
  
    
      Rich

      Benson Security 5

    

    
      
        Janet Elizabeth Henderson

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by janet Elizabeth Henderson

      All rights reserved.

      

      ISBN:978-0-473-51645-1

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to all the women who have suffered rape or any kind of sexual assault. Remember the shame lies  with the perpetrator, not with you. You are a survivor. You are strong. And you are perfect, just as you are. You hold no blame in what happened to you.

      Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want me to call your family?” the nurse said. “Or maybe a friend?”

      The woman’s voice was an echo inside Rachel Ford-Talbot’s head, making the dizziness she felt so much worse. Picking a point high on the wall above the window, she concentrated on it until the room stopped spinning. How long it took, she didn’t know. Time was distorted, and a strange sense of disorientation clung to everything she did.

      She tried to speak, but her mouth was too dry. The nurse murmured something before she felt a plastic beaker being gently held to her parched lips. Water. Lukewarm and tasting slightly chemical.

      A sharp, stabbing pain shot down her throat with each sip before she sagged deeper into the bed. “Don’t call anyone.” Her voice was a croak. “I don’t want anyone.”

      “You need someone.” The woman’s voice overflowed with compassion. “If you were my daughter, I’d hate to think you were going through this alone.”

      “Please.” Rachel couldn’t bear to look at her and see pity. Not again. Never again. It was all she’d seen since arriving at the hospital. Instead, she focused on that same spot high on the wall. Was it a scuff mark? A cobweb? A shadow that was nothing at all? “Please, don’t call anyone.”

      As soon as she’d woken up on the floor of a hotel room she didn’t recognize, with several Polaroid photos beside her, she’d known she couldn’t tell anyone what happened. She’d understood the warning in the photos without even reading the threats scrawled across them.

      “The police are here,” the doctor said as she came into the room.

      “I don’t want to talk to them.”

      All Rachel wanted to do was sleep. Possibly forever. Her limbs were leaden, sinking into the stiff mattress on the hospital bed. Her head throbbed—an aftereffect of the drug that had been slipped into her drink in the nightclub. Her throat ached from the finger marks around her neck. There were bruises and scrapes all over her body. Some in places she couldn’t bear thinking about. Not yet anyway.

      Maybe never.

      She felt a touch on her hand and jerked it away, hugging her arms tight to her body as she concentrated on the mark on the wall. Was it getting bigger? Was the blackness growing?

      “It’s okay, honey,” the nurse said softly. “You’re safe here.”

      “Rachel”—the doctor walked around the bed and stood between her and the smudge that kept her grounded—“the police are here to help. They can find the people who did this to you.”

      Rachel winced. People. Not person.

      “I can’t tell them anything. I have no memory of what happened, and no evidence.” She’d ripped the photos into tiny pieces and flushed them down the hotel toilet, along with the contents of her stomach. Not that there had been anything in the images that would help identify her attackers. The only face that could be seen was hers.

      “Let us do a forensic examination,” the doctor said gently. “Let us collect evidence. It may help the police find who did this.”

      She shook her head, and nausea assaulted her. The bile surged up into her mouth before she could even attempt to stop it. Hands helped her to sit up. A basin appeared under her nose, and the two women waited while she tried to empty a stomach that had nothing left in it.

      They eased her back down onto the bed, and the nurse wiped her face with a cold cloth before letting her sip some more water. This time, it tasted of vomit.

      “I don’t want to file a report,” Rachel said when she’d had enough to drink. “Tell the police to go away.”

      She stared at the spot. It was definitely getting bigger. Darker. Blacker.

      “Okay,” the doctor said slowly. “We’ll let you rest, and we’ll talk about this again in a little while. You might change your mind.”

      The nurse and doctor spoke to each other, but Rachel wasn’t listening. There would be no changing her mind. The note on one of the photos had made sure of that, as it told her that the drug used to spike her drink had come from her family’s pharmaceutical company. Her family business had played an unwitting part in her attack.

      It was just the kind of scandal the newspapers loved. The company name, her family’s name, would be dragged through the mud. People would question what kind of security was in place at TayFor that allowed drugs to be stolen from the research labs and used in this way. It would never end. Not until all the good her family had achieved was trampled into the dirt, and her parents’ life work was gone. No, she couldn’t tell anyone about the attack.

      Even if it meant giving up everything she’d ever wanted.

      “If you need anything, just buzz,” the nurse told her. “I’ll be right here. But please, honey, think about talking to the police. Nobody should get away with what happened to you.”

      Rachel didn’t reply. She just stared up at the mark on the wall as the lights dimmed and the door closed softly. All that was left to keep her company was the beeping machines, that sterile hospital smell, and the dark, spreading smudge.

      And while Rachel stared at it, she fought through the haze clouding her brain, attempting to figure out what she was going to do with her life now. She was due back in Glasgow soon, to begin her final year at university. She’d always planned to return to her family business once she graduated. Her mind had been set on becoming CEO from the moment she’d realized what those letters meant.

      That wouldn’t happen now.

      But there was something she could do. Her friend, Harry Boyle, was a programming genius, poised to start his own company and clueless about how to go about it. She would help him. And she’d tell her parents that being away from home had changed her goals. She no longer felt her future lay with TayFor Pharmaceuticals.

      And that was the truth.

      Because the message spread across the photos of her rape had stated that if she were to return to the company as planned, details of the worst night of her life would be made public. The press would receive copies of the photos, along with proof that the drug used to spike her drink came from her family’s very own labs.

