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    To my boy, Tom.

Nobody has ever made me laugh or smile as much as you. I love you more than I can ever put into words.
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Chapter one
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When I was sixteen, I got a part-time job in an ice cream shop. It was easy enough work and I shovelled spoonful after spoonful of delicious ice cream into my gob when no one was watching me. Sadly, I only lasted four weeks before I was fired. 

And no, it had nothing to do with my ice cream consumption.

I mean, how was I to know that the blonde-haired woman making out with my boss, Mr Frost, (I kid you not,) in the back office wasn’t his wife? Let me tell you, I didn’t stick around long enough to look at their faces. So, when Mrs Frost came into the store the next day and I apologised for interrupting them, and commented on how lovely her hair looked brown compared to the blonde it was the day before, was it really my fault when she slapped her husband across the face and stormed out?

That was my last shift at Frosty’s Ice Creamery. And it’s been a running joke in my family for the past twelve years. I still get teased about the shortest career in our family’s history.

Sadly, I broke my own employment record today. Smashed it actually.

Although this time it wasn’t my fault.

My name is Jen Sweet. Jennifer only to my mum. I’m twenty-eight years old, five foot six, and I have long, thick blonde hair. I have a great fake tan thanks to the beauty salon down the road from my house and a slim, but unfit, figure thanks to good genes.

I live in a beautiful mini-mansion on Hedges Avenue or ‘Millionaires Row’ to the locals. Hedges Avenue is right on the beach in Mermaid Beach, a lovely little suburb on Queensland’s Gold Coast. Sadly, the mini-mansion isn’t mine. Me and my younger sister Leela were borrowing it rent-free off a very wealthy friend of mine, Louis Wilkes. We weren’t paying Louis rent, but I knew I’d have to pay him back eventually, one way or another, and I didn’t know if that thought made me nervous or excited.

Louis is an extremely wealthy businessman with very legal and respected companies. But Louis likes to live on the edge by doing things that aren’t so legal, like running a huge loan-sharking business. I know there are a few other things he does that are on the illegal side and I’m not quite sure I want to know anything about that.

Louis is romance novel handsome. His blue eyes, perfectly styled blondie-brown hair and six-foot muscled frame are what most women’s (and I imagine some men’s as well,) fantasies are made of. Louis is sexy, sleek, and just that little bit scary. He pays women- sorry, supplies women- with a beautiful lifestyle to be at his beck and call so he has no romantic dramas, and surprisingly, he has no shortage of women willing to live this lifestyle with him. They all seem happy to have any sort of attention from him, even if they know they mean nothing to him.

I, it seems, am the only woman Louis cares enough about not to treat like complete crap. In fact, I know he would do absolutely anything for me. Problem is, I am pretty sure I’ve already found the man of my dreams.

Andrew Hitchinson, or Hitch as everyone calls him, is a whole other kind of sexy. He’s six foot two, tanned, with deep brown eyes, and a body to rival ‘The Rock’. He is funny, relaxed (most of the time,) and he can turn me on with one look at his cheeky smile. When he turns on the charm, his eyes are deep chocolate and his voice is warm and husky. If Hitch asked me to marry him tomorrow and have his babies, I’d say yes in a heartbeat. But Hitch has to work for Louis for the next nine months as his retriever, which basically means he’s like his debt collector and mob tough guy rolled into one. Hitch vowed two years ago that he’d never be a retriever again, but life had other plans and Hitch had no choice but to work for Louis once more. Hitch won’t have a relationship with me while he’s working for Louis. (Two months down, ten to go.) He’ll have sexual relations with me, but he won’t commit until the year is up.

So, I’m stuck with two perfect men in my life and no relationship with either of them. Am I lucky or what? 

Anyway, I’ve been working at The Seaside Coffee Shop for a week now. My sister and I had moved to the Gold Coast a month and a half ago and this was the first job I’d had. Back when I was living in Melbourne, I’d been working at an accounting firm. But I’d never really enjoyed it. So when I moved up here, I decided I wasn’t going to get another job in accounting, I was going to find my passion. Now I know working in a coffee shop isn’t my passion, especially since we were currently experiencing a heatwave and the temperature outside hadn’t dropped below thirty-five degrees all week, but I still needed to pay the bills until I work out what my passion is. Maybe another job in an ice cream shop wouldn’t be so bad in this Gold Coast summer heat? 

I’d been at the coffee shop for a week and I was beginning to find my groove. And then today a woman walked in and everything went to hell in a handbasket.

