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      A knock sounded as I was adding the finishing touches to my makeup.

      “Charlotte, honey?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute, Mum.”

      I couldn’t believe I had finished high school. All those years of endless torment were over. Well, almost. Tonight was our formal. One last night of torture, then it would be over, and I could move on. I couldn’t wait to go to university and become a completely different person.

      I hoped.

      In my world, one wrong move and you were judged forever.

      “Charlotte, the limousine is here,” Mum said, barging through the door, not waiting for me to give her permission to do so.

      “I said I’m coming.”

      After a few minutes of silence, I could still feel her presence. I turned and saw she was staring at me, eyes glassy.

      I smirked. “Mum, are you crying?”

      “No. You look perfect. Put that brush down. You don’t need any more mascara. I don’t want you looking cheap.”

      “Fine.” With one last look at my reflection in my full- length mirror, I put down my mascara brush and walked out the door.

      When I slid into the stretch limo, some of the guys wolf-whistled.

      “Charli, you look hot.”

      “Really?” I smiled at my best friend.

      “Looking to hook up tonight, Charli?” joked one of the guys.

      “I could be the one to pop your cherry, Charli,” said another. And they laughed. My cheeks flamed. They could all be dickheads when they were drunk. I glared at him and suddenly wished a magic portal would open in the floor so I could fall in. It was no secret I was still a virgin, and it was no secret that they weren’t. But they didn’t have to say it.

      “Dean, shut up. That was rude,” said Amie, Dean’s girlfriend.

      “Aww, don’t worry, Ams. I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just giving Charli a compliment. Right, Charli?” The guys all laughed again.

      Oh, kill me now.

      Seeing my tense expression, Dean pulled something out of his jacket pocket. I cringed when I realised what it was.

      “You need to relax, Charli. Here.” He handed me a small clear plastic bag filled with white powder.

      “Uh, no thanks,” I said, pushing it away with my hand.

      “Come on. Daddy won’t find out. You need to learn to have a little fun.” I looked around the interior of the limousine and noticed everyone was waiting for me to make my decision. I sighed. I couldn’t be known as the party pooper and Daddy’s little girl for the rest of my life. I took the bag.

      One of the other guys handed me a credit card and a banknote. Amy gave me her yearbook. I rested the book on my lap, opened the bag, and sprinkled some of the powder onto the book. I then used the credit card to scrape the coke into a neat line, then rolled the banknote up. And then I inhaled. Everyone cheered. I leaned back into the seat and settled in for the ride. The cocaine hit my brain within a minute, and I suddenly felt alive. Every nerve ending in my body was pulsing. I smiled.

      When we could see the school gates in the distance, I exhaled in relief.

      I had a feeling it was going to be a long night. But now I was prepared to face it.

      Being from the family I was, I had been pre-enrolled in the most elite private school in Sydney from the time I was conceived. It was an all-girl school, but the girls were allowed to bring their dates along tonight. And due to my parent’s profession—only the best lawyers in the state—I was dateless. No one wanted to date you when your father made it his business to know everything about everybody.

      When we entered our school assembly hall turned ballroom, me on the arm of my best friend Rochelle, the music was already pumping.

      You would think going to a school where most of the kids here were the offspring of the very wealthy or famous I would fit in. But that wasn’t the case. As soon as Rochelle and I entered, all eyes turned in our direction. Great. It seemed like I was going to be the subject of all the gossip before I had the chance to do anything.

      “Come on,” Rochelle said as she dragged me toward the refreshments table.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as soon I had a chance.

      “You mean you don’t know?” She leaned in close so I could hear her over the loud music.

      “You know Levi Chandon? The guy who killed his girlfriend when he smashed his car after driving drunk?”

      “Yeah.” Everyone knew Levi Chandon. He had gone to the King’s school—our male equivalent. My parents had represented him. I should know him better than anyone.

      “Well, he was granted bail last night.”

      My eyes grew wide.

      Granted bail.

      Granted bail by my father.

      No wonder everyone hated me.

      No wonder I was undatable.
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          THREE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      CHARLI

      “Charli? Earth to Charli!”

      I felt a hand on my shoulder, causing me to jump and yank my earbuds out of my ears.

      “Geez, Mi! Don’t do that!”

      “Sorry. You’re always off in your own little world.”

      “Well, sometimes, I need to escape.”

      Mia sat down in the chair opposite me. Mia DeStella was the crazy college friend my parents didn’t approve of. I was raised well off, and Mia was from a working-class family. My father wanted me to become a lawyer like him and someday run his company, but I had other dreams.

      “Mother dearest still on your back?”

      “Unfortunately,” I replied, rolling my eyes. I took another sip of my soy caramel latte. “Do you know what she said last night?”

      “What now?” Mia leaned in closer in anticipation. She loved hearing about my family dramas, and together, we made fun of their snobbiness.

      “She wants to set me up with some family friend.”

      “A hot family friend?”

      “Who knows?” I shrugged. “He’s probably some older rich, boring, lawyer friend of my father’s.”

      “Eww.”

      “My thoughts exactly. I am not getting involved in an arranged marriage. This is modern day Australia. Arranged marriages don’t happen here.”

      “Maybe not in a working-class society like mine, but in yours… definitely.”

      “I don’t know, Mi. I’m not doing it.”

      “You know what you do need to do, right?”

      “No. What?”

