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      It is a long flight, and my body is weary. The flight from Australia to California is in excess of thirteen hours, and today is such a bad day to fly. It has been twelve months since my life changed. It is amazing how you can be deliriously happy one day and completely broken the next. I didn't particularly want to fly today for the sole reason that I knew it would be challenging emotionally. All I really wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry, but Uncle Ray insisted I take this particular flight, saying it would be the best option. I needed to get out of Australia. It was time to move on.

      I look out the plane window, admiring the quiet view of the clouds below as my head rests against the wall, and I tuck the airline blanket around me. My legs are aching, matching the pain I have in my heart, with the steady hum of the engines providing the white noise to relax my racing mind.

      The clouds dance below me, the blue sky shimmering above, and I think about happier times. When my family was all together. My dad was CEO of Clover Real Estate, Australia’s most successful property development company, developing many of the well-known buildings throughout the country. My mom and my little brother, Jimmy—who was only seventeen years old and towered over me in height—completed our family unit. I blink back the tears that are welling in my eyes, looking upward to stop gravity from pulling them down my cheeks.

      My whole family was murdered twelve months ago, in what was one of the biggest unsolved criminal acts ever to have occurred down under. A calculated and evil crime that changed my life forever. Sleepless nights, cold sweats, and nightmares continue to plague me all too often.

      People say I’m lucky, but I don't think so. The pain of losing my entire family is so strong that every day I wish I had been taken with them. The last twelve months haven’t been easy. On top of losing my family, my boyfriend, Phillip, couldn’t cope with the dangerous situation and broke up with me as soon as it happened, giving me a double blow. I thought he would be the one to comfort me through it all, especially after being together for the previous two years. My whole family was gone, and he just left me to face it all on my own. So I have learned that I can only count on myself. He was my many firsts. My first long-term boyfriend, my first ‘love,’ and also my first heartbreak. If he didn’t stick around, no one else ever will.

      On top of trying to navigate through my grief, I have also had to hide, change my name, and go into witness protection. Moving every few weeks, never able to settle anywhere, and living in constant fear that those responsible were coming after me, because they still haven’t been found. There are no leads, no one with any strong motive. They are ghosts.

      My uncle Ray, my dad's brother, has encouraged me to move to Boston and live with him and his family. He purchased my plane ticket and got everything organized so I can start a new life, away from all the memories. His offer of living and working for him in his property development firm, away from the daily grind of witness protection, was an appealing offer that I didn’t have to think through for very long. The urge to rebuild my career after my previous one crumbled is building a fire in my belly that hasn’t been there for some time. Heatherstone Enterprises builds and develops many of the large buildings in Boston. My talent for numbers will hopefully be an asset to him, and I am looking forward to the new challenge. It sounds easy, but it isn’t. Although, I am confident that no one will find me on the other side of the world.

      I am short and athletic, and being Australian, I have spent most of my free time at the beach. That lifestyle has been kind to my body over the years. Although now, cramped into a small airplane seat, my legs are aching to stretch, so I am thankful when the plane hits the tarmac at LAX. My head flops back in exhaustion, and the stale air that wafts near my nostrils is a clear indication that I am in desperate need of a shower. I am sure I look even worse than I feel. With only a short amount of time until I need to catch my next flight to Boston, and not wanting to miss my connecting flight, I shake off the jet lag and get moving.

      Shuffling between the crowd, I disembark and get through customs quickly, running straight to the next gate to board my connecting flight, maneuvering between holiday makers, kids, and businesspeople, then speeding my way through security.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I begin to merge in with the next planeload of passengers and board, my thoughts once again going back to my family, and my eyes immediately well with burning tears. Squaring my shoulders and pushing my head back, I feign being in control because I hate crying in front of others. I usually hold everything in until I am on my own and then burst, because tears in the shower don’t count. Clearly, the long flight has me on edge.

      Walking onto the plane to find my seat, I turn toward the front, with my body weary, legs aching, and heart broken. Uncle Ray has arranged a first-class seat for me so I can travel in comfort, but flying for over twenty hours is still hard, whether I am in coach or first class. But at least I can breathe and have some space around me.

      Space, that is what I need.

      As I take my seat, I quickly type out a text to my cousin, Stephen—Uncle Ray’s son—to let him know I am on time. Although we literally live on opposite sides of the world to each other, we are close and always have been. He is like a brother to me. He is one of Boston’s most eligible bachelors and his funny dating stories keep me entertained and always put a smile on my face.

      It is quiet in first class. There are many spare seats and those passengers who are on board keep to themselves, which is perfect for me. As I place my bag under the seat in front of me, I breathe out a sigh of relief that this day is nearly over. As I start to relax, a flight attendant comes over offering drinks, which I decline. I don’t eat or drink too much on flights, preferring to stick to water and fruit when possible. Breathing out another big sigh, my shoulders relax as I watch her move to the next person and I am left in peace again. My head falls against the window, and I lose myself to the thoughts of the past, before dreaming about what the future could hold. The gentle hum of the engine and vibration of the window is enough to calm any nervous energy I have.

      I am leaving my past behind me today. Both physically and emotionally. Putting distance between me and my former life is the only way I can move past the darkness and back into the light. Moving to the other side of the world is my drug of choice; I sure hope it works.
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      My fingers grip my hair as I run them over my scalp for the tenth time in as many minutes. Clearly, I need to hire more capable people in my team, ones that can actually fix private planes when they break down. Now that my private jet is out of action, I have to fly commercial, which is not my preferred way to travel. There are too many people in airports, and I just don’t have the patience. They all smell, and the little kids drive me crazy.

      Huffing, I roll my shoulders back to relieve the building tension and increase my pace through the airport. I need to get home to Boston—fast. I would be halfway there already if I had my private plane. I pay my people top dollar to ensure all my assets are taken care of, and my plane has never been out of commission before, so I’m not sure what the problem is. While my crew is currently giving it a thorough check, they won't have a full report to me until the morning. But that is the least of my problems. My briefcase is as heavy as my mind, with the mental tally of business meetings piling up that I need to prepare for. Plus, this week, my younger brother, Marco, is doing a keynote speech at the National Business Summit back in Boston, which I promised to attend for moral support.

      Marco manages our HR & Marketing departments at our family business, Marshall & Co, Boston’s larger mergers and acquisitions company. We help businesses acquire, expand, or merge with others to increase profitability. Business is cutthroat; everyone is poaching people from us and us from them. Loyalty isn’t really a strong trait anymore, and we need loyalty now more than ever. But people were never my game. I network, make connections, and have my family, but I keep my circle close. Business is harsh, and people are fickle. You have to protect yourself.

      Having a billion-dollar business is hard work as a CEO, but with my brother also involved, it makes it easier to enjoy. The two of us are a good team. After Dad passed away three years ago, I took over as CEO, and now with Marco by my side, we are a force to be reckoned with and are inseparable. Even though my head is the only one at the top, I couldn’t do it without Marco. Not only are we brothers, but we’re also best friends.

      The two of us and Mom are a happy unit now, and although Dad is missed by many, we are doing okay. A heart attack at sixty-five was unexpected, but his workload and stress played a big part, something my mother continues to remind me about. She also reminds me she wants grandchildren, but I tune out at that point. I’m loving my bachelorhood too much to care about having a steady relationship. Women only ever want one thing from me. Money. I usually only want one thing from them. Sex.

      Business keeps me busy, so my life outside of that needs to be simple. I don’t do relationships. I hate crowds. I’m not interested in parties or galas, although I do go to a few for business reasons. Close friends, quality establishments, and casual sex are all I need.

      As I walk toward the departure gate at the airport, weaving my way through the crowd, the thought comes to me that I need a woman for tonight. Someone to take my mind off work and perhaps help me unwind from this flight.

      My mind immediately flicks to a woman I met at a function last week. Natalie. We met briefly, then enjoyed exploring each other in the coatroom before I left. I have her number and know she would be keen for a repeat. The first time was okay, and while I don’t often go back for seconds, she knows that I am not the commitment type and still indicated she wanted to catch up again; such is my effect on women. All they see is a handsome and single rich man, and I use that to my advantage. They want me and my money, and I want sex with no strings attached.

      I crack my neck back and forth as I step onto the plane and turn left into first class, noticing that it is not a full flight, which pleases me. Walking down the plane aisle, no sooner do I find my seat than the flight attendant greets me eagerly, offering to take my jacket.

      “I will have a whiskey, neat, before takeoff,” I demand of her and pass her my jacket before she has an opportunity to ask. Looking around, I see no one I recognize before my eyes fall on a young woman sitting across the aisle, causing me to do a double take. She is fucking beautiful. Her hair is long and thick, the color of honey, and cascades down past her shoulders onto her sun-kissed tanned skin. I’m not sure I have ever seen a woman quite like her, and my eyes don’t leave her as I take my seat and buckle in.

      I don’t make a habit of staring at people. I see beautiful women all the time. Maybe it is because I have been busy with work this week and haven’t had enough playtime, but right now, I want nothing more than to join the mile high club with her. She appears to be resting, her head leaning against the window. Looking free of makeup, she is a natural beauty, not needing the fake lashes, trout pout, or piles of cosmetics that most women put on these days. It is a refreshing change to what I usually see.

      The air hostess comes back with my whiskey, her breasts brushing against my arm as she leans over to place the glass on the tray table. She has undone one of her top shirt buttons, and I can clearly see a hint of white lace and the curves of her breast as I look at her.

      “Is there anything else you need, Mr. Marshall?” she asks in a husky, sultry tone.

      Her voice and her words are clearly conveying to me what she wants.

      “I’ll let you know if there is anything else you can do for me,” I reply, my eyes still glued to the woman across the aisle. With a quick nod, she totters off down the aisle in her heels. My eyes flick to her and notice that she quickly buttons up her shirt again before anyone else notices.

      Picking up my glass, I take a drink of my whiskey, feeling the burn all the way down, then turn my head to once again to look at the mystery woman across the aisle. Not sure if I should approach her or not, my thoughts are interrupted by the pilot's voice over the intercom to welcome us aboard and to advise us that we are set for takeoff.

      The woman across the plane hasn’t stirred, most likely asleep and not wanting to be bothered.

      I will wait until she wakes and then make a move.

      I will let her sleep for now.
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      This is the longest day ever.

      I can't wait to land in Boston. I am tired, emotional, and I’m pretty sure I smell like rotten fish after not having showered for twenty-four hours. My legs ache so badly, and I’m desperate to move my body, to run or do some yoga stretches, not be cooped up on a plane seat. I didn’t wear much makeup, so at least I don’t have mascara smudges under my eyes or lipstick smeared across my cheeks. Although, to be honest, my face feels dry and rough, and I can’t wait to have a decent sleep. Moving from my seat, I stand gingerly and stretch my legs in the aisle of the plane so I can get some motion in my limbs.

      With only a short distance left until we land in Boston, I am relieved to have a car collecting me from the airport to take me to Uncle Ray’s house. At the advice of the Federal Police in Australia, Uncle Ray has taken care of all the necessary security for me. He has a layer of security due to his business success, so an additional crew for me isn’t a stretch. When I first approached the police about leaving Australia and moving to Boston, they thought it was a positive move, given that no new information has come to light and there has been no evidence to say that the crime was related to international borders. They still have no leads, and at this stage, are chasing ghosts. We believe they must have been disgruntled clients or business associates, but we don’t know for sure; we can’t think of a motive. Given how well reported the crime was in the Australian media landscape, I have changed my surname. Scarlett Sullivan has now changed to Scarlett Foster, to make it easier for me to assimilate into my new life. I couldn’t begin a life in Boston with everyone knowing my history. A quick Google search would have everyone knowing my life story and I need a clean slate.

      My uncle Ray, his wife, Emily, and my cousin, Stephen, are the only family I have left, and business is in our DNA. I know that being near them is where I have to be if I ever want another chance at family life and career success.

      In Australia, I was groomed to one day lead my family business, and I started working in Dad’s office when I was only ten years old, grabbing his coffees and opening his mail. In my teenage years, I learned the phone system and supported the administration team. My favorite task was minute taking, as it gave me a chance to be involved in every meeting, so I could watch business deals, negotiations, and learn how to manage people. When I was in college, I worked in all departments. The marketing, finance, legal, and HR teams welcomed me, and I learned everything from the ground up. Upon graduating with a degree in International Business, I started working with my father full-time on the finance team because I have an uncanny ability to read numbers better than anyone. I have stretched myself to prove that I have what it takes in the world of business, despite it consisting of mainly middle-aged white men who look down on me and expect very little. It makes it easy for me to excel and exceed their expectations, which I do often.

      Taking a few steps back and forth in the plane aisle, I think about what my long-term future holds. The thought both delights me and gives me a shiver of fear. It is one thing to fear for my safety—it is something I have done for the past twelve months—but fear of the unknown, fear of what to do with my life and how I am going to live it. That is something else entirely. I always thought my life would be in Australia, living on the beach, with my family, my career, and Phillip. I imagined him proposing, and perhaps one day having a family of our own. I could not have been more wrong with my predictions.

      After stretching my legs for a few minutes, I begin to make my way back to my seat just as the plane makes a turn, and I stumble into a hard body. My hands grasp on to a crisp white business shirt as strong hands envelop me around my waist, catching me before I tumble onto the floor in the aisle.

      Embarrassed at my incoordination, I feel my cheeks heat and my eyes look at the chest of the most perfectly sculpted man I have ever seen. He is tall, broad, and muscular. It has been a long time since I have been so close to a man—if you don’t count the endless policemen I have been escorted and monitored by daily for the past year. Don’t get me wrong, some of those officers were mighty fine, but none took advantage of me or me of them. And after this long, perhaps I have lost my touch. Can I even remember how to flirt? Before the murders, I had been a happy, healthy, twenty-three-year-old woman. For the past year, though, I have lived like a nun on the run.

      But now, with his strong, large hands on my body, and my fingers gripping on to his shirt, my insides begin to curl and butterflies flutter in my stomach. My eyes wander over him, and I can see his muscles bulging underneath his shirt. He is solidly built and gives off an air of power that I have not experienced before. Our bodies are close, and his scent of musk and sandalwood is mixed with his confidence and a little arrogance, overpowering me as I breathe him in. I feel his breath skimming across my skin with his proximity. I can’t see his face, and I don’t want to move. My face is only mere inches from his chest.

      Standing here so close to one another, strangers holding on to each other, breathing in the same air, our hearts beating together, has to be the most intimate thing I’ve ever experienced. I don’t remember it ever being like this with Phillip, so I guess my isolated life over the past year has changed me more than I thought.

      Just as I start to lift my head, to look at his face and to apologize for literally falling into him, the pilot comes over the speaker to announce our descent into Boston, and the flight attendant, who was hovering nearby, positions herself next to us. With a hand on my elbow, she begins to pull me away from him and escorts me back to my seat. I don’t look back. Which is a good thing because my knees are shaking at what I just experienced, and I would probably fall over again.

      For the first time during this flight, I look at my clothes. I’m wearing a loose t-shirt, jeans that are sagging around my butt, and Birkenstocks. My God, I am a mess. My hair is everywhere; I’m pretty sure my skin looks as bad as it feels, and I desperately need sleep. Back in my seat, I put on my seat belt and take the opportunity to look over at him. The attention he is getting from the flight attendants seems overwhelming and over the top. He clearly has a healthy appetite for beautiful women and beautiful is not a word I would use to describe myself, certainly not at this point in time. Sighing, I make myself busy, so I don’t look up at him again by getting ready for landing, stuffing my belongings into my bag so I can bolt out of the plane door as soon as it opens.

      I need to be off this plane! I need fresh air! But my mind and eyes soon wander back to the man. He is extremely attractive. Dark hair with a chiseled jaw and sexy five-o’clock shadow. I wonder what his hair would feel like as I rake my fingers through it. I shake my head to try and dislodge my thoughts. What am I thinking? I can’t get involved with a man. While things are not as dangerous as they once were, the killers are still out there. Well, in Australia, at least. I have to keep my head and focus on my safety and then my life. This daydreaming will not help me accomplish anything. Safety first. Then go back to life, I repeat to myself, wanting to ingrain it into my brain.

      What life entails, I still am not sure, but I have to find a way to live again. Although, it is good to know that my hormones haven’t left me during my twelve months of celibacy.

      I quickly pull myself together and feel relief when we touch down. First-class passengers disembark the plane first, so I waste little time and rush off and make my way to the baggage claim. As I wait for my bags, I look around and notice a man holding my name on a sign. It takes me a while to realize it is for me. My new name, Scarlett Foster, is scribbled in harsh black handwriting on a white card.

      I greet him, and he grabs my bags, instructing me to follow him. I don’t look back. I don’t look for the man… I don’t need to. My new life is about to begin, and I don't want to look back anymore, only forward. A small jolt of butterflies dance in my stomach. Can I really get a fresh start after all that has happened?

      I hope so.
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      What the fuck just happened? The feeling of her in my arms was… Words just can’t describe it.

      She was exquisite. She felt soft and small in my hands; she smelled like fresh flowers and new beginnings, and her hair was so silky, cascading in waves down her back. It took all my willpower not to wrap my hands in it and pull her head back so I could kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her.

      I sit in my seat in shock, not daring to look over at her again. My thoughts are a jumbled mess, and confusion sets in quickly, as I am not sure what came over me the minute my hands wrapped around her waist. I have never had such an immediate reaction to a woman like that before, and I am not sure what to make of it.

      I didn’t even see her face. We didn’t even talk. But the electricity was running through us both; I could feel it, and I had a primal urge to make her mine right there in the middle of the plane. I’m uncomfortably hard, and I try to readjust myself without drawing the attention of fellow passengers. Damn that flight attendant for pulling her away from me—although had I seen her face, I probably wouldn’t have let her go.

      To say that she has me intrigued would be an understatement. As I walk from the plane, my phone buzzes with a message from Natalie; she is free tonight and heading over to my place. I’m not sure if it is the fatigue from the flight or the thought of the beautiful woman on the plane, but I have a serious case of blue balls, so seeing Natalie tonight better take the edge off.

      Natalie was nice enough. But like every other woman I have been with, she is keen to make me happy and would do anything I ask—which is a wonderful thing, but getting a bit boring. There is no challenge with women anymore. I miss the rush of the chase.

      I get to the baggage carousel, and Joseph, my driver, already has my bags ready to go. I see the mystery woman as she glides over to her driver, and luckily, I catch the name on the card he is holding. Scarlett Foster. A name I will not forget in a hurry. I make a mental note to have my team research her this week; I am intrigued, and I want to know more about her.

      As Joseph drives me to my penthouse, I am grateful for the lack of traffic and quiet car ride. Business is good, but I am working on a particularly difficult deal at the moment with Heatherstone Enterprises. We are looking at purchasing a large plot of land and existing businesses to develop it all together. The CEO, Ray, is a tough bastard who hated my dad, and he certainly doesn't want to be in business with me. I’m not sure what happened between the two of them, but I can only think it was an old school rivalry.

      I am fine with him not liking me; I don’t really care. From rumors I’ve heard around the city, he is retiring soon, anyway. His son, Stephen, is similar in age to me and being groomed to take over, and he and I see eye to eye on most things. We bump into each other at clubs and various other places we both frequent. He is as much of a ladies’ man as I am. He has a soft spot for supermodels, and I am sure that we both know the same women. This deal is going to make both businesses a lot of money, but it is a long game. No quick and fast money with this one; however, if we can get it done, the future dividends will be extremely profitable. We just have to get his old man across the line. It makes for a frustrating time that keeps me up at night as we fine-tune the paperwork and have our advisors revise and tweak every specific detail.

      I arrive at my place, relieved to finally be home. My penthouse is clean, stark, and modern. No frills, contemporary with sleek glass and gray color tones. Not homely, and you couldn’t say it was warm or inviting. Just the way I like it. Simple. Unrestricted. As I make my way out to the kitchen, my thoughts once again go to the beautiful blonde from the plane—Scarlett Foster. I think about her long hair and how it would feel in my hands, and imagine she has beautiful, luscious lips that I really want to suck on right now.

      The sudden ring of the doorbell interrupts my daydream, not a moment too soon, as I am already getting hard just thinking about Scarlett—for the second time in the matter of an hour. How the hell am I hard over a woman I haven’t even spoken to? Clearly, I am tired. Over the intercom, Ronald the doorman announces Natalie’s arrival. My body stiffens instantly. What the fuck is wrong with me? Less than five hours ago, having Natalie underneath me was all I could think about, and now a blond woman, whom I don’t even know, is infiltrating my mind, like ivy wrapping around my brain.

      Sighing, I run my hand over my face. I need to get my shit together. I have one of the biggest business deals weighing heavily on my mind and the last thing I need is the blonde from the plane wreaking havoc with my thoughts. Clearing my throat, I stand up straight and push the intercom button. While earlier it had seemed like a good idea to fuck my frustrations away, now the thought of getting Natalie naked makes my skin crawl. I just need sleep. The week has caught up to me, and my mind and my body are spent.

      I tell Ronald to make my excuses and ask her to leave. Not my finest hour to text for a booty call, then dismiss her at the lobby, but a necessary one. I don’t want her to get clingy and think this is something it isn’t. Plenty of girls in this city try to get my attention, and I know it is just for the money and the status. They are easy on the eye and are there whenever I need a date, but there is always something lacking.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and retrieving it, I see Natalie’s name on the screen. Shit. Not what I need right now. I ignore the call, letting it go to voicemail and head to bed. Sleep is the only outcome for me tonight. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.

      As I lie on my bed in the dark, my body sinking into the clean silk sheets, I am unable to sleep as my thoughts go back to Scarlett. Beautiful, graceful, and in first-class with a chauffeur picking her up. Who is she? Perhaps she is here visiting, maybe a vacation tourist? My mind is reeling with thoughts of who she is. Boston is a big city, so I have a zero percent chance of seeing her again, yet I have never been so captivated by a woman. Frustrated that I can’t let go of the image of her, I fist my hands and toss and turn, trying to get comfortable, willing sleep to take me.

      I am not sure if it is her honey-blond hair, her bronzed skin, or the way her body felt under my hands. Fuck, I just want to taste her. As I continue to think about her, I grip myself. I am rock hard, all over a woman I haven’t even officially met. Scarlett is all I can think about. As my hand starts pumping, I give in to my thoughts and chase my release, thinking about her underneath me. I imagine her naked, following her dips and curves with my tongue while I wrap her long, blond tresses around my hand and thrust into her from behind. Before too long, I explode onto myself in a fury of passion, achieving the release I needed, found in my daydreams.

      Scarlett Foster, who are you?
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      I step into the back seat of the car, glad to be out of the airport, and I see Stephen sitting in the seat waiting for me.

      “Stephen!” I scream, both excited and startled because I wasn’t expecting to see anyone until I got to the house.

      “Scarlett!” He returns my excitement.

      I lunge into his arms, both of us laughing, which soon turns into crying, which then turns into me sobbing. Yep, a twenty-four-hour flight can do that to a person. It is so emotional. Seeing and hugging family again is very special. He holds me in his embrace until we are out of the airport, then we both start catching up on things. It is so good to see him. As he talks about his latest conquest, Amelia, an Italian supermodel, I realize in this moment that moving to Boston is the right choice for me.

      On the drive to my new home, I am happy. Uncle Ray tried to connect as often as he could over the past year, but it was difficult at times as I moved around a lot to protect my safety and was never allowed to tell him or anyone else where I was, even though he asked all the time.

      I missed them all, but I didn’t want to run straight to them. The memories were just too painful. That, and I thought the danger for them was too real. Masked men had killed my family, so they could easily come after Uncle Ray as well. I had to protect them from the people stalking me over my family’s death. But now, with the threat lessened, I am ready to be consumed by family again.

      The same emotion I felt in the car with Stephen is triggered in me again as we arrive at the house when I see Uncle Ray. He is out the door and near the car before I can even get my seat belt off. As the car pulls up, I take a few moments to admire my new home. I have been here before, of course, many times growing up. The garden is now more established, the home elegantly presented as usual, without a blade of grass out of place.

      "Hi, Uncle Ray!" I squeal as I jump out of the car that’s just parked at the front of their amazing mansion.

      "Scarlett, my darling, it is so good to see you!" he bellows in joy.

      We hug, laugh, cry, and then laugh again. We make our way inside the luxurious, expansive mansion that is the family home. The house is just as magnificent to me now as it was during my last visit. Soft, cushioned, carpeted floors, marble accents, and walls adorned with stunning artwork fill the space. I am sure this house is one of the best in the city. Uncle Ray leads me into the dining room where Aunt Emily is waiting.

      “Scarlett, darling, so good to have you here.” She saunters across the room and engulfs me in a big hug. Her hair is pulled back neatly in a French roll; her makeup is immaculate, and she is wearing a finely tailored pair of pants and a red satin blouse. Her scent overpowers me, and I hold my breath, not wanting to suffocate in the deep oriental musk aroma that she appears to have bathed in. I have had more body contact in these past few hours than I have for an entire twelve months. It feels strange but also comforting.

      I have arrived in time for a late dinner, and we all take our places around the large twelve-seater table, which is decorated like a five-star restaurant, with both flowers and candles arranged in the center of the table. Each place setting is set out formally with cloth napkins and a variety of cutlery that sparkles in the lights, enough to keep any seasoned restaurateur guessing. The food smells amazing, and it is not until I start eating the fresh salad and seared fish that I realize how hungry I am. Even though I am tired and in desperate need of a shower, I don’t want to break the connection I am having with everyone, so I stifle a yawn. The conversation flows, mainly between Stephen and I, and while it is a whirlwind of emotions, it is so good to be among family again. Throughout dinner, Aunt Emily continually dotes on me, and Uncle Ray grills me about my arrival in Boston—asking me so many questions about Australia, which I would just rather forget.

      I change the topic to work, and we start to discuss my new role and how I can have a positive impact on the business. Aunt Emily chimes in and reminds us all of the family gala which takes place soon here at the house. The Heatherstone charity gala is a large event, and the entire family wants me to be there. The thought of being in a room with so many people does make me feel uneasy, but Aunt Emily said she would take me shopping for a gown, and hairdressers and makeup artists have already been booked. I do love to dress up, even if it has been a while between ball gowns.

      I don’t like a lot of attention, and I haven’t been to these types of events in a very long time. I like the idea of parading around a room full of people even less since being under protection in Australia; however, I remind myself that I am now safe and secure and need to start living my life again. So, I agree to go along. Plus, Stephen is going to be my date for the evening, not that his girlfriend appreciates that too much. But he is a playboy, so I am sure there will be other women at the party for him to admire. I may have lost my touch in the dating scene, but I know I will be a great wing woman for him.

      Before I retire to my room for the night, Uncle Ray calls me into his office. He and Stephen start talking to me about the business and new projects. The three of us are in deep conversation, and before too long, three hours have passed. I am just about to say good night when Uncle Ray speaks.

      "There is something I need to talk to you about,” Uncle Ray starts, taking time to look into my eyes. Is it shame or guilt I see in his gaze? I am not sure, but now I am intrigued. “Scarlett, when the incident happened last year, you asked me to look after the business and do what I thought was best, while the police had you locked away for your safety—do you remember that?" I thought about it for a minute. The entire event was overwhelming; I thought our stakeholders had managed the business and sold it, but I do vaguely remember Uncle Ray coming in, and I was relieved at the time because I just couldn't cope with everything back then.

      "Yes, I remember little bits from that time." Stephen looks at me and holds my hand. Uncle Ray continues proudly. “Due to being the power of attorney for both you and your father, I made the decision to sell the business, and I have invested the money for you. I thought that would be best, dear.”

      "This is a lot to take in." I am shocked, confused, and overwhelmed. I have so many emotions running through my body. Even though it has been a year, the grief I feel stirs through me. Stephen squeezes my hand, letting me know that he is here with me.

      As if he can tell I need it, Uncle Ray passes me a glass of scotch to help calm my nerves. “Now, the money is invested tightly and not easily accessible, so I am happy to manage it for you until you are ready to access it. I can see that you are tired, but before you go to bed, remember, it is only the three of us that know how our business is managed. Everything we have discussed tonight, especially about the business, is confidential. I want no one on the outside hearing of this. Especially Shaun Marshall." Uncle Ray looks directly at Stephen as he says the name, and although I have no idea who he is talking about, I can feel the tension in the room rise. Uncle Ray’s eyes look pure evil, like he is overcome with anger just thinking about this Shaun person. I have never seen such a look from Uncle Ray, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Ah, who is Shaun Marshall?” I ask, already knowing that I shouldn’t, but I do so anyway.

      Uncle Ray must notice my slight hesitation as his face softens. "Stay away from him, sweetheart. He and his family are bad news."

      "Shaun is a good guy, Dad," Stephen protests, and my eyes flick to him. I notice he is frustrated and the two of them are at odds in regard to this person.

      "His father wasn't a good man, Stephen, and the apple doesn't fall far from the tree, in my opinion," Uncle Ray spits out, putting a sharp end to the conversation.

      My head is whirling with information. I have money? A lot of money? I don’t know anything about the assets he sold, or even how the business was sold, or to whom. That time is all a blur to me. I vaguely remember signing paperwork a few weeks after the incident from a lawyer working with Uncle Ray. I think hard back to that time, and I try to pull all the pieces together, but I can’t. I feared for my own life and was grieving so much during those first few months after the murders that everything is still a blur. I am grateful that I have some money, so I will need to get a firm understanding of it all and see how it is invested and how I can access it.

      I can feel a headache coming on, whether from stress, the scotch, or jet lag or quite possibly all three, so I say good night and go to my room, aching for sleep. After a fantastically long hot shower to wash away hours of travel, I lie in bed, gathering my thoughts, thinking about my family and my dad’s business. I am glad the business didn’t just run into the ground after my family was murdered. I was sure I asked for the staff to be paid out, and I wanted any remaining money to go to charity. Did any of that happen? It appears perhaps not.

      I try to relax as I toss and turn, the sheets encasing me like a soft cloud. As I attempt to calm my racing mind, I think about the man from the plane tonight and his handsome good looks and strong hands. It is odd to feel so safe and so protected by a single touch, yet I did. Just thinking about him now sets my body on fire.

      Watching him with those flight attendants, I am positive I am not his type. He looks like he has a lot of money, power, and women in his life, but I will admit, there was a current of electricity that went through me when we touched. The need is undeniable.

      It has been so long since I have been with a man, and if I ever run into him again, I am not sure I will have the willpower to deny him. As I fall asleep, I dream of strong arms wrapped around me and his hot breath on my cheeks.
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      I wake up to the sounds of giggling and my eyes flick open. Rubbing them, I take a moment to look around and remember that I am in my new bedroom, in my new house, in my new home in the city of Boston. But better than that, I have my two closest friends by my bedside.

      “What are you guys doing here!” I scream in excitement and shock to see them here.

      “Surprise!” they shout in unison.

      Tony and Katie are friends I met a few years ago through Uncle Ray while in Boston on a vacation midway through college and have kept in close contact with ever since. The past year we haven’t been as close, but they know everything that has happened, and we have had sporadic contact. They were also part of my desire to come to Boston, where not only do I have a ready-made family, but instant friends as well.

      Tony is a good-looking Boston native who is working in his family business in finance. It is a small company, so they don’t work with Uncle Ray, but his mother is friends with Aunt Emily. The social scene here in Boston is just as important as the business scene, apparently, and many of the wives and girlfriends take their social status very seriously.

      Katie works in commercial real estate and was with Tony when we first met. I actually thought they were a couple before I knew Tony had a partner called Tom. The three of them are inseparable, and I am so excited to be in Boston with them now.

      “How was the flight?” Katie asks as I hop out of the gigantic bed and flop my feet onto the floor, my toes curling in the soft carpet.

      “It was fine, long. Oh my God, it is so good to see you.” I squeeze her so tight, afraid that she will disappear.

      “We didn’t want to wait a moment longer to see you, Scar. After everything that has happened, we are just so thankful that you are here with us now.” Tony’s words bring tears to my eyes.

      It is true that if I hadn’t had a last-minute conference call at work that made me slightly late for family dinner that night, I would have been home the moment three masked men stormed inside and shot my family at point-blank range. The vision of the masked men running out of my house and into a black van that was waiting out front for them is etched in my mind. Having seen and heard all of it while walking down the street to my house, it is a moment I will never forget.

      I hug Tony and let the feelings wash over me. After our hugs and tears, Katie and Tony make their way downstairs to get some coffee and breakfast going while I take a quick shower to wake up.

      We spend the morning together, talking about everything and anything—none of us stopping for breath. That’s how you know you have good friends; you just pick up where you left off—no matter the time frame. The conversation moves from breakfast and juice to midmorning coffee with these cute little cakes that are in the kitchen that we nibble on, while looking at the stunning gardens through the glass patio doors. Conversation soon moves to work, and we start talking about a business summit we are all attending together later in the week. Stephen arranged it for me, knowing that Katie and Tony were going, so he thought it would be a great way to kick-start my week before beginning my new role in the Heatherstone offices.

      We have all downloaded the event app and look through the schedule to see who the keynote speaker is. Apparently, it is someone that Katie is excited to see.

      “It’s Marco Marshall. He is so dreamy, Scarlett, just wait until you see him.” She sighs from the other side of the table.

      “Is he any relation to Shaun Marshall?” I ask, remembering Uncle Ray’s hatred for the man from our conversation the night before.

      “His brother,” Tony chimes in. “If you think Marco is dreamy, just wait until you see Shaun. He looks like he stepped off the cover of a magazine.”

      “Shaun isn’t pitched to be at this summit, but I hope we have good seats for Marco’s presentation. No doubt the room will be full.” Katie continues to swoon. She then changes the subject and asks me about all those stunning beach boys on Bondi—forgetting that I have been removed from the Bondi scene for the past year. But I enlighten her with the sexy policemen I have met, and we all get carried away talking about how sexy a man in uniform is.

      The banter is light and just what I need. It makes me feel so normal, and although I will always have a hole in my heart, I feel like I am starting to move forward, even though it is just baby steps. Tony starts talking about his family business, and I watch him as he talks. A trait I have picked up from being around security and police officers so much is the ability to read people. I now have an excellent grasp of body language, tone of voice, and I am able to get a good handle on people just through listening and watching.

      “Soooo, I get my trust fund soon, and I am thinking about buying a ring… for Tom.”

      Katie and I gasp in excited surprise. “You’re going to propose?” I ask him.

      “I have been with him for three years, and our love only grows. Marriage is our next step, and I want to get the perfect ring and have the perfect proposal.” Tony grins, and Katie and I smile at the good news, then we group hug again.

      Tony hasn’t stopped talking about Tom since this morning; it is clear that he loves him. A love I hope to find one day. I thought I had that with Phillip, but he left me so quickly after my life combusted that I have often wondered over the past twelve months how I could ever have thought he was my match. However, now, I have come to realize that I probably never will find that special someone. Who would want anyone as damaged as me? Not to mention, the potential life-threatening aspect that could catch up with me at any point. It is a sobering thought, and one I haven’t thought too much of until now. It would be selfish of me to bring anyone into my life. While I always hoped for a loving relationship, and as a little girl, always dreamed of marriage and kids, I just don’t know if that is a path that will be offered to me anymore. I know a lot of people have baggage, but in my case, I have a whole cargo container full, and I know no one is going to want to take that on.

      Before my mind races down the romance path, I shake my head and take a sip of my coffee. Jet lag is still lingering, and I still have the whole afternoon ahead of me.

      Katie is laughing, newly single herself and ready to mingle. She is already dropping hints about us going out and dancing the night away and meeting cute boys. I love to dance, but hitting a club is a little out of my comfort zone at the moment. I am opening up to the idea, since I am young and free, and Katie is a great party animal partner. We have had a few nights in the past where we have stumbled in the door in the early hours, having spent way too much time on a dance floor and at the bar. Pleasant memories of a fun-filled past fill my brain and I smile.

      We continue to sit around the table talking, the smell of caffeine a constant in the air, and the afternoon flies by quickly. We are interrupted by Aunt Emily, who walks into the kitchen, laughing at us since it is now five p.m. and we haven’t moved since nine a.m. this morning. She is heading out to meet with friends for dinner, and Uncle Ray and Stephen are working late, so she encourages my friends to stay, but they take one look at me, and my jet-lagged state and say their goodbyes. We have planned to meet for coffee in the morning, and we will spend the day together again.

      Deciding that I need dinner and an early night tonight, I move slowly around the kitchen and heat up some leftovers I find in the refrigerator, before dragging my weary body up the stairs to bed. My eyes close just as my head hits the pillow.
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      "Marco, I’m looking forward to hearing your keynote, but I need to leave straight after. I have finance breathing down my neck; I have the team in LA waiting for me to get through the new merger paperwork, and I seriously haven't been laid for weeks and my balls are going blue," I say in exasperation as we walk together with his team to the lecture theatre. My week so far has been hectic, and I can’t get a certain blonde out of my mind. I have never been so preoccupied by a woman; it’s driving me crazy.

      Marco laughs. "Don't worry, brother, it is only forty-five minutes, and a lot of people are keen to see you. Plus, I think if the CEO of the company is here, it will show that we are really focused and a force to be reckoned with.”

      "I don't really give a shit about meeting people, Marco. I'm only here because it means something to you." I smile at my little brother. Since Dad passed away, it has been hard on the family. I take my grief out in anger, whiskey, and women; Marco is more empathetic and uses his grief to help people, and in turn, feels like he is making a difference.