“Hello,” I said brightly to the woman in front of me. I wiped some sweat off my brow on the back of my arm. “Welcome to The Seaside Coffee Shop. How can I help you today?” 

The woman was about five foot nine and built like a toothpick with long lean limbs. She had a sharp, deep red bob with a thick fringe that was straightened to within an inch of its life. How she kept it so straight in this humidity I’ll never know.

Her skin was like porcelain and I knew that she wasn’t a born and bred Gold Coast girl. Not with that pale skin. She was dressed in a knee-length leather skirt, a rich red halter-neck shirt, and sky-high black Louboutin’s. She was wearing black, cat’s eye Prada sunglasses, which despite being inside, she didn’t bother to remove.

“You can help me, Miss Sweet,” the woman purred. “By staying the hell away from my man.”

I looked at her for a moment, not quite sure I’d heard her properly. Who on earth was her man? She sure didn’t look like Hitch’s type and she seemed a little dominatrix for Louis. Louis would definitely be a Dom, not a Sub. 

Ohh man, that’s a hot thought!

“I’m sorry, but what did you say?” I asked politely, pushing aside thoughts of Louis in nothing but worn-in denim jeans like that guy in the Fifty Shades movie.

In one quick movement, the woman reached across the counter and grabbed hold of the front of my black tee-shirt, putting her nose inches from mine. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I knew beneath her shades her eyes were blazing.

“Don’t play dumb with me you little bitch, I’ve seen you with him,” she hissed with pure venom.

I glanced around her shoulder and I could see everyone in the coffee shop watching us with wide eyes. Including my boss.

“Listen, I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about, but you’re making a scene.” I tried to pull away from her, but she grabbed hold of me with both hands and dragged me over the counter. I was caught completely off guard and I was really surprised by her strength. How she lifted me with those chicken arms I’ll never know.  

She got her face in mine again and I could smell her breath. It was a mix of peppermint and Diet Coke.

“I’m going to warn you one last time to stay away from him or you will live to regret it,” she hissed with absolute hatred in her voice.

“Who are you?” I demanded and I could feel myself starting to get angry. Who did she think she was? This woman was crazy, and I wasn’t going to let her push me around like this.

“Ivy. Let. Her. Go.” I heard an oh-so-familiar voice say.

I felt relief rush through me, and however inappropriate, a wave of lust washed over me as well. My heartbeat was reaching stroke level and if the crazy woman in front of me hadn’t been holding onto the front of my shirt, I was pretty sure I’d be a puddle on the ground right now. While I felt tough, I had no confidence whatsoever that I’d be able to fight her off.

Ivy turned to look at Hitch and her thin eyebrows rose slightly. “Hitch,” she purred. “Long time no see. I heard you were working for Louis again.” 

“Let go of Jen right now,” Hitch said forcefully. He didn’t raise his voice, but he didn’t need to. He was scary enough.

The coffee shop was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop. There was a young couple at a table in the corner, a group of older ladies at a table next to Hitch, and two men in suits by the counter waiting for their takeaway coffees. Oh, and my boss, she was watching wide-eyed on the other side of the room.

Ivy frowned at Hitch. “I won’t share him, Hitch. I’ve told you that before.”

“You’ve got it wrong, Ivy. Jen is my girl, not his.”

Ivy laughed and it was sounding a tad unstable. “You’ve protected his bitches before.”

In less than a second, Ivy pulled a gun out from the back of her skirt and aimed it at my head. It wasn’t the first time I’d had a gun pointed at my head, but it didn’t make it any less scary.

Hitch raised his hands, palms up in the air. “I’m unarmed, Ivy, but Wade won’t be. He’s seconds away. Remember his warning and run while you still have the chance.”

Ivy looked around, clearly trying to decide if it was worth shooting me anyway. She huffed and stuck the gun back into the back of her skirt, then she pushed her way past Hitch. She was out of the coffee shop and had disappeared from slight within seconds.

Hitch caught me just before my legs gave way. He held me in his arms and smiled down at me, but I could see the tension in his eyes.

“Sweetheart, I’m beginning to think you might be a trouble magnet,” Hitch said, his voice low and husky.

“I’m beginning to think you have the best timing in the world.”

Hitch stood me upright and the chatter started back up around the room. Although to be honest, it seemed like most of the women in the room were more interested in checking Hitch out. A sexy man who can swoop in and save the day? Sign me up. 

