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  Author’s Note




I wanted to let you know that the map is only for funsies and has no importance for the book itself other than to let my readers know that my stories are not placed in a known country. The map will also be used in my other books and will evolve as time passes. 

On another note, the book is written in British English. Therefore, some words might be different than you are used to or are spelt differently. Some words will have a U in it, like colour or armour. Or words like theater = theatre, center = centre, and so on. Or underwear = pants, pants = trousers, parking lot = car park.

The list could continue forever, but we must move on. You came to read the book, after all. I hope you’ll enjoy it. 

Good read, my fellow bookworm or bookdragon.
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  Prologue


‘Jane! We need to leave. Now!’ 
‘But, Mummy, we just moved here,’ Jane cried.
Her mother knelt in front of her and gripped her shoulders. ‘I know, honey, but do you remember what I told you about the scary people?’ Her mother’s eyes shone with worry. ‘If they find us, bad things will happen to you.’
‘Yes.’ She sniffled.
‘Good girl.’ Evelyn kissed her daughter’s forehead. ‘I don’t want the bad guy to take you from me, you understand?’
‘Yes,’ she confirmed with a tiny croak.
‘Big girl.’
‘I’m not big. I’m only nine.’ Jane pouted.
‘You’re a smart, strong, sweet girl. That’s what you are. Please help mummy pack.’
‘Okay.’ Her mother gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze before letting her go.
Jane hurried into her room and grabbed her emergency backpack, then a second one that she filled with the few toys she had. Neither of them owned much. They were always ready to move when the bad guys came too close to where they lived.
It made it impossible for Jane to have friends. She was only nine, but after she’d turned seven, she hadn’t bothered trying to form any bonds with anyone but her mother. Though she hated being forced to move repeatedly, she understood the necessity of it.
She hurried into the living room with her two bags. Her mother sent her a reassuring smile as they walked together to the old pickup truck, then placed the bags in the back and rolled the tonneau cover on.
Jane jumped into the passenger seat beside her mother and clicked the seat belt into place. She watched as her mother pulled a gun from her waistband at her lower back and placed it beside the gear lever.
Jane knew her mother was planning on teaching her to use it someday, but for now, she was being taught how to protect herself without it. Her mother was teaching her full-time because she didn’t have to work. Thankfully, a sweet man whom she knew was not her father or in any way related to them had given her mother a lot of money and regularly sent her more. Whether her mother didn’t want to tell her why this man did this for them, or maybe she didn’t know herself, Jane wasn’t sure.
Jane knew what would happen now. They’d drive for a couple of hours, find a car dealership, sell the car, take the train far away, and then find a new flat. Her mother would most likely change her hair colour and maybe even her hairstyle, then Jane’s home-schooling and training would start anew from there.
She looked forward to the day she could protect her mother instead of always having to be protected. She knew it took quite a toll on her poor mother, and she tried to grow as quickly as possible for her mother’s sake.






  
  Chapter 1

Thirteen years later


Jane dragged her depleted body through the sleeping, unfamiliar streets. The city seemed deserted for the night. After an embarrassing encounter, she was on her last legs and needed to find the station before the last train stopped running. 
I’ll probably have to fare dodge. I’m skint. This sucks! Why am I so unlucky? Fucking robbed of my most expensive equipment. And look at my clothes! They’re ruined. Damn it, what a great day. My suitcase is gone. If I ever find those bastards, I’m going to beat the shit out of them!
Anger boiled inside her. She glanced down at her torn jeans and shirt, ripped in several places and dirty after taking a roll down a ditch—a situation she found extremely embarrassing and rather wanted to forget immediately. With her head hanging, she kept walking, fighting not to collapse from exhaustion in the middle of the street.
Damn it, can’t a girl get some sleep? I haven’t slept for two days. At least the robbers didn’t assault me. I’d like to see them try, though. Then I would…
Well, without her suitcase, she wasn’t able to do much besides punch the ever-living shit out of…
‘Ufff!’
The air was pushed out of her lungs when she bumped into a body made of solid muscle. Wobbling on her feet, she reached out towards whoever she had bumped into, adrenaline rushing through her veins, ready to defend herself as she woke up from her daze.
