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			Chapter 1

			Jake

			His eyes, wide and terrified, stare up at me, his body frozen beneath mine. The heat, the dust, the sounds of screams around me – it’s all making it nearly impossible to focus. But I must focus. I blink rapidly, shifting to keep him secure, pushing him into the gravel and grit under me. I’m not supposed to be here. I should be out of sight in the surrounding hills, invisible amid the overgrowth and rocks. The unknown, unseen threat.

			The man I’m holding prisoner is thin and malnourished, and the whites of his eyes are tinged by yellow. This brainwashed fucker has taken out two of my comrades. The intense ache in my shoulder reminds me that he nearly took me out, too. I should have stayed in position. I’ve fucked up. A reckless, selfish need to rain holy hell on these fucked-up arseholes has resulted in the deaths of two soldiers. It should be me lying dead in the dirt a few metres away. I deserve it. 

			His heart is beating frantically behind the thin material of his filthy T-shirt. I can feel the thuds punching into my chest, even through the layers of my clothing and bulletproof vest. But that evil glint in his glazed eyes is still there as he mumbles a jumble of foreign words up at me. 

			He’s praying. 

			He should be.

			‘See you in hell.’ I pull the trigger and put a bullet in his skull.

			 

			I bolt up in bed, sweating and heaving, the thin sheets sticking to every part of me they touch. 

			‘Motherfucker,’ I breathe, allowing my eyes to adjust to the early morning glow until I can see the inky skyline of London from the panoramic window in my bedroom. It’s 6 a.m. I know that without even looking at the clock on my bedside cabinet, and it isn’t only the rising sun that tells me so. The alarm in my head that explodes at the same time every morning is both a burden and a blessing.

			Throwing my legs off the side of the bed, I grab my phone, not surprised when I find no messages or missed calls. 

			‘Morning, world,’ I mutter, tossing it back onto the nightstand before extending my arms toward the ceiling, stretching my tight muscles. I roll my shoulders, breathing some air into my lungs before letting it stream out calmly through my nose. Leaning forward, I rest my forearms on my knees and stare out across the city, pushing back the nightmare to a safe corner of my mind as I breathe slowly through it. In and out. In and out. In and out. I close my eyes and thank the power of forged serenity. I’m a master at it.

			But then my muscles tense all over again when the bed shifts beneath me. My hand slips straight under the mattress to pull out my VP9 before my mind has even voiced its command. 

			Impulse. 

			The gun is aimed at my waking target before my eyes have even focused. 

			Instinct. 

			I’m on my feet, naked as the day I was born, arms steady and stretched at full length in front of me. The 9mm handgun fits too well in my grasp. 

			‘Hmmmmm.’ The soft purr sinks into my mind, and I take in the tangle of long, naked limbs stretching out on my bed. My mind plays catch-up, taking me back to the bar that I landed in last night, and I immediately shove the gun out of sight, just in time for her eyes to flutter open. She smiles lazily and lengthens her slim, tight body on a stretch, a calculated move designed to have my mouth watering and my cock twitching with want. 

			Too bad for her. There’s only one thing on my mind. And she isn’t it. 

			‘Come back to bed,’ she whispers, lustfully gazing over all six feet four inches of my body as she props herself up on her slender elbow, her chin resting in her hand, long fingers drumming the smooth skin of her cheek. 

			I don’t give her the attention she’s demanding. I’m anticipating a very disappointed woman on the horizon. Same scene, different day. 

			I walk away, feeling the stabs of a filthy look being thrown at my back. ‘Sorry, I have things to do,’ I say bluntly over my shoulder, without giving her the privilege of my attention while I speak. I haven’t got time for this. ‘Feel free to help yourself to a banana on the way out.’ I round the corner into my bathroom. 

			The floor-to-ceiling windows on two walls give me a 180-degree view of the city, but all I can see is my haggard face in the mirror. I sigh and brace my hand on the side of my sink as I flip on the tap and stare at my pitiful reflection. I look as shit as I feel. Damn fucking Jack Daniel’s. My palm comes up and runs over the roughness of my jaw, just as I hear ‘You’re a fucking asshole!’ followed by the telltale signs of a naked woman falling into my bathroom. I can’t disagree with her. I am an arsehole. An uptight, vengeful arsehole. I wish I could let the peace and quiet settle over me, but in my life there is no peace. I see their faces every time I close my eyes. Danny. Mike. They were like brothers, and even four years later, I know it’s because of me they’re dead. My stupidity. My selfishness. There’s no escape. Only distraction. Work, drink, and sex are all I have. And without an assignment at the moment, I’m down to two. 

			I cast tired eyes past my reflection and find her looking as outraged as I knew she would be. But there’s desire there, too. Her pert breasts are tipped with solid nipples and her angry eyes are still getting their fill of me. Turning my head to the side, I wait for her greedy gaze to fall to mine. Her lips part. My cock remains soft. Not even morning wood. 

			‘Shut the door on your way out,’ I say flatly, giving her nothing more than a straight face to accompany my blunt order. And then I see it. The intent. 

			‘Here we go,’ I muse to myself, pushing away from the sink and straightening, bracing myself. 

			She steams towards me, her hand locking and loading on her way. ‘You bastard!’ She slaps me clean across my cheek. And I let her, gritting my teeth and waiting for the sting to fade before cricking my neck and opening my eyes. ‘The door’s that way,’ I say, extending my arm past her. 

			We fall into a staring deadlock for a few moments – her stunned, probably reflecting back to the good fucking I gave her last night, and me impassive, wishing she’d hurry the hell up and get out so I can get on with my day. 

			‘Thanks for the hospitality,’ she snipes, finally pivoting on her bare feet and stomping away. 

			Moments later, the door slams, making the walls around me vibrate from the force, and I return to the mirror, grabbing my toothbrush. I clean my teeth, then pull on some shorts and running shoes and hit the streets. 

			 

			The morning air feels good. I head to the park, hearing the settling sounds of London by dawn, the sparse traffic, the birds, the sound of other running feet pounding the pavement. It all has the calming effect that I need to get my day off to a good start. The dew is still lingering on the grass, and a damp mist sticks to my naked torso as I sprint down the path. My legs are starting to go numb. It’s how I like it. 

			My focus remains forward, my direction automatic, like I’ve run the route a million times. I probably have. The same faces, mostly women’s, all smile hopefully when they see me pelting towards them, their backs straightening, their breathing suddenly forced into something close to consistent. Today might be the day I stop and say hi, or maybe even toss them a quick smile as I race past. Like I said, huge disappointment. They’re each just another face among a sea of meaningless faces, humans in my way. I round every one of them stealthily, my body working automatically to avoid any collisions.

			Half an hour in, my mind’s starting to feel clearer, and the sweat is purging the alcohol from my system. All of it seeps from my body over the last mile stretch of my run until my lungs start burning with need. 

			Done.

			I break down my pace and come to a slow stop outside Nero’s café, looking up to the sky. I nod to myself, satisfied. Seven twenty on the dot. Pushing my way through the door, I grab a napkin and wipe my forehead as I stride towards the counter. I scoop up a bottle of water as I pass the fridge and crack it open, glugging down the whole thing before I make it to the server. She’s rung it through the till before I have a chance to reach into my pocket and retrieve a note. 

			‘Your black coffee is on the way,’ she says, having a quick check over her shoulder as she speaks.

			‘Thanks,’ I mutter, tossing the empty water bottle across the café. It lands with accuracy in the bin. My black coffee is on the counter by the time I return my attention to the server. 

			Every day, the same. I scoop up my coffee and leave.