      It would ruin them.

      It would ruin her.

      The inky darkness that had started as a minuscule spot high on the wall grew large enough to fill the room. It engulfed Rachel. Seeping into her pores. Settling in her DNA. Changing her forever as it made itself at home deep within her.

      And as she fell asleep, she thought it only right. The darkness could live in the place that once held hope. The place that was now empty.
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        Benson Security, London Office, Present Day

      

      

      

      Rachel Ford-Talbot should never have allowed her father to hire her company. There were plenty of other security experts in London who could have worked with him just as easily. But no, she’d let sentimentality get the better of her, just because he’d had one teeny, tiny heart attack, and now she was the one suffering. If that wasn’t a lesson in why you shouldn’t help people, she didn’t know what was.

      “I don’t see why I have to get involved in the investigation,” she told Callum McKay, one of her business partners.

      As usual, the Scotsman was in a bad mood. One that’d started the day he was retired from the SAS after losing both legs to a bomb in Afghanistan. Even though he had state-of-the-art prosthetics now, he was still permanently grumpy—unless you were his wife or his children. For them, he tried to act human.

      “Because,” he said through a jaw clenched so hard it was a wonder he could talk at all, “you’re familiar with your family’s pharmaceutical company, and you’re the one who can get us close to the family members on the board.” He folded his arms over one of his many gray Henleys and glared at her.

      Like that would have any impact. Honestly. Didn’t he know her?

      “You have a professional spy leading the investigation.” Rachel waved a hand in the general direction of Michael Carter, whom everyone called Harvard. She had no idea why, since he’d studied at MIT. Sometimes it was as though everyone she worked with was still in middle school. Shouldn’t nicknames be banned as soon as you hit your twenties? Wasn’t there a law making it so? “Surely a former CIA agent can take care of this investigation on his own. After all, it isn’t like he has to infiltrate Al-Qaeda; we’re talking about a pharmaceutical company in Surrey. Compared to investigating ISIS, getting to the bottom of some industrial espionage should be a walk in the park.”

      On the other side of the conference table, Harvard sat back in his chair, relaxed and smiling. Those dark eyes sparkling at her in challenge. Something he’d been doing ever since joining Benson Security months earlier. It was as though he knew a secret, a sexy secret, that he was willing to share with her if she’d just take a step toward him. Which was not going to happen. She didn’t do relationships. And she definitely had no intention of entering into a casual arrangement with a colleague. No matter how much he tempted her.

      “Rachel,” her father said with long suffering, “you know as well as anyone that Harvard can’t get close to the family without help.”

      “Then you help him. You know the company and the family members on the board even better than I do.”

      The vein throbbing at his temple brought back many childhood memories. Apparently, that particular vein hadn’t even been there before Rachel was born, and she was the only one out of her siblings to cause it to throb.

      “How exactly can I help him?” His tone was clipped. “Should I tell everyone he’s my long-lost son?”

      Rachel cocked her head as she considered the idea.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Callum snapped. “Nobody would buy it.”

      “Because Harvard’s African-American?” Rachel prodded her partner, as making him snap was too much fun to resist. “How very narrow-minded of you. Father could just as easily have had an illicit affair with a black woman as a white woman.”

      “I haven’t had any affairs,” her father barked.

      She gave him what she hoped was a sweet smile. “As you keep telling me, this situation isn’t real. We’re pretending, and it’s only for the duration of the investigation. If I can pretend I’m engaged to my bodyguard, surely you can pretend you have an illegitimate son.”

      “And have my reputation ruined in the meantime? Do you seriously want your mother to have to deal with that kind of gossip? Stop being so difficult. We both know you wouldn’t let her suffer like that any more than I would.”

      Roger Ford-Talbot pushed back his chair and started pacing the length of Benson Security’s conference room. Pacing was something else he seemed to do more often around her than her brothers.

      “Rachel,” Callum rumbled, “just suck it up and do the bloody job. You’re best suited to it, and you know it. How hard can it be to pretend you’re engaged to Harvard? You hardly take your eyes off each other anyway.”

      Harvard cocked an eyebrow at her in challenge. Daring her to deny Callum’s claim. Like she cared one way or another what any of them thought.

      She absently tapped her red nails against her iPhone screen. “My strengths lie in business management, not in espionage. Or even in any type of fieldwork. And goodness knows I’ve been in enough field situations to know I’m not suited to it. I don’t see why we can’t just give the job you want to give me to Harvard. As director of special projects, he’d have no problem getting close to the family members employed at TayFor.”

      “Because,” her father said as he paced, “the company would never appoint someone to a role like that without them going through the interview process, and that involves the whole board. There would be no way to guarantee he got the job, and even if he did get it, it would take months to put him in place within the company. Months where this thief is free to steal whatever they like from us. Whereas you’re a family member and a shareholder, so you could take up the position without delay or any argument from the board.”

      Which reminded her—she was still angry about that little deception too. “When I turned thirty, I told you I didn’t want my shares in the company. I told you to get rid of them.”

      “And I assumed you were making an emotional and irrational decision that you would regret later, so I kept them for you.”

      Callum snorted. “Aye, the first thing anybody thinks when they meet Rachel is that she’s emotional and irrational. Listening to you talk, I wonder if we know the same person.”

