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        This book is the third of the Automatons series and takes place after both Haven House and Nobel Crest.

      

        

      
        While the book can be read on its own, there are concepts and people in the Haven House and Nobel Crest which build the world of where men control every decision.
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      Haven House

      In a world where anything is possible, sometimes the worst comes at the hands that should care for you the best.

      When Amaryllis Coultihan fled Haven House after Travis Haven threatens to make her one of his many brides, it straight into the arms of Gloriana, the woman who had married her brother, Andrew. Although her brother and sister-in-law insist she’s safe, Ammy would rather die than allow herself to be swallowed by the evil of Haven House.

      Damien Whitmore is a ranger, working undercover to bring down the religious cults, like Haven House and save the women trapped in them from a life of degradation. He’s there when Amaryllis Coultihan escapes. While she may no longer be in Haven House, the malevolence that lurks within follows them, threatening her and the 5 children she fosters—also escapees of the Haven cult.

      They might run, he might even shelter them, but while Amaryllis and Damien’s feelings grow and blossom, so does the danger chasing them.

      Nobel Crest

      Evil across generations is an ugly thing, but even more so when rational thought it absent.

      The adopted daughter of Amaryllis and Damien Whitmore, Francesca has a lot to prove, not only to herself and the world, but also to the Nobel family. When Adam, the patriarch of Nobel Crest took her under his wing, the whispers started, and they didn’t end at his death. Now as a trained Physiotraducere, she’s making a difference in people’s lives… not just by aiding them after the loss of a limb, but also running the Whitmore Foundation.

      Raphael Nobel thought the worst of Francesca. He bought into the idea that she’d used his father, and after the reading of the will, allowed himself to be used by his brother, Edward, now head of the house. Meeting her years later, he realises the mistakes he’s made. When Damien asks him to protect Francesca from Travis Haven—a man with a grudge against the Whitmore family, he accepts.

      Now, with the safety of Francesca, danger on every front and his brother’s interference, they need help, because there’s so much more than Nobel Crest at stake. The survival of their hearts are too.

      Warning: This book contains cultist and coercive scenes some may find distressing.

      Casa Bonita

      In a world ruled by men, it takes strong women and the men who fight beside them to correct the injustices of the cult.

      Constance returns to her family from London with a treasure that might just save them all. Like all the woman who sought shelter away from Haven House, she  is broken. Damaged by her experiences, and she knows that love and marriage will never be on her horizon. Content to be the spinster art, she hones her craft with a needle.

      Matteo is a second son, one who broke away from Casa Bonita, but he’s not without plans. He wants to free those who remain on the island, to give others a future…  Content to wait for a future where he might one day meet a woman who if not completes him, will give him a family. That is until he meets Constance, the intriguing daughter of Damien and Amaryllis Whitmore.

      But taking down one of the most heavily fortified enclaves will require something special, the item only Constance can provide.  But the road to safety—and love—is paved with danger.
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      The UK and USA share the English language, but there are many words that are spelled differently. Some words have extra letters in the British spelling, such as the word cancelled. In American English, it is spelled canceled. There are also words that interchange the letters c or s and sometimes z. For example, in America, you spell offense and in Britain, it is written as offence.

      Examples of words you’ll see in the book include: kerb, litre, centre, manoeuver, travelling and colour.

      These spellings are not incorrect.

      This book is written in UK English to reflect my Australian/English background.
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      Sitting in the small parlour, waiting for Aunt Gloriana, wasn’t quite what Constance had in mind when she returned from her sojourn in London, so this chafed. Badly. Three and a half years studying the art of clothing manufactory and she’d returned to be… the good daughter? Nope. Constance was up and heading for the door when the sound of footsteps had her turning. Why break with a tried-and-true tradition now? Constance stifled a snort.

      Her father, Damien, entered the room. “Connie, my love!” He moved quickly, tugging her into a fierce hug, and she welcomed it. It had been far too long since anyone had held her so carefully.