			The traffic is building as I walk down Berkeley Street, collecting a newspaper from my usual vendor. He’s holding it out to me as I approach, his face smiley. ‘Early this morning, mister.’

			I nod and take the paper, flipping him a quid before scanning the front page. The anger rises from my toes the second I catch a glimpse of the headline.

			 

			19 dead in turkey after holiday shooting

			 

			‘Bastards.’ I swallow down the fury, as well as the helplessness, and read on. Evacuations being made, tourists warned not to travel there. Turkey has been added to the list of other red zones. The whole fucking world is a red zone these days. I fold the paper and toss it in the bin as I pass. I don’t know why I do it to myself. There’s nothing I can do to help. Not now. I’m not needed. Or wanted. My destructive rampage in Afghanistan took care of that. The faces of my comrades, my friends, start to break down the wall of defence in my mind. Happy faces. Dead faces. I blink back the flashback, forcing it away before it can take hold. I need another fucking ten-mile run.

			 

			I flip on the shower and leave the temperature exactly where it is. Freezing fucking cold. Bullets of icy water hit me from all four directions, ensuring my whole body gets a punishing. It feels good. Real. My head tilts back on my neck and gives the spray access to my face, while I mull over my workload for the day. Clean my gun . . . for the fourth time this week. Check my e-mails. Maybe call Abbie. 

			The last one has been on my list each day for the past four years. It remains unfulfilled. Just call her. Let her know I’m alive. That’s all she needs. All I can give. Yet I can’t bring myself to return to the past. My breathing slows, my head dropping. Gunfire, explosions, screams. 

			E-mails!

			I scrub at my cheeks, pulling myself back from the brink of an anxiety attack, and grab the shower gel. I need to get on with my day. After I wash down and wrap a towel around my waist, I grab my pills and pop one as I pad into the open space of my apartment, over to the foot of the panoramic windows where my desk dominates the space. I lower to the huge black leather chair and fire up my laptop, looking out across the city as my computer loads, resting back in silent thought. 

			Just text her. Let her know I’m still alive. I laugh coldly under my breath at my pathetic reality. Abbie is the only person on this planet who probably cares if I’m dead or alive. Or maybe she doesn’t any more. It’s just me. No family. No friends. No parents. 

			From the moment my mother and father were killed on Pan Am Flight 103, I had one purpose. War. I was seven years old. I didn’t even really understand what had happened, but I knew there were bad people out there and they needed to be stopped. The burning need to fight the evil grew as I got older. My grandmother took care of me until old age took her. Then there was no one to worry about me any more. I could join the forces and do my bit. Anything to help. 

			My sharpshooting ability was soon noticed and I was pulled from the cadets. They handed me a rifle. I never looked back. I aimed, I fired, I hit. Over and over again, and each time I felt a sense of achievement. No guilt. Just achievement. Because there was one less dangerous bastard in the world to be worried about. 

			Ding!

			The ping of an e-mail pulls me from my thoughts. ‘Hello, gorgeous,’ I say to myself when I see her name on my screen. I’m suddenly hopeful of some respite. It’s been two weeks with no assignment, and I’ve been losing my fucking mind. Two weeks with nothing to do but drink, screw, and fight to keep my mind away from haunting memories. 

			As always, and typical of Lucinda, her note is simple and straight to the point . . . which is undoubtedly why she’s the only woman I actually like. 

			But my contented smile soon drops away the more I read.

			 

			CLIENT: Trevor Logan – business tycoon and property owner.

			SUBJECT: Camille Logan – youngest child of client and only daughter.

			MISSION: Shadow

			DURATION: Indefinitely

			VALUE: £100K p/w

			 

			I lean back in my chair, my fingers forming a steeple in front of my mouth. One hundred grand a week? There must be some kind of catch. A shadow mission? I haven’t undertaken one for a long time, and I’m not sure if it is such a good idea now, for no other reason than that the subject is the daughter of Trevor Logan – a ruthless businessman who has stamped on anyone and everyone on his way to the top. I’ve seen him in the papers, more recently in a court battle when he was accused of suppressing a minority shareholder of a firm he bought into. Of course, he won. He always wins, and the press always backs the prick. The man is unbearably sanctimonious, and I can’t imagine that his precious daughter is any different. Lucinda must have considered this.

			She should know better. She knows my past. The horrors, every dirty little detail. This kind of job would require constant surveillance, a full shadow. And for a woman like that? No way. I’d end up strangling her . . . or, worse: the constant reminders of another woman who had the same qualities could accelerate my flashbacks. 

			I snap my thoughts back into line before they run away with me. 

			No. I can’t, not even for that kind of money. 

			‘I was beginning to like you, Lucinda,’ I say quietly under my breath as I bash out a reply.

			She’ll know I’ll be struggling without anything to focus on. Drinking and fucking just aren’t cutting it after weeks of indulging in both with a lack of an assignment, but sending me this offer is plain stupid. Is she trying to kill me off? I’m about to click send when the Google search bar beckons. 

			‘Fuck,’ I mutter, typing a few words into the empty space that’s begging to be filled.

			I immediately hate what I see. A woman – mid-twenties perhaps, with slender legs and a dangerously tempting smile. Her long blonde hair is tousled and braided haphazardly over her shoulder as she sips champagne at a garden party, surrounded by drooling men. 

			I was spot on. This right here is the worst kind of woman, and I definitely shouldn’t get involved for any longer than it takes me to fuck her brains out. Yet when I should be closing down the window and returning to my reply to Lucinda and clicking send, I find myself mindlessly clicking on more images, instead. I sift through dozens of photographs, some of her leaving clubs, some of her at parties, some of her strolling down a London street with piles of shopping bags weighing her down. Then there are the professional shots, mostly for fashion brands and designers. I frown when Wikipedia comes up on the screen. She has a fucking Wikipedia page? I sigh, but still find myself clicking on the link and reading on.

			 

			Camille Logan, youngest child of business tycoon Trevor Logan and renowned party girl. Born 29 June 1991, Camille studied fashion at London College briefly before being headhunted by Elite Models. She lives in central London and is a regular face on the social circuit. Romantic links include Sebastian Peters, heir to Peters Communications. Camille boasts typical model stats: 5’8” tall, 34” inside leg, 30C bra size and 25” waist. Blonde hair, blue eyes. After a rough breakup with Peters last year, Camille admitted herself to the Priory Clinic to overcome a cocaine addiction. She’s since picked up her modelling career and represents brands such as Karl Lagerfeld, Gucci and Hugo Boss. 

			 

			I slump back in my chair, shocked. ‘They give her fucking stats?’ My mind twists in disbelief as I return to my e-mail and add a PS. 

			 

			Not even for a million! It’s a pass.

			 

			I don’t add a thanks. Lucinda must have lost her fucking mind. And with that, I slam my laptop shut.

			 

			I swirl the amber liquid, watching the smooth swish of my drink as it coats the inside of the glass. How many is this tonight? Ten? Eleven? I breathe out and knock it back, slamming my empty on the bar. The barman immediately refills my glass, and I nod my thanks, resting my elbows on the bar. I’m aware of the looks being pointed in my direction by the women here, all of them willing me to glance up so they can catch my eye. But if I give any one of them even a hint of my attention, the night will end up how most of them have recently. A fuck, a goodbye and a slap. And repeat. Just a drink tonight. Just a drink.

			My knuckles wedge themselves in my eye sockets and rub harshly. With a lack of a distraction, whether it be an assignment or a woman to fuck, the fight to stop my mind from wandering to past, dark places is a battle like no other. Faces start to flicker through my mind, faces that haunt me daily. Explosions rattle my brain, and my resting heart starts to crank up in speed. 