      Her father ran a hand through his pristinely coiffured silver hair. “Regardless of everyone’s perception of my daughter, it’s a good job I kept hold of her shares in TayFor. Otherwise there wouldn’t be any way to get your team in place to investigate the family.” His head fell forward and he shook it. “I can’t believe it’s come to this. I can’t believe that someone I trust is stealing from us.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “Really? You can’t believe it? Uncle Theo’s on marriage number five, while the payments for his first four marriages are crippling him financially. Not to mention, we have no idea what connections the new wife brought into the family. I believe he picked this one up in a strip club. Cousin Rupert has a well-known gambling problem—the problem being he never wins. Aunt Clarissa has been in rehab three times. And when she relapses, she’d sell a kidney to get a fix, so it isn’t a stretch to believe she’d sell company secrets instead. And that’s only scraping the surface. Who knows what everyone else is doing behind closed doors? Although I’m sure that information will be fascinating once our tech team digs it up. You may as well face facts; we’re a family of criminals. We just do it wearing Prada.”

      To emphasize her point, she brushed some imaginary lint from her black Prada pantsuit.

      “Do you really have to be so facetious, Rachel?” Her father dropped back into his seat, looking frustrated. “This is serious. Someone almost stole the details of our flagship drug. We’ve invested ten years in research and development for that drug, and if there hadn’t been a glitch in the system, the information would have made it into the hands of our competitors. If anyone had put it into production before us, it would have meant millions of pounds down the drain. Who knows what our spy has already sold or is planning to sell now? All I know is that if we don’t stop them fast, it will be the end of the company. Is it too much to ask that you sacrifice a few weeks of your life to help prevent that?”

      “Is it necessary to be so dramatic?” she asked him.

      “Apparently it is, because you aren’t taking this seriously.”

      “Oh, I’m taking it very seriously. I just don’t think I’m the best person for the job.”

      “You’re the only person for the job.” Callum thumped a fist on the table. “Stop being such a whiny wee wean.”

      Rachel gave him an icy stare. “If you’re going to insult me, could you at least do it in English?”

      He made a growling sound that was neither Scottish nor English.

      Harvard shifted in his seat, drawing all eyes to him. The seams of his blazer strained against his shoulder muscles as he sat up straight. She couldn’t help but appreciate the cut of his jacket and matching black shirt. They’d obviously been tailored to fit his larger-than-average frame to perfection.

      When she eventually looked at his face, he had that secretive little smile again. She frowned, and he smiled wider.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, his focus still on her, “could you give us the room for a second? I think Rachel and I have to discuss this alone.”

      “I disagree,” Rachel said as her father and Callum practically ran out the door.

      “Don’t forget we’re having a family dinner tomorrow night,” her father called over his shoulder. “We’re expecting you at seven. No excuses.” He caught Harvard’s eye. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to bring your fiancé along too.”

      “Father—”

      Callum cut her off. “Family later. Work now.” And then he slammed the door shut behind them, leaving her alone with the man who drove her crazy—even in her dreams.

      She narrowed her eyes at the tall American with his rich brown skin and dark, dark eyes. “There’s nothing to discuss. I’m not a security operative. I’m a managing partner.”

      “I disagree.” He clasped his hands on the table in front of him. “I think what you are is a coward.”

      Rachel gave him a cold smile as she drummed her blood-red nails on the tabletop. “I don’t much care what you think. As I pointed out earlier, I’m your boss. I gave up worrying what employees thought about me before I turned ten.”

      “I’m not one of the maids at the family mansion. And you’ve been involved in the security world long enough to know that the team leader has authority over every member of their team. Even if that member is a partner.”

      “You might be team leader, but I’m not a member of your team.” She stood, slinging her favorite Hermes handbag over her elbow. “This discussion is over. I’m sure you’ll find a way to run the investigation without me.” She walked around the table, heading for the door. There was a bottle of Merlot at home calling her name.

      “What’s the problem exactly?” Harvard turned in his seat to face her. “Are you worried your high-class friends and family will think less of you for bringing home a black man? A working-class American black man at that. They’ll know I’m your employee—especially seeing as I’ll also be playing the part of your bodyguard. They’ll think you’re screwing the help. Tut-tut. That’s even worse than good old Uncle Theo.”

      If he thought his poor attempt at riling her would get results, then he was seriously deluded. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, and as I’ve said before, I don’t much care what you or anyone else thinks either.”

      He got out of his seat and positioned himself between her and the door. “Or maybe it’s the thought of returning to the company you’d once planned on running. The company you suddenly turned your back on ten years ago. Is that what’s freaking you out? One day you’re talking about becoming CEO of TayFor, the next you’re gone, and telling the family to give away the shares you’d inherit. Why did you walk away, Rachel? I’ve done some digging, and no one seems to know.”

      Which was exactly how she planned to keep it. “Not everyone follows through on their childhood ambitions. I simply outgrew the family business. And unsurprisingly, I’ve outgrown this conversation too. Prove you’re the ace spy we were led to believe you were when we hired you and do the job without me.”

      Instead of backing off, as most reasonable people would have done, he took a step closer. For a second, it seemed as though the air was rushing from the room, and she felt quite light-headed. Harvard always smelled like the ocean. Like freedom. Or recklessness…

      “Tell me what’s going on and I’ll help you,” he said softly.

      Jumping beans started bouncing in her stomach. “Nothing’s going on. I just don’t want to revisit the past. Or deal with my family on a daily basis. There’s nothing you can say that would make me go undercover with you, so you may as well give up.”

