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New York’s biggest scandal.


A love that defies the odds.


When Lottie Beckett is framed for her husband’s murder by an obsessed stalker, she goes on the run. Taking refuge in New York City, she spends each day terrified that her past will track her down . . . and destroy her.


The most difficult thing Callan Hathaway ever had to do was watch Lottie marry another man. Nothing about that day felt right, and when he finds her waiting tables in a tiny Brooklyn café, his protective instincts won’t allow him to walk away a second time. But while he knows that Lottie is innocent, becoming involved with a wanted woman, when his younger sister is embroiled in a brutal political battle for the office of NYC mayor, could prove devastating to his family.


The way Callan sees it, his only choice is to flush out the real killer . . . and the clock is ticking. He and Lottie face the fight of their lives for the future they so desperately want . . . and the love they never expected.
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Prologue


Early August


THE WATCHER


As I listen to the newlyweds arguing in their stateroom, I place one wet, gloved hand against the wall of the rich boy’s luxury yacht to steady myself, my clothes drenched from the short swim I took to reach them. The 40-foot Olly’s Girl is docked in a quiet cove off the Amalfi Coast in Italy, the sea so calm it’s easy to find my balance. But inside I’m a storm. It’s my racing pulse that’s made me light-headed, the exhilaration of finally having Lottie Fleming right where I want her playing complete hell with my system. I’ve waited so long for this night, planning it down to the tiniest detail from the moment it’d been decided that things could no longer go on the way they were.


From the moment it’d been decided that she had to die. That death would be the price of thinking her pathetic jackass of a husband’s money could actually protect her.


I’d known it had to be perfect. Had to be, or I’d . . . No, I don’t even want to think about what will happen if I fail. But there’s no need to worry about repercussions, because this is perfection at its finest. It’s . . . sublime. Like manna from heaven.


Out here on the water, she can’t evade me . . . like she has before. There’s no escape, and the spoiled pretty boy won’t do anything to stop me. Not this time, when I’m armed.


Theirs is hardly a love match, and I knew, from the second I started watching him and learned what he’s really made of, that the only things Oliver Beckett truly cares about in this world are himself and his money. Plus, I’m bigger and stronger than he is, so the guy poses no real threat now that he’s on his own with her.


Lottie’s usually soft voice sounds shrill as she shouts at him. I can only just make out her words, and I would laugh at the surprising subject of their argument, but I’m too busy hoping that she spits fire at me this same way when I have her beneath me. Unlike the last time I had my hands on her, there’ll be no need to gag her beautiful mouth tonight. She can scream as loud as she wants, but there’ll be no one to hear her.


Unable to wait any longer, I surge forward and throw the door open, the smile on my face impossible to contain when I take in his stunned expression . . . and her horrified one. She starts to cry out, but I’m already moving, the gleaming six-inch blade in my hand lifted high as I close in, the rush of excitement so intense it nearly stops my heart.


I’ve waited for this moment for so long.


Waited for this girl.


And now she’s mine.









Chapter One


Thirteen months later . . .


CALLAN


‘Clara,’ I mutter into my phone, dodging some asshole who’s decided to jog down the center of the sidewalk on a busy Friday afternoon in Brooklyn, ‘you know I love you, but this shit has got to stop. I’m not your campaign’s gigolo service. Let Marissa Abernathy find her own damn date to the fundraiser tonight.’


‘Did you seriously just say that out on the street? Can people hear you?’ my younger sister groans, the sound of exasperation in her voice one that’s grown painfully familiar over the past few weeks. She’s currently embroiled in a bitter, brutal battle for the office of New York City mayor, and the campaign has taken its toll not only on her, but on our entire family. And given that we still have two months to go, I’m genuinely starting to wonder if I should think about leaving the country for a while.


Since I’m not a prick, I want to be supportive. I really do. But the fact that I’m both single and have good name recognition in the city, thanks to my personal protection company taking on more than a few high-profile celebrity clients in the past few years, has made me Clara’s first choice when it comes to escorting her rich society friends – the ones she’s made through her charity work – around town. The circles they move in aren’t really my down-to-earth, work-your-fingers-to-the-bone sister’s scene, but in the cutthroat world of political elections, it’s always better to have more friends than enemies. Or at least that’s the line that Carl Deevers, her campaign manager, keeps throwing at us, whenever anyone in the family voices an opinion that the douchebag doesn’t like.


‘I’m sorry, Clara, but I’m done,’ I tell her, knowing I can’t stomach another endless night of hell with a woman whose favorite subject is herself. Fifteen months ago, I might have been able to see it through. Hell, I probably would have slept with a few of them as well, so long as they understood that it was nothing more than a fun hook-up between acquaintances, and would never be anything more.


But I’m not the same man I was back then. Not even close. And even though I’d take a bullet for my sister, I’m drawing a line in the sand about this that I don’t intend to step over.


‘Fine,’ she says with a resigned sigh, too sharp to have missed the conviction in my voice. ‘Can I at least put you down for phone calls on Saturday?’


‘Of course, honey. I’ll make as many as you need. I’ll talk the city’s ear off about how awesome you are and how much good you’re going to do once elected.’


Her soft laugh brings a brief smile to my face, which is rare for me these days, and I squint as I turn a corner, facing right into the late-afternoon sunlight. It’s a gorgeous September day, and I wedge the phone between my ear and shoulder so that I can roll up the sleeves of my casual button-up, since I’m roasting in the thing, when the sound of another laugh catches my attention, stopping me dead in my tracks. Low and husky, that bone-melting sound is the same exact one I’ve actually fantasized about hearing again. Especially when I make the mistake of thinking about what I refer to as the ‘weekend from hell’ – which is far more than I should.


Someone runs into my back, their gruff curse reminding me that now I’m the asshole disrupting the flow of movement on the sidewalk. I tell myself to keep walking, seeing as how the owner of that sexy-as-sin laugh is a woman I have no business getting involved with, much less even talking to. She’s wanted for the murder of the same jackass I had to watch her marry on a sunny summer day in England last year, and has been on the run ever since their extended honeymoon in Italy took an ugly turn. The husband was found brutally stabbed to death on his yacht . . . and his beautiful wife, Lottie Fleming, fled the country and was never seen again.


Until now.


Well, maybe. I still haven’t turned around to verify the laughing woman’s identity, and the curses being thrown my way by my fellow New Yorkers who have places to be and don’t appreciate my huge frame blocking their path are only getting louder.


Since when did you become such a chickenshit? I ask myself, gripping my phone so tightly I’m surprised it hasn’t shattered.


I’d only ever heard Lottie laugh once, the one time we were alone together, but it . . . Yeah, it obviously made a hell of an impression, because I’m still thinking about it over a year later. Pathetically imagining I’m hearing it in the middle of one of the most crowded cities in the world.


