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SYNOPSIS




 


~Chloe~


Rules are made to be
broken…


That’s what they say but I used to
follow the rules. I used to have pride, honour, and obedience. I
was raised to believe that in the world in which I lived, money and
power ruled, and everyone made sacrifices. I knew my priorities.
Family first. The company second. And what I wanted a very distant
third.


I followed the rules, but couldn't
have known that obedience would ultimately cause betrayal. On many
fronts.


My father was framed, and I’ll do
whatever it takes to put the right man behind
bars. 


My name is Chloe Donovan, and I’m
going to make things right. But to do that, I need to break the
law, and I can’t do it on my own. I need help. The problem is, the
only person capable of helping, hates me. I don’t blame him. I
promised him the world and then I ran away…





~Aiden~


I used to follow the rules. Until
Chloe Donovan. She was my boss’s daughter. I shouldn’t have touched
her. But I did. Three years ago, she came into my life, consuming
it. Consuming me. I needed her. She betrayed me, as did her father.
Lies and deception. Never again.


Chloe was the worst mistake I ever
made. She’s temptation and destruction wrapped in a beautiful
package. But, my blood doesn’t really fill my brain when I’m around
her…


Now, she’s back, declaring her
innocence and once again, ensnaring me with her magnetism, her
beauty, her allure. I should say no.


But Chloe Donovan owns me. I still
want her. Her draw may be the death of me.

 



 


Foreward




 


ORIGINALLY,
PARTNERS was being written as a novella that was to be a part of an
anthology. It was supposed to be Chloe POV only and was to provide
the back-story of her and Aiden’s relationship before PLAYED was
released in December.

But, as I was
writing, the story grew and grew. I realised that Aiden needed a
voice in his relationship as well, and then the past needed to be
dealt with. That was so much to set up and their story very quickly
headed toward novel length.

So, I decided
to write another story for the anthology (it will link to the end
of the Fire & Lies series. So keep an eye on my Facebook page
or blog for details) and let this story grow to the size it needed
to be to adequately set the scene for Played, and finally,
Paid.

This series
has been on my mind ever since I bought an album and heard a
particular song. The moment, I heard the lyrics, I felt the pull of
a story in my mind. The seed was planted and from there, the
characters emerged and the twisted tail that you will follow within
the Fire & Lies series grew and grew until I couldn’t contain
it anymore.

I know you’re
dying to find out what that song was, but it will be something I
reveal at the very end. (I know, I’m mean. But I don’t want to
spoil anything for you).

I really hope
you enjoy reading Partners. So far, the most common reaction I’ve
had to it is –Wow!. So I really hope you feel the same way too and
decide to tell all of your friends about, what I hope will be, a
wild ride.
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Prologue




 


MAY,
three years ago

 


 


“THIS IS a
very bad idea,” he murmured, their eyes locked, his mouth only
millimetres away from hers.

“I know.”
She leaned forward, brushing her full, soft lips against his. She
couldn’t seem to help herself. It was as if a magnetic force was
pulling her toward him.

Her hands
landed on his chest and a shudder ran through his body, muffling
the protests in his mind. Gripping the back of her hair, he held
her steady, keeping her just out of reach.

“You’re the
boss’ daughter,” he stated.

“Pretend
I’m not,” she whispered, pressing herself against his hard
body.

Looking down
at her beautiful blue eyes, he fought with his primal urges to
maintain his control. “I don’t want to pretend with you.”

“We’ve been
pretending this whole time.”


Chapter One




 


PRESENT,
14 days before the job



Aiden

 


“FUCKING HELL,
man. I wish I was you,” Jared says, as he walks into my office and
drops a thin file on my oversized dark wood desk. It isn’t even
heavy enough to make much of a sound and practically floats to a
stop in front of me.

I look at it,
then at him and knit my brow. “What’s so lucky about this?”

Ignoring my
disinterest, he leans forward and splays his fingers over the top
of the file like there’s gold inside.

“That
contains the details of the hottest fucking chick that has ever
walked through these doors, and she’s only interested in you man.
She must be here for a recovery of some sort - says she only wants
the best.”

“Is that so?”
I ask, trying to keep my face straight as my second in command
talks himself into a hard-on over some chick, who, I’m assuming, is
in the waiting area. “Have you looked into her?”

“Not yet.
She’s a walk in. I was kind of distracted trying to offer her my
individual services, if you know what I mean.”

“Knocked you
back?” I ask, but it’s more of a statement. I already know the
answer.

He tilts his
head, giving his shoulders a light bounce, his short brown hair
unmoving under his styling products. “Yeah, dude. She wasn’t
interested. Poor girl, doesn’t know what she’s missing.”

At this point,
I can’t help but laugh. At twenty-five, Jared seems to think he’s
somewhat of a lady-killer. I’ve seen him in action on more than one
occasion and he pulls in chicks very successfully. But those boyish
good looks of his don’t get him everything he wants in life.
Especially where business is concerned.

“What’s her
deal then?” I ask, opening the file and seeing nothing more than an
appointment slip with very little information on it.

“I don’t know.
Blonde hair, almost brown. Caucasian. Around thirty–that could be
it. Maybe she thinks she’s too old for me–”

“No, you
dumbass. What does she want from us–as in Price Security,
the company you work for?”

“Oh, sure–she
didn’t tell me. Like I said, she’s only interested in you.”

Chewing my lip
in thought, I nod and tell him to let her in as I look at the
folder in my hands. It says that her name is Ms Chloe Saunders. The
surname doesn’t mean anything to me on sight, but the last time I
came across a woman named Chloe, my life fell apart.

“Here she is,”
Jared announces, as he opens my door again and ushers the woman in.
He’s so fucking big that he blocks the doorway, and all I can see
is a peek of dark blonde hair over his shoulder, and a whisper of a
slender leg in those lethal looking pointy shoes that I love
watching chicks teeter around in.

Closing the
folder, I place it on the desk in front of me and look up as the
woman comes into view. My eyes travel from her shoes and up the
length of her curvaceous body. The higher I get, the smaller the
room becomes as my mind wages war with my cock. The familiarity
sets in. I know those legs. I know that body. The moment my eyes
meet hers, all expression leaves my face and a pit forms in my gut
as every memory I have of her slams me in the face, full force. I
thought she was gone. I thought she had taken off and was living a
life of luxury on some island paradise that didn’t have an
extradition treaty. But here she is, large as life and still sexy
as hell.

The woman
before me isn’t Chloe Saunders at all. This is Chloe Donovan, the
beginning of my end. The one woman I let close enough to feel more
than a passing affection for. She’s all temptation and destruction
wrapped in a beautiful package. She’s a road no man should travel
down twice.

“Impressive
set up,” she states, looking around my office and taking in every
detail, from the suede look blue-grey walls, across the large floor
to ceiling window behind me, and over the coordinated dark stained
office furniture that makes up my very modern, but sterile
office.

“Get the fuck
out of here,” I growl, the contained anger in my voice stopping her
before she moves any closer. She smiles sweetly, like I’m a child
having a tantrum, and all she has to do is remain in control.

“Aiden,” she
says, ignoring my request to leave and stepping further inside my
office. “I know you don’t want to see me, but I really need your
help.”

Glaring at
her, my mind revisits the short time we spent together, the way she
smelled, how soft her skin was under my fingers, how she tasted…
Blinking away the images, I pick up the folder and tear it in half
as a show of my disdain.

“Why don’t you
go and get some help from your husband. He’s a powerful guy with
connections.” That stops her in her tracks, and I note the
hesitation cross her face.

“He isn’t in
the picture anymore, Aiden,” she replies, heat creeping up her neck
and brightening her cheeks. It tells me she’s uncomfortable, but it
just makes her look more beautiful.

And it makes
me want to touch her.

Just being in
her presence makes me want to touch her.

It’s why she
needs to go.

“Leave, Chloe.
I don’t have any help to give you.” I snap my gaze away from hers,
keeping my features still and cold as I focus my attention on the
computer screen in front of me.

“Can we just
talk?”

“Leave,” I
repeat, my voice more commanding this time.

Refusing to
look back at her, I don’t catch her expression before she turns
around and leaves. But my eyes do stray enough to watch the way
that arse of hers sways as she walks away with her head held high,
as if getting thrown out of my office doesn’t faze her at all.

I watch until
I can’t see her anymore then listen as her footsteps fade and the
front door closes from her departure from the building. Slowly, I
release my breath and move my eyes to Jared who is still standing
in my door way.

He says
nothing, knowing me well enough to understand that now is not the
time for questions. Instead, he gives me a nod of respect and
closes his hand around the handle of the door, retreating quietly
from my office to leave me in peace.

“Wait,” I call
out before the door is fully shut. He pushes it open, just enough
for his head to lean in with his brow raised in question. “Have her
followed.”

He nods, and
pulls his head back, clicking the door shut behind him.

The moment I’m
alone, I sit back in my chair and run my hands through my hair,
blowing out yet another slow and steady breath. I would have
thought that seeing Chloe again after almost three years wouldn’t
affect me the way it did. After everything that went down, I would
have thought she’d stay far away from the likes of me. But there
she was, large as life and even more beautiful than she is in my
dreams. Fuck. Seeing her has rattled me, way more than I
even want to admit to myself, and my rigid dick doesn’t know well
enough not to react to that body of hers.

Traitorous
appendage.


Chapter Two




 



FEBRUARY, three years ago

 


THE ACT of
walking into his boss’ office was something that Aiden Price did on
a daily basis in his job as head of corporate and personal security
at the Donovan Corporation–a position he had held for the last six
years after leaving the armed forces.

Originally, he
was hired because of his specialist military background. His
position had him working closely with the founder and CEO of the
company, Terry Donovan, as a bodyguard of sorts–a lot of money
changed hands at Terry’s behest, which therefore made him a very
powerful man. And powerful men tended to make enemies–especially
ones who were so willing to skirt the edge of the law as closely as
Terry did.

On this
particular day, things were a little different. When Aiden opened
the door, he was talking about some paperwork he had in his hands
and didn’t immediately notice that Terry wasn’t inside.

Instead, when
he glanced up, he was treated to the sight of a perfectly
curvaceous arse as a young woman leaned over Terry’s desk, reaching
for something on the other side. He stopped walking and frowned a
touch, wondering who she was. A new personal assistant? A client?
But that didn’t make any sense – all new additions to the firm were
run through him for a security check, and he didn’t know anything
about this woman. She had to be someone Terry trusted, or she
wouldn’t be allowed in his office…

Realising that
she was no longer alone, the young woman quickly righted herself
and turned around, her hands fluttering nervously as she smoothed
down her dark blonde hair, then ran her hands over her crisp white
shirt and fitted red skirt. The action was meant to iron out any
creases in her already perfect outfit, but all it really did was
call Aiden’s attention to her body even more.

Aiden’s mouth
quirked in a grin as he watched her fidget before him. There was an
innocence about her that drew him in and made him want to do really
dirty things to her. He loved making good girls show their bad
side. It was one of his favourite past times. And new girls, well,
they were the perfect game for an experienced man such as
himself.

Slowly, the
girl’s hands stilled and she looked up to meet his gaze. Aiden had
thought that the rear view of her was nice to look at, but from
front on, she was probably the most stunning woman he’d ever laid
eyes on. And when her deep blue eyes met his green ones, for the
first time in his life, he became locked in a gaze, unable to make
his brain connect with his mouth so he could speak. Then, feeling a
slight stirring down below, he realised his inability to speak was
caused by a lack of blood flow to his brain – it was being directed
elsewhere.

The girl’s
cheeks flushed a bright pink as she opened her mouth to say
something –anything to explain what she was doing in the CEO’s
office. But she found herself unable to speak as well.

Something
happened when their eyes met that she couldn’t explain, and all she
could do was stare back and wonder about the man who stood in front
of her–who he was.

She found
herself wanting to know everything about him. And not just the
basic things that anyone could find out. She wanted to know the
things he never told anyone–the things he didn’t even admit to
himself. She wanted to know who he was and not just the man
he presented to the world–who, from the look of him, was much older
and world-weary than her own twenty-three years of close family and
private schooling.

Despite first
impressions, when she looked a little closer, there was a boyish
quality in his masculine features. His dark hair was a little messy
on top, like he’d styled it. He spent the morning raking his
fingers through it in thought. And he had a line that ran down his
right cheek that appeared to either be a scar or possibly from
years of smiling on that one side of his mouth. It was a quirk, and
she noticed the crease deepen as his mouth twitched. He was
enjoying this silent exchange of nothing more than pheromones.

Continuing her
silent perusal of what she thought was his character, her eyes
gazed over him as a whole, taking in his height, his stature and
his innate presence. She imagined that to most, he appeared tough,
intimidating. But to her, he was intriguing–the epitome of a man,
broad, tall and strong–his hands looked rough–powerful. She sensed
that he was once a cop of some sort as he had a great air of
control. A gentle shiver ran down her spine as she imagined those
hands sliding over her skin toward more…intimate areas.

Neither knew
how long they stood there looking at each other. Something strange
was happening, something neither had experienced before. For both,
it was incredibly disconcerting, as it was in that moment that both
their notions of attraction and their ability to control it, were
thrown out the window and replaced with this...tension.

“Aiden,”
Terry Donovan boomed suddenly, slapping him on the back in
greeting. “I was just about to call you in. I see you two have
already met.”

Aiden cleared
his throat, snapping out of whatever trance he’d seemed to slip
into, and shook his head. “Actually, no. I just arrived,” he said,
keeping his eyes on the girl as he stepped toward her and held out
his hand.

Slipping her
small hand into his, she tried her best not to get caught in his
gaze again, but struggled to maintain her composure when a warmth
seemed to spread from his hand to hers, reaching over her body like
a soft warm blanket. She wanted to stay there. To curl up inside it
and feel everything it promised.

“Aiden, I’d
like you to meet Chloe, my daughter,” Terry said, by way of
introduction. “And Chloe, this is Aiden Price. My head of
security.”

Suddenly,
Aiden released her hand and stepped back, the word ‘daughter’
echoing in his mind. “It’s nice to meet you, Chloe,” he said,
nodding at her courteously, as he squashed the desire he was
feeling toward her down into a box he kept in his mind labelled,
‘Don’t be an Idiot’.


Chapter
Three




 


PRESENT,
14 days before the job



Chloe

 


“THAT DIDN’T
take very long,” Leah, my friend and current flatmate, says, in his
slightly mixed accent as I get in the car.

“He wouldn’t
speak to me,” I tell him flatly, feeling like absolute shit as I
reach over and buckle my seatbelt.

“What do you
mean he wouldn’t speak to you?”

“Exactly that.
I walked in there, he saw me, and he told me to get out.”

“You want me
to talk to him?”

I glance over
at Leah. My eyes take in his black jeans with the chain on the
side, his fitted black tank and the tattoos that run down his
rather large arms. I meet his cat-like eyes, which look very
serious as he looks back at me.

“No. You going
in there will just make things even worse.”

“Jesus, girly.
When you break a guy’s heart, you break it good.”

“I didn’t
break his heart,” I insist, folding my arms across my chest
petulantly. “He was a player. He would have moved on with the next
pretty girl that came his way the moment his bed grew cold.”

“Then why is
he so pissed? It doesn’t make sense that he blames you for what he
thinks your dad did.”

“Of course he
does. Just drive, Leah. I want to go home.”

He reaches
forward and starts the car, slowly pulling his way onto the street
when the road is clear.

For a while,
we drive in silence, listening to the latest hits as they blast
through the radio. Then he reaches out and shuts it off.

“What are we
going to do now? Don’t we need him for this?”

“Yeah, we need
him.”

“Then what’s
your next brilliant plan? Going to hire him directly didn’t work
and we have ten days, tops. We need him in and we need him
now.”

I close my
eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose as my head begins to hurt with
all the information it holds. “I know,” I snap, before taking a
deep breath so I can speak calmly. “We need to move on to plan
B.”

“What’s plan
B?”

“His father
owned a bar that he inherited a while back. He runs it with his
sister. His company runs the security, so it’s where he spends most
of his nights if he isn’t working on some other job.”

“Fuck you’re a
stalker. How long have you been watching him for?”

“The whole
bloody time,” I say, reaching out to turn the music back on before
I look out the window, my face turned away from him, signalling
that I’m done with the conversation.

***

The moment we
get in the door of our small two bedroom flat, I flop down on the
couch and pull my heels off my feet. A warmth spreads through my
toes as I wriggle them up and down, working the circulation back
through. I’m not used to heels anymore. I don’t tend to wear them a
lot as my current life is built around an obsession that doesn’t
involve an office and suits as often as it involves backyard
dealings and information gathering in places unseen. Today,
however, I wore the heels for Aiden. I remember how much he loved
me in them, back when things were different and there was hope in
my world.

I pause,
staring off into the distance as my mind replays the way he used to
look at me, like he wanted to devour me, over and over in my mind.
I replay the touches and the stolen moments of temptation that
slowly sent us catapulting into each other’s hearts for a moment so
brief and so fierce that it marked our souls for eternity. Damned
to be forever apart. Damned to never find lasting peace in each
other’s arms. Our time was beautiful but it was gone way too
fast.

A shiver runs
down my spine and I realise that I’ve closed my eyes. I jerk them
open, slightly embarrassed but glad that when I open them, Leah is
no longer in front of me.

“So why didn’t
we just approach him at his club in the first place?” Leah asks
from the open fridge door where he’s probably looking for beer.

I hear the
clanking of full glass bottles as he stands and shuts the door. He
heads over to me, holding one out to me before he sits on the seat
across from me. Gladly, I accept and twist off the top, flipping it
like a coin so it lands in the ashtray that lives in the centre of
the beat up coffee table.

Lifting the
bottle to my lips, I take a long thirsty pull before I finally
answer his question. “Because it’s in a shit area. I didn’t really
want to go in there.”

“An area
shittier than this? I see, not a good place for a nice looking girl
like you, huh?”

I take another
drink and reach up, pulling my hair out of the business-like bun
I’d twisted it up in. “I’m not nice, Leah. You know that more than
anyone.”

“Doesn’t mean
you don’t look nice. It’s how you get away with half the
shit you pull. You’ve got this whole
butter-doesn’t-melt-in-your-mouth vibe going on.”

I look at
Leah, taking in his dark spiked hair, and his narrow black eyes.
With a Korean mother and a Tongan father, he has a uniquely exotic
look that is further aided by the massive tribal tattoo that runs
up his muscled arm, across his chest, and up his neck. In a
nutshell, Leah looks like a badass. I met him three years ago, not
long before my life turned to total shit. At first, he hated
me–found me a threat in a life he felt a precarious hold on. But
after hearing my side of things, I guess he took pity on me,
because he’s been my saviour, my friend, and my partner in dubious
activities ever since.

“Well Leah,
luckily for us, you look like you’d kill someone if they crossed
you in a dark alley.”

He laughs,
leaning forward to place his now empty bottle on the table between
us. “And why is that lucky this time?” he asks, raising his
brows as he sits back and folds his thick arms across his
chest.

I grin,
pulling one side of my mouth up higher than the other, as I lean
forward to meet his eyes so he can see how serious I am.

“How do you
feel about hitting girls?”

“Are you
fucking serious? No. No way.” He shakes his head and places his
foot on the coffee table as his arms fold across his chest.

“Come on,
Leah. Just think about every time I’ve ever pissed you off.”

“Girly, no.
This is not cool at all. I know you think you’re badass and all
that, but if I hit you, I could fucking kill you and you dyin’ kind
of fucks with the plan.”

“Look at it
this way–if you don’t do it, then I’ll pick a fight with some other
nasty looking guy in there, and they won’t be as careful as you
will. And you know the stakes here.”

“Whatever it
takes,” he recites with an eye roll, knowing it like a war
chant.

I nod in
agreement. “Whatever it takes,” I repeat.

His mouth
twists downward, and he shakes his head. “Fuck you’re a bitch
sometimes,” he says, his head still shaking as he stands up and
storms into his room, reaching his arm out and gripping the edge of
the door, slamming it shut with the full force of his strong body.
The hard clap of wood resounds through the room, causing me to
flinch slightly. The glasses in the cupboards quake and clink
together unhappily and the whiteboard drops with a thud to the
floor. The pen rolls in a dramatic arc until it stills in the
middle of the floor and everything goes quiet.

“That means
you’ll do it, right?” I yell after him, smiling to myself because I
know he will. He’s as invested in this as I am.


Chapter Four




 


APRIL,
three years ago

 


 


BEING THE
boss’ daughter meant that Chloe felt she needed to work twice as
hard as anyone else to prove that she deserved the role she had
been given within the company. She’d worked hard at university to
make sure she came to her employment with the best qualifications
possible. Despite that, a lot of other employees didn’t see Chloe
in a good light. They looked at her and saw a spoiled rich kid who
was being groomed to take over when her ageing father retired. They
didn’t know what the real story was. They didn’t know Chloe at all.
To them, she represented a glass ceiling and she knew she was never
going to fit.

This saw Chloe
spending many hours in her office, working alone, and she continued
to do that, long after everyone else had gone home for the day. It
was something she did so often that Aiden had recently found
himself sending his security staff home and staying behind as well,
telling himself it had nothing to do with that weird electricity
that filled the air between them. It was simply to make sure she
wasn’t the only person leaving the inner city building in the
middle of the night. He told himself that he was staying for her
safety. After all, it was his job to protect the company and Chloe
was the future of it.

“Will you
be much longer?” Aiden asked from her open door, startling her from
her work. It was almost eleven and as much as he didn’t mind
keeping an eye on her, he did have other commitments that required
his attention.

Chloe let out
a gasp of surprise, placing her hand on her chest as if it would
still the quickened beat of her heart. “I thought I was the only
one here.”

“You’re
never alone here, Chloe. Even when you think you are, there are
eyes everywhere,” Aiden said, his gaze moving up to the small
unobtrusive cameras that were located in two corners of her
office.

“They don’t
bother me so much. I’m used to being watched,” she said, lifting a
pen and making a short note on the file that was laying open to the
side of her laptop.

Aiden pressed
his lips together in a slight smile, causing the line on his right
side to fold and curve as he allowed his eyes to take in the sight
of the woman who sat before him. She always seemed so absorbed in
her work, and in the three months she’d been working at the Donovan
Corporation, much to Chloe’s own disappointment, she and Aiden had
only very few conversations.

Aiden had been
trying to keep his distance, for he didn’t trust himself not to act
on the feelings she stirred within him. But seeing the way the
other staff seemed to ostracise her, he found himself reaching out
to her more and more.

That itself
was a risk for him. Never had he come across a woman who intrigued
him as much as she did. There was something in her eyes, something
behind that smile, and the impeccable manners and strict work ethic
that just screamed to be let out. It was as if he could hear a
little voice inside her that was crying out and saying she was
trapped. It was strange, and most of the time he thought it was in
his head. But then he’d catch her daydreaming or she’d make a
comment such as the one she did now and he’d start to wonder who
she really was. Or, at least who she wanted to be, because he had a
feeling that this wasn’t her chosen life at all.

“Tell me,
Chloe. What are you doing here?” Aiden asked, watching her as she
glanced up and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear as
confusion creased her brow.

“Isn’t that
obvious?” she laughed uneasily. “I’m working.”

“Yes. But
why are you working so hard to be a part of this deal in
particular?” he asked, nodding toward the open file in front of
her. Being who he was, he knew what everyone was working on at any
given time. Everything in the company was tracked and logged and no
employee’s activities went undocumented.

“I need to
prove to my father that I can do it.”

Aiden stepped
closer, lowering his voice as he reached her desk. “You don’t need
to prove anything. When your father retires, you could be the one
who runs this place right?”

“That would
see our profit margin drop considerably. I’m sure the board would
have me removed pretty fast if the investors weren’t able to line
their pockets so thoroughly.”

“Fuck the
investors. Do you really think all of this paperwork leads directly
from the deal to the bank? This is all one huge maze, filled with
deals and schemes that break things up and take them away. The
intricacies are beyond my expertise, but I see it happening. I hear
the words ‘shell’ and ‘off-shore’, and I see investments in things
that are guaranteed to lose.”

Her eyes
dropped as the grip on her pen faltered, and she used both hands to
steady it, then place it down gently. She swallowed. “Are you
calling my father a crook?” she asked in a whisper, glancing up at
him slightly before once again concentrating on her pen.

Aiden smiled,
tucking his hands into his pockets as he watched her cheeks flame
and felt that this girl had found herself way out of her depth in
her position.

“We’re all
crooks here, Chloe. There isn’t a legitimate bone in any of our
bodies. You don’t become as powerful as your father without
brokering some shady business deals. It’s what the team of lawyers
is for.”

Her head
snapped up and she met Aiden’s eyes with a look of defiance. “Don’t
you think I know that? I’ve been watching him since I was small. I
know exactly what type of man my father is.”

“And you’re
fine with becoming just like him? You’re happy looking in the
mirror and seeing him look back at you?”

Her gaze
faltered and she hesitated in her answer. “Why are you being this
way?”

“Because I
think you’re better than this place, Chloe. I think you’re made of
better stuff than your father.”

“I thought
you liked my father.”

“I do. He’s
been very good to me. But I’m not blind, I see his flaws.”

“I’m not
without flaw, Aiden. I assure you,” she laughed, although it was a
hollow sound with very little humour in it at all.

“I don’t
see it, Chloe. In my eyes, you’re pretty damn perfect.”

Suddenly,
everything stilled and her eyes dropped again, a blush making its
way up her neck, heating her cheeks. “You don’t even know me,” she
whispered.

“No. But
I’d like to.”

“Haven’t
you been warned away like everyone else?” she asked, forcing her
eyes up to his again.

He nodded
slowly.

“Don’t you
care?”

He shook his
head, keeping his eyes on hers.

Looking at
him, she pulled at her lip. “You should.”

When Chloe had
started at the firm, Terry Donovan had been sure to take him aside
and remind him that his daughter was not to be touched by anyone.
He had asked Aiden to keep an eye on her to minimise what he called
‘distractions’, and also made it very clear that anyone who messed
with his daughter would face his wrath and never work in any sector
that he had contacts inside again. Considering he had connections
in almost every sector there was, it meant he’d effectively ruin
their life.

Aiden could
understand that he was protective of his daughter – she was
beautiful, and he was sure that even a father could see the way men
reacted to her. And as a result both men and women alike were
afraid to have anything to do with her. She’d go to the kitchen to
get a coffee, and the staff would smile politely then quickly
scurry away, as if talking to her could be the end of them.

Chloe could
see the muscle tick in Aiden’s jaw as he stood in front of her. It
was as if he was searching her face for something, his mind ticking
away as he gazed at her intensely. But slowly, his mouth curved
into his charming smile and his posture relaxed. “Perhaps you’re
right. Perhaps I should care. Perhaps I should ignore you just
because you’re the boss’ daughter, and leave you in here alone,
night after lonely night, with no one to talk to and no one to keep
you safe.”

“Safe from
what?”

His smile
broadened, and his eyes glinted with a mischief she hadn’t seen
before. “Well, men like me, of course.” Turning, he headed for her
door. “One more hour, Miss Donovan. Then it’s time for you to go
home.”

With a smile
of her own pulling at her lips, Chloe watched after him as he left
then, as if the quiet of the room reminded her, her eyes drifted up
to the camera and its little blinking eye as it watched her every
move, her every action. Quickly, she dropped her gaze and once
again threw herself into her work, deciding that she needed to be
more careful.

***

An hour later,
Aiden appeared once again at Chloe’s door, seeing that she was
still focused on her work and not at all prepared to leave. Without
knocking, he strode toward her desk, causing her to jolt in
surprise as he reached out and closed the file she was working
on.

“It’s time
to go. There’s nothing you can do now that will make any difference
before tomorrow.”

She looked up,
her heart beating wildly in her chest. For a man of such great
size, Aiden certainly moved with a stealth afforded to very few
people in this world. He had just succeeded in surprising her by
his presence twice in one night.

“Miss
Donovan?” he asked, his tone soft but commanding as he leaned down
to speak to her, stopping only inches from her face. She caught her
breath as she realised that it was the closest they had ever been.
She knew it was wrong and knew that the cameras were recording
their every move. They couldn’t get involved, but she couldn’t stop
her eyes from dropping to his mouth. She couldn’t stop herself from
longing for the brush of his full lips against hers. If she just
leaned forward, she could graze her mouth over the stubbled hair
that had grown throughout the day along his square jaw.

She dropped
her eyes, unable to maintain the contact, and unable to take the
risk of being seen. She wasn’t quite that brave yet. And he was so
close. She couldn’t breathe and needed air.

“Do I scare
you, Miss Donovan?” he asked in a low voice near her ear, as he
reached out and shut the lid on her laptop. He did it in one fluid
movement, and it made Chloe wonder if he was standing exactly where
he was because his body blocked her from view.

Lifting her
eyes to meet his, a blush crept across Chloe’s cheeks. “Yes,” she
whispered.

“Good,” he
stated, as he stood up and moved around the desk, picking up her
bag, and holding it out to her. “I’ve called you a car. We need to
be downstairs in five minutes.”

Reaching out,
Chloe took her bag from his hand, their fingers brushing lightly
during the exchange. Her eyes closed, that simple touch enough to
make all of her nerve endings burst to life. She nodded her thanks
and stepped away, increasing the distance between them.

It was true.
Aiden did scare her. He scared her because of how he made her feel.
He scared her because he made her want something she couldn’t have.
And he scared her because she wanted it anyway. She wanted him.

Riding the
lift down to the ground floor together in silence, Aiden kept his
expression flat and his gaze forward. Once again, they were both
acutely aware of the camera that recorded their every move and
every interaction. To Chloe, the lift felt too small to contain
whatever it was that happened when Aiden was in her proximity. She
felt hot. She felt nervous. She felt the urge to touch him…

Eyeing the
camera in the corner of the lift, her heart began to beat loudly in
her ears as she reached out and brushed her fingers across the back
of Aiden’s hand.

He inhaled
deeply. “That’s quite a risk you’re taking, Miss Donovan.”

“No worse
than what you did in my office,” she whispered, doing it
again.

“Don’t you
follow the rules?” he asked, turning his head toward her slightly
but keeping his stoic stance.

Her fingers
moved and slid between his. “Not the stupid ones.”

When the doors
pinged open, she released his hand and let out a breath, not
realising she’d been holding it the entire ride down. If Aiden
noticed, he didn’t let on.

The car and
driver were already waiting in front of the building as they exited
through the double sliding doors. Aiden lifted his arm signalling
the driver to stay in the car as he placed his hand on the small of
her back and reached out to open the back door. She almost flinched
at his touch and her body reacted immediately, sending glorious
shivers of delight over the surface of her skin.

“Enjoy the
rest of your night,” Aiden said, his voice warm, soft, and rumbly.
When he spoke, it felt like his voice physically rolled through
her. “Try not to break anymore rules.”

“I promise
nothing,” she smiled, sliding into the back seat, glad to be
outside where she felt a tiny amount of freedom from electronic
eyes. “Will you be here to walk me down every night?”

“I wouldn’t
miss it,” he assured her, as he moved to shut the door. “Good
night, Miss Donovan.”

“Aiden?”
she called, reaching out to keep the door from closing. Turning her
head, she glanced at the driver who was pretending he wasn’t
listening. But he was paid with her father’s money so Chloe was
mindful of what he’d hear.

“What is
it?” Aiden asked, his eyes questioning as he leant down to see her
face.

With another
glance at the driver, she lowered her voice so that only Aiden
would be able to hear. “I like the way you scare me.”

Against his
better judgement, a smile pulled at the edge of his lips. “Good
night, sugar,” he murmured, pushing the door closed the rest of the
way and tapping the roof to signal that the driver could leave.
Then he stood there, telling himself he was under control, that it
was all just a flirtation, that it wouldn’t go any further than it
already had. He told himself that, over and over again, as he
watched the girl who was likely to be the end of him, drive away
until he couldn’t see her anymore, and even he didn’t believe
it.

“Shit,
Price,” he said to himself as he headed to the basement car park
that held his own car. “What the hell are you doing?”

And even he
couldn’t answer that question. Because he didn’t know.