I looked over at my boss and gave her a weak smile. She didn’t seem to notice Hitch, instead there was a look of wide-eyed fear on her face and it was then that I knew I’d just broken the employment record. 

“I’ll just finish up here and get my bag, hey?” I said weakly.

She nodded and handed me some money from the till to cover my wages. “I think that would be for the best.”

“Best if we keep this between us, hey?” said Hitch, his voice dropping as he leaned in a little closer to her. He sounded dark and scary. “Nobody wants to sit around the cop shop all day.”

My boss nodded again, her face frozen in fear.

I grabbed my handbag and without a glance backwards, I followed Hitch outside to where his white Porsche Cayenne GTS was parked by the side of the road. I slid into the front passenger seat and sighed. This morning I was feeling great. It was Friday, it was February, and the Gold Coast weather was still in full summer mode. I was employed and Hitch had promised to take me out to a seafood dinner to celebrate my first week of work. How quickly things change.

“I can’t believe I got fired in my first week. Who the hell was that and why does she think I stole her man?” I asked Hitch as he started the car and pulled out onto the street. He turned the air-conditioner on and I adjusted the vents so the air was blowing right in my flushed face.

“Poison Ivy,” Hitch said, but there was no hint of humour in his voice. “She’s been infatuated with Louis for years. Every now and again she turns up and tries to wedge herself into his life. It’s strange, she’s never physically threatened anyone before like she did today.”

“Oh good, well I’m glad I’m her first,” I said, unable to hide the sarcasm in my voice.

Hitch turned to me and gave me one of his heartbreakingly gorgeous smiles. “I’m sorry about the job, Sweetheart. You know you could just come and work for me. I’d be able to keep a constant eye on you that way.” 

“And that’s exactly why I won’t work for you. We’d tire of each other,” I sighed. “Where are we going?”

“Louis’ house. He has another job for me and I need to tell him about Ivy being back in town and causing trouble.” 

Half an hour later Hitch and I arrived at Louis’ Sovereign Island mega-mansion. As usual, Hitch opened the front door without knocking and we walked straight in. Wade, Louis’ head muscle and right-hand man, stepped into the foyer at the same time as Hitch and I. Wade knew we’d arrived at Louis’ house before we even knew. It was his job to know everything.

Wade pointed in the direction of Louis’ home office. “He’s in there,” he said in his gruff voice. Wade is six-foot of solid muscle, tattoos and attitude. I don’t know his exact age, but I’m guessing it’s around forty. He is ex-army, super scary, and he has been Louis’ right-hand man for over ten years, and I know he’s done some very bad things to people who’ve crossed Louis. Some of them have even disappeared. I tried not to think too much about the role Wade plays in Louis’ life.

Hitch gave Wade a small nod. “You better come in too. Ivy’s back.”

Wade swore and followed Hitch and I down the hall to Louis’ office. Hitch knocked once, and without waiting for an answer, walked straight in. Wade would have already informed Louis we were there anyway, so the knock was just out of habit. 

Louis looked up and I could see a slight smile on his face. Boy, he was a sexy man. I could feel the butterflies in my stomach the second I locked eyes with his cool blues.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you today, Jen. How’s the job going?” Louis asked as he leaned casually back in his big leather chair. Everything Louis did was smooth and confident.

I let out a dramatic sigh and sat down in the club chair in front of his desk. Hitch sat down in the chair beside me and Wade leaned against the wall. Louis’ new henchman, Kane, was nowhere to be seen.

“That good?” Louis asked with a slight rise of one eyebrow.

“I just got fired because of you and your crazy stalker. That’s the second job you’ve lost me, Louis. You’re lucky you’re not charging me rent right now or I’d be pretty pissed off.”

Louis glanced at Hitch. “Is there something I should know about?”

Hitch nodded. “Poison Ivy. When I turned up at Jen’s work, Ivy had her by the front of her shirt ready to fill Jen’s head with bullets. She told me she’s not sharing you with anyone.” Hitch frowned and I could see the anger in his eyes. “For some reason Ivy thinks Jen is your girl.”

A look of anger flashed through Louis’ eyes and in typical Louis fashion, it was gone in a split second. “Ivy’s never been violent before.”

“Well she was this time,” I said angrily. “I’ve got marks on my knees from where she dragged me over the counter. Who is she anyway?”

Louis sighed softly and leaned forward so his elbows were resting on his desk. “Ivy was one of my girls, years ago. I was about twenty-seven and she had just turned twenty. She was one of many women back then and I let her go because she was extremely jealous. She’s been stalking me all this time, although it’s never been anything major. Turning up in places she knows I frequent, sends me gifts for my birthday, sits out front of the house. She also sends me naked photos of herself.”