			‘Motherfucker,’ I breathe, looking up and finding a woman batting her eyelashes at me from across the bar. She’s a respite from my personal torture that I’m going to take, but just as I’m rising from my stool to go over, the deafening sound of smashing glass has me reaching for the bar to steady myself. My heart is in my fucking throat, my mind whizzing frantically through familiar scenes. Shattering windows, explosions from enemy fire, screams of fear. I try to talk myself down, my eyes darting around the bar in an attempt to remind myself where I am. The bartender curses, and I glance over to find him looking at the mess of broken glass at his feet.

			‘Hey, handsome.’ 

			My eyes shoot to my side and find the woman from across the bar, smiling seductively. The notion that I could grab her, drag her back to my apartment and fuck her until my heart is hammering for another reason doesn’t settle me like it should. 

			I can’t see her face. I can only see my past. This isn’t going to work.

			I reach for the inside pocket of my jacket and pull out my pills, unscrewing the cap as I stalk out of the bar. I need something to focus on and I need it quickly. The flashbacks are becoming more frequent and my pills less effective. 

			If I keep going at this rate, I’ll be taking Camille Logan’s room at the Priory Clinic. I’ll be back to where I was four years ago – lost, wasted and with nothing to do but constantly torture myself and relive my nightmares. They’ll never leave me, but I can limit them. I just need to force my personal shit to the side and see Camille Logan for what she is. 

			A job. Focus on the mission. That’s it. That’s all I have.

			I pull out my phone and dial my lifeline.

			‘I was just about to call you,’ Lucinda says in greeting.

			‘The Logan job. I’ll take it.’ I don’t give a shit who the client is. A woman, a kid, a fucking monkey. I just need to work. Nothing could be worse than this.

			‘Good,’ she replies simply, not making a big deal of it. ‘Glad you’ve saved me from having to kick your arse into shape.’

			My heart starts to ease up a little. ‘Someone needs to,’ I mutter.

			‘Where are you?’

			‘Chelsea.’

			‘In a bar?’

			‘Just leaving.’

			‘With?’

			‘No one.’

			She laughs, like she doesn’t believe me. Which she undoubtedly doesn’t. ‘Get a good night’s sleep, Jake. And be at Logan Tower tomorrow at three. One hundred grand will be deposited into your account in the morning.’ She hangs up and I head home, my mind now centred on the job ahead and that alone. I’m the best at the security firm I work for. I’m not blowing smoke up my own arse. It’s a cold, hard fact. 

			You want to keep someone safe, you hire me. I have a clean sheet. I plan on keeping it that way. 

			My head is in the game.

		


		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Cami

			‘Camille!’

			I spin around, my bags whirling with me, creating what I know will be the illusion of a huge elaborate paper tutu. I smile when I see Heather hurrying toward me, her eyes bright and excited. Wrestling my hand up to my face, my bags bashing against my side as they lift, I pull off my sunglasses before the weight of my shopping forces my arm back down. 

			‘Hey!’ I sing, matching her excitement. ‘No work today?’

			Heather’s happy face takes on an edge of revulsion, just before she throws her arms around me. I’m unable to return her hug due to the obscene number of shopping bags in my grasp, and I’m not in the slightest bit sorry. She’ll love what I have to show her. ‘They fired me,’ she spits resentfully, squeezing me to her. 

			‘Oh, shit! What happened?’ I ask as she releases me, flicks her glossy auburn hair over her shoulder and rearranges her Chanel bag.

			‘Tuesday night. That’s what happened.’ She links arms with me and starts leading us down Bond Street. 

			‘Ohhh.’ Tuesday night comes flooding back to me. Or what I can remember of Tuesday night. Champagne. Lots of it, and some questionable dance moves at our favourite bar. 

			‘Yes, oh,’ she counters, giving me a sideways smile. ‘I got to work on time yesterday, but I couldn’t for the life of me read the autocue. It was all blurred.’ 

			I laugh, picturing her squinting at the monitors beyond the camera. ‘Being on form is kind of necessary when you’re live on TV.’

			We cross the road and head towards a café like homing pigeons. I need an iced lemon tea pronto. ‘So what now?’ I ask, letting all of my bags drop like lead from my aching hands when we reach a table. 

			Heather rests her neat arse on a chair. ‘Now I get to focus on our dream, Camille!’ Her eyes dance excitedly. ‘Any developments?’

			‘We have another investor interested,’ I tell her, trying to sound casual. I’ve not allowed myself to get excited about the potential of getting our clothing line off the ground. Not until we have a firm deal on the table. We’ve made that mistake already. We virtually had the pen on the dotted line when I noticed a clause that wasn’t mentioned in the negotiations. Something about making clothes up to a certain size, which basically meant that any woman with even the slightest curve or hint of an arse wouldn’t be wearing our fashion line. It was a deal breaker, and something Heather and I feel strongly about. We made it clear that our clothes should be available to every woman of every shape and size. The investors wouldn’t budge, and neither would we. ‘They sound keen.’ 

			‘Really?’ She gives me a big, toothy grin. 

			‘Really,’ I confirm, unable to stop myself from matching Heather’s smile, but I’m so nervous. At the moment we’re just two pretty faces with bodies that look good in clothes. I love my job modelling, but the urge is fierce to prove to everyone, including my father, that I can be more than just a mannequin. I know Heather feels the same. Neither of us is willing to compromise on our dream, and on top of that, neither are we prepared to accept any funding from our fathers. Heather’s dad is minted, too. Not as minted as mine – granted, not many are, if any in London – but he’s obscenely wealthy, nevertheless. ‘We have a meeting with my agent tomorrow. She has a few things to run over with us.’

			‘I’ll be there!’ She smirks and points at my bags. ‘What have you been buying, since the Camille Logan and Heather Porter fashion range isn’t yet available? You do realise that we’ll only ever be able to wear our own label when it’s available.’

			The thought thrills me. Picking out fabrics, coming up with designs, creating good quality, affordable pieces. Fashion moves too fast for women to spend a fortune on the latest trend. ‘Just a dress for Saffron’s twenty-fifth birthday party.’ I grab my purse from my bag. ‘And some fabric I picked up in Camden that I want you to look at. It’ll make an amazing dress.’ I have the design in my head already, and I just know Heather’s dressmaking skills will do it justice. ‘Iced tea?’ 

			‘Please.’ She’s riffling through my bags before I make it into the café. Still feeling the strain of my overindulgence on Tuesday night, my skin less radiant and soft, I grab a bottle of water to accompany my iced tea and chug it down before I make it to the counter. I need hydration and maybe a facial. Jesus, I’m twenty-five, and I already feel like I’m past it where the social life in London is concerned. ‘I’ll have a regular iced tea and a regular lemon iced tea. Thank you,’ I say to the girl across the counter as I go to my purse and pull out a tenner. ‘Oh, and the water.’ 

			‘Oh my God!’ she gasps, knocking me back a few paces. ‘You’re Camille Logan, aren’t you?’

			I feel my cheeks flush, and I cast my eyes up to her, seeing a face riddled with awe. It’s both flattering and embarrassing. ‘Yes,’ I confirm, hoping she doesn’t go on to make a big deal of it. 

			‘You’re even more perfect in the flesh!’ 

			‘Thank you.’ 

			‘I’m so jealous! Your life is perfect! I love you!’ 

			My smile now is forced. Perfect. Yes, of course it is. She must be seventeen, if that. She has no idea. No one has any idea about the constant battle to keep my mind focused on my future and not my past, the overbearing father who tries to control my life, or the challenge I face almost daily in London’s social scene that’s driven by cocaine and champagne. These are private battles that will remain private. Too many of my struggles have already been broadcast to the world . . . and my father. ‘You’re very sweet.’ I strain my sincerity, despite the fact that she is, actually, very sweet. Naive, but sweet. ‘I have a friend waiting outside. Would you mind?’ I nod to the machine behind her, hoping my subtle hint will snap her out of her star-struck moment. 

