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	Summer’s Night

By Jardin Douglas

 

 

Chapter 1 

The moon, a pale sliver struggling against the garish neon sprawl, offered little solace. Brandon’s grip on the steering wheel was tight, his knuckles bone-white as he navigated the labyrinthine streets. Neon signs in clashing hues flickered and bled together, a chaotic assault on his senses. His gaze darted through the windshield, sharp and predatory, scanning his surroundings. Pedestrians moved about, carefree and oblivious. A ragged sigh escaped his lips. Unlike them, he had no luxury of ease. His sister—her well-being, her survival—was a weight that never lifted.

 

Brandon’s work always kept him on edge. He dealt with the creatures most dismissed as fiction—beings lurking in the shadows of humanity. As one of the rare hunters who maintained the fragile balance between their world and his, he had adapted to living in the grey space between fear and duty. It was an existence of vigilance, of constant motion, where hesitation meant death.

 

Tonight was no exception. As Brandon scanned the streets, the unseen world flickered at the edges of his vision—trolls lumbering across the road, pixies twirling in rings of light, ogres in tattered clothes slumped on park benches. Though invisible to most, these were everyday sights for him: a blessing and a curse.

 

But there was no time for distractions. He had a job to do.

A redcap had killed a pooka and stolen a golden watch—an heirloom of immense value. Usually, Brandon wouldn’t have taken the case, but the victim’s brother had offered a sum too good to refuse. Bills had to be paid.

 

He glanced at the enchanted compass on his dashboard. The needle quivered, locked onto the redcap’s location. A simple tracking spell had done the trick, fueled by a scrap of the killer’s cloth. The compass pointed toward an all-too-familiar establishment: Jay’s Diner.

“Of all places,” Brandon muttered. “You could’ve skipped town, but you chose chili fries.”

 

Parking in a secluded corner, he checked his gear. Twin pistols were loaded, his pocket axe was secured, and his glamour necklace was in place—his essential tool for moving unseen. With a practiced touch, he activated it, vanishing from human sight.

Inside, Jay’s Diner exuded its usual 1970s charm. Marvin Gaye, Diana Ross, and The Supremes gazed down from faded posters. The smell of sizzling grease clung to the air. Brandon barely noticed—his focus was locked on the redcap.

 

The creature sat hunched in a booth, greedily devouring chili cheese fries. Grease slicked his grotesque features, and he was blissfully unaware of Brandon’s approach. Circling the booth, Brandon stopped at the edge of the table.

 

“Hey.”

 

The redcap froze, the fork slipping from his fingers. Recognition widened his bloodshot eyes.

“You know who I am,” Brandon said evenly. “Stand up. Walk to my car. No fuss, no mess.”

 

“You got the wrong guy,” the redcap stammered.

 

Brandon’s tone sharpened. “Didn’t kill a pooka? Didn’t steal a family heirloom? Didn’t leave a lifeless body for his kin to mourn?”

 

Silence. Guilt confirmed.

 

The redcap swallowed hard, grabbed a battered bag, and hesitated. The glint of gold peeked through the fabric. Brandon gestured for him to move.

 

As they neared the exit, the diner’s patrons remained oblivious. The glamour necklace worked flawlessly. Then—desperation struck. The redcap shoved a passing server, sending plates and glasses crashing. A patron lunged to intervene—only to be stabbed in the stomach.

 

Chaos erupted.

 

Brandon hesitated. A single moment. Then he made the call.

 

Duty over mercy.

 

He tore after the fleeing redcap, bursting into the parking lot. A faint trail of blood led to a green Mustang. Brandon circled the vehicle, gun raised. Before he could react, the redcap bolted toward a nearby alley.

 

Brandon fired. The shot clipped his shoulder. Staggering, the creature disappeared into the darkness.

 

Brandon followed, weaving through the trash-strewn alley. The path was dead-ended. Silence hung thick in the air.

 

Then—a droplet of blood splattered onto his boot.

 

Brandon looked up. The redcap clung to a fire escape, wings unfurling.