Christ. Stop stalling, dickhead, and just get on with it.


I suck in a quick breath, force my body around and then immediately scowl with disappointment at what I find. Instead of the slender, big-eyed blonde I was hoping for, some redhead is standing there, delivering food to a table at a busy café, laughing Lottie’s laugh. But then the young twenty-something turns her head, giving me a view of her complete profile . . . and, son of a bitch, it’s actually her.


Either she’s dyed her hair or she’s wearing a wig. A long, curly wig that looks all wrong on her. I mean, she’s still gorgeous, but this look is too brash and bold for the blushing postgrad who damn near knocked my feet out from under me the first time I ever laid eyes on her.


‘Holy hell,’ I hear myself mutter, ‘I’ve gotta go.’ I hang up on Clara without so much as a goodbye and finally move out of the center of the sidewalk. I take a few steps forward, drawn to this woman with a pull that I’ve spent over a year second-guessing, trying to convince myself it was only in my imagination. That I hadn’t really been that insanely attracted to her. My ploy was just bullshit, though, because right now, woman-on-the-run or not, all I want is to take Lottie Fleming – I refuse to call her by her married name, even in my head – into my arms and fuck the ever-loving hell out of her. It’s such a primitive reaction that I’m almost embarrassed by it. But there’s no denying that it’s exactly how I feel, as if laying claim to her body will somehow keep her from slipping away from me again, when I know that’s nothing but a pipe dream.


Done at the table, she smiles at the older couple she was serving and walks back inside the café, her plain black leggings and long white T-shirt with Lenore’s, the café’s name, written flamboyantly across the back looking incredible on her. I lose track of how long I stand off to the side of the sidewalk, my brain working overtime as I try to come up with some kind of plan for approaching her. But it’s nearly impossible to concentrate because the sense of relief pouring through my system at the fact that she’s alive and well is nothing short of staggering.


Yeah, I logically knew that she hadn’t been killed when Oliver was murdered – by who I’ve always believed was either a woman he’d screwed over or a jealous, jilted husband – because she’d boarded a flight from Italy to California the next morning, twelve hours after what the coroner had established as the time of death. But the trail had gone cold in Los Angeles, and despite the team of investigators that my friend Jase Beckett, who is Oliver’s cousin, has had looking for her, not a scrap of proof that she was still alive was ever found.


And that had damn near destroyed me. In ways I’d spent a hell of a lot of energy over the past year trying hard not to think about.


Before I can decide on a plan of action, Lottie comes walking out of the café with a black backpack slung over her shoulder, apparently done with her shift, and I have no choice but to move my ass if I don’t want to lose her on the crowded street. She’s wearing a pair of gray Converse that don’t give her any extra height, but at just under six-five I’m easily able to keep my eye on her lithe five-seven frame.


It’s evident from the way she moves through the crowd of pedestrians that she’s been living here in New York for a while now. She doesn’t have that nervous flinch that makes it so easy to spot a newcomer. But even though I can tell that she’s at ease with the city, she’s definitely on the lookout for something. Or someone. We haven’t walked for more than a block, but she’s already glanced over her shoulder three times, luckily not clocking me, since I’m trained to go unnoticed when I need to.


Then again, maybe I’m not as good at it as I thought, since she suddenly ducks down an alleyway on our right. I reach the shadowed entrance just in time to see her take a left at the end and I run like hell to catch up with her. She dodges a couple of skateboarders, then turns again, and I nearly wipe out on a spilled bag of French fries, but thankfully stay on my feet. She breaks right, and I know I’m screwed when I watch her run headlong into a crowded neighborhood street party.


‘Goddamn Fridays,’ I mutter, stopping and spinning in a circle as I search the noisy street. Dozens of laughing kids are running barefoot through a series of sprinklers that have been set up in the middle of the road, while their families congregate around portable barbecues and music pours from the windows that have been left open in the long, parallel rows of brownstones. The sunny day, after nearly two weeks of constant rain, has brought out what looks like the entire neighborhood, and I want to roar with irritation because I have no idea where Lottie has gone. But in an unlucky twist for her, since I know she’s wearing it to disguise her appearance, it’s the brash red wig that enables me to spot her again after I jump onto the base of a streetlight like someone out of a movie. She’s already nearly half a block away, so I jump down and take off running, throwing out apologies left and right as I jostle my way through the throng of people.


I chase after her for nearly another block and a half, the crowd slowing me down until I’m all but choking on my frustration. Then I catch a glimpse of her slipping into another slim alleyway between a Cuban bakery that smells amazing and a hair salon. The street party is thinning out at this end of the road, as it blends into a retail zone, and I finally catch up with Lottie just as she takes a right and starts to run up a set of wide stone steps that belong to a tall, thin apartment building that looks like it’s from the 1930s. I reach out with one hand before she can climb the second step, bracing for the impact of her slamming into my chest as I spin her around. But she surprises the hell out of me by bending her leg, using her momentum to drive her lifted knee straight toward my crotch. I shift my weight at the last second, taking the blow on my hip, and grab her other wrist before she can start wailing on me.


‘Jesus Christ, Lottie, stop fighting!’ I snarl, giving her a little shake. ‘It’s me!’


Her body freezes as her head shoots back, the vivid blue eyes that I constantly see in my sleep wide with shock as she gapes up at me. ‘Callan?’ she gasps, and I can tell from her reaction that she’d had no idea it was me she was running from.


‘Yeah,’ I grunt, expecting her to relax now that she knows she’s not in any danger. But I feel the tiny hairs start to rise on the back of my neck when the opposite happens . . . and her distress turns into something truly chilling.


‘Let me go,’ she wheezes, going unnaturally pale beneath the vivid splotches of color burning in her cheeks.


And her eyes . . . Christ.


I’ve never really been all that into art museums, probably because I grew up getting dragged to numerous ones all over the world on every family vacation we ever took, and right now, staring into Lottie Fleming’s scared eyes, I feel that same uneasy sensation I’d get when looking at a work by Edvard Munch. Anxiety is all but seeping from her pores, her skin too pale, those dark blue eyes so huge they pretty much swallow her face. It makes me feel like a dick, as if I’m responsible for her distress, and even though I know that none of this shit is my fault, there’s no doubt that I’m the one scaring the hell out of her at the moment.


‘You don’t need to be afraid,’ I tell her, working hard to keep my voice gentle. ‘I just want to help.’


‘Fuck you!’ she snaps, tugging hard at her wrists.


Before I can think better of it, I hear myself say, ‘Whenever you want, sweetheart. I’m all yours. But right now we need to get you somewhere safe.’ I jerk my chin at the building behind her, judging it with a swift glance. ‘This neighborhood is too rough for you.’