      This is a particularly important keynote for him since it will be given to industry people and key stakeholders. His keynote will no doubt hit YouTube and be seen by up-and-coming new talent, and Marco prides himself on finding the best business brains for our business, which is what makes us so successful.

      Marco sighs, shaking his head and smiling. "We’re here.”

      We walk into the large lecture theatre, and I scan the room before I shake hands with a few people in the front row. This is Marco's keynote, and I am not presenting or planning to say anything. I am simply showing my face and am here for moral support for my brother. I take another quick look around the room to view the cohort of people who are taking their seats for the presentation. A mixed group of people, no doubt all hoping to be the next business success.

      Just before I sit down, my eyes land on her. Scarlett. I can’t see all of her face, but I know it is her. The same blond hair, tanned skin, and legs for days. I still can’t see her eyes, and for some reason, I desperately want to see them. My lungs expand with a deep breath that I hold as I watch the lights dance off her hair like she is Cinder-fucking-ella. She is sitting next to a guy, and they seem close. I don’t classify myself as the jealous type, but my hands go into fists at the sight of them together, with his arm around her shoulders.

      Sitting down, I come to the conclusion that maybe this little outing won't be a waste of my time, after all. For the next forty-five minutes, I listen to Marco’s presentation, but my eyes flick across to Scarlett often. She is radiant. I take in her appearance and the look of the guy sitting next to her. My stomach clenches at the thought he might be her husband or boyfriend. They look close, but there is something telling me I am not out of the running yet. I like a bit of competition; it is healthy for the ego, and she would be a perfect prize.

      Marco, as expected, is brilliant at his presentation, and as he talks, I can clearly see his passion. He is energetic and positivity shines through his face whenever he talks about the business. Our business is one of the most well-known merger and acquisition companies in America. Our offices extend across both the east and west coasts, and we are starting to make our move into international regions to expand our reach and make bigger deals. We are growing rapidly, and at times it is hard to keep up.

      But once I have sealed this new deal with Heatherstone, I will be able to take a small breather. It is the largest deal I have ever done, and I have a lot riding on it being a success. It is a chance for both businesses to expand significantly. I need to remain focused and push it over the line. I don’t need distractions… but I think this as I steal another glimpse of Scarlett, who actually looks to be sleeping during Marco’s presentation. I smile and laugh to myself.

      The fact that she is in this room, listening to the presentation from one of America’s most successful businessmen and she is asleep, gives me a good indication of what she might be like. Confident, sassy, fucking sexy, and perhaps hard to please? Not one for bowing to pressure or what people want, she runs her own life as she pleases. She has good people around her; not only is there the guy who is cuddling her, but on her other side is a woman who seems just as close and protective of her. Clearly, it isn’t just me who has a protective feeling toward Scarlett. It is nice to see and makes me slightly jealous.

      It is then that I realize that I am sitting here admiring a woman whom I don’t even know, like a teenager with a school grade crush. Who the fuck am I? I rub the back of my neck and turn to face the front again, feeling flourish and confused at my sudden need to get to know this woman.

      My eyes flick to the ceiling and I think of my dad and wonder if he is playing some joke on me from heaven, putting her here in front of me again. She does look like an angel and one that I wouldn’t mind making see the stars.

      As Marco is finishing up his presentation, my mind races on how to talk to her because, apparently, now my mind is made up and I need to act like a fool and chase her down in a room filled with business associates. No doubt some of them will want to talk to me, but I can’t let her slip away without speaking with her first. At the very least, I want to look into her eyes to see if this connection I feel toward her is reciprocated. I need to know that it isn’t just one-sided. I just need her.

      I watch her intently, waiting to see where she will go. I need to get to her.
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      Katie and Tony are practically dragging me around this business summit. I have talked so much that my throat is sore, but I have met some amazing people. Everyone is so friendly and eager to introduce themselves to me, which is really nice of them. I would feel totally overwhelmed if I didn’t have both Katie and Tom and my security team, who are positioned strategically around the room so as not to bring attention to themselves.

      We all have one more session of the day before I can leave and go home to catch up on much-needed sleep. I seriously don't know how I am keeping my eyes open, and I try to stifle another yawn, the hundredth for the day. "I can’t believe you flew across the world only a few days ago. Jet lag is a bitch and hits me hard every time I travel," says Tony. "The next session is Marco Marshall, so you need to come; otherwise, I would suggest you go home now, and we can fill you in," Katie says with a wink.

      I smile. I love my two friends. I think about skipping this last session, but encouraged by Katie, and the fact that I am here now, I decide to stay and see what it is all about. There have been a variety of businesses here today, and for someone like me, without any contacts, it has been a great way to learn more and make new connections. While I do need to spread my wings one day, I will work with Uncle Ray for a while and ease myself into the Boston business scene before making any firm decision about what I want to do long term. Although after all the stuffy suits I met today, I feel like I could shake up the status quo and bring a little Australian sass to their very plaid and boring business lives.

      I yawn again as we walk into the room and Tony looks at me. “Don’t worry, you can sleep on my shoulder, and I will wake you up if anything important comes up.” I look at him and smile. As we take our seats, Tony wraps his arm around my shoulders, tucking me into his side.

      “Good thing Tom isn’t here to see you two cuddling; you actually look like a cute couple.” Katie smirks, clearly wanting in on our cuddle action as she shimmies closer to my side. The three of us sit together like sardines in a can, and I am so grateful to have them in my life. Touch is clearly our love language.

      I can literally feel my energy waning and my eyes wanting to close. Tony’s shoulder gives me an instant cushion, and my head slowly relaxes against it. Giving me a quick prod, he whispers, "Darling, I will nudge you every time you snore, and do not dribble on my Gucci sweater. Oh, and you totally owe me a coffee tomorrow. But for now, you can sleep." I laugh. I love Tony. The presentation, although interesting, doesn't catch my attention. My eyes wander the room; there is such a variety of people here it is amazing. Perhaps it is my senses on overload since I haven’t been in a room this full of people in a very long time. I both love it and loathe it. Love it as I feel normal, and the energy bouncing off others is seeping into me and giving me a spark that I thought had long ago gone out. I loathe it because I am still scared. Running and hiding has deeply affected me, and I think I will forever be looking over my shoulder.

      I spot a small group of people at the front from the presenting business. A devilishly handsome man seems to suck up all the space in the room. He is clearly important and oddly somewhat familiar. I know that I haven’t met him before, yet I feel like I have seen him somewhere. Perhaps he is a model or I have seen him in some business magazines or newspapers recently. He actually looks a lot like the man from the plane I saw when I flew into Boston. Clearly, my eyesight is affected by my jet lag, and now my mind is playing games with me. That would be too coincidental. I have been daydreaming about him since I landed in Boston, and the chances of him being in this room with me are next to none. I am going crazy and really need some sleep. With that thought, I rest my head against Tony’s shoulder.

      Tony, as promised, pinches me to ensure I am awake a few minutes before the presentation ends. I am pleased that I didn’t snore or drool, which is a good thing, as I don’t want to attempt to clean a Gucci sweater. Not planning to stick around after the presentation, I think about my exit plan as the speaker is taking Q&A. I can see my security at the top of the hall on the level above me, and I really don't want anyone to notice that I am being followed. I just want to get home and have some space, perhaps even a nice bath and an early night. It has been a busy day, and I am beyond exhausted.

      Most people seem really interested in this keynote by Marco Marshall, and I will admit, he is easy on the eye. As the crowd floods to the front to ask questions, I make my escape. I say a quick goodbye to Katie and Tony, promising to catch up with them for a morning coffee tomorrow, and I manage to slip out and go around to the back doors before anyone sees me leave.

      It is the meeting point that security already briefed me on taking—they aren’t just the muscle, but also the brains of my safety. They have a full view of my schedule, have full oversight of me and my friends, and take their jobs extremely seriously.

      As I reach for the exit, a man appears from the other direction. He stops me just before I push through the door to get outside, and I gasp because I am not sure if he is friend or foe. I stand still, staring for a second.

      "You’re running off early today, Miss…" He waits for me to answer as I look at him in shock. My eyes are blinking rapidly; I think that they are deceiving me. I actually rub them, trying to stimulate my sight, which appears to have me imagining the man from the plane, standing in front of me. "Scarlett," I say as I extend my hand and try to gather my thoughts, remaining professional. "Scarlett Foster."

      A smile comes on his lips. "Shaun Marshall, CEO of Marshall & Co," he says as he shakes my hand. He looks at me as though I should know who he is, and I do. This is the man that Uncle Ray dislikes vehemently. Shaun Marshall is also the guy from the plane. What are the chances? He stands tall with a slight air of arrogance around him and is certainly confident. While extremely good-looking, my brain is still trying to decide if I am in fight-or-flight mode–old habits are hard to break.

      My hand is dwarfed in his, and his thumb caresses my knuckles as we stand there. I am taken back to the time we stood next to each other on the plane and butterflies begin to take flight in my stomach all over again. I feel the electricity just as I did on the plane, and I become captivated by his eyes, pure green and full of energy. We stare at each other, not saying anything. I am content and immensely comfortable with my hand in his, which is completely at odds to how I should feel holding hands with a complete stranger. But it also feels so right. It is such a simple touch, but I feel everything through it.

      It seems like we stand there for hours, but it lasts mere seconds before the doors open and my security detail rushes in, breaking our trance. Looking at the situation, I realize that the time it took for me to leave my seat and then not actually go through the door was enough time to warrant my security to become concerned. "Miss Foster, we need to go," Frank, my head of security, says sternly, seemingly frustrated that he lost me for a few minutes. I look at Frank and nod silently. When I look back at Shaun, I can see confusion, intrigue, and perhaps a flit of anger pass over his face at being interrupted.

      "Nice to meet you. I need to go," I breathe out, realizing that I have held my breath throughout our encounter. I turn and leave through the doors quickly, with Frank close on my tail. My heart is pumping, and my face flushes. His eyes took my breath away, and when we touched, I nearly melted into a puddle right there on the floor in front of him. As I walk away, I don’t look back. It is one of the last things my father ever taught me. Don’t look back; you're not going that way. Always look forward. So, I do. Although, my mind and my heart are struggling with my decision.
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      As I watch her walk away, I can hardly breathe. Fuck, what is wrong with me around this woman? Her voice is like an angel’s and thick with an accent—she sounds Australian. Her accent has me even more intrigued. She isn’t local, that is for sure. Damn, she isn’t even American. I smile to myself. She doesn’t seem to know me, which is interesting. Everyone has heard of me, but it appears that my name has no effect on her. Does she really not know who I am? Damn if it doesn’t make me want her even more.

      I try to stay professional, but I feel like a horny teenager all over again, lusting after my school crush. I remember her clearly—Sarah Morgan. She went to the private girl’s school down the road from my boy’s school, and I would watch her from afar, wishing I could kiss her and make her my girlfriend. But I left it too long before approaching her, and my nemesis, James Scmidt, asked her out and the two of them dated for a few weeks before her family left town and James’s heart was left broken, just like mine was. But Scarlett has just arrived, and I am not going to waste any time, just so another man can walk in and claim her as his own. I am well aware of the men in this town and what they are capable of; many of them here today have probably already spotted her and turned on their charms.

      My dick is hard and is pressing into the front of my pants as I think about how I have never felt anything more perfect in my life than her hand in mine. Small touches, intimate gestures like hand-holding, have never been something I’ve enjoyed, yet with her, everything I thought I would want with a woman has completely gone out the window. Her small, delicate hand in mine has given me new things to think about, dream about, until I see her again. And her eyes. They are as blue as the Mediterranean, and I want to swim in them forever. She is everything I had imagined and more.

      I stand there watching her for a moment longer, like a deer caught in the headlights. As I see her security follow her, a wave of possessiveness grabs my senses. Why does she need security? Who is she that she needs security at one of the top business summits in the country? Given it is the same guy I saw collect her from the airport, I know that he must be a bodyguard, and the way he looks, the way he molds himself to her in a protective stance, indicates to me that he is a highly trained professional. He keeps looking around for threats. Is she in danger? My mind is racing at the possibility that this beautiful woman is currently in trouble, and I want to be the one who keeps her safe. It is an odd feeling, something I haven’t felt about a woman before. It unsettles me and gives me strength at the same time.

      My hand is still simmering from her touch and my eyes are wild trying to search for hers again–those big, beautiful blue eyes. I stand there looking after her, but she doesn't look back. Her bodyguard does, though, and I am not too pleased about it. He knows who I am, and he is already taking mental notes on whether I am a danger to her or not. That pisses me off.

      When I get back to the lecture room, Marco is finishing up. “Where did you run off to? We had people lining up to speak with you.”

      “I saw someone I knew, and I wanted to chat with them,” I say, not looking him in the eye and breathing hard like I had just run a marathon.

      Marco looks at me, staring at me intensely. He knows me well enough to understand that there is more to it, but he doesn’t prod for more information. “So, what did you think of the presentation, brother?”

      “It was great, baby bro. You are a natural. Look, I have to rush back to the office, so I will catch you later?” I say, not hesitating to leave. I am rushing to get out of here. I need some space to catch my breath and get my thoughts in order. Scarlett has rattled me. I don’t wait for Marco’s response since we have separate cars, knowing that Marco is going to stay longer to chat further with delegates, and I have a mountain of paperwork to get through.

      In the car on the way back to the office, I think about Scarlett and my curiosity gets the better of me. I call Romeo, my head of security. “Shaun,” he says, picking up on the second ring.

      “I have a delicate job for you, Romeo. Meet me in my office at six p.m. I want you to look into something confidential for me.”

      I hang up the phone before he can reply. I need answers, and Romeo is the man to help me. He is former military, and since leaving the armed forces, has built his security business to be one of the country’s most sought-after, with specific teams that cover everything from domestic to international security and safety. He worked closely with my father, and after he passed, Romeo pledged his commitment to me. He has teams of people, but only deals with one client directly. Me. As I look out the car window on the drive back to the office, I don’t notice the buildings or pedestrians. All I can think about are those eyes, the electricity that ran through our touch, and her accent. That surprised me the most. While I have traveled the world, mostly for business, I wasn’t expecting her to have an accent and her voice is like music to my ears. I want to hear her talk again. Thinking about all this and combining it with her security detail, I have a bad feeling in my stomach and for some reason, the need to protect her comes on even stronger.
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      It has been a few days since the business summit with Marco and his team, and I still can't get her out of my mind. Scarlett Foster. The beautiful Australian with blond hair, a perfect figure, long legs, and a smile that reaches her eyes. She has a softness that I have never seen with any other woman, but seems fierce and self-assured in her approach. The needs I have to protect her and fuck her senseless are both running through me simultaneously. As I sit here in my office, going through piles of paperwork, all I can think of is her. While it hasn’t impacted my work yet, Marco knows something is up. As if he reads my mind, at that moment, he waltzes into my office. “Bro, we have some strong relationships forming for future business ideas already. I told you having you at the business summit would make a world of difference.” I smile. He loves his job and is always wanting to do the best for the company. “Glad I could help, but it was your presentation that did it, not my attendance.”

      Our brother bond is strong. There is nothing I wouldn't do for him, and he wouldn’t do for me. We grew up close and remain close, and although there are a few years between us, it is almost like we are twins, always knowing what the other is feeling or about to say.

      “What time will you be at Mom’s tonight for family dinner? Need me to pick you up on my way?” Marco lives not far from my penthouse and has to drive past my front door to get to Mom’s house on the other side of the city. She still lives in the family mansion, in a gated community full of swanky business types. While she misses my dad terribly, she is still actively working with different charities, attends many business lunches, and likes to help where she can. Marco obviously got that gene from her. We always have a family dinner on a Wednesday night; it is a small tradition and one that we keep up. I enjoy it, not only because we spend quality time together, but it helps keep us all grounded. Having the money and success we have doesn’t come easily, but we are a team, and our family dinner tradition keeps it alive.

      “I’ve got a Zoom meeting with the LA team, and then I will come straight over. I will meet you there,” I say to Marco. Before we can talk any further, my phone rings. It is Romeo. After Scarlett ran away from me at the business summit last week, I had tasked him with looking into her background. I have to know who she is and where I can find her. Marco, sensing the importance of the call, waves to me as he leaves my office and shuts the door behind him.

      I answer the call. “What did you find, Romeo?”

      "I have some information."

      "I'm in my office. Come immediately," I reply and hang up the phone. I am not a patient man at the best of times, and I am keen to understand more about Scarlett. I stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows in my office and look out at the city and sigh. A woman never gets under my skin like this. It scares me a little, to be honest. After seeing her the other day, I went out to a bar to try and find someone to take my mind off her, hoping a quick and dirty sex session would sweat these feelings out of me. But every time I looked at a woman, I pictured her and knew that I couldn't fuck my thoughts away, not this time. It’s been over a week, and I can’t even look at another woman without picturing Scarlett's face.

      I run my hands through my hair and try to pull myself together. Sitting back at my desk, I struggle to gain the concentration I need to sign off on the paperwork in front of me. With a few minutes before Romeo arrives, I might as well try to be productive.

      Half an hour flies by and my assistant calls to announce Romeo’s arrival. He walks in and sits down in one of the brown leather armchairs across from my desk. "I have spoken with all my sources at the precinct and called in some special favors as well, and this is what I have found." He slides a yellow folder toward me across the desk, and I open it quickly, not wanting to wait a moment longer. I stop and stare. It is empty.

      "What the fuck is this?" I growl at him.

      "It appears that we can’t find anything on Scarlett Foster. We can’t find one detail of her. We have run her name through multiple databases and cannot find a single piece of data that relates to the name that matches the description of her. I even called a friend I know down in Australia, and he was of no help. My gut tells me he knew something, but he told me to keep away from it and not to bother the girl. I have searched, investigated, and called in every favor I was owed, and no one is talking.”

      Stunned, I look at Romeo in utter confusion. “Have you ever come across something like this before?”

      “Never. However, I do know that when people go digging and find this type of roadblock, it is usually time to put away the shovel and leave it to rest. It is often a very dangerous position to try and investigate someone who has no record such as this. I’m afraid I would advise it is not in our best interest to pursue the investigation. We could search for months and still not find anything.”

      Well, fuck me. I am stunned. Who is she? I have never felt like this about a woman before, and I barely know her. I usually get everything I want without much hassle, and now I have found a woman whom I think about constantly, and I can't even find her!

      I get up and pace my office. There has to be something.

      “Did you look into her travel records I gave you the flight details for?”

      “Yes, and here is where it does get interesting. Her flight was booked via Heatherstone Enterprises.”

      “What?” I am stunned and stop my pacing abruptly. “So, she knows the Sullivans?”

      “We could assume so. It was a booking made on a corporate credit card, so she is known to the business at least.” Romeo ensures he makes the right distinction; facts are needed, not hearsay.

      "Keep digging," I growl at Romeo and dismiss him as I take a seat and think about her connection to the Sullivans.

      It appears Scarlett doesn’t want to be found. But why? She certainly isn’t dangerous, but is she in danger? Just the thought of it has my anger rising; I feel like an overpossessive lion needing to protect his mate. Perhaps it is time I let fate bring her to me. I never chase women, and it is making me uneasy. I have already seen her twice in the matter of a week. Perhaps being on the same flight wasn’t a coincidence. Maybe I am meant to see her again.

      Maybe I will leave it to fate to decide.
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      I pull into the driveway of my mother’s house just after seven thirty p.m., late as usual. My call went overtime, and the traffic was a nightmare. Couple that with the frustration vibrating through my body now that I know Scarlett Foster is a ghost I can’t find, and I am not in the best of moods.

      Taking the front steps two at a time, I push through the front door and immediately relax. This is our family home, and it is full of great memories. My father’s den stays untouched, as a place where Marco and I often come to sit and talk through our business plans or problems. It is a safe space that gives us clarity and makes us feel like he is still with us.

      Standing in the entrance, I take a few deep breaths and feel the tension lift before I walk into the kitchen to find my family. Dinner smells amazing, and I see that Marco is already here, sharing a wine with Mom in the courtyard since it is such a nice night.

      Stepping through the door, she smiles wide at seeing me. “Hello, darling,” my mother purrs, and I kiss her on the cheek in greeting.

      An elegant woman, short in stature but tall in confidence, Margaret Marshall is my dad's one and only true love. The years since my father’s death have been hard for all of us, but it hit my mom the hardest and these weekly family dinners help solidify the family unit.

      I grab a glass from the side table and pour myself some wine from the open bottle, a nice Pinot Noir from Australia, I notice. Is there anything that doesn’t make me think about Scarlett all the time? I nod at Marco and lift my glass in acknowledgement as the three of us talk about business and my mother’s charity work. My mother got through most of her grief by volunteering her time and donating her money to charities that support children within the community. She has always loved to give back, and now that she has more time, she thoroughly enjoys working to support those in need, in whatever way she can.

      Once dinner is ready, we make our way to the dining room where there is a banquet of food waiting for us. Marco and I eat a lot, like any healthy, fit man does, but Mother always overcooks. I am sure she spends her entire day on Wednesdays, cooking and preparing for the feast she always presents to us.

      “So, boys, last time you were here, I heard all about Marco’s latest fling, but I have yet to meet her…” she says as her eyes flick to Marco over the salad bowl.

      I stifle a laugh and look at Marco, who is grinning as well. I do like how she mocks us. Trying to compose myself, I take a drink as she continues.

      “So, since we dissected Marco’s love life last time, let’s start with yours tonight, Shaun. You’re thirty-two, and I am not getting any younger either. I want grandchildren, so when are you going to find a wife?” she demands, and I gulp my wine a little too quickly and cough. Grabbing my napkin, I dab at my mouth, trying hard not to splutter my wine all over the white tablecloth. I never lose my composure like this, and it doesn’t go unnoticed by the looks I am getting from both my mother and Marco.

      A slight grin appears on my mother’s face. “Well, looks like you have something to share with us, my darling. Who is she?”

      I think about not saying anything or laughing it off, but for some reason, I want to share the fact that I am constantly thinking about a woman whom I barely know. I place my glass down and look at them. They have both stopped eating and are looking at me in shock.

      “Shit, have you met someone?” Marco barks abruptly at me, his eyes wide and his fork stuck halfway between his plate and his mouth. The fact that he appears so surprised by the news that I might actually have found a woman I want to keep around does little to calm any nerves I had about vocalizing my new love interest. “Don’t tell me that the biggest playboy in town has found someone he actually likes?”

      Marco leans back in his chair with a big shit-eating grin on his face. A “playboy” is not how I would describe myself, but the apparent look of shock that I am now getting from two of the closest people to me tells me an entirely different story. Sure, I date a lot and have never met anyone whom I have dated more than once or twice, but that doesn’t make me a playboy. Just a healthy, red-blooded man. Or so I thought. Now as Marco and Mom continue to stare at me in bewilderment, I am beginning to doubt myself and worry about the reputation that may proceed me.

      My eyes flick to my mom and she doesn’t look much better, although I will say, she looks more intrigued than anything. Placing my cutlery down on the table, I stop eating and steeple my hands in front of me as I think seriously about what exactly to tell them. At the action, my mother audibly gasps and Marco raises his eyebrows. This would be comical if it was about anyone else.

      “I may have found someone that interests me…” I start to say, taking another drink of my wine. “For God's sake, you can both pick your jaws up off the ground; it isn’t that shocking.” I’m starting to be offended by their actions. I can’t be that much of a playboy, can I?

      “Well, then, tell us about her,” my mother says, giving me her full attention, knowing full well that she is carefully prodding the bear, not sure how I will react.

      I sigh and run my hands through my hair as my mother and Marco continue to stare at me. “She is… someone new, someone who I think could be pretty special,” I tell them honestly, not sure what else there is I can say at this point. I feel like an idiot saying my feelings out loud, having not really shared this much before.

      My mother’s grin widens. “That’s wonderful, darling. Tell us more.” She takes a sip of her wine and looks like she is settling in to watch one of her TV dramas, eager for the next installment.

      “I don’t know her too well; in fact, I don’t really know her at all, but I have seen her around a few times… and I am trying to see her again… but she is proving to be elusive,” I answer, not wanting to give anything else away. Both my mother and Marco know too many people in my circle and may go hunting for evidence of Scarlett’s existence before I even have a chance to make her mine.

      Marco leans back in his chair and looks smug. “I never thought I would see the day that my older brother has found a woman and he can’t have her.” He sees right through me. His wide, cocky smile beams from his face, and I grab my wineglass again so I don’t reach across and flick his ear, an automatic quirk I succumb to every time he annoys me, a back-and-forth we have had since we were kids.

      Growing up, Marco and I never wanted for anything. Looking back, I know now how blessed we have been. We have a family who gave out the love and support throughout our childhood and beyond. We have money and never go without the things we need or the things we want. We have traveled, received a stellar education, and now are both enjoying life at the top of the business game. Neither one of us has had to work very hard at getting what we want, especially getting the attention of women, so Marco knows how frustrated and eager I feel now, wanting Scarlett but not being able to get her.

      “Well, it appears that this one has gotten your attention, so don’t stuff it up,” my mother says to me in her down-to-earth manner as she picks up her fork and begins stabbing her lettuce. “Grandchildren, boys, I want grandchildren!” she sings to us as we all get back to enjoying our dinner and move on to the next topic of conversation for the night.

      I, for one, go back to thinking about Scarlett and how I can find her again.
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      After a few weeks of being in Boston, I feel normal again. My jet lag has dissipated, and I am getting used to my new surroundings, with a feeling of comfort in the large mansion I now call home.

      I am heading to the Heatherstone Enterprises building today for my first day on the job with Stephen, learning the ropes, and to meet some of the other executives. I have already spent some time looking over a few financial reports at home and getting up to speed, so I am keen to get started. Although, Stephen and I have decided to take it slow and ease my way back into corporate life.

      Stephen and I were inseparable growing up, as much as you can be when you are on opposite sides of the world. When we were little, we would write to each other and often talk on the phone, then as we hit our teenage years, we were always on text or chatting with each other across social media, and now as we are both in our mid-twenties, I often hear about his latest female conquest—he is quite the playboy, and from what I can tell, many girls are chasing him. He is one of the few people I have kept close to me over the past twelve months, even more so than Uncle Ray. Stephen contacted me nearly every week either by phone, text, or via the police managing my case. He looked after me just as a brother would and we would talk about me moving to Boston so we could be closer. I am really looking forward to spending more time with him and working together.

      I roll out of bed and make my way to the bathroom to shower before I look over the selection of clothes I have to choose from. Aunt Emily is an excellent shopper and arranged for a full wardrobe of clothes to be here for my arrival since I really didn’t have much in witness protection. Nothing suitable for a corporate lifestyle, at least.

      Selecting a fantastic Chanel suit that is black and classic, along with timeless jewelry and black Jimmy Choo shoes, I decide to wear my hair down to appear more approachable and finish the look with a swipe of light pink on my lips. Katie would be proud of the ensemble I have on, and I make a mental note to send her a pic later.

      The house is quiet since Uncle Ray and Aunt Emily left early to organize last-minute arrangements for the gala dinner. I can already see a large tent structure erected in the back garden on the tennis courts and a scurry of people arranging tables and chairs, lights and decorations. It is huge, so clearly this gala is a big affair.

      A car is waiting for me downstairs, and I step out the front door and instantly feel the sun shining down on my face, giving me the positive light I need. On the way to the office, I make the driver stop, much to his displeasure, so I can grab a coffee from a cute coffee shop that Tony, Katie, and I found. They make the best dirty chai lattes, and I need it. It is going to be a long afternoon. While I haven’t branched out too far from my safe zone of the mansion, the three of us met for coffee daily at this new little favorite coffee shop, We’ve also been indulging in wine and cheese nights at Katie’s apartment, where we binge-watched the latest reality show, which is fast becoming a guilty pleasure of mine. There is no better way to feel better about your own life than looking at someone else’s as it explodes on national TV.

      Sipping the coffee slowly in the car as we continue to make our way to the office, I think about the only thing that has been constantly on my mind since I arrived—Shaun Marshall. I have done some research on him, and I found out he is quite a big deal here in Boston. A ladies’ man (no thanks), a billionaire (money encourages trouble), mid-thirties (too old for me), and it appears he is trying to secure a deal with Heatherstone Enterprises, specifically with Stephen. Both of them trying to get it over the line with Uncle Ray, to no avail.

      This is what makes me feel uneasy. Uncle Ray is an excellent businessman, and the fact that he is telling me to stay away from this man makes me think I probably should. But my instincts tell me otherwise, so the conflict in my mind is all-encompassing at the moment. My dad always told me to trust my gut… I am just not sure on this one.

      I have yet to look at the financials of the deal, but I am told by Stephen it is a big one that has a lot riding on it, and he is hopeful that Uncle Ray will commit, and they can sign it off.

      Pulling up to the front of the tall corporate building, the car drops me off right outside the glass doors that lead to the offices in the sky. It takes me a while to get through the foot traffic on the sidewalk, not having needed to combat that many people in a while, and I take the elevator up to Heatherstone Enterprises and immediately love it. Taking a deep breath in and a moment just to listen to the office sounds makes my shoulders relax and my heart sing. I feel free and more alive than I have felt in a long time. I’m not sure if it is the magnificent office space, hearing people laugh and have fun, or simply being in Boston, not having to look over my shoulder—well, not as much, since habits are hard to break—but I feel free.

      Before I have time to soak in the atmosphere here in the foyer of the organization, Stephen appears and envelops me in a big bear hug and walks me to his office, where he brings me up to speed on what we have on today and a meeting we have scheduled for this morning.

      My first day in the office has begun.
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      My car pulls up at Heatherstone Enterprises right on time. Punctuality is a key trait of mine, and I always ensure I am early for meetings, but for this one especially. Marshall & Co and Heatherstone are two of the biggest businesses in Boston, often vying for the same properties to purchase, then to develop. We merge or sell off these pieces for a bigger return. The CEO of Heatherstone Enterprises is Ray Sullivan, a stern man who is pretty ruthless when it comes to business, but now his son, Stephen, is starting to change things. The mood between both businesses is turning more positive, and we are now looking to collaborate on some projects. This is the first of many, we hope.

      My dad would probably roll over in his grave if he knew. He and Ray were always at war, but when Dad passed away, Ray went quiet for a little while and the mood just changed. I would never trust Ray, as he always has an evil glint in his eye, but Stephen and I get along well. He is young and hungry, though, so this is always something I have to be mindful of. We are still competitive, and with both of us being Boston’s most eligible bachelors, we often compete for women as well as business.

      I step into the elevator and take it to the thirtieth floor. As I walk out into the office space, the atmosphere feels different, almost electric. There are lots of fresh flowers and people are acting like a celebrity is in attendance. Usually given that two men are in charge, the place is more stern and very standard corporate in feel, with not a lot of life. I know it isn’t for me as I have been here before and not received this type of welcoming.

      “Welcome, Mr. Marshall. Let me take you through to the conference room to meet Stephen,” the bubbly receptionist says as she jumps up from her desk, looking me up and down. I am used to women running their eyes over me, but given the feeling in the air, I can’t say I have time to enjoy it, no matter how beautiful this young receptionist is. I follow her into the conference room and find Stephen already there waiting for me, and to my surprise, Scarlett is sitting next to him. I stop short in shock, not quite believing that this woman is before me again. Looking at her, I drink her in. Stunningly beautiful and confident in her stance, it appears she may have been expecting me, but I can’t say I expected to see her. She offers me a small smile, her blue eyes bright and happy, and it is contagious. I find myself beginning to smile, something I never do in business meetings. Until today, apparently.

      “Shaun, great to see you.” Stephen stands, and I force myself to tear my eyes away from Scarlett and greet Stephen.

      “Likewise,” I say, looking at him and shaking his hand briefly before my eyes go back to the woman I haven’t been able to get out of my mind. The woman that fate has brought back to me. Again.

      “This is Scarlett Foster. She has just joined us here at Heatherstone and is our numbers guru. Hopefully, she can help us get this deal over the line,” Stephen says proudly, clearly happy with his new hire, and I can’t say I blame him. It appears she is the whole package, just like I thought she would be.

      My eyes wander over Scarlett, who looks breathtaking. Her hair is down, flowing over her shoulders, and she is dressed immaculately in a sharp black business suit with her killer legs on display. She certainly has brightened the room.

      “Scarlett, nice to see you again.” I take her hand, and the instant rush of electricity zaps into me as I try not to drown in her deep blues. I squeeze her hand gently as I try to get my head into gear and remember to act professional. This is a business meeting, after all, not a fucking date. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “Likewise, Shaun,” she says with a smile that reaches her eyes, making me grin like a fool again. Her voice skims across my skin and embeds into my body, where it circulates and hums all the way to my balls. I need to stifle a groan that feels like it will break through my chest.

      “Have you two met before?” Stephen steps in, glancing first at me, then at Scarlett, then back to me again.

      “The business summit last week. I saw Scarlett and introduced myself,” I say without looking at Stephen, my eyes still firmly on Scarlett’s, and I am still holding her hand in mine.

      “Oh, yes. Marco was keynote, right?” Stephen asks, but my connection with Scarlett doesn’t falter, something Stephen picks up on as he looks between us again.

      “Let’s take a seat and get started, shall we?” Scarlett breaks the tension between us, and lets go of my hand, bringing the reality of the situation back like a thud to the chest. I subtly shake my head to dislodge my thoughts as we all sit and take out our paperwork.

      Throughout the meeting, I am a little stunned that Scarlett knows so much about our collaboration. It’s apparent she has done her homework and that Stephen has been an open book with her because she knows details that not just any employee would know. She is also highly intelligent, asking the right questions and giving some feedback on things that Stephen nor I hadn’t thought about. I wonder again where she is from and how she ended up here at Heatherstone.

      As we wrap up the meeting, I decide to broach the subject.

      “So, tell me, Scarlett, where were you working before Heatherstone?” Without missing a beat, Stephen jumps in with the reply.

      “Scarlett comes from a high pedigree of business leaders. Her family is extremely successful both in Australia and here.” Scarlett smiles at Stephen as he says this. If I had to guess an emotion, I would say she looks proud. Stephen’s statement makes me even more intrigued. I know most of the successful businesses here in Boston, but I have never met her or heard of her before.

      “She is working here in our finance team, but predominantly with Dad and me as special counsel,” Stephen adds. This admission stuns me. Such a beautiful, young, smart woman working directly with some of the biggest businessmen in the country. It is no small feat, and it has me even more intrigued.

      I look at Scarlett. “So, you are from Australia?”

      “Yes, I just moved here. Actually, I think you may have been on my flight?” she quizzes me with her arms crossed and raises one eyebrow, like she is throwing down a challenge or trying to call me out and I like it. Before I can reply, the intercom in the room buzzes.

      “Scarlett, Ray is on line two for you. Says it is urgent,” the receptionist relays.

      “Well, excuse me, gentlemen. Shaun, it was a pleasure to see you again. Perhaps I will see you at our gala?”

      I normally don’t attend the gala, but a stampede of bulls won't keep me away this year.

      “Yes, you will,” I reply without hesitation, taking her hand in a shake again, not wanting to let her go.

      She smiles, and the fact that I put it there makes me feel heroic. I watch her step away and out the door, and I miss her the moment she is gone. Stephen interrupts my thoughts.

      “She is off-limits, Shaun.”

      He knows what I am thinking. I want Scarlett in my bed, and he is right, but I want more than that. I know one night with her will not be enough.

      “Thank you for the warning. You’re pretty protective of your staff these days, Stephen?” I comment as I gather my things.

      “Not all of them, just Scar,” he says firmly, using her nickname and letting me know he is familiar with her.

      I shake his hand and leave the boardroom, walking to the elevator with Stephen’s assistant, Sandra. As we walk, I decide to see what she knows. “Thank you, Sandra. Tell me, what do you know about Scarlett?” Sandra has been working at Heatherstone Enterprises for many years; she is a shark and knows what I am trying to ask. Giving me a knowing nod, she replies, “Scarlett is a new addition to our company, a very accomplished finance expert from Australia. She and Stephen have a very close bond, and I am sure you will be seeing her around a lot more now that she lives in Boston.”

      She calls the elevator and nods to me as she returns to her office, leaving me to step into the elevator, lost in thought.

      I walk out of the building thinking about this new information on the woman I can’t get out of my mind. As the car drives away from the curb to snake its way through the traffic back to my office, I think about the Sullivan family annual charity ball. They never normally extend an invitation to anyone from Marshall & Co, but for the first time, I have been invited this year. I assume it is because of Stephen and me forging a new collaboration. I had declined the invitation, but now, I have changed my mind. I would very much like to go and see Scarlett, to learn more about her. On the other hand, given that Sandra had just explained how important she was to Stephen and his warning at the end of our meeting, he may not want me anywhere near her given my notorious reputation for being a ladies’ man.

      My heart pounds as I call my assistant. "Stephanie, the Heatherstone Enterprises gala ball… Please call them to let them know I will be there."

      Now that I know where to find her, I’m not going to miss the opportunity to talk to her again. I will take fate into my own hands.
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      It’s been a big week, and after waking early, I spent most of the day with Aunt Emily getting ready for the gala. I forgot how much fun it is to go shopping and have a girl’s day out. As I slip on my jewelry (diamonds on loan from Aunt Emily), I stand back and take in my appearance. It has been so long since I have been dressed up like this that I am actually at a loss for words. I want to make a good impression. The who’s who of Boston business scene will be here, including Shaun Marshall. I know this because I scanned the guest list this morning, wanting to see if I could see his name. When I saw it, those newly acquired butterflies danced, and I made sure I put in extra effort into my appearance.