She caught the gaze of a man with the most astonishing grey eyes, pulling her into an unknown vortex. The eyes seemed drowsy and held a frightening glint. Her breath caught in her throat, and her heart skipped a beat while butterflies broke free from a hidden place in her body that had been in hibernation for her entire life.
Then, the stench of alcohol hit her, and she winced slightly.
Realising she was still holding on to him, she let go and took a couple of steps back. In the dim light of the streetlights, she stared at the man as he gave her the same once-over with a frown on his face. It wasn’t only his eyes that were absolutely breathtaking. The man as a whole was stunning, from the natural light blond hair framing his symmetrical and square-shaped face with a strong, defined jaw, to a long, sturdy neck, and from the broad, strong shoulders to his refined, muscular body.
Every curve of muscle invited her to run her fingers over him. And those lips… Yes, his eyes had captivated her, but now, staring at him from a few feet away, she could appreciate all of him. Gorgeous couldn’t even begin to cover it.
She shook her head. What was she thinking? She’d seen many handsome men before. Why was this guy different? Didn’t he seem a bit dodgy?
Under the stench of alcohol, she smelled the fragrance of something beautiful and sweet.
What is that? Flowers? Roses? Freshly cut grass?
She shook her head again. Was she going crazy? She’d never felt like this just looking at a man before. Her body had never tingled from her fingertips to her toes before. Living her entire life on the run, knowing her responsibilities were more important than men and relationships, she’d never had time for romance and had never pursued it. But in ten seconds, this man might have made her rethink her priorities.
She wanted to slap herself so hard.
You don’t have time for this! Remember? You have someone important to save. What are the odds of getting out alive? There’s no point in thinking about relationships right now …
Once more, she gazed into the man’s eyes, sucked in a breath, and held it. Stunning, yes, but they held a stern look to them. The man’s entire aura was terrifying, yet oddly enticing.
Damn, he gets my motor running… No! Calm down, Jane…
He kept scowling at her, then snorted before he turned around and walked down the street. His expensive-looking shoes clicked against the pavement.
Hadn’t he been coming from that direction before they bumped into each other, or had it been her imagination? She studied him as he walked away, figuring he was perhaps thirty-five years of age and tall compared to her, maybe six feet or more. He wasn’t overly broad-chested, but seemed perfectly proportioned with muscles. Just as a man should be, in her opinion.
Damn it… I should have asked him for directions to the station.
Opening a wooden door, he glanced at her before disappearing into the building. She gazed up at the sign saying Highlight Bar. A flash of hope swept over her. Maybe the bartender could help her.
Following him, she stepped inside. At the opposite end of the large room, a bartender poured beer into a glass behind the counter and placed it in front of the blond man.
Should he be drinking more tonight? He smelled like he’d had quite a bit already.
She scanned the rest of the bar. A variety of people sat around at the adjacent tables. Office workers, tradesmen, men who had barely reached the legal drinking age, and some who seemed like they could be in a motorcycle gang or bike club of some sort—huge, bearded men with leather vests.
Walking towards the bar, Jane was mortified by her appearance, but what choice did she have? She leaned over the bar. ‘Excuse me, can you tell me where the nearest station is?’
The bartender looked at her without changing his expression, as if a filthy, torn-up woman coming into his bar was an everyday event for him.
‘Welcome to Oakentear City. The station is on the other side of town, girly.’
Jane’s shoulders slumped.
‘Maybe you should wait until the morning? You look exhausted. Plus, no trains are running at this hour.’
‘No, thank you. I need to go to the station. I can wait there ’til morning. Can you give me the directions?’
‘If you have no place to go, there’s a bunk bed out in the back. Use that for the night. I’ll get someone to help you in the morning.’
Squinting, she thought about it for a second. ‘Why would you do so much for a stranger?’
He shrugged. ‘Just take the offer, girly. Here, it’s on the house.’ He placed a colourful drink in front of her and left to tend to some other customers.
She thought she saw him exchange a brief glance with the blond man, but ignored it and shifted her gaze to the glass of liquor. She felt her eyes burning with the tears she’d held back for the last couple of hours after her minor setback with her suitcase and the ditch. But Jane wasn’t a girl who took to tears easily, and she pushed past her bruised confidence and self-pity.
Damn, I’m stupid. And I wanted to get this done before my birthday!