			‘Oh God, yes!’ She flies into action, all in a fluster, and has my order ready in record time. Handing my drinks over, her face proud, she leans in a little. ‘I’m going to pay for these. Then I can say I bought Camille Logan a drink!’

			‘Oh, no, you really shouldn’t.’ I shake my head, point blank refusing to accept her kind gesture. ‘I’m paying for the drinks, but thank you anyway.’

			‘No!’ She places them down and steps back, out of reach so my tenner just floats in the middle of us over the counter. She adamantly folds her arms over her chest, a cheeky glint in her eye. 

			I’m not going to win this one with convincing words, so I take the only other option. I go to my purse and pull out another tenner, then place them both on the counter, before scooping up my drinks and making a run for it. ‘Now you can tell people that Camille Logan bought you a drink!’ I just hear her squeal of delight as I land on the pavement outside, only just upright in my wedges. Heather has the reams of the fabulous material I found in her grasp, her hand paused mid-stroke of the velvety fabric as she watches me drop into my chair. 

			‘All right?’ she asks, folding it back up.

			‘A lively one.’ I hand over her iced tea as she laughs, craning her neck to see inside the café. 

			‘Bless!’ Heather coos, taking a long slurp of her tea. ‘Love the material!’

			‘Fab, isn’t it?’ I poke the ice down with my straw and rest back in the metal chair, my skin soaking up the sun’s rays. ‘I’m thinking cinched-in waist—’

			‘Full skirt,’ Heather finishes for me, grinning. 

			‘Yes!’ This is why I love her and why we’re such perfect business partners. We’re so in sync with our thoughts and ideas. ‘I’ll have a drawing to you by the end of the week.’

			‘I’ll get straight to it.’

			‘Perfect. And we need to make arrangements to visit that fabric supplier you were telling me about.’ I grab my diary and flick through the pages. ‘Next week?’

			‘Sure. It’s not like I’m busy in a day job any more.’

			I laugh. She sounds devastated. ‘I’ll let you arrange that, then.’ Glancing down at my tea, I note the ice melting rapidly. I take a long draw on the straw before slipping on my glasses. ‘What are you wearing for Saffron’s party?’ 

			She leans in, encouraging me to do the same. Anyone watching would think she’s about to divulge something juicy in the gossip department. ‘I was thinking red dress and gold heels.’

			‘Good plan,’ I assert quickly.

			‘You?’

			‘You haven’t helped yourself to that bag then?’ I ask, reaching down and pulling out my new dress. 

			‘That would be rude,’ she sniffs, eyes widening as she takes in the lovely black piece. ‘Wow, I love it!’

			‘Me, too,’ I agree.

			‘It’s short.’ She waggles a brow at me, and I get the gist straight away.

			Paps.

			With photographers on the prowl on most of our nights out, we’re all fully aware of the potential damage a wrong photo could do if it was to turn up in a magazine the next week. Like your dress riding up and revealing that little bit too much leg, and, God forbid, a bit of cellulite. That’s a mild example in the grand scheme of things, however annoying it is. There’s a nastier side to the press, a more damaging side, and, regretfully, I’ve been on the receiving end of it during that particularly hard time last year when Seb and I split up. I know Dad paid many of the newspapers off to stop them printing the pictures. Whether with money or promises. But his connections and relationships didn’t stretch to the glossy mags. And there were far too many pictures of me out there. 

			I shudder, remembering how hopeless I felt, how black my world was, and how disappointed in myself I was. Sebastian did that to me. Dragged me into his drug-induced haze and nearly ruined me. He took my money when he’d squandered his own and his parents turned their back on him, he got arrested on more than one occasion for violent, drink- and drug-induced outbursts, and when he had no one to lash out at, I was always to hand. I hope he never comes back to London. I hope he’s never released from rehab. I never want to see him again. 

			‘Cami?’ Heather’s soft voice startles me, and I jump in my chair, trying to focus on my best friend. ‘Where were you?’ 

			‘Nowhere.’ I look down at my cup and find I’ve drunk my way through it while I was lost in the land of regret. I can feel Heather watching me, probably with a sad smile on her face, undoubtedly after reaching the right conclusion. 

			I look up and paste on a strained smile, and she smiles right back, reaching over for my hand. ‘He’s gone,’ she whispers, tightening her hold. 

			I nod and breathe out slowly, gathering myself. Heather was there through it all with me, loyal to a fault. Thanks to the media, the world knew about my tangle with cocaine, but they didn’t know about Seb’s habit of venting his anger on me. That happened behind closed doors. Heather pieced it together and after I begged her, she didn’t tell a soul. The press reports already had my controlling father going into overdrive, chipping away at the independence I’d fought so hard for. Heather helped pull me back onto the right path. We’re kindred spirits. Childhood best friends. Every step of our life has been taken side by side. I hope that never changes. Heather is the only person on Earth who knows the explicit details of mine and Sebastian’s relationship. I plan on keeping it that way.

			‘Anyway!’ She releases my hand and claps her own. ‘Fancy a trip to Harvey Nicks?’

			My shoulders drop despondently. I would love nothing more, but I can’t. And I’m pissed off about it, because what I have to do is far less exhilarating. Far, far less. ‘I’ve been summoned by my father.’ I give Heather my Elvis lip, which is more commonly known as a curled lip. ‘Actually, I’ve been summoned by his personal assistant, but who cares how I received the order. It came, so I’m going.’

			Her face screws up. ‘Is he going to try to force you into dating some boring business associate again?’ 

			My face matches Heather’s at the thought of Dad’s idea of a match made in heaven for me. Rich. They’re always rich. And deadly boring. 

			I stand and collect my bags, leaning down to give Heather a kiss on the cheek. ‘I’d rather push hot pokers into my eyes. Want a lift anywhere?’

			She pushes her cheek into my lips. ‘No, Saffron’s meeting me. She needs to find an outfit for her birthday.’

			I grumble my annoyance, wishing I could join them, and head off towards the NCP down the street to collect my C63. The entire journey to Logan Tower is spent trying desperately to conjure up some strength to get me through my ‘meeting’ with my father. 

			Which basically means that my strong head is screwed on tightly.

		


		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Jake

			Breaching the glass doors of Logan Tower, I’m not surprised to find an X-ray machine and baggage scanner in the lobby. But if they think that’s going to stop me from getting a weapon in the place, they’re stupid. 

			I fall into stride beside a stunning Hispanic woman, keeping my eyes set firmly forward on the security guard. Seriously? All this high-tech detection equipment and this old boy is employed to monitor it? I shake my head in dismay. He must be ready for retirement, and he’s ogling the woman beside me rather than watching me – the six foot four inch, towering, suited guy with a Heckler Koch VP9 tucked away. 

			Okay, I’ll cut the dribbling security guard some slack. He doesn’t know that I have a concealed weapon, but I’m definitely more of a threat than the petite beauty who’s now brushing against my arm, oblivious to the security guard’s lust-filled gaze. Because her eyes are staring dreamily up at me.

			I make a point of pressing our arms just a bit closer, winding her in. I hear her catch a breath. Then I make my move, stopping abruptly and turning, as if I’ve forgotten something, being sure to knock her bag from her shoulder.

			It happens perfectly.

			She yelps, dropping her bag and staggering back. I just catch her arm and steady her before releasing my grip. The contents of her bag scatter at her feet, and I bend to be the gentleman she will soon believe I am. 