      My golden hair is softly curled and runs down my back, long and flowing. My makeup is soft and subtle, but my blue eyes pop with copper and gold eyeshadow, framed with my lush long natural lashes. My skin is smooth and tanned, a sun-kissed Australian look for a city like Boston. My dress is gold, and it sparkles in the light as I move; I have never felt more beautiful than I do tonight. It is nights like tonight that I get teary thinking about my family and missing them greatly, but I have mourned for the past year, and although I know I will still think of them daily, and especially on nights like tonight, I do know that they would want me to go on with life and experience everything they can’t.

      I pat the corners of my eyes to prevent the tears from spilling over, then I straighten my spine, filling my body with the confidence I know I will need to get through the evening.

      Uncle Ray and Aunt Emily are already downstairs, but there is a soft tap at the door. I know it is Stephen, ready to take me downstairs to make our grand entrance. Uncle Ray wants me to enter the room on Stephen's arm so I will be more relaxed. I think the fact that Uncle Ray has a niece that no one knows much about, he wants to make a powerful statement, especially one the important businesspeople of Boston will remember. While I have changed my name, to prevent people from knowing about my horrible history, the family connection will remain. We think it is unlikely anyone will dig deep enough to find out about my family and the media circus that followed, and hopefully, only those we tell will ever truly know the full details.

      Opening the door, Stephen’s eyes widen. "Whoa. Oh my God!" He holds out my arms and admires my appearance. "Scarlett, you are stunning." He is grinning like a cat who caught the canary. "The single men downstairs are going to fall over themselves. Actually, even the married men are going to fall over themselves to get to you tonight." I look at him with worry. "Don't worry, I won’t leave your side, I promise," he says quickly, knowing that a room full of people all looking at me is my idea of torture.

      "Thank you," I breathe out, very relieved to hear him say that. I brush my hands down my dress and try to slow my breathing. I am slightly nervous, but I am also confident and experienced. I know how to walk into a room and demand attention. I just haven't done it in a while.

      Stephen and I make our way down the grand staircase and walk outside to the beautiful, large tent that has been set up on the tennis courts. It looks stunning. The tables are adorned with flowers; fairy lights sparkle around the room; champagne is flowing, and no expense has been spared. As I look around, a hand reaches out to mine. "I thought the fairy lights would be a nice touch for you, my dear. I remember how much you liked them as a child." Uncle Ray is grinning from ear to ear as he looks at me. "Scarlett, you look beautiful tonight," he says, kissing my hand. "I am so pleased you decided to come to America, and I look forward to introducing you to the who's who of Boston." He looks sternly at Stephen. “Do not leave her side tonight."

      Stephen laughs. "I won't," he says with a sly grin, and we both laugh at the mischief in his eyes.

      Uncle Ray and Aunt Emily start to walk through the crowd, shaking hands and smiling and making small talk. "Ready?" asks Stephen.

      "Ready," I reply. Feeling like my makeup is my war paint and my dress is my armor, I take one step in front of the other and start my journey to meet the business moguls of Boston.

      We walk into the room, and I am sure I hear gasps, and I begin to feel very self-conscious. I look at Stephen, and he is grinning as he leads me straight to Governor Geoffrey. "Scarlett, my dear, how lovely to see you. Ray told me you were here, and I couldn't miss seeing you again and saying hello. You remember my dear wife, Margaret?" he asks, clutching my hand and looking toward his wife. "Hello, dear," she says, wrapping me in a motherly hug. "You look so beautiful tonight."

      I have met the governor and his wife a few times before with my dad and Uncle Ray on one of our trips, so it is nice to see familiar faces. They are the only people in the room tonight who know my true identity. While the police haven’t caught the intruders who killed my family, the police investigation has uncovered that they are paid assassins, and we still don’t know who paid them, so the threat to me is still very real.

      As we make our way through the crowded room, Stephen introduces me to what feels like hundreds of people. However, all through the introductions, I have a weird feeling, like I am being watched. I know that I have security watching me, but this feels different. Looking at Stephen, he picks up on my tension and leads me to the bar, where we can take a small break from meeting people. As we walk over, my eyes scan the room. I can see Frank, my personal bodyguard, eyeing me suspiciously; he can no doubt feel my tension. He has been with me long enough now to know my body language, and he is excellent at picking up my moods. I see him work his way closer to make sure I know where he is. It eases my mind.

      "Hello, Stephen," a voice bellows from behind me. The voice is soothing, and I feel like I have heard it before. I turn around to see who is speaking, and my eyes catch his, and in an instant my legs feel weak as I take in a small breath. It is Shaun Marshall. He is again standing right in front of me, looking extremely handsome, and my knees nearly buckle beneath me at the sight.

      "Shaun, great to see you, my friend," Stephen says, shaking his hand in the standard business greeting. Shaun looks at me.

      “Scarlett, nice to see you again." Shaun takes my hand and lifts it to his lips, kissing my knuckles like an old-world movie star. I think I am going to faint on the spot. I promised myself that I would stay away from this man, and I also promised Uncle Ray the same thing the first night I arrived. But there is something about him that gives me butterflies, a feeling I haven’t felt for a very long time. Looking at him, it is reasonable for any woman to be in awe. His presence alone is all-encompassing, only it is more than that. After my research on him the other night, standing by his side should be the last place I want to be. He is our business competitor; he is over a decade older than I am and clearly used to getting things his own way. He’s confident, or more like cocky, yet I want to mold myself into his side and never leave. I also want to slap myself for thinking it… My mind is currently a whirlwind.

      "Nice to see you, Shaun,” I breathe out, totally awestruck by his handsome appearance in a well-fitted suit. He looks every inch like James Bond and commands the eyes of every female in the room.

      “I am surprised to see you two together. I thought you were still dating Amelia, the Italian model?" he asks Stephen. I can't speak, my nerves severing my voice box as I shift from one foot to the other and nervously look at Stephen.

      "Ha. Ha. Nothing gets past you, my friend. Scarlett is my cousin. As you know, she has recently arrived here from Australia, and hopefully is going to be with us for a long time to come." Stephen looks at me and glows with pride; he is proud of me, and I smile genuinely back at him. It is a great feeling to have him in my corner. After a long year alone, having someone I can depend on is welcome.

      "Well, Boston is a lovely place. I am certainly feeling right at home already." I finally find my voice and thank God it is strong and confident. Shaun looks at me. It doesn't escape me that he hasn't let go of my hand, nor I, his. I should feel awkward, pull away, but like magnets, we remain connected, and I am in no hurry to let go. His hand holds mine just as tightly, and I am not sure what it all means because even though I thought Phillip was my future, I never felt like this with him. Our hands remain connected, hanging by our sides like we are boyfriend and girlfriend back in high school. It is cute and feels natural, except for the dire need in me to run my hands all over his body—my own body heating at the thought. But my bliss is short-lived as understanding washes over me that he has no idea what I have been through and no knowledge of my past. I gently remove my hand from his, feeling instantly cold, but the baggage I have is heavy, and I don’t think he can handle it. From what I have read about him, he lives high up in his expensive ivory tower, so my history no doubt would cast a large shadow, one that is not needed on his perfect life.

      "Well, Shaun, I need to get Scarlett back out to meet a few more people, but I want to chat with you later about the financials of our project. There are still some things we need to iron out.”

      Shaun nods. "Have your team contact mine, and we will set up a meeting,” Shaun replies, and although he is speaking to Stephen, he is looking directly at me. The sexual tension is as thick as butter. I think I am going to pass out from heart palpitations, it is beating so fast in my chest. Is this normal… to be feeling this way?

      Stephen drags me away and leads me to a quiet corner. He passes me a glass of water. "You okay? I know tonight is a bit intense with all the people."

      "I'm okay. Thanks, Stephen, but Shaun is a little intimidating." Stephen laughs. “He is actually a nice guy once you get to know him. His father never got along with Dad, so there is a lot of groundwork we need to do, but I firmly believe that working together with Shaun and his business can be prosperous for both us and him, and Shaun sees it too. Dad just won't have anything to do with it, making it hard for us to commit to anything.”

      I think through all Stephen has just said for a moment. My feelings for Shaun aside, Uncle Ray is certainly stuck in the old ways in many respects, but he is a ruthless businessman, so he must have his reasons for not wanting to partner with Shaun.

      I wonder what they are.
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      I walk into the gala tonight and am not at all surprised by the amount of splendor in the room. Ray is never one to do things in halves. I order a whiskey at the bar as I canvass the space. It is good whiskey; old man Ray was never one to skimp on alcohol either. I'll give him that. My breath catches the minute Scarlett enters the room. I know she is beautiful, but tonight, she is radiant, like a diamond jewel sparkling under the lights. When her eyes take in mine, it is hard to deny the attraction we have for each other.

      I couldn’t help it; I had to touch her. Taking her hand and kissing it in greeting is old school, I know, but I just want to both touch her and put my lips on her. After I kiss her, I don't let her hand go, and she hangs on to mine just as tight. It is an odd feeling. I am certainly never one for public displays of affection, but this woman has me thinking and feeling all kinds of things that I never have before. I am talking with Stephen, but my mind is all on her. Then she talks, and I’m not sure if it is her accent or the way she says my name, but it takes all my self-control not to pick her up and take her back to my place to treasure this jewel like never before.

      As Stephen drags her away, I let out a frustrated sigh and turn to take a seat at the bar, returning to watching her from across the room as she continues to dazzle the large array of guests here tonight, many of them eager for an audience with her. I run my hand through my hair, frazzled both by her beauty and the fact that my feelings for her keep growing. I want her in my bed and in my home.

      The announcement for us to be seated for dinner interrupts my thoughts. I haven’t bothered to look at what table I was allocated; I assume Ray will have me placed right at the back, out of the way. An usher comes up with a clipboard and takes my name, then points me toward table three, right at the front. As I make my way through the crowd, I can see Stephen and Scarlett standing near table three, and I make my way toward them.

      As I get closer, Scarlett looks up and catches my gaze, a smile snaking its way to her lips. Her body turns to face mine as I get near her. She looks down at the table and then back to me. “I hope you don’t mind sitting next to the new girl, Shaun?”

      Do I mind? Hell the fuck no, I don’t mind. I am exactly where I want to be. How Ray even let this happen is beyond me. I smile at her, words escaping me right now as I am firmly placed in heaven by her side.

      I pull the chair out for Scarlett to sit and then slide down into my chair next to her. I take a quick look around the room and notice Stephen giving me a quizzical look—obviously, he is also confused as to why I am at the head table. I am sure some event manager will be spoken to later about it. My gaze then falls over his shoulders where I see Ray drilling me with his eyes; if looks could kill, I know I would be dead right now—no questions asked.

      A waiter comes by and fills our champagne glasses, but I ask him for another whiskey. I'm not one to mix drinks, and I want my wits about me tonight. Once the waiter departs, I look at Scarlett, and I am mesmerized by her beauty. She is greeting the others at the table, the perfect hostess, and when she finishes, her gaze meets mine and she blushes. She is fucking adorable.

      “You look beautiful tonight, Scarlett. I consider myself lucky to be sitting with you. I know this gala means a lot to your family.”

      “Well, it is nice to be able to talk with you some more. We have run into each other a few times now,” she remarks with a lift of her brow, and I grin. I look over to Stephen, and he raises his glass to check on Scarlett no doubt, and we both return the gesture.

      “I think I have the best seat in the room being here next to you.”

      “So I never had the chance to thank you for catching me on our flight the other week. I must say, I am usually not that clumsy,” Scarlett says with a small grin on her face.

      “Not clumsy, but I am beginning to wonder why we keep running into each other.” I take a sip of whiskey, wanting to hear her thoughts on our continuous run-ins.

      “Hmm… well, are you stalking me, Mr. Marshall?” she asks me teasingly, and usually this level of open flirtatiousness would have me running a mile, but from her it is intriguing, and I run my hand across my jaw, my eyes firmly locked on her like she is my last meal.

      “No. Not stalking, but also not complaining.” I watch for her reaction and see a beautiful pink flush creep onto her cheeks.

      “Well, from what I hear, you are very well connected here in Boston, with many ladies, so I am sure it is somewhat an occupational hazard for you? Constantly running into women, you know?” Her question stumps me for a moment. She is calling me out on my dating history, but I am not mad about it; in fact, I feel the complete opposite. My reputation doesn’t appear to offend her, and I get the feeling that this woman is no pushover and very sharp, seeing things in people that not everyone can see.

      “Business in Boston is ruthless and there are a lot of people in this city who it is important to be connected with. Just because I am photographed with someone doesn’t mean that I am known to them,” I say, giving her a wink and a grin as I offer my flimsy explanation for what is my philandering past. “So what about you, Scarlett? If I look you up online, will I find a bevy of men by your side, back in Australia?” I ask, continuing our banter. I am not sure if I said something wrong, but I notice her stiffen a little. I watch her, waiting for her response as she sips her champagne.

      “Quite the opposite, actually,” she says honestly, and I watch her as her cheeks grow a bit pinker. She takes another sip of her champagne as her eyes flick back to her cousin, who is engrossed in conversation with the people on the other side of the table. Feeling the need to change the topic of conversation, I decide that work is a better topic.

      “So, you have a thing for numbers, I hear?” I ask lightheartedly, and I can see her visibly relax again before she smiles wide, joy radiating from her now, her eyes glistening with excitement.

      “It comes naturally to me. I can get lost in numbers for hours. They always tell a story, you know,” she says as she watches me intently. “Tell me about your business, Shaun. Are you as excited about this new business opportunity as Stephen is?” she prods, and although I never like to get too detailed about my business dealings, I decide to let her in a little.

      “Our two companies are the biggest and most successful in our field at the moment. Collaborating on a project is only going to be a win-win for everybody as far as I see it. Now, if your uncle would get on board, that would make things a little easier for everyone involved,” I say as my eyes flick to old man Ray, and I take a sip of my whiskey, appreciating the burn down my throat as I look at the man. Scarlett follows my gaze and watches her uncle, who is making small talk, all the while looking over at our table, a scowl still on his face.

      “He doesn’t like you much, does he?” she asks bluntly, and my eyes flick back to her.

      “No, he doesn’t. But the real question is, do you?” I ask her, and a small smirk stretches her plush lips.

      “Hmm, the jury is still out on that one,” she says, taking a sip of her drink and watching me over the rim. We laugh then, breaking any tension and causing the entire table to glance in our direction. Her laugh is contagious, and even Stephen is looking over at her in wonder and this beautiful blonde steals my attention even more.

      We talk effortlessly throughout the evening, about my business, current events, and a little about her life. In between our meals, the speeches, and the small talk we need to make around the table with other guests, I don’t glean as much information about her as I would like. Before too long, the band starts up and Ray comes over to steal Scarlett away for a dance. Pinning me with his gaze, he grabs her by the hand and leads her away as I sit back and watch her glide around the dance floor like she was born to do it.

      As more people converge onto the dance floor, I walk the room and speak to a few other business associates, all while keeping an eye on Scarlett, watching her move, admiring her smile, and wondering what I can do to make her mine. After a few songs with Ray, Stephen grabs her for a dance. I decide I don’t want to wait any longer, so I walk over to where they have just finished dancing and grab her hand. “Excuse me, Stephen. Do you mind if I take this one?” I ask, not really caring for his answer because I am having the next dance with Scarlett, whether he likes it or not. He doesn’t have time to answer me before I pull her to me just as the next song starts and we twirl away from him.

      Our bodies move in tandem, side to side, and her delicate hand runs up my arm and lands on my shoulder as the other one regrips my hand. I can’t remember the last time I slow danced with someone like this. It is a skill my mother instilled in both Marco and me. Obviously, growing up with a father in business, we did attend many balls and galas like this one and were brought up to be gentlemen. As we slow dance, my palm presses into her lower back, and I pull her close, closer than what would seem acceptable, considering we are mere acquaintances. But I don’t want to be acquaintances, I want her. All of her. She slides into me, clearly needing my touch just as much. We continue to sway, chest to chest. I feel her heart beating, and I run my hands up and down her back subtly, but enough that she can feel my want for her.

      “I have been watching you out here on the dance floor all night and couldn’t wait a moment longer. I hope you don’t mind me cutting in?” I say, wanting her to know that she is in my sights.

      “That must have been hard for you?” she sasses back to me, and I catch her grinning. Smiling in return, I tilt my head in question, and she continues. “Well, from what I hear, you are not a man who waits for things. Not much patience. Someone who gets everything he wants.” She is assessing me, and while I try not to show it, she is spot-on. I wonder who she has been talking to about me.

      “Ah, well, don’t believe everything you hear, Princess. I would wait for you, of that I have no doubt,” I reply, bringing her body close to mine again, and we continue to slow dance to the music.

      “Princess?” she asks with hesitation in her tone.

      “You look like a princess tonight—beautiful, regal… A fitting name, I think,” I whisper back.

      “You are quite the flirt, aren’t you?” she replies with a small giggle, which makes me break out in a big smile. I like the way she is calling me out. Most women fall over backward to please me; they would never dream of questioning me about anything, but Scarlett does, on everything from my business to my obviously bad attempts at seduction. I have never had to work hard for the attention of women, so I find myself in unknown territory here as I try to gauge her interest and let her know mine.

      “Not at all, usually, but to be honest, from the moment I saw you on that plane, I knew I had to find you. Then running into you again at the business summit cemented that fact for me.”

      “Hmm, we are back to your stalker behavior?” she says again with another small giggle, so I know she is teasing me, and I will take it. I move my hand, positioning it firmly on the small of her back and pull her a little closer.

      “Well, after you finish your dancing for the evening, perhaps you can stalk me? I will be over by the bar, ready for a nightcap, and we can talk some more,” I offer, willing her to accept.

      “I do like a nightcap after a big night like tonight, so I will take you up on that offer,” she says almost breathlessly, and I can feel her heart beating out of her chest. I am not sure if I make her nervous or if there is something else going on, but I now have another opportunity to speak with her, without every eye in the room on us, so I am going to take it.

      “Who taught you to dance, Princess?” I ask her, my mouth mere inches from her ear.

      She is quiet for a moment. I can hear her breathe, and then I feel her relax and lean into me a little more.

      “My father taught me the waltz when I was eight. He and my mom danced together every weekend, and I used to sit to the side and watch them. He taught me the foxtrot, cha-cha, and even the jive.”

      “Well, he is a very good teacher. You are amazing,” I say to her, and she is. She is very light on her feet and lets me lead her effortlessly, even though I can safely assume she takes the lead in every other aspect of her life.

      “Was,” she says in response.

      I pull back to look at her. Her eyes look wet, but no tears drop. I tilt my head in question, fishing for more information.

      “Was. Was a very good teacher.” Her eyes start to glaze, and I see tears forming.

      I don’t ask any further questions. I pull her to me and kiss her softly on her cheek and near her ear. My protective nature kicks in, and I hold her as tightly as I can without prompting too many looks from others as we continue to sway to the music, oblivious to anything or anyone else around us.
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      I reluctantly finish dancing with Scarlett and let her move on to the next man, who is waiting for his turn with her, and I take a seat at the bar. Looking at my Rolex, I notice that I have already stayed a lot longer than I was planning to, but there is no way I am leaving before our nightcap. I am about to order another whiskey when I feel a hand on my leg slowly creeping up my thigh. Turning, I see that the hand belongs to Natalie. What the fuck is Natalie doing here?

      "Hello, sugar," she says, her voice sounding like scraping fingers on a chalkboard. I cringe, but also, I don't want to be a total bastard.

      "Natalie, what are you doing here?" I ask as I grab her hand and try to pull it away, secretly hoping she is here with someone else.

      "Oh, you know, I love a party, Shaun, and this one is the biggest in Boston. I wouldn't miss it." Her hand lands back on my leg and she moves it closer to my cock. I attempt to stand up to create some distance, but she puts her other hand on my shoulder and forces me back down. Surprised, I look at her with narrowed eyes. What the fuck is happening? Doesn’t she get the hint?

      Taking in a deep breath, I start to lay down the law. “Look, Natalie…” My gaze rises to meet hers, and I see movement out of the corner of my eye and turn. Scarlett is standing there. She came back to me for our nightcap, and she is looking straight at Natalie's hand on my upper thigh. Fuck, this is not happening.

      "Scarlett," I say, looking at her. I stand, stepping away from Natalie, and start to walk toward her, reaching to grab her hand, to feel her again, but she quickly holds her hands together in front of her, avoiding my touch. Her large blue eyes look up at me, then she looks at Natalie.

      "I don’t want to intrude; I just came to say good night. Please stay a little longer and enjoy the evening. I know Uncle Ray is glad to have so many guests in our home." Her voice is cold and detached, and I already know that this is one royal fuckup. I try to plead my case, but she won’t meet my gaze, and without a further look in my direction, she turns and walks away, a security guy following her, the same one from the business summit. Releasing the breath I didn’t realize I was holding, I rub my eyes and wonder how this night could go from so good to so bad in a blink of an eye. I look across at Natalie. She has a smirk on her face, clearly happy with the turn of events.

      “Fuck!” I curse under my breath. Stepping to the bar, I grab my whiskey and throw it back before slamming the glass back on the bar. It burns all the way down before settling low in my stomach. I look back at Natalie and my face must portray my real feelings toward her as she takes a slight step back. “Stay away from me, Natalie. I am not interested in you or anything you have to offer.”

      I walk off quickly in the other direction, where I promptly bump into Ray with a smug look on his face. “Natalie, darling, so nice of you to come tonight,” Ray says, taking his eyes off me and looking Natalie up and down like she is a piece of meat that he wants to devour. “Run along, darling. The men have business to discuss. I will see you later.”

      His innuendo disgusts me. Natalie walks off, swinging her hips as she passes him, and I watch him slip his hand down to cup her ass on the way past. He has the perfect family but is still having fun with young women on the side. This interaction gives me more proof that women like Natalie only want a man for his money and nothing more. Ray is a slimy, fat, old bastard, who at the moment has sweat dripping from his hairline. His bow tie is so tight, he looks like he is about to choke, if the redness in his face is any indication. The whole scene makes my stomach churn. The man has no class; no wonder my father hated him.

      “Good party tonight, Ray,” I comment, trying to get the conversation started so it can be over with quickly.

      “Yes, well, I would ask what you are doing here, but I am sure I have Stephen to blame for adding you to the guest list. That boy clearly doesn’t follow any rules I place on him, and therefore isn’t in any state to take over my company anytime soon,” Ray gruffs, like the grumpy piece of shit he is, and he brushes past me to grab a drink at the bar.

      “Well, we both know Stephen is twice the man you are, and as much as I like to see you, Ray, let’s cut to the case, old man. You obviously came over here to say something, so I suggest you just say it.” Ray looks at me like his blood is boiling. I am reasonably confident that no one speaks to him in the way I just did, and I can see him trying hard to contain his anger in front of the dwindling crowd.

      “Scarlett is off-limits. You are not to talk with her, see her, touch her, sniff her, or go anywhere near her. Do you understand, boy?” I’m not sure I have actually ever seen Ray so angry. I have never heard him be so menacing, and to be honest, I am a bit surprised, but I don’t want him to think he has the upper hand.

      “Well, thanks for the speech, Ray, but you see, I have already talked to her, seen her, touched her, and, as you so eloquently put it, sniffed her. I will give you a small amount of respect because you are her uncle and not tell you what else I plan to do with her.” I smirk at Ray and know I am skating on thin ice, but before he can say anything else, I turn and leave. I am not welcome in his house, and now that Scarlett has left the party, there is no reason for me to stick around. I walk swiftly through the mansion and outside to find my car. I am more than ready to get the hell out of here.

      My driver greets me and opens the back door. As I climb in, my thoughts go back to my blond beauty. I remember when Scarlett was saying goodbye, she said, "Our home."

      At least now I know where she lives.
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      It is close to midnight, and it has been a long night. I am exhausted. No expense was spared with caterers, event stylists, and musicians all hired for the amazing evening. No doubt Uncle Ray and Stephen are still mingling with the last of the remaining guests—mostly men—over a glass of whiskey.

      As I lay my head on the pillow, my mind is racing, thinking about the night and all the people I met. Although I was nervous at first, it felt good to be back in the public eye, to be meeting and seeing people again. I felt alive for the first time in a long time, like I didn’t have to hide anymore. My thoughts drift to the mesmerizing green-eyed man who has captured my thoughts for the past few weeks.

      I have no idea what it is about him that makes my heart flutter, but it does. Every damn time. After talking and dancing, I started to relax more and more, and I was looking forward to our nightcap. But I should have known that a man like him doesn’t stick to one woman. How could I have been so stupid to think someone was actually interested in me? He probably talks like that with all the women around here, and I merely fell into his trap. After everything I have been through, I thought he was genuine. I thought for sure he was being open and honest. But I should have known better.

      Given his playboy reputation, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Shaun with the mystery woman. But I was disappointed since I felt that we had a connection on the dance floor, and we certainly didn’t get stuck for things to talk about at the dinner table. It appears we have a lot in common.

      I have been away from the dating game for so long, so clearly my instincts are wrong. The woman was beautiful. I don’t know who she is, but she could certainly be a model. Of course, someone like Shaun would be interested in someone like her; I am lackluster in comparison with my messy hair, big frog eyes, and small breasts.

      When I wasn’t with Shaun, I couldn’t help stealing glimpses of him all evening, and whenever I saw him, he was mostly talking with other men. I felt embarrassed when I interrupted them at the end. How could I be so foolish to think that I could just waltz up to him and have him to myself? A good-looking Boston businessman is never short of a beautiful woman; I know this from Stephen’s charades. I feel a pang of jealousy, and my heart feels heavy.

      I am so stupid!

      As I lie in the dark silence of my room, I just can’t get him out of my mind. He makes my heart race, my palms sweat, and my body ache in ways it hasn’t for a very long time. I feel a buzz every time we touch, and I swear I can see it in his eyes as well. The atmosphere when we are near each other is undeniably electric. Maybe it is my heightened senses from being out and about with people again. Stephen certainly vouches for him, but Uncle Ray despises him. I was hoping to get to know him better myself so I could come to my own conclusion. Tucked into my soft sheets and with Shaun on my mind, I peacefully drift off to sleep.
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      My stomach growls and wakes me up close to lunchtime on Saturday. I suppose I needed the twelve hours of sleep after the gala. Making my way downstairs, the soft carpet under my bare feet is comforting as my weary body relaxes into this place that feels more and more like home. Stepping into the kitchen, I find Stephen preparing some food while still in his robe. “Good morning, sleepyhead. Nice to see I am not the only one to sleep in this morning.” He laughs at me, giving me a big bear hug. “I’m making pancakes with chocolate chips. Do you want some?”

      “Sounds delicious,” I say as I yawn and grab a coffee from the machine in the kitchen, needing a caffeine hit before I start the day. The kitchen is huge, with top-of-the-line appliances and marble countertops. There is a butler's pantry that would rival a small shop. I never see Aunt Emily cooking, though; that task is usually left to the chef they have on the payroll. With coffee in hand, I move toward the stool to sit down.

      “So, you and Shaun Marshall, aye?” he asks with a sly grin on his face.

      My chest immediately flushes, and my cheeks go red. “What do you mean?” I feign disinterest as I sit up on a kitchen stool at the breakfast bar and watch him pour the batter in the pan.

      He chuckles. “Look, Shaun is a really great guy. I know that Dad doesn’t like him, but that is because Shaun and his father before him are shrewd businessmen, and we have always clashed in the past, but I am trying to change that. I feel that we can work together and collaborate, making us both more successful in the long run. Just be careful with him, all right? I am protective of you, I know, but Shaun, while he is a nice guy, is also a playboy, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “It makes sense to investigate what those business opportunities are,” I say in reply, trying to steer the conversation away from me as the heat in my cheeks intensifies.

      “I saw the way he was looking at you all night, and I saw the way you were looking at him. I am pretty good at reading people, Scarlett, and the two of you had serious chemistry. You deserve to find someone, Scarlett. That asshole Phillip never deserved you, and while I know your past is hard to break through, you will find someone who loves you and will take care of you. Whether that is Shaun Marshall or someone else, I know the right man is still out there for you. All you need to do is take a chance.”

      “It is easier said than done. But don’t worry about Shaun. I have done my research on him, and he has a different woman nearly every week. I really don’t think that I would be suitable for him. He is older, and I am sure he prefers supermodels, of which I am not. Besides, I need to get my life in order first before I even think about dating anyone.” I take a sip of my coffee, feeling defeated.

      “You know I like a different woman nearly every week, and I like to think I am a decent guy. While I am not ready to settle down yet, I know I would if the right woman came along,” Stephen offers as he continues to flip the pancakes, and I don’t miss that they are cooked to perfection.

      “Yeah, I am sure your bedposts are full of notches, so much so you need another bed!” I laugh at him, trying again to steer the conversation away from me. Stephen plates up our breakfast, and we sit together, laughing and talking about business and what my future may hold as we delve into the pancakes. We talk together so easily that time flies and it is already well into the afternoon. Both of us are still wrapped up in our robes and slippers, and I can’t remember the last time I had a pajama day; it feels so good and relaxing.

      My phone rings, interrupting our chatter. Looking at the screen, I see that it is Katie, and I quickly show Stephen before I answer. “Hey, how did the gala go last night? I have been dying to ask you all morning. Why didn’t you call me and give me the gossip!” she asks, her words rushing out so quickly that I laugh at her excitement.

      “Sorry, I got caught up chatting with Stephen this morning.” Stephen jumps up from the kitchen and gives me a little wave as I walk back upstairs to my room and proceed to tell her all about the evening.

      “Well, after all that formal socializing last night, how do you feel about going out dancing tonight? I just got off the phone with Tony, and he and Tom want to take us out on the town!” she says with an excited giggle.

      I haven't been out dancing in a long time. I really haven’t felt like dancing in any capacity since the incident. But the past few weeks have been good for me. After Stephen’s little pep talk this morning, I feel like I should try to get out a little. I am not going to meet anyone sticking at home by myself. “Why don’t you all come over here, and we can have a few drinks and get ready together? That way, we can get a car to drop us off so we can all enjoy a drink while we are out.” Uncle Ray has eased up on my security a little, so I feel like now is the perfect time to spread my wings some more.

      “Yes! I will call Tony and let him know and we will see you in a few hours!” She is so excited that she ends the call before I can reply. Throwing my phone on the bed, I hurry into my bathroom and jump in the shower so I can be at least a little presentable for when my friends arrive. After I freshen up, I put on some jeans and a t-shirt, then head back downstairs where I see Aunt Emily and Uncle Ray in the family room. “I hope you don’t mind, but I invited Katie, Tony, and Tom over for a few hours so we can get ready together before we go out dancing tonight,” I say to them both, feeling like a young teenager asking my parents if my friends can come over, but I do want to be respectful to them. It is their house, after all.

      “Oh, that is perfectly fine, dear. Your friends are welcome here at any time,” Aunt Emily gushes. “Help yourself to the bar or kitchen for anything you need. Ray and I are heading out for dinner tonight as well, so we won’t be here, so no need to worry about us.” Aunt Emily smiles as she drags Uncle Ray by the hand, and he follows her upstairs. No doubt so they can get ready for their evening. The sofa looks like a great place to park myself, so I snuggle into the soft blankets in between the big bellowing cushions to watch some TV and get a bit of me time before my friends arrive. Yep, the old Scarlett is starting to emerge, and I am ready for whatever life is going to throw at me.

      Bring it on.
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      When my friends arrive in the early evening, they enter through the double front doors and look around the house with their mouths open, gaping at the luxury of it all. The house is adorned with flowers left over from the gala last night. It makes the house look like a magical garden, and the aroma is out of this world.

      “Oh my God, Scarlett, all these flowers are amazing. Can I live here too?” Tony says with a cheeky glint in his eyes and a smirk on his face. I love his friendly banter. He has been the same since the first day I met him, and it is a big part of how we connected and became so close, so fast. Tom hits him playfully. They are a cute couple, and although I haven’t spent too much time with Tom, I can see they are in love. It is Tom's first time here, so I give him a quick tour downstairs before Katie heads straight for the bar.

      “Let’s get some drinks!” she sings, making me smile as I help her find a bottle of champagne and pour out the bubbles in what I am sure are crystal glasses that we find hanging in the well-stocked bar. Looking at each other, we make a toast. “To good friends, good dancing, and maybe some debauchery,” Katie says, making us laugh. My heart hasn’t felt this full in a long time. It feels like I can finally breathe and be myself again.

      I take a sip and sigh. Yep, I love my new life.

      After some more gushing over the huge place I now call home, the four of us take our champagne upstairs and start to get ready. We are all excited, but I am also a bit nervous. Is it possible to lose your rhythm if you haven’t danced for over a year? I mean, I danced at the gala last night, but a waltz is very different to the kind of dancing that takes place at a club.

      Katie and I are both single and totally up for dancing the night away and meeting some dashing princes—although Shaun Marshall’s face keeps entering my mind, frustrating me to no end. My gut turns with jealousy every time I think of him with that woman from the gala. I have told both Katie and Tony all about running into Shaun at the business summit and begin to fill them in about seeing him last night.

      “OMG, he was here as well!” Katie screams so loud that I wonder if the neighbors heard.

      “Oh, that is so romantic that you keep crossing paths. You are totally into him, aren’t you, Scar?” Tony teases me.

      “Oh, stop it. I found him at the end of the night looking cozy with someone else. He is one of the city’s biggest businessmen and goes through women quicker than I go through socks.” I try to brush the teasing aside, helping me to build up my walls again, which started to crumble a little after spending time with Shaun at the gala.

      “You know you need to open up sometime, right? Not all men are going to be assholes like your ex. I never knew what you saw in him, and after him leaving you like that, straight after your family…” Katie stops as she looks at me. “Well, all I will say is you deserve much better and maybe Shaun Marshall is the perfect man to get you out of your slump!” she adds, trying to bring a smile back to my face.

      “I will drink to that!” Tony says, handing me my glass of champagne, and we cheers again before our conversation goes back to fashion, makeup, and shoes.

      Katie helps me get ready. She is very fashion oriented, so I let her take the lead. She is truly like the sister I never had, and I am so glad I have her. With no idea what to wear, she brought a few dresses from her wardrobe for me to try on, and I found a sexy little black dress in her collection that hugs me in all the right places. While the others get ready, I brush out my long locks and finish off my look with some sexy patent Louboutin black high heels. Stacey does my makeup a little heavier than I would normally, making me feel daring and sexy. It gives me an added boost of confidence.

      I feel normal for once. Like a normal young woman hanging out with her friends and ready for a fun night. Surveying myself in the mirror, I am a little taken aback by my reflection. I look sexy. The sexiest I have looked in a long time. I pull my shoulders back, lift my head slightly, and now I am ready to dance the night away.

      We make our way downstairs to leave. “Scarlett, we need to totally have a party in this house one night. It would be insane,” Tom says to me, still gawking around the house and nearly tripping down the stairs, too busy looking at the magnificent chandelier and not watching where he is walking. We grab our coats and head outside where there is a car and driver waiting to take us anywhere we want to go.

      Uncle Ray didn’t mention for me to take security, but I have a feeling one or two guys may follow us, from a distance at least. He has eased up, but not completely let go of me yet. It is getting a little annoying, and I hope we can ease up on it soon, since there is no real threat to me here.

      Our chatter doesn’t end in the car, and I laugh when I see the driver lift the privacy screen, our screeching laughter obviously too much for him. We reach the club, and it is busy. The line is out the door and snaking around the corner, so I know that it is a popular place. Club Nitro. Katie says it is the best club in town, but I didn’t ask too much about it. Our driver opens the car door, and we pile out onto the sidewalk. Before we go to wait in the line, our driver speaks to the bouncers, and they let us right in. I feel like a celebrity or something. Everyone is looking at us to see who we are. Katie giggles, and Tom and Tony act like movie stars. It is hilarious. I hate the attention, so I speed off with my head down. I am already halfway inside the door before the others join me. If only everyone knew that we are just normal people–no one special. It is important to me to have a sense of modesty and humility. While I know that my family is wealthy beyond measure, I want nothing more than to stay grounded and just be me.

      We walk into the club, and I immediately feel the music through the floor. The base is thrumming through my body, and I want to dance. I grab Katie, and we hit the dance floor, Tony and Tom right behind us. I dance and dance, the music guiding my every move. All four of us are laughing and dancing together; it is more fun than I have had in a long time. The boys are getting into it and soon are off on their own, having eyes only for each other, loving their time together.

      Katie and I continue to dance and as the night wears on, the dance floor gets really crowded. Next to us, a group of guys starts dancing a bit too close to me. I don’t panic as I know they are harmless, but I am not keen to be around them. They look too drunk; their eyes are bloodshot, and their dance moves a little off-balance. They really aren’t my type, and I feel like now is a good time to rest and grab a drink. But before I can shimmy away, one of the guys grabs me by my wrist and starts twirling me around. Normally, I wouldn’t mind too much, but he is really rough and uncoordinated, so my body is being flung all over the place, and I am nervous I am going to trip and land in a heap on the dance floor.