Chapter Five




 


 


PRESENT,
14 days before the job

 


Aiden

 


I PUSH my way
through the drunken crowd, hot and sweaty while they gyrate against
each other. The rock music crashes all around us, ensuring that
even a yell can’t be heard unless you’re against someone’s ear, so
I don’t bother speaking. I simply push their bodies to the side as
I make my way to the centre where I’m needed.

Every fucking
time I work here, I’m breaking up fights. We offer live music. We
offer decently priced alcohol. And that mix in the cramped space
that we have, often leads to a few hot and pissed off
party-goers.

Most clubs
like ours would be shut down by now. But our security is fast and
we aren’t shy about banning troublemakers from the premises. The
wall in the office is full of pictures of them. It doesn’t stop
patrons coming though. Between security and me, the fights are
always over quickly and everyone can get back to having fun.

“Move,” I
command, yelling next to the ear of some guy who’s blocking my
access to the fight. He doesn’t move, so I grip him by the back of
his shirt and pull him backward and out of my way. In the centre,
there’s a big Islander looking guy, standing over someone he’s
knocked to the floor. His arm pulls back, fist tight as his muscles
coil, ready to unleash their fury on the person who’s on the
receiving end of his wrath. I growl in anger. This is not going to
happen. Not in my club.

Before he can
follow through, I grab a hold of his elbow, twisting his arm behind
his back as one of my other security members grabs the other person
to assess the damage.

“She’s a
fucking dirty whore!” the guy hollers over the music, wriggling in
my grip as I escort him to the door through the parting sea of
people. It’s then that I glance behind me to see that it was a girl
he was attacking. Anger flares up, hot in my chest, and I twist his
arm just that little bit more, causing him a hell of a lot of
unnecessary pain in this situation. I don’t hear him grunt, but I
feel it against the back of my hand where it rests on his back.
Knowing that he’s hurting makes me feel a hell of a lot better–only
cowards hit women.

When we burst
through the side door, I shove him ahead of me, watching as his
foot catches the ground, and his feet scuff noisily along the
gravel as he scrambles to keep his balance. In my ear, I hear
security confirm that they have the girl and she’s in the office
getting first aid. Giving a brief response, I return my attention
to the scum in front of me, and step toward him menacingly.

“You like
hitting the ladies, do you?” I growl, as he turns around to face
me. He’s a big guy. But I’m bigger, and I can guarantee I’m a hell
of a lot stronger and faster too.

“She’s no
lady. That girl in there is a straight up dirty whore that I’ll be
more than happy to hit again. She needs to know her place.”

My fists
clench. I want to pummel the fuck out of this guy’s face. But I
hold back, glancing to the side, where I know there’s a CCTV camera
trained down this alleyway, filming our every move. “Just get the
fuck out of my face before I do something that puts you in the
hospital, and don’t you ever come back to this club again.”

He stands back
from me, and I swear I can see the fear in his eyes as he
straightens his shirt and takes another step away. “You don’t have
to ask me twice, bro. Stupid name for a club anyway – Ark. What are
you, fucking Noah?”

“Nah man, Noah
had to take all the animals. In my club, weasels like you aren’t
welcome.”

He lets out a
light burst of laughter, then turns his head and spits on the
ground before walking away from me, shaking his head like he’s the
only one in on some sort of joke.

“Dickhead,” I
mumble to myself, before hitting the button on my radio to let the
others know the guy is out, and I’m on my way back inside.

Pulling out my
key, I unlock the door and head back inside. The thump and crash of
the band hits my ears full force the moment I open the door. I
wince slightly, my head hurting from my anger towards the dick I
just evicted. Breathing slowly, I clench my jaw and focus on making
my way to the office where it’s quiet, pushing my way through the
crowd with a little more difficulty this time. They move quickly
when I’m escorting someone out because they all love to watch the
spectacle. But when I’m on my own, they’re too busy partying to pay
attention to what’s going on around them.

Finally, I
make it inside the office, taking a moment to enjoy the muted sound
from within the room before I focus my attention on the two women
inside. My sister, Marli, sits on the couch to the left of the
injured girl, holding an ice pack to the side of her face while she
tries to talk to her. The girl sits forward, hunched over so her
dark bob is falling over her face as she sniffles quietly and
shakes her head at something my sister asks.

Acknowledging
my presence, Marli stands and moves toward me, giving me a slight
shrug of her shoulders as she twists her mouth downward. “She’s a
stubborn one–doesn’t want an ambulance or a doctor. She’s got a
nice cut on her cheek and her lip. I don’t know if she needs
stitches…”

Nodding at my
sister, I make my way toward the girl and crouch down in front of
her, lightly touching her knee to get her attention. “What’s your
name, sweetheart?” I ask, tilting my head in an effort to catch her
eye. But she won’t look at me; she just keeps her head down. “I’m
not going to hurt you, I just need to see how bad it is. Will you
take the ice pack down for me?”

I reach up and
lightly touch her face as I cover her hand with mine to urge her to
look at me and remove the pack. The moment I turn her face, our
eyes meet and suddenly I get what that guy found so funny.

Clenching my
jaw, I speak through my teeth. “Marli, can you leave us alone for a
moment?” I ask, keeping my eyes locked with the girl.

“Um… sure?” my
sister says slowly, so it comes out as more of a question than a
comment. But she doesn’t wait for an answer, instead, trusting me
and slipping out of the room without further comment. A burst of
noise blasts through the door as she opens and closes it, leaving
the girl and me on our own.

My eye narrows
slightly as I reach up and wrap my fingers around a thick strand of
her black hair. She stares at me without flinching, a steely look
coming across her eyes as I pull, dislodging the dark wig and
revealing the dark blonde hair beneath it. It tumbles from the top
of her head and falls messily about her face, down to her shoulders
as she sets her jaw. She’s unapologetic in her stance, which means
she knew I’d see through her ruse the moment I got close to
her.

Although her
tough façade falters when I brush my knuckles lightly along her jaw
toward the cut on her cheek. Her breath hitches and her eyes
flutter closed for just a second before she reins it in and that
façade is back in place. If I didn’t know her, I wouldn’t have even
spotted it. But I do know her. I know her too well.

That’s why
when I move my thumb over her cheek and hit a stickiness that blood
doesn’t produce, I’m not surprised. She’s bold, and I wouldn’t put
anything past her.

“Corn syrup?”
I ask, bringing my thumb to my mouth and tasting the sweetness that
confirms my suspicion.

“He wouldn’t
hit me for real. I had to improvise,” she responds with little
emotion.

“Hmmm,” I say,
poking my finger at the fake open wound on her cheek. “Nice makeup
job.”

“It’s one of
my many talents…”

“Well, you
were always a talented lady,” I say, standing up. “You managed to
pull one over on me, and I can count the number of people who have
done that on two fingers. And they both share the same
surname.”

She has the
decency to drop her eyes and look slightly guilty about the way she
ended things between us. At least she still has some sort of
feeling in that hard heart of hers, I think as I push through my
thighs to standing. I walk over to the basin in the corner of the
room, where our coffee urn is set up, so I can wash the sticky
syrup off my hands.

Grabbing some
paper towels when I’m done, I turn around and lean against the
bench, drying off my hands and shotting the paper into the bin.
“This had better be really good Chloe, because after what happened
between us, then the shit your father pulled, I really don’t have a
lot of time for you. I thought I made that really clear this
morning.”

“You did, and
I don’t blame you for not wanting to see me, or my dad. But you
don’t know the whole story.”

“I don’t want
to know the whole story, Chloe, and I certainly don’t want to know
you. And coming into my family’s business, playing some damsel in
distress bullshit, isn’t going to do shit for your cause.”

She stands up
and moves toward me, which raises my guard. We don’t do well in
close proximity to each other. “Please Aiden. Just hear me out - I
need your help. You’re the only person I can trust.”

“I’m
the only person you can trust?” I laugh, shaking my head. “That’s
funny, because you’re the last person I’d ever trust.”

Stopping in
front of me, the air begins to crackle with that fucking pull her
presence has on me. She looks up at me with watery eyes, her voice
a hoarse whisper as she pleads with me. Fuck she’s beautiful.
“Please. You can hate me all you want, but please help me
help my father. He didn’t do what they say he did.”

I swallow
hard, trying to keep myself as calm as I can. “That’s just the
problem, Chloe – I don’t hate you at all. I’m just not willing to
let you fuck up my life again.”

I step to the
side to move past her. I need to get away from her before I do the
very thing that got us into trouble in the first place. But she’s
quick to step into my path, reaching out to grab at my black shirt,
balling it up in her fists. “Please!” she begs. “Don’t
punish my father for something I did to you. It was my choice to
get involved with you and then leave.”

“Why did you
leave, Chloe? That’s the part I can never figure out.”

Her jaw
clenches and she shakes her head. I can tell she doesn’t want to
answer but I’ve waited years to know this, and she’s the one who
forced her way in here, so she’s going to talk dammit.

She turns her
body as if to leave, and I grip her upper arms, forcing her to
stay.

“Answer me,” I
growl. “I think I deserve an explanation at the very least.”

She twists her
body and pushes against my chest, trying to loosen my grip but when
she realises she isn’t getting away, she stills and a tear finally
falls from her eyes. I lessen my grip slightly, but the moment of
calm is over before it even started as she balls up her fist in my
shirt, pulling at it aggressively.

“I left
because I loved you too damn much!” she hisses, pulling tightly at
my shirt like she’s trying to shake me. When I don’t budge, anger
flashes fresh in her eyes as she opens her hands then hits her
palms in a slap against my chest. I grab her wrists and glare down
at her.

“You loved me?
That’s bullshit, Chloe. You never loved anyone but yourself and
your money. Go home. I don’t want any part of this.” I release her
wrists, dramatically giving them back to her. But she’s got a fight
in her now and she’s not backing down.

“Fuck you,
Aiden. You have no idea!” She hits at me again, her small fists
pounding into my chest as tears stream down her face. “I did love
you. But now… now, I fucking hate you!”

“Don’t be a
fucking psycho,” I growl, my hands moving instinctively to grip her
wrists again, and I notice the fire burn even brighter in her eyes.
She fights fiercely for her freedom, leaning back and kicking out,
doing everything she can to get away from me. But I drag her
towards me until she’s so close I can smell the sweetness on her
skin.

“I hate you!”
she screeches as I pin her against my body, my arms wrapped around
her in a bear hold so she can’t get loose.

“No, Chloe.
You don’t hate me at all,” I rumble, crashing my mouth against hers
in the worst split second decision I’ve made since I let her in my
life. But I can’t seem to stop myself. Being around her makes me an
idiot. It always did.

I feel the
fight leave her body as she relaxes against me, and her lips slowly
part, allowing my demanding tongue to slide against hers and get
that first taste of her after three years apart. She’s like a
fucking drug, and my head swims as my arms wrap around her. I pull
her against me, as if I’m trying to devour her somehow. Like she’s
the missing part of me.

We stumble
backwards, and I twist us around so I can lift her onto the bench.
My fingers dig into the flesh on her arse as I heft her up and she
wraps her legs around my waist. I groan into her mouth and she
whimpers, my hands sliding beneath her shirt, connecting with her
soft skin and dragging roughly upward to cup her full breast. She
gasps out, writhing against me as I squeeze her soft flesh–I’ve
craved her for longer than I’d like to admit. Her taste and her
touch makes me so fucking hard it hurts–and I fucking love it.


“Aiden,” I hear in my ear, as my earpiece crackles and
activates. It’s just enough to make me freeze and register what
cluster-fuck of a moment this is. I pull away from Chloe, my cock
rock hard and my chest heaving with my breath as I lick my lips,
tasting the sweetness of the fake blood she’d applied to her lip.
“We need you out front. Fight in progress.”

She’s the
picture of desire as she sits in front of me–face flushed and legs
apart, ready for me to take her. It’s exactly what my dreams have
been asking for, but I know without a doubt that this is a fucking
bad idea. Once I get inside her, I won’t be able to stop.
Temptation fucking sucks.

Growling my
annoyance, I place my hand in the centre of her chest to keep her
back as I force myself to step away, reaching my other hand down to
activate my radio. “How urgent is it?” I ask Jared, who works here
almost as much as I do.

“There’s
four of them. We could do with an extra set of hands.”

“I’ll be right
out.”

“Is everything
ok?” Chloe asks breathlessly, looking at me with concern all of a
sudden. If I didn’t know how well this girl could play me, I’d be
forgiven for thinking that concern was real…

I take a deep
breath and reach around her to grab a cloth and press it into her
hands.

“Clean that
shit off your face, Chloe, and then go home. This isn’t the place
for you.”

“But what
about my dad? I need your help.”

I step away
and shake my head. “And I don’t have any fucking help to give. Go
and get the cops to help you.”

“Screw you,
Aiden. I should have known you’d be a bastard about this. Your
ego’s too fucking big to put aside for a moment and listen.”

“And I should
have known you’d happily fuck me to get your way. Go home. This
isn’t going to happen again.”

I register the
hurt look cross her face as she slides off the bench and turns her
back to me. Swallowing hard, I force myself to turn away from her
and walk out the door to do my job. But my mind is only half in it.
I can still taste her mouth in mine and it’s fucking
distracting.

When I finish
helping Jared break up the fight, I make my way back to the office
and a pang of disappointment hits me in the chest when I find that
it’s empty.

I don’t know
why I expected her to still be there. Hell, I made it clear I
didn’t want her here – I told her to leave. I guess in some stupid
masochistic way, it pissed me off that she listened. But it pissed
me off even more that I wished she hadn’t. Despite knowing that
what was between us was just a lie–I still want her, almost as bad
as I wanted her three years ago. My mind replays it all like it was
fucking yesterday.

I want her. I
must be insane.

 



Chapter Six




 


Chloe

 


“ARE YOU going
to tell me what went on in there tonight?” Leah asks, once we’ve
arrived home from Ark. After leaving the club, I’d gotten
into the car without a word and folded my arms across my chest,
withdrawing into myself as I felt a whole range of stupid emotions
from what had happened with Aiden.

I never
thought he’d kiss me. Not like that. Not after the way I left
him…

The only time
I moved was to stop Leah from turning the music on. My mind was in
such a state that I couldn’t stand any extra sound. I needed to
calm down.

I push through
the front door and throw my wig and my bag on the couch and turn
around to face him. “I lost control,” I reply, running my shaking
hands through my hair in frustration. I must look like a complete
wreck because Leah is looking at me with an unusual amount of
concern.

“Did you at
least talk to him?”

“Not
really–only a bit.”

“And?”

“And he’s
still not going to help us. There’s obviously too much water under
the bridge for us.”

“Exactly what
did you do to him, Chloe?”

“Nothing that
matters anymore. I can’t change the past, and I can’t fix what
happened between us. I just wish he still cared enough to at least
listen to what I had to say before he threw me out again.”

“Maybe he
cares too much. Maybe you care too much too.”

I shake my
head, trying to keep my emotions steady. Being that close to Aiden
really rattled me. I went in there with a solid plan to get him
alone and tell him everything I’d found out about the embezzlement
involving the Donovan Corporation and my father. I would have
begged him to help and guaranteed him any sum as payment. But we
couldn’t even have a conversation without things getting overly
emotional. It’s the way it always was between us. There’s something
that happens that stops us both from thinking straight, like our
bodies are overly strong magnets that won’t stop their pull until
we slam together.

But it clouds
my mind, removing all rational thought. I need him to make this
work, and it worries me that I’m losing control around him,
especially when I have prepared myself for this for so long…I
should have been able to stay on task.

I shiver
physically, closing my eyes as the wave of desire passes through
me. How is it that he still affects me so intensely? It’s been
three years, and we’re different people now, but our reactions are
still the same. There’s still this desire. This need. It’s
as if we were together only yesterday, exploring each other,
promising ourselves to each other. That man is the other half of
me. But I will never be whole. We’re doomed to always be apart.
There isn’t room for us in this world.

I begin to
pace, trying to think of what I can do to get him to listen. I feel
sure that once we talk then he’ll help. I need him to want to help.
This will never work if I can’t get him on board. I need someone
with his skill set to help us get our hands on some very important
paperwork. What I want from him involves a lot of risk, and I’ve
been relying on his joy of the hunt, and his love of money to get
him on board. If I can’t get him to help, then this could all fall
apart and my father will die in prison as the man whose greed
destroyed thousands. To the public, he’s the man who ruined lives.
And whether he wakes from his coma or not, he shouldn’t be
remembered that way.

I continue to
pace. I need to think. I need to work out a way to get through to
him. If only I hadn’t pushed him away the moment he let me in… I’d
know so much more about him. But I ruined that trust when I walked
away. I ruined any chance of us being together.

Leah’s voice
breaks into my thoughts and halts my pacing. “Do you have a plan
C?”

“I don’t know,
Leah. Right now, I’m fucking shaking like a leaf, and I was around
him for maybe fifteen minutes.” I hold my hand out to show him how
shot my nerves are, then I scrunch my hand into a tight fist to
still it and lower my hand. “I need some time to think. It wasn’t
supposed to go down like that.”

“Go down like
what? What the hell happened in there?”

“I already
told you–we lost control.”

“Well, you’d
better sort that the fuck out, girly. We can’t let any emotions get
in the way of this shit. It’ll just fuck it up even more than it
already is. Keep your eye on the goal.”

“I know, ok? I
fucking know!” I run my hands through my hair, finally sitting on
the couch as my head begins to throb from too many thoughts and
emotions for a single day.

“Although…”
Leah starts, drawing the word out as he rubs his hand on his chin
in thought. “He is a man who obviously wants you. So those feelings
could be the very thing that gets him on board. I think you should
use your assets, girly. Reel him in.”

I shake my
head. “No, Leah. I don’t want to go down that road. It was too hard
last time. We’re…we’re just too much together.”

“Too much?
What the fuck does that even mean? Do you love him or
something?”

Since the
moment I met him. “No,” I lie. “We had one night together. That
was it.” I leave out all of the nights we spent together before
that, teasing each other but restraining ourselves as the tension
built to epic proportions. That one night was THE night. It was the
night that I will remember for all my days, and I’m genuinely
afraid of going down that road again. I could get lost in a man
like Aiden Price and I can’t afford to do that. Too much is at
stake.

“Then he’s
just an asset. Go. Meet him at his house and get under his skin.
Tell him what he needs to hear. Behave how he wants you to behave.
Be that woman I know you can be and get him on board,” he
insists, leaning toward me intimidatingly as he speaks.

I nod and pick
up my bag again, standing as I hold my hand out for the keys.
“Fine. I’ll go,” I concede, butterflies bursting to life in my
stomach at the thought of seeing him again so soon. I’ve barely
come down from seeing him before.

Leah hands
over the keys but doesn’t immediately let them go. “Keep your
focus,” he reminds me, and I assure him that I will before heading
back out again.

***

With a steel
grip, I drive to Aiden’s, parking in a darkened side street with a
view of his house and wait for him in the dark. Checking the time
on the dashboard, I know that he’ll be home soon. Due to state
implied curfews, the club closes at midnight and Aiden normally
leaves there around one after helping close up. He’ll walk his
sister to her car and then he’ll drive home, which will take no
more than ten minutes.

My eyes scan
the quiet house, lit only by the moonlight as it nestles within its
suburban setting. Aiden’s house is raised off the ground about a
metre by bricks that create a crawl space that gives access to
tradesmen and provides under house storage. The rest of the house
is made out of white weatherboard and a set of concrete steps lead
up to a balcony with wrought iron railings. It’s a simple house for
a man as wealthy as Aiden, but it was once his parents, and I
suppose it has too many memories attached to it for him to let it
go or upgrade it to more modern accommodations.

Most people
would have a wooden bench or a loveseat on a balcony like his. But
not Aiden. His balcony is bare. He doesn’t even have a pot plant or
a wind chime or a pair of old boots sitting by his door. The only
hint that someone even lives there is the fact that a sensor light
flicks on the moment I approach.

Wondering if
his mother ever furnished the balcony, I lean against the railing
with my back to the road and wait, hearing the click of the sensor
light as it switches off and returns me to darkness.

My heart thuds
nervously in my chest as I listen for his car, unsure as to how
he’ll react to me being here. I suspect that he’ll tell me to
leave, but he could surprise me. All I know is that I definitely
didn’t want to sneak up on him. I’ve seen how fast he moves due to
his military training, and I wouldn’t want to surprise him in the
dark.

I wait for
longer than I anticipated, growing restless as I try to guess where
he is and what he might be doing. Just as I’m about to give up and
go home, the soft purr of his engine alerts me to his arrival,
followed by the flash of his headlights as he turns into his
driveway and the electric door to his garage whirs to life and
opens.

I can’t see
his face in the dark and wonder if he saw me as I wait for him to
exit his car and head to where I’m waiting. The butterflies
multiply within my stomach as I hear his door close and the sound
of the garage shutting, followed by his footsteps and the click of
the sensor light.

The moment the
lights flick on, he’s looking straight at me and he doesn’t look
happy.

“Not one to
take a hint are you?” he grumbles as he heads up the path and
climbs the steps.

I push off the
railing and stand to meet him by his front door. “It’s
important.”

“So you keep
saying.” He sounds tired, his voice much softer than it had been
earlier and he inserts his key, pushing the front door open.

As he walks
past me, I smell the faint scent of another woman’s perfume and my
mouth speaks before my brain connects. “Have you been with
someone?”

Stepping
inside his home, he pauses and blocks the door. “That is absolutely
none of your business,” he states.

“Does this
girl know that you were in your office, dry humping me before you
got to her? Does she know I’m the one that got your cock so hard
and ready?” I’m attacking him, and it’s stupid and unwarranted.
Essentially, I have no right to be behaving this way. But I can’t
seem to stop myself from feeling a jealous rage at the thought of
him with another woman. It aches in my chest and sours my stomach,
wetting the butterflies so it feels like they’re flapping, stuck to
the base of my gut.

His eyes
narrow for a moment and within a blink of the eye his arms shoot
out and he grabs me, hauling me through the door and slamming me
against the wall. The movement surprises me and I shriek, following
my instinct to fight him. He flattens his body against mine,
pinning me so I can’t move and he grabs my wrists pressing them
together over my head.

Stuck, I
wriggle beneath him, feeling way out of my depth. I talk tough, but
in this moment, I feel anything but. “Let me go, Aiden,” I demand
through clenched teeth, fear beginning to sink its claws and grip
at my heart. This isn’t the Aiden I knew. This Aiden is scaring
me.

“Why? Isn’t
this what you came here for?” He readjusts his grip so he can hold
both of my wrists in one hand then trails his other one down my
arm. “It’s why you’re here acting like a jealous girlfriend,
right?” His hand pauses at my throat and wraps around it
uncomfortably as he leans into me, brushing his rough stubble
across the skin of my cheeks. I stifle a cry. I shouldn’t have come
here. “Do you want me to fuck you, Chloe?” he whispers, his voice
dripping with aggression as he pushes his groin against me and I
can feel his erection dig painfully against my stomach. I wince,
bile rising in my throat as I fight to stay calm. “No? Then what?”
His breath is hot and his fingers tighten around my throat as his
mouth moves toward my ear and he growls, “What the fuck do you want
from me?”

Tears burn in
my eyes and I shut them tightly, feeling as though I’ve pushed him
too far. I should have told Leah to go fuck himself. I should have
stayed home and thought of another way to get Aiden to listen. I
could have brought him bags of money. I could have brought him
information. I could have used Leah to hire him all along…

This isn’t
right. Things are different now. So much has happened in the last
three years. So much has changed in each of our lives. We’re
different people. Capable of different things. When you back a
person into a corner, you can’t always be sure how they’ll
react…

“Answer me!”
he demands, tipping me over the edge of control and into a pit of
fear.

I twist my
head away from him, my emotions hitting me full force as I let out
a strained sob. I didn’t want to cry. I wanted to stay in control
but he’s scaring me. At the sound of my cry, his grip lessens. It’s
as if he suddenly realises what he’s doing and slowly releases
me.

“Shit,” he
hisses, taking a step back to give me some space to move. I don’t
waste my time. The moment my hands are free, I swing my body,
bringing my arm around to slap him loudly across the face.

“Fuck you,
Aiden! Fuck you!” I scream, my body shaking with fear, desire and
anger from his intimidation tactic.

His cheek
becomes immediately inflamed, and I watch the red bloom across his
skin, as I glare up at him, angry that we’re even in this
situation. Things used to be so different between us...

With his head
turned from the force of the slap, he grits his teeth, his chest
heaving as I watch him try and regain his control. Slowly, he turns
back to me, his hand reaching up to touch his cheek as he clears
his throat. “I guess I deserved that,” he admits, his voice calm as
he steps away from me and inclines his head toward the kitchen. “I
was out of line. Why don’t you just tell me what’s so bloody
important that you feel the need to keep throwing yourself in my
path lately.”

Taken aback by
his sudden calm demeanour, it takes me a moment to react and follow
him.

“I’m surprised
you weren’t at my door, dressed as a crone and offering me poisoned
apples,” he comments, throwing his keys onto his benchtop before
shaking off his leather jacket and draping it over the back of a
chair. “You don’t have a disguise or a fake name for me this
time?”

“No. Just the
truth,” I say, moving to the other side of the bench, keeping it
between us for safety.

“The truth?”
he asks, a slight smile curling his mouth as he opens his fridge
and pulls out a bottle of beer. He doesn’t offer me one and I’m not
surprised. “I’m not sure you’re aware of what that is.”

“I’m sorry for
tricking you. I should have just been upfront.”

“Story of our
life,” he deadpans, taking a long drink and watches me as he drains
half the bottle. “And now you show up at my house, questioning me
on my whereabouts…” He places the bottle on the bench and shakes
his head as if he’s shaking away his thoughts. “Listen Chloe, it’s
been a long, draining day and night, and I still have work in the
morning. I’m too fucking tired for this right now. So please, get
to the fucking point so you can leave me the hell alone.”

I nod and
launch into a speech I’ve rehearsed in my mind since I realised I
needed to involve Aiden. “It’s about my father, Aiden. He’s
dying–”

“I know that,”
he interrupts.

“What? You
do?”

“I do. You’ve
obviously been keeping tabs on me. I’ve been doing the same with
you. Although, I didn’t know you were still in the country. That
part surprised me.”

“I never
left.”

He looks at me
in disbelief, a pause that sits like a question in the air between
us. I don’t elaborate and eventually, he moves on.

“So, your
father–I know that he’s in a coma after a suicide attempt and as a
result, cannot be tried any further”.

I shake my
head. “He didn’t try to kill himself, Aiden. Someone did that to
him to shut him up.”

“Why? Was he
finally going to reveal what he did with all that money?”

“He doesn’t
know where the money is. It was all a setup, Aiden. My dad was just
a patsy.”

“A patsy? The
evidence against him is overwhelming, Chloe. I’m sorry, I can’t
believe that.”

“I can prove
it.”

“You can prove
it? Great. If you have evidence to clear him then do it. Why are
you here fucking with my head instead of giving it to his lawyers
so they can get him released?”

“The evidence
is where you come in. I know where it is. But I need your
help–well–your guidance, to get to it.”

He places his
half drank beer on the bench in front of him. “My guidance? Just
what kind of guidance do you need?”

“Security
specifications, details on disabling it, and how to open a box that
takes two keys – neither of which I have.”

His eyebrows
rise as he folds his arms across his broad chest and my eyes stray
to take in his muscular physique for just a second.

“That all
sounds very illegal,” he states.

“That’s why I
just want your guidance. I’ll do the rest and there’ll be very
little risk to you.”

“Being an
accomplice is still a huge risk, Chloe. Do you understand what I’d
be risking, just by advising you on something like that?”

“I do. But
isn’t this the kind of thing you do–recoveries and such?”

A burst of air
escapes his nose as he assesses me with his eyes. “Someone’s been
doing her homework.”

“I know you’ll
do anything for the right compensation.”

“There may not
be compensation great enough to get me working with a Donovan
again.”

“My name
really is Saunders now. I changed it to my mother’s maiden name
after…well… you know.”

He grabs his
beer again and tips it back, downing the last of it before placing
it down and shaking his head.

“For a woman,
you’ve got a fuckload of balls. What makes you think I’d be willing
to take a job from the woman who forced me down this road in the
first place?”

“Can we not
make this about us?”

“But it is
about us. You wouldn’t have come to me if there’d been no
‘us’.”

“I told you
before–you’re the only one I can trust to help with this.”

“Fucking hell,
Chloe,” he says, looking away as he shakes his head again.

“At the end of
the day, Aiden, this is about family. It’s about doing whatever it
takes to repair wrongs.”

“It’s about
your family, Chloe. Not mine.”

“There was a
time when you saw him as like a father to you. And like it or not,
he’s the reason you have everything you do. He gave you the chance
in the corporate world. He’s the one who made you a wealthy man.
He’s the reason you have that car and could afford to open that
club, and your own security company. It was my actions that
got you thrown out of the company. I knew what would happen, and I
went after you anyway. Don’t turn away the job of a lifetime over
the hatred of the choice I made.”

Clenching his
jaw, he glances down, focusing on the bottle as he spins it by the
neck, watching the base slowly leave a wet ring on the countertop
as he thinks.

Letting out a
breath, he returns his eyes to mine. “Exactly how much are we
talking about?”

“Enough to buy
you an island of your own if you wanted it.”

I watch as his
jaw resumes its tick, and his eyes move between mine, signalling
that he’s giving what I’ve said some serious thought. Then he takes
a breath. “I’ll think about it, ok? Don’t get your hopes up too
high. I won’t be doing any of this if I so much as suspect that
you’re lying to me. I want to know exactly what proof you’re after
and how you came to know about it. But I don’t want to hear any of
that now. I’m fucking tired and I’ve had enough of you for one day.
So unless you really did come here to fuck me then for the third
time in this twenty-four hour period, I’m going say ‘go home,
Chloe’. But this time–no tricks to get my attention–I’ll call you
and we’ll talk.”

I nod, trying
my best to contain my elation at the sheer prospect of his help.
“Do you need my number?”

“Sugar, I have
your number,” he says, with a smile, his voice a soft rumble as his
eyes meet mine. For a moment, I feel that familiar jolt between us.
Especially when he calls me ‘sugar’. The word pulls at my memory,
warming my heart as I recall the way his old pet name once made me
feel. Wanted. I don’t know if he used it accidentally, or if
he slipped it in on purpose to affect me. But either way, I like
hearing it. It reminds me of hope. Something long forgotten by my
heart. Something I lost the moment I was made to keep my promise
and leave the only man I’ve ever loved. I feel it tug at my chest
and curl through my mind as pictures of a life with Aiden–a life
with happiness–fill my mind. But I blink them away as a girlish
fancy. Aiden and I don’t have a future. Not then. Not now. We never
did…

“Of course you
do,” I whisper, a small smile playing on my lips as I turn to
leave. “I’ll see you around, Aiden.”

“Sweet dreams,
sugar,” he says as I leave, causing that warmth to flood through me
again, putting a tiny crack in my heart where hope begins to
trickle out, threading itself through my body and tickling my mind
until my smile grows out of my control. It’s silly that such a tiny
word can bring me such joy. But it is undoubtedly the nicest thing
anyone has said to me for years, and it’s the one bright moment in
what has been an overly emotional day.

As I drive
back home, I’m still smiling and I find myself running through
every moment I’ve ever spent with Aiden. Every interaction is a
moment from my past that managed to define my future for the worst.
Despite that, they’re still my favourite memories in the world.
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“I NEED you
to stop working so late,” Aiden said from Chloe’s office
door.

She stopped
what she was doing and looked up at him, giving him a small smile
before dropping her head back to her work.

“Then how
would I get to spend more time with you?” she asked, keeping her
head down as she spoke. With the cameras on them at all times, they
were more than aware that they were skirting rather closely to
breaking the rules with their flirtation. They were yet to cross
any lines that could cause problems for Chloe and her
responsibilities, or for Aiden and his position. But it was really
only a matter of time before a sly brush of bodies, a comment
filled with innuendo, and a hidden touch wasn’t enough anymore.
They were playing with fire and they both knew it.