 

“I hate when they fly,” he muttered.

 

He fired. The first shot—missed. Second—direct hit. The redcap shrieked, plummeting into a heap of garbage. Brandon approached cautiously.

 

The redcap glared up at him, fury and fear mingling in his gaze as his final breath rattled out.

 

“You should’ve just handed over the watch,” Brandon murmured.

He reached into the redcap’s jacket, retrieving the golden heirloom. Miraculously undamaged.

 

The body was thrown into a dumpster—filthy work but necessary. Brandon called from a nearby payphone, and the voice on the other end assured him the cleanup would be discreet.

Before leaving, he returned to the diner. The injured patron, who was being loaded into an ambulance, was still and still breathing. That was enough.

 

Brandon exhaled and headed back to his car. Another night, another job done.

 

Chapter 2

Charlotte stared at her reflection in the mirror as she carefully applied lipstick. People often told her she didn’t need makeup, but tonight, it felt right. The red lipstick matched her bold dress and heels, completing the look. A rose in her hair added the final touch. Once finished, she turned on her bench and surveyed the room.

 

She wasn’t alone. With her dark brown skin and black bangs, Grace sat with her arms crossed, her expression tight. Tall and lanky, Kelly pulled her brown hair into a neat bun and leaned close to Charity, who was shorter and stockier, her blonde curls bouncing as she spoke. The two were deep in conversation, but Grace’s sulking was hard to ignore. Charlotte knew when her friend was upset.

 

“Hey, Grace!” Charlotte called. “You alright?”

 

Grace barely glanced at her. “Yeah.”

 

“She’s having trouble with her boyfriend,” Kelly said before Grace could say more.

Grace shot her a glare, eyes burning with fury. “I don’t need you talking about my relationship. Mind your own business.”

 

“Kelly!” Charlotte scolded. “That wasn’t yours to share.”

 

Kelly didn’t back down. “Maybe you two should be talking anyway—since your husband’s never around either.”

 

The words hit like a blow. Charlotte clenched her jaw, fighting the sting of truth buried in them. Silence fell over the room.

 

“Kelly!” Charity interrupted sharply. “That was uncalled for.”

 

Charlotte exhaled slowly, anger bubbling beneath the surface. She wanted to argue, to tell Kelly she was wrong—but she wasn’t. Her husband was never there when she needed him most.

 

She had been so naive. He was charming and successful, and together, they lived in a mansion in Wellington. Yet his presence was a rarity, his affections fleeting. That was why she had taken this job—to fill the void his absence left behind.

 

Her gaze drifted to the framed photo on her vanity, a snapshot of her and her brother as children. Their arms were wrapped around each other, carefree smiles frozen in time—a stark contrast to their relationship now. The last time she’d seen him, he had been a different person—distant, almost unrecognizable.

 

A voice broke through her thoughts. “Charlotte!”

 

She turned to see Carol approaching. The older woman, broad-shouldered with a mole near her lip, reminded Charlotte of her aunt—blunt but warm.

 

“I didn’t see you come in,” Carol said, crossing her arms.

 

Charlotte gave a small smile. “What’s up?”

 

“We’re starting in five minutes,” Carol informed her. “So hurry up.”

 

“Got it,” Charlotte replied, turning back to the mirror.

 

Carol left, and the room fell into silence again. Charlotte stared at her reflection, the weight of the past pressing down on her. How long had it been since she’d left this city? Returning hadn’t been easy, but her husband’s business had brought them here. Though when she’d asked what that business entailed, he had been maddeningly vague, brushing her off with a dismissive wave of his hand.

 

She picked up her lipstick again as if another layer of red could shield her from the night ahead.

 

Charlotte secured  a job at Angel's Cove. It wasn't the glamorous career she had once envisioned, but she loved singing and performing. The stage was her refuge, and the people there had become like family. For that, she was grateful.

 

No one knew her true identity, and she preferred it that way. Only the feyfolk and the occasional hunters who passed through knew what she was, but they paid her little attention.

