, yes. Your mother has gone to brunch with Aunt Fern. Why do you ask?”

      “I…” I fiddled with an invisible piece of lint on my pink pyjama bottoms as I sat cross-legged on top of my bed. “I have something I need to talk to someone about, and I think you’re the only person who I can be honest with.”

      “Me?” The surprise in his voice ate me up inside, and he sighed softly, as though relieved. “I’m listening.”

      “Do you remember a while back when I asked you whether Matteo Vega was a good man or not?”

      “Lord, Jesus Christ,” he whispered roughly. “What did he do to you?”

      I scowled at my legs. “Nothing. He did nothing to me. But… he did do something to someone I knew once.”

      Dad’s silence lingered on the line, and I tried so hard to imagine the expression he would be wearing, but up until recently, most expressions on Dad’s face had always seemed as false to me as my mother’s lips. It had only been since we started reconnecting—if that’s what it could even be called—that I felt like I was finally seeing the real him for the very first time.

      “You know what kind of man he is, don’t you?” I dared myself to ask.

      “There have been… rumours over the years.”

      “About?”

      “I think you know, Charlotte.”

      Closing my eyes, I let that information wash over me, drowning me in shame for having come from that world where people happily turned a blind eye to anything that didn’t concern them directly. “How could you stand by and not do anything about it?”

      I heard the creak of his leather chair, and I imagined him now, leaning back into it as his breath streamed out in one long outburst before he made a noise that sounded like frustration mixed with his own shame.

      “I had no evidence of it being the truth.”

      “But the rumours came from somewhere. You could have tracked them down.”

      “Perhaps, although we both know how rumours fly around, don’t we, sweetheart? We can never be sure what’s real and what isn’t. I didn’t know anyone he’d hurt, but that didn’t stop me from making damn sure you, your sister, or your mother were never alone with him for too long.”

      I ran my hand over my forehead, feeling sick to my stomach. “I do know someone he hurt, Dad, and I don’t feel like I can sit by and let him get away with it.”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment or two before he whispered, “Who?”

      “Fraser’s mum. Her name is Keira.”

      “How long have you known about this?”

      “Since the wedding.”

      “Charlotte…” He breathed out again, clearly pained.

      Looking up and out of my bedroom window, I watched the sun setting in the sky, turning the usual blues to the most beautiful oranges and reds, casting a perfect glow across my bedroom that should have made me feel nothing but warm inside.

      Instead, a shiver ran through me.

      “You and he are over, no?” Dad asked.

      I’d had to tell him that Fraser had gone from my life as quickly as he’d arrived, but I hadn’t told him why. Instead, I’d protected Fraser, telling my father that it had all boiled down to me not being ready for commitment, along with some other lie I’d conjured up in the heat of the moment when he’d asked if he could possibly take the two of us for lunch one day.

      “We’re over,” I said, hating the way those two words pinched at my chest. “But that doesn’t mean I can sit by and let Matteo get away with everything he’s done.”

      “And what, exactly, do you plan to do?”

      “Well… I was hoping you could help me with that.”

      “How?”

      “That’s the thing. I have no idea. Just that I need to find a way to make sure people know Matteo isn’t the same man he puts out there for everyone else to see.”

      With a sigh, Dad said, “The successful ones rarely are.” I heard his chair creak again as he moved positions. “Let me look into it. I’ll need to do some digging around, speak to a few people without making it obvious what I’m digging around for.”

      “That would be amazing, Dad. Anything you can do. Anything at all.”

      “This could be dangerous, darling. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You might not but I do.”

      Hearing his words of affection flow so easily now compared to my childhood still came as a shock to me, but I accepted them anyway, glad for the way he and I had been able to build some kind of bridge back to each other after spending far too long facing the other way.

      “I can’t just let him get away with it,” I said.

      Dad’s pause lingered before he finally spoke again. “Fine. I’ll get to work but, Charlotte? I’m going to need a favour in return.”
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      The small waves crashed over my bare feet, another day coming to an end as I stared at the horizon, watching the sun go down.

      Another day trying to rediscover my purpose, only to think about her instead.

      I brought the bottle of beer to my lips, took a drink, and then let my arm fall back down.

      “Your trousers are getting wet,” Wade said into the earpiece I wore.

      “Yup.”

      Talk about stating the obvious.

      Wade had tapped in to check on me after my last attempt at finding Matteo had gone wrong. Another false lead. Another empty nest when I’d climbed the tree to tear it down.

      “He’s not there, Fraser,” Wade eventually said.

      “I know.” I did know, too. I could feel it, the emptiness around me.

      Malta should have had me captivated, held in a trance by its beauty. The history, the culture… the fucking colours! They were all there laid out in front of me, begging me to pay them some serious attention. Instead, all I saw and felt was nothing. Even my need for revenge had turned weak.

      I’d convinced myself that if I got my hands around Matteo’s neck a second time, I’d end his life for good, and everything would fall into place. My heart would start beating normally again without the weird murmur it had acquired over the last two months. That need for blood would be sated, and all the other stuff would fade away.

      But on a night, when I laid in bed by myself and stared up at the ceiling, Matteo didn’t even cross my mind. It wasn’t killing him I dreamed of when I closed my eyes.

      The only thing I thought about was her.

      Two months.

      Two whole months. Over four times the amount of time we’d spent together, and I couldn’t shake her for a minute.

      I didn’t want to.

      The only thing I needed to rid myself of was the memory of that look in her eyes when she’d pleaded for me to go, showing me that she felt nothing. I’d meant nothing. How could I have when she let me go so easily?

      That memory—the doubt—was fucking killing me slowly, eating me alive from the inside out day by day, night by night.

      “Let one of us come out to you,” Wade said, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “No.”

      “Then it’s time to come home.”

      Taking my last swig of beer until the bottle was empty, I turned away from the sunset and headed back up the beach. “I don’t have a home, Wade. I can’t return to what I don’t have.”

      “He’s not there,” he reminded me.

      “Then I’ll find out where he is, and when I find him… I’m killing him. Don’t contact me again. None of you.”

      “Fraser, don’t—”

      Tearing out my earpiece, I threw it in the ocean, trying to forget the look on Charlotte’s face when she’d floated through water or how happy she might have been to dive into the waves here.

      I couldn’t live without her. I couldn’t live with her in my memory, either.

      Pulling out my phone, I opened it up to find the picture I’d taken of her asleep in bed, facing me, her body covered with a white sheet, and her arm resting on the bed between us. She’d looked so at peace; I’d wanted to show her the photo and let her see it for herself. To show her how she could be without the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      The need to go back to her stabbed at my gut, I almost threw the phone in the sea along with my earpiece, but then my phone pinged, alerting me to a message.

      I thought about ignoring it, and I almost did, until I saw Ray’s name staring back at me, along with five words that would have me on a plane within the hour.

      
        
        Ray: I know where he is.
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      “Couldn’t I have volunteered to help in a prison or something instead?” I asked my father, whose grin couldn’t be contained as he stood beside me, taking in the rest of the room. Henry’s Bar had fast become one of the hottest spots in the city, and of course, it had to have been the spot for tonight’s event.

      “Now, now, Charlotte. Remember what I said: one night of your time with your family. That’s all I ask. It will make your old man happy.”