Grinning
slightly, he shook his head. “Cute. But I’m serious. I won’t be
here to watch over you for a while.”

“Where are
you going?”

“Not
far.”

“Not far?
What does that even mean?”

“It just
means that my time off is personal.”

Chloe
lowered her eyes. Something about the way he said the word
personal seemed to bother her. It made her realise that while
they spent a lot of time in each other’s company, she didn’t really
know anything personal about him.

“Personal?”
she repeated, unable to hide the disappointment in her
voice.

“Not that
kind of personal,” he said immediately, somehow sensing exactly
where her mind was going. He approached her desk, standing on the
other side as he spoke to her softly. “It’s family business. I’ll
be on leave for two months but I won’t be far… if you need me for
anything.”

“Why so
long?”

“Why do you
want to know? Will you miss me, Chloe?”

“I’ll miss
being near you. I like having you around. It’s… it’s
calming.”

“Calming?
That’s something I haven’t been called before.”

“What are
you normally called?”


“Intimidating, menacing, jerk, prick, dickhead – rarely anything
good.”

She shrugged.
“I guess I don’t see you the same way other people do.”

“No. You
don’t. Do you?”

They locked
eyes for a moment. Aiden standing across from her with his hands on
his hips, his dress shirt open slightly after discarding his tie
hours ago. He didn’t have to stay there every night. But damned if
he could let someone else watch over her. He didn’t trust them not
to cross the line around her – he barely managed to restrain
himself…

“Will you
do what I’ve asked?” he said eventually, forcing his mind to escape
that place it kept visiting where all of his fantasies involved
Chloe and her legs wrapped tightly around him.

Tilting her
head, she lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I can’t promise
that. I need to work late, Aiden. I need to prove myself.”

Leaning
forward, he placed his hands on her desk and leaned toward her,
meeting her eyes. “You have years to prove yourself, Chloe. You
don’t have to do it all now.”

Her eyes
strayed between Aiden and the camera in the corner of her office.
She sat back in her chair before focusing on her computer screen
and typing within the open document. “I don’t have as much time as
you think,” she said.

He stepped
back, frowning at her comment. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Quickly, she
shook her head, dismissing her words. “Nothing. I just think I have
to prove myself sooner rather than later.” Feeling restless, she
shut the lid on her laptop and cleared her desk, sliding her
notebook and pens into her top drawer and placing her files back
into her bottom drawer where she locked them away to keep them
safe. “Listen, I’m feeling pretty tired actually. I think I might
go home now. Will you call me a car?”

“Sure,” he
said, not forgetting the comment about her limited time, but
deciding not to push any further.

Aiden waited
quietly, wondering what had happened to change her demeanour so
suddenly. She had gone from focused on her work to wanting to get
out of there. He admired her work ethic but she worried him with
her relentless pursuit of her goals. As she stood and slung her
beige handbag over her slender shoulders, his eyes travelled over
her slim body. He had noticed that the endless late nights working
had taken their toll on her body. After almost six months at
Donovon Corp, Chloe’s curves were practically gone. She was wasting
away before his eyes.

As he did
every night, he walked her to the lift and while inside they
indulged in that tiny moment when it was all right to stand close
to each other. Their hands touched as Aiden gently brushed his
fingers across the soft back of her hand. This had been going on
for the last two months and while it was definitely moving their
relationship into dangerous territory, it was Chloe’s favourite
part of the day.

“I’m
worried about you,” he murmured, as he faced forward but curled his
fingers around hers. He knew every angle of every camera in the
building and there were very few places they could get close
without it being picked up. “You’re getting too thin.”

“I’m fine,”
she whispered back, letting her fingers move slowly against his.
“This is just really hard.”

“It won’t
be hard forever,” he said, turning his head to meet hers as the
lift doors opened in the basement car park.

“Whoa, what
is this, Aiden? I need to take the car service.”

“I’m taking
you home,” he responded immediately, gripping Chloe’s hand and
pulling her out of the lift toward him.

Flinching, her
eyes widened and she pulled back. “What are you doing?” she hissed,
her eyes moving about wildly knowing that they were just seen by
the basement cameras.

“This,” he
said, tugging at her arm so that she flew forward, landing solidly
against his chest.

He wrapped his
arms around her and looked down at her, inhaling her sweet scent as
he luxuriated in the fact that he finally had her in his arms.

“Aiden,”
she protested meekly. “This is crazy.”

“The
cameras are down,” he whispered, dipping his head and taking her
mouth in his. The moment their lips touched, lights exploded
dramatically behind Chloe’s eyes and all of her protests evaporated
into thin air as she seemed to melt into his body, her fingers
curling as she held onto him.

It was as if
she’d never been kissed before. Everything felt new and
undiscovered and in that moment, she too stopped caring. She
stopped caring about the cameras. She stopped caring about
protecting Aiden’s job. She stopped caring about protecting her
father’s company and she stopped caring about her promises. All
that mattered was that moment and the man who held her in his
arms.

Slowly, their
lips parted and they took in some air, their foreheads resting
against each other as they caught their breath. Chloe was shaking
with emotion; she wanted this man so much that she could see
herself leaving everything behind for him. And it would be worth
it. She couldn’t imagine not having him in her life. Especially
after that kiss, it would be torture.

“I’m taking
you to get some food,” Aiden said suddenly. “You’re tiny.”

Taking a deep
breath, Chloe steadied herself and nodded, watching as Aiden
reached into his pocket and pulled out a key fob and directed it at
an Audi sports car. Depressing the button, the car lights flashed
and then the engine purred to life.

“Come on,”
he said, directing her toward the car. Once again, she nodded, not
trusting herself to speak.

He held
open the door and Chloe slid into the smooth leather seat as he
gently shut her in. She then watched as he walked around the car
and slid into the driver’s side. Her heart beat fast in her chest.
Was she seriously going to do this? Could she do this? Could
she give everything up for a man she’d only known for six
months?

“So, where
are you taking me?” she asked, finally finding her voice, as Aiden
steered the car out of the parking garage and onto the darkened
street.

“Somewhere
that’s still open at this time of night,” he said, taking a right
before having to stop at a set of lights.

He kept his
head forward, his hands gripping the steering wheel as internally
he entered into a silent war with himself. What the hell was he
doing? In that split second where he grabbed her and kissed her, he
crossed a line. A line that would eventually cost him his job. And
he liked money. He really liked money.

Part of him
was telling him to stop being an idiot and take her straight home.
They could chalk it up to the moon and go back to wanting and never
having. But then the other part of him, the part of him that wanted
her so badly that he was willing to be a pauper if that’s what it
took–that part kept whispering about the way her mouth curved when
she found something amusing, how creamy and soft her skin was
beneath his touch, and how it would feel to dig his fingers into
her flesh and drive himself inside her–take part of her in his
mouth. And that smell, he loved the way she smelled. He didn’t know
if it was her perfume or her shampoo or just her natural scent, but
he couldn’t get enough of it and found himself craving it–craving
her. A kiss wasn’t enough and he’d be kidding himself to think it
was.

The fact of
the matter was, Aiden had been craving Chloe, and from the moment
he met her, he wanted her. Logically, he knew she was off limits.
And he’d tried to get her out of his head and tried to stop wanting
her. He’d told himself that it was because she was off limits that
he wanted her so much, and he even wondered if he could have her
just once, would his desire be sated? With most girls, he could
fuck them once and move on. But something deep inside him told him
that his reaction to Chloe wasn’t the same biological urge that
caused him to pursue other girls. He’d felt it before he even knew
who she was. There was something profound about that woman,
something that went deeper than her looks. Something he found
addictive–intoxicating.

For six
months, he had watched her, feeling like he was borderline stalking
her when she was in the office. He’d been the only security who
accompanied her to high-risk meetings. And when he did, they’d
stolen moments of touches and more than a few almost kisses. The
temptation was driving him to distraction and his insistence on
being her only guard has begun to raise questions. He’d explained
to his colleagues that his taking care of her was necessary because
she was Terry Donovan’s daughter. Whether they believed it or not,
they didn’t say. But they did back off and they stopped their
questions.

Of course, it
was more than that. He couldn’t stand the idea of another man alone
with her. It drove him insane knowing his men found her just as
attractive as he did. He didn’t trust anyone but himself with her,
and if he knew without a doubt that he could get away with it
before now, he would’ve had her everyway there was until his need
for her was sated.

But then,
would he ever be sated? A girl like Chloe gets under a man’s skin
and leaves him begging for more…

“Aiden.
Aiden?”

Her voice
broke through his thoughts and he turned to her with a frown.

“The light.
It’s green,” she stated, lifting one of her delicate fingers to
point at the traffic lights above them.

The muscle in
his jaw ticked as he clenched his teeth and accelerated through the
lights, berating himself internally for getting so caught up in his
thoughts that he didn’t notice the change.

Chloe had seen
the look on his face. She’d seen the war that was waging behind his
expression. And he was right to have doubts. This needed to end
before it went any further. “Just pull over, Aiden. We can’t do
this.”

“We can’t
eat?” he said, knowing full well what she meant. He did as she
asked anyway, pulling the car to a stop on the side of the
road.

“You know
exactly what I’m talking about, Aiden.”

“Maybe I
need you to tell me, Chloe. What is it we can’t do?”

She looked
down, a blush creeping over her cheeks as she began to feel foolish
for even making the comment. Suddenly, she felt very young and
naïve. “We can’t… we can’t do this,” she said again, gesturing
between the two of them as they sat across from each other in the
dark car, the only light coming from the display on the dash and
the streetlights overhead.

“Do I scare
you, Miss Donovan?” he whispered, asking the same question he’d
asked months ago as he kept his hands and eyes on the steering
wheel in an effort not to reach for her.

“No, Aiden.
I’m scared of how you make me feel.”

He glanced
over at her. “And how is that?”

“Like I
might burst into flames without you.” The moment she said the
words, she wished she could take them back. They sounded silly and
dramatic, but they were true. Being around him made her feel
combustible. Her chest swelled and her skin heated until she felt
that she might burst if she couldn’t have him. “But there are
rules, and we shouldn’t be breaking them. It’s not worth
it…”

He looked over
at her–at her flushed cheeks and her pink swollen lips–and all
reason left him again. He had to have her.

“Rules?
Fuck the rules,” he murmured, reaching his hand out, gently grazing
his thumb over her cheeks. Her head tilted into his hand and her
eyes closed as the pleasure of his touch filled her body. “There’s
no one here to see.”

Opening her
eyes, she forced herself to speak, her voice but a whisper as she
struggled to say the right words. “Fuck the rules, Aiden? You know
what will happen. How is this going to work?”

“I don’t
know. But I want you, Chloe. I want you more than any woman I’ve
ever met. You’re all I can think about–all I can dream about. And
it’s driving me crazy being so near you, but never being able to
touch you for more than a moment. I need you.”

His other hand
moved to cup her other cheek, his thumbs moving over her skin as he
leaned toward her, causing her mouth to open in a soft,
anticipatory gasp.

“Rules are
made to be broken,” he murmured, their eyes locked, his mouth only
millimetres away from hers.

Then, moving
that final distance, he brought his mouth to hers, her lips parting
immediately, allowing him to deepen the kiss as his tongue slid
over hers. They groaned, a hunger coming to the surface that had
nothing to do with food and everything to do with each other. And
when they finally parted, each of them felt ruined. Looking into
each other’s eyes, they knew they belonged together and that they
had to find a way.

Feeling
shaken, Aiden cleared his throat and sat back in his seat. “I need
to get you home,” he said, his voice bewildered as his mind swirled
with the emotions that kiss brought out in him.

Chloe nodded
in return. It was all she could do.


Chapter
Eight




 


PRESENT,
13 days before the job



Aiden

 


“SO, YOU want
to tell me what happened with that girl last night?” Marli asks the
next morning when she just happens to drop by the office
with bacon and egg wraps and a tray of coffee. My sister knows I’m
more likely to talk if there’s food involved, and she even brings
something for Jared so he’s too busy eating to interrupt.

“Not really,”
I reply. “Thanks for breakfast though.” I give her a wink and kiss
the top of her head when I see the disappointment flash across her
face.

“Well that’s
not very nice,” she responds. “Next time I’ll just send a text
instead of making a special effort to talk to you in person.”

“I wouldn’t
have answered your text either, but I do like that you dropped in
with meat products and caffeine.”

For a while we
sit quietly and eat. But I know my sister. She’s not about to let
up.

“Come on,
Aiden. Who was she–an old fling of yours? Although she was a bit
young for you, so that can’t be right–or is it? You reacted so
weird when you saw her face…who the hell is she?”

I smile at my
sister’s rambling. “She’s just someone I used to know–nobody
important.”

A burst of
laughter erupts from inside her. “Aiden, that’s the biggest line of
bullshit I’ve ever heard come out of your lips. I saw the way you
went hunting for her after you helped break up that last fight.
Then I saw how shitty you were for the rest of the night when you
realised she was gone. You wouldn’t even look at that girl who was
trying to get your attention, and she was a hottie. So this girl is
someone to you. You’re just not admitting it.”

I stand up and
walk over to my office door. “Thanks for breakfast, sis. I’ll see
you next time I’m at the club.”

“Which will be
when? Are you going to avoid it now and palm it off on your lackey
out there?” she asks.

“Depends on if
you’re going to get into my personal business again,” I state,
challenging her with my eyes. I love that Marli cares, but she
should know by now that I don’t talk women with her. I never have,
despite her insistence.

Shaking her
head, she gives me a smile that tells me she still thinks I’m full
of shit as she collects her purse and stands to leave. She stops
beside me and rises up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek.

“You can lie
to yourself all you want, Aiden. But don’t forget, I know you.
Perhaps even better than you know yourself.”

I roll my
eyes. “Get out and go harass Jeff.”

She laughs,
never one to take me seriously. After our mother passed away, Marli
kind of took on all the mothering duties, even though she’s younger
than me.

“Leave my
husband out of this. At least he knows who’s warming his bed at
night, unlike you big brother. But I expect that one day you’re
going to find a way to be happy too.” She reaches up and hugs me
tightly before leaving.

“I doubt
that,” I say to myself, as I watch her walk past Jared’s office and
wave goodbye. Then I close my door and head back to my desk,
burying myself in work, so I can stop thinking about those fucking
eyes of Chloe’s that seem to bore into my soul. I barely slept a
wink last night after she left my place. Every time I closed my
eyes, I saw her face, and the memories of her surged to the front
of my mind like it was all only yesterday.

Three years
ago, I had one night with Chloe Donovan. One night that
ruined me for every woman since then. One night where she
promised me the world. One night where I felt whole…

She gave me
one night, one, before she ripped my heart from my chest and
set it on fire. Chloe was the one woman I ever allowed myself to
care for. The only woman I’d ever considered saying the ‘L’ word
to. And she fucking left me without so much as a goodbye, my life
turning to shit in her wake.

During our
brief relationship, she had spoken of need and want and a desperate
longing–all things I had felt alongside her–but it had been a lie.
Without warning, she left, and never returned to me. I have spent
the last three years trying to hate her for leaving. But I’ve never
been able to hate her. Mostly, I was just angry that I couldn’t
stop wanting her. That woman owned my heart and soul whether I
wanted it or not.

I’ve tried to
move on. I’ve fucked more girls than I can count, trying to get her
out of my system. But it didn’t make one fucking bit of difference.
The moment she walked back in my life, I knew I was fucked. I’ve
been pussy whipped by her from the very moment our eyes met. Of
course I was going to end up helping her. I just couldn’t make it
easy. After all, I still have my pride–even if that pride is shit
where she’s concerned and only lasts twenty-four hours. But like I
said, that woman owns me.

Tired of
fantasising about our past, I open the file on my desk that Jared
had prepared after having her followed yesterday. It contains her
street address, the licence number of the car she was in, and
whatever information Jared could get on her from his various
sources. Some of it is interesting and some I already know. Nothing
gives me a hell of a lot of insight into exactly what position
Chloe is in right now, and I highly doubt she’ll be able to pay
anywhere near the sum she suggested to me…

Shutting the
file, I grab the phone on my desk and hit Jared’s extension. He
answers on the first ring.

“Boss,” he
states.

“Hold the
fort. I’m heading out for a while.”

“Anything I
need to know?”

“Not yet. I’ll
fill you in when I’m ready.” Hanging up the phone, I lock the file
in my desk and grab my keys, nodding at Jared as I walk past him to
leave the office and head to my car. Chloe isn’t the only person
who can show up unannounced.


Chapter Nine



 


Chloe

 


WHEN I wake
up, Leah has already left for work. I didn’t see him when I got
back from Aiden’s last night, and after a night spent tossing and
turning I ended up finally falling asleep when the sun had come up
so I missed him again at breakfast.

Leah works as
a mechanic a couple of towns over. It’s one of the very few
privately run mechanics that are left these days. Most of the small
ones have shut down due to big chains coming in and taking over the
clientele. But in an area like ours, there’s always room for a
mechanic with a record, who’s willing to do things a little
differently for cash on the side.

I, personally,
don’t have a job. I’m still living, very carefully, off the money I
received when my farce of a marriage stopped being of benefit to my
supposed husband and his scumbag father. They had paid me
handsomely to go away quietly, but the press had gotten a hold of
the separation news anyway. It was made to look like I had some
sort of involvement in my father’s predicament and for a while, it
was difficult to live amongst the class of people I had spent my
life with. So, I changed my name and kept a very low profile,
living well below my means as Leah’s flatmate.

I shuffle into
the kitchen, still wearing the oversized shirt I sleep in and a
pair of thick socks that probably used to be white but they’re grey
now. I pull the coffee pot out of its warm little home and pour
myself a cup of the steaming hot liquid. I’d add milk, but I’m
pretty sure we’re out of it. Neither of us is very good at shopping
for anything besides beer to go with our staple pizza diet, and the
coffee that wakes us up every morning. So, I’ve learned to like the
bitter taste of black coffee. In a way, it suits me
perfectly–bitter to my very core.

The one
shining part of my life was my time with Aiden. He is far from
perfect in anyone’s eyes. But he is my version of perfect. I just
wish things could be different between us. I wish we had a
chance…

My mind
travels back to the night before, to the anger, the passion and the
grief we both carry because of the pain I’ve caused. I wish…I let
out a sigh, stopping my thought from progressing. Wishes are
pointless things that help no-one. Wishes can’t change what
happened. They can’t change the fact that lies were told, and that
the very thing I was trying to avoid, ended up happening to him
anyway. He lost everything, and it was my fault.

Powerless. It
is how I’ve felt for most of my life. Always following rules.
Always doing what I was told. And for what? The company is gone. My
life is gone. My family is ruined and the one man who looked at me
and saw my soul, now looks at me with hurt in his eyes. Hurt that I
am responsible for. I hate that I did that to him.

Feeling
overwhelmed, I place the coffee cup in the sink, tears burning my
eyes as I lean on the sink and look out over the power lines and
the pigeon covered roofs that have become my view. This is not
my life. This is not how it should be. My body shakes as I grip
the cold steel and force myself to breathe, refusing to let a
single tear flow.

I become so
lost in my thoughts that I almost don’t hear the knock on the door.
Letting out a slow breath, I wipe at my eyes and sniff back,
trudging across the cold linoleum floor to open the door a crack as
I inspect who it is.

“Aiden,” I
gasp, surprised when I see him standing in the hall on the other
side. I step out of the way as he pushes the door open and walks
in, striding past me like he owns the place, and stands in the
middle of the floor looking around at our Spartan
accommodations.

“Not the kind
of place I imagined you living in.”

“A lot has
changed,” I reply.

“I can see
that. Interesting how the mighty fall.”

I drop my
eyes, my hands rubbing together nervously in front of me, as I feel
rather exposed in my shirt and socks. I contemplate excusing myself
to change, but I don’t know if he’ll stay if I leave the room. So,
I stand, and I stare. Both of us silent as my eyes revisit every
beautiful line in his face and body. He hasn’t changed a bit over
the years. He’s still tall, lean and gorgeous, like a fighter in
peak condition. I could spend forever looking at him. Although,
Aiden obviously doesn’t feel the same way, as he’s the one who
breaks the silence and finally speaks. Ending what, I felt, was a
very enjoyable standoff.

“Well, you
piqued my interest, and I’m here. Are you going to talk or are you
just going to stare at me with your mouth open all day?”

My eyes go
wide and I clamp my jaw shut, an embarrassing heat flushing my
cheeks at my obvious indiscretion. I can’t believe it was
actually hanging open.

I clear my
throat, wringing my hands together as I fight to find my words,
reminding myself that he’s here to talk about the job. He doesn’t
want me, like I want him. And I don’t blame him. If the roles were
reversed, I wouldn’t want me either. I find my voice, and gesture
toward the couch. “Take a seat, Aiden. There’s a lot you don’t
know.”


Chapter
Ten



 


Aiden

 


TAKING A seat
on her worn couch, I watch her as she positions herself on the
chair across from me, being sure to keep her distance. I don’t
blame her after what happened between us last night. And I can’t
guarantee that it won’t happen again. I’m having a pretty fucked up
reaction to seeing her again. I’m trying to act as though I’m in
control but I’m feeling pretty messed up. I want her. I want her so
badly that the thought of burying myself cock-deep inside her is
the loudest thought in my mind. Except, I don’t want to be stupid.
If I’m this fucked up after three years, I know that another dose
of her would make me even crazier. I need to control myself around
her. I just don’t know how the fuck I’m going to do that when my
dick is aching just by being in the same room as her.

Fuck. What is
it with this woman’s draw? She’s like a fucking tractor beam. I
shouldn’t even be here. My head is just so fucked right now. I
don’t even know my right from my left.

Angry at
myself and my stupid mental ramblings, I growl at her. “Just spit
it out, Chloe. I didn’t come here for the view.”

She nods,
taking a deep breath as she rubs her hands nervously over her
knees–fuck she’s beautiful. “I know. I’m just a little surprised
you turned up here.”

“What can I
say? I’m a fucking bleeding heart, and I wanted to get this over
with. But me being here still doesn’t mean I’ll help you with
anything. It just means that I want to know what was so important
that you needed to go to such an effort to pop back into my life
after you forced your way in and then took off three years
ago.”

“I know you’re
angry with me, Aiden. What I did was…”

“Fucked up?
Cowardly? Bitchy? Despicable?” She flinches, and I feel bad for
attacking her. But I’m finding control in anger and right now, I
need control.

She holds her
hand up to stop me, her eyes closing painfully like my words are
actually hurting her. “I know, Aiden. I wasn’t honest with you, and
I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have led you on the way I did. I shouldn’t
have started something I knew I couldn’t finish.”

I look at her,
still finding her the most beautiful woman in existence, and lean
forward, my elbows resting on my knees as I crack my knuckles and
let out a breath.

“Let’s just
leave it be and get to the point of this.”

She nods her
head and wipes her palms on her thighs. I can see through her thin
shirt. I shouldn’t even be thinking that but I can’t fucking help
it. I force my eyes to meet hers.

“Well, as you
know, my father is in a coma,” she starts. “And it wasn’t a suicide
attempt. I’m convinced someone was trying to kill him.”

“If this is
about finding out who tried to kill him, Chloe, you’re on your own.
The list of people who want your father dead is so long that it
would wrap around the world a few times.”

“No. I know
who did it. It’s the why that’s the problem.”

“The why? This
is the part where you tell me why you’re so sure he’s innocent,
even though all the evidence is pointed right at him like a
blinking arrow.”

“Yes. But
doesn’t that make you question things? I mean, you were close with
my father. He was a smart man. Does it really make sense to you
that he would steal that much money and leave a trail leading right
to his door–a door that when opened would ruin his company–his
pride and joy? I don’t think you understand what he went through to
make that company the shining star it was. You don’t know what he
gave up–what I gave up. He had his faults, but he’d never do that
to his workers. He’d never do that to me. The company was
everything.”

“Chloe, from
where I sat, it looked like you knew exactly what he was doing. You
bailed on the company just at the right time and conveniently
happened to marry into the family of the very company that came in
and bought up all of the tiny pieces at a rock bottom price. If it
had have worked out, it was the perfect plan. Your father would
have ended up filthy rich and your father in law’s company would
take on the market share and become more powerful than any one man
could have hoped to be. But it didn’t work out did it? Somewhere
along the line, daddy fucked up and your loving husband and father
in law decided to cut you loose so they didn’t look guilty too.
Just how did you escape going to prison yourself, Chloe? You seemed
like you had quite the part in all of this.”

“If that’s
what you think then why did you even come here?”

“Because I
thought that you’d at least have a better story than, ‘Daddy was a
smart guy–it makes no sense’. I thought you’d have some sort of
evidence that would at least have made the time I wasted coming
here worth it. But you’ve got nothing, do you?”

Narrowing her
eyes, she quickly stands, giving me a pretty sweet view of her arse
as she spins around and storms out of the room without adjusting
the back of her oversized sleep shirt. I get a nice look at her
little black panties that ride high on her right arse cheek.

I avert my
gaze though, as I feel a renewed stirring down below, reminding
myself that I’m here out of curiosity. Chloe needs to stay firmly
in that ‘don’t be an idiot’ box where she belonged all along.

When she
stomps back, she’s pulled on a pair of jeans and a fitted black
singlet. She still isn’t wearing a bra, but I can’t actually see
anything anymore, which is a little disappointing.

In her hands,
she carries one of those brown archive boxes that’s so full of
paper that the lid won’t close.

“You wanted
evidence. I have a fuckload of evidence,” she says, as she drops
the heavy box on the coffee table between us. “In this box is all
of the evidence my father and I had been collecting to try and
clear his name. This was all a set up, Aiden. It was orchestrated
by Michael Goldsmith the day he approached my father with the idea
of the merger.”

I pick up some
of the papers and glance fleetingly at the list of dates, phone
numbers and appointments in my hands.

“Ok, let’s say
this is true,” I say, putting the papers on the coffee table. “How
did a man who had his own company just as big and protected as your
father’s to run, manage to falsify all of that evidence and gain
access to the company funds?”

“Isn’t it
obvious?” she asks, looking at me like I have two heads. “With
someone on the inside.”

“Someone on
the inside? No, Chloe. No. I personally screened every person who
entered that company–well, with the exception of you of course
which means that the inside person could only be you…”

“Thank god you
have a military background, Aiden. Because if you used to be a cop,
I’d seriously worry about the safety of the normal person.”

“Avoiding an
answer isn’t giving one, Chloe.”

“There’s no
answer to give! I was NOT the man on the inside–or the woman. It
wasn’t me, ok?”

“Then who?
Like I said, I screened them all–thoroughly. And I don’t fuck up,
Chloe.”

“Then you
should have screened a little more thoroughly, because even model
employees can be blinded by an offer of great wealth to sell out
their employer.”

As she talks,
she reaches into the box and pulls out a few folders and stacks of
paper before finding what she’s after.

“See this
house?”

I look at the
photo she’s placed in front of me. It’s of a massive white house
with a circular driveway and a columned entrance. “That’s not a
house. That’s a mansion.”

“Do you know
whose mansion this is?”

“Should
I?”

“Who is the
one person who worked with my father every day and had access to
all of his appointments and files.”

“That’s not my
house, Chloe.”

“Not you.
Jesus… who is the other person who had access?”

Frowning
slightly, I look from the house in the photo to Chloe and then back
again as if that photo was going to come to life and reveal the
answer for me. In a way, it kind of did, because suddenly, a face
popped into my mind.

“Audrey?”

“Yes, Audrey
Sargent, my father’s very own personal assistant.”

“Holy shit.
But how? Why?” I ask, beginning to dig through the box, pulling out
all of the paperwork and surveillance photos that Chloe has
obviously been gathering over the course of the last two years.

“Because she
was having an affair with Michael Goldsmith. With his tutelage, she
knew exactly what to do. My father and I were duped into thinking
we were creating the biggest corporate finance company in the world
by agreeing to join forces with them. But all we did was offer them
the keys to the kingdom and my father’s head on a platter.”

She watches me
as I pour over the information she’d gathered. “How the hell do you
know Goldsmith is behind all of this? This all just points to
Audrey. And it’s circumstantial at best. Without solid evidence to
prove either of their involvement, no one will believe you.”

“That’s why I
need you, Aiden. Audrey’s scared. She visited my father in prison
and admitted that she helped Goldsmith. She said she feared for her
life and told my father that she’d hidden some information as a way
to protect herself and that if anything happened to her, he would
‘know where to find it’. Dad didn’t have a clue what she was
talking about, so I went to her to ask her what it meant, hoping
she’d talk to me like she did to my father. But she acted like I
was crazy and wouldn’t tell me a thing–practically pushed me out
the door. Goldsmith must have been watching her, because the next
day, we received the call from the prison saying that dad tried to
end things. He’s been in a coma ever since.”

“And what
about Audrey?”

“She’s in that
house and doesn’t leave without an escort. But I’ve been watching
her. She goes to beauty appointments, clothing boutiques and
wherever Goldsmith requests her. It’s nothing out of the ordinary
for a kept woman, but she keeps all of her jewellery in a safe
deposit box and the bank she uses is the same one my mother used
for her jewellery. I think that’s where she’s hidden her proof. So,
I know where it is. I just can’t get to it.”

“So you want
to go in there with your mother’s key and break into Audrey’s box
while you’re there? That won’t work. I know that bank and once you
collect your box, they escort you into a private room.”

“That’s not
even an option. My mother sold all her jewellery. We have to find
another way.”

“Sugar, I have
skills but I’m no magician. We’d have to rob the bank.”

“Not you,
Aiden. Me.” A smile creeps across her lips and a glint shines in
her eye. “And that’s exactly what I’m planning to do.”


Chapter
Eleven




 


Chloe

 


FOR HOURS, I
poured over the contents of the archive box with Aiden, explaining
to him what I knew, and how I planned to get the extra information
I needed. He had questions–he had a lot of questions–but
essentially, he just listened as I presented the jigsaw puzzle of
deceit that took down my father and gave my mother a nervous
breakdown.

When we’ve
finally finished talking, I start reorganising all of my notes in
their correct files before I put them back in the archive box. As
I’m working, Leah returns home from work. The moment he opens the
door I wrinkle my nose as I can smell his job on him. It’s the
scent of hard work mixed with motor oil.

He throws his
keys at me, and I reach out instinctively to snatch them from the
air. “Hey, girlie, I’m going to hit the shower and then we’ve got
to talk. I’ve been thinking about our issue all day and maybe we
can do it without…holy shit,” he blurts in surprise, as Aiden steps
out of the kitchen and leans against the doorway, drinking a coffee
that he went and poured himself. The way he acts, you’d think he
visited our small flat every day.

“Leah, this is
Aiden. Aiden, this is…”

“I’m pretty
sure we met last night. You were the jerk who beats up girls
right?”

Leah reaches
up a tattooed arm and scratches the back of his head sheepishly.
“Well, kinda. This crazy woman wanted me to hit her for real, but I
wasn’t fucking having any of that. No way. No how.”

“Well, nice
act. It had me fooled–until I saw her eyes.”

“I told you,
you should have worn contacts,” Leah says to me. I roll my eyes,
knowing that it wouldn’t have made a difference with Aiden. He
would have seen through any disguise.

He steps
toward Aiden with a touch of caution and extends his hand. “I hope
there’s no hard feelings, bro. I’m just trying to help Chloe
correct some wrongs.”

Aiden towers
over Leah’s five foot nine and looks down at his hand for a moment.
I will him to reach out and take it. I really need these two to get
along or we’re never going to pull this off.

Slowly, Aiden
reaches out and takes his hand, shaking it once before letting go.
“So tell me–what’s your interest in clearing Chloe’s family
name?”

Leah just
shrugs. “I have my own reasons.” I see the discomfort in his eyes
as he steps back and clears his throat. He hates talking about his
own involvement with the Goldsmiths. “Excuse me. I’m gonna go
shower before Chloe bitches me out for stinking up the place.”

Giving me a
wink, he turns and heads for the shower, and we hear the sound of
the hot water pipes banging in the walls when he turns them on.

“What’s the
deal between you two? Another man brought to his knees by the Chloe
Donovan spell?”