      “You need to rebel. You’ve already taken the first step into becoming a rebellious college student.”

      “I have? How have I done that?” I asked her, raising my eyebrow.

      “You took a class in English literature.”

      I smiled at my best friend. Ever since starting at the University of Sydney, I had felt nothing but an overwhelming sense of dread. Dread for being forced to study law, and I also felt fear—fear of making new friends. I never was good at that. As soon as I met Mia, though, my life changed. The dread had been lifted off my shoulders. And most importantly, I felt happy.

      “You’re right, Mi. A little bit of rebellion is exactly what I need with my afternoon coffee.”

      Mia squealed and grinned, showing all her teeth like a Cheshire cat. We packed up our books and empty coffee cups and left the campus café.

      “Okay. Plan Rebellion starts tonight.”

      “After my studies,” I injected.

      Mia playfully punched my arm. “Such a rebel already.” We both cracked up and parted ways.

      “See ya,” I yelled.

      “See ya, Charlz.”
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      NATHAN

      I’d seen Stephen Jayne’s work on numerous occasions. He was one of the best attorneys around—the best I’d ever witnessed. He was tough, but I’d heard rumours he was also crooked. The Australian Federal Police were on his case, but we still didn’t have enough evidence against him. Stephen Jayne had made sure of that.

      I collected my papers and filed out of the courtroom with the rest of the crowd and jury after the judge called a recess. I made my way to the men’s bathroom across the hall. When I came out of the stall, I saw Mr Jayne standing as he adjusted his tie in the mirror. His eyes met mine, but he didn’t turn to address me.

      “Arresting Officer Nathan Wright, just the man I was looking for.”

      “How can I help you, sir?” I cautiously made my way to the basin to wash my hands. I was a little unnerved that Stephen Jayne had cornered me in the bathroom.

      “I was wondering if you would like to come to dinner at our place tomorrow night. Say, around seven?” I froze, turned off the tap, and shook my hands before I turned toward him.

      “Mr Jayne, sir. It’s not really appropriate for the defence to be asking someone on the prosecuting side to dinner. In case you’ve forgotten, I did arrest your client.”

      “Relax, Nathan. We won’t be talking about this case. It will be strictly casual. Besides, it will give you a chance to meet our daughter.”

      I had seen a few pictures of Charlotte Jayne while looking through Stephen’s file. She was twenty years old, blonde, and beautiful. I wondered what Stephen Jayne was up to.

      “Mr Jayne, I still don’t think…”

      “Hush now. You will come. Susan can’t wait to meet you. See you tomorrow night at seven.” He patted my shoulder and left the bathroom, discarding his piece of paper towel as he exited. I was left standing there more confused than ever. What did Stephen Jayne want with me, the officer who had only three days earlier arrested his client for embezzlement?

      I guess we would wait and see.
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      CHARLI

      After my English lit class that afternoon, I headed back to my apartment. I lived alone because I liked my own space and hated people touching my things. I liked knowing that everything had its own place and no one was going to move it.

      I dumped my book satchel on my bed and headed over to my computer, pressing the switch on. While waiting for it to boot up, I walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. There was still half a pepperoni pizza in there, so I pulled it out, put the remaining four slices on a plate, and heated it up in the microwave. I tested it by eating a piece of stringy melted cheese that had gotten stuck on the edge of the plate, but it was freaking hot, and I ended up burning my finger. As I ran my fingertips under cold water, my phone rang. Knowing it was probably Mia waiting to initialize Plan Rebellion: Phase One, I didn’t bother checking caller ID. Bad idea.

      “Hey, Mi.”

      “It’s me, Charlotte.”

      I flinched. Only two people called me by my full name: my mum and dad.

      “Are you still hanging out with that wild girl?”

      “Hello, Mother.”

      “You know, I told you she would lead you from your path. You need to stay focused if you’re going to run the company one day.”

      Typically, I just let my mother ramble on about how I was a delinquent and that I needed to meet me a lovely young rich man and get married, be a lawyer, and eventually, have two kids, a dog and a big arse mansion in the Northern or Eastern suburbs. But I was sick of it. From this moment on, I was putting my foot down.

      “What if I don’t want to run the company, Mum?”

      “What? Don’t tell me this Mia girl has put these delusions in your head.”

      “No, Mum. This is my decision.”

      I heard my mother exhale slowly, and I knew what was coming. She was so predictable.

      “Maybe Nathan will change your mind.” Oh no.

      “Nathan?”

      “Yes. He is a lovely young man. I think you two will get along just fine.”

      It was my turn to exhale. But I did mine in frustration.

      “Mum, I told you, I don’t want to be set up.”

      “Charlotte, we’ve had this talk before. We agreed I wouldn’t set you up on any blind dates if you found yourself a suitable and respectable boyfriend. But it’s been two months since that talk, and you still haven’t found one. I think it’s time I intervened. You are twenty, after all.”

      “I know. Twenty, not forty. I’m still young.”

      “Old enough to be married.”

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t going to listen anymore. And I definitely wasn’t going to meet this Nathan guy.

      “Okay, Mum. I have to go. I have to study.”

      “Okay, sweetheart. Please think about it. Nathan really is a good guy.”

      “Okay, Mum.” I hung up and screamed in frustration.

      I poured myself a glass of Merlot and took the pizza and wine into my bedroom and sat them beside the computer. The computer was now up and running, so I clicked onto the Internet and logged into the university chat room. I had two open chat windows awaiting me. One of them was Mia.

