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Blurb 

Swipe left on the Big Bad Wolf!

Hugo is a successful London lawyer, fiercely driven, habitually short-tempered, scornful of all things Christmas—and also extremely miserable. Until recently, he was dating Davy, his cute and ultra-efficient PA. For Hugo—never very good at social interaction, let alone romance—it was a hot, exciting, and surprisingly loving time. But after a heated argument put them at odds, they’ve now reverted to a purely professional relationship. Alone, with the holiday season looming, Hugo is determined to cope with it all as a mature, professional man. He’s just not sure he’s succeeding.

Davy is also still reeling from the breakup with his grumpy boss. He’d been falling hard for Hugo’s clever wit and quiet charm, hidden under all that crankiness, and eagerly looking forward to spending Christmas with his lover—if he could only persuade Hugo to put up the appropriate decorations!—but it wasn’t to be. His PA job and his relationship with Hugo were the best things in his life, but the argument knocked both his pride and his confidence, and it’s far better now to concentrate solely on his career. He’s sure this is the right decision. Definitely. Probably.

A new dating app called HuntsMan seems promising, to help Davy move on ... but each date is worse than the last. What wandering eyes they have, what selective hearing they have—and, wait, is that guy actually trying to sniff Davy? When the final bad date with the sharp, shiny teeth turns out to be way too predatory for comfort, Davy realises how much he needs and misses Hugo. 

Will there be a second chance for them both? More importantly, will it come in time to save Davy from the Big Bad Wolf?
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CHAPTER 1 - HUGO
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“I hear Davy’s dating again,” my squash partner said as he whacked the ball across the court in front of me.

I stood there, frozen to the spot, as the vicious little missile bounced off the side wall, then the back of the court, smacked me on the arse, and fell to the floor with a thud.

“Yes!” Max crowed, leaping like a crazed hare and thrusting a victory fist into the air. “That’s the final game to me!”

“You cheated,” I said.

“Huh?”

“You distracted me.”

“Don’t be a sore loser, Hugo. You fought well, my miserable young brother, but you lost! This day in December will henceforth be celebrated because, today, Hugo Attwood Cutter, the ruthless London barrister, winner of all he pursues, in and out of the courtroom, actually lost something at last! I’m claiming that as a special, early Christmas gift for me.” 

He cackled, his face right up in mine. His sweaty, scarlet, good-looking face, with his unfairly-generous mop of hair currently plastered to his forehead, and a stupid moustache that resembled one of those hairy caterpillars that fall out of trees in the summer. Never had I been so pleased I was the clean-shaven one of our family.

The day had started badly and wasn’t improving. Max and I always played squash on Tuesdays, and often had a drink afterwards. But ever since December 1st, the whole of central London appeared to have gone Christmas-mad. And whereas Max was a fan of all seasonal celebrations, I... was not. Streets crowded with aimless, confused shoppers carrying bags stuffed full of unnecessary frippery, obstructing people who had proper work to get done. Roads full of open-top bus tours and gawking tourists. And the lights in every damn shop window blinking at speed through a multitude of colours like a hallucinogenic trip.  

I paused before my next serve. “How do you know that, anyway?” I asked.

“About Davy? You and me are half-brothers, aren’t we?”

I couldn’t follow that logic. “By merit of our thrice-divorced father, yes, I’m afraid to say.”

“And we’re both in the law.”

“But operating on completely opposite sides of the city, in completely different disciplines. I practise in the traditionally honoured field of criminal law, while you scrabble in the grime of corporate fraud and mismanagement.”

Max ignored the familiar insult. “And I’m the only sibling who still keeps in touch with you, because your bad temper and total lack of social graces keep everyone else away.”

“Barely in touch.” I sniffed. “And if you’re just going to be abusive—”

“I take an interest in your business, Hugo. I take an interest in you.” 

God, was that concern in his gaze? How nauseating.

“And so, I make sure our PAs keep in touch. Yes, you can take that appalled look off your face because, to other decent people, friendship is normal, civilised behaviour. And my PA Caitlin and your PA Davy are friends. They often meet up for lunch. In fact, I believe they’ve been planning the Christmas decorations in our respective offices—”

“No,” I said sharply.

Max raised his eyebrows. “Come on, Hugo. ’Tis the season to be—”

“No,” I repeated, interrupting the jolly forming on his mischievous mouth. I wasn’t falling for the rampant commercialism and tawdry tinsel-draped fantasy world that everyone else seemed to embrace with insane abandon. “I’ve never allowed such nonsense before in the office, and I’m not starting now.”

“Not feeling even slightly more mellow this year?” Max’s look was worryingly knowing. 

Most especially not this year, I thought, but I wasn’t going to share with Max the rather painful jolt that gave me.

He nodded slowly, not looking convinced. “It’s your serve,” was all he said. 