“Would it
bother you if he was?” I ask.

He looks at me
for a moment; his coffee cup paused just before his lips as he
thinks over his answer. “Yes, actually. It would.” He takes a sip
from the mug.

I drop my eyes
and pick up another folder, sliding it back into the box. “No.
There’s nothing between us. He’s just a friend.”

“Well, for a
friend, it seems like you have that guy wrapped around your little
finger. Do you always use your power over men for evil?”

“Only when it
suits me,” I smile, lightening the mood as I place the last of the
paperwork back into the box. I look up at Aiden, at where he’s
still leaning against the doorframe between the kitchen and the
living area, and take a moment to absorb the fact that he’s
here.

Having him
standing casually in front of me the way he is, is something I’ve
dreamed about so many times over the last few years. There were
times when I’d sit and imagine what my life would be like if I’d
kept my promise to him and turned my back on my father and my
career to pursue my own happiness. From where I’m sitting now,
losing our jobs wouldn’t have been so bad. I would have had some of
my own money to fall back on, and he had his family’s nightclub. We
would have been ok, and we would have had each other. On top of
that, my father would still have his company and his life.

But hindsight
is twenty-twenty. It astounds me that by doing what I thought was
the right thing, I set in motion events that caused irreparable
damage to those around me. If I had a time machine, I’d go back in
time and tell myself to be selfish–to answer all of Aiden’s calls,
and to run to him every chance I got. I’d spend every moment in his
arms and figure out whether everything I’ve ever felt for him was
real, or if it was just the fancy of a girl who felt like she
couldn’t have what she wanted. But it didn’t matter. I chose to put
my family promises and the business first.

And I
failed.

When I realise
I’ve been staring for a while, I drop my eyes, realising that Aiden
has been staring at me too. I can’t go there. I can’t keep thinking
over this. Our time has passed us by. Now, all we can do is try to
make some of the wrongs right. Even though, at the end of it, it’s
quite possible that I’ll be a wanted criminal myself. They say that
two wrongs don’t make a right. But I tried doing it the right way.
All I have left is the wrong…

“So,” I start,
clearing my throat before I look back up at Aiden. “Do you think
you’ll be able to teach me how to do this?”

He lets out a
sigh and looks at me with what looks like sadness in his eyes. “Are
you sure you want to do it this way, Chloe? I know you want to
clear your dad’s name, but your intentions won’t matter if you get
caught. And you understand what will happen if you get caught,
right?”

“Of course, I
do. But what they did took everything – from me, from you, from
everyone. The right people need to be behind bars.”

“And what have
the cops had to say about this? Have you at least gone to
them?”

“Of course I
have. But they thought the same that you did. It’s all speculative
and circumstantial. Without the hard proof, I won’t be able to do
anything.”

He walks
toward me and pauses right in front of me. I hold my breath, not
knowing what the hell he’s doing but I keep my eyes on his, keeping
myself as strong as I can. I don’t want him to think there’s any
weakness in me. After the disaster that was last night, I need to
stand my ground and show him that I can handle my emotions.

“This plan of
yours…it’s…complicated,” he states.

“I know,” I
whisper, tilting my head up to look at him.

His eyes move
between mine as if he’s searching for something inside me. “And
you’re positive the documents are where you think they are.”

“One hundred
percent.”

He assesses me
for a moment before taking a step back and chuckling, his hand
wiping over his face like it’s become stiff. “Jesus, sugar, I never
would have pegged you with the guts to do something like this. And
your friend in there, he’s even more insane than you are.”

“That part is
our business. We know what we’re doing and we both have our
reasons. All we need is your know–how to tell us how to get in and
out the best way possible.”

“I always
hated Goldsmith,” he states.

“I’m not
surprised.”

“And what
about his fuckwit of a son–was he involved too?”

The question
feels like a slap in the face. I knew the topic would come up. But
I’d hoped we could avoid any talk of Sebastian Goldsmith for
now.

It takes me a
moment to answer. “In a way.”

He nods in
reply, his brow furrowing as his eyes drop from my face for a
moment. A discomfort settles between us, and I feel like I should
explain but I doubt he’d understand. His priorities have always
been different to mine.

“Listen, I’m
not saying that I’m going to help you. But I will seriously
consider it. But this is going to cost you big, Chloe, and from
what I can tell, you can’t afford what you were promising.”

“Help with the
job and the contents of those boxes is all yours. I just want the
documents. I don’t give a damn about the rest of it.”

“Maybe I don’t
want money anymore.”

“Then what do
you want?”

That half grin
of his that I always loved, curves up the side of his face and my
fingers itch to reach out and touch the scar that runs down his
cheek.

“I’ll do
anything to make this work, Aiden. Name your price and I’ll pay it
gladly.”

“I’ll remember
that,” he says with a nod as he heads toward the door. “I’ll check
out my schedule and call you with my definitive answer in a few
days. Can you wait that long?”

“Of course,” I
say, as I watch him open the door and leave. The moment the front
door clicks shut, Leah reappears at the bathroom door. I’m sure
he’s been listening in.

“So how did
you get him interested? You obviously didn’t go around there and
fuck him last night. He’s still looking at you like a man
starved.”

“I didn’t need
to,” I reply, reaching down to put the lid back on the archive box
before I lift it up. “The facts speak for themselves.”

He narrows his
eyes at me. “You cried in front of him, didn’t you? Fuck you’re
good, Chloe.”

Shaking my
head, I roll my eyes and return the box to my cupboard for
safekeeping and Leah follows behind me. “I didn’t cry and I didn’t
fuck. He agreed to listen and I told him what he needs to
know.”

“If you say
so,” he says like he doesn’t believe me. “He’s in love with you,
you know.”

I push my
cupboard doors closed as a heaviness lands in my chest and I turn
to face him. I love him too. “I know.”

“Just be
careful, girlie. Love can just as easily become hate. I doubt Aiden
is the kind of guy you want gunning for you. You know where we’re
headed with this.”

“I know!” I
snap, immediately regretting my tone and softening my voice. “I
know. Nothing changes. I know what I’m doing, ok?”

He nods once
and leaves my room, pulling my door closed behind him. The moment
I’m alone, I lean against my cupboard and slide down to the floor,
burying my face in my hands as I allow myself to sob quietly,
hating that my life has never been mine. Hating that I was groomed
for a destiny I didn’t want. Hating that all of my work and all of
my sacrifices ended up being for nothing.

But most of
all, I hate myself for not being strong enough to go my own
way.
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STRONG BUT
gentle fingers slide up the length of Chloe’s back, sending chills
through her body as the fingers pause at her shoulders and make
their way back down, sliding over the curve of her backside and
then all the way back up again. It was soothing and exciting at the
same time.

“Are you
feeling tired yet?” Aiden asked, lying beside her, gloriously naked
and propped on his side as he continued the gentle movement over
her skin. She pressed herself against his body, feeling sated and
sore, a gentle throbbing between her legs from their night of
passion. Aiden was an aggressive lover, and she’d revelled in his
strength, and possessiveness, and the ache of her flesh from where
he’d gripped her with his need to consume her. And she felt
thoroughly consumed.

“Yes. But I
don’t want to sleep. I want to stay right here and never
move.”

He kissed her
forehead, his hand coming to rest on her arse as he pulled her just
that little bit closer.

“That could
definitely be arranged. I don’t want you in any bed other than
mine.”

She lifted her
head, brushing her lips over the rough stubble of his chin as he
moved his head down a touch and kissed her softly, sleepily.

“I want to
fall asleep inside you. I want to wake up, still fucking you. And I
want to do that, over and over, and over again,” he growled between
his kisses. His hand slid along her thigh, lifting it over his hip
as he slid himself inside her warm, wet core. They’d dispensed with
condoms after they’d gone through them all. Chloe was on the pill,
and it was the first time Aiden had ever forgone protection so they
knew they were safe, and could please each other over and over
again without pause.

“I want
that too,” she whispered, her body stretching to accommodate his
length and girth as he serviced her with lazy strokes, pushing and
pulling at her insides, hitting every glorious nerve with his
tender friction. “Oh.” The gasp escaped her lips as his mouth moved
to suck gently on her neck and his teeth pulled at her skin,
tasting her, marking her. His fingers curled and pressed into
flesh, holding her tight as he pushed inside knowing that he was
never going to get enough of this woman.

“You feel
so fucking amazing wrapped around my cock,” he growled, thrusting
and pulling her against him, as if they could somehow merge and
stay within their bliss for eternity.

This was the
first union between them that wasn’t absolutely frantic and he
spoke to her softly, moving within her as she spoke to him. They
spoke of their need for each other. Of how they’d never felt
anything greater than what they felt together. Something bigger
than both of them was pulling them together and they promised each
other that this was it. This was everything they ever wanted or
needed. They had found their place in the world, and it was with
each other. The rest would work itself out later.

And as they
shuddered together, gasping out words of love and sacrifice, they
sealed their promises with a slow and tender kiss. Eventually
falling asleep, joined as they had wished.

At the time,
every whispered promise they’d made to each other had been true.
But unfortunately, life doesn’t always let you have what you want.
Broken rules have a consequence. A consequence that Chloe was going
to discover before the afterglow of true lovemaking had even left
her cheeks.

***

Walking into
work the next morning, Chloe couldn’t stop the grin that continued
to spread across her face. She bowed her head, trying to conceal it
so she didn’t appear foolish. But she couldn’t contain it. That
morning was the first when despite barely sleeping the night
before, she had woken up full of energy, full of hope, full of
direction. She was going to go her own way. Make her own choices.
Something special had happened between her and Aiden. Something
bigger than her father’s plans.

She knew that
what she was doing would anger her father. But she also hoped that
he loved her enough to want her to be happy. As it was, she wasn’t
happy at all. She didn’t want the life she had been given. She
wanted another life all together, one filled with love and emotion.
She wanted to love Aiden. She wanted to fight with him, struggle
with him, then make up and do it all over again. That to her,
seemed like it would be heaven.

Letting out a
happy sigh, she placed her bag beside her desk then shook off her
jacket, hanging it over the back of her chair before she turned to
look out the window at the city beneath her, bathed in sunshine,
the sky clear and blue–it seemed to reflect the joy in her
heart.

Turning toward
the soft tapping on her office door, Chloe’s eyes met those of
Audrey Sargent, her father’s personal assistant.

“Good
morning, Audrey,” she practically sang, as she smiled at the woman
who was the wall between the world and her father, controlling his
appointment book to the second.

“Your
father would like to see you,” she said, her expression devoid of
any light. It caused Chloe’s smile to falter as she realised that
Audrey was most likely camped out and waiting for her to arrive.
Audrey pursed her lips. “He’s been waiting quite a while for you to
get in.” She raised her eyebrows at Chloe before she turned and
flounced off, letting her know that they had all noticed her
tardiness that morning.

Following her
out, Chloe rolled her eyes, thinking that it was nice that they all
noticed the one day that she was late, but they never seemed to
notice all the nights she stayed late.

“Chloe.
We’re glad you could make it,” Terry Donovan said when she entered
his office. And the word ‘we’re’ caused her to look to the couches
that sat in the large windowed alcove of his office. He rarely saw
clients in there, but when he did, they were always very important
people who were treated to the best services the company had to
offer. It was then that her heart stopped and the light and happy
feeling she’d been revelling in all morning plummeted and formed a
pit of darkness in her stomach. Sitting on the couches were Michael
and Sebastian Goldsmith. Her father-in-law and husband to
be…

“Chloe,”
Michael said as he stood up. “I trust you’ve been well. We haven’t
had the pleasure of a visit from you at the house lately.”

She swallowed
the lump in her throat as her eyes dropped to the iPad in his hands
before she glanced at each man in turn. What was going on here?

“I’ve been
working a lot,” she tried to explain although, truthfully, the
moment she had met Aiden, she’d barely seen any of them. She didn’t
want to be reminded of her obligation.

“Working. I
see,” he stated, lifting the tablet and activating the screen. “I
find this all very interesting…work,” he said, holding the screen
out for her to see.

On it, was
security footage of her with Aiden. She swallowed again, her mouth
feeling so dry that she struggled with the motion. “What is this?”
she asked, watching the different clips of Aiden in her office
talking to her, of them standing close in the elevator, of them
disappearing briefly into a security blind spot before re-emerging
moments later. Then it showed them again, going into that blind
spot, but only the next time, the cameras had been adjusted and
they were recorded. It showed her pulling on Aiden’s tie,
whispering in his ear–teasing him.

“I don’t
know what you’re implying here. This just shows two people
flirting,” she stated, looking up at the glint in Michael
Goldsmith’s eyes before she glanced at Sebastian whose eyes were
averted. She then looked to her father who didn’t appear very
impressed at all. “It’s just flirting,” she repeated, her voice
smaller and less unsure than it had been before.

“Keep
watching, Chloe. It gets better,” Michael said, jumping the video
ahead slightly to show Aiden’s car pulling up outside his house.
Her mouth dropped open as her heart began to thud against her
chest. She knew what came next.

Seeing herself
with her legs wrapped around Aiden’s waist as he carried her to his
door, stopping to kiss and grope and rub themselves against each
other, Chloe needed to shut her eyes and turn away. They had
cheapened what went on last night by filming it.

With her eyes
glassy with emotion, she turned to her father. “I can’t believe you
had me followed,” she accused through gritted teeth. His response
was silent and his demeanour remained stoic, implying that she had
brought this upon herself. Inhaling deeply, she tried to regain
some sort of control on the rage that coursed through her body,
causing her to shake with the need to strike out and slap that
tablet out of Michael Goldsmith’s hands. Her nails dug into her
palms, breaking the skin as a growl came out of her throat. “That’s
enough. Turn it off.”

Michael
smiled. He was one of those men who became more attractive as he
aged, with straight white teeth, salt and pepper hair and a charm
about him that those who didn’t know his real personality fell prey
to more often than not. But Chloe knew him all too well, and his
smile sickened her.

“Are you
sure? It only gets better. There’s some rather interesting
up-against-a-wall action, and the one where he has you bent over
the kitchen bench and pulls your hair is my personal favourite. If
you weren’t an engaged woman, I’d call Aiden Price a very lucky
man. Does he know that you’re engaged Chloe?”

She looked
away, dropping her eyes to the floor in a scowl.

“I didn’t
think so.” He pressed the iPad up against her chest, forcing her to
take hold of it. “You can keep that. For prosperity’s sake, because
I’m sure that this was just a single incident that won’t be
happening again. It would be very embarrassing to both you and our
family if something like this got out only two weeks before the
wedding. And I can’t imagine what would happen to Mr Price. I
understand he’s preparing to open up a club of sorts. It would be
terrible if those permits all fell through. And if that isn’t
enough to dissuade you from contacting him again, I’m sure he’d be
rather upset if his sister’s–”

“Don’t,”
she growled over the top of him, her face burning with
embarrassment and anger.

Goldsmith’s
eye narrowed slightly as he assessed her quietly. “Good girl,” he
said, seeming satisfied that she once again knew her place.
Shifting gears, he turned to her father, shaking his hand as if a
business agreement had just been met. “I’ll leave it to you from
here, Terry. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you on Sunday at the
club.”


“Absolutely. And thank you for bringing this to my
attention.”

“Just see
that it doesn’t happen again. There’s a lot riding on this wedding
and I’m sure that we’re both in agreement that a…security guard.”
He said the words as if they tasted horrible coming out of his
mouth. “Isn’t good enough for your daughter’s future. Especially
when this union has been on the cards for so long.”

“You have
my word,” Terry said, nodding at both Michael and Sebastian
courteously as they turned to leave. Chloe continued to stand in
the centre of the room; her body still set with anger as she glared
at them as they walked past and gave her a perfunctory nod. She
thought she’d seen somewhat of an apology in Sebastian’s eyes. But
she couldn’t be sure. She barely knew him to read him, and very
soon, she had to marry him.

When the
Goldsmiths had left, leaving father and daughter alone, Terry
turned to Chloe and smiled a smile that was far from joyful. “I’m
not a blind man, Chloe. I see many things that go on in this
office, and I also see many things that go on outside this office.
Did you really think you could start something with Aiden without
it getting noticed?”

Chloe’s cheeks
flamed as she realised how closely her father, and it seemed, the
Goldsmiths, kept tabs on her. “No dad. I just…I care for him...a
lot.”

His eyes
softened and he nodded his head in understanding. “And were you
going to invite him to your wedding?”

“No! I… I
was. I don’t want to do it anymore, dad. I’m sorry. I thought I
could but this isn’t me, and Aiden makes me happy. I want to be
with him.”

Walking to a
cupboard that was built into the wall, Terry pulled out his jacket
and slipped it over his arms, looking in the mirror to check his
collar and straighten his tie with a calm that didn’t quite go with
the situation.

“Life isn’t
always about what we want, Chloe. Not when your quest for happiness
affects so many other people. You will keep your promise. You will
play your part in the success of this company–as a Donovan. A
person is only as good as their word, Chloe, it will pay for you to
remember that.”

Chloe’s
features fell. “You’d have me marry a man I don’t love?”

He walked
over to his daughter, placing his hands on her upper arms as he
peered down into her face. “What you’re feeling for Aiden right
now, it won’t last forever. True love and the idea of a soul mate
aren’t real. But you can learn a kind of love with time and
patience and understanding. Everything else is just the fancy of
fairy tales and little girl’s dreams. Be sensible here, Chloe.
We’re talking about your future. We’re talking about our
future. If you back out on this deal now then you’ll be hurting
us all. Family first–remember?”

She blinked
her eyes rapidly, gripping tightly at the iPad she still held
against her chest, her heart holding strong to every look, every
touch, every whispered emotion between her and Aiden. She didn’t
want to let go, but she had to. She closed her eyes, inhaling
deeply as those dreams shattered like glass, piercing through her
heart and causing her soul to bleed for a love and a life she’ll
never have. Inhaling, she opened her eyes and nodded. “Family
first. I haven’t forgotten, dad. I’ll keep my word,” she
whispered.

“Good. Then
I won’t expect to hear of anymore reports of the two of you
together.”

Leaning
forward, he kissed her on the cheek and headed for the door,
turning back just before he opened it.

“And Chloe
– this probably goes without saying, but Aiden won’t be working
here anymore. And if this continues, he won’t have a job anywhere.
Not in this industry anyway.”

“I get it,
dad. It won’t happen again,” she said, gritting her teeth as she
did her best to keep her calm until she heard his office door click
shut. It was then that she let a solitary tear fall down her cheek
as she gripped at the iPad so hard that she heard the screen
crack.

One night. One
perfect night. That’s all she managed to have with Aiden. She
closed her eyes, remembering the way his body had felt when it
moved against hers–how his mouth had kissed every inch of her body
while he whispered words that made her quiver. She had never felt
more worshipped or more connected to another human being than she
had last night.

It had been
foolish of her to think that she could have come to her father with
her tale of love and have him understand. He had always been of the
mind that like married like. She had been destined to marry
Sebastian Goldsmith for years. It was all about the name. All about
the prestige. For so long, she had loved being a Donovan. She had
loved the power that came with such a name, the doors that it
opened and the worship it provoked.

This was the
first time she’d wished herself normal.

Reaching up,
Chloe wiped at her tear of self-pity and took a deep breath before
heading back to her own office. Hating herself more with every
passing moment because while her father’s request seemed archaic
and cruel. It was Chloe who had said yes.
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PRESENT,
12 days before the job



Aiden

 


“HEY BOSS,
we’ve got a meeting at a new venue to do club security and there’s
a bunch of potentials on your desk for that recovery op we’ve got
planned for next month,” Jared says, as soon as he sees me walk
into the office the next morning.

I nod my head
as he rattles off a list of things that are scheduled to happen
today and continue to head into my office, prepared to start
dealing with the masses of paperwork that come with dealing with
your own business. I really need to get some sort of office staff
in here to help out with all this stuff. Price Security has been
far more successful than I thought it would be, and I’m beginning
to feel like I’m drowning in paper, phone calls and endless
meetings. I rarely do any security work besides the club and the
jobs I can’t entrust to the others. I’m too busy running things
here.

When I was
fired from the Donovan Corporation, I lost it. I was already angry
at the world for what had happened with Chloe, so to lose my job on
top of that, well, I had to take some time out before I went on
some sort of angry rampage through the city–I had wanted to destroy
everything in my path, and I almost did.

After I
smashed the fuck out of my Audi, Marli saw the state I was in, and
suggested, in her usual bossy sister manner, that I get away for a
while to calm down and regroup before I ended up ruining my life
completely.

For once in my
life, I took her advice. I went to the Greek Islands and found my
calm in a sea of alcohol and women. Women whose faces I couldn’t
remember if you paid me. Then by the time I thought I could face
the corporate world again, my resume was no good. The Donovan
Corporation had fallen by then, meaning that their name on my
resume wasn’t going to get me anywhere fast. The only solution I
could see was to open up my own security company. So I contacted
some of my old contacts and opened Price Security, focusing on
nightclub and event security, while doing some of the more
profitable recovery work on the side.

The clubs and
events are a hell of a lot different to what I’ve spent most of my
career doing. I started out in the armed forces and moved into
special ops training. I did a lot of surveillance, and I
specialised in infiltrating the security systems of our enemies so
our teams could get in and out without detection. There wasn’t an
alarm I couldn’t stop or a lock I couldn’t pick. When my service
was up, I used my credentials to land a job with Donovan
Corporation. It was a far cry from what I had been doing in the
field, but I was able to use my skills in threat assessment, and my
security knowledge to find the company’s weaknesses and weed out
any undesirable workers or clients. Essentially, we were locked up
tight and we were thriving–both on and off the books.

But then,
Terry Donovan told me that a merger was on the cards with Goldsmith
Enterprises. I wasn’t too keen on the idea because Michael
Goldsmith always gave me the creeps as a human being. But Terry
seemed to think it was best for business, explaining that the
merger had been something that was on the cards for a long time.
The goal was to join the two biggest companies into one massive
entity that would become the most powerful finance company in the
world.

I understood
his goal but I didn’t support it. There were certain things about
the deal that Terry wasn’t willing to share with me, and the shroud
of secrecy bothered me.

Before the
idea of the merger, Donovan and Goldsmith had been corporate
enemies, and Goldsmith in particular, had been hungry for the spot
at the top of the ladder. More than once, we’d caught them trying
to steal our clients and worse than that, we found out they were
using a broker to collect our stock in preparation for a hostile
takeover.

Terry had
laughed it off when I had taken my findings to him, claiming that
his company was way too healthy to be taken over so easily.
Besides, he owned stock in Goldsmith’s company as well–it was just
something they did as business rivals, he’d said. Then suddenly,
they were talking merger and Terry would never explain why.

In the months
before my ‘position was no longer required’, I hated the constant
dealings with that Goldsmith cretin and his son. I’d always thought
they were vultures, swooping in and pecking at the remains of
companies before tearing them apart and making a fortune out of
them. But now I know that they were worse than that. They were
weasels, scheming and plotting on one hand, while pretending to be
open and cooperative on the other. People like that make me sick,
and in the end, I’m actually glad to be away from the corporate
greed that once governed my life.

Now, instead
of background checks, assessing threats, and protecting high
profile individuals, I’m dealing with nightclubs and concerts, and
training the majority of my guys to keep drunken partygoers calm
and safe.

The rest of my
guys are my specialist crew. In total, I have around fifty guys on
my books, although only Jared and I run the office. I also have a
dozen guys who aren’t officially on my books–they’re more so hired
as contractors. These are the guys that have been handpicked based
on what they can offer out in the field–some, I knew back in the
day, and others have come recommended to me by a trusted contact.
These boys are my biggest earners, and when I have a job that can
use their particular skillset, I call them up.

Those
specialist jobs are becoming increasingly regular, and we’re
looking at calling in some extra guys. They’re far more lucrative
than club security, because we’re generally being paid to do
something that the authorities can’t or won’t do because it’s
either out of their power, or just plain against the law. But the
money is amazing, and when you’ve been trained to be invisible,
it’s not hard to get in and out without getting caught. In theory,
we could do two or three of these jobs and line our pockets thick
enough that we could take off for the rest of the year. But a
business that’s closed for months at a time is a very suspicious
one indeed. So we keep our doors open, booking events and clubs,
and slowly syphoning money through so it comes out the other end
all nice, clean, shiny and legitimate.

Jared is the
brains behind all of our computer related stuff. Whenever we have a
new intake of recruits, he’s the man who checks out their
background to make sure they’re clean enough to let through our
doors. His skills with a computer far outweigh my own. He can find
out any information about anyone–he can probably find things about
you that you didn’t even know. He’s that good.

Jared had
actually been a new recruit at Donovan’s when the company fell. I
hired him myself, a month before I’d gone on leave then lost my
job. With his excellent credentials he could have easily gotten a
job somewhere else. He wanted to join Price Security, and he’s been
my most valuable employee ever since.

I check my
watch as I reach the door to my office. “How long until that
meeting?” I ask.

“About two
hours,” he replies, watching as I head toward my desk and lift the
pile of files off my desk.

“Narrow these
down to the absolute best for me. I’ve got something I need to look
into.”

“Is that where
you were yesterday–meeting with a new client?”

I give him a
wink. “Something like that. Give me a buzz when it’s time to go.
We’ll take my car.”

The kid’s face
lights up like it’s fucking Christmas, and he takes the massive
pile eagerly from my hands.

“Can I drive?”
he asks as he’s backing away.

“Can I break
your leg?”

He laughs and
heads to his desk, knowing he was never going to drive my car but
risking the ask anyway. No one drives my car but me. I’m not an
overly flashy guy, and I live a fairly modest lifestyle, but my
Mercedes-Benz SLS AMG Black Series, is one of the few status
symbols I maintain–nothing rivals the feel of a beautiful piece of
machinery that grips the road and corners like a dream. Cars are
somewhat of a weakness for me, well, cars and weapons, my favourite
being my Colt M1911 pistol. It’s hailed as the handgun of the
century, and I have to agree, that thing is still as accurate as
the day I bought it–a fucking piece of art. I’m a sucker for good
craftsmanship. And I guess we can add women to that list too–well,
one in particular. Chloe Donovan will always be a weakness of mine.
Whether I want her to be or not. She just has some sort of hold
over me. I can’t get my head around it but I can’t fight it either.
It’s this draw, this want, this need. I haven’t been able to
shake it, not since that very first moment I found her leaning
against her father’s desk.

I had thought
that when she left me, that was it–I wasn’t going to see her again.
But here she is, three years later, suggesting that I help her rob
the safety deposit vault in a bank. I know I do recovery work, but
fuck, this may even be riskier than I’m willing to try. Stealing
onto properties in the dead of night to get back some artwork, or
to download computer files is one thing. But getting in and out of
a bank undetected, is going to be a whole new set of risks that I’m
not one hundred percent sure we can get away with.

But the gain
could be incredible–who knows what riches could be hiding in those
boxes. And Chloe’s idea has merit. It’s something I wouldn’t have
come up with myself. I’m just not fully on board with this whole
Audrey-Sargent-did-it story.

Shutting my
door, I switch on my MacBook before performing a search on Audrey
Sargent to see exactly who and what she’s become over the last few
years. Chloe had a lot of information on her, but without my
access, she hasn’t gotten as deep into her records as I’d like.

Audrey looks
and behaves as though she’s won the lottery in recent years. Her
mansion of a house is in one of the most affluent suburbs on the
city’s coastline. She has a private piece of beach and her own dock
where she keeps a fucking yacht. She hasn’t put a tax return in for
the last two years, which backs up Chloe’s findings–Audrey is
obviously a kept woman.

I save her
search in an encrypted file and pull up information on Michael
Goldsmith. I find all of the usual stuff–legal background, tax
information, and his extensive asset list. A small shell company of
his seems to own everything Audrey is using, which means if
anything happens and he decides he’s done with her, then she’ll
most likely be homeless. No wonder she stopped talking.

I dig deeper,
trying to get a look at some of his more detailed financial
records, but there’s a lot I can’t get access to. I’d need to be a
hacker to dig any deeper. Luckily for me, that’s exactly what
Jared’s special talent is. But I’m not keen to bring him on board
just yet. I have a bit more work to do from my side before I’m
comfortable helping with this plan of Chloe’s. From where it stands
right now, I just don’t see how she’s going to get into that bank
on her own. I’ll have to check it out myself to work out the
logistics, and then I can talk to Jared and see if it’s worth
it.

Before I know
it, Jared is tapping on my door to remind me that it’s time for our
meeting. In his hand he has the files of those he thinks are the
best of the pile. I tell him to keep a hold of them, so that when
we get back, he can run further checks on them. If they’re all
good, he can call them in.

“So this thing
you’re preoccupied with – is there anything you need my help on?”
he asks as we head to my Merc.

“Maybe. I need
to assess the situation a bit more before I get involved.”

“I’m guessing
this one will be off the books.”

“You guessed
right. Now get in,” I say, opening my door and sliding behind the
wheel.

As we drive to
the meeting, Jared changes the subject, chatting happily about his
ideas for legitimately expanding the company, so we can put more
money through it without raising any flags. I only half listen
though, because my mind is stuck musing over what Chloe has asked
me to do.

Rob a bank.
I’ll admit that her plan sounds almost fool proof, and if I can
teach her how to get into those security boxes and how to disable
their systems, then she may just get away with it. But a bank job,
these days, with only two people…I don’t see it working. And then
there’s her friend, Leah. I don’t understand what his involvement
is. I don’t understand what he has to gain by being a part of
this…

My thoughts
continue as I go through the motions of the meeting, answering all
of the questions on autopilot, and letting Jared take point on
mapping out the venue and discussing a roster with the club
owner.

A slight buzz
of excitement begins to hum through my body as I continue to mull
over Chloe’s idea.

A bank
job.

Even with our
recovery clients, I haven’t had a taste of real danger for
years–not since I left the military. When it was over, I didn’t
think I’d miss the risk of gunfire or getting caught by the
opposing side. But I do. Surviving the danger was a fucking rush.
Shit, I can’t believe I’m actually considering this. I can’t
believe I’m thinking about doing it with her.

I begin to get
jittery, an excitement surging through me that spurs me on and
makes this seem like it may be a good idea. Then as soon as we get
out of the meeting, I pull my phone out of my pocket and send Chloe
a text.

All right.
I’m in. I write, hitting send before I have the chance to think
any more and change my mind.

She sends back
a reply almost immediately. That was fast. Call me.
We’ll discuss your fee.

I grin to
myself, typing out my reply. My fee is open. I’ll decide when,
how and how much.

Fine, she sends without hesitation.

Think you can
you afford me?

That
depends

On?

I wait for a
moment, but when she hasn’t answered, I quickly type and send,
Are you afraid of me, Miss Donovan?

Her reply is
fast this time. No more than before

Good, I
send back, smiling to myself. As stupid and as risky as this is
going to be, I can see that it’s going to be one hell of a ride.
I’m actually looking forward to a job where I’m dealing out a bit
of justice. Especially if it involves that ant, Sebastian
Goldsmith. He’s the guy that got the girl, and he’s the guy that
threw her away like yesterday’s news. He was scum when I met him,
and he’s still scum now. I’ll never understand what Chloe saw in
him. But I suppose it can’t have been much, she happily stepped out
on him with me…
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JULY,
three years ago

 


 


“OY, YOU.
Get your head into gear. These walls aren’t going to paint
themselves,” Aiden’s sister Marli said when she saw him get lost in
thought yet again. “What’s up with you today?”

“Nothing,”
he grunted, dipping his roller into the charcoal coloured paint and
running it over the drip tray before lifting it to the wall to
paint over the powdery blue that was there before.

When their
father had passed away the year before, Marli and Aiden had
inherited his old, failing bar. Together, they had decided to turn
it into a nightclub but the decorating was all Marli. She had
decided that they should paint the walls with black and then put
some sparkly metallic shit all over them so they resembled the
galaxy or something.

Aiden and her
husband, Jeff, couldn’t really see the point in making the walls
any colour–nightclubs were dark. No one would see anything anyway.
But they both thought the world of Marli and would do anything she
wanted to keep her happy.