      
        
        “Hey, sorry. The witch called,” I typed.

        “2 nights in a row?”

        “Yep.”

      

      

      I was about to type, “and guess what she wanted?” but Mia practically shared my brain, so she beat me to it.

      
        
        “And let me guess, she still wants to set you up with this ‘friend’?”

        “Yep. His name is Nathan.”

      

      

      She sent me some ogling eyes.

      
        
        “Hot name.”

        “I have no idea how old he is. All she told me was his name.”

        “I bet he is hot. And rich.”

        “I don’t care about money. You know that.”

        “I know, but it would be an added bonus. The only reason your mother would be setting you up with this guy is that he’s probably 2 or 3 times as rich as you.”

        “Probably. But I don’t care. I’m not meeting him.”

        “No, but you will want to meet this guy.”

        “Which guy?”

      

      

      I began to panic.

      
        
        “The one in the other chat window.”

      

      

      No! She didn’t! I quickly looked at the other blinking chat window and clicked onto it. The user name said F.Scott, and he had already said hi.

      
        
        “Well??” Mia asked.

      

      

      I ignored her and kept looking at the stranger’s window. Taking a deep breath, I started typing.

      
        
        “Fitzgerald fan, huh?”

      

      

      He started typing without delay like he was waiting for me.

      
        
        “He is great, but not a favourite. Are you a fan?”

      

      

      I hesitated. I didn’t know what to say. F.Scott could be a legitimate name.

      Finally, I replied.

      
        
        “Yes.”

      

      

      And a few seconds later…

      
        
        “So F. Scott is your real name?”

      

      

      I couldn’t help myself.

      Again without delay, he replied.

      
        
        “Yes. What does J stand for? I know the C stands for Charlotte.”

      

      

      He was referring to my username, which was C.J. At university, we were required to use our real names in our chat usernames as to avoid catfishing and scams. It still happened, though.

      
        
        “My last name.”

        “Which is?”

      

      

      This guy was relentless. I shook my head and smiled.

      
        
        “Why do you want to know? What’s your first name?”

        “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

        “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

        “Yes. It’s exactly like that.”

      

      

      I sent him an emoticon with its tongue poking out. Then I realised how easily conversation was flowing with him.

      Suddenly, a plan formed in my mind. Mia’s window was still blinking so I clicked onto it. She had grown impatient and written many messages to me, some of which included:

      
        
        “Are you having virtual sex with him?”

      

      

      and

      
        
        “I better leave you two alone.”

      

      

      Then I realised she had signed off, so I closed the window and clicked back onto F. Scott’s.

      
        
        “Okay, Mr F. Scott. Let’s meet for a coffee tomorrow morning @ 8, and we can tell each other at the same time.”

      

      

      I almost smacked myself. I couldn’t believe I had just said that! It wasn’t like me to outright ask a guy out like that. But I was becoming a new person, a new Charli, and I had a plan. This was Plan Rebellion Phase One in action.

      
        
        “Great. I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      

      He added a smiley and a winking face. In fear of making an utter fool of myself, I ended the conversation there. I shut down my computer and took my plate to the kitchen smiling to myself. Phase one was in action. Mia would be proud of me.
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      CHARLI

      I woke at seven and was ready in half an hour. I deliberately slowed my morning ritual down to procrastinate. I was the worst procrastinator. When I didn’t want to do something, I delayed like no tomorrow. But I had brought this on myself this time. Usually, Mia had to take credit for that. When it was seven forty-five, I grabbed my handbag and slipped out the door.

      I lived on campus, so the coffee shop was only two minutes away. When I could see the coffee shop up ahead, I began to panic. Crap! Why hadn’t I asked what this guy looked like or what he would be wearing? But if he were a typical guy, I would probably have gotten some innuendo. I’m glad I hadn’t asked. I wished I knew his first name, though. I would have looked it up on the student network. But no, I didn’t know his first name. Again, I told myself for the millionth time this morning—I got myself into this, I had to dig myself out.

      I pushed open the café doors and stepped into the warmth. It was autumn, and the air was getting cool around campus, so this was the most popular place to be at the moment. I glanced around. There were a few other students in the café this time of the morning, but I didn’t see anyone on their own. Again, I told myself to relax; it was early. He would come.

      I stepped up to the counter and ordered my usual—a soy caramel latte. I added colourful sprinkles then made my way to a low red couch in the corner near the window. This was so I could see anyone coming into the shop. Plus, I loved looking out the window at the changing colours of the autumn leaves. At precisely one minute to eight, the door opened, and a draught of freezing air wafted in toward me, causing me to shiver. Man, it had gotten colder. I was about to glare at the person who had done it, but the sight of the sexiest hazel eyes I had ever seen met me. I was mesmerised. I hadn’t realised I was staring until he spoke.

      “You’re prettier than I would have imagined.”

      I shook my head. Had he just spoken to me? Wake up, Charli! The gorgeous owner of those sexy eyes had just spoken to you!

      “Um… excuse me?”

      “You’re C.J., aren’t you? You’re the only lonesome girl in this place, and it’s exactly eight.”

      I blinked. “Uh… yeah. It’s me. I mean… yes, I’m C.J.” Oh, my God. I was stuttering like an idiot.

