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Chapter One
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CLIO FORCED A SMILE onto her face as she walked through the staging area for the runway show, one the biggest ones yet that her cousin—Everett Bolton’s fashion house had put on since House of Bolton had been formed a little over three years ago. This one showcased their Spring Collection—or so she believed—despite being held during the last gasp of a Melbourne summer. Nothing about the fashion industry made sense to her which was she’d always been hesitant to get involved with any part of the business, though many of her other cousins had been roped into it.

More fool them, she thought while weaving her way through the crowded staging area, this place was nothing more than organised chaos.

Models of all genders and a varying state of undress rifled through the racks of clothes lined up along one wall of the venue looking for the garments labelled with their names. Makeup artists took part in a strange ballet with the hairstylists as they tried to get the looks right before the first models were ushered down the runway and paraded in front of the audience filling the venue—press and socialites alike. The few members of the press who’d been allowed backstage were soon shunted to the side by panicked messengers who ran between the designers—Merrick and Aliya—and everyone else squeezed in backstage. Her cousins, several of them at least, were wandering around the place too, but it wasn’t them who had Clio steeling her spine to enter the turbulent sea of colour and fabric.

Hell, given a choice, Clio would be anywhere but here.

Fashion wasn’t her thing. Not something that she spent hours stressing over before she walked out the door each day. All she cared about was that the garments she wore were functional and expensive. Happy to wear nothing more than a good pair of tight-fitting jeans, a simple t-shirt, and a leather jacket. And sometimes with her job that was an option, but more often Clio needed to fit in with the high society bitches and bastards she provided protection services for while still ensuring the clothing didn’t hinder her ability to move. Most of her clients were new money, up and coming social influencers in a world that gravitated toward a life lived while streaming it to the rest of the world. Young people who saw it as a fun easy way to make money...well, they did right up until their followers moved from the online and ventured into real world stalking.

Clio didn’t see how this job was going to be much different, expecting the client Calvino assigned her would prove to be nothing more than a vapid model—a clothes horse who walked, talked, and gained stalkers like others collected fine art for their walls. And she’d have preferred to have avoided the chaos that currently surrounded her, but her preferences counted for nothing when accepting this contract. Not when the order to provide protection to the House of Bolton model came directly from Everett Bolton, CEO of House of Bolton, her cousin, and the heir to the Tomasi Famiglia. Refusal wasn’t an option unless Clio wanted to face serious consequences, and no one was exempt from those either as the family’s future consigliere, Ryland Beltrame, had discovered. And the punishment handed down to the fourth most powerful person in the family had set all the cousins on edge.

Not that Clio blamed Everett. Ryland had continued to fuck the undercover cop instead of killing the man as ordered...as he’d done with every other cop who’d tried to slip into their ranks. She snorted and shook her head. Fucking wasn’t all her cousin had done with the undercover cop. No, Ryland had foolishly fallen in love with a man whose very existence threatened to destroy the entire family.

“That better be fucking you, Merrick,” an angry voice hissed the moment Clio’s boots clicked over the threshold of the small room set back from the rest of the fashion show chaos. “Because there is no way I’m getting these blasted buttons fastened myself. And seriously? Who uses so many—” the model’s words faltered as she spun around to snarl at Merrick directly. “You’re not Merrick.”

Clio huffed while trying to keep her gaze centered on the model’s face and not...everything else. But hell, even surrounded by a sea of fabric that no doubt cost a fortune, the chick looked damn beautiful...and fierce. So. Fucking. Fierce. “No. I’m not. But you’re Addison, right?”

Addison tensed up; the fierceness that blazed in her eyes wavered as fear attempted to force its way in. “Who wants to know? And how the fuck did you get back here? I’m going to fucking kill Calvino...he promised this place would be as secure as a military base.”

“Not sure if your stalker would take it well, you being surrounded by muscly military types...and even as smart as my cousin is, I think it’s a bit out of Calvino’s capabilities to provide that level of security.”

Clutching the bodice of the dress to her chest tighter, Addison narrowed her eyes at Clio. “And how do I know that you’re not my stalker?” she hissed, taking a step back.