Fiddling with the glass in front of her, she tried to compose herself. She was miserable enough already and had no desire to add to her list of problems.
‘I need my fucking suitcase,’ she murmured to herself.
Finally sitting down, she realised how tired she was. Absently, she looked to the side and relaxed slightly at the sight before her. In the bar’s corner, in front of rows and rows of bottles filled with amber liquid, there was a vase of roses with pink petals and yellow centres.
‘Carolina roses,’ she murmured and sighed heavily.
Studying flower language had become something of a hobby for her. It was a way for her to distract herself from her otherwise turbulent life.
The Carolina rose, with its sharp thorns, was a beautiful flower, but it had a not-so-alluring message.
A rose in a vase was an odd thing to have in a bar, especially that kind of rose.
‘Do you like flowers?’ a stern voice asked from the opposite end of the bar.
She jumped and looked towards the blond man, who gazed down at his pint of beer, already half empty. When she didn’t answer, he looked at her out of the corner of his eye.
‘Do you?’ he asked again. Even while asking a mundane question about flowers, his eyes looked steel-cold.
‘Um, I guess. Or rather, I like them very much.’ She stared at him with utter curiosity at his sudden question, but something inside her warmed at the sound of his voice—stern or not.
‘Why?’
Her brows furrowed. ‘Why what?’
He almost seemed annoyed when he had to repeat his question. ‘Why do you like them?’
‘Oh, um…’ Jane thought about it for a moment, curious about his unexpected interest. ‘Well… they aren’t just pretty. Every flower has its own story and its own message to tell. One flower can mean a lot to a person depending on the situation. It can convey love from one person to another, but can also mean a loss to someone else.’ She looked away and chuckled to herself. ‘A flower can keep secrets a human would struggle to keep. Plus, a flower doesn’t want to kill you…’
She flinched at the last words that flew out of her mouth and glanced at the blond, who looked at her with an arched brow before focusing on his beer once again.
Had she said too much?
‘Butterfly,’ he grunted out of the blue.
‘Excuse me?’ She frowned in confusion, but he said nothing more. She studied him, noting a watch on his wrist that had a crack in the glass. Walking around with such expensive shoes, but he wears an old, broken watch?
She wanted to ask him about it but chose not to and instead looked back at the flowers, falling into a daze. Exhaustion was wrapping around her once again when she felt the hair on the back of her neck rise and sensed a presence behind her. Keeping her cool, she glanced out of the corner of her eye to find three of the leather-clad men ogling her.
This is not my fucking night! I’m too tired for this shit…
‘Hey, you,’ one of them said and sat beside her. ‘What’s a young girl like you doing here all alone, looking dirty and beat up? Bad client?’
How rude!
Without looking directly at the man, she said, ‘No, I’m passing through and got into an accident.’ She was tired and hurting and didn’t need to start an argument with these guys, though she tried to gather the last of her energy in case she had to defend herself.
‘Oh, that’s too bad. Must be rough. So, you need money then, hmm?’
‘No, thank you. I’ll manage. Thanks for your concern.’
‘Come on, we can warm you up tonight. Give you a comfy bed, maybe some food,’ the man said, reaching out and brushing her cheek with his fingers.
A shiver of disgust went through her body, and she pushed his hand away. One of the other men grabbed her wrist hard and tugged at her, forcing her to stand up.
‘Please stop.’ Her voice shook. Maybe she was more exhausted than she’d realised because she was normally better composed than she was at that point.
‘Come on, don’t be so frigid,’ he said, beginning to drag her towards the entrance.
She didn’t like having to make trouble for the otherwise friendly-seeming bartender, but he had a cockroach problem, and the trash needed to be taken out.
Taking hold of the man’s arm, Jane gave him a menacing stare, then she dug her heels in when she saw the blond guy grabbing the man as well, his eyes shimmering with anger.
‘What the fuck are you doing, damn chuffer?’ growled the guy who held her.
The blond squeezed the man’s arm tighter.
‘Hey, punk, let go of me!’ the man growled again and released his grip on her wrist.
The blond let go of him and glared at the other men, clearly warning them not to touch her again before turning on his heel to walk back to the bar.
‘Wanker!’ one of the others, who had a prominent scar on his forehead, called out and grabbed her arm instead.
