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  Chapter One


My grip on the steering wheel tightens, my hands twisting as if wringing out a wet towel. I can’t stop replaying my phone conversation with Mum from yesterday. Even though she was adamant I shouldn’t come, so as not to inconvenience myself until we have more details, I felt compelled to do the opposite. After all, my dad is in a coma in the hospital. Despite our falling out over the family business, I couldn’t stay in Melbourne. I am an only child and that stupid argument we had two years ago was blown way out of proportion. Both my dad and I are fiercely stubborn, unwilling to yield or back down. Doesn’t always make for easy conversation or decision making. Means neither of us likes to be the first to apologise, either. But I love him. 
The guilt and worry sat like a stone in my stomach. So here I am, finally pulling into St. Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney after a long night of driving, stopping only briefly for gas. It’s been the longest 12 hours of my life. 
Exhausted, I spot an empty car space and carefully maneuver into it. The engine purrs to a halt as I put the car in park, and rest my forehead on the cool steering wheel. A deep sigh escapes my lips, echoing in the silence of the car. The weight of fatigue settles in, and my eyes ache with a heaviness I’m not accustomed to. My heart is racing with each beat, bracing for what I might find inside.
 Mum is going to spit chips when she sees me, but what did she expect me to do? I wasn’t staying in Melbourne and waiting. Dad may have shattered my childhood dreams and broken my heart when he told me I wouldn’t be taking over the florist shop. But in the end, all we have is each other. And isn’t that what truly matters?
I reach up, flip the visor down, and open the mirror to check my appearance. A heavy groan escapes my lips. I look as if I have just risen from the grave. Rummaging through my overnight bag on the passenger seat, I find a small moisturiser and gently apply it to my face, followed by an under-eye cream, in an attempt to erase any traces of stress and fatigue. A lot of good it does. My dull grey eyes, just like my dad’s, stare back at me in the small mirror, looking more tired than ever before.
Feeling a slight tension in my shoulders, I roll them back and absentmindedly run my fingers through my chestnut-coloured hair.
“Ouch,” I grumble, my fingers catching on several knots.
After driving with the window down for most of the night, my hair is now a chaotic tangle.
“That’s as good as it’s going to get right now,” I mumble to myself and open the car door.
Pocketing my keys and phone, I head toward the entrance, my heart pounding in my chest, a wild rhythm echoing in my ears. I despise hospitals. It’s hard to imagine anyone finding them appealing. However, my childhood experience with meningitis at the age of four meant I had spent countless hours in these sterile, unsettling spaces.
The doors slide open, and I walk in. The air conditioning hits me in the face, along with the overwhelming smell of disinfectant. The shiny tiled floors reflect my every step, and the squeak of my Vans echoes as I make my way over to the reception desk.
A kind-faced middle-aged woman with tired eyes greets me with a warm smile.
“How can I assist you today?” she asks, her voice filled with genuine concern.
“Hello. I’m here to see my dad. He was admitted yesterday afternoon.”
“Okay, what’s the name?”
“Daniel Jones.”
The woman types on the computer, her eyes narrowing as she reads the information on the screen.
“Ahh, here he is. Room 113 on the third floor,” she says, sympathy lining her tired eyes.
“Thank you for your help,” I reply, tapping the counter and turning away.
Stepping into the elevator, I feel the smooth, cool metal beneath my fingertips as I press level 3 and patiently wait for the doors to slide shut. I wrap one arm tightly around my waist and begin to chew at my thumbnail. Since it’s so early, I’m assuming Mum will still be at the hospital. I doubt she’s left his side, so, if anything, I can at least give her a break.
The elevator doors slide shut, my mind drifting to the reasons for my dad’s condition. I had no inkling of any health problems when I’d spoken to Mum in the previous weeks, no warnings, no offhand comments that could’ve hinted at this. It’s caught me completely off guard.
Did Mum know something was amiss? Was this something she’d been dealing with quietly, keeping it from me to avoid worrying me? Or did this come as a shock to her as well?
The elevator bell chimes. I start to step out just as the doors slide open and I collide with a solid figure.