      “How about this?” He lowered his head to whisper against her ear, making her shiver as his breath swept over the sensitive shell. “The word around the office is that you’re scared to play the part of my fiancée. People are saying you won’t be able to separate fact from fiction.” He touched her hair, running the straight length through his fingers, and she swore she could feel it right to her toes. “There’s a betting pool. Ryan’s bet a thousand pounds that you won’t be able to resist me. In fact, most of the bets are on the side of you giving in to the attraction between us.”

      “There’s no attraction between us.” Had that sounded breathier than usual? No. No, it hadn’t. She sounded the same way she always did—cold and distant. Precisely how she liked it.

      His eyes warmed. “Oh, Rachel, I know you’re gonna lie to me, but you should at least be honest with yourself.”

      She forced a snort of amusement. “Arrogance isn’t an attractive trait in a man.”

      “Arrogance, or confidence?” His lips skimmed the flesh beneath her ear, and every inch of her skin was electrified. There were only a few millimeters between their bodies, and the heat from his much larger frame engulfed her. She was warm when she usually felt cold. He was lulling her into a false sense of security. Teasing her with his presence. Daring her to reach out and close the distance between them.

      She took a step back instead.

      His smile was pure male amusement. “You should know I’ve placed a five thousand pound bet you’ll be in my bed before the mission ends. What do you think my chances are?”

      “About the same as getting me to fall for this juvenile attempt at reverse psychology. Did you really think I’d jump at the chance to prove you and the other idiots placing bets wrong?”

      “No, but I thought you might like to prove the women on the team right. They all bet against me.” He gave a self-deprecating smile. “Elle said there wasn’t a guy on the planet who could tempt you if you’d already decided against him. Megan placed a side bet that you’d shoot me before the investigation was over.”

      Now that was interesting.

      Damn it, the man was playing her, and she was beginning to fall for it. Although, it would be good to prove him and the other annoying men she worked with wrong…maybe…

      She seriously considered whether being close to Harvard would be a problem for her. Sure, he was big and sexy and had muscles that made her mouth water. But that didn’t mean she had to give in to the urge to touch. She was famous for her stubborn streak. It’d helped her resist princes and Hollywood stars. She could definitely resist the advances of one overly confident ex-spy.

      All amusement disappeared from his face. “We really do need you on this, Rachel. If there was another way, we’d have found it by now. Without you, there’s no way we’ll have the access we need.”

      And, unfortunately, he was right. They all were—even Callum. But she didn’t have to like it. “Fine,” she said with a good measure of bad grace. “I’ll play my part, but that’s all I’m doing. Don’t expect anything else.” She brushed past him to open the door. “And tell the idiots who bet against me to get their money ready. I don’t lose.”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t lose, Rachel. Even if you did give in, you’d still come out a winner. I’d make sure of it.” His voice was a purr of promise that made her thighs clench.

      “You know what they say about a man and his ego,” she said as she walked away. “The bigger the ego, the more he feels he has to prove.”

      His deep, echoing laugh followed her as she strode past reception and out into the London sun. Hailing a cab, she took a steadying breath and straightened her shoulders. There was no place for emotion in this. The decision was made. She was going back to TayFor.

      And to the past she’d fought to leave behind.
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      Rachel hadn’t said more than ten words during the hour-long drive from central London to the heart of Surrey. You didn’t have to be a genius to know what was bothering her. They were on their way to dinner with her family, where he’d pose as her fiancé. To say Rachel wasn’t thrilled would be an understatement.

      “You realize you’ve got a real-life spy in your James Bond car,” Harvard said into a silence that was so thick it made it hard to breathe.

      If looks could kill, the glance she shot in his direction would have incinerated him. “You are no James Bond.”

      Rachel’s hands tightened on the steering wheel of her Aston Martin, making the emerald cut diamond in her engagement ring catch the light and gleam. He’d spent days hunting down the perfect ring for her and had finally settled on a solitaire diamond in a platinum setting. Icy and elegant, just like Rachel, it was worth every cent he’d spent. Although well aware this was purely an undercover op, he hadn’t been able to resist the urge to see his ring on her finger. Of course, being Rachel, when he’d given it to her, she’d slipped it on without a word. But that alone had told him she liked it. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have worn it. 

      “I know, I’m no James Bond.” He relaxed back into the gray leather of the passenger seat and smiled at her. “He makes stupid decisions that would get him killed in real life. Plus, he’s a chauvinist asshole.”

      She did that dramatic eye-roll thing that made his dick stand to attention. Damn, she was sexy as hell. All class and ice and keen intelligence. From her sleek mahogany hair falling against pale porcelain skin to her professionally manicured blood-red fingernails, she was perfection. Ever since he’d set eyes on her, he’d wanted to touch. But Rachel was resisting. He just wasn’t sure why—yet.

      He’d seen the way she watched him when she thought he wasn’t looking. The woman practically drooled. And it wasn’t like she was a nun either. She’d dated in the time he’d been at Benson Security. One date per man. Which was the only reason Harvard had let them live—their lack of repeat access to Rachel.

      “Why don’t you keep the flowers I send you?” The question popped out, even though an idiot could guess the answer.

      “Maybe because I don’t want them.” She arched a perfectly groomed brow at him. “Or you.”

      Oh, it was on the tip of his tongue to call her on her lies. On more than one occasion, he’d caught her touching the petals of the flowers he had delivered to her office every Monday. There had been a wistful softening in her face before she’d lifted the vase they’d come in and dumped it in the trash.