			‘Apologies,’ I say robotically, gathering up some of her things. She’s soon on the floor with me, as planned, taking more time to straighten out her fitted shirt than help me collect her belongings. I mildly note the thin material hugging what I can see will be pretty tasty tits. 

			‘No problem,’ she gushes, just as the security guard joins us, willing to crack his bones so he can crouch to help and hopefully lap up some praise from the dark-haired beauty. Fuck me, I couldn’t have written this any better. I reach behind my back and pull out my gun, having a quick scan before I slide it with just the right force and accuracy across the marble floor on the outside of the X-ray machine. It comes to a smooth stop just under the baggage scanner on the other side. 

			‘Here.’ I hand the lady her bag and do the decent thing. I help Old Bones up before he actually cracks a bone. ‘Okay there?’

			‘All grand!’ He laughs, his chest puffing out as he shakes off my helping hand. I smile on the inside. I actually smile, and it’s a genuine one. He sees me as competition. The mid-seventies, overweight old boy sees me – the thirty-five-year-old, ripped, renowned bodyguard – as a threat. Gotta love his pride. 

			‘After you,’ I sweep my arm out in a gesture for the woman to lead on once the security guard has taken up his position. 

			Her smile. I swear, if I had twenty Jacks in me and it was the early hours, I might have taken her up on the blatant offer. I slip my hands into my pockets as she wanders over to the baggage scanner, adopting a shameless, seductive sway of her ample arse as she goes. 

			I laugh under my breath, but enjoy the show while it lasts, as I step up and empty my pockets of my phone, keys and wallet, placing them neatly in a tray on the baggage scanner. Then I wander casually through the X-ray machine behind her. The old boy barely even looks at me, probably wouldn’t even hear the sharp chime if I were to set off the alarm. He’s too rapt by that curvy arse heading toward the elevator. 

			‘You’re clear,’ he mutters, giving me a brief moment of his eyes before he strolls back to his stool and grunts as he plonks himself on the seat. 

			Clear? He has no idea. I collect my things, and then dip to tie my shoelace, scooping up my handgun and tucking it back into its rightful place as I rise. Then I make my way to the elevator and join the beauty, glancing up at the floor indicators and joining my hands behind my back. 

			‘Nice tie,’ she muses, reaching over and stroking the silk that’s draping the length of my torso. 

			I fail to hold back my smile at her brashness, my eyes dropping to watch her fingers caress the material. ‘A lady who knows what she wants,’ I say quietly, meeting her eyes. ‘Some men find that attractive.’

			She bites her lip, pushing her chest out discreetly as she drops my tie. ‘They do?’ 

			I laugh under my breath at her feigned innocence. ‘Apparently.’ The doors to the left-hand elevator slide open, and I stroll in before her. No need for gentlemanly manners now. She’s served her purpose. I turn and press the button for the fiftieth floor. ‘Shame I’m not one of them. It’s been a pleasure.’ I wink cheekily, just catching her look of incredulity before the mirrored doors meet in the middle. For yet another woman who’s encountered me, I’m a fucking bastard. Story of my life. Or, at least, for the past four years.

			I’m carried quickly to the top of Logan Tower and exit into a minimal space, with white at every turn. I feel instantly cold. White marble floors, white walls – broken up only by a few abstract canvases that are equally cold – and a huge white reception desk. 

			‘Sir.’ A high-pitched, delighted tone yanks my attention to a woman behind the desk. ‘How can I help you?’

			‘I have a three o’clock with Mr Logan.’ I scan the area, noting cameras at every corner. I’d put my life on the fact that he’s watching me now. My spine lengthens, my hands linking behind me as I return my eyes to the receptionist. 

			She straightens her shoulders and picks up the receiver. ‘Mr Logan, I have a Mr . . .’ Her words fade to nothing as her slip registers. She looks mortified, and it only increases when I hear the booming demand of a man down the line. She visibly cringes, covering up the speaker piece of the receiver. ‘I didn’t catch your name.’

			‘That’s because I didn’t tell you my name.’ I leave it there and watch as she dies on the spot. 

			‘Your name?’

			I flick a finger to the back of her computer. ‘Didn’t that thing tell you?’

			‘You’re not on the system.’ She’s losing her patience, and I’m lost in my land of amusement once again, for, what? The second time today? 

			‘Jake Sharp.’ I put her out of her misery and she quickly removes her hand from the receiver, her body relaxing with relief. 

			‘Mr Sharp, sir. Jake Sharp.’ She jumps in her chair, dropping the receiver. Logan’s reputation precedes him, it seems. I’d feel sorry for her . . . if I were the compassionate type. Which I’m not. She scrambles to retrieve the phone. ‘Yes, sir!’ Slamming it down, she slumps in her chair and swallows, closing her eyes. ‘Last door on the left.’ She points down the corridor.

			I browse the few scattered canvases on my way, my nose turning up at the notorious businessman’s poor taste. They all look like a wish-wash of colours, splattered haphazardly. I’m sure my perception would be gasped at by art lovers, but I say what I see. And I see a mess. 

			As I raise my fist to knock on the solid mahogany door, I hear the curt demand, ‘Enter!’ I pull my hand back and cast a look over my shoulder, seeing a camera mounted on the wall adjacent to his office door. 

			‘Like Big fucking Brother,’ I mutter, taking the handle and pushing my way in. I don’t know whether to be insulted or impressed to find him flanked by two apelike men. 

			‘Afternoon,’ I say pleasantly, flicking a trained eye to the huge beasts eyeing me warily.

			Logan motions to a chair in front of his desk. ‘Take a seat, Sharp.’

			Shutting the door softly, a calculated move to give his ape-men a false sense of security, I wander casually over, keeping my focus on Mr Logan but capturing every detail of his office to memory. 

			Unfastening my suit jacket, I pull my trousers up a little at the knees and lower calmly into the chair. I don’t entertain the ape-boys with even a fleeting look. That would tell them I’m threatened by them. I’m not. All brawn and no brains. I bet neither could keep up a sprint for longer than five seconds. 

			‘Pleasure,’ I lie, relaxing back in my chair. The animosity that emanates from the two bruisers pierces my skin. They don’t like me. Good. I’m not here to be liked.

			‘Your reputation is impressive.’ Logan picks up a file and flicks through, pretending to peruse what he expects me to believe is a pile of intel on me. I’m embarrassed on his behalf. There’s nothing in that file, but pointing it out to this idiot would be foolish. He’s paying me too well. 

			Play his game, Jake.

			‘I never fail.’ There’s little point in being humble. My reputation really is impressive, and everyone worth their salt in security knows it. But that’s one of only a few limited details anyone knows about me. Everything else is classified. 

			He casts the useless file aside, standing from his chair. His photos do him no justice. He’s even uglier in the flesh. Camille Logan gets her looks from her mother, Logan’s second estranged wife, something I quickly discovered after a detailed search on her. Camille’s mother is a stunner, probably twenty years Logan’s junior. Wife number one, a modest ten years younger than him and mother to his son – Camille’s half-brother TJ – was tossed aside for Camille’s mother. She fled the country for her native Russia after losing custody of TJ in a nasty court battle, leaving their son in the hands of his ruthless father. 

			I looked TJ up, too. Unlike Camille, he’s been unfortunate enough to inherit his father’s looks, rather than his beautiful Russian mother’s. 

			Now Trevor Logan, who is turning sixty later this month, is on wife number three, the woman he left Camille’s mother for. She’s even younger than Camille and TJ.

			‘You received the down payment?’ Logan asks, strolling over to the window, his back to me.