“That isn’t
a nothing face, Aiden. Spit it out. I’m not going to leave you
alone until you spill.”

“Can you
drop it?” he replied, focusing on the wall in front of him.

Of course,
being a woman who was used to deciphering the men in her life
through her own intuition, she didn’t leave it alone at all.

“Did
something happen at work? Is there a problem with you taking so
much leave?”


“No.”

“No? Do you
hate the wall colour?” she tried again.

“No,
Marli,” he laughed. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

“Are you
coming down with something?”


“No.”

“What’s
going on?” Jeff asked, as he entered the room with more
paint.

“Nothing is
going on,” Aiden replied, beginning to feel a little
exasperated.

“Aiden’s
been staring off into space and he won’t tell me why,” Marli
supplied.

“He’s
probably affected by your galaxy paint idea,” Jeff teased with a
laugh.

“Very
funny, fuckface,” she said, flipping her middle finger up at him as
she grumbled about neither of them having an idea that was any
better.

“It’s
probably about a girl,” Jeff added, using the corner of a paint
scraper to work at the rim of the paint tin to lift the
lid.

Marli laughed.
“A girl? Aiden? I’m sorry, that’s just hilarious. Have you ever
seen Aiden spend more than the necessary time to bed and move on
from a girl?”

“I don’t
know. He’s got that look about him. I remember feeling the way he’s
looking when I started dating you. Look at him. He’s got this goofy
grin twisting his mouth up.”

“Would you
two just fuck off and get some work done. You were bitching about
me not working, and you’re both too busy standing around gawking at
me to get any bloody work done yourselves.”

He glanced
around at the two of them, glowering before turning back to his own
section of the room.

“Oh. My.
God,” Marli gasped, after taking that opportunity to study his face
properly. “You’re right, Jeff. Holy shit, Aiden. Who is she? I have
to meet her.”

“No. No one
is meeting anyone. It’s nothing. There’s nothing wrong. There’s
nothing going on that you need to know. Just stay out of my
business all right?”

Marli turned
to Jeff. “You’re so right. It’s definitely a girl.”

“I know,
right?” Jeff agreed.

“Fucking
hell,” Aiden grumbled, throwing his roller down on the drop sheet
and storming out of the club.

“He’s got
it bad,” Jeff commented, watching after him as the door slammed
shut behind him.

“I can’t
believe I missed that,” Marli said, moving over to pick up the
roller Aiden had discarded. “Aiden’s smitten over some girl… I
never thought I’d see the day.”
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PRESENT,
12 days before the job



Chloe

ARE YOU afraid of me, Miss Donovan? The text sends a
shiver down my spine as I entertain the idea of spending some time
with Aiden near me. I shouldn’t be feeling this way but I can’t
help it. Aiden is my dream–my fantasy. He’s the happy ending I’ll
never have. Just being near him will make all of this worth it. I
don’t know that he’ll allow anything to happen between us again.
But the sexual tension between us is still so palpable that I’m not
sure we’ll be able to work side by side without something
happening. I think I’m going to have to talk to him to clear the
air about what happened between us–why I left and what he meant to
me. It doesn’t matter if he thinks I’m shallow because of it. All
that matters is that he understands that I’m trying to fix what I
broke, even if he and I are far too broken. There’s still a lot of
other people who suffered because of me.

No more
than before, I send back.

And his reply
is instant, showing me he remembers perfectly the buildup that
began our all too brief affair. Good

“What’s got
you grinning from ear to ear, girly?” Leah asks, watching as I look
down at my phone.

“He’s in,” I
reply, smiling that it took even less time than I’d anticipated for
Aiden to get back to me.

“Seriously?”
Leah grins, and lifts his hand, slapping against mine in a high
five. He then pulls me up from my seat and spins me around as if we
just won something wonderful. “He’s in. He’s fucking in,” he crows,
before setting me on the ground again. I’m laughing with him
happily as he grabs a hold of my face and touches our foreheads
together, taking a deep breath before becoming serious. “We’re
going to get those fuckers, Chloe. They’re going to have to pay for
what they did to us.”

I grip his
thick forearms and let out a sigh before I move to wrap my arms
around his neck. “We’ll get them, Leah. They’ll be sent to prison
to rot for their crimes.”

“Right where
we want them.”

I pull away
from him and look into his eyes. “Are you still sure you want to do
this?”

“Yeah,” he
nods. “I want to do this–more than anything in this world.”

“Ok.” I step
away from him and head into the kitchen, grabbing two bottles of
beer from the kitchen and taking the tops off them. I hold one out
to him. “To our success,” I toast, tapping the neck of my bottle
against his as he takes it.

“To our
success,” he repeats, before lifting the bottle to his lips and
taking a mouthful. Our excitement is short lived, and it isn’t long
before we’re both sitting and contemplating where we go from here.
Now that Aiden is involved, things are going to get very serious,
and if we’re not careful, we’ll end up behind bars while Goldsmith
continues to walk free.

***

A few days
later, I arrive at Aiden’s house early in the morning. “What the
hell are you doing here?” he asks, half asleep as he answers the
door in his boxers. My eyes travel over his torso, over the tattoo
that symbolises his time in the armed forces, and light smattering
of hair…my fingertips remember the feel of him beneath them…

I clear my
throat and clench my fist to keep myself from reaching out. “We
have some reconnaissance work to do,” I say, holding up the duffel
bag I’m holding in my hands.

He steps aside
to let me through. “I was asleep you know. I worked a club shift
last night, and I do have a day job, you know.”

“I do know
that,” I state, hefting the bag up onto his dining room table.
“That’s why I got here before you started your day job. It will
give you time to organise someone to look after things for a
while.”

He shakes his
head and mutters something about women being presumptuous as he
walks across the living room and disappears into his bedroom. He
returns shortly after with a set of dark cargo pants on and a
fitted t-shirt that accentuates his physique. My mouth goes dry and
I struggle to swallow.

“Do you have
any coffee?”

He laughs at
me, but not in a fun way, in a you’ve-got-a-nerve kind of way.
“Make it yourself, you seem so at home here. What’s in the
bag?”

“Supplies,” I
respond, as I walk into his kitchen and hit the button to switch
his coffee machine on. It’s one of those automated machines that
does everything for you, which I love. It’s one of the few things I
miss from my old life. I move across his kitchen, and grabbing two
mugs from his strainer. I set them under the spout and hit what
looks like the right buttons to make two long blacks.

He walks over
to the bag and pulls at the zip. “How long is this ‘reconnaissance’
supposed to take?”

“Just this
morning,” I state, carrying the mugs to the table and setting one
in front of him.

He doesn’t
thank me. HHe just lifts it up and takes a sip while he pulls at
the side of the canvas bag and looks at the contents. “What the
fuck are you planning here?”

Setting my
coffee down, I pull out wigs, stage makeup and various other
costume supplies.

“Sit down,” I
command. “We’re going into the bank so you can get a look at the
boxes. We can’t exactly go in looking like us.”

He sits and
watches me warily as I pick up the face putty. “Exactly who are we
going to look like?”

Slipping my
hand into the bag, I pull out an envelope full of identification.
There are people suited to Aiden, some suited to Leah and others
that are suited to me. Aiden lets out a low whistle as he picks up
each elastic band wrapped bundle. Each one represents one hundred
points of identification, which is what we need to open any sort of
account in the country.

“I’m not even
going to ask how you came by all of these,” he comments.

“Good. Because
I wasn’t going to tell you.” I reach out and grab one of the
stacks. “This is who you’re about to become.”

He takes the
ID stack from between my fingers and examines the photo id. “Mark
Knowles,” he reads, followed by his fake address and birthdate. He
takes a slow intake of breath, then looks up at me where I’m
waiting with the putty tin in my hand. “Did you consider that I may
not want to go in there with a fake ID?”

“I did. I
thought about taking in a small camera to film the areas for you,
but I don’t know exactly what you’d be looking for. It’s better if
you come with me.”

I stand in
front of him for a moment, keeping my eyes on his as I watch him
work through this scenario in his head. “Fine,” he says eventually.
“But I don’t want this guy.” He throws the ID stack back on the
table and picks up another one. “I’d rather be this one.”

With a slight
smile pulling at my lips, I reach out and take the stack from him.
“You can’t change it. The appointment is already made.” I drop the
ID on the table and take a step toward him. “Now stay still, I have
to reshape your face.”

Once again, he
mumbles something I don’t quite hear, and folds his arms tightly
across his chest, as he waits for me to do my thing. I reach out
with a confidence I don’t feel being this close to Aiden, but I
focus on moulding his cheekbones with the putty so that his face
resembles the photo on the ID. As my concentration increases, I
move around him to get a better angle, and before I know it, I’m
standing between his thighs. Slowly, his arms unfold and his hands
move to my thighs, travelling upward until they’re resting on my
hips. It’s a simple touch but it’s enough to break my concentration
and send my mind to other more…satisfying pursuits.

My focus moves
to his eyes, and all I can see is desire. He pulls me against him,
showing me what I do to him, and I let out a soft gasp. It causes a
heat to travel between my legs, as that gentle throbbing I
experience when I’m near him becomes something so much more.

“Do you like
having my hands on you?” he asks. His hands move upward, slipping
beneath my shirt to gently caress the skin at my waist. The
movement causes me to become heady and I find myself pressing
closer.

I nod in
response, letting my eyes close for a moment as I enjoy his gentle
touch as his hands move over the skin across my stomach in soft
sweeping motions before his hands settle back on my hips, and his
fingers bite into my flesh and he inhales as if he’s scenting
me.

A low
appreciative rumble escapes his throat and he sits back, his hands
still on my hips, his fingers threaded through the loop on my jeans
as his thumbs make idle circles on my flesh.

Opening my
eyes, I meet his for a moment before he tilts his head back as if
he’s silently telling me to finish. My body is trembling and I let
out a slow breath, forcing my attention away from his hands and
onto the task at hand.

Creating a new
face with stage makeup is a lot like painting on a canvas and I
have to blend various colours over his face so it looks as natural
as possible. It takes time and while I’m struggling to focus, it
takes even longer than it should, but finally I’m done, and Aiden
has been transformed.

“You’re done,”
I whisper, my face close to his as I reach out and pick up the hand
mirror. Holding it in front of him, I force myself to step back on
shaky legs, my body feeling bereft as I move out of his reach. “Say
hello to Mark Knowles.”

His gaze
shifts from me to the mirror and his eyes widen. “Whoa,” he
breathes, as he inspects my work. “Holy shit, Chloe. That looks
bloody amazing. Where did you learn how to do this?”

“YouTube,” I
state.

“YouTube?” he
laughs, and it’s a deep rumble of a sound that sends chills
coursing through me as my heart swells with pride at his words. He
stands and my head tilts back to follow his towering height as he
moves closer to me. Reaching up, he tucks a stray piece of hair
behind my ear and speaks in a low voice. “Not many people surprise
me in this world, Chloe. But you do.”

I press my
lips together, stifling a smile as I try to take his compliment in
my stride by just nodding my acceptance. Then our moment is over
and he moves away from me, saying something about making some phone
calls to reorganise his day, disappearing back into his bedroom and
closing the door. It’s only then that I finally let my breath out
and realise how badly I’m shaking.

I take the
seat Aiden just vacated and give myself a mental pep talk. I can do
this. I can be around Aiden again, and I can keep my focus. I can
do what needs to be done. Picking up my now cold coffee, I gulp it
down then breathe again before finding the ID that matches Aiden’s
and going to work on myself.

Two hours
later, we’re both transformed, dressed respectably and ready to go
as Mr and Mrs Mark Knowles.
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“CHLOE.
IT’S Aiden. Again. Call me…please?” he growled into his phone,
aggravated and worried that he hadn’t been able to reach her since
he’d dropped her off at the office three weeks before.

It took
everything he had in him to keep his voice calm when he called her.
He had gone through the gamut of emotions since that night with
her. Finally, after six months of flirtation, they had given in to
what was between them. In the beginning he’d been high on life,
feeling as though he had finally found a woman that he could
actually see himself with. Then when Chloe didn’t answer her phone,
he moved on to worry. Next came anger when he’d gone to her
apartment and found no one there. Then came denial when he began to
create reasons why she may not be returning his calls. Then, when
he finally decided to risk having his voice recognised and call the
office to ask for her. He became quite hopeless, because it seemed
obvious that she’d left on purpose.

Those feelings
were all very new to Aiden. He wasn’t a man who chased after women.
He wasn’t the kind of man who called a woman over and over again
like he was some lovesick teen. Normally, he set a girl in his
sights, he reeled her in, fucked her stupid and when he was done,
he moved on. Normally, relationships were too much trouble. He
didn’t like having demands on his time, and the last thing he
wanted to do was cuddle and talk about feelings. No, he was a no
attachments kind of guy. Until Chloe.

Chloe…she was
different. And while it sounded ridiculous and cliché–it was true.
There was a connection there that couldn’t be ignored and a need
that couldn’t be sated. He had never worshipped a woman’s body and
whispered his emotions before that night. For months they danced
around their attraction to each other, and one night with her
wasn’t enough. He wanted her again. He needed her again. He
couldn’t stop thinking about her. In truth, it was the first time
he’d made love, and it was a sensation he couldn’t forget.

Looking up at
the sky, he squinted into the sunlight as cumulous clouds floated
by in their perfection as if the very beauty of the day was mocking
his inner turmoil. Angrily, he hit the power button on his phone,
locking the screen before he returned it to his jeans pocket then
headed back inside the club. There was only a week left until they
opened their doors, and today they were unpacking all of the
glassware after refitting the bar area the week before.

One by one,
they removed the newspaper that had been used to protect the
glasses while they were moved off premises during the renovation.
The paper created a large pile on the floor and when they were
done, Marli and Jeff had thought it funny to start scrunching the
paper up and start a paper ball war.

“Come on,
Aiden. Join in,” Marli laughed, throwing a ball that hit him in the
cheek, just below his eye.

“I don’t
want to join in,” Aiden assured her, his focus on getting the job
done so he could get out of there and perhaps contact a friend of
his to find out what the hell was going on with Chloe.

“Don’t be a
spoil sport, mate,” Jeff called out, laughing as he pummelled Aiden
with his arm full of paper balls, one after the other.

“Fuck off
and help me clean this shit up,” Aiden grumbled as he leant down
and scooped up an armful of papers, packing it down into a tighter
ball that he then wrapped with even more paper. In truth, he had
planned to get his brother in law back by making a giant paper ball
to throw at the back of his head, but he paused when he picked up a
sheet of newspaper and a grainy black and white image caught his
eye.

Donovan and
Goldsmith unite in a marriage set to change the landscape of
corporate finance.

“What?”
Aiden said to himself as he dropped the rest of the papers and
stared down at the image of Chloe dressed in a white gown as she
smiled and posed for the camera next to her new husband, Sebastian
Goldsmith.

A paper ball
hit him once again in the side of the head. But he barely noticed.
His heartbeat had become so loud that he could hardly hear the
noise of his sister and her husband as they laughed and continued
their play fight.

Aiden stumbled
backward, a dizziness overcoming him as he blinked at the paper,
unable to believe his eyes. Married? What the hell? He checked the
date and saw that she’d already been married for a fortnight. The
air left his lungs and his chest burned as he reacted viscerally to
her betrayal–her deceit. His mind went back to the night they’d
spent together and every conversation they’d had before that. Not
once had there been mention of a fiancé. She didn’t even have a
ring… What the hell was this?

“Aiden? Oh
no. What’s happened?” Marli asked, dropping the paper she was
holding, her smile disappearing from her face as she noticed the
look on her brother’s face.

He didn’t
answer. He just gripped the paper tightly as he read the article
that went on to detail the long awaited marriage of the heirs to
two of the most powerful companies in the world–their union
signalling a merging of families, and an expansion of power. The
marriage had sent the stock price of both companies skyrocketing,
netting both families billions of dollars as investor confidence in
them grew.

“How the
hell did I miss this?” he mumbled, shaking his head before
crumpling the paper into a tight ball and pegging it against the
concrete floor.

“Miss
what?” Marli asked, exchanging worried glances with Jeff as she
looked to Aiden for answers. She’d never seen him as out of sorts
as he had been over the past three weeks. His emotions were all
over the place and when she’d spent a lifetime seeing Aiden in
control, his recent behaviour left her feeling uneasy.

“I um… I
need to go,” he mumbled, his face set in a frown as he turned away
from her.

“What’s
going on, Aiden?” she called after him, flinching as she witnessed
his fist shoot out, hitting and cracking the plaster on the newly
painted wall. The action made her flinch and gasp as she watched
her brother–a hulk of a man who normally showed the world his
strength and fortitude–lose his control. It broke her heart to see
him hurting, see him using his fists in anger. She wanted so much
to go after him, but knew that he needed time on his own to calm
down.

As the plaster
fell to the floor in chunks, Aiden growled then reached for the
door, wrenching it open with a force that sent it slamming into
plaster on the other side, created yet another hole, then he
stormed out.

“He’ll be
all right,” Jeff said quietly, reaching out and placing his arm
around his wife’s shoulders and planting a soft kiss on the side of
her head. “I’ll go and fix the wall.”

Nodding, Marli
watched as her husband moved away before she knelt down to pick up
the crumpled paper Aiden had thrown on the floor. Smoothing out the
creases, she looked over the broadsheet, the article about the
Donovan wedding calling her attention.

“Oh dear,”
she said to herself, realising that the girl in the picture must be
the girl who was responsible for Aiden’s moods. If the article was
true, she was fairly sure that his happiness was now well and truly
over. His love had gone and married another man.

The moment
Aiden had burst outside he headed straight to his car and got in,
gripping the steering wheel as he tried to work out what to do. He
wanted to go to her. To confront her. But he didn’t even know where
she was.

Like an idiot,
he drove to her apartment and banged on the door, demanding that he
be let in. Of course, there was no answer. She was gone.

***

A few weeks
later, Aiden returned to work, and the moment he entered the
building, nothing was the same. Chloe wasn’t there anymore and the
day was filled with meetings about a merger between the two
companies that were all behind closed doors.

Aiden didn’t
know if it was him, or Terry Donovan, but things were strained
between the two men, and when there was a break after the morning
meetings, Aiden was called into his office to find out why.

“Aiden, I’m
letting you go,” Terry stated, leaning casually against the front
of his desk as if it were just a friendly chat instead of a
firing.

“You’re
letting me go? Under what grounds?” Aiden contested, knowing that
he had been an impeccable employee, always carrying out his duties
perfectly–even the not so pleasant ones.

“The merger
requires us to condense our workers. The Goldsmith’s head of
security will be taking over your position and you’re overqualified
for anything else.” He twisted his body, picking up a large
envelope, which he held out to Aiden. “I’m sure you’ll find your
redundancy package more than adequate.”

With his teeth
clenched so tightly his jaw hurt, Aiden reached forward and
snatched the envelope from Terry’s hand, looking inside to find a
cheque that covered at least five years worth of his salary and
bonuses.

“You’re
paying me to go away?”

Terry’s mouth
twitched at the corners as he kept his gaze steady, giving the
question a moment’s pause before he answered. “I’m making you
redundant.”

“Don’t
bullshit me, Terry. We’ve been friends for a long time. Just be
honest and admit this is about Chloe.”

Pushing off
his desk, Terry moved around to his large leather chair and took a
seat, the leather creaking in the quiet of the room as Aiden waited
for his answer.

“I’m sure I
don’t need to remind you, Aiden–your confidentiality agreement
prevents you from discussing anything about this company outside
these walls.”

“That’s not
answering my question.”

“I’m well
aware of that,” Terry said, steepling his fingers in front of him
as he leaned his elbows on his desk. “You have thirty minutes to
clear out your desk and leave. Security will escort you out of the
building. Good bye, Aiden.”

And it was at
that moment that two large guards who Aiden had employed to the
company himself, appeared beside him to escort him out of Terry’s
office.

Shaking his
head, Aiden turned on his heel and left with the two guards behind
him.

“I’m sorry,
man. We’re just doing our job,” one of them said as Aiden started
pulling his things out of his desk.

“I know,”
he stated, sifting through his drawers and taking only what he
cared about–which wasn’t very much.

As they
escorted him to his car, his colleagues had filled him in on as
much as they could, telling him that Chloe left the company about a
week after he’d gone on holiday. There was a meeting between her,
her father, and the Goldsmiths, and pretty soon she’d made the
decision to leave.

There was a
lot of talk about why she left so suddenly. ll of the employees had
expected her to be the one to take over from her father, but now
that she had married a Goldsmith and the companies were merging,
there were fears that jobs would no longer be safe as departments
were merged.

Feeling like
his world had been ripped from under him, Aiden shook the hands
with the men he once worked with, got into his car and drove home
in a daze, heading straight to his liquor cabinet and proceeding to
work his way through his collection of scotch.

Days went by,
and every time Aiden woke to a moment of sobriety, he’d notice
there was another hole in the wall of his home. Marli did her best
to keep an eye on him, and tried her best to talk him out of his
funk.

“Maybe you
should get away for a while. Go. Travel. Try to have some fun with
all that money. You’re only hurting yourself by drinking in your
house on your own,” she’d said.

But her words
meant nothing until the day he woke in his car, in the middle of
the bush, the airbags deflated all around him and the front end
crumpled, that he finally listened to her and booked a flight out
of there.

He’d spent a
month in the Greek Islands, sampling a life that reminded him what
he’d always loved about being a bachelor, being unattached, and
when he’d returned home, he’d found that his brother in law had
repaired the damage and somehow, he’d felt as though life would go
on.

He had vowed
to never even let the name Donovan cross his mind and he may have
been successful too, if he hadn’t been hauled into the police
station for questioning over his position at the Donovan
Corporation.

While Aiden
had been away, burying himself between the thighs of attractive
English tourists, the Donovan Corporation had fallen, and it was
the greed of a single man that was to blame.

Somehow, Terry
Donovan had funnelled over six billion dollars of the company’s
money into an offshore account, and from there, it had vanished.
He’d done it by setting up fake dealings with shell companies that,
unluckily for him, all lead back to one place–his front door.

As a result,
he had been arrested, the company’s assets were frozen and the
merger was off. No one had a job anymore. The company was dead.

Shell shocked,
Aiden left the station after hours of interrogation over his
knowledge of any of the alleged ‘dealings’. He knew nothing. His
specialty was security. He knew very little of exactly what his
boss did for a living. But one thing seemed very clear, Chloe’s
marriage, her exit from the company, and the jump in share
prices–it all seemed too coincidental. It was as if she had a hand
in it all somehow. The more he thought about it, the more he
realised that the Chloe he thought he knew was just an act – a
façade; meant to cover up what she was really doing. She was either
helping her father or was taking off because she didn’t want to go
down with him. Either way, in Aiden’s eyes, she’d failed as a human
being. Decent people didn’t run. They didn’t take off, promising
the world when they’re really planning on delivering a steaming
pile of shit.

And that’s
just what Aiden’s life had become since meeting Chloe Donovan–a
steaming pile of shit.


 Chapter Seventeen

 


 


PRESENT,
8 days before the job

 


Aiden

 


“I HAVE to
admit, I miss seeing you in a suit every day,” Chloe says, as she
walks beside me toward the bank. Her arm is looped through mine and
if anyone looks at us, we seem just like any couple in the
city.

“Why did we
stop working together again? Oh, that’s right. You took off and I
lost my job,” I reply, as we reach the bank’s electronic doors.
It’s a bit of a shitty response, but I’m a bit on edge after
spending hours getting into this disguise, trapped in the chair
while she stood between my legs, her body brushing against me while
my fingers itched to explore further beneath her clothes. It took
every bit of control I had not to take her then and there. And I
wanted to. My god, I wanted to drive myself into her so bad that my
dick is still throbbing with my need. So I’m still struggling with
my need to push her up against the wall and fuck her brains out as
well as the need to get in that bank and see what we’re dealing
with.

I take a deep
breath, willing my body to behave as going through with the
appointment wins out. Honestly, I’m beginning to want these
documents as much as she does. I’ve spent years being angry, and
learning that it was all set up just makes me want to do something
to fix it. I can’t help but think that both Chloe’s life and mine
would have been a hell of a lot different in a world with no
Goldsmith’s around to fuck things up for us.

She turns to
me and sighs, her swollen ruby lips pursing slightly. “And I was
thinking we were getting past that.”

“What can I
tell you, sugar, I’m a rollercoaster of emotions,” I say dryly,
guiding her in front of me as we step through the doors. She shoots
me an unimpressed look, and I can’t help but muse that we look more
like a married couple now than we did a moment ago.

“Mrs Knowles,”
a slight woman, with bleached blonde hair and more makeup than
we’re wearing says, as soon as she sees Chloe in her disguise. It
consists of a long auburn coloured wig and green contact lenses
with accentuated cheekbones and somehow she managed to give herself
a dimple in her chin without making it look weird. She’s wearing
this short-sleeved black dress with a wide red belt pulling in her
waist. On her feet are a set of lethal looking matching red heels
that are really doing it for me. I fucking love watching her walk
in those things and I take a moment to admire the shape of her legs
and the swing of her hips as she joyfully greets the woman, who,
I’m assuming, is the bank manager on duty.

Supposedly, we
have an appointment with her to discuss transferring our fictitious
wealth to them and she’s going to walk us through our options and
show us the facility.

“And this must
be your husband,” she states, turning to me and holding out her
hand in greeting.

I take it,
shaking her hand as I say, “How do you do.” The moment the words
leave my mouth, I catch the amused look on Chloe’s face. For some
reason, I suddenly have a British accent. God only knows where that
came from.

We follow her
into her office and take a seat while she talks about the benefits
of banking with them. Chloe very slyly questions her about the
safety of her jewellery collection on their premises and even has a
story about another bank whose safety deposit boxes were recently
raided to explain her worry.

“Yes, I did
hear about that. Such an unfortunate thing to happen, and our own
security protocols have been toughened as a result. I can assure
you, there is no access to that room to anyone but staff. Would you
like me to show you the process?”

We tell her
yes and follow her through a security door and into the back rooms
of the bank. There are several rooms to our left, and I can see the
large door of the safe up ahead of us.

“Basically, we
settle you into one of our private rooms.” She opens a sliding door
and shows us inside a room with dark wooden walls, burgundy floors
and a wooden bench in the centre. “Then our staff member will go
into the safe and fetch your box which will be delivered to you
through here.” She moves over to the wall and slides a panel to
show a metal shelf inside. “It never leaves the safe and when
you’re ready to leave, you lock your box, place it back inside and
press a call button so we can come and let you out. It’s all very
safe and very secure. No one can get to your box’s contents in our
facility.

I look around
the room, feeling as though this job just got a thousand times
harder. The security in this place is immensely stricter than it
was the last time I was in here. Before, you entered the safety
deposit room with a staff member, got the box together and then you
were moved into a viewing room. Now, it’s all different…

“Can I have a
moment with my wife please?” I ask her.

“Of course.
But this is a secure area, so this door will lock as soon as I
close it. Just hit the call button beside it when you’re ready.
I’ll return to escort you out.”

“Thank you,” I
say, watching her as she steps outside and slides the door shut.
The moment the locks engage, I slide my jacket off and peg it
against the wall. “Fuck!” I yell, as I begin to pace the floor.

“What the hell
are you doing? She might hear you!” Chloe hisses.

“She won’t
fucking hear me because we’re inside a fucking vault! Don’t you get
that? That giant fucking door down the end of the hall is where all
the boxes and the money are, and I’m pretty fucking sure that it’s
all behind individual fucking electronic doors.”

“So what are
you saying? Are you saying this isn’t going to work?”

“We’d be
better off kidnapping Audrey and making her get it for us.”

“That won’t
work,” she says in a small voice.

“What do you
mean it won’t work? It’s her fucking box!”

“I mean it
won’t work! I already fucking tried it! I took her, scared the fuck
out of her and she doesn’t have the key anymore. It’s a part of her
stupid contingency plan.”

“And it’s why
Goldsmith is keeping her alive and under close watch. He knows she
has evidence but he can’t get to it either.”

“I don’t even
know exactly which box it’s in.”

“Fucking
what?” I spit.

“I told you,
the plan is to rob the bank. Not just one security deposit box,
Aiden.”

“How the fuck
are you expecting to do that on your own? I can’t teach you how to
do this, Chloe! How the fuck do you think you’re going to pull it
off? How are you even going to carry all that cash? I have never
met a woman more insane in my entire life.”

“Then don’t
help me, Aiden. Get out now, and I’ll go my own way. I just thought
you cared enough, if not for my father, then at least for all the
Donovan employees Goldsmith put out of work. I thought you’d like
to get some justice for them.”

“Those people
aren’t my fucking problem. I’m here for the money and nothing more.
Not you. Not them. Just me. I don’t give a fuck about your
justice,” I lie, watching as her eyes widen from my words. “What
you’re going to get is every cop in the country chasing after you.
And you’re doing this for what? So you can clear the name of a man
who is as good as dead?”

“I thought you
didn’t even want the money anymore.”

“I haven’t
decided what I want from this yet. But a prison sentence isn’t one
of the choices. There is no way you can pull this off without
getting caught.”

“I don’t care.
Goldsmith needs to be outed for the scum that he is.”

“Is your life
worth this?”

“Look at me,
Aiden. What life do I have? The Goldsmiths took everything from me.
They took my family, my livelihood–my love…”

I still at her
last words as they hit me, full force in my chest, causing my ears
to buzz and my guts to hurt. “Your love? What does that mean?”

“It means that
they are why I left you, Aiden. They said that if I didn’t leave
you then they’d ruin you, they’d ruin your family and they’d
ruin my father. I thought I was protecting everyone.”

I nod, trying
to stay calm as the revelation as to why she left without a word
finally comes out. My mind races, piecing things together as I draw
conclusions about what really happened. “But they stabbed you in
the back and took everything anyway.”

She nods. “I
was the key to the kingdom. The marriage got them through the door
and everything snowballed from there.”

“Fucking
hell.” I thought I hated the Goldsmiths before, but I hate them
even more in this moment.

“So you see? I
have to do this. I can’t let them live in their castle and sit on
their throne while my father is at death’s door. My mother is a
nervous wreck and I’m… I’m nothing. After all that hard work, I’m
nothing.”

I step toward
her, about to reach up to touch her face before I pause, not
wanting to spoil the makeup. “Let’s get out of here. Get out of
these faces and then we can talk, ok?”

She nods,
blinking rapidly to stop herself from crying as I walk over and hit
the call button by the door.

“We’re going
to work this out, Chloe. Some way or another–we’ll work this
out.”


Chapter
Eighteen




 


Chloe

 


THANKFULLY,
THE makeup doesn’t take as long to take off as it did to put on,
and I exit Aiden’s bathroom dressed once again in my jeans and my
regular face. I can see Aiden at the kitchen sink, trying to get
his face cleaned up as well, and he obviously hears me approach
because he says, “I don’t know how you women manage to get this
shit off everyday.”

“Well, we
don’t usually run around with prosthetic facial features on most
days,” I comment, reaching out and taking the dishcloth from his
hands, running it under the warm water before I reach up and wipe
gently at his skin. He’s removed most of it, but there’s still a
little around the edges of his face.

He watches me
carefully as I remove the last of it. “There,” I whisper when I’m
done. I place the cloth by the sink and reach up, brushing my
fingers through his dark hair.

He catches my
hand in his and holds onto it. “Why did you marry that guy?” he
asks in a gruff whisper.

“I told you. I
thought I was protecting you.”

“I didn’t need
protecting, sugar. I just needed you.”

I nod,
dropping my eyes from his as I fight my emotions. But he catches my
chin and makes me look back up at him, his hand releasing mine as
he slides both hands to cup either side of my face. Emotions flow
through me, and I’m afraid to speak, afraid to utter a sound that
could damage this moment. I want him. I want him to take me in his
arms and make me feel new again. Make me feel like there’s more to
this world than lies and deceit. I want him to show me joy and
light. I want him to make me love.

“I just.
needed. you,” he repeats, his mouth closing over mine.