      “I’m sure this falls under the category of bribery somehow.”

      “I’m sure it does.”

      “Possibly even abuse.”

      He winked at me before he lifted his glass of champagne and gestured towards my sister and new brother-in-law, who had only just returned from their extended honeymoon—almost three months of travel to only the finest destinations on the planet, no expense spared. Naturally.

      This was a very private, very exclusive party being held in their honour. A post-wedding extravaganza to celebrate their return from…what? Almost three months of topping up their tans? Let me put out the sparks flying out of my arse in pure celebration. How marvellous of them to return to us mere mortals and deign us with their presence.

      That single thought reminded me of Jean. Damn. She had been right. My sarcasm was at an all-time high.

      Strapping on a smile, I decided to fake it to make it… without the pretend date this time.

      Just me. On my own. No more games.

      “They look good together,” I said to Dad as we watched Emmie and Lucas dancing while my mum stood around the outer edges, entertaining the guests with her usual charm and camaraderie.

      I’d yet to build that bridge back to my mother the same way I had with Dad, but I could tell she hadn’t shut me out completely by the way she kept glancing at Dad and me together, a small scowl on her face, as though she couldn’t understand how and when we’d got so close. Perhaps, in time, she’d become even more curious and need to take a closer look at who I really was for herself. Not the woman she’d built me up to be in her mind.

      “I hope they’re very happy,” Dad said, taking a sip of his drink before he turned to me. “Should we mingle?”

      “If we must.” I grinned, letting him know it was forced. “Wait. Is Tristan going to be here?”

      “No.” Dad shook his head. “He’s out of town.”

      “Thank God. Let’s hope he’s gone to see Penn in Spain, and he’ll stay there.”

      “Let’s not mention that name again tonight.”

      “Roger that, chief.”

      With an amused roll of his eyes, he pressed his hand into the small of my back and guided me towards the crowd. For the first time in a long time, I really thought that maybe I could be part of the family again in the future. If I took baby steps, that is.

      Unfortunately, that only lasted a solid forty minutes.

      After too many forced smiles, air kisses, and ‘darlings’, I’d about had my fill of the pretence. My back ached from having my shoulders pushed back so much, and the tips of my cheeks burned, begging me to let them fall.

      Most of the guests seemed somewhat surprised to see me there without having to be collared and dragged around on a leash.

      Emmie eyed me with suspicion.

      Most of Lucas’s family did, too, although Mayor Williamson’s absence hadn’t upset me too much. Apparently, he’d been called away on an urgent matter, leaving just Lucas’s siblings and mother to celebrate the night with them.

      Lucas himself, however, took the time to speak to me as though he genuinely cared about anything I had to say, which, in turn, made Emmie narrow her eyes at me even more.

      Rome wasn’t built in a day.

      Our relationship would take time to mend if that’s what Dad intended to happen. Although, if I were being honest with myself, I wasn’t in a hurry to rebuild that particular bridge at all. Blood wasn’t always thicker than water. Sometimes you just had to admit defeat and walk away from the very things that continued to get a kick out of hurting you.

      I had a feeling my sister would always find pleasure in her favourite pastime.

      Once an hour had passed, I dropped my empty champagne flute to the nearest bar surface, and I made my way to the ladies’ bathroom that happened to be down a long corridor filled with chaise lounges and so many mirrors, I may as well have been in Emmie’s bedroom.

      When I turned the corner with my clutch bag tucked under my arm, I bumped into another body, stumbling backwards a few steps before I found my balance again.

      “Shit, sor—” I started to apologise, only to see someone I hadn’t expected to see again for a very long time.

      Matteo.

      His face looked to have aged dramatically in just two months, but that didn’t stop his confident smirk from rising as he took me in, his body calm, while mine started to shake beneath his arrogant gaze.

      My lips parted, and all the horrible thoughts I’d had of him since Fraser had told me what he’d done to his mother floated through my mind.

      All the things this man had done—the lives he’d ruined.

      Now, he looked at me like he wanted to ruin mine, too.

      “My sweet Charlotte,” he said, his voice poison to the air I breathed.

      “Matteo,” I croaked, quickly clearing my voice before straightening my shoulders.

      “You look surprised to see me.”

      “I… I didn’t know you were invited.”

      “I’m the groom’s godfather, no?” he raised a brow.

      “Yes.” I forced a smile, realising quickly that we were alone with no witnesses around.

      No Fraser.

      His handsome face flashed before my eyes, warning me to be careful, reminding me of all the ways he’d taught me to defend myself.

      “Of course,” I added, waving a flippant hand through the air. “But I could have sworn my father told me who was coming tonight, and he never mentioned your name. In fact, I thought he’d said you’d left England soon after the wedding.”

      Matteo released a low hum in thought as he studied me before he took a step towards me, closing the gap. “Your father told you that, or that man you were sleeping with who had his hands around my throat told you that?”

      My head spun instantly, and I felt my face turning pale as I stared up at him.

      I’d never been good at keeping my emotions hidden, especially not when they were heightened, and right then, all that ran through me was a kind of fear that didn’t make sense… because this guy was older. His body wasn’t built like Fraser’s. He didn’t look intimidating, and he certainly didn’t look capable of ruining my life… but that didn’t stop me from knowing he could, and probably would, given the way he stared at me now. He oozed confidence, very aware that he had me cornered and surprised.

      I remained silent, taking in the way he changed in front of me.

      Matteo no longer felt the need to hide who he was, and I saw that in his eyes now.

      He knew I knew everything about him.

      I tried to take a step away, but my back came up against a wall, leaving Matteo in prime position to cage me in.

      “Do you miss him, Charlotte?” he asked, his voice low. “Do you miss Fraser? The man who used you to get to me. The man you fell for, even though he never wanted anything from you but me.” Matteo’s smirk grew colder. “What a silly, silly girl to have thought that one night with him meant something more. Not that I’m surprised. It’s a thing with you women, isn’t it? A need to turn sex into some grand romance. A need for a connection that runs deeper than a man being inside a woman.”

      “Matteo, stop,” I forced out, trying to hide my obvious nerves. “Enough. You don’t get to speak to me like that.”

      He closed the gap, so close to me that when he pressed his hand against the wall behind my head, I could feel his breaths upon my skin. “You know you’ll never see him again, don’t you?”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I frowned up at him.

      He huffed out a laugh that made my toes curl. “He’s been on a fool’s errand for months now. He doesn’t want you, Charlotte.” He leaned closer, whispering in my ear, “He wants me. He’s only ever wanted me. He used you to get me, and when he had my neck in his grip, he was too weak to see it through to the end. That’s the kind of man you let get close to you.”

      “Stop,” I growled, anger rising in my stomach, turning my vision red.

      “And now he’s gone, chasing false leads that I planted all around the world, while I’ve been sitting pretty in a lovely little estate in Essex minding my own business, playing and beating him at his own game. Tell me, did he really believe Penn and those men were the only threat to you? Did he not see how I had turned his attention elsewhere so I could do whatever the hell I wanted, when I wanted? He doesn’t sound like much of a hero to me.”

      My nostrils flared, and I pushed against Matteo’s chest angrily, making him stumble back a step or two until there was enough distance between us for him to stare back at me in surprise. But that satisfied smirk of his never faltered.

