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Chapter 1
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Mitch hooked his thumbs in the loops of his pockets as he looked up at the old building in need of a little TLC. Glancing sideways, he nodded up towards the roofline as he spoke to his friend, Nate. “What would a new roof set me back?” 

Nate owned a similar property three doors away and had completely renovated it into the large family home it was now. 

Nate shoved his hand in his pockets as he stepped back to look up at the broken roof tiles. “Around ten to fifteen grand, I’d say.” 

Nate worked for Fortis Security, a company Eidolon did a lot of work with, and the teams got on well and socialised together a fair bit too. Hereford wasn’t a vast metropolis, so it was expected they would run in similar circles, but it was the fact he and Nate were both snipers that made the two of them tight.

Mitch whistled thinking of his bank balance, trying to do some quick calculations in his head. “That’s a decent chunk of change.”

Nate nodded. “It is but these properties are solid. It’s an investment in the long run.”

Mitch looked up again at the sprawling Victorian home that spanned three floors. It had already been split into four separate flats by the previous owner. That meant he could rent three of them out for extra income. 

He’d been working for Eidolon for a few years now and was happy there. Hereford was home now, and he wanted to put down some roots, invest in his future, and as Nate’s father David constantly reminded him, bricks and mortar were always a good investment long term.

Glancing at the windows which would need replacing, he could see how the property could swallow money if he let it but as Mitch stared silently, he could also see the potential. 

“Be nice when it’s done up. Most of the work is cosmetic apart from the roof and windows.” 

Nate chuckled. “Make a nice family home one day too.” 

Mitch held up his hands with a raised eyebrow, a grin on his lips. “Hey, steady on, I’m too young for all that.”

“Yeah, whatever, gramps. I need to get back. Skye has to deliver a cake to a bride at the Left Bank and I need to watch Nancy and Noah.” Nate held up a hand as he walked up the street.

That was the biggest difference between the two friends. Nate was a devoted family man and at forty-five Mitch was a dedicated bachelor. 

It wasn’t that he wanted to be, or that he played the field the way he used to in his younger days, just that it had never happened. He’d seen far too many marriages fail in his time as a member of SO19, the Firearms division of the London Metropolitan Police Department. So many relationships had crumbled from the pressures of the job, and he had no intention of forcing one just to satisfy convention.

He would rather wait until he could have what Alex, Blake, Reid, and now Liam had with their women. If that meant it didn’t happen, he’d be okay with what he had. 

Mitch strolled to the back of the property for one last look before he made his decision. Later that day, his offer on the property was accepted.

Six months later, Mitch was living in one of the top floor flats. Waggs had rented one of the ground floor ones, and Bebe, one of the Zenobi girls, had the other ground floor flat. He’d decided to leave the middle floor for now until he figured out if he was going to increase his living space, but he liked being on the top for now. It suited him having tenants he knew, especially since he’d spent more cash doing it up than he’d intended. That was why the last apartment on the top floor opposite his own was up for rental through an agency. He had little worry he’d end up with a bad tenant with all the hoops people had to jump through and especially with Will, the owner of Eidolon and a tech genius, offering to run background checks on them first. 

His phone rang as he was walking into a meeting with the team and he quickly answered it, stepping aside as Waggs walked past him and into the large conference room. 

“Yep.”

“Mr Quinn, this is Melissa from the letting agency. We have a potential tenant for you.”

“Great.”

“But they can only view the property after hours.”

“And?” He moved his hand in a wrap this up gesture even though she couldn’t see him.

“We were wondering if you could show them around?”

Mitch sighed, he had no time for this, but he’d be around so he guessed it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition. “Yeah, sure. What time?”

“Is eight tonight too late?”

“Nah, that’s fine.”

“Thank you. I’ll let Ms Roberts know.”

Mitch hung up and walked into the conference room where everyone was waiting. He clapped Liam on the shoulder as he took the seat next to him. “How are you feeling?”

“Pucker mate.” 