“A lot of naked photos,” grinned Wade.

“And you haven’t tried to stop her?”

Louis shrugged. “It’s all been fairly harmless. Every now and again she does a stint in a psychiatric hospital and they put her back on her medication. I don’t hear much from her after that. I haven’t heard anything from her in over twelve months.”

“Well, today she was completely unstable!” I exclaimed. “She held a gun to my head, in a crowded cafe. What if Hitch hadn’t turned up when he did?”

Louis frowned ever so slightly. “I’ll contact her sister and let her know what happened. When Ivy starts to go off her medication her sister is the one who checks her back in and gets her under control.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have someone watching over Jen when she’s not with us,” Hitch said quietly, not meeting my eye. This wasn’t the first time I’d needed around the clock protection and they all knew how much I hated it.

Mainly because it was just another witness to the many stupid things I do throughout my day-to-day life.

Louis nodded and glanced at Wade. “Organise it.” Wade nodded and walked out of the office.

“Oh great, I’m under watch again. I seriously have no privacy.”

Louis smiled. “Are you regretting the day you met us, Jen... again?”

I rolled my eyes and ignored Hitch’s laughter. “Regretting meeting you? No. Reassessing if I want to keep seeing you? Yes.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter two
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Hitch and I said goodbye to Louis and Hitch drove me back to my place. Leela had a big party she was waitressing at tonight and she’d just left for work, meaning Hitch and I had the place to ourselves. So, when Hitch turned to me in the driveway and asked me if he could come inside for a while and help me release some of my new stress, I practically dragged him up to my bedroom.

An hour later I was feeling completely relaxed. Hitch had spent the entire time making sure there wasn’t an ounce of stress left anywhere in my body. I was now lying in my bed, wrapped tightly in his arms as delicious aftershocks pulsed through me. 

“How you feeling now, Sweetheart?” Hitch asked. His voice was warm and husky, and I closed my eyes as it caused a tingling heat to flow through my veins. “Are you a bit more relaxed?”

I moaned, not able to form a sentence, which caused Hitch to laugh softly and drop a kiss on the top of my head. I rolled over and snuggled into his broad, hard chest. It was my favourite place to be in the whole world. Safe and warm in his arms.

“I have a job to do for Louis this afternoon,” Hitch said quietly. “I should leave soon if I’m going to make it back to take you out for dinner tonight.”

I looked up at him, my glow disappearing. I hated Hitch working for Louis as much as he did. “Weren’t you only taking me out to dinner to celebrate my employment?” 

“Yeah, but now we can celebrate the fact that I can fuck you during the day again. I was getting tired of all that night sex.” That cheeky grin of his spread across his face.

I sat up and playfully slapped him on the arm. “You better be careful or you won’t be getting any kind of sex.”

Hitch’s grin widened and he pulled me back down so I was lying on his chest. “Don’t even joke about that, Sweetheart. Sex with you is the only thing that keeps me sane. It’s like a Valium, a yoga retreat, and a good night’s sleep all rolled into one. I’d turn into the Hulk without it.”

I smiled and reached down to kiss him long and slow on his beautiful lips. “Glad I can be of service. Now tell me about this job you have to leave my bed to do?” 

Hitch sighed. “There’s a brothel in Tweed Heads, which is right on the New South Wales and Queensland border. The owner of the brothel is Cyrus Kostas. He borrowed three hundred thousand dollars off Louis to make some renovations to the brothel. It went from being a dump of a place with cheap girls and dirty sheets, to a high-class joint with hookers who look like models and a wealthy clientele who pay more for privacy.”

My mind went back to a few weeks ago and I thought about the last brothel owner Hitch and the guys went after. He used women who had been brought into the country illegally and treated them so bad, some were even killed by the men who paid to have sex with them. Thankfully, nobody will ever have to worry about him again. I felt my stomach lurch and an uneasy feeling slid through me. I didn’t know if I could hear about another bad brothel owner. 

Hitch smiled a soft smile and reached up to run his hand through my hair. “Don’t worry, Sweetheart, Cyrus is nothing like Grayson Miller. Cyrus’ girls are well looked after. I went there a few weeks ago to talk to Cyrus and everything about his business is aboveboard. His girls are all legal and he has a no tolerance of violence towards them. They have a state-of-the-art gym, on-call beautician, chef, and glamorous rooms to fuck in. Cyrus knows those women are his money-makers and he treats them right. They get paid a shit-load too.”