      He hadn’t imagined it either. Elle Roberts, their resident computer genius, had alerted him to her behavior when she’d asked why Rachel didn’t keep the flowers she so obviously wanted. Like everything else about the woman who fascinated him, the answer was a mystery.

      Unfortunately for Rachel, Harvard loved mysteries. He’d always been a sucker for a puzzle other people couldn’t solve. And for women who could kick his ass. Yeah, Rachel was his dream woman.

      There was no denying he had issues.

      “This is a complete waste of time.” She didn’t bother to signal before cutting someone off. “The only person at this dinner who doesn’t know our engagement is fake is my sister-in-law. Why do we have to pretend for Amelia? It isn’t like she’s involved in the family company. All she thinks about outside of Jonathan is her precious cello. She’s hardly likely to notice there’s anyone else in the room, let alone that you’re supposed to be my fiancé.”

      “Your father seems to think this dinner will be good practice for convincing the rest of your family.”

      “I honestly don’t see how.”

      “Just go with it. There’s no point in letting it upset you.”

      “Upset me?” She cast him a glance full of outrage. “This isn’t upsetting me. This is nothing but an irritation. I’m more annoyed that my weekend plans were ruined by your pathetic need for my assistance.”

      Oh yeah, she could flay the skin off his balls with one sentence. And why the hell did that make him want her more? Harvard was beginning to think his closest friends were right: his taste in women was going to get him killed one day.

      But what a way to go.

      “Why are you smiling like a lunatic?” Rachel demanded as she raced through the motorway traffic at a speed that would likely get her pulled over by the cops. Then, of course, he’d have to step in to make sure she didn’t make things worse by opening her mouth. It was one of Benson Security’s standard operating procedures for anyone who had the misfortune of being a passenger in her car.

      You had to love a business that had company guidelines for dealing with a boss who enjoyed breaking traffic rules.

      “Stop smiling like that,” Rachel snapped. “It’s disturbing.”

      He did his best to appear somber. “We need to get our story straight before we reach your parents’ house.”

      “What’s there to get straight? Even I know that spies do a better job when they stay as close to the truth as possible. So, we tell Amelia we met at work, and”—she grimaced—“we fell in love.”

      “Yeah, say it exactly like that. I’m sure you’ll convince everybody present that your feelings are genuine.”

      “I don’t need to convince everyone. Just Amelia. Surely we can work out the details of this farce before we meet everyone else.”

      She slid between two cars, barely missing one, and it promptly blared its horn at her. From the look on her face, Harvard would bet she was wishing her Aston Martin was as tricked out as Bond’s so she could fire a rocket at the offender.

      “It doesn’t matter that this dinner’s only close family. It doesn’t even matter that most of the people present are in on the lie. This is a chance to establish our story for when other people ask questions. Which we should have been doing today.” Instead, she’d disappeared off the face of the planet and refused to take his calls. “Did you read over the cover information I sent you? We need to be on the same page here.”

      She shot him an irritated glance. “Of course, I read it, and our cover story isn’t exactly a stretch to memorize. We met at work. We clicked. We’re getting married. What else is there to say? It’s going to be harder to convince everyone I need a bodyguard. Couldn’t you just turn up at TayFor to visit me? Do you really need to act as my bodyguard to get access to the offices?”

      “Rachel, would you ever, under any circumstances, let a lover hang out at the office with you?”

      He didn’t need to hear the answer to know what she’d say because, along with every single person on the planet who’d ever spent ten minutes in her company, they both knew the answer was no.

      “Perhaps I’ve softened now that I’m betrothed?” She looked a little nauseous.

      “Yeah, I can’t see us selling that either. But we can sell the fact that you pissed off some dangerous people during your time at Benson Security, and until the threat they represent disappears, you need a bodyguard. That’s where I enter. Who better to protect you than the man who adores you?” If only that weren’t true.

      “I think I vomited a little in my mouth.”

      “And they say romance is dead.”

      “Are we hiding the fact that you used to work for the CIA?”

      “See? That’s the kind of thing we should have talked about today.”

      She glared at him.

      “Nope,” he said. “We aren’t hiding my past career. It won’t make any difference if they know about it anyway, but let’s lay off the spy references and tell them I was an analyst instead.”

      “Does anyone ever believe that?”

      “The CIA has hundreds of analysts. Offices full of them. It isn’t a fake job.”

      “If you say so.”

      She shot across three lanes at full speed to take the exit she needed. Horns blasted and her car missed the barrier by an inch. Harvard was actually quite proud that her driving wasn’t making him sob like a baby and cling to the panic handle.

      “Fine,” she said in a tone that mocked him. “We’ll tell everyone you were a CIA desk jockey. I’ll let you explain why you look like the black version of Thor.”

      “Thor has more hair.” He ran a hand over his shaven head. “And I have more muscle.”

      “My point is, you don’t look like you spent your life behind a desk,” she said slowly, as though he was incredibly thick. Only Rachel would look at the master’s degree he’d gotten from MIT and still think he was an idiot.

      “Not pale enough?”

      “You really aren’t funny.”

      “Only you think that. But, seriously, don’t worry about the details of my cover. Plenty of office guys work out. I’ll tell everybody I spent years doing MMA training in my spare time.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yeah. We all did. Joe, Grunt, Beast, Noah, and me. That’s how we met. We started out as teens in a church-run boxing club and went into other martial arts disciplines from there. Beast was the only one who turned professional.”