      “So, Papa, I’m back.” She smiled and waited for his response.

      “I thought it was only meant to be a year?” He quirked a brow, but it was softened by a wry smile.

      “Well, the reality was, there was more to learn, and still more to try. Besides, you gave permission for me to extend it…”

      He nodded. “Indeed, I did, but I missed you, Con.” He released her, and she noted that his dark hair was now threaded with silver. “The others will be here soon. Oh, and Frannie and Raphael sent their apologies. It will be the weekend before they can get away. Her workload has increased, and Raphael is busy with Nobel Crest.”

      Francesca was her older half-sister, born to their mother by her first husband. When he’d died, their mother had been ‘gifted’ by the Master of Haven House to a new husband—her father and the father of her siblings. They’d been adopted by Ammy—Amaryllis—and Damien, then their life changed substantially.

      “Constance?” Damien’s words pulled her from the memories of near destitution.

      “Sorry, wool-gathering. I brought presents⁠—”

      Damien smiled. “I know. The men are bringing the chests up in the morning, and your trunks… There’s four of them!”

      She trilled laughter at the horror in his words. “I said there were gifts. Plus, I had a set of the latest fitting equipment, machine sewers, and dress forms included. Oh, and some specialist materials which I think will surprise even you.”

      When he stared at her, and responded, “I hardly think materials will set my heart rate beating faster,” she giggled.

      “This material just might.” Constance grinned.

      More footsteps echoed and voices too. The thump she associated with Ammy, some lighter steps too.

      “And they descend,” Damien said as he swung open the door.

      Ammy entered, a vision in pale blue chiffon and lace. “Dearest Connie! You’re home.”

      Constance found herself enveloped as one by one members of the family greeted her, including Dawn, who’d grown so much since she’d left, and Aunt Gloriana.

      “Mama says you’re not going anywhere ever again,” Dawn said, and Constance raised a brow and glanced at Amaryllis.

      “We’ll see, but for now, here I am, and I have presents.” Constance looked to the staff gathered by the door. “For everyone. Millie, if you’d open the green trunk, and disperse the gifts, and Fred and James, would you mind bringing the red and white striped chests in?”

      The chests were duly carried in, and she heard the staff cooing and gasping as their items were inspected, while the two men carried in the other trunks she requested, then they withdrew from the room, closing the door behind them.

      “I thought long and hard about what to bring back. Faith, you’re first,” Constance said, opening the lid of the red trunk. “Gowns from Paris and London. Only a few, but I can make more.” The parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with a bright red ribbon was passed over. “I also found smocks for you, to cover your gowns.”

      “Oh, thanks, Con. Me and dresses, they tend to get a little singed,” Faith answered as she unwrapped the package. “Oh, the patterns. So intricate.” Her fingers traced the velvet.

      “Ammy, for you. Tea gown, ball gown, and of course a visiting ensemble in your favourite colours. Aunt Gloriana, I’ve a ball gown and visiting gown for you too.” Once more, packages emerged, tied with floral bows. For Dawn there was new boots, a riding habit, and day dresses. Francesca’s bundle remained in the trunk. “I’ll give it to her when she arrives,” Constance said, and she pushed aside two more smaller bundles. “Now, Father, for you and the boys, I have something very special.”

      Damien’s brow quirked. “Special, is it?”

      She nodded, belly knotting until she was sure they understood its importance and passed them each their own packages.

      Damien opened his. “It’s a coat and trousers?” He seemed perplexed.

      “In London I came across a man selling this cloth. It’s ballista graded…” She waited for realisation to dawn.

      “Ballista?” Damien clarified.

      “Yes.”

      Ammy screwed up her nose. “What is ballista?”

      Damien smiled. “It means that we’d be protected from things that might penetrate the body. You’re making us weapon-proof.” He advanced and took Constance’s hand.