 

She reached for the drawer, pulled out a lockbox, carefully placed itully in front of her. With deliberate movements, she inserted the key into the lock. A soft click echoed in the quiet room as the lid lifted, revealing a red stone resting on velvet cushions. Its warmth radiated through the and a strange energy pulsing beneath its gleaming surface.

 

As she lifted the stone, the room's dim light caught its smooth exterior, making it glow. What had her father intended for this? She recalled his hushed phone conversations, the urgency in his voice. Whatever this was, it meant trouble.

 

With a sigh, she pushed herself up from the bench and glanced around the room. The plush red walls, the black-and-white checkered floor, the lamps lining the walls—everything was familiar, yet nothing felt the same anymore.

 

She stepped outside into the cool night air, greeted by the sight of her coworkers exiting behind her. Sebastian lingered, securing the doors behind them.

 

Near her car, two familiar figures stood waiting. Brutus was clad in a black dress shirt and red tie, and Ashfield, a faun, was impeccably dressed in a crisp white tuxedo. She rolled her eyes as she approached.

 

"What are you two doing here?" she asked, crossing her arms.

 

"Our boss sent us to escort you home," Ashfield said smoothly.

 

Charlotte frowned. "I can drive myself."

 

Brutus rumbled in his deep voice, "We know, but your husband wants us to take you instead."

 

That caught her off guard. "Why? He's never had someone drive me before."

 

Ashfield remained composed. "Something urgent came up. Please, just get in the car."

 

"Charlotte!"

 

She turned at the sound of Sebastian's voice. He was approaching with Arnold and Frederick. His sharp gaze flickered toward the two men beside her. "Are these two bothering you?"

 

She shook her head. "It's fine. Just my husband's hired help."

 

Sebastian didn't look convinced but eventually nodded slowlyCharlotte hesitated before climbing into the backseat of the 1979 green Chevrolet. Brutus and Ashfield settled into the front seats, and the engine rumbled to life as they pulled away from the curb.

 

As the car sped through the streets, Charlotte's eyes drifted to the familiar sights of the River District. The elegant French-inspired architecture, lively restaurants, and bustling venues had been her home since she arrived in the city. And it was here that she had met him.

 

Brandon as his face surfaced in her thoughts, she smiled wistfully. She had long since stopped hoping to see him a; he. He was likely gone, having moved on with his life.

 

Streetlamps cast golden light across the pavement, the road stretching ahead as they neared the Skyway Bridge. The hum of the tires filled the silence inside the car. Charlotte leaned against the window, fingers pressed to her temple, a nagging unease settling in her chest.

 

Something wasn't right.

 

"What's going on?" she mused. "What is my husband up to?"

 

"Hey, Brutus!" Ashfield suddenly said. "Check your mirror."

 

Brutus glanced in the rearview mirror. A van was trailing them, its windows pitch black. 

 

"Who do you think it is?" he muttered.

 

"I don't know," Ashfield replied. He reached into the compartment and pulled out a Smith & Wesson. Charlotte's heart pounded.

 

"What's happening?" she whispered, panic creeping into her voice. "Is there anything I can do?"

 

"Get down and take cover," Ashfield instructed. "We've got company."

The van sped up, slamming into the back of the Chevy. The impact sent a violent jolt through the car, making Charlotte gasp. She crouched down, covering her head. I wish I could use my power, she thought. Why did my father take it away?

 

Another collision rocked the car. Ashfield fired a fire bolt from his wooden wand, but it missed, striking the road and leaving a small crater.

 

"Keep steady!" he shouted.

 

"I'm trying!" Brutus growled. Another fireball shot from Ashfield's wand missed again.

 

"We need to lose them," Ashfield said.

 

Brutus slammed his foot on the gas, and the engine roared as they sped down the road.

"I'm pushing it as fast as it can go, but this car's not built for speed!" Brutus shouted.

 

"Try harder!" Ashfield snapped. "Take another shot."

 

Ashfield aimed once more but missed again. Charlotte had had enough.

 

"Give me the wand," she said firmly. "I can hit them."