“You seem to know a lot about the place?” I said with a raised eyebrow.

Hitch grinned. “Sweetheart, that sort of thing doesn’t appeal to me in the slightest. I’ve got all I need right here.”

I grinned back at him and dropped a kiss on his forehead. “So, what about this three hundred grand? He late paying it back?”

Hitch nodded. “Two months late. The interest is up to fifty grand, so now he owes three hundred and fifty grand. That’s a lot of money and Louis is getting angry. If it’s not paid back soon, Louis is going to do something to show Cyrus he’s not mucking around.”

“Like what?” I asked, nerves fluttering in my stomach. I hated this side of Louis’ life.

Hitch shrugged. “That’s up to Wade, but I imagine it will involve broken bones or maybe setting Cyrus’ new Mercedes on fire. If it’s not dealt with after that, then Wade gets really mad and people could disappear.”

My stomach churned and I shifted away from Hitch and sat on the edge of the bed. “I can’t wait for this year to be over.”

Hitch sat up and kissed me on the cheek. “Me either, Sweetheart, me either. Now I’m going to have a shower, you coming with me?”

Hell yeah!

Hitch and I spent twenty minutes in the shower relieving my new stress, before we hopped out and got dressed. I hated the thought of Hitch spending the afternoon at some high-class brothel so I offered to tag along for the ride.

Hitch grinned when I told him. “Really Sweetheart? This is how you want to spend your afternoon?”  

“Well, I don’t have a job to go to, do I?” I said, not bothering to hide my annoyance.

He pulled me into his arms and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. “Are you sure this isn’t about me going to a brothel?”

I pulled away from him and tried to look offended. Hitch’s grin widened. He could always see right through me. “Hitch, please. If you wanna sleep with sex workers, you go right ahead and do it. It’s not like we’re in a relationship or anything.”

“Ouch,” Hitch laughed. “Alright then, Sweetheart, you can tag along. And it’s only because I know Cyrus is a decent guy. The more I try to protect you from this shit, the more you seem to get sucked into it anyway. Maybe if I just involve you, you’ll stop getting into trouble. Plus, I can keep an eye on you if you’re with me.”

“Do I get a cut of your retriever money then?” 

I got a decent payout when I got fired from my accounting job two months ago and even though I wasn’t paying rent, the money was getting low and I was getting nervous.

Hitch smiled his cheeky little grin. “Don’t worry, we’ll work out some kind of payment, Sweetheart.”

I rolled my eyes. Although, what he was offering me was way better than money.

Hitch and I walked out the front door of my borrowed house and hopped into Hitch’s white Porsche Cayenne. It was parked next to my white Audi Q5 S-line. It was a loan car from Louis because everyone keeps telling me that it isn’t safe for me to travel by public transport. Although judging by everything that’s happened in the last few weeks, they were probably right. The only problem is, it’s another thing I am indebted to Louis for.

Hitch backed out of the driveway and we began making our way down the Gold Coast highway. Although it’s called a highway, the stretch of road from Surfers Paradise to Tweed Heads is nothing but traffic lights, so the ride was slow. It’s a nice drive though, that follows along the beaches and towns of the Gold Coast, so at least there’s always plenty to see.

We arrived at the border town of Tweed Heads thirty minutes later and drove into an industrial estate in Tweed Heads South. Hitch pulled his car into the carpark of a large two-story building with a sign stuck near the door which simply said ‘GOLD’. There was only a sleek, black four-door Mercedes parked in the carpark. It had gold mag wheels. Either it was a slow day or the brothel’s customers must have parked their cars elsewhere. I know I would if I was visiting a brothel, because every person I’ve ever met would pick that exact moment to drive past.

“Are you waiting in the car, Sweetheart?” Hitch asked as he unbuckled his seatbelt. “I’ll leave the air-con on for you.”

“I might come inside with you. I want to see what a high-class brothel looks like. I might see someone famous.” Plus, I wanted to make sure no woman offered her services to my future man. I wasn’t going to risk losing him.

Hitch laughed. “Alright, let’s go.”

Hitch locked the Porsche with a press of a button and we walked through the discreet door at the side of the building. A stunning woman with long, platinum blonde hair and a toned, tanned body greeted us in the sleek black waiting room. There were a couple of plush black leather lounges, a healthy fern in a gold pot, a glass side table with a black photo album on it, and on the wall near the door was the hostess counter, like when you walk into a restaurant and stop to talk to the maître’d.