      Katie is watching and trying to get closer to me so she can intervene, but there are too many people between us as more and more people join on the dance floor and push us farther apart. The way he is throwing me around, it is only going to be a matter of minutes before I twist my ankle or he throws me onto the floor; neither option one I want to consider.

      Just as I am trying to plan my escape route, he pulls me toward him and starts grinding against me, and I want to dry heave. He is sticky and sweaty and way too close. I can feel his hard length against my hips, and it is the least attractive dancing I have ever encountered. Moving my shoulders a little, I try to push him off me, and I wonder not for the first time tonight where the security guys are. The one time I actually need them, and they are nowhere to be found.

      I am now past the point of frustration, and I am getting a little scared because no matter what I do, he won’t let me go. With people surrounding us, I am constantly pushed back against him, and it is too loud for me to say anything to him. His grip on my wrist tightens, and I am sure I will have bruises; he just won’t let me go. I decide to stop moving, trying in vain to pull my hand away from him. Katie has been eaten up by the crowd, and I can’t see her anymore, although I know that she won’t be far away. The downside of being short is when big guys are around me, I can’t see anyone or anything beyond them.

      As I struggle to pull away, I see movement out of the corner of my eye, and suddenly, someone grabs the guy and is pulling him away from me. His grip is removed from my arm, and I immediately rub it to lessen the pain. Confused, I look up to see him get a punch to the jaw, causing him to fall to the ground, out cold. Security guards grab him and drag him to the door before I even understand what has happened. I look up in a panic, not sure who my savior is, and my eyes land on him. Shaun Marshall.
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      The events of last night’s gala continue to filter through my head. I need to schedule a meeting with Stephen so I can learn more about Scarlett and the role she is taking in the business now that she is part of “the family.” I really just want to see her again. While I would never normally wait around for a woman, something about Scarlett makes me want to take it a little slower and build trust with her. I haven’t been with any other woman since I first laid eyes on her on the plane, and my balls are beyond blue. Needless to say, I haven’t jerked off this much since my teenage years.

      With a sigh, I finally close my laptop as the clock ticks just past eleven p.m. Work has been busy these past few weeks, so I have worked all day today, and now I need to get out. I need a glass of hard liquor, and I need to relax. I have never been so frustrated and jacked up in all my life. I call my driver, grab my jacket, and go downstairs.

      I have been in my Hugo Boss suit all day, and since it fits me so well, it is still perfect to head out in. My plan is to people watch from the safety and seclusion of my private room at Club Nitro—one of the many businesses I own. The drive is short, and in less than ten minutes, my car pulls up at the back door. I step out and nod to my security team, who leads me through to my private entrance. It is really pumping tonight, which is good. This club is a sound investment and makes a decent profit. It is one of Boston’s “places to be seen” and always has a line out the door a block long, especially on the weekends. It is a nice little side business I have just to myself. I am planning to open a few more along the Eastern Seaboard and build up a nice collection. I have just purchased a property in New York which is going to be home to my next one. But I need someone to manage it all—it is getting harder to do everything myself, and I need to delegate.

      I usually spend time meeting and greeting some of the people in the VIP booths, but not tonight. I walk straight up to my private bar and have the bartender pour me a whiskey, and I sit back in my Chesterfield lounge chair, looking down at the club through the one-way windows. I like this space. The music thumps through my body, but it is muffled in here, making it easier to talk if required. It is dark and mysterious and fits my mood tonight. I have a fully stocked bar and personal bar staff, a cigar humidor with thousands of dollars’ worth of cigars. It is roomy enough to fit twenty to thirty people, but I usually keep it to myself. Marco occasionally uses it as well—but this club is not really his scene. He is more a dinner date kind of man.

      As I nurse my drink, I look over the crowd. It takes me less than a minute before I see her; my eyes zero in on her like a bee to honey. She is dancing and appears to be having a good time with another girl and two guys. Is she on a double date?

      “Fuck,” I mutter. Perhaps I waited too long. Even though she is some distance away, I can see her clearly. Her long hair is running down her back, and she looks fucking sexy in a tight black dress that covers her but still hugs her in all the right places. My cock twitches just watching her move; she is such a good dancer… My fingers itch to touch her, just a little more.

      Like moths to a flame, I can see the men from around the dance floor all coming closer to her and her friend. I notice that the girl with her was also at the business summit. I remember seeing her sitting next to Scarlett during Marco’s keynote presentation. I down my drink, lean forward, and watch. It is like my own private show; what I wouldn’t give to have her dance just for me. She can really dance and the way her hips move… I groan at the thought of her hips. I see a group of guys, obviously intoxicated, push their way through the crowd to where she is dancing, and I immediately sit up. I don’t like the look of them, not one bit. Perhaps it is the years of being a club owner, but I can spot drunk or drugged men looking for a fuck anywhere. They keep watching Scarlett and her friend as they inch closer and closer to Scarlett, to my Scarlett.

      I put my glass down as my blood boils; no way is any one of those fuckers going to put a hand on her. I make my way to the door and run down the stairs, my security following me closely. I start to walk toward the dance floor, knowing that this isn’t going to end well for those drunk bastards because tonight I am wound tight and in need of release. I don’t know exactly what I will do when I get there, but they better not have their fucking hands on her because the closer I get to them, the hotter my blood boils.

      I step out onto the floor and push my way through the people until I see her, struggling against the arms of the man whom I’m about to kill. He is three seconds away from taking his last breath because he has her so tight against him and is grinding his dick into her back, while it is obvious that she doesn’t want to be anywhere near him. Don’t get me wrong, I like to grind up on sexy women, but not without their consent and always with their participation. I see red and walk straight over, grab him by his collar, and l punch him right in the jaw, causing him to fall backward, out cold. I am seething. I want to punch him some more, that dirty fucker, but my security team lifts him up and drags him and his friends to the door to throw them out. Unfortunately for them, they will now be banned from my club and will never return again. My security team will make sure of it.

      I turn and look at Scarlett to see that she is shaken and startled, her eyes wide as she looks up at me. “It’s all right, Princess. Come with me.” I reach out for her hand and wait to see if she follows my lead. Her hand comes to mine, and I grasp it tightly, not wanting to let her go. Her hands are shaking, so I do what I have done the last two times we have met. I bring her hand up to my lips to kiss her knuckles and caress her with my thumb. It appears to help calm her and get her focused on me. It calms me too, and I start to come down from my angry high and look at the beauty that stands in front of me.

      The music is thumping, and everyone starts dancing around us again. With my other hand, I gently skim her jawline. My eyes ask the question, are you okay? She seems to know what I am asking and simply nods in reply, our eyes not wavering from each other’s the entire time we stand here. With a brisk nod to her friends, who are staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed, I hold her hand firmly and pull her along as I walk her through the crowd and back up the stairs to my private bar.
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      Shaun grabs my hand and kisses it. I can’t speak; I am not sure what is happening, and everyone is looking at us. I feel exposed and embarrassed as heat flows through my body in places it hasn’t for a very long time. I don’t want to let go of his hand. In fact, I just want to melt into him, to feel protected and secure.

      Without letting go of my hand, he walks me to a secret staircase, up some stairs, and into a room on the first floor of the club. He is walking with such purpose it takes all my energy not to trip up the steps. He is a tall man, well over six feet, and for every one of his strides, I have to do two or three to keep up. I am shaking and can’t control my breathing, something that hasn’t happened to me since I moved to America, but often happened in Australia when I got scared. I feel the onset of a mild panic attack. My palms are sweaty, and I start to feel dizzy and lose my vision, not able to catch my breath.

      We reach what appears to be a private bar, and he turns to look at me. The door closes, and it is quiet. I can still hear the faint bass beats of the music, but I am sure my heartbeats are louder.

      He looks at me with such concern. “It’s all right, Princess. Take deep breaths,” Shaun says as he pulls me close and cradles my body into his. With my head leaning against his chest, I can now feel the rhythm of his heartbeat pounding in his chest, just as fast as mine is beating. He kisses the top of my head and rubs my back with one hand, trying to help calm me. He still hasn’t let go of my other hand, holding it with his fingers while his thumbs caress small circles on the top of my palm. It is like an anchor; I don’t want to let it go.

      As we stand here, I can’t help but notice how perfectly we fit together. My head reaches his shoulders, so the way I fit into him, it is like his body is meant for me.

      As my breathing steadies, I begin to feel normal, and I try to focus on my surroundings. I notice little sparks of electricity running through my back where he is caressing me, and I start to flush. It has been a long time since I have felt protected in a man’s arms. A long time since I have ever depended on someone else, leaned on them, and the fact that Shaun is providing it all to me right now is not helping my need to stay away from him. I can feel his muscles across his torso and back, clear indications that he works out, and damn, I feel like running my hands underneath his shirt right now. His arms are so strong and protective around me. My heart starts to race again, albeit for an entirely different reason. But I have to pull myself together. He was with another woman last night, and I need to keep myself guarded; it is the only way I can survive if I am ever going to make a new life for myself. The way we are holding each other feels intimate, and I need to get away before I totally lose my self-control around this man.

      I start to pull away, looking at our environment, and I take in the room. There are floor-to-ceiling one-way windows completely running the length of the room, a long bar opposite, and Chesterfield lounge chairs scattered around. It’s all very masculine. It is a large room, yet we are the only people in it.

      As I pull away, I jump at the sound of my phone ringing. His grip on my hand tightens, and he eventually lets it go when he sees me quickly trying to grab my bag to get the phone out. It is Uncle Ray.

      “Hi, Uncle Ray.” I try to keep my voice calm and confident.

      “Scarlett, where are you? Are you all right? My security lost you in the crowd and told me there was an incident and…”

      “Uncle Ray, I’m fine,” I cut him off. “I’m just with a friend and everything is fine. I will be home later. Please don’t worry.”

      “I do worry, Scarlett. I didn’t know you were going to the club Shaun Marshall owns; otherwise, I wouldn’t have let you go. Please don’t be home too late. I have my car and my security team still at the front of the club at your disposal.”

      With thanks, I quickly hang up and start to turn to look at Shaun before my phone rings again.

      “Scarlett!” Katie screams. “Where are you?”

      “I’m upstairs with Shaun. Where are you?”

      “I’m on the dance floor. Tony, Tom, and I are going to go and grab a bite to eat, but we wanted to ensure you are okay. I mean, seriously, who wouldn’t be okay if Shaun Marshall drags you off the dance floor?! He was like a possessed man getting you out of there!” I stifle a grin at her statement because I am pretty sure with her screaming at me through the phone, Shaun can hear every word she is saying. Actually, I think the entire city can hear her at this point.

      “I’m fine, Katie. I don’t feel like eating, but I am okay. I will head home soon and see you tomorrow,” I say, grateful for having good friends here looking out for me.

      “Okay, as long as you are sure you are okay, I will see you tomorrow… and I want all the details!” I can’t help but laugh out loud at that.

      “Thanks, Katie. Bye.” I hang up before any other questions come through the phone and put it back into my bag.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. This night has turned into a crazy evening, and I am starting to feel exhausted. I forget where I am for a moment, but then I feel him. He is standing right behind me. His body heat pulses into my back as I stand facing out the windows, looking down at the dance floor below.

      “It seems you have a lot of people worried about you. Are you okay, Princess?” Shaun asks as he passes me a glass of water, his dark-green eyes piercing me with what looks like concern and lust mixed together. It doesn’t escape me that he keeps calling me Princess, and I kind of like it if I am being honest. Terms of endearment always make me swoon. My dad was always like that with my mom; it feels comfortable for me.

      I take the glass of water gratefully and quickly drink it all. I have been dancing for hours without a break, so I am thirsty. When I take time to think about it, I realize that my hair is sticking to my head, and I must look like a hot mess. No doubt my makeup has moved with all the sweaty dancing, and I am no model at the best of times.

      Putting the now empty glass on the table, I straighten my dress and push back my hair off my face in an attempt to gain some air of confidence in front of this man who just pulled me off the dance floor.

      “Thank you, for the water… and for helping me on the dance floor. I’m okay, just a bit startled by it all.” I look at him; his eyes are burning into mine. I need to get away. I need to run as fast as I can away from this man because the closer we get, the more he draws me in, and as much as I want to be close to him, I just can’t do that. I just can’t go back to a man who says all the right things, but then leaves me when I need him the most. I can’t depend on anyone but me; it is the only way forward for me, regardless of what Stephen and my friends say.

      “I will take you home, Scarlett. I don’t want Ray to get more concerned and come looking for you. He may not like what he finds,” he says with a smirk.

      “It’s fine,” I reply a little too quickly. “I have a car out front, so I will just make my way there, and I will be safely home in no time. Thank you for your concern, but really, I am fine.” Suddenly, I’m nervous to be in the same room as this man. He towers over me, and his shoulders are so wide, I can’t really see around him as he stands so close. And, oh boy, do I want him close.

      I didn’t actually realize that men like this existed. Not only does he look like he stepped off the cover of a magazine, but he also protected me on the dance floor and is concerned about me now—he is what my mom would say is the whole package. As I start to gather my bag, I try to make small talk to ease the tension.

      “So Uncle Ray mentioned you own this place? Do you come here a lot?” He looks at me, confused. “I mean, to this room, to watch people. Were you watching me?” I ask and immediately regret it, feeling a blush creep up my neck. Why am I asking this?! Have I totally lost my mind? I am usually so confident in these situations, but there is something about this man; he makes me feel like a nervous schoolgirl again.

      He grabs my hand and kisses my knuckles again. I am not sure why, but it immediately calms my nerves, allowing me to feel like myself again. “I come here sometimes when I don’t want to go home. And yes, I was watching you. I couldn’t keep my eyes off you.”

      “You were?” I reply automatically, not expecting his honesty, and he nods again to reaffirm his answer, leaving me caught a little off guard.

      His body moves slightly, even closer to mine. I think I will explode into hot mush on the spot. “Did you like what you saw?” I ask him cheekily because I just can’t shut my mouth. This is how I used to be when my friends and I would go out. I was the flirty one, but after so long out of the game, I am surprised by it coming back so quickly.

      He stares down at me, unblinking. Without letting go of our joined hands, his other hand grabs me by the waist, and he pulls me flush against him, my breasts pushing against his crisp white shirt. Leaning down to my ear, he whispers, “I very much like what I see.” Then he drags his lips down my neck. He is soft, but purposeful, like he is drinking me in, dragging them up from my neck to my jaw. I can barely breathe, but my body betrays me, and I grip on to him tighter, a small moan escaping from my lips. His hand comes up and cradles my head, keeping me in place as he continues exploring my neck and jaw.

      Oh my God. Is this really happening? My body trembles at his touch. I think my insides melt, and I gasp in surprise. He lifts his head slightly and looks at me. As his eyes pierce mine, we get lost in each other for a moment. It is like time stands still, before his eyes flick to my lips, and I lick them involuntarily as he does. I want him to kiss me. I want to feel his lips on mine, to feel a man want me, to feel what it is like to be kissed again. My friends are right; I need to live in the moment. I need to step out of my comfort zone and into life again. Shaun lowers his head, and I can’t wait a moment longer, so I push up on my tiptoes and meet him halfway, taking him by surprise.

      He doesn’t wait another moment, our lips crashing together in a flurry of lust. He growls into my mouth, and I open slightly at the sound. He takes that opportunity to slide his tongue to tangle with mine. He kisses me passionately, like I am his last breath, and I give myself over to him, heat burning through our bodies. Neither of us stopping, not able to get enough of the other.

      My hands slide up his arms and wrap around his shoulders, and his fingers surround my waist as he pulls my hips tighter against him. I can feel him harden as our hips grind together. We are hungry for each other, not able to get close enough, even though our entire bodies are pressing against each other. Hands exploring, lips devouring, and hormones raging.

      I hear a glass break somewhere behind the bar, which snaps me out of this love trance I find myself in, and I step back, using the opportunity to put space between us. We’re both panting. I cover my mouth with my hand. My heart is racing in my chest, and Shaun looks just as disheveled. What am I doing? I have been hidden away for over a year, under extreme security, and the first opportunity I have, I go to a club, dance the night away, get attacked on the dance floor by a drunken partygoer, and then get up close and personal with one of the city’s billionaire bachelors. I am out of my mind.

      I grab my purse quickly and rush to leave. “I need to go,” I say on a breath, moving away from him to grab the door, then yank it open and run down the same set of stairs we used to come up to the private room. Once downstairs, I keep to the perimeter of the dance floor, snaking my way to the front of the venue, then waste no time in rushing out the door and back outside to the line of people and darkness in the sky. Out front, I find the car and driver waiting for me and I race to them, jumping in the back seat and slamming the door behind me all before I can take a deep breath. Within less than ten seconds, I have left the man of my dreams and plunge myself back into my safe cocoon.

      What the hell was I thinking? Shaun Marshall is a playboy, and he just saw me as his easy prey tonight. I need to stay away from him. I need to remain focused. I am here to connect with family and build my career. I don’t need any distractions, and Shaun Marshall is exactly that. One big, sexy distraction.
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      The bang of the door startles me. I’m not sure what happened just now. But I have never wanted anything more in my life than that woman, in my arms… fuck, in my bed, underneath me. She tasted like strawberries and cream, with a hint of liqueur. She is sassy, sexy, and oh so addictive, and that accent. Fuck, my dick gets hard just listening to her talk.

      I never want to let her go. But she ran away from me. That is something that has never happened to me before. Women usually throw themselves at me, not run from me. I have never been rejected before. Women know I have money and that I am single, and I can’t go one day without female attention—even at work. I have never had to work so hard to impress a woman, and damn if that is not one of the most attractive qualities of Scarlett. This woman, she is something like I have never experienced before.

      And she just ran away from me.

      I am in shock as I watch her go. She was startled by the sound of smashing glass, something I am used to in the club business, as it happens nearly every minute. My eyes remain trained on her as she runs down the stairs and through the club like it's on fire. But she was into the kiss. She wanted it; she wanted it just as much as I did. It surprised me a little when she met me halfway, the desire between us no longer deniable. I am glad I affect her as much as she affects me because I was beginning to think maybe my feelings were one-sided. But after tonight, it I know it isn’t. There is chemistry between us, that much is clear.

      She is a strong mix of sexy confidence and scared little bunny, which explains my need to want to both protect her and to curl up in bed with her. But she is still a mystery. I feel like she is hiding something. There are so many unanswered questions, and I want to uncover all of her, devour her and make her mine. The need to do so is nearly stifling, totally new to me, and somewhat frustrating that this woman is now the only thing front and center in my mind.

      Before she runs out of the venue, I call the front door immediately to let them know to expect her and to ensure she gets to her car safely. I heard her on the phone earlier, so I know she still has her driver here and probably multiple security people with her. For what reason, I still wasn’t sure.

      I rub my face in my hands. I’m so fucked. I have to have her, but I have no idea how to make that happen. She runs from me at every opportunity. Each time we have met, she leaves. How am I going to get her to stay?

      It’s been a long day, and I am running on only a few hours’ sleep. I need to get out of here, away from her smell and the image I have of her here, grinding into me like we both need nothing else in life except each other. Damn, I want her. She has me so riled up, I could have bent her over the Chesterfield and fucked her hard, but there is something about her that I want to savor. A quick fuck, she is not. A onetime thing, she certainly isn’t.

      I will get her, though, that I am sure of. I get everything I want, and I want her now more than anything I have wanted before. It is not the thrill of the chase, either. This woman is under my skin, and I know I want to make her mine. In desperate need of a cold shower, I make my way down the stairs and out the back of the club to go home.

      Walking toward the back door, I step outside, the cool night air bringing me more and more to my senses, and I climb into my waiting car. While my penthouse is closer, I opt to go to my private mansion in the hills. It is my little hideaway, where I do my best thinking, and is a great escape for me. Not great during the week due to the traffic to get to the office, but on weekends, when I can, I prefer to hide away out here. No one comes to see me there except for Marco and my mother. I have staff and people who scurry around to manage the place, but I never entertain, never bring any friends or colleagues over, and have never brought a woman back here. I have my city penthouse for all that. This place really is my sanctuary.

      As the car drives through the streets, I look out the window at the passing lights and buildings, lost in thought. I am still worked up from my time with Scarlett, and I need a release. The car pulls into my home, and I quickly step out and into the house. Walking straight into the master bedroom, I strip off my suit. I push through my bathroom door and turn on the shower, steam rising in the room immediately. As I stand in the water, trying to relax as it flows down my body, I lean my head back into the spray, and my thoughts go to Scarlett.

      I knew when I first saw her on the plane that she was beautiful, but damn, now that I know her a little more, I want her—bad. Picturing her long hair and tanned skin, my dick is getting harder by the second. I remember the feel of her perfect lips on mine and her body rubbing against me as I begin to pump my cock in my hands. I remember her from the gala and imagine peeling off her golden dress and then picture her body underneath mine. I find my release, and I roar her name as I feel the tension leave my body in the shower.

      Turning off the shower and dressing in my gray sweatpants, I head to my study and grab a glass and proceed to pour three fingers of the finest whiskey I own. As one of the city's most successful businessmen, I know how to strategize to get what I want, whether that is a new acquisition or an international business deal.

      So, that is what I will do with Scarlett.

      I want her, and now I need to think of a strategy to get her.
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      It is Sunday, traditionally a day of rest. Well, it certainly was for me after the whirlwind that was last night at Shaun’s club. I am curled up on the couch at Uncle Ray’s with Katie and Tony, eating junk food and watching The Notebook. They asked me twenty questions as soon as they saw me this morning, and I filled them in on everything.

      “I can’t believe you kissed Shaun Marshall,” Katie kept repeating. I roll my eyes and grab another piece of chocolate. I can’t blame her. I keep repeating the memory I have in my mind, still not quite believing that it happened.

      As much as I want him, I still can’t believe I let my shield down and kissed him. After everything I have been through, trusting people has been hard, but there is something about Shaun that has me removing my walls, and it makes me nervous. I trust him, but I am not sure why. It is just a gut instinct I have. If he wasn’t a good man, he wouldn’t have come to my rescue like he did. He is so good-looking that every time I close my eyes, I can see him. My heart races now just thinking of him.

      “Watching this movie makes me want to find the love of my life.” Katie sighs as she curls up on the couch next to me.

      Katie’s words begin to resonate with me the more she talks about love. I thought Phillip was my everything; I thought he was my future. But he never made me feel the way Shaun did last night. It was a pure frenzy once I let go of my inhibitions, and I knew that if I had let it continue, he would have totally devoured me. The thing is, I wanted it just as much, and I am beginning to wonder if I should explore it more. This feeling I have, this feeling that we both obviously have for each other. Whether it is one night or more, maybe I just need to trust him and see where it goes.

      “I have found my love, and I can’t wait to grow old with him,” Tony says as he sits on the floor at my feet, mindlessly scrolling through his phone, looking at the latest news and gossip, and then his voice goes stone cold. “What the absolute…” he started.

      Katie and I both raise our heads and look in his direction like a couple of meerkats. Tony turns his phone to face us, and I see a photo of Shaun in the arms of the same woman from the gala. They look to be in an embrace, and she is smiling.

      My heart drops and the contents of my stomach curl. “I was such a fool,” I whisper, feeling a deep gut-wrenching jealousy, along with extreme annoyance at myself for even starting to believe it was possible.

      The caption of the photo mentions it was taken over a month ago at a business function. “Looks like he is just a player, after all,” I say, looking at Tony and Katie, who look at me with sympathetic gazes. We all know he is a player, but seeing it makes it harder to swallow.

      “Pass me the ice cream. I need to eat my feelings away.” I scowl at Katie to pass the tub of Ben and Jerry’s Netflix and Chill’d flavored ice cream, my favorite since moving to Boston.

      “But he was your knight in shining armor. You said he kissed you and held you,” Katie comments, her tone depressed.

      I am so confused. I mean, I am not even his girlfriend. We have never even been on a date, so who am I to get upset that he is tangled in a woman’s arms, especially since it happened before I even lived in Boston.

      As all good friends do, we continue to dissect the images for the next thirty minutes before I announce that we are dropping the subject, and we refocus back on our movie. I am getting a headache with all this turmoil over someone I barely know. I have no idea if I could trust him, no idea if I should even entertain the thought of him, even though he is all I think about lately. Why the universe keeps bringing us together, I have no idea.

      My eyes flick to the ceiling, imagining my family all looking down at me. I wish for their guidance in all this. Sighing, I look back at the movie. I need to get a grip. Besides, I have a million other things I need to concentrate on. I need to get my life in order before I start going crazy over a man I barely know.

      We finish the movie, and Katie and Tony leave, fussing over me as they walk out the door. It is great having friends around me again, but I am not used to the attention. People watching me, yes. People telling me what to do and where to be and being forced to stay in one place for only a week at a time. Yes. But this fussing is going to take some getting used to.

      I decide to bury myself in a bit of work that Stephen has passed along to me. Looking over finances and numbers always settles me. Numbers are not Stephen’s strong point; his strengths are more sales and marketing, so he is happy to pass along a few files to me, and I am grateful for the work. It’s crazy; for most people, they might have wine or a long hot bath. I like those things too, but if I really need to de-stress, I need numbers, and given the businesses Uncle Ray owns, there is a lot of paperwork to go through to keep me busy for a while.

      I am not sure how long I have been working, but it is now dark outside, and my shoulders are tight, having been sitting in the same position, hunched over the computer, for hours. My phone vibrates next to me, and I look at the text message that comes up on the screen.

      Unknown Number: Princess, I want to see you again. Tell me you feel the same?

      I look at my phone, and I am sure this is Shaun. Who has given him my number? Knowing that there are only a handful of people who have it, I am sure that he must have gotten it from Stephen. They are friends, and I am sure Stephen could sense that I like Shaun from the way I was with him at the gala.

      While the text does give me a little hope that the feelings I have for Shaun are reciprocated, I have spent the entire afternoon deciding that I really don’t need that type of complication in my life now. Do I want to explore what this connection is I feel with Shaun? Yes. But my history is deep, and it sits on me like a scar across my heart. It will never go away. It will always be there, and for some people, scars are ugly. I am sure if Shaun knew my history, he would run a mile, and I don’t need that again. I don’t need a man who runs at the heaviness that is my life. I still have nightmares; I still am not one hundred percent safe; I still need to look over my shoulder, and that burden is hard to carry. Constantly. Day in and day out, and no one really, truly understands how hard it can be at times. Just because I carry it well, doesn’t mean it isn’t heavy.

      So, I do what I always do, I put up my shields and protect myself. The only person I can truly rely on is myself, and I get back to work because I have to succeed. I have to focus my time and energy on my career. Everything else has to wait, including Shaun Marshall and my schoolgirl crush.

      I drop my phone on my bed, leaving his text unanswered. Staring up at the ceiling, I think of my parents. I like to think that they are looking down at me, guiding my decisions. If Shaun Marshall is meant to be in my life, then the universe will bring him to me again. Until then, I will focus on myself. My life, my career, and my new beginning here in Boston. Sighing, I walk into the bathroom and turn on the bath. I have done the numbers long enough, so now it’s time for that warm soak and a glass of wine.
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      I have worked all day again, or tried to because if I am honest, my mind is only on Scarlett at this point. The kiss we shared just last night was so goddamn sexy, I get hard every time I think about it. Not how I normally spend my Sunday, but anything to do with her I prefer. I grab my phone, not sure what to do or what to say to her, but really wanting to break the ice today.

      I will text her. I have her number from Stephen. I called him for it this morning, wanting to speak to her after the club incident to make sure she was all right after our kiss and hoping that we could start talking some more. He was hesitant to give it to me, but I managed to talk him around. I admire his protective nature, but I assured him I wasn’t about to hurt her.

      Shaun: Princess, I want to see you again. Tell me you feel the same?

      I wait. I can see she read the text. But there’s no reply. My heart is bouncing out of my chest for minutes, but still nothing. With a feeling of unease, I put my phone down just as it rings, and I jump to answer it without looking at the screen.

      “Scarlett, I…”

      “Whoa, you answered quickly, and who is Scarlett?” Marco’s voice booms from the other end.

      I run my hands through my hair for the millionth time in the last twenty-four hours. “No one you need to know about,” I say, sighing.

      “Yeah, I heard you had the attention of a blond woman at the gala on Friday. Wouldn’t be her, would it?”

      Marco was fishing for information, in a nice brotherly way, but still fishing all the same.

      “Oh my God, this is the woman!” he shrieks. “The one you talked about at the family dinner! She must be special. Tell me all about this woman who has the city’s most eligible bachelor on a knife’s edge today.”

      I have been holding my breath, so I release a sigh again, and Marco calms down, sensing my distress.

      “Tell me, brother, who has your heart in her hands? I can tell this one is special even through the phone.”

      “Her name is Scarlett Foster…”

      “No way, Scarlett Foster, as in the niece of Ray Sullivan of Heatherstone Enterprises. Oh, brother, you don’t do life the easy way, do you?”

      “You know her?” I ask Marco, slightly irritated that given she only arrived in town a little while ago, other men have already noticed her. Especially Marco. We never share women, but we both have a healthy rivalry when it comes to members of the opposite sex.

      “Brother, everyone has started to learn about Miss Foster ever since Ray paraded her around at the gala. You should know the wolves are out; she is fresh meat. New to the scene here, and from what I have heard, not only beautiful and sexy, but quite intelligent and worldly as well. Most of the guys at the country club are talking about her. It appears that you are the only one to have made a move yet, though, so you are in the lead on this chase. But old man Ray has put the word out that she is not to be touched. Good thing you never really listen to old man Ray, isn’t it?”

      The fact other men had their eyes on Scarlett infuriates me. I am not sure why I am so possessive over her, having only had a few encounters, but I’d be damned if any other man will get her. I sigh again, like the weight of the world is on my shoulders. “I’ve got to go. Catch you later, Marco.” And I hang up the phone before my brother can drop any more bombs onto my already dire situation.

      I lean back into my chair and think about my next steps. How can I capture this woman’s attention? Again? She isn’t answering my text. I can’t call the house, and I don’t have any other way of contacting her unless I drive over to the house myself. Even then, Ray would probably shoot me on the spot, or at least have me arrested for trespassing.

      But I am not giving up. Fate has brought us together time and time again since the moment she arrived on US soil, and I am not one to back down from getting what I want.

      I need her. I want her. And I am going to have her.
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      It is a fresh week, and I am keeping busy going through some more of the business files that Stephen gave me. Not everything so far seems in order. There are a few pages within the deal being brokered between Heatherstone Enterprises and Marshall & Co that don’t seem right; something about the numbers is off. I can’t quite put my finger on it. To anyone else who has already skimmed over them, there is nothing amiss, but still, I have a niggle in my stomach. My gut instinct is telling me that there is something wrong with this deal.

      The problem is that the numbers that don’t add up are Uncle Ray’s. The financials from Shaun’s people are solid. Clean, clear, and one hundred percent accurate. But I have found a few discrepancies with Uncle Ray’s. Hidden down so low, where no one would see them. At first, I thought I was wrong. Having looked at these papers so intensely, I was nearly seeing double, but after a few days’ break and reassessing, the issues are still here. I am sure of it. In fact, the documents I looked at last week on another deal also didn’t add up. I am starting to see a pattern, and I don’t like what I have found. I decide that I will talk to Stephen about it.

      I pinch the top of my nose. I am in my office at Heatherstone, sitting in my chair, melting into the soft leather. I put my head back on the headrest. I have an office so I can concentrate and embed myself into a corporate workplace again, to see how it all feels, and if it is something I really want. Stephen is in the office down the hall, in a foul mood, so I let him have his space. Clearly, his love affair with the model is now over and he didn’t take the breakup too well. I don’t want to bother him with what I have found yet; I will give him a day or two to get out of his funk. I have already casually investigated a few people in the finance team, to see if I could glean any further information. I don’t know if money laundering is commonplace in corporate America, but from where I am sitting, this is what I currently suspect, and it frightens me. Surely, Uncle Ray wouldn’t be mixed up in something illegal. There must be another explanation for it all.

      The office phone rings, and I pick up. “This is Scarlett.”

      “Have dinner with me tonight.” His voice hums through the phone and tingles straight down my body. I am sure there is no way that a man could make me orgasm just by his voice, but Shaun could be a front-runner in that challenge.

      “Is that a demand or a request, Mr. Marshall?” I ask as I try to hide my beating heart and panting breaths that have overcome me from the minute I heard his voice. I really need to get myself under control.

      “My driver will pick you up from your house at seven p.m. I have a table reserved at Menton’s. I look forward to seeing you then.”

      The phone clicks. He hung up, so I didn’t have a chance to decline. My gaze rises to the office ceiling, my eyes widening. It appears my mom is still trying to play matchmaker from her spot in the sky. I smile a little, comforted by the feeling that they are looking after me, and energized that there is a man who is chasing me. It is nice to feel wanted in this way.

      I pack up my desk and head out for the afternoon. I am going to dinner, my first date in a very long time, and I am going to ensure that Shaun gets a date he will never forget. While I am no model, I know what my assets are and how to play them up. I can only hope that he likes what he sees. I text Katie, knowing that she will be the best shopping partner in crime, and she agrees to meet me at Copley Place so we can hit the shops to find the perfect outfit. I run out the door, suddenly full of energy.

      As I look through the racks of designer dresses, I still haven’t found the perfect one, until I hear Katie gasp. “This is it! This would be perfect for you!” She is excited for me to be going on my first real American date. She has been flitting in and out of the stores with me all afternoon to try and find the perfect dress. I walk over to where Katie is standing and take in the bold red figure-hugging dress.

      Katie starts nudging me to the changing area. “Try it on.”

      I am infected by her enthusiasm and try on the dress in record time. Walking out from the privacy of the dressing room, I look to Katie for her opinion.

      “Perfect. He is not going to be able to keep his hands off you,” she squeals, prompting other customers to look over.

      “Oh God, Katie, am I ready for this? Am I doing the right thing?” I ask her as butterflies continue to dance in my stomach.

      “Girl, you are so ready. Shaun is hot, and that dickhead Phillip has missed out big-time because you, my friend, are one of the most beautiful people I know. So go out, have a good night, and please, for the love of God, ravish his body and give me all the details tomorrow.”

      Laughing at her, I quickly change back into my work clothes, and then we find the perfect pair of shoes before I say goodbye to Katie and hit the hair and beauty salon for a quick blow dry and manicure. I am now primped and plucked from head to toe and back in the car on the way home to finish getting ready.

      Once inside, I realize that no one is at home, which is odd because I thought Uncle Ray or Aunt Emily would have certainly been here. I am relieved, though, because I can’t lie, and I don’t want to have to explain to Uncle Ray that I am going out with Shaun. Not tonight. I want tonight to be a fresh new beginning, and Uncle Ray’s hatred of the man will only dull my sparkle. Likewise, I send my security away for the night. I want a normal date, under normal circumstances, tonight.

      Keeping my makeup minimal and natural, I slip on my dress and shoes, and as I am organizing my purse, I hear the doorbell. Right at seven p.m. At least he is punctual. Before I answer the door, I spray my favorite perfume, Jo Malone English Pear & Freesia, and slowly walk down the stairs and through the quiet house to meet the driver Shaun sent.

      I open the door, expecting to walk out to the car, but I stop short when I see Shaun standing right in front of me. My breath catches in my throat as I take him in. My eyes run from his shoes up to his sharp dark suit, then I take in his broad shoulders and admire his chiseled jaw. I look at his sparkling green eyes that I can get lost in and his dark hair, which is slightly falling down his forehead, and I itch to touch it. I want to touch it all.

      “Good evening, Miss Foster.” He smirks as he looks at me checking him out, his gaze then taking in my eyes, my lips, trailing down my body and back up again. He takes my hand and kisses my fingers—our trademark connection. His gaze then falls to my lips, and my breathing hitches. His eyes connect with mine and we stand still for a moment. “You are breathtaking,” he says as he leans forward and softly brushes his lips against mine, which sends shock waves through my body, and I push my lips onto his. It is like my body hums just for him.

      He pulls away just slightly so that he can look into my eyes, our noses nearly touching, and I feel his other hand grip my hip to pull my body toward his as a low growl escapes his throat. It is the most sexual position I have been in since we jumped on each other at the club. “I have been thinking about you a lot, Princess.” I meet his stare. His words have such an effect on me and his sweet nickname for me makes my heart race every time he says it.

      Breaking out of the trance I am in, I finally find my voice. “I have been thinking about you too.” I can feel the blush rise in my cheeks, and I wish I could control my bodily emotions when I am around him, but it appears that my body will do whatever it wants. A small smile stretches on his face, and he kisses my knuckles again.

      Before we get lost in each other, he steps back and pulls me toward the car. His driver is standing near the car with the side door open for us. We slide in and start our journey to the restaurant, and not once does he let go of my hand, which he is drawing circles on with his fingers.

      “So, you have been thinking about me, huh?” Shaun asks, a grin taking over his face, his eyes sparkling. He seems pretty pleased by this statement.

      “Just a little. Just wondered if you have saved any damsels in distress lately?” I say jokingly, and he laughs.

      “No, I haven’t been anyone else’s knight in shining armor, if that is what you are asking. Actually, since I saw you on the plane a few weeks ago, I haven’t been anyone else’s anything.” It takes me a moment to work out what he is alluding to. His complete honesty is refreshing.