Fuck, Clio loved her moxy. Addison wasn’t prepared to trust anyone who came near her at face value, and yet she also wasn’t prepared to let the current threat cower her. “Two reasons. One: your stalker is male...one of those ‘good cock will cure your lesbian ways’ types who aren’t just creepy bastards but can be downright dangerous.”

And she’d dealt with a few of those bastards before while working for Calvino. In order to provide discrete protection, Clio often played the role of girlfriend for clients who couldn’t afford to let it be publicly known they’d taken on personal security. Easier for Clio to do her job that way too. While she might carry the Di’Lorio name, she was still considered a Tomasi by the high society gossip columnists and they all loved to see who was on her arm at every major social function she attended. Gained a reputation for the frequency that she—supposedly—changed partners which only made it all the more surprising that Addison hadn’t recognised her. 

Dealt with a few of the bastards in her private life though without the creepy stalker factor. Men who’d scoffed at the idea of bisexuality let alone willing to accept that lesbians existed—to them, women were nothing more than sexual toys designed for male pleasure...and when required, babies. None of them ever lasted long at her side, and any who tried to push themselves on Clio after she’d rebuked their advances soon learnt why that wasn’t a very smart idea. Clio was more than capable of handling the fuckers herself...but sometimes it was fun to watch the arrogant bastards piss themselves when confronted by her often very queer and blood thirsty cousins.

“And the second reason?” Addison asked.

Clio smirked. “I’m your ‘Calvino appointed’ bodyguard. As I said, Calvino is my cousin...as is your boss, Georgio Feretti.”

And that was strange too, putting Georgio’s name next to that of a model who wore far more clothing than her cousin’s usual photography subjects. Models like Addison might not be afraid of showing skin in the name of fashion, but Clio didn’t think many would be so willing to pose nude for no other reason than sexual titillation. Then again, to the majority of Melbourne’s citizens, Georgio Feretti was a renowned fashion photographer who’d burst onto the scene just over two years ago, and not the owner of a multi-million-dollar pornography business.

Addison’s gaze drifted over her slowly, brows furrowing with disbelief. “I don’t know what you’ll be able to do to stop him, or any of the bastards who think they own a piece of me, from attacking. Restraining orders do little to stop them...and your presence might not deter him, but it will definitely infuriate him.”

She snorted. “You know who my cousins—Georgio’s cousins are, right? Who they’re rumoured to be?”

Addison nodded slowly. “But I don’t much stock in rumours.”

“You probably should...at least when it comes to ones about my family. But what it means is that you can trust me to deal with whatever that bastard sends your way.”

Some of the tension that had been pulling tight at Addison’s shoulders eased, and while she might not trust her completely, Clio knew that with time it would come.

“Hmm...well, I trust Calvino’s judgement... and while I know this really isn’t a part of your job, I really need help with these buttons,” Addison muttered, turning away from Clio.

Clio swallowed hard and rubbed her hands on her jeans. She’d tried hard not to stare at Addison when she’d stepped into the room, but now there was no avoiding it. Nowhere for Clio to rest her gaze but on the smooth skin of Addison’s exposed back and it wouldn’t take much, one hard yank of the fabric still covering Addison for the rest of her body to be revealed to Clio...but she wasn’t stupid. Dealing with a crazed stalker would be far easier than dealing with Everett’s anger if she damaged this dress. Clio might not be a connoisseur of fashion—not that she’d ever thought Everett would’ve been either—but she’d picked up enough from hanging around her cousins. With its bead encrusted edges, and what appeared to be a million metres of chiffon, Clio knew this was the penultimate garment of the collection, the showstopper that would have the audience gasping in awe of Merrick and Aliya’s combined talents as designers...

And fuck! Clio needed to hang out at the gun range with Keswick or kicking arse in the ring instead of being pulled into the boozy nights out with Rosa, Aliya, Charlene, and Alicia. She was learning more about this world than Clio was comfortable with.