“Shit, sorry,” I mumble.
I look past the stranger and see the number 2 on the wall. This isn’t even my floor. Get it together, Winter.
“That’s okay,” a low, rough voice says.
The man enters the elevator, and I step to the side as he presses the button for the ground floor.
I really hope the elevator goes up first. Rubbing my temples, I feel overwhelmed by the chaotic noise and thoughts in my mind; I simply want them to come to a halt. I suddenly become very aware of the possibility of being kicked out of my dad’s hospital room when he wakes up.
“Are you alright?” the man asks as the doors slide shut.
Startled, I blink and glance up at the figure standing next to me, his hands casually tucked into his pockets of his dark jeans as he faces the doors.
“Yes, I’m fine,” I reply, unable to hide the exhaustion in my voice.
“Good,” he says rather dismissively, still not looking at me, which I suddenly find quite rude, though it gives me a chance to examine him a little.
He’s dressed in jeans and a worn leather jacket.  An odd-looking tattoo is etched on his neck. Curiosity compels me to lean closer, hoping for a clearer view, until he suddenly turns his head downward, meeting my gaze. His piercing blue eyes seem to hold me captive, freezing me in my tracks. The intensity of his glare makes me wonder if his anger is directed at me, as if he is harbouring some grudge.
Why would he be angry at me?
The elevator dings, and I snap out of it. I see the giant number 3 on the opposite wall, and a sense of relief floods me. Hastily, I step off the elevator. The weight of that man’s stare bites into my back, igniting a desire within me to confront him and encounter those captivating eyes once more. Yet, I remain paralysed by my apprehension and walk down the hall without looking back.






  
  Chapter Two


Ipace outside the door for two minutes, my hands moving around in front of me. I know I must look like a crazy person, but I am still weighing the positives and negatives of showing up here unannounced. A passerby glances at me curiously, another giving me a concerned look, while others simply avert their gaze. I can’t blame them. From an outsider’s perspective, I probably appear like a complete lunatic who has wandered onto the wrong ward. My dishevelled hair and the emotion in my eyes only add to the image of a person on the verge of losing control. 
Should I call Mum and let her know I’m here first? But that’s silly. I’m already here. Should I have brought coffee?
I groan. Coffee would have been perfect.
Everything will be fine because nothing will stop you from being there for your family. You are a confident and accomplished twenty-seven-year-old woman who has their shit together.
My heart races in my chest as I extend my hand toward the door, feeling the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Just as my fingertips graze the handle, it swings open abruptly, and I jump in shock.
My mum’s hazel eyes are staring at me in surprise.
“Winter? Honey, what are you doing here?”
I raise my hands, offering a small smile. “Surprise.”
Mum looks both ways down the hall and steps back. “Well, come in. I thought I heard someone out here.”
Wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans, I step inside. The room is dimly lit, with only a sliver of sunlight peeking through the partially open blinds. My attention automatically lands on the bed, and each step I take feels heavy, as if the weight of my anxiety is pulling me down into a patch of quicksand. The nervous energy coursing through my body causes my muscles to tense up, and I can feel my throat tighten.
“How is he doing?” I whisper hoarsely.
Mum comes to stand next to me, and I reach for her hand, linking our fingers together. With a soft sigh, I rest my head on her shoulder. My mum’s head leans against mine as we both stare at him.
“The doctors suspect he suffered a stroke. They mentioned cerebral edema, which causes increased intracranial pressure,” she lets out a breath. “That’s what is causing complications. The possible reason behind him falling into a coma.”
“But Dad was healthy…”
“You know as well as I do that has nothing to do with it. Doesn’t matter how healthy you are; these things just happen.” There’s a heaviness to her words as she straightens, her voice thick with defeat, and I hate it. It twists something deep inside me, making it impossible to stay still.
I release my mum’s hand, the warmth of her touch already fading as I turn away. My feet carry me toward the window almost on instinct, my body needing an outlet for the frustration building beneath my skin. I start to pace back and forth, the rhythmic motion doing little to calm the storm brewing inside me. My hands clench at my sides as I try to make sense of it all.