      “You’re going to pay for everything you’ve ever done,” I told him, my breaths heavy. “And I’m going to throw a party and invite everyone you know to celebrate.”

      Matteo ran a hand over his jaw before dropping it and pushing it into his suit trouser pocket. “You’re making an awfully bold assumption that I’ll keep you alive that long.”

      That time, my knees began to knock together, and I was unable to hide the trembling of my hands as I reached for my clutch bag, just for something to hold tightly.

      “Don’t forget, Charlotte, that I have the ability to get rid of every single person you know and love, and you can rest assured that I’ve done my homework on you since that night when your beloved man tried to end my life while I slept. The more you tell your father, the more you put him in danger, too—”

      “Enough,” I whispered, closing my eyes, unable to take his vicious words a moment longer.

      Matteo took a step towards me again, his voice low. “Open your eyes.”

      I did as he asked, taking him in.

      “What happens next is up to you. Cause a scene tonight, and you decide how your man dies. He’s going to die anyway, but you get to choose whether I make it quick and painless or slow and agonising. In the meantime, enjoy the party, dear Lottie.”

      He walked away, straightening his suit jacket down, and leaving me to fall back against the wall with a thud, not knowing what the hell to do or who I could talk to anymore.

      The only thing I knew was that Fraser’s life was in danger…

      And that mattered to me more than anything else.

      Anything.
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      I didn’t think about speaking to anyone as I walked through the crowd quickly, seeking out the man who’d just walked away from me but who was nowhere to be seen. Had he been a figment of my imagination? Was I going crazy? Or did Matteo simply have the ability to become a ghost yet somehow let his presence linger.

      One look at my father smiling at my mother and sister, and I knew I couldn’t burden him with any more of this. Matteo’s threat still echoed in my ears.

      The more you tell your father, the more you put him in danger, too.

      If Fraser was on some fool’s errand, I had to hope that Wade, Dean, Joey, or Ray weren’t there with him. Not that I knew how to get hold of them. I didn’t have any of their details, and I hadn’t once been to their headquarters in Soho, even though Fraser had told me about it during our time together. I knew roughly where Fraser’s mother Keira lived, but I didn’t have any actual contact details for her, either. I couldn’t even recall seeing a building name on the apartments he’d taken me to.

      The only number I had at hand was Fraser’s himself.

      I didn’t even have to give it a second’s thought. His life was more important than my pride, and so I found his number in my contacts, and I hit the call button, unable to think of anything but telling him what I’d found out.

      The phone rang and rang and rang until it rang out, my shoulders sagging in defeat as I pushed my way through the crowd of the bar and made my way outside to the surprisingly quiet streets of London. No doubt my family had paid to have this area cornered off so my sister and Lucas could have some privacy after the wedding had been such an affair with the latest gossip magazine on the block.

      When the noise of the bar drifted away behind me, I hit dial on Fraser’s number again and waited until it rang out once more.

      I stared at the phone screen, willing him to call me back, somehow knowing he wouldn’t.

      I’d told him we were over. I’d begged him to leave.

      He didn’t owe me a damn thing.

      I was about to hit him with a text to explain everything when a black car pulled down the street on my left, drawing my attention up to it when it slowed in front of me.

      Whoever had arrived late to the party didn’t need to see my miserable face when they opened the car door, so I turned around, hoping to avoid having to talk to whoever it was, only for my body to slam into the rock-hard form of another.

      When I looked up at the man in front of me, I recognised him as one of Matteo’s security guards from Emmie’s wedding.

      His slow smile crept to life, and I heard a car door open behind me.

      “Don’t scream,” the guy said, and before I could find my voice, he’d clamped a cloth over my mouth and filled my lungs with a taste that sent my eyes rolling into the back of my head.

      I tried to fight him off—I did—but my bones were turning looser by the second, and my vision blurred around the edges, making the world go fuzzy around me.

      Fight, Charlotte. Fight! a voice screamed inside my head.

      Please don’t do this, begged another much weaker voice as the men held the material over my mouth.

      Something kicked in, and I found one last ounce of strength to pull the cloth from my mouth enough to suck in a gasp of air, and just when I heard the man growl at me for being a little bitch, something else shifted. I heard a thud, like skin meeting skin. The creep’s grip on me loosened, and my limp body rolled from side to side until another, much stronger arm curled around my waist in such a familiar way, it reminded me of the man I loved.

      Looking up at the night sky, disorientated, I whispered his name, “Fraser.”

      Then, my eyes closed, not knowing where I was or if I’d make it out alive.
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      I caught her with one arm just before she fell, her body curling into mine like it had missed me. The man on the ground next to me grunted and groaned as Dean dealt with him in a matter of seconds, knocking him clean out.

      Joey had already launched himself into the front of the car and taken care of the driver, his elbow slamming into the guy’s throat so his limbs turned to jelly.

      Ray manned the passenger side door at the back of the black limo, making sure the fucker inside couldn’t escape and run for his sorry life while I was distracted.

      Distracted by her, as I had been from the start.

      Charlotte’s eyes were closed when I looked down at her beautiful face, and it hit me how, despite all the dreams and memories I’d had in the last two months, not one of them had done her justice. Whatever it was about her that called to me before, now it screamed. So did the rage roaring inside my veins at the sight of her out cold thanks to whatever the fuck that guy had just used to sedate her with.

      Scooping Charlotte up in both arms, I became desperate to press my mouth to hers to just feel her again, but I couldn’t do it. We’d parted on bad terms—her terms—and I wasn’t doing a damn thing to her without her permission.

      That didn’t stop me from curling her body towards mine and whispering in her ear, “I’m so fucking sorry, baby. No one will ever hurt you again. Especially not me. You’re going to be okay, I promise.”

      I turned and handed her to Wade, who waited behind me. I hated passing her over, but there was something else I had to do. Something I couldn’t pass on again. Not if I wanted her to be safe for the rest of her life, whether that life involved me or not.

      “We were too late,” I growled.

      “He didn’t have her for long. The drugs should wear off soon.” Wade took her in his arms as though she weighed nothing. “She’ll be okay.”

      “She’d better be, or so help me God.”

      I balled my hands into fists, ready to turn the city to rubble, watching as Charlotte’s head rolled against Wade’s chest when it should have been my body she curled into for comfort, but I couldn’t focus on that just yet.

      The guy on the ground groaned, his face a bloody mess and face down on the pavement as Dean panted and looked up at me, wiping at the corner of his mouth and shoving his knee into the guy’s back.

      “Ready when you are,” he said with a grin.

      On cue, Joey dragged the driver out of the car, dumping his limp body next to the other guy’s before slamming the car door shut. “All good here, too.”

      Looking over the roof of the limo, I caught Ray’s serious gaze.

      He had me covered. The bastard inside the limo wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      I leaned down to the open car door and looked inside to see him sitting there, cornered, his face pale and his old hands rattling at the handle that wouldn’t open.

      When he saw me, his eyes widened, and he stopped all his futile efforts to escape.

      I climbed into the backseat of the limo, closed the door to the outside world, and I turned to face him with murder in my eyes.

      “I think it’s time you and I had a little chat, Matteo, don’t you?”