 

"No way," Ashfield replied. "Your husband would have my head if he knew I gave it to you."

 

"My husband is the least of your problems," Charlotte retorted. "Besides, you can't shoot straight to save your life." She smirked, and Brutus chuckled beside her. With apparent reluctance, Ashfield passed the wand to Charlotte.

 

She rolled down the window, her hair whipping wildly in the wind, and aimed the wand at the van. The car's movement made it difficult to focus, but she waited for the right moment. When the van aligned perfectly, she fired. The fireball struck the van's hood, igniting a burst of flames. Charlotte watched as the truck fell behind, a smoldering wreck on the side of the road.

 

"Well, that's the end of them," Ashfield said, grinning. "You did great."

But as he turned to Charlotte, he saw the icy expression on her face. His smile faltered.

 

"Brutus, pull over," Charlotte ordered.

 

Brutus hesitated. "I can't, miss. We need to get you home—"

"Do it," Ashfield cut in. "She's right."

 

Brutus steered the car into a nearby gas station, parking away from the pumps. The engine remained running.

 

"Can someone please tell me what's going on?" Charlotte demanded.

Chapter 3

Brandon woke up with half of his blanket draped over his head, squinting at the clock on the bedside table. The red digits read 1:00 PM. Tossing the blanket aside, he let the creeping sunlight warm his face. He stretched his arms, cracked his neck, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his feet meeting the cool wooden floor.

 

Dressed in a white t-shirt and black sweatpants, he scanned his sparsely furnished room—just a bed, a dresser, and a framed picture of his parents on the opposite wall. Standing, he crossed the room, tracing his finger along the frame's edge. A familiar pang of sorrow gripped him. If only the truck driver hadn't been drinking that night, his parents would still be here.

 

His father, a Vietnam veteran, had endured his share of trauma. But he'd fought through it, rebuilding his life with Brandon's mother by his side. She wasn't glamorous, but her warmth and charisma perfectly balanced his father's reserved nature. They were a team.

 

Brandon sighed, pulling a button-down shirt and slacks from the dresser. He shuffled to the bathroom, splashing cold water on his face. Faint scratches on his cheek caught his attention in the mirror. He frowned.

"The last thing I need is for Abbey to worry about this," he muttered.

Pooka's unexpected visit last night still lingered in his mind. Why couldn't he have waited until morning? Brandon's clients always seemed to thrive on impatience.

 

After freshening up, he wandered into the living room, pausing at the upright piano. Running his hand over the polished wooden surface, he marveled at its smooth finish. It was one of the few things he'd kept after his parents' death—a reminder of the lessons his mother used to give, her fingers gliding over the keys with effortless grace.

 

The clock ticked steadily. Abbey wouldn't be home for another thirty minutes. Brandon took a deep breath, gazing out the window at Cadillac Heights. Their apartment complex wasn't fancy, but it had its charms—two bedrooms, a pool, a tennis court, and a gym. It was a far cry from their old house, but it was home.

 

In the kitchen, he rummaged through the fridge and pulled out leftovers—baked chicken, steamed vegetables, and brown rice. The aroma of turmeric, lemon pepper, and black pepper filled the air as he heated his meal. He sat at the dining table, taking his first bite, a small smile forming. Abbey might not be a professional chef, but her cooking never disappoints.

 

The front door swung open. Brandon looked up as his sister, Abigail Summers, stepped inside. The seventeen-year-old, with skin the color of mahogany, wore a green turtleneck sweater, a black beret, a pleated skirt, stockings, and ankle boots.

 

"Hey, sis!" Brandon greeted wher armly, but her somber expression made him pause. "What's wrong?"

 

Abbey threw her bag onto the couch with a frustrated sigh. "I had a terrible day!"

 

Brandon straightened in his chair. "Why? What happened?"

 

She launched into a rant about Donovan, the new troublemaker in her class, who had been paired with her for a group assignment.

 

"You mean the guy who broke Justin's nose last month?" Brandon raised an eyebrow.