Liam insisted on using cockney words as a way to irritate the rest of the team who barely understood him half the time, although they seemed to be learning quick enough.

Mitch nodded, glad to see his friend back on rotation and fighting fit again, after the gunshot wound he’d received protecting the woman he loved.

Jack, their boss, banged the table with one hand. “Listen up. We have a few things to cover.”

The room grew silent as everyone focused on the job first and foremost.

“Firstly, we’ve had word from the Palace that the Queen wants to do a tour of the commonwealth next year.” Jack flipped a pencil end over end as he spoke. “That means we’re up. We need to plan it, visit locations, and prep. Her usual security will continue with the day to day stuff, but this is where we shine, gentleman. We need this contract if you want to keep making money.”

“What about the threat inside the Palace? Has Gunner given us anything useful?” 

Decker leaned back in his chair, the coolest cucumber in the room, and the most well-dressed. He lived in a suit while the rest of them wore jeans, combats, or training gear. Perhaps it was because as the profiler, his brain was his biggest weapon, whereas the rest of them were more the brawn.

“He’s meeting me in two days and says he might have a name for us by then.” Jack sat forward. “Any questions?”

“You got any closer to hiring a dog unit?” Blake was the one with the most experience in personal protection, having had close contact with the Queen long before they got this contract. He was all in favour of having a K9 unit for the teams. Mitch had to say he agreed, it worked for Fortis well and was the only place they had a real gap in capabilities.

“I’m interviewing candidates with Alex and Decker on Friday.”

“What about admin and stuff? I’m sick of getting stuck with that shit,” Lopez said.

Mitch threw a ball of paper at his head. “Stop whining, you big baby.”

Lopez lobbed it back. “You try doing it and see how you like it.”

“Can’t, they need my exceptional skill in the field, nerd boy.”

“Fuck off, grandad.”

Mitch laughed at the dig knowing it was a joke. As the oldest member of the team, he frequently got called gramps and grandad—it didn’t bother him in the slightest. “When did forty become old?”

“When did it stop?” Lopez countered, and the guys cracked up as did he.

“Touché.”

This camaraderie was why he loved this team; they laughed, they joked, but when it mattered, they would take a bullet to save one another. It was a similar feeling to the one he’d had long ago when he grew up surrounded by his gang, except the current one was highly trained and mostly legal. 

Until Eidolon, he’d missed the element of belonging that being part of a crew had given him. It was the only part he did miss though. The rest had been too high a price to pay for his best friend’s life. Walking away from the gangs, getting out of South London had literally saved his own life. It was something he’d be forever grateful for, and his mum was the woman he’d always have to thank for it. 

As a single mum since his dad’s death, she’d worked her fingers to the bone to keep a roof over their heads, and not once had he gone without. But ultimately, it was her grit, her strength to drag him bodily to another area and away from the people who would have cost him his life had he stayed, that was the thing he was most grateful for.

Jack leaned forward on the table catching everyone’s attention, holding a room with his authority in such a way nobody realised it half the time. “Well, Lopez, you’ll be happy to hear that I’ve looked at the budget and hired an office admin.”

“Thank fuck for that. Tell me she’s pretty, with long legs....”

“She’s off fucking limits. Aubrey will have my balls if you touch her sister, and anyway, I’m not having you pricks hitting on the office staff and costing me a fortune in legal fees when she sues us.”

“Madison? Are you fucking kidding me?” Lopez threw his pen down on the desk, shaking his head. 

Madison was a handful to say the least. The team had saved her from a Colombian drug lord after she’d got herself in trouble.

“It’s a favour for Aubrey.” 

Nobody responded to that because everyone loved Aubrey, Will’s girlfriend, who was also a local police detective.

“I’m also hiring someone to coordinate logistics for us. Pax has very kindly agreed to help me find someone.”

“Pax should come work for us. She’d be awesome.” Reid looked at Blake with a raised brow.