      “Well, what does keep you busy, then?” I ask, interested in what he does with his time.

      “Aside from rescuing Australians on the dance floor, I mostly work. As you know, our deal is getting to the pointy end, so there is a lot to do. But I don’t want to talk about work tonight. I would rather know what else you have been thinking about me,” he says cheekily, and I laugh, not realizing how comical he was.

      We fall into a companionable conversation during the short journey to the restaurant, never taking our eyes off each other. As we get closer to our destination, he bends his head so his lips are near my cheek and whispers, “You are an intriguing and beautiful woman, Scarlett.” I can feel his warm breath on my cheeks, but before I can reply, the car stops, and the restaurant doorman opens our door. We have arrived at Menton’s, a high-end restaurant known for its amazing food and talented chef. I hear Shaun sigh in frustration and look away, but I squeeze his hand to give him a little signal to tell him everything is fine. When he feels me squeeze his hand, his head whips back to face me. My eyes meet his, and he smiles, which in turn makes me smile, and within a few seconds, we are giggling like a couple of school kids, breaking the tension.

      Shaun steps out, and I slide across the seat before he grabs my hand again and pulls me closer to him as we make our way into the restaurant, me molding into his side.

      “Good evening, Mr. Marshall,” a tall brunette woman who looks like a Brazilian supermodel greets us, smiling at Shaun and giving me the once-over the minute he looks away. “We have your table all ready for you, at the chef’s table as requested.”

      I roll my eyes subtly. Shaun is a magnet for these women, and her obvious flirting does nothing to calm my nerves or build my waning confidence.

      Shaun simply nods, and we follow her through the restaurant. It is stunning, very luxurious, and elegant. The lights are dimmed low and beautiful music is playing in the background. Fresh white linen is on each table, and the bar runs the length of the room with a wide array of alcohol on offer. Shaun doesn’t seem to notice, but as we walk through the restaurant to get to our table, all heads turn and look at us. I am sure for any girl in my position, it would feel intimidating, but for me, I find it terrifying. My breathing is starting to get faster and shorter, and I am sure my hands are sweating, and I stiffen, which Shaun seems to notice. He pulls me closer to him and places his hand on the small of my back as we continue to walk to our table, the touch giving me comfort instantly. The fact that he can read me and understand what my body needs is uncanny.

      As he did to my hand in the car, his fingers make small circles on my back. We walk through to the chef’s table, which gives us a view through a glass window into the kitchen, but also privacy from everyone else. Shaun pulls out my chair like a perfect gentleman, and I calm down now that we are out of sight from other patrons.

      “Can I get you some drinks to start with while you peruse the menu, sir?” the waitress asks, looking only at Shaun, totally ignoring me in the process. Shaun, in turn, is not looking at the waitress but straight at me.

      “We will have a bottle of your finest Pinot Noir, and Barbara has already worked on our exclusive menu for tonight. We want to be interrupted as little as possible, thank you,” he says to the waitress, still without taking his eyes off me. The waitress scurries away, and Shaun grabs my hand and places it in his on the table.

      I lift my eyes to meet his across the candlelit table and raise an eyebrow. He returns a shy grin and rubs my hand with his thumb. “So I know you mentioned your father taught you to waltz, but those moves at my club certainly got you a lot of attention, and surely he didn’t teach you those?” he comments, his face now pulled into a full grin. He is teasing me, and I like this casual side of him. I return his smile, and he continues before I can answer him. “Well, you certainly got my attention anyway. I love the way your body moved,” he says, more seductively now, and I can’t help but blush. Being Australian, we normally don’t take compliments very well, and usually I would reply with a sarcastic or witty comment to deflect the limelight. However, I decide to take it with grace. I am starting a new life, after all.

      “I suppose I could teach you a thing or two if you need some guidance. Nightclub dancing is very hard to get right.” I try to keep the mood light with some friendly teasing of my own. “Do you get out on the dance floor much or just prefer to hide in your room and watch?”

      “I can’t say that dancing at my club is the main reason I go there. I would much rather watch. However, if you come back, I could be persuaded to join you for a song or two…” he says, leaving the option open for me to accept or decline. I do neither.

      “So who taught you how to dance?” I ask, genuinely curious about his upbringing.

      “My mother. She made sure that I, along with my younger brother Marco, were well educated in the art of sweeping a woman off her feet,” he says with a big smile, showing me that he has lots of love for his mother and I am glad. A lot can be said about a man’s relationship with their mother, so it is nice that he has such great reflections of her.

      The waitress comes back with our wine, pouring two glasses, and once she leaves, he makes a toast “to getting better acquainted.” We clink our glasses before savoring the amazing glass of wine.

      “What made you move to Boston?” he asks, changing our lighthearted banter to something more pointed, and I am not sure how to answer that. It is certainly something I should have expected… and practiced. Now I just feel like I am put on the spot.

      “Work. Uncle Ray needed someone who could focus on the numbers,” I say almost too quickly, and I see his head tilt slightly. It is like he already knows it is a lie. I take another sip of my wine to prevent further talking on the topic. He doesn’t push it, and I am grateful.

      “And do you plan on staying?” he asks again, and this one is an easy one for me.

      “Yes,” I reply easily, and he smiles. We are now back on track, and I can breathe a little easier. We continue to talk, the conversation flowing smoothly between the two of us as we discuss his business and family and a little about me, although I continue to be guarded and push the conversation back to him almost immediately. I enjoy hearing about how close he is to his family. Strong family values are something we have in common, and of course, we find common ground in business.

      “So do you play any sports or have any hobbies?” Shaun asks, and I need to think about it. Before everything happened, I did swim a lot and beach days were often how I spent my Sundays, but since I have been in hiding, that life has long been forgotten.

      “I like to keep fit through martial arts,” I say firmly, realizing that all the daily exercise I had with each officer that was managing me could be interpreted as a hobby.

      His eyebrows raise in question. “Martial arts? Very impressive.” He’s clearly intrigued but does not ask anything more about it, and for that, I am glad. I am not sure how I would have discussed that in any further detail. Oh, you know, just MMA training with federal agents… Nothing unusual…

      I listen intently to Shaun throughout the evening. He is a smart man, and he catches on quickly that I am not open to talking about my past, which I am relieved about. While I want to be polite and answer his questions, I am keen to stay away from anything too personal. We continue to talk about each other and business in general. Whenever he approaches more talk of family or Australia, I tactfully divert the conversation back to other topics, avoiding all questions about my past. I know that he notices, but we are not ready for that conversation. I’m not sure we ever will be.
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      As the hours pass, our evening continues with great conversation and some flirty behavior and giggles from both sides. Shaun looks at me from across the table, with one hand clasping mine while the other traces the rim of the whiskey glass that he has just ordered.

      “Tell me about your father. You mentioned that he is the one who taught you to dance?” Shaun surprises me with his direct line of questioning. I feel unsettled and not sure how to respond. I knew that this would come eventually, but I still feel ill prepared. My feelings are so raw, and I immediately feel tears coming to my eyes. The last thing I want to do is cry in front of him on our first proper date, so I look up to the ceiling, silently praying that any tears recede and don’t drip down my face. I grab my wineglass and take a sip, trying to gather my thoughts and find a starting point to answer his question.

      As I look back at him, I realize that a few moments have passed, and he is waiting for me to speak. I see a flash of sympathy cross his face. But I know his feelings are genuine; I can see it in his eyes, in his composure, so I want to answer him. I am just not sure how without either getting that sympathetic look everyone who knows gives me, or seeing the back of him as he runs away, just like Phillip. Before I can form an answer to his question, he continues.

      “My father was everything to me. He passed away from a heart attack and left me to step into his shoes as CEO. I miss him each and every day.” Hearing Shaun put his feelings out there, I know he understands a little of my heartache. I know that he still has his mother and brother, so his grief, although expected, is not as overwhelming as mine.

      I take a deep breath and look him in the eye. It is now or never. “My father was brilliant,” I say in barely a whisper, a small smile coming to my face as I think about him. I can’t recall the last time I spoke about my family to anyone who wasn’t a police officer or lawyer. But now that I have started, I want to continue.

      “He was smart, funny, articulate, down-to-earth, and strong. Plus, of course, an exceptional dancer along with my mother.” I smile and have a small giggle, thinking of all the memories.

      Shaun is looking at me and smiling. So I keep going.

      “My mother was beautiful, elegant, intelligent, funny, loving…” I stop talking when I see the look of surprise and shock in his eyes.

      “Scarlett, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that you had lost both your parents…”

      I cut him off. “My brother Jimmy was just a really good kid. Excellent at sports, had great friends, and had started dating and being interested in girls. He was always playing pranks on me and trying to annoy me.” I laugh a little, the memories as vivid in my mind tonight as they had been a year ago. I look at Shaun, his eyes searching mine, and I feel his grip tighten slightly on my hand.

      “I lost my entire family a year ago, Shaun. That’s why I am here. That’s why I am in Boston. I need a fresh start.”

      There, I have said it. It is out, so he can now decide if he wants to enter my broken world or keep me at arm’s length. I feel like a weight has lifted slightly. It feels good to remember them and talk about them to someone who is interested in them because of me and not because they are asking questions to find the killers. I watch as Shaun gets up from the opposite side of the table, and my stomach drops. Is he leaving? Our eyes are glued to each other’s as he walks around toward me and sits on the chair beside me, pulling it closer so our legs are touching. He grabs both my hands in his and brings them to his lips, kissing each of them slowly. My breath hitches as I look at him, the realization washing over me that he isn’t running… he is coming closer.

      “You are the strongest, most amazing, beautiful, intelligent and compassionate woman I have ever met, and while I didn’t know your family, I am sure that they are very proud of you.” I look at Shaun as a lone tear streaks down my face, but he catches it with this thumb and gently wipes it away before moving forward and softly pressing his lips to mine.

      Our lips move slowly and gently before he reaches up and cups my face, bringing my lips even closer as our kiss turns more demanding, each of us not being able to get enough of the other.

      Before we take it too far, we break away from each other, both a little out of breath. Shaun grabs my hand and proceeds to kiss each finger. My heart races at the very sensuous gesture. “I think we need to leave, as the restaurant staff are packing up.” The night has been so enjoyable that I totally lost track of time and see it is close to midnight.

      I feel lighter knowing that I have shared a little with Shaun, and he hasn’t pushed for more details. The fact that he embraced me afterward has cemented that I can trust him, and I feel safe with him.

      Shaun stands and pulls out my chair. As I rise and turn, he pulls my body flush with his and bends down, lightly brushing his lips against mine. Surprised, my breath catches. He trails light kisses to my ear, then whispers, “How about a nightcap? Come back to my place. Let’s not end the night yet.” He continues to kiss my neck, skating his way down toward my shoulders. I let out a quiet moan as the heat pools below, and I try my best to keep my composure when all I want to do is rip his shirt off and wrap my legs around him.

      This man is a master of seduction, and at this point, I am a very willing student. Trying to gather myself, he pulls away before I can reply and grabs my hand, leading me back through the restaurant. The cold air hits us as we step outside, and Shaun puts his arm around me and settles his hand on my lower back, escorting me to the car and into the back seat.

      Now, after all that we have shared, I feel completely at ease and more like myself than I have in over a year. I have told him some of my past, and he is still here by my side. I feel safe, the safest I have in years, yet we barely know each other. Am I crazy for wanting to go home with him? Probably. But the old Scarlett is emerging, slowly coming out of my cocoon, and I want to spread my wings. I want to live life.

      As we sit down inside the car, his hand immediately reaches out to mine, and he brings my hand to his lips again, kissing it, then holding it tight. He pulls me closer to him on the seat, and my body slides across the soft, smooth leather until I’m firmly pressed against him. He lifts his other hand and caresses my cheek before bringing his lips to mine again. He is demanding and in total control as he devours me like I am his last meal. I have never been kissed so thoroughly in my life. So completely wanted and needed, and in this moment, I want and need him just as desperately. He pulls away slightly and looks into my eyes. “Where to, Scarlett? Where do you want to go?” he asks quietly as his lips find my ear again, kissing my neck so passionately I think I am about to explode. He is giving me an out; I know it, he knows it.

      I could get him to take me home and keep him at arm’s length. That’s what the old Scarlett would do. But I think back to Phillip, how even though I thought he was the man for me, he never made me feel like this. Like I was about to explode if he didn’t put his hands on me again. My head gives way to my body when I lean over to him, place my lips on his, and murmur, “Take me home with you.”
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      Scarlett opened up to me. I have been trying to learn more about her, and I pushed her a little tonight. Such is my urge to know her and understand her. I can’t help it. She is under my skin and is all that I think about. She is it for me, I’m sure of it. Now, knowing a little more about her, I understand why I am so protective of her. Losing her entire family, I can’t even begin to imagine how overwhelming her grief would be. Fuck, the fact that she is still standing and continuing with life just goes to show how strong and resilient she is. While I don’t know how they died, I can only assume it was a car accident or something similarly tragic since she has lost them all at once.

      As she sits here next to me in the car, I nibble away at her lips and her neck. My desire for her is so strong that I can’t be a gentleman in the car any longer. Fuck, if my cock wasn’t hard enough in the restaurant, now the woman of my dreams whom I have been chasing endlessly is with me. Coming home with me. Wanting to be with me. I think I am going to enjoy her company in every way. It took all my willpower to sit next to her tonight and get through dinner without taking her home before we had even eaten. The way she smiles, the way her lips move over her food, her eyes lingering on mine, I had to adjust my pants more than once throughout the evening to accommodate my growing arousal.

      I put up the privacy screen in the car after signaling to my driver to take us to my place. It didn’t go unnoticed that she doesn’t have her security detail tonight. I wasn’t planning to mention it to her in case it upset her. Perhaps whatever threat she was experiencing is no longer an issue. That would make sense now that her guard is down with me; she feels more relaxed with me now than our previous meetings. For that, I am glad.

      I grab her by the waist and pull her closer to me. I kiss her like she is my last breath. Having her here with me makes me feel more elated than any business deal I have done or any other feeling of euphoria I had ever experienced. I grab her hair, pulling it slightly so her head tilts, giving me better access to her mouth. Her lips feel like pure bliss against mine and my tongue is hungry for hers. My other hand grips her hip, wanting to pull her on top of me on my lap, but I am trying to restrain, not wanting to scare her with any sudden movement. I’m scared to interrupt this building inferno that we are creating. Our bodies are touching from our lips to our waists, and she fits perfectly to me, like she was born to be connected to me.

      We pull away from each other, both of us panting. I slowly smirk just before she bursts out in laughter, which is the most magical sound I have ever heard, and I make a mental note to do whatever I can to make her laugh like that over and over again. “What’s so funny?” I tilt my head to smile at her while tucking her hair behind her ear.

      She calms her laughter and looks at me with tears brimming in her eyes. “You, me, us, this,” she sputters. “We are like a pair of horny teenagers making out in the back of a car.” I notice her Aussie accent is a little thicker, which lets me know her guard is falling further and she is more relaxed. Perhaps it is the wine.

      I smile wider. “What can I say, Miss Foster… you make me feel like a horny teenager every time I am around you. I want you more and more with each passing day. And now that I have you, I am really unwilling to let you out of my sight.”

      She blushes at my comments, and I touch her lips with mine again, softer this time because I want this to last forever.

      The car pulls up to stop at my place. Instead of the penthouse, which is my usual place I bring women, tonight I decide to bring Scarlett to my mansion. I’m not sure why. It wasn’t really a conscious decision; it just felt like the right place for her. I want her to be where no other woman has been before. I have never had any woman in my house and certainly never a woman in my bedroom here. All those activities were strictly for the penthouse, but here, in my home, my sanctuary, this is where I want my first night with Scarlett to be. She deserves the best of everything, and I plan on giving it to her. I grab her hand and pull her out of the car. I want to pick her up and run into my place, but I control myself until we make our way inside. No sooner are we through the front door than I push her back against it and start peppering kisses down her neck and shoulders before I hear her gasp quietly and moan, a sound that makes my already pulsing dick throb more.

      “Shaun…” she barely whispers, the need in her voice evident, making me growl in my chest. Her fingers weave into my hair, pulling me closer, making me want to rip her clothes from her body.

      This woman is my kryptonite. Everything about her has my body standing at attention. I grab her by the thighs and raise her body up, and she wraps her legs around my waist. Pushing my hips to hers, I feel her warmth against mine.

      “I want you,” she moans into my mouth, and if I wasn’t raised right, I would fuck her right here against the front door. But she deserves better.

      As we grind against each other in our heated frenzy, I pull on the small amount of self-control I have left and start walking toward my bedroom, her still in my arms, my lips not leaving hers. Her legs are wrapped around me tightly, and as I walk upstairs, she continues to grind against me, her desire now fully evident. I am about to lose my will to take my time with her.

      Walking swiftly down the corridor to my master bedroom, I kick open my bedroom door and walk straight toward the bed. Placing her gently on her feet, I take a small step back and look at her. Staring right back at me, she lowers her zipper. Her dress comes away from her body, falling into a puddle on the floor at her feet, at which point, I am greeted with the most stunning sight my eyes have ever seen. Matching black lace bra and panties, tousled blond hair dripping down her shoulders, vibrant and sparkling blue eyes, and red swollen lips which I desperately want around my cock. I stand right next to her, my hands running up her body, from her thighs, up her sides, around her shoulders before I tug her hair, causing her to gasp, and as her lips open, my tongue plunges back into her mouth. I’m fucking starving for more.

      Her hands roam my shoulders, and she begins unbuttoning my shirt, pulling it down my arms, and once I feel her hands on my heated skin, I know that I can’t wait much longer. I lower her onto the bed, but she sits up and makes quick work of my belt, eager to get to me too. Looking down at her, it is a beautiful sight, and my breath catches as she palms my length. I let out a small growl and lean over her and bite her neck. “Fuck, woman, you are going to end me.”

      I kick off my pants and put my body over hers, kissing down her neck and across her chest before pulling down her bra and taking her rosy nipple into my mouth. Scarlett moans, arching her back. I’m not sure how long I am going to last. I want to take it slow and memorize every inch of her body, but the need to go hard and fast is creeping in. I just can’t get enough.

      My hands wander over her bare skin—my new favorite feeling—down to her hips, and I grab her panties, tugging them and ripping them off her body. I begin to relish in the smoothness of her skin with my tongue, back up her legs and to her center. Without waiting, I open her legs wider. “You are perfect, Princess, fucking perfect,” I whisper against her skin before my mouth covers her and I taste the sweetest woman I have ever had. Her body arches off the bed at my touch, and she moans before grabbing my hair. Using my lips and tongue, I tease her a little before her grip on my hair tightens and I push my tongue into her. Her hips begin to rock, her body now giving way to the pleasure I’m bringing her. My cock throbs against the bed, my urge to slam into her now very real, then I hear her moan my name as she comes right there with my mouth on her. So perfect, so sweet, my Scarlett.
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      Shaun just devoured me, and now I’m seeing stars. Before I have time to catch my breath, his lips kiss a trail up my body and neck, then he whispers in my ear, “You are perfect, Princess.” I grab his head and crush his lips to mine. That was amazing, but I want more. He murmurs between kisses, “I want to be inside of you.” I melt because I want him inside of me too. I can feel him hard against my skin, and my hand wanders to it.

      “The time for playing is over, Princess. If you touch me again, I am not sure I will be able to control myself,” he says, barely able to keep it together.

      “Maybe I don’t want you to control yourself,” I challenge him, because right now in this moment, all I want is him.

      He quickly grabs a condom from his side table and puts it on with supreme expertise. He lowers his body back to mine, kissing my breasts, then my collarbone, his lips not leaving my body as they pepper up my neck to my jawbone. I feel him at my entrance as his hand glides down my body, his fingers finding my center and making small circles against my clit. He looks into my eyes as he says, “You are so perfect, I just can’t get enough.” And with that, I feel him nudging against me before he takes me in one movement, filling me, making me feel more alive than I have in years. My breath leaves me for a moment, and he stills, giving me time to adjust to his size. Then he starts to move. In the car, our make-out session was hot and fast, but here in his bed, we are lovers, trying to savor every moment.

      He continues slowly thrusting into me, his rhythm steady while his fingers continue circling my heat as I feel my body weakening to his touch. He is everywhere, claiming my body as his, thrusting into me with ferocious need, his lips and tongue tasting me, biting me.

      “Shaun, oh God…” I breathe out, not able to get enough.

      I look at him, and his eyes are staring into mine. “You feel amazing, Princess, so fucking amazing,” he groans as he picks up speed.

      “God, don’t stop, please don’t stop…” I whimper, my body feeling the familiar buzz right from my very core.

      “I like you begging for my cock, Princess,” he grits out, and I know he is barely hanging on. His grip on me tightens, and I like him taking charge while at the same time I am making him crazy.

      He pulls back and looks at me, and staring into his eyes, I come undone for the second time tonight. He watches me before I feel his muscles tighten.

      “Fuck, Scarlett,” he bites out before he thrusts in three more times and chases his release.

      I am breathless underneath him, our bodies wet from sweat, but his adoration doesn’t stop. Shaun continues to sprinkle kisses on my lips, cheeks, and neck, his hand skimming down my arm until it finds my hand, and holding it, he brings it to his lips and kisses it some more. After a few minutes, he rolls off me and heads to the bathroom before coming back to bed and grabbing me, pulling me close to him. “Stay the night, Scarlett. I want you to be here when I wake up tomorrow. I don’t want you to run off on me again.”

      “After that, I don’t think I could move even if I wanted to,” I murmur back to him, on the brink of sleep.

      He nuzzles into my neck, the heat of his body pressing into my back. I can hear his breathing slow into a natural rhythm, and I know he is asleep. Lying here in his arms, there is nowhere else I would rather be, as I close my eyes, succumbing to sleep.

      It is early morning when I wake. As I lie in Shaun’s bed, looking out the window, watching the day break, I think about how easy it is being with Shaun, how perfect we fit together and how amazing the sex has been. In the light of the morning, I can see now how big his room is, and I can feel the luxurious bed, soft sheets, and fluffy pillows. The entire room is opulent. While my mind was only on Shaun when we arrived, I did see that his house was larger and more palatial than Uncle Ray’s, and he has artwork on his wall that I know should be in the world’s most prestigious galleries. As the sun is only just starting to rise, I know that it is still very early. I think I slept for four hours or so, but I don’t feel tired. I feel Shaun stir beside me, his arms reaching for me and pulling me closer to him, and he snuggles into my neck and kisses me.

      “Good morning, Princess,” he says against my skin.

      “Good morning.” I giggle as he hits my tickle spot, which he takes full advantage of, and rolls me onto my back. He towers over the top of me, his hands on either side of my face and his body in between my legs.

      “This is a great way to wake up. You underneath me,” he murmurs as he drops his mouth to my neck again.

      “Hmmm, are you going to hold me captive here in this big bed of yours?”

      “Yes, would that be okay with you?” he asks as he continues to pepper my body with kisses.

      I can feel his hard length as he pushes my hips down with his. It has been mere hours, but again, we both want each other, our appetite just as strong as it was last night. He hums in pleasure against my skin, and I can feel his body vibrate before he pulls away to get a condom, then sheathes himself, coming straight back to me.

      Looking into my eyes, he whispers, “I can’t get enough of you, Princess. I want you all the time, in every way.” And his lips descend onto mine again, at the same time he pushes into me, my body reacting to his every need.

      I wrap my legs around his waist, urging him deeper, wanting to feel every inch of him inside of me, and together we move in perfect synchronization. Shaun wraps his hand around my hair and pulls, the move a dominating one, but one that I take pleasure in. His thrusts become harder, our bodies colliding as we come undone together moments later, our screams echoing throughout the room. We lay there panting, sweat covering our bodies as Shaun continues to kiss me on my mouth, my jaw, my ear, my neck, and my chest. He is treasuring me like no man ever has before. Our night of pleasure has me both sated and exhausted, and while I don’t want to move, I am acutely aware that today is a workday for both of us, and we need to get out of bed and get a move on.

      “I should go before my boss starts calling my phone, wondering where I am,” I tease, not wanting to leave this bed at all.

      “I should tie you to this bed and do what I please with you for the rest of the day, damn what your uncle would think,” he replies between the kisses he is placing on my body.

      “If we had gone out on the weekend, I would have welcomed that offer,” I say honestly. Because had this not been a workday, I could have easily spent it wrapped up in Shaun. Am I smitten? Totally. Am I worried? Not really… which is surprising. I never expected to find a man, and certainly not one so soon. What this is between us, I’m not sure, but I know I am developing feelings already. But for some reason, I know whatever happens, it will be worth it. He is worth it.

      Shaun snuggles into my neck, nipping my skin. “I couldn’t wait until the weekend. Fuck, Scarlett, I don’t want to let you go. Come on.” He grabs my hand, pulls me up quickly, and throws me over his shoulder. I shriek in surprise as my naked ass is now front and center as he carries me into the bathroom.

      His bathroom is just as big as his bedroom, with a massive tub, steam room, and large, two-person shower. Full of marble and glass, the luxury is not lost on me. He puts me down and grabs my hand while he leans in to turn on the shower, not wanting to let me go for a second.

      Steam instantly envelops the room as we step inside the shower. The hot water sprays down my back, and I feel the muscles beginning to relax even more. Shaun grabs the soap and starts to wash my body, taking in every dip and curve from my head to my toes. I return the favor, my mind mapping his muscles and the way his stomach finishes in a V at his hips. I feel every inch of skin on his body. My eyes feast on his nakedness as my mind whirls with lust-filled thoughts, and my heart thumps with fever. It is like he reads me like a book because his hand rests on my cheek, tilting my head upward to meet his gaze, and he kisses me gently. It’s a silent gesture to let me know he has me, that I’m safe with him. Then he spins me around and starts washing my hair, giving me the most groan-worthy head massage. I close my eyes and feel any tension run off me with the spray of the water. All my worries and fears are now running down the drain, along with the soapsuds. I feel Shaun’s solid body behind me, his hands wandering over my breasts and down across my hips, when suddenly, in one motion, he spins me to face him and lifts my body so my legs wrap around his waist.

      With the hot water spraying us both, he pushes me back against the cool tiles, and I hear the quiet growl in his chest.

      “There is not a chance in hell that I am having you here naked with me and not fucking you against this wall before we leave,” he says, then his lips crash against mine and he enters me hard, my back cool against the tiles but my body hot for the man who makes the air leave my lungs with his demanding desire for me.

      We can’t get enough of each other. He is rough, not able to be contained. My legs tighten around his waist, and my arms curl around his shoulders, pressing him to me. I feel my arousal build, and I let my head fall back against the tiles as Shaun continues thrusting into me, his desire very clear. One of his hands squeezes my ass cheek, while the other grabs my head, pulling it backward even more, giving him full access to my neck.

      He bites me, sucks me, and licks the water from my throat before whispering in my ear, “I want to fuck you so hard that you can’t sit down at the office today without thinking of me.”

      That dominating tone is enough to push me over the edge, and I dig my fingers into his back as I let go. His name leaves my lips, vibrating around the bathroom. My pleasure sends Shaun off the cliff as well, and together we are left panting, wet and sated. For now.
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      I don’t know how Shaun and I managed to separate this morning, but after a quick car ride home for another shower and fresh clothes, I am now back in the office, looking over more financial statements. My body aches, in a good way, but before my thoughts can drift too far, I move them straight back to the paperwork in front of me. The inaccuracies I have been finding continue to mount, and I am not sure how to broach the subject with Stephen and Uncle Ray. I struggled all morning to reconcile what I am looking at. I am reviewing the deal between Shaun and Uncle Ray. Although Stephen is managing it, the numbers have Uncle Ray stamped all over them. There are figures that make perfect sense, but then there are others that don’t, and I have been looking over them so much today that I finally push them away in annoyance. Something doesn’t add up, and it is frustrating me. Perhaps I need more coffee.

      I grab my handbag and head out of the office. Stephen is in meetings all morning, so I take the elevator down and walk the block to the little hole-in-the-wall coffee shop I found the other day. Mocha Café has a hipster vibe. It is a tiny place, but they do great coffee. As I place my order and wait for Simon, the barista, to make it, my phone vibrates with a text message from Shaun.

      Shaun: I can’t stop thinking about you, Princess.

      Scarlett: Likewise, Mr. Marshall. I need extra coffee this morning.

      Shaun: I just need you. Tonight, my place? Spaghetti and a bottle of red?

      Scarlett: Deal. I’ll bring dessert.

      Shaun: I will dream about your dessert all day…

      Simon knocks me out of my flirt bubble as he calls my name when my coffee is done. Putting my phone back in my bag, I grab my coffee and make the short walk back to the office. But then, it comes to me. Right now, here in my relaxed, loved-up state, my mind has suddenly put two and two together, and I realize that Uncle Ray is sabotaging the deal between Shaun and Stephen and hiding money. Clearly, he’s doing something illegal, as with the other finances I viewed previously. He obviously thought I wouldn’t pick it up, or perhaps Ray doesn't know I am reviewing these documents.

      But worst of all, if I am correct, this will severely impact Shaun and his business. The family business his father created. Linking him to criminal activities and leaving him financially stressed. I can’t believe I didn’t spot it earlier. My heart is racing, not from the coffee, but from the pure dread and anxiety that is running through my body. I have to do something before it is too late. I need to relook at those files and connect all the dots before I can tell anyone. I need to ensure that I have the facts before I say anything.

      Now that I know what those files contain, I speed up, nearly running back to the office, my heels preventing the sprint that my body is craving. My mind is moving a million miles a minute, knowing that there could be dire financial consequences if I leave the issue too much longer. While the financial issue affects Shaun, I know it will have a huge impact on Stephen as well. Why is it that everyone I love gets hurt? Why can’t I just love and be loved? My family is gone, and there is nothing I can do to save them, but I am not going to stand by while Shaun and Stephen step into the fire. As I reach the office building and step into the elevator, my palms are sweating, and my heart is pumping with fear, adrenaline, and protective tendencies that I haven’t felt before. I need to get the financial files as evidence and talk to Stephen.

      I run into my office and lock the door, not wanting to be interrupted while I furiously study these papers in further detail now that I know what I am looking for. My phone rings. It is Shaun, but I don’t answer. I need to get to the bottom of this. It rings again, but I switch it off. These papers need my undivided attention.

      As I scour through pages and pages of numbers and financial statements, my mind boggles. Now that I know what I am looking for, I can see it all so clearly. I am highlighting and making copies of each document, saving it to my personal cloud account and creating hard copies to take to Shaun and Stephen. Just as I am in the middle of it all, the office phone interrupts me.

      “Your uncle Ray is here wanting to see you, Scarlett. Can you please unlock the door?” the administration assistant hollers into the earpiece.

      I panic and start shuffling the papers into piles and securing them in my large Louis Vuitton tote bag under my desk, away from prying eyes. I quickly close the files on the computer and go to unlock the door, taking a moment to fix my hair and outfit before opening the door.

      No sooner is it unlocked than Uncle Ray barges in so suddenly that I fall back against the wall.

      “What are you doing in here, Scarlett? Why is your door locked?” His voice booms so loud, I am sure the walls vibrate. His eyes penetrate mine, and we have a stare off, both trying to get an insight into the other.

      I am too scared to speak, never having been on the end of one of Uncle Ray's wraths before, but his anger is legendary among the staff here. I hear them talking about it in the break room. It came as a shock to me at the beginning, but now I am starting to see the man he really is.

      I try to rein in my emotions and fake an air of confidence. “Oh, Uncle Ray, I had to change my clothes as I spilled my coffee all over me, and I didn’t want to walk all the way through the office with a coffee-stained shirt to get to the bathroom. Us girls must keep up appearances, you know!” I am not sure I pull off the lie, but he seems to simmer down a bit. Before he can question me further, Stephen walks in.

      “Hi, Dad. What are you doing in the office today? I thought you and Mom were in Florida?”

      “We are, well, she is. I am going later,” Uncle Ray grumbles in reply.

      “Well, I am just here to pick up Scarlett for my next meeting with Marshall & Co. Come on, Scarlett. Grab your things; we will go straight home after the meeting, so we won't be back in the office until tomorrow,” Stephen says, looking at me, and I say a silent thank you for his rescue.

      I quickly gather my bag, laptop, and all my hidden evidence and follow Stephen down the hall to the elevator. I don’t breathe until we make it to the car and drive away from the office. Stephen has been on the phone this whole time, so I have time to gather myself before our meeting. A meeting with Shaun, and I don’t think he knows that I will be attending, so it’s a surprise for him.
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      As I pace around my office, waiting for my one p.m. meeting to arrive, I am filled with unexpected energy from waking up with Scarlett in my arms this morning. I think back to last night. She looked beautiful; dinner and conversation was amazing; she was as hot for me as I was for her if the car ride home was any indication, and we had the most mind-blowing sex I had ever had in my life. I wanted everything with her to be perfect, and it was. Except now, I can’t stop thinking about her and that dessert she promised for me tonight.

      I’ve never wanted a woman to stay the night with me before and certainly never in my mansion. I usually take them to my penthouse, and we fulfill our sexual needs, and then we part ways. Sure, it isn’t chivalrous of me, but they understand the situation, and no one gets hurt. Usually once I have sex, the women I meet do not fill any other desire in me. I don’t do small talk in the morning and never have any wish to see them again. But with Scarlett, I didn’t want to let her go. Saying goodbye to her this morning was hell, and if I could have kept her in my bed all day today, it still wouldn’t be long enough.

      I have called her a few times today, wanting to check in, but she isn’t picking up. So I text her again, since that was what she responded to earlier today.

      Shaun: I don’t think I can wait for tonight to see you again—it is too far away.

      Sure, it sounds like I am totally smitten, and I am. I look at my screen and wait. I see little text bubbles, so I know she is replying. My desk phone rings, and my assistant lets me know that my one p.m. appointment has arrived. I am meeting with Stephen to talk through the last few details of our business proposal, and I am keen to get it all signed off and wrapped up.

      I grab my laptop and files, ready to head to the conference room when my phone pings.

      Scarlett: Well, I hear that you always get what you want. Don’t you, Mr. Marshall?

      There’s my flirty, confident Princess, I think to myself with a grin. All apprehensions I had of her not answering my calls immediately vanish, and I turn into that teenage kid again as my dick jerks with want. Although I want to text her back immediately, I know that I won’t be long in my meeting, and then I will call her because I just want to hear her voice. I put my mobile in my pocket and head to the conference room, and as I enter, I realize Stephen is not alone and sitting right next to him is Scarlett, my Princess.

      Shocked, I stare at her as a slow grin forms on my face. She is smiling back with a glint of mischief in her eyes, and I like it. It melts my façade, and I look at Stephen as I shake his hand. I smile and say, “I see we’re bringing in the big guns now that we are at the pivotal end of this business deal, Stephen.”

      Laughing, Stephen shakes my hand. “Always good to see you, my friend,” he says with a knowing smile on his face, then he looks to her as she stands.

      Wondering if she has told Stephen of our dalliance, I look to her and grab her hand, not caring that this is a business meeting and pull her close to me. With my other hand, I grip her hip and I kiss her on her cheek. Near her mouth, I whisper, “God, you’re sexy, Princess.”

      This enlists a small giggle from her which only I can hear, and my heart races and it takes all my self-control not to pick her up caveman style and lock her in my office so she can’t escape from me. I let her go and we take our seats. Stephen and I are both grinning, and Scarlett has a slight blush to her cheeks, which I find to be so loveable, but otherwise, we all look like the model professionals we are.

      We get settled around the table and start going through the business deal. Stephen and I are going through the financials one last time, dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s before we give it to our lawyers for a final review before signing. I notice that Scarlett is looking at her own copy of the deal and as she flicks through the pages, her eyebrows knit together in what looks like deep concentration and concern.

      Forgetting where I am and what I am doing, I look to her. “Everything all right, Princess?” Her eyes quickly flick to mine, and I see Stephen lean back into his chair, watching the interaction with a smirk on his face. He isn’t surprised by my pet name for her, which makes me think she has told him about our date last night, and he doesn’t appear to have an issue with it. He sure didn’t have an issue with giving me her cell number, so I know he has our backs. Not that I need his approval, but he and Scarlett are close, so I know that it would make her happy that at least one member of her family approves of me.

      “What makes you look so confused or upset with the paperwork?” I prod her.

      Looking at both Stephen and me, Scarlett lets out a sigh and takes a deep breath. “Page 32, second paragraph.”

      I look at the document and flip to the page she is referring to. Shaking my head, I look to Stephen. “I don’t see anything,” I mumble to Stephen, who also shakes his head in confusion.

      “Then compare it to the financial reports on page 56 in the P/L.” Stephen and I both flip through, looking to see what exactly Scarlett is referring to. As my eyes scan numbers, I look back to the earlier page, but I am still confused, and when I look at Stephen, he appears to have the same look of confusion.

      We both turn to Scarlett. “I found the discrepancies yesterday as I was going through the document.” Looking at me, she continues. “I couldn’t figure it out, but the numbers didn’t sit well with me, and I have been going over them for weeks. This morning, I finally connected all the dots.” I look at her and get lost in her deep-blue eyes. I have no idea what she is referring to, but I nod to her, willing her to continue.

      “If you look at the report and compare it to the statement on page 35, it doesn’t add up. Not even in the slightest.” She looks at Stephen.

      “But it is a small discrepancy, nothing that can’t be reviewed and amended,” Stephen adds.