			‘Yes,’ I answer simply, avoiding thanking him for it. We need to establish an even working ground, and me expressing any gratitude doesn’t feature in that. ‘When do you want me to start?’

			‘Immediately.’ He turns and motions an instruction to one of his men, who swiftly collects a file from Logan’s desk and brings it to me. ‘Everything you need to know about Camille is contained in that file.’

			Ape-Boy #1 holds it out, looming over me threateningly. Any normal man would stand to avoid being towered over. I’m no normal man. I reach for the file and rest my fingertips on the end, waiting for any sign that he’s going to release it. There’s no sign, no hint that he intends to hand it over willingly. He wants me to tug, just so I can feel his resistance. I lock eyes with him, but I don’t feed his ego. I keep my fingers poised where they are and wait. I’m not backing down, and it doesn’t look like he will either. We could be here a long time.

			‘Grant!’ Logan barks, obviously detecting the animosity. ‘Give him the flaming file, for crying out loud!’

			Grant relinquishes his hold in a flash, like a scared cat, letting me have the file. I don’t relish my victory. That would put me at a level equal to these two idiots. I rest the file on my lap and have a brief flick through.

			‘My daughter is very precious to me,’ Logan says.

			I don’t look at him, not because I’m absorbing the information before me, but because Logan has taken it upon himself to include a wealth of family photographs of his daughter, ranging from when she was a baby to now, and none of which I’ve already seen on the Internet. She’s always been a stunner. My eyes freeze on a shot of her exiting a club. The date displays October 2015, and she looks totally wasted. The ex. This is a paparazzi shot. How much did Logan pay to keep it out of the press? Whatever, it was wasted money. There are plenty more like these on the Web, all showing his daughter looking wasted and all in the company of her drug addict ex-boyfriend. On a grimace, I snap the file shut and give Logan my attention. 

			‘So why exactly are you hiring me?’ I ask. I know why I’m here, but the information was sketchy. I need to know more.

			‘To protect my daughter.’

			‘What does she need protecting from, Mr Logan? Has there been a threat?’

			‘Your services are a precautionary measure.’

			Precautionary? I don’t believe him. I’m a very expensive precaution. ‘You’re going to have to give me a little more than that,’ I say flatly, tossing the file back on his desk, ignoring his shocked look. I’m guessing not many people tell this man how things are going to be. 

			‘I’ve hired you as private security. Your job is to protect my daughter.’

			‘From what, Mr Logan?’ I grate, rare frustration creeping up on me. The man’s a dick. ‘The more information I have, the better I’ll be at my job.’

			He huffs and waves a hand in the air to one of the giants flanking his desk. ‘Show him.’

			I watch as one of the men takes a white envelope from the desk and passes it over, this time with no sign of resistance. He’s a fast learner. I take it and slide out the unfolded paper, finding a picture of Camille with four letters typed beneath her face.

			 

			DEAD. 

			 

			Short and to the point.

			‘That came via courier yesterday,’ Logan says. ‘It’s probably just some fool who’s come out on the bad side of a deal. Threats are part of the job. I upset a lot of people.’ He indicates his security men. ‘But never has a threat been directed at my daughter. Like I said, you’re a precautionary measure. You’re the best.’

			I nod, dubious, running a thumb over the paper thoughtfully. ‘Yesterday, you say?’ I ask casually as I chuck the paper on the desk with the file. That paper is too crisp and clean to have been handled much. There are no creases, no folded edges, no crumpling. It’s pristine. You’d expect something somewhere, even if it’s a tiny curl of a corner, given that it’s been stuffed in an envelope, delivered and removed. God knows how many people must have handled it on its journey to the fiftieth floor of Logan Tower. Nothing?

			‘Yes, yesterday.’

			I play it cool. ‘The name of the courier?’

			He waves a dismissive hand in the air. ‘We have endless couriers delivering here. We don’t keep records. They come, someone signs, and it gets sent up to the right floor.’

			I accept his answer. At least, I appear to. ‘No demand for any money?’

			‘No.’

			‘No demand for anything?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘So they just want to scare you?’

			‘Many people want to scare me, Mr Sharp.’

			‘I’d rather take your money.’ I shrug nonchalantly, getting more suspicious by the second. Something definitely isn’t sitting right. 

			‘Everyone’s motivation is different.’ He gives me a knowing look that I don’t like at all. ‘I guess yours right now is the handsome fee I’m paying you.’

			I force my eyes not to narrow and smile instead. Logan doesn’t need to know what my motivation is. ‘I’ll look into it. I’m sure you want to know who’s making these threats on your daughter’s life.’ I revert back to the reason I’m here. 

			‘Of course.’ Logan’s face twists a bit in anger, throwing me a little. He looks genuinely disturbed. Could even be mentally plotting the demise of whoever’s threatening his daughter. ‘I’ve given your colleague access to my e-mail and records.’

			‘Good.’ I make a note to call Lucinda at my first opportunity as I pick up the file on Camille Logan and flick through it briefly again. ‘There’s nothing in the file about a boyfriend. Does she have one?’ 

			‘Not at the moment.’ He looks relieved about that. ‘Camille’s choice in men is historically bad. Though I plan on rectifying that.’

			‘Oh, really?’

			‘My friend has a son. It’s time for Camille to start settling down, and she will marry sensibly. The union of the two families would be . . . beneficial to all of us.’ 

			‘Except Camille,’ I point out. What is this, an arranged marriage out of the 1800s?

			‘Mr Sharp, you are not here to question my business decisions.’ He glances down at his watch, and I growl on the inside. His daughter is a business decision? The fucking prick. ‘She’s due momentarily. Probably best you’re not here when I tell her what’s happening. She can be fiery.’ He looks up at me, almost fondly. ‘Has her own mind. You know young girls.’

			Actually, no, I don’t know young girls. ‘You haven’t told her about any of this?’ I’m shocked and I sound it. ‘She’s out there unprotected?’

			‘I want everything in place first.’

			I’m not surprised very often. It takes a lot to throw me after all the shit I’ve dealt with. But I’m thrown now. ‘The girl’s life could be at risk and she doesn’t even know? She’s out there now, running around the streets of London in that flash Mercedes cabriolet, and you allowed that?’

			‘She’s headstrong,’ Logan mutters, almost regretfully. ‘I tried to get her to stay with her mother, but she was having none of it. And I can tell you right now that she’s not going to be happy about you shadowing her.’

			I blow out a long stream of air. ‘I’m hardly concealable,’ I mumble under my breath as I stand. You can only protect someone if they want to be protected. I thought she wanted to be protected. 

			I wander away from the three men, astounded, my gun burning a hole in my back, itching for me to draw, aim and fire at Trevor Logan’s forehead – punishment for being such a narcissistic prick and producing such a brat of a woman. ‘You have half an hour before I leave,’ I say over my shoulder as I let myself out. I’ll keep the upfront 100K. Payment for my inconvenience and for misleading me. I’ll have to get Lucinda to source me another contract pronto. Anywhere in the world. I don’t care. Just keep me busy.

			As I wander down the corridor, I pull my phone from my pocket and set the stopwatch. ‘Time starts now, Logan,’ I say under my breath.

		


		
			 

			Chapter 4

			Cami

			Logan Tower. The place fills me with dread, because when I’m summoned to Dad’s office it usually means that I’m not going to like what he’s going to tell me. Whatever it is, I will see it as an intrusion. Dad, however, will see it as business. That’s why I’m at his headquarters. His workplace. The centre of his business dealings. If the call this morning was regarding genuine father/daughter quality time, I’d be at his sprawling country mansion on the outskirts of the city, gritting my teeth while I endure his overbearing current wife, Chloe, and listening while he fills my head with details of men suitable by his standards. Not mine. His. Which means they’re rich, but also insanely boring and lacking a personality beyond business. 