A bitter, almost hysterical-sounding laugh slips past her trembling lips. ‘Wow, sound like a snob much? I’ll have you know this is an awesome neighborhood.’


‘And I happen to know that last week there was a brutal murder just a few blocks over.’ My company provides personal security for the family who owns the restaurant where the homicide took place, and while it was a shock that one of their employees was tortured and killed while locking up for the night, it turned out that the guy had owed a serious amount of money to some dangerous people. Ones who are apparently making a move to take over this part of the city.


But Lottie doesn’t even flinch at the news. She just shakes her head and laughs again. ‘Is that meant to scare me, Hathaway? Have you forgotten that I’m a murderer?’


My mouth flattens into a hard, tight line. ‘The hell you are.’


‘Nice try,’ she scoffs, curling her upper lip, ‘but I’m not going to fall for it.’


‘Fall for what?’


‘Whatever stunt you’re trying to pull.’ Suspicion coats her words, her sexy British accent harsher than I remember it, her anger hardening the edges of each consonant. ‘Did you call the cops the second you spotted me? Is that why you’re trying to keep me here? Are they already on their way?’


I’m furious that she thinks I would betray her that way, even though I know my fury is completely illogical. She has no reason to trust me. Hell, she doesn’t even know me. Not really. But I plan on changing that.


Sweat dots her upper lip, her skin dewy from her frantic run to get away from me. She looks earthy and real and wild, a far cry from the perfectly polished poetry scholar I met last year who bore an uncanny resemblance to Michelle Williams – but I’ve never wanted a woman as badly as I want her in this moment. It’s probably a thousand kinds of wrong, given the grim circumstances, but I want inside her so badly I can taste it, the warm, feminine scent of her body making my damn mouth water.


I swallow hard against the untimely lust that’s pounding through my system, and fervently tell her, ‘I didn’t call the cops, Lottie. I would never do that to you. And in case you were wondering, I happen to believe you’re innocent.’


‘Then you’re the only one,’ she shoots back, shaking so hard I’m surprised her teeth aren’t chattering. She sucks in a sharp breath, clearly struggling to calm down as she looks me hard in the eye. ‘But even if you’re not going to turn me in, you still need to go. Just let go of me and . . . run.’


‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘God, don’t do this. Please,’ she pleads, casting nervous looks around us, while her pulse pounds at the base of her throat. ‘You need to leave me alone. Just leave, right now, and don’t come back.’


I shake my head when she looks back up at me, hating the panic that’s all but coating her skin. ‘I’m sorry, Lot, but that’s not gonna happen.’


‘I’m bad news!’ she suddenly shouts, struggling again to free her arms, the lingering sounds of the street party probably the only reason her cries haven’t brought someone to her rescue. ‘God, Callan! Just stay away from me! If you don’t want to die, just stay away!’


I narrow my eyes as I carefully tighten my grip on her, determined not to let her go, knowing damn well that if I lose her now, I might never get her back. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘I . . . I can’t,’ she chokes out. ‘I can’t do this. I can’t go through it again. Not with you. Please, just walk away.’


I want to demand to know what she means by the ‘Not with you’ part, but I sense this isn’t the time. So I tell her, ‘Again, Lottie, that’s not gonna happen.’


She opens her mouth, probably on the verge of telling me to go to hell for my high-handed tactics, when someone calls down, ‘Lana, are you okay?’


We both freeze, my brows raised with curiosity as I look up to find a cute Hispanic kid who must be about seven or eight standing on a rickety balcony about fifteen feet above our heads, his brown eyes huge as he stares down at us.


‘I’m fine,’ she calls up, but her voice is shaky, and the child’s worried frown stays in place. ‘Really, Nico,’ she adds, forcing a smile onto her face for the boy. ‘I just . . . ran into an old friend who surprised me. But we’re all good. Now go back inside and do your homework before your abuela gets upset.’


I’m by no means fluent in Spanish, but I know enough to recognize that abuela means grandmother.


‘Now, Nico,’ she tells him, kindly but firmly, and I can see from the exchange that these two know each other well. I can also tell that she’s angled her body so that the kid can’t tell that I’m restraining her.


‘Okay,’ he mutters. ‘But you’d better still come over later like you promised and play Mario Kart with me.’


Before he heads inside, Nico gives me a dark look of warning that makes me want to smile at his bravery, but I fight it back, not wanting to insult him. As much as I hate that Lottie is obviously living in this rundown building, it eases something inside my chest to know that she’s had this little guy to spend time with . . . and to look out for her.


‘Why don’t we finish this argument up in your apartment,’ I suggest, knowing I’ve assumed right about this being where she lives when her shoulders sag with defeat. She gives me a tight nod, and I release her wrists, frowning when she immediately rubs at the red marks on her right one, and then the left. ‘Shit. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Lot.’


‘You didn’t.’ She hikes her backpack higher onto her shoulder as she turns and heads up the steps, leaving me to follow her. ‘I just bruise easily.’


‘I’ll remember that,’ I say under my breath, doing my best to keep my eyes off her perfect ass as she opens the huge front door that was left unlocked and walks inside, not even looking back to see if I’m still here. But then, I’ve made it clear I’m not going anywhere.


As we climb the stairs, I can hear the TV blaring in Nico’s family’s apartment, but the others are quiet, the residents most likely still out for the day. As unkind as I was in my assessment of the building, it’s clear that the people who live here look after it. The stairwell and landings are spotless, with the fresh scent of lemons in the air and colorful artwork hanging on the walls. When Lottie notices me taking in one of the surrealist paintings that reminds me of the Chagall that Jase had bought for his fiancée, Emmy, at Christmas, she murmurs, ‘Nico’s mum, Eva, is an amazing artist. I keep telling her that she should try to sell them, but between working as a bike courier and taking care of Nico, she claims she doesn’t have the time.’


‘I’ll tell my sister Chloe that she needs to take a look at these.’


‘Why?’ she asks, shooting me a surprised look over her shoulder.


‘She’s an interior designer, and these would go great with her signature style,’ I explain, knowing that Chloe would be impressed that I even know what her ‘signature style’ is. ‘Plus, I hate to see talent go unrecognized.’


She reaches the next small landing and stops, an odd expression on her face as she turns to look at me. ‘What?’ I ask, pushing my hands into my front pockets so that I’m not tempted to reach out and touch her. ‘You thought I was just muscles and a pretty face?’


‘You’re not that pretty,’ she deadpans, and I can’t help but let out a loud, genuine laugh.


‘Ouch, Lottie. Knock a guy when he’s down, why don’t cha?’


‘You’re hardly down, Callan,’ she murmurs, eyeing up my tall frame with a flash of heat that’s so quick I almost miss it.


