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​CHAPTER ONE
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​The Wrong Place

(Cleo)

The champagne tasted like rent money. Not that I was drinking it. I was pouring it, invisibly, into crystal flutes held by hands that had never known a day of labor.

"More, darling. Don't be stingy."

The man snapping his fingers at me was wearing a Patek Philippe watch that cost more than my father’s entire existence. I filled his glass with a steady hand, despite the fact that the cheap soles of my heels were burning a hole into my feet.

"Of course, sir," I murmured, fading back into the shadows.

That was the rule at The Velvet Room: Be invisible. Be decorative. Be deaf.

Located three stories underground in Mayfair, this club was the darkest, most expensive secret in London. It was where the city’s apex predators came to eat without being watched. The lighting was low—amber and expensive—glinting off diamond chokers and the polished steel of cufflinks. The air smelled of cigars, oud wood, and old money.

I checked the clock on the wall. 2:05 AM.

My shift had ended ten minutes ago. If I missed the last night bus back to Hackney, I was walking. And walking in East London at 3:00 AM with cash tips in my pocket wasn't a commute; it was a suicide mission.

I slipped through the service door into the back corridor. The temperature dropped ten degrees instantly. The glamour of the front of the house vanished, replaced by the smell of bleach, wet mops, and industrial grease.

I just needed to drop my tray, change out of this ridiculous silk uniform that barely covered my thighs, and run.

I hurried down the hall, my footsteps muffled by the runner rug. As I passed the Manager’s Office, I slowed. The heavy oak door was cracked open an inch. A sliver of light spilled out onto the floor.

I knew the rules. Curiosity got you fired. In a place owned by Julian Thorne, curiosity probably got you buried.

I took a step to keep moving, but a voice stopped me cold.

"He’s becoming a liability, Julian."

I froze.

Julian.

Everyone knew Julian Thorne. He owned the club. He owned the private security firm that guarded the club. Rumor was, he owned half the politicians who drank in the club. I’d never seen him close up—only a dark, broad-shouldered silhouette on the VIP balcony, watching the floor like a gargoyle made of bespoke tailoring.

"Liabilities are easily liquidated," a second voice replied.

It was deep, baritone, and terrified me instantly. It sounded like velvet wrapped around a razor blade. It was calm. Too calm.

"Not this one," the first voice argued; it sounded like Elias, the head of security. "Vance isn't taking the buyout. He’s threatening to go to the regulator about the shipment in Dover. If they open those crates, Julian... it’s not just prison. It’s treason."

"Vance has a daughter, doesn't he?" the deep voice asked. The tone didn't change. It was casual. Bored, even.

"Yes. University student. Leeds."

"Send a team. Pick her up tonight. Don't hurt her yet. Just... send him a photo of her sleeping. He’ll sign the buyout by morning."

My blood ran cold. The heavy silver tray in my hands trembled.

Kidnapping. They were talking about kidnapping a girl my age just to close a business deal. This wasn't gossip. This was a felony.

I had to go. I had to get out. I had to pretend I never heard a word.

I took a step back.

My heel caught on the frayed edge of the runner rug.

I stumbled. The tray tipped. A single empty crystal flute slid off the metal surface.

CRASH.

The sound shattered the silence like a gunshot.

The voices in the office stopped instantly.

I didn't wait. I didn't breathe. I turned and ran.

I kicked off my heels, leaving them on the carpet, and sprinted barefoot down the hallway toward the service exit. My heart was hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird, drowning out the sound of the door behind me flying open.

Get to the street. Get to the cameras. They can't touch you in the street.

I burst through the heavy fire doors into the alleyway.

The London rain hit me instantly—freezing, soaking, and smelling of wet asphalt. I gasped, slipping on the slick cobblestones, scrambling for balance. I pushed off the brick wall, lunging for the main road at the end of the alley.

I made it five steps.

A hand clamped onto my upper arm.

It wasn't a rough grab; it was a vice. Immovable. Steel.

I was spun around and slammed back against the brick wall. The impact knocked the breath out of me, my head cracking lightly against the stone.

I looked up, blinking through the rain.

A black umbrella shielded him, but the man holding me didn't seem to need it. He looked immune to the weather. He was tall—over six-four—with shoulders that blocked out the streetlights. He wore a black three-piece suit that fit him like armor.