      As I look closer at the financial reports, I see what Scarlett is pointing out. While I agree with Stephen, the look on Scarlett’s face tells me there is more.

      “While it is small, Stephen, I notice this pattern is repeated on both pages 15 and 38. Not only that, I had the finance team review it twice and also had Harvey, Uncle Ray’s right-hand man, review it, and no one highlighted it…”

      “Or if they did, they are hiding it,” I say, picking up on what Scarlett is alluding to. As I look through the document again, I can see it clearly. There are these financial discrepancies throughout the entire paperwork. It appears that old man Ray is trying to hide or launder money through our deal, and we had no idea. In fact, the way he has done it implicates me in the process. I look at Stephen and see the moment he realizes what this means. Shock, hurt, and anger cross his face.

      “What the fuck, Stephen?” My voice is on the edge of yelling, my anger starting to boil.

      “Fuck, I had no idea. Scarlett, how did you even pick this up. This is crazy,” Stephen says in pure disbelief.

      “There is more, Stephen…” Scarlett whispers, her big eyes focused on her cousin, waiting to see what his reaction is.

      I’m confident that Scarlett thinks Stephen is innocent in all this; otherwise, she wouldn’t be telling us this together. The fact that she is highlighting this to me as well, indicates to me that she is starting to trust me and while I am a competitor and hate old man Ray, I have a lot of respect for Stephen, and now that Scarlett is here, well, I want her more than ever. As I look at her, I now see what a huge burden this has been for her to carry. With old man Ray looking to be a crook, this is going to have dire consequences for their business and their family.

      Laundering money is a serious offense. The maximum penalty is imprisonment for twenty years and a fine of $500,000 or twice the value of the property involved in the transaction. This business deal between our two companies extends well into the millions. If what Scarlett has highlighted checks out, their business will be bust, and their family will need to repay millions, just on this one business deal alone, but if he has done this before, there is no telling what will become of him.

      I reach out and hold her hand, strumming my thumb across the back of her knuckles, letting her know I am here for her and not going anywhere. I see her sigh in relief. Relief of knowing she has done the right thing. We haven’t known each other long, but I can’t deny the feelings I have for her. My sense of protection for her started the moment I saw her on the plane. This woman has me all tied up, and I will protect her with everything I have. We are brought out of our thoughts by Scarlett’s mobile ringing. Fishing it from her bag, she looks at the screen, frowns, and then answers.

      “This is Scarlett.” As she listens, I notice the color drain from her face. She shoots up and drops my hand, and I notice she starts to shake. Stephen jumps up along with her.

      “Who is it, is it them? Give me the phone.” She turns to look at Stephen, absolute terror running through her eyes, and she drops the phone to the floor. I go to her as Stephen grabs the phone. “Fuck, they hung up,” I hear him say as I grab her, hold her close to me, and put my hand back in hers.

      “It’s okay, Princess, I got you. I’m not going to let you go,” I murmur into her ear, strumming her knuckles just like before, trying to calm her, not really knowing what the fuck is going on, other than my girl is scared out of her mind.

      She pulls away from me, looks to Stephen, and says, “They have found me.”
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      “Who’s found you, Princess?” Shaun looks at me, concerned and with slight anger flashing in his eyes. His jaw is set, determined to ensure I am all right.

      “Fuck!” Stephen yells, his hands running through his hair. He is clearly frustrated at the turn of events this afternoon.

      I am a shaking mess. I can’t even talk right now. My emotions are all over the place, and I can’t pull myself together. They have found me… I can’t believe they have found me.

      “Let’s go to my office, get some privacy, and you both can tell me what the fuck is going on,” Shaun says, clearly going into protective, strategist mode. He hasn’t let me go, and it feels good to have someone to lean on.

      I gather my things, my hands shaking. I can’t believe they found me. I thought it was over. I stupidly thought that by moving across the world I could escape them, the past, and try to have a normal life. How did they know where I was? How did they know my phone number and the fact that I was with both Shaun and Stephen at this exact time? They must have been following me. The thought makes me shiver. I have been here, living a life that was more normal than I have in a year. I should have known it was all too good to be true. That it wasn’t over.

      As I step into Shaun’s office, I hear him tell his assistant to cancel all his meetings for the rest of the day and not to interrupt us. Then I feel the guilt. Now both Stephen and Shaun are involved. If I hadn't come here, then their lives would be going along perfectly, and now not only have I squashed their business deal, but their lives could very well be in danger purely by being associated with me.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” I start to break down and look at Stephen and Shaun. Stephen is pacing the room like a crazy person as Shaun sits me down with a glass of water and takes my hand again. Oh, he is perfect. He doesn’t deserve this level of crazy that my life has become.

      “Okay.” Stephen stops his pacing and looks at me, his breathing hard, and I can see he is trying not to panic. “Let me get you on the next flight to Europe. Surely, they can’t find you there. You can hop from country to country for a while, be a lady of leisure. You know, see the sights and experience different cultures. It will be just like having a long vacation. Meanwhile, the police can work harder in finding them. Perhaps we can get some private detectives on it to speed up the process now that we know they are here.” Stephen starts pacing again.

      Shaun pulls up to his full height. “Will someone tell me what is going on here?” He looks at me, his eyes holding mine. “Princess, are you in danger? Is someone trying to hurt you?” He gently caresses my jaw, looking at me to ensure I am in one piece, holding my hand in his like he will never let me go. I need to tell him. I need to tell him everything, but where do I even start with it all? The minute this comes out, he will bail on me. I know he will. How could he even think staying with me would be a good decision. Phillip didn’t stay, so I can’t expect a man like Shaun to.

      I try to be strong. I have made so many promises to myself over the past year that they will never break me. But here, now, as Shaun looks at me, I finally break inside. I look up at him, tall, dark, and handsome, towering over me, clearly wanting to protect me, and I have never wanted to fall into someone’s arms as much as I do right now. I have spent the past year fighting this battle on my own and here is a man who looks willing to pick me up and take care of me, but I can’t let him do it. He has too much to lose now that my past has caught up with me. A silent tear rolls down my cheek, and I hear his breath hitch as he places his hands on either side of my face. “Tell me, Princess,” he whispers.

      “I can’t get you involved,” I whisper, shame filling my gut and guilt pulling at my heart.

      “I’m with you whether you like it or not. I’m not letting you go, so please tell me so I can help you.” His voice pierces my heart, like a cupid’s arrow tethering me to him. This man is unwavering, offering me his support. He makes me feel safe, protected while vulnerable, something I haven’t experienced in a long time. My breathing is labored, my hands are shaking, yet here he is, holding my face in his hands, his eyes looking to me, waiting for me to tell him everything.

      I look over to Stephen, who continues to wear down the carpet in Shaun’s office as he walks back and forth, clearly the earlier issue with the business deal no longer anyone’s priority. He looks at me, and we stare at each other for a short moment—speaking with our eyes, reaffirming the solid understanding that shit has just hit the fan in a big way, and then he nods at me, telling me it is okay to involve Shaun in this.

      Taking a deep breath, I look back at Shaun and grab his hands in mine, taking a seat. I tell the full story from the very beginning. My dad’s successful business and my role in it. I talk through in detail the night my family was murdered and the past year, moving from place to place, trying to keep a low profile. Throughout it all, Stephen looks like he is about to bash the wall down, but Shaun is calm, considerate, and holds my hand to help me talk through the details. But I notice his jaw tick, and I feel his anger permeating off him; he looks like a soldier ready to go to battle. When I finish, a weight is lifted. While Stephen knew most of the story, I feel lighter for sharing it with them both.

      “What did he say to you on the phone just now, Scarlett?” Stephen looks at me, waiting for further information, like what I can tell him may make sense and give us a lead to finding these people before they find me.

      I look from him back to Shaun and take a deep breath. “They said they know where I am, they know who I’m with, and they said they prefer my hair down rather than pinned up, and that they look forward to ripping my pretty pink blouse off my body.”

      Shaun grabs his desk phone and dials his assistant. “Get Romeo in my office ASAP.” He hangs up as quickly as he dialed. Looking to me, he says, “Romeo is my personal security and has connections. He has done a lot of detective work and knows contacts in the Feds and Boston PD. He will know how to help.”

      I look at Shaun and guilt starts to creep up my body. He now looks as stressed as Stephen, and as I watch the two of them, I can’t believe how selfish I am to have involved them. This is my mess, my life, and while I know they both care for me, I can’t drag them into it. They have too much at stake to be anywhere near me. They both have families and businesses, and beyond that, a terror-free life. I am used to not having happiness; I can’t take theirs away too.

      “I think perhaps I should leave,” I say, starting to pull myself together to stand. “Clearly, they are watching me, and you both are now on their radar. I don’t want that. This is my mess; they want me. I don’t want to be the person who leads them to you both or interrupts your business…” But before I say anything else, Shaun is quick to shut me down.

      “You’re not going anywhere; you are staying right here in Boston. Stephen and I will use everything we have to keep you safe and secure. I’m not letting you go.” Shaun’s tone leaves no room for questions, and as I watch him, I fight an internal battle of running out the door or letting him take control. I have never had anyone want to help; no one has ever wanted to fight my fight. But here he is, offering just that.

      I sit back down slowly and hang my head in shame. I cover my face with my hands and try to concentrate on my breathing. Shaun kneels in front of me, rubbing my knees. “Whoever they are, Princess, I will protect you with everything I have. I have just found you. There is no way I am letting you go now.”

      How did I get so lucky to meet this man? Who knew when I admired him on that plane that we would end up here. I look at him, and he kisses me gently, stroking my hands, then he holds me as I calm down a little, trying to balance my emotions.

      The three of us sit in Shaun’s office in silence, not too sure of what to do next as we wait for Shaun’s security contact to arrive. Shaun gets up and pours us each a whiskey. Looking at my watch, I notice that it is already five p.m. We have been here for the past four hours, talking through the business deal, and now the threat to me. I lean my head on the back of the chair and close my eyes, not believing that this is actually happening. Realizing that they were watching me this entire time. These past few months of building up my confidence and career, not to mention my time with Shaun and my best friends, and they have probably been watching all of it. I feel so stupid and so exposed, so vulnerable and dirty.

      Stephen jumps up. “I need to make a few calls.” Shaun tells him to take the conference room, as it will be quiet and vacant, then Stephen walks out and closes the door behind him. I look up at Shaun, who is now standing in front me, resting on the edge of his desk. He reaches out with his hand and grabs mine, pulling me up so I am standing in front of him, less than an inch apart. “I got you, Princess. Trust me, I will keep you safe.” I fall into his arms, surrendering to him as my body molds into his and his arms wrap tightly around me, fitting together just like puzzle pieces. Like it was always meant to be this way. I let him hold me, and for the first time since I lost my family, I let someone carry me and take control.
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      It has been a long fucking day.

      When I woke up this morning, the biggest concern I had was how to keep Scarlett in my bed and if I could play hooky from work for the day to make love to her over and over again. But now, fuck. Now, my biggest concern is how to keep her safe, alive, and mine. Our business deal is on hold, and I move all my meetings for the rest of the week, something unheard of for me, and while my assistant knows better than to ask me, if her face is anything to go by, she seems surprised by my actions.

      Marco comes into my office, as one of the meetings I canceled was with him, and pulls up short when he sees Scarlett in my arms. Taking in her red eyes and disheveled appearance, he looks at me. “Everything all right, brother?”

      I give him a small nod, but he knows me better than anyone, and he picks up on the fact that things are not all right. At that moment, Stephen returns with Romeo on his heels. I held Scarlett in my arms for what felt like hours this afternoon, not wanting to let her go. She was pale, shaking, and teary after receiving the phone call. With everyone now in my office, I encourage them all to sit, and I guide Scarlett to the couch, keeping her close to me with my arm wrapped around her as she proceeds to tell the whole story again.

      I knew Scarlett was special the moment I laid eyes on her on that plane. But shit, having lived the past twelve months like she has, I now come to realize that my Princess is a fucking warrior. Not only is she the sexiest damn woman I have ever seen, but she’s the smartest woman I have come across in my professional life—especially after spotting that issue with our business deal—and if that isn’t enough, I love her flirty, confident behavior when she is around me. Add to that list that she is a minx in the bedroom, and I have found my ideal woman.

      But today, I hear all about her losing her family and what she has been through, and this woman now owns me hook, line, and sinker. She is strong, capable, resilient, tough, and now at the end of the day, I can tell she is still hesitant to let anyone help her. Her pride at trying to fix what she believes is her own situation cuts me, but I can see her letting me in, inch by inch. If I thought Scarlett piqued my interest before, I am now all in. I would do anything for this woman, and I am going to start by getting her safe. I am never letting her go. I realize then that I don’t want anyone else. She is it for me.

      Here I am. Boston’s richest and most eligible bachelor who never wanted a woman for more than one night, and I am now totally and utterly in love. In love. Done. I’m finished. The end.

      Romeo takes notes during the conversation, asking some questions throughout that clearly help him paint a picture of who we are trying to trace. I have learned that Foster isn’t her real surname—it is, in fact, Sullivan—which is why when Romeo did his search, we couldn’t find anything on her. I understand why she changed her name, but it is a shame that she not only lost her family, but her family name too.

      Thinking through things this afternoon, I have to say that there is something niggling at me. There wouldn’t be too many people who knew Scarlett was in this building and meeting with me. The fact that she got that phone call so soon after highlighting the issues with the business deal, which clearly implicates old man Ray in some seriously shady stuff, makes me think that we could be dealing with a threat that is close to home. I don’t want to air my thoughts in front of Scarlett, given that I have no proof and just a gut feeling. I don’t want to stress her and Stephen any more than they are right now. But I gaze to my brother, and I get a feeling that he is already drawing similar conclusions to me.

      As Romeo finishes up and tells us he will work through the night contacting both US and Australian authorities, I see Scarlett relieved that we have someone on the case. I walk Romeo out just after eight p.m., and as we get close to the elevator, I quietly tell him my thoughts that perhaps Ray might be involved in this somehow. Raising his eyebrows in surprise, he nods his head and whispers, “On it. I will report back in the morning.” Then he steps in the elevator and leaves us for the evening.

      I head back to my office and notice Stephen and Scarlett grabbing their things. “Scarlett, I think you should stay with me tonight. I really don’t want you to be out of my sight before we get a handle on this situation.”

      Before she can answer, Stephen pipes up, “She is coming home with me and will be safe and secure in the house. We have full security, and I have doubled the security around the house this afternoon. Both my parents are out of town, so I think it is better that she stays where she feels comfortable and where they know she always is, and we don’t want you to get targeted too. I will go out and wait for you at the elevator, Scarlett. The car is downstairs and waiting for us. Thanks for everything, Shaun. We will talk more in the morning,” he says, not giving me the opportunity to plead my case further as he stalks out the door.

      I’m frustrated. But I look at Scarlett, and she looks at me. I can see that she is exhausted, the fight slowly leaving her, and I just want to wrap her up and take her home. “Come home with me, Princess. I can’t be away from you knowing that I can’t protect you.” I grab her waist, pulling her to me, and I lean in to kiss her like it is that last time I will ever have a chance to do it. I try not to think about if that is actually going to be the case.

      Breathless, she pulls away and puts her hand on my cheek. Looking straight into my eyes, she takes a deep breath. “I have waited my whole life to meet a man like you.”

      I give her a small smile, her words making feel like a king who now has his queen. “And I feel like I won the lottery that day I saw you on the plane. I am not going to let anything happen to you, Princess. Go with Stephen tonight, he is your family, but the next time you get into my bed, you are not leaving,” I say, watching her, trying to gauge her reaction to see if she understands what I am alluding to because I want her with me all the time.

      She gives me a brief smile and a chaste kiss, then she squeezes my hand. “I will see you tomorrow.” She walks out of my office, down the hall, and into the waiting elevator with Stephen.

      Resigned to the fact that my girl is independent and at least for tonight she is going to be well protected by her cousin, I sit back in my chair and look to Marco as he passes me another glass of whiskey. We sit in welcome silence for a moment while I collect my thoughts.

      “Whatever happens, Shaun, I am with you one hundred percent. I can see that Scarlett means a lot to you. Fuck, I have never even seen you hold a woman like you held her today. If she means a lot to you, then she means a lot to me, and I will support you in any way I can through this,” my brother says.

      I nod. “I appreciate it. Let’s get out of here. I have a feeling it is going to be a long night.”

      I pack up my things and walk to the elevator, enjoying the peacefulness of the office now that the staff have long since gone home. My driver has the car waiting for me at the curb, and I sink in the back seat, ready to go home. The events of today repeat over and over in my head. I am still frustrated, trying to pull all the puzzle pieces together to figure out this situation.

      Once home, I go straight to my bathroom and take a long, hot shower, trying to think about who would want Scarlett dead and why. I keep coming back to the same conclusion. Has she found other issues with old man Ray's work? Has she picked up on things in other deals he has done? Whoever is after her, they clearly want her dead and are taking it very seriously, tracking her movements from Australia to Boston. As I step out of the shower and get changed, my body is exhausted, but my mind races. The more I think about it, the more I feel my gut instinct about Ray being involved is right.

      I lie on my bed, thinking through what I know about the man. He and my father never got along, but I never fully understood why. It was just something I knew of but didn’t really know the details of. I don’t sleep. I can’t sleep. My clock says it is three a.m., and I have been tossing and turning for a few hours now. As I lie there and look at the ceiling, my phone pings.

      Scarlett: I can’t sleep.

      I dial her number, and she answers straightaway.

      “Hi,” she says, sounding wide awake.

      “How are you feeling? Are you okay?” I ask quickly. I have been wanting to know all night if she is all right.

      She lets out a sigh. “I’m okay. But I’m scared, Shaun, like really scared. I have never spoken to them before, and I really thought it was over. I would have never come here to Boston had I known. I would never have gotten involved with you had I known. Hearing the person on the phone, I will never forget his voice…” She trails off, lost in her own thoughts.

      All I want to do at this moment is jump through the phone and grab her. Keep her close to me and never let her go. I have never felt as powerless as I do right now, not being able to be with her or near her.

      “It will be okay, Princess, I promise you. I am not going to let anything happen to you, and I will spend all my time and all my money to make sure of it. I am not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

      I hear her take a deep breath. “Thank you, Shaun. It feels good to know you have my back.” It hits me in the gut like a punch because she truly hasn’t had anyone but herself in all this.

      We continue to talk through most of the next two hours. I hear her getting sleepy, and I tell her to go and get some sleep, then hang up, struggling to break the connection we have but knowing she needs her rest.

      Just as I put the phone down, it rings again. It is Romeo.

      “I got something; I think I have found a trail.”

      “Get here now,” I bark at him. I hang up the phone and jump out of bed, heading back to the shower to wake myself up. I am ready to take on this fight. I am determined to get this finished.

      I have found my Princess, and now I plan to keep her. No one is standing in my way.
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      After talking on the phone for half the night with Shaun, sleep finally came to me. He makes me feel so safe and secure without even being near me. He got me to relax, and I slept for a good six hours, waking just before lunchtime. While I am still feeling like I have been hit by a truck, I hope that the six hours of sleep will keep my brain functioning because I know I have a big day ahead of me.

      After jumping in the shower and changing, I head downstairs, my mind swirling with thoughts about the previous day. The lush carpet of the stairs is comforting on my bare feet while also silencing my footsteps. I am not hungry, but I hear voices as I walk toward the kitchen; Stephen is there and surprisingly Uncle Ray and Shaun as well. Uncle Ray is supposed to be in Florida with Aunt Emily. He said yesterday that he was leaving last night, so Stephen must have called him at some point to come home. Their discussion sounds heated, and as I round the corner, I can see Uncle Ray is mad, his round face bright red, and Stephen looks like he has barely slept as he sits at the breakfast bar, his hair disheveled and black circles under his eyes. Shaun always looks calm and collected, but even his hair seems a little out of place, like he has run his hands through it a few times already. I’m not sure how long they have all been here, but it seems tense. Wanting to distill the tension, I walk into the kitchen to grab a coffee.

      Shaun is the first to see me and comes over to me quickly and embraces me warmly. “Morning, Princess,” he whispers in my ear as he strokes my back. “Did you sleep okay?” he asks as he pulls back to look at my face, his concerned eyes searching for any signs of fatigue or pain.

      Before I can reply, Uncle Ray clears his throat rather loudly and catches our attention. As I turn in his direction, he starts walking toward me. “Scarlett, I heard about what happened. I am so sorry that you had to go through that yesterday.” He embraces me in a warm hug, but I can feel Shaun stiffen next to me at the action. I know that they have a healthy dislike for each other, but this feels different. “Shaun was just leaving. Actually, I did not invite you into my house in the first place, Shaun. This is a private family matter, and now that you have seen that Scarlett is, in fact, happy and healthy here, I would like you to leave.”

      I gasp at Uncle Ray’s sudden rudeness. Confused and offended at his demands, I stare at him in disbelief.

      “Dad…” Stephen starts, his tone wary.

      Shaun grabs my hand. “I am happy to leave, but Scarlett is coming with me. As I said to you this morning, Scarlett is going to be safer that way. My penthouse is fully secured; no one can get into the foyer without security clearance, let alone get all the way up to my place. I have increased security both at the bottom and at the top of the building, including the roof and basement. It is more secure than any other property in the US right now. I will look after her and keep her safe until this whole thing is sorted…”

      “No need, Shaun,” Uncle Ray says rather gruffly, “she is staying here, with us. We can take care of her.”

      They continue to banter back and forth like two kids fighting over a toy. My head is moving left to right like I’m watching a tennis match as they both try to gain dominance in a situation that has nothing to do with either of them, aside from the love they both have for me. Deep regret and guilt settle in my stomach because I am the cause of this. My past has caught up with me, and now I am the cause of two of the people closest to me fighting against each other at a time when we should all be working together.

      I look to Stephen in despair. His eyes meet mine, and he nods his head in Shaun’s direction, telling me silently that Shaun is the one I need to be with at this point. I give him a small nod back, knowing that Stephen always looks out for me, and I respect his guidance. I look at both Shaun and Uncle Ray, who are still arguing, their voices getting louder as they each try to prove their points. I let go of Shaun’s hand and turn to walk out of the room.

      The movement is enough to break their constant bickering.

      “Scarlett.”

      “Princess.”

      Shaun and Uncle Ray both speak at the same time.

      Looking back to both of them, I say, “I’ll be right back. I just need five minutes.” I breathe a sigh of relief to be out of that room. All the testosterone that was circling between the two of them was making me feel nauseous. Walking to my room, I feel secure in the knowledge that Shaun will keep me safe. Being alone in my room last night hadn’t been easy, and if it wasn’t for Shaun talking to me throughout the night, I know I would be a complete mess today. Shaun is here for me—of course, my family is too—but I know Shaun is my future, and I will be damned if these horrible murderers are going to keep me away from him too.

      I quickly walk into my bedroom, grab a small bag, and start filling it with clothes, toiletries, and other items, enough for a few days. I also pack my laptop and a few files that I have been looking at, just in case I need the numbers and financial documents as a stress reliever. One of the files was an old one. I had been working on it for Uncle Ray as a favor at the time of my parents’ murders, and I had dug it up a few days ago because something was bugging me about it. The business deal in question was all complete, signed and delivered, but I wanted to look through it all again, perhaps to give me some closure on the work I did back then as I had left the business so suddenly.

      No more than five minutes later, I leave my bags at the bottom of the stairs and go back to the kitchen. Uncle Ray and Shaun are still talking heatedly, and Stephen is sitting at the breakfast counter, drinking coffee and watching the show. He looks tired and beaten. While Shaun and Ray continue bickering, I hug Stephen and tell him I will check in with him later, then I turn and grab Shaun’s hand. “I’m ready,” I say as I look up at him. His eyes widen, then a smile turns his lips upward and his eyes twinkle in delight.

      “Scarlett, you can’t leave. You need to be here; your father would be so disgusted if you left the family in this way.” I’m startled at Uncle Ray’s words. I look at him, really look at him, and there is something about the way he speaks that sends a chill up my spine. Clearly, he doesn’t know his brother well enough because my father would be the first person to say go with your gut, and that is all that is helping me function right now. My gut is telling me Shaun is who I need to be with, so that is what I am going to do.

      I feel Shaun caress my hand, offering me his support, but not stepping in and taking over, rather letting me be the one who says what needs to be said. Uncle Ray and my father may have been brothers, but they are very different people and did not see eye to eye on many things. Their personalities were miles apart from each other, and although they were blood, there weren't a lot of similarities after that. The fact that he presumes to tell me what my own father would think of me and the decisions I make doesn’t sit well with me, and I am sure Shaun feels the tension coming off my body as he patiently waits by my side.

      “Uncle Ray, things are very confusing right now, but I feel that Shaun’s apartment is safe, and I don’t want anyone to come here where you or Aunt Emily may be at risk. I will be gone a few days to see if the threat calms down, and then we can reassess from there.” I force myself to stop talking. I am at my breaking point, and Uncle Ray is very close to hearing my wrath.

      I look at Shaun. “Let’s go,” I say calmly, squeezing his hands.

      “Lead the way, Princess,” he says with a nod to Stephen, then gives the evil eye to Uncle Ray as we walk out the door.
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      I’ve got her, and I’m not letting her go. I’m not going to lie; when she chose me over her uncle, I felt like I had won the lottery of life. It took all my restraint not to put her over my shoulder and walk out of there like a Neanderthal, thumping my chest and yelling, ‘Me Tarzan, she Jane.’

      My pleasure was short-lived. After my early morning call with Romeo, I now know there is some type of link between old man Ray’s illegal activities and Scarlett’s family, but it is buried deep, and Romeo needs more time to uncover everything. I don’t want to scare Scarlett with the news yet, but I do want her removed from his house and with me. When I was driving to Ray’s family home to collect Scarlett, I called Stephen on the way to fill him in on what I found so that he could ensure Ray wasn’t home. But unfortunately, he was. Just seeing him made me want to punch him in his fat, round face. Hearing him talk to Scarlett this morning like he cared, when this is all his doing, made it very hard to contain my anger, but I needed to keep the upper hand. I needed to ensure he doesn’t know we were onto him. Keeping it from Scarlett would be difficult, but in the best interest for her at the moment.

      Stephen is scared, and honestly, he is screwed and knows it. His whole family legacy is about to go up in smoke if we uncover proof of the link between Ray’s undercover criminal activities and the murder of his brother and family. I could see the defeat in his eyes this morning. The only thing keeping him hanging on is Scarlett and the deep adoration he has for her.

      Murder. Old man Ray is a lot of things, but I never would have pegged him for a murderer. Why kill your own brother and his family who live on the other side of the world? So many things just don’t make sense yet. I hate not being able to piece it all together, but I will soon, and until then, I need to keep Scarlett safe.

      When Scarlett came downstairs at the house, I needed to be calm. The fact that she prepared a bag and was willing to come with me so easily told me a lot about how she is feeling. Perhaps, deep down, she knows that things are not as they seem with her family.

      Now, with the two of us in the car driving back to my place, I feel like I have achieved greatness. Having her with me, all to myself and soon to be in my place, calms me and helps me feel more in control of this situation. No one is going to get to her, and I will make sure of it. I will lay my life down for hers, no question.

      I am lost in my thoughts, and the two of us fall into a comfortable silence for the entire drive to my city penthouse. I look out the car window at the buildings as they fly past in a blur. When we arrive, the security measures I put in place are in full view and Scarlett looks a little shocked, but I am not taking her safety lightly. Her eyes are as big as saucers as she looks at all the men in black suits that I have positioned around the perimeter of the building, and down in the garage where I park the car. Security is at the elevators, on every level.

      I grab her bag from the trunk of the car and walk around to take her hand. She has such small, soft hands and dainty fingers, and mine cover hers easily. I pull her close and kiss her forehead before whispering to her, “You’re with me now; you are safe.. The words calm both me and her as I feel the tension leaving her shoulders as we take a step into the elevator.

      I greet Jake, our security companion and Romeo’s second-in-command in the elevator, and we make our way up to my top floor penthouse. Scarlett hasn’t been here before, as we had spent the night at my mansion outside of the city. I can see her taking it all in, assessing every man, the security cameras, and the new building.

      “Any movement this morning, Jake?” I ask the man who looks like Arnold Schwarzenegger.

      “Nothing to report, Shaun.” He is stern but smiling slightly to let us know he is professional yet somewhat caring in nature. I hire only the best, for my business, for my family. Our drivers, our house staff, our employees in the business are all top of their field. Money is never an object for me when it comes to getting the best talent, and this security situation is no different. Romeo has made calls and most of these men are ex-Special Forces who usually only work in international terror cases, so this job is probably mundane for them all. But I pay handsomely, and I want the best protection for Scarlett.

      The elevator reaches the top floor, and I pull Scarlett into the penthouse as Jake closes the door and rides back down to the basement. It is the only elevator that reaches the penthouse, and security will keep it in the basement, only using it if I call them, effectively closing off the world from us. No one can get into the elevator in the basement to reach us without going through the twenty security men first.

      I place Scarlett’s bag on the floor and pull her toward me. I wrap her in my arms and place my cheek on the top of her head. I notice she takes a deep breath, curls her arms around my waist, and leans on me for support, the activities of the past twenty-four hours really hitting home. I feel her body begin to relax against mine, and even though we have known each other for such a short time, I am glad that she feels comfortable around me. Having her with me, here in my arms, feels natural. I can hear her breaths becoming calm and regular, and her head now rests on my chest. She is short, which I love because I feel like a hero next to her, and what she lacks in height, she has in personality. I have never felt like this before, with any woman, yet I would literally give her the world. I would fall at her feet, and I would put my body in front of hers if needed. My mother always told me that when I met the right woman, I would know. As with everything my mother says, she is right. Again.

      “Thank you. Thank you for everything,” she says tentatively, pulling her head away from my chest and looking up at me for our eyes to meet. “I am so sorry that I have brought you into this…” she starts, and I can feel her body begin to stiffen again. Before she can say anything further, I cut her off.

      “This is not your fault…” I start, but she chimes in.

      “I know, but I have no idea who to trust anymore. I barely know you, yet here I am, in your arms, in your home. I don’t want to put you in danger, but I feel like this is the safest place for me to be. I trust you more than anyone, and you are putting yourself in danger just by having me here with you,” she tells me, baring her soul, the truth pouring from her eyes. Her honesty strips back everything I ever thought that mattered in life.

      She is so beautiful. I get lost in her big blue eyes every time I see them. Here she is, basically on the run and in hiding from what appears to be seriously bad men who want her dead, after uncovering illegal activities in her uncle’s business, and the fact that she is still standing here with me, totally astounds me.

      I brush my hand against her cheek. “You’re beautiful, Princess, and I want you here with me. Today, tomorrow, and the next day. I don’t need your thanks; I just need you,” I whisper to her and hold her close to me. I feel her relax into my embrace, and standing here together, regardless of the turmoil ahead of us, I feel totally at peace.

      I pull back again and look at her, bending down to meet her and taking her lips in a gentle kiss. Even though it was only yesterday, it feels like it has been too long since I have had her soft lips on mine. Her arms curl around my neck, pulling me down, eager for more. My hands circle around her waist, bringing her closer, never wanting to let her go again. Her body is flush with mine, her breasts pushing against my body, and my need for her grows each moment we are together. While all I want to do is get her into my bed and make her mine over and over and over again all afternoon, the situation we are in makes me pull away. Breathless, I give her small kisses on her lips, her cheeks, down to her jaw and neck. “We have had a big morning. Let me fix you something to eat and get some coffee going for us,” I say as I take her hand and pull her behind me into the kitchen, where I promptly pick her up by the waist and put her down on the kitchen counter so she can watch me while I cook.

      As I pull out salad and meats for our lunch, we talk about ourselves and our lives. I learn more about Scarlett in this moment than I have up until this point. The close bond she shares with Stephen is clear to me now, and I begin to understand exactly how intelligent she is as we talk about more in-depth business topics. I tell her more about my family, my business, and my life, and even considering the situation we are in, it is all very domesticated. I find myself enjoying it. I have never opened up to anyone before, and it’s refreshing. I want to share everything with this woman. I want her to know the real me. I feel vulnerable, but after seeing her open up to me, I want to jump into this with her. I want to be with her all the way, and so I let her know everything. I talk about my mom and Marco. I tell her about my dad’s death and the impact that had on me as I took over as CEO.

      Here in my kitchen, in a place that has never felt like a home, Scarlett’s personality shines through and fills the walls with warmth and love. It feels like this is a normal Saturday afternoon, like this is something we do often, me cooking, while Scarlett talks. Just picturing it makes me feel all kinds of things that I have never felt before. Is this what it would be like to be committed to her and have her in my life? Is this how we would be every Saturday morning, just hanging out together in the kitchen, talking and preparing food?

      I walk to her, positioning myself in between her legs, and lean in to give her a kiss. I feel her smile on my lips as I devour her, my hands on her knees, slowly moving up her thighs, while her hands find my jaw, pulling me closer. The heat we have together is unlike anything else I have felt, and it ignites us the minute I touch her.

      This. This is where I want her to be. With me. In my place. In my heart. Always.
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      Warm. Safe. Secure. These are the influx of feelings I am experiencing now that I am with Shaun. And love. Love? Am I in Love? In his penthouse in the middle of Boston, I am feeling the best I have in the past twenty-four hours. Perhaps the best I have felt since moving to Boston. Like this is always where I needed to be. Where I am meant to be. It’s the feeling of being home. His furnishings are simple; glass, concrete, black and gray. There is no color, no photos, no soft furnishings to make the space feel warm or inviting. However, being here together, I feel a comfort, like I am finally home. Home. A place I haven’t experienced in well over a year. A comfort I have yearned for night after night, wondering if I would ever feel that way again.

      Food long forgotten, Shaun’s lips are devouring mine. He wraps me up in his arms, my legs automatically casing around his waist as he hoists me off the kitchen counter and walks me down a hall into a bedroom. His bedroom. His lips travel down my neck as he places me on his bed, crawling on top, then stopping and looking into my eyes. “You’re fucking gorgeous, Princess. I love having you here with me; I never want to let you go.” My voice gets stuck in my throat, overcome with raw emotion as he continues to kiss my jaw and earlobe and then leaves a trail of kisses down my neck. I let out a small moan as he kisses my sweet spot between my neck and my shoulder, which in turn makes him growl. The dark situation we are in is forgotten for a moment as we replace it with the heat we have for each other.

      I can feel him pressing his length into me, grinding against my warmth, both of us hot and heavy with need. We need each other, now more than ever before. I know that this time we are going to be fast and rough. I can feel the tension within him, and I know how the past twenty-four hours have impacted him too. My guilt for that continues to burn so deep within my soul; I am not sure it will ever go away. He pushes his hands up my body underneath the light sweater I put on this morning and kneads my breast in his hand while the other hand moves toward my back to free my bra. I lean over to take off my sweater, just as my bra comes loose and he removes that too. His lips crash into my breasts, where he nibbles and sucks one and then the other as his hands continue to travel south to my pants.

      I am wet with desire for him, and he is hard for me. He sits up and pulls his top from behind and over his head, and I get a daylight glimpse of his perfectly sculptured abs and the toned V of his waist. Damn, he is delicious. His body comes back onto mine, and we are chest to chest, both half-naked and panting—our worries pushed to the back of our minds, thoughts of each other continuing to overtake everything else in this moment.

      His hands discover my curves, his lips moving from mine and down my neck. He is exploring my body, kissing what feels like every inch. It feels like he is everywhere, all over me, embedding me into his touch, into his brain, mind-mapping my body just for him.

      “I want you, Scarlett. Every dip, every curve, every freckle,” he says as he continues to travel south, opening my jeans and tugging them down. He sits up and pulls them straight off my legs, looking back at me. He did this the other night too, but now, in the light of day, I can see his features clearly. His eyes are full of adoration as they drink me in, and him admiring me makes me feel more sexy, more wanted, more loved than I’ve ever felt.

      I lift my arms, touching his neck and shoulders, and then skim my fingers down his bare chest, his muscles twitching slightly at my caress. “And I want you. Every muscle, every scar, every inch,” I say as my fingers skirt around his belt before opening it, undoing his zipper, and reaching in to grab him, my hand instinctively wrapping around him. He is hot, throbbing, and hard.

      He pulls down his jeans and stands at the side of the bed, watching me as I continue to grip and pump his cock, eager to feel him in my hands.

      “You’re killing me, Princess…” he groans out, looking down at me with his eyes drunk with arousal. He grabs me with strong hands, bending down and lifting me by the waist, then throwing my back on the large bed before crawling to me, taking my leg and lifting it. He begins kissing me, starting at my feet, then my ankles, leaving a trail of kisses and licks along the inside of my thigh, stopping just before reaching my center. He does it again with the other leg, kissing all the way up, and I lean on my elbows to watch him. He is completely and utterly focused on my body and my needs.

      But this time, he doesn’t stop, and the feeling of his warm, wet mouth on my core is enough to take my breath. I drop my head to the bed and run my fingers through his hair as he licks and sucks me until I am a withering mess underneath him.

      “Oh God…” I moan as my hips begin to move, chasing more friction, wanting more of him, and he brings his hands up and presses my hips down, continuing his assault and not stopping for a minute.

      “Shaun… oh God, oh God,” I pant out as I lose control and completely let go underneath him. My fingers grip his hair, my hips moving to ride his face as my orgasm washes over me.