      “Not quite, but it will make you impervious to most of the handheld weaponry on the areas covered by the fabric. I’m also working on a design for facial coverings.” She shrugged. “I brought extra material back, so I can make more, and I have details of a supplier for mass production at a later point. He’s willing to work with me as the only importer of this product, for a fee.”

      Damien’s eyes gleaned. “Ah, business to discuss. We can talk about this later, but yes, I’m very much interested.”
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        * * *

      

      Matteo snorted as he considered the documents delivered to him. “You’re sure these figures are right? I don’t want to be⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t be giving them to you if they weren’t. Our people are in positions to have the facts, not to guess, Matteo. The men aren’t ready yet to take on the battle. It’s too soon after the deaths of the women.”

      Closing his eyes, Matteo counted to fifteen. Ten wasn’t enough to wash off the fury that still coursed his veins. Haven House and Nobel Crest had both been wins for those who wanted to destroy the system of power the men of the SELED—also known as the ‘Sect Leader Delegates’. Each house had its own hierarchical system of power, and the apex was the master. Matteo had left Casa Bonita years ago, but was determined to ensure that he could join the powers fighting to dismantle the system Casa Bonita had been created under.

      Three years ago, Casa Bonita had taken Edward Nobel in. He’d been furious and deeply unsettled. Then he’d begun killing, slaughtering women until he’d been stopped, death having been the final solution.

      The fallout within Casa Bonita had led to a power shift, and destabilisation.

      “Casa Bonita isn’t the house it once was. It’s weak.” Matteo tapped a finger on the desk. “It’s ripe, but we can’t just storm in and take control, unless we are totally sure we’d successfully overthrow the existing power base. Our work must be quiet, and cautious. Once we are confident⁠—”

      “But time is of the essence. We know there’s something brewing, and the strides we’ve taken to free those caught up against their will… the plan will be endangered.” Once more the man cleared his throat. “I know you’ve an idea, but…” He shrugged.

      “None of these plans can be made in haste, Ellis. You know that,” Matteo said.

      Ellis grunted and settled himself in the seat opposite with a hiss.

      “Your injury still pains you.” Matteo’s statement was joined with a frown.

      “Frannie said it likely always will. The injuries… She told me afterward that I was lucky to survive.” Ellis shrugged his shoulders and stared at Matteo.

      “She’s the best physiotraducere in our system. Bloom has sent her and Raphael into many situations….”

      “Not anymore. She’s expecting and Raphael is hovering.”

      Matteo didn’t miss the smile on the other man’s face. He knew of the amazing work Francesca Whitmore-Nobel did with those injured in the clashes between Bloom’s men and the SELED. It didn’t really surprise Matteo though, because the work of Damien and Amaryllis Whitmore in the deregistration of certain SELED houses had broken new ground. Damien’s manufacturing of weaponry designed to assist in the not-so-infrequent skirmishes was integral to their purpose.

      “So, we have an agreement. You’ll apprise Bloom of my plans?” Matteo pushed the younger man.

      “I will, but I believe it’s his hope that somehow this will be brought to a head sooner rather than later.” Ellis rose. “I’m off then. Raphael has arranged a speedy dirigible for me, as I have another side task to achieve before I report to Bloom.”

      Matteo frowned. “You found her?”

      Ellis shook his head. “No. Not yet, but I will. Then I’ll make sure she has everything she needs.”

      Matteo bit back a response. Ellis’ personal mission? To find the young girl he’d been sweet on before his injury. Her abduction had spiked the final push to free Nobel Crest. Edward Nobel had flown to Casa Bonita, and Matteo’s father, Inigo, had welcomed the man into his own flock. The same way he had welcomed others with dark and brutish intentions.

      Ellis retreated and Matteo sat at the desk, considering what he’d learned and what must be his next steps in his mission from Bloom.

      Free Casa Bonita.

      Three words. Easy to say but so much harder to achieve. Haven House had been a bloodbath; Nobel Crest had been released with a whimper. But the holdings Inigo kept out of sight would make Casa Bonita near impossible to achieve. Unless something gave.