But it was his eyes that froze me. They were silver. Cold, metallic, and utterly devoid of mercy.

Julian Thorne.

He looked down at me, his hand still pinning me to the wall, his leather glove pressing into my skin. He didn't look angry. He looked disappointed.

"You were doing so well, Miss Hart," he said softly. "You were almost invisible."

I shivered, the rain soaking my thin uniform, plastering it to my skin. "I didn't hear anything. I swear."

He tilted his head. "Lying is a bad start to a negotiation."

"I’m not negotiating," I spat, my fear twisting into a jagged, desperate anger. "I’m quitting."

"You can't quit," he said, stepping closer. I could smell him now—rain, expensive sandalwood, and danger. "Because you owe me."

"I don't owe you anything!"

"Your father does," Julian said.

The world stopped. The rain seemed to freeze in the air.

"What?" I whispered.

"Peter Hart. Chronic gambler. Terrible poker player. He currently owes my casino forty thousand pounds. He missed his payment yesterday."

Julian’s thumb brushed the pulse point on my wrist. It was racing.

"I was going to send someone to break his legs tonight," he said, his voice devoid of emotion. "But perhaps... we can work out an alternative arrangement."

He leaned down, his lips inches from my ear.

"You heard a secret that could destroy me, Cleo. Which means I can't let you walk away. But I have a problem, and you..." He pulled back, his silver eyes scanning my face, assessing me like I was a piece of distressed real estate. "...You might be the solution."

"What do you want?" I choked out.

"I need a wife," he said. "And you need forty thousand pounds. So, Miss Hart. How good are you at acting?"
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​The Cage

(Julian)

She was shaking.

I could feel the tremors running through her arm where I held her against the brickwork. She was soaked to the bone, her cheap uniform translucent in the rain, her dark hair plastered to her pale face. She looked like a drowned rat.

But she hadn't screamed. And she hadn't begged.

When I mentioned her father, she didn't cry. Her jaw tightened. Her eyes—dark, intelligent, furious—flashed with a fire that intrigued me.

Most people cowered when I touched them. Cleo Hart looked like she was calculating exactly where to stick a knife if she had one.

Perfect.

"Get in the car," I said, releasing her arm.

She didn't move. She pressed her back harder against the wet brick. "I'm not going anywhere with you."

I opened the rear door of the Bentley waiting at the curb. The interior light spilled out, warm and inviting against the gloom of the alley.

"You have two choices, Cleo," I said calmly. "Choice A: You walk away. I make a phone call. Your father loses his kneecaps within the hour. And you? You eventually have an unfortunate accident involving the tube tracks because you know too much about my business."

She paled, the water dripping off the end of her nose.

"Choice B," I continued, gesturing to the warm leather interior. "You get in. We discuss a business transaction. Your father’s debt is wiped clean. And you live in luxury for six months."

She looked at the open door. She looked at the dark alley where my security detail was waiting in the shadows. She looked at me.

"You're a monster," she whispered.

"I am a businessman," I corrected. "Get in."

She hesitated for one second more, then pushed off the wall. She got in.

I slid in beside her. The driver, silence incarnate, pulled away from the curb before the door was fully shut.

Cleo pressed herself against the far door, hugging her knees to her chest to conserve warmth. She was ruining the Italian leather upholstery with rainwater and alley grime, but I didn't care. My mind was already running the chess moves.

Arthur Vance, the old dinosaur I needed to acquire, was a traditionalist. He didn't trust me. He thought I was a feral dog from the streets who had learned to wear a suit. He wouldn't sell his shipping empire—and the smuggling routes that came with it—to a bachelor with a body count. He wanted to sell to a family man. A stable man.

I needed a fiancée. A quiet, obedient prop to wear on my arm at the Gala next week.

I looked at Cleo. She was biting her lip, staring out the window at the blurred lights of London. She was pretty, in a rough, unpolished way. Good bone structure beneath the exhaustion. If I put her in a designer dress and cleaned her up, she could pass.

But it was the desperation I liked. Desperation made people loyal.

"Here is the deal," I said, breaking the silence.

She didn't look at me. "I'm listening."

"I am acquiring a company. The owner requires me to be... settled. I need a fiancée for six months. Public appearances. Dinners. One gala."
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