‘Maybe not on the outside,’ I say, my low voice soft but serious, while my gaze moves greedily between her pink lips and those storm-dark eyes. ‘But on the inside, honey, I’m still licking my wounds over your less than joyous reaction to me finding you.’


She rolls her eyes and turns away, but I think that might be so that I don’t see the way her mouth seems to tremble with emotion. And, hell, I know it’s not the time or place, but I’m not above using some humor to ease things up between us, because she’s still strung tighter than a bow string. ‘I’m just real thankful that my balls are still in one piece,’ I drawl, ‘your best intentions to squash them aside.’


She doesn’t say anything in response, but I didn’t really expect her to. Instead, she just gives a delicate snort as she pulls a set of keys from the front pocket on her backpack and walks over to the brightly painted door that sits at the end of the landing, then unlocks it. I follow her through the doorway, having to duck so that I don’t smack my head on the six-foot door frame, and work hard to conceal my shock at how small the place is as I watch Lottie drop her backpack onto a yellow loveseat.


‘So, now that you’ve seen me safely home, you can go,’ she says, her arms wrapped around her middle as she stands with her back to the room’s only window, her chin set at a belligerent angle that perfectly matches the anger that’s still smoldering in her eyes. Anger . . . and a touch of fear, since I still haven’t convinced her that I’m not here to cause her any trouble. That I only want to help.


But her anger and fear, as well as my simmering irritation, aren’t the only things here in this tiny apartment with us. There’s a visceral tension that’s so thick I feel like I could reach out and grab it, the heaviness of it making it difficult to breathe. It’s made up of heat and need and physical hunger, even more potent than it’d been the last time I’d seen her, when she’d been walking out of Jase’s family home, leaving for her honeymoon with another man. But her eyes had been on me as she’d climbed into Olly’s sleek sports car, and I’d had no doubt that she wanted me as badly as I wanted her.


I’d silently begged her not to do it. Not to leave with him.


And it’d cut like a knife when she’d looked away and slammed the passenger-side door shut, making her decision clear.


The asshole hadn’t even helped her into the low-slung Porsche, but that hadn’t been surprising. After having helped Jase deal with the distraught, pregnant nineteen year old who had shown up out of the blue to confront Olly two nights before, I’d understood exactly how much of a self-centered prick he was. Christ, he’d spent the entire weekend screwing his way through the wedding party, and even though I knew damn well that Lottie was aware of it all, she’d still married the prick. Still driven off with him while I’d just stood there on the steps with the rest of the wedding guests, feeling like a fool.


‘Callan,’ she says, pulling me back to the moment, and my frown deepens as I recall that she’s still desperate to get rid of me.


‘How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not going anywhere?’


She takes a quick breath, looking as if she’s fighting for patience, and crosses her arms so tightly I’m surprised she has any circulation left in them. ‘You know, this kind of behavior could easily be construed as harassment.’


‘Bullshit, Lot. I completely support a woman’s right to do whatever the hell she wants, but this isn’t a normal situation and you know it. You need help, but are being too pig-headed to take it.’


‘So you’re going to make me? Talk about a freaking hero complex.’


‘I’m going to make sure you’re okay,’ I grind out, shoving my hands back through my hair in a burst of frustration. ‘And while I’m doing that, I’m going to find a way to help you get your damn life back.’


‘Why?’ she cries, sounding completely baffled as she throws her hands up in the air.


‘Why what?’


‘Why would you do that? Any of it? It’s insane!’


There are a thousand different reasons I could give her that would probably just send her running again, so I go for the one that hopefully sounds the most reasonable. ‘Because it’s the way my mom raised me.’


She gives another snort, only this one is sharp with derision. ‘To take on charity cases?’


I slowly exhale, striving for patience of my own. ‘No. To help those in need, when we have the means. Those means being my background and my business. And you, honey, are definitely in need of help from someone like me.’


‘You’re a bodyguard, Callan. Or . . . you were. What exactly do you think I need protecting from? The police? Wouldn’t that make you a criminal?’


‘Not the police,’ I say, feeling like I might finally be starting to make some sense of the bizarre situation. And why she’s so desperate to get rid of me. ‘Yeah, I know you must be scared shitless of getting caught, and given how things have gone, I don’t blame you. But what I think is really scaring the hell out of you is the idea of whoever killed Oliver tracking you down.’


She sucks in another sharp breath, her face so white she looks like a goddamn cadaver.


‘Christ, Lot. What the hell is going on?’ I demand, my thoughts racing as I try to wrap my head around this new revelation.


‘I can’t . . . I don’t . . .’ She turns her face to the side, obviously struggling for composure. I know she’s found it when she smooths her hands down the front of her T-shirt and looks over at me with an expression that’s so eerily composed it’s unsettling, as if she’s taken every bit of emotion inside her and buried it down so deep, she can no longer even feel it. ‘I don’t have much to offer you to drink,’ she eventually murmurs, as if I’ve just dropped by for a casual visit, ‘but I bought some sodas last night. Want one?’


‘Sure, thanks,’ I reply, playing along even though I’m dying to press her for an explanation. But my gut tells me it’s not the time to keep pushing, so I bite my tongue as I watch her head into the cramped kitchenette that I can just see through the beaded curtain that hangs over a small archway.


Since I’m on my own, I take a moment to give my surroundings a closer look. I’m standing in the center of a studio apartment that’s actually smaller than the living room at my place here in the city. The floors appear to be the old original hardwood planks, but they’re spotlessly clean and gleaming. There’s no TV, but a dated laptop sits on top of an end table that’s been painted in a beautiful cherry-blossom motif that looks as if her neighbor Eva probably did it for her. And through a small archway on my left, I can see what looks like an air mattress that’s been neatly covered in purple sheets lying on the floor, the sight of it making me want to get my hands on whoever’s responsible for putting her in this situation and make them pay.


‘Go ahead, say it,’ she murmurs, catching me studying the place as she walks back through the beaded curtain and hands me a cold soda can. ‘My place is a piece of crap.’


‘It’s cute,’ I tell her, meaning it as I pop the top and take a drink. While it pisses me off that she’s living in a damn shoebox, the quirky style of the studio fits her perfectly, and I can tell that even though she’s clearly struggling for money, she’s worked hard to make it as comfortable as possible. Chloe would probably call it Boho Chic, if I’ve understood anything from her design lectures over the years. But to me it’s just feminine and inviting, with lots of white and soft splashes of color. And yet, as cozy as Lottie has made the place, it’s making me uneasy, and I know that’s my gut trying to warn me that she’s not safe here. That there’s a hell of a lot more wrong with this woman’s life than the fact that she’s wanted for murder.