      And now, all of his best friends worked for the same UK-based security company. After years of working alone in high-stress situations, it was good to know he had them at his back again. Although Beast wasn’t often around. He was on permanent duty as head of security for his movie star wife.

      “I would have said that you and Grunt were far too big and bulky for MMA.” She lifted her nose in the air. “But if you think you can sell the story, then you may tell it to my family.”

      “Thank you, Rachel. As team leader, it’s important to me that I have your permission to share my life story.”

      Her scowl made him want to laugh.

      The car turned into a dark, tree-lined country road, at the end of which sat ornate ironwork gates. Rachel pulled her sun visor down, pressed a button, and the gates swung open.

      In the distance, on a rise, sat Talbot House. One of Rachel’s ancestors had built the eighteenth-century stately home and passed it down through the generations. With the house came the title of Earl of Ponterley. Or, in Rachel’s mother’s case, the Countess of Ponterley. As one of the few families in England that had an exemption for the firstborn to inherit the title regardless of gender, it had passed to the earl’s only daughter. After Rachel’s mother, it would return once again to the male line through Rachel’s older brother, Jonathan.

      Which made him wonder. “Do you ever wish you were the one who’d inherit the title?”

      Rachel scoffed. “Hardly. Whoever has the title has to oversee the trust dealing with that monstrosity. I honestly don’t need the hassle.” She gestured to the house, with its many turrets, ornate chimneys, and carved detail.

      Harvard had to agree. Even a cursory read through of their website had made him feel overwhelmed. With thirty bedrooms, countless social areas, and staff quarters, the vast limestone structure would definitely require a lot of upkeep. But he had to admit it was impressive. It glowed in the distance, lit by carefully placed lights and surrounded by two hundred acres of pristine gardens. Yeah, it was something out of a fairytale book.

      “Did you grow up in there, or did you always live in the guesthouse?”

      “We stayed in the manor until I was about eight, then we moved to the guesthouse, and the family seat became a fulltime tourist destination.”

      “That’s a shame,” he muttered, trying to imagine what it must have been like to live in a house so vast you could have your own wing and not see each other for days.

      “Not really.” She turned the car toward the private corner of the grounds where her parents’ home sat. Something Harvard knew from spending a little too much time on Google Earth. “It was cold and dusty. So. Much. Dust. Even the staff couldn’t keep on top of it, and Mother never wanted to hire on more people. She said there were enough strangers in her home as it was. Of course, when the trust took over the place, they upped the staff numbers and dealt with the dust. I hate dust.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting that.”

      “And we were forever shouting for each other. No matter who you needed, they were never in the same part of the building as you, and the intercom system wasn’t always reliable. It would have been easier if we’d been allowed cell phones, but Mother refused to let us have them until we turned twelve—something about developing brains and radiation.”

      Harvard grinned at the thought of a house so big you had to phone your family to find them. “Was there anything good about living there?”

      She thought hard for a second. “It was great for hide-and-seek. Although quite often, the games were unintentional.”

      As he burst out laughing, the guesthouse came into view. If he hadn’t seen the other house first, he would have thought this one was the mansion. It was built out of the same pale limestone as the main house, but was less ornate in design. There were three rows of windows, the top row being much smaller—probably where they stashed their servants. Wide sweeping stairs led up to the double front doors—which currently stood open.

      And standing in the doorway were Rachel’s parents.

      Her mother, Lady Francesca Ford-Talbot, the seventh Countess of Ponterley, beamed at them as she practically bounced on the spot with clear excitement. Meanwhile, her father’s body language screamed, “Oh shit.”

      Harvard couldn’t help but grin. This was going to be even more fun than he’d anticipated. “Remember, you agreed to marry me. Which means we’re in love. So, act like you adore me and can’t keep your hands off me, and everything will be fine.”

      The look she gave him would have made a lesser man lose control of his bladder. “After this is over, I will make you suffer.” Not waiting for a reply, she climbed out of the car.

      Harvard took a second to admire the way she smoothed down her dress. The black knee-length sheath had an asymmetrical neckline that was too damn tempting for a man who was supposed to be on his best behavior. And those signature black heels of hers? They slayed him.

      Shaking his head to clear the daze of lust Rachel induced, he climbed out of the car and went to meet the parents.
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      “Darling!” Her mother held out her arms to Rachel as soon as she stepped from the car. The countess was always impatient when she was excited. And in her mother’s mind, Rachel bringing home a man was definitely cause for excitement. Even when that man was purely a work colleague, which her mother knew full well.

      Rachel narrowed her eyes in suspicion as she strode up the steps to wrap the slender woman in a hug. Unlike her friends, Rachel’s family didn’t do air-kisses. No. They did proper hugs. It had been the source of much humiliation as a child. “There’s no need to pretend when we’re alone,” she said.

      “Nonsense,” her mother whispered, as though there was someone to overhear. “Your lovely gentleman told Roger it would be best to stay in character at all times. It’s thrilling. I haven’t had this much fun since the sixties.”

      And that there was exactly the reason Rachel had suggested keeping her mother in the dark.

      Breaking the embrace, she stepped back and felt a hand come to rest on the small of her back. She stiffened before remembering she was supposed to be familiar with Harvard’s touch. Forcing a smile, she set about getting the introductions over.