			I hate that I still find a need to work up some bravery each time I’m here. I’ll never bow down to his unreasonable demands and insistences, whatever they may be – like when he tried to force me into studying law instead of fashion, or when he tried to sign me up for the University of London and I defied him and signed myself up for London College. Or like his attempt to fix me up with an associate when I started dating Sebastian. All of his wives have fallen into line, no questions asked, including my mother. I won’t, and he can’t divorce me for it either. He’s my dad, and I love him, but he’s a bully, too. 

			I push my way into his office and spy Pete and Grant holding position either side of his desk. They’re not here for show. My father is a ruthless businessman who’s upset a lot of people on his way to the top, like the time he muscled out the ninety-year-old chairman of a chain of retirement homes he bought in a hostile takeover. The man died a week later, and a week after that, one of Dad’s buildings was set alight. Or the time Dad’s rival bidder in the fight to secure the sale of a hotel chain was arrested for sexual harassment of a staff member, resulting in him having to pull his bid. It was suggested Dad paid the woman to make the accusations. The suspicions went unfounded, though I believe to this day that my father had something to do with it. I have no rose-tinted glasses on. He’s callous and ruthless. 

			I flip his security a forced smile, which they return through habit, and then I focus my attention on the man sitting between them at his desk, holding court. 

			‘My little star!’ For a man of his girth, he’s up and coming at me surprisingly fast before I make it to the chair. ‘Give me a hug!’

			I indulge him, suspicious of his overenthusiasm. I’m getting more worried by the second. ‘What’s up?’ I ask, eyeing Pete and Grant. Both evade my eyes. That doesn’t bode well. 

			‘Nothing, sweetheart.’ He releases me and holds me by the tops of my arms, smiling fondly. He’s dyed his hair black again. I wish he would just admit defeat and embrace the silver. He’d look far more distinguished and less like he’s trying to keep up with his latest wife. And that’s pretty impossible, since he’s really pulled out the stops this time and wed a woman a year younger than me. 

			I shudder as mental images of Chloe, wife number three and the woman he ditched my mother for, engulf my mind like wildfire. She’s a stunning beauty, but she’s not the brightest. Bless her, she just wants to be my friend. Personally, I’d rather shove nails in my eyes. 

			‘Take a seat.’ He virtually pushes me down into the chair. Then he worries me further, because he doesn’t take up his usual position behind his huge over-the-top desk, where he’s the king of his castle. He pulls up a chair next to me instead and takes a seat, faffing with the solid gold clip of his tie. ‘You look particularly beautiful today.’ He takes a lock of my hair and tilts his head thoughtfully. ‘I’m so proud of you, sweetheart.’

			‘You are?’ I question warily. What’s going on? I chance a glance over to Pete and Grant again. They give me nothing.

			‘And I’d do anything to ensure your safety.’

			Oh fuck, has a bastard photographer snapped me stumbling out of a bar? Was I flashing my knickers, very unladylike, as I got in a cab? It doesn’t matter if it’s perfectly innocent. Thousands of young women go out partying every night of the year. Unfortunately for me, the paparazzi can make it seem so uncouth. Since my spell in rehab, I only have to sniff a bottle of vodka or be captured blinking and it’s reported that I’m on the road to self-destruction again. Those days are gone, and although I still struggle from time to time, Dad doesn’t need to know that. He’s unbearable enough. 

			‘Dad.’ I lean forward, ready to plead my innocence and once again reassure him that I never plan on going back to those dark places. ‘I’m not—’

			‘Just listen to me for a moment.’

			Much to my own surprise, and undoubtedly to my father’s, I do. I shut up and let him say whatever’s on his mind, because my Spidey senses are telling me it’s serious. ‘I received something yesterday,’ he says.

			‘What?’

			He sighs, taking my hands, like a show of support. I don’t like it. Not one little bit. I’ve seen my father’s many dispositions, but I haven’t seen this one. He’s worried. ‘A message.’

			‘A message?’ I question. ‘What kind of message?’

			‘A threatening one.’

			I could laugh. My dad is threatened daily, which is why he has Pete and Grant flanking him constantly. Why is it such a worry now? ‘And?’ I ask nonchalantly.

			‘And they’ve threatened you.’

			I recoil, my mouth snapping shut. I don’t need to ask anything more. His words, plus his potent stress right now as he holds my hand, looking at me with apologetic eyes, tell me he thinks this one is serious. 

			I can feel resentment stirring in my gut, and he knows it. I try to disconnect myself from my father’s business as much as possible. I work hard, make my own money and strive to make my own way. The only hold I allow him to have, and, granted, it’s a big one, is my apartment. Or his apartment. It’s his, but I insist on paying rent. The fact that it goes out of my bank account and falls into another of my accounts, along with the fifty thousand he deposits monthly, is inconsequential. I haven’t touched a penny of it, and I don’t plan to. 

			My half-brother, TJ, on the other hand, works for our father. He’s involved in all the business dealings, and is following in Dad’s footsteps as a hardcore businessman, though he’s far more likeable than my father. Everyone says it. And I love him dearly, but he thrives on being the son of one of the richest, most powerful men in London. He wants to be a part of it all. He’s our father’s son, that’s for sure. Why isn’t he the one being threatened? Not that I would wish it, not ever, but it would make more sense.

			‘Now listen to me, sweetheart.’ My father proceeds with caution, probably expecting the proverbial bomb of expletives to explode from my mouth at any moment. If I could form a sentence, I would, but I can’t. My mind is a muddle of nothing. What does this mean? ‘It’s just idle threats, I’m sure,’ he goes on. ‘But I’ve taken precautionary measures, nevertheless.’ His hand comes up and cups my face, his pudgy thumb stroking my cheek soothingly. ‘I can’t be too careful with my little star, can I?’

			I just stare at him, and through the fog of confusion and shock, I manage to comprehend one thing. He doesn’t think this is an idle threat at all. ‘Okay,’ I say.

			He can’t hide his astonishment. His daughter, the one who he refers to openly as a ‘defiant livewire’, has just bowed to him and his precautionary measures. Past the astonishment I see relief, though, and that only emphasises how serious he thinks this is. 

			‘Good girl.’ He leans in and kisses my forehead affectionately before standing and flicking a demanding finger to Pete. ‘Get him in.’

			I throw a frown across to Pete, catching him executing a sharp nod of his big head on his thick neck, before he strides out of the room. 

			Him? Get him in? ‘What’s going on?’ I ask, sitting up in my seat as my father slumps in his. 

			He says nothing, and instead starts tapping away on his iMac, looking intently at the screen. ‘Grant, have my car ready in half an hour.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Grant makes tracks, passing me without a word or look and exiting swiftly, leaving me and Dad alone in his office. I can’t remember the last time I was alone with my father. He always has either his minders or his dumb new wife stuck to his side. 

			Resting back in my chair, I look at the man across the desk, my father, and try to read him. Now, I can’t. All of his worry and stress seems to have slipped away. ‘Dad, will you—’

			The door to his office swings open, and my head swings around. Pete is practically filling the doorway, his face not quite there, but very close to a scowl. What’s got his beef? 

			He steps in. ‘Sir,’ he mutters, moving to the side, revealing . . . 

			A man.

			All the moisture in my mouth evaporates. Gone. Dry as a bone, making it impossible to speak the words that are stuck on my tongue. 

			Who the hell is that?

			Him?

			My eyes are burning with a mixture of delight and curiosity. Oh my days, he’s stunning – so tall, solid under that grey suit, but not bulky, and his long legs are spread a little, his stance wide. He looks powerful. Strong. Fucking delicious. 