Bringing my hard gaze back to hers, I say, ‘It’s your security that’s shit, Lot. The building is completely unprotected against break-ins, and the lock on your front door is pathetic. I could probably bust through it with a single kick.’


She lifts one golden eyebrow in a perfect arch. ‘Yeah? Then I guess I’ll just take all my loads of cash that I have lying around and go buy myself a brand-new door that’s Callan-approved.’


Ignoring her sarcasm, I give her a sharp smile. ‘There’s no need, honey, because you’re not staying here.’


Her blue eyes narrow at my words, the look on her face saying she thinks I’ve completely lost my mind. ‘Excuse me?’


‘You’re coming home with me. I have a place here in the city, in Manhattan, in a secured building, with an alarm system that’s the best on the market.’ Plus, she’ll have me, but I know better than to point that out.


‘Well, huzzah for you, Hathaway. But I don’t really give a damn where you live.’


‘We can waste hours arguing,’ I tell her as I walk over to the small table that’s set against the wall with a single chair – she probably uses it to eat her meals at or as a desk – and set the soda can down. ‘Or you can accept the inevitable and do what’s right.’


‘What’s right is kicking you out the door.’


‘Why? So you can pack up and do another runner?’ I slowly shake my head as I turn to face her again. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Why? Because it’s not what you want?’


‘Damn straight,’ I reply, pushing my hands back into my pockets. ‘But more than that, it’s not smart, Lottie. And I know you’re sure as hell not stupid.’


A harsh, bitter laugh slips past her lips. ‘Look around you. The current circumstances of my life don’t exactly speak to my intelligence.’


‘And you know better than to blame the victim. I know you do.’


Her gaze is uncomfortably piercing and direct, making me feel as if she can see right inside me. As if she can analyze my mind like one of the poems she used to study and write papers about, and I try not to flinch, too aware of how much I have in my head that I don’t want her getting anywhere near. Not when she so desperately wants rid of me.


‘You could get in trouble for helping me,’ she finally says, tossing the soft words out like a challenge.


‘I could,’ I agree. ‘But I won’t.’


‘You don’t know that,’ she argues with exasperation.


‘I’m a grown man, Lot. I know what I’m doing.’


‘God, you’re not going to take freaking no for an answer, are you?’


‘No, I’m not. So all you need to decide is if you want to deal with just me, or if I should call Jase and Emmy and get them here to help me talk some sense into you.’ They were both at Lottie’s wedding, and I know she spent quite a bit of time talking to Emmy Reed, who had been Jase’s date that weekend. She’d seemed to get along better with Emmy than with anyone else at the wedding, including her own family.


‘You wouldn’t dare.’


‘The hell I wouldn’t.’


‘Are you . . . Are you saying that they think I’m innocent, too?’ she quietly asks, the faint strain of hope in her voice making my insides twist.


‘Of course they do,’ I lie, since only half of that statement is true. Emmy has been my biggest ally in arguing for Lottie’s innocence – though I think that has more to do with the fact that she wants it to be true, rather than actually believing it – but neither of us have managed to sway Jase to our way of thinking. He honestly believes Lottie stabbed his cousin over thirty times, then left him to bleed out on the deck of his yacht, the backbone of his theory being that Olly was a big enough asshole to drive anyone, even an amazing person like Lottie, to do something that violent and horrible.


We’ve argued about it more than once, and will most likely argue about it again, given the path I’ve chosen today. But I have no doubt that I’ll pull my friend around to my way of thinking. I won’t accept anything less, because I know, deep down in my bones, that despite the fingerprints found all over the knife that cut Oliver Beckett to shreds, there’s no way in hell the woman standing before me is responsible.


‘Just trust me, Lottie. Please,’ I plead, the uneasy feeling in my gut that she’s not safe here only growing stronger. And when I sense that she might actually be wavering, I go in for the kill. ‘Look at it this way – if you’re in danger, do you really want to bring that danger here, into the same building where families live?’


She flinches, making me feel like a complete shit for saying it. ‘That was low.’


‘But true, and you know it.’


Silence stretches out between us, heavy enough to feel like a physical force, and then she finally looks away, her eyes closing as she gives a quiet, defeated sigh. ‘Fine. It’s a stupid, asinine idea, but I’ll do it.’


Relief sweeps through me, stunning and sharp, but I’m smart enough to keep my mouth shut as I watch her walk into the tiny bedroom and open her small shoebox of a closet, where she’s got a duffel bag on the top shelf. She sets the bag on the air mattress, and starts packing in another wave of heavy, angry silence, while I take my phone out.


But as I pull up the number for my car service, I hear her mutter a dozen or so sharp, grim words that tell me what really lies at the root of her fear.


‘I just hope you’re not the one who ends up regretting it.’









Chapter Two


CALLAN


I lock my front door, then turn and watch as Lottie makes her way across the hardwood floors and thick rugs that my sister Chloe had found for me when I bought the sprawling apartment last year. We took a car from Lottie’s neighborhood, but didn’t talk on the ride over, which was probably for the best. Nothing I wanted to say to her could be said in front of a nosy driver, and she’d still looked furious, so I think the silence suited her just fine.


It’s grown dark in the past half hour, and we’re high enough up that the impressive view of Manhattan is all glittering lights and soaring skyscrapers. I prefer the woods to the city, but if I have to be in town for work or my family, then this is the way to do it, high above all the noise and commotion, with nothing but the clouds for company.


Setting her duffel on the floor and my keys on the waist-high chest that sits in the entryway, I notice that Lottie’s carefully edging a bit closer to the far wall that’s made entirely of glass, her movements careful and tinged with fear. ‘The glass is fortified,’ I murmur, trying to put her at ease, while enjoying the way her work leggings hug her long legs, though it concerns me that she looks even slimmer than she had at her wedding. ‘You don’t have to worry about getting too close.’


Her shoulders stiffen, but she doesn’t turn around as she quietly says, ‘I wasn’t.’


‘If you’re afraid of heights, honey, it’s nothing to be ashamed about. Everybody’s afraid of something.’ I don’t add that my greatest fear for the past year has been that I would never see her again, knowing damn well it would be the wrong thing to say. But it’s the truth. And no matter how irritated she insists on acting, the overwhelming sense of relief that I experienced when I found her today just keeps growing, making me feel lighter than I have in months. Hell, if I can convince her to share a bed with me – for safety purposes at this point, of course – I might even be able to sleep peacefully tonight.


‘My fears are none of your business,’ she mutters, pulling me from my thoughts, and I bite back a sigh, figuring she’d probably rather sleep in a pit of rattlesnakes right now than beside me.


‘Well, in case there’s any curiosity mixed in with all that anger you’re feeling, I bought the place specifically for that view. Thought it was pretty spectacular.’