‘Hey!’ Jane hissed and was about to kick the man in the groin.
Whack!
The man collapsed to the floor like a heavy rag doll. She stared down at the unconscious man at her feet.
Uncertain of what had happened, she took in the scene, her eyes ready to pop out of her head in utter surprise.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ the man who had grabbed her first yelled, then frowned at the blond man standing over their unconscious friend, fist still balled up.
The blond glared hard at the two remaining men. It was obvious to Jane that he wasn’t backing down, and she readied herself to fight alongside him. One of her would-be abductors pushed her violently out of his way. She tumbled to the floor on her already unsteady, tired legs, tripped over her own feet as she tried to regain her balance, and hit her head on the corner of a table.
Everything went black.

      [image: image-placeholder]What a troublesome girl…
Pryce carried the unconscious girl in his arms down the street. Why he’d even bothered to save her was a mystery. He hardly ever went out of his way for people he didn’t know. At least not to this extent. Something about her intrigued him, but what? She was bog-standard. No notable features, no makeup, fancy hairstyle, or clothes of any sort. Only plain dark blonde hair, a petite, crooked nose, as if it had been broken once and never set correctly, dirt under her not-at-all manicured nails, and her chest was on the flatter side.
Said another way, she seemed to have made herself completely unnoticeable.
Though she looked plain, he couldn’t stop himself from thinking she was somehow… pretty. Attractive even. Her eyes made him freeze in place. Those golden-brown pearls held fearlessness and intelligence and something else he couldn’t put his finger on. They warmed him. That was the only thing he knew for certain.
He corrected her weight in his arms. To his surprise, she was fitter than he expected. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her body, just solid muscle, and it made her heavier than he’d expected.
His primal protective instinct had removed all common sense when he saw her unsteady on her feet, the dim streetlights cascading over her. It had made him stop in his tracks and follow her every move. He’d even let the girl bump into him on purpose and been relieved when she’d followed him into the bar, safe from the dark, dangerous streets. He had quickly made up a plan to get her there so he could ask James, the bartender and an old friend of his, to help her. James had seemed dumbfounded when he came back to the bar after just having left.
When he finally thought he could go home, the damn bikers had been all over her, forcing him to take action once again. And in the process, she got hurt.
So troublesome!
As soon as he’d put the bastards to sleep, he’d told James he would take care of her instead. Looking curiously at him, the bartender had simply nodded. Pryce had seen the nasty smirk on his face, and it pissed him off, yet he ignored it. Pryce no longer trusted anyone to watch out for her except for himself.
He looked down at her sleeping face. When he’d asked her why she liked flowers, she’d answered more passionately than he had expected. Her answer had left him breathless and smitten. Few in this day and age appreciated nature’s greatest gifts as he did, certainly not so deeply or with so much honesty.
For a moment, he’d had the feeling she, of all people understood him. This one random person in the entire world he had found by chance, alone and apparently without options, in the middle of the street. Tomorrow, when she woke, he would show her the one thing he valued most in life, convinced she would love it as well.
Damn, I need help. Something must be wrong with me. Nobody has ever touched my frozen heart this way. To even make it beat again…
A car pulled up beside the pavement, and two men stepped out.
Pryce stopped and glared at them. ‘You’re late,’ he said gruffly.
‘Forgive us,’ Noah, Pryce’s right-hand man and best friend, said calmly. He opened the door to the back seat, but frowned as Pryce placed the girl in the car.
‘Who do we have here? You have a treat with you?’ Hunter, the driver, a lively guy with colourful hair, asked, ‘Can we play with her too?’
Pryce grabbed his collar, almost choking him, and glared deep into his eyes. ‘Touch her, and you’re dead. Put your overcompensation somewhere else.’
‘Okay, okay.’ Hunter yelped and put both hands in the air. ‘Jeez, you know I don’t want to play with her the way you do.’ He winked.
Pryce frowned at his remark, pushed him away, and climbed into the car, placing the girl’s head on his lap. He crossed his arms, commanding his men to drive home.
Play with her the way you do. What was Hunter implying? She wasn’t his type at all. He liked feminine, soft girls, not plain, muscular ones.
‘Hey, boss, why do you have an unconscious girl with you?’ Hunter asked.