      “Mother, this is Michael Carter. People call him Harvard. I have no idea why. Michael, this is my mother, Lady Francesca Ford-Talbot.”

      “Michael, or should I call you Harvard?” her mother exclaimed. “I’m utterly delighted to welcome you to the family. It’s about time Rachel settled down. I can’t wait to get to know you better.” And with that, she enfolded Harvard in a hug.

      As her father groaned and looked skyward, Rachel glared at him. This whole thing was his fault. He, more than anyone, knew his wife had a wicked sense of humor that would get them all into trouble.

      “Call me whatever you like,” Harvard said when her mother released him. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to meet before this.”

      Great. Apparently, they were all pretending, even when there was absolutely no need.

      “Please, don’t apologize.” Her mother shot Rachel a chastising look. “It isn’t as though Rachel lives in my pocket. If it weren’t for these monthly dinners, I’m not sure when I’d see my daughter.” She took Harvard’s arm. “Do you know, you’re the first man she’s ever brought home? And I do mean ever. Although, there was her friend Harry, but he doesn’t really count as it was never a romantic relationship. I very much hope you’ll be a good influence on her and make sure you both visit more often once you’re wed.”

      Okay. That was it. Rachel had known from the start that taking part in an undercover op with her family was a bad idea, but if her mother was going to use the situation to make digs all evening, she was going home.

      She turned back toward her car, but her father caught her arm. “We’re suffering through this together,” he muttered to her as he strode into the house, taking her with him.

      “This is all your fault,” she told him. “You’re the one who came to Benson Security and demanded I take part in the investigation. And now look what’s happening. Mother is taking advantage of the situation to drive me crazy.”

      Her mother smiled over her shoulder. “Come along, you two. Everybody’s waiting.”

      Rachel tripped on the rug, and her father’s hold tightened on her arm. “Everybody?”

      “Oh, yes.” Her mother sounded dangerously pleased with herself. “My only daughter is getting married. That calls for a celebration. I’ve invited the whole family.”

      Any second now, Rachel’s head would explode. She felt the pressure build as she glared up at her father. “And you couldn’t send me a text to let me know what she was up to?”

      He looked pained.

      “No, he couldn’t,” her mother said. “I swore him to secrecy. If you’d got even a whiff of there being a party, you would have made an excuse not to come.”

      “So, you decided to blindside me instead?”

      “Yes.” Her mother was clearly delighted. “I’m thrilled it worked. Now, come along. It isn’t every day your daughter brings home a fiancé that her mother hasn’t even met.”

      “She does know this isn’t real, right?” Rachel whispered to her father.

      “Yes, she does, but she’s decided to use our unusual circumstances to make a point.”

      The point being that Rachel was too distanced from her family and not settling down fast enough for her mother’s liking. “If she doesn’t calm down, I won’t visit for a year after this is over.”

      Her father clutched his chest as though in pain. “Don’t even joke about it. The woman would hunt you to the ends of the earth if you did that, and she’d drag me along with her. And then we’d all suffer. Isn’t one heart attack enough for me? Do you really want to give me another?”

      “Whatever,” Rachel grumbled, “but I’m definitely making Harvard pay.”

      “That I can live with,” he said.
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      The interior of the house wasn’t what Harvard had expected. He’d obviously seen one too many English historical dramas because he’d thought the place would be wall-to-wall burgundy flocked paper and ornate moldings. He’d imagined darkly painted portraits of previous generations and antique furniture with the kind of spindly legs that a man his size would worry about breaking.

      Instead, the walls were cream and the floors a polished wood, strewn with tasteful throw rugs. There were a few pieces of contemporary art, most of which he recognized as being the work of well-known British artists. The furniture was sleek, solid and modern. The kind that would entice a person to sit awhile and relax. In fact, it was exactly the type of house Harvard would have liked for himself.

      “The stuffed animal heads, suits of armor and bad Renaissance paintings are all in the main house,” Francesca said with a twinkle in her eye.

      “I was that obvious?” Usually he was good at hiding what he thought. His life had depended on the skill on more than one occasion.

      “No, it’s the reaction most people have if they haven’t been inside Talbot House first. It was a good bet you were thinking the same. When Roger saw Talbot House, he told me it was magnificent, but he had no desire to live in it. As soon as we were married, he had plans to get us out of there. And he was right. It was a terrible place to live, but a wonderful place to share. If buildings had feelings, I’ve always thought the house must be happier now that it’s being fully used. And I do love it when we host a wedding there. It brightens the place up.”

      Harvard liked her reasoning. He also liked the woman. It was clear Rachel took after her mother in looks. They shared the same height and lithe figures, the same creamy skin and dark hair—although, given her age, he suspected Francesca’s color had more to do with regular visits to a top-class hair salon than any genetic predisposition. Yeah, there were a lot of similarities. But it was the differences that intrigued Harvard most.

      Where Francesca had a mischievous glint in her eye, Rachel’s eyes were mostly filled with irritation. Where Rachel was distant, Francesca was friendly and welcoming. Where Rachel preferred her own company, Francesca was known for her social events. Having met Rachel’s older brother and their dad, Harvard was beginning to wonder where exactly Rachel got her personality from. It was just another piece in the puzzle that was Rachel Ford-Talbot. And he loved it.

      “Here we are,” Francesca said when they stopped in front of the double doors at the end of the hallway. “Ready?”

      “Absolutely.” He returned her conspiratorial smile.

      “In case anyone is interested, I’m not ready,” Rachel snapped.