      Matteo needed to talk to Damien Whitmore.
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      Her return to the place she called home felt anti-climactic to Constance. The flight by dirigible had taken days, where she’d paced and packed and considered how to explain to Damien what she felt so strongly about. Her place in the family was… what? A grown daughter with no real ambition? Except making clothes. “I’m more than that,” she scoffed, but it didn’t change the fact that her early childhood had scarred her. Toughened her. Given her a purpose that not everyone could or would understand.

      She remembered the days before Ammy and Damien so well. She didn’t talk about them, but the knowledge sat deep in her psyche. She’d seen the decline of her birth mother, the squalor they’d existed in.

      Then Damien and Ammy had come along, adopted her and her siblings, but even that hadn’t been straightforward. After they’d been saved, her life had changed, become a world where little wasn’t achievable. A world of comfort, food, and education. Opportunities. “But I don’t forget,” she whispered into the wind.

      London had been different. “And I didn’t expect that, not at all.” The old world hid a sub-culture of scientists and inventors, always looking for something new to test or try or invent. Something to change the world. Before she’d made the trip, she’d never considered herself anything out of the ordinary, her mettle existed below the surface but had never had to show itself.

      Not until she’d met Lillian, Sacha, and Laura. They’d opened her eyes to a world where nothing was out of reach to the average person. Once again, the benefits of Ammy and Damien as parents opened doors for her.

      Constance hovered near the doorway of the salon, her guard, Anderton, in the background. Ever watchful, he was the shield at her back, even when she didn’t need one. The room was luscious with plush carpets, deep red walls, and the sconces on the walls lit by a new iridescent light, and they appeared to twinkle.

      “Come, Constance. Raphael sent word that you should receive entrée into society. That means you need to come away from the doorway.” Lady Sacha Cartwright giggled. “Besides, that gown you designed is so fetching. You simply must parade so others may see your fine work.”

      Her hand was grabbed by Sacha who dragged her into the middle of the room. “But Sacha…”

      “Nonsense. Now come, meet my friends, Laura and Lillian. I told you about them when you arrived, and I’ve allowed you a week to catch your breath, refurbish your wardrobe, and to rest. Now you simply must mingle after you meet them.” Sacha linked their arms together, and Connie wondered how this woman, Raphael’s cousin, could possibly have married a Lord when she positively had too much sass.

      “Come now, here’s Lillian! Sweet girl, here she is. My friend Constance.”

      “Oh my, Sacha. She’s so pretty, but that gown? It’s positively breathtaking. Where did you⁠—”

      “She made it, Lilli. I mean, how amazing is this gown?” Sacha giggled. “It’s simply divine, but the pieces she’s crafting for me? It’ll make the rest of society positively green with envy!”

      Constance shifted on the spot as her face flamed.

      “Truly? Oh, my word, it’s exquisite,” Lillian trilled.

      “I was planning to introduce her to Laura.”

      Lillian grinned. “You’re thinking the material her father assisted her with?”

      Sacha nodded. “Exactly. Imagine if we have someone with the skills and ability to create the clothing we discussed.”

      

      Meeting Sacha, Lillian, and Laura had changed Constance’s view of the world. Laura had created a material with input from her father, who was  the exporter she was dealing with. The material was found to be impervious to handheld armaments. It took years to work out the best way to cut and sew the material. Among the issues was ensuring seams were strong enough to withstand the shock of impact while its weight made it uncomfortable to wear when used for standard designs. Constance had made gowns and suits which had been tested, some more successful than others. There was a sense of accomplishment in knowing she understood the material so that she could create viable clothing designs.

      She entered Damien’s office, and he looked up. “Con, my love. We have a visitor today, and I think this is an excellent opportunity for you to test the feasibility of your clothing designs.”

      Nothing could have surprised her more. “But… I thought it would be you dealing with the business side of things.”

      “My love, you are the best salesperson of the suits you’ve created. You know the positives of the material and if there are negatives which purchasers should know.”