I didn’t move. “So, Caitlin tells you what Davy’s doing?” I reckoned I made it sound like a casual enquiry.

Max roared with laughter. “Do you honestly think I’ll fall for that like I care look? Did you expect him to tell you instead, Hugo? I suspect the days of sweet confidences between you two have passed. And you, of all people, know he’s an extremely good-looking young man, what cheerfulness and intelligence he has, what great company he is—” 

I was going to change the subject, and swiftly. I knew better than to be drawn into my brother’s childish provocation. But, “Tell me everything,” I heard myself growl. “Right now. Whatever you know.”

Max flinched, but was still smirking. I’d tell him how unattractive it was on a grown man in his forties. As soon as he gave me the information.

“I suppose I can be gracious in victory,” he said, “and put you out of your misery. Obviously, Caitlin doesn’t tell me personal details about her friends—”

Yes, right. Because everyone knew that, despite him being appropriately discreet about his clients’ business, any salacious gossip passed to Max Cutter would immediately be found scribbled on a drinks coaster in every pub in central London.

“But I heard her on the phone to Davy a couple of days ago, and she was recommending good venues for a Christmas first date. And it wasn’t for her benefit.” He looked at me slyly. “They were both laughing fit to burst. Davy has such a cute chuckle, a lovely contrast to Caitlin’s belly laugh. They were looking forward to London’s Christmas celebrations, and it all sounded like it was gonna be a real treat for Davy.”

My throat felt tight and I had an irresistible urge to smack my big brother across the head with my racket.

He gave a long-suffering sigh. “Have you apologised yet?” 

“To whom? And what the hell for?”

“To whomever you upset. I’m assuming in this case that’s Davy Reddington, though it could be one of many thousands, according to your past history—”

I growled again. 

Max frowned back at me, unfazed. “And to apologise, Hugo, for whatever you did to piss him off in the first place, which I have to guess at because you’ve never given me the full brief. I’d start with your total lack of support for any of that Christmas cheer at the premises of Cutter and Associates—”

“All in red,” I blurted out. “He wanted to cover the whole damn place with red, foil-wrapped rubbish. And a tree, for God’s sake! Most of which would shed all over the carpet by New Year’s day. What the hell was that about?”

Max shook his head ruefully. “Was that what made him dump you? The final straw after suffering you as the boss from hell for all these months?”

“It was mutual,” I snapped. “I mean, not dumping, because that was... well, that’s a totally ridiculous word. And no, of course it wasn’t because of the office decorations. It was—” At the last second, I caught sight of Max’s gleeful look and bit back the words. “We merely agreed things had run their course. That we should return to a solely professional relationship, after our minor disagreement.”

“Disagreement? Minor? The pair of you have always bickered and bantered, but surely—” 

“I don’t wish to go into any more detail, suffice to say it was mutual. As I already said. And, by the way, is it any of your business?”

Max just ignored that. He’d always had selective hearing. There was probably too much of that bloody luxuriant hair in his ears as well.

Instead, he muttered, “So you’ve been going around bear-with-sore-head-like for, what, two months since?”

Bear-like or not, I wasn’t going to be baited. Even so, “Nine weeks, three days,” I heard myself say. 

Max sighed. “Get grovelling, Hugo. You need him. You want him! When you two were dating, it was the only time you ever approached being a happy, sociable human being. Whatever you did to screw that up—because, although I know Davy has a will almost as strong as your own, he’s been a consistent ray of sunshine at your place, so I strongly suspect the balance of fault will be on your side—you need to get over yourself and make it right. Even if it means I start losing again at squash.”

“You still cheated,” I said.

“Hit a nerve, did I?” Now his face twisted in pity. That was even worse than crowing over me. And inflicting his appalling forehand grip on our game each week. 

“You hit someone who will hit back,” I corrected him, my teeth gritted, my fist tightening on my racket. “Who will beat you within an inch of your obscenely-rich, corporate-law life—”

“Uh-huh?”

“—but next week,” I finished. I peeled off my wrist bands and tossed them onto the bench against the back wall.

Max blinked and his victory grin faltered. “But I’ve paid for another half hour in the court.”

“I have to go.”

“What the hell? Hugo, are you leaving in some kind of a hissy fit?”

“I have to leave,” I repeated. “Now.” My feet were literally itching to be gone.

“If you weren’t such an uptight, snarly prick, I wouldn’t feel the God-appointed need to tease you,” Max grumbled.

I picked up my sports bag, then paused, turning to face him. “When and where is this proposed date of Davy’s?”

“You think I’ll tell you that? My lips are sealed.”

I turned my racket over in my hand, feeling its weight. 

Max gulped. “This Friday, at the River View bar. I think that’s what I heard them say. For God’s sake, Hugo, don’t you dare go checking it out. Davy’s love life has nothing to do with you any longer—”

But I was already striding out of the court, leaving Max, and his sweaty moustache, quivering in my wake. 
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