 

"Yes! And now Becky and her friends are threatening me because of him," Abbey fumed. "I can't stand him. He's rude, brutish, and always scowling!"

 

Brandon leaned back, suppressing a laugh. "Sounds like a real piece of work. But, Abbey, maybe Donovan isn't as bad as you think. Give him a chance. You might even end up friends."

 

She sighed. "I guess I don't have much of a choice. We're meeting Thursday after school to work on the project."

 

"Just be nice. If he tries anything, you call me immediately," Brandon said, his tone serious.

 

Abbey nodded, then narrowed her eyes at him. "How did you get those scratches?"

 

Brandon hesitated. "Just tripped and fell near my car," he lied.

 

"Hmm. Okay," she said, clearly unconvinced. "But be careful."

"Yes, ma'am," Brandon teased, ruffling her hair.

 

Abbey laughed and reminded him about her upcoming field trip to Paris.

"I almost forgot about that!" Brandon admitted.

 

"You're lucky I'm here to keep you in line," she quipped, rolling her eyes.

 

After their conversation, Brandon grabbed his keys and stepped outside. 

 

The crisp autumn air carried the salty tang of the ocean as he drove to the pier. The scent triggered childhood memories—vacations in Peachdale, building an elaborate sandcastle only to have older kids destroy it. In a fit of rage, thirteen-year-old Brandon punched one of them, knocking out two teeth. His mother had scolded him, but his father couldn't hide his pride.

 

Brandon pulled into a dimly lit parking lot and entered a small store. The air smelled of leather and gun oil, the faint strains of classic rock playing from a radio behind the counter. A teenager manned the register, his faded rock 'n' roll T-shirt complementing a shaggy mullet. His name tag read "Mickey."

 

Brandon smirked—how many jokes had the kid endured about his name?

 

"Hey, how's it going, sir?" Mickey asked with a nod.

 

"Hello. Is Mr. Eddie around?"

 

"Hold on." Mickey disappeared behind a curtain, his footsteps fading.

 

Moments later, a tall, lanky man with sun-weathered skin emerged. Eddie looked like someone who had spent far too much time outdoors, his face lined with years of hard living.

 

"Brandon! Long time, no see," Eddie greeted, his voice a mix of surprise and amusement. "Didn't expect a ray of sunshine like yourself to walk in here."

 

"You always know how to charm people," Brandon replied with a grin.

 

"It's part of my undeniable charisma. So, what brings you in today?"

 

"Just my usual resupply. I might have a new client tonight."

 

"Well then, come on back."

 

Eddie lifted the bar blocking the entrance behind the counter and motioned for Brandon to follow. They stepped into a small, dimly lit backroom with wooden-paneled walls. A sturdy table sat in the center, its surface covered with various firearms and ammunition.

 

Eddie leaned against the table, arms crossed. “Another client, huh? How many jobs have you taken this week?”

 

Brandon shrugged. “It’s not about the number. Just my regular monthly resupply. Bills don’t pay themselves.”

 

Eddie frowned. “You’ve been pushing yourself too hard. Don’t you ever take a break?”

 

“Not really. There’s no time for leisure in my line of work,” Brandon said, picking up a sleek Smith & Wesson from the table and weighing it in his hand.

Eddie sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, the council’s been talking. There’s been some trouble with the fae—enough to put everyone on edge.”

 

Brandon narrowed his eyes. “Fae trouble? What kind?”

 

“Not sure yet. Could be a redcap, but they haven’t confirmed anything. The hunters are working to contain it before things spiral out of control.”

 

Brandon nodded grimly. “Let’s hope it doesn’t escalate.”

 

Eddie hesitated before adding, “I also heard that Volo is in the state.”

A jolt ran through Brandon. “Volo? Here?”

 

Eddie nodded. “Yep. No one knows why, but he’s here. And you know how he is—volatile as they come. The council’s keeping a close eye on him.”

Brandon scoffed. “Volatile is putting it lightly. I heard he destroyed an entire town just because he thought someone stole from his hoard.”