“So... who do I murder first? My cousin’s wife or Merrick... because shit, who puts buttons this damn small on a freaking dress?” she hissed while struggling to push the small, delicate buttons through the loops opposite them. Clio hoped that Addison wasn’t due out on the runway anytime soon as she reckoned it might take her a good thirty minutes to fumble through this task.

“Be careful with them!” Addison glanced over shoulder at Clio and glowered. “You don’t want to know how much each of these buttons is worth.”

Clio snorted. “Honey...I’m good for it. I work for fun, not because I actually need to.” Well, that and it was expected of her. No one in the family was allowed to simply rest on their laurels and benefit from the hard work of others. Not to mention, those who failed to work became soft targets for unwanted members of society, namely the various branches of the police—though that hadn’t stopped Ryland from snagging himself a cop.

“Good for it? Each of those buttons is worth a thousand dollars.”

“What the fuck? There must be close to fifty?”

“Not so good for it now, are you?” Addison said with a smirk.

“Pfft. Fifty-thousand-dollars is still nothing to me.” And it really wasn’t not with the offshore trusts that Ryland oversaw for each of them to hide the money earned through blood. The spilling of it that was. “I just can’t believe that anyone would part out that kind of cash...for buttons.”

“They’re South Sea Pearls...cultured right here in—”

“Honey...I honestly don’t care. They’re still damn expensive for what they are, and too damned fiddly,” Clio bit out as she pushed the last one through the loop. A certain level of satisfaction rippled through her at finishing the task along with disappointment at not being able to stare at the beautiful expanse of Addison’s back. She wanted to drag her fingers down Addison’s spine, tracing its curvature from the base of her skull to where it ended at the cleft of her arse... wanted to press kisses into her—

And fuck, that wasn’t what Clio should be thinking of when with a client. She’d never once been tempted to step outside the boundaries set between her and a client regardless of their gender. Hell, she’d never felt this desperate need to connect to someone this quick either. Yet there was something about Addison that drew Clio to her...something that went beyond a purely physical attraction, and that was as confusing as fuck. Clio hardly knew this woman outside of the scarcely detailed report Calvino had handed over and this small bit of banter.

Clio would need to protect herself while she worked with Addison, and it wasn’t because she feared the stalker coming after the model.
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Chapter Two
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SHE DIDN’T NEED A BODYGUARD.

Stalker be damned.

A bodyguard would only get in her fucking way and destroy the anonymity that Addison had managed to enjoy despite the numerous runway shows she participated in, the ad campaigns she did, or the magazine spreads she’d been forced to endure. Rare, she knew for someone in her profession to go unrecognised while out in public, but Addison had worked hard to create the boundaries between her public persona and her very private public life. No social media. No interviews. No to anything that wasn’t industry related and even then she restricted such appearances to those that involved House of Bolton. Hell, even the clothes she chose to wear everyday were a far cry from those Addison often wore as a part of her job.

Addison wasn’t a model by choice. 

This wasn’t some fulfillment of a childhood dream...no, her dream was to work on the streets helping the disadvantaged youth that so often fell through the cracks of the welfare system and pay forward the opportunity that such a social worker had given her.

Being a model was something Addison had fallen into by chance, and it had first started with a foray into an industry that was far removed from modelling out of desperation. University was expensive. And it didn’t matter if the government generously coughed up loans to fund your courses or even give a stipend to cover living costs... 

Life just kept on getting more expensive.

Rent, food, power...they weren’t getting any cheaper. While a smart phone, laptop, and internet connections were no longer niceties, but necessities. All it took was for a phone to be dropped or coffee spilled on a laptop...or a fucking natural disaster and that carefully maintained budget was destroyed. And then those job ads promising big money became a temptation that was hard to ignore. It wasn’t as though Addison had parents or a family to turn to for help, not when they’d abandoned her years ago.

Modelling paid good money.

Porn paid even better.