The woman glanced at me with a raised eyebrow and then focused her attention on Hitch. She seemed to lose her train of thought for a moment and she simply stared at him, clearly taking in everything about the impressive man standing in front of her.

I cleared my throat with a loud cough and I could see Hitch smiling out of the corner of my eye. The woman gave her head a light shake and smiled a beaming white-toothed smile at Hitch. Only Hitch.

“Hi,” she said, her voice as smooth as silk. “How can I help you today? I’m afraid this is a men’s only establishment, although we do offer couples appointments on Wednesday nights. Bookings are a must.”

Hitch’s smile grew and he glanced down at me with a raised eyebrow. I gave him a dirty look and frowned so deep my forehead hurt. He laughed quietly and turned back to face the woman. 

“Sadly, we’re here for business, not pleasure,” said Hitch, his smile fading. “My name is Hitch. I have a meeting with Cyrus.”

“One moment.” The woman gave a slight nod and she turned and disappeared behind a thick black curtain at the far end of the room.

“Would you really be interested in a couple’s night?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light. Even I noticed the chipped sound in my voice. I really didn’t want to share him.

Hitch turned to me and the grin broke out on his face again. He wrapped one of his massive arms around my shoulders and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. “Sweetheart, I have enough trouble keeping up with you. I’m getting too old to try and satisfy two women at once.” A cheeky glint formed in his eyes. “In my twenties maybe...”

I gave him a playful slap on his arm. “I don’t even want to know.”

The woman returned and motioned for us to follow her. We walked through the black curtain into a large room with a bar down one end and plush lounges and chairs spread out all over the place. It was quite opulent with black leather, gold chandeliers, shiny glass and deep green velvet. I hadn’t expected a brothel to look so grand. There were a few men and a couple of women in sexy lingerie, drinking at the bar, but it was quiet. I imagine these sorts of places get busier at night. We followed the woman through the bar area and down a long, wide hallway with closed black doors running the whole way down to a gold door at the end. I guess these were the rooms where all the action happened. The woman opened the gold door and we followed her through to a room with nothing but a staircase. 

“Go up the stairs and Mr. Kostas’ office is the gold door at the end,” said the woman. Hitch gave her a nod and he turned and walked up the stairs. I followed close behind him. Very close.

The top floor was one massive room. There was a small gym area set up in one corner, a two-chair hairdressing area with a massage table in another corner, a huge open wardrobe in the far corner, and a lounge suite and full kitchen in the other corner. On the back wall in between the kitchen and the wardrobe was another gold door. 

And there were women everywhere. At least twenty of them, all beautiful and all different. Like a buffet. Some were getting their hair done, some working out, some picking out their underwear for the night. And every single one of them stopped what they were doing and turned to look at Hitch as he reached the top of the stairs.

Hitch cleared his throat. For a man that attracted women’s attention everywhere he went, he still looked pretty uncomfortable with all the eyes on him. 

“Afternoon ladies,” he said with a slight nod of his head.

Every single one of the women smiled seductive smiles and said sexy, flirty hellos as Hitch and I walked across the room. However, none of them even glanced in my direction. I could have tap-danced across the room naked and none of them would have paid me any attention.

“This is why I needed to come with you,” I hissed as Hitch knocked on the gold door. I turned and eyeballed the women still staring at him. “Every single one of these women would join your harem.”

He smiled down at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sweetheart.”

I scoffed. “Yeah right.”

A male voice called for us to enter and Hitch opened the golden door. We walked into a large office with a big black desk right in the middle of it. The room was all done up with black lacquered furniture and gold. Lots of gold. Gold frames on the walls, gold pots with leafy plants, gold sculptures, a gold computer, gold-coloured rugs, gold light fittings. It was like Tutankhamen’s tomb.

A small weasel of a man, dressed head to toe in black with slicked back black hair, was seated behind the desk. He had about five big gold chains around his neck, gold rings on every second finger, a thick gold bracelet on one wrist and a massive gold watch on the other wrist. He was wearing so much gold I wondered if he would be able to stand up with the weight of it all.

“Hitch,” the man said with a small smile. His voice was as oily as his hair. “What can I do for you today?”

“Well, you can start by giving Louis back his money,” Hitch said calmly. He crossed his arms over his broad chest and simply stared down at Cyrus. Poker face on.