“You haven’t changed one bit,” she muses.
“What do you mean?”
“Whenever you need to think, you always begin pacing. It’s as if your body is priming your brain.”
My cheeks flush, and I shoot her an exasperated look. “I can’t help it.”
“I know, honey,” she says softly.
“What can I do?”
Mum releases a heavy sigh and sits down on the edge of the bed, her hand reaching out and running over Dad’s arm.
“I don’t think there is anything to do but wait.”
My movements become more erratic, my hands shaking occasionally as I try to release some of the tension building inside me.
“I hate waiting.”
“Obviously.” Mum snorts. “I told you not to make the trip until we knew more, but here you are at 9.15 in the morning. Did you drive all night?”
“Yes,” I reply sheepishly.
“I can’t deal with your pacing. Please sit down, Winter.”
Slumping my shoulders, I drag myself over to the chair by the bed, feeling the heaviness of the morning pressing on me. I plop myself down, the worn fabric sinking beneath me. I stare at Mum, her tousled blonde hair hastily pulled back into a low, messy bun. Her weary hazel eyes reveal the exhaustion and worry she carries. Rising from her seat, she crosses the room and reaches into her bag tucked away in the corner. The rattle of keys fills the air as she retrieves them.
“Here are the keys for the house and these are the shop keys. Can you go there and place a sign letting people know we’ll be closed for a few days and update the phone’s answering message? Once we’ve had a couple of days to adapt, we’ll create a plan. The idea of going to the shop is completely out of my mind at the moment.”
“Of course I can. Once I’ve done that, I can come back here and—”
“No. You need some sleep. You’ve been driving all night.”
I open my mouth to argue, but she raises her hand, stopping me. “I mean it, Winter. Go home, get some sleep, and then we will talk more tonight.”
I get up nodding, take the keys from her, and wrap my arms around her slim shoulders. With a defeated sigh, Mum embraces me, and we hug for the longest moment. As I cling to her, every minute that we spent apart feels like a sharp pang in my soul, a constant reminder of the void that existed between us all for so long. The once seemingly important reasons for our separation now appear trivial and insignificant. Poor Mum being the one stuck in the middle, trying to get Dad and me to see reason.
“Okay. I’ll go home and get some sleep, and then I will stop by the shop and do those things. Do you need anything?”
“No. I’m good. I brought clothes and supplies, and we have a shower and toilet in here.”
“What about your sleep?” I say, pulling back.
“The couch is fine.”
“Mum…”
“Winter. I’m fine, really.”
I purse my lips in annoyance. Growing up, Mum always insisted that my stubbornness came from my father. Whenever I would stick to my opinion or refuse to back down from an argument, she would shake her head and say, “You’re just like your father, so stubborn.”
However, as I got older, I began to realise that she was just as stubborn as we were, if not more. I couldn’t help but smile inwardly, knowing that stubbornness was a trait we all shared.
“Okay. Well, I will see you tonight.”
“Visiting hours stop at 8pm. If you sleep long, just message me and let me know. I don’t want you driving around—”
“I’ll be here,” I say, cutting her off and giving her a peck on the cheek.
I walk toward the door, stealing a glance over my shoulder at my dad. I hate how fragile he looks lying in the hospital bed. This isn’t the dad I know—the one who was always so full of life, always cracking jokes and bustling with energy. Now, there’s no colour in his cheeks, his skin hollow and pale, like all the strength has been drained from him.
My heart pounds, its steady thumping echoing loudly in my ears. A wave of guilt slithers through my chest, tightening like a vice, making me feel queasy. Determined, I hasten to his side and press a gentle kiss on his cheek, feeling the roughness of his stubble against my lips.
“Wake up soon, Dad. I miss you,” I whisper, then bolt from the room before tears begin falling.






  
  Chapter Three


Idon’t remember the drive home at all. It’s a complete blur in my memory; the sights, sounds, smells, and feelings have all merged into one indistinguishable haze. Shit. 