      She stared at her father. “The negatives? Don’t we just focus on what sells them best?” She was genuinely surprised by his comments, and she screwed up her nose, while trying to consider why they’d do that.

      He smiled. “Constance, a good businessman knows that honesty is key. If those who order them know we’ll tell them the full truth, then they’ll return. It’s just as important as the quality of the product. And we already know about that.”

      She considered his words, tossing them over. It does make sense, she thought. After all, she wanted those who purchased them to know that she’d created something of quality with the help of Laura, Lillian, and Sacha.

      “Then what should I do, Damien?”

      “If you’re comfortable, then perhaps you should be wearing the suit you’ve created for yourself. It might be worth having a display of just how safe it is?” He smiled. “But only if you’re comfortable with that idea?”

      “You want to shoot me?” Constance blinked as realisation dawned. “You want to prove it to this man?”

      “Matteo Bonita, yes. He’s a good man, Constance, and he’ll be shocked initially, but I think it will make understanding what the benefit of this item is, clear. He’s…” Damien shook his head. “He’s got ideas and plans, and there’s danger ahead to achieve the destruction of his family house. I feel this product will assist his people.”

      Constance cocked her head. “You mean to do with taking down a SELED cell?”

      His gaze narrowed. “What do you know about that?” Now his voice deepened, and lines crinkled at his forehead and around his mouth.

      “I was aware of Frannie and Raphael’s mission. I mean, they didn’t tell me, but I’m old enough to know and hear. Besides, the staff do talk, especially when they don’t realise you’re there. It’s amazing what you can learn. Wasn’t that why I had to wait to leave here? Until your people found Raph’s brother?”

      “You’re too curious for your own good, Con. Who knows that you know?” He spoke with an urgency that now had Constance frowning.

      “I don’t know? I mean, I wasn’t overt about listening, but it’s possible some saw me. And, of course, I guess some people might guess I know a little, given the ballista suit was created by me with Lillian, Laura, and Sacha’s assistance.”

      A commotion sounded by the door, and Damien cleared his throat. “We’ll have to finish this discussion later. Please go change into the suit, and I’ll meet you by the testing building soon.”

      Constance’s guts churned, and she considered his words as she rose. Have I placed Damien, Ammy, and my family in danger? She bit her lip as recriminations started cascading through her brain, and before she could turn the doorknob she turned back. “Did I do something really wrong?” She hated thinking she’d somehow welcomed the danger back into their lives. She dimly remembered leaving the big house in town. The men coming for them at the island.

      She remembered the battered visage of Francesca when she’d returned with Raphael after she’d been kidnapped. What have I done?

      Damien rose and stalked toward her, then enveloped her in a hug, the scent of cigar wrapping around her in a way she remembered from her childhood. Ammy and Damien had given her not just stability, but a family who loved her. They’d encouraged her to spread her wings, just as they had her brothers and sisters.

      “I’m sorry, Damien.”

      “Oh, Constance, I’m sorry that you’re going to be dragged into this mess. We’ll talk later, I promise. Now go.” He released her, opening the door, and she stepped away.

      “Thank you, Daddy.”

      He blinked. “You haven’t called me that in years, Connie love.”
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        * * *

      

      Matteo followed the young woman who’d come to find him from the hallway to what he guessed was an office, as another woman exited the room with her head down.

      He only caught a flash of her face, but it was fine-boned, all porcelain skin with raspberry lips. He didn’t catch her eye colour, but the silvery blonde hair was coiled upon her head in an ornate design. Her figure was svelte, and he noted that she wasn’t tall, and determining her age was difficult. What he did know was that she looked like a fashion plate come to life.

      Damien Whitmore waited by the door, watching the woman leave, staring after her until Damien noticed Matteo.

      “Ah, Matteo, do come in.”

      They settled in the room after Damien shut the door. The armchairs of oak with burgundy leather sat before a fireplace, and the walls were lined with books. “Thanks for seeing me. I… Bloom sent me here, to discuss armaments for our proposed liberation of the island on which Casa Bonita stands.”