      He chuckled and draped a jacket over the back of the chair opposite then stepped up to the counter to order his coffee. When he had paid, he came back to my table and sat. He was lean and had dark hair, longer on the top and shaved on the sides. A light dusting of stubble covered his chin. I had to snap out of it. This was a part of my Plan Rebellion. I leaned forward.

      “You must be F. Scott.”

      He put a hand against his chest and grinned, flashing his pearly whites. “In the flesh.”

      “So are you going to tell me your full name?”

      He chuckled again. “You get right to the point, don’t you?”

      “I don’t like waiting. Or wasting time.”

      “If you put it that way…” He got up to grab his coffee after the barista called out the name Frankie.

      Frankie. I smirked. I knew his name. When he turned back, Frankie saw that I had heard and smirked too.

      “So, I, uh… I guess my secret is out. Time for yours to reveal itself.”

      “You’re relentless, Frankie,” I said, drawing out his name and adding a smile for good measure.

      He sat down in his chair and reclined back, draping one leg over the other. One arm was draped over the side of the chair, and the other hand held his coffee. A wickedly seductive smirk covered his face. I shook my head and laughed. He was impossible.

      “Fine. But before I tell you, I want you to tell me where you met my friend Mia.”

      “Whoa. Is one accusing another of a crime?” he asked, putting his hands up in surrender.

      “What?” This man was odd, to say the least, and to be honest, I was a little wary. Seeing my expression, he leaned forward and reached out for my free hand across the table, startling me.

      “Relax, Charli Jayne.” He spoke my name in a low and seductive tone. I froze. How did he know? “I know.”

      I promptly pulled my hand from his and stood up, gathering my things. “Look I don’t know who you are, how you know my name, or how you know my friend. But…” but, what? What was going to say? That he was a creep? That I was out of here? All of the above? Thankfully, to save me from my internal debate, Frankie spoke.

      “I’m sorry. Please sit down, Charli. I mean you no harm.”

      I hesitated, but looking into his dreamy greenish-brown eyes, I couldn’t help but reconsider. I sat back down, switching off my conscience.

      “Let us start over. My name is Franklin James Scott, but I prefer Frankie. I met your friend Mia through a mutual friend at a campus party, and she happened to tell me about you.”

      “I’m going to kill Mia,” I growled. Frankie chuckled.

      “I bet she also happened to tell you I was single?”

      “She may have also slipped that in.” His smile was seductive and charming. I couldn’t look at it for fear of getting entangled in his trap.

      “Bloody hell. I hate it when people try to set me up on blind dates,” I exclaimed.

      “They’re just looking out for your well-being.”

      “My well-being. Yeah, sure.”

      It was then I felt his hand on mine again. Damn him. I was falling, falling…

      “I’m not saying we have to fall in love or anything straight away, but I would like it if you would go out with me.”

      And falling faster.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking me out, Mr Scott?”

      He leaned closer so that when he spoke, I felt his breath against my face. “Yes.” His breath came out as a whisper, wafting the scent of coffee and something minty toward me.

      He had me—hook, line, and sinker.

      “Well? What will it be?”

      This time I didn’t hesitate. “Sure. One date.”
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      NATHAN

      “All right, boys, I’m out of here.” I pushed back my chair and stood up from the desk. I stretched and grabbed my jacket.

      “All right, man,” replied my co-worker. He continued typing away, then paused, turning toward me.

      “Hey, wait, Nath. What’s the status of that fraud case you’re working on? Any hits?”

      I paused mid-step and turned back around to face him. “Nah, man. He’s dropped off the grid. But it won’t be long until he pops up again.”

      “Okay. I just hope he isn’t preying on innocent young girls again. The guy’s relentless.”

      “I don’t doubt it. Night, Mark. I have a date to get ready for.”

      “A date? With whom?”

      Seeing my apparent anxiousness, Mark didn’t pry. He knew I was eager to get out of there, so he waved me off.

      “Just tell me about it tomorrow.”

      “Sure thing,” I called as I walked out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Being the head of the fraud division for the Australian Federal Police meant I got involved with some interesting people. Including, more often than not, the extremely rich. The majority of the people I worked with accumulated their wealth illegally, some through other means, like being the District Attorney of the State. That’s where I was headed tonight.

      I pulled up down the bottom of a steep drive leading to one of the many mansions lining the cliff face of the Eastern Beaches. The Jaynes house looked like a smaller version of the White House. I knew Mr Jayne had an obsession with everything American.

      As I made my way up the driveway and toward the front door, I went over every bit of information I had on the Jaynes in my head. It was something I did, which made me very good at my job, but something that annoyed me immensely. I checked my breath. Once again, thankful for the breath mint I had popped earlier after the onion-riddled hamburger I had consumed for lunch. Once I was positive my breath was up to standard, I pressed the doorbell. The sound of dogs barking inside could be heard, and a few minutes later, the door opened.

      “Officer Wright, I’m so glad you made it. Please, come in.” Susan Jayne was a petite middle-aged woman with shoulder-length, sandy blonde hair with salon-style highlights.

      “Mrs Jayne, please, call me Nathan.”

      “Well, on that note, you should call me Susan.” Susan pecked me on the cheek and welcomed me inside.

      In court, Susan and Stephen Jayne were like Dobermans—appealing to the eye, but ruthless attack dogs. I was curious to see how they acted in their own home.