I close my
eyes tightly as my arms move to wrap around his neck, and I press
myself against him, moving my mouth with his as my tears fall
anyway. I didn’t want to cry but the way he’s kissing me is so soft
and gentle that it breaks my heart all over again as I’m faced with
everything we lost–everything we could have had.

His hands move
down to cup my buttocks and he pulls me against him, squeezing my
curves, his fingers almost painful in my flesh. The kiss becomes
more voracious as his tongue slides into my mouth, pushing and
sliding against mine. I let out a whimper as my body comes alive
under his roaming hands as they slide under my top, pushing up the
fabric as we begin to walk in a tangle of limbs toward the first
available surface.

Frantically,
we kiss, pausing only to separate long enough to pull each other’s
shirts over our heads, throwing them away like unwanted rags. The
heat of his skin against mine causes the hunger inside me to grow
to epic proportions, and I pull at the button on his pants, hearing
it hit the floor and bounce away as I drag down his zipper and
eagerly slide my hand in, moaning when I hit his smooth, hard
erection.

He groans into
my mouth as my hand grips around his girth, gliding up and down his
shaft. Still moving together, he shucks of his pants and boxers,
stepping out of them so he’s gloriously naked and pressed up
against me. I continue my movement over his cock, sliding my finger
over his tip, feeling the first drops of his arousal as my insides
throb with the want of him.

Finally, we
hit up against the edge of the table and his hands move fast,
unsnapping my bra and throwing it onto the ground before he hoists
me up by my arse, dragging my legs either side of him as his kisses
deepen and his hands move up to grip at my breasts.

He’s rough
with me–kneading my breasts and squeezing my nipples into hard
peaks as I release his cock and drag my fingertips over his skin,
touching him everywhere that I can.

“Fuck me,
Aiden. Fuck me hard,” I beg, my fingers digging into his arse as he
presses his hard cock against my stomach. I look down at his
engorged length, my mouth salivating at the sight of it. I want him
inside me. And I want it now.

He pulls back
slightly, dragging his teeth over my bottom lip before he releases
me. Then he reaches between us and makes quick work of my jeans and
panties, pulling them down my legs and dropping them on the
floor.

He steps back,
treating me to the beauty of his naked body, his cock standing tall
and proud, the end glistening with need. “Open,” he commands. “I
want to look at you.”

With my eyes
on his, I do as he asks, parting my thighs and exposing my core,
slowly. I lay back on the table, the cool air of the room, washing
over my heated flesh and causing it to bump. My nipples harden even
further and my clit throbs as he lets out a low rumble, his hand
stroking at his cock as he gazes upon my glistening wetness.

He moves
toward me again, placing the length of his cock against my entrance
so his tip slides over my clit, teasing me, driving me to
distraction. Then he leans over me, dipping his head to take my
nipple in his mouth and sucking back hard. I gasp.

“You like
that?” he growls, and I nod, arching my back and rocking my hips,
needing him to do more. My senses were set to burst and I needed
him to take me over the edge.

Gripping his
cock, he moves it up and down, between my fold, teasing my entrance
but not giving me the pleasure of his length inside me. Then
suddenly, he pauses and lifts his head, moving so he holds himself
above me, his hands either side of me as he searches my face with a
pained expression in his eyes. “I need you to tell me something,”
he whispers.


“Anything.”

“Tell me you
didn’t want him. Tell me you never felt anything like this with
him.”

I reach up and
slide my hands over his face, smoothing out his hard expression.
“He didn’t want me. And I didn’t want him.”

The relief
washes over his face and he turns his head and kisses my hand as he
shifts his hips and with one swift movement, his cock slides back
through my folds and he drives his tip into my entrance, filling me
swiftly with his large hard cock.

I cry out, my
body uncoiling immediately as he fills me up and hits his pace.
Long hard strokes as I call out and he grunts, slamming in and
drawing out over and over again. The heat swirls within my body,
and I grip at his forearms, my nails digging into his skin as he
continues to drive into me. My climax builds then spills over,
exploding behind my eyes, causing me to moan long and low as my
eyes roll back in my head. He shudders, spilling himself inside me,
moaning at his own release and I can feel him pulsing. Our release
intense but over far too quickly.

“Holy fuck,”
he groans, leaning down to take my mouth in his. I’m shaking and I
can feel him shaking too. I turn my head and let out a sob. “Oh
shit. Are you ok? Did I hurt you?”

I squeeze my
eyes shut and shake my head. “No. You didn’t hurt me. I just missed
you is all. I just missed you.”

He scoops me
up in his arms, lifting me off the table so I’m wrapped around him
with him still inside me. “I missed you too, sugar.”

And with that,
he carries me into the bedroom where he proceeds to show me exactly
how much he missed me until the day turns into night and the night
to day. When we finally fall asleep, I’m blissfully sore and my
last thought is a hope that I’m not dreaming and that this moment
of happiness is real.


Chapter
Nineteen




 


EARLY
AUGUST, three years ago

 




“THIS IS
your room,” Sebastian stated, as he reached inside the door and
pressed on the light. A large chandelier glowed to life from within
an ornate moulded centrepiece that dominated the tall
ceiling.

Below it, a
large, four-poster bed, decorated with a dusty pink silk organza
and matching silk jacquard bedding sat surrounded by other matching
pieces of furniture–a day lounge, a desk, an entertainment centre.
It was as if that room was where she was to stay, sequestered away
from the rest of the world.

“We won’t
be sharing one?” Chloe asked, finding it strange that the first
thing he did as husband and wife in their new home was to show her
where she belonged.

He smiled. It
was just a press of his lips but it was there, and it was the first
bit of emotion he’d shown all day. He obviously wanted this
marriage as much as she did. “My room is at the other end of the
house.”

“I see,”
Chloe stated. Stepping into the room and noticing that a few of her
things were already in there, placed neatly upon surfaces.

“You’ll
have everything you want here. In public, we put forward a united
front but in private, you can do as you please, as long as it never
interferes with our image or the company’s. When the time comes,
we’ll have children and they’ll carry on the Donovan-Goldsmith
name. It will be the dawn of a new era for the world of corporate
finance.” He waved his hand as if he was simply saying a rehearsed
speech but didn’t really care about what he was saying. It made
Chloe curious.

“Why did
you agree to this, Sebastian? Why did you marry me? You obviously
don’t want me.”

He looked at
her, his eyes travelling from her face, down over the simple
wedding dress she still wore, to her feet and back up again. “Our
families had planned for us to marry all along. It made sense for
the two families to unite as one.”

“But what
about what we wanted? This isn’t the dark ages. We could have said
no.”

“Don’t you
get it, Chloe? It never mattered what we wanted. And it never will.
Our family name is our duty.” He reached out and placed his hand on
the door. “Good night, Chloe.”

With that, he
withdrew from her room, closing the door behind him and leaving her
on her own. Feeling anything but the blushing bride she was
supposed to be, she walked over to the bed, curled up in a ball,
hugging her knees to her chest, and that’s where she stayed,
letting sleep overcome her as she hoped that this time, she would
wake and it would all be a dream.

***

Waking with a
start, the room around her had grown dark. She wasn’t sure what
time it was, but when she heard someone’s voice, she realised it
was what woke her.

Climbing off
her bed, she walked to her door and peaked down the hall. There she
saw Sebastian talking with a man who was slightly shorter than him,
but much stockier. His skin was tanned and he appeared to be an
Islander of sorts. But the light was dim and she couldn’t make out
his features.

“I told you
not to come here,” Sebastian whispered sharply. “Not yet.”

“Where is
she?” the man asked.

“She’s in
her room. I think she’s asleep.” He turned his head, looking down
the hall and Chloe tucked back inside her doorway, her heart
beating in her chest as she hoped she wasn’t seen.

“Did you
fuck her?”

“What?
Leah! No. I told you no. Is that why you came here? Fuck you’re a
jealous bastard,” he chuckled. It was a nice sound, something Chloe
hadn’t expected to come out of a man who had seemed to her, so
emotionless.

“I don’t
like sharing.”

Chloe strained
her ears, trying to hear what they were saying, but they were
moving away from her. Checking down the hall, she could see a beam
of light coming from around the door to what she assumed was
Sebastian’s room. She knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help
herself. She needed to see what was happening. Needed to hear what
they were saying. She’d just married this man and she didn’t know
anything about him.

Keeping close
to the wall, she gathered her long dress in her arms to quiet its
movement as she snuck along the hallway to take a peek.

She heard a
moan. And her eyes widened, her heart beating rapidly with nerves
as she paused and listened again. She felt like a spy, felt like
she was doing something wrong. But she couldn’t seem to make
herself go back. Curiosity drove her on.

She heard
hushed words. Gentle words. And she paused beside the door, barely
breathing as she moved, ever so slowly, to look through the small
gap where it hadn’t clicked shut.

From in the
darkened hallway, that line of light painted a yellow stripe down
Chloe’s face, highlighting her features as she saw. For some
reason, it shocked her and she didn’t understand why. For the
moment she saw them together, she knew. But seeing it. Seeing
exactly what was happening, still came as a surprise. So she
watched. Watched as the man Sebastian had called Leah, knelt on the
floor in front of him and took Sebastian’s member into his mouth,
his head moving back and forth in an erotic rhythm as soft groans
left Sebastian’s lips.

She watched.
Seeing the way Sebastian’s hands ran over the other man’s head and
clenched within his dark hair. And she watched, until his head
rolled back and he released a groan, shuddering in ecstasy.

“Can I help
you ma’am?” a quiet voice asked from behind her, causing her to
spin around quickly, embarrassed to have been caught
peeking.

The voice
belonged to the housekeeper, Ms Prescot, who had moved into the
role after Sebastian became too old to require a nanny. She had
made it her life’s work to keep his proclivities away from his
father’s knowledge and now that he had been forced to marry, she
wasn’t about to let this new woman make things any worse for
him.

“I…” Chloe
started, shaking her head. She had no explanation. She was spying
and she knew it.

Ms Prescot
reached out and quietly closed Sebastian’s door. “Perhaps you’d
like some help with that dress before I leave for the night. It
can’t be too comfortable for you, dear.”

“I…I’ll be
fine…thank you,” Chloe whispered, her eyes darting toward the now
closed door as she quickly backed away and rushed back to her
room.

Quietly, she
closed her door, pressing her head against the cool wood as she
felt a great sorrow wash over her. She didn’t belong in that house.
She didn’t belong with that man. There were too many secrets in her
world and she hated every single one of them. She didn’t want this
life. She didn’t want any part of it. What the hell had she
done?


Chapter
Twenty




 


PRESENT,
7 days before the job

 


Aiden

 


CHLOE LAYS
beside me, looking peaceful in her sleep, her dark blonde hair
falling in waves over the skin on her back. I let out a slow breath
and tuck my hands behind my head, looking up at the ceiling as I
think.

The last time
I woke beside her, I didn’t see her for three years and as much as
I’m glad I have her back, I can’t help but wonder for how long. She
seems so hell bent on doing this job. It’s a fool’s errand that
will land her exactly where her dad is–behind bars.

But I get why
she wants to do it, hell, if my dad was still alive and in the same
situation, I’d probably be doing this exact thing. But she’s not
experienced enough to pull this off. She needs more help than what
she’s asking for.

I just need to
decide whether I’m willing to give it. If we pull it off, I’ll be
more than compensated for the time and effort. But the problem is,
I’m not exactly wanting for money–more is always good. But one has
to weigh the risk against the reward…

I glance over
at her again, watching her back rise and fall with her breath as
she continues to sleep on her stomach, the blankets twisted around
her naked body. My cock hardens just looking at her, and I need to
look away or I won’t think this through. I’ll just wake her up and
fuck her again.

Personally,
I’d rather we both ditch this whole idea and spend the rest of our
lives free with the ability to fuck each other until we die. But
I’m pretty sure she’s not going to go for that, and in all honesty,
I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t help out. Chloe
is a stubborn woman and I know that she’d just go in there
regardless and probably unprepared. My help could be the difference
between success and failure.

I chew my lip
as I picture the interior of the bank. We’ll need to watch it for a
while and pick the best time of the day to go in there without
causing too much of a scene. The less people in there, the less the
risk of needing to hurt one of them. And banks aren’t the same as
they used to be. I wouldn’t be able to get into that safe without
someone to open it, without finding the same model and practising
on it… shit, I can’t believe I’m actually considering this.
I could fucking lose everything over this.

I look over at
Chloe again, noticing how her features are worrying as if she’s
having a dream that isn’t going so well. And I realise that this
girl next to me, a girl I tried to hate but couldn’t, has lost so
much more than I ever could. She’s surviving. But she isn’t free
and she won’t be until the right people are behind bars.

Suddenly, her
eyes fly open and she frowns, then rolls on her back reaching up
and touching the side of her head, her fingers gripping at her
hair, pressing into her scalp as if she’s trying to dull a
pain.

“Bad dream?” I
ask.

Inhaling
deeply, she looks at me, nodding. “Kind of. More like a
memory.”

“Obviously not
a good one.”

She shakes her
head no. “I dreamt of the day I had to give you up.”

I roll to my
side and run my hand gently down the side of her arm. “Tell me
about it,” I whisper. “Start from the beginning. I want to know
everything.”

“Everything?
It’s a rather long story.”

Reaching up, I
run my fingers through her hair. “I’ve got time.”

She closes her
eyes and nods, opening them again to meet mine before she speaks.
“I loved my father. Always admired his power and his vision, and
when I went to university, I worked my arse off to be the top of my
class and become the perfect successor to his role when it was time
for him to retire. I thought that’s what he wanted. I mean, who
doesn’t want their only child to take over the family business. But
he was old fashioned in some ways, and thought it better to leave
the big business to the men.

“For as long
as I can remember, Goldsmith and Donovan had been at loggerheads in
the business world, but personally, my father and Michael seemed to
get along. I think it was a case of keeping your friends close and
your enemies closer. They had always joked about marrying their
children to each other. And it seemed to have always been that–a
joke. But, just after I finished my degree, that joke became
serious, and it was suggested that Donovan and Goldsmith join
forces, and to make sure that the companies stayed within their
families it was decided that Sebastian Goldsmith and I would
marry.

“At the time,
it seemed like a genius idea. The union of two power families would
send our stock price through the roof and as the companies merged,
investor confidence would increase and we’d all stand to make a
huge amount of money and gain control of the market.

“Seb and I
agreed. In a way, we saw it coming. Kids tend to see the serious
side of adult jokes, so when they told us what they wanted, we
didn’t fight it. Wealthy families married wealthy families. Unions
rarely happened out of love and from where I stood, I was fairly
lucky. I could tolerate Seb, which is more than I could say for
some of my girlfriend’s match ups. In the end, we both looked at it
as a marriage of convenience. Both of us were more focused on our
careers and the family business to even consider falling in love
and having a family for real. I mean, all my life it had been the
company this and the company that. We lived it and we breathed it.
And we were willing to do whatever it took to make our own mark in
the world. So, the deal was struck and plans were made and
then…”

“Then you met
me,” I interrupt.

She nods.
“Then I met you. And everything changed. I went to my father, fully
intending to tell him that I didn’t want to go through with the
wedding. I wanted you. And I didn’t think the company’s profits
should come before my own happiness. But when I got to work, they
were already waiting for me.

“Michael and
Sebastian Goldsmith were with my father in his office and they
presented me with the collected footage of you and me. It was like
this collage of looks and sly touches. Things we probably didn’t
even know we were doing. I denied everything. Something about the
way they were confronting me made me wary and then they played the
rest of the video. It showed us…together–here–in your house.
Someone had been following us. They told me that the wedding had to
go ahead or they’d destroy you. I couldn’t let them.”

“And your
father was all right with this?”

She closes her
eyes and nods again. “He said that I’d made a promise and I had to
follow through–not everyone gets to live out their happy ending.
Then I was told to pack up my desk and go home to prepare for the
wedding. I felt like I’d been sold.”

Confusion
furrows my brow as I wonder how Terry Donovan could do that to his
daughter.

“Why aren’t
you angry with him?”

“I was. For a
while, I really hated him. But in the end, I realised that he was
just a man trying to do what he thought was best for his daughter.
He thought that joining the two companies would secure my future.
Goldsmith wanted to reign and he would never have stopped coming
for us. Joining seemed like the only option to make it stop.”

“But the
merger was just a ruse,” I add. “It was a way for them to see our
books and frame your father.”

“It was a way
for them to weaken him and take him down. Goldsmith smiles and
shakes your hand while reaching around with the other to stab you
in the back.”

“And he
couldn’t get enough stock for a hostile takeover while the company
was healthy but when the stock fell, he could buy it all and force
his hand.”

“Exactly.”

“But why? Why
was Goldsmith so intent on tearing your father down?”

“I wondered
that too. It turns out, it has a lot to do with my mother.”

“Your mother?
How?”

“She had an
affair with Goldsmith.”

“Shit, is his
dick made of gold too? That guy really gets around. Did your father
know?”

She shook her
head. “Not that I’m aware. But my mother told me the day she was
evicted from our family home.”


Chapter
Twenty-One




 



DECEMBER, three years before

 


 


“MUM?”
CHLOE called out, as she walked through the empty rooms of what was
once her family home. With no furniture to absorb the sound, her
steps echoed loudly off the marble floors, giving the house an
eerie quality it never seemed to have before.

“Mum?” she
called again, walking up the long winding staircase to the second
floor. She listened carefully, heading toward the master bedroom
where she felt sure that she could hear her mother’s sobs.

Pushing open
the door, she found Sienna Donovan sitting on the carpeted steps
that lead down to what was once their sunken bedroom. Chloe looked
around, noting how enormous the room seemed without furniture in
it, then she sat down next to her mother and placed her arm around
her, holding her as she sobbed.

“This is
all my fault,” Sienna moaned, crying into her daughter’s
neck.

Chloe shushed
her mother, rubbing her hand up and down her slim frame soothingly.
“It wasn’t your fault at all. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.
I’m the one who married into that family. The opportunity wouldn’t
have been there if I’d refused.”

“No. You
don’t understand. It is my fault. Michael Goldsmith. He did
this to hurt me.”

“To hurt
you? Why?”

Sienna lifted
her head, her eyes shining as mascara ran down her face, still
beautiful despite the years. “Because I wouldn’t run away with
him.”

Chloe’s head
pulled back in surprise. “You wouldn’t what?”

“We had an
affair, Chloe. Back when you were still just a girl. He wanted me
to leave your father. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t take you away from
him and I didn’t want to be the woman who ruined two families. So I
said no.”

“Did you
know he was going to do this?”

Sienna shook
her head, wiping at her eyes as fresh tears fell. “No. Not until he
sent me those.” She pointed to a bouquet of red roses that Chloe
hadn’t noticed lying, half broken on the floor. It was obvious that
her mother had thrown them.

Standing,
Chloe moved over to the bouquet and picked it up, reading the card
that was attached. When nothing stands in your
way, there is no excuse. M.

“He removed
the obstacles,” Chloe stated, understanding why her mother was so
upset.

She’d had her
suspicions that Michael Goldsmith’s interest in her family was more
than economical, and now this proved it. Of course there was an
affair involved. When a person’s life was ruled by money and power,
very rarely did one ever find the happiness of real love. Like all
wealthy men, Michael Goldsmith used his money and power to woo
women and like many a powerful man’s wife, Sienna Donovan had felt
a loneliness so powerful that the attentions of a man like Michael
Goldsmith had caused her to turn her head.

“I believe
so.”

“What are
you going to do?”

“Nothing. I
don’t love him. The affair was… it was a mistake. I was lonely. He
was there…” She shook her head and wiped at her eyes again,
sniffling as she looked at the floor. “And now look what he’s
done.”

“We have to
tell someone it was him,” Chloe said.

“I have,
Chloe. I told the police that I was sure Michael was behind it. But
there’s no evidence.”

“Then we
have to get some. He must have left something somewhere. He can’t
get away with this.”

“He already
has, Chloe. And if you pursue this, he’ll take everything from you
too.”

“What is
there for him to take? Everything I care about is already
gone.”
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PRESENT,
7 days before the job

 


Chloe

 


I TELL Aiden
everything, finally explaining why we couldn’t be together and why
I left him without a word. “What we had was apocalyptic, Aiden. I
had to leave or it was going to destroy the both of us,” I say to
finish, wiping at my eye before any sort of tear can make it out to
my cheek.

“Isn’t that
exactly what happened anyway?”

I wipe at my
eye again, pressing my lips together as I nod. “We were damned if
we did and damned if we didn’t.”

“I suppose we
were.” He reaches over and cups my face in his hands, pressing his
lips ever so softly to my eyelids. “Come here,” he murmurs, pulling
me toward him as he brings our mouths together. His arms slide
around my body and he rolls, pulling me so my chest lies on
his.

I look down at
him, studying his face and committing it to memory. I don’t know
how long we have this time. But I don’t want to forget a moment of
it.

“I’d do
everything differently if I could do it again,” I whisper.

He reaches up
and pushes my hair back from my face. “I think we both would.”
Bringing my mouth to his, I slide my leg over his body and settle
myself on top of him, whimpering slightly as I feel the throb of
his hard cock as it presses between my thighs.

I slide my
folds up and down his shaft, grinding myself against him as his
hands move down to squeeze my arse and then my hips, his strong
grip, always biting into me, verging on painful. But I love it. I
love the intensity in his need to grip me. I’ll be bruised from his
hands, just like I was the last time. But I love that he marks me.
I’m not sure what that says about me…

With a sudden
growl, he grips me harder and lifts me off his waist, dragging me
up his body as if I’m weightless. My arms reach out and grip the
headboard as his mouth closes over my core and his tongue dives
inside me.

“Holy shit,” I
gasp as his tongue circles my bundle of nerves, swollen and hard
and so close to release.

His arms curl
around my thighs and his hands splay over my belly, pulling at my
flesh as his mouth moves against me and my body spasms, my climax
coming all too quickly. His hands shift to my hips again and he
moves me back down to his waist, plunging himself inside me as he
rocks his hips up in one swift movement.

“Ah!” I gasp,
my body shuddering as warm swirls through me, hardening my nipples
into small tight peaks as his hands slide over them and I push up
through my thighs, bringing myself down to meet each of his
thrusts.

He moves his
hands again and pulls me down toward him, our mouths locking
together as our hips continue to move. I whimper as he moans, and
before long, we’re coming, shuddering, and crying out, whispering
names and quivering like we’ve just been through something
monumental.

We lie there,
catching our breath as his fingertips glide up and down my back,
and I rest my head on his chest, keeping him inside me.

“Are you
really sure you want to go through with it?” he asks after a
while.

I nod. “I’m
sure. I need to find a way.”

He lets out a
sigh of resignation. “Ok then. Well, I know someone who can help
us. But this is going to have to be done my way and under my
orders. Otherwise we’re all going to end up in prison. Do you think
you can do that?”

I sit up,
sliding off him to sit beside him. “You want to do it with
me?” I shake my head, feeling like this just got way too
complicated. “No, Aiden. I’m not risking you too. What about your
business? What about the club? You have people who need you. No one
needs me. No one needs Leah. We’re both willing to go down for it
if it doesn’t work out. The answer is no, Aiden. No.”

He slides out
of the bed, his face stern as he stands in front of me, buck naked
with his hands on his hips. “This isn’t an option, Chloe. You can’t
get in there without me, and you certainly can’t get out with what
you want without me. We do it my way, or we don’t do it at all.
Understood?”

I open my
mouth to speak but shut it, having nothing to say. He’s right. I
can’t get into that bank without him. The original plan is going to
have to change. I just hope Leah will go along with it…

“Understood?”
he repeats, and I nod.


“Understood.”

“Good,” he
says, extending his hand to me. “Now, get your arse in the shower.
I’m going to fuck you, clean you then feed you. Then we’re going
into the office. We’ve got shit to plan.”

When I take
his hand, he tugs me toward him, hoisting me up and throwing me
over his shoulder. I squeal in surprise, and then reach down and
slap at his arse, squealing again when he slaps mine much harder,
before he takes me into the bathroom and proceeds to fulfil his
promise.


Chapter
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Aiden

 


“NICE OF you
to grace us with your presence today,” Jared says, as he sees me
walk through the door to the office. “Don’t worry. I fucking
covered your shift at Ark and told Marli that you were on another
job. Although you’d know all that if you answered your fucking
phone,” he rants as he stands up from his desk and walks toward
me.

It’s then that
Chloe decides to appear from behind me, offering him a small wave
as she presses her lips together looking a little awkward but
fucking adorable. My eyes drift to my office and I wonder how much
Jared would be able to hear…

“Oh. Hello
again. I guess this explains your absenteeism of late. How are you,
sweetheart? It’s Chloe right?”

He extends his
hand and she takes it. “Yes. It’s Chloe. Nice to see you
again.”

“The
pleasure’s all mine, believe me,” he grins, his eyes travelling
over her curves with admiration.

I clear my
throat loudly and shoot him a look of warning. He lifts his hands
as if surrendering. “You’ve got nothing to worry about from me.
Just looking.” He gives Chloe a wink. “I had a feeling I’d see you
again. You had him all tied up in knots last time.”

“Oh I did, did
I?” she laughs, and I hold my hand up to stop this ridiculous
conversation.

“All right.
Enough. We’re not here to talk shit. We’re here to talk business.
Jared, what if I told you that Chloe here, works for a big bank and
they’re interested in hiring a man with your skills to test the
vulnerability of their systems to hackers–would you be
interested?”

He folds his
arms across his chest and looks down at the both of us. He towers
over me and he makes Chloe look like a kid as she only comes up to
his chest height. “I’d be interested. I can hack most banks with my
eyes closed. But I’d also say that I think you’re full of shit.
Ain’t no way, Chloe Donovan works for a bank.” He turns to her. “I
know who you are. I did some research on you after you got him all
worked up the other day,” he explains.

I laugh. I
can’t help it. The kid sees straight through me. “Well, are you
still interested?”

“Fuck yeah,
man. If you need access, I’m your man. With the shit pay you’re
handing out, I hack those greedy fucks all the time–spread the
wealth a little. I’ve gotta save for my retirement.”

“Wait up a
second,” Chloe says. “Hacking? I thought you did club security and
some recovery operations. But hacking? That’s a whole other ball
game.”

“A game that I
excel at my young lass,” Jared crows, loving it when he gets the
chance to toot his own horn.

“You never met
him, but Jared came to me from Donovan Corp where his skills were
more widely used. Your father wasn’t exactly above board himself,
as you know. So Jared was quite the asset.”

“Believe me, I
know my father wasn’t the perfect citizen. You don’t get that rich
by being a good guy.”

“Why are we
clearing his name again?”

“Because he’s
innocent.”

“Whoa. What?”
Jared says suddenly. “Old man Donovan is innocent? Bullshit. I
looked into those transactions myself. They all came from him.”

“It wasn’t
him. It was Audrey and Goldsmith,” I inform him.

“Audrey? The
red head with the big tits?” he says, holding his hands out to mime
her ample bosom.

“Yes,” Chloe
confirms.

“Shit. What
was her motive for doing that?”

Chloe and I
explain the whole scenario to him, and when we’re done, he has one
word for us. “Fuckers!”

Then he rubs
his hands together. “Ok. Well, if we need to get into that vault
then we need to get into that vault. Just let me pull up the
schematics and we can see what we’re dealing with.”

He moves over
to his laptop and opens it up, his fingers dancing over the keys at
lightning speed.

“Wait. What
you’re doing can’t be traced back here, can it?” Chloe asks,
obviously worried that we’d get busted before we’ve even
started.

“Don’t worry
about it, sweetheart. I do this shit all the time for fun. Just
relax. Leave this to the professionals. Just promise me that you
bring me something pretty from those safety deposit boxes.”

“We’ve got to
get in there and out without detection first,” I say, moving to
where I can see the screen.

“Well, that
part’s on you, boss. I can get you access, but you’ll have to get
in there and out without getting yourself on the most wanted list.
Have you thought that part out yet?”

“Yeah, we
have,” Chloe says. “We’re going to go in as other people.”

“Other
people?”

“Yeah, man,” I
say. “You should see the bang up makeup job she can do–makes you
look completely different.”

He laughs.
“Jesus, dude. You’re whipped by this one. She got you to agree to
makeup. I’m impressed.” He looks at her, impressed, then turns back
to his screen, yelping when I give him a punch in the arm for
calling me whipped. “Ok,” he says, rubbing at his arm. “So we’re
doing this, huh? We’re robbing a bank.” He continues typing on his
keyboard as a grin spreads across his face. “This is awesome. I
fucking love it. Best day at work. EVER.”

Shaking my
head, I tell him that we’ll leave him to it for a while and guide
Chloe to my office and shut the door, bailing her up against the
wall with my arms on either side of her.

She looks up
at me. “And you’re positive we can trust him? He was awfully quick
to agree to do this.”

“That kid
lives for the hack. He only works here to look respectable,” I
explain, dipping my head and kissing her neck. I inhale her scent,
filling my lungs with her as I move my mouth and kiss her jaw.

“What do you
think you’re doing?” she murmurs, her voice deep as her breathing
changes.

“Everything
I’ve always wanted to but couldn’t,” I state, reaching down to lift
her up and carry her over to my desk. I set her down on the edge,
her legs wrapped around me as I kiss her passionately. Even though
I just had her an hour ago, I’m feeling as though it’s been too
long since my last taste.

She’s wearing
the black dress she wore to the bank yesterday but without the wide
belt. I push it up, grabbing at her panties, as I demand access to
her core.

“Do you know
how many times I wanted to take you at your desk?” I murmur, as I
slide my fingers underneath the elastic and pull back firmly,
breaking the flimsy fabric and causing her to gasp. “I could
pretend that was an accident. But I fucking did that on
purpose.”

I take the
seat in front of her, admiring her moist lips as my face levels
with her open thighs. “This is what I enjoy about you. You’re
always so fucking ready for me.” I dive in, lapping at her hungrily
as she gasps out softly, trying to keep her moans to the minimum. I
suck at her swollen nub, loving the way she shudders and pulses
beneath my mouth as I slide my fingers into her warm wet walls.

I groan and my
cock strains against my pants as I feel her walls tighten around my
fingers as they pulse in and out of her. I want in there so badly
that I’m aching right now.

Her fingers
slide into my hair as her hips roll and she fucks my face. Her
moans becoming less controlled as I bring her to her climax. Her
clit pulses beneath my tongue as she shudders and squeezes, her
hands pulling at my hair and her thighs closing around my head as
she comes hard against my mouth.

“Oh sugar,
you’re so fucking sweet,” I moan, greedily lapping at her juices
until her spasms subside and her grip on me lessens.

I pull away,
wiping at my mouth before I stand and kiss her again, sharing her
taste with her as she whimpers into my mouth and her body shakes.
She’s like putty in my hands and so damn responsive to my touch
that she makes me feel like a god.

Her hands move
to the waist of my pants, ready to move this forward, but I make a
sound in my throat and move out of her reach. “Not yet,” I whisper,
reaching down to pick her torn underwear off the floor and holding
them up. “You won’t be needing these,” I say as I stuff them in my
pocket.

She grins, her
cheeks flushed beautifully as she tilts her head for yet another
kiss. “Then I’ll quit wearing them all together.”

My cock jumps
and I slide my hands into her hair, gripping it in fistfuls as I
close my mouth over hers. Fuck. I’m supposed to rob a bank with
this woman. How am I supposed to do that when all I can think about
is my dick inside her?

“Ah, fuck it,”
I say, pulling out my cock. I can’t fucking stay out of her. She
lets out a surprised gasp and moans as I drive into her, pulsing
back and forth until my climax spills out of me and we’re kissing
again, our mouths moving softly as we explore every tiny surface
within each other’s mouths.

Slowly, I pull
away, taking a moment to breathe and bring myself back down to
earth. Then grabbing some tissues from my desk, I help clean us up
and pull her off the desk, helping her to fix her skirt.

Reaching
around her, I open my top draw and pull out a tin of mints, pulling
one out and holding it to her lips, smiling as she takes it and
gives me a curious look.

“Does my
breath smell?” she asks, with a grin as she watches me pop mints in
my mouth as well. I crunch down, the flavour washing over my tongue
in a cool burst of freshness.