“Not going to happen, my friend. She’s loyal to Roz. Plus, we’d probably kill each other.”

Reid laughed. “True dat.” 

Pax was the most efficient woman Mitch had ever met, and she’d be a massive asset to the team, but he had to respect her loyalty to Zenobi.

Jack stood from his chair, leaning his hands on the table. “Well, if that’s all, we can meet here next Monday and go through a detailed list of jobs when I’ve met with the Palace.”

“Need someone with you?” Mitch asked, not liking the idea of Jack going alone when they knew a threat to the team originated there.

“Blake is coming with me, but a second set of eyes would be good.”

Mitch nodded, and everyone stood as the meeting wrapped up. Mitch looked at his watch and figured he had time for a workout before he met the prospective tenant. 

That turned out to be longer than expected when he got into a sparring match with Waggs and Reid, and then Alex joined them. Before he knew what had happened, it was seven-thirty.

“Fuck, I need to be somewhere.” Throwing his gloves in his bag, he rushed through a shower and shoved his jeans, navy t-shirt, and boots on before jumping in his car and driving the fifteen minutes home. 

Pulling up, he noticed a rusted-out Ford Focus parked on the road outside his house and cussed again. He hated being late for anything.

Throwing his bag over his shoulder, he stepped through the front gate and came face to butt with the sweetest ass he’d ever seen, and Mitch had seen his fair share. A sexy woman with long black hair in braids was bent over pulling weeds from his garden.

“You here to see the flat or did I contract a gardener and forget about it?”

The woman instantly turned and flashed him a questioning smile. Forget the ass, her face was even better, with a regal, oval shape, a warm rose gold skin tone, and lush, full lips meant for kissing. The woman tilted her head to look up at him with eyes the colour of autumn leaves, the longest lashes he’d ever seen sweeping over high cheekbones. Her long black hair was held back from her face in a knot, the rest skimming almost to her waist as she moved towards him, hand outstretched.

“Mr Quinn, I’m Autumn Roberts.” She waved a hand behind her. “Sorry about that, I couldn’t help myself. Gardening is a bit of a passion of mine.”

“Mitch.”

She frowned adorably while rubbing her hands together to get the soil off them and he fought not to grin like an idiot. 

“Sorry?”

“My name is Mitch.”

“Oh, I see.” 

He regarded her, taking in the whole package, and found himself intrigued. This woman was beautiful and friendly, a good start.

“Can I see the property?”

Mitch jumped. “Oh, yeah. Sure.” He moved towards the door, feeling like a knobend for staring at the poor woman.

He led her to the stairs and looked back at her as she looked around. “It’s on the top floor.”

He opened the door and let her go in first, wanting another look at her rear end to see if his assessment had been spot-on the first time. Yes, it definitely had. Her curves filled out those jeans perfectly. 

Shaking his head, he walked towards the kitchen area. “It’s fitted out with new units and appliances. Carpets and laminate are also new, so is the bathroom suite and windows.” 

Autumn walked to the window and looked out at the long garden. “Do you allow children? The agent wasn’t sure.”

“As long as they’re housetrained and not gonna keep everyone up all night.” He’d hoped to elicit a smile from her, wanting to see how she looked with a full grin on her stunning face.

“Maggie is only five months old, so not exactly.” Her face was motionless as she watched him, a caution about her he didn’t understand but for some strange reason wanted to.

“It was a joke, Ms Roberts. Kids are fine.”

She offered him another of her shy smiles and then dipped her head. “When can I move in?”

Mitch moved to stand beside her and noticed the scent of honeysuckle surrounded her. It was sweet and suited her and made his dick jump with interest.

“As soon as your references and DBS check come back clear.” He’d actually get Will to run the check rather than the Disclosure and Barring Service who usually did the criminal records checks.

Her face dropped again, and she nodded but wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Okay.”

“You gonna take it?”

“Yeah, I think I am.”

Mitch grinned at her, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep from the acting on the sudden urge to reach for her. 