A soft, bitter laugh shakes her shoulders, and she grabs her backpack as it starts to slip, setting it on the floor by her feet. ‘Is that the standard line you use with the women you bring up here?’


‘Not standard, no.’ I scratch at the evening bristles on my jawline, trying to decide if she sounds jealous or just annoyed. ‘I’ve lived here since just before your wedding. And I don’t have any lines, Lottie. Not anymore,’ I tell her. And then some of the bitterness that I’ve carried for so long, from having to watch her marry another man, leaks into my tone as I say, ‘It’s not really any of your business, but you’re the only woman, other than ones who work for me or that I’m related to, who’s ever seen this place.’


She shoots me a skeptical look over her shoulder. ‘You expect me to believe that you haven’t brought a woman home with you in over a year?’


‘Believe what you want. But it’s the truth.’


‘Sure it is,’ she scoffs under her breath, looking back at the view. She hasn’t paid much attention to the big, high-ceilinged room around her, and I can’t help but wonder what she thinks of the style. I’ve always felt that Chloe did a perfect job with the place, but there’s no getting away from the fact that it’s vastly different from Lottie’s own apartment – and I don’t just mean cost-wise. The lush houseplants and the richness of the deep teal and dark chocolate color scheme are cut by the harshness of wood and metal, making it a purely masculine setting. One that only accentuates the soft vibrancy and strength of her femininity.


She’s like a beautiful gazelle trapped in the tiger’s jungle, and I choke back a laugh when my stomach suddenly gives a bestial growl, reminding me that I haven’t eaten since my lunchtime meeting with Deanna Brannon, a great, badass lady and my newly appointed Head of Operations at Hathaway Security.


‘Are you hungry?’ I ask Lottie, opening the top drawer in the chest that holds all my takeaway menus, since it’s the easiest place to stash them when I come in with my mail.


She shrugs her shoulders in a noncommittal response.


‘Well, I’m starving. Thai food okay with you? There’s a great place not far from here that delivers.’


Another shrug, and I bite back a surge of frustration, knowing I need to be patient. She’s obviously on edge and doesn’t want to be here, so I need to be happy with my big victory in just getting her through the door, and not worry about gaining any smaller ones at the moment.


‘Okay, then,’ I mutter, taking out my phone as I head toward my bedroom so that I can finally get out of this shirt. ‘Make yourself comfortable while I change and order us some food.’


LOTTIE


I take a deep breath and work to calm my racing pulse, still desperately trying to wrap my head around what is happening. Still trying to come to terms with the fact that Callan Hathaway, the gorgeous, bronze-haired stranger who’s haunted me for the past fifteen months, has guilted me into going home with him . . . because he claims he wants to help me. As if such a thing is even possible.


God, what the hell have I gotten myself into?


We’ve been here for about thirty minutes, but he spent most of that time having to deal with an emergency call that came in from someone at Hathaway Security, the personal protection company that he owns. From what I could make out from his side of the conversation, it sounds as if he’d been walking by the café today because of a meeting he’d had with a potential client in that particular part of town. A part that’s actually much more awesome than Callan was giving it credit for, its numerous families and authentic feel so much more comforting to me than the parts of Brooklyn that have been taken over by trendy, overpriced shops and housing.


After his call, the food he’d ordered was delivered, and now he’s sitting on the huge leather sofa that faces the one I’m sitting on, his mouthwatering body dressed in jeans and a faded Metallica T-shirt that looks ridiculously good on him. Enough incredible-smelling food to feed an army is laid out on the rustic, square-shaped coffee table that sits between us, and I blink as Callan extends one of his long, muscular arms to hand me a huge plate that’s a beautiful swirl of copper and black, the crooked half-smile on his wide mouth doing something strange to my already racing pulse.


The entire situation is surreal, and far too intimate, like something plucked right out of my fevered midnight fantasies. The embarrassing ones where I wake up thrashing in my cheap sheets, my body burning with need for a man I barely know – who was only at my wedding because his mum had been too ill to make the flight – but had made such an impact on me, I’m still struggling for a way to put him out of my mind.


And, God, he’s somehow even more stunning than I remembered, with all that shaggy hair and the bronze stubble on his jaw. More rugged and male and devastatingly sexy. More . . . everything.


‘Come on, Lot,’ he murmurs in his deep voice, jerking his chin at the food. ‘Eat up.’


I’ve always been one of those slender girls who could eat anything they wanted without putting on weight, while longing for the kind of lush curves that most men find far sexier than my tomboy look. And it hasn’t helped that I’ve barely been able to eat during the past year, my nerves shot and worry constantly roiling in my stomach. But this spread looks too delicious to refuse, and I find myself reaching for the closest open box and start spooning a fragrant chicken dish onto my plate. Then I reach for the next one . . . and the next.


‘Shit. I forgot the beers.’ He looks at me with that sexy tilt of his head that seems almost primal. Almost animal-like, as if he’s so much more than just a man, but that’s probably just my longtime love of paranormal romance coming through. My tired brain is getting tangled up trying to decide if he would be a wolf or a grizzly shifter, when he asks me, ‘You a beer drinker, Lottie?’


‘As long as it’s not Guinness. That stuff makes me shudder.’


His laugh is low and deep, and I squirm a bit on the comfortable leather cushion as I watch him rise to his feet, my gaze glued to his muscular arse as he heads toward what I assume is the kitchen. From what I’ve seen, this entire apartment is like something out of Architectural Digest, and while I knew that Callan owned a successful business, I’d had no idea that he was this well off.


And though the money might have been a turn-on for some women, I’ve been around enough snobby rich boys to know that they’re definitely not my type.


Only . . . there’s not a single snobbish thing about Callan Hathaway, and you know it, an annoyed voice murmurs in my head. It’s the same one that’s been screaming at me for acting like such a bitch to him, but I keep ignoring it, too afraid of what might happen if I stop.


When he sits back down with two icy bottles of the bestselling IPA that we serve at the café in his hands, I notice the way that his jeans pull tight across his thighs, allowing me to see the sexy cut of muscle in his long, powerful legs. He somehow manages to look like he belongs on the glossy pages of a magazine even when dressed in well-worn jeans and an old T-shirt, his big feet bare and tanned, and I hate that I’m self-conscious of my grubby work uniform, since looking good for this man is the absolute last thing in the world I should be caring about.


He pops the top off one of the bottles, then reaches over the table again to hand it to me just as his phone starts vibrating for what must be the sixth time since he found me. ‘Thanks,’ I murmur, watching as he pulls the phone from his pocket and hits ignore, after only briefly glancing at the screen, which he’s done for every call except the one from his company. ‘You should go ahead and take it,’ I say casually, worried I’m doing a crap job of hiding my true feelings on the subject. ‘Your girlfriend must be worried if she keeps calling.’


‘I don’t have a girlfriend, Lot.’ The corner of his mouth twitches, like he’s trying not to laugh at my embarrassing flare of jealousy. ‘The calls I’m ignoring have all been from one of my sisters.’


I latch on to the topic of his family like an overboard sailor grasping for a lifeline, since it will safely steer us away from the uncomfortable subject of his love life. ‘You have three of them, right? And three brothers?’


‘That’s right,’ he says, looking down at his plate, but I swear I see the corner of his freaking mouth twitch again, as if he can see right through me. And for some inexplicable reason, the idea is as arousing as it is worrying.


‘Well, don’t you want to make sure it’s not an emergency?’ I ask, turning my focus to my own plate, since the tasty Thai food is a hell of a lot safer than Callan Hathaway.


‘It’s not,’ he replies with a sigh. ‘She’s just being nosy.’


‘Oh.’ I take a bite of the coconut shrimp and try not to moan, but the taste is blissful. I swallow, take a sip of my beer, and ask him, ‘So which sister is it?’


He still isn’t looking at me, but a kind of tightness suddenly settles over his huge body, as if something troubling has just occurred to him. Something he obviously doesn’t want to share, since he changes the subject completely. ‘Your accent sounds different than it used to. Why is that?’


‘Habit, I guess. I’ve tried not to make it too easy for people to place where I’m from,’ I murmur, leaving him to his secrets, since God knows I want to be left to mine. ‘You know how it is. My current life of glamour is all part of this on-the-run thing I’ve had going.’


A low laugh slips past his soft-looking lips, and I mentally give myself a hard shake when I realize that I’ve just been sitting here, staring at the guy’s mouth while he eats. Nervous energy buzzes beneath my skin, my scalp prickling, and I finally can’t take wearing the wig a second more. Setting my plate on the coffee table, I wipe my hands on the linen napkin he’d given me earlier and reach up, pulling the pins out that hold the nightmare in place. I almost moan again as I pull it off, using my fingers to massage my scalp after I toss the godawful wig onto the arm of the sofa, then finger comb my hair into what’s hopefully some semblance of order before reaching for my plate again.


‘This food is amaz—’ I start to say as I glance over at Callan, but the words die on my tongue when I realize that his warm brown eyes have gone dark, his gaze unmistakably hot as he takes in the way my wavy blonde hair is falling over my shoulders now, the ends just curling above my breasts. Fighting the self-conscious urge to fiddle with it, I cough to clear my throat, and murmur, ‘It’s, um, grown out a lot since you last saw me.’


That dark gaze slowly lifts back to my eyes, and there’s a distinct edge to his voice as he tells me, ‘It looks gorgeous, Lot.’


I shift a bit nervously, having no idea what to make of him . . . or the compliment. ‘Um, thanks,’ I mumble, before focusing back on my food. And even though he starts eating again too, I can feel the blistering force of his gaze every breathtaking time he looks over at me, the heat that starts climbing into my cheeks making it painfully clear that I’m blushing like an idiot.


‘Okay, you got me here,’ I blurt, sounding belligerent, even as I take another bite of the sumptuous food that he’s bought for us. Talk about ungrateful. ‘So what happens now?’


‘That’s easy. Now you talk.’


‘Yeah? About what?’


‘Everything.’ He takes a long swig of his beer, then locks his sharp gaze with mine as he says, ‘Starting with why you married that son of a bitch.’


My anger flares so quickly it’s like being dunked in icy water, and I hear myself snap, ‘You shouldn’t talk about him that way!’


His head cocks a bit to the side again, the look in his eyes one of surprise and confusion. ‘Lottie, you’re not stupid. In fact, you’re probably one of the smartest people I’ve ever known. So believe me when I say that I know you know that Oliver Beckett was a piece of shit.’


I want to ask why he thinks he knows a damn thing about me, but I’m too emotional to focus on anything but what he’s said about Olly. ‘He might not have been a great guy, sure. But he was a brave one. He . . . He . . .’


Callan’s brown eyes turn piercing. ‘He what, Lottie?’


Setting my plate back on the coffee table, I somehow manage to push my response past the lump of gratitude and regret that’s nearly choking me. ‘Olly saved my life.’


He stares, looking at me as if I’ve just told him that I’m really the Queen of England.


‘It’s true,’ I whisper, my throat so tight I can barely swallow. ‘And trust me, I was as shocked as you are when it happened.’


Something even darker, and infinitely more dangerous, filters into his gaze, and I know he’s gone into some kind of protective-alpha mode when he quietly asks, ‘Saved it from who?’


Instead of answering the question, I take a page out of his own book and deliberately change the subject again. ‘How did you even recognize me today? When I’m wearing the wig, I don’t look anything like the woman you met last year. I barely even look like her now.’


He lowers his face again, but not before I see the tinge of pink in his bristled cheek, the recessed lighting that runs about a foot under the ceiling’s perimeter catching softly on his bronze stubble. ‘What?’ I press, wanting to know what this rugged, confident, damn near god-like man could possibly find embarrassing.


‘It was your laugh,’ he mutters, before stuffing his ridiculously sexy mouth full of noodles.


I blink, wondering if I actually heard him right. ‘My . . . laugh?’


‘Yeah.’


‘That’s . . .’ My voice trails off, and I swallow so hard that it hurts, swimming in confusion as I run my damp palms over the tops of my thighs. ‘I honestly don’t even know what that is.’


He rolls one of those hard, muscular shoulders and grunts something unintelligible under his breath, reminding me of a surly bear. Then he looks up at me and says, ‘If you don’t want to talk about what happened in Italy yet, fine. We’ll get to it later. But at least tell me what you’ve been doing this past year.’


Despite the unbearable tension of the entire situation, I actually laugh. ‘What do you think I’ve been doing, Callan?’


‘I know you’ve been hiding. But how? Where? Why?’


I pull in a deep breath, then slowly let it go. ‘I . . . Let’s just say that before he died, Olly provided me with a very special gift. One that gave me the means to live under a different identity if I ever needed to.’


‘Jesus Christ,’ he says, his voice whisper-soft, and there are about a-million-and-one questions burning in his beautiful eyes. But he doesn’t press me for details, and I’m so grateful that I go ahead and briefly answer his other two questions.


‘So that’s the how. Ever since I landed in Los Angeles, I’ve been Lana Hill, a waitress who’s half-American, half-British. And as for the where and why, I rented a car the day I got to LA and just kept driving until I’d reached New York. I’ve lived here ever since. And the reason,’ I explain, forcing myself to keep holding his piercing gaze as I scrape out this last part, ‘is that I had no doubt the police would believe I’d killed Olly, and no way to prove that I hadn’t. So like a coward, I’ve been hiding ever since.’


‘From them and the real killer,’ he murmurs, not even voicing it as a question. But he doesn’t need to. He’s studying me so carefully, reading my expressions so easily, he knows damn well that he’s right.


‘So what about you?’ I ask, before taking another sip of my beer.


‘Work,’ he tells me, setting his own near-empty plate on the table. ‘A vacation with my brothers over the winter at a ski resort. A few road trips on my new Harley with my friend Seb. More work.’ He picks his beer back up, giving me another wry half-smile as he adds, ‘And I’ve spent a hell of a lot of time looking for you.’


My spine shoots so straight, I probably look like I’ve just been zapped with a jolt of electricity. ‘What does that mean?’


‘It means exactly how it sounds, Lot.’


I shake my head in confusion, while my pulse pounds in my ears. ‘But . . . why? You don’t even know me.’


‘That’s not entirely true,’ he disagrees, then finishes off his beer. ‘And just because I had to watch you marry another man doesn’t mean your disappearance didn’t completely wreck me.’


I look away from him, unable to cope with the things he’s saying when he’s looking at me like I’m somehow . . . I don’t know. Important to him, which makes absolutely zero sense.


‘And I do know you,’ he tells me with a bitter laugh. ‘Trust me, after talking to pretty much anyone who’s ever been a part of your life, I’ve learned a hell of a lot.’


No matter how freaking awkward the situation is, my gaze is pulled back to his as if it has a will of its own. ‘You . . . investigated me?’ I ask, sounding more than a little outraged. But I’m not really angry. I’m just . . . shocked. ‘How?’


‘When Jase called to tell me what had happened in Italy, I hopped on a flight the next morning for England.’ He sets his empty beer bottle beside his plate, then leans back, his muscular arms, with their cut lines of muscle and sinew, stretched out along the back of the sofa in a pose that’s as masculine as it is mouthwatering. ‘Usually, in cases like these, if a person’s in trouble, they turn to someone they know for help. So I started by talking to your aunt and uncle.’


I lift my brows in surprise. ‘Aunt April and Uncle Liam?’


Callan nods. ‘But they were almost in too much shock still to be of much help. All they could really tell me is that you’d come to live with them at the age of fourteen, after your parents died in a car accident, and that you’d always been a gifted, hard-working student. The only odd thing your aunt mentioned was that you’d been quite social, with lots of friends, until you turned sixteen. After that, you stopped going out and just spent all your time studying.’


‘I wanted to get into a good school,’ I murmur, staring at the backs of my hands as I press them against my thighs, determined not to let his words jar me into revealing too much.


He waits, as if hoping I’ll just start pouring out my life story. When he finally realizes it’ll be a cold day in hell before I open that depressing vein, he leans forward, bracing his elbows on his spread knees, and my gaze is instantly drawn to the impressive, denim-covered bulge between his legs. When it occurs to me where I’m staring, I rip my gaze away, completely mortified that I’d been ogling him like a piece of meat – but he plays the part of a gentleman and doesn’t even call me out for it.


‘So after talking to your family, I tracked down your . . . friends from university,’ he tells me, and I swear his voice is a bit rougher than it was before. ‘The ones you lived with until just before your marriage.’


I notice the way he paused before the word ‘friends’, and I understand why. Despite the fact that most of them were good people, I wasn’t ever close to any of them. Hell, I lived with Sasha, my maid of honor, for nearly three years, but didn’t ever really know much about her – other than the fact that she was smart, liked to party . . . and had shagged Olly on my wedding night.


Flopping against the back of the sofa, I stare up at the off-white ceiling and laugh softly. ‘I bet they were all pretty shocked, huh? I can’t imagine they ever thought that dull, mousy Lottie would be wanted for murder.’


‘First of all, there’s not a single dull or mousy thing about you. And secondly, you should give them more credit. They’re genuinely worried about you.’


I lift my head, trying to judge if he’s telling the truth from his expression, but there are times when the guy’s got an unbeatable poker face – a trait that I can’t help but envy. ‘Maybe some of them are,’ I say quietly . . . grudgingly, ‘but you don’t have to sugar-coat things for me, Callan. I know damn well that Olly was in Sasha’s bed on our wedding night.’


Something flashes in his eyes that I sincerely hope is anger and not pity. But I’m grateful that he doesn’t keep forging down this awkward path, and instead shocks me when he says, ‘I also talked to your supervisor, Dr Hoffman.’


That bit of news has me sitting upright again. ‘You didn’t!’


‘I did.’ There’s a gleam in his dark eyes that I don’t quite understand, but it has my pulse quickening. ‘She’s worried sick about you, Lot. And proud as hell of your master’s thesis. She even showed me some of your work.’


‘You’re kidding,’ I say with surprise.


He flashes me a crooked smile. ‘Nope.’


‘Oh God,’ I groan, covering my warm face with my hands. ‘I’m sorry,’ I mumble, feeling ridiculously embarrassed for a woman who’s been on the run for the past year. ‘That must have been so boring for you.’


‘Are you kidding me? It took some significant flattery on my part, but I finally persuaded Hoffman to send me a copy of your poetry compilation.’


I peek at him from between my fingers. ‘The one about the Greek gods?’


‘Yeah.’


‘That’s . . .’ I exhale sharply as I push my hair back from my face, then press my palms back against the tops of my thighs to keep from fidgeting. ‘Yeah, I honestly don’t know what to make of that either.’


He laughs, low and rough again, the sexy sound sliding down my spine like a physical touch that makes me shiver with awareness. ‘I can’t claim to be smart enough to understand all of it, but I love the way I can get almost lost in it. The way your words make me . . . feel. You’re incredibly talented, Miss Fleming.’


I know I should say thank you – and probably correct him on my last name – but my throat is suddenly too tight for speech, and I take a deep breath as I look around the insanely awesome room, trying to make sense of what’s happening here. But the entire evening, from the moment I looked up into his gorgeous eyes when he’d caught me on the steps of my building to this precise second, has been surreal. I’m like Alice, falling head-over-feet down the rabbit hole, and I’m still tumbling, with no idea what’s going to happen when I finally hit the bottom. The only thing I know with any certainty is that it’s going to hurt, because as much as I love to have my head in the clouds when it comes to literature, life has made me into a stone-cold realist.


And Callan Hathaway is too goddamn perfect to be real.


Quietly, and with some kind of wild, visceral emotion rising up inside me, I look over at him again and ask, ‘What’s really going on here, Callan?’


‘Nothing,’ he says, his broad shoulders lifting in an easy-going shrug, ‘except one friend helping out another friend.’


‘I’m not buying it,’ I argue, surging to my feet. ‘Because no one is this freaking righteous. No one is this freaking nice!’
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