      Before he could open his mouth to speak, I slammed my fist into his face and then sat back to watch him bleed. His hand flew to his nose, a string of words I couldn’t understand falling from him in both curse and horror. His eyes watered, and spit foamed at the corners of his mouth as he blinked rapidly and dared to look at me again.

      Raising my brows, I threw an arm over the back of the car seat and leaned in. “If I could hit you for every time you made a pass at a woman who didn’t want you, or you touched something that didn’t belong to you, or you even looked in their direction to make them feel uncomfortable, I would,” I said, my voice low. “But you’re the kind of coward who would fall unconscious after a handful of punches, and I want you awake when I break you.”

      “You’re going to pay for this,” he groaned, only for me to reach over, grab his throat and yank him towards me without much effort.

      The man was old. Whatever power he held, it didn’t come from his body, only his wallet and that vile mouth that had spewed the most disgusting words to my mother and now Charlotte. The thought of what he would have done to her had we not got here in time made it hard for me to stick to the plan we had forged—a plan the guys had implemented to keep me out of prison—because right now, I wanted to stay in the back of this limo and take my time tearing Matteo apart. I wanted to break every bone in his body, then torture every muscle until he begged me to slice open every vein beneath his skin and let him bleed out.

      I squeezed my fingers tighter, and his eyes grew bloodshot with every passing second.

      “Men like you amaze me,” I said. “So brave when looking down on a woman. So self-assured. Cocksure. But when you’re face to face with a real man without one of your guards in front of you, you crumble… just like this. There’s no fight. Nothing. Just brittle bones, bad breath, and rotten skin.” I leaned closer, my nostrils flaring as I spoke through gritted teeth. “I could crush you like a fucking bug, and you wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

      “P-please,” he begged—actually begged—his face turning purple as his eyes rolled into the back of his head.

      “Admit it to me.”

      “W-hat?” he croaked, grasping at my hands to try and release the pressure.

      “Tell me you’re a scumbag.”

      “I—”

      “Tell me!” I roared, my blood pumping and my heart on fire with destructible rage.

      He clawed at my hands one last time before I felt his body slacken in my grip. “I… I’m a sc-scumbag.”

      Before his breaths could run out, I released him.

      His body sagged like a ragdoll, and the all-powerful Matteo Vega fell apart in front of me, gasping for breath as his hand went to his neck, presumably to make sure I’d left it attached to his body.

      When he looked up at me with wide eyes, I lashed out again. My fist connected with his jaw, sending his face flying into the backseat, and then I grabbed the back of his head and slammed it down into my knee, enjoying the sound of something breaking in his face.

      All those women.

      All those days, weeks, months, years, and lives he’d ruined for no other reason than he could.

      He didn’t deserve me sticking to the plan.

      He deserved to die.

      When he fell to the floor of the limo in agony, I straightened my tie down over my shirt and rolled my shoulders back. I’d never needed willpower like I needed it now, and it took everything in me not to end his life right there, but death would be too easy for a man like him. I wanted every single one of his living days to be spent with him writhing in internal pain, just like my mother’s had been.

      I reached over to grab him by the collar, and then I opened the car door to drag his beaten-up body out of the limo, dumping it on the pavement next to his men with an almighty thud that sent Joey, Dean’s, and Ray’s eyes over to me as I slammed the door shut and straightened out my suit.

      “Is he dead?” Dean asked, toeing Matteo’s torso, only for him to groan in pain. “I guess not.”

      Seeing Wade standing by the entrance to Henry’s Bar with my woman in his arms made my stomach churn.

      “He’s going to wish he was,” I muttered to Dean before I gave the men a nod that signalled for them all to collect their victims. It was time for everyone to see the real Matteo Vega—the one that existed in the privacy of his own home.

      Picking him up by the scruff of his neck, I dragged him over to the bar and pushed through the door, with Dean and Joey in tow with their men. Wade, not far behind with Charlotte in his arms. Ray stayed outside, manning the entrance. He never had been a fan of the dramatics.

      Matteo’s feet struggled to keep up with my confident strides, and blood dripped down onto the floor as I pushed him forward through the small crowd until everyone turned to realise who I had in my grip… and the beaten-up state of his face.

      Henry’s Bar turned silent, and for a few seconds, you could have heard a pin drop.

      A few gasps and cries of horror rang out, followed by a surge of four or five security guards rushing forward to no doubt try and take me and my team out. As the first of the guards came towards me, something made him stop when he saw the look on my face, and he held out his arms to halt his men before he looked over to where Charlotte’s mother and father were standing at the bar.

      Those men were nothing but hired help. They saw it in our eyes: we were born to fight.

      I glanced over to Charlotte’s parents.

      Laurie’s eyes were wide with shock, and she had a delicate hand over her mouth, as though Matteo were the victim, and I were the brute, but one look at Mitchell, and I knew he knew better than to think that of me.

      His request for me to keep Charlotte safe at the wedding echoed through my mind.

      “What the hell is going on?” Emmie cried out, stepping forward from her place next to a champagne tower, only for Lucas to grab hold of her arm and hold her back. A move she didn’t approve of, according to the narrowed eyes she shot his way before she shrugged him off.

      I glared at every self-indulgent person in the bar, daring them to challenge me as I held Matteo by my side like a dog.

      When silence had descended over the private party, Wade carried Charlotte forward in his arms, causing another gasp to fall from the guests’ lips.

      Mitchell took a step towards us, and I let my eyes settle on him.

      “Charlotte,” he said quietly.

      “She’s safe,” I assured him. “Because of us.”

      Mitchell glanced down at Matteo’s bleeding form, and I saw the contempt flash across his face.

      “Is this the kind of person you invite into your midst to be around your daughters?” I asked him, the muscles in my jaw fighting to keep me in control. “A predator like him.” I shook Matteo by the neck, not looking away from Mitchell. More whispers passed over the crowd as everyone looked around in confusion. “A man willing to take anything and everything from whoever he sees fit.”

      “Fraser,” Mitchell said carefully, passing his glass to Laurie and holding his hands in the air in surrender, as though he was the bad guy here. “You need to tell me why my daughter is unconscious.”

      “Because this bastard here tried to drug and kidnap her, Mitchell. Just like he’s done with so many before her. But I think a few of you in this room already knew that, didn’t you?”

      A few women around me gasped, the men’s mutterings not far behind them.

      “Someone help me,” Matteo croaked, trying to lift his head to look at the people around him. “This thug attacked me. What he’s telling you are lies.”

      I held Mitchell’s gaze, waiting for him to do what any father should do.

      “We need to call the police!” someone from the crowd shouted, only for Matteo to snap his head up to the people in front of him.

      “No!” he cried, putting a lame hand in the air. “No. We don’t want to draw attention to this private affair. Someone just needs to get this idiot off me.”

      As though Mitchell was seeing Matteo for the very first time, his eyes narrowed in on him, and he took a step closer, his face turning sour as that reaction I’d been waiting and hoping for finally kicked in.

      “I think drawing attention to it is exactly what we need to do,” he said, his voice threatening. “I think it’s what we’ve needed to do for a very long time.”

      When Mitchell’s eyes rose to meet mine, an understanding passed between us.

      I had a feeling that this wasn’t unexpected news to him at all because when he gave me a nod, I saw sympathy there, too.

      That’s when I knew… Charlotte had told him everything.