Cyrus glanced at me with small, beady eyes and raised an eyebrow. “Who’s the new girl? She isn’t like your usual girls and she sure isn’t like Rita Lee.” He said Rita’s name with a sly grin and I knew he was thinking dirty thoughts about her. Rita looked like his type of woman.

Rita Lee is Hitch’s sometimes sidekick. She is roughly my height and weight, but thanks to some talented Thailand doctors she has a rack that looks like two overinflated balloons. Her silky black hair hangs to her waist and her body is fit and firm all over, thanks to daily cross-fit workouts. Her outfits are always tight, black and leave little to the imagination. Rita has more attitude than any one person needs, but she is fiercely loyal to Hitch and always has his back. Rita and I will never be best friends, but we’re beginning to tolerate each other and our loyalty to Hitch is one thing we can always agree on.

Hitch shrugged one shoulder. “Jen is my assistant.”

Cyrus raised his eyebrows again, but kept his thoughts to himself. He turned his attention back to Hitch. “About Louis’ money...” Cyrus began.

Hitch raised one hand. “I don’t want to hear any excuses, Cyrus.” His voice was firm and his eyes dark. “You’ve had plenty of time to pay back the money and enough warnings. This is the last time you’ll see me, from here on in you’ll deal with Wade. And trust me, he’s been in a real bad mood lately. He’s just itching to set something on fire.” 

Even though he had a decent coat of fake tan, I could see Cyrus pale. His eyes darted between us and the door like he was watching a ping pong match. 

“Listen Hitch, maaaate,” Cyrus said nervously. “I told you, the business, it ain’t making that much money yet. I’ve had a lot of expenses getting the business looking the way it is now, lotta outlay. Gimme another month to get organised and I’ll start paying Louis back, I promise.” Cyrus was still looking from us to the door, like he was either planning an escape or waiting for someone to barge in and save him.

Hitch shrugged. “Not gonna happen, Cyrus. I’ve been told to tell you that you have to pay back the whole three hundred and fifty thousand dollars by Monday morning or expect to see Wade and Kane on your doorstop.”

Cyrus’ eyebrows shot into his greasy hairline. “Are you fucking kidding me, Hitch? How do you think I’m gonna come up with three-fifty gees over the weekend? Impossible maaaate, can’t be done.”

Hitch shrugged again. “You’ve been warned, Cyrus. No more games.”

Cyrus glanced at the door again and I could hear it creak open. Hitch and I both turned around as a mountain of a man walked in. He nearly had to duck and turn sideways to fit through the door. He was easily six foot seven and built with a mixture of muscle through his arms and chest and fat from the nipples down. I’d never seen such a big person before. Everything about him was big. His hands, eyes, mouth, nose, shoulders, stomach, all massive. And he was covered in tattoos. He even had a tattoo of all four aces from a deck of cards in a fanned-out pattern, tattooed on his left cheek. He was wearing long black pants, a black tee-shirt, black Nike TN’s and nearly as much gold as Cyrus. 

The big man stood in the doorway and folded his arms across his chest. He just glared at Hitch like he was about to knife him in a jail yard rumble.

Hitch turned back to Cyrus. “What’s this, Cyrus? You hire some new muscle?”

Cyrus grinned. “Yeah maaaate. This is Aces. He just moved here from Logan to be my new bodyguard. Not a safe place Logan, gotta be tough to survive growin’ up there.”

Aces curled a lip and snarled at Hitch. “Time for you to leave,” he said in a voice that was as deep as a double bass.

Hitch turned to look at Cyrus again, unfazed by the mountain with arms. He was unfazed, but I was packing it. “If you think that this guy is going to stop Wade, Cyrus, then you’ve got no idea who you’re playing with.” Hitch’s eyes darkened and I felt a shiver run down my spine as he leaned forward so his hands were resting on Cyrus’ desk. “You have until Monday, Cyrus. I’m warning you.”

Aces stepped towards Hitch and went to grab him on the arm. Hitch turned to face him and shook his head. Poker face on. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Aces hesitated, before he reached out and grabbed Hitch by the arm. Not many people were game enough to take Hitch on. He had a reputation for being a superhuman fighter and I’ve seen juiced-up hothead’s crumble before him. The man mountain towered over Hitch’s six foot two frame and Hitch didn’t even flinch when Aces grabbed hold of him.

Hitch looked over at me and smiled. My heart started to beat out of my chest like a cartoon character. “You know the drill, Sweetheart. In 3. 2. 1...”
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Chapter three
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I knew what Hitch was about to do and I took a good step backwards. I’d seen it before, however this was the first time I wasn’t quite sure how it was going to end. Aces was a big man. 