 

Eddie snorted. “That sounds like Volo, all right. He’s got a chip on his shoulder because none of the other dragons want him in charge. But wiping out a town? That’s excessive, even for him.”

 

“Excessive is an understatement,” Brandon muttered. “He’s a spoiled brat with too much power. Let’s hope he stays far away from this town.”

Eddie chuckled dryly. “Amen to that.”

 

He reached under the table, pulled out a black case, and slid it toward Brandon. “Here you go. Hope it serves you well.”

 

Brandon unlatched the case and inspected the firearm inside. It was a Smith & Wesson, but heavier—almost a hand cannon.

 

“By the way,” Brandon asked while examining the weapon, “how’s your wife?”

 

Eddie grinned. “Same as always. She busts my balls, but I love her for it.”

“And you? Any special lady in your life?” Eddie probed, raising an eyebrow.

Brandon shook his head. “My job keeps me too busy. I don’t have time for that.”

 

Eddie’s expression softened. “You should make time. Life’s too short, Brandon. I get that you’re supporting your sister, but you need something for yourself too. The hunter’s life is a lonely one. I’ve seen too many young hunters die with no one to mourn them.”

 

Brandon looked away, uncomfortable. “Thanks for the advice, but it’s not that simple. Relationships and my line of work don’t mix.”

Eddie smirked. “Especially if it’s with a fae. They’re impossible to understand, and you know how the guild feels about hunters getting too close to them.”

 

“Exactly,” Brandon said, shaking his head. “It’s not worth the risk.”

Eddie made a crude hand gesture. “Still, you should at least have a little fun now and then.”

 

Brandon rolled his eyes. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

 

“My wife says the same thing. But hey, it keeps our marriage interesting. You should try it if the opportunity ever comes knocking.”

 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Brandon said dryly, closing the case and slinging it over his shoulder. “Thanks for the gun.”

 

“Anytime. Take care of yourself, Brandon.”

 

Brandon left the shop and stepped onto the bustling street. The sun began to set, casting a golden glow over the pier. He checked his watch—a few hours before he had to head to the city.

 

Eddie’s words lingered in his mind as he strolled along the pier. Life’s too short. The hunter’s life is a lonely one.

 

Brandon sighed. Love had never been a priority. His days were consumed by work and the responsibility of caring for his younger sister. He’d had fleeting relationships, but nothing serious. Dating always seemed like a luxury he couldn’t afford.

 

But as waves crashed against the shore and the salty breeze filled his lungs, Brandon couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been missing something. Maybe Eddie was right—perhaps it was time to let someone in.

 

For now, though, there was a job to do. And for a hunter like Brandon, duty always came first.

Chapter 4

Charlotte paced back and forth in the living room, her eyes fixed on the door, waiting for Ricky to return with news that would calm her frayed nerves. The harrowing events of the previous night replayed in her mind, leaving her exhausted. The living room, designed to be a sanctuary, failed to provide the comfort she desperately needed.

 

The space was warm and inviting, with a plush velvet sofa encircling a traditional wool rug. A grey wooden coffee table and a beige ottoman sat at the center. Large windows opened onto the patio, revealing a serene pool beyond. Charlotte had carefully curated every element to create a peaceful retreat—one of the few things she had complete control over. Ricky often had his ideas about the décor, but she had stood her ground, unwilling to compromise on this small but significant aspect of her life.

 

When Charlotte first received the unsettling warning from Ashfield, a sense of dread had washed over her. Someone was after her, and they wanted the stone. She had pressed for details, but Ashfield’s response was frustratingly vague. “I wish I knew more,” he had said. That single phrase haunted her, leaving her grasping for answers that refused to reveal themselves.

 

Who were these people? How had they discovered her location? The sense of being watched gnawed at her, an invisible weight pressing down her chest. The unknown was suffocating, filling her with an unease she couldn't shake.