      Including what Matteo had done to my mother.
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      My eyelashes fluttered, revealing bright lights that instantly made me want to shut my eyes again. A groan of discomfort left me as I curled up against something hard yet comforting. Something that smelled familiar. Delicious. Warm.

      A hand ran up and down my spine, and I moaned, appreciating the way it made me feel.

      Then I heard his voice in my ear.

      “You’re safe,” he whispered. “I’m here.”

      The fact I’d been unconscious only seconds earlier didn’t matter. My eyes flew open to look up at his face, and when I saw his sad gaze and soft smile, my heart tried to escape my chest.

      This had to be a dream.

      Blinking rapidly, I kept waiting for him to disappear, but Fraser just held me in his arms, as though there was nothing but the two of us left in the whole world.

      “Hey,” he whispered in that usual way of his.

      “You’re… here,” I rasped, my throat dry.

      “Is that okay?”

      My breathing turned quicker, and all the emotion I’d tried to suppress for the last two months rose to the surface, overwhelming me until those stupid bloody tears formed in my eyes and spilled over the edge without even a moment’s notice.

      “Hey,” he said, wiping one side of tears away with his thumb. “Don’t cry. I hate to see you cry.”

      “But… you’re here,” I said again, unable to believe this wasn’t just a figment of my imagination.

      His flat smile grew as he stared into my eyes, refusing to look away. “Do you know where here even is right now?”

      Right on cue, a flash of blue and red light had me scrunching my eyes together before a commotion brought my attention to the fact that we weren’t as alone as I’d thought. My stomach twisted, a sick feeling clawing its way up my throat as a nasty taste lingered there.

      “I feel sick,” I whispered. “I need to sit up.”

      Sitting me up in his lap, Fraser pulled me against him, curling his arms around my waist as my groggy mind struggled to catch up to what I saw in front of me.

      There, on the floor of the bar I’d been in for Emmie and Lucas’s party, laid Matteo Vega and two other men, their hands behind their backs in handcuffs, with my father standing over them, talking to the police.

      Fraser’s chin rested on my shoulder, his mouth close to my ear. “It’s over,” he whispered.

      “What happened?”

      “We got to you just in time… before he—”

      “Took me,” I finished for him, the memory of the moments before I fell unconscious coming back to me.

      Matteo’s threats in the corridor when no one else was around.

      The car pulling up to the kerb.

      The man with the cloth over my mouth.

      The strong arm that caught me before I fell.

      Fraser.

      “He said he was going to kill you,” I told him. “That’s why I went outside, to try to call you. I had to stop him.”

      “I was on my way, baby. We all were. We could see you. You were right there, I just…” He trailed off, and I heard the blame he placed on himself in his voice. He hated that he didn’t get to me in time to stop them completely. “I should never have left you.”

      “You’re not the kind of man to stay after I pushed you away, Fraser.” I turned back to meet his gaze.

      “No,” he said softly, offering me a sad smile that tore me in two.

      Wherever he’d been and whatever he’d gone through, it had been an ordeal. Fraser still looked broken, and I wondered how often he thought of me and how much he’d had to resist the urge to come back sooner, even though he thought I didn’t want him.

      “You came back, and you saved me,” I said, still trying to clear my foggy mind and catch up with reality. “How did you know?”

      He shook his head. “Not now. I’ll tell you everything once we’re home and you’re rested.”

      “Home?” I asked, searching his eyes. “Where is that for you?”

      “Wherever you are. That’s if you’ll have me.”
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      It took a few hours for us to be able to leave everybody else. Once I’d come around enough to get checked over by the paramedics, the police sat me in a private booth at the bar and asked me to verify Fraser’s story.

      I’d told them everything. The whole truth and nothing but the truth, including the threats Matteo had issued in the corridor before I’d tried to leave to make a phone call.

      It turned out he hadn’t been invited to the party after all. He’d turned up of his own accord, gaining access through the back door just to threaten me, before he slinked back out in the night, hoping his plan to kidnap me would work.

      He’d almost got away with it, too.

      After the police had let me go, my father came over and held me tightly, kissing the top of my head over and over until I’d had to assure him that, despite being a little shaken up, I was fine. Thanks to Fraser and the others who’d saved me, I would be fine in time, too.

      Even Mum hugged me once she’d realised what had gone on, swearing she had no idea about anything Matteo had done in the past. I’d wanted to grill her further on it, but my head throbbed, and I knew all too well that the adrenaline would wear off shortly. When it did, I wanted to be as far away from everyone as possible. I’d wasted too much time on the bad people around here. For now, I only wanted to focus on the good.

      On Fraser.

      He’d come back for me, despite everything.

      When we’d finally been able to leave the bar, Fraser guided me outside to a waiting car, where Wade and Ray sat up front, while Dean and Joey rode in a vehicle behind us, making sure we got home safely. Fraser never left more than an inch between us the entire night, and whenever he could, he’d make sure to be touching me, be it with a hand on my thigh, around my shoulders, or in the small of my back.

      He needed that connection, and honestly, so did I.

      Home, it turned out, was my apartment for the night.

      The idea of staying in another foreign hotel almost frightened me. I needed home comforts, blankets that smelt of my fabric softener, books I loved by my side, and my own bed to fall back on when my body finally chose to let me sleep.

      I needed familiarity.

      I ached everywhere when I eventually climbed out of the car, but Fraser wasn’t far behind me, shutting the door before he leaned down to say something to Wade and Ray that had them driving off not too long after, leaving the two of us alone for the first time since everything had happened.

      The thought of him leaving me sent a wave of panic through me, and I hadn’t realised just how lonely I’d been until he came back after so long away.

      Once at my door, I turned around to look up at Fraser. He stared down at me with that look in his eyes that demanded my honesty, even if I was too tired to know how to give it. In the end, I decided that nobody benefitted from games. Especially not us.

      “I’ll have you,” I said, finally giving him the answer he’d waited hours to hear.

      His shoulders sagged, a small smile tugging at his mouth. “Took you long enough.”

      “I wanted to be certain before I made my decision.”

      “Wise move. You shouldn’t rush into these things.”

      “Well, I wasn’t entirely sure that I’d forgiven you for your mistakes.”

      “Have you come to a verdict yet?”

      Closing the gap between us, I pressed my hands to his chest and looked up at him. “You once asked me if I believed that bad people had any good in them or did I write off anyone who dared to mess up even once. Do you remember that?”

      He gave me his answer with a gentle nod.

      “I know now why you asked me that. You knew you’d already messed up with me, and you were seeking my forgiveness before I’d even found out about it.”

      He reached up to brush my hair back behind my ear. “I told you I knew what I felt for you even then.”

      “The fact you had a conscience, even so soon into us getting to know one another, tells me you know what you did was wrong. You’re nothing like Matteo, Fraser. He’s a bad person with nothing good inside of him. You’re a good person who made a bad decision. If Jonah can forgive you, I can, too.”

      “He forgives me?” he asked with obvious surprise.

      “That’s something you’ll have to take up with him, but he sure did encourage me not to give up on you completely.”

      “I always knew I liked that guy.” His hands fell to my waist and squeezed tightly.

      “This doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you entirely,” I warned. “You’ve got a lot of making up to do.”

      “I’m ready to be put to work.”