      Susan led me through the foyer and into an ample living space. To the right was state of the art, open-plan kitchen with stainless steel appliances, and to the left, where she now led me, was an elegant formal dining room. The entire colour scheme of the house was white. Didn’t these people believe in colour?

      “Nathan, so nice of you to join us!” Stephen Jayne stood six feet tall with obviously dyed black, thinning hair and a tanned complexion. Both Mr and Mrs Jayne were still wearing work attire, which made me feel uncomfortable about my appearance. I worked as an undercover cop, so my appearance was casual, to say the least. But I had made sure to bring my best leather jacket with me.

      “It’s my pleasure to be here, sir.” I looked around at the empty chairs and couldn’t help but think of the reason they’d asked me here in the first place.

      “Please, call me Stephen. We’re working together, so the least you can do is act more casual, Nathan.” He paused on my name, looking me in the eye as he handed me a glass of whiskey.

      “My apologies, s… Stephen,” I corrected, following his glare. As I sat down in the seat next to Stephen, I couldn’t wait to ask the question that was bugging me since I had arrived. “Will your daughter be joining us this evening?”

      At that moment, Susan walked into the room, holding a bottle of wine. She hesitated in the process of twisting the lid. “I’m afraid Charlotte can’t make it,” she said apologetically.

      “Oh, that’s a shame.” I had been single all my life, and typically, when mates offered to set me up on blind dates, I jumped at the chance. But this was different. Stephen Jayne was meant to be the enemy. I couldn’t date his daughter. That would be a severe conflict of interest. I was actually relieved she wouldn’t be coming tonight.

      “She said she had homework, but I know better. She’s probably hanging out at one of those college dorm parties,” Susan said, waving the hand around that wasn’t holding the wine. She poured herself a glass and sat down opposite me, fixing me a stare, which unnerved me.

      “But that’s not the reason I asked you here.”

      My stomach clenched. So she did have a hidden agenda.

      Stephen chuckled, making me flinch.

      “Don’t look so nervous, Nathan. We’re not here to interrogate you.”

      “Oh, good.” I smiled nervously and took a sip of my whiskey. I needed this tonight.

      “We have a proposition for you. And don’t worry. We cleared it with the AFP.”

      I almost choked on my drink. “What do you mean?”

      “We want you to work with us. Exclusively.”

      “Uh… I don’t mean offence, Mr and Mrs Jayne, but as the head of the fraud division, I’m swamped.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. This is related,” Susan added casually with a flip of her hand like it was nothing.

      “Related?” I glanced at Stephen, hoping he would elaborate. He did.

      “We want you to work for us… watching our daughter.”

      Were they kidding? “Oh, sir, that’s not really what I do…”

      “It is now,” added Susan. I glanced over at her, suddenly afraid. Her tone was firm, her gaze implying finality. They were not kidding.

      "Starting tomorrow, you will be working undercover acting as a college student at the University of Sydney.”

      “But…”

      “No buts, Nathan. It’s done.”

      As I left the Jayne house that night, Stephen’s words echoed in my mind. I was playing the part of a pawn on a chessboard. I was the pawn, and Mr and Mrs Jayne were the king and queen. It was only a matter of time before they took me down.

      “Make sure you get close to Charlotte. Make her notice you,” they had said.

      I didn’t know if this was their motive all along, but I had to play along.
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      CHARLI

      As soon as I left the coffee shop, I dialled Mia. I couldn’t wait to tell her about Frankie, but my call went straight to voicemail.

      “Maybe she’s hungover or passed out,” I mumbled to myself as I headed back to my dorm. Mia had a tendency to party too hard and miss her morning classes. It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. I tried contacting her again, but as I began texting, someone pushed hard past my shoulder, throwing me off balance and making me drop my phone. I landed on the cold ground next to it. As I tried to get back up and tell off the person who had shoved me, a hand appeared in front of my face.

      “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      I glared at the stranger. It was a guy who looked to be a bit older than me with dark blond hair and blue eyes. He was waiting for me to take his hand. How could I be mad? I took his hand, and he pulled me up.

      “Thanks. You should watch where you’re going next time.” I cringed and mentally kicked myself after the words came out of my mouth. They sounded more bitter than I had intended.

      “I really am sorry. Are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “Oh, that’s good. Were you going somewhere? Let me buy you a coffee to make up for being such a jerk.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve already had my coffee today.” I gave him a small smile and turned to leave.

      “Wait, I didn’t catch your name,” he called out.

      “I didn’t give it to you,” I returned before pushing open the glass doors to my building.

      Twice in one day. I couldn’t believe it. Before this, I couldn’t even get one date. I was as you would call blemished.

      When I unlocked the door to my dorm, I quickly grabbed my book bag and hurried out again. I had precisely five minutes until my first class, and my professor hated tardiness.
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        * * *

      

      NATHAN

      So that was Charlotte Jayne.

      That was the woman I was supposed to protect.

      She was even more beautiful in person. As I stared at the doors where she had disappeared, I smiled as I thought how funny life was. In more ways than one, our fates were entwined together. As I turned, my shoe struck something on the ground, causing the object to slide across the stone pavers. I looked down and almost laughed.

      Yes. It was definitely fate.

      And fate loved the fearless.

      I picked up her phone and slipped it into my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLI

      My social studies professor was already at the front of the lecture hall when I walked in, but he hadn’t begun talking yet, thank God. I quickly found a seat in the lower half of the auditorium and unpacked my laptop. As soon as I opened my notes, I felt someone sit next to me on the right. I didn’t think anything of it until they began speaking, his breath hot against my neck, and smelling familiar.