Hitch used his free hand to reach up and punch Aces in the jaw. Hard. Aces let go of Hitch’s arm in shock and reached up to rub his face. I’ve seen Hitch punch men like that before and they’d dropped to the ground unconscious. Aces simply frowned and then lunged at Hitch with an almighty roar, like a wild animal about to attack. Hitch sidestepped at the last second and Aces fell face first onto Cyrus’ desk. Cyrus let out a pathetic sound and jumped backwards, out of the way.

Aces turned and ran back towards Hitch. Hitch sidestepped him again and as Aces went past him, Hitch pushed him from behind. Aces went head first into a wall, putting a large hole in the plasterboard with his giant head. 

Aces pulled his head out of the wall and shook the plaster dust from his short black hair. His eyes were dark and angry, and I was pretty sure I could see steam coming from his ears. He roared at Hitch again, like he was a crazy man possessed by a bear. 

“I’m gonna kill you,” Aces yelled. 

He lunged at Hitch for a third time and Hitch swung out his arm and coat-hangered Aces right around the neck. At the same time Hitch stuck out his leg and knocked Aces legs out from underneath him. Aces fell flat on his arse and I felt the floor shake. A painting fell off the wall and smashed to the ground revealing a gold wall safe.

Hitch gave his head a light shake in disgust and turned to me. “Let’s go, Sweetheart.” He took my hand and turned back to look at Cyrus. “Monday Cyrus or you better carry a fire extinguisher everywhere you go.” He pointed to the safe. “A safe behind a painting? Really?” 

I walked out of the office and Hitch followed behind me. He calmly shut the big, golden door like nothing had happened.

“Big, dumb bastard. All show and no go. Big and slow,” Hitch said with a smile. He dropped a kiss on the top of my head and I’m pretty sure I heard all of the women in the ‘hooker’s hangout room’ sigh. “I could tell by the look on your face, Sweetheart, that you thought I was a goner in there.”

I smiled up at him. “Maybe, but I’ve learnt not underestimate your fighting skills.”

The door to Cyrus’ office flew open and Aces was standing there holding a gun in his meaty paws. He was puffing and panting and there was sweat dripping from every part of him, despite the air-con cooling the room. He raised the gun and squeezed off a round. It went wide of me and Hitch and blew apart a sparkly pink high heel that was sitting on a shelf in the wardrobe. 

All twenty women went dead quiet, like time had stopped, and then mayhem erupted around the room. There were women screaming and shrieking, clothes and shoes being flung, pushing and shoving as they tried to get out of the room. The noise was deafening. Like the rainbow lorikeets in Burleigh Heads at dusk.

Hitch grabbed my hand and pulled me across the room. Aces squeezed off another shot and this time he took out the left breast on a lime green bikini top that was hanging in the wardrobe. Cyrus came out of his office and I could hear him screaming at Aces to stop shooting because he was going to kill one of his girls.

Hitch and I didn’t stop running until we reached the Porsche. We jumped in and Hitch squealed out of the carpark. He drove about a kilometre down the road and then he pulled over and parked the car in a quiet side street.

He turned in his seat and smiled. “You ok, Sweetheart? Do you need to vomit?”

I kinda did, but I wasn’t going to admit it to him. My heart was racing at a mile a minute, but at least my legs didn’t feel like jelly. Maybe I was getting used to being shot at. It was the second time today I’d had a gun pointed at me. “I’m ok. But I think you bragged a little too early, I guess he was smart enough to go and find a gun to shoot at us.”

“But not smart enough to hit us. That guy’s aim is worse than Rita’s.”

“Do you think Cyrus is going to pay Louis back by Monday?”

Hitch shook his head. “Nope. Cyrus has never had muscle like that before. He’s got some security who look after the brothel and the girls, but he’s never had personal security before and that worries me. It means he’s got a reason to protect himself.”  

“So now what?”

“I’m going to fill Louis in on this new development and then you and I are getting that seafood dinner. I’m starving.” 

An hour later, Hitch and I pulled to a stop in Louis’ driveway. We piled out of the car and went straight inside. Louis, Wade and Kane were outside by the pool with four bikini clad women. It was five-thirty on a Friday afternoon and it was pretty clear all of them had finished work for the week. There were empty beer bottles and cocktail glasses sitting on a table and the bartender in the pool bar was busy making another round.
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