      “Yes, your father certainly built a fortress there, and I believe your brother has reinforced it significantly. He’s also imported some interesting characters.” Damien offered him a cup of tea.

      “No, thank you. Yes, first Travis Haven, then later Edward Nobel and Alveraum Lores.” He named the three men who had no interest in the rights of others outside the houses they’d assisted to descend into depravity. “My brother taking over makes it doubly dangerous, as he’s not known for his interest in other’s rights or safety and is… Let’s just say, as the Master of Casa Bonita, he feels he may freely sample all on his radar.” Matteo couldn’t hide the fury in his voice.

      Damien nodded. “That’s what I’d heard. But tell me, is Lores still in residence?”

      Matteo nodded. “I still have those inside who feed me information. They have said Lores is still there and has a fully functioning secure lab at his disposal. They can’t tell me what he’s working on, because he and my brother are sensitive to information leaks, but I believe there’s something very large brewing. Before I left, the last time, I did get a peek at the arsenal they’ve been building, and it’s…” He shrugged. “The things they’re working on are of grave concern and include the enhancement of humans and flying craft with a fighting capacity. But that was over a year ago.”

      “Flying craft? How far advanced was that?” Damien leaned in, his face graven.

      “Not far, I don’t believe. There was no ability to keep the craft in the air for anything beyond a few minutes, and there’s little space to afford a landing and take-off area,” Matteo explained.

      Steepling his hands, the older man seemed to consider what Matteo told him. “Tell me, what caused you to leave Casa Bonita?”

      His guts knotted. “My sister. She was sent to Lores after an accident where she lost both an arm and a leg. He enhanced her, but not just her limbs. Other things as well. It changed her, and she became a…” His mouth dried just remembering the shell of his beloved Maria. “She wasn’t herself. Didn’t know me or others, did as she was told, but was stronger. Vicious. Maria had never been like that before, and that’s when I realised my brother was dangerous, as was his drive to create a new world. One dominated by men with the same evil desires.”

      “Yes, I can see that would cause you great distress and make you question everything you knew. Well, I have things to show you.” Damien drained his cup then laid it on the bench. “Follow me and we’ll walk through my facilities, and I’ll explain what we have and how we may assist you.”

      Matteo stood and waited as Damien grabbed a gun belt, slung it around his waist, and added two mean-looking pistols.

      “You’re expecting problems?” Matteo queried.

      “Not exactly, but it pays to be prepared, Matteo. Now, come.” Damien led the way as they opened and moved through the office door and down the expanse of hall, toward the very back of the house. “My wife and I settled in here many years ago, and it’s allowed me to build and improve the structures which house my workplace. We have other manufactories too. Our daughter, Francesca Whitmore-Nobel, takes the lead on the manufacturing of the prosthetics with her husband and also heads up the Whitmore-Nobel foundation, while continuing her physiotraducere work,” the man shared as they crossed the green lawn, headed for a large brick building. “My boys work in the manufacturing and…”

      Matteo didn’t realise that Damien had stopped until he almost ran into him. Damien had one of his pistols in hand, and pointed it at what Matteo thought was an intruder.

      The whine of the pistol stunned Matteo, and he drew in a shocked breath. “Damien… What…?”

      The figure in a grey suit turned, tugged aside a cloak just as Damien pressed the trigger again.

      The person recoiled, and Matteo was moving as the figure fell to the ground.

      Just as he reached the intruder, the person groaned, slid aside the cloak, and he realised it was a she! A small, slight figure, wearing a suit of shiny grey, which did nothing to hide the curves and dips of her body. Her face was hidden from view with a mask, but Matteo was sure when the whisps of golden hair escaped. Her fingers dug into the bottom of the mask lifted it.

      “Damn it, Damien. You didn’t even call out. I wasn’t ready for you,” she whispered.