He had the distinct impression that Ms Roberts was going to make his life very interesting.

For the first time in a long time, he was excited by a woman. Whether that was a good or a bad thing was anyone’s guess.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




Mitch pored over the blueprints for one of the proposed stops on the tour the Palace had planned for next year, trying not to pull his hair out at the number of headaches it posed from a security point of view. He looked up as Will walked inside, the new tattoo on his arm on full display.

“Aubrey know you got that?” Mitch’s eyes crinkled in a grin as he nodded at the new ink covered in cling wrap.

“She does actually, she helped me choose it.”

Mitch’s lips turned down at the corners as he nodded. “How’s her new job going?”

Aubrey had just been promoted to Lead Detective after her boss and their friend, Henry English up and fell in love with a woman who lived in Texas, forcing him to up sticks and move.

“Good. She loves it and not having to worry about Madison is a help.”

“Yeah, I saw her in the conference room sorting through Jack’s paperwork. Have to say if she can figure that shit out, she may be on to something.”

“Pax is coming over later to give her some tips.”

“Pax is the shit.”

“Yeah, she is. I actually came to talk to you about your prospective tenant, though.”

Mitch’s antennae went up at Will’s tone. “Oh?”

“Yeah, it seems Ms Roberts is in witness protection.”

Mitch’s eyebrows lifted, his eyes going round for a moment, but then he considered how guarded she’d been and it made a little more sense. “Does it say why?”

“I didn’t dig any further. Figured that was your call. I can find out easily enough if you want.”

Mitch considered it for a moment, but then something stopped him. “No, leave it for now. Whatever is in her past, she deserves a second chance. Perhaps we can give her that, plus she has a kid. If she were dangerous, they wouldn’t leave a baby with her. I assume she isn’t on any social services child protection list?”

Will shrugged. “Not that I could find.” 

“Then leave it, if she wants us to know she’ll either tell us or if the need arises, we can find out.”

“Fine by me. Now, I need to go see the ugly Granger of the family and tell him Mother is demanding he come for Sunday lunch.”

Mitch laughed at the thought of anyone demanding Jack do anything. But then he was no different. Even at forty-five, he still jumped if his mum spoke to him in a certain voice and he never turned down her cooking. Her West Indian recipes handed down from her mother meant she was the best damn cook Mitch knew. At the thought of his mother’s cooking, he figured he’d see if he had any of her jerk chicken in the freezer for later, his mouth already watering at the idea. 

As Mitch drove towards his apartment, later that evening, a warm feeling settled into his belly. He’d put in a call to the letting agent telling them he was happy with the background checks—which he’d insisted on doing himself—and to let Ms Roberts know she could move in tomorrow if she liked.

Taking the stairs two at a time, he glanced at the door opposite his own and smiled. It would be nice to have someone else up here. Sure, he had Waggs and Bebe downstairs, but he liked the idea of a new face to look at and what a face it was. Maybe he’d make himself available tomorrow to help her and make sure she got moved in okay. Be a good landlord. Even as he thought it, he knew it was bullshit. 

He was attracted to the beautiful woman with warm, cautious eyes and smile he knew would light up a cave if she ever let it show. With a beer in one hand and a plate of his mother’s cooking in the other, Mitch flipped on the TV with a grin. Tomorrow would be a good day.

* * *
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Turning to the back seat of her decrepit old Ford Focus where Maggie was shoving her entire fist in her cute but dribbly mouth, Autumn smiled. Just the feat of getting here felt like a small victory in what had been fourteen months of hell. The fact the result had ended with her here, hiding, or restarting her life as a different person, alone in a town where she had nobody wasn’t something she could allow herself to dwell on. If she did, she feared she might sink under the weight of it all.

No, one step at a time was her new mantra, and she and her beautiful baby girl were safe with a roof over their heads, and that was all that mattered right now. Ducking her head, she looked up at her new home. From the outside it was imposing and beautiful, a grand old Victorian home carefully restored to its original grace and grandeur. On the inside, the owner had done an excellent job of blending the old and the new.