I turn off the car and step out into the sunshine. I’m immediately greeted by the salty scent of the nearby coast. Smiling, I shut my eyes and lean my head back, relishing in the sensation of the breeze brushing against my face. It’s been the longest twenty-four hours, and I am really looking forward to resting. Caffeine can only carry me for so long.
Turning, I reach for my bag and shut the door before opening the boot and grabbing my suitcase. I make my way up the stone path to the front door and unlock it. The moment I enter the house, a rush of familiar scents hit me; nothing has changed since I was here last. The delicate fragrance of Mum’s perfume, the subtle aroma of old books, and the lingering smell of Dad’s modelling glue.
A wave of nostalgia washes over me, bringing with it an indescribable feeling, a sense of belonging, even amidst difficult circumstances.
I close the door behind me and immediately make my way up the stairs, pushing open my bedroom door. The same posters and photographs adorn the walls, capturing memories of laughter and adventures that have been there for years. Sunlight filters through the white curtains, casting a warm glow on the worn-out wooden floor.
As I stand there, my eyes wander to the old desk where I spent countless hours working on school projects and creative endeavours. The shelves are still lined with my cherished books, each one holding a special place in my heart. They had been my adventures during the heatwaves or the stormy nights. Books that got me through my teenage years.
With a deep breath, I take a moment to soak in the familiar surroundings, feeling more relaxed than I have in days. Months, even. This room, my haven, holds a lifetime of memories, and it feels good to come home.
I throw my bag down on the floor and collapse on the double bed. With a content sigh, I grab the pillow and tuck it under my head, moulding my body around it as I kick off my shoes. They thud to the floor, and I rub my feet against the soft blanket.
Almost instantly, a profound dizziness swamps my mind as sleep pulls me under.

      [image: ]The sound of my phone ringing drags me from my sleep. I’m slow to wake, but seeing the room is shrouded in darkness, I jolt up in bed. My heart immediately begins hammering in my chest.
“Shit, shit, shit.”
I’ve overslept. Mum is probably freaking out, wondering where I am.
My hand instinctively reaches out, groping in the darkness until it finds my bag. I fumble for a moment before my fingers close around my phone, the screen lighting up the room with a soft glow. The time—7:05 p.m.—flashes in the corner, but what catches my eye are the four missed calls. Two from my roommate in Melbourne and two from Mum.
My heart clenches. “Shit.”
I quickly hit the call back on Mum’s number, my knee bouncing as I impatiently wait for her to pick up the call.
“Winter?”
“Mum, I’m so sorry, I overslept.”
“It’s okay, honey. You drove a long way last night. I expected you to be tired.”
“How’s Dad?”
I can tell by Mum’s sigh that she has her eyes trained on him, silently communicating her disappointment. “No change.”
My hopes sink like a heavy stone in water at her words. “Oh. I can be there in thirty minutes, and I can have a coffee with you before visiting time is over. Then I’ll head to the shop.”
“No, it’s too late. I don’t want you down there at night.”
“It’s fine, Mum. I’m a big girl.”
“Winter...”
Anger boils up inside, and I can’t stop myself from speaking over her. “No, Mum, I drove all this way to see you and be there for you both. I’m not just staying at home.”
“Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry, honey.”
Surprised by her sudden change of heart, I falter. “Okay. I’ll see you soon, then.”
“Okay, drive safe.”
I hang up the phone, toss it on the bed, and head to the bathroom; I need to splash some water on my face.






  
  Chapter Four


As I leave the hospital, I am overwhelmed by a mix of emotions. It breaks my heart to see my dad like this; he’s always been the pillar of strength, the one who lifts us up. The sight of him lying there, connected to machines, fills me with an indescribable pain. Mum is resolute in her decision to stay at the hospital, ignoring all efforts to persuade her otherwise. I don’t blame her. Their love for each other has always been something I admire deeply. It’s the type of love that everyone hopes for. The type I used to read about in romance books. 
Walking out of the hospital doors to my car, I pause, feeling a sudden sense of foreboding that sends a jolt of adrenaline surging through my body. Taking my time, I carefully survey my surroundings, capturing the sights, sounds, and sensations surrounding me. When I don’t find anything immediately threatening, I tilt my head slightly and focus on a spot on the ground as I listen.