      “And a lot of trust to rebuild.”

      “I’ll get my hands dirty every day if that’s what you need me to do.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “You really mean it, don’t you?”

      “Two months without you changed everything for me, Charlotte. There’s nothing worth fighting for now that isn’t you.”

      Fraser leaned down, brushing his nose over mine before he kissed me, and I let my arms drape around his neck. He carried me up the stairs without his step faltering. Every door was kicked open and shut without him coming up for air until he managed to find his way to my bedroom, where he carefully laid me down on top of the crisp white duvet, and he pulled back to look at me.

      The moonlight cast the perfect shadows on his strong jaw, making his eyes twinkle down at me. I ran my hands through the longer parts of his hair before I dragged my nails back over the shaved sides and down through his blond beard.

      “Is this the part where you make love to me after saving my life?” I whispered.

      Fraser trailed his hand between my breasts before he let it settle on my hip, and he came to lie down beside me, forcing my head to turn his way. “This is the part where I let you sleep.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “That’s not quite the romantic ending I had in mind.”

      “Good for you that you don’t believe in romance.” He pulled my body onto its side and held onto my waist. “Or love.”

      “I may have changed my views ever so slightly on that front.”

      “You have, have you?”

      Pinching his beard between my finger and thumb the way he’d done to my chin so many times before, I pulled him closer, searching his eyes and seeing everything I’d ever needed to see there.

      Fraser loved me.

      It had been there the day I’d forced him to walk away, and it stared back at me now, as clear to see as the moon in the sky.

      “Maybe.” I smirked back at him.

      He pulled my hips flush with his. “Take your time. I have enough love here for the both of us.”

      When Fraser kissed me, his soft lips meeting mine and making my body melt in his hands, I didn’t need a second longer.

      I loved him, too.

      I think I always had.

      No time apart, no villains dressed as saints, no nasty sister or messed up families could stop us.

      Letting my hand fall to his heart, I held it there as he kissed me, and I pressed my fingers into his chest. Fraser pulled away, holding me close as he looked into my eyes.

      “Have I really made a believer out of you?” he breathed, all humour gone, as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “Don’t make me regret it.” I smiled.

      He copied me, pressing his hand to my heart. “I’ll guard it with my life,” and then he sealed that promise with a kiss, and I knew deep down in my soul that this man would keep every promise he ever made to me from that moment on.

      I’d never doubt that love existed again. He’d shown me how real it could be. How selfless, intoxicating, and consuming it should be. How everything ever written about it in fiction didn’t scratch the surface of how it felt in real life when the man you loved was Fraser Scott.
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      This was it: the moment I discovered the purpose of life. I’d stay this way for the rest of my days if she’d allow it. If I could prove to her that I was worthy of her love.

      After what had happened to Mum, and to Jodie, I never thought I’d want another woman in my life again, but then there’d been that unsure figure standing at the bus stop, fiddling with her dress, clearly uncomfortable in her shoes, and I hadn’t been able to ignore the pull I’d felt to go to her.

      I’d always been scared to love.

      Now I wanted to drown in the fucking thing, and it was all because of her.

      Charlotte’s body pressed against mine on her bed, our legs tangled, her hand on my stomach, and her head against my chest as she lost herself to sleep. She’d drifted in and out of it all night long, the memories of what had almost happened making her jolt awake every now and then, a look of panic crossing her face until she regained enough clarity to realise that I hadn’t left her side. I never would again. I’d managed to coax her back to sleep against me, my fingers trailing through her long, soft hair as I stared up at the ceiling, not caring to close my own eyes after months apart from Charlotte and her warm body. I needed to soak every second of my time with her in. I needed to feel her skin against mine as proof of life that I hadn’t messed everything up. She’d be okay in time. We both would. We’d saved her. Thank God.

      We’d finally got him, too, and with the help of Mitchell, I could relax in the knowledge that Matteo wouldn’t be a free man anytime soon. Not even his money or power could save him from going up against the Grant family who had been witness to their daughter asleep in Wade’s arms because of Matteo Vega.

      The thought of him made my jaw tick as I stared up at nothing, the only thing bringing it down being Charlotte’s steady heartbeat against me, reminding me he hadn’t got to her like he had my mother.

      Ba bump. Ba bump. Ba bump.

      It was a piece of music even Smokey Robinson couldn’t top.

      Soon, the dark night turned into hazy dawn, the light of the morning filtering through the open windows of Charlotte’s bedroom. It didn’t take long for her to rouse, her lashes fluttering against my chest before her limbs stretched out and she sighed, looking up at me and blinking slowly for a moment or two.

      “Hey,” I smiled down at her, unable to tame the way my heart fucking pounded at the sight of her in my arms. It was where she belonged. I’d never been with anyone who fit so perfectly against me.

      “Hey,” she rasped, her fingers curling into my stomach as a smile of her own rose to life. “Did you sleep?”

      I shook my head against the white pillow in answer.

      “Not at all?”

      “I didn’t want to.”

      “Why not?”

      “I needed to enjoy this.” I curled my arm tighter around her. “You. Me. Here. Your soft breaths and gentle snores.”

      “I don’t snore.” She scowled, unable to help the twitch of her lips.

      “Yeah, you do, baby.”

      That twitch of her lips turned into a shit-eating grin. “I see you’re set on the whole ‘baby’ thing then.”

      Closing my eyes, I started to sing the tender lyrics of Smokey Robinson, just like I had at the wedding. Charlotte laughed and groaned simultaneously before she dropped her head back to my chest and allowed her body to relax. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head, and I continued to sing the lyrics of one of my favourite songs of all time.

      A soft yawn escaped her, making me pause.

      “You’re still tired,” I said, stating the obvious.

      Her legs curled around mine even more, and she tried to pull me impossibly closer. “Hmm,” she moaned. “I don’t know why.”

      “It’s the trauma. It wipes you out.”

      “I feel pretty safe here.”

      “Then let yourself sleep.”

      With a soft sigh, she tipped her head back until her eyes met mine, and the golden hour of the rising sun streamed across her face, making her look impossibly more gorgeous than ever before. Two months away from her had felt like a lifetime, and I struggled not to throw her onto her back, push her legs apart, and push myself inside her… but there would be plenty of time for that. Days. Weeks. Months. Years. Decades.

      “I’ve finally got you back,” she whispered. “Sleeping feels like a waste of time.”

      “We’ve got all the time in the world, Charlotte.”

      “But I’m impatient. I want to do everything I’ve spent months daydreaming about.”

      “What things?”

      “Simple things. Dates. Kisses in the park. Walking hand in hand through Hyde Park. Late breakfasts, early dinners, longing stares and endless butterflies in my tummy while you tell me everything I don’t already know about you.”

      “You already know everything.”

      She shook her head against me. “Not everything.”

      Unable to take my eyes off her, I huffed out a small laugh and moved to curl on my side beside her, making sure my arm still rested over her in some way and our limbs remained tangled until our eyes were level, and I could lose myself in the blue of hers.

      “I want to be spontaneous with you,” she whispered. “Book flights on a whim, walk into book stores and lose hours in there. Maybe even take a trip to a tattoo artist together.”

      I raised a brow. “You want a tattoo now?”

      Her cheeks flushed red. “Now I have something worth marking on my skin, I think I might.”