The owner in question sprang to the forefront of her mind, making her pulse kick up as she remembered the wide smile that made his eyes twinkle, the deep baritone of his chuckle making long-forgotten body parts sit up and take notice.

Autumn pushed those thoughts away, she had no time for such things, nor indeed the trust it would take to open her heart up again and risk the devastation the last man who’d shared her bed had cost her.

“Ready to go see your new home, Roo?” Autumn asked using the nickname she’d given her baby girl, as she always seemed to settle when she was cuddled in her sling, close to her mother’s body, just like a baby kangaroo.

Maggie just tried to shove her hand further in her mouth as she kicked her legs out excitedly. Autumn grinned which she found herself doing more and more since Maggie had been born, her daughter changing the course of her life and giving her more strength than someone so small should be capable of. 

Getting out of the car, she bent down to lift Maggie from the car seat, lifting her to her hip as she carried the changing bag that had replaced the sleek, designer purses she used to love. With her key in hand, she walked towards the main door and opened the lock. Stepping through, she made her way to the stairs and to the third floor where she stopped. 

This felt momentous, like she was finally getting a piece of her life back. Maggie grabbed a handful of her braids, attempting to shove them in her mouth. Autumn gently detangled her hair from her grasp.

“You don’t want to eat that. Just wait, and as soon as I get settled in, I’ll feed you. How does that sound?” Autumn often talked to Maggie like she was an adult that would answer back. It had become natural after having her as her only real company for the last few months. 

Walking over the threshold of her new home, Autumn took in the space, excitement building in her chest that this was her home. Moving to the bay window, she looked down and spotted the lawned area below. Her mind instantly envisioned time spent with Maggie in the open space with the shade of the apple tree at the back. 

Her daughter began to fuss, and Autumn knew if she didn’t feed her child in the next few minutes all hell would break loose. Maggie went from nought to starving faster than a Bugatti Chiron on a dry track.

“Okay, Maggie, how about we feed you first?” Looking around the large space, Autumn realised she’d need to buy a few pieces of furniture. Hopefully, she could find something second-hand and then she could save some of her money for an emergency. 

Plopping her butt on the ground and crossing her legs buddha style, Autumn lifted her pink tee and released the clip on her nursing bra, before Maggie latched on like the little pro she was. It was only then she realised that in her excitement she hadn’t closed the door. With Maggie nursing comfortably, her little hand lying warm against her skin, the tiny snuffly noises she made showing her contentment, Autumn decided to leave it be. It was the middle of the day so everyone would probably be at work.

Her handler in the witness protection program had assured her this house and the people in it were safe for her and Maggie, but Autumn was still cautious. It would take a good while for her to trust anyone again. It didn’t stop the loneliness though, or the need for human contact. 

Her mind turned to thoughts of a job, and she made a mental note of how much money she had in her bank account. It would last her a few months, but she’d rather not use that unless she had too. Falling back on her editing certification and working freelance seemed the best option. Perhaps when she’d brought all her stuff in, built Maggie’s cot and done a food shop, she could look into getting some work.

The door to her living room moved, and her stomach flipped with fright, her heart jumped out of her chest. 

“Knock, knock?”

Mitch’s head popped around the door, his twinkly brown eyes landing on first her and then Maggie before they flitted to her face again, then up to the ceiling.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. I saw your door open and wanted to check you’d gotten settled in okay.” 

His obvious embarrassment made her smile, as did his chivalry. “It’s okay, Mitch, you can look, I’m all covered up.” 

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he stepped slightly into the room and dropped his eyes to her face, ensuring he didn’t look lower down.

“As you can see, I’ve not gotten far. When this one wants feeding everything stops. She’ll probably sleep afterwards though so I can bring it up then.”

Mitch’s eyes furrowed slightly, and he pointed behind him. “I can bring it up. Is that your Focus outside?”