But asides from a few provocative still shots, Addison had quickly learned that the industry was not for her. She had no qualms about her body, but when it came to sex, she struggled to focus on the money and not her sexuality. Men didn’t do it for her, no matter how gorgeous they were aesthetically. Regardless of what she tried, Addison couldn’t fake her way through a scene, and though Georgio did shoot the odd lesbian porn video, they were too far and few between to give her the income she needed.

Addison had tried to put that world behind her and search for an alternative avenue for income. Except she’d impressed Georgio Feretti enough that he’d not forgotten her. Six months after she’d walked off one of his sets, he’d rung and offered Addison a job...an exclusive modelling contract with a new fashion house that started to make a name for itself in Melbourne. Georgio was more than happy to work around her class schedule with most of the work being in-studio shoots, runway shows that Addison had plenty of time organise around, and anything promotional associated with the shows.

She’d have been stupid not to take it.

Not only for the money, but the connections she’d be able to make with those who’d be able to fund her dreams later.

Picking up a crazed stalker had not been a part of those plans.

And one persistent-letter sending, online-shrine creating bastard later, Addison now had a bodyguard that she’d never thought she’d ever need.

Honestly, though, Addison understood the rationale behind it; that her own safety far outweighed her desire for anonymity. Maybe she could have gotten away with being ignorant about the dangers the man posed and left him to the police to deal with in their own slow, didn’t really give a damn way if she’d been a freelance model. But instead of being contracted to House of Bolton through an agent, Addison had signed directly with the fashion house and accepted the exorbitant signing bonus they’d offered...and she wasn’t going to think too hard where that money had come from. While she might not have known who Georgio Ferretti was when she’d walked into his studio, once the connection was made between him and the Tomasi family, only a naïve person would’ve believed that everything he did was within the boundaries of the law. Hell, it wouldn’t surprise her if Georgio had a whole collection of work that only existed on the dark web.

Though she had to admit that when Georgio had suggested they hire her a bodyguard, this woman wasn’t at all who she’d been expecting. She hadn’t expected a woman at all, thinking that Calvino would’ve paired her up with a bodyguard—a male bodyguard—who looked intimidating as fuck. Clio didn’t look intimidating at all...dangerous, yes, but not in a I-can-kill-him-stone-dead-without-blinking kind of way.

“I don’t know what you’ll be able to do to stop him, or any of the bastards who think they own a piece of me, from attacking.” Clio was definitely dangerous as Addison’s heated gaze continued to linger on her, before furrowing her brows to hide that attraction from Clio. “Restraining orders do little to stop them...and your presence might not deter him, but it will definitely infuriate him.”

Addison doubted that her stalker would be deterred by the presence of a fake girlfriend on her arm—assuming that was the role Clio intended to play. The man had made it clear in every letter he’d written to her that he didn’t believe in sapphic romance and that her sexual attraction to women was an illness that could be cured... by his cock, of course. A male bodyguard wouldn’t deter him much either, but it might at least make him second-guess his moves.

“You know who my cousins—Georgio’s are, right? Who they’re rumoured to be?”

Addison nodded slowly. “But I don’t put much stock in rumours.” The words slipping off her tongue with a well-practiced ease. 

She wasn’t ashamed of the time she’d spent on the streets. Proud in fact that she’d survived, despite having come from a place of privilege before the only world Addison had ever known been ripped away from here. Poverty wasn’t a concept Addison had really understood until the clothes on her back were all that she’d had to her name, and shelter from the elements came not from the roof of a house, but a shop awning or a bridge. Not even the bank accounts or the trust funds that had been set up in Addison’s name when she was born were available to her. Denied access to them by parents who’d rather she not exist at all because of who she loved...who she couldn’t love.

Appreciated too that she’d been one of the lucky ones. 

One who’d escaped that life by continuing to live when for so many...

But that didn’t stop her from being cautious as to who learned about that period of her life. Even though she’d escaped it, the stigma of being a street kid remained. People’s attitudes toward them changed, distrust and suspicion clouded their every word... Thieves, violent vagrants, prostitutes...ungrateful little shits. Addison had heard it all...and once, she’d even held the same beliefs.

Their dreams were laughed at...