“Yeah, it
smells like your pussy. And no one gets to smell your sweet core
except for me.” I replace the tin in the draw and kiss her again,
our combined minty breath, cool against my tongue. “Come on. We’d
better get out there or I’m just going to get inside you all over
again.”

“That wouldn’t
be so bad,” she replies, reaching up to smooth out her hair as I
take her hand, and we walk toward the door to go and check on
Jared.

When we get to
him, he’s still doing exactly what he was doing before, but he has
a pile of printed pages sitting next to him now that weren’t there
before. If he has any clue what we were doing, he doesn’t let on.
He just glances at us briefly and then continues with what he was
doing.

“I’ve come up
with a brilliant plan,” he says, hitting a key on his computer that
sends the printer whirring to life.

“Oh yeah? What
are you, a genius now?”

He frowns.
“Um, yeah. I thought you already knew that.”

“Seriously?
Then what the fuck are you doing working for me?”

He shrugs and
looks at me like I have two heads. “Hot chicks in night clubs.”

“Makes perfect
sense,” I say, pulling up a chair for me and for Chloe. “All right,
genius. Show us what you’ve got.”
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Chloe

 


“MY BRILLIANT
plan stems from this,” Jared says, showing us an article he’s
printed up about the terror alert being increased that has been
featured heavily in the news this week.

“Terrorists?”
Aiden asks.

“Sort of.
We’re going to create an epic diversion.”

“We’re not
going to set a bomb off or anything are we?” I ask, suddenly
feeling a little nervous. It was one thing for me to want to break
into a bank vault, but something else altogether if innocent lives
are on the line.

“No,
sweetheart. Nothing like that. We just need it to look like
something is happening.”

“And how are
you going to do that?”

“Well,
emergency services respond to certain codes. And all of those codes
get put into a system, and the most important ones get the most man
power.”

“So we create
a terrorist alert and have them all respond to one location while
we’re hitting another?” I ask.

He taps the
side of his nose and winks at me. “She’s smart this one.” He turns
his laptop around and shows us the screen. “The bank you’re
interested in is here,” he says, tapping the area on the map he’s
pulled up of the city. “And over here, is the Goldsmith building.”
He glances up at us with a cheeky grin on his face. “Save your
applause for later. I already know that this is brilliant.”

Aiden and I
exchange an amused glance as Jared goes on. “So, the Goldsmith
building is high tech. No one gets in there without a thumb scan,
an id card, and a security check. And what’s the point in all of
this if something happens and the perp tries to take off?” Without
waiting for us to respond, he goes on. “I’m glad you asked, boys
and girls, because this is where we are going to have the very
people we are targeting out of action for hours–the building has a
lockdown system. I can control it so that no one gets in and no one
gets out.”

“What happens
if someone sets a fire?” Aiden asks. “I can’t imagine that protocol
would get a permit without a failsafe.”

“Another good
question, and the answer is yes, there is a failsafe in case of
fire. But I can override that.”

“Ok, so we can
lock down the building. But how do we get emergency services
involved?” I ask, loving his ideas thus far. I never thought of
using a hacker on a bank job, but it’s such an obvious
need–everything is electronic these days.

“I create
false reports and put them into the system.”

“Can’t they
track that type of thing?” I ask.

“Of course
they can–if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

I grin, caught
in his enthusiasm. “And you obviously do.”

“I do. Do you
know much about hacking, Chloe?”

“Not a lot.
Only what I’ve seen in movies and on TV.”

“Well, there’s
a big community of hackers. To most, it’s kind of like being a
digital graffiti artist, and people leave a special marker on their
work so that someone else can’t claim the code. And the code is
like art too. Certain people do things a certain way, and if you’re
known, then your work can get picked out.”

“That doesn’t
sound very safe.”

“No. It isn’t.
But it’s about bragging and skirting the edge of danger as close as
you can by being known but without being caught,” he explains. “Do
you know what the best hackers do–the ones who do things that no
one ever hears about?”

I shake my
head, my eyes wide as I listen to the information about a world
I’ve never experienced. He leans toward me, his blue eyes shining
with life and excitement.

“The best
don’t give a shit about bragging. They alter their digital print as
often as they change their underwear and they don’t leave a fucking
marker. They get in. They get the job done. And the rest of us are
none the wiser.”

“I’m assuming
you’re the latter?”

“I sure am.
Welcome to the darkside, sweetheart. Sometimes, we even have
cookies,” he says with a wink as he grins up at Aiden.

I look over at
Aiden. “The darkside?”

“That’s what
he likes to call it.”

“Call
‘it’?”

“Our recovery
work.”

“Ah, I see.
The secret mission type stuff that you do,” I respond. “You never
were one to follow the rules.”

He looks down
at me, his muscled arms folded across his broad chest and his eyes
sparkling. “Fuck the rules,” he says, that half-grin of his curving
up to crease his scar. A lust-filled shiver runs down my spine. I
didn’t think it was possible, but somehow, Aiden just got hotter in
my eyes.

Keeping his
eyes on me, he addresses Jared. “We’re going to go to the range,
figure out what vehicles to use. Then we’ll scout the location to
work out where to stash them. We’ll meet back here to discuss
things more tomorrow. Does that work for you?”

Jared nods.
“Sure, I’ve got this. Just go somewhere and fuck or something. Your
pheromones are distracting me, and I’m about five minutes off
abandoning this plan in favour of RedTube clips, a bottle of lube
and a box of tissues.”

A laugh
escapes my lips as Aiden’s half grin becomes a full blown, perfect
smile before he says goodbye to Jared and guides me out of the
building and we head toward his car.

“Not much gets
past him, does it?” I ask, with a laugh, deciding that I really
liked Jared. He seemed like a decent kid.

“Nah, he’s too
smart for his own good. But he’s my best guy–a gun on the computer
and he’s excellent in the field. He’s the only one I trust watching
over things when I’m not around. My sister especially, she worries
about me a lot.”

“Is that why
you advertise as event security? So she doesn’t worry so much?”

“We are event
security. That’s exactly what I opened up as, and it’s what’s on
the books. But with my special ops background, I get some very
specific job offers from time to time.”

“Funny,” I
say, letting out a soft chuckle. “When I came to you, I was worried
about getting you involved beyond teaching me to pick a lock and
disable a security system. I knew you didn’t mind breaking the
rules, but I didn’t realise how comfortable you were with breaking
the law. Had I known I would have just hired you for the bank job
in the first place.”

We reach the
car and he opens the door for me, leaning close, making me want to
kiss him, have his taste once again on my lips. “That reminds me.
We need to discuss my payment.”

“Yes. We do,”
I agree in a whisper, tilting my head back as he towers over
me.

“It’s you. My
payment is you.”

A nervousness
fills my stomach as his mouth closes over mine and he kisses me
like he’s drinking me in, absorbing me, owning me. My toes curl and
my head spins and when he pulls away, he looks down at me as if he
expects me to say something. But I don’t say a word, I simply lower
my lashes and slide from his arms and into the car.

“Let’s go
break some rules together,” I say, reaching out to close the door
and avoid any further talk of the future. I just don’t see the
point. There is no future for a girl like me.


Chapter
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“WHERE ARE we
going?” Chloe asks after we’ve been driving for over half an
hour.

“We need to
change vehicles. We can’t go in there in this. Too obvious when
there’s CCTV cameras all over the city.”

“Fair enough.”
She goes quiet for a while before she turns to me and speaks again.
“We’re going to have a fuckload of money when this is done, you
know,” she says, looking out the window and squinting at the
sun.

“I know that.
What do you plan to do with it–buy a big house and re-claim your
old lifestyle?”

She shrugs,
playing with the hem of her skirt as she continues to look out the
window. “I still have money, Aiden. I’ve barely spent any of it. I
only care about getting those documents. What about you? What would
you do with it?”

I shrug as
well. “I don’t need the money either.”

“What about
Jared?”

“I mean, he’d
take it. But whether he needs it… I’m going to go with a no. He’s
pretty prolific in his work. What about your friend Leah?”

“Leah’s goal
doesn’t require money. Leah’s all about revenge.”

“You’re going
to have to tell me his story at some point.”

“It’s not mine
to tell. You’re going to have to ask him.”

“How do you
think he’s going to react to how things are progressing? Will he be
fine with bringing me and Jared in?”

“He’ll see the
necessity. As long as his goal is met, he’ll be fine. But I’ll talk
to him about it tonight and bring him to meet Jared tomorrow.”

“I think
that’s a good idea. That way, we can work through all the tiny
details and split up any prep work.”

I reach into
the centre console and pull out a small remote as I approach the
electric gate to an industrial compound. Inside is a large garage,
workshop and training range. It’s where all of my vehicles and
recovery supplies are housed. It’s also where I hold any ‘team
training’ as it’s out of the way, and we can fire weapons without
causing any sort of disturbance which would occur if we were closer
to the city.

“Is this your
secret base?” Chloe asks, as she watches the large roller door open
up and reveal the large warehouse I own. “The special Aiden Price
version of the Bat Cave?”

I chuckle
lightly and stop the car, switching off the engine before I turn to
her. “It’s something like that,” I say. I get out of the car,
walking around to meet her on her side as she gets out along with
me and looks around.

“Quite the
collector, aren’t you?” she notes, her gaze wandering around the
complex and taking in the twenty-odd vehicles that are lined up on
either side.

“They all have
their purpose,” I say, reaching out and taking her hand before
leading her toward another door.

“And what’s
through here?” she asks.

I unlock the
door with a pin code and push it open. “It’s my weapons cache.”

“Bullshit,”
she laughs. But as I hit the lights, her laugh quiets and is
replaced with a low whistle as she looks around the room. “What the
hell are you planning for? The zombie apocalypse?”

“They all have
their purpose,” I say again, watching her as she slowly walks
around the room. “Pick your weapon. I’ll take you to the range.
You’re going to need to be confident with it before we do
this.”

She runs her
hand down the barrel of an M-16, a standard military rifle, and
looks up at me. “Do you actually think we’ll need these? I mean, I
don’t really want to hurt anyone.”

I step toward
her. “If we do this right, no one will get hurt at all. But we need
to be prepared. Sometimes, plans don’t work out and that’s when
your fire power will come in handy.”

She nods and
moves to a table that holds various hand guns. “Could I just use
one of these?”

“You can,” I
say, moving up behind her as she lifts one up and tests its weight
in her hand. “Are they loaded?”

I take the
pistol from her hand and place it back on the table, selecting a
Smith & Wesson Bodyguard that has less recoil and will fit
better in her small hands. “Try this,” I tell her, placing the gun
in her hand. “Does that feel more comfortable to hold?”

She shifts it
from palm to palm, inspecting it timidly before replacing it on the
table and picking up a Browning high powered pistol. “I think I
like this better,” she says, as she checks its sight and opens it
up, checking it over like a fucking pro. She’s obviously done this
before. She clicks it back together and places it back on the
table.

“Why am I not
surprised that you know how to do that?” I ask, reaching out and
pulling her up against me.

“A girl needs
to be prepared,” she whispers, her eyes dropping to my mouth and
her sexy pink tongue snakes out and licks her lips in
anticipation.

“So, you know
guns. But can you shoot?”

She rises up
on her toes, brushing her lips against mine in a tease. “You might
have to teach me,” she whispers, looking up at me through lowered
lashes.

“Somehow, I
doubt that,” I say with a chuckle before grabbing my Colt and some
ammo, then walk up to the back of the warehouse where we’ve set up
the gun range.

It’s much like
any other indoor shooting range, sound proof with different targets
that we attach to an electric track. Outside, I have an area for
clay pigeons and shit, but this is about knowing Chloe can handle
herself if things go south.

I hook the
paper target up onto the track and hit the button to take it to the
back wall. “Now, if for some reason, we don’t get away clean,
you’re going to have to use your weapon. It would be better if we
didn’t kill any cops, but if you have to, you have to. But a hit to
the shoulder or in the side will do enough damage to make the guy
pause or to stop him all together.”

“What about
shooting them in the thigh?”

“Sugar, that
stuff’s for movies. You shoot a cop in the thigh and you’re likely
to hit the femoral artery and they’ll bleed out, making you both a
bank robber and a cop killer–you don’t want that if you can
avoid it.”

“Ok, so I’ll
shoot anywhere there isn’t a major organ or artery. Gotcha.”

“You’re very
confident.”

She gives me a
wink. “I’m an excellent shot.”

Picking up the
safety glasses and headgear, she sets herself up, checking that
I’ve done the same, before she releases the safety and opens fire,
rapidly shooting until her clip is exhausted. Calmly, she places
the gun on the ledge in front of her and removes the earmuffs.

“Was that good
enough for you?” she asks. I hit the button, bringing the target
back in so I can inspect her aim.

I let out a
slow whistle. “Nice work,” I tell her, noting that not one bullet
has hit any critical zones.

Dropping my
glasses on the ledge, I reach out and remove hers as well before
pulling her up against me. “That, is fucking hot. When did you
learn how to shoot?”

Her arms slide
up around my neck. “I’ve picked up a thing or two over the
years.”

“I was worried
about taking you into the bank. But you’ve been training for this,
haven’t you?”

She leans in
and whispers, “Every single day.”

Smiling, I
pull away and grab another target, hooking it up and sending it
back down the line. “Now,” I say near her ear, as she replaces her
cartridge, “shoot to kill.”

With our
safely gear back on, I stand to the side of her as she lands bullet
after bullet in both the head and the chest. Taking our headgear
and glasses off yet again, she turns to me with a triumphant
smile.

“How was
that?” she asks, her cheeks flushes as she looks up at me, looking
like a slice of death-wielding innocence.

My hand slides
up her back and I grab a fistful of her hair, pulling her head back
and exposing her neck. I lean down, dragging my teeth over her soft
skin. “Is it wrong that watching you massacre that target made me
so hard I can’t think straight?” I murmur, growing even harder as a
light moan escapes her lips. She presses her breasts against my
chest and slides her hands downward, pulling up my shirt.

“Then fuck
me,” she purrs, her fingers working the button and zip of my pants
and sliding in, wrapping her hand around my shaft.

I grind myself
into her grip, fucking her hand as I reach down and squeeze her
arse. Hard. “Are you getting sore yet, or are you ready for
more?”

“More,” she
whispers. “I like the way you make me hurt.”

Her whispered
words cause my cock to throb and my fingers to clench, tighter
against her flesh. I release her hair, digging into her skin
because I want to own her. Body and mind. Heart and soul. I want to
own this woman.

As she
continues to stroke me, my hands trade positions. One reaches down
to her arse as the other slides up her back. Diving into her hair,
curling my fingers around the soft tendrils and pulling again, I
run the tip of my tongue along her pulse line, feeling the excited
thump of her heart, telling me how much I thrill her. My mouth
moves up to her jaw, tasting, kissing, biting and finally, to her
open and waiting mouth.

I tease her
lips, biting before releasing, causing her to shake and whimper,
wanting more. “Aiden,” she breathes, her voice a soft whisper. I
look into her eyes and release the grip I have on her arse,
slipping my other hand underneath her dress and between her thighs,
feeling almost drunk when my fingertips glide through her
arousal.

I moan her
name and take her mouth in mine, my tongue exploring every surface
as my fingers slide inside her, pulling out to find her nub and
tease her hot heat. She gasps and shudders, her internal muscles
squeezing with a vice-like grip around my fingers as I fuck her
with my hand.

Breaking the
kiss, I pull out of her grip and spin her around, guiding her up
against the wall as my mouth slides along her jaw. I bite at her
earlobe while I pull up her dress and get my cock ready, stroking
back and forth over it as I reach around to her front and slide my
fingers between her folds to tease her clit.

Her hand
reaches up and grabs at my hair, pulling as she cranes her neck to
pull my mouth to hers. I slide my cock between her thighs, groaning
when I’m soaked by her juices.

“Holy fuck,” I
moan into her mouth as I squat down and position my tip, forcing
myself upward and into her tight hole. I moan again as her muscles
grip the fuck out of my cock, and I struggle to keep control. I
don’t think I’ve ever come as much as I have over the last couple
of days in my entire life. But she makes me so fucking hot that I’m
in a constant state of agony from wanting her so badly.

Pushing
through my thighs, I drive myself in and out of her sweet cunt
while keeping my finger working on her nub. She cries out with each
thrust, her volume increasing with every pump.

I’m going to
blow. I can’t fucking stop myself. “Aiden!” she yells, pulling at
my hair as she shudders around me, and I unload inside her.

“Fuck, you
make me so hard, sugar,” I growl next to her ear as I slide my
fingers around her juices, rubbing around the base of my cock.
“It’s agony and I don’t think it’s going to stop anytime soon.” I
grip my base, sliding out and milking the last of my juices as I
cup my hand between her legs, rubbing her lightly as I catch our
combined orgasm. “You’re still on the pill, right?”

“Of course, I
wouldn’t keep doing this if there was a risk.”

“Good. You’re
still the only one I’ve ever gone uncovered with.”

She turns
around and pulls her dress down–much to my disappointment. “Good,”
she says, reaching out and tucking me back inside my pants. “Now,
let’s go get cleaned up. We’ve got some work to do right? We can do
this again later.”

“I’ll hold you
to that.”
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AFTER
REALISING that I don’t need shooting lessons, Aiden chooses a very
unassuming looking white Volkswagen sedan from his stash, and we
make our way to the bank. We then drive around the area, checking
for our best escape and alternate routes. It takes the good part of
the day, but by the end of it, we both have a very clear idea of
all the roads as well as having chosen a parking garage to switch
cars in.

“So how many
of these recovery missions have you gone on in the last couple of
years?” I ask, as Aiden drives us back to the warehouse and we
switch out the car.

“Enough,” he
states simply, although I should have known he wouldn’t answer any
more than that.

“Sworn to
secrecy, huh?”

He gives me a
raised brow look and I laugh as we both get back into his car and I
marvel at how easy it is for us to fall back into being around each
other. And I catch myself wondering what life would be like for us
now if I had chosen him all along. Would we have burned bright and
fizzled out–becoming nothing more than a pleasant memory? Or would
we have stayed strong and passionate and loved each other fiercely
from every day since?

A small voice
and a feeling deep within me tells me it would be the latter. The
feelings between us have lasted for three years without each other,
despite all the reasons for him to hate me. But here we are,
together again, unable to be around each other for long without
touching. It’s everything I ever wanted.

Too bad we’re
doomed…

Seemingly
oblivious to my thoughts, Aiden pulls his phone from his pocket and
reads over his messages while simultaneously starting the car, a
look of concentration set upon his face.

“Jared’s got
some stuff to show us back at the office,” he states, putting the
car into gear and heading out.

“Ok, well
would you mind dropping me back at my car? I’m going to have to go
and talk to Leah about all this. He’s been messaging me and
wondering where I am.”

“Sure,” he
says, keeping his face and his gaze directly ahead on the road.
Something about the way he said the word sounded like he left
something out, as if there were words unspoken that should have
followed it.

“What?” I ask,
sensing some sort of annoyance coming off him.

“Nothing. I’ll
take you back. It’s no problem.”

I reach over
and touch his knee. “I’m not going to take off on you if that’s
what you’re worried about.”

He glances at
me briefly, before he shifts the gears and turns a corner. “I’m not
worried. I won’t be giving you the chance,” he states.

“What’s that
supposed to mean?”

“Exactly that.
I’m not sending you back to some guy fucking panty-less. It’s not
going to happen.”

A sudden laugh
escapes my lips. “Is that what your problem is? You’re worried
about Leah?”

“Why is that
funny? He’s the guy you live with. And considering our
history, I have no idea if you have some sort of a relationship
going on with him or not.”

“You still
think I’m with Leah, and I’m screwing around with you behind his
back? I can’t believe you still doubt me.”

He glances at
me again. “I’d be a fucking idiot not to doubt you, Chloe. After
all, it wouldn’t be the first time you cheated on some guy with
me.”

My mouth falls
open and my eyes go wide. “That’s a low blow, Aiden. I thought I
explained that.”

“I’m not
letting you out of my sight, sugar. Simple as that. I want you.
You’re my woman, and the fact that I’m willing to rob a bank with
you to make sure it stays that way, speaks fucking volumes. There
aren’t many people I’d commit a felony worth twenty years for.”

Dropping my
head against the back of the seat, I feel a slight smile pull at my
lips as I watch the stern set of his features while he drives and
shifts gears with purpose after putting his foot down with me.

“What?” he
asks, meeting my eyes for a brief second.

“That’s
probably the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me,” I say,
reaching over and sliding my fingers through his thick dark
hair.

A low,
pleasing rumble emanates out from his throat. “Sugar, you’re going
to have to quit touching me, or I’m going to pull over and take you
on the side of the road.”

“You don’t
need to threaten me with a fuck. I’d very gladly receive it.”

He chuckles.
“I bet you would.”

I pull my hand
away anyway, my mind still working over the plan and how Aiden’s
altered involvement is going to change things. As much as I love
Aiden’s possessiveness over me, I still need to talk to Leah on my
own.

Heading toward
my flat, we drive silently for a while before I turn to him again.
“You really don’t have anything to worry about with Leah. He’s not
interested in me like that.”

“I really
don’t care. I’m still coming with you.”

“Suit
yourself,” I say, wondering how the hell I was going to work my way
around this.

***

By the time we
make it back to my place, the sun has begun to set and Leah is
already home, sitting in front of the television, watching the
news, while he drinks a beer and eats a slice of pale looking
pizza.

“You’re not
going to heat that up?” I say the moment I see him bite into the
obviously cold wedge.

He ignores me.
“Remembered where you live? I was beginning to think you were
busted during your ‘appointment’ at the bank.”

“Worried, were
you?” I ask, picking up one of the cold pizza slices from the box
he has open on our coffee table, sniffing at it to make sure it was
ok.

“Nah. I didn’t
get a call to bail you out. So I figured you were probably busy
screwing around with this guy.” He nods in acknowledgment toward
Aiden, as I hold the pizza box out, to which Aiden wrinkles his
nose and shakes his head.

I decide to
take the same plan of action and return the slice, and the box, to
the table. Leah leans forward and grabs another, not one to care
how many days old it was. He takes a bite and chews thoughtfully.
“I guess you two have gotten over whatever was pissing you
off.”

“You could say
that,” I answer. “Although, you’ll find this funny–Aiden is worried
that something might be going on between us. So he’s here as a
chaperone of sorts, making sure we don’t do anything,” I state,
raising my eyebrows at Leah as I try not to laugh.

Leah doesn’t
show quite as much restraint and lets out a loud burst of
amusement. “Oh man, dude, you’ve got no worry at all. I don’t do
chicks,” Leah informs Aiden, his chest bouncing with laughter as he
takes another bite of his pizza.

I glance at
Aiden and he simply nods, taking the information in. “You couldn’t
just say that in the car?” he asks me.

Shaking my
head, I say, “No. This was way better.”

“All right.
You got your laugh. Just fill him in on what’s happening.”

I sit down and
explain our altered plan to Leah, letting him know how tight the
security is at the bank and that we needed to work on a different
approach.

“So, Aiden is
going in the bank with us, and you brought someone else in?
Fuck, Chloe. How do we know we can trust this guy? Do you know him?
Is he going to be as invested in this thing as we are? The plan was
you and me, girly. You get away and I take the fall. It was simple.
It was good.”

Aiden holds up
his hand. “Wait, what? First off, I know Jared and I’ll vouch for
him, so there’s no problem there. But second, what the fucking
fuck? You take the fall? Why would you do that?”

“Because going
to prison isn’t going to be bad enough for that Goldsmith arsehole.
I want to be in there to make every day for the rest of his life a
living hell.”

“You hate him
that bad?”

“Yeah. I
do.”

“Why?” Aiden
asks, and I press my lips together, looking at Leah, already
knowing the answer to this question as I watch Leah’s smooth brow
crease in a frown.

I turn to
Aiden and answer for him. “Because no one likes being betrayed by
the person they love.”
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“AND WHAT
about me, Seb?” Leah demanded when he saw that Chloe was packing up
her things and preparing to leave. She was upset about the way the
Goldsmiths had swooped in and bought out Donovan Corp the moment
her father was imprisoned.

Chloe leaving
bothered Leah. There had been a plan. An order they were all to
follow. But when the news broke about Terry Donovan’s embezzlement,
it was decided that Chloe would need to back off from the company.
They couldn’t have a Donovan working in Goldsmith Enterprises–it
would destroy investor confidence, and the failed merger had
already done more than enough damage. As a result, she was moving
out, refusing to be locked in her room like a dirty secret no one
wanted to be reminded of.

With the
merger off and Chloe leaving, everything was up in the air and Leah
didn’t know where he fit anymore. “Tell me, Seb? We had a plan. You
were supposed to stay in this marriage until after the merger then
we were going to come out. Chloe was supposed to get her life back.
We fucking had a plan!”

At first, Leah
had really disliked Chloe. He had been concerned that the marriage
would get in the way of his and Seb’s plans for the future. But he
quickly found that Chloe’s heart belonged elsewhere, her interest
was in a man she couldn’t have. She wasn’t going to make Sebastian
fulfil any of his husbandly ‘duties’. She didn’t want that at
all.

Once her
motives were established, Leah began to enjoy her company, finding
that they liked many of the same things. And knowing that it was
their parents who forced the marriage and controlled their futures,
they had all decided to work together to gain control, and once
that was done, they could go their separate ways–live their own
lives.

Seb looked out
the window, gritting his teeth as if he was annoyed that he was
even being asked such a question and, taking a deep breath he
turned to Leah, meeting his pleading eyes with his own. The moment
their eyes met, a sense of dread filled Leah, as he saw…nothing. No
life. No kindness. No love…It was all gone. Vanished as if it had
never been there in the first place.

“Plan’s
change, Leah. It was never going to work out. Could you imagine–the
head of a global company comes out as openly gay? I don’t care how
open-minded society pretends to be. That would be corporate
suicide.”

Leah pulled
his head back, surprised at Sebastian’s sudden change of heart.
They had been together for years. They’d been a secret for all that
time. And finally, it was coming to the time they had promised
would be it–the time where they finally stepped out as more than
just friends. After the merger, the company was going to be handed
to Sebastian and Chloe to take over while the patriarchs finally
retired and enjoyed their money. Chloe and Sebastian would have had
an amicable divorce but still work together as co-CEOs. It was what
both of them wanted. Then Leah and Sebastian would finally tell
their parents that they were a couple–finally. And there would be
nothing they could do about it. No trust funds to pull. No threat
of being thrown out of the company. They would have had everything
they needed to make a life of their own, with no more sneaking
around. No more pretending that Leah was their driver. No more
pretending at all.

“What
happened to you?” Leah breathed, shaking his head, as the man he’d
spent years of his life with seemed to go back on every promise
he’d ever made. “It was going to be our time?”

“No, Leah.
Just be thankful I kept you around, and looked after you for as
long as I did. I normally get very bored with my playthings, and I
don’t tend to spoil them anywhere near as much as I spoiled
you.”

“Wha–,” he
stated, completely stunned by Sebastian’s words, but unable to
finish before he heard the voice of Michael Goldsmith as he walked
through the front door of his son’s home without knocking.

“No.
Everything needs to be gone. We don’t want anything of hers
anywhere near us…That’s right,” he said into his phone before
suddenly ending his conversation with, “Just get it done.” He
pocketed his phone and looked at Sebastian, ignoring Leah’s
presence entirely. “Is she ready to go?” he demanded.

“I’m
ready,” Chloe said, her voice completely devoid of feeling as she
appeared in the hallway behind them, a large red suitcase pulling
along behind her. “I wouldn’t want to stay around you people if you
paid me.”

Michael
chuckled. “Actually, that’s exactly what you would do. If I offered
you your father’s company back, I’m fairly sure you’d do whatever
the hell I wanted for it.” He stepped up to her, his eyes slowly
moving over her body as if he was licking her with his sight. It
made her feel dirty. “Now there’s an idea. I think I could enjoy
breaking in a young thing like you.”

“That’s
enough,” Leah said, coming to her defence.

Michael
turned, his curiosity piqued as to who would dare speak out of turn
around him. “And who are you to tell me what to
do?”

“I’m your
son’s gay lover,” Leah said with a smile, folding his arms across
his chest as he narrowed his eyes at the man in front of
him.

The colour
from Sebastian’s face drained away. But Michael simply laughed and
turned to Sebastian. “Who is this man, son?” he asked.

“He’s no
one to me. Just some guy from the street that Chloe brought in the
house. You know those Donovan’s and their bleeding hearts. I’ve
been standing here making sure he doesn’t steal anything.”

It was
Leah’s turn to lose all colour, as the full force of Sebastian’s
words hit him in the chest. He’s no one to me…

“Come on,
Chloe. Let’s get you out of here,” Leah said, reaching his hand out
to take her suitcase and guide her through the doors.

“Tell your
mother I said hello, Chloe,” Michael sneered.

“Why don’t
you go and fuck yourself,” she spat.

“Actually,
I’d much rather fuck you. If you ever change your mind, I’m sure
Sebastian won’t mind me taking you for a spin. I could do a lot
with an impetuous girl such as yourself.”

She opened her
mouth to hurl an insult back, but Leah pulled her through the doors
and onto the street.

“They’re
not worth it, girly. Don’t waste your breath.”

Chloe shook
her head, tears beginning to fall from her eyes as she became
overwhelmed by everything that had happened. Her father. The
company. Her need to get away… she couldn’t stay with those people,
not after her father was imprisoned and they had taken over the
company. It wasn’t supposed to go like that. Sebastian had promised
things would be different. That they’d all be able to live the
lives they wanted…but it was all lies. All of it–every single
promise was a lie…

“What are
we going to do?” she asked Leah as she sobbed. He wrapped a strong
arm around her and guided her toward his car.

“We’re
going to go and get really drunk. Then we’re going to figure out a
way to make this right.”

She nodded,
thinking that the bottom of a bottle was the best place for them at
that point.

As they drove
along, she thought that they were as low as they could get. But
then, fifteen minutes later they were pulled over by a policeman
for leaving in the car Leah had been given by Sebastian. They were
arrested for grand theft auto and quickly realised that they could
be pushed much, much lower.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight




 


PRESENT,
1 day before the job

 


Aiden

 


TIME IS of the
essence. I want more of it, but Chloe’s father is listed as
critical, his condition degrading by the day. When she got the
call, Chloe had turned to me, with watery eyes, pushing her lips
together to keep them from trembling.

“I can’t let
him die in there, Aiden,” she whispered. I agreed. If he’s not
going to pull through, he should at least be able to die surrounded
by his family – not in some state prison where no one gives a
shit.

So, a few days
later, everything is as organised as it can get. We’re going into
the bank not long after it opens on a Friday morning. Jared will
control all the electronics from the warehouse facility, and Chloe,
Leah and myself will be in the bank. The plan is to go in quietly
so we don’t scare anyone unnecessarily. Leah will keep watch in the
main area, while Chloe and I hit the vault with the bank manager on
duty as our ‘help’–poor bastard.

Despite our
limited preparation time, all parties involved know their roles
perfectly. We know the time, we know the place, we know who to
target and we’ve tested every scenario we can to time it all
perfectly. Now, all that’s left to do is rest up for the big
day.

I, of course,
have chosen to ‘rest’ with Chloe, whose arms I’m holding over her
head as I hold myself above her. I’m teasing her entrance with my
cock but refusing to put it in like she wants. It’s a sweet
torture, and I’m enjoying every whimper of want that escapes her
parted lips.

“Please,” she
begs, gasping as I slide in just a little further then pull out
again. She whimpers, her face twisting in her disappointment.

“What do you
want, Chloe?”

“You know what
I want,” she answers, thrusting her hips up at me.

I pull back
and shake my head. “That’s not how this works. Tell me what you
want and I’ll give it to you.”

She opens her
mouth to answer but the doorbell sounds earlier than expected. It’s
the delivery guy, and if I wasn’t so damn hungry, I’d ignore him
and make him go away so I could continue this game.

“Don’t move,”
I warn her, kissing her lightly as she pouts. I release her hands
and climb off her.

“Can’t you
ignore it?” she groans.