      Fuck, I loved her. My heart throbbed and my veins pulsed with a need to devour her.

      “I repeat: we’ve got all the time in the world,” I said. “Whatever you want to do, we’ll do it.”

      Her hand rose to rest against my cheek, her fingertips gently stroking the edges of my hair. “Good,” she breathed through a small smile. “But promise me that you’ll do something for yourself, too.”

      “What?”

      “You said before that nothing in life was worth fighting for now that wasn’t me.” Her eyes searched mine. “You were wrong. What you do is important. I don’t want you to stop fighting those fights. Women like me, like your mum… we need you.”

      “Charlotte, I—”

      “Shh,” she cut me off, pressing a single finger to my parted lips and holding my gaze. “Just think about it.”

      The thought of putting her in any more danger in the future almost made me deny her of my promise. I couldn’t have her happiness or safety jeopardised because of who she’d chosen to love. If I carried on, I’d surely make more enemies along the way. Before she’d come into my life, it had been easier. I’d had less to lose. Now, she’d changed everything. I hadn’t been lying when I said nothing would be more important to me now that she’d agreed to give me another chance, but I also couldn’t deny the instinct inside me to go out there and do what I do. Fight the good fight. Be something behind the scenes in a world where people settled for being nothing but rich and famous.

      “I can see it in the way you’re looking at me,” she said. “You want to do what’s right by me, but you also know the streets of London need men like you out there.” Sliding her hand back up to my cheek, it pushed through my hair and to the back of my neck, where she pulled me closer until our lips were nothing more than an inch apart.

      “You don’t have to choose,” she whispered.

      “If I did, I’d choose you.”

      Her smile grew, and her eyes misted over. “I know, baby.” She grinned. “That’s why I love you.”

      I let the words drown me until I remembered to hitch in a breath.

      Leaning closer, she whispered, “It’s also why I’d like you to make love to me now.”

      That twinkle in her eye and the seduction of her sleepy voice were my undoing. I couldn’t hold back a moment longer. I closed my eyes and brought her mouth to mine, hungry yet determined to take each kiss slow, and never to rush a moment with her again. If I could spend a lifetime tasting her, I would. Gladly.

      When she begged me to roll on top of her, spread her thighs, and settle between them, I did as she asked because it had suddenly become impossible for me to deny this woman. The woman I thought I could get an understanding of from nothing more than a few notes in a file had taken pride in proving to me that she had always been so much more than any research could ever offer.

      Nobody else existed like her. I’d caught myself the most beautiful, vibrant, selfless, loving, honourable, and inspiring woman any man could wish to find.

      As I held her head between my hands, unable to look away from her eyes as I thrust in and out of her torturously slow, inhaling her every breath, feeling her every clench, and drowning in her wet heat, I couldn’t help the words that fell free.

      “I promise to make you proud of the man I’ll become,” I panted, watching as her lips parted and sweat beaded on her forehead. “I promise to be the best mistake you’ve ever made.”

      Her hands trailed down my back, her nails digging into my damp skin. “You already are.”

      “I promise to fuck you every night, just like this.”

      She clenched around me. “Yes.”

      “I promise to love you like you deserved to be loved.”

      Her lazy smile grew, her nails digging in even harder as she arched towards me, her legs tightening around my waist.

      I circled my hips, hitting those tight walls, and I ground into her, picking up pace as our breaths grew heavier until we didn’t know whose was whose. My arms curled around her, pulling her in tighter, as if I could pull her into me so we could become one.

      “Fraser,” she breathed. “I…”

      “Anything you want of me, Charlotte. Anything. I promise it all.”
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        ONE YEAR LATER

      

      

      “I think you’re done,” I said as Charlotte went back and forth from the bedroom to the kitchen, looking through cupboards and wardrobes for anything she could possibly have left behind.

      With my arms thrown over the back of her sofa, I couldn’t help but smile as I took her in.

      Three hundred and sixty-five days had passed since Matteo’s arrest, yet it had taken a full year for him to finally be convicted of his crimes against Charlotte and my mother, as well as a string of women who eventually came forward once the news had hit the headlines. They’d spent so long scared for their lives that they hadn’t dared to speak out against him. Not until the two women in my life stood up and made the world pay attention, with Mitchell Grant’s backing pushing things through and giving the accusations the credibility that the public needed to believe what they were hearing was the truth.

      The last twelve months hadn’t been easy, though—getting my mum to testify against him had been the hardest battle of all—but with the support and encouragement of the woman I currently stared at in awe, Mum had somehow found the strength to stand up and take her life back. I had no doubt that all of that had happened because of Charlotte.

      The way she’d spent time with Mum, even alone on occasion—she’d insisted that for them to get to know each other properly, I had to leave them to it—had blown my mind in ways I hadn’t known it could be blown. She was a force of nature, lighting up the lives of those around her with not a single clue about her ability to do so.

      I blamed her family for that trait. She’d spent so long in the shadows; she had no idea how brightly she shone to everyone else. At least not until I’d taken up a permanent spot in her life—one I didn’t plan on giving up anytime soon.

      The thought of a lifetime with her made my grin come to life as I watched her checking the boxes she’d spent all morning taping up. She wore her light blue mom jeans and a white T-shirt that dipped between the breasts just enough to make my mouth water every time she leaned over a box in concentration to write on it with her trusty Sharpie. Her hair was thrown up in a messy bun, and she didn’t have a scrap of make-up on. She didn’t need it. Although, I did love to see her enjoying the process of getting glammed up whenever the desire took her these days. According to her, she hadn’t had anyone to impress before I stormed into her life. Now, she enjoyed dressing up for me.

      I told her I didn’t care what she wore so long as she didn’t mind me taking it off at the end of every night. She’d yet to protest once.

      I couldn’t get enough of her, and I never would.

      This version of her, carefree and genuinely enjoying life, was all I ever needed to see.

      “Charlotte?”

      She looked up at me from behind the kitchen island, her brows high. “Huh?”

      “Come here.” I chucked my chin, beckoning her to me.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” She pointed her Sharpie at me. “You promised me no distractions.”

      “Who said I’m planning on distracting you?”

      “I know that look, mister. You sit there all cocksure of yourself, your arms thrown out behind you. Your legs open and your lap waiting for me to climb onto it like you’re the master and this is your castle.”

      “I’m well aware this isn’t my castle, baby.” I smirked. “This is all yours. Ours is about an hour away, waiting for the two of us to get there the second you decide to put your Sharpie down, realise we’re all packed, so you can come over here to give your man a kiss.”

      Her shoulders sagged, and her arms fell to her thighs before she rolled her eyes and strode over to me, unable to hide the smile she was trying to hold back.

      “You’re so demanding.” She straddled my lap and rested her hands on my shoulders, her knees sinking into the sofa on either side of me.

      “Go cry about it to Jonah,” I said, grabbing her arse cheeks and giving them a squeeze.

      “Oh, I will. When he’s back from romancing his woman in Spain.”

      “She has a name.”

      “Right, Sylvia.”

      “Sylvie,” I corrected.

      “Sylvie.” She smiled, trying to hide the embarrassment of her error.