And if they dared to speak up to help those still trapped in that life, their voices were dismissed, ignored, or twisted to suit a political platform that only sought to lay the blame at their feet. They were kids. They didn’t want to be homeless. But sometimes they had little choice.

Addison had learnt more about the real world surviving on the streets of Melbourne than what she’d had living with her parents. Her parents were wealthy, private school...private everything kind of wealthy. Addison had even attended the same secondary school as Ilia Bolton and Delfina Ferretti—ironically—and had heard the rumours about their family, but at the time Addison had dismissed the whispered words as nothing more than petty jealousy from girls who wanted their level of wealth. But her opinion changed once she’d landed on the streets and the truth of who the Tomasi family truly were, was revealed. Many of the teenagers who she hunkered down with at night opted to run drugs for the Family in order to keep themselves fed and clothed.

Not that Addison would ever admit to knowing the truth.

“You probably should... at least when it comes to ones about my family. But that means you can trust me to deal with whatever the bastard sends your way.”

If Clio really was a member of the Tomasi Family—and Addison wasn’t ready to accept that yet, not until she’d spoken with Georgio or Calvino—then this woman was definitely far stronger than she looked, deadlier too.

“Hmm, well, I trust Calvino’s judgement... and while I know this isn’t a part of your job, but I really need help with these buttons.”
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Chapter Three
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SHE DIDN’T NEED A BODYGUARD... Addison thought once more as she breathed deep and tried to ignore Clio’s distracting presence behind her. Desperately sought the calm she needed before heading down the runway in front of the invited guests and the flashing cameras of the press. 

But Clio was...more than distracting. 

Clio was a constant reminder of the danger her stalked posed.

One Addison had hoped to ignore until safely back in the dressing room she’d been allocated. Instead, her pre-runway nerves had been ramped up to anxiety-inducing levels and left her wanting to rub her hands on her thighs. A self-soothing habit that she’d picked up and had been hard pressed to get rid of... Except Addison didn’t know who’d kill her first, Aliya or Merrick, if she managed to knock even one of the pearlescent seed beads scattered over the gossamer fabric of the full skirt or had been painstakingly hand sewn into the embroidered bodice.

Beautiful as the design was, Addison knew the garment would never make its way into the high-street shops, not as a limited edition run or as part of a ready-to-wear collection. There was only one of it...would only ever be one of it. Next week it’d be winging its way across the globe and into the wardrobe of someone more obscenely rich than Addison’s parents were...buyers who saw the purchase of these garments as akin to an investment in art, albeit a risky one.

Clio was distracting...and the waiting was... 

She hated the waiting. The crawling of time as she listened to the music playing through the speakers, the gasps of the audience as each piece of the collection was paraded down the runway, and the chatter of the other models as they rushed to change quickly. And normally Addison didn’t need to wait, when she was right in the thick of the adrenaline pumping atmosphere that bordered on controlled chaos. Striding down the runway with an emotionless elegance that came with years of experience in the business.

But there was nothing normal about her world right now.

Her stalker wanted to scare her. Drag her into a world dominated with fear while intending to play the part of the white knight who’d then save her. Actions that interfered with her ability to do her job...and that too seemed to be his aim. His last message had inferred as much, threatened consequences if she stood on that stage where others could gaze upon her body...a body that the stalker had determined belonged to him. 

Addison belonged to no one.

And his message had landed her with a bodyguard.

An argument had ensued in the hours after the message had arrived at the House of Bolton offices as to whether she should even take part in the show. No one wanted to place her at risk of serious harm regardless of how tight the security around the venue would be...it was after the show that worried them more. Hell, Everett Bolton had been fully prepared to pay Addison twice her normal rate if she agreed to remain out of the spotlight until the threat the bastard posed was gone for good. Pressure, conflicting opinions came at her from all sides with Georgio, Calvino, Aliya, and Merrick all weighing in on the matter. The offer had been tempting, except Addison didn’t like being paid for work she hadn’t done—and she couldn’t afford not to work—hating to feel like she owed someone a favour. On the streets, favours weren’t always the one you wanted cashed in.