      “Constance, you’re all right then?” Matteo didn’t miss Damien’s grin as the older man sank into a crouch and reached for the woman. He lifted her up so she was once more standing on her own two feet.

      “Just bruised, but I did tell you that was likely to be the only wound. Unless you chose a head-shot.” She shook out her gown and cloak. “Mr…?”

      His gaze was captured by the most piercing gold and grey eyes he’d ever seen. “Miss Constance, I take it?”

      She smiled, and her raspberry lips ticked up. “Yes. And I believe you are Mr Bonita?”

      He shook his head. “Bonita was my mother’s surname. I’m Matteo Garcia, though most call me Matteo Bonita, as that’s Casa Bonita’s title. It’s a pleasure, I think.” Then he rolled his eyes. “Well, maybe not a pleasure but⁠—”

      “I understand your meaning. Well, Damien. Are you satisfied with what you’ve seen? I told you it works. We tested it extensively in London before I returned home.” Constance smiled at Damien, and Matteo’s guts knotted again. There was just something about the woman. It could be the intelligence in her eyes, or the shape of those lips as they turned up in an impish smile…

      Damien twirled a finger in the air. “Cape off and let me check you’re all right.”

      The woman, Constance, sighed and followed his instructions. “See? It’s all in the reinforced stitching of the material and the cut.”

      And the cut of the suit was perfectly moulded to her body, lovingly tracing the flare of her hips and the jut of her breasts… Matteo adjusted his stance, feeling an instant spark of heat deep in his loins.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Garcia… or Bonita.” Constance held out a hand, and he glanced at it, took it. Wanted to raise it to his mouth but forestalled that instinct.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he murmured.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      The heat of a blush scorched Constance’s face. She wanted to fan her skin but stopped herself. That gesture would be far too telling, and she’d learned much in the salons in London about the thrust and parry of coquetry. Not that she’d acted on it… No, that hadn’t ever been in her plan.

      “And you’re here to…” she said.

      Damien smiled at her as if she were a child he was indulging. She wanted to scream but kept the reaction deep within herself. She needed to prove herself an adult, a woman who was strong and capable, not the child he remembered so well.

      “I’m here to discuss armaments with Damien.” His voice was thick, like oozing molasses, and she wanted to melt into it. An atypical response, Con. What are you doing?

      “Well, you’re in the right place. Father has much which he and my brothers have invented⁠—”

      “And now your suit, my love. Come, change then bring it back for us to examine,” Damien urged, and she wanted to remonstrate, but a seed of devilry raised its head.

      “I’ll be just a moment,” she said, and sashayed away, aware that Matteo Bonita’s eyes were following, if the warmth infusing her limbs was anything to go by.

      “Hey, Constance!” The sound of her brother’s voice brought her up short, and she fought and failed to contain the blush. Turning around, she speared him with a glare.

      “What?” She didn’t look in the direction of Damien or Matteo but kept her attention on the doorway.

      “I… Where do you want the trunk?” he mumbled.

      “In the office. I need to go change,” she said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Constance added, then she scurried toward the house.
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        * * *

      

      Matteo swallowed a smile as Constance left them. She was certainly sassy, and if he’d been free to consider a woman, well, he might just be tempted. But his journey was dangerous. He was the second son of the previous Master of Casa Bonita, and it fell to him to ensure the women and men who’d been subjugated were freed. And if that meant he’d have to give his entire future to achieve it… He’d do it. Besides—and now his grin died away—he wasn’t unfamiliar with the darkness of humanity.

      “She’s amazing, isn’t she? Just like my daughter Francesca, and in fact, all my children.”

      Matteo jumped in surprise and turned to find Damien watching him. “I apologise, sir…” he said stiffly, but Damien smiled.

      “Nonsense. She’s not my daughter of birth, but she’s my daughter in my heart. Ammy and I adopted all five children after their mother died shortly prior to the Haven House uprising. From children without hope, they’ve created a future. Ammy and I are blessed.”
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