      Shaun continues lavishing me, before kissing back up to my neck. “I want you, Scarlett. I need to be inside of you,” he whispers into my ear as his hands continue to massage my breasts, and his lips tickle my neck.

      “I want that too. I need you, Shaun,” I whisper, which is all the encouragement he needs as he makes quick work of his underwear, positions himself above me, and looks me in the eye. “Look at me, Scarlett. I want to see your eyes as I fuck you. I need you hard and fast right now, Princess.” I nip his bottom lip, willing him to hurry up, and he doesn’t hesitate. He starts thrusting in and out in perfect rhythm, never losing eye contact. It is pure, hard, fast fucking, giving us both the outlet we need to release our frustrations and emotions from the past twenty-four hours.

      My heart is pumping, our bodies are sweating, slapping together in a heated frenzy. “Oh my God, Shaun,” I pant, well on my way to my second orgasm for the day.

      “Fuck me, Scarlett, you feel so good. Fuck, Princess, I need you,” he says before I lose control, shaking and convulsing, and he follows, roaring my name so loud I’m sure the security team in the basement can hear him.

      He stays on top of me, caressing my body with his hands, trying to memorize every inch of me, not wanting to let me go. Our breathing slows as he sprinkles kisses on my chest and neck. I hear him murmur, “So perfect, Princess, you are so fucking perfect.”

      Shaun moves to the side of me and gathers me into his arms. We lie there on the bed with each other for the next hour, Shaun caressing my skin with one hand, me intertwining my fingers with his other. “How are you feeling, Princess?” he asks me, kissing my head.

      “Perfect. I feel perfect when I’m with you,” I confess. When I first saw Shaun on that plane, who would have ever thought that it would lead to me being in his bed, wrapped in his arms in this moment. Regardless of the target on my head and the hustle and bustle of the city below, we are now firmly in a perfect bubble of peace, and I never want to leave.

      “As much as I want to lie here with you in my arms all afternoon, I think we should get cleaned up and start the lunch again. We need to eat, keep our strength up,” Shaun says, jumping up from the bed, heading to the bathroom, where I hear him turn on the shower. I follow him and step into the shower after him, and he positions me under the hot water, massaging my shoulders and back before grabbing his shower gel and washing my body. He takes care of me so delicately. I can feel him wanting me, hardening again against my back as he washes my hair before turning me to face him and kissing me with ferocious intent.

      “God, Princess, I can’t get enough of you,” he growls as he picks me up and pushes me against the tiled wall in the shower, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he pushes back inside me in one quick thrust. My God, he is big, and my head falls back as his teeth graze my neck and he sucks and bites along my collarbone. He is mad with desire, and I meet him all the way. His hands grab my hips firmly enough that I know I will have bruises tomorrow. I reach out with my hands, grab his hair, and I pull him toward me, wanting to be closer, wanting us to be one. We cling to each other like that until we climax together. Both panting and shaking, he slowly places my feet back on the ground, warm water streaming over our bodies. I look at him and see pure adoration.

      “I can’t get enough of you,” he says with a sly grin on his face, clearly happy with our activities so far today. I can’t help but smile back at him. But before he can say more, my stomach growls in hunger. He chuckles. “Let’s get you fed so we have enough energy for later.” He winks, and we get out of the shower. Shaun passes me a large fluffy white towel, then we quickly change into clean clothes and head back to the kitchen for brunch 2.0.
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      After a large lunch and lots of coffee, Scarlett, clearly exhausted from the day, is sleeping. Curled up in the middle of my large bed, she looks so small, but so peaceful. Her hair is like a halo around her head, and her lips are soft pink, smooth, so kissable, and if we didn’t have a crazy person wanting to kill her, I would crawl into bed with her and take her again and again all afternoon.

      After sitting and watching her for a few moments, I walk to my study and call Romeo. I need more answers and I haven’t heard anything from him for the past few hours. He picks up on the first ring, and I put him on speakerphone so I can make notes if I need to.

      “Boss, everything okay?”

      “Romeo, we are fine. We are still at the penthouse, lying low. What is the latest?”

      Romeo sighs. “We are still working on it all, but the more we dig, the more we uncover, and it isn’t looking pretty. Ray Sullivan seems to have been money laundering for a while now, and it appears that just over a year ago, he was nearly caught. I spoke with former employees who talked about his niece, Scarlett, who he would get to review his financials. Apparently, he did this so his own finance team wouldn’t uncover the fake figures in his financial reports; however, he didn’t think Scarlett would have the brains or experience to pick up on it and expected her to just sign off and push them through.”

      “But she was too smart and picked up on it, didn’t she?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes, sir. According to her father’s former assistant, Scarlett notified her father of the issues she saw, and he confronted his brother Ray, leading to a heated discussion over the phone. It was after that phone call when everything started to happen. According to the assistant, the two brothers argued because Scarlett’s father didn’t want to be involved in any shady business dealings and certainly didn’t want his or Scarlett’s name associated with any of it. But here is when it gets interesting.”

      “I’m listening,” I urge Romeo to continue.

      “I had a team access Ray’s financial reports thanks to the help of Stephen. There was a large sum of money missing from the financials in Ray’s reports. The money was well into the millions. One million dollars was deposited into an account based in Mexico. Another million dollars was deposited into the same account about one week later. The date of these corresponds to the date Scarlett’s family was murdered.”

      “Fuck.” I rub my temples. “This is bad. Did Ray pay to have his own brother and family killed?” I ask as I try to put together the information Romeo gives me. Before he can respond, I hear a small gasp and look up to see Scarlett in the doorway of my office, looking pale as a ghost, eyes as wide as saucers.

      “I’ll call you back, Romeo.” I end the call quickly and rush to Scarlett. I grab her just in time before her eyes roll back into her head, and she falls into my arms. It seems it is all finally getting to be too much for her.

      I lift her up into my arms and carry her bridal style to the couch. I gently shake her shoulders and call her name until she comes around a few moments later. “Stay here. Let me get you some water,” I say before grabbing a bottle of Perrier from the kitchen. I stride back to her, propping her up and helping her drink a few sips before placing her down again.

      “Do you think… Is Uncle Ray… What about…” she starts to stammer, obviously trying to wrap her mind around the situation and what she’d just overheard.

      “Shhhh. Take it easy. I will tell you all that I know.” I try to rein in my anger at her uncle and be gentle with her. I go through the little information I do have, and it appears that some of what I am saying is starting to remind her of some things from a year ago. She remembers talking to her father about Ray’s financials and then not hearing from Ray again after that—which she did think was odd at the time, but never would have thought that it would be useful for the police as a motive or evidence. Her grief at their deaths was all-consuming to her, and her memories of around that time and what happened in the business both came secondary.

      “We need to call the Federal Police in Australia. We need to get Stephen out of the house. Who knows what Uncle Ray is capable of?” Scarlett scrambles to sit up. I admire her and cannot believe after everything this woman has been through, here she is wanting to take action to prevent harm to others when she should just focus on herself. I place my hands on her shoulders, gently pushing her back to relax.

      “I will call Stephen and update him on the news and invite him to stay here with us as well. Your aunt Emily didn’t come back with Ray and is still visiting her sister in Florida, so she is safely away from the situation,” I remind her, trying to calm her before she goes into hysteria. “Let me run you a bath, so you can relax a little while I call Romeo back for all the details and then call Stephen to inform him of what is going on. I will ask him to come here, but he is stubborn, Scarlett, so he may not want to. Plus, we don’t want to alert Ray that we know anything, as that may escalate things.”

      She nods and is quiet, so I take that as my cue to sweep her off her feet and carry her into the large bathroom, where I have an infinity tub with wide views of the city of Boston. It is now toward the end of the day, and the sun is starting to set, giving her a wonderful view of the city skyline and soon to be all the lights. I run the bath and pop in some lavender oil that my mom bought me a few months ago, saying I worked too hard and needed a stress reliever. Undressing Scarlett, I gently kiss her before I pick her up and place her naked body in the bath. I light some candles and kiss her on the forehead and tell her I will be back in twenty minutes to dry her off. I battle with not wanting to leave her and trying to keep her safe. I tell her to relax, before walking back to my study to call Romeo again to get the remaining details. I then call Stephen. “Can you talk?” I ask before he even has a chance to say hello.

      “Yes, I am at the office, getting paperwork for your man, Romeo, and I am here alone,” Stephen replies, and I rub my hands over my face, knowing how hard this must be for him.

      “I just told Scarlett what Romeo and his team have found. She is understandably quite upset and shocked. She wants you to come to the penthouse and stay here,” I say, already aware that he won’t come. He wants to go home and face his father; that is what I would want to do in this situation. The guilt he must be feeling for not knowing his own father was behind all this must be eating at him. I roll my shoulders, trying to ease the tension that is building within me at the thought.

      “No. If I don’t go home, Dad will think something is up. I need to continue as if life is somewhat normal, so he doesn’t suspect anything. We need more proof before we can go to the Feds with this, and I do not want to jeopardize Scarlett’s safety anymore. I just can’t believe that my dad would do this. I mean, fuck, I’m struggling to get my head around this.” I can hear the disbelief in his voice.

      “I know, I know. Let me know what you need, and I will help in any way that I can. But please know that Scarlett is staying with me now, permanently. I will not let her back in that house or back in the office until this is all taken care of. You are free to come here to see her anytime you wish, but she won’t be leaving while there is a target on her head.” I lay my cards out because there is no fucking way she is going anywhere near her uncle ever again.

      “Scarlett means the world to me, Shaun. I can tell that you really care about her. I mean, Scarlett told me that you guys had clicked, and it was obvious that there was chemistry when I saw you together at the gala. Even with all this shit going on, you are still here and protecting her. I appreciate it. I would even go so far as to say that I think you are in love with her.”

      Love. Sure, that word has floated around in my head for the past few weeks since I first saw Scarlett, but now, I am all in. The thought of being in love with someone so quickly is slightly unexpected, but here I am. In that exact situation. I take a deep breath and reply, “I think I am, Stephen. I think I am.”
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      I lie in the bath, not able to enjoy the stunning views through the wall of windows overlooking the city skyline. My head is a jumbled mess of emotions—fear, anticipation, fear, love, fear, terror, and then brokenhearted by what my family has become. Family is everything to me. Moving closer to my only remaining family is what prompted me to move to Boston.

      Bubbles from the bath surround my body, popping and cracking, much like my life has since the night my family died.

      Lavender infiltrates my lungs, and I breathe in the aroma, briefly wondering why a man like Shaun has lavender bath products in his penthouse. I am safe now. Right now, I feel the safest I think I have ever felt. Locked up tight and secure in a penthouse in the sky, in the middle of the city of Boston, with a man who is as good-looking as Chris Hemsworth, as strong as Thor, and as protective as the whole team of Avengers.

      I have no idea what the next hour of my life will entail, so I certainly am not planning my life around Shaun, but the way he is stepping up and taking care of me in this awful situation astounds me. For so long I have had to look after myself, and I am tired. So tired. I am weary, exhausted, and my body and mind need a break. Being able to lean on someone to help me through this is not what I want to do, but I am relieved to have the help and support. Having someone to take care of me is new, but I need it. We have only known each other for a short amount of time, but it is clear to me that our connection is something real, strong, and passionate. Aside from wanting to protect me, I am not sure how he is feeling, given the events of the past few days. Establishing what our relationship is has not been a priority.

      I do have a niggle in my mind which tells me to put up my walls; what if he doesn’t feel the same way about me as I do about him? What if all I am to him is a way to protect his business interests? It is no secret that he has a strong dislike for Uncle Ray and taking down his company would not only make Shaun extremely happy, but also extremely wealthy. Not that he needs more money if this penthouse is anything to go by. Plus, he also has his main house farther out of town, where we spent our first night together after our amazing dinner.

      Thinking back to that night gives me warm feelings down below, and on reflex, I squeeze my legs together at the thought. He is a great lover and was such a gentleman at dinner; he can’t possibly be doing all this just for business. Unfortunately, I can’t trust my own judgment lately. I have just traveled halfway across the world to start my life up again with my uncle Ray, who, as it turns out, could be the very person with a hit out on me. And what about Stephen? Poor Stephen, who didn’t know any of this. What is it going to do to him? I hate to think about what he is going through.

      Rubbing my eyes, I sigh. All this thinking is giving me a headache.

      I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths, smelling the lavender, trying to relax. I am tired. I am so tired of running, always second-guessing myself and my choices. I just want to stop. I just want someone to scoop me up and take care of me and let me know everything is going to be all right and to know that I have someone in my life who is in my corner.

      Just then I hear the door open, and Shaun walks in.

      “Mind if I join you?” He smiles suggestively as he starts to undo his shirt buttons.

      “Not at all, come on in.” The bathtub is huge; you could fit six people in here, so I don’t need to move to make room. As Shaun undresses, it gives me the perfect opportunity to admire his broad shoulders and his well-maintained muscles down his chest.

      “See something you like?” Shaun’s eyes are hooded as he looks down at me while he removes his Calvin Klein boxer briefs and steps into the bath.

      “I do actually, but first, I want to know why Shaun Marshall, Boston’s richest bachelor, has lavender bubble bath.” I try to be jovial but can only manage a sad smile.

      He moves around and sits behind me, pulling my back to his chest. “Hmmm… my mother. She thinks I need to relax more. She bought me a box full of the stuff,” he grumbles, and I giggle. He starts rubbing my shoulders and massaging my neck, so apparently the tension I hold there is visible to others, not just me.

      I let out a small moan at the release of tension. His hands feel so good against my skin. If this wasn’t such an awful situation, this would actually be quite romantic. “There is more evidence coming to light each and every hour. I don’t want to panic you, but I think it is important for you to be aware that this has the potential to ruin your uncle, and as a result, Stephen may get caught in the crossfire. I want you to remain here with me until all this is out in the open and your safety is assured. My team is working through the night to gather evidence with Stephen's help, and we should have enough by morning to call the authorities and get this all sorted out. By tomorrow, we should have you removed from any hit or target that Ray has put on you.”

      I sigh. Is it too much to want to just crawl up in his bed and pull the covers over my head now?

      “I spoke with Stephen and offered him to come here as well, but he wants to stay at home…”

      “What!” I bolt upright, turning to look at Shaun. Water splashes around us and over the side of the tub. “Why? How? What is he thinking?”

      “He thinks that if he leaves, then it will alert Ray that something is up, so he is just going to head home and lock himself in his room for the night and get back into the office early in the morning. I tried to talk him out of it, but he was adamant.” Shaun reaches for me, trying to calm me, knowing that I am panicking. My heart is beating out of my chest, my lavender bliss now all but forgotten.

      “We have to go get him. He can’t stay in the house with that man! Uncle Ray is a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them. He will know where Stephen is and what he is doing at the office, so he can’t go home; we need to go get him,” I say, waving my hands about, nearly in hysterics before I stand up quickly, feeling impatient and dumbfounded as to why Stephen would stay in that house with that man. I step out of the bath, water sloshing everywhere as I grab a towel.

      “Scarlett, wait, we cannot go over there. You are not leaving here, not until it is not safe for you to leave,” Shaun says, stepping out of the bath right behind me, ensuring I don’t make a run for it. I quickly dry my body, an action he copies.

      “Then we call the police; we send Romeo. We send one of the guys from the basement; God knows there’s enough of them down there. We can’t let Stephen go back there; he needs to be safe.” Shaun wraps a towel around his waist, water droplets still running down his bare body, his eyebrows pressed together in a scowl. “Okay, let me call him again, but I can’t force him, Scarlett. He is his own man, and I can’t just kidnap him and bring him here.”

      I appreciate that he will speak to him again. My heart starts to slow a little. “I want to speak with him. I am not taking no for an answer!” I am adamant. Stephen will be in survival mode, but I know what it is like to be without your father, so he will also be confused, angry, and emotional by these latest revelations. I march into the bedroom and put on some fresh clothes, my semi-relaxed bath now a distant memory.

      “Here,” Shaun says, “use my phone.” I punch in Stephen’s number and wait for him to pick up. It goes to voicemail. “Stephen, it’s Scarlett. Call me on Shaun’s phone as soon as you get this message.”

      I look up at Shaun, his face in a scowl again. “What? What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking it is odd he isn’t answering.” Shaun grabs his phone.

      “Romeo, go to the Heatherstone Enterprise building and check on Stephen. We need him safe and back here, if possible. Take the men that you need to ensure a seamless visit,” Shaun barks into his cell, and my eyes go wide as panic builds in me again.

      I look at Shaun. “I don’t have a good feeling about this, Shaun. Not at all.”
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      Scarlett looks at me with her deep-blue eyes, and I see they are filled with panic and concern. What I wouldn’t do to take all that away from her. I have all the money in the world, the country’s best security team, and yet I still can’t guarantee her safety. It drives me crazy.

      Seeing her over the past weeks, I have come to understand that she is so much more than I ever thought, but if I can’t protect her, then I don’t deserve her.

      I put on my black Henley top and jeans and run my hands through my hair for what feels like the millionth time today. How can I fix this? How can I make this better so that I can start living a life with Scarlett that she deserves? After all she has been through, I want to show her the world, show her happiness and love. Love. I never thought I would ever think that about a woman. But yet here I am, certain that is the feeling I have for her. Does she even feel the same way? Are we just crazy, thinking that what we have is real? But it feels very real, and I know for sure that I have never had these intense feelings before.

      Stephen getting paperwork and evidence from the office is a risky move, but one he wanted to take. I know he is overwhelmed and concerned, but he is willing to do the hard work now to ensure that Scarlett is safe, regardless of the possibility it is his own father causing the mayhem we are currently experiencing. I just hope that he is unharmed. Surely, a father wouldn’t hurt his own child? The thought that he might sends a shiver down my spine.

      Old man Ray. I knew he was a slimy bastard. I always had a feeling he was dirty. My father was right about him all this time, to never trust him and to always be wary. It is one thing to wash money and falsify accounting and financial information, but murder? Murdering your own flesh and blood, your own brother! That is a whole other level of crazy. I think of my own brother Marco and wonder how mentally unhealthy you would have to be to cause your own brother pain like Ray did.

      As Scarlett gets dressed, I take a moment to call Marco and fill him in on the situation. We never keep anything from each other, and I have kept him updated throughout the day with quick texts, but now I need to hear his voice.

      “Shaun,” Marco breathes out my name in a sigh of relief.

      “I’m okay. We’re okay. We are at the penthouse, but I am trying to get Stephen safe, and at the moment, we can’t find him. Scarlett is scared for his safety.” My words rush out, trying to give him all the information.

      “I have packed Mom up, and she has gone to stay at Aunt Jenny's. Let me grab a few things, and I will be over to your place in thirty minutes. You are not doing this alone; I am going to be with you.” I breathe a sigh of relief. He is always there when I need him.

      “Thanks, Marco.”

      “Anytime, brother.” I hang up the phone, knowing that support is coming.

      My feet barely touch the floor as I walk swiftly back to the bedroom and see Scarlett perched on the edge of the bed. Sitting down next to her, I grab her hand and start caressing her fingers, something I never did before I met her, but the need to nurture her is strong in me. It seems to calm her, and it calms me too.

      “Don’t worry, Princess, we are nearly there. We just need to gather more evidence, and then we will hand it all over to the police.” I try to reassure her, knowing that the next twenty-four hours are going to be critical. I pull her close to me, and she lets out a breath. I notice that she is shaking, a symptom that tells me it is all getting to be too much for her.

      “It’s late. Why don’t I organize some food? Marco is on his way over to help, and we may be waiting a while for Romeo to get back to us on Stephen,” I offer and she nods, following me out to the kitchen. As I grab a bottle of wine, my phone pings, and I see that it is Romeo already.

      “Give me an update,” I say, not wanting to waste time on formalities. I put him on speakerphone so Scarlett can hear as well.

      “Stephen is not here. Looks like there was a struggle. There are papers everywhere, upturned desks, and streaks of blood in the freight elevator. I am trying to tap into the security cameras now, but it looks like they went out the back way via the loading dock. Whoever took him knew their way around the building,” Romeo yells out, clearly on-site, trying to look over everything at the same time he is speaking to us.

      “Fuck!” I yell, rubbing my eyes with my hands, not wanting to look Scarlett in her eyes as I hear her gasp in shock.

      “My men and I will photograph everything, but we won’t disturb the crime scene. I will report back once we know more,” Romeo confirms, and I hang up, looking at Scarlett. I thought she would look distraught, but I see something else. I see defiance, and my eyes widen, taking in this new look. Before I can say anything, the elevator pings and Marco walks in.

      “Brother,” he says as he enters, and we give each other a brotherly hug-slap embrace. He looks at Scarlett and says, “Scarlett, I'm here for you. I'm here for both of you.”

      “Thanks, Marco,” Scarlett whispers quietly, still lost in her thoughts.

      Marco orders some food from the closest Chinese takeaway place as I pull Scarlett to the couch and settle her in my arms. I’m not sure what she is thinking since Romeo’s phone call, but I feel she is different. She doesn’t look scared or panicked anymore. I can feel her anger permeating through her; I feel her body vibrating with strength, her muscles tense like she is ready to pop.

      Her eyes are laser-focused, and she cracks her knuckles. My phone rings, grabbing her attention as well, and I look down at it on the counter, shocked to see it is old man Ray. I pick it up on speaker again and wave Marco over to listen.

      “What are you doing, old man?” I say between gritted teeth.

      “Put my niece on the phone!” he yells at the top of his lungs, his anger barely contained.

      “Uncle Ray, I am here,” Scarlett says, her voice stable and strong. Her continued strength astounds me even now.

      “We have enough evidence to put you away for life, old man, for the money laundering scheme and murder, so you better tell us where Stephen is and turn yourself in…” I know I am giving away all our cards, but I want this to end.

      Before I can finish, old man Ray laughs, a sinister, crazy laugh that would rival any movie villain.

      “Even now you think you have the upper hand, Shaun, but let me tell you that you don’t. You're just as delusional as your father.” He is flippant in his response, and it is frustrating.

      “Scarlett, meet me at the corner of Hanover and Commercial in one hour, if you know what’s good for you and Stephen. And come alone,” Ray says, but before we can get further information, the phone goes dead. I jump off the sofa and start pacing, feeling even more useless than I did half an hour ago.

      “I have to go. I have to meet him.” Scarlett stands up from the sofa, her shoulders back, her head high.

      “You’re not going,” I bark at her. When I look at her to apologize for my abruptness, I see her staring at me, and if looks could kill, I would be six feet under.

      “I wasn’t asking for permission, Shaun. I am going to meet him.” I have no idea where she draws her strength from, but she now has plenty of it.

      I reach for her hand. “Scarlett, Princess, you can’t go. He will take you; I will never see you again. He is evil…” She looks at me, and we both know that it doesn’t matter what I say or what I do, her mind is made up.

      “He has Stephen, and he obviously wants or needs something from me. I have to go; I need to go. I am going to change my clothes, and then I am going,” she says before turning abruptly and walking down the hall to the bedroom. I lower my head and take five minutes to gather my thoughts, then I feel Marco’s hand rest on my shoulder, offering me his support. I stand up and sigh. “I need her,” I say to Marco, desperation in my voice.

      He nods. “I will call Romeo. If she is going, we can still protect her.”

      I nod and walk to the windows and look out at the Boston skyline.

      Hanover and Commercial is a busy intersection, near the docks and close to the airport. I have a bad feeling about this. I fear for her safety, but their escape route is starting to appear obvious. I am not giving up without a fight, and I will fight till the death for Scarlett. I think about the layout of the city and start to formulate a plan.

      Calling out to Marco, we put Romeo on speaker, and I put my plan in motion. Old man Ray might own half of this city, but he is forgetting who owns the other half.

      Me.
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      As I make my way into the bedroom to change, I realize that I am shaking. While this whole ordeal is terrifying, the shaking at the moment is coming from anger. I am angry. I am so fucking angry. I am sick of my life being dictated by Uncle Ray. No. By Ray Sullivan. No longer will I consider him family. He is a monster, and I want this to end. This is going to end tonight. It has been a while since I have felt like this. The emotions I have felt for the past year fall into the category of extreme sadness, darkness, and fear. But now, I have nothing but pure rage flowing through my veins. The twelve months spent in police protection gave me a lot of insight, but I took advantage of the situation and trained my mind and body daily with each police officer issued to me.

      At first, I trained in self-defense as a coping mechanism in order to protect myself if needed. Toward the end, though, I trained to fight. The last police officer managing me was an MMA fighter in his spare time, and he could tell I needed the release, so he taught me everything he could. Because not only did I want to defend myself, but I could feel anger starting to permeate my body, and I needed to get it out. I needed a violent release.

      I grab my jeans, sweater, and Nike shoes that I packed because this is not a meeting where Louboutins are necessary. I go to the bathroom and tie my hair in a bun, turning myself into a fighter, both inside and out. Shaun doesn’t want me to go, I understand that, but I have to. Stephen needs me, and for the past year, I have been running away, but now, for once in my life, I want to meet it all head-on.

      As I head back to the kitchen, Marco and Shaun are talking, so I take the time to grab a bottle of water from the fridge and gather my thoughts. I stand at the window, looking out at the city below, waiting, waiting for my time to come. I feel him before I see him. He presses his body against my back and puts his hands on my shoulders, running them up and down my arms. He kisses my neck as he whispers, “You don’t have to go. I don’t want you to go, but I know that you want to, so I am going to make it as safe as possible for you to do what you want to do.”

      I turn in his arms and look at him in shock. I thought for sure he would try to talk me out of it.

      “Scarlett, I see the determination on your face. I know that you need to do this, for you, for your family. But I am not letting you go alone, and I am not letting you go without protection.” Shaun is firm in his stance, and I know he cares, but I have to do this. I need to do this.

      “But he said to go alone,” I say in response, not sure of what will happen if I am not alone.

      “Ray won’t see my people and won’t know our plans, but we will drop you off at the intersection where he has requested, and Romeo, Marco, the team, and I will be watching. We will get you and Stephen safely away from Ray before anything can happen. Do you trust me, Princess? Do you trust me to help you get out of this and away from him safely?” he asks, his eyes wide, waiting for my response.

      As I look at Shaun, I can see concern in his eyes, but I also see a steely resolve; he knows this is it. This is our only chance to get this over with. I nod, not sure if my voice will break if I use it. He pulls me close, and I realize that here in his arms is truly the first place that has felt like home for me in a long time.

      We hold each other for a while and startle when the elevator dings, announcing arrivals to our floor. I pull away, and Shaun puts me behind him in a protective manner as Marco joins him, both boys shielding me from the elevator doors, although they don’t seem alarmed, just protective. “It is just Romeo,” he says, holding my hand.

      Romeo, along with six men in all black, enter the apartment. He nods to Shaun. “It’s time,” he says. We follow them into the elevator, which takes us to the basement again. Upon exiting the elevator, I notice five black Escalades lined up, with another twenty men dressed in black around them. Leaving the safety of the penthouse, I am now reminded of the dark hell I am in, and my stomach flips. I feel nauseous. As my eyes dart around, a warm hand grabs mine, calming me immediately. Shaun holds a beautiful necklace in front of me. While it is stunning, it is not the time for gifts, so I look at him in confusion.

      “Princess, Romeo will take you to the drop-off point and give you some instructions on the way. We already have people in place throughout the city, and we will have eyes watching you the entire time. Romeo has a small listening device and tracker inserted into this necklace, so you must wear this and not take it off. Do you understand?”

      I nod, once again scared to talk in case my voice breaks. Shaun puts the necklace on me and Romeo checks that it is all operational and working properly.

      “Princess, this ends tonight, and it ends with you and me back here, where you belong. Do you understand me? You must do everything Romeo explains to you, and you and I will be together again very soon.” I gulp, trying to steel my nerves, which are slowly creeping up my spine. I can do this. I know I can. “I will. I promise,” I say to help alleviate both our fears.

      His deep-green eyes grip mine, his voice thick with determination and confidence. He grabs my chin and brings his lips to mine, taking me hungrily before breaking away and nodding to Romeo.

      “Scarlett, this way.” Romeo grabs my elbow and pulls me toward one of the vehicles. As I get into the car, I notice all the other men climb into the other cars, and Shaun and Marco get into the one behind ours as well. Knowing that Marco is with Shaun calms me. Shaun is a family man, and it is one of the many things I love about him. I am happy that his brother is by his side in this.

      As we pull away, my heart is thumping. Romeo starts talking about how things will work. How they will drop me off, how they have people watching, and lets me know they will be listening in to the entire meeting via the necklace.

      “We expect them to grab you and take you somewhere. Our guess is to the docks or to the airport–both are close by, and we have both covered. You must not let them know we are near or watching you.”

      I nod. I feel like I have nodded so much over this past hour my head will drop off. The anger and confidence I had just moments ago in the penthouse is slowly seeping out of my body, but I try to hold it in as much as possible, not wanting to be weak in front of Ray.

      Our car is getting closer to the drop-off point, and when I turn around, I no longer see Shaun’s car behind us.

      “Don’t worry,” Romeo says, not looking at me, “he won’t be far away.”

      As I face forward again, I realize that this is up to me now. I need to be strong. For Stephen, for my family, for Shaun, but most of all for myself. I need to do this for myself.

      This is it. It is now or never.
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      Seeing her get in the car and leave was the hardest thing I have ever had to do in my entire life. The air left my lungs, and my knees went weak. Had Marco not been there next to me, I think I may have faltered, but his presence gave me strength, such is our bond. I got into my car before I crumbled right there in the basement, in front of the entire security team.

      I was confident, though. We had a plan. We worked on it quickly, but it was solid. We had teams of people positioned throughout Boston. There was no way that she would leave this city or be locked away anywhere where we couldn’t find her. I just had to trust that Ray wouldn’t kill her, which I knew he wouldn’t. I had to believe that he wouldn’t. She has been in Boston for weeks, and he hasn’t tried to yet. I have a feeling that he wants to keep her alive, for what reason I am not sure, but I have to trust my gut. My gut is telling me that he may actually care for Scarlett in some weird and twisted way.

      Being one of the country’s richest men has many advantages, one of which is that I have many contacts. I own a lot of land and properties around the city, and I have a few favors that I call in. My team has secured the airport, the docks, and properties all around the drop-off point. They are also strategically positioned on the outskirts of town and in any known places of interest that Ray has. I am not sure what Ray is going to do tonight or what he wants, but I am confident I have all bases covered.

      Marco and I are driven to our off-site security warehouse. We have a team stationed here who have full access to all street cameras and the city security cameras, thanks to a favor I called in from the chief of police who was friends with my father. He is also pulling together a task force now that I have handed over all documentation and evidence that we have. He already has a team of police at the Heatherstone Enterprises building, gathering more intelligence, and is putting together a team of forensic accountants to go through the boxes of paperwork and digital files we have gathered. It is going to be a long night for all, but by sunrise, I am hopeful that Ray will be in police custody and my Princess will be back by my side.

      As we turn off the main road to go to our safe warehouse, I stare hard at Scarlett’s car before she disappears out of sight. I send up a small prayer to my father to keep her safe and bring her back to me. He would have liked Scarlett; I am sure of it. As if sensing my feelings, Marco slaps me on the shoulder, providing support, although concern is etched on his face.

      Our car comes to a halt outside of the off-site security warehouse located near the docks. I am ushered inside, and I find more men from my security team, then I am led to our control room where I can hear and see everything. Monitors flicker between images of streets and intersections, and men work quietly on computers, tracking traffic and searching for cars that match any registered to Ray.

      I pace the room, starting to feel anxious. I have been in this room before; hell, I one hundred percent fund this room. This is the base where Romeo works from. Security for me and my family over the years has been needed. It is during times like these that I am glad I have the means to have all this at my disposal. But once I see the activity, I am reminded about how serious this situation is, and I start to second-guess my choices this evening. I should have kept her at home; I should have kept her safe.

      “Okay, we have visuals,” someone yells out to the room, breaking my thoughts as we all pay attention to the screens.

      We see Scarlett get out of the car at the intersection and the car drive away. My Princess, even in the darkest time, is such a shining light to me. All I want to do is reach into the screen, grab her, and pull her back to me. My heart is thumping so hard, I feel like it is going to burst right out of my chest as I run my hands through my hair and heave air into my lungs like it is about to evaporate.

      “A car has pulled up,” Marco says, looking at the screens just as intently as I am. As I lean closer to the monitor, I see a big man step out of the car. He doesn’t look familiar, but another team is already running him through facial recognition software. Opening the back door of the car, he encourages Scarlett to enter, which she does.

      “Okay, keep a visual. Simon, do a search on the plates. Jones, bring the street camera up on the big screen, and let’s track this motherfucker,” Romeo says as he walks in the door. Looking at me, he says, “She is good. She is strong. She can do this.”

      “Okay, audio coming in now,” one of the guys says, and all of a sudden, I hear her. My Princess. I can now breathe a little easier.

      “Where’s Stephen?” I hear her ask, her voice strong and clear.

      “My Scarlett, it is good to see you, my dear. I knew you would come. And what a pretty necklace… Did Shaun give this to you?” Ray’s voice makes me sick to my stomach as I hear him through the speakers in the room talking to Scarlett in the car.

      “Don’t touch me!” Scarlett yells, and I detect a slight panic in her tone, which causes my skin to prickle and my anger to rise. If he fucking touches her, I will end him.

      “Where did such a pretty necklace come from, my dear?” Ray snickers as I hear muffled sounds.

      “Shit, he knows it is a listening device,” Romeo says as I see him rubbing his eyes.

      “No! Don’t!” I hear Scarlett cry before a loud scrape and the noises of cars and traffic come to my ears.

      “Fuck, he threw the necklace out of the car,” Jones comments.

      I grip the chair in front of me, my knuckles turning white. We all watch the monitors and track the vehicle. We may have lost audio, but we still have our eyes on her. The car is driving in a repeat pattern around a city block, going around and around, seemingly to always get a green light, so it never stops. As we watch and wait, suddenly all our monitors go black.

      “What the fuck?” I say, looking at Romeo.

      “Where are our visuals? Jones, talk to me, what the fuck is happening?” Romeo yells at his team.

      “Someone has cut the feed. Not us, boss, on the outside. Our access has been cut,” Jones yells back.

      “Fuck!” I yell. “This cannot be happening!” I run my hands through my hair, yanking on the ends as I pace back and forth in the small room. What feels like hours go by, but it is only a matter of minutes before we are back online.

      “They’re up. We are back,” Simon yells as everyone in the room holds their breath and stares at the monitors.

      “Where is she?” I ask, my eyes feverishly looking at all the screens, trying to see the car and get my eyes on my girl.

      “I can’t see the car,” Marco murmurs as the entire room is quiet, each person looking intently at the screens like we are all searching for a sign of life in a rough sea.

      “We lost her,” a voice calls out as my heart breaks into a million pieces.
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      It is not a cold night, but my body tremors with chills, and my shaking hands have returned. Ever since I got into this car, I feel the loathing that is coming from Ray. The moment he caught sight of my necklace, he knew what it really was, so it didn’t last long before he ripped it from my neck and threw it out the car window.

      After driving around in what feels like circles, the car suddenly jolts quickly down a small side street and continues to take alleyways and more side streets until we reach a dark part of the docks. The car drives straight into a warehouse, the roller door closing swiftly behind us. It all takes less than five minutes, and I can feel the air change around me. Ray is now in full criminal mode in what appears to be his lair.

      “Where are we?” I demand of Ray, noticing the sly grin on his face that I will take great pleasure to slap off him one day.

      “Nowhere you will be found. Even though we are not far away from him, he will not find you here. Unless he pays me for you, of course,” he says slyly as he gets out of the car. My door opens and large hands grab my arms and pull me violently from the car, pushing me toward a door.

      “What are you talking about?” I scream at Ray. I should have known. After all the information Shaun shared with me, more and more memories of Uncle Ray come floating back. His business acumen has never been professional, and I can’t believe I never saw it sooner.

      “You know, Scarlett, Shaun is no better than his father. I offered his father the deal of a lifetime years ago, and he disregarded me without a second glance. He looked at me like I was the scum on his shoe. He was a prick, and Shaun is exactly like him. I may not have gotten his business then, but with you as my little pawn, I should be able to get the millions I deserve now.”

      “You’re holding me for ransom?” I’m shocked to my core at his admission, and a chill runs down my spine. He is my blood, my uncle, yet I am merely a pawn in his game that he leverages for money. I feel sick to my stomach and more alone than I have ever felt before.

      “You know, for someone so bright, it takes you a while to catch on. I sometimes wish you had been home with your family the night I organized their deaths. But then I wouldn’t get this second chance at getting my millions.” He snickers.

      “I encouraged you to come to Boston so I could set a trap for Shaun. I knew that he would want you. You have beauty and brains. All I had to do was set up a few chance meetings, like the same flight from LAX to Boston, the business summit, and of course, our family charity gala. You were the perfect carrot that I dangled in front of him. Now that I have you, the only way he can get you back is to hand over his money. This deal with Shaun and Stephen is monopoly money compared to what I would have now if the deal I had offered his father went through all those years ago. I will ruin his family by taking what he values the most, his business or his girl. Perhaps I will be a total bastard and take both.” I stare at him in shock. I can’t comprehend the words that are coming from a man who, only a day ago, hugged me like a daughter. Bile rises up my throat and the need to swallow quickly keeps me silent. My nerves are shot, and my hands begin to shake as it dawns on me that I may not actually survive this. Ray nods to his men who grab me and start pushing me forward again, away from him.