Autumn nodded, her initial reaction to turn down his offer, to keep him out as she did everyone else, but he didn’t give her chance.

“Is it open?”

“Well, yes, but I can manage, you don’t have to.”

Mitch’s lips turned up at the corner, and she saw the deep dimple in his cheeky grin, her heart beating faster for a reason other than fright now. “I know, but I can get your stuff in before the removal van gets here.”

Autumn blinked at him, her cheeks warming. “There isn’t a moving van. I have everything I own in that car.”

Mitch’s handsome face turned into a frown at her words. “I see. I thought I’d said the flat isn’t furnished, but maybe I didn’t.”

“No, you did. Furniture shopping is tomorrow’s job. Today I have to get some food in. Do you know any second-hand shops around here that are good?”

“Yeah, I can hook you up.”

Autumn thought she caught the slightest hint of a South London accent in his voice but wasn’t sure. It made her ache for her parents and grandparents, who she missed fiercely.

Mitch disappeared from the room, and Autumn switched Maggie to the other side to feed, her baby already sleepy. A sigh of ease left her lips as she looked around her living space, it was small, but it was perfect for her and Maggie. They could build a good life here and maybe one day even make some friends.
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The clouds were hanging grey overhead as Autumn peered out of her window. It had been three days since she’d moved into this place, and already it was beginning to feel like home. A deep dark burgundy couch with washable covers now graced the room, along with a large cream plush area rug and a round coffee table on top. 

Dark grey and white hat boxes stacked beside the couch made a cute side table, and a few plants in the window space gave it a homey feel. Maggie’s room now had some homemade bunting strung around the room, and Mitch had said he could paint it if she wanted, although she liked the warm neutral colours he’d chosen. When she finally felt safe enough for her baby to go in her own room she wanted it to be perfect for her, but for now she was happy having Maggie in with her at night.

Now it was time to get out and explore the town that was her new home. Shoving her arms through a light jacket, and praying the rain stayed away, Autumn picked Maggie up from where she lay on her belly on the rug. 

“Wanna go exploring, Roo?” Autumn buried her head in her baby’s belly, blowing raspberries through her top and making her giggle and grab her hair.

“I’m gonna take that as a yes.”

Autumn dressed Maggie in a warm coat and set her in the buggy which was waiting in the entryway. Placing the changing bag underneath, she locked her apartment and moved to the stairs. This was the bit she’d not looked forward to, carrying this heavy pram down the stairs on her own, but she’d managed so far. As she lifted it, she cursed as the metal on the wheel scraped her ankle.

“Hey, let me help you.” 

Autumn looked up in surprise not having heard Mitch approach behind her. He took hold of Maggie in her pram and carried her down the flight of stairs as if she weighed nothing more than a bag of sugar.

Setting her down at the bottom, he leaned in to shake her baby’s hand as Maggie grinned and kicked her feet out, her big eyes twinkling at the sexy man. Even her daughter knew a fine man when she saw one. And following him down the stairs had allowed her an uninterrupted view of strong shoulders and cute ass she wanted to grab hold of. Those things alone were enough, but this man was more than the sum of his cute derriere, muscles, dimples, and twinkly eyes; no, he was nice too.

“Thank you for that. I should probably try and figure that out better for next time.”

“You can leave the pram under the stairs if it’s easier. I originally planned it for bikes, but none of us cycle.”

Autumn tipped her head. “Are you sure it won’t be an imposition?”

Mitch chuckled, the deep sound humming through her. “Yes, Autumn, I’m sure it won’t be an imposition.”

“Hey, don’t take the piss, my mama brought me up properly.”

Mitch glanced her over from head to toe, and Autumn fought the desire to shiver, her body responding to this man way more than she wanted it to. 

“She certainly did.”

A slightly awkward silence filled with sexual tension filtered through the room, heightening her senses. Autumn had forgotten what this felt like, the giddy, heart-pounding attraction to someone that was all new. 
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