			I open my mouth, willing some moisture there, swallowing continuously while my eyes remain locked on his handsome face. His jaw is sprinkled evenly with dark stubble, his short, unstyled hair matching but with flecks of grey at the temples. And his eyes. Dark, dark brown, and they’re watching me with equal intensity. I shift in my chair, my mind screaming at me to say something. But nothing’s working except my ability to appreciate the ridiculously fine man standing on the threshold of my father’s office. 

			He takes just a few long strides with those long legs and makes it to me. My head lifts as he comes closer, the magnetism of his eyes holding me in place, until he’s standing over me, straight-faced and so serious. A big palm extends toward me, and my eyes fall to it. ‘Jake Sharp,’ he says, those two single words licking the entire length of my spine and having it snap piece by piece until it’s stretched straight and I’m sitting bolt upright. It’s fucking hot in here.

			I seize his hand, seeing my slender fingers surrounded by his large capable ones, and the strangest feeling comes over me. My hand. It feels so safe held in his – a stupid notion, of course. 

			But it’s not there for long. He drops it, his arm retracting speedily. My eyes lift to his, and I just catch a frown and a dazed shake of his head before he turns towards my father. ‘We’re good to go?’ he asks flatly.

			This strange man’s presence is tangible. It makes Pete and Grant and all their brawny muscle seem laughable. 

			‘Look after her,’ my father says. 

			‘She’s in safe hands.’ Sharp flicks a strange look down to his big hands and turns them over. 

			I’m compelled to grab them and trace every single one of the many lines on his palms. In safe hands. One of his hands felt very safe wrapped around mine, so I can only imagine how safe I’d feel with his whole body enveloped around me. 

			Who is this Jake Sharp? I find my muscles going lax, my body melting into the chair. I might stop by Dad’s office more often if this man is now on his payroll. 

			Maybe Dad’s replacing Pete or Grant. Maybe he’s realised that he needs speed and agility rather than pumped-up muscle. Maybe . . . 

			My train of thought drifts to nothing as Dad’s words come back to me. Look after her.

			I’m standing before I know it, but my legs don’t seem quite ready to support my weight. I stagger right into Sharp, colliding with his tall frame. He doesn’t budge, remaining tall and stable. His only detectable movements are stealthy arms that come up fast and catch me. 

			‘Careful now,’ he murmurs softly, handling me with ease until I’m steady on my own two feet again. ‘Okay?’ He looks at me, but gives me nothing. 

			I immediately miss the warmth of his broad chest. He is just about the most perfect man I’ve ever seen, and that’s an achievement, given I’ve had shoots with more beautiful men than I care to remember. But he’s a man. A proper man – big, strong, mature. The crisp stark white collar of his shirt and perfectly knotted grey tie can’t conceal the primal energy practically thrumming from him.

			Oh God!

			I fight some composure and turn to my father. ‘What do you mean, look after her?’ I ask.

			‘I’ve hired Sharp to watch you,’ he explains. Sharp coughs next to me, and Dad rushes to rephrase that. ‘He’s your bodyguard for the foreseeable future. The best protection money can buy.’

			‘Excuse me?’ I splutter. ‘He—’ I throw an arm out in the general direction of Sharp, and my hand collides with his solid bicep, having me retract in shock. Fucking hell, he’s like Action Man. ‘He’s my bodyguard?’

			‘Yes.’ My father nods decisively.

			‘No.’ I laugh, looking up at Sharp. ‘No offence intended.’

			‘None taken,’ he replies, completely unfazed, like he fully expected to be subjected to this little family drama. I look away, unable to focus on him for too long for fear of bursting into lusty flames. 

			Dad’s face is tight with the frustration that’s been absent since I arrived. ‘Camille Logan, this isn’t up for debate. I’ve hired Sharp to protect you, and you will not be difficult about it!’

			‘I’m a grown woman,’ I say calmly, holding onto the temper that’s dying to be unleashed. ‘I have a busy schedule – modelling contracts to fulfil, meetings to attend.’

			The dismissive huff that my father releases does what it always does when he shows such disregard for my career. ‘You mean looking pretty for the camera?’

			‘And negotiating a deal on my new fashion line,’ I add, reining my temper in. ‘And getting it off the ground, and building my profile outside of my modelling career.’

			‘Camille, how many times have I got to tell you?’ My father sighs. ‘You and that silly friend of yours are wasting your time. There are plenty of fashion brands out there already.’

			I grit my teeth. He just doesn’t get it. ‘Then one more won’t hurt, will it?’ I flick my eyes to the hulking man standing next to me. ‘I doubt Mr Sharp will appreciate having to endure the simplicities of my pointless career.’

			Sharp looks out the corner of his eye to me. ‘I endure what I need to.’

			‘How’s your runway walk?’ I ask seriously. Let’s see if he’s aware of what he’ll be subjected to. ‘Maybe I could use you in a campaign.’ I can tell by the slight hitch of his eyebrow what he thinks of that. Good.

			‘Maybe you can give me a tutorial.’ His face is suddenly as serious as mine. ‘Since you’re the expert.’

			‘Are you offering?’

			‘Are you asking?’

			I only just hold back my gawk. He’s being sarcastic. I huff to myself. Two can play that game. ‘Strike a pose.’

			‘If you’re lucky,’ he says quietly, straightening his shoulders.

			I clamp my lips shut, rummaging through the corners of my muddled mind for a smart retort. ‘I think you’d look good in a skirt.’

			‘I’m told I have great legs.’

			My damn eyes plummet to his legs. Long, powerful legs with thick thighs. I drop my gaze to the floor quickly. How did this happen? Why am I engaging with him? 

			I shoot a glare back to my dad. ‘I don’t want or need a bodyguard following me around randomly.’

			Sharp shifts next to me, clearing his throat. ‘It won’t be random,’ he states evenly, looking down at me again. ‘It’ll be constant.’ 

			If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he’s relishing this. ‘Constant?’ 

			‘Twenty-four/seven.’ There’s an evil glint in his dark eyes that I suddenly want to knock out. ‘I’ll be shadowing your every move.’ 

			I feign nonchalance and return my attention to my father, furiously ignoring the thrilling rush of desire that nearly veers me off course. ‘You will not invade my privacy,’ I say calmly, retrieving my bag from the floor. ‘And no way are you telling me what to do.’

			‘I will not stand for this!’ Dad shouts. I don’t even flinch. His patience is wearing thin. I don’t care. So is mine. 

			I have no idea what I expected when my father told me that he’d taken precautionary measures in light of the threat, but this creature wasn’t it. Maybe a driver, or a curfew. I could live with a curfew. Give me a curfew! 

			But him? I take a quick peek out the corner of my eye, seeing Sharp doing the same to me. I quickly look away. No, it’s not happening. To have him near twenty-four/seven? All of the men I’ve ever worked alongside have to work hard to portray intensity in a photograph. Sharp exudes it naturally. It’s beyond masculine. It’s almost too much to stand. And it’s . . . so fucking hot. 

			‘I refuse to be shadowed by one of your minions.’ I turn and walk away, hearing my phone chime in my bag, as well as an audible grunt of frustration from my father. Rootling through my huge bag as I continue on my way, I pull out my phone and see a message from Heather.

			 

			Sebastian is back in town.

			 

			My heart stops in my chest, and my feet skid to a halt by the door. I stare down at the screen, hoping the words might shift and form another message. But after reading it for the fifth time, I’m still going over the same horrific words. This can’t be happening. 

			My ex is back? This is bad. So, so bad. 

			I’ve finally got back on my feet.
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