Suddenly, someone walks out the hospital doors behind me, and I tense instinctively, snapping out of my heightened awareness. I force an awkward smile as they pass.
Man, I need a good night’s sleep.
I exhale slowly, trying to shake off the feeling of apprehension as I continue toward the carpark.
The sensation lingers, and has my steps quickening as I pull my keys from the back pocket of my jeans to unlock my car. I made sure to park my car under a streetlight, just as I had been taught. In a swift few seconds, I find myself in the driver’s seat, my veins pulsating with adrenaline as I lock the doors.
I’m being ridiculous and paranoid.
With a wry smile, I shake my head at my melodramatic reaction before turning the key in the ignition and pulling out of the carpark onto the busy street. I definitely need to chill out before my crazy starts to appear.
It only takes five minutes to reach our family business, Lily Belle, a quaint florist shop in the heart of the city. Despite knowing my mother’s disapproval of me going there this late, I can’t resist. I’m not tired, and the thought of being bored at home alone is unbearable.
Unfortunately, it's situated just a few streets away from the sketchy part of the city. Crime is, and always has been, rampant in the area, making it notorious among residents and visitors. I’ve tried talking Dad into relocating, but he had always stood firm, stating it was a popular spot during the day with high foot traffic. Lily Belle sits right on the corner, nestled between a few cafés with outdoor seating and small boutiques lining the opposite side of the street. At the other end of the street is a 7-Eleven, where I’m pretty sure school kids go to buy drugs and alcohol.
I find a parking spot on the street and sit in the car, observing the lively crowd of drunks and partygoers making their way over to the nightclub district. The street is usually a shortcut for pub crawlers, a convenient pass between the clubs and restaurants that light up the area at night. Its darkened corners and small alleys leave much to be desired. By day, though, it’s a much different scene—a charming, quieter stretch of the city, full of warmth and character.
I’ve always wanted to take over the florist shop from my father and make it into something of my own when they retire. That’s what our falling out was about. Dad refuses to let me take over, refuses to discuss relocating it. He wants me to live my life, explore the world, and make new memories. When he retires, he wants to sell the shop since we own it and the small building it’s in.
With a heavy sigh, I step out of the car and immediately feel the chilly breeze on my face as I briskly cross the road, heading for the small shop. I adjust my keys in my hand, like makeshift brass knuckles. I’m not sure I have the guts to stab someone with my keys, but it still fills me with a sense of security. Besides, I don’t trust drunk people as far as I can throw them. They always make me feel slightly on edge because their behaviour is unpredictable. I just want to be safe rather than sorry.
Making it to the door undisturbed, I swiftly slip inside and secure the lock behind me. The smell of flowers and the scent of chocolate wafts through the air, and my shoulders fall from their tension.
With a sigh, I slowly make my way toward the counter in the shop, my fingertips grazing the delicate flower petals as I pass by. It’s only now that I realise how much I’ve been missing this place.
I busy myself updating the answering machine message to let customers know that we will be back after the weekend. I’m prepared to handle everything myself if need be. Then I head to the back, where I can create a sign for the window and check for any pending orders. Reaching the office, I frown, seeing the light on inside. That’s odd. The sound of voices reaches my ears, causing me to freeze instinctively, my hand hovering over the door handle.
With bated breath, I strain my ears, listening to see if I can eavesdrop.
“The boss will be pissed,” a man abruptly snaps, followed by a distinct noise of papers or a book hitting the desk.
“It’s not our fault that it’s not here.” This second voice has a deep, raspy quality, akin to someone who has been smoking for years.
“You think that will matter?”
My frown deepens, and I lean in closer, pushing my hair behind my ears. They sound angry, and what could they possibly be looking for?
Without warning, the door swings open, and I find myself face-to-face with two men, their dark clothing contrasting sharply with their harsh expressions. Shit!
“Who the fuck are you?” one of the men growls.
Just like me, they appear taken aback by the unexpected turn of events.