      “Somehow I knew you would be here,” he said in a low almost whisper. His voice was sexy as hell. It made me shiver. I turned to look at him, and my heart faltered.

      Frankie.

      “Are you stalking me?” I whispered.

      “Always so quick to accuse. I love the study of society,” he said with a smirk. I rolled my eyes.

      “Why are you really here?”

      “To see you.” His voice was a complete whisper this time. He fixed his hazel gaze on me. My stomach flipped, and I began to sweat nervously. Damn him. I swallowed and looked back at my computer.

      “I have to take notes. This is one of my majors.”

      “What’s your other major?” he asked. But I didn’t get to answer because we were interrupted by the sound of the door opening.

      “Oh, you must be Mr Wright. Good of you to finally join us,” Professor Stanley boomed sarcastically. Everyone turned to look at the newcomer, and my heart did a little flip when I saw who it was.

      “Sorry, sir. There was a mix up with my dorm key.”

      “Take a seat anywhere and start making notes. As I was just saying, one of the key factors in studying any aspect of society is observation. To observe is to study. And that’s what your first assignment is.”

      That’s what I was doing right now. I was observing the handsome stranger who had helped me to my feet. And he was watching me in return. But he wasn’t the only one. At that moment, I felt like a goldfish in a bowl. Frankie was also watching me. Watching me observe the stranger. When I turned back to look at him, I saw something flash across his face. Was it jealousy?
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      CHARLI

      After class ended, I intended to talk to Frankie, but when I turned to pack my laptop into my bag, he had disappeared. The guy was so mysterious I wasn’t sure whether to trust him or not. A part of me wanted to get to know Frankie, but another part of me was screaming to be careful. I wanted to listen to the less rational side of my brain because this was a part of my plan. Plan rebellion couldn’t work if I was sensible. I exited out the top door and came up against a wall of muscle.

      “Two times in one day. I really mustn’t start making a habit of this,” he joked.

      I stepped back. It was the guy who had knocked into me earlier this morning, making me fall on my butt and lose my phone.

      “Or maybe it was intentional.” I smirked, raising an eyebrow at him. I hugged my coat and scarf tighter around my body and continued down the ramp.

      “Hey, I have your phone,” he called out. I stopped and turned back. The stranger was standing a few metres away and coming closer. “You dropped it when I knocked you over earlier. Again, I’m sorry about that. I’m Nathan, by the way.”

      I looked Nathan up and down. He was dressed smartly in a black military coat. Army green gloves covered his hands, which were shoved into his pockets, and a dark grey scarf circled his neck. When he got close enough to touch me, he pulled a hand out of one of his pockets and held out my phone. I sighed and decided he was only trying to be nice and return my phone. I took it from him.

      “Thanks. So… you’re new here, huh?” I almost stuttered. Gosh, he was handsome. I couldn’t decide who was hotter, Frankie or Nathan.

      “Yeah, I got here early this morning,” he told me.

      “Good thing it’s the start of the semester.”

      “Yeah.” His eyes took me in. he was smiling at me in a peculiar way. It made my heart work overtime. “So, you didn’t tell me your name,” he added after a minute.

      “I’m Charli.” I began looking around awkwardly.

      “Looking for your boyfriend?”

      “What? Oh, he’s not my boyfriend. I should be going.” I turned to leave.

      “Will I see you at the Roundhouse tonight?”

      I spun back around. “I thought you were new? How do you know about the Roundhouse? And that there’s a concert tonight?” I narrowed my eyes, unsure what he was getting at.

      Nathan shrugged. “I’m a local. The Roundhouse is one of the best concert venues in Sydney. So, will I see you there?”

      I looked at my phone. I had to see if Mia was going. I didn’t go anywhere without my best friend. “Sure. But it’s a ticketed event. I don’t have one.”

      “No worries. I have a few.”

      “Great.” I returned a small warm smile before leaving.

      As I walked to my English lit class, I smiled to myself. What was the chance of two guys in one day asking me out? If Frankie’s weird behaviour actually was an invitation. I shook my head. Of course, it was. He was playing games with me. And what about Nathan? He was so open. He was the total opposite of Frankie. He seemed genuine enough that I couldn’t help but feel my walls falling down. Two guys in one day? Yeah, my life was definitely changing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I reached the corridor outside my dorm after my English lit class, I found Mia lounging against the wall.

      “’Bout time you returned,” she said lazily.

      “Mia! Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you.”

      “Yeah… I was busy,” she said, fidgeting with her phone.

      “Well, are you busy tonight? There’s a concert.”

      A grin spread across her face, and she squealed. “I’m so in! It’s about time you started living up to your plan. Plan Rebellion, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Come on. You have to help me pick an outfit before tonight.”

      “I knew you’d need my expertise one day.” I playfully shoved her as we entered my room. “Have you talked to that guy lately?” asked Mia as she made her way to my closet.

      “What guy?”

      “That guy I introduced you to in the chat room.”

      “Oh, yeah. I have.”

      “And? Come on, girl. I am your best friend, and I expect details. So spill.”

      “Well… we had coffee this morning.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God! See, you don’t need my help.”

      “I never said I did, Mi.”

      “Yeah, sure. But this is terrific. It means you’ve put your plan into action. What’s he like?”