      As we walk, I look around to see if I can get my bearings before we continue walking through rooms and corridors, leaving Ray behind us in his lair. It is like a maze, and I have no doubt they have taken me this way so I cannot get out of my own accord. The rough hands haven’t let go of me, and they dig into my arms painfully. I am sure big purple bruises will decorate my arms in a matter of hours. We stop at a door before another man opens it, and I am thrust inside, the door slammed shut behind me. I stand there trying to digest everything I was just told. The room is small. There is no window, and it is made from a concrete floor and walls. The lighting is dim; however, I know I am not alone.

      “Who’s there? Who are you?” I ask, trying to sound confident and not at all scared, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “Scarlett,” a voice whispers.

      I turn my head to the back corner and see a huddled figure. “Stephen!” I run over to him and see he is black and blue. His clothes are ripped, and his face is nearly unrecognizable due to the swelling and bruising. Blood seeps from his nose and cuts above his eyes.

      “Oh my God, what happened?” I take his hand to offer comfort, not sure which part of his body is broken and not wanting to cause him more pain.

      “Dad, he… his men… He has lost his mind, Scarlett. He knows we know about his money laundering, and he knows we know he had your family killed. He is desperate now, and a desperate man does desperate things.” Stephen is disheveled and wide-eyed, clearly panicked and shocked at what has occurred over the past twenty-four hours. His voice is rough, no doubt from lack of fluids. God knows how long he has been down here, all beaten and bloody.

      “I know,” I respond, careful not to upset Stephen further.

      “I didn’t know, Scarlett. I didn’t know about any of it. I am so sorry. He used me to get you and now is using you to get to Shaun. He wants money and lots of it and plans to get it from Shaun so he can use it to run. He is holding us ransom.”

      “I know,” I say again, defeat evident in my tone. “I played right into his hands–coming as soon as he requested.” Guilt and remorse rack my body as I think back to Shaun asking me not to meet Ray. Why didn’t I listen?

      It’s always been about the money for Ray; he never cared about family. I have never despised a man more than I do Ray right now. And poor Shaun. I should never have gotten close to him. Now my family is going to ruin him, and it is all my fault. My eyes sting with tears. I have to be strong, but guilt is eating away at me more and more every second I am here.

      “I overheard the men talking. Their plan now that he has us both is to contact Shaun and arrange a meeting. He hands over the money, and Ray will hand us back over to Shaun.” It makes sense, but I don’t think that will happen. Ray has too much at stake now to let us all go. He won’t hand us over. In fact, I think he will do everything he can to get the money and kill us all, giving him full access and a free getaway.

      I slide to the floor, my legs no longer able to keep me upright. The thoughts in my head are running wild, and I feel the start of a migraine coming on.

      “I did this. I should never have come to Boston. Shaun will lose everything if he agrees to the ransom. Surely, he won’t do it. His family business means too much to him. Plus, Ray is evil. I don’t think he will hand us over; I think he will kill us tonight.”

      “You mean too much to him, Scarlett. I don’t know what Shaun will do, but I know he loves you,” Stephen says, and visions of Shaun enter my mind.

      “Loves me?” I squeak out, looking at Stephen, who just nods in reply. “We have to do something; we need to get out of here.” I look around the room, now even more eager to get out of this place and find Shaun, protect him from all this, and keep him away from Ray. I have just found this man; there is no way I could go on if he falls victim to my family’s awful criminal activities, or even worse, ends up dead.

      “There is no way out, Scarlett. We just have to wait,” Stephen says sluggishly as his body deflates at the realization.

      I look at Stephen, and he is in bad shape. No doubt the bruises and cuts on his face extend down his body as well, and perhaps a few broken ribs also contribute to his pain. I sit silently next to him, not letting go of his hand, trying to give him as much comfort as I can, knowing that he must be in a world of both physical and emotional pain that his father has caused.

      We quietly wait in the dimly lit room for what feels like hours. My legs are tired and sore from the cement floor, but just as I start to stand, the door swings open and someone grabs me by the arms again and drags me out of the room. I struggle to keep pace with the man dragging me, so his hands pull tighter. I hear Stephen yelling before the door closes, and I am back in the maze of corridors and walkways. The bright light in the hallway blinds me as my eyes try to adjust, and I keep falling as my legs are numb. I can’t keep up with the men who are walking swiftly and pushing me forward.

      I am pushed into a large warehouse that is filthy with rubbish, empty crates, and boxes scattered around. I see Ray, standing so proudly in the room in his expensive suit, with another two men next to him.

      “Ah, darling, had a nice catch-up with your cousin, I see. I’m glad you had a chance for a final goodbye, because the end is near, my dear.” My eyes flick to his, and I no longer see the uncle I thought I once had. His eyes are now wide and crazy, no life in them, nothing but pure evil. I didn’t think he would let me go, but hopefully he spares Stephen. If the end is near for me, so be it. I just don’t want anyone else hurt in the process.

      He edges closer to me so that our faces nearly meet. “You know, you look as pretty as your mother. Too bad my brother found her first; I would have done anything to ravish her and fuck her senseless.”

      I gasp. The anger I felt before simmers up in my body, and I spit in his face. He replies quickly with a punch to my cheek, and I fall backward, my head hitting the cement floor. Before I have time to register what is happening, I am kicked twice in the ribs, and I not only feel them break, but hear them snap. I am pretty sure that my nose may also be broken, and my head is thumping from where it contacted the floor when I fell. Seeing black patches, my vision starts to blur, and I shake my head, trying to regain focus.

      “Now, now, my dear, that is no way to treat your favorite uncle. Time for you to get up. We have a visitor.” He steps back and wipes his face with his white handkerchief before his musclemen pull me up by my hair and push me to Ray's side.

      “Now, this is where things will get exciting, so don’t faint on me yet,” he says with an evil grin as he grabs my arm with such force that I whimper in pain and do my best to stand upright and close to him. The roller door opens and two cars drive in.

      I am in immense pain and feel nauseous, but I need to keep focused. I feel wetness on my chest and look down to see blood coming from my nose, running down my chin, and dripping onto my clothes. There is a lot of it, and I start to feel queasy at the sight and smell.

      My vision continues to fade, but I try not to focus on the pain and concentrate on the scene in front of me. Men get out of the cars, and I try to look at them to see who they are, but my vision keeps fading. I think I can hear voices; there is talking, then that quickly turns to yelling. I can’t see faces, the bodies all blurring together in front of me, and I shake my head again, trying once again to clear my vision. I hear my name, then Ray pulls me in front of him tightly and black dots start appearing. My legs start to give way just as I feel the cold steel barrel of a gun on my temple and hear the click of the safety being released.
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      This day has gone from bad to worse. First, we lose our communications with Scarlett and our tracking device, and now we don’t even have a visual on her. All I see is red. Anger swells in my body, and I begin to shake. Looking at Romeo, I know he understands that he better fucking fix this situation, and quickly. I stand up and pace around the room, no longer able to focus or remain calm. I wring my hands together and need to wipe my brow because I feel the sweat dripping down my temple. We need to fucking find her.

      “Find her!” I yell to everyone in the room. They seem to switch up a gear at my sudden outburst, and men start running, people are tapping on phones and keyboards, and things start moving more rapidly than they were before.

      I refuse to acknowledge the heavy mix of fear and remorse that has joined together and settled in the pit of my stomach. I am slowly realizing that I helped the most beautiful woman who has ever graced my life be taken, and I hate to think what they are doing to her right at this very moment.

      “Fuck!” I yell as I take a seat, my head hanging low, and I pull at the ends of my hair like I am trying to pull a bright idea out of my mind to help us get out of this mess, to help get Scarlett back. Marco is near me. I can feel his presence.

      “If they lay a hand on her, I will use all my money and power to ensure they never see the light of day again,” I murmur to no one in particular as I clench and unclench my hands, wanting desperately to punch something or someone, my anger is rising by the second. I have a small spark of hope in me that Ray won’t hurt his darling niece, but the fact that he had his own brother killed in cold blood reminds me that he is capable of the ugliest acts.

      I stand up again, too antsy to sit still for long; I need to be doing something. I continue to pace as the team rushes around me. Minutes turn into hours and still nothing. Where are you, Scarlett? Where have they taken you?

      My mind races, trying to think of where they would go. We had the airport covered, so I know they aren’t in the air, jetting off to some international country. We have teams scouring the docks–but no boats have been seen coming or going. All his homes, offices, and other known locations are all under surveillance; nothing has been seen there either.

      As my mind races, I hear one of the team yell, “Found something!” I race toward them, my heart in my mouth.

      “Look at this,” he says as a video comes up on the main screen in the room, all eyes watching. “You can see on the left there is a car that matches the make, model, and description of the one Scarlett entered into earlier today–approximately two hours ago.”

      Two hours… How has it been two hours already?

      “It is entering this warehouse here on the left side of the main dock, and it hasn’t exited as of yet.”

      The warehouse he points out is an old storage space for imports/exports into the city and is literally less than five minutes from the drop-off point. He hasn’t taken her anywhere remote; she has been right under everyone’s nose from the start. It is then my mobile phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, I look down and see the name on the screen. Ray Sullivan.

      “Everybody, quiet!” I yell to the room, giving a nod to Romeo so he knows who is on the other end of the phone.

      “Ray, where is she?” I ask with pure malice in my voice.

      “Shaun, I would like to say that it is nice to talk with you, but it isn’t. Thank you for taking such good care of my niece. Scarlett is such a beautiful young woman; wouldn’t you say so?”

      The sound of Ray’s voice is evil, and his suggestive tone makes me want to gag. “If you have so much as even touched her, I will kill you myself.”

      “Are you threatening me, Shaun? Scarlett is such a pretty little thing. It has taken me over a year to earn her trust and get her to come to me here in Boston, where I could finish the job I started on her family. She was my last little piece to getting what I wanted. What your father didn’t deliver on a year ago.”

      “What are you talking about?” I shout, my anger rising.

      “You see, Scarlett was just a carrot I dangled to get to you. Your father denied a business deal that would have made me millions, and now I want that money.”

      “You took Scarlett to get to me? You took Scarlett because you wanted our family money? Money that my father didn’t want to give you? Where is she?” I yell, my fury evident to everyone in the room.

      “Shaun, you have two hours. If you want Scarlett back, I will require fifty million dollars in cash. In an hour, I will call you with the drop-off location. So, the choice is now yours, Shaun—the girl or your money.”

      Then the phone goes dead. Ray has ended the call holding all the cards.

      “There is no way I can get fifty million in cash in two hours,” I say to Marco. “But there is also no way I am leaving without Scarlett.”

      “Let me call in the banks and see what we can get in such a short time frame,'' Marco says and then walks off to make some calls.

      “He doesn’t know that we have his location. We can be on him before he calls back. We have the manpower and gunpower to end this right now.” Romeo looks at me, waiting for my decision. I would pay all that I have to get Scarlett back, but the deadline to do so cannot be met, something Ray should know, but he isn’t thinking straight.

      I look at Marco before I look at Romeo. “Let’s go and end this fucker.”

      “Get our tactical team ready. We are leaving in five minutes,” Romeo yells to everyone in the room, and the whole team hustles like there is a fire in the building.

      Romeo gives me a handgun before looking at me. “Let’s go get your girl.”

      I turn to Marco. “Stay put. One of us needs to be in control from here.” He nods as I follow Romeo quickly down to the garage and back into one of the Escalades.

      “You stay behind me until we can assess the situation,” Romeo says to me in the back of the car.

      “I’m going to get my girl, Romeo. You just keep me safe while I’m doing it,” I offer back to him.

      I will be careful, but I am getting my Princess back today. There is no doubt in my mind. The drive to the warehouse is quick. Half the team came with our car, the other half went a different route, and we already have a third team in place monitoring the warehouse and blocking off all known access points. Marco is managing the team back at the control room. No one is coming in or out of this place without our knowledge. From what we learned in our quick investigation, it is a huge warehouse. In fact, it is numerous warehouses all merged together to form one superlarge compound. It is somewhat of a hideaway, but right in the middle of the city. Ray certainly had plans in motion for a while to have a place like this already set up, ready to use.

      He may not realize his time is up, but it is. City police have been notified, and Ray is going down tonight. I just need to get Scarlett first. I am more determined than ever, but I also hope that we aren’t too late. The thought of Scarlett having already been harmed, or worse, already dead, is one I really don’t want to entertain. It makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      As we pull up, a roller door opens, and our cars drive in. It’s then that I see her. My Princess is black and blue and barely standing, being held up by Ray.

      “Fuck!” I say to Romeo. Ray knew we would come.

      We jump out and move to the front of the cars.

      “Let her go,” I demand, looking straight at Ray, ready to fucking kill him with my bare hands if I need to.

      “Didn’t get the money, I see. I knew you would come, always so rash in your decision-making, just like your father.” Ray is taunting me, and it is working because my blood is boiling.

      “Let her go,” I demand again as I begin to take a few steps closer to them. Watching him closely, my eyes also flick subtly to the other men around the room, trying to assess how I can get to Scarlett.

      Ray laughs. “Do you think I am stupid? I will kill this fucking little slut right here, right now, in front of you, unless you go and get me my fifty million.” He sounds like a crazy person, totally unhinged, and my fears grow exponentially at the tone in which he speaks of Scarlett. It’s one that doesn’t leave any doubt of his intentions.

      “Don’t do it, Shaun.” I hear her small voice and my eyes flick to Scarlett. “Don’t give him the money. Don’t do it,” she says, which prompts Ray to slap her face and yell at her to shut up.

      I clench my jaw and take two more steps closer to them, itching to run at him, but with a gun to her head, I need to be careful. “Don’t fucking touch her!” I yell at Ray, trying hard not to run straight to him and end him. His gun suddenly pushes at Scarlett’s temple, and she whimpers, blood now visibly pouring from her nose and a cut above her eye.

      “Don’t test me, boy!” Ray yells.

      As I scan the room, my breathing increases, and I try to think quickly. It is now that I need to choose—Scarlett or my family's empire.
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      There is still talking and yelling, and I am not sure how much longer I can remain upright. Ray slapped me when I spoke, but I had to tell Shaun not to give any ransom money. I don’t really know what is happening, but I can tell he is under duress, and I don’t want that to result in something awful for him or his business. Not because of me. Not because of my family. I don’t want that on my conscience.

      It is my fault he is caught up in all this. It is my family who are evil. Ray is the one who is hurting Stephen and me, and the one who is doing business on the wrong side of the law. He killed my family. He killed his own brother. How could he do that? Our family was close; I thought we had a lot of love for each other. The more I think about it, the more I just cannot comprehend how he could do that.

      I miss my family. My dad and his hugs, my mom and her laugh, and Jimmy and his stories. I miss them every hour of every day. My heart will never heal from the trauma of losing them.

      Perhaps my time is now. Perhaps it is my time to join them and be a full family again, wherever they are. It would be easy. I just have to give myself over to the darkness. Should I just let go? Let the blackness consume me? Give up, fall down, and go without a fight? I am sure Ray is keen to pull the trigger, so perhaps I should just let him. Part of me wishes that he would just do it already, but part of me belongs to Shaun, and the pull to be with him is strong. I want to be with him.

      Thinking back to my family, I wonder where it all went wrong. Through everything I have learned over the past year, I now understand that Ray is a greedy, jealous man. While my father wasn’t one of Boston’s most successful businessmen, he certainly did well for himself in Australia, and business was growing immensely at the time of his death, with expansion plans to China and Europe. Our family was one filled with love and commitment. Was Ray jealous of us, of his own brother? His comment about my mother earlier made me think perhaps he was. My parents were in love and were very loving toward each other. I always dreamed that I would have a marriage just like theirs. My mother knew the business just as well as my father, and together they made a great team. While my father was the head of the business, my mother was the heart, always there to guide him and was always consulted on larger deals and business ventures.

      Uncle Ray, on the other hand, kept Aunt Emily at arm’s length. She wasn’t involved in the business and had no interest in it. Her interests were in keeping up appearances, lunching with the other business owner’s wives, shopping, taking overseas vacations, and enjoying the finer things in life. She and my mother were like chalk and cheese. Could Ray really be jealous of the love his brother had? Did he want my mother to himself, and when he couldn’t get her, he used illegal activities to raise the money he needed to get his revenge? To kill them?

      It all seemed far-fetched, but when I really think about it and connect the dots, it makes sense. Love can make you do crazy things, as I was just starting to understand. Through all this craziness, I was falling for Shaun—body, mind, and soul. How is it possible that the man I stole glimpses of on the plane on my way to the other side of the world could end up being the love of my life? Love was the feeling I had when I thought of him. I wasn’t sure if I would live to see tomorrow, but I am sure of my feelings, and my heart is full. If I die today, I will die happy. Ray has done a lot of abhorrent and evil things, but putting me in front of Shaun wasn’t one of them. In a way, he brought us together.

      I look slowly around the room, and even though my vision is still blurry, I can see lots of men, guns raised, all standing at attention, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. I can hear noise, people yelling and shouting, but I am losing energy and blood. A lot of blood. I feel it dripping like a tap from my face onto the floor below. My balance wavers, and I would be swaying if Ray wasn’t holding me so tightly to his body. The cold butt of the gun at my temple jerks me awake as Ray repositions me in front of his body, like I am his shield. His grip tightens even more, and his voice is loud in my ear. He is sweating and spit is flying from his mouth as he yells.

      He disgusts me. He is the epitome of ugly. He is ugly on the inside and on the outside. He is vile.

      I look at the positioning of his men, where the exit is, and what type of firepower they are carrying. My mind is a whirl of thoughts, assessing my choices as I try to figure out a way to get out of this mess. There really aren’t a lot of options; ending Ray is the only one.

      I am fading in and out of consciousness, and I can’t understand what he is saying, but I know he is getting frustrated as his body is rigid and his grip is constricting. It is stemming the blood flow to my hand, making it throb in pain. Things are not going the way he planned, and he is getting frustrated.

      I think back to Stephen locked in the room down the hall, beaten and bloody from his own father’s fists. How can a father do that to their own son? Stephen was the only one there for me since my parents died, and now I know that I am the only one here for him. If he is to survive this, then I need to survive as well. I take a few deep breaths, knowing that the time is now. If any one of us is going to survive this, then I need to act.

      Like water rushing down a waterfall, my senses pick up, and out of instinct, the self-defense I was taught by the Australian Federal Police automatically kicks in. The anger and venom I felt earlier today is building back in my body, and I feel fearless, strong, and ready to avenge my family.

      While the men are still yelling, Ray is preoccupied and not worrying about me, so I stomp my heel hard on Ray’s foot at the same time I thrust my head back and headbutt his nose, so perfectly that I hear it break. He loses his grip, and I drop to the floor. I hear Shaun yell my name, and I try to scramble toward his voice before I hear loud bangs and feel pain in my head.

      Then everything goes black.
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      “Scarlett!” I scream as I see her fall to the ground. I can’t believe what she just did. Risking her life like that. She must have known what was going to happen, but did it anyway. So courageous and fucking life-threatening, but she did it anyway. Her martial arts skills became very apparent along with her fearlessness. I stand in shock for a split second and watch as she tries to get up to crawl to me. To me. Her body is broken and bloody, and through it all, she is still trying to get to me. What the fuck did I do to deserve this woman? I start to run toward her, but I make it two steps before Ray hits her on the head with the butt of his gun and Scarlett slumps motionless on the floor below him, her head slamming again into the concrete floor—hard—causing more blood to flow out of her. My heart stops… Is she breathing? With all her injuries, she is losing blood rapidly, and without thinking, I start running to her as gunfire erupts through the air around me.

      I want to kill Ray, but I want her to survive more. I suddenly stop short as Ray steps in front of her and points the gun to my head. There are about two meters that separate us—not enough for me to make a getaway and not enough for him to miss. Taking a bullet point-blank is looking highly likely for me, but dying to save the woman I love is a hell of a way to go.

      As Scarlett lies bleeding out on the floor, and with a gun aimed right at my head, the tale of Romeo and Juliet comes to mind. Two star-crossed lovers with Romeo killing himself because he would rather be with Juliet in death than go on living without her. All due to their feuding families.

      I understand his pain now. In the same situation, I am not sure I could choose differently. I want Scarlett. I need Scarlett. She is it for me. Losing my father was heartbreaking, but if I lose Scarlett, it will be the end of me, of that I have no doubt.

      “Time’s up, Shaun. It is over!” Ray yells as his finger locks onto the trigger. A loud bang close to my head has me falling to the floor. I look up to see Ray has fallen headfirst into a pool of his own blood with a bullet lodged perfectly in the middle of his head. Looking behind me, I see my own Romeo with a smoking gun. He has just helped me rewrite my own love story and given me the chance to be with Scarlett in life, not in death.

      Acknowledging Romeo with a brisk nod, I jump up quickly to make it the rest of the way to Scarlett, mentally noting that he needs a massive fucking pay raise and a vacation with his family after this is done. My knees scrape against the cement floor as I position myself next to her, my pants now wet from her blood and my hands roaming her face to look for any signs of life. She is surrounded by blood. I don’t want to move her, not sure of what injuries she has as I try to stem the blood flow, but it is coming from too many places on her body to stop it. There is noise all around me, but all I can think about is how much blood is around her body. It’s too much. Way too much.

      Her face is a mess, her eyes swollen. Cuts and abrasions cover her cheeks and forehead, and she lies motionless. She is almost unrecognizable. Romeo joins me and feels for a pulse. “It is weak, but it is there,” he says. I hear sirens in the distance. I am willing them with everything I have left to drive faster.

      “Stay with me, Princess,” I whisper in her ear. Holding her hand, I run my thumb over her knuckles and her palm like I would to keep her calm. It gives me comfort to know that in times of stress, my caress would ease her, and I hope it is working now even though she is not conscious.

      “Stay with me, Princess. I got you,” I continue to whisper to her, trying to push my energy into her to keep her holding on.

      “Goddammit, where are the paramedics?” She has to be safe; I need her alive. I fucking love this woman, and I have only just found her. I am not losing her. The pool of blood continues to increase in size as we wait. Both Romeo and I are frantically trying to stem it, but it is coming from too many places.

      There are men and bodies and blood everywhere, but I don’t see Stephen. Our team has apprehended or killed everyone, and I can’t see him anywhere. Knowing that Scarlett will want Stephen close to her, I know we need to find him.

      “Romeo, get the team to search the warehouse. Stephen must be here somewhere and may need medical attention.” He nods and jumps up, and within seconds, I see the team run through the premises.

      With my attention now back on Scarlett, I can hear the sirens right outside and loud footsteps come up behind me.

      “We got her now, sir. Please step back,” a paramedic says firmly. I move to the side, not wanting to let go of her hand. I can’t let her go, not now, not ever.

      “Sir, we need you to step back. We can’t help her unless you let go.” Although it pains me, I let her hand go just as a stretcher comes up beside her, and the medics get her on it to start wheeling her toward the ambulance. Another paramedic is taking her vitals and getting her on a drip. I follow them closely, my eyes not leaving her body, my mind willing her to be okay.

      With the ambulance doors wide open, I jump in behind them, following Scarlett and not wanting to let her out of my sight. The team inside works fast with bandages to stem the flow of blood.

      The doors shut, and the ambulance makes its way to the hospital, lights flashing and sirens blaring. I am not a religious man, but I think of my dad up in heaven and I need his strength, so I lower my head and begin to pray.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            44

          

          
            Scarlett

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to the sounds of slow, steady beeps and a headache to rival sledgehammers on my brain. My throat is dry, and I slowly open my eyes. Bright lights beam into my face from above and make me squeeze them shut again briefly as I take my time adjusting my eyes to the room.

      I look around the room I am in—white, sterile, quiet. By looking at the bed and machines, I know that I am in a hospital, but why? What happened? My mind races to the last few moments I have in my memory. I recall Uncle Ray, Stephen, a warehouse, blood, and Shaun. Oh my God, Shaun! I start to panic. Is he okay? Is he hurt? I try to move in the bed, but my whole body hurts, and the minute I move my head, I am filled with nausea and I moan in pain. As I look around the room some more to try and get an understanding of exactly where I am, I spot a figure at the side of my bed, a hand holding mine. Shaun. He’s slumped over my bed, sleeping in clothes that look days old. I try to move my hand and manage to squeeze his fingers in mine.

      He lifts his head. “Princess? Princess, are you awake?” He stands up and gets closer to my head, looking into my eyes, rubbing his thumb over my cheeks. He looks terrible; his eyes are dark, and he looks like he hasn’t slept in days. His jaw has stubble, and his clothes are wrinkled. I can see tears well up in his eyes, and I feel tears running down my cheeks. I attempt to talk but am unable to because my lips and throat are so dry.

      “Let me get you some water.” Shaun walks over to the bedside table and fills a glass from a water jug before walking back and holding my head with one hand and tilting the glass with the other. I take a small sip. Damn, that feels good.

      Shaun puts the glass down and comes back to me, peppering my face with soft kisses. “How are you feeling, Princess?” he asks quietly.

      “Like I have been hit by a truck,” I croak in reply with a soft smile. It’s the most I can manage with the pain in my head.

      “Don’t talk, just relax. You are in Mass General. I have you in a private room. You have been here for three days in an induced coma due to the trauma to your head. There was swelling, but it is gone now. That’s probably why your head hurts right now.”

      “What happened?”

      Shaun lets out a sigh before taking my hand in his, then begins telling me the entire story of what has unfolded over the past few days.

      “Stephen is fine and in the room next door. He will be released in a few days. His injuries consist of bruising and a broken knee, ribs, and collarbone. Ray was shot at the scene, along with most of his men. Forensic accountants from the FBI have now taken over Heatherstone Enterprises and are reviewing every business deal and all financial reports for the past five years. Regardless of what else they find, this will end the business, and Heatherstone Enterprises will no longer exist. It appears at this stage that Ray operated his money laundering activities with the help of only two of his trusted advisors, both who have been taken into custody and are helping the FBI with their inquiries.”

      I take a deep breath as the information washes over me, and Shaun pauses before he lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses my knuckles, letting the information soak in before continuing.

      “Your aunt Emily has gone into hiding. There is no evidence of her being linked to any of the business dealings, but the shame and embarrassment is all too much right now, and she is in a safe location being watched by the FBI.”

      He continues to stroke my hand with his thumb, his gentle caress comforting, helping me remain calm as I take in all the information.

      “Romeo and the team are assisting the police with all their investigations and have handed over all materials, photos, and all other evidence that we collected. It was so well captured that the FBI believes that the case is open and shut. They still need to interview you and Stephen, but that will wait until later in the week once you are feeling up to it.”

      He gives me a small smile, reassuring me, and leans down to kiss my forehead, one of the only places free from bandages that he can touch.

      “Ray’s motives are clearer now. Your father found out about his dealings about two years ago, and when your father didn’t turn a blind eye, he put a hit out on him and the rest of your family and had them killed. Years earlier, he also tried to strike a deal with my father, who declined, and this enraged Ray. Ray used you to get to me so he could get the money he thought he was owed. The Australian Federal Police did an excellent job of hiding you. Ray couldn’t get a firm hold on your location, so he stepped back and encouraged you to move to Boston to be with family. Once here, he used you as bait to get to me. Once he knew I was interested in pursuing you, he planned to kidnap you for ransom. With that money, it would make him not only the wealthiest and most successful businessman in Boston, but certainly the country. He would have wielded a lot of power.”

      I let out a breath, and tears stream down my face. The sense of loss is great, but the relief that it is all over is greater. To think that Ray was selfish enough to use me to increase his wealth and be the demise of Shaun’s business is shocking.

      “I’m so sorry, Shaun…” I begin to say as Shaun’s hands softly touch my cheek and wipe away the tears. I lean into his touch a little, needing his strength right now.

      “Don’t. Don’t even say it. None of this is your fault, and none of it is any of your responsibility. Ray was an evil bastard, and we all got caught in the crossfire. You didn’t deserve this, and I, for one, am thankful he is a selfish bastard because if it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t be in Boston and I would never have met you. You are everything to me. Seeing you at the warehouse, all the blood, and what Ray did to you, it killed me seeing you hurt like that. I do not want to live another day away from you ever. I love you, Scarlett; you are it for me. You are everything to me.”

      I look at him in awe, blinking back my tears, overwhelmed with all the information, yet falling more and more in love with this man who not only didn’t run away, but picked me up and carried me away from it all and is still here at my bedside. He continues to be my rock and one I will gladly lean on, knowing that I will never fall.

      Shaun leans over and kisses my tears away. I’m speechless, as all the information he just unloaded on me is scrambling in my head. “I think you should rest some more. It is early morning, and the doctors will be in to check on you soon. Get some rest. I will be right here next to you. Always.”

      With that, my eyes close, and my breathing starts to steady. I fall back into a deep sleep, knowing that Shaun will always be there to protect me.
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      “You got it!” I yell out to Shaun, laughing as I see him standing on the surfboard for the first time. I’m capturing it all on my camera for us to view later. He wobbles a little, but he is doing a great job for a city slicker.

      We are on our first vacation together and decided to come to Australia for a few weeks of rest and relaxation and so Shaun can see where I grew up and how beautiful the country is. As I sit on the beach in Byron Bay, watching Shaun take a surfing lesson, I realize how far we have both come. Life for me has taken a complete one-eighty, and although my past will always be there, I can now look forward to my future. Shaun was such an unexpected surprise; we had an instant connection that felt almost natural. Even though my arrival in Boston was marred by Ray, I still firmly believe that I was meant to be there. Meant to be on that plane. Meant to meet Shaun.

      I was in the hospital for two weeks in total, then I spent a few days speaking with the FBI so they could gather all the evidence they needed to close the case of Ray’s illegal business dealings. Stephen made a speedy recovery and was one hundred percent cleared by the Feds, free to continue working in business at a director level. As he no longer had a business to return to, Shaun hired him to run his nightclub business, which is a great fit for him as he gets to meet some beautiful ladies.

      Ray’s house and all his other assets were sold, so Shaun gifted Stephen a sub-penthouse in his building for Stephen to live in, knowing that I would want him close to me. Between him and Shaun’s brother Marco, they are now managing the business while Shaun and I are on vacation. Both of them get along so well, and they are the two hottest bachelors in Boston now that Shaun is officially off the market. They are often photographed at Nitro with a different woman each week.

      Aunt Emily moved to Florida to live with her sister, no longer wanting to be the Boston socialite she once was, preferring to hide from the media and spotlight that shone on her husband and our family for many weeks. She was shocked, remorseful, and went into a deep depression after learning about all of Ray’s activities. Stephen still speaks with her, and I have spoken to her a few times, although we are not as close as we once were.

      Romeo was really the glue that helped all the evidence stick with the investigation, and Shaun kept to his promise, giving him a big raise and his own fully paid vacation with his family. He has now retired. Shaun set him up with an Italian restaurant, where he and his wife make the best pasta and pizza in the city. Jake has taken over the security firm and works closely with Stephen and the family now.

      I have been spending a lot of time with Marco and Shaun’s mother, Margaret. They both have welcomed me into their family with open arms. We have weekly family dinners, and I love to hear all about Marco’s latest conquests and I enjoy spending time in the kitchen with Margaret. I am so grateful they took me in, and I am now part of their family. Family has always been important to me, and his mom makes the best lasagna I have ever tasted. I am still trying to perfect her recipe.

      As Shaun walks out of the surf and makes his way to me where I sit on the beach, I admire the man who has done so much for me this past year. As soon as I was released from the hospital, I moved straight into Shaun’s mansion with him, and we made it a home. Our walls are now adorned with family photos of both mine and his. We even bought a dog, a beautiful golden Labrador called Prince. He completes our family for now and loves nothing more than chewing Shaun’s shoes, which irritates him no end.

      “Hey, Princess.” He smiles down at me, dripping his wet hair onto me.

      “G’day, surfer boy, come here often?” I grin, using my full Australian accent, which I know he loves. The Aussie sun has kissed his skin, and he is looking every inch a true Aussie surfer.

      Laughing, he bends down and grabs me, pulling me up bridal style and starts walking toward the water. “Ready to get a little wet, Princess?” he says with a sly grin on his face before running into the surf and dropping me in.

      The waves are heaven, and we swim around, my brilliant sky-blue bikini nearly coming undone.

      I feel his hands grab my waist and he pulls me tight against his body. I feel so free here in the blue water, bouncing in the waves with Shaun by my side.

      “You know, it was exactly one year ago today that I boarded a flight from LAX to Boston and spotted a sexy woman on the plane across the aisle from me. She had this amazing blond hair, bronzed skin, and incredible blue eyes. I just knew I had to get to know her,” he says, grinning, starting to kiss me on my neck.

      “Hmmm, as I recall, I was a mess, hadn’t slept for days, had been crying uncontrollably, and if I remember correctly, this sexy businessman was getting hit on by the flight attendants,” I say in jest as I loop my hands around his neck and pull him closer to me.

      “Well, I did need to tip the pilot afterward for that sharp turn that caused you to bump into me. That was the moment I knew…” he says, looking serious for a moment. I wait for him to continue as the water laps against our skin, the sound of the waves calming our senses.

      “…I wanted you from the moment I saw you, Scarlett, and I want you more and more every day.” He pulls his head away from my neck and looks deep into my eyes. “These past twelve months have thrown everything at us, and we have survived. I know that together we will overcome anything that life throws our way. You are what I think about from the moment I wake until the moment I sleep. I need you in my life, and I want you with me for the rest of my life. Marry me, Scarlett. Be my wife.” The air leaves my lungs. I look at him with tears in my eyes, never expecting to hear those words from a man after everything that has happened in my life, yet it all feels so right at the same time.

      As we glide gently in the ocean together, with my arms wrapped around his neck and his hands holding my waist, I know there is nowhere else I would rather be. As the sun shines down on us and we sway together in the cleanest, bluest ocean, I look into Shaun’s eyes, and I reply, “I love you so much. Yes, yes, I will marry you.” Our lips crash together, neither one of us wanting to let the other go, and we stay like that with the waves lapping our bodies, knowing that we will always have each other.

      

      Do you want to know where Shaun and Scarlett are now?

      Grab a bonus scene to get more from Scarlett on what happens next.

      Bonus Scene

      

      To join in the conversation join Skye’s The Limit Facebook group here;

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/skyesthelimitbooks
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      Life can change in an instant. But consequences are forever...

      It’s not like my life to be varied. Eat, sleep, work, repeat — you know the drill. It’s not much, but it’s mine.

      Until I find myself staring up at a man who’s wearing the most beautiful suit I’ve ever seen. And I’m wearing...my coffee.

      Not an ideal first impression, but Stephen Sullivan, billionaire nightclub owner and nocturnal loner, doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, he starts turning up everywhere I need a helping hand.

      Turns out, as a social worker for Boston’s foster kids, I need that help quite a lot. But is it possible we’ve both bitten off more than we can chew?

      On paper, we’re polar opposites. In the flesh, I’m having a hard time reminding myself not to get mixed up with this enigmatic businessman.

      Thing is, appearances can be deceiving.

      And that’s a lesson I’m about to learn the really, really hard way...

      https://books2read.com/Finding-Home-Samantha-Skye
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      I’m the most dangerous date in town. But what he doesn’t know can’t hurt him...right?

      When you’re the daughter of a top mobster, you get used to a certain pace of life. Hiding out, moving cities, dodging arranged marriages...

      My fight-or-flight response gets a workout, that’s for sure. Sebastian has always had my back, like the overprotective big brother he is — which is why I’m hiding out in Boston while I wait for this arranged marriage debacle to blow over.

      I’m not supposed to be making friends, but when Marco Marshall’s goofy golden retriever literally bowls me over, I can’t help but flirt a little with its handsome owner.

      He’s as rich as any one of my dad’s crusty old friends, but Marco has a heart as golden as his bouncy canine. I know he can’t handle the life I lead, but it’s hard to remember that when I’m in his arms.

      Problem is, we don’t have anyone’s blessing — and in my family, if you break the rules, you’ll get broken too.

      https://books2read.com/Leaving-Home-Samantha-Skye
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      Love can’t be a game. Because the way my ex is playing, there aren’t any rules...

      They call me the darling of DC; an event manager extraordinaire, with everyone who's anyone on speed dial. But my world stopped when the first man I ever truly loved left me.

      Dad’s funeral is breaking me in two. But then a stranger reaches out, right as I need it most.

      With my conniving ex, Richard, ambushing me at every opportunity, and an ever-expanding business to run, Jake Holland is a pillar of stability in my suddenly crazy life.

      Just like he was for my dad. His best friend.

      Maybe it comes with being ex-military — once you’ve dodged death for a living, a socialite’s drama is a drop in the ocean, right? Whatever it is, all I know is Jake makes me feel protected.

      And...other things.

      When an old letter surfaces, true feelings fly. But when Jake’s past comes back to haunt him, I’m the one who will face the consequences...

      https://books2read.com/Building-Home-Samantha-Skye
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      To my beautiful readers

      Thank you so much for reading Scarlett and Shaun’s story. I hope you had a wonderful time with them and enjoyed my debut novel! 

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads, BookBub or your retail website of choice. It would really mean a lot to me.

      Goodreads

      Bookbub
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