This one walk down the runway had been the compromise they’d all agreed on, and yet, Addison could tell Clio wasn’t happy about it.

“Are you sure about this?” Clio asked, her soft voice curling around the shell of Addison’s ear, and she fought to restrain the shiver that wanted to race down her spine. “He could be waiting out there somewhere.”

Addison didn’t need Clio to tell her that. She was quite aware of the risks she was taking by stepping onto the runway...and how fast an ordinary situation could turn deadly. But she refused to be cowered by a faceless man who refused to accept that he didn’t own her.

“Are you suggesting that Calvino isn’t capable of securing an event like this?”

Not that pulling out was an option. Hadn’t been an option despite the arguments for her not to participate. Collection garments weren’t something a model could simply whip off and handover to another person to wear...each one tailored to their bodies and ensuring that the garments were displayed perfectly. And besides, she was a professional, and no crazed stalker would stop her from doing her job.

Her breath hitched as fingers brushed over her bare shoulders and the shiver dancing beneath her skin drew closer to breaking through her tightly controlled restraint. Addison blew out a long breath and prayed that Clio assumed any twitches were the result of nerves or fear and not arousal.

Desire had flickered to life in her veins the moment she’d spun around to find Clio standing in the doorway of her dressing room. Addison wasn’t ashamed to admit that she’d raked her gaze over the woman, taking in her lithe muscular form while wondering why she’d never met her before at any of the previous fashion shows or shoots put on by the House of Bolton. The woman wouldn’t have remained clothed for long, and Addison would have happily copped the expense of replacing the clothes the woman wore—several thousand dollars’ worth of high-end fashion—if it meant getting her naked faster... Discovering the woman—Clio—was a member of the Tomasi Family had quickly dampened the arousal burning through her body, but that knowledge didn’t squash it altogether.

And that was a problem. A big problem.

“It doesn’t matter what security measures Calvino has put in place, or that many of the people charged with providing security for the venue are ex-forces... A determined person like your stalker will always find away in.”

“Isn’t that what you’re here for?” Addison hissed, glancing over her shoulder at Clio before returning her attention to the parade of models. She refused to live her life in fear of anyone ever again.

“Honey...there is only so much I can do from backstage while you’re out there on the runway. But when you’re no more than a handsbreadth away from me, you bet I will protect you with my life... And if he does try anything, he’ll soon regret it.”

A small part of Addison almost wished her stalker would try something beyond the threats he made at a distance—letters that arrived in her letterbox, emails, and texts sent via online SMS services—curious to know what Clio would look like when she went full bodyguard mode.

The music sweeping around them changed. Tempo slowing as the last of the collection models drifted backstage and Addison was quickly guided into position. Lights dimmed, shrouding the venue in a darkness only broken by the soft flickering lights that edged the runway, and Addison closed her eyes in preparation for them being switched back on, counting down the seconds until it happened. 

She was a mannequin. A living, breathing doll that designers dressed at their whim to sell their garments to the world. As the last model to take to the stage tonight, Addison expected the rush that came with being the center of attention, one that she knew all too well and loved to feel it surge through her veins even though the audience saw only the dress that Aliya and Merrick had designed. Except tonight, that rush struggled to eventuate, fighting hard against the darkness that engulfed her and threatened to drown her in fear.

Now would be the best time for her stalker to attack...to take advantage of this moment in time when the crowds anticipation of seeing the final garment of the collection was heightened by the darkness blanketing the venue. 

No one would notice him move... 

No one would see him...

Addison shook her head and dispelled the panicked fear from her mind. She trusted Calvino to protect her. Trusted that Georgio and Everett’s beliefs in their cousins abilities were based on his actual skill and not the blood they shared.

Eyes open and focused forward, Addison started her walk down the runway. Steady calculated steps that had been carefully choreographed to ensure that she moved at a set pace while not appearing to look hurried. Steps that were designed to draw the audiences gaze to the intricate details that Aliya and Merrick had woven into the dress. Emotion swept from her face while her body remained elegantly poised...
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