      “If I were to describe him in three words… tall, dark and mysterious, like black coffee on a winter’s day. But he’s not warm; he’s a little chilly.”

      Mia eyed me like I’d grown another head.  “Is he coming to the show tonight?”

      “Umm, not sure, probably. Unless he’s a bookworm and doesn’t party.”

      “Hmm. Sounds familiar.”

      I sat on the bed and threw a cushion at her. She ducked, and it missed her head, landing inside the closet.

      “Then we’re perfect for each other, right? Your matchmaking worked,” I asked, hopeful.

      She turned and smirked at me. “It always does.”
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      NATHAN

      “What have you got for us, Nathan?”

      I glanced around to make sure no one could hear. “I met Charlotte. She calls herself Charli.”

      “I know. And good.” Tension seemed to lift from my shoulders. Mrs Jayne sounded like she approved, which was a good step forward. “What else? Did you connect?”

      “If by connect, you mean asking her out, then, yeah.”

      “Very well done, Officer Wright. Keep playing the game. She will soon fall.”

      The conversation ended after that, so I didn’t get to ask what she meant by ‘she will soon fall.’” Was she implying that Charli was easily persuaded? If that was the case, then Mrs Jayne didn’t know her daughter very well. I glanced at my watch. Five-thirty p.m. It was almost time. I decided to head back to my room to wait.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLI

      “Charlz, hurry up! Get your butt movin’,” I heard Mia yell from the other side of the bathroom door. I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and ran my fingers through my platinum blonde bangs one last time. Perfectly straight. Good. My hair was such a pain to style sometimes being dead straight. But luckily tonight it was behaving. Everything was on my side, except time. I checked my watch.

      “Shit.” I grabbed my makeup bag, checked my wristbands one last time to make sure they covered the scars, and yanked the bathroom door open, crashing into Mia on the other side.

      “Whoa! Schmexy!” she said with an added wolf whistle.

      “Shut up. Lookin’ this hot doesn’t happen overnight,” I joked. I often overcompensated with sarcasm because I was uncomfortable with who I was. That was my theory, anyway. My outfit consisted of a plain black tank top, silver jeggings, and black knee-high boots. I didn’t look that hot, even with the added touch of blood red lipstick.

      “That’s not what those two boys thought earlier. The ones you’re planning to meet up with tonight?”

      I turned to glare at her.

      “How did you know there were two guys?”

      “Oh, puh-lease. I see everything.” I rolled my eyes at her and finished packing my essentials for tonight. “You’ve got a problem on your hands; you know that, right? You can’t have two.”

      “What? You’re not jealous, are you?”

      “No. No way,” she replied lightly. I wasn’t convinced. She was beginning to act really weird.

      “Whatever. Let’s go.” I checked my phone as I grabbed my denim jacket and immediately wanted to die.

      “Oh, my God.”

      “What?” Mia asked as she closed the door behind us.

      “Uh… when I bumped into Nathan yesterday, the guy who has the tickets, I literally bumped into him. Well, he bumped into me.” I was rambling. I always did it when I was nervous.

      “Ooh! And…”

      “When he knocked me to the ground, I dropped my phone. I thought I had lost it, but Nathan must have found it. While it was in his possession, the sneaky jerk put his number in it.”

      “Sneaky… and smart.”

      “Yeah. He just now sent me a text saying he’s at the venue waiting for us.”

      “What about Frankie?”

      I looked at her for a second and felt a pang inside my chest. I felt terrible for Frankie, but the guy had left me no choice. And I didn’t have his number. I shrugged. “Nathan asked first.”
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      CHARLI

      When we arrived at the Roundhouse, we found Nathan straight away. He smiled as we approached, and I smiled in return.

      “Hey, where’s your other friend?” he asked.

      “What other friend?”

      “The guy you were with during social studies. I thought he would be coming with you.”

      “Oh, when I said he was a friend, I mean he wasn’t exactly a friend. He’s just a guy.”

      “Yeah, she has a very complicated love life,” added Mia. Oh, my God, could she be any more embarrassing? She was totally ruining my chances with Nathan.

      “I see. Well, should we go inside? I have your tickets.”

      “Sure.” I glared at Mia, and she shrugged. We followed Nathan through the door into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The Roundhouse was already pretty packed with eager concertgoers by the time we arrived. I was surprised Frankie hadn’t made an appearance yet.

      “Do you girls want a drink?” Nathan practically had to yell into my ear to be heard. I shivered with his sudden proximity and his warm breath against my neck.

      “Yes, please. Such a gentleman,” purred Mia. “Rum and coke for me.” Nathan nodded and turned to me.

      “And for you?”

      “Um… I’ll just have a gin and tonic, please. Thanks, Nathan.”

      “No worries. Wait here so I can find you again. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Okay.”

      As soon as Nathan was gone, the vultures descended.

      “He’s so hot!” Mia exclaimed loudly.

      “Shh! Mia, keep your voice down,” I said, looking around for Nathan, but he was at the bar.

      “Who’s hot?” said another deep voice from behind me. I was about to ask him how he had managed to get our drinks so quickly, but when I turned, I saw it wasn’t Nathan. My heart about leapt out of my chest.

      “Frankie. What are you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t miss a chance to be here and mingle with you.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes this time. I looked to Mia, but she was no longer there. Where had she gone?

      “Want to dance?” Was it just me or had he moved closer?