Pryce rubbed his face with one hand before looking down at the girl’s peaceful, sleeping face. ‘I have no idea. She was in trouble, that’s all.’ He moved a strand of hair from her face.
Hunter and Noah looked at each other with arched brows.
‘Well then. What about your night out?’ Hunter continued.
‘It was fine. It was good to see my old friend again.’
‘How was James?’ Noah gazed at him through the rear-view mirror.
‘Good. Though he was concerned Grayson’s syndicate hadn’t been around for a while.’
Hunter and Noah looked briefly at each other again.
‘Do you want me to look into it?’ Hunter asked.
‘No, I’ll get someone else to do it. I’ll need help to watch over this one.’ Pryce motioned to the girl in his lap. ‘And we need to find her suitcase.’
She had mumbled it to herself, but he’d heard her. Based on her appearance, he could somewhat put two and two together. And if anyone could find stolen items, it was his people.
‘Are you planning on keeping her or something? How about we drive her somewhere else? To a hospital, maybe?’ Noah asked.
Pryce shot him an intense glare.
‘Fine.’ Noah sighed and didn’t press the matter any further.
About half an hour later, they reached the forest on the outskirts of Oakentear City and drove through a metal gate and onto the driveway of an enormous estate. The car stopped in front of the entrance, and Pryce stepped out, grabbing the girl on the way.
‘Do you want me to carry her?’ Noah asked.
Pryce glared at him, and he backed off. ‘Wake Jax and have him meet me in my room.’
‘In your room?’ Noah frowned.
‘Have you gone deaf?’ Pryce growled at him and walked into the manor, annoyed that his men asked too many questions when he had too many himself.
He passed several of his men in the long hallways, and they gave him space to walk by, staring at him curiously as their boss carried an unknown girl in his arms. This wasn’t a place for women to be, and he’d broken his own rules by bringing her there, but for some reason, he couldn’t accept another solution.
Placing the girl on his king-sized canopy bed, he pulled off her torn clothes, knowing he’d crossed a line by stripping her, but he had to get her out of them. Fetching wet towels, he cleaned her body and dressed her in one of his shirts. He stroked a thumb over the faint blue mark on her arm where the thug in the bar had grabbed her, and anger boiled inside him.
As he pulled the sheets over her, he looked around the room. In a hurry, he grabbed a pile of clothes from the floor, some that hung over a chair, and a shirt on the doorknob to the bathroom. He threw it all in the laundry basket, then scouted the room again and threw out a handful of rubbish before somebody knocked on the door.
‘Who’s there?’
‘Jax.’
Pryce went to the door, opening it for the estate’s doctor.
‘Hey, Pryce, I hear you brought someone home for once,’ the doctor said, seeming slightly too amused by the situation.
‘Jax.’ Pryce acknowledged him, but felt a twinge of annoyance wash over him. He showed the middle-aged man to the bed, where the girl still lay unconscious.
Jax frowned. ‘What did you do to her?’ He placed his bag on the floor and sat down beside her, starting his examination.
‘I did nothing apart from saving her arse. She hit her head and got knocked out cold.’
She’s a troublesome little butterfly who should have stayed with her flowers.
Jax looked at Pryce with an arched brow. ‘Hmm… you don’t say.’
After a couple of minutes’ examination, he turned his curious gaze to Pryce.
Pryce looked back at the doctor, passive but annoyed. ‘What? What does the great Doctor Jax say?’ he asked dryly.
‘It appears to be nothing serious, maybe a concussion. But …’ He pinched the woman’s arm, and she whimpered. ‘She’s just sleeping. Did she lack sleep before she got injured?’
Pryce shrugged.
Jax crossed his arms and squinted his eyes at him. ‘Why didn’t you drive her to the hospital and leave her there?’
Pryce stared coldly back at the doctor. ‘That doesn’t concern you.’
‘Mm-hmm. Fine. Just let her rest. When she wakes up, she’ll probably have a nasty headache and might be slightly dizzy. But if her condition worsens, you need to get her to the hospital. Give her a couple of these. It will take the edge off the pain.’ He threw a bottle of pills at Pryce and closed his bag.
Stopping in his tracks, he looked around the room. ‘When did you have time to clean all your mess?’
‘Mind your own business, old man, and leave.’