My eyes widen in surprise, only to narrow in suspicion. “Better question is, what are you doing in my father’s shop?” I snap back.
A smile forms on both of their faces as they share a brief glance. I don’t like that smile. It makes my stomach churn with worry. I turn to run, but they grab me, dragging me back into the office. They throw me into the room roughly, and my hip slams into the corner of the heavy oak desk. Pain steals my breath, and I wince from the sudden impact.
Shit, that hurts.
Gathering myself, my eyes land on a pair of scissors, and I snatch it up and spin, ready to attack. The two men seem similar in age; one is clean-shaven and tall with dark hair, and the other is rougher looking, with tattoos and piercings.
“What do you want?” I snap angrily. “There’s no money here, so unless you’re after some flowers for your mother to apologise for being pieces of shit, I’d piss the fuck off.”
The taller of the two men grins darkly, raising an eyebrow at me.
“What are you going to do with that?” the one with the eyebrow piercing says, looking amused.
“Stab you in the eye.” I shrug, trying to play off confidence I’m really not feeling.
Both men chuckle, and the sound echoes in the air, intensifying my growing fear. They stride closer to me, and I weigh up my options, which are exactly one.
Run.
I dodge their initial lunges with lightning speed, my heart thundering in my chest. But fortune abandons me on the second attempt. The dark-haired man’s grip on my upper arm is vice-like, yanking me toward him. Reacting instinctively, I whirl around, driving the scissors forcefully into his shoulder, eliciting a howl of pain and rage. The sound startles me, and I freeze momentarily.
In a flash, the man with the piercings ensnares me from behind, his arms encircling my shoulders, forcefully pulling me backward. At the same time, the other man reaches out, aiming to seize my legs. I scream out in frustration, and with a surge of adrenaline, I unleash a barrage of forceful kicks, finally wrenching myself free from their grasp. Retreating, my eyes frantically scour the room, flickering at the door behind them.
Damn it. I’m cornered.
The dark-haired man charges at me, but I duck beneath his outstretched arms, targeting his legs. Somehow, I send him crashing over my back. I scramble for the open door, but I’m abruptly halted as his hand snags my ankle, thwarting my escape. Another pair of hands seize hold of my arm.
A scream escapes my throat, and I desperately struggle to break free from their grasp. With all my strength, I twist my body, slip out of his hold on my ankle, and manage to push the other man off me.
For a moment, all of us are panting, standing at the ready. My eyes dart between the two. The door is right behind me, but if I run, they’ll be on me in a second. Both men grin viciously at each other as if sharing a single thought. They’re enjoying this, these sickos, and the thought makes bile rush up my throat. The dark-haired one approaches, and I muster all my power, delivering a swift and forceful kick, managing to somehow connect with his chest. The impact causes him to stumble backward, momentarily stunned. This time, I turn to run, but a fist comes hurtling toward my face with unexpected speed.
There’s no time to react. The impact slams into me with brutal force, knocking me completely off balance. The world spins as I stumble backward, my feet slipping out from under me, and I crash hard onto the floor.
Pain explodes through my face, white-hot and blinding. For a moment, all I see are stars flickering in my vision like tiny bursts of light, and I’m left disoriented. I blink rapidly, trying to shake off the dizziness that swirls in my head. But every blink makes it worse—the pain radiates across my cheekbone, sharp and unforgiving, each pulse of agony blurring the edges of my thoughts.
I’ve never been punched in the face before, and man, it hurts. More than I expected. It’s not just the pain, though—it’s the shock, the realization that I was hit, that I’m down, and for a split second, everything else fades away, leaving me breathless and vulnerable.
With a menacing glare, the pierced one leans down and grips my shirt, pulling me upright. I see his fist draw back and instinctively recoil, bracing myself for the second hit.
“What the fuck is going on in here?” A voice pierces through the chaos, not in a shout but with authority, causing both men to unhand me instantly. I squint and see a figure in the doorway, his towering form blocking my only escape. My heart slams against my ribs. It’s him, the man from the elevator, with his piercing blue eyes and irritated demeanour.
“Nothing, boss, just this bitch getting in our way.”