      Jonah had taken a long time to come clean about his romance with his new lady after secretly dating her for eighteen months, which had something to do with her not exactly being as single as he’d thought when they first got together—something Charlotte didn’t quite know how to feel about. But after much encouragement from me and several gentle reminders of how unconventional and immoral our relationship had been at the start, she’d agreed to keep her mouth shut and support her best friend. After all, he’d been nothing but supportive of the two of us since we became an official item. I had to admire the guy for that. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I wasn’t sure I could have been as understanding.

      I guess Jonah only had to see Charlotte and me together to know how I would never let anyone ever hurt her again.

      Reaching up, I brushed the stray strands of hair away from Charlotte’s face before I cupped her cheeks and pulled her closer to me.

      “You wanna move in together today? I’ve just bought this nice house by the sea, not far out of London, where you can spend your evenings out on the porch with a glass of wine and one of your favourite duke books while I massage your shoulders and whisper sweet nothings in your ear.”

      “Sounds like Heaven,” she whispered. “But it’s quite a coincidence because I’ve just bought this nice house by the sea, too. It has this big old garage that you could convert into a gym to teach your self-defence classes if you ever wanted to expand outside of London. You could get nice and sweaty, doing your good deeds, then come home to me, and we can bathe together in this big ol’ tub where I can rub your wounded pride back to recovery after a bunch of women have beaten you up.”

      “That is a coincidence.” I grinned.

      “Truly.” She beamed.

      I stared into her eyes, hardly able to contain the swell of pure happiness that erupted in my chest. I loved this woman with everything I had. There wasn’t a part of her I didn’t like or wanted to change. There never would be. I’d love her through all the stages of her life, no matter how much she needed to change along the way that turned her into the version of the person she needed to be for herself.

      I had to do it now.

      I couldn’t wait to get to the new house.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Yes, Fraser.”

      “Marry me.”

      I held my breath, waiting what felt like a lifetime before I saw the tears form in her eyes as her smile grew impossibly wider.

      “Marry me, and I’ll spend every day of our lives together making you smile like you’re smiling right now.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHARLOTTE

        ANOTHER YEAR LATER

      

      

      We got married on an autumnal day with only our close family and friends around us.

      Fraser wore black tie, while I wore a white off-the-shoulder gown that hugged my curves, the way he liked my clothes to fit. It wasn’t nearly as extravagant as my sister’s dress had been, but I hadn’t felt the need for it. It hid the tattoo under my right breast, the word ‘baby’ forever etched on my skin in a twist of events I could never had imagined happening. That one word I used to hate now held so much warmth and meaning for me.

      The main thing about my entire outfit, however, was that I hadn’t had to borrow a single piece of it from anyone at work, and I didn’t feel in the slightest bit awkward when I walked down the small aisle towards the man of my dreams, unable to believe his smile was all for me.

      Everything fit. The dress. The shoes. Our lives. Our hearts. Our love.

      My father gave me away, beaming with a look of pure pride I couldn’t remember seeing before that moment when he shook Fraser’s hand and passed mine over with a nod of approval.

      Mum sat in the front row, wearing a beautiful cream understated dress, just like I’d asked her to. Her smile touched her eyes, and when Dad took his seat beside her, they shared a gentle kiss that made me realise that everything I’d ever thought about their love had been wrong.

      It may not have been the kind of love I wanted for myself, but everyone’s idea of perfect was different.

      Mine and Fraser’s relationship was proof of that.

      Keira and Anya sat in the front row on the other side of the aisle, wearing smiles on their faces. Since Matteo’s downfall, Keira had remerged from her apartment, seeking out everything she’d missed in the world when Fraser had thought he’d been doing what was best for her by keeping her safe. It hadn’t taken long for me to show him that, by keeping her safe, he’d also imprisoned her without realising it. She’d gone along with it to keep him happy because nothing mattered to her in her life more than her one and only son. It took him a while to forgive himself for that, even though he’d never hurt her intentionally. His need to tape her up in bubble wrap had blinded him to the very thing she wanted the most: a life to live.

      Now, though, thanks to Fraser’s need to give her everything she could ever wish for, Keira shone. Her hair was long and curled, her make-up lighting up her face as she held Anya’s hand and let her tears of happiness fall.

      This wedding meant as much to her as it did to us. She finally had proof that Fraser was living now, too. The only thing she said she’d ever needed to be sure of before she could die happy, whatever age that might be.

      Something told me she had a long and fulfilling life ahead of her. Especially with Anya by her side. The two had become more than just friends in the last six months. Seeing them together and knowing Keira had someone to lean on filled me with nothing but delight.

      My sister and Lucas didn’t make it to the wedding. After just eighteen months, their marriage collapsed, to no one’s surprise. Emmie proved too much for Lucas to handle, and despite his best efforts, he’d had to walk away for the sake of his sanity. The break-up had shocked Emmie, sending her into a tailspin that nobody could get under control. As far as I was aware, she had spent the last month in Crete, wooing a Greek man who had enough money to own his own yacht.

      Whatever made her happy was fine by me.

      I’d come to realise how hard it was to care about people’s choices when your own had led you to so much happiness.

      Jonah, Sylvie, Wade, Dean, Joey, Ray, and Jean, along with a few of my favourite residents from the care home were all present to watch Fraser and I tie the knot under a great canopy of trees in Leigh-on-Sea, with fairy lights hanging all around us, and nothing but a flowered archway acting as the altar, where the registrar eventually told us we were officially husband and wife.

      Two people in love.

      No business transactions in sight.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him throughout any of the vows as he stood before me in his black suit, crisp white shirt, and black bow tie. His grey eyes never left mine either, and if it hadn’t been for the few small laughs during our self-written vows, or the fact I could hear my mother sniffling back her emotion, I would have sworn Fraser and I were there alone.

      Nothing else mattered but him.

      I’d always thought I’d wanted our first moment of marriage to be just ours—sacred. But nothing could beat the feeling of the ones you loved watching you commit to your person for life, knowing they wanted your happiness as much as you did.

      When Fraser stepped forward to indulge me with our first marital kiss, my heart swelled, and the butterflies in my stomach took flight, rejoicing in the fact that happiness no longer seemed like a dream. It ran through my veins. It woke me up with a smile on my face every morning. It sent me to sleep feeling safe and loved every night.

      “Hey,” I said, pulling back and holding his face in my hands.

      He blinked at me, a little dazed. “Hey,” he said in that voice of his.

      “I love you.”

      With a smile that took my breath away, he whispered, “I love you more.” Resting his head against mine, I got lost in his eyes. “I’m going to make you the happiest woman there ever was, Charlotte Scott.”

      “I can’t wait.” I smiled.

      It was at that moment that our forever truly began.
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        * * *

      

      Of course, Fraser kept his promise.

      Under his care, I remained safe for the rest of our lives, as had hundreds of other women he fought for along the way, never giving up on his mission to right the world’s wrongs with his men by his side.

      Fraser gave me all he had to give, right up until the day I died in his arms, over sixty years later, with no regrets in my heart, only love flowing through my soul.

      Even then, he kept another promise by following me to the gates of Heaven only four weeks later after vowing he couldn’t leave me for long, while the legacy of our love lived on in our four beautiful, grown-up children and the small army of grandbabies we’d once dared to dream of.

      What a hell of a forever ours turned out to be.

      
        
        THE END
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