With a snort, Jax left, finally leaving Pryce alone with his thoughts.
Pryce sat down on the windowsill, staring blankly at the jar in his hand. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he murmured to himself.






  
  Chapter 2


Jane slowly opened her eyes, and the first thing she noticed was an unfamiliar room. She slowly sat up and leaned on her elbows as she looked around the space. 
Where am I?
A lovely canopy covered some of her view. She looked around, gawking at the gorgeous room in front of her. Beige-coloured wallpaper covered the walls, white-painted strips framing it. A gold chandelier hung in the middle of the room. It definitely didn’t look like a hospital—rather an expensive hotel suite.
While studying the room, an excruciating pain shot through her head. Massaging where it ached, she tried to soothe the pain but instead found a bump on her head and winced as her fingers touched it. As she flinched in pain, she caught sight of a bouquet of flowers on the nightstand. Maybe the most beautiful roses she had ever seen. They looked extremely expensive.
In a sudden flash, she remembered what had happened the night before, the encounter with the blond man and the men at the bar, and anxiety made her heart beat faster, and a cold sweat break out. Had the bikers taken her?
No. Impossible. They would never choose such an extravagant hotel.
But who? She grabbed at the shirt she wore. Pulling off the duvet, she realised she didn’t have any trousers on, and her anxiety rose.
Shit! Have they done anything to me?
She didn’t feel different in any way, so she assumed nothing had happened. Besides the headache, she felt rather refreshed, and she tried to calm herself. There was no point in panicking in advance. She needed to find out where she was and why.
She looked around again and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. As she rose to her feet, dizziness overwhelmed her and she swayed. She stood still for a moment to get her balance again before walking towards the windows. Looking out, she gasped. A flower garden stretched as far as the eye could see. A stunning oak tree stood as a beacon at the corner of an enormous flower maze. It was complete eye candy for her. She would love to go down there and take a stroll. It would be pure healing for her lonely soul and help settle the turmoil in her head.
Walking to a door at the other end of the room, she opened it slowly, finding a bathroom—an enormous one at that.
I’ll borrow this for a moment.
After relieving herself, she washed her hands while looking in the mirror. Somebody had obviously washed her off. She’d been a mess the day before and didn’t need a mirror to know that. Walking back into the bedroom, she saw her shoes placed neatly beside the other door and put them on before grabbing the doorknob. Peeking out, she found a vast hall filled with paintings and chandeliers. This didn’t look like a hotel.
A castle or mansion, perhaps?
It was devoid of people, so she snuck out. The halls seemed never-ending and if it hadn’t looked so clean, she would have thought the place was abandoned.
When she thought she couldn’t get more lost in the maze-like halls, she bumped into someone around a corner.
‘S-sorry,’ she blurted out and looked at the person she had bumped into.
All her senses went on high alert at the sight of an immense man, a deep scar going from one cheek all the way down his throat, past the collar of his clothes. He was dressed in a chef’s uniform. His expression looked grim, and the potent smell of food hit her nostrils.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he said in a rough voice as he grabbed her arm and held her in place.
She grabbed his hand, ready to defend herself.
‘I don’t know. I woke up here. I have no idea where I am or why I’m here,’ she answered, trying to sound as composed as possible.
He squeezed her upper arm tightly. She already had a blue mark from the day before, and she winced in pain. She put more pressure on his hand, trying to loosen his grip, but the enormous man was far stronger than her. She closed her eyes, trying to control the pain shooting through her from where he was holding her.
‘Let me go!’ she demanded.
‘The boss won’t be thrilled that we have a trespasser.’
He dragged her through the hall.
Her strength seemed to fail her. The headache pounded into her skull in full force, and she went limp in his grip. Her vision became obscured, and cold sweat trickled down her forehead. She was about to give up the fight when a pleasant but firm voice resonated through the hall.
‘What the hell are you doing, Lance?’
They turned around to see a man in a suit glaring at them. He looked to be in his late twenties, with short brown hair and a tall, lean build—a total pencil-pusher in Jane’s eyes, but quite handsome.
Another stranger, great!
‘I’m going to deliver this trespasser to the boss,’ Lance said gruffly.
‘I would advise you not to be so rough with her. She’s the boss’s special guest after all,’ the man said and walked towards them.