      “No, darling.” Her mother released her hold on Harvard. “No one’s interested.” With that, she threw open the doors and stepped inside. “Here they are,” she called above the chatter of a roomful of people. “The guests of honor. Rachel and her fiancé, Mr. Michael Carter, from America.”

      The large entertaining room was decorated in complementary pastel shades, broken up with faded floral prints. Artfully arranged couches and tables provided plenty of opportunity for guests to make themselves comfortable. And there were a lot of guests in the room. It was filled with family members he recognized from the research Benson Security had done on everyone connected to TayFor. They cheered, applauded, and whistled at Francesca’s announcement. Harvard wrapped an arm around Rachel’s waist and pulled her to his side. She stood stiff as a board and scowled at everybody.

      He leaned into her, as though nuzzling her neck, and whispered, “You’re supposed to be happy you’re with me. You look furious.”

      “I am,” she said through gritted teeth. “This is not a small family dinner.”

      “No, it isn’t. And you need to stop freaking out and roll with it.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek, inhaling her hothouse scent before smiling at her family.

      “I. Do. Not. Freak. Out.” She forced the words out.

      “Excellent.” He smiled at her. “Then we’re good to go.”

      Rachel scowled at him, took a deep breath, and addressed the room. “Please, don’t get up. I know you’re all deliriously happy for me, but there’s no need to interrupt your evening to congratulate us straight away. I’m sure we’ll have a chance to chat with all of you over the next few hours.” The woman was lying through her lush red lips.

      There was laughter and one murmur of, “Typical Rachel, taking charge as usual.”

      “Right,” she said to Harvard, “that should stop us drowning in well-wishers for the time being, but it won’t last long.” She let out a heavy sigh. “We’re going to have to mingle. You should know, I’m keeping tally, and you will be held accountable for every single little thing that irritates me during this nightmare.”

      “Do I get to keep a tally of all the things that irritate me, so I can even the score once this is done?”

      She barked a laugh. “You can try.”
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      “Don’t tell me you two are having relationship problems already?” Rachel’s older brother, Jonathan, sidled up to them. The look of pure delight on his face screamed that he was more than enjoying her predicament, and like her mother, he planned to milk it for all it was worth.

      “Go away, Jonathan,” she told him. “I can only deal with one idiot at a time.” She pointed at Harvard. “I already have my quota for the day.”

      Of course, he didn’t go away; instead, he grinned at Harvard. “Insults are how Rachel shows her love. Welcome to the family.” He held out a hand, pretending it was the first time they’d met and that he wasn’t fully aware of their fake romance and the investigation. “If you could pop out a couple of kids as soon as possible, that would keep the heat off me for a few more years.”

      “We’ll do our best.” Harvard looked highly amused.

      Rachel just glared at both of them.

      Jonathan wasn’t intimidated. She’d long been aware that her ability to intimidate didn’t work on immediate family, and she hated it. What was the point of having a superpower if it only worked with some people?

      “Has Mother told you all the childhood stories about our Rachel?” Jonathan asked with a wide grin.

      “Be careful what you say, Johnathan,” she warned. “Payback’s a bitch—called Rachel. I know where all your skeletons are hidden. Don’t forget it.”

      “You don’t scare me,” the idiot said. “I was there when Mother brought you home from the hospital, and all you did was poop and wail. And I was also there when you used to take a stuffed rabbit everywhere because you were scared of Talbot House. Don’t even get me started on the times you lost it. I swear you woke ghosts with your screaming.” He looked at Harvard. “I was always the one who had to hunt the damn thing down, and do I get any appreciation? No.” He beamed at her, clearly enjoying himself. “She still has it, you know. The bunny.”

      Harvard chuckled, and Rachel elbowed him. It was like elbowing a tree.

      “I wish Sebastian were here,” Jonathan said of their younger brother, who was off researching in Borneo. “He could tell you about the time he was dragged along when she bought her first bra. It traumatized him for years. A preteen boy shouldn’t have to suffer the lingerie department at Selfridges. Especially seeing as Rachel only wanted a bra so she could beat Cousin Samantha in the race to get one first. Oh!” His face lit up. “I must tell you about the time she made Seb and I spray tan her. We all ended up looking like Oompa-Loompas. Mother wasn’t happy at all. Father found it quite funny though. Took forever for that stuff to fade.”

      “That’s it,” Rachel snapped at them. “I need a drink.” She shrugged out of Harvard’s hold, ready to head straight across the room to the bar her mother had set up.

      “Rachel,” Harvard called after her, “can you get me my usual?”

      His sparkling eyes told her he found it funny that she had no idea what his usual was, and she couldn’t exactly shout back across the room to ask him.

      Instead, she inclined her head and smiled sweetly. “Of course.” She turned toward the bar, hoping they had pink umbrellas for the drinks, because Harvard was getting all of them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Harvard watched her walk away, graciously accepting congratulations from family members as she weaved through the crowded room. Her dress clung to the curves of her ass as her hips swayed. Man, she made his mouth water. Even when she was plotting to poison him.

      “You’re keeping her safe, right?” Jonathan said, his eyes on Rachel too. “I mean, I know this isn’t exactly a dangerous assignment, but some of the jobs Benson Security have taken over the years have gone downhill fast. I worry about her.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to her,” Harvard assured her brother. “Now, is there any chance you could introduce me to some people? There’s no way in hell Rachel’s going to do
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