 

She collapsed onto the sofa, resting her head against the armrest as memories from a simpler time surfaced. Before her father had found her, she had lived in a blue, three-story boarding house, sharing space with a diverse group of tenants. Those were the days of shared meals, impromptu downtown adventures, and the thrill of a local singing competition—one she had won. Life had been unpredictable but safe, starkly contrasting to the chaos she faced now.

 

The creak of the door snapped her back to the present. Footsteps echoed down the hallway, accompanied by the low murmur of voices. Her heart pounded. Ricky was home. She pushed herself up from the couch and rushed toward the foyer, passing the walls lined with Greek paintings and vases Ricky had painstakingly collected—reminders of his expensive tastes.

 

As she entered the foyer, she spotted Ricky in conversation with Brutus. They both turned at her arrival.

 

Ricky, a tall, lanky satyr with olive-toned skin, sported a neatly trimmed black mustache and goatee. His jet-black hair was slicked back, and curved goat horns were crowning his head. Dressed in a cream-colored suit and red tie, he looked as polished as ever despite the storm raging around them.

 

“Charlotte!” He greeted her with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I heard about last night. I hope no harm came to you.”

 

“Ricky,” she breathed, rushing forward and wrapping her arms around his neck. “What is going on? Who were those men chasing me?”

 

He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but…” He hesitated.

 

“There’s a group that knows about you and the stone. They want it, and they’re willing to go through you to get it.”

 

Her stomach twisted. “What are you going to do about it?”

 

“Charlotte, don’t worry,” he said, gently prying her arms from around his neck. “I’ve got my men looking into it. I’ll arrange for someone to protect you while I’m away on a business trip.”

 

“A business trip?” she repeated, disbelief creeping into her tone. “You never mentioned a trip.”

 

“I’m mentioning it now,” he said dismissively. “But don’t worry—I’ll have a bodyguard for you before I leave.” He turned, moving further into the hallway.

 

“Don’t worry?” she echoed, her anger flaring. How could he say that so casually? “How am I not supposed to worry when someone is trying to hurt me?” she demanded, storming after him. “And you don’t even seem to care.”

 

“I do care,” he snapped, turning to face her. “That’s why I’m arranging for protection and a secure location outside of Wellington. You’ll be safe.”

 

“Why can’t I just come with you?” she asked, desperation creeping into her voice.

 

He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “Because I’m going to see my uncle in London. You hate him—remember?”

 

Charlotte's heart sank as Ricky's words settled over her. "What are you going to do about it?" she demanded.

 

"Charlotte, please don't worry," he said, gently loosening her embrace.

 

"I've got some of my men looking into it. They'll find someone to protect you while I'm away on a business trip."

 

"A business trip?" she repeated, confusion clouding her thoughts. "You never told me about a business trip."

 

"I'm telling you now," he replied, his tone more dismissive than she expected. "But don't worry—I'll make sure you have a bodyguard before I leave." He turned, walking deeper into the hallway.

 

Charlotte bristled. "Don't worry," she muttered, anger rising. How could he say that after everything that had happened?

 

She stormed after him. "How am I not supposed to worry when someone is trying to hurt me? And you don't seem to care."

 

"I do care," he said, spinning around to face her. "That's why I'm getting you a bodyguard and arranging a remote location outside of Wellington. No harm will come to you."

 

"Why can't I come with you?" Charlotte asked, her voice shaking with frustration.

 

Ricky hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. "I'm going to see my uncle in London about some property. And I know how much you despise him."

 

Charlotte stiffened. It wasn't just her dislike of Ricky's uncle that made her wary; it was the whole situation. But arguing further felt pointless.

 

"Fine," she said quietly. "Are there any protection spells?"

 

"Yes," he assured her. "The best money can buy. You don't have to worry."

 

Later, Charlotte sat at the Angel Cove, struggling to push aside the turmoil inside her. Work should have been a distraction, but it had the opposite effect. Her life was at risk, and every time she closed her eyes, she saw the faces of the men who had chased her the night before.

 

She had insisted on going in despite Ricky's wishes. He had wanted Ashfield and Brutus to watch over her, but Charlotte had little faith in their abilities, especially after last night.