“Not if you
want to eat,” I say, pulling on a pair of pants before I head to
the door, trying to keep my raging hard on as discreet as possible.
I give the guy a hefty tip in case I didn’t succeed, then take the
bag from his hands and lock the door.

“When the hell
did you order food?” Chloe asks from behind me. She’s wearing one
of my shirts. I normally hate it when chicks do that sort of thing,
but with Chloe, she can wear all of my shirts if she wants – just
so long as she doesn’t wear any fucking underwear. I want my
access.

“When you were
in the bathroom. There’s a mobile app for it.” I walk past her to
the kitchen and put the bag on the benchtop. “And I thought I told
you to stay put.”

She shrugs in
response. “You can show me who’s boss later.”

I grin as I
remove the contents of the bag and grab some cutlery out of the
drawer. “Get your arse over here,” I command.

She walks
over, and I reach down and grip her hips, lifting her up onto the
bench. My hand slides up her leg and around to her arse as I give
her a look of approval when I find that she hasn’t put on
underwear. “At least you got that part right,” I say with a
wink.

“Smells good.
What did you order?”

I peel one of
the lids from the foil tray. “Italian. Pasta with lots of cream.
You know I like my women with curves.” Piercing a piece of penne
with a fork, I hold it up to her luscious lips, swollen from the
torture I’ve been inflicting on them lately. I smile slightly as I
admire them - knowing it was my mouth and my cock that caused the
swelling is fucking sexy.

Taking the
pasta into her mouth, she lets out an appreciative groan and chews.
“I do remember something along those lines.”

I fill the
fork and eat some of the creamy pasta myself before filling it
again and holding it to her. “Open.”

She does as I
ask and chews silently as she watches me with those piercing blue
eyes of hers.

“What is it?”
I ask, repeating the process of feeding myself then her.

“What are we
doing here, Aiden? This is crazy.”

“Which
part–the job or us?”

“Both. But I
was talking about us. Tomorrow will change everything.”

I place the
fork on the bench and place my hands on either side of her as I
stand between her legs. “You want me to talk feelings with you?” I
ask, noticing how a slight blush creeps across her cheeks as she
shrugs.

Bowing her
head, she watches her hand as she slides it over my chest and then
traces the edge of the tattoo over my left pec, starting from the
outstretched wings until she moves her finger down the blade and
across the banner that says ‘who dares wins’.

She takes a
deep breath before she starts. “I just want you to know that these
few days have been more than I ever expected to have with you.
They’ve been amazing.”

Taking a hold
her face on either side, I gently lift her chin so she’s looking
into my eyes again. “Sugar, don’t talk like we’re on borrowed time.
Tomorrow is all planned out and no one will know it was us.
Ok?”

“I know.
But–”

“Hey,” I cut
in. “Did you not understand what I meant when I said that you’re my
woman?”

She pulls at
her lips with her teeth, giving me a look that tells me she’s
unsure or nervous, or something. Fuck. I’m not saying this shit. I
don’t get how she can’t understand how things are between us
without needing me to say it. Shit.

“You know how
I feel about you, Chloe. So don’t drag it out of me. I want this. I
want you. We’re going to great lengths to get this done so no one
has to run. We get the information, we stash the loot and we hand
the evidence over to the cops. Then you and I can fuck for
eternity. Is that clear enough for you?”

Her hand
stills and flattens on my chest and her eyes drop. “I’m not
questioning what’s between us. It’s just... I need you to
understand how much you mean to me. I need you to understand that
if there was any other way–”

“Don’t,” I
say, cutting her off again. “Don’t bring any of that shit up. Not
tonight. Let’s just focus on the job and the rest can come
after.”

She nods her
head, her eyes glistening with tears. “Ok.”

“Tell me
you’re not freaking out. You can still do this, right?”

“I can. I just
wish I didn’t have to.”




Chapter
Twenty-Nine




 


Chloe

 


AIDEN SLEEPS
peacefully beside me, his rhythmic breathing telling me that he’s
fast asleep. I look over at him, drinking in his features and
committing them to memory. The future for all of us is so uncertain
right now. Each of us has our own role to play and we don’t all
know exactly what that is.

One thing is
for sure, tomorrow will change everything. Tomorrow, we become bank
robbers.

It sounds so
ridiculous to actually say those words. But they’re the truth.

To get what we
want.

To clear my
family name.

To cover up
exactly what we’re taking.

We need
to rob a bank, and we need to be indiscriminate and take everything
we can get our hands on.

Aiden rolls in
his sleep, and I slide my arm around his middle, pressing my naked
self up against the warmth of his back. I don’t want to let him go.
I wish we didn’t have to do this.

Sighing, I
roll out of the bed and head to the bathroom, picking up my phone
along the way. It’s while I’m in there that I message Leah and
check that he’s all ready for tomorrow. We’ve been in this together
since the beginning, and while the plan is slightly different from
our original, the ending is still the same–do whatever it takes.
Right or wrong. This must be done.

All ready,
girly. Sleep well. Tomorrow is what we wanted, he sends me.

I hope
so, I send back, before deleting our previous messages and
setting my phone in my bag before returning to bed, snuggling up
against Aiden as I wonder how the hell he’s managing to sleep so
peacefully, when I’m a bundle of nerves beside him.


Chapter
Thirty




 


PRESENT,
the day of the job

 


Aiden

 


CHLOE SLEEPS
soundly on the bed as I get up, squinting a little as the sun beams
in through my window. Keeping an eye on her, I slide off the
mattress and leave the room, ducking down to grab a pair of pants
and swipe her phone from her bag as I pass.

Walking toward
the kitchen, I key in her code, learning it by surreptitiously
watching her over the last few days. I know she was using it in the
bathroom last night. She thought I was asleep but I wasn’t.

I may be head
over heels for the girl, but I’m not stupid. She’s a known liar and
I can’t always trust the way she speaks and behaves. I need to read
between the lines and work out what she isn’t telling me.

When I go
through her history, there’s nothing, she’s deleted it. Lucky for
me, I have Jared.

“Last
activity,” I say after dialling him from my own phone.

He knows
exactly what I’m talking about. “Text messages. Nothing
suspicious.” He reads the short conversation between Chloe and Leah
to me. It was nothing and looked like a friend checking on a
friend.

I still felt
like I was missing something.

I move around
the kitchen, preparing coffee as I listen to Jared, rattling off a
few last minute details in my ear. We’re not stupid enough to talk
blatantly, it’s all in the code that we use when organising
recoveries.

“See you
soon,” I tell him as I sign off and disconnect the phone, downing
my own coffee as I run through the timeline of the day in my
mind.

Every move
needs to be precise. Every step needs to be followed. I feel
confident we can do this, and have it be the best damn robbery this
world has ever seen. I just wish we had have had more time…maybe we
could have found another way.

Shaking my
doubts away, I pick up the second coffee and carry it in to Chloe,
slipping her phone back into her bag where I found it as I pass.
She’s still breathing heavy, her mouth open and smooshed up against
the pillow.

Chuckling to
myself, I run my hand down her back and she stirs slightly, her
hand reaching up to wipe at her mouth as she tries to look at me
but fails. Sleep wins.

“Come on. Get
up. Get ready,” I say, slapping her on the backside as she tries to
curl up again.

“Ow!” she
groans, rolling over then rubbing her eyes. “Oh god. What time is
it? I barely slept.”

“It’s seven.
Here, drink this.” I hand her the coffee I’m still holding for her
in my other hand and she sits up to take it, sipping at it
gratefully.

“Thanks,” she
says. “How the hell did you sleep? I’ve had my mind on overdrive
all night.”

“Practice,” I
state, leaning down and kissing the side of her head. “I’ve done
more clandestine operations than I’ll ever admit to. You get used
to the risk.”

“Aren’t you
nervous though?”

“A little. But
I trust the plan. Just do everything like we practiced and you’ll
be fine. Ok?”

She nods and
sets the coffee cup on the nightstand. I can feel the nerves
radiating off her body and as she stands. So, I collect her in my
arms and squeeze her tight. “You’re going to be fine,” I assure
her, planting a kiss on top of her head.

Releasing her,
I head out of the room, leaving her to get ready while I go and
make sure everything is switched off around the house. As confident
as I am that this plan will go well, I still prepare my house as if
I’m not coming back. It’s a ritual I have before I go on a mission.
It involves switching all of my appliances off at the wall, getting
rid of the milk from the fridge and leaving an envelope addressed
to my sister with instructions on what to do with my assets if I
don’t return. It might seem a bit stupid to some, especially when I
talk about my trust in the plan, but I’d be a fool to think there
wasn’t a chance that things could go awry. I’m cocky, but I’m not
so arrogant that I can’t see the danger in the situation.

Ten minutes
later, Chloe exits the bathroom, dressed in a pair of black pants
and a white t-shirt with her hair braided tightly against her scalp
in preparation for her costume change before we go.

This is where
having Chloe on this mission is the clincher – her costume makeup
skills. She’s going to transform us into two very non-descript
looking men. We did a practice run with the makeup the other day,
and she looks like an eighteen year old boy sporting his first
moustache when she’s all done up. She’s a little too curvaceous to
just dress in men’s clothing, so she’s going to put a suit on that
will broaden her shoulders and hide her breasts.

When she was
finished with me, I looked a lot like that boy’s father. My eyes
had been coloured with brown contacts, my lips thinned out by some
crafty makeup and facial hair placement, and my nose had been
broadened so it was a similar look to hers.

Jared was so
impressed that he wanted to take photos, and it took the threat of
violence to make him put his phone away. But we were all in
agreement that as long as the getaway goes smoothly, there is no
way that anyone could ID us after the fact.

“Time to go,”
I state, taking her by the hand and leading her out the door.

She takes a
deep breath and follows along with me I can feel her palms
sweating. It makes me nervous and I worry that she might not be
able to do this after all.

***

When we arrive
at the warehouse, Jared and Leah are already there. I half expect
that they were here all night, going over the plan, making sure
everything was just right.

Jared,
especially, is meticulous like that. He jokes around a lot, acting
like a kid half the time, but when his fingers hit that keyboard,
his focus is wholly on the job at hand. I could ask him about any
detail and he would know the answer, without even needing to think
about it. He carries on that I don’t pay him well, but I do. And he
earns every penny of it.

The plan we’re
going with now isn’t that far removed from what Chloe and Leah had
originally planned. We’re still going in there to get into the
safety deposit boxes, but we just have to be a bit more high tech
about it since the bank has upgraded its security.

Leah is still
going to be the decoy. His job will be to stay in contact with
Jared who will be monitoring the police network for any activity
regarding the bank. He’s going to do his best to circumvent any
possible alarm trip, but we have to prepare for error. If cops do
get called to the scene, then Leah is going to lead them on a
high-speed chase in the opposite direction to where we’re heading.
We don’t think we’ll need him. But it’s best to have a backup plan
in these situations.

We’ve
commandeered two identical vehicles that aren’t connected in any
way to any of us, or to anyone we know. They were chosen completely
at random and will be the cars at the scene. Once we’ve achieved
our goal and made our escape, we’ll switch out cars and remove our
disguises before we stash everything in my floor safe at the
warehouse, and go back home like nothing happened.

It all sounds
perfect. Now we just have to pull it off.

“Good morning,
Bonnie and Clyde,” Jared says with a grin, as Chloe and I get out
of the car. He hits the button on the wall and lowers the roller
door. “Are we ready to have some fun?”

“If that’s
what you call it,” Chloe says, heading over to sit next to Leah.
They exchange a few words in greeting and I watch them carefully,
concerned that there may be something going on that I don’t know
about. Knowing Chloe, it wouldn’t surprise me if there was.

I catch
Jared’s eye and signal that he needs to watch them. He nods,
heading over to the table where there are some takeaway coffee cups
that appear to be empty and a massive tray of sugared donuts,
already half gone.

“Where we at?”
I ask Jared, as he grabs one of the donuts and stuffs most of it in
his mouth.

He sits on a
metal stool in front of the computer set up he’s created in here
and points to one of the screens that has a small window open with
constant scrolling updates inside it. “I’m just monitoring police
reports and making sure we’re good to go.” He then points to a
window on the next screen. “And our target in the bank has clocked
on and they’ll be opening their doors in exactly one hour and fifty
minutes.”

“So that gives
us two hours to get ready and leave here.”

“You’ve got
it. I’ll be locking down the Goldsmith building in exactly ninety
minutes. So get your faces on, ladies. We’ve got a heist to pull
off.”

I clap him on
the back and head over to where Chloe is still sitting with Leah
and as I approach. They stop talking and Chloe looks up at me with
a welcoming smile.

“No cold
feet?” I ask, looking between them.

“No, bro. I’m
all in,” Leah says, holding out his hand to shake mine. “And if I
don’t get the chance to say it – thank you. For all your help and
shit. It’s been real, man.”

“Thank me
later. We’ll have a beer when it’s all done,” I say, taking a hold
of Chloe’s hand and pulling her to stand. “You ready to do your
magic?”

“Sure am,” she
says, and I press my lips to hers in the last kiss we’ll get before
we go in there. I kiss her with everything I have in me, trying to
let her know exactly how much she means in the simple meeting of
our mouths.

“For luck,” I
say as I pull away, leaving her lips pink and her cheeks
flushed.

“Get to it you
two,” Jared butts in. “I said ‘get your faces on, ladies’ not ‘get
your face on a lady’.”

Laughing, I
move to another stool where we have everything ready to go and from
that moment, the plan begins its final move forward until we’re
transformed. Jared does a final countdown then enters the commands
that set the first part of our plan into motion.

The emergency
lockdown gets triggered at the Goldsmith Building. Dozens of
pre-recorded panic calls, mostly lifted from TV and movies, go out
to emergency services and report sightings of man with a bomb
strapped to his chest. Communications are cut off from the building
and police, fire and ambulance are mobilised. It all happens in
minutes. A massive panic, started by the calculated press of a
button. It’s beautiful to watch.

Jared listens
intently to the headset, hearing the calls, and the orders. I
wonder how he makes sense of it all, but he’s focused, he’s
confident. This is going to work.

To mark this
momentous occasion, there’s no wailing sound. No flickering of
lights. No screams from the public. Nothing. There’s just four
people, standing in a warehouse staring at three computer screens
that monitor the mayhem we’ve just unleashed. The only sound, our
breathing, the buzzing of the fluorescent lighting overhead, and
our nervous hearts, beating in our chests.

“Done,” Jared
says, and I slap him on the back, giving him a grateful nod as we
collect our weapons and get into our respective vehicles. It’s time
to move onto phase two.


Chapter
Thirty-One



 


Chloe

 


AS WE drive to
the bank, we hear the sound of sirens as emergency services are
sent to the scene of our false bomb threat. A slight tinge of guilt
pulls at my gut as I watch them wail past. I know it’s a hoax, and
I know that we’re wasting their time. But I promised myself I’d do
whatever it takes to do this right. And I have to do it. The life
of my father depends on it.

We pull up in
front of the bank, and Aiden shuts off the engine. “Ready?” he
asks, and I nod, even though I don’t think anyone with any type of
conscience can ever feel completely ready to do what’s about to be
done.

He moves to
open the door but I reach out, grabbing his arm to stop him, my
fingers digging into his muscular forearm. “Wait.”

“What is it?”
he frowns. “It’s too late to back out now, sugar. I need you to
stay with me.”

“No. I’m not
backing out. I just want you to know… I need you to know
that no matter what happens today…or tomorrow.” I swallow, my mouth
suddenly feeling dry. “I need you to know that I love you, and that
I always have,” I force out of my mouth. It needs to be said. He
needs to know that I’m not doing any of this because I want to. He
needs to know that if our world were a different place; if my
father was a different man; if I was a different person–then he
would be my one choice. My only choice.

He takes my
hand in his, running his thumb over the flesh coloured glove. “I
know, sugar. But we’re going to be ok. Just stick to the plan.”

I nod, glad in
a way that he didn’t claim to love me back. It makes this so much
easier knowing that I need him more than he needs me. I reach for
the door, nerves swirling about in my stomach as I push it open,
stepping out and walking confidently toward the glass doors.
Already, I can see a couple of customers lined up at the tellers.
But it isn’t busy. Good. Less people to control.

I sling a
heavy laptop bag over my shoulder and straighten the baseball cap
on my head. Aiden walks beside me, carrying a briefcase. Look
closely and you’ll think that perhaps there’s something odd about
the stiffness in our faces. But to most, we look completely normal.
Not like the bank robbers in the movies at all.

Moving through
the door, we both scan the area and I note that there aren’t any
red lights beside the cameras. We’re not being filmed in here. Our
disguise is primarily for the CC footage that will be recorded on
the street. We’re counting on them to help misidentify us.

Jared said
that he could hack into the CC network and black out the cameras,
or add some sort of loop. But on top of everything else he’s had to
do, to help us pull this off, he would have needed a team of
hackers to help him. The disguises would do. Our plan was
sound.

“Benson
Tanner, please. We have an appointment,” Aiden says to the staff
member on the floor as she greets us.

Obliging, she
asks him his name and then goes to get Mr Tanner who is the man
who’s going to kindly let us inside the vault–even though he has no
idea about that as yet.

The electronic
doors open and close behind us, and Leah walks in. His own disguise
is on to conceal his identity, as he heads over to the customer
bench where he pulls out a deposit form and sets about looking busy
so he can keep an eye on the floor for us.

We’re hoping
he won’t need to do anything because we want to keep this as quiet
as possible. But you never know, and even though Jared has disabled
all alarms, and blocked phone reception, we don’t need anyone
trying to be a hero.

Benson Tanner,
a dark skinned man with a soft friendly face and a soft belly to
match, comes to the floor and greets us warmly, escorting us to his
office where he closes the door and offers us a seat.

“Now, what can
I do for you gentlemen this morning? I understand you have some
farm holdings you’re looking for help to manage.”

Aiden opens
the briefcase on his lap and reaches inside. “Actually, I’d much
prefer it if you’d put this on and escort us on a tour of your
safe,” he says, holding up an explosive vest for Mr Tanner to
see.

Immediately,
the man breaks out in a sweat, his eyes widening as he glances at
me, his mouth trembling as he shakes his head.

Looking at me
doesn’t help him. It just adds to his fear as he spots the gun I’ve
pulled from my bag, and now have trained on him. I raise my
eyebrows at him, not daring to speak so he can’t recognise that I
don’t have a male voice. But I don’t need my voice. Mr Tanner very
quickly obeys without the need for words.

Aiden steps
toward him and he flinches back, his hands held up in surrender.
“You have two choices here, Mr Tanner. You can put this on under
your jacket and you can walk us out nicely so no one gets hurt, or
you can fight us and our man out there starts taking out your
employees.”

“I…I..I’ll
cooperate,” he stutters, his round head nodding and wobbling as he
looks at me to see if he can take his jacket off. I nod.

Aiden quickly
gets him strapped up then shows him the remote detonator. “Try
anything, and we turn you into dog mince. Got it?”

“G…got it,” he
says.

“Ok. Now take
us to the safety deposit vault.”

Benson leads
the way, walking a little stiff and nervous, but we make it through
the first door without a problem then he takes us to the safe.

“The power’s
out. Do the manual lock,” Aiden commands, watching as Benson
complies. It’s in that moment that I decide I like Benson. He
hasn’t said no to us once, which shows he values his life and isn’t
going to do anything stupid. “Good work. Now, you’re going to stand
out here with my partner and be nice and quiet while I go in.
Ok?”

Once again,
Benson nods, letting out a light cry when he glances at me and the
gun in my hand. I’ve never seen a man sweat so much in my life and
I wonder if the vest he’s wearing is waterproof. God help us if it
isn’t.

Reaching out,
Aiden takes the laptop bag from me and enters the vault, spending
less than thirty seconds in there before coming out and closing the
door. “Hold your breath and count to five,” he says with a smile.
“Those doors are about to go ‘boom’.” Realising that Aiden has just
placed explosives in the vault, poor Benson’s eyes grow to the size
of saucers.

Grinning,
Aiden places a finger against his lips and listens until a soft
popping sound is heard from the other side of the vault door. I
would have thought there’d be more noise, but the vault door
obviously trapped the sound.

“Let’s see
what we’ve got in here,” Aiden says as he opens it up again. Smoke
billows out, causes us all to cough as we wave at the air to clear
our vision.

I glance at
Benson, the colour has all but vanished from his face as he surveys
the destruction of the vault. Aiden places his arm around the
frightened man’s shoulders. “You’re doing great, Benny,” he says,
giving Benson a slap on the arm before he heads back into the
vault.

I keep the gun
trained on Benson and glance inside the vault, letting out a low
whistle as I see the mess of money and busted safety deposit doors
lying all over the floor.

Aiden pulls
out box after box, emptying their contents into the canvas bags we
brought with us. Three in total. Big enough to fit an adult inside
if we had to. He puts in cash, he puts in jewellery, he puts in all
the papers he can find and when one bag is full, he tests the
weight of it and drops it by my feet. “Can you carry that?”

I reach down
and lift it. It’s fucking heavy and the straps press into my hands,
but I nod.

He fills the
next two in much the same manner, checking his watch periodically
for time. And when he’s done, he moves back over to poor Benson,
who, I’m pretty sure, has peed his pants by now.

“You’ve been a
wonderful help, Mr Tanner. And there’s just one more thing you need
to do.” Aiden grips his shoulders and moves him inside the
safe.

Benson shakes
his head. “No, no. Please don’t put me in here. Without the
power–”

“You won’t run
out of air, and you’ll be out before you know it. Now, you can give
me back the vest now. I’m sure you’re tired of it.”

Benson nods,
instant relief washing over his face when Aiden takes it back.
“Now, Mr Tanner. Once I close you in here, you’ll be stuck for
exactly thirty minutes. Then the power will come back on and your
safety features will be back online so you can get out. Do you
understand?”

“Y–yes.”

“Good.” Aiden
holds out his hand, taking Benson’s in his in a firm handshake.
“Thank you for your help today, Mr Tanner. I’ll be sure to
recommend your services to all my friends. This has been a
wonderful experience.”

With that, we
shut a very frightened looking Benson inside the vault and walk
out, me carrying one large bag, struggling under its weight, and
Aiden carrying two either side of him as if they weighed little
more than a few shopping bags.

We glance at
Leah who lifts his hand to scratch his head, which is the signal
that all is clear. Then we head to the front door and we don’t look
back.

I’m sure that
someone thought it odd that we were carrying such huge bags. And
I’m sure that it crossed someone’s mind that we were carrying
duffels of cash. But the calm way in which we did it must have made
them think twice about questioning us. After all, people collected
things from their safety deposit boxes every day…


Chapter
Thirty-Two




 


Chloe

 


WE DRIVE away
from the scene. I want the car to go faster. I want Aiden to plant
his foot and get as far away as fast as we can. But that’s not the
plan. We need to drive at the speed limit. We can’t draw unwanted
attention.

Finally, we’re
out of the city, and I get a call from Jared. “Congratulations.
Everything is still quiet. You did a perfect job.”

I thank him,
and he disconnects. My heart is still beating so hard that I feel
almost sick from it. Laying my head against the back of the seat, I
take a deep inhale and run through everything that just happened in
my mind. Finally, I calm down and turn to Aiden, a massive grin
creeping over my face.

“Oh my fucking
god! We did it!” I squeal. “We fucking did it!”

“Yes we did.
You were perfect in there,” he grins, reaching over and grabbing
the back of my neck, planting a quick kiss on my mouth before
concentrating on driving again.

I squeal
again, the kiss feeling strange with my stage makeup and facial
hair on. “You just kissed a boy!” I laugh.

“You’re a
fucking sexy boy. I’d switch teams for you, sugar. Especially after
watching you handle our hostage in there. Perfection, babe. You did
everything right.”

“I was
perfect? Oh my god, Aiden. You were amazing. So in
command. So in control. There is no way I would have gotten this
done without you. No way in hell.”

He reaches
over and grabs my hand, bringing it to his lips to kiss my
fingertips. “We did it. Now we just have to hope those
papers you need are in there and we can get that Goldsmith for the
scum he really is.”

“Oh, they’re
in there. I’m sure of it.”

I look ahead,
thinking about what has to happen next in this process of doing
wrong to make right. We drive in silence, Aiden holding my hand,
his thumb stroking over my hand soothingly as he watches the
road.

“I really do
love you, you know,” I say suddenly. “I didn’t just say it before
because I was scared.”

“I know,” he
says, his thumb still rubbing gentle circles on my skin. It doesn’t
bother me that he doesn’t say it. I’m not expecting it back. I just
want him to know. It’s important that he’s sure of it. But
suddenly, he takes his eyes off the road to look at me. “I do too,
sugar,” he says, his voice a little quieter than normal. “Love you,
I mean.”

Nodding my
head, I place my other hand on top of his and give it a squeeze,
suddenly fighting the urge to burst into tears. He wasn’t supposed
to say it back.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



 


Aiden

 


CHLOE HAS
fallen quiet by the time we hit the car park where we’re to switch
out cars. She’s just been holding my hand between hers and
breathing slowly like she’s trying to calm down. She claims that
she’s ok but I think she might be in a bit of shock from the spike
of adrenaline the job would have given her. She’ll calm down once
we’re home and I’ve got her safe in my bed.

“Level three,
right?” I say, winding my way through rows of parked cars and up
the connecting ramps. While the floors are full with parked cars,
there isn’t anyone around, which is why we chose this place. It’s a
park and ride – a place where commuters can drive to and then catch
buses the rest of the way into the city to keep from paying the
exorbitant parking fees that the city charges. It’s perfect.

“Yeah. Level
three. It’s quieter up there.”

Making sure
that no one is watching, I pull up next to our change over car and
Chloe and I get out and transfer the bags into the trunk. She then
leans into the getaway car and wipes a rag over every surface,
making sure we’ve left nothing behind. Then with a quick check of
our surroundings, we grab a bottle of spray bleach and coat the
tires and the interior to completely ruin any sort of samples they
could get from us.

“I think
that’s it,” I say, scrunching my nose up at the strong smell. “It
stinks like a hospital now.”

She nods and
once again, I ask her if she’s ok. “Chloe?”

She doesn’t
respond, and the squeaking of car tyres catches both of our
attention. I turn and look over my shoulder, frowning when I
recognise the car. “What the fuck? Is that Leah?” I ask, turning my
head back to her briefly as I wonder what the hell he’s doing here.
“He was supposed to dump that car and meet us back at the
warehouse.

The car pulls
to a stop beside us and Leah leans out. “Hurry up,” he commands
Chloe, completely ignoring me.

Anger flares
within my stomach. This wasn’t part of the plan. I realise I’ve
been played–but why? None of this benefited me. It was all for her.
All for Chloe. What is this?

“Don’t,” I
growl, giving Leah a look of warning as I slide my hand behind me,
reaching for my gun. I grope around, finding nothing. I spin
around, looking to Chloe for some sort of explanation, but all I
find is her standing there, tears streaming from her eyes as she
holds both her gun and mine in front of her, aiming at me.

“Don’t do
this,” I half command, half plead.

“I’m sorry,”
she sniffs. “I have to.” She cocks my gun, the click echoing off
the walls in the massive concrete structure and I hold up my
hands.

“What are you
doing?”

“It’s the only
way,” she whispers, a tear sliding down her cheek as she squeezes
the trigger and a blinding pain hits my chest.

“Chloe,” I
groan, as I drop to the ground, clutching at my chest, my mind
reeling as I try to work out what the fuck just happened. She went
from promising me that she loves me to shooting me in the chest.
What did I miss? What did I…

“Hurry the
fuck up!” Leah calls to her.

“I’m sorry,”
she cries again, her voice beginning to sound muffled as my vision
blurs and the world begins to fade away.

“Chloe.”


Chapter
Thirty-four




 


JUNE,
3 years before

 




“WHAT ARE
you doing?” he asked, his brow furrowing as he discovered her
pressed in the corner next to the emergency stairwell.

“Hiding,”
she grinned. “But I guess you found me.”

A smile curled
the edge of Aiden’s lips as he stepped toward her. “Are you playing
games with me, Miss Donovan?”

She lowered
her lashes, looking up at him through them, her voice low and soft
when she spoke. “That depends. Are you enjoying it?”


“Immensely.”

“Then I’ll
keep playing. It’s a game of temptation.”

He stepped
closer. “I find you very tempting.”

“And do you
know where we are?” she whispered as he closed in.

“We’re in a
blind spot,” he answered, lowering his head toward hers.

She tilted her
head up, bringing her mouth just a breath away from Aiden’s.
“Imagine all the things one could do in this…blind spot,” she
murmured suggestively, and his cock hardened as she pressed herself
against him. She then took a hold of his tie and pulled on it,
lightly running her hand down the silk as she stepped out from the
confines of one of the very few camera free zones in the entire
Donovan building, leaving him feeling more than a little
tempted.

Aiden
chuckled, leaning against the wall as he felt the need to adjust
his pants.

“You’re
going to be the death of me, Chloe Donovan.”

She gave him a
wink. “What a sweet way to die.”

 


 




END

The Fire &
Lies Series continues with Played, releasing December 30. Preorder
now, or continue reading for your exclusive sneak peek inside.

 


 


Shocked?
Desperate to talk about what just happened? Enter my facebook
reader group to find other readers like you –

https://www.facebook.com/groups/438800699591852/
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SYNOPSIS

Be careful
whom you trust…

It’s something
I thought I knew but with Chloe Donovan, all of my reasons seems to
fly out the window the moment I’m around her.

Blinded by
lust, persuaded by love. I hedged my bets on our forever. Twice.
And both times, I lost. She’s gone. And once again, she’s ruined my
life.

Stuck helping
a federal agent by the name of Drake Jefferson, I’m biding my time
until I can find where she is.

I won’t be
giving up my partner in crime to the authorities. I’ll be dealing
out my own brand of justice, and when I’m done, I don’t care if I
rot in prison for it.

Chloe Donovan
had better start sleeping with one eye open. Because I’m coming for
her.

She played
me.

I let her in,
and she played me. If she sees me. She’d better run.

I won’t be
trusting her a third time.

***

 


EXCERPT

 


“Holy shit,
Aiden,” Chloe gasps as she flicks the lounge room light on and
finds me sitting on her couch. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

Slowly, my
eyes travel over her body, taking in every part of her that I’ve
loved with such intensity, that I still have the urge to go to her
and reclaim her as mine. But I stay where I am–the wound in my
chest seems to ache at the sight of her. It’s as if it’s reminding
me of who she is and what she’s capable of.

Staying
silent, I watch her place her handbag and keys on the side table as
she reaches down to take off her heels and pushes them against the
wall with her stockinged feet.

“Can I get you
a drink before you head off?” she asks, as if me breaking into her
house and waiting for her in a darkened room is something that
happens between us every day.

As if seeing
the man who wants an explanation as to why she double-crossed him
is something that happens every day.

Studying her
as she heads to the kitchen and takes two beers out of the
refrigerator, I have to wonder if she’s some sort of sociopath. She
shows little emotion at the sight of me, which is shit, because I’m
feeling a whole range of emotions at the sight of her…

She stands in
front of me and holds a beer out, and I set my jaw, looking up at
her but refusing to take it. Pressing her lips together, she
withdraws the bottle and leans to the side to place it on the
chrome and glass lamp table beside me.

“You’re angry
with me,” she states, taking a seat across from me as she crosses
her legs and smooths out the length of her skirt.

“More than
angry, Chloe. There isn’t even a word for how I’m feeling toward
you.”

She nods and
places her bottle on the table next to her, keeping her eyes on
mine. Watching me. Gauging what I’m about to do. Why is she so damn
calm? She should be scared as fuck at the sight of me after what
she did.

“Is my life in
danger?”

“That
depends.”

“On what?”

“On what your
answers are.”

“Ok.”

“You shot me
in the chest.”

“I did.”

“I know how
good a shot you are.”

She nods,
waiting for me to continue, although I’m sure she knows exactly
what my question is.

“Why didn’t
you kill me?”

 


FIND OUT THE
ANSWERS TO THIS AND MORE IN PLAYED, Fire & Lies, book two.
Available for pre-order now!
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