      “No. I can’t dance. Plus I’m waiting for my friend.”

      “Your bodyguard? Don’t worry. He’s busy.”

      I glanced over toward the bar and saw Mia very noticeably flirting with Nathan. My jaw dropped open. I couldn’t believe her! Frustrated, I turned back to Frankie, and my chest brushed against his. He was standing incredibly close. But I didn’t mind it. If this was part of my plan, I had to go along with the ride.

      “Oh, what the hell. Let’s dance,” I said. Plan Rebellion, Plan Rebellion, I kept repeating in my head. Frankie smiled and took my hand, leading me into the thick of the mosh pit.
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        * * *

      

      It was hot inside the mosh pit, and not just from all the body heat. Being with Frankie, it did something to me. He pulled me closer to him, still holding my hand. My breasts brushed up against his chest once again, and I felt his hand hover above my arse on my hip. I shivered.

      “Are you cold?” His voice was low and hot against my ear. I felt him rocking me gently from side to side to the rhythm of the music playing through the speakers. The band hadn’t appeared yet. This was just the prelude music to get everyone in the mood.

      “No, I’m… I’m fine.” I looked up at him. He made me so nervous it was hard to relax. Then I heard his chest shake. I realised he was laughing.

      “Are you nervous?”

      “No! I mean… a little,” I confessed.

      “You don’t need to be nervous, Charli.”

      “I hardly know you, Frankie. And I’ve never really had a boyfriend or been on a real date.” I didn’t want to tell him I was still a virgin, but it was probably written all over my face like a bright neon sign.

      “It’s okay. I’ve never really had a girlfriend before.” He smiled down at me, and then he was touching my cheek and then my hair. I smiled back and settled against his chest. Then I heard what I thought sounded like thunder, but really, it was the sound of the crowd screaming and the stamping of feet. With my petite frame, I couldn’t see over the sea of heads, but I could see what was on the stage. The band had arrived. I looked around for Mia and Nathan but couldn’t see them. I glanced at Frankie, and he smiled at me then looked up at the stage. I stood beside him, hoping my uneasiness would fade into the music.
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        * * *

      

      NATHAN

      As soon as I turned to make my way back to Charli with the drinks, her friend had appeared in front of me.

      “Would you like some help?” she asked, cocking her head to the side, hand on her hip.

      “Uh… thanks. Mia, right?”

      “Correct. So I heard you’re in Charli’s social studies class? How are you finding uni?”

      “It’s great. Exactly what I expected.” Mia took one of the plastic drink cups from me—the rum and coke. She took a sip, cringing.

      “Ugh. I hate this pre-mixed shit. But yeah, college is great, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I tried looking for Charli, but I couldn’t see her. She was no longer standing where I had left her. I attempted to step around Mia, but she stopped me again.

      “So, do you have a job?” she asked.

      “Uh… yeah. I work in I.T.” I lied. Well, it was a half lie. I couldn’t tell her I was a cop. It would blow my cover.

      “Ooh. So you must be, like, really smart.” She was flirting, I could tell. I ignored it. I had to get back to Charli.

      “We had better get back to Charli.”

      “Do you like her?”

      “Who?”

      “Charli? Because she has a boyfriend, you know.”

      “Really? She didn’t say she had one before.”

      “Well, she lied. Probably because she has mixed feelings for both of you.”

      “Is that so?” Mia was beginning to get tipsy. She downed her current cup. “I need another drink,” she added, and then, thankfully, left me for the bar. I quickly made my escape and headed back toward the edge of the mosh pit. I had to see if what Mia had said was true. If Charli really did have a boyfriend, I had to check this guy out.

      I stood by the edge of the thick crowd of partially drunk college students and stood up on my toes to try to see. After a moment of scanning the bobbing heads, I found her. When I saw who she was with, my heart sank. It was the guy from social studies. He was leaning close to Charli and saying something in her ear. Charli laughed and then blushed. He must have been paying her a compliment. I felt a wash of jealousy sweep over me. Why did he have to stand that close? Why did he have to touch her like that? I was tempted to down Charli’s drink in my hand, but I couldn’t. I had a plan. I pushed my way into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLI

      After the band had played three songs, I began to feel more comfortable around Frankie. He really was a sweet guy, even if he was a little intense. I laughed when he leaned in close and sang some of the lyrics slightly off key. When I realised what he was singing, I blushed. The song was very fitting. It was about a girl with red lipstick whom the lead singer said he couldn’t take his eyes off. And when Frankie sang these words to me, I melted. Luckily, he was hanging onto me because I would’ve been on the floor already. He took my hand in his, interlocking our fingers, and placed it on his shoulder. He then placed my other hand on his other shoulder and put his hands on my waist. I was burning up from his touch and from the heat of the other bodies around us. I couldn’t breathe. It was too hot. I had to get out of here. I motioned for him to lean closer.

      “I need air,” I yelled. He seemed to hear me and nodded.

      “Let me come with you,” he yelled back.

      “No, I won’t be long. Enjoy the show.” I leaned up to kiss his cheek to reassure him, and he seemed okay with that, so I slipped away.

      In my haste to get out of the suffocating mosh pit, I didn’t see him until it was too late. I crashed right into Nathan, spilling the drinks he was holding—all over us.
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        * * *

      

      NATHAN

      “Oh, my God, Charli. I didn’t see you.”

      “You
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