Lance’s face became pale. ‘Spe-special guest?’ He immediately released her arm, and she started rubbing the sore spot. ‘I’m really sorry, miss. I hope you can forgive me,’ he said nervously, bowing.
What the hell is going on?
Surprised at the man’s reaction, she mumbled, ‘It’s okay. I-I think…’
Lance looked slightly relieved but was clearly still on edge. ‘Tell me your favourite food, and I’ll make it for you.’
‘Umm …’
‘That’s fine, Lance. I’ll escort her to the boss. Don’t you have lunch to prepare?’
‘Of course. Again, I’m really sorry, my lady.’ He bowed again and ran off.
The man in the suit made a small bow, then looked at her with his light blue eyes. ‘It’s nice to meet you. Sorry about Lance. He’s normally very gentle, and he’s the estate’s main cook, but we all have to be careful about intruders in this place. By the way, I’m Noah, Pryce’s lawyer and right-hand man.’
The name didn’t ring a bell, so she asked, ‘Pryce?’
Noah arched a brow. ‘Yes, I believe you met him last night. Don’t you remember?’
‘Did I?’ Jane thought long and hard but couldn’t remember yesterday well enough to remember any names. Was she supposed to remember a Pryce? ‘Forgive me. This headache is driving me crazy,’ she said, massaging her temples.
‘Maybe you’ll remember when you see him. Shall we?’ He offered her his arm.
Hesitating, she linked her arm with his to support herself and followed nervously. He seemed friendly enough. Though she was still alert, she was more curious to find out who this Pryce was. She suspected who it might be but wanted to make sure before jumping to any conclusions.

Noah knocked on a hefty double door. When someone yelled on the other side, he opened it, revealing a giant room with a long conference table in the centre. Just like when she’d woken in the stunning suite, she gawked at the grand room. Paintings covered the walls, and the entire back wall was floor-to-ceiling windows, letting the sun light up the space.
At the table sat maybe twenty people, all wearing suits. Jane stiffened. She realised she wasn’t wearing any trousers and was now grateful the shirt went all the way down to her knees, covering everything just fine.
She hadn’t thought about it earlier, but now she was mortified by her appearance. Plus, she could put two and two together and work out who these people might be. She’d spent her entire life studying the criminal underworld for completely personal reasons. It was a secret between her and her mother, which would be best kept just that. A secret. It had come to a point where even acknowledging it was giving her anxiety. She was so used to keeping her secrets she feared people could read her mind if she thought about them herself.
The men in suits stopped talking as soon as they walked into the room, but she had heard one man say their investments were doing great.
One man at the end of the table stood and walked towards them. After a moment, she recognised him from the day before. It was the specimen of beauty she had bumped into on the street. Her breath caught in her throat. Today he wore a suit, his semi-long hair slicked back, showing his intoxicating features. He was sober and even more handsome.
‘So you’re finally awake,’ he said, relaxing his facial expression and standing in front of her with his hands in his pockets. She noted his eyes were still as ice cold as the day before, even though it was clear he was trying his best not to seem intimidating.
‘Umm…’
‘I’m afraid she doesn’t remember much from last night, boss,’ Noah told him.
She was convinced she saw a flash of worry in his eyes before they turned cold again, and he frowned.
‘Should we get the doctor?’ he asked, not taking his eyes off her.
‘Let me—’
‘No, no,’ she started, interrupting what Noah was about to say. ‘I believe I remember you just fine, actually. You saved me from those bikers, right?’
Pryce smirked, and Noah frowned. ‘You did what?’ he asked Pryce, sounding angry and concerned at the same time.
But Pryce waved him off. His face softened again. ‘What’s your name?’
‘Jane,’ she answered with a smile, captivated by the handsome man in front of her. Her cheeks warmed. His eyes sucked her in, and her body liked what she saw as well.
Calm down, Jane…
He seemed friendlier today, though. Plus, he was sober. Well, she had made a lot of trouble the night before, so she understood why she hadn’t made the best first impression, but then why was he so sweet now?
‘Well, hello, Jane. I’m Pryce Braxton, and I own this establishment.’ He took her hand and kissed the back of it.
A shiver went down her spine, and her skin buzzed where his hand touched hers. His fