
		
				[image: Cover image]
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			Getting up close and personal with Owen is messing with my professional focus. I should definitely not be dreaming about running my hands through Owen’s hair and kissing his smart-ass mouth. But there’s a solution: a no-strings affair to get him out of my system. For one night, I’ll take charge of my own pleasure and invite Owen to explore the red-hot chemistry that’s threatening to combust at any moment...
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			To all the readers who emailed me asking 
why Owen never got his happy-ever-after...
this book is for you. xx
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Owen

			I KNOW IT’S going to make me seem like a cruel bastard, but there isn’t much in this world that pleases me more than getting the drop on someone. The element of surprise is my catnip. I love the moment my target realises they’ve been duped. Maybe it’s because nobody ever expected a thing from me.

			Who actually thinks the class clown will amount to something? No one.

			So yeah, I like it when the tables are turned. Especially when my target comes in a five-foot-two-inch package filled to the brim with bristling indignation.

			“No.” Miss Indignation shakes her head, a frizzy brown ponytail slapping her ears like she’s a puppy shaking off the water from an unwanted bath. “Can’t we pretend to be brother and sister?”

			“I’m not sure which part of this meeting you misinterpreted as a negotiation, Anderson.” My old boss, Gary Smythe, raises a bushy silver eyebrow. “This is your first assignment as a detective. I thought you’d be champing at the bit.”

			Hannah Anderson, now known as Detective Senior Constable Anderson, straightens her shoulders. “Yes, sir, and I’m very grateful for the opportunity—”

			“Then I suggest you quit shaking your head like you’re trying to dislodge something.”

			I snort and stifle the noise with a cough. Neither one of them buys it. We’re sitting in a meeting room at the Victoria Police headquarters. It feels strange to be back. I’d never planned on returning to Australia, let alone to my old job. But that’s life, right? The second you think you’ve got your shit together, fate punches you in the nuts.

			“Yes, sir.” Hannah looks like she’s about to erupt. She clutches her coffee cup in a way that tells me she’s trying to mentally crush my skull.

			Nice try, Anderson.

			“Not exactly the warm welcome I was hoping for,” I chime in, returning her fiery glare with a cocky grin. If there’s one thing that makes Anderson blow her stack, it’s people who take life less seriously than she does.

			Spoiler alert: that’s literally everyone.

			“Shut up, Fletcher.” Gary takes a sip of his cappuccino. He’s drinking out of a mug that says “I like big busts and I cannot lie” with a picture of a pair of handcuffs beneath it. A white line of milk foam caps his Ned Flanders–style moustache. “If you want someone to fawn over you, then pay your grandmother a visit.”

			“Will do, sir.”

			Anderson rolls her eyes. If it’s not completely obvious at this point, she kind of hates me. Well, hate might be a strong word although she has said it before. It’s a weird kind of hate. The kind that feels prickly and cold but is really a front for a gooey centre of white-hot attraction. Yeah, she has the hots for me and she hates herself for it.

			So I’m scoring another point in the bastard category, but that pleases me very much.

			“We’re going undercover,” I say, leaning forward against the table and not even trying to hide my glee. “As man and wife.”

			I swear she somehow manages to tell me to go fuck myself with her eyes. “Right.”

			“We thought we’d put this to bed before you left.” Gary frowns.

			He told me the pertinent details before I submitted my leave at Cobalt & Dane, the security company I work for in New York City. A folder with everything required for this undercover gig—ID for my new identity, keys and an access card for the apartment I’m going to call home for the next month, and surveillance info that’s been collected to date—is already in my backpack.

			This is an evidence-gathering mission, in the hopes of convincing the higher-ups to put together a task force. And I’m going to enjoy the heck out of being cooped up with Anderson.

			“So did I, Boss.” The name comes out of habit. Gary Smythe will always be “Boss” to me.

			We’d cracked the old case before I left for New York. But organised crime is a tricky beast. You think you’ve cut off the snake’s head and suddenly it grows back. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that greed is unrelenting.

			“It looks like one of the relatives took over the family business,” Gary continues. “We suspect they’re running the operation out of an apartment complex in South Melbourne. We’ve secured an apartment for you. You’ll move in on Monday morning and make friends with the neighbours.”

			Easy as pie. I love making friends.

			But I suspect Anderson might have trouble with that. Friendliness isn’t her strong suit.

			“I want you two to get reacquainted. Finish your coffees and figure your shit out.” Gary pushes up from his seat, his belly straining against his navy uniform shirt. Today he’s in office dress—proper trousers instead of the tactical ones, and a black tie at his neck. Probably had a meeting with the big boss. “See if you can keep from killing each other.”

			“Our reputation precedes us,” I say as Gary exits the meeting room, leaving me alone with my soon-to-be fake-wife.

			“Your reputation precedes you,” Anderson corrects me. “Mine is nice and quiet. The way I prefer it.”

			“Always so argumentative.” I lean back in my chair and fold my arms over my chest. Unlike her, I’m not dressed in uniform since I’m here as a consultant.

			They might be able to drag me back for a case, but I’m not signing any long-term contracts. I’ll do this job as a favour for my old boss. I like the guy. I don’t like the life I left behind. Too many demons. The second this job is over I’m getting my ass back to New York.

			“Look, this is my first assignment as a detective,” she says, nailing me with her wide brown eyes. “And I know you have a penchant for wreaking havoc, but I will not let you screw this up. You might have left this life behind, but this job is important to me.”

			Anderson is all spit and polish, just as I remember. Perfectly pressed shirt and slacks, neat ponytail. She’s clearly catching up on paperwork before her big move into a detective’s role. I bet she stayed up late last night shining her shoes.

			“Message received, Anderson. No tomfoolery.”

			“You should start calling me Hannah. Get into the habit so my surname doesn’t slip out in front of anyone while we’re on the job.” She sticks her thumb into her mouth to chew on a nail, but then thinks better of it and folds her hands in front of her. Outside the meeting room, people wander back and forth—some in uniform and others in civilian dress. “I wanted to keep our first names the same. Make it easier to remember. Although I still don’t see why we can’t be brother and sister. It seems ludicrous that anyone would think I’d marry you.”

			“Oh yeah, speaking of which...” I dig my hand into my pocket and pull out a worn velvet box. Anderson’s eyes widen as I flip it open, showing her the old, ornate ring nestled inside.

			The ring is legit. It belonged to my mother and since I’m never, ever getting married I’m pleased to use it for something. It wasn’t her engagement ring—that one lives with my grandmother. But my mother loved jewellery enough to have a personal jeweller on retainer when she was alive, so I wasn’t short on options for this fake proposal.

			Fun fact: I don’t need to work. My parents were rich. Like, travel around the world on a private jet rich. Like fly in a bunch of diamonds straight from Antwerp rich.

			Not that I want anything to do with the money. It’s been sitting in a bank account for the last fifteen years while my financial adviser plays with cryptocurrency like he’s got a great big pile of Monopoly money in front of him. I told him to pick the riskiest ones and not even think twice if he lost the lot. He didn’t, not by a long shot.

			And for this job, I’m going to have to embrace the upper-crust lifestyle.

			“You’ve got to start wearing this,” I say.

			Anderson blinks. “This is not how the fairy tales led me to believe a proposal would happen.”

			The gold band cradles an interesting stone in a smoky shade that’s somewhere between brown and grey, which is nicer than it sounds. It’s surrounded by tiny white diamonds that glimmer under the artificial lighting.

			The ring is unusual and pretty, like Anderson.

			“I guess I’m not doing it right.” Clearing my throat, I slide off my chair and drop down to one knee. “Detective Senior Constable Hannah Anderson, will you—”

			“Fletcher!” she squeaks, and several people outside the meeting room snap their heads in our direction. She gives me a shove and I fall to one side, laughing and landing on my palm. She snatches the ring box out of my other hand and shoves it into her pocket. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

			“What? I thought I was being nice.”

			She shakes her head as though I’m the biggest idiot this side of the Yarra. Which, to be fair, might be true. “Couldn’t you find one of those gumball machines and get me some crappy little trinket? I’m going to freak out wearing this.” She pats her hand over the pocket containing my mother’s ring. “This is...real.”

			“Yeah, it is. Topaz or some shit. And we’re going to be tracking a band of jewellery thieves. Ever think of that? Might be good to have a sparkly conversation starter.”

			Her expression tells me it was a good call but there’s no way in hell she’ll say it aloud. Anderson—sorry, Hannah—doesn’t like to admit when other people are right.

			“We should meet early on Monday morning. I’ve arranged for Ridgeway to drive a van with some boxes to the apartment building.”

			“What’s in the boxes?”

			“Nothing much. Files and stuff. But we have to look like we’re moving in.”

			I grin. “It’s a new adventure for us. Newlyweds getting their first place together. You’ll have to practice looking excited.”

			“I don’t know if I have it in me,” she drawls. Then she stands. Even with me sitting and her standing, she doesn’t have much height on me. What did I call her back then? Pocket Rocket. “Monday morning. Seven a.m.”

			“Seven?” I groan. “Who moves into a house that early?”

			“People who are excited to be living together.” She picks up her coffee cup. I’m already imagining how strange it’s going to be to see my mother’s ring on her finger. For some reason, it doesn’t repulse me as much as it should. “Don’t be late.”

			“Seven a.m. it is, my darling wife.”

			She rolls her eyes again and I contemplate warning her that the wind might change. But this time I hold my tongue. I’ll have many hours ahead of me to drive her nuts. Gotta take the perks of the job wherever they come. I pull the file out of my backpack and scan the summary page containing the key details of our assignment. Seven a.m. at 21 Love Street, South Melbourne.

			Love Street? Sounds like the perfect place for a fake marriage.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Hannah

			OWEN’S LATE. I’M shocked...not.

			I bounce on the balls of my feet, trying to ignore the strange feeling of the ring on my left hand. The big stone chafes me, reminding me constantly that it’s there. It’s irritating. Like the man who gave it to me.

			It’s also insanely beautiful and makes me feel like a princess, but I’m not telling a soul that little piece of information.

			“Have you got a coping strategy in place?” Max Ridgeway leans against the small van parked in the loading dock of the place that will be my home until this assignment is over.

			21 Love Street is the kind of place I would never actually live. It’s one of those “boutique” apartment complexes—only six stories in height, with a grand foyer and all the trimmings. It’s not meant for people like me, people who grew up with a family crammed into a house without enough bathrooms to go around. Sure, this place isn’t the most expensive building in the city...but it’s well beyond my means. And we’re going to be living in one of the penthouse suites.

			So yeah, you could say I was feeling a little out of my element. And that was before my “husband” arrived.

			“A coping strategy?” I ask.

			“To avoid homicide.”

			I laugh in spite of the strange churning in my stomach. “No. I need one, though. Any tips?”

			Max adjusts the dark cap covering his thick brown hair. He’s dressed in plain clothes, like me. Civilian-wear. Old jeans and a hoodie. Blundstones. He skipped his morning shave, too. Now he looks like a furniture removalist instead of a cop.

			“Don’t take things too seriously.” He winks. “That’ll only give him fuel.”

			Max gets along with both of us. He’s good at his job and I respect him a lot. His wife, Rose, gave birth to their daughter, Ruby, about six months ago. Now he spends most of his free time at home with his adorable family, so I don’t see him as much as I used to.

			He was in Manhattan for a while, when he met Rose, working with Owen in the private security field. They’re pretty tight. Have been since we were all in the academy together in our early twenties. But I don’t hold that against Max. He didn’t have anything to do with “the diary incident.”

			I check my watch. “Owen is going to be late to his own funeral one day.”

			“You’ve got the wife act down pat.” Max’s eyes sparkle. “Although I hope you’re not planning to accelerate his funeral.”

			“Ha,” I say drily. “That’s entirely up to him.”

			A cool wind whips past me, ruffling my hair. Today I left it down and it feels like the first time in forever that I’ve ditched my standard scraped-back style. But it’s all part of the act. Anything to help me get into character. For the foreseeable future, I am not Hannah Anderson. I am not the only girl in a family of rough-and-tumble boys. I am not awkward and shy and trying so hard not to let other people see it.

			Last night, I sat down with all my files and a cup of tea to work on my story, so that when I arrived at 21 Love Street, I would be Hannah Essex. Lady of leisure, newlywed, a woman obsessed with shiny, material things. A pretty magpie.

			My polar opposite.

			I wonder if my boss is screwing with me, pushing me into the deep end to see if I sink or swim. I could think of a dozen other female officers who would be way more convincing than me. Who are prettier and look like they could belong in this world.

			Meanwhile I burned my thumb while straightening my hair this morning so I’d look like Owen’s wife, instead of his poodle.

			“Party people.” Owen announces himself with a whoop, sans apology for his tardiness—as expected—and slaps a hand down on Max’s back. When he leans in as if to kiss me, I place a hand on his chest to stop him getting too close. “That’s a chilly greeting.”

			I chide myself. He’s right, of course. We have to be in character now, even if I want to strangle him with my scarf. “The concierge manager is due to meet us in ten minutes.”

			“Ten minutes?” Owen looks at his watch. “I thought you said seven a.m.”

			“I did. And I booked the move-in for eight, knowing your lazy ass wouldn’t be here on time.” I shoot him a smug grin. “So you’re early.”

			“She got you there.” Max chuckles and heads to the back of the van. “I’ll start getting these boxes out now and we can load them straight onto the flatbed.”

			“I’ll help.”

			I resist the urge to join in and speed up the process. Hannah Anderson is a hands-on person who can lift a box with the best of them. However, Hannah Essex is worried about her manicure. I glare at the pearly pink polish I applied last night. I’d toyed with the idea of fake nails to compensate for my terrible nail-biting habit, but I have to draw the line somewhere. The last thing I need is a nail flying off while I’m chasing a perp.

			“Mrs. Essex?”

			For a second the name doesn’t register, but then my brain kicks into gear and I smile at the man and woman approaching me. “Yes, that’s me.”

			“Welcome to 21 Love Street.” The woman is older—late sixties, maybe seventies—with a genuine smile and a neatly pressed uniform of white shirt and grey slacks. “I’m Irma and this is my colleague Dante. Looks like you’re all ready to move in. I understand you’ve already picked up your keys and access cards.”

			“Yes.” I stick my hand out to shake Irma’s and then turn my smile to Dante, who’s about my age. “Nice to meet you both.”

			“Dante will set the elevator to freight mode and make sure you get up to your level okay,” Irma says. “Let us know if you have any questions at all.”

			I give my thanks and wait while Owen and Max finish unloading our boxes onto the flatbed trolley. Owen is wearing a pair of fitted jeans and a simple V-neck grey jumper that sits close to his body. A heavy silver watch decorates one wrist. The neat, casual outfit is at odds with Owen’s overlong dirty-blond hair, which seems to be permanently two weeks overdue for a haircut. The thick strands kink and curl at the back of his neck. At one point in my much younger, much stupider years I’d fantasised about running my hands through it, about kissing his full-lipped, smart-ass mouth.

			“She can hardly keep her eyes off me.” Owen looks smug as hell and I realise I’ve been caught staring.

			“Newlyweds?” Dante asks with a knowing smile. I want to punch them both.

			“We’re so very in love.” Owen walks toward me with that careless rolling-hip gait that makes women adore him. I can’t walk away. Can’t break character. “Isn’t that right?”

			“It sure is.” I tip my face up to his, aiming for a loving look while hoping he can hear the obscenities I’m screaming at him in my mind. As he lowers his lips, I turn my face so the kiss catches my cheek. Nice try, Fletcher. “And I’m also madly in love with this apartment. Are we ready to go up?”

			Owen chuckles. “My wife, the drill sergeant.”

			“Tell me about it,” Dante says as he leads us through the loading bay into the building via a room where recycled waste is kept. I make note of my surroundings, mentally jotting down details about building access points. “I’ve been married for two years now. My wife is about to have our first baby.”

			“That’s sweet.” I try to sound like I mean it. But my mind is on the job...well, it should be. And it should definitely not be occupied with the enticing way Owen’s butt looks in those fitted jeans.

			Dante leads us to a bay of elevators, one of which is open and protected with heavy-duty fabric. “You’re good to go. Shouldn’t take more than three or four trips, by the looks of it. I have to stay in the loading bay to make sure we don’t end up with any traffic jams, so I’ll see you when you come back down for the next load.”

			Max, Owen and I squeeze into the elevator with the trolley and boxes. The door slides shut.

			“The whole team is taking bets on who strangles who first,” Max says as we rise up to the top floor. “Money’s on Anderson, ten to one.”

			“Ten to one?” Owen’s lip curls in disgust. “Traitors.”

			“It’s better odds than you deserve,” I mutter, my thumb rubbing over the ring on my left hand. I can’t stop touching the damn thing. It’s driving me nuts.

			The other thing driving me nuts is the smell of soap on Owen’s skin—creamy and warm, like sandalwood with a hint of vanilla. I don’t remember him smelling that good in our academy days. Though, to be fair, I don’t know if many guys in their early twenties shower as often as they should.

			I should not be thinking about what Owen looks like in the shower.

			The glowing green numbers count up to level six. I really need to get a hold on my imagination—because this assignment is going to be difficult enough without giving him any indication that I still harbour an attraction to him. And I don’t. He’s awful and childish and irreverent and not the kind of guy I would ever marry because I like serious men who do...serious things.

			Ugh. I’m no good at lying, even in my head. I train my eyes on the glowing numbers. Maybe if I don’t look at Owen, I won’t get affected by whatever hot guy voodoo he’s using to mess with my head.

			When we reach our destination, the elevator opens with a cheerful ping.

			“Apartment 601.” I exit with more speed than is necessary. As I march toward the front door, I dig the key out of my bag. “Home sweet home.”

			The apartment is bigger than anywhere I’ve ever lived, including my family home that housed five of us. Even though we’re only six floors up, we have a lovely view of South Melbourne made even prettier by the buttery morning light. The apartment itself has been staged by someone who knows the fine line between style and comfort, and there’s a mix of textures—light, warm woods and soft grey fabric and faded gold metals—that make me feel instantly at ease. The neutral tones are brought to life with a few pops of colour, including a vibrant sunflower yellow chair and a canvas splashed with shades of teal and lavender.

			“This’ll do,” Owen says as he walks in. Max follows with the trolley. “Not really my style, but it looks like we have money.”

			No kidding. I spot a Herman Miller Eames chair in the corner of the room, and it looks like the real deal. Those things cost more than what I paid for my first car. I dated a guy once—very briefly—who owned one of those chairs. Talked about it like the damn thing was his child.

			“I’ll get the next load of boxes,” Max says. “And I’ll make conversation with the concierge guy, see if I pick up anything interesting.”

			Owen nods. “Good idea.”

			The second the door swings shut behind Max, my body is alight with awareness. The tingling sensation of being watched is an itch beneath my skin. At one point, I’d craved this with all my being—a moment alone with Owen.

			“We’ll have to make sure we don’t damage any of this furniture,” I say in a desperate attempt to keep my mind where it belongs—on work. “Budget won’t accommodate eight grand for a chair.”

			“And how do you think we’re going to damage the furniture, huh?” Owen walks up beside me, and I feel his presence right down to my toes.

			“Not like that.” I don’t need to spell out that sex isn’t part of playing man and wife for this job. Owen might be a larrikin, but he’s not an asshole. In fact, the one time he had the chance to take advantage of our situation—the time I asked him to—he declined due to “personal ethics” and I never quite got over the humiliation. Even thinking about it now makes my stomach churn. “But I do remember one young recruit who managed to break both a dining chair and a bed frame in one evening.”

			“Harmless fun.” He slings an arm around my shoulders and I force myself not to lean into him. “It’s been a long time, Anderson. I missed you while I was in New York.”

			I snort. “I didn’t think about you once.”

			“Liar.” He laughs and his delicious scent fills my nostrils again. Damn it. How does he smell so freaking good? “You ready to take the bad guys down?”

			“Absolutely.” This time my response is genuine. I love my job and I’m damn good at it. “They won’t even know what hit them.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Owen

			IT TAKES LESS than a day for us to argue about every little thing—our approach for gaining the trust of the people in the building, where to set up discreet surveillance...what flavour pizza we should get for dinner. She wanted Hawaiian. Gross. Pineapple does not belong on pizza.

			We compromise and get Thai food instead.

			“We should be talking to people already,” Hannah argues. Her dark hair started the day floating around her face, brushing the tops of her shoulders, but now it’s pulled back into a messy little knot. “You think they want to pay us for sitting around? That might be how things work in your cushy world, but we’re wasting taxpayers’ dollars right now.”

			“Sorry, I was under the impression you were a detective senior constable, not the chief commissioner.” I spear a piece of duck and make sure I get some coconut rice on my fork, as well. Damn, it’s good. “And cushy, my ass. My job keeps me fit as a fiddle, and don’t think I didn’t notice you staring earlier.”

			When some women blush, it’s like a delicate pink flush over their cheeks. Hannah’s blush goes everywhere—over her cheeks and nose, down her neck and under the edge of her simple black T-shirt. But my favourite bit is how it colours the tips of her ears.

			“I have to stare. It’s not often I see a class-A idiot in the flesh,” she snaps.

			The defensive comeback bounces right off me—I’ve been called worse. No-hoper. Slacker. Troublemaker. I saw my eleventh-grade science teacher in my first month of being a constable and her eyes almost popped out of her head. To say most people didn’t expect me to do much with my life is an understatement.

			Have you done much with your life? Really?

			I promptly ignore that inconvenient thought and file it away where it belongs: in the corner of my mind marked “shit not to think about.”

			“You’ve got such a way with words, Anderson.”

			“It’s Hannah, remember? You can’t mess that up.” Her cheeks return to their usual colour as she tucks into her Pad Thai. “Now, back to work. We’ve got to get out and talk to people.”

			“Have you ever met a newlywed couple who wanted to become BFFs with their new neighbours the second they got married? No, they want to fuck like animals and not leave their apartment.”

			She rolls her eyes. “You would think that. How many times have you been married?”

			“Zero. But if I did get married, I wouldn’t make hanging out with the neighbours my first priority.” I reach for my Coke. “However, I do agree we can’t sit in here all night.”

			“Then what?”

			“We go for a romantic evening walk in the garden.”

			She looks at me like I’ve sprouted a second head. “A romantic walk?”

			“It will give us a chance to scope out the property, look for anything out of the ordinary and find some surveillance points.”

			“And then we can talk to anyone we come across?”

			I sigh. “We don’t need to talk to them yet. It’s not a good idea to come across too eager.”

			“Is this some weird guy logic?” She narrows her eyes. “Like needing to wait three weeks before you call a girl after a date?”

			I raise a brow. “If he’s waiting three weeks, he’s not interested.”

			She stabs at her dinner like she’s trying to make sure it’s dead. Either that, or she’s imagining it’s me. “I’m talking hypothetically.”

			I would usually take the opportunity to stir her up some more, but for some reason I don’t want to talk about Anderson’s dating life. It makes me feel a little stabby myself, so I move the conversation on. “If we come on too strong, we might tip them off. We need to seem interesting, so they come to us.”

			“And by ‘seem interesting’ what you really mean is ‘seem rich,’ right? We need to make ourselves a target.”

			“Exactly. And it needs to be subtle. We can’t look like we’re trying to get anyone’s attention.”

			She makes a sound of frustration that’s music to my ears. Winding her up is way too easy. “So we have to attract attention without looking like we want it, and we have to avoid talking to people so they want to talk to us? Doesn’t that seem a little counterintuitive?”

			“No, it seems like the right way to do things. Trust me, I know how these guys work. Last time—”

			“Yes, last time you brought down a crime ring almost single-handedly. I remember the bragging.” She shakes her head and scoops up a pile of noodles with her fork. “Why did you move to New York, anyway? It seemed like you were on the rise, and then suddenly I hear you’ve taken off.”

			Speaking of things to file under “shit not to think about...”

			“I’m a free spirit, baby.” I use the smile that comes naturally to me—the one that’s been convincing people for years that I don’t give a crap about anything. “I go wherever the whim takes me.”

			She shakes her head and concentrates on her meal. In the silence, I watch her. I liked Anderson the second we crossed paths in our first week at the academy. She’s smart—if a little traditional in her approach to things—and she’s calm in a crisis. I’ve seen her outrun some of the fittest men I know to take down a bad guy. I’ve seen her talk herself out of dangerous situations and I’ve seen her stick up for some of the most vulnerable people in the communities we serve. Despite my teasing, I respect her a hell of a lot. She deserves to be a detective.

			And I can’t take my eyes off her.

			“Who’s staring now?” She smirks at me with a self-satisfied expression that’s a flashing cape to a bull.

			“You have a little something...” I lean forward to point at an imaginary spot on her cheek and when she moves I flick her nose with my finger.

			“You’re such a child,” she says, rolling her eyes. But that doesn’t stop her dabbing at the imaginary spot with a napkin. “Fine, let’s try it your way tonight. Romantic walk in the garden...but we might want to bring a bucket in case I need to puke from the pressure of pretending to be attracted to you.”

			“Who’s the child now?” I mutter, stacking the empty containers and stifling the grin that wants to burst forth. If I’m going to be back in Australia, then at least I have some fun to distract me from the growing list of things I don’t want to think about.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Hannah

			THERE’S A SURPRISING amount of garden space out the back of 21 Love Street, considering we’re in South Melbourne. From what I’ve read on the building, this used to be a big warehouse lot that was rezoned to accommodate residential construction. The original building was torn down, but instead of filling the space with a huge apartment tower, they went for quality over quantity. It makes for a nice change from the other massive towers popping up all over the city, which are slowly blotting out the light in increasingly cluttered streets.

			There’s a shared barbeque area with tables and chairs adorned with striped cushions. A curved path leads to a communal vegetable garden already budding with zucchini and thick bushes of thyme and mint. I take a moment to crouch down and breathe in the enticing scent. A lemon tree fills one corner, bursting with yellow fruit. Several lemons lie on the ground, half-consumed by some creature who must have stumbled across the bounty.

			That’s when I notice a small single-door gate next to the tree. Between the darkness of the evening sky and the fullness of the lemon tree, it’s somewhat concealed.

			“See that?” I turn to Owen. “It would be pretty easy to slip in and out here at night without being seen.”

			The sky isn’t too dark yet—but soon it will be. There aren’t many lights in the garden, beyond the barbeque area and the entrance to the building that houses the indoor swimming pool. This part of the yard is shadowy and private.

			“I’m assuming it’s locked,” Owen says, taking a closer inspection. “There’s a latch and a padlock, so it’s not accessible with the key cards.”

			“That means it’s not for resident use. What’s behind it?”

			Owen jumps up and wraps his hands over the edge of the fence, hoisting himself up. I suck in a breath at the sight of his muscles bulging beneath the sleeves of his jumper. He’s always been fit, but the last few years have filled his body out in a way that sets off a warm burn in my stomach. He’s broader in the shoulders, fuller in the arms, rounder in the butt. But his waist is still sharply defined in that delightful V shape that tells me he hits the gym regularly.

			“An alleyway,” he confirms and I nod, hoping he hasn’t caught me looking again. “We’ll take a look down there tomorrow, see if there’s any evidence of people hanging around.”

			“So there’s four ways into the property that I’ve seen—front entrance, car park, loading bay and this door.” I tick the options off my fingers. “I doubt they’re hauling bags of jewels and cash in and out via the front door. If we’re talking about the kind of money that Ridgeway mentioned...they’re not sneaking that through in a gym bag.”

			“And the car park has as much surveillance as the front entrance. There’s cameras all over,” Owen adds. “In the loading dock, too. This might be a hand-off point.”

			We know jewels are coming into this building thanks to a diamond cuff that had been fitted with a tracker. Unfortunately, the person who’d stolen the cuff from the small exhibit where it was being shown as “bait” had done a good job skirting the surveillance cameras. After that, the trail went cold.

			The current estimation is that the thieves lift the items and bring them to 21 Love Street where a jeweller strips the gems out. Then the gems are sold either individually or in lots and residual metal from the settings and chains is sold to a gold buyer who melts it down.

			By that method, there are no pieces of evidence floating around which might provide a trail back to the operation. It’s smart. And while it might not provide the same kind of cash as other criminal activities—such as drug production or trafficking—it’s a good place for would-be criminals to cut their teeth. The larger worry was that the Romano crime family had a new figurehead. This case wasn’t simply about stopping theft. It was about gathering information so we could go after the bigger problem. But there wouldn’t be budget for a task force unless we could prove that the Romano crime family was back in action.

			“Someone’s watching us,” Owen says quietly.

			The words cause goose bumps to ripple over my skin as my brain switches to high-alert. It’s like the air has dropped a few degrees, and suddenly I’m conscious of every little detail around me—the whisper-quiet sound of footsteps on grass, the scent of cigarette smoke coiling into the air, the shifting shadows of the lemon tree as a breeze causes the leaves to shudder in the wind.

			“Kiss me,” he says.

			“What?” I resist the urge to turn and look at whatever he can see behind me.

			Owen’s fingers encircle my wrist and he pulls me closer, further into the dark shadow of the lemon tree. “We’re a newlywed couple out for a romantic stroll...so let’s look romantic.”

			Shit. I have no idea what he can see and I hate being the one in a vulnerable position. But protecting the cover always comes first—before my comfort zone, before my own desires. Only now, the cover and my desires converge, and I wind my arms around Owen’s neck. He takes a step back and hits the fence, allowing me to pin him there.

			We don’t have to kiss, not really. Holding my head close to his would have been enough to maintain our position as horny newlyweds, but my lips part before I can logic my way out of doing what I’ve dreamed of since I was a fresh-faced academy trainee. I press my mouth to his and his fingers tighten at my waist, pulling me closer. His lips are firm and his grip is confident and his tongue slides along mine in a way that makes my knees buckle. God, he tastes even better than he smells—like earth and man and a hint of spice. Delicious.

			My fingers drive through his hair, fisting the lengths so I can hold myself upright. I don’t protest as his hands slide down my back and cup my ass, because there’s not a single cell in my body that doesn’t want this. I’ve kissed a few guys before—some of them weren’t bad. One or two were good kissers.

			But Owen is a master. He kneads me in a rhythmic way that makes my sex throb, like he’s simulating the tempo of fucking. But it’s the moment he yanks me up an inch and jams me firmly against him that takes my breath away. He’s hard as a rock and his jeans do nothing to conceal the thick, curved length of his cock as it digs into my belly. That isn’t part of our undercover script.

			Because kisses can be faked and affections can be feigned, but a hard-on tells me that maybe I’m not the only one who’s super into this right now. And that’s a terrifying thought, because it’s easy for me to hate Owen for rejecting me all those years ago. For teasing me about my crush on him. It’s easy for me to write him off as someone who’s totally wrong for me.

			But unfortunately, I’ve never stopped lusting over Owen Fletcher. Now the floodgates have been opened and I have to live with him as man and wife. Screwing your co-worker isn’t exactly a great career move.

			But something tells me that I’ll be going to bed with this kiss on my mind every damn night until we either crack this case, or until I give in to the feelings that have been haunting me for the past decade. Right now, as I writhe against him, I’m not sure which option I prefer.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Owen

			HANNAH FEELS LIKE heaven in my hands, but she kisses like the devil. Dark and sinful and so tempting my mere mortal brain has no hope of withstanding her. When I pulled her toward me, I hadn’t expected her to respond with such enthusiasm. The kiss was a legitimate action to maintain cover and within the boundaries of our work.

			The wood in my jeans was not.

			I’d been prepared to keep my hands at ten and two—high school dance style—until the second she’d rubbed against me, purring like a kitten and taking a lit match to my decency. The sound coming from her mouth scrambles my brain, making me think of long sweaty nights and the feeling of thighs clamping down on my head. My fantasy woman always has dark hair and dark eyes, and it didn’t occur to me until right now that Anderson could be that woman. She has been that woman...more times than I will ever admit.

			But Anderson is a family woman. A heart-and-soul kind of woman. A forever woman. And that means we’ll never be anything more than friends.

			Her lips work against mine, her tongue sliding into my mouth as she presses herself against me. Grinding. I’m pinned to the fence, my body temperature skyrocketing. I want nothing more than to spin her around so I can use the fence to brace her back while I drag her legs up and encourage her to lock her heels behind my back.

			But this is work. And this kiss is veering into the space where one of us is taking advantage of the situation—only I don’t know who.

			“He’s gone.” I whisper against her lips. It’s dark outside and I can’t see the details of her expression, but I feel the effects of the kiss in the puffiness of her lips. In the quickness of her breath.

			“Well,” she says shakily. “That’s a relief.”

			“Yeah, I got the impression you thoroughly hated that.” The teasing comes easily, naturally. It’s like breathing for me. Like walking.

			But what I really want is to tell her that she’s got me hot and bothered. That I’ll have to scrub this memory from my mind if I have any hope of keeping my focus on the case. But my focus is no better than a crystal glass thrown against a brick wall. It’s thousands of irreparable glittering shards. I want to punish that sweet mouth of hers and haul her over my shoulder so I can take her straight to my bed.

			“What now?” she asks.

			I want to stay in this bubble forever—me and her. That kiss. The feel of her subtle curves against me. “We take the show back to the apartment.”

			“What?” she squeaks, stepping back suddenly. No longer covered in the shadows of the tree, the moonlight bounces off her face—off her wide eyes and lush mouth. I bet the tips of her ears are bright red.

			“We’re newlyweds who’ve gotten distracted by a kiss and now we’re heading back home to finish what we started.” I grin and step forward, causing her to back up. “Do you have a problem with that, darling wife?”

			She rolls her eyes and turns, heading back across the garden. In a few strides, I catch up to her and sling an arm around her shoulders. I’m surprised to find a smirk on her lips. “I think if anyone thoroughly enjoyed that kiss, it was you, by the way,” she says.

			Our footsteps fall in time. “What powers of deduction did you use to figure that out?”

			“You’re going to make me say it?” She shakes her head. There’s more light overhead now as we approach the barbeque area and her ears are definitely pink. “It was pretty bloody obvious.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			She opens her mouth to respond, but we’re interrupted by a group spilling out of the building and into the shared barbeque area. There are three men dressed in casual attire, laughing and carrying food. Two of the men look to be brothers and all appear to be in their early thirties.

			“You’re new.” One of the brothers points a pair of tongs in our direction. The others wave and set themselves up around the barbeque. “Level six, right?”

			“Word travels fast.” I stick my hand out. “Owen. This is my wife, Hannah.”

			The W-word rolls off my tongue far too easily and it stirs something uncomfortable in my gut.

			“Dom.” The guy is built like a bear and has a grip to match. “That’s my brother, Rowan, and our mate Matt.”

			“We moved in today,” Hannah says, her smile a little too wide. I reach for her hand and squeeze—hoping it looks more loving and less like the warning it is. Rule number one of being undercover, never offer more information than you need to. “This morning, actually. We’ve been unpacking all day.”

			She’s nervous. Hannah is like a fountain when she’s nervous, which normally I am all about. But now is not the time for verbal diarrhea. I squeeze her hand again.

			“It’s a great building.” Dom nods. “Ro and I moved in about two years ago.”

			If it’s true, it doesn’t really seem to fit the timeline, since the activity only started up within the last six months...but that’s a big if. Could be part of their cover story. I’ll get my hands on the building management documents and corroborate that information.

			My eyes drift to the two men firing up the barbeque. They’re laughing and joking. Matt is dressed in all black and he could very well have been the shadowy figure who interrupted us in the garden.

			“How did you all meet?” I ask.

			“Matt went to high school with us. He’s a chef.”

			Rowan looks up from the barbeque and grins. He has a cavalier air about him, like he’s a bit of a joker. “You wouldn’t know it with the way he butchered this meat. Looks like it was done with a hacksaw.”

			“I can’t work magic with shitty tools,” Matt grumbles. Unlike Rowan and Dom, he’s fair-haired and has sharp grey eyes.

			“What do you do?” Hannah asks, looking up at Dom.

			“Ro and I run the family business, an art gallery.”

			I have to actively conceal my surprise. Dom looks more like a bricklayer than the owner of a gallery—though admittedly, I know as much about art as I do about bricklaying. Zip.

			“I run all the events,” Rowan says, wandering over and handing his brother a beer. “Deal with the temperamental artists and mingle with the buyers.”

			In other words, he’s a professional party boy. Could be a good cover, getting to mix and mingle with all the big players in Melbourne and making connections. Maybe he scopes out the targets.

			“And I make sure my brother doesn’t blow all our profit on champagne and canapés.” Dom grins. “You should come and visit us sometime. I’m sure we have something perfect for your new apartment.”

			“That would be lovely.” Hannah brings her hand to her chest, so the stones on her engagement ring wink in the light. The gesture is subtle—authentic—which is why it’s perfect. I watch Rowan and Dom carefully, noting the way their eyes drift down to Hannah’s hand. “We were saying today that we’d like something special for the bedroom. Our old pieces don’t feel quite right anymore.”

			That’s my girl. She’s finding her feet in the role now, which I know to be far from her real “true blue Aussie” life. I’ve met her family—her dad was a sergeant before he retired. Nice bloke. For some reason, watching Hannah in action brings back the surge of attraction I’ve been trying so hard to keep under wraps. What can I say? Capability gets me hot.

			“Isn’t that right, Owen?” She looks up at me with those luminous brown eyes and I wonder how in the fuck I am going to get to sleep tonight.

			“Yes, dear.” I say it with just enough of a patronising tone that I get a chuckle from Rowan. It makes me feel like a class-A dick, but it’s part of the act. Still, I can practically hear my grandmother scolding me. “Whatever you’d like.”

			“We’ve got an opening for a new artist later this week. Why don’t you join us?” Rowan looks back to where Matt is throwing the steaks onto the grill. The sound of searing meat hisses into the night air. “I’ll put an invite into your mailbox.”

			“We’re number six-oh-one,” Hannah clarifies, looping her arm through mine. “It’s nice to meet you. Enjoy your barbeque.”

			The men turn their attention to their dinner and Hannah leads me inside the building.

			“What do you think?” she asks as we’re in the elevator.

			“Not much to go on, but the gallery thing is unexpected. They don’t seem the type.”

			“Agreed.” She bobs her head. “And I know what I’m doing, okay? You don’t have to freak out every time I open my mouth.”

			“You seemed a little nervous.”

			“I wasn’t.”

			I would call bullshit, but I cut her some slack. Hannah’s nerves only ever come from wanting to do a good job. This position means everything to her. She told me week one of our academy training that she was going to make detective by thirty-five and she’s a couple years ahead of schedule.

			It’s a tough job and competitive to even get the opportunity. She’s probably thinking about all the things that could go wrong.

			“If I seemed nervous it was more likely revulsion,” she adds. But her clipped tone is all bark and no bite. “From kissing you, I mean.”

			“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Anderson,” I reply. “So long as you look the part when we have an audience, that’s all that matters.”

			The way she kissed me is playing on my mind, however. It wasn’t the kind of kiss I expected, and she could easily have kept it low-key. Faked it.

			But that wasn’t faking it, for either one of us.

			I’ll have to do my best to ignore the burning chemistry and hope she’ll do the same. Because I have a feeling if Hannah asked me to fuck her senseless tonight, I’d have a really hard time remembering why it’s a bad idea.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Hannah

			DAY TWO OF my fake marriage and I’m already questioning why I didn’t put up more of a fight when Max suggested bringing Owen back for this operation. I should have nipped it in the bud. But oh no, I had to go and think the golden boy’s shine might have worn off with absence. Mistake number one.

			Mistake number two was not pushing the brother-and-sister undercover plan harder. But like any good public servant, I fell into line.

			Mistake number three was kissing him. Well, kissing is kind of a soft description. I basically dry humped him against the fence.

			Cringing, I shake my head. Last night I acted out of line—unprofessional. Owen made it clear years ago that he wasn’t interested and yet I threw myself at him the first chance I got. Pathetic. He’s probably having a good laugh about it.

			But what about the fact that he was hard enough to drill holes?

			Natural physical response. Endorphins. Adrenaline. Pick a reason.

			It’s like the universe has designed the perfect situation to test me. This morning I burned my toast while getting lost in my imagination. Getting lost in a fantasy starring him. How am I supposed to do my job when I can’t even make a bloody piece of toast without screwing it up?

			Ugh, don’t think about screwing. Don’t think about screwing. Don’t think about screwing...

			“Whatcha thinking about?” Owen walks into the kitchen, a pair of tracksuit pants riding low on his hips and a white T-shirt clinging to every muscle in his chest. His blond hair is damp, which makes his blue eyes even brighter.

			It’s borderline disgusting how attractive he is.

			“I’m thinking about the case.” I busy myself by putting the dishes away from our dinner last night. “Obviously.”

			“Obviously.” Amusement dances in his voice. “By the way, this arrived. I noticed it when I came back from my run this morning.”

			He’s holding a crisp white envelope in the kind of paper that usually signifies something fancy—weddings, galas, charity balls.

			He grabs a knife and slips it under the seal at the back, slicing the envelope open. Inside is a single piece of paper. It’s grey and industrial-looking, with rough edges and an asymmetrical shape but the fancy gold-and-white font screams money.

			“A personal invitation from Galleria D’Arte to join Dominic and Rowan Lively in presentation of artist Celina Yang.” Owen looks up. “It’s a cocktail party tomorrow night.”

			A cocktail party. Great. Unfortunately, the work budget doesn’t extend to fancy wardrobe purchases, and I’m pretty sure Owen doesn’t own a tux. Or is a tux more black tie than cocktail? I have no earthly idea.

			“What should I wear?” I bring my thumb up to my lips, ready to bite down until I remember that I need to look the part. No more biting my nails.

			“Cocktail dress?” Owen supplies less-than-helpfully.

			“I don’t own any.” I have one dress that might pass at a nice restaurant since it’s black and simple. The last time I wore it was to a funeral. And if it passed muster at a funeral, does that mean it’s no good for a cocktail party?

			Damn it. When it comes to outrunning the bad guys and clipping on handcuffs or diffusing a tense situation, I’m at the top of my game. But I don’t do parties and dresses and high heels. How am I going to convince anyone that I’m a trophy wife?

			“You go. I’ll pretend to be sick,” I mutter.

			“Do we need to go shopping?” Owen places the invitation on the kitchen counter and leans his forearms against the sleek marble. “We can get you something to wear.”

			“That’s not an appropriate use of the budget and you know it.” Maybe I can slap on some fake leaves and pretend to be a potted plant, Scooby-Doo style.

			“Don’t worry about the budget.”

			I sigh. “Of course I worry about the budget. There are more important things to spend that money on and I can’t be seen taking advantage of the situation to fill out my wardrobe.”

			“I’ll cover you.” When I raise a brow, Owen shrugs in that careless way of his. “I’m a consultant and I have expenses. No big deal.”

			“I’ll pay you back,” I say. The thought of him footing the bill for a dress feels totally and utterly wrong, but if I’m being honest my five-year-old Target dress isn’t going to cut it for an upper-crust gallery event.

			“Stop worrying about the money.” He turns and heads toward the spare room, which he’s graciously taken so I can have the master suite with the more private bathroom. “Go grab your things.”

			We catch the tram to Collins Street, where the designer shops sit like glittering beacons of unattainable style. The only time I come to the “Paris End”—aka the section with all the fancy stores—is to have the odd drink with friends. But Owen whisks me into the Gucci store like he’s done it a thousand times before.

			We bypass the shoes and bags and head into the quieter part with the clothing. “This is excessive,” I say under my breath. “Can’t we go to Myer?”

			Department stores are a little more my speed. And I’m already wondering what kind of payment plan I’ll need to buy a dress here. I love my job, but it isn’t for the thickly padded pay cheque.

			“You need to grab everybody’s attention. We’re drawing them to us, remember?”

			We walk into a room with huge screens playing footage from a runway show. The models are wearing strange, avant-garde creations and they all look terribly unhappy. Biting down on my lip, I glance around the store.

			I walk over to a simple dress in emerald green with a ruffle draping from one shoulder all the way to the hem. It’s not my style, but it looks like something my undercover alter ego might wear. But when I glance at the price tag, I almost faint.

			“We need to leave,” I say under my breath as a well-heeled sales assistant approaches us. “Please.”

			“Hannah, it’s fine.” Owen touches my arm like we really are a married couple and that only makes my stomach swish harder. I’m going to send myself into life-long debt for a cocktail dress.

			“Can I help you?” The woman has a cool confidence that I immediately envy. But maybe I could learn a few things from her to help bolster my persona.

			“My wife is looking for a cocktail dress,” Owen says when I remain stubbornly quiet. “We’ve got an important event to attend.”

			The woman’s gaze sweeps over me, assessing my size and shape. Her fingers drift over a rack of clothing, and she pushes the hangers to one side to reveal a hot pink monstrosity that looks like some cruel fashion joke. When she notes my expression, she immediately moves to another rack.

			“What kind of an event?”

			“A gallery exhibition.” I can barely find my voice. I hate feeling so out of my depth, and over such a stupid thing, too. I’ve had a gun pointed directly at my face and yet I’m scared of a few metres of silk?

			“Ah, so you might want something artistic.” She taps a well-manicured finger to her chin. “How daring are you?”

			Not very. Not even a little bit. “Uh, I’m probably more classic than daring.”

			“She’s very daring,” Owen says, his gaze scorching me from the inside out. “My wife doesn’t see it in herself, but I do. She’s got a spark like nobody else.”

			Does he really see that in me? Or is it part of the doting husband act?

			My head and heart have been a jumbled mess ever since Owen set foot back in Australia. I thought I’d gotten over it all—over the desperate desire and humiliation. Over the way he’d looked at me, with clear eyes while mine were glassy with champagne, as he’d told me that he wouldn’t sleep with me because he valued our friendship. The humiliation had burned me to ash, and it made his act now all the more painful to swallow.

			Because despite the time that had passed, I still wanted it to be real.

			The woman’s face lights up as she pulls another garment from the rack. It appears to be a blazer made of reflective black material. “Is there a pair of pants to go with that?” I ask.

			She ushers me to a changing room. “It’s a dress made to look like a blazer. It’s classic and daring, to suit both what you see and what your husband sees.”

			When she closes the door behind me, I stare at myself in the mirror. Even with the flattering gold tones of the change room and the specially engineered lighting, I don’t love what I see. I’d never call myself ugly, but I wouldn’t say I’m anything special to look at, either. Brown hair, brown eyes, eyebrows that could do with some TLC. I’ve always viewed my body for what it can do—for speed and strength and agility—rather than looks. And I’ve told myself over and over when relationships fizzled, that it was because men are intimidated by strong women.

			But now I wonder if I’m a bit...boring. Unsophisticated.

			“How’s it going in there?” Owen’s honey-smooth voice jolts me out of my negative thought spiral and I shuck my jeans.

			“This is my worst nightmare,” I admit. Somehow, without having to face him, it’s a little easier to be honest. “I can’t afford anything in here and I feel like a little girl playing dress-up.”

			The silence stretches on for a beat more than is comfortable.

			“Firstly, the dress is my treat. And secondly...” The lock rattles lightly and I can tell he’s leaned against the door. “You need to stop being so hard on yourself.”

			I raise a brow at my reflection. It’s the most un-Owen-like thing he could have said. I’m down to my bra and undies now, and pulling the blazer/dress thing off the hanger. It’s surprisingly heavy, and I notice it’s covered entirely in glimmering beads.

			“You deserve to be where you are because you work harder than anyone else. Because you’re smarter than anyone else. Maybe more people should be like you, rather than you trying to be like someone else.”

			The statement warms my heart, kindling an old fire. I can’t help the goofy grin that stretches my lips as I slip into the dress. The sales assistant was right—it is the perfect mix of classic and daring. The long sleeves and padded shoulders give a structured, powerful vibe and the short hemline and plunging neck are sexy as all get-out. But the fact is I am a girl playing dress-up. Because I would never wear this dress, and I would never be with a guy like Owen who flits from one thing to the next, always chasing a new whim.

			I like him. I always have. But I need to remember what I told myself all those years ago—it’s a good thing he rejected me. Because a guy like him would chew me up and spit me out. I need to find a relationship where I’m an equal partner, where the other person is invested as much as I am. And unfortunately, I’m always more invested than the other person.

			When I open the change room door, Owen’s eyes widen. “Wow.”

			He’s looking at me like it’s the first time he’s seen me. But I don’t want to have my She’s All That moment right now. Because this transformation is a lie—like the ring on my finger and the apartment we’re sharing. I’m never going to be the “after” picture in some “ugly duckling to swan” advertisement.

			I’m not sure I want to be, either.

			“Thanks.” I swallow my awkwardness. “Don’t get used to it. I’ll be back in leggings tonight.”

			I refuse to let his reaction affect me. If there’s any attraction here, it’s not because of who I really am. I can’t afford the delusion that there will ever be anything between us...no matter how much I can’t stop thinking about that kiss.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Owen

			BY THE THIRD DAY of living at 21 Love Street, we’ve met a number of our neighbours in passing. Hannah ignored my suggestion to let them come to us, and I have to admit she’s playing the role of social butterfly well.

			We’ve met a communications manager and her investment banker fiancé from level one. A quiet schoolteacher named Ava and her friend Emery, who live in the apartments next to Rowan and Dominic on level five. I’m thinking they could be a good source of information on the brothers’ activities. And Matt the chef lives on level three. We haven’t seen anyone on level six—I suspect the other penthouse might be owned by someone who travels a lot. There are also two young families on the first floor, and an older woman on level three who seems to keep to herself but gave a friendly wave in the mailroom as I pretended to inspect our mailbox.

			Nothing suspicious yet. Based on what we have, I feel Dom, Rowan and Matt are worth looking into further. Which is why Hannah and I are waiting outside L’Arte Galleria in a line to have our tickets checked by a beefy guy in a black suit.

			“This place is fancy,” Hannah whispers. She’s hanging on to my arm and has a black trench coat covering her new dress. That dress has been on my mind all day. “I bet they have Swarovski-encrusted toilets.”

			I snort and make a poor attempt of covering it with a cough. We step forward in the line and she’s careful to keep her balance on a pair of pencil-thin stilettos that I bought to go with her dress. They have a mirror-like silver finish and they’re doing amazing things for her legs. Hannah had argued that they were impractical and that she wouldn’t be able to chase after anyone in them—but tonight we’re gathering information. No running required.

			“Tickets?” The beefy guy has a nose that looks like it’s been on the losing side of a few fistfights and he’s built like a brick wall. Is that OTT for a gallery? I’m not sure.

			Hannah hands our invite over and the beefcake scans a small barcode on the back of it. “Mr. and Mrs. Essex, welcome.”

			Interesting. I don’t remember giving our surname to Dom when we spoke in front of the barbeque, but he obviously got it somehow. I press my hand to the small of Hannah’s back and we’re ushered into the cloakroom area. It’s chilly out tonight—rainy and damp in that typical Melbourne early spring way—and so we offload our outerwear. I try not to stare as Hannah shrugs out of her coat, revealing her long, lean legs and a scandalous triangle of chest. The bare skin contrasting with long sleeves looks edgy and sexy. She’s put on a little makeup and fluffed out her hair, so that it falls in shiny brown waves to her shoulders. I don’t quite understand why she made that comment about being a little girl playing dress-up yesterday, because she looks every bit the perfect Mrs. Hannah Essex to me.

			“Shall we?” I hold my hand out to her, and she takes it. There’s that blush again, tinting her cheeks and neck and the tips of her ears.

			“Stop looking at me like that.” The words are spoken low, for my ears only.

			“Like what?”

			“Like you’re a wolf who’s gone weeks without a fresh kill.” Her hand slips into mine. “And I’m a big, dumb deer who’s stumbled into your path.”

			I pull her close to me as we weave through a large, modern archway which opens into the gallery’s main room. The exhibition is...not quite what I expected. Sculptures dot the room, abstract shapes that somehow manage to look erotic—like bodies entwined—without actually resembling anything at all.

			The lighting is low, except for a few strategically placed red spotlights which give the room an almost club-like atmosphere. Electronic music plays over the speakers, but not so loud that it inhibits conversation. There are waiters circling the room, wearing blood-red tuxedo jackets and carrying trays of pink-tinted sparkling wine.

			Hannah cocks her head. “This is different to what I thought it would be. Although, to be fair, my experience with galleries is limited to that one time I went to NGV on a high school excursion.”

			“Same.”

			Even living in New York hadn’t tempted me into the local pastime of spending hours staring at things my brain isn’t creative enough to process. I’m more of a hands-on guy. This is a bit...cerebral.

			“They’re kind of sexy.” Hannah steps closer to the sculpture nearest us. She leans forward slightly, her eyes narrowed and a cute little wrinkle in her nose. “Is that weird?”

			“It’s not weird at all.” A woman appears beside us, her dark hair shaved on one side and reaching down to her shoulders on the other. “This collection is about capturing the feeling of oneness that two people experience in love and lust.”

			“This is your work?” Hannah straightens and puts on a smile.

			“Yes, I’m Celina Yang.” She extends her hand and Hannah accepts it.

			“Hannah Essex, nice to meet you. The pieces are very...thought-provoking.”

			“Thank you.” Celina smiles. She’s a striking woman, barely more than five feet two and wearing flat shoes. She’s dressed in red to match the theme of the event—a dress that looks as avant-garde as her work. Two large diamonds glitter in her ears. “I take a lot of inspiration from my own relationships.”

			“Looks like you have some good relationships,” Hannah comments. Then she looks up, as if the comment had slipped accidentally. “I mean...the sculptures are beautiful.”

			That’s my Hannah. Smooth as sandpaper.

			Celina laughs. “Being comfortable with one’s sexuality is a very pure thing, despite what society might lead you to believe. Sex is when we are at our truest and most vulnerable.”

			I watch Hannah inspecting the sculpture. This one is two pieces of twisted material—a shiny black that’s so glossy it looks like there’s a fine layer of ice over it, and a matte, velvety black.

			“You can touch it,” Celina says. “This is meant to be an interactive exhibit.”

			For some reason Hannah’s eyes flick to mine as her hand comes slowly—hesitantly—down to the sculpture. At first she brushes her fingertips over the sweeping curve of the matte black material, but then—as if enjoying the feeling—she presses her palm flat over it and moves it along in one smooth but firm stroke.

			This shouldn’t turn me on. It’s a sculpture that looks like nothing. An adult version of Play-Doh. But watching her hand move, growing bolder with Celina’s encouragement, has all the blood in my body rushing south. What the hell is wrong with me?

			“Try it.” Hannah holds her hand out to me, tempting like the devil herself.

			I step forward and allow Hannah to take my hand. The sculpture is strangely soft beneath my fingertips. As I glide my hands back and forth, it changes from smooth to rough.

			“It feels so strange,” Hannah says.

			“It shows the dual-edge of a toxic relationship,” Celina says. “The very thing that can feel good and comforting, can become painful when turned on us.”

			I watch as her eyes drift across the room. There’s a man standing by himself, his long figure encased in a black suit. He’s fair-haired and when he turns, I recognise Matt instantly.

			“Some people are no good for you, even if you want them to be.” Her hand toys with one of her earrings, the large clear stone looking almost pinkish from the red spotlight above. “But it looks as though you two don’t have that problem at all.”

			“We have our ups and downs,” Hannah says, winking at me. “Right now, I’d say we’re up.”

			Who is this woman? The Hannah I know is prickly and has a tongue that could slice bone. But now she’s soft and flirty. It’s part of her act, of course—Hannah Essex rather than Hannah Anderson.

			“Well, you should think about getting one of the sculptures for your bedroom. Never helps to inject the room with more sensuality.” Celina smiles and her hand drops away from her earring. “If you’re interested, I can help you pick one that will be a good fit.”

			“Thank you. We’ll definitely consider it,” I say.

			Celina moves on to the next cluster of people. The room is moderately full, but there’s still plenty of space to move around. I notice more people interacting with the sculptures now—touching and getting close. Hannah sticks by my side as we drift on to the next piece—it’s a harder and more aggressive shape made of gold and silver. The two pieces of metal bow away from each other before coming back to twist into a small spire at the top.

			This time Hannah doesn’t hesitate to reach out and touch it. “Do you think it’s true what she said?”

			“About what?”

			“That sex is when we are at our truest and most vulnerable?” Her eyes don’t meet mine and I wonder what game she’s playing—is this about our cover...or something more?

			My memory drifts back to the night she propositioned me. We’d graduated from the academy and there was a huge house party—one last hurrah before we were all scattered across the state. Many new constables work in rural areas for a period of time, finding their feet and helping communities that don’t have much police coverage. Hannah had never been a big drinker, so the champagne had hit her hard. She’d been falling all over me, giggling with her cheeks and ears pink and hair mussed and eyes wild.

			I’d never seen a more beautiful woman in all my life.

			Don’t you want to kiss me? she’d asked. I’ve seen you look at me and I never knew if it meant anything but I hoped it did. I’m not supposed to like you because you’re dangerous for a girl like me...but I do.

			Dangerous. The funniest thing about it was that if anyone was dangerous in that scenario, it was her. Because she was smart and beautiful and courageous and so kickass it made me want to burst. But I’d been with a girl like that before—where I’d loved as hard as my teenage heart knew how. The day I’d lost it all I’d broken into so many pieces no one knew how to put me back together.

			“Owen?” Hannah cocked her head. “You didn’t answer my question.”

			“I guess it’s true.” I shrug. “I’m not sure I would say it’s a vulnerable thing, though.”

			It never was for me...not after the first time. These days, sex is blowing off steam and scratching an itch. It’s fun and enjoyable, but it’s never about vulnerability. In fact, being vulnerable is the thing I avoid most in life. Because getting close to someone has never worked out well for me in the past—I’ve lost a mother and father and a brother and a grandfather and the girl I loved.

			That’s a whole lot of loss for one heart to handle.

			“Yeah, me either.” She looks as though she’s seriously considering Celina’s words. “Sometimes it’s just about fun, right?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Hannah

			GOD, WHAT AM I saying? This whole event has my head mixed up. I’m wearing a revealing dress, touching erotic sculptures and talking about sex with my colleague. This is not who I am.

			I should have my eye on the prize. I should be hunting out Dom and Rowan and trying to figure out if they’re part of the jewellery theft ring we’re supposed to be tracking down. But it’s like I’ve inhaled some kind of drug and my brain is in a lusty pink fog.

			The way he looks at me, with those intense blue eyes, makes the rest of the room evaporate. I’ve wanted a lot of things in my life—to climb the ladder at work, to have the respect of my father and brothers, to one day have a family of my own. But I’ve never wanted another man as much as I want Owen right now. The years have grown my desire for him, making it stronger and more unwieldy.

			He encircles my wrist with his fingers and tugs me closer, as any husband in love with his wife might do. I tilt my face up, trying to read him. But Owen’s poker face is world class. He’s a master joker, a friend to all...and known by none.

			“What are you doing?” he asks.

			The heat from his body melts me and I pull my hand away from his grip and press it to his chest. His mother’s ring glimmers. “Making conversation.”

			I’m not, though. I’m dancing around something I know I shouldn’t be doing. A suggestion which has occupied me with increasing strength from the very second we were left alone in our apartment at 21 Love Street.

			“It’s not a smart conversation,” he says.

			“Because you’re going to reject me again?” I don’t know why I’m setting myself up for this.

			“I should.”

			Should. It wasn’t a yes, but it wasn’t a no, either. “Because we work together?”

			Owen’s lips lift into a smile. “That should be the reason you keep your hands to yourself. I’ve got no interest in rejoining the force.”

			“Then why?”

			“Because you don’t want casual sex.”

			His assumption that he knows me so well—regardless of how accurate the statement is—annoys me. Okay, fine, so maybe I already know sex with him wouldn’t be casual even if it was a one-time only deal. So what? I’m a grown woman and I know how to deal with the consequences of my actions.

			“That’s my decision to make,” I reply. “And I haven’t voiced what I want, so I’m not sure why you think it’s your place to tell me.”

			We’re close now. So close that if we swayed it would look like we were slow-dancing. The people around us might assume the intimate chatter between us is verbal foreplay—and I guess it is. I can’t seem to do the sensible thing and back away, because the moment I heard about his move to New York, I thought I’d lost him forever.

			Who falls for the most unattainable guy in the world and expects to survive without any bruises on her heart? I’m a fool.

			But maybe a few bruises would do me good. It’s been so long since I did anything that wasn’t work. And yes, I want to solve this case and prove my boss made the right decision to promote me...but this could be my last chance to have the man who’s always occupied my head. What happens behind the closed doors of our apartment isn’t anyone’s business.

			This was precisely why I wanted us to play brother and sister...because I knew that one kiss for the sake of playing a role would be enough to unlatch the feelings I’ve locked up tight for far too long.

			“Then tell me, Hannah. What do you want?”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I spy something that gets my intuition tingling. And, as much as I desperately want to keep playing this game with Owen, the case does come first. “Matt and Celina are arguing.”

			“Huh?” Owen blinks and I entwine my fingers with his, pulling him toward the next sculpture in the exhibition. “Where?”

			“Your nine o’clock.” I lean over so it looks like I’m reading the little gold plaque. “They’re standing by the hallway.”

			“Got it. She looks pissed.”

			I let my gaze drift casually in the direction of the argument. A few people have noticed and are moving away, so Celina and Matt head down the dark corridor together, disappearing into another part of the gallery.

			“Think it’s something?” I ask. I stand and lean my head against Owen’s shoulder, so we can speak without anyone hearing.

			“Not sure. Did you notice her earrings before?”

			I nod. “Big stones. Could be fake, though.”

			“We should try to get a photo to compare to the list of stuff that went missing in the Collins Auction House robbery.” His voice is low, gravelly. He could be reciting a shopping list and still make it sound like the sexiest thing ever. “I had a funny feeling about them.”

			“Me, too.”

			I walk forward, unhurried. Partly because I don’t want to draw any attention, and partly because it’s the only speed I can maintain in these damn heels. Owen is beside me, his hand still in mine. I feel as though my body is burning up. We receive curious glances from other people in the room—but nothing that gets my police officer senses tingling. My dress demands attention and Owen...well, he’s always got appreciative eyes on him. The open-collar shirt and grey suit pants make him look every bit the hot Aussie millionaire he’s supposed to be.

			We slip past the gold sign that tells us this hallway is “for staff use only” and follow the voices.

			“Then why did you invite me here?” Matt sounds irritated and in the quiet pause, I can hear sniffling. “I thought we agreed to part ways after...”

			I shuffle closer to a bend in the hallway, and I can tell they’re just around the corner. Celina is definitely crying.

			“Can you walk away so easily?” she asks. “After everything we shared?”

			“You were the one who said you couldn’t do this anymore. I was ready to go all in.”

			“No, you weren’t. Because you would have listened to me if you’d cared at all about my feelings.”

			It’s a lover’s spat. Nothing more. I’m about to motion for Owen to head back the way we came, when she mutters something under her breath.

			“Here, take these bloody things. I’m not going to wear something you stole.” There’s a long pause and the sound of something dropping against the floor.

			“Don’t be ridiculous, Cel. They were a gift.” Matt sighs. “Does it matter where they came from?”

			My brows shoot up and Owen nods. This could be something—because I am damn sure she’s talking about the earrings.

			“Yes, it matters. It should have mattered before but I was willing to look past your...unethical activities.” She huffs and the sound of shoes knocking against the floor makes my heart kick up a notch. Shit. They’re coming this way. “You promised me you’d get out of that stuff. It’s dangerous.”

			Owen backs up as silently as possible. The hallway isn’t long but I’m moving slow and a little unsteadily in these heels...we’re not going to get back out before they come around the corner. And there’s nowhere else to go.

			As I sense a flash of movement, Owen pushes me against the wall and his lips are hard on mine once more. It’s even better this time than it was the first—because anticipation has been fuelling my every movement. My every waking moment. I open to him like a flower, my body warm and pliable in his hands. The soft groan that comes from the back of his throat is everything.

			The scent of his cologne winds through me, and like a creeping vine it wraps around my heart and lungs. I’m intoxicated by him. Enraptured by the way his hands smooth over the fabric of my dress, tracing my boyish shape and making me feel every inch a desirable woman. They tell me a perfect lie and I’m in too deep not to believe it.

			I slide my tongue along his, tangling my fingers in his hair and taking my fill. By the time we’re done—pink-cheeked and breathing a little heavier—Celina and Matt are gone. I turn my head in time to see Matt walking out of the gallery on the other side of the room. Celina is mingling with the guests as though nothing happened.

			“Did you see anything?” I pull back and right my dress, which has ridden up my thighs.

			Owen shakes his head. “No. I was a little distracted.”

			It’s a problem. These kinds of distractions lead to cases going unsolved...or worse. We’ve lost good men and women in the past when someone makes a mistake. When someone has their eye on the wrong thing.

			Guilt surges through my veins. I’ve got this amazing opportunity in front of me and I’m letting my libido lead me astray. I know this thing with Owen won’t go anywhere, but I can’t let it go. Maybe sex cravings are like food cravings? If you want something sweet, the best way to dissipate that feeling is to nibble on some chocolate.

			“What did you make of the whole ‘unethical activities’ thing?” I ask as we slip back into the main room.

			“It’s vague, but it cements Matt as someone to keep an eye on.”

			The gallery is much fuller now and it’s harder to get close to the sculptures. So we tuck ourselves away in a corner, pretending to inspect one of Celina’s few charcoal sketches. This one depicts a woman with her face screwed up with pleasure. The blurry figure of a man is behind her, with his hand at her throat. It’s intense. Sexy and a little dangerous and it socks me in the chest.

			“She’s talented,” I murmur, watching Celina weave through the crowd.

			There’s no sign of her tears now. Her face is radiant as she works the room—touching arms and leaning in close to create a sense of intimacy geared toward making people open their wallets.

			“She’s not wearing earrings anymore.” Owen slips a hand around my waist as we spot Rowan across the room. His face lights up in recognition and he heads over. “I think we need to make sure you get a business card for Ms. Yang. A private consultation might be a good chance to get some information.”

			I nod. “Maybe putting something like that in our bedroom might spice up our sex life.” I say it partially for Rowan’s benefit, loud enough that he’ll hear us acting like a regular married couple.

			But heat flares in Owen’s eyes—turning the icy blue to pure flame—and his fingers flex at my hip in a way that’s instinctive. It’s not for show. I’m convinced I’m not the only one being drawn in by this carnal tide. He feels it, too. Underneath the teasing and the butting heads, there’s something simmering.

			But he won’t pull the trigger. Why? For a long time I thought it was because he wasn’t attracted to me. But the way he looks at me now, darkly engrossed and with an intensity that threatens to burn me alive, I reconsider.

			The fact is, I can’t keep going around and around like this. My brain is like a spinning top, and I need to focus. Tonight, I’m going to do something stupid, something that proves I’m a glutton for punishment.

			I’m going to proposition Owen again.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Owen

			I LEAVE THE gallery with Hannah close to 11:00 p.m. We stay longer than most, chatting to Rowan and Dom. Rowan told us in hushed tones that Matt and Celina had a tumultuous relationship—on again and off again. Their strange work hours and the pressures of their perfectionist tendencies had put them under a lot of strain. Before we left, Hannah got a card from Celina and promised to call for a private appointment.

			Now, Hannah and I stroll along the Southbank Boulevard. I’d suggested a cab, but she wanted to walk. Processing time, she called it. I’d rather be back at 21 Love Street and straight into a cold shower, because her dress is turning my resolve to mush and her gently smudged lipstick has me thinking about what I could do to further ruin her makeup.

			Sparkling lights bounce off the Yarra River as we walk, and the night air is filled with the sound of music and laughter. This part of the city is full of bars and restaurants and, despite the chill in the air, people are out in force.

			“Do you think much about the academy days?” she asks me, out of nowhere.

			“Sure. They’re fond memories.” I’d made a lot of friends back then—though many dissolved after I left. It’s something I’ve learned over the years—when you hang out with ghosts for too long you can easily become one.

			She steps up to the railing overlooking the river. “Was it hard to walk away?”

			“No.” Self-preservation is the easy route.

			“Not even a little bit?”

			“Are you mistaking me for someone with a heart?” I aim for a joking tone and miss by a longshot. “I left my grandmother two months after my granddad passed. I was her only other family...and I left. Like a coward.”

			Shit. Why did I say that?

			The sincerity shines out of Hannah’s eyes like she’s turned into a fucking Care Bear. I don’t want her to look at me like that. I’m not a person to be saved. Hell, I’m not a person to be loved. I operate best in the middle ground between friend and acquaintance.

			“Why did you go? I’m not buying the whole ‘I’m chasing a whim’ thing.”

			“You don’t need to buy it because I’m not selling it.”

			Nobody from my police force days is aware of my past, except for the people who run the psych evaluations and the superiors who looked over my file before I entered the academy. I haven’t told a single person unless it was absolutely, one-hundred-percent necessary. Not even Max knows, and he’s the closest friend I’ve ever had.

			“You were missed,” she says quietly, almost as if reflecting to herself. “By a lot of people.”

			“By you? I thought you hated my guts.”

			“I did...for a bit.” She leans against the railing and tilts her head up at me—all lashes and big brown eyes and a sweet expression that’s softer than anything I’ve seen from her before. “It’s hard not to hate the guy who made you a laughing stock.”

			“You were hardly a laughing stock.”

			“Really?” She pushes back up to a standing position and folds her arms. “Let me see if I remember this correctly. You snuck into my room, found my diary and decided to do a dramatic reading to a bunch of my peers.”

			“Firstly, I didn’t sneak into your room. I was visiting Vanessa and she opened the door. Secondly, it wasn’t like I had to scavenge for the damn thing. It was right there on your nightstand...in a box. Under a picture frame.”

			Okay, fine. It had been hidden and I’d hunted it out.

			Hannah rolls her eyes. “And how do you explain busting open the lock, huh? Did it fall off when you picked it up because your hands are so strong no metal can withstand your grip?”

			I laugh and the feeling drives all the way through me, loosening my muscles. Thawing the ice cage around my heart. She always had that effect on me. It’s hard not to like a girl who can make you laugh from down deep.

			“I may have encouraged it to open,” I reply. “With a paperclip.”

			“You picked the lock on my diary like a ten-year-old boy!” She’s blushing again and I know we’re thinking about the same thing.

			Hannah Anderson, who’d always seemed like this straitlaced, buttoned-up good girl, had been harbouring some dark and dirty thoughts...about me. At the time, I did not expect to see my name on those pages. She’d always acted like I was a bug to be swatted. Or some gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

			When I decided—in my young, stupid brain—that it would be a good idea to read her diary, I had not planned to make it a show. But my roommate had caught me, demanded to know who it belonged to and rounded up a bunch of guys to listen in. I never divulged Hannah’s name. Ever.

			But someone obviously figured it out.

			“Do you remember what it said?” she asks. She’s luminous under the moonlight and street lamps, her dress glimmering through the gap between her coat lapels. That peek of bare skin is everything and nothing—the best kind of tease.

			I want him. Even though I don’t truly know what wanting is because I’ve never slept with anyone before. But I want to send everyone away for one night—just one—so I can lose everything I have to him. I want to know what it’s like to be fucked. Will it hurt? Will he lie with me afterward? I have no idea if I’m even on his radar. Owen could have any girl here, but I want him to have me. Hard.

			The words were forever imprinted on my brain. They’d circled like vultures, preying on my sanity and concentration. The night she’d come to me after we graduated, with sooty eyes like blackened pits, my fucked-up brain hadn’t been able to shut out the darkness. The second I started to feel anything about Hannah, all I could think about was the dead girl I’d loved more than anything else.

			“You do remember,” she says. “You just weren’t interested.”

			“Believe me, it wasn’t like that. I only took the damn diary because I wanted to know more about you and being a dumb kid, I didn’t think I could ask.” He shook his head. “I never meant for anyone else to see the pages.”

			“Water under the bridge now,” she said with a shrug. “It’s not like it stopped me doing anything I wanted to do...well, not most things anyway.”

			I don’t respond to the innuendo hanging in the air. We shouldn’t be talking like this—not when we’ve got shit to do and a case to close and not when I’m leaving the second it’s all over. “Nothing will ever stop you, Anderson. You’re a force.”

			“Why do you say sweet things like that when I’d rather you say something dirty?”

			My head snaps toward her. “Don’t tempt me.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I can’t go there. Not with you.”

			Her face falls and I want to explain. I want to tell her that it’s nothing to do with her and everything to do with me. I want to tell her that it’s because I’m not capable of treating her the way she deserves to be treated. That I can take her to bed, but that will be it, and I don’t know if I can handle the look on her face when I leave after it’s all done.

			“It’s...” Fuck. I’m so not good at this. I can walk away from my troubles like a boss, but staying and talking...I suck at it. “You’re hot, okay? It’s nothing to do with that.”

			She tilts her head in a way that reminds me of an adorable puppy. “So it’s not because there’s a lack of physical chemistry.”

			I laugh. “Hell no. That’s not it at all.”

			We’re still standing at the river, and a group of drunk girls totter past giggling and singing. On the water, there’s a cruise boat stuffed full of partygoers. Music floats toward us and so does the sound of laughter and cheering. They’re all so obliviously happy.

			“I’m not asking for a ring, Owen.” She nudges me with her elbow. “I already got that.”

			“What are you asking for?” I go against my better judgement with that question, but the air is burning up around us and we’re standing close enough that I could capture her lips with mine.

			“One night.” Her chest rises and falls with a big breath. “Get it out of our systems. I’d like very much to be able to concentrate on the job and I just...can’t. Not with the tension distracting me.”

			One night, no strings, with the girl I’ve crushed on ever since she walked into the first-day induction session at the Victoria Police Academy. It would be so easy to say yes.

			“No.” The word comes out a lot weaker than I’d hoped.

			“Why?”

			“Because the whole one-night thing doesn’t work when you know the person. It’s all fine to say we’ll act like it never happened, but we both know that’s bullshit.”

			“What if I wasn’t me?” There’s a darkness to her expression, a simmering heat that pulls me in. “What if I was someone else?”

			“What?”

			“I’m already playing a role. Hannah Essex.” She wriggles her fingers and my mother’s ring glints in the light. “I can simply change roles and be someone else.”

			She wants it that badly? My fingers twitch and my cock is aching for release—I’ve been in a semi-state of excitement for days and this is only making it worse. How long before I break? How long before my willpower is a billion glittering shards?

			“Surely you’re not intimidated by a bit of role play?” Her tongue darts out to moisten her lips and I’m about ready to fall to my knees in front of her.

			“I’m not afraid of role play.” I grit the words out.

			“Then I’m going to be in that bar, ordering a drink.” She turns and points to a little hole-in-the-wall place with the ambient glow of low-hanging lights. “If you come find me, we’ll pretend to be other people for the night.”

			Bloody hell. “And if I don’t come find you?”

			“Then I have my answer.”

			She turns and walks across the tree-lined boulevard, pausing at the edge of the bar to shrug out of her coat. Her dress glimmers, like stars winking at me, beckoning me closer. I catch the flash of her toned, bare legs and those shiny silver shoes before she disappears inside.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Hannah

			MY HEART IS pounding a million miles a minute as I enter the dimly lit bar. The place is full, but not bursting. A beautiful curved bar in gold and pearl-white wraps around the back two corners of the room. Ornate pendant lights emit a warm glow, and velvet chairs dot the space, where people sit drinking and talking. Most wear suits or pretty dresses—they’ve probably come from seeing a show at the Arts Centre.

			When a couple vacate the bar, I claim one of the empty seats.

			Will Owen follow me in here? Is he outside stewing over his decision or has he already started walking home? I can’t get his words out of my head.

			Nothing will ever stop you, Anderson. You’re a force.

			When it comes to work and my career, I’ve worn that label with pride. I’m ambitious and I have the respect of my colleagues and superiors. But the second I shrug out of my blue uniform, I somehow shrug out of my confidence, too.

			“What can I get you?” The bartender smiles.

			“A French 75, please.” I’m craving something fizzy.

			My eyes stray to the door, where a couple walks in. They’re arm in arm and so into one another that the room shoots up a hundred degrees. Is it pathetic that all I want is for someone to look at me like that? I’m an independent, intelligent woman but...

			Just once I want to be that girl. The girl who gets the guy, the girl who stops traffic. Is it so bad to want to feel desirable? To feel sexy and coveted and beloved?

			The bartender places my drink on a coaster and I pay. Bubbles race to the top of the champagne flute, where a delicate curl of lemon peel sits, curving over the edge of the glass. I stare at it for a moment, hanging in a delicious limbo between fear of rejection and the possibility that I may have something exciting in front of me.

			The cocktail is tasty, dry champagne with a hint of sour lemon. As I watch the door, I twist Owen’s mother’s ring. I still haven’t gotten used to wearing it. But for tonight it’s on the wrong finger. I slip it off and transfer it to my other hand.

			I turn back to my drink and run my finger over the rim, trying to make it sing like I used to when I was a little kid. I count my breaths in and out, clinging to hope.

			Please come to me.

			I remember how mortified I was when I found out my diary had been read aloud. I knew Owen had done his best to conceal my identity. But people talked and theorised—we all wanted to be investigators, after all.

			Rumours spread. I’d denied it, of course. And then the diary had turned up back in my room seemingly of its own accord. I knew he’d put it there. And part of me had been excited that he knew how I felt. Unfortunately, nothing had come of it.

			“Is anyone sitting here?”

			I turn toward the deep voice and swallow back the excitement surging through my veins. Owen has a dangerous edge to him. His usually playful smile is nowhere to be found, and his vibrant blue eyes hold me captive. Will he play my game?

			“No, please.” I gesture toward the empty seat next to me. “It’s all yours.”

			He eases himself onto the bar stool and signals to the bartender. 18-year-old Talisker, neat. I’ve never seen him drink anything but beer. He looks at me while the bartender pours, his expression smouldering and unreadable. The corner of my lips lifts into a smile, inviting him closer. He knows what I want, so now the ball is in his court.

			I hold my breath...waiting.

			“I’m James,” he says.

			My thundering heart almost trips over itself with joy. It’s happening. “Annabel.”

			“Are you from around here, Annabel?” An American accent has crept into his voice that’s doing funny things to my insides. Is he drawing on his time in New York?

			My mind spins. I don’t have a backstory planned—I don’t know who I’m supposed to be. Hell, I have no idea how this role-play thing is supposed to work. Perhaps part of me never thought he’d say yes...

			“I’m in town on business.” I sip my drink. “For one night.”

			“Just one?” There’s that cheeky twinkle.

			“Yes. I’m...” Think, dammit. “A researcher.”

			“And what do you research, Annabel?” The way he says my fake name sounds like sex itself.

			His drink arrives and he brings the heavy glass up to his mouth, tipping his head back. As he swallows, I watch the muscles working in his throat and I find my own totally devoid of moisture.

			“I research the five senses and their effect on the human body.” My creative mind kicks into gear and it’s like slipping a costume over my head. “Such as how the other senses increase in strength to compensate when one is no longer accessible.”

			“That’s an interesting field of research.”

			“It’s very hands on.”

			Our bodies are turned toward one another, my legs crossed so that my knees sit between his open legs. Owen leans one arm on the bar and watches me closely. It’s different to every other time he’s looked at me.

			“How do you test those things?” he asks.

			“It’s pretty simple. I can show you right now, if you like?”

			He nods. “Sure.”

			“Close your eyes.”

			There’s something deeply appealing about having this strong man under my spell. Owen is physically fitter than most men...even most cops. He’s easily over six feet, broad-shouldered and has the kind of sculpted, muscular arms you’d expect of an action hero. But having him here in front of me, eyes closed, while he awaits my instruction makes me feel all kinds of powerful. I usually only get that surge of confidence at work.

			But this is purely personal.

			I take the lemon rind from my cocktail and slowly bring it under his nose. I see the recognition in his facial features, even though he doesn’t open his eyes. “What do you smell?”

			“Lemon.”

			“But a second ago you had no idea it was there.”

			I leave the peel there for a second before placing it on a napkin on the bar. Then I lean closer to him, being sure not to touch him. When my lips are right by his ear, I blow cool air onto his skin and he shudders.

			“With your eyes closed, everything else feels more intense. Your sense of smell and touch compensate for your lack of sight.” I place my hand on his thigh, feeling hard muscle beneath the fine fabric of his trousers. “It’s something that helped our ancestors when they had nothing but the moonlight to guide them.”

			Where the hell is this coming from? I’ve fully embraced the role—Annabel, the sexpot researcher. It’s helping me be less like my typical awkward self, and more like the woman I wish I was.

			“In fact,” I say, pausing to clear my throat. “I’m here recruiting test subjects.”

			Owen’s eyes open and he looks at my hand resting on his thigh. “What are the requirements?”

			“Single men between the ages of thirty and thirty-five. Must be in good health.” I let my gaze roam over his body in a way I’ve never done before.

			I dwell in the details of him—in the blond hairs dusting his arms where his sleeves are rolled back. In the way his Adam’s apple protrudes at his neck. In the sharp cut of his jaw and the hard slash of his cheekbones. In his bluer-than-blue eyes and full, curved lips. He’s so attractive it borders on obnoxious. All the female recruits had a crush on him—charming Owen, who could befriend anyone. Who was always quick with a smile and a joke.

			He was a boy, then. And now he’s filled out into this complex, mysterious man.

			“Anything else?” he asks.

			“Must be free for one night of testing,” I reply. “One whole night because...I like to be thorough.”

			“Sounds like I fit the bill.” He knocks back the rest of his Scotch and I’m so nervous and excited I’m worried my heart is going to bust its way out of my rib cage. “I don’t suppose you have a spot open tonight?”

			“Actually, I do.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Owen

			MOST PEOPLE DON’T know this about me, but I make decisions with care and consideration. No one expects the joker to have much going on upstairs...but I do. I let my head take the lead, instead of other less reliable parts like my heart, or my dick.

			Tonight, however, is a rare exception.

			My head is literally screaming at me to back away from this bad decision. But all the blood in my body is currently supporting another appendage. Hannah—posing as a sexy researcher named Annabel—slides from her bar stool, her eyes never leaving mine, and I’m done for. No amount of worrying about the case—about tomorrow—is going to stop me from taking the delicacy she’s dangling in front of me.

			I follow her from the bar and help her into her coat the second the night air hits us. It’s colder now, spitting with rain, and I tuck her close against my body. “Where does your research take place, Ms. Annabel?”

			She looks up at me and I see the cogs turning. She’s considering whether we should go back to the apartment. That’s not a good idea. A hotel will make it easier to keep sex and the job separate.

			“I’ve got a room we could use,” I say, leaning into my role of anonymous travelling businessman. “If you don’t mind working out of a hotel.”

			“That sounds great,” she says breathlessly.

			We walk along the river’s edge, our heads bowed to the fine, misting rain and our hands entwined until we reach the Crown Entertainment Complex. The hotel here is swanky to the max and has a price tag to match. The only room available is a suite and the nightly rate makes Hannah’s eyes bulge—but I hand over my credit card and within seconds we’re whisked up to heaven. The room boasts an incredible panoramic view of Melbourne, with glistening lights and a luxurious white sectional facing the window.

			I can already see how incredible she’ll look laid out on it—naked, with the moonlight dancing on her skin—while I feast on her. My body is tightly coiled, like a spring. There’s a pressure building inside me that’s been growing for years.

			“Please remove your coat,” Hannah says in a formal voice. She’s already hung hers on a stand by the front door. “If you could also remove your shoes and socks, that would be most helpful.”

			The clipped, efficient tone makes me smile. I bend and untie my dress shoes, toeing them off and removing my socks, as instructed. She hangs my coat next to hers and when she walks back to me, she’s holding a tie in her hands. It looks to be made of the same fluffy white material as a bathrobe.

			“I’m going to blindfold you now, so we can begin.” She waits a moment and I give her a quick nod, letting her know it’s okay to proceed.

			I’ve always known Hannah to be a take-charge kind of woman, and it thrills me to know it transfers to the bedroom. I love being in charge, too, but there’s something insanely hot about a woman who wants to take pleasure into her own hands. Tonight, I am willing to be her test subject—to play this role and revel in whatever that mysterious brain of hers has planned.

			She wraps the blindfold over my eyes, tying it in a secure knot behind my head. And then nothing. I can’t detect her movement, because the plush carpet absorbs the sound of her stilettos.

			She makes me wait.

			The seconds tick by and my desire grows like a storm, swirling and building, rising until it fills me completely. When her soft touch brushes the front of my pants, I’m hard as stone and aching for her.

			“Ready?” she asks, her lips brushing my ear.

			“I’ve never been readier.”

			We’ve both waited a long time for this.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Owen

			IT DOESN’T TAKE long for the blindfold to work its magic. In seconds, I feel my other senses ramping up to accommodate for my lost sight. The gentle kiss of cool air is amplified where my collar sits open, and it’s so quiet I can hear the pitter patter of rain against the windows. I smell the rain, too—in her hair as she moves around me, mingling with whatever fruity shampoo she uses. I’m driven immediately to the edge of sensation, to the edge of wanting.

			There’s a tug at my shirt. She’s undoing my buttons...slowly. I sense her teasing through the way she pops each one open with an agonising pace.

			“You must be doing well to afford such a fancy hotel room,” she says, tracing the V of skin at my chest with her fingertip. But the sensual touch does little to hide the curiosity in her voice. The question, no matter how it’s posed as part of this role play, is genuine.

			“I’m doing well, but money doesn’t make the man.”

			“It certainly doesn’t,” she murmurs. She works her way to the last of the buttons and then pulls the hem free. “Money doesn’t buy decency.”

			I know the opposite is more likely—money is the reason I have no family. Money is what caused them to be taken from me. “Greed brings out the worst in us.”

			I would have burned all my parents left me if I’d been allowed. A teenager—blinded by rage and grief—has no use for zeros in a bank account. Because whatever future they might have secured—education and houses and finery—means nothing to an orphan who only wants his parents back.

			“I’m feeling a little greedy now.” Her hands toy with the buckle at my waist. “Is that so bad?”

			“This is totally different.” And this greed, I can handle.

			The buckle makes a metallic chink as she yanks the leather through the loops on my suit pants. The sound of my zipper being undone slashes through the quiet air—through my thoughts. I’m about to embark on a hot night with a woman I’ve wanted for a long time. I need to get my head out of the past.

			As if sensing my need to retreat from this conversation, Hannah says, “I’m going to strip you completely. Then we’re going to see how you respond to different stimuli.”

			“Like what?” The anticipation is a fist around my cock. I’m desperate for more, desperate to see what she has planned.

			“I can’t tell you that. I need to measure the...strength of your response.” Her voice is low and husky.

			She shoves my pants down my legs, dragging my boxer briefs with them, and helps me free. I’m totally naked now, and knowing that she’s fully dressed makes this even hotter. My cock bobs up against my stomach, hard as concrete and oh-so-ready for her. But after a few seconds of nothing, I realise that Hannah has disappeared.

			The silence is broken by the click of her heels over tile—has she gone into the kitchenette or the bathroom? I don’t know the layout well enough to tell. There’s a brief rushing of water, a dull, metallic sound and then that damn clicking again. I let myself dwell in the vision of her legs in those heels. Hannah is muscular—always devoted to stamina and speed. And her daily runs haven’t been interrupted by this case. She gets up at the crack of dawn every morning without fail.

			I know the purpose of her runs aren’t for physical appearance, but there’s no denying the activity has given her shapely legs and a firm ass. Both of which have been on my mind since our kiss in the garden.

			I wonder where she is now. The clicking has stopped, and the robe tie is a surprisingly effective blindfold. I need to relieve a little of the tension, and I hesitate only a moment before reaching down to wrap a fist around my cock. I don’t think I’ve been this hard in years. Never mind the fact I lost my taste for casual sex some time ago. But this...is not that.

			Not casual. Not meaningless.

			I stifle a moan and I run my fist up and down, giving a little twist at my swollen head. I imagine it’s her hand doing the work, pleasuring me. Exploring me. Pulling the tip of me to her willing, open lips. My balls are tight. Achy. Never mind that I rubbed one out in the shower this morning, trying to make sure I kept my desires in check.

			So much for that.

			“Owen, uh... James...” She loses the role play for a moment, her voice ragged-edged with need. “I need you to stop that so we can properly start testing.”

			I release myself, reluctantly. But it’s clear she was watching me for a while before she told me to stop. I can hear it in her voice. Dirty girl.

			“Anything else I should refrain from doing?” I ask, letting my words come out slow and lazy.

			“Just follow my orders,” she replies. “If I don’t tell you to do something, then don’t do it.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Hannah

			I’M SO OUT of my depth. I can only hope my voice sounds more commanding than I feel. Because right now, I want to melt into a puddle at Owen’s feet.

			His body is a masterpiece. Hard sculpted muscle shapes his arms, shoulders, legs and abs. A dusting of blond hair creates a delectable trail from his bellybutton all the way down to...

			God. I can’t tear my eyes away. Of course he’s perfect everywhere. Watching him touch himself, watching those slightly rough, strong tugs and the way the swollen head of his erection poked out the top of his fist... Let’s be real, I’m already a puddle.

			“We’re going to start with scent,” I say. I’ve found a bowl of fruit in the kitchenette and I’ve selected an orange. I press my fingernail into the flesh, piercing it. The ripe scent of the fruit’s flesh comes through. “What can you smell?”

			I bring the orange under his nose, trying hard not to think about how I want to rush through this and sink straight to my knees so I can take him in my mouth.

			“Hmm, fruity.” His voice is roughed up, desire-laden. God, it makes my toes curl in these ridiculously high heels. If a man can have that effect with his voice, what will happen when he finally touches me? “Citrus. Orange or mandarin.”

			“Very good.” I’ve collected a few items for us to use in this role play: a glass of chilled water, a fork and an individually wrapped chocolate. A condom that I’d stashed in my purse...just in case. “How about taste?”

			I peel back the rind from the orange and extract a small piece of flesh. Coaxing his mouth open with my thumb, I wriggle the fruit between his lips. He readily accepts it.

			“Definitely orange.”

			The chocolate is next. I unwrap the foil and see something flicker over his face—like he’s trying to figure out what the sound is. But I don’t give him any clues. Instead, I pop the chocolate into my mouth and take my time enjoying the small, decadent moment. Then I press into him, bringing my lips to his, and he responds hungrily. The taste of chocolate mixes with the orange he’s just consumed.

			“Tastes like a Jaffa,” he says, bringing his strong arms around me. “So sweet.”

			“Not yet,” I rasp, pulling out of his grip. I want to draw this out—because I have the power now. I’m in charge.

			And the second he gets his hands on me I’m going to fold like a house of cards.

			“Am I not a good test subject?”

			“You’re not very good at following instructions.” I pick up the fork and press the spiked end into his thigh—not enough to hurt, but certainly enough to elicit a response. His erection twitches and his hands ball by his sides. “How is your sense of touch?”

			“Heightened.” His voice is wire-tight.

			I trail the fork over his chest, letting the metal scrape lightly against his skin. I imagine the contrast feels good—a little pain, followed by something softer. I press my lips to his neck, breathing in the faded scent of cologne on his skin. Sucking so the blood rises to the surface.

			The soft imprint of lipstick fills me with a sense of warm possessiveness—like I’ve claimed him. Marked him.

			“If you want this to last more than five fucking seconds, you’re going about it all wrong, Hannah.” He speaks softly, the growling sound like a fine blade along my nerve endings, making my body sing. “I’m breaking character to tell you that.”

			“We’re almost there,” I purr, emboldened by the effect I’m having on him.

			I’m not quite done toying with him. I step back and watch him for a moment, let my eyes have their fill. Then I bring my hands to the zipper that runs down the side of my body, keeping my dress in place. I drag it down slowly, letting the sound slice through the air. Then I shed the garment, making a show of dropping it to the ground.

			“What can you hear?” I ask him.

			“Are you...?” His hand twitches, as if he’s going to touch himself again but I make an uh-uh sound. “Are you undressed?”

			“Almost.”

			I’m in lacy underwear, heels and no bra. But I hook my fingers under my waistband and drag the black silk and lace down over my hips. I step out of the underwear and dangle it from one finger. Then I move closer to him, draping the silk over his swollen cock. I drag it up his length, wrap it around him and rub the silk over his skin.

			“Hannah,” he growls.

			“Annabel,” I correct him as I pull the underwear back and whip it across his stomach. His body jerks and his nostrils flare, but not from pain. Oh no, it’s all pleasure now.

			“Annabel. Is that...?”

			“Yes.”

			He stifles a groan. “I want to touch you.”

			“Not yet.”

			I toss my underwear onto the floor and slowly sink to my knees. The water glass beckons and I take a big mouthful, relishing the slide of the cold liquid down my throat. But the water isn’t intended solely for hydration.

			I take another big gulp and set the glass down. I saw the tip once in Cosmo, to drink cold water or suck on ice cubes before giving head. The sensation is supposed to be amazing for the guy. It was one of those cheesy articles: Ten Ways to Pleasure Your Man that I used to laugh at with my girlfriends back when I thought blow jobs were all about the guy.

			But right now, I want nothing more than to take Owen into my mouth and suck him until he forgets why he ever said no to me. Until he understands the giddy, lust-fuelled attraction that turns my brain to jelly.

			I don’t want to be the only one feeling this way.

			“What are you doing?” he asks, his hands reaching forward to see if I’m there.

			I brace one palm flat against his stomach and lower my mouth to the tip of his cock. It’s beaded with pearly liquid, and I wrap my lips around him.

			“Fucking hell.” His fingers drive through my hair, flexing against my scalp in a way that mixes the sharp snap of pain with a whole lot of pleasure.

			He’s hot and pulsing on my tongue—tastes and smells earthy in a way that’s one-hundred-percent masculine. Yeah, this isn’t just for him.

			“That...” He grunts. I release him for a second and look up, catching the way his head lolls back as I continue to work him with my hand. “Christ, that feels good.”

			I lower my head down again and relish in the power cursing through my veins. I’ve never felt like this during sex. Never felt like I could bring a man to his knees. But the sounds coming from his mouth tell me all I need to know—for now, for this moment, I’m in charge.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Owen

			THE CONTRAST IS enough to undo me. Hannah’s mouth is somehow hot and cold all at the same time. Her fingers form a tight ring at the base of my cock and her mouth works over me in a way that feels so good it makes my head spin.

			I keep a tight grip on her hair, pumping my hips back and forth. But I want to see her now, because I’m the kind of guy who likes to feast with my eyes. I yank the blindfold off and toss it to the floor.

			Holy. Freaking. Shit.

			Hannah’s naked, except for her glossy mirror-finish heels, which poke out behind the round curve of her ass as she balances on her knees. Her lips are swollen, wet. Her cheeks are flushed the prettiest shade of pink...the tips of her ears, too. With each bob of her head, her dark hair brushes over my stomach and thighs.

			“Look at me,” I command.

			Hannah tilts her face ever so slightly, enough to angle those big brown eyes up. But her mouth continues working me—her tongue circling my head, her cheeks hollowing as she applies the perfect amount of pressure. It’s even hotter with the eye contact.

			Sparks shoot through me, and I feel so damn alive. I haven’t felt like this in...years. The whole time I’ve been in New York, I’ve been a shell. A hardworking, hard-partying shell.

			“Testing time is over,” I growl.

			“Can’t hang on?” she teases, rocking back on her feet and standing.

			If I thought the heels made her legs look good before, then she’s damn near goddess-level now. Her body is incredible. She’s got these strong, broad shoulders which I never really thought would be a sexy feature, but they’re perfection on her.

			“You’re so beautiful.” I’m not sure this kind of talk is meant to be part of our one-night, this-isn’t-really-us deal. But I can’t help it, the words are gone before I can contemplate the consequences.

			Her gaze drops to the floor for a second, her dark, sooty lashes shielding her expression. She doesn’t know what to think and neither do I. All I know is that I want her. Desperately.

			“I feel like we’re not doing very well at this role-play thing,” she says.

			“Are you kidding me? That water trick was... Fuck.” I step toward her, my hands zeroing in on her hips. Her skin is soft and silky, and she feels like heaven. “I think you blew every one of my five senses.”

			“Four,” she corrects me. “No sight, remember.”

			“If you don’t think I’m getting my fill of that right now, then you’re dead wrong.”

			We’re in the middle of the hotel room and Hannah’s body is backlit by the cityscape outside the window. Lights sparkle and wink, and off in the distance some fireworks bloom over the Docklands. They’re not close enough to hear, but I spin Hannah around so she can watch.

			“Look.” I point, as I guide her to the window. “What a view, right?”

			“It’s beautiful,” she breathes. I’m behind her and she presses her palms to the glass. “Fireworks always make me happy.”

			The explosions of green and purple and red create silent music in the distance. I lean forward, lining her back with my front. “Keep your hands there.”

			I run my fingertip down the length of her spine. Then I curve my hand over her hip, pressing my palm to her stomach before driving it slowly down, and gently delving between her legs. Hannah shifts, widening her stance. Inviting me in. She’s wet. So fucking wet.

			I slide my fingers through her pussy, dragging the moisture toward her clit. The sensitive little bud is so swollen, she jerks against my hand with even the softest touch.

			“Oh no.” Her head drops back against my shoulder.

			I still. “Do you want me to stop?”

			“God, no. It’s...” She turns her face and looks up at me shyly. “I have a feeling it’s going to be over way too quickly.”

			“Luckily there’s no limit on what we can do tonight. I’m yours until we check out.” I circle her clit with my forefinger, enjoying the way she rubs against me. My cock is nestled against the top of her ass. “All damn night.”

			“Good,” she sighs. “Keep going.”

			Tremors are already running through her and my fingers are soaked. In the reflection from the glass, I see the faint outline of us. Her legs are wide, and her face is screwed up with pleasure. I, on the other hand, look like a man possessed—eyes wild and hair mussed and jaw tight.

			I’m worried the second I sink my cock into that tight pussy I’m going to blow my load quicker than a teenage boy on his first fuck. But like I said, we’ve got all night. I want nothing more than to watch the sun come up while we’re bleary-eyed and satiated and aching all over.

			She gasps and rocks against my hand. “I’m going to come.”

			“Don’t hold back, baby. Take what you need.” I work her, rubbing my finger against her clit. Faster, a little more pressure, helping her to ride the wave until she’s shuddering, whimpering. Until she’s calling my name like I’m a goddamn deity.

			Hannah slumps back against me, aftershocks causing her to tremble. I scoop her up and she loops her arms around my neck, like I’m her last tether to earth. I know, as a guy, making her come should have me feeling high on sexual power. But it’s this—that trusting, easy, sweet way she leans her head against my shoulder—that has the power to break me.

			I get to the bedroom, stopping only to retrieve the condom she’s thoughtfully supplied, and slowly lower her onto the plush covers. Then I slip her feet out of her heels, dropping them to the floor one by one. We’ve left a breadcrumb trail across the hotel room—discarded clothes, abandoned items from our “sensory testing” experiment. Now it’s just us with nothing in our way. We’re in a perfect bubble, where yesterday and tomorrow don’t exist.

			A thought niggles at me, telling me that it’s naive to think this won’t impact tomorrow. But I’m so far into the fantasy nothing can drag me away. The only thing that could stop me is Hannah herself, but her big brown eyes stare up at me—her lush mouth parted—and she’s a picture of wanton lust.

			“I never thought this would happen,” she says, her voice close to a whisper. “I thought you would always be an unfulfilled wish.”

			I slide my hands up her thighs, parting her. My thumbs trace circles against her fair skin and she shivers, propping herself up so she can watch. “You should be spending your wishes on someone better.”

			I know the second the words are out of my mouth that I’ve said too much.

			Hannah cocks her head. “You never struck me as the kind of guy to have an inferiority complex.”

			“I don’t.”

			I simply know what I’m capable of and what I’m not...and where I foresee it causing problems. But the easiest way to deal with questions I don’t want to answer—the way I always deal with it—is to distract the person asking.

			I kiss the inside of Hannah’s knee. It’s the softest of kisses, a bare graze of lips and her skin ripples with goose bumps. Oh, Hannah. She’s still sensitive from the orgasm I gave her a few moments ago. Still reeling from the pleasure.

			I want to draw this out—stretch the anticipation until neither one of us can take it—but I can’t. For too long, I’ve denied myself what I wanted. What we both wanted.

			I slide my hands under her ass and pull her to the edge of the bed, setting my mouth on her pussy like a man starved. She bucks against me, fingers driving through my hair and nails digging into my scalp. Her words aren’t fully formed and she squirms—wanting more and less and in equal measure. She tells me to keep going when I pull back for the briefest second, blowing cool air across her swollen skin in a way that makes her back arch against the bed.

			Then I’m on her again. Feasting on the honeyed taste of her, licking and sucking until she rolls her hips, grinding herself against my face. Yes, baby. Take it. Take all of it.

			“Owen,” she moans, the keening sound like a shot of pure adrenaline. “Yes!”

			I’m wired, like a spring pulled tight. The need to drive into her is pounding in my head like a religious chant.

			Take her, take her, take her.

			When she comes, her fist flexes against my scalp and she clamps her thighs around my head. It feels like her orgasm goes on forever; she rocks until she’s wrung every last bit of pleasure from it. Watching her flop back against the bed—one arm flung over her eyes—is a picture I’ll never forget. Moonlight dances over her skin.

			“You’re so beautiful.” I climb onto the bed, grabbing the condom, and encourage her to come with me.

			Propping my back against an obscene number of pillows, I tug her closer. She straddles me, her knees digging into the soft cotton on either side of my legs. For a moment she hovers there, her eyes locked on mine. Like she’s looking for something—but what, I have no idea.

			Hannah leans forward, her hair brushing my cheek. I feel her lips at my ear, her warm breath sending anticipation slicing through me. “Don’t be gentle.”

			“You want it rough, huh? You want to make sure you’re not walking straight tomorrow?”

			She pulls back, her pupils blacker than ink. There’s a glazed look to her now, like arousal has dulled her edges. Like she’s sinking into sensation. “Yes.”

			She plucks the condom from my hand and tears the packet open. Squeezing the tip, she places it over the head of my cock and begins to roll it down. Condoms aren’t usually sexy. Necessary? Hell yeah. But part of the foreplay? Not really...until now.

			“Keep talking,” she says, her eyes meeting mine like smoke and fire.

			She likes the dirty talk? Can. Fucking. Do.

			“Spread your legs, baby. I want to make sure you’re soaking wet before I stick my cock in you.” I grab myself with one hand and angle toward her, dragging the tip through the slick moisture, rubbing back and forth in a way that makes her mewl. “You’re so wet. So ready for me.”

			“I am,” she breathes, her chest rising and falling with choppy breath.

			I reach behind her and sink my fingers into her ass, guiding her toward me. She feels like heaven, like sin and temptation and all that’s right with the world. Planting her hands on my chest, she shifts so that I’m pressing against her entrance.

			“Sink down slowly,” I command. “I want to feel every little bit until I’m in as far as you can take me.”

			“Yes.” The word is a hiss.

			She bears down and takes me inside her. She’s so tight I have to press my head back against the pillows for a second so I don’t lose it. But damn, it’s like she was made for me. We fit together perfectly.

			“So full,” she gasps, her forehead touching mine. She presses down more, taking me inside her, stretching to accommodate me.

			“That’s it. Slowly.” I press a kiss to her lips, my hands rubbing circles over her ass to relax her. “Don’t tense up.”

			I feel the movement as she gives in and slides down the last little bit. It’s everything—and I sit there for a moment, still and quiet. Giving her time to adjust. Hell, giving myself time to adjust.

			I’m fucking Hannah Anderson.

			My mind spins. The amount of times I’ve jerked off in the shower to this very fantasy... God. I don’t even know how many times. All I know is that I never thought I’d be here. That I shouldn’t be here.

			But that I want it more than anything.

			“I’m good,” she whispers.

			If only she knew that I needed that moment of stillness as much as she did. But I’ll never let on.

			“You trying to tell me to hurry up and fuck you?” My voice is low, gravelly. “Greedy, greedy girl.”

			This Hannah is different to the woman with the blindfold. She enjoys being in charge, but I think she equally enjoys letting someone else sit in the driver’s seat. It’s exciting, how open and curious she is. How playful.

			“You want a quick and dirty one-night stand, huh? You want to be thoroughly fucked? Tomorrow you’re not going to be able to take a step without remembering how good it felt to have my cock in you. I’m going to leave you satisfied and sore, so when you sit that pretty ass down you’ll have to squeeze your thighs together.”

			“Bloody hell.” She’s practically panting as she wriggles against me, frustrated. Not wanting to wait.

			I fill my hands with her ass, lifting her up so I can tease her for one more minute. So I can see the plea in her face before I give her what she wants.

			“Owen.”

			My name is like a prayer and a sentence all at once. I’m lost to her, lost to how good we feel together. Lost to the reality that I’ve well and truly screwed myself for the rest of this job. Because I won’t be able to forget what she looks like—wild-eyed and open-mouthed. I won’t be able to forget the way she looked up at me as she sucked my dick. The way she teased me, taunted me. The way she sees everything.

			I’m a goner.

			“You feel so good.” I thrust up into her, driving hard and deep. She’s so wet there’s no resistance at all. “I’m going to bounce you up and down until I feel those beautiful thighs shake.”

			“I...” She’s incoherent now. Babbling pleasure sounds that started off as words but ended up as sighs and moans and gasps.

			Wrapping my arms around her, I move us to the edge of the bed so I can plant my feet against the ground for leverage. When I stand, she locks her ankles behind my back and clings to my neck. She’s all muscle, but she’s still light enough for me to carry. Light enough that I don’t need to lean her against a wall.

			“Don’t drop me,” she gasps.

			“I’ve got you.”

			Her mouth is on mine, ravenous. Can she taste herself on my lips? Her body is soft in my hands, letting me control the pace. I slip my hands under her thighs and move her body how I want it. How it feels good.

			I slide her up and down my cock, flexing with each stroke as I go deep. I start off slower, taking my time but soon I’m losing control. My balls are achy and full, and they slap up against her with each stroke, drawing me close to the edge. She smells like faded perfume and perspiration, a potent combination. And her lips are firm and smooth, her tongue driving into my mouth as I screw her senseless.

			“Oh God...yes, that spot.” She bows in my arms and her internal muscles start to pulse.

			I’ve got no hope of hanging on now, as she draws me deeper. I hold her tight and thrust up, pounding into her over and over as we chase release. I’m so close, our pleasure is a pinpoint and I chase it. I shut my eyes, going back to what she did to me before, letting my other senses take over.

			“Owen,” she whispers into my ear, her voice hoarse. “I want to feel you come.”

			I’m a dead man. A slave to pleasure.

			There’s nothing but the smell of her, the subtle saltiness on her lips. The sound of skin slapping against skin. And the feel of her—hot, wet, tight.

			“Hannah,” I groan, bouncing her up and down, my movements stiff and jerky.

			Then I go deep one last time and I shatter, my cock pulsing inside her as I come. Hard. It’s that moment that she tips over, too, her body squeezing mine so tight I think I might faint from the intensity of it all. After a moment, I stumble back to the bed and drop down, folding us onto our sides while I’m still inside her.

			The shock waves of orgasm ripple through us and she curls her hand into mine. I want to hold her forever.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Hannah

			I WAKE COCOONED in plush, expensive sheets, like I’ve been sleeping on a thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton cloud. The pillow cradles my head and sunlight streams in between a gap in the blinds, bathing the hotel room with a buttery glow. I wonder if I’ve been smiling all night. Every part of me aches—I’m overworked and overloaded. I’m satisfaction personified.

			But when I roll over, my hand automatically reaching for him, reality jolts me. His side of the bed is cold and the sheets are pulled up neatly, which is a surprise. Normally I sleep twisted in my sheets, the endless spinning of my mind causing me to toss and turn. So either Owen screwed me so good that I slept like a log...or he tucked me in and rearranged the sheets when he got up.

			Thinking about that gives me a funny feeling in my chest.

			I push up and swing my legs over the edge of the bed, my mind churning. The idea of putting on that sexy black dress this early in the morning makes me cringe, so I settle on wrapping myself in a fluffy bathrobe.

			What is it going to be like between us this morning? Will he be remote and act like it never happened? Will he tell me he had a good time? I’m not sure which is worse. Because as much as I had the time of my life last night—and got exactly what I wanted—I’m far from getting it out of my system. In fact, I want nothing more than to search him out and drag him into the shower.

			“For all you know he already left,” I mutter, scrubbing a hand over my face.

			A rustle on the other side of the room startles me, and Owen walks into the bedroom from the little corridor that leads to the rest of the suite. “No dice, Anderson. You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

			“Don’t high-flying businessmen usually take off at first light?”

			“Well, this is my hotel room. So I guess you should have been the one to take off.” He’s wearing jeans and a fitted black hoodie, and looking every bit as delectable as he did last night in his suit pants and shirt.

			Wait a minute... “How did you get changed?”

			I hadn’t even given a thought to what might happen this morning, and whether or not I’d need to do the “walk of shame” back to 21 Love Street. Although that term strikes me as dated—there’s nothing shameful about having sex. They should really call it “the walk of blisters” because lord knows putting on those wretched heels again will be hell on my feet.

			“I went back to the apartment.”

			That’s when I notice Owen is carrying a calico bag over one shoulder. “I didn’t even hear you leave.”

			“You were dead to the world.” The corner of his lips quirks up and it’s the sexiest expression I’ve ever seen. Not quite a smile, not as hard as a smirk. Just something crooked and imperfectly in the middle. “And I figured you probably wouldn’t want to head home in that dress from last night. It’s chilly out.”

			My heart melts. “You went all the way back there to get me a change of clothes?”

			“It’s not far.” He shrugs, as if suddenly trying to downplay the kind gesture. “And there’s coffee on the table out there.”

			Okay, now I really melt. The way to my heart is not with chocolate or flowers or any of that gooey crap—it’s with a so-strong-it-punches-you-in-the-face coffee. Almost as if the fumes of caffeine are carrying me, I drift past him into the main room of the hotel suite. Two white takeaway cups sit side by side—identical except for the black Sharpie scribble. A flat white, his. And a triple-shot latte, mine.

			“Come to mama.” I take the cup in my hands and bring the liquid gold to my lips.

			“I ran into Rowan this morning.” Owen picks up his coffee and sips. I catch a glimpse of us in the mirror and we look like a couple who’s been together forever—him with his hair mussed and stubble on his jaw, and me—looking equally mussed—wearing a robe. “He mentioned there’s a barbeque on for building residents today. Apparently, they do it once a month.”

			“Seems like a very social building.” The place where I live currently is nothing like that. “Might be a good way to meet some of the other residents...if you think it’s time to start talking to people.”

			I can tell my teasing hits the right spot when Owen shoots me a look. “Very funny. But yes, I agree we should go.”

			“What do you know, we finally agree on something.”

			Owen puts his cup down and stalks forward—I see a hint of the fire from last night. A fire which has burned me so bad I’ll never lose the scars. Last night was...everything. Everything I knew it would be, everything I hoped it would be. Everything I was terrified of because there’s no way in hell one night will ever be enough.

			“I think we agree on something else.” He reaches out and traces the edge of the bathrobe, starting near my collar bone and going all the way down to where the belt is knotted at my waist.

			“What’s that?” My voice trembles.

			“That you’re crazy hot.”

			I’m not sure I agree on that, but I like the way I look reflected in his eyes. I’m the best version of myself—the most confident, the most desirable. I’m not ready to leave the hotel. Like a junkie, I need one more hit. Just one more...

			We’re entering a dangerous place, going back on the agreement we made for this to be a one-night thing—if we’re breaking our own rules already, then what hope do we have of controlling the beast we’ve unleashed?

			What hope do I have of protecting my heart?

			Because I know Owen is worried I’ll want more than he’s willing to give. Truth be told, I’m worried about that, too.

			He tugs on the knot, loosening the fluffy fabric and letting the robe fall open. “Fucking hell, Anderson. You’ve got me hooked.”

			“I thought you were supposed to call me Annabel,” I say. I wish I could get out of my own head and go with the flow. I wish I could indulge in my desires and stop always worrying about the consequences.

			If he keeps touching me, I know I’ll give in. I’m powerless when it comes to him—but that doesn’t mean I’m not worried about getting hurt.

			“Yeah, I totally forgot about that when I woke up this morning.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “You’ll always be Anderson to me.”

			His statement makes me feel simultaneously better and worse. The role-play game was fun, but it was never going to give us a free pass to forget what happened.

			Here and now it’s us.

			“What happens in the hotel stays in the hotel?” he says with a cheeky smirk.

			Boundaries. I’m not sure they’ll work but it’s enough that my rule-loving brain puts a checkmark in that box.

			“What happens in the hotel stays in the hotel,” I echo.

			“You weren’t ready to leave this morning, were you?” he asks.

			I shake my head, biting down on my lip. “Not even a little bit.”

			His head dips to mine with a force that makes me gasp. The roughness of his jeans is heaven and hell against my bare thighs, the friction driving me wild.

			The kiss is raw, possessive. His tongue claims mine and he tastes of coffee. He backs me up against the sturdy wooden table and his hips pin me in place.

			“So good.” The words come out muffled against my throat where his teeth scrape against my skin.

			“I want to touch you.” My words trail off into a groan as his lips find the hollow at the base of my throat.

			“You’ll touch me when I say you can touch me.” His grin almost melts me on the spot. “I’m going to pay you back for making me wait last night.”

			Oh God. Is there anything sexier than a guy in control? Last night I had fun, but I love knowing that Owen can flip the tables on me. He keeps me guessing.

			He’s so hard, and the length of him digs into my belly. I’m panting and desperate, my thighs clenching to quiet the sensation that’s gone from an insistent throb to a roaring. “But last night—”

			“I’m not pretending to be an anonymous businessman now.” He lowers himself, grasping my wrists and holding my hands in place before setting his lips on my skin. He’s kissing my breasts, gently tugging on my nipples with his teeth. Each little nip makes my knees shake. “I’m me and you’re you.”

			I nod, my voice lost. I’m me and he’s him. We’re us. Ourselves...no pretending. It’s risky as hell. But while we’re here, we’re not working the case. It’s a line of separation.

			What happens in the hotel stays in the hotel. Or am I clutching at straws?

			“Ditch the gown.” Owen releases my hands and steps back.

			I shrug one shoulder out of the fluffy robe, and then the other. It slips heavily to the ground. He’s still as a statue, legs grounded in a stance of pure masculinity. One hand rakes through his hair.

			Owen whips the hoodie over his head and takes his T-shirt with it. I automatically reach out to him but he catches my hand and spins me around. Bracing my hands against the table, I arch back to press against him.

			“What did you say to me last night? Don’t do anything until I explicitly tell you to.” He nips at my ear lobe, his face buried against my hair. “Keep your hands on the table.”

			I force myself to breathe slowly. I’ve never had a guy make me feel like this before. He’s controlling the pace, but not in a way that makes me feel inferior. I’m almost relieved. He’s taking the lead, taking the pressure off my shoulders.

			Suddenly, my back is cold and the sound of a zipper cuts through the air, followed by the soft thud of fabric hitting the floor. Then warm flesh presses against me from behind. Hot palms skim my thighs, the curve of my butt and my hips.

			“Please,” I whimper. “Oh my God, please.”

			“Slowly, Anderson. Don’t rush it.” He kisses the back of my neck while he slides his hands all over me, mapping me. Learning me. “Just enjoy.”

			How could I not? His hand slides up my front, cupping my breast and thumbing my nipple until I’m sagging against him. My hands curl over the edge of the table, but I’m in serious danger of dissolving onto the ground like a melted ice cube.

			“Can I touch you yet?” I need to be active in our lovemaking. If this is the last time I can have him, then I don’t want to be a bystander.

			He doesn’t respond but he guides my hands behind my back and down to his cock. The guttural moan tells me he wants it as much as I do. The soft glide of my palm over his steel-hard erection makes me throb.

			“I want to look at you.”

			“Bossy.” His amused tone makes me smile. “I thought I was in charge.”

			“I let you think you’re in charge.”

			“You’re a handful.” He spins me around and I drink him in, the flushed cheeks, wild blue eyes and a body fit for a museum sculpture.

			“You’re a handful.” I stroke the length of him, swallowing at the satisfying weight in my palm.

			The cool air makes my nipples peak further. As if he senses my need, he drops his head to one stiff peak and draws it into his mouth. The hot wetness of his lips and gentle flicking of his tongue has me squirming against him, squeezing him and stroking him firmly in response.

			“What did I say about going slowly?” he growls.

			“Going slow is for wimps.” I grin wickedly.

			“Temptress.” His eyes flash and he hoists me over his shoulder, a palm landing down on my butt with a loud crack.

			“Oh!” Warmth spreads through me and I’m tingling all over.

			He carries me to the bed as if I weigh nothing, and he sets me down with a gentle reverence. For a heartbeat he only looks, his eyes like blue fire and his face set into a mask of wonder as if I’m the most beautiful woman in the world. In that moment, I feel as though I am. But the spell vanishes when his face morphs into one of pure heat.

			“Get on all fours,” he says.

			Biting back a moan at the sexy command, I comply and climb onto the bed, facing away from him and sticking my ass in the air. It’s like he has the controller to my body. The rustling of a foil packet gets my attention. I’d only stashed the one in my wallet last night.

			“Where did you get that?” I turn to look over my shoulder.

			He breaks his confident-Owen façade for a minute and a shy smile slips over his face. “I stopped on the way back to the apartment. Just in case you wanted...”

			He was thinking about it. Thinking about me. I whip my head back around so he can’t see how I’m slayed. How does he do this to me? But before I can spiral, he’s behind me.

			“All good?” His voice is softer now, thick with desire.

			I nod.

			“Say it, Anderson.” His lips trail down my spine. “Nice and loud.”

			“Yes.” I swallow. “I want this.”

			Then he’s filling me, burying himself deep. Each stroke brings me closer to the edge. He slips a hand around my waist and dips between my legs, finding my sweet spot.

			“I don’t even want to know how you’re so good.” I press back into him, receiving each long, deep thrust with pleasure.

			“Build-up. Years and years of you tempting the shit out of me.”

			I press my face down into the bed covers and lose myself. The sounds of us fucking—skin slapping and hard breathing and hearts thundering—fill my head. It’s so good I can’t speak anymore. I’m melting into sensation.

			So good, so good, so good...

			“Fuck, Hannah.”

			My name is a strangled plea on his lips, and it’s enough to send me over one more time. I shudder, my body spasming with pleasure. It sets off a chain reaction, and he’s thrusting deep. His body covers mine, and he whispers dirty things into my ear. Telling me all the ways he’s thought about having me, all the ways he wants to have me.

			I know it’s the sex talking, but I let myself believe for a second that it’s real.

			Then he pushes deep inside and follows me into oblivion. As the fireworks fade, he lowers himself onto the bed and pulls me against him.

			“Good?” His hand traces designs over my thigh. Each touch is feather-light, worlds apart from where we were moments ago.

			I nod, unable to form words. My brain stutters like he’s short-circuited me.

			“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” There’s a sweet note of concern in his voice, perhaps a tinge of regret.

			“No, you didn’t hurt me.” Not physically anyway. Emotionally...I don’t know yet. God, this is awkward. Why can’t we stay in post-sex bliss forever? “So...uh, what now?”

			For a moment he doesn’t say anything. But then he gets up and heads into the bathroom to dispose of the condom. Looks like he’s not sure the best way to handle things, either. Maybe it was too soon to ask...

			But there’s a part of me that always needs to know my next step. It’s how I operate in my job and in my life. Ambiguity is the enemy.

			“We get back to work.” He grabs the bag with my clothes from the table. I can see he’s picked up a few things, perhaps unsure what I might want to wear. The gesture is sweet, but the magic is all gone. It’s my own fault. I knew I would feel like this.

			“Back to work.” I nod. “Right.”

			It’s not what my heart wants to hear, but I shake off the disappointment. If I feel bad, that’s on me. Unrealistic desires and all that.

			I hurry into the bathroom to change. Which seems a little useless considering he’s seen me naked a lot in the last twelve hours. My body is one thing, however. My emotions are totally another.

			“Are we...okay?” he asks through the door.

			“Sure.” I doubt it convinces either one of us.

			“I told you there was a reason I kept away, Hannah.”

			I swallow. Damn him, when he says my name like that it always reaches inside me. Makes my heart squeeze. When I’m Anderson, he’s all playful and fun. Owen the Joker. When he calls me by my rank, he’s trying to get under my skin. And when he says Hannah, usually it’s with a coating of sarcasm because I’ve told him off.

			But this is different.

			It’s softer. More. Everything.

			I can’t handle that right now. I need a less vulnerable emotion to cling on to, something that doesn’t make me seem like the weaker party. I choose frustration.

			“What is that reason, exactly?” I ask as I tug my outfit on. “If you really want me to understand then why don’t you tell me something real?”

			“Messed-up childhood. What else do you need to know?”

			Everything. I don’t need to know it, but I want to. For some reason—and against every bit of sensibility in my usually very practical brain—I want to be closer to him. And it hurts to be held at an arm’s length.

			“Life is short,” he adds. “I want my life to be as easy as possible.”

			“Wow. Stick that on a motivational poster and I’ll hang it on my wall.” I roll my eyes. The sentiment disappoints me, because it doesn’t fit with the man I believe Owen to be. He does care...even if he doesn’t show it. “Don’t you think everyone would be happy with an easy life? But spoiler alert, life isn’t easy.”

			I come out of the bathroom and spear him with a look. I’m not buying this BS.

			“Is this the point where you tell me things happen for a reason?” he grunts. “I’ve heard that recycled bullshit a thousand times over.”

			“So you’re going to do this case and then return to being a party boy in New York?”

			I’d heard stories from Max—that Owen had a sweet bachelor pad and liked to hit the clubs on a regular basis. It seems like a complete waste to me. Owen is one of the best officers I’ve ever worked with—despite his inability to show up on time. He’s a joker, sure. But he’s got a sharp mind and a desire to do good.

			“How do you know I was a party boy in New York?” He folds his arms across his chest.

			“People talk.”

			“Fucking Max,” he mutters. “What did he tell you?”

			“Nothing much, just that you’ve been acting like you’re twenty-two instead of thirty-two. Clubbing, drinking...” Probably sleeping around, although Max never actually said it and I certainly don’t want to think about it. Especially not now. “Avoiding commitment of any kind.”

			“I’m committed to my job.”

			“The new one?” I shake my head. “You wanted to climb the ranks. You wanted to protect the people in this city, make Melbourne a safer place.”

			He stares at me, eyes smouldering and jaw pulled taut. But then he shakes his head like he’s telling himself not to bite. “I’m going to walk back to the apartment. Clear my head.”

			The door swings shut behind him and I sink down onto one of the dining chairs surrounding a small glass-and-chrome table. This is the Owen I know—the one who walks away when things get real. The one who dodges tough questions and close connections.

			This is your own fault. You pushed for more when he was very clear about what this meant to him.

			I bring the coffee to my lips and tip my head back. Yep, it’s stone cold. Ugh.

			I look around the fancy hotel room, remembering how last night made me feel. How this morning made me feel. The power that surged through my veins. And the pleasure...oh, the pleasure.

			That kind of connection only comes when there’s more than sexual attraction between two people, but I have to accept that Owen has made his stance clear. He’s not looking for anything real.

			And for the sake of this job, I have to be okay with that.

			 

			Later that afternoon things are a little tense with Owen and me. We’ve been circling around one another all day. But the barbeque is a great way to meet some more of the residents and perhaps find out more about our prime suspect: Matt. So we have to suck it up.

			The weather is chilly—but the sky is clear and bright. Lights have been strung up and outdoor heaters emanate a warm glow. The covered area has great views of the lush green garden and vegetable patch. For a moment, I forget I’m in the middle of the city and I imagine that’s exactly what the property developers were going for. It’s a slice of outdoor heaven in the middle of the big smoke.

			A group of men cluster around one of the barbeques, and I immediately spot Rowan, who seems to have everyone enraptured with one of his stories. Three women sit at one of the tables, chatting and drinking wine. Several more people mill about, shaking hands and smiling.

			“It’s Hannah, right?” A woman with huge brown eyes and a kind smile stands and motions for me to take a seat.

			I recognise Ava right away. She’s the schoolteacher from level five, and she lives next to Rowan and Dom. I liked her instantly the first time we met—she’s warm and welcoming. A little shy, but I imagine if she wrangles four-and five-year-old kids all day then she can probably dole out the whoop-ass when it’s required.

			“Good memory.” I pull out a seat and get settled. Owen waves before heading toward the group of guys.

			“I’m so glad you came,” Ava says and I get the impression she means it. “It’s a really social building to live in. Let me introduce you around. I think you met Emery already?”

			I turn to the woman next to me—she’s got a slight build and sharp eyes. Both times I’ve seen her now she’s been wearing a Game of Thrones T-shirt. This one says You Know Nothing. “Nice to see you again.”

			“Likewise.” Emery nods. “Always good to get some fresh blood into the building.”

			“And this,” says Ava, “is Drew.”

			Drew is stunning. Long blond hair in a perfect Gwen Stefani platinum, smudgy dark eye makeup and a sleek all-black outfit. She’s got the sexy goth thing down pat. “Hannah, was it? Nice to meet you. Don’t get attached—I won’t be around long.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Emery rolls her eyes and reaches for an empty wineglass. She pours me some white wine and hands it over. “Little Miss Jetset can’t stay in one place.”

			“You travel a lot?” I ask.

			Drew nods. “I’m a flight attendant and usually I’m based in London. I was in Dubai before that.”

			“Such a glamorous life,” Ava says with a sigh.

			I sip my wine. “What brought you home?”

			“Wedding.” She says the word like it makes her physically ill. “Hate the damn things. But my sister is signing her life away, so I gotta be there.”

			I blink. “Oh, that’s...lovely.”

			Emery laughs and slaps her hand down on Drew’s back. “I knew I was gonna like you.”

			“An old friend lives in this building,” Drew says. “But she travels a lot, too, so that worked out perfectly. Staying with my parents on top of the wedding would have been too much to handle.” Drew’s gaze sweeps over me, taking in details. Her eyes are a pale silvery blue, almost ethereally lacking in colour. With the dark eye makeup, it’s a striking combination. “That’s a big hunk of stone there. You’re married?”

			“Yeah.” I nod and give her the practised smile that should accompany my answer—serene, happy. Not showing an ounce of the confusion and frustration that’s been swirling in my head ever since this morning. I point over to where Owen stands, chatting with Matt. “That’s my husband.”

			“Cute.” Drew winks. “How did you two meet?”

			“University. We had some of the same classes.” We’re keeping our stories close to the truth, thereby reducing the chance we might slip up given it was my first time undercover. Swap police academy for university and we could use pretty much any of our old stories and make them feel authentic. “We were friends for a long time first. He didn’t want to date me, actually. But I won him over.”

			“Look at how in love she is!” Ava sighs dramatically. “You can see it all over her face.”

			Heat floods my cheeks and I gulp down some of my wine. I’m not that good an actress, and it terrifies me that Ava can see something I don’t want to show.

			It’s good for the cover story. And you are a good actress, that’s all this is.

			But I know that look comes from somewhere deep inside me, a part I’ve been hushing for years. I like Owen...a lot. Last night was more than sex to me even if it wasn’t to him.

			“You must be one of the lucky ones.” Drew leans back in her chair and her eyes drift over to the men. There’s something in her expression that’s difficult to read. “To find a guy who won’t promise you the moon and then vanish the second he gets what he wants.”

			Ava and I exchange a glance, while Emery nods empathetically. I get the impression there are two opposing views on love in this little group. I can’t help letting my gaze drift to Owen. He’s talking and laughing.

			God, he’s gorgeous. When he looks back at me, catching my gaze with his, I’m ruined. But I need to get my head in the game. I’m not going to hang my hopes on a fantasy.

			“So give me the lowdown,” I say. “Who’s who in this building?”

			That’s what I’m here for. Information. A clue as to who might warrant our attention. Because, for the first time in my life, I’m struggling to keep my focus on work and I can’t drop the ball now. Not when I’ve finally gotten to where I want to be.

			“Well,” Ava says with a cheeky grin. I suspect the sweet schoolteacher might enjoy a little gossip, which is good news. “Looks like your husband has already met the Lively brothers.”

			“Rowan is a grade-A playboy,” Emery chimes in, the edge of her lip curling. “Thinks he’s God’s gift to women.”

			“He’s not that bad.” Ava rolls her eyes. “Sure, he’s a little cocky but he’s a nice guy.”

			“She’s only saying that because she’s had a crush on Rowan’s brother, Dom, since the day she moved into her apartment.” Emery shoots me a smug grin as she reaches for the wine to top herself up. “Dom is a great guy, actually. They run a gallery together, family business.”

			“Yes, I went to one of theirs shows,” I say. “What about their friend, the chef?”

			“Matt?” The two women exchange glances and eventually Ava offers a strange little shrug. “He’s...intense.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I get the impression he’s got some issues. He was dating this woman for a while and it’s this on again, off again thing. We could hear them fighting sometimes when we were visiting a friend on his floor.”

			“Yeah, they loved a bit of drama.” Emery taps her chin. “But he went off the rails a bit after the last split. Quit his job and holed up in his apartment. Dom hinted that he’d fallen in with a bad crowd.”

			Interesting. Ava and Emery continue on with their assessment of everyone who lives in the building—from the cute young couple with the newborn twins, to the glamorous older lady who apparently was the muse of some big Australian designer back in the day—I struggle to pay attention. Matt is definitely still at the top of my suspect list.

			When my gaze swings back around to the rest of the barbeque action, I find Owen looking right back at me. The intensity of his stare sends a shiver down my spine and my traitorous body reacts, priming me for what I want—more. More of last night. More of his lips on mine. More of his hands romancing my body.

			But I have to keep my eye on the prize and, unfortunately for me, the prize is not another night of fantastic sex with Owen.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Owen

			“WAIT, SHE WANTED how much?” I shake my head.

			“Twenty thousand dollars,” Hannah replies. “And that was for the little sculpture.”

			Hannah had her meeting with Celina Yang this afternoon, following up from our visit to Dom and Rowan’s gallery a few days ago. Now we’re having a drink and bite to eat at the pub across from 21 Love Street. The great thing about this pub is that if you sit at the bench that runs across the front window—and put up with the rock-hard stools—then you have a perfect view of the entrance to our apartment building.

			It’s been two nights since the barbeque. Three since Hannah and I crossed a line and did things I can’t get out of my head. Just long enough since we fumbled the “morning after” that Hannah is finally opening up to me again. Frankly, it’s happening sooner than I suspected.

			Not that it makes me feel any less guilty about the way I handled it. I shouldn’t have ended the conversation by walking out like that. But I always retreat when it comes to that stuff.

			“I almost choked on my coffee,” she continues. “I mean, I know she’s an amazing artist but geez! Who has that kind of money for something so...frivolous?”

			“Lots of people would say art isn’t frivolous.” I’m goading her and her narrowed expression says she knows it, too.

			“Twenty thousand dollars on anything that doesn’t serve a functional purpose is frivolous.” She’s nursing her beer, bringing it to her lips every so often but not taking more than the barest of sips. Eventually the waitress will try to move us on, so they can seat customers who’ll drink more. But for now, we have time to wait. And watch.

			Thankfully this spot is out of the way of the other tables. It affords us some privacy to talk, while keeping an eye on the building. Apparently Matt is going out today, and we’ll tail him to see if we can dig up any more information.

			“So, what did you say?”

			“I told her that you’d promised me something special for my birthday and I was interested, but that I would not be purchasing my own present.” She rolled her eyes. “I sounded like such a tool.”

			“You stayed in character then, that’s a good thing.” I grab one of the corn chips sitting on a platter between us and dunk it into the guacamole. “Shitty thing about this job number four hundred and two: most of the time we have to pretend to be awful people.”

			She nods. “Every morning I have to remind myself ‘who’ I am, you know. Like this—” she gestures to her hair, tight black jeans and low-cut silk blouse “—isn’t me. The woman who expects her husband to buy her whatever she wants, no matter the price tag.”

			“You got something against rich people, Hannah?” It’s come up a few times now, her discomfort with money.

			“It’s not that. I just...” She shrugs. “My dad worked his ass off for very little, always taking overtime and doing the unsociable roster to bump up his pay. My brothers and I were grateful to have him home so we could eat a meal together, never mind buying a game console or designer jeans. I guess it seems sometimes when people have a lot of money they think ‘stuff’ is the end goal. Status symbols, keeping up with the Joneses. To me, that’s not the stuff that matters in life, you know? I want quality relationships. Not money.”

			For a second I’m rankled by how easily she references her desire for relationships. The way she talks about her family is a thorn under my skin. It’s easy to say relationships are important when you’ve never had the people you love ripped from your arms.

			But this conversation isn’t one I want to have with her, and work is the perfect excuse to avoid it. “What about Matt? Did Celina mention that she saw us in the hallway when they were arguing?”

			Hannah grabs a corn chip and scoops up some guacamole. “I actually brought it up, pretending I was embarrassed we’d heard them arguing but reassuring her that all couples go through it.”

			“Good move.”

			She crunches down on the chip. “Apparently they had a ‘passionate and turbulent’ affair. She said two personalities that big are bound to clash.”

			“Did she say why they broke up?”

			“Not exactly. Only that he got in with a bad crowd. Which is exactly what I heard at the barbeque. But that could mean anything. Drugs, maybe. Gambling. Regular deadbeats of the non-criminal variety.”

			“But Rowan and Dom are not ‘the bad crowd’ then?”

			Hannah shakes her head. “I didn’t get that impression. My gut tells me they’re not involved, unless he’s using the gallery in some way.”

			“I agree.” Nothing about Rowan or Dom raises any red flags. They appear to be open books, decent blokes. I’ve met a lot of criminals in my time and I don’t get that vibe from them. “I haven’t turned anything up.”

			That was the frustrating thing; none of them had a criminal record. After feeding information back to Max and the team at headquarters, Rowan, Dom and Matt were cleaner than a freshly scrubbed shower. They didn’t even have any shitty misdemeanours on them. Nothing.

			“Something is staring us right in the face, but we can’t see it yet.” Hannah wrings a napkin in her hands.

			As if on cue, a figure exits 21 Love Street. It’s Matt, wearing a dark bomber jacket, jeans and boots. His head is bowed and he’s tapping away at his phone.

			“See that?” Hannah asks subtly, as she leans over to grab another chip.

			I love watching her slip into work mode. There’s a sharpening of her attention, a laser-like focus that comes to her big brown eyes.

			“Got it.”

			From where he’s standing, Matt can see straight into the pub windows. It’s a plus for our visibility, and also a minus. If we watch him too closely and he looks up at the right moment, he’ll catch us. If he does, we’ll wave and make out like we’re calling him to join us.

			“Suspect is crossing the road,” she says softly. “Approaching the pub. He’s entering now.”

			A few seconds later, the front door of the pub pushes open and Matt strides in, heading straight for the bar. There are two bartenders—a man and a woman. Matt approaches the man, who’s covered in tatts—a sleeve on each arm, and one that stretches up the right side of his neck. He’s got a gauge piercing in one ear and a chunky set of rings on one hand. The kind of rings that would bust up a face in a fistfight.

			Hannah has lost visibility now, as her back is partially to the bar. I turn, pretending to lean into her all while giving myself a better view of the suspect. “He’s talking to the bartender, but he’s not sitting. Now he’s taking something out of his jacket.”

			She raises a brow. “What is it?”

			“Envelope. Possibly cash.”

			Matt looks behind him, but his gaze doesn’t swing in our direction. There’s a lot of telltale signs that someone is nervous—sweaty brow, fidgeting, difficulty maintaining eye contact. He doesn’t display any of those things, but there’s a frenetic energy to him. Something that seems a little...off.

			It’s those details—the small inconsistencies—that often unravel a criminal’s plans. They’re also what make some cases hard to crack, because we can’t arrest someone based on a “feeling.” Well, I can’t arrest anyone full stop. I’m only here to gather information, to try to make a link between this case and the one I worked five years ago.

			“He’s going out back,” I whisper. “Bartender is going with him.”

			Hannah turns to see where they’re going. The two men disappear into a door marked staff only.

			“We should follow them,” Hannah says.

			“We’ll get stopped in a heartbeat. Or it will look like we were following them.” I rake a hand through my hair and then I’m struck with an idea. “I wonder if this place backs onto an alley. We could go around.”

			“I’ve got a better idea.” She slides off her stool and musses her hair so it looks a little wild. “Stay here.”

			“Don’t even think about it.” I reach out to grab her wrist, but she dodges me, giggling as if I’ve said something incredibly funny. Then she turns, weaving through the tables in a way that’s ever-so-slightly unsteady, like she’s a bit drunk.

			Dammit, Hannah.

			I sit on my stool, stewing for a bit. I know what she’s doing and I know it wouldn’t be the first time an undercover cop got intel by pretending to be drunk. Hell, it wouldn’t be the thousandth time. But we don’t know what’s back there. We don’t know where the exits are if she gets trapped. We don’t even know what the plan is because we don’t fucking have one. We were supposed to be keeping an eye on Matt by waiting until he left the building and then slipping out of the pub to follow him discreetly.

			Only we’d had no idea he’d walk straight into our stakeout spot.

			I do not like the idea of Hannah going back there alone. The female bartender doesn’t even give her a second look—after all, there’s nothing unusual about a tipsy girl in a pub. Hannah makes out like she’s headed for the ladies’ room and when she clumsily sidesteps two women coming the other way, she ducks into the same door Matt went through a few minutes ago.

			Then she’s gone.

			Immediately my body reacts with visceral displeasure—my heartbeat kicks up a notch and my pulse pounds in my head. I don’t like this at all.

			She’ll be fine. Hannah is a perfectly capable police officer and she knows what she’s doing.

			But I’ve already broken out into a sweat, my palms itching as I rub them down my thighs, trying to quash the sensation. No, something is wrong. I can feel it in my bones. I get off my stool and try to follow her. But my plan is foiled when I attempt to enter the staff door and a big, burly guy comes out the other way carrying two plates.

			I attempt a casual laugh. “I’m sorry, my wife had a bit to drink and I think she went through here.”

			“I didn’t see anybody.”

			“Is that the kitchen?”

			The guy looks at me suspiciously. “Yeah. Kitchen and our loading dock. But I didn’t see anyone.”

			The loading dock.

			I head out the front of the pub and immediately curl around to the right. If there’s a loading dock, then there’s a way for vehicles to get in.

			I race around the corner, my heart thudding like a fist pounding against my rib cage. In my mind, the worst-case scenario is already playing out. Hannah surrounded, vulnerable. But my mind is playing tricks on me and suddenly I’m seeing something old.

			Photos. Blood splatter. Bullet holes. Mum. Dad. My brother. The girl I thought I’d be with forever.

			“Hannah!” I call as I turn the corner.

			I’m panicking. The feeling washes over me like sickly sludge, addling my brain and my ability to think. I see her. She’s talking to a group of men and one of them grabs her arm. There’s a smile on her face, but it’s brittle like old plaster.

			Fuck.

			I storm up the alley, dodging the stinking garbage bins that smell like rotten food. There are three guys, one of them is Matt. If I go in too hard, we might lose any chance of being able to talk to him later. I could royally screw this up. But no amount of logic will stop me now, not when I see the guy who has Hannah’s arm in his meaty grip tugging her away from the group and further down into the alley.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Hannah

			I’M IN CONTROL HERE. I have to tell myself that because fear charges through my veins like a shock of electricity, filling me with jittering energy. I’m in control.

			Sure, beefcake number one is holding my arm so tight I’m sure he’s going to leave a bruise. And okay, of course I would feel safer if I had a weapon handy. But I know how to handle a big guy. I know exactly where my elbows and knees need to go. And I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he thinks I’m a dumb drunk girl and based on that he will underestimate me in a fight. Which I will absolutely use to my advantage.

			“C’mon, pretty girl.” He leers at me with his colourless eyes, and his puffy lips curve into a smile. “Let’s go this way.”

			Dark hair, dark eyes. Heavy brow and bulbous nose. Tattoos on his right arm that peek out from his cuff. They’re coloured tatts. Faded, though. Details rattle through my brain at lightning speed, all getting logged away so I can compare them to mugshots Max provided us at the beginning of the assignment.

			“No,” I say in a kind of singsong voice my roommate uses when she’s had a few too many Chardonnays. “I don’t want to go that way.”

			I glance at Matt, who doesn’t even try to intervene. And he knows who I am, because I saw it on his face the second we made eye contact. Not that he mentioned it, however. He acted like he’d never seen me before. I’m pissed he’s willing to let a neighbour get into trouble like this, but his inaction tells me something important. He’s scared of these guys.

			“I want to talk.” I bat my eyelashes at beefcake number one and then a waft of rotting garbage hits me. I don’t need to pretend to be grossed out by that, so I let my natural reaction play out. “Why are you hanging out in such a stinky street? Haven’t you got anywhere nicer to go?”

			“We’re conducting business, sweetheart,” beefcake number one drawls.

			“Are you garbagemen?” I giggle and sway on my heels. “Is that why your business is out here?”

			“Do we look like garbagemen?” Beefcake number two glares at me. He’s also dark-haired and dark-eyed, but seems cleaner cut. No tatts that I can see.

			“She’s a stupid drunk bitch,” Matt says, almost snarling at me. But the action feels a little forced, like he’s trying to draw attention away from me.

			Speaking of drawing attention...

			I catch sight of Owen rushing up the alley toward me, his face filled with worry. Shit. He’s going to blow everything. I’d hoped to poke around a bit more, see what else came out. I can handle these guys, especially since there are a ton of security cameras focused on the loading bay. They wouldn’t do anything in plain sight, so all I have to do is make sure I don’t stray too far.

			“What the fuck?” Beefcake number two swings his head around and jams his hands into his pockets as Owen approaches. “Can I help you, mate?”

			His tone has the acid-dripping edge of someone who is definitely not greeting a friend. Owen catches the cue and slows, arranging his face into an expression that’s more world-weary than fearful. “Just looking for my wife. She has a tendency to wander off when she’s drunk.”

			Beefcake number one raises a brow and looks at me. “This guy’s your husband?”

			My mind spins. If I lie now, I might get more information out of these guys, but at what cost? Who knows what they’ll do to Owen. Not to mention that Matt would be curious as hell. I can’t risk it.

			“Oh, hey.” I make my voice syrupy sweet as I wriggle out of beefcake number one’s grip. “There you are!”

			“Here I am,” he mutters, rolling his eyes. He looks at the three men and shakes his head. “A word of advice—don’t get married.”

			I pout and allow him to lead me back down the alley, past the graffiti-covered brick walls and a seemingly endless collection of stinking garbage bins. Eventually, we curve around a corner and find ourselves on Love Street.

			“I had that handled,” I say, tugging out of his grip. My drunk act is totally gone now. “I told you to wait inside.”

			“While that giant monster tried to drag you into some abandoned corner? There were three of them, Hannah. You’re not invincible.” It’s only now that I notice how absolutely and totally pissed he is. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Owen this mad before.

			But he’s not the only one. “You didn’t even give me a chance. How long was I out there? Barely five minutes. Not even. Three minutes.”

			I storm over the street, letting my resentment flow freely. It doesn’t matter if people see us fighting, because we can chalk it up to me being an “angry drunk.” Neither one of us says a word until we make it into our apartment. But if Owen thinks I’m going to let him off the hook, then he’s about to have a rude shock.

			“You impeded this investigation,” I say as I dump my bag onto the couch and kick off my heels. I’m keeping my voice low, but I can tell he understands how pissed I am. Good. “I could have secured important information.”

			“You could have gotten yourself in a whole lot of fucking trouble.” He’s vibrating now. The emotion pours off him like a wave, washing over me and mixing my feelings up. Usually, when someone cuts my grass like that, it’s because there’s doubt over my capability. The force doesn’t have as much misogyny as it used to, but it’s still there.

			This, however, is different. Owen seems genuinely worried about my safety. But ultimately, that doesn’t matter. The job comes first.

			“I’m the detective on this investigation.” My voice is low, hard-edged. Soft enough that nobody walking past our apartment would be able to hear, but loud enough that Owen gets the message. “Not you. So that puts me in charge. I call the shots.”

			“I’m not going to sit on my hands while you act like some dumb rookie, Anderson.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “Do you have any idea what could have happened? Do you have any goddamn idea what the world is like out there?”

			“Do I have any idea?” I shake my head. “What do you think I do all day? Write reports and apply my lipstick?”

			“Fuck.” He’s pacing now, moving back and forth like an agitated cat. “I know you can handle yourself. This isn’t... I didn’t say it because you’re a woman, all right? It’s got nothing to do with that.”

			“Then what is it, huh? Would you have busted in on Max?”

			“Probably.” He lets out a sharp laugh. “Once a worry gets in my head...”

			“I work on the street every day dealing with the community. Dealing with bad people. I know what I’m doing.” My tone is a bit softer now that he’s calmed down. “I’m good at my job and I don’t make dumb rookie moves.”

			When he looks up at me, I see something I’ve never seen before. Darkness. Owen’s eyes are peering into another world—something beyond me—that’s filled with pain. It’s his history, the past he never speaks of.

			“Look, I should have given you more warning. I’ll concede to that.” I touch his arm. “But you don’t have to worry about me, okay? I was trained by the best.”

			“I can’t not worry, Anderson. It’s why I left.” He stalks over to the kitchen and flicks on the coffee machine with such aggression it’s like the appliance has personally offended him.

			“What do you mean?”

			His back is to me. The black leather jacket makes him look even bigger, tougher. Blue jeans cup his ass and thighs, shaping his muscular legs to perfection. The back of his wavy blond hair is mussed. He’s run his fingers through it one too many times. God, he’s beautiful. From every angle. But spending this much time with him has shown me there’s a tenderness beneath the joker exterior. A damaged part he does his best to hide.

			The silence is broken by the hum of the coffee machine. “Owen?”

			“I left because I couldn’t handle the thought that I might...lose a friend on the job.” He still hasn’t faced me. “And I was right, wasn’t I? How long after I left did we lose Ryan in that raid? It happened within weeks.”

			I remember the story like it was yesterday. Ryan was a young officer on the rise—smart, action-oriented, brave. He, Max and Owen were nicknamed the Three Stooges during our academy days. But Ryan was killed during a raid because he went against orders, thinking he heard a child crying inside a drug lab. His story was a warning to recruits—don’t be impulsive, never disobey an order. In fact, Max had taken Ryan’s death so hard he’d also left his job for a period of time, following Owen to New York City. Difference was, Max returned home to give it another shot.

			“Why didn’t you come back for the funeral?” I ask.

			“I couldn’t.” He turns around, his jaw tight. Eyes faraway. “I couldn’t stand to be around death anymore. It follows me everywhere.”

			I want to run to him, because my heart is shattering into a million pieces. I want to fix him, put him back together. I want to do whatever I can to make him whole.

			“Don’t.” He holds up a hand. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like you think I’m a project.”

			“What happened to you?” I’m closer now, as though someone has my feet connected to a remote control. As though he’s a magnet and I’m being drawn to him against my better judgement. “When you were young, what happened?”

			“You really want to know?” His eyes are so blue it almost hurts to look at them. But they’re red-rimmed now, wild and angry and sad and terrified. “You want every sordid detail, huh? Well, I should have fucking died the night my parents did. I should have been gutted and robbed like they were.”

			“What?” I shake my head.

			“My father was working in Papua New Guinea for a big bank. We were supposed to be there for two years while he was CEO. One night we were going to a charity gala. My mother was dressed to the nines and covered in diamonds, and my father looked at her like she was the most beautiful creature in the universe.” He swallows, his hands curling into fists. “My brother and I were going with them. It was the first time we were able to go, because there’d been threats against us. Kidnapping threats. It was common, we were told. Desperate people trying to make money any way they could.”

			My stomach swishes and I clamp my hand over my mouth. “Kidnapping?”

			“And worse. The night of the gala I was sick, and my mother wanted to cancel. But she was already dressed up, and my brother was so excited. I convinced them to go, told them to have a good time because I wanted to stay home and play video games on my own without my little brother bugging me.” His jaw twitches. “Since my ticket wasn’t going to be used they took Lillian.”

			“Who’s Lillian?” I search my brain for the name but come up empty.

			“She was my girlfriend. Her dad was my father’s chief of staff, and so when he took the job in PNG, her family came with us. She was...” He swallowed. “She was my first everything. I was so in love with her, I’d told my father I was going to marry her the second I turned eighteen. In fact, I was the one who suggested they take her with them that night—because she had this new dress and she looked so fucking beautiful in it. I wanted the world to see how beautiful she was.”

			Oh no. I feel my eyes well, the path of his story laid out like a horrible, twisted road in front of me. I can see when he talks about her, that he was so in love. That he’s still so in pain.

			“Their usual driver was sick, so they had a different guy. Apparently he went off the approved route, and they were stopped by a group of men. They robbed my parents, but something went wrong. Maybe my father fought back? They ended up killing everyone in the car. My mother, my father, my brother, my girlfriend...everyone I cared about.”

			I can only stare for a minute while my brain catches up. It’s like I’m swimming through mud, trying to understand how Owen is even standing right now. How he’s even functioning. My mum ran off with another man when I was twelve and it shook me to my core. But it also shaped me—made me determined to be the best person I could be. Determined to show the world I was fine without her, and that my dad and brothers were all I needed. It made me driven, ambitious, hardworking.

			But to lose one’s entire family... I can’t even comprehend what my life would be like. What I would be like.

			“I don’t want your sympathy,” he says. I feel like I’m seeing Owen for the first time now—I’m seeing all his scars and bumps and bruises. All his pain and suffering. His outer shell is so shiny and so tough, I’d wager there are few people who ever get to see him like this. “I...I know I should have trusted you to handle yourself back there. But I’m not good at letting go when I think someone I care about might get hurt.”

			“You care about me?” My gut is filled with swirling, conflicting emotions. I’ve never felt like this before, not with anyone.

			“Of course I do, we’re friends.” He cringes as my face drops. “Fuck. This is why I didn’t want to go there with you. Why I shouldn’t have touched you. I’m damaged goods.”

			Even in all of this, he’s still worried about me. Sure, I’m pissed that he charged in and tried to act like I was a damsel in distress. But I get it. I get him more than I ever have before.

			The worst part of it is, I want him more than ever before.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Owen

			I LOOK AROUND the kitchen and realise I’m standing in the kind of place I would never own. Marble countertops, gold hardware, custom cabinetry. Expensive coffee machine. There’s a painting hanging in the kitchen and a small chandelier above our heads.

			A fucking chandelier in the kitchen.

			I loathe the idea of being rich because it’s the easiest thing to blame for that night. If we’d never had money—if my mother hadn’t been wearing those diamonds—I might still have my parents. My little brother, who’d annoyed the shit out of me when we were kids, I’d give anything to get him back. And Lillian...

			Hannah looks at me with her big brown eyes and those long silky lashes. Compassion pours off her, because that’s what she does—she cares. I don’t want her to care. I don’t want her to hug me and tell me everything will be okay. Because it’s not okay.

			It’s never going to be okay.

			But the second her hand comes to my chest, it’s like the demons in my head go quiet for the first time in years. She holds eye contact, unblinking. So sincere I almost have to turn away.

			“I want to make you feel better,” she says.

			“My problems can’t be solved by fucking,” I say. Damn, if only the people who’d called me a player and a lady-killer could hear me now.

			But that’s the thing, this is me. The person that I haven’t let anybody see...except her.

			“But they can’t be made worse, right?” Her hands glide up my chest and she presses closer. Her hips are flush with mine, and when she rises onto her toes, her whole body rubs up against mine. I’m hard in an instant, my mind swinging like a pendulum between what I want and what I know is right. “Maybe blowing off some steam will do you good.”

			“What happened to one night?” I turn us around and lift her up onto the kitchen countertop. Sliding my hands up her thighs, I part her legs. She’s wearing tight black jeans and a pretty silk blouse that’s the inky colour of the sky at night. She’s got this glossy stuff on her lips that makes it look like she’s been sucking on a red icy pole and that makes me think of how she sucked my cock after having that cold water in her mouth.

			“I wanted one night to be enough.” Her eyes are hooded now, as I rub my hands up and down her legs, getting so close to the sweet spot between them. “I’d hoped that if I gave in, then I’d feel satisfied and...”

			“And?”

			“It’s only made me want you more.”

			“Hannah...” I rest my forehead against hers.

			“Don’t feed me that bullshit about me falling in love with you. I’m in control of that and I won’t let it happen.” She nails me with a confident stare.

			“So it’s nothing to do with me being a sap and pouring my heart out?” I know she’s only saying this stuff for my benefit...but it works.

			“Nope. You’re hot, that’s all.” A wicked smile curves on her lips. “I can gag you if it’ll make you feel better.”

			“You’re the one who’s always yappin’. Maybe I should gag you.” I lower my mouth down to hers and she tilts her face up, inviting me closer.

			“Maybe you have to make me feel so good I can’t speak.”

			Challenge accepted. I kiss her hard, drawing her to the edge of the kitchen counter so I can stand between her legs. I lean into her, my cock almost bursting behind the fly of my jeans. Underneath the soft material of her blouse, she’s bare except for a tiny scrap of lace masquerading as one of those soft bra-things. I like it—no hooks. My palm cups her breast and I rub in slow circles, kissing down the side of her neck. There’s a soft thump as her head lolls back against the kitchen cabinet and a delighted hmm as I find her hardened nipple with my thumb.

			“You make the best sounds.” I peel the blouse over her head and she lifts her arms without me asking. The soft bra is next, and her rosy nipples beg for my mouth. “So sexy.”

			“It’s hard not to make sounds when you’re doing that.” Her fingers drive through my hair, holding my head at her breast. “Although I had a guy once tell me I was too loud.”

			I look up, my face screwed into an expression of disbelief. “What a dickhead.”

			“Right?” She laughs, her cheeks pink now as if she’s embarrassed to have told me that. But I love how open she is. How vocal. “It’s not like I try to be loud.”

			“What about when it’s just you?” I move my head to her other breast and she arches into me.

			“When it’s just me?” A small, self-conscious laugh escapes her lips. “It’s usually more the sound of the vibrator I have to worry about.”

			Holy hell. The thought of pretty little Hannah Anderson with her legs spread wide while she works herself over with a vibrator is possibly the hottest thing I’ve ever imagined.

			“Tell me you brought one with you. I need to see that for myself.”

			There’s a beat of silence, and when I look up she’s even pinker than before. “Well, I didn’t mean to bring it with me, but I got a travel one at a hen party one time and...I kind of left it in my suitcase.”

			I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her down from the counter. “Go. Now.”

			She’s shaking her head and laughing, one hand covering her face like she’s half mortified but half loving it. I’m one-hundred-percent loving it, obviously.

			I follow her into the bedroom and she digs around in her suitcase. The item she retrieves looks almost like a lipstick—slim and silver. But when she twists the base, it buzzes.

			“Get on the bed.”

			She sucks in a breath and does what I command. “What now?”

			“I want you naked.”

			She places the mini-vibrator down and works on her jeans—popping the button and drawing the zipper down so she can shimmy out of the fabric. She takes her underwear with it. I palm my aching cock through my jeans. This is going to be one hell of a show.

			With an almost shy smile, she crawls back onto the bed, grabs the vibrator and sits up against the headboard. “You want to watch me play with myself, Owen?”

			“God, yes.”

			“Do you want to watch me come?” She’s using this soft, breathy voice that’s doing all kinds of crazy things to me. I’m so hard I could hammer nails, but I resist the urge to get out of my clothes. Anticipation is going to make this so much better.

			“Yes.”

			Slowly, she parts her legs so that her knees bow to the side and rest against the bed. It gives me a perfect view of her sweet, pink pussy. Taking her time, she runs her hands up and down her inner thighs, as if warming up.

			“Nervous?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I never thought I’d be the kind of person who wanted to put on a show...but I really do.”

			“You’re a vision, Anderson.”

			“Hannah.” It’s not the first time she’s corrected me, but her message is loud and clear. Now, in this room, we’re not role-playing as husband and wife. We’re not role-playing as high-flying businesspeople in town for one night only. Heck, we’re not even role-playing as friends who like to wind each other up. Because we moved past that the moment I walked into that bar and took her up on her offer, and she’s not going to let me forget it.

			“Hannah.” It sticks in my throat, almost drowned out by the thumping of my heart. “I want to watch you.”

			She looks up at me with smouldering eyes, and the second she twists the little silver bullet and a vibrating sound fills the room, the air around us is electrified. But she doesn’t rush into it—oh no, she’s a master of anticipation. First she runs her hands up and down her thighs, dragging the nails of her free hand hard enough to make faint pink marks on her porcelain skin. They disappear within an instant, but the sensation is enough to make her shiver.

			I’m stock still. A statue rooted to the ground of the plush bedroom. Sucking on her lower lip, Hannah drags the vibrator lightly over her sex. She sinks back against the mountain of cloud-like pillows in varying shades of expensive white cotton and silk. Her dark hair makes a striking contrast, the slightly frizzy curls creating a halo effect around her pretty face. She’s all big eyes and pink lips, all delicate fingers and softness. The silver vibrator hums as she continues to build up to what I’ve asked her to do—to put on a show for me.

			“Ready?” she asks with a wicked glint in her eye.

			If I were any more ready, I’d be stripping out of my clothes quicker than I could say my own name. But I am not going to waste this experience with her, so I shut my mouth and nod.

			Hannah rubs the vibrator against herself, lowering it down to her entrance where she pushes it inside just a little. The sight of that shiny silver disappearing into her pussy is enough to fry my brain. She works it in a little, then back out. Repeating this motion until she’s dripping. Then she uses the vibrator to drag that moisture up to her clit.

			With one hand, she holds herself open, and the other works the buzzing device in slow, even circles. God, yes. Her cheeks are flushed pink, and it goes everywhere. To her ears, and down her neck. Her eyes flutter shut and her mouth falls open, and that’s when I’m hit with the full force of her power. The sounds coming out of her—keening moans and panted little yeses—are everything.

			I strip off my shirt and shoes and socks and jeans, dumping everything unceremoniously into a pile. Hannah hasn’t even noticed; her eyes are still clamped shut and now she’s sunk her teeth into her bottom lip as she works the vibrator faster. She rolls her hips, as if simulating what she wants to come next. It’s glorious. Vulnerable and yet strong, and so honest.

			That’s the one thing I have always admired about Hannah...she is who she is. Unlike me, who’s so far deep into character that I don’t even know who I am anymore. Being with her is like having a light shone on the darkest, most damaged part of me.

			For a moment I consider walking away and denying myself because it’s the easiest option. As if she senses my swirling thoughts, her eyes slowly open and she looks at me through her lashes. “Come here.”

			I sink to my knees on the end of the bed, but she beckons me closer still. I crawl up beside her and run my palm over her legs—up her shin, over the curve of her knee and up her thigh.

			“I want you to touch me while I do this.” Her voice is soft, whispered. But her gaze holds me prisoner and I know I’d never be able to deny her. “It’s better with something inside me.”

			I can’t help but moan, and I trail my hand over the curve at her hip and dip down over the slick lips of her sex. I brush past the vibrator and down further, noticing how she angles herself to me. Encouraging me.

			“Yes, there.” Her eyes are shut again and I rub my fingertip against her entrance, coating myself in her. When I push my finger inside, she lets out a satisfied gasp that makes heat surge through me. “Fuck me with it.”

			I slide my finger in and out, slowly at first. Testing her. But her head turns and she whispers in my ear, urging me on. Her sex is hot and tight, and I’m so wound up I want nothing more than to sink my cock in her. But I want to see her come first. So I stroke her harder, faster. Following the rhythm she’s set and soon she’s shaking. Her thighs tremble and her muscles clench around my finger.

			“Oh God, Owen.” She turns, pressing her forehead to my chest as she starts to come. “Yes, yes.”

			She works the buzzing device over her clit until she’s cresting, and I sink another finger inside her at the last second. She shatters, crying out my name so loud I know the neighbours must hear us. And that doesn’t bother me one bit. Because the second she comes back down to earth, those big brown eyes locking on to mine, I know I haven’t been this happy in years. Not for most of my life.

			But I don’t want to feel like that. I don’t want to have those “what if this could be it?” moments. I’m terrified by the way she makes me feel. Absolutely, utterly fucking terrified.

			“I turn into an animal around you.” She presses her lips to my chest and I stroke her hair, taming the fluffy flyaways that frame her face. “I lose all sense of myself.”

			“Or maybe you lose all sense of who you think you’re supposed to be.” I tilt her face up to mine and kiss her long and slow. “Maybe this is exactly who you are.”

			A curious expression flitters over her face. “And this is exactly who you are, isn’t it?”

			“A guy who likes sex?” I try to hide myself with a cocky smile, but it’s too late. I’ve shown too much.

			“That crap won’t work anymore.” She presses her hands to my chest and pushes me back against the big bed.

			With lazy, languid movements she straddles me, her knees digging into the covers on either side of my hips. My worries are dulled now, smoothed over by the feel of her warm body as she grabs my hands and tugs them up to her breasts. I love this confidence in her. It’s the ultimate turn-on.

			And I love her breasts, obviously.

			“I see you.” She arches into my touch, letting out a satisfied hum as I flick my thumbs over her nipples.

			“And?” I can’t help but ask, even though I know it’s only going to lead down the wrong path.

			“I like it. I like knowing who you really are, under all the smiles and the jokes. You’re a good person, Owen.”

			No, I’m not. I’m a broken guy with crippling survivor’s guilt who abandoned his grandmother when she needed him most. The only thing I’ve ever been good at was my job as a police officer, and I couldn’t even handle that.

			I am far from “good.”

			I want to correct her, but her hands slither down her body and reach for my cock. When she touches me, I can’t focus my brain on anything else. Her hands slide up and down, squeezing me. Working me over. I let my head sink back into the pillows.

			“Feels good?” she asks, her voice husky and low. Her hands continue to play with my cock.

			“That’s a rhetorical question, right?” I’m mesmerised by her fluffy cloud of hair and the intense expression on her face—her pink-flushed cheeks and sooty lashes and her kiss-roughened mouth. “Yes, it feels insanely good.”

			We pause to grab a condom and she’s back on top before I can miss her—rolling the rubber down my length. Dragging the tip of me back and forth through her slick folds, she teases me for a second before she finds the right spot. Then I’m entering her. Both of us groan when she hits that point—where I’m all the way in, and she’s totally filled by me.

			Hannah swears under her breath, moving tentatively at first. “Oh God. That feels...”

			“Fucking incredible.”

			The gentle rocking of her hips is like sweet, sweet torture. It’s too slow and too much and too everything. “Owen.” My name is a sigh on her lips. “I think I’m ruined.”

			“Me too, Hannah.”

			She leans forward, lining my chest with her body and settling her lips against the curve of my neck. “Say it again.”

			“Hannah.”

			I reach down and fill my hands with her ass, coaxing her to fuck me faster. I thrust up into her, my hips bucking against hers and I lose myself in the moment. In her. In the stupid denial that we can walk away from all this, unscathed and unchanged. But it feels too good to be true. Too much like I’ve come home for good.

			“Fuck me,” she whispers in my ear. “I want to feel you for days.”

			So I give her what she wants. I sit up, pulling her with me so she’s settled in my lap and I’m still deep, deep, deep inside her. I hold her tight ass and thrust up into her. Her breasts graze my chest and she moans—a long, low sound that will penetrate concrete and plaster. A sound I never want to stop hearing.

			A sound that will haunt me.

			But I’m lost now, buried inside her. Wrapped up in her. Filling my heart and lungs with her.

			“That feels so good,” she pants.

			I’m chasing the edge of oblivion, and I reach for the silver bullet that’s still sitting on the covers. With one arm around her waist for leverage, I use my free hand to guide the bullet between us, so it’s hitting her most sensitive spot. She gasps, shuddering at the sudden stimulation. When she explodes, it’s perfect—loud and honest and so fucking hot I can’t help but follow her over the edge. I thrust up into her as deep as I can go, and come hard. My cock pulses and I abandon the vibrator, choosing instead to wrap both my arms around her and hold her as tight as I possibly can.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Owen

			HANNAH IS ASLEEP. I’m standing alone in the ensuite, staring at my face in the mirror. Staring at my shell-shocked expression.

			The condom broke.

			I didn’t notice it when I pulled out of her, too enraptured with her hazy, smouldering gaze. Too busy falling head over heels for her. But when I came in here to clean up, I saw it. The split latex. The fact that my whole world could be turned on its head with one tiny little rip.

			I never wanted to be a dad. I never wanted to have a family.

			I can’t be that guy.

			I’m not that guy.

			Fuck.

			My heart is pounding like a drum, and the sound of blood rushing in my ears makes me want to scream. I grip the edge of the basin so hard my knuckles are snow white. What do I do?

			What if she gets pregnant?

			I’m being sucked down a vortex, my thoughts building on one another like an avalanche. I splash my face, but it does nothing. The universe is determined to mess with me, by taking something good and turning it into my worst nightmare.

			And what about Hannah? She just made detective. This would not be a good time for her to get pregnant, I’m sure of it. But I don’t know what she thinks about the whole having kids thing. She’s always struck me as a family girl—the way she talks about her dad and her brothers.

			Oh God. I can’t do that.

			I check on her for a brief moment, not daring to touch her in case she wakes. I dress silently as a ninja, holding my breath each time I take a step. My head is a war zone—and I need space to think. What I also need is to get my head back in the game.

			Work always calms me. And the quicker we figure out what’s going on at 21 Love Street, the sooner I can get back to my life in New York.

			But what if Hannah is pregnant?

			I can’t think about that now. Being home has reminded me that I tend to get close to people when I shouldn’t. And even though I live alone in Manhattan, I’ve made friends at work. Like my boss, Logan, and my colleagues, Aiden and Quinn and Rhys. I care about them all.

			Maybe it’s time to go someplace new. Start over again and do a better job at not getting attached. The idea of being able to pack up at any time and move on is so freeing—I need to know that I can escape. That I can pull the ripcord.

			I’m panicking like a trapped rat.

			But the thought of leaving Hannah after what we’ve shared settles like a stone weight in my stomach. It’s going to suck, but I did warn her. If there’s a baby involved... Christ. I don’t know what I’ll do.

			I go down to level three to see if Matt is home. Maybe talking to him will help me get out of my own head and back onto wrapping this job up as quickly as possible. The elevator pings and I step out in time to see Matt entering his apartment.

			“Hey!” I call out and it looks like he’s trying to scurry away from me. Coward. “Wait.”

			I rush him, jamming my foot between the door so he can’t close it. This bastard didn’t say a word while Hannah stood there, that ugly-faced brute grabbing her like she was a piece of meat. And he didn’t say a damn thing when I came barging in, having to pretend to be some dickhead husband happy to degrade his wife in order to get out of trouble.

			“What do you want?” Matt growls. That’s when I get a good look at his face—he’s got a black eye and a split lip.

			“What happened to you?” I plant my hand against his front door and invite myself in. The place smells like a dorm party—beer, pizza and BO covered up with cheap cologne. “You should get some ice on that.”

			“No shit,” Matt grumbles. His good eye is bloodshot, like he’s been on something.

			“Someone’s done my work for me.” I fold my arms and lean against his wall. Matt seems to take the hint that I’m not leaving, and lets the front door swing shut behind him. “It’s not much fun giving someone a black eye when they’ve already got one.”

			Matt grabs an icepack from the freezer and wraps it in a tea towel. “This about what happened before?”

			“You’re a regular fucking Sherlock, aren’t you?”

			He eyes me warily, and I lean into my persona. Owen Essex is a spoilt rich boy who grew up without anybody crossing him.

			Matt sighs. “I don’t want any trouble. Your wife interrupted my business. Trust me, I did her a favor pretending I had no idea who she was.”

			“How do you figure that? Looked like one of your mates was feeling her up.”

			“They’re not my mates.” Matt winces as he presses the icepack to his eye. “Be pissed if you want, but the fact that they don’t know either of your names is a good thing.”

			I watch Matt’s movements—he’s defeated. His shoulders hunch forward as he leans against the breakfast bar. He’s stocky in build, like he might have been muscular at one point but now he’s out of shape. I spy multiple empty Coke bottles dry and open around the couch. Two pizza boxes on the slick glass coffee table. It’s a jarring sight given that the apartment has very expensive things—a Bose sound system, giant TV...and one of Celina Yang’s sculptures.

			“You playing with a rough crowd?” I ask, my eyes continuing to scan the room for any useful information.

			“Why do you want to know?” Matt asks warily.

			“I might be looking for some new friends.”

			“These guys don’t make friends.” For a second I see real fear in his eyes, and my suspicions that he’s got anything to do with the jewellery theft ring are dwindling by the second. He doesn’t look like he’d have the stomach for it. So I switch tactics.

			“I see you’ve got one of Celina’s pieces.” I walk over to it. It’s huge—almost comes up to my waist and stretches out at least three feet—and made of a white material that’s so smooth I can almost see my own face in it.

			“Not for long. She’s going to pick it up.” He comes out of the kitchen area and walks over. “Never mind the fact that I helped get her started. I funded her first show, paid for a space back when no galleries would take her. I paid for the catering and a photographer. I helped launch her.”

			His bitterness is toxic.

			“Why did you break up?”

			“Artistic differences. I wanted to settle down and have a family, and she didn’t.”

			I think back to the conversation I overheard at the gallery, when Celina accused him of doing things that were “dangerous and wrong.” “And she had a problem with you stealing shit.”

			Matt’s eyebrows shoot up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I’m not stupid, Matt. I know you’re into something with those guys and Celina didn’t like it.”

			“Did she say something to you?”

			I lift one shoulder into a shrug. “Not to me.”

			Matt takes the bait and shakes his head. “Fucking women. Always talking, talking, talking. Look, it’s not like that. I made some mistakes, got myself in trouble and now I’m getting myself out. But I’m not a criminal, no matter what she says.”

			“Stealing makes you a criminal, doesn’t it?”

			“I didn’t steal those goddamn earrings.” He pulls his icepack down and his eye is swollen and puffy. “I won them.”

			“You won them?”

			“The guys in the alley have a high-stakes poker game once a month. I cleaned one of them out, after they brought me in thinking I’d be easy pickings. He lost all his dough, so he bet the earrings and I won them, too.” Matt frowns. “I gave them to Celina because I was trying to win her back, but she figured out I didn’t buy them.”

			Ah, so that was the unethical activity. Matt had himself a gambling problem.

			“And then the guy and his goons started turning up at the pub and hanging around at the restaurant where I was working until they got me fired.”

			It wasn’t the first time I’d seen this play before—the poker game might’ve been a set-up. Get some sucker in, let him win and then extort him afterward. But that would only work if the diamonds were fake, and my gut told me that wasn’t the case. Maybe one of the Romano crew stepped out of line. Got greedy, lost to Matt, and now the higher-ups were demanding their cut.

			“Why don’t you give the earrings back?” I ask.

			“Serge doesn’t want them back. He wants help.”

			“What kind of help?”

			Matt shook his head. “I can’t say.”

			Should I let him know that I have suspicions about who’s working him over? That I know these people won’t stop until they get what they want...and then some?

			“You’re in deep shit, Matt.” I say it so seriously he turns to me, his face going white. “I know those guys, okay? They’re not going to leave you alone.”

			“Wh-what do you mean?”

			“They’re part of a crime gang. Ever heard of the Romano family?” I watch as Matt sways. “You had no idea, did you? They’re into a lot of things. Drugs, jewels, cars. Diversification, that’s how they keep funds coming in. When one operation goes down, they’ve got the others to keep the cash flowing.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			“I know people.” I lean forward, doing my best to intimidate the poor guy. I feel bad for him, since he obviously has no idea what he’s gotten himself into, but I can’t let it show.

			“What do you want?”

			“The diamonds.” I place a heavy hand on Matt’s shoulder. “Go to Celina, get the earrings back and give them to me. Or you’re going to have more problems. But, if you help me, then all this will go away.”

			“You only want the earrings?” he asks, his voice shaky.

			“Just the earrings. If you help me, I’ll help you.”

			“Here.” Matt rushes over to a unit on the side of the room and yanks a drawer open. He plucks out a blue velvet box and thrusts it at me. “Take them. I wish I’d never seen these damn things.”

			I take the box and flip the lid open. Inside are two perfectly cut square diamonds suspended from a ring of smaller shimmering blue stones. Now I know exactly how we’re going to lure the Romanos out of hiding.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			Hannah

			I DON’T KNOW how long I slept, exactly. But what I do know is that it was the deepest, most peaceful sleep of my entire life. I barely remember Owen leaving the bed. He sent me into a bliss coma and I’ve awoken more rested and more satisfied than ever before.

			It’s a problem. Because I’m not someone who has sex purely for pleasure’s sake. I don’t judge anyone who does, and I’ve wished in the past that I could be more like that. But the fact is, I’m not. I need a connection. And for all the teasing and taunting and the playful antagonism I’ve shared with Owen over the years, I do like him. A lot. More than I should.

			Because falling for Owen is a fool’s game.

			He’s a ghost. A guy who flits in and out of people’s lives because he can’t bear to get close. I understand why, now. But it doesn’t change how he behaves. Only justifies it.

			I head to the shower—filling the room with steam and the scent of lemon soap. I glide it over my body, over all the places he touched and with each new spot, I remember how it felt with him.

			I’ve been dragging my heels with this case, focusing on sex more than my job. It’s so unlike me, because my career is everything. But in this particular instance, career success means losing Owen. The better I do my job, the faster he’ll leave.

			I want to explore this thing between us—this insatiable, burning chemistry that makes my body glow. That makes my heart glow. I want to know if it will burn itself out, or if there’s something special and lasting underneath the attraction.

			The taps twist silently beneath my fingertips, shutting the water off without the squeak I’m used to back home. I step out of the shower and drape myself in one of the many fluffy white towels that fill the linen cupboard, using the long ends to get the excess water out of my hair.

			In the mirror, my face is pink and happy. There’s a crinkle to the corner of my eyes that isn’t usually there when I’m working an important case. That’s his influence—he lightens me, grounds me.

			The sound of a door slamming on the other side of the apartment fills me with trepidation. I hear the keys hitting the glass bowl and then footsteps.

			“Owen?” I don’t bother to dress right away, instead wrapping myself up and heading into the living room, damp hair trailing a few scant water droplets over my shoulders and chest. “Where did you go?”

			He turns when I come up behind him, his blue eyes a little wild. It takes a good ten seconds for him to drink me in, but the warmth we shared earlier is gone. There’s a hardness to his handsome features now, a remoteness. This is Owen’s MO: at the first signs of connection, retreat.

			“I paid our friend Matt a visit.” He digs his hand into his pocket and pulls out a small velvet box. Inside are the earrings I’d seen on Celina the night at the gallery. “He didn’t know about the connection to the Romanos, though. He won these in a high-stakes poker game.”

			“Not entirely surprising.” I peer at the earrings, dazzled momentarily. “Where there’s organised crime, there’s gambling.”

			“Right.” Owen closes the velvet box. “Something has been bothering me since the alley. But I couldn’t put my finger on it until I spoke with Matt. He mentioned the name Serge.”

			Oh shit. “You think it’s...”

			“Sergio Benedetti? Yeah. We haven’t heard anything about him since he was a kid, so that’s why I didn’t recognise him. But he looks a hell of a lot like his dad, now that I think of it.”

			The Benedettis were deeply embroiled in a crime gang responsible for some of the worst drug trafficking Melbourne had ever seen in the ’90s. Mostly amphetamines, but they also had a hand in protection rackets, illegal gambling and prostitution. Eventually Sergio’s father was murdered by a rival when he was only five years old. The Benedetti crime family folded and Sergio was sent overseas to live with relatives in Italy.

			I shake my head. “Maybe he’s back trying to climb the ranks with the Romanos. That’s how his father started out—joining an existing family and then getting powerful enough to branch out on his own.”

			“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Owen said.

			“We’ll get that info to Max and see if we can confirm it’s him.”

			“And then we try to draw him out.”

			“Do you think Sergio has been dipping into the merchandise?” I worry my bottom lip between my teeth. “Maybe he’s skimming off the robberies to fund a gambling habit.”

			“Quite possibly.”

			“We have to get ourselves an invite to the next poker game.” I’m excited by this new lead, and intuition tingles in my blood. We’re on to something.

			“I have to get an invite to the game,” Owen says, stuffing the box back into his jacket.

			“Excuse me?” I narrow my eyes at him. “Since when is this your assignment? I won’t be left out.”

			Owen rakes a hand through his hair and exhales through his teeth. Something’s wrong—I can feel it in my bones. When he left our bed, he was loose and relaxed. Now he walks like a tiger who’s been caged, with agitation rippling through his muscles and a slight hunch to his shoulders.

			“It’ll be dangerous, Hannah.”

			The way he says my name is like a knife straight into my heart. It’s tender and terrified, and not at all how I want it to sound. “This whole job is dangerous, which is why we have procedures. I did listen during my academy training.”

			“I know, I know.” He walks to the big windows that overlook South Melbourne. It’s a clear, cloudless evening. The sky is purple-tinged and the last streaks of sunset paint the horizon in coral and gold.

			“What’s wrong?” I go to him. I want to draw him close to me, but I’m confused—wanting what I shouldn’t and in far too deep to avoid getting hurt. “If this is about before, I promise next time I’ll communicate better. I saw the opportunity, but I should have told you what I was doing.”

			“It’s not that. You made the right move.”

			“Then what? Is this because we’ve had sex?” I shake my head. “I know you’ve got this impenetrable wall about you, and I understand why. But us having sex has nothing to do with our job, and it certainly doesn’t affect my ability to be a good detective.”

			“The condom broke.”

			For a moment there’s nothing—no blood in my veins, no air in my lungs. No contractions of my heart. I’m a shell, unable to comprehend what’s going on. “Wh-what?”

			“The. Condom. Broke.”

			I step back, bracing one palm against the glass to steady myself. How had I not noticed? How had I not instinctively felt that crucial change? It’s never happened before—not once. Not when I dated that dropkick I should’ve ditched after the first date, and not when I tried to convince myself to love the guy who was so right on paper, but failed to give me sparks.

			I’ve always wanted to be a mother...but not like this. “When were you going to tell me?”

			“I’m telling you right now.”

			My head is spinning like a top. I press my hand to my stomach, realising I’m still dressed in a towel. “Why didn’t you come straight back to bed and tell me?”

			“I...I don’t know. I freaked out.” Owen looks at me with panic in his eyes.

			“I’ll go to the pharmacy.” I sound way calmer than I feel, but my dad always said I was like a duck in a crisis: calm on the outside, and moving like mad beneath the surface. Was medication one-hundred-percent guaranteed to work? What were the chances I would end up pregnant? I had no earthly idea.

			“If for whatever reason it...doesn’t work, I’ll take care of you and the baby.”

			The sincerity in his voice melts my heart. A baby now would be the worst possible timing, but if I do end up pregnant then I’ll make it work. No matter what. I have to admit that knowing Owen would be involved makes me feel a smidge better. “Thank you.”

			“Seriously, whatever you need. I...I haven’t touched my parents’ money. It’s sitting in an account because I wanted nothing to do with it, so if you need a new place, baby stuff. I’ll get you anything.”

			I blink. “You’re talking about money?”

			“Well, yeah. I know babies are expensive. It’s probably the only thing I know about them.” He rakes his hand through his hair again. “And you’d need your own place, too. Somewhere safe, which means well...shit, I don’t know what the stats are like anymore. Maybe we can get hold of the crime report—”

			“Owen.” I hold up a hand, halting him. “I don’t want your money.”

			“What?” It’s like I’ve shaken him out of a trance. He’s gone into solution mode, thinking about living arrangements and baby supplies, but all of that is second-tier stuff. “I can’t let you manage that alone.”

			“But what about you? Not your bank account or your family’s money. I mean you...if you were a dad.” I grip the towel hard against me, feeling suddenly like I’m standing on a cliff face, with a sheer drop below. “If I end up pregnant, what are you going to do?”

			“I’ll be back in Manhattan. I’m leaving the second this is all over.” The words come so automatically, it’s like salt on an already raw wound. He didn’t even hesitate for a second. All of this—being home, being with me—hasn’t given him pause about his life.

			I wasn’t expecting anything different, but it still hurts. “Right.”

			“Fuck, I didn’t...” God, this is so awkward. “I can’t stay here, Hannah. You know that.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to keep all the words and feelings inside. He’s right, I did know that. We argued about it the night of the gallery, where he tried to draw boundaries because he predicted I’d want more. And he was right.

			He’d been right all along.

			“Not even if you’d fathered a child? You’re telling me you’d want nothing to do with us?”

			“I’m not cut out for that life. I don’t...do the family thing.” How is it possible that he’s so handsome, even now? Even with all that anguish on his face? “This is exactly why I tried to keep things professional.”

			“It takes two to tango, Owen.” Sure, I encouraged things along, but he still said yes. He still walked into that bar and sat down next to me, knowing where it would lead. He still came to bed with me today. We’re both party to this.

			“I’m not blaming you. I’m setting expectations.” When he looks at me, it’s like being lanced through the heart. “I like you...a lot. Too much, in fact.”

			“That is the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard.”

			“It’s not. The whole reason I tried to steer clear was because I knew how risky it was. You’re my kryptonite. You’re like sunshine and fucking fairy floss and fireworks and I will suck that all out of you.”

			His voice is ragged. I know he believes himself—that he’ll bring me down or be forced to relive the loss and pain he experienced as a boy, in some way. But it’s a cop-out. A protection method. And I deserve more.

			I deserve a man who’s not afraid to commit. And even though I know there’s something between us—something I want to explore more than anything—I won’t put myself in a situation where I get discarded because he’s too scared to try.

			“You don’t get to say that stuff unless you plan on acting on it.” I look up at him, doing my best to hide my feelings away. I’ve shown him too much already. “I’m going to the pharmacy now, and you’re going to figure out how to get us both into that poker game. Then we’re going to pretend like none of this ever happened.”

			Owen turns back to the window, stony and silent. I don’t know whether he’s annoyed at me for calling him on his bullshit, or whether it’s a self-reflection thing. Either way, I have to do my best not to care.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Owen

			One week later...

			I CAN’T EVEN count the number of screw-ups in my life. They range from stupid things, like putting my foot in my mouth when dealing with a client, to bigger things, like assuming the most important thing about a potential accidental pregnancy is the money.

			It’s the easiest aspect to tackle because money is black and white. It’s unemotional and removed. Which is exactly why Hannah is pissed. It’s not the conversation we should have been having, but every time I imagine her pregnant my brain shuts down.

			I don’t have it in me to be a dad or a husband. Because I’d wrap my child and my wife in bubble wrap, stifling them with my fear. I have to stop myself doing it now, as Hannah and I step out of the taxi next to an alleyway that’s black as midnight. She looks like a million bucks wearing a little black dress that hugs every mouth-watering line of her body, a sparkling clutch bag, my mother’s topaz ring and the earrings that Matt gave to Celina.

			I didn’t want her to wear them. It will be a flashing red cape to Serge. But the higher-ups are getting antsy, and they want more information. So we’re taking the provocative approach.

			In the past week, we’ve confirmed a few things. Number one: Serge is, in fact, Sergio Benedetti. He’s been back in Australia for two years, mostly laying low and building his network. He runs the monthly poker game, along with the goon who’d had his hands on Hannah the day of the alley incident. But word is that he’s a loose cannon and isn’t playing by the Romanos’ rules. So we might be able to get something out of him.

			Number two: according to building records, five apartments at 21 Love Street have residents who moved in less than six months ago. We suspect the reason this building was chosen by the Romanos was due to its proximity to several “old money” suburbs. In addition, residential buildings are not only subject to higher privacy restrictions but they also attract a hell of a lot of attention when it comes to police activity.

			Which is why my old team had struggled to get information prior to our undercover op.

			Hannah walks into the alley without waiting to see if I’m following. The past week has been like this between us—tense, quiet. Her forging ahead while I overanalyse everything.

			“Hannah.” I catch up to her, encircling her wrist in my hand. “Stop for a minute.”

			“What?” She keeps her beautiful face neutral and looks up at me between sooty lashes. Her makeup is dark and smudgy, sexy as hell. Her lips are glossy and have tiny flecks of glitter on them. God, I want to kiss her right now. Every night when I go to bed alone, I wake reaching for her.

			“We’re a team. We play this together, okay?”

			She nods. “I know.”

			“That means no flying solo.”

			Her eyes search my face. “Are you worried I’m going to lose all your money, dear husband?”

			There are footsteps behind us. I feel like we need to get on the same page, but we’re out in the open now. And at home—in our “marital” apartment—she treats me like a stranger.

			“I trust you.” I pull her toward me and she doesn’t resist.

			The footsteps get closer and I lower my head to hers, fully expecting her to turn away. But instead she opens, her lips parting and her chin tilting up, and she readily accepts my kiss. Her lips taste like vanilla and she smells like fruity heaven. Her arms wind around my neck and she rises up on her toes, brushing her incredible body against mine.

			I wish we were back home, so this kiss could go somewhere. My hands find her back and the sweet, gentle curve at the nape of her neck.

			The footsteps continue right past us. The second they’re out of earshot, she pulls away and smooths her hands over the bottom of her dress. Her eyes look a little wild.

			“Come on.” She reaches for my hand and tugs me forward. “We’re late.”

			In truth, I have no idea of the etiquette of an underground, illegal high-stakes poker game. But I can’t imagine they’re sticklers for punctuality.

			The instructions I’ve been given were vague—a red door down this alley. How far down? I have no idea. But everything is in place. Matt suggested us to Serge and his crew, planting the idea that we’re dumb and rich and looking for a thrill.

			“Is that it?” Hannah slows as we come close to a door that looks like it could be red if it wasn’t entirely hidden in shadows. “It looks deserted.”

			“On purpose, maybe?” The door is set slightly back, with a single step raising it from the ground. We’re about twenty metres from the main road to our right, and to our left the alley continues on in semi-darkness. “Let’s see what happens.”

			We knock once on the door—a loud, single rap that feels like a gunshot in this quiet place—as we’ve been instructed. I count to five and then knock again, twice this time. The door immediately swings open and we’re greeted by a giant hulk of a man. He’s built like a house, with tatts and a dark, thick goatee.

			“Who invited you?” he asks.

			“Matt, but he got Serge’s approval.” I meet his eye, unwavering. Cocky. “We want to make some money.”

			The doorman grunts, a slight smile lifting his lips. “I hope you’re prepared to pay up.”

			“Won’t need to.” I give him a wink and drag Hannah through the door. “I never lose.”

			I catch his amused expression as he shuts the door behind us. No doubt Matt sold us well—I get the impression he’s been expecting us. Now we’re in what looks like the bowels of a commercial building—concrete walls and concrete floors and more concrete above. A tag in black spray-paint is the only thing that breaks up the endless grey as we walk toward a door at the other end of the hall; the only one that’s not marked with a sign. Hannah’s heels click and the sound bounces around us.

			“You good?” I ask her as we make it to the unmarked door, and she nods. Her eyes flick to mine and stay there for a moment, but she says nothing.

			Should I know, somehow, if she’s carrying my child? Should there be some instinctive certainty in my gut? I have so many questions, and I’ve been bottling them up for the past week. But worse than the questions is the niggling feeling that I want to know what’s going on...and not so I can manage my exit.

			I like Hannah. A lot. And the more times I say it in my head, the stronger the feeling gets. Since Lillian, I haven’t been with another woman who made me question the way I lived my life. Who made me reconsider what I wanted for my future.

			Except her.

			Hannah is a balm for my soul and at the same time, she’s a prickle under my skin. I can’t shake her. I don’t want to shake her. But I don’t know how to navigate it because the only thing I’ve ever been good at is running away and starting over.

			“Stop looking at me like that,” she says under her breath as she follows the same knocking pattern we used outside. “You’re making me self-conscious.”

			If only she knew how far beyond sex and attraction this was.

			You could tell her that...

			But I can’t. Not right now, when we’re walking into an environment we can’t control. Tonight, though, I’m going to lay things on the table. I don’t have any promises to give, but I want to at least be honest. I want to do the one thing I’ve never wanted to do before—talk about the future.

			“You’re my wife, why wouldn’t I look at you like you’re the most beautiful woman in the world?”

			“Touché,” she says softly. “Sometimes it’s hard to tell what’s real and what’s in my head.”

			Before I can respond, the door is pulled open. The contrast from the harsh, grey corridor to the inside of Sergio Benedetti’s gambling playpen takes me aback. It isn’t quite as sleazy as I’d thought—there’s music and the walls are a rich red, covered in old-fashioned wallpaper with a faint print like one might imagine of a speakeasy. There’s a heavy chandelier in the middle of the room and tables set up with everything from blackjack to poker to mahjong.

			We’re greeted by the guy who grabbed Hannah’s arm the day we caught Matt and Serge together, and he wastes no time in sliding his gaze all over her body. My fists bunch by my sides and I have to fight the urge to crack this guy in the jaw. But Hannah reaches down and slips her hand into mine, the gesture bringing me back to earth in less than a second.

			I regret bringing her here, having her be in harm’s way.

			“Welcome,” the beefcake says. “Serge isn’t here yet, but he’s looking forward to meeting you in more polite circumstances.”

			Polite? I want to scoff.

			“The feeling is mutual,” Hannah replies smoothly, squeezing my hand. “But for now I’d love to see how the cards will treat me.”

			“What’s your poison?” His eyes aren’t quite on her face.

			“Blackjack. And champagne?” She offers him a coy smile and he immediately signals for a guy in all black.

			We’re shown to a table with three other people already seated—a woman in a red dress and a sparkling necklace, and two dark-haired men in suits. They appear to know one another, but the woman is playing alone. Hannah slides into the empty seat and I stand behind her, one hand protectively on the back of her chair.

			We’d agreed up-front that Hannah would play most of the games. After a few practise runs, it was clear she could hold her own much better than I could. I’ll survey the room. Our guess was that if she tried to walk around, she might get approached, but I will be able to move around less noticeably. Given there were probably fifty-something people in the room and I could count the women on one hand, it appears our assumptions were correct.

			But the thought of leaving her here, alone, fills me with an ice-cold dread. This room is a viper pit. The men running the show are standover guys, hired guns who couldn’t give a shit about the lives of the people inside. All they care about is the money. About making sure the house wins.

			“Welcome, Mrs. Essex,” the dealer says as Hannah exchanges her money for a stack of chips. He knows our names. Interesting. “It’s a pleasure to have you at my table.”

			Hannah nods. “Thank you.”

			“Please place your bets into the betting square in front of you. This table has a thousand-dollar minimum.”

			I immediately sense the tension in Hannah’s posture. This minimum bet is much higher than we’d anticipated, and our budget from HQ won’t stretch that far. So I lean down and place a hand comfortingly on her shoulder, as though whispering sweet nothings in her ear.

			“You got this. I’ll bankroll us if need be.”

			Something flickers across her eyes as she turns her head toward me. She looks at me differently now—like I’m not the person she thought I was. I regret telling her about my parents’ wealth, but we might need to rely on it now. Five grand won’t take us far, and I refuse to walk out before we meet with Serge.

			“All minimum bets are reached.” The dealer waves his hand over the table and settles it onto the top of the deck. “All players will be dealt two cards, face up, and the house will receive one card. If you receive two cards of the same denomination, you may choose to split the cards by placing a second bet, equal to your first.”

			The dealer places the cards out, one by one, with the fluid motion of someone who’s done this action thousands of times before. Hannah receives a pair of eights. It’s not great—starting with sixteen points means a sixty percent chance of losing the round.

			“I’ll split,” she says and the dealer slides the two eights apart. Hannah counts another small stack of chips and places them into her betting square. It’s risky, going hard on the first round, but it’s also the move a confident gambler would make—and that’s exactly how we have to come across.

			I have no doubt Serge will be watching us.

			The woman to the left hits twice, and busts. One of the men stays at eighteen. The other hits and brings his total up to nineteen. I hold my breath as the dealer turns back to Hannah. She hits on her first eight—takes it to twelve, sixteen and then bust. The second hit results in a score of fourteen. Hannah taps the table again and another six comes out. That’s twenty.

			I can almost hear her sigh of relief. “I’ll stay.”

			The dealer has a five to start with. Then a picture card for a total of fifteen. He needs a six to beat Hannah, or anything less not to bust. His hand glides over to the deck, his deft fingers pulling another card from the neat pile.

			It’s a six.

			“Blackjack.”

			Shit. A flute of champagne has appeared beside Hannah, but both of us were concentrating so hard on the game that we hadn’t even noticed its arrival.

			“It’s just a warm-up, my love.” I pretend to whisper the words, but say them just loud enough that the men beside her will hear. “I’m going to take a look around. Will you be okay?”

			She nods and pretends to sip her drink, my mother’s ring winking in the light. “Don’t be long.”

			I bend down and plant a kiss against her cheek. “Let me know when you’re ready for a bite to eat.”

			It’s our code, if she needs me to pull her out. I touch her shoulder for a brief moment, and then wander through the tables as though I’m trying to figure out what to do next. Most of the men here are in custom suits, with expensive shoes and even more expensive watches. For a moment, I’m transported back in time to the parties my mother would throw for all the other overpaid expats and corporate fat cats. I remembered seeing them at the funeral, having them shake my hand. Wondering if anyone really cared or if it was all for show.

			They named a boardroom after my father in the bank’s Sydney headquarters. Journalists hounded my grandparents for their comments about the deaths and whether they would sue the bank. They never did.

			I often wonder what my parents would think of me now—with no ties and my affinity for fresh starts. I’ve done well in every job I’ve had. I was a great cop and a high-performing security consultant. But my careers, like my relationships, are short-lived.

			I rein the memories in, pushing down the pain and channelling it into something greater. My gaze catches Hannah across the room, looking like the only flower in a field of weeds. She’s the only person since Lillian who’s made me wonder whether it’s worth the risk to wish for more. In her arms, I could pretend I had what I’d taken for granted as a child—family, security, love.

			Love? I know it exists. But what I feel for Hannah is unlike anything else I’ve experienced. I can’t compare it to teenage love, when that feeling was so pure and untainted. What I feel for Hannah is more...complex. Complicated.

			Unwanted, but nonetheless there.

			“Excuse me, Mr. Essex?”

			I turn to find one of the beefcakes looming over me. “Yeah?”

			“Please follow me.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Hannah

			I TRY NOT to think about the fact that I blew two grand in a single round of blackjack. I try not to think about how much that money could help people in our community—how many meals or school uniforms or books it could buy.

			You’re helping the community by bringing down organised crime.

			But it doesn’t ease the sting. And without Owen’s calming presence behind me, I’m adrift. The dealer asks us to bet on the next round and I slide my chips forward, fighting a disgusting sickness in my stomach. This time I receive a ten and a two. When I hit, I immediately bust.

			Three grand gone. I’m panicking. We’ve only been here fifteen minutes and I’ve lost over half our money. I push up from my chair and thank the dealer, almost tripping over my own feet in order to get away.

			I scan the room but can’t find Owen. This place is bad, bad, bad. But so far, our poking around 21 Love Street hasn’t yielded anything and we can’t get a search permission for the entire building without something to go on. This is our best shot.

			“Hannah.”

			I turn when I hear my name, coming almost nose to nose with Sergio Benedetti. Tonight he’s the slick power-player in a fitted black suit, black shirt and a blood-red tie. Devil’s colours.

			“What a pleasure to see you again.” He reaches for my hand and brings it to his lips. I resist the urge to pull away.

			“Thank you for the generous invite.” I tilt my head, feeling the earrings brush against my skin.

			“You’re a vision. I admire a woman who has good taste in jewellery.”

			Unlike most men here, his eyes don’t drift to my cleavage. Oh no, Serge only has eyes for the sparkly things in my ears.

			“Where did you get those spectacular earrings?”

			I smile, bringing my hand up to fiddle with the diamonds, remembering how Owen coached me to play it. “Oh, these old things? I’ve had them forever.”

			Serge’s expression hardens for an instant. “They suit you.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I’ve got a bar set up out the back for my VIPs. I’d love for you to join me.”

			My senses immediately prickle at the invitation—something isn’t right. I’m not a VIP. Well, other than the fact that I’ve given the house three thousand dollars. But compared to the people who come here regularly, that would be nothing.

			“That’s very kind of you to offer—”

			“I’m insisting.” Serge smiles and it’s like a dog baring its teeth.

			“Why don’t I find my husband and then—”

			“He’s already received the invite.”

			My heart stalls for a moment. They have Owen out the back already. But how? I’d only played one more round after he went for a walk. I swallow against the fear mounting in my throat. If I walk away now, Serge will know something is up.

			“I would love a drink.” I hold my hand out, allowing him to lead me away from the safety of the full room.

			We weave through the tables, slowed by wannabes basking in the sunshine of Serge’s attention. Here, he is king. The master of his domain. The criminal underworld is full of men with god complexes. It’s why there’s so much bloodshed. Greed, pride, fury. Retribution. They don’t care about anything else.

			“I was very pleased when Matthew told me about you and your husband.” Serge’s lips are close to my ear—and it’s nothing like when Owen whispers to me. Now I’m fighting every feminine instinct that tells me to run, reasoning with myself that this job will never not be dangerous.

			And what happens when you have a baby at home?

			Hell, I don’t even know if I’m pregnant. I’d promised myself I’d never let having a child frighten me away from this career—my dad didn’t. My brothers didn’t. Max didn’t. But I can’t deny there’s a tiny little seed of doubt unfurling in my gut. Would I walk into this potential ambush if I had a family waiting at home?

			I honestly don’t know.

			We reach a door at the back of the room. With each step, my head is screaming louder and louder for me to get away while I can. When I falter, Serge’s grip tightens. He says nothing and neither do I. Before I know it, we’re leaving the gambling room and heading into a dimly lit corridor. The heavy door swings shut behind us, cutting off the music and general din with guillotine precision. We’re in a soundproof area and soon I know why.

			A keening wail comes from the other end of the corridor, behind a closed door.

			“This doesn’t sound like a VIP experience,” I say.

			God, what if that’s Owen?

			“Oh, but it is.” Serge’s grip tightens further and the pretense is dropped. “I knew the second you walked in here I’d need to deal with this.”

			He seems angry now, and it makes his Italian accent more pronounced. It’s almost unnerving how he can switch back and forth between sounding Australian and Italian, like it adds another level of mystery about him.

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Rule number one of being undercover: never blow the cover yourself.

			“If you think I’m stupid enough to fall for Matt’s suggestion that you would be an easy target, then you’re very very wrong.” The rolled rs sound like a motor trying to start. “I take my business seriously, Mrs. Essex, and I do not appreciate people trying to cut into my profits.”

			Okay, so he doesn’t know we’re cops but he thinks we’re...competition?

			“Excuse me?” I try to pull out of his grip but I’m rewarded with a sharp yank that I feel all the way up to my shoulder.

			“Enough talking.” He drags me to the room where his men are waiting. Someone is slumped over in a chair—dark hair, heavier set. Shit, it’s Matt.

			“What have you done?” I try to rush forward but Serge calls one of his men over and he pins my hands behind my back.

			Matt lifts his head and I can see blood caked around a cut on his forehead and on the side of his mouth. His eye is almost completely swollen over. There’s a man standing behind him, who grips him by the hair and pulls his head back. For a moment I’m stuck; there’s a detail here I’m missing. Something that catches at the edge of my brain. A memory.

			The man who’s holding on to Matt looks so familiar...

			Then it hits me. He’s the concierge employee who helped us the day we moved in, the one who showed us up to our apartment. He joked with Owen about being married. We’ve seen him several times since, manning the front desk of the building.

			He must be intercepting the jewels. He would know who lived in every apartment of the building. If anyone saw something suspicious they would likely tell the front desk...and he could keep it quiet. Having someone on the building staff made perfect sense. They’d hear gossip, complaints, reports...everything.

			But he wouldn’t have heard about an undercover operation going on in the building. Which means Owen and I might get out of this.

			I look at Serge with narrowed eyes. “Are you trying to prove a point? Fine. Consider it proven.”

			Serge’s smile widened. “People tend to forget points unless they are made very clearly.”

			The concierge guy holds Matt’s head back and Serge swings an open palm in his direction. The cracking sound echoes in the small office and Matt spits blood onto the floor. My heart is racing—Owen isn’t here, which means Serge lied...or they’re holding him somewhere else.

			Please don’t hurt him. Please don’t hurt him. Please don’t hurt him.

			“Where’s my husband?” I ask through gritted teeth. “If you’ve done anything to him...”

			“What? You’re going to blind me with your diamonds?” Serge sniffs. “If you want to operate in this world, you need to toughen up. Privileged little princesses don’t last very long, you know. Their stupid husbands don’t, either.”

			If something happens to Owen, I don’t know what I will do. I’m still angry at him for offering me money instead of having a real discussion about what a pregnancy could mean. I’m frustrated that he’s so unable to connect unless we’re in bed.

			But it’s funny how fear clears the fog surrounding my feelings. I don’t want Owen to go. I want him to stay...with me...forever. Baby or not.

			That’s only if we get out of this alive.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Owen

			THE SECOND I realise what’s happened, I feel sick. When I left Hannah at the blackjack table, I was cornered by a beefy suited guy who tried to convince me that Serge wanted to take me to some VIP lounge out back.

			Not a good sign so early in the night. If Serge was really looking to get his money out of a couple of dumb schmucks, he’d let them play the tables for a bit. He’d show off. Make them want him.

			But getting us out the back as quickly as possible means he wants to avoid us interacting with people. Aka witnesses. So I decline the invite, saying I promised Hannah a drink. Only now I see her heading through a door on the other side of the room on Serge’s arm.

			Fuck.

			I pretend my phone is ringing and bring it up to my ear, turning my back on Serge’s henchman. The second he looks away I hit the speed dial for the number Max set up for us.

			“Hey, sorry we can’t make it tonight. Hannah isn’t feeling too well.” It’s the code we’ve instigated for the operation. I’ve just told the team that Hannah is in danger.

			“Oh no, has she been sick long?” The female officer on the other end of the line is checking for details.

			“No, it hit her very suddenly. Just a moment ago. But I haven’t caught it yet.”

			“You should keep your distance then.” She’s telling me not to go after her, which goes against every fibre of my being. “Hopefully she’s feeling better soon.”

			The cavalry is on the way. Max was informed that we were coming here tonight, so the team knows where to find us.

			The thought of leaving Hannah feels wrong on every level. I know I shouldn’t go after her—and before this assignment I would have been a good soldier. Followed orders. But if anything were to happen...

			The memories swirl again—identifying my family’s bodies. God, my little brother. Seeing them lying on those cold, silver trays almost killed me. It definitely killed something inside me. Something vital and precious. Something that would have let me live like a normal person.

			If I lose Hannah...

			I can’t even bear the thought of it. Tonight is a preview of what our life would be like if we were together. Hannah won’t stop being a cop, and I haven’t got it in me to sit at home and worry.

			I can’t risk anything happening to her, even if it means putting myself on the line. I turn to the henchman and gesture to the door across the room. “Looks like my wife went ahead of me.”

			I can’t live with the threat of the past repeating itself over and over. It will destroy me and, in turn, I’ll destroy her. So I’m going to get her out now and then I’m done. I’ll head back to New York, quit my job and figure out where to go next.

			Clean start, no attachments.

			“This way.” The henchman leads me to the back of the room, through a doorway and down a corridor. There are voices—crying. I strain to listen. It’s not Hannah.

			“Doesn’t sound like the kind of bar I usually go to,” I say.

			The henchman grunts. “This is a special bar. VIP service.”

			There’s a sound of something hitting flesh, followed by a groan. “Very important prisoners, huh?”

			He grins. He’s got a gold tooth, a shaved head and the kind of cold eyes that look like there’s nothing behind them. “You’re funny.”

			He opens the door to an office. There’s a map on the wall with pins and Post-it notes, half of which are dangling by one corner, their glue strips long dried up. In the middle of the room, Matt sits in a chair. There’s blood on the floor and on his chin. He’s taken a few punches and he’s going to have another nasty shiner, but thankfully he’s breathing and conscious.

			Hannah stands on the other side of the room, hands behind her back. Her face is a mask of fury, not fear. A rush of emotion overwhelms me, pride and terror and something warm and perfect and uncomfortable.

			Love. It’s been so long I almost didn’t recognise it, but there’s a pounding in my blood that tells me I would take a bullet for this woman. I would stand in between her and hellfire. And judging by the look on Serge’s face...I might have to.

			“What’s this all about?” I take the approach of playing dumb.

			“This idiot thinks we’re trying to compete on his turf.” Hannah rolls her eyes, cutting in before Serge has the chance to speak. She’s trying to tell me not to blow our cover...he doesn’t know we’re cops. But he will, the second the SOG—special operations group—turns up.

			“You clearly don’t know my wife very well,” I say. “She’s not exactly built for...working.”

			“But you are, aren’t you?” Serge comes forward and I stand strong. The henchman is behind me, blocking the exit, and something cold and hard presses into my back. “You approach my people and ask questions about my fucking business.” He glances at Matt. Shit. I should have known he’d get scared and talk. “And your wife happens to stumble across a meeting, pretending to be drunk.”

			If Hannah is shocked that he knew it was an act, she doesn’t show it.

			“I was going to play it nice, let you off with a warning. Then you turn up tonight, showing off my jewels.” He slams a palm against the wall and the sound vibrates in the cold concrete building. It feels miles from the plush gambling room. “I will not be disrespected in my own house.”

			“What do you want, huh? We came to play cards, not to get into an argument.” I make myself sound as bored as possible.

			“Matt told us everything. You said you could help him.” Serge comes forward, his eyes black like coal. He has a frantic energy about him, an aura of instability that has me on edge. “How do you intend to do that if you simply want to play cards?”

			Fucking Matt. The guy had no idea what he was getting himself into—his gambling addiction made him weak, vulnerable to people like Sergio Benedetti.

			“Look at him, you believe a word coming out of his mouth? A guy like that will say anything to get what he wants.” I gesture to the hunched-over man, as if he means nothing.

			“But you just want to play cards, right?” He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a gun. It’s small calibre, easily concealable. Probably has the serial number filed off so it won’t be traceable if they need to dump it. Now I have two guns on me—one in front, and one behind. I don’t say a word and mentally beg Hannah to do the same.

			All I have to do is stall long enough that the SOG guys get here.

			“Don’t! Please.” Hannah’s voice is wire-tight. “It was all my idea, not his.”

			Serge raises a brow. “Isn’t that sweet.”

			“Shut up, Hannah.” My voice is rough.

			“Seriously.” She stands, both hands in the air in front of her in a gesture of surrender. “Owen wanted nothing to do with it, but I thought I could win big. I thought I could come here and show you up.”

			Fuck. What the hell is she doing?

			Serge slowly rotates so his gun is on Hannah. “Really?”

			“Yes.” The way her lip trembles makes my insides twist. “Please, let him go.”

			Serge closes in on Hannah, his gun aimed directly at her forehead. The easy smugness is now gone, replaced by rage and something swirling and uncontrollable. He backs her up against the desk, pressing the gun right into her skin. If he pulls the trigger, there won’t be anything left of her.

			“She’s a cop.” The words come out of my mouth before I can stop them, and they suck the life from the room.

			“What?” Serge looks at his henchmen and then me.

			“If you kill her, you’ll have the full force of the Victoria Police hunting your ass down.” I suck in a breath. “But I’m not a cop. So I’m your better option.”

			“He’s lying!” Hannah is looking at me with huge eyes.

			“I think you’re right.” Serge stares at me. “He is lying.”

			“We’re not really married.” I grit the words out. “We’re colleagues. I’m a security consultant who was brought on to track a jewellery theft ring at 21 Love Street. Hannah is not my wife.”

			“Then why put yourself on the line for her, huh? You think I’m stupid.” He shakes his head. “I know what two people in love will do for one another. They’ll say anything to protect the other person. I would know if either one of you was a cop.”

			I can’t breathe. Panic has seized my chest and I know I have to do something, or else there’s a very real chance one of us will get shot before backup arrives. I will not allow it to be Hannah.

			The gun is back on me, thank God. Hannah is shaking her head at me, like I’ve lost the plot. I have. I left protocol in the dust the second I exited the main room.

			“There’s only one way for you to get out of this. Go now, before our backup gets here.”

			Doubt flickers across his features. He doesn’t know whether to believe me. “You’re bluffing.”

			“Nope.”

			“Well, then there is only one way out of here.” He turns back to Hannah. “And the only good cop is a dead cop.”

			A sound outside makes everyone crank their head to the door. There’s screaming and shattering glass, and chaos is coming from the gambling room. The door to the corridor must be open. Backup is here, but until I see the unit of men and women in their tactical gear, I’m not safe and neither is Hannah. I use the moment of distraction to lunge forward, grabbing Serge’s gun and wrenching his arms up. It goes off, shattering the light overhead, and plunging us into semi-darkness.

			There’s a sound of gasping, a scuffle and another shot goes off. I hear shouting, but something doesn’t feel right. There’s a pain in my side. But I keep going. I’m on top of Serge, holding him down. We’re struggling. I throw a fist, but I’m starting to move slower.

			A second later the SOG members filter into the room.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Hannah

			MY EYES FEEL completely raw. After exhausting myself trying not to cry in front of my colleagues, I eventually took a shower so I could do it in peace. Last night should have been a bad dream. But now, I’m curled up in a hospital chair waiting for Owen’s eyes to open. I want to take him home so he can wake up somewhere that smells like life—like bread and coffee and fresh sheets.

			He got shot trying to protect me. The doctors told us the bullet missed his organs, but he lost a fair bit of blood. If the special ops team hadn’t arrived when they did, the outcome could have been very different. I could have watched him bleed out on the floor. I could have watched him die.

			The thought brings on a fresh wave of tears. My knees are drawn up to my chest, and I wrap my arms around them. I don’t know whether it should make the situation better or worse, but this morning I got my period. Yep, not pregnant. I took one of those early-signs tests just in case, but the results were clear as a bell. Over the past week I’d grown curious about the idea of having a child, enough to know with certainty it’s something I want in my future.

			The problem is, I also know with certainty it’s something I want with Owen.

			Last night, when I thought Serge was going to shoot Owen, I was beside myself with fear. It’s made me understand him a little more. Nearly losing him has messed me up inside. I’m jittery and tense and I snap at anyone who comes within a metre of the room.

			He lost his whole family and the girl he loved. It must be this same feeling times a thousand. Times a million. I don’t know if I would be strong enough to go on with life, like he has. And now I can see why he keeps running away from people. I understand it.

			A tear slides down my cheek and I swipe at it angrily with the back of my hand. I feel totally and utterly useless, and it’s so foreign that I want to scream. Normally I’m the person who knows what the next step is. I’m the person with the plan and the to-do list and the solutions.

			And now I have...nothing.

			“Are we still man and wife?” Owen’s voice is scratchy.

			“Nope, just another statistic.” I try to force a smile, but it’s watery and weak.

			“Then what are you doing here?” He cringes as he tries to sit up, so I rush to get the bed’s remote. When he pats the space next to him, I sit.

			“Being a good partner.”

			He’s pale and has rings under his eyes. There’s a cut on his cheek and another on his temple. He looks like an anti-hero, the broody bad boy in some Hollywood blockbuster. Hotter than hell, even after it all.

			He tilts his head. “What are you staring at?”

			“Just wondering how on earth you can get shot and still look better than me.” I want to keep things light, but I’m feeling as if there are concrete blocks on my feet.

			“Shut up, Anderson. Everybody knows you’re the pretty one.”

			Anderson. He’s playing the joker again, retreating into his shell. “I um...the SOG guys went to 21 Love Street last night before word could get to the rest of the Romano crew.”

			“And?”

			“They found a whole lot of jewels. Drugs, too. The guy who was holding me last night worked the concierge desk, and he’s intercepting the jewels. Max got him to cave and we figured out which apartment they were operating out of.” I trace a rip in my jeans, watching the frayed edges of the denim move under my fingertip. “Now they’ve got security footage from the building to back it up. They’re bringing in the staff for questioning over the next few days.”

			“So you did good.”

			“We did, you mean.”

			Owen closes his eyes for a moment as he tries to move. He’s in pain and I’d be willing to do anything to make it go away. “You’re the brains, Anderson. Own it.”

			“Max says they’re confident Serge will talk. It will really help with the wider Romano case. Between that and what we got from the concierge guy, there should be enough to put a task force together now—the jewel theft, drugs, illegal gambling. It’s solid evidence.”

			“That’s great.”

			“Which means we’re done with the assignment. The doctor said they want to keep you here for a bit, make sure you’re healing up okay.”

			His expression says it all. Owen knows I’m stalling. “What are you dancing around?”

			It’s like the air has been sucked out of my lungs—I have so much to say and no idea where to begin. My thoughts are a traffic pile-up, one bumping into the next until it’s nothing but a jumbled mess. “I thought we should talk about us.”

			He looks at me with those endless blue eyes and this time there’s no sparkle. No smirk. Maybe I’ve picked the wrong time, but if I know Owen, he’ll get himself the hell out of here the second the doctors allow it. Then...I might not ever see him again.

			“I was really scared last night.” Saying this is like ripping myself open. I’ve always been strong at work. There are unspoken rules for women, even these days. You can’t admit to being frightened. You can’t cry. You have to be strong. Always. But right now, I’m not at work. I’m not here for my job. I’m here for him, and for myself. “I thought you might die.”

			“I thought that, too.”

			“You risked your life.” I curl my hands into fists.

			“So did you. You tried to convince a gangster to shoot you instead of me.”

			“Didn’t work, did it? I’m obviously not very convincing.” I almost jump out of my skin when Owen’s hand covers mine. “I went into that room alone, because I thought you were in there, which was a mistake. I could have ruined everything.”

			“And I followed you in there against orders, so I think we can call it even.”

			The silence between us is broken by the hustle and bustle outside the hospital room and the intermittent beeping of the machines tracking Owen’s vital signs and administering his pain relief.

			“I’m sorry I made the whole baby thing about the money,” he says. “It was the only thing I could make sense of, to be honest. I know you wanted us to talk about the realities of having a kid, not just the finances.”

			“I overreacted.” I shake my head. It feels like such a dumb argument now, with last night hanging over us as a reminder of what’s really at stake. “I was feeling vulnerable, so I snapped because it wasn’t what I’d hoped to hear.”

			“What did you hope to hear?”

			I swallow. There’s a lump in my throat that feels as big as a boulder. “That maybe you’d want to stay and see what happened. Maybe we could be more than a fling.”

			His jaw tightens, but I don’t know if it’s pain or frustration or something else. Owen is Fort Knox with his emotions. But I need to know how he feels.

			“It’s going to sound like a fucking cliché to say it’s not you, it’s me. But it’s true.” He sighs. “You’re perfect, Hannah. You’re kind and smart and a total badass. You’re the best cop I know.”

			“But?” It almost kills me to say the word, no matter how much I know it’s coming.

			“Your job puts you in danger every day and...I don’t think I could take it.” He shakes his head. “It’s my weak spot, not yours. I’m already screwed up about relationships and loss, and knowing you’ve got the kind of job where you’re in the literal firing line would make me crazy. Last night, I would have taken a bullet for you.”

			“You did take a bullet for me.” I’m crying now and the tears won’t stop. They start slow—fat drops that well and fall, until they come faster. Owen reaches up, even though I can see it pains him, to brush them away from my cheek.

			“I would have taken ten bullets. Twenty.” His blue eyes hold me captive and I want to promise him everything...but I can’t.

			“I’m not going to quit my job,” I say.

			“You shouldn’t. Victoria Police is better with you in its ranks.” His hand squeezes mine. “You’re amazing and I’m broken.”

			“You’re not broken, Owen.”

			“The second I thought something was going to happen to you...” The worry that streaks over his face is raw and so stark it makes my breath catch in my throat. “I have purposefully stayed away from you ever since I started at the academy, because I knew I’d fall for you.”

			“How could you have known that?”

			“I just did. You had this spark about you, the way you told all the boys that one day they’d be reporting to you.”

			I laugh, in spite of the tears. I’d gone into the academy believing I needed to assert myself—I was young and plucky and more than a little obnoxious. But Owen had never made me feel like I needed to prove myself. He made me feel...respected. Equal.

			“Why do you have to be so damn charming while you’re rejecting me?” I swallow, trying to stem my emotions.

			“I’m sorry. I want more than anything to be the kind of guy who makes you happy...but it’s not me. You don’t want someone who wakes up with night terrors, who feels like running away is the most natural thing in the world. You don’t want someone who’s going to bring you down.”

			“Don’t tell me what I want, Owen.” I pull my hand out of his grip and stand, my body filled with mixed-up, conflicting emotion. “One minute I’m perfect and the next you’re pushing me away and trying to act like you know what’s best for me.”

			“I’m saving us both a lot of pain.”

			“It doesn’t feel like that. It feels like you’re not willing to give us a chance even though we both want to be together.” I look up to the stark white ceiling of the hospital room as if I might find answers there. “And I do...want to be with you.”

			“Is this about the...that you might be pregnant?”

			Shit. It almost slipped my mind that he doesn’t know—I’ve been too focused on what happened last night. “I’m not pregnant. And yes, I’m sure.”

			He looks at me as if waiting for me to elaborate.

			“I don’t know how I feel about it, either,” I add. “I’m both relieved and also disappointed, if that’s even possible.”

			“You want to have a family.”

			“I do.” I shake my head. “I think this whole thing solidified it. I want to be a mother. And it’s crazy but when I think about having a family, I see us. I know that’s like the quickest way I could make you run, but these last few weeks...we fit together. I don’t know what it is yet, but my gut tells me it’s worth fighting for. We have something, Owen. This connection isn’t something I’ve ever felt with anyone else.”

			He turns his head away, so I can’t see what he’s thinking. “I know exactly what this is and that’s why I’m running scared. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt myself.”

			“So that’s it? I’m in the ‘too hard’ basket?”

			When he turns back to me his eyes are red. There’s no tears on his face, but I’ve never seen him so close. I’ve never seen the weight around his neck as clearly as I do now.

			“I’m not going to say something dumb and false to push you away,” he says, swallowing. “But I’m telling you as honestly as I can, I can’t do this with you. I’m sorry.”

			I’m shattering into a billion jagged pieces. The floor tilts beneath my feet as fresh tears prick the backs of my eyes. I knew this is how it would end, but it still hurts as if he’s taken a shotgun to my heart.

			“I understand.” I stick my hand into my pocket, where I’ve stashed his mother’s ring. The stone glints in the light, as if mocking me for even having a glimmer of hope that we might make it. “I’m really sorry this didn’t work out.”

			“Me, too.”

			I place the ring on the table beside his hospital bed and turn to head out of the room. There’s a nurse waiting and I have no idea how much she heard, but I duck my head and keep on walking. Inside, I’m falling apart.

			No matter how illogical it is, I know exactly how I feel. I love Owen and I wanted this to work so badly it makes me crazy. But I won’t pursue someone who can’t take a chance on me.

			I can’t do that to myself.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Owen

			BY THE TIME the hospital lets me out, I’m feeling like an animal who’s finally been released into the wild. A still-hurting, probably-going-to-get-feasted-on-by-a-lion animal, but I am free, nonetheless.

			I’m on antibiotics and painkillers and moving at a snail’s pace up the driveway to my grandmother’s house. She’s lived in the same house since before I was born. It’s a squat place with thick canvas blinds that protect against Melbourne’s dry, hot summers. The garden is small but neat, with roses and begonias and agapanthus. When I was a kid, she made me help with the weeds, teaching me all the flower names and how to care for them. It was a lost cause, since I’ve never owned a plant.

			I knock on the security screen, rattling it against the front door. There’s the sound of the television inside—a game show, judging by the cheering. A second later, the door swings open.

			“I don’t want whatever you’re selling,” she says, her voice as husky and deep as I remember. I hadn’t realised it until now, but God, I’ve missed it. A cheeky smile tugs at her lips. “What’s the secret password?”

			“Lamington.” It was my favourite sweet as a kid—a fluffy square of sponge dipped in chocolate and rolled in coconut. “It hasn’t changed, right?”

			“No.” Her smile falters a bit when she sees I’m moving slowly, and when she reaches up to hug me it’s with far less vigor than I remember. I’d called her this morning to let her know I was coming by, and to warn her that I wouldn’t be in great shape. “Does it hurt?”

			“Yeah. But they’ve dosed me up on meds.”

			She steps back and holds the door, her small frame wrapped in a chunky sweater and wool skirt to ward off the chill. The house is toasty and smells like home. I know she’s been baking all morning; the evidence lingers in the air with the scent of coconut and sugar.

			She leads me through to the kitchen, which hasn’t changed a bit. “It was nice to bake something knowing you were coming over. I don’t do it much anymore. It’s not the same when it’s just for me.”

			I don’t know whether she means because I left or because my grandfather died. Probably both. I had no illusions of not feeling like a piece of shit today, but we certainly came to that point quicker than I’d anticipated.

			“You want a coffee?” She heads straight to the kettle, almost as if it were a rhetorical question. Within minutes, I’ve got a steaming mug in front of me and a perfectly square lamington.

			When I take a bite, I send pieces of shredded coconut skittering all over my plate. “So...”

			“So.” My grandmother isn’t going to give me an inch.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t called.”

			Her eyes are a little cloudy these days, but she has the kind of stare that could reduce a grown man to a snivelling mess. “You should be.”

			“How have you been?” I feel like a dumbass, trading questions like one might with an acquaintance. “I’ve missed you.”

			Her expression softens. “I’ve missed you, too.”

			“Are you doing okay?”

			“It’s been hard, but I keep going. It’s what your grandfather would have wanted.” She bobs her head and her eyes suddenly well. “I think about him every day.”

			In contrast, I’ve actively tried to suppress my memories of the strong man who stood with his arm around my shoulders as we buried my parents and brother. He and my grandmother were the stuff of relationships goals—they’d battled hard times, struggled with money when my mother was a kid, and were so utterly and deeply in love until the day he passed away.

			“Would you change any of it, knowing how it would turn out?” I sip my coffee, relishing the bitter warmth.

			“Do I wish your parents hadn’t left the house that night? Of course. But wanting to change the past is a fool’s game. It won’t lead anywhere good.” Her cup shakes slightly in her hands. She’s eighty-five now. The same age as my grandfather when he died. “You don’t think every single person in the world has something bad happen to them? We’ve suffered, but we’re not alone.”

			I am. I’m alone because it’s how I’ve made myself—refusing to commit, refusing to set down roots. Seeing every damn part of my life as a temporary stage before the next move. I thought it’s what I wanted because it was safer. Easier.

			But watching Hannah walk out of the hospital room was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

			“Here.” I pull my mother’s ring out of my pocket and set it on the table. “I’m returning this to its rightful home.”

			“I don’t want it.” She stares me down, looking like she wants to dump a cup of coffee on my head. “In fact, I was thinking about getting rid of all your mother’s jewellery.”

			“Why would you do that?”

			“I have no use for it. It’s gathering dust and your mother always believed that diamonds were made for wearing.”

			“If it’s about the money, I can—”

			“Owen Graham Fletcher.” Her voice is like ice and I’m still as a statue, suddenly reverted to being a kid again. “After your parents died, I ended up with enough for several lifetimes. I had to tell you not to forfeit your own inheritance by giving it to me. It’s not about the money.”

			I’d forgotten that. I’d tried to get my grandparents to take it all, but they’d put it in a trust until I was old enough to access it.

			“Then why sell the jewels?”

			She sighs. “Because I’m getting older and I know you won’t want to be bothered dealing with it all when I’m gone, so I figured I would take care of it now.”

			I reel as if she’s slapped me in the face. “You’re talking like you’re already gone.”

			“And you act like I’m already gone.”

			Her words slice through me, cutting bone and flesh. And I don’t have a single defence against it, because she’s totally right. I haven’t been there for her. At all. I’ve ignored her voice mails, messaging back only when I know she’ll be asleep so I don’t have to experience the pain of facing my own flaws.

			“I understand why.” She reaches across the table and places her hand over mine. She’s cold, like always, and her knuckles are more arthritic than I remember. But her grip is strong, sure. “Owen, what you went through...it’s a hell that no child should ever have to experience. But at some point you need to understand that the past is the past. It’s okay to hurt. It’s okay to be scared. But you act as though you also died that day and you didn’t. You’re alive, so start living.”

			She’s almost vibrating with emotion—frustration at what she sees as time I’ve wasted, and anger that I’ve treated her so poorly. Shame trickles through me, like icy drips along my spine. If only the people who think they know me could see me now. At the security company in New York I’m the one who makes everyone laugh, I ease tension when things get tough and I play pranks on my colleagues. My old academy friends came in droves to the hospital over the last few days, clapping hands on my shoulders for a job well done. Praising me.

			But my grandmother sees through it all. She knows me...and so does Hannah. The fact that I even told her about my past should be a sign that I trust her more than anyone.

			But what if one day I’m here—like my grandmother, grieving every day.

			Aren’t you already here?

			“I know you boys are often raised not to show any emotion, and if I ever contributed to that I regret it,” she says. “But maybe you should talk to someone. A professional.”

			I recoil at the idea. People over the years have suggested counselling and therapy and God knows what other hippy-dippy things. Tarot cards, or some shit. The idea of sitting in someone’s office being asked to talk about my feelings makes my skin crawl.

			“I don’t want to talk to anyone.”

			“I know you don’t,” she says. “But it’s something to think about. When is your flight home?”

			I swallow. “Haven’t booked it yet.”

			The surgeon had suggested that I stay in Melbourne a while longer, so they could check on the wound and ensure it healed correctly. But it wasn’t exactly phrased as an order. I was lucky that everything went smoothly in the ER—the bullet didn’t ricochet and hit anything important. The surgery to retrieve it was straightforward. It could have been a lot worse.

			In reality, I could go home now.

			But something happened as I lay in the hospital room, the space around me filling up with cards and teddy bears and bunches of flowers. I spoke to a lot of people about how lucky I was to be alive. The surgeon, and nurses, my old colleagues and, of course, Gary Smythe. Max came to visit, too, and he showed me pictures of Rose and the baby.

			And all the while I thought about Hannah.

			Hannah, the woman I could have been killed trying to protect. The woman who was there when I woke up, who sat on my bed and poured her heart out. Hannah, my undercover wife who’d lain on that fancy bed and given me more pleasure than I’d known in years. The woman who continued to break through my shell, even when I dissuaded her at every turn.

			“I would have thought you’d be rushing to leave.” My grandmother tilts her head.

			“I did get shot, you know,” I quip drily.

			She shakes her head, her sharp blue eyes—my mother’s eyes and my eyes—piercing through me. “I know not to take the joking answer as the truth.”

			“I thought about not going back to New York at all. I could pick some place new and start over again.” At the time it had seemed logical, but now the words felt wrong. “But then what? I keep doing that every four or five years until I run out of places to go?”

			“You tell me.”

			Everything feels wrong now, all my old ideals and goals. All my old avoidance tactics. But the only thing that doesn’t feel wrong—staying here and trying with Hannah, rebuilding my relationship with my grandmother—is fraught with risk.

			“Why do you find it so easy to work in an environment where people shoot at you, yet the thought of having a meaningful conversation has you running away like a terrified animal?” Her question isn’t sugar-coated at all, because that’s not how my grandmother plays.

			“Because I’m not scared of death.” The words pop out of my mouth before I can even consider them, and I know it’s my deepest truth. “I’m scared of surviving.”

			“Hmm.” She leans back in her chair and crosses her arms over her chest.

			If a little old lady could mic drop, then that’s what my grandmother just did.

			I stand, slowly and painfully, curling into my injured side. This conversation has stirred up everything and I need to get away to think. If I’d really wanted to leave Australia, I would have booked my ticket on the hospital Wi-Fi. Because that’s how I am.

			This revelation is making me question everything, and my grandmother’s words are swirling like a tornado in my head. The possibilities I’ve never allowed myself to consider are gathering steam. I’ve been changed by this experience—by living with Hannah, by getting shot. By this very conversation.

			You’re alive, so start living.

			“It would kill your mother to see you wasting your life.” My grandmother comes around the table and pulls me into a hug. “Don’t do that to her.”

			“What if it’s too late?”

			“It’s not.” Her head barely comes up to my chest and I look down at the curly grey hairs covering her head, and the tops of her shoulders covered in a thick, fluffy wool. She’s small and frail and I’ve almost made the mistake of wasting the years she has left. “And Owen?”

			My throat is so clogged I can barely speak. “Yeah.”

			“I forgive you. I hope you can forgive yourself.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			Hannah

			One month later...

			I FIND MYSELF walking along Clarendon Street in South Melbourne, heading in the direction of Love Street. It’s my day off and I’m utterly restless. My head’s been in a fog at work, and I’m stumbling over my words in meetings and missing basic things. It’s grief over losing Owen, and I need to distract myself. Instead, I’ve wound up here. I look up at 21 Love Street—at its chic, modern design and fancy glass-and-chrome entry.

			Maybe I’ve come here to say goodbye. Who knows.

			“Hannah?”

			I turn at the sound of my name and see Drew striding toward me. She looks the same as she did the night of the barbeque—long platinum hair that swishes by her lower back, all-black outfit and a wicked glint in her silvery eyes.

			“Oh, hi.” I struggle for what to say—how much do the people in this building know about who I really am? Do they know my marriage was a fake?

			“I haven’t seen you around much.” She smiles and comes up beside me, her arms folded tight against her chest over the front of a studded leather jacket. “I wondered if you and that hunky husband of yours had moved out. But then I heard about the redecorating.”

			“Redecorating?”

			Drew looks at me a little strange. “Yeah, I bumped into Owen this morning and he was telling me about all the changes he’s making.”

			I shake my head. How could she have bumped into Owen this morning when he was supposed to be back in New York? When he was back in New York a week ago...not that I was bugging Max for updates or anything.

			Glutton for punishment.

			“Is everything okay?” Drew touches my arm and peers at me. “You look a little pale.”

			“I’m just...” I don’t even know what to say. Am I imagining things? Is this one of those moments where I’m about to wake up any second and realise I’m alone in my bed, with my roommate banging around in the kitchen?

			“Don’t you faint on me, girl.” Drew wraps an arm around my shoulder and steers me toward the entrance. “Let’s get you a glass of water and somewhere to sit down.”

			I allow myself to be propelled forward, my heart pounding and my head swimming. I’ve tried so damn hard not to think about Owen in the last month since I left him in his hospital bed. So damn hard I’ve given myself a headache over it. Daily.

			But the fact is, I’ve been miserable without him. Just like when we finished our training at the academy and I knew I wouldn’t see him as often. Just like when I found out that he moved away to New York and that meant I had to let go of my fantasy that one day we’d bump into each other and find some spark between us.

			“Here, sit.” Drew pushes me down onto one of the plush velvet chairs in the foyer. “I’ll get you some water.”

			She heads over to the front desk and talks to the concierge. I think about making a break for it. I could be up and out the door before Drew has a chance to catch me. And it’s not like I’ll have to see her again.

			But then what? If Owen really was here, then I had to know what was going on. Why had he come home? And, more important, of all the places he could live...why here?

			My stupid heart was hopeful. Too hopeful.

			Because I still wanted him. Deep down and with all my heart, I want to go back to that time where I got to pretend he was mine and I was his. To that night where he walked into the bar and made all my wildest fantasies come true.

			Drew is back in a flash with a bottle of water from the vending machine in the building’s management office, and she presses it into my hands. “Here. Drink.”

			The liquid is cool against my heated throat. “I don’t have my keys.”

			“Are you okay to walk? I’ll take you upstairs. You’re not...?” Her eyes drop to my stomach and I shake my head.

			I’m not pregnant, but I’ve thought about it a lot. About the family I want to create, about the kind of mother and wife I want to be. But none of it makes sense without Owen.

			Each step toward the elevator makes my pulse race. Drew chats happily as we ascend to the top floor, catching me up on the gossip of the building. Hook-ups and flirtations and how she suspects that this building puts a spell on people. 21 Love Street...the place to find a happily-ever-after. She seems lighter than when I first met her, happier.

			When the elevator door chimes and I walk out into the hallway, I’m hit with memories. The taste of Owen’s kisses, the feel of his hands at my waist. The way he looks first thing in morning—with hair rumpled and an easy, sexy smile.

			And the way he looks when I’m seeing something more. The vulnerability he shows no one else.

			The door to our old apartment is open and music plays. There’s a bang and a rattle inside, and when I get closer I see the place is nearly empty. It’s all white walls and plastic on the ground.

			I step inside and clamp a hand over my mouth. Owen is shirtless. Faded jeans sit low on his hips, highlighting his trim waist and cut abs. And God, those vee muscles that point down into his waistband. Something white—probably his T-shirt—is hanging out of the back pocket of his jeans.

			Drew mutters something and laughs, nudging me with her elbow before turning and leaving me. Owen hasn’t noticed me yet because he’s focused on a spot on the wall where he’s gently sanding. Then, almost as if he senses that crazy, electric feeling running through me, he looks up.

			“How long were you going to wait to tell me you were back?” The question flies out of me. I didn’t know it was possible to feel horny and hurt...but here we are.

			“Long enough for me to get this place repainted, but before I started buying too much furniture.” He cocks his head, looking at me curiously. “You had to go and ruin the surprise, didn’t you?”

			I laugh, in spite of my crazy, mixed emotions. “What surprise?”

			“I wanted to do things the right way this time.” He rakes a hand through his hair. It’s longer now, and it curls around his ears. There’s flecks of dried paint in it, and over his hands. “Set down roots. Make a home.”

			But for how long?

			As if he sees the questions dancing on my lips he says, “I’m not running anymore. I’m going to own what happened to me and move forward, instead of continuing to look back.”

			“So you bought this place?” I look around. It’s a shell now, without any of the furniture that was here before. “What about your job?”

			“I am now happily unemployed.” He looks it, too. Happy. Content.

			“So this is...for now? Forever?”

			Forever isn’t even in Owen’s vocabulary. That was always the issue—he wanted freedom to run and I’m the kind of woman who commits. I pick something and stick to it. He avoids attachments. Not exactly a match made in heaven.

			“Is anything forever?” He gives me one of those Owen shrugs, but this time it feels honest. Not like an avoidance tactic. “If I could have my way and know how the future would turn out, then yeah. But I don’t even know how tomorrow will turn out.”

			Ain’t that the truth.

			“All I know is that this place made me the happiest I’ve been since I was a kid.” He jams his hands into his pockets. “Being with you made me the happiest I’ve been since I was a kid.”

			I don’t know what to say. I’m stunned. “But our conversation in the hospital...”

			“I was still processing everything. I thought I had my whole life figured out. I was going to keep running, keep avoiding. Easy peasy. Then you came along and my head got all messed up. My heart got messed up. I started wanting things I thought I didn’t deserve. And when we thought you were pregnant...”

			When his voice cracks it’s like someone reaching into my chest and squeezing my heart.

			“I was terrified, honestly. But I kept thinking about it—what it would be like to have a family. How I knew you’d be an amazing mum.” His smile is charming and sexy and just a little bit shattered. “And I wondered if maybe I could be a good parent, too. If I could be a good dad and a good husband.”

			“Of course you could be.” He has no idea how much goodness is in him. “Just because something bad happened to you doesn’t mean it was your fault.”

			“I know. I, uh...my nan convinced me to speak to someone.”

			“That’s really great, Owen. How was it?”

			“Weird. Uncomfortable.” He laughed. “I hated it, honestly. But I’ll keep at it because I know it’ll help in the long run.”

			My eyes are swimming and my heart is hopeful, because the man I see before me is a man who’s turned a corner. He’s got so much to work through. But now he’s trying. He’s moving forward.

			He comes closer and I try not to stare at how incredible his body is. I’m trying to be supportive, but damn, it’s not easy. “Eyes up here, Anderson.”

			“Then put a bloody T-shirt on.” I fold my arms over my chest, turning away because I know my face is now the same shade as a tomato. My ears are burning, too.

			He grins. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

			“I happened to be in the neighbourhood.” It comes out way more defensively than I want it to. “I bumped into Drew and she brought me up here.”

			“You didn’t tell her we’re not married anymore?”

			“It didn’t come up in conversation. Anyway, she said she spoke to you earlier today and it sounds like you didn’t say anything, either.”

			“Didn’t come up in conversation,” he echoes.

			“Funny that.”

			We stare at each other for a minute, like two dogs eyeing one another up. There’s a crackling tension between us—it’s vibrant and exciting and I feel better than I have in weeks. Better than I have ever.

			When I’m with Owen I feel powerful and excited and...I feel like I can conquer anything.

			God, I want this to work. I want with all my heart to go on this crazy, magical ride with Owen and see where it takes us. Because my gut tells me this feeling I have—this fluttery, terrified, glittering feeling is special. It’s love. There’s a path before us that leads somewhere beautiful, if only we have the courage to walk it.

			I can see myself growing old with Owen. I can see it as bright and vivid as if it were a photograph in front of me. I know him, know his quirks and his pain and his heart.

			But I can’t sacrifice who I am—my career or my desires for the future—because he’s afraid. If we’re going to do this, then it’ll be with dreams intact and hand in hand as equals. Fear and all.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			Owen

			I KNOW WHAT I want but trying to put it in words is like dangling myself over the edge of a cliff. The potential consequences roar inside me. The difference now is that something else is louder—hope. Standing in this empty apartment, with Hannah’s big brown eyes watching me, is surreal. I never thought I’d get to this point.

			But going back to New York solidified it all. I quit my job to a hearty slap on the back from my boss, Logan, and the warmest of wishes from his wife, Addison. I gave up my rented apartment and didn’t feel even an ounce of doubt. When I told my accountant I was finally going to use my inheritance to start a new life, I could practically hear my mother’s voice urging me on. Encouraging me.

			One day you’ll understand, she’d said to me a lifetime ago. Real loved ones stand in your firing line, and you in theirs. They see the very best and worst of you, and they love you anyway.

			Hannah has seen the worst of me. The ugliest parts of me. And yet here she is, standing with her hands knotted in front of her and sincerity shining out of her face.

			“I don’t think I’m going to be very good at this,” I say. “But I’m going to try.”

			My hands are still in my pockets and my mother’s ring is in there. It’s become comforting to me, in these last few weeks, because every time I look at it I think of the two women who’ve made me understand what it means to be a good man. I’ve kept it in my pocket since the day I visited my grandmother, needing to know my family was close, even if only in spirit.

			“I’ve taken the easy route since my parents died, thinking it was the smart thing to do. No one calls me on my shit because I’m so good at hiding all my scars most people don’t even know they’re there. Most people don’t look very closely.”

			“But I did.” Her words are soft.

			“You did. You looked closer and kept asking, and I knew you’d be like that. Ever since we were in the academy, I knew you were smarter and more perceptive than most people. You saw me and I didn’t like that.” I shake my head. “But I realised after being here, in this apartment with you, that I’d been flying under the radar so long that I didn’t even know who I was anymore. I wasn’t a cop, because I quit that. I wasn’t a grandson, because I deserted my grandmother. I certainly wasn’t a son or a brother. I wasn’t...anything.”

			“We’re all something, Owen.” Hannah steps forward, as if she wants to touch me. But her hands stay fluttering by her sides. “Even if we don’t know what it is yet.”

			“I had to figure out what I wanted to be. Start from scratch. Pretend like I had all the options in front of me when my parents died.” I pull the ring out from my pocket and her eyes glitter like the diamonds surrounding the big, beautiful smoky-coloured stone.

			Unusual and pretty, like Hannah.

			“And I figured that maybe I could be your partner. Maybe I could be a guy who deserves someone like you.” My throat is all tight and the feeling is foreign and strange. “Maybe we could start over at 21 Love Street for real.”

			“I’m not going to quit my job, Owen. I know it’s probably going to stress you out and make you worry, but that’s who I am.” A tear plops onto her cheek and she brushes it away before I even have the chance. That’s my Hannah, independent to a fault. And damn if I don’t love that about her. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want this. I do, I want it so bad.”

			“I’m not asking you to quit your job. I won’t lie and say it won’t worry me sick when you’re working a case, but you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing in life.” I swallow. “And I want to come back. To Melbourne, to you, to the force, to my grandmother. I want to give my life a second go. And I want to do it all with you by my side.”

			“You have no idea how happy that makes me.” She comes closer still and throws her arms around my neck, pressing her lips to my skin and her body to mine. “We fit, Owen. We make each other better. When I’m with you, I feel like I can take on the world.”

			“I hope the world is shaking in its boots, then.” I grab her hand and hold the ring, my eyes locked on to hers. “My mother would have loved you, you know.”

			Hannah blinks rapidly, trying to stem her tears...and failing. “If she raised someone as amazing as you, then I’m sure I would have loved her, too.”

			“Will you be my partner in this crazy adventure? I have no idea what I’m doing and I’m one-hundred-percent certain I’ll screw something up. But I promise you I’ll always listen, and I’ll always put you first. Before anything.”

			“Owen, none of us are perfect. I’ll screw up, too and that’s fine. But the main thing is that we love each other as best we can...and I already know this feels right. It feels good and beautiful and perfectly imperfect. I knew how I felt about you a long time ago, and learning about your past didn’t change that. It only made the feeling stronger.”

			“So we’re doing this, for real?” Excitement fizzes in my veins at the thought of waking up here, day after day with Hannah in my arms. I’ve never wanted anything as much as this.

			“For real,” she says with a nod. “I won’t even complain about having to be your wife this time.”

			I laugh and it’s like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. She watches as I slip the ring onto her finger.

			“I can’t wait to marry you, Hannah,” I say.

			She’s taken the world and painted it with better colours. Given me hope and happiness and purpose. “I can’t wait, either. I guess this means you’ll have to stop calling me Anderson.”

			“You want to be a Fletcher?” I didn’t think my heart could be any fuller.

			“Of course I do, Owen.” Her eyes glimmer. “There are plenty of Andersons running around in the rest of my family. I figured we could even your side up by one...or maybe two?”

			A baby. It’s the very thing that terrified me a month ago and now it’s something I want. Sure, it’s still daunting, and still something that’s guaranteed to knock me on my ass. But I’m not afraid of that anymore. Not now that Hannah and I are a team. A family.

			“Hell yeah, I want it all with you. I’m all in.” She kisses me long and hard and I don’t know how I ever got to deserve her. “I guess we’ve got some explaining to do to the neighbours. They’re going to be mighty confused if we suddenly get married...again.”

			Hannah hugs me close and presses up on her tiptoes, a wicked smile curving her lips. “I don’t care about what they think, since I have a way more pressing concern.”

			“What’s that?”

			She starts to lead me toward the bedroom, her eyes full of fire and love. “I’m hoping you’ve still got a bed in this place.”

			Damn. I’m the luckiest man alive.
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			Cross My Hart

			by Clare Connelly

			CHAPTER ONE

			‘YOU KNOW WHAT you need to put the wedding out of your mind? That. That guy right there.’

			Penny points across the restaurant and my eyes follow the direction of her finger. I presume she’s not talking about the high-powered businessmen sitting one table over. After Gareth, I’m giving suits a wide berth. Suits make me sick. I look beyond them, none the wiser. A family, an older couple with greying hair and three well-dressed younger people; two of them look to be a couple, one a sibling. My gaze lingers on them for a moment and a familiar pang of sadness sparks inside of me.

			I miss my family.

			Swallowing to clear my suddenly thick throat, I shift my gaze onwards, skating over the figure of a man standing at the bar, his back to me. Every fibre of my being goes on high alert.

			Nothing about this man says ‘suit.’

			He’s wearing low-cut denims, dark, scuffed at the arse in an ‘I’ve worn them to death’ rather than an ‘I paid hundreds of bucks for them’ kind of way, and a fitted white shirt that shows off the contours of a back that is muscular and sinewy. His arms are tanned, his neck thick, and beneath the white stretch cotton of the shirt I can make out the ghost of writing running across his centre—a tattoo?

			My pulse leaps, pounding faster, and there’s a twisting low down in my abdomen. His hair is thick and pale, blond, close-cropped.

			I want to stare at him. I want to stare at him all night, ideally as he strips his clothes from his body.

			All the more reason not to. I jerk my gaze back to Penny, a sardonic smile touching my lips. ‘I don’t think a one-night stand is going to make me forget that my ex is getting married tomorrow.’

			‘I don’t know,’ she coos, unashamedly watching the man in a way that makes envy spurt, unwelcome, in my gut. ‘I think that guy could drive Gareth out of your head for a while.’

			I look down at my drink, stirring the paper straw—half-disintegrated—in clockwise circles, watching as the ice chips against the edge. ‘I think this is the only way I’m going to forget.’

			‘To this, then,’ Penny agrees, chinking her glass to mine, lifting it to her lips and throwing it back in one fell swoop. ‘Another?’

			I laugh, despite myself. We’ve been best friends since primary school, when Marcia Adams called me fat and pushed me into the tennis nets, and Penny came running over and shoved Marcia—three years older than us—so hard she fell backwards and landed in a delightfully placed puddle. ‘I can’t have a big night, Pen. I’ve got that gazillionaire flying in tomorrow to inspect the golf course. And you know how much I need to sell it. That commission is... I need it.’

			‘You don’t have to tell me how much you need it,’ she says, crossing her arms over her chest. Her anger and hatred for Gareth know no bounds.

			‘I’m giving you until midnight,’ I say, ‘and then I want to be back in my own bed.’

			‘It’s only six o’clock!’ She laughs.

			‘Yeah, but I also need to not be hungover!’

			‘Babe—’ she leans closer, pressing her forehead to mine ‘—do you trust me?’

			‘Of course I do.’

			‘Then let me help you put that fuckwit where he belongs—that is to say nowhere. He doesn’t deserve even one minute of your attention. Got it?’

			‘I know that. I’m not... I don’t still think about him.’

			‘Sure you don’t.’ Penny rolls her eyes. ‘You’re doing a great job of moving on, but, unfortunately for you, you still co-own the same bloody real estate agency.’

			‘More to the point—why I need this sale tomorrow!’

			‘Yeah, I get it.’ She sighs. ‘It’s early. Whatever happens tonight, I promise I’ll get you home by midnight. Okay?’

			I bite down on my lip, nodding slowly.

			‘The same again?’ She slips her slender body out of our booth, her eyes falling to my still half-full glass with disapproval.

			I lift the glass and throw it back, slamming it on the tabletop before meeting her eyes. ‘You betcha.’

			She winks her approval and then sashays away, oblivious to the way the table of businessmen watch her as she goes. But then, that’s Penny. Stunning, sexy, unselfconscious, smart, and totally uninterested in flattery and praise. She’s just happy going about her own business.

			I’m not still hung up on Gareth. I couldn’t care less that he’s getting married.

			Okay, that’s a lie. I care, but that’s normal. We were together two years—not that long in the scheme of a whole life, I suppose, but two years. We started a business together and were talking about moving in together, and yet he always said to me, from the first date, ‘I’m not the marrying kind.’ And I accepted that, I got used to it, because I wasn’t even sure if I was the marrying kind—so why would I die on that hill?

			And then we got more serious and our friends started getting married and I had this vision of our future, and suddenly it seemed strange to say we’d never get married.

			Stranger still when he broke up with me. Ugh. I try to push that memory way, way back in my mind. The words he used I’ll never forget.

			‘I love you, Gracie, but just not enough. Not in the way a guy should love a woman. I’m sorry.’

			And he cried, because he’s a good person and I think he felt like absolute shit to be pulling the rug out from under me.

			‘Everyone says they want to stay friends, but I mean it, Grace. Look at what we did together.’

			He waved his hand around our office, and my stomach twisted because so much of who we were was in that place.

			I agreed with him—we couldn’t let anything destroy the business our blood, sweat and tears had turned into a multimillion-dollar real estate agency specialising in high-end property. Sydney was a tight market but we’d forced our way in and never looked back. We owed it to ourselves, each other, our clients and our reputation to get over this speed bump.

			That seemed a lot easier to do before he hit me with ‘part two’ of the break-up.

			‘I’ve met someone.’

			Those words! God, I’d heard them in movies and read them in books and they’re just an innocuous collection of syllables, but when they were spoken to me I felt like my ears had been jammed with crickets. Everything hummed and buzzed and suddenly the guy I’d spent two years with, who’d seemed happy and content, was a part of someone else, something else, and I was on the outside of him and that, strangely adrift, as though whatever had anchored me to my place in this life no longer existed.

			‘His name—’ Penny pushes a drink across the tabletop to me ‘—is Jagger.’ She rolls the ‘r’ like a tiger, and I laugh.

			‘Of course it is.’

			‘He’s only in town for tonight,’ she continues, sliding in beside me. ‘And he’d like to meet you.’

			‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ I roll my eyes, sure now that she’s making it up, and look towards the bar. But he’s facing us and my heart jolts in my chest. His elbows are lifted onto the bar so that he can recline casually, and he’s watching me with a curiosity that sparks flames in my blood.

			My lips part involuntarily and, even though I desperately want to look away, to blink, to anything, it’s weirdly impossible. I am staring at him and he’s watching me and no one else in the bar seems to exist.

			His eyes are green, with thick black lashes, and he’s tanned, a deep caramel colour, as though he’s spent a heap of time at the beach lately. I wonder if he’s brown all over? My eyes drift downwards and, holy crap, he’s got a very, very nice body. Pecs clearly defined by that white shirt, toned forearms, lean hips.

			Shit.

			Pants that show a promising bulge. His hands are what really grab my attention, though. I like nice hands and his are...perfect. Neat nails, long-fingered with coarse hair on the knuckles, tanned, and he wears a scuffed gold ring on his middle finger and some loose leather strings around his wrist. He’s a sort of devil-may-care surfer kind of guy. He’s very, very easy on the eyes.

			Heat stains my cheeks and now I jerk my gaze back to Penny, my expression one of mutiny. ‘What did you say to him?’

			‘That you’re looking to be distracted for the night,’ she grins impishly.

			‘Penny!’ I reach for the drink, taking a gulp to cool my flaming insides. ‘How do you know he’s not...?’

			‘What?’ She leans towards me conspiratorially. ‘It’s a one-night stand, Gracie. What do you care about, beyond the fact he’s hotter than Hades and undoubtedly great in bed?’

			‘Okay, for a start, how can you possibly know that?’

			‘I can tell. I’m good at this.’

			‘What, like some kind of sexual psychic?’

			‘Exactly.’

			I purse my lips. ‘Pen,’ I sigh softly. ‘He could be God’s every gift to women and I still wouldn’t knee-jerk my way into his bed.’

			‘That’s a shame because, like I said, he’s interested.’

			Against my will, my eyes drag back to him. He’s finishing his drink, but his eyes are still on Penny and me. My pulse ratchets up a gear and out of nowhere I imagine him naked, that shirt thrown across some hotel room somewhere.

			‘I’ll tell you what,’ she purrs. ‘I’m going to go talk to that guy.’ She jacks her thumb towards a group of men further down the bar and I can guess which one she means. Silver fox at the head of the group—Penny’s got a thing for older guys, always has. Our take-it-to-the-grave secret is the fact she slept with our high school science teacher on grad night.

			‘And I’ll come back in twenty minutes to check on you.’

			‘Pennyyyy...’ I groan, shaking my head in exasperation.

			‘Six months ago, the bottom dropped out of your world. Gareth fell in love with someone else while you were busy building your business and planning a future with him. He went and fucked some bar girl.’

			My heart spins at this frank assessment of our break-up. ‘Yeah?’

			‘So at least have a drink with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. Take a step towards remembering who you are. The you you were before Gareth, the you who built a multimillion-dollar business and is smart and funny and curious and loves to meet new people. He’s from overseas; just chat to him. Have fun. I beg you!’

			And not because she’s right, and he’s hot in a way you never see outside of Hollywood, but because she’s my best friend and has never once steered me wrong, just as I have never counselled her badly. The science teacher would never have happened if I’d known about it in advance. I trust her. I believe she’s right and somehow the timing of this, of at least opening myself up to the possibility of flirting with another guy on the eve of Gareth’s marriage, would be strangely meaningful and important and...cathartic.

			She’s right. Pre-Gareth, I used to have fun, I used to flirt with guys, hook up. I’m in my twenties—why am I acting like someone’s grandma?

			I expel a breath and look towards him once more. He’s turned away and if I have any doubt about whether or not I want to talk to him, the surge of disappointment to see his back answers that.

			I stare at his tattooed spine with a frown on my face, but a second later he’s spun back around, two drinks in his hands, and our eyes lock and certainty locks in my chest.

			‘That’s my cue,’ I say. Penny grins and I shoot her one last look of bemusement before I’m alone at the table. I have seconds to run my tongue over my teeth, making sure no trace of the beer nuts we shared earlier remains, to wipe my hands on a napkin beneath the table, and then he’s standing on the edge of the booth, his green eyes—aquamarine, up close—boring into me.

			‘May I?’ He nods to the seat beside me and I nod, grabbing my hair and pulling it over my shoulder.

			‘Grace?’ he prompts, passing a drink towards me.

			I smile belatedly, holding a hand out towards him. Our eyes meet as his fingers curve around mine and warmth spears through me. It’s a handshake, the kind of thing I do all the time, but the way he’s staring at me layers an intensity over it that changes everything.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Jagger,’ he says, the name on his lips so much sexier than when Penny purred it like some kind of wild animal.

			‘Jagger.’ I’m unable to resist the feel of his name in my mouth.

			He smiles when I say it.

			‘American?’

			‘Yeah.’ His grin’s completely disarming. He braces an arm on the edge of the booth behind me and, even though he’s not touching me, I kind of feel like he is. I feel enveloped by his warmth and nearness.

			‘Whereabouts?’ I prompt, lifting my drink towards his in salute.

			He chinks it back. ‘New York.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘You ever been?’

			I tilt my head to the side a little, considering. ‘Once.’

			‘Did you like it?’

			‘What’s not to like?’

			He lifts a brow. ‘The traffic. The weather. The noise. The pollution...’

			‘Resident problems,’ I say, deliberately moving forward a little so our knees brush under the table. I’m thrilled by the sense of power that gives me—the idea that this is all on my terms. That I know what I’m doing, where we’re going.

			‘Not tourists’?’ He doesn’t miss a beat.

			‘Nope. Not this tourist. I love the snow.’

			‘And you don’t get a lot of that here, right?’

			‘Not for long, and not in Sydney.’ I sip my drink thoughtfully. ‘I would have loved to move to New York. I used to think I would.’

			‘Why didn’t you?’

			I pull a face. ‘It’s not that easy. Life...can get in the way sometimes.’

			‘Sure it can.’

			I appraise him, my heart racing, blood pounding through my body. ‘Penny says you’re only here for a night?’

			He nods. ‘Yeah. Had meetings today and I fly out tomorrow.’

			I nod slowly.

			‘And you live here?’

			‘I moved here for uni,’ I agree. ‘But I grew up farther north.’

			‘How far north?’ he asks with curiosity.

			‘A little town in Queensland. You know, the kind of place where everyone knows everything about one another, with one main street and not much to do at any time, even less when you’re a teenager.’

			‘Sounds like heaven.’ He grins.

			‘Yeah, it kind of does.’

			‘Your friend says you’re looking for someone to distract you for the night,’ he murmurs, taking a slug of his beer, his eyes holding mine over the bottle.

			I nod slowly. ‘I guess I am.’

			‘Why?’

			I didn’t expect the question, even though it makes perfect, absolute sense. Only a monkey wouldn’t ask. ‘My ex—who happens to be my business partner as well—is getting married tomorrow.’ Somehow, saying those words feels cathartic. So I say more. ‘It was sudden. He’s in love.’ I spit the word with some distaste, earning a wry smile from my companion.

			His teeth are so white, his face stubbled in a way that makes me imagine running my fingers over it.

			‘And you still love him?’

			The question is a good one, one I haven’t asked myself. I shake my head slowly from side to side. It feels good to admit that. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Then you don’t believe in love?’

			I gnaw on my lower lip. ‘No. I mean yes, I do.’

			‘You sounded angry a moment ago.’

			‘Did I?’

			He nods slowly. ‘You sounded like someone who wants to fuck someone else out of their mind.’

			‘He’s not on my mind,’ I say, determined on this point. I’m not turning my first one-night stand in for ever into petty revenge sex. This wouldn’t be about hurting Gareth so much as rediscovering myself, my agency, my right to think of myself as ‘single,’ just like he did—only we were together.

			‘It’s...symbolic,’ I say finally. ‘Like a way to mark the date or something.’ I shrug. And then, with bald honesty, ‘Also, I don’t particularly like the idea of him being the last guy I slept with when he’s off on his honeymoon.’

			He lifts a brow at my truthfulness. ‘That’s valid.’

			‘I’m glad you think so.’ I wrinkle my nose. ‘I’m not sure it’s not a little bit fucked up.’

			Beneath the table, his hand curves over my knee. ‘It’s not.’ Desire jolts directly up to my thighs, and higher still. Heat pulses between my legs.

			‘Really? Speaking from experience?’

			His expression is guarded. ‘You could say that.’ His fingers trace a little higher, to the flesh of my thighs. I grab my breath, hold it in my lungs a second, waiting for it to infiltrate my body.

			‘How long were you together?’

			I can hardly think straight. His fingers creep a little higher and I stare at him beseechingly. It’s not late enough in the night for this—people are still having civilised conversations at nearby tables. I am beyond grateful for the tablecloth that offers some discretion, but if he moves his hand any higher I think I’m going to make some kind of noise to show exactly what he’s doing to me.

			He moves his body closer and the arm around the back of the booth curves over my shoulders. Holy crap, this feels good. Better than good. Ah-mazing.

			His hand stops mid-thigh.

			He’s waiting for me to answer.

			‘Two years.’

			He nods.

			‘And you broke up when?’

			‘Six months ago.’

			He lets out a low whistle.

			‘So this wedding—whirlwind? Or was he with her the whole time he was seeing you?’

			‘No!’ I shake my head, the idea sharper and harder than the truth. ‘Just at the end. He met her a week before he broke up with me. Love at first sight.’ Again, my words are derisive.

			‘Love at first sight is a juvenile concept.’

			I agree with him completely. I hate that I do, that the girl who stared her sensible, conservative parents in the face and told them she’d rather be penniless and happy, chasing her dreams, than to give up on them because they seemed so unobtainable—that girl would never condemn ‘love at first sight’ as juvenile.

			But he’s right.

			Love at first sight is a construct. Maybe love is in general. Desire isn’t, though. It’s real and it’s flooding my limbs, bringing parts of me I didn’t realise were dormant back to life.

			I drop my hand to his beneath the table and I fix him with a determined stare. ‘You know what?’

			He moves his head closer. ‘What, Grace?’

			‘I really—’ I drag his hand higher ‘—really—’ higher ‘—really—’ I place it between my legs, at the apex of my thighs, my eyes challenging him ‘—don’t want to talk about him.’

			‘No?’ He moves his thumb just a tiny bit, but enough for it to brush my clit through the flimsy lace of my thong, and my breath escapes in a shuddered, tortured exhalation.

			‘No.’ I shake my head from side to side, burying my face in his shoulder for a second. Fuck. He smells like...heaven. Sunscreen, sweat, strength. I lift a hand to his side, digging my nails into his toned hip.

			I don’t know anything about him besides the fact he looks like a god and smells even better. His name. His country of origin. And the fact he’s blowing out of town in twenty-four hours.

			It’s perfect.

			‘What I want,’ I say into his shoulder before lifting my face and forcing my eyes to meet his, ‘is to get out of here. Right now.’
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