The man steps into the room, and my eyes are immediately drawn to his extensively tattooed forearms as he rolls up the sleeves of his black dress shirt.
“Miss Jones, you’re on private property,” he states calmly.
I frown in confusion. “This is my family’s shop. I have every right to be here.”
“This building is the property of Axel Bryant.”
I draw in a sharp breath. I call bullshit. There’s no way. “You’re lying.”
“Do I look like I’m lying?” I stare him down and eventually have to admit that he does, in fact, look like he’s telling the truth.
Axel Bryant… I know that name. I let it tumble around my frantic mind for a few beats. A lightbulb goes off. Everyone knows that name. I back up as the man approaches, his hard, icy, cold eyes never leaving mine. My back hits the wall, and I swallow hard, my hands instinctively coming up and landing on his chest as he cages me in.
“Leave,” he barks at the other two men over his shoulder.
Panic surges through me, and I push against his chest, but he doesn’t budge. The door slams shut, making my heart race wildly. Now I know what it feels like to be a caged animal, trapped with no way to escape.
He lifts a hand and grips my face, his fingers digging into my cheeks. Turning my face to the side, he closely examines my cheek. The tightness of my skin tells me that swelling and bruising have begun to form from the guy’s punch.
A low, rumbling growl emanates from his throat as he leans in closer, his hand sliding down to grip the front of my neck. His lips gently graze my ear, causing me to inhale sharply.
“Did he hit you anywhere else?” His voice is low, filled with rage.
He pulls back enough for our eyes to lock, and I’m instantly mesmerised by the extraordinary beauty of his unique irises. They are a captivating pale blue with a darker edge that gives them an almost otherworldly depth. As if they look right through you.
“No, I didn’t let him,” I whisper.
His head drops, his forehead landing on the arm that he has resting on the wall above me. I hold completely still, too afraid to move.
“Good.”
That one word has my heart racing.
“What is going on?” I ask, struggling to get the words past my lips.
My body locks up when his hand slides from my throat, his fingers trailing over my collarbone. “Your father owes a considerable amount of money to my boss. Now, the deal is, you don’t pay, you forfeit the shop and everything in it. And since your father is unable to pay…”
“How much money?” I have some savings put away, and I can always get a loan if I have to.
“Two hundred thousand.”
As disbelief and panic consume me, my stomach drops with a sickening sensation. What the fuck?
“We don’t have that sort of money,” I choke out.
“I’m aware. But there is something we can do, a trade of sorts.”
Something about the way he says it makes me almost too afraid to ask, but I can’t help myself. “What?”
He subtly shifts his body, drawing closer to me, effectively pinning me to the wall. Panic and fear well up inside me, but they are promptly overshadowed by a stronger, overriding emotion. The overwhelming scent of his cologne permeates the air, infiltrating my senses. The smell is powerful and seductive, a mix of cinnamon, vanilla, almond, notes of sage, bergamot, and iris. Thanks to working as a florist with my dad for most of my childhood, I’ve always had a keen sense of smell for fragrances. And this particular aroma of his is intoxicating.
“You,” he snaps, breaking my trance, pushing fear and panic back into the driver’s seat.
Startled, my body jerks abruptly against his. His chuckle, dark and gravelly, sends a shiver down my spine, reminding me of our proximity.
“Me?” I squeak. Have I been so captivated by his scent I’ve missed something?
“Yes, you.” He pushes away from me and turns his back.
I stand there, the air sawing in and out of my lungs as my brain tries to come up with a reason he would make this offer.
“This is absurd. What do you mean?” I mutter, the disbelief clear in my voice.
The man in front of me—tall and imposing—just shrugs, his expression calm, as he turns to face me fully, his gaze meeting mine, sharp and deliberate. “My name is Kaelus,” he says. His voice is smooth, but there’s a dangerous edge beneath it. “I work for Mr. Bryant—”
“Doing what?” I ask, the question slipping out more harshly





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        26.
        
         Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter Thirty_Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter Forty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter Forty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/d1c9f6f5-b677-4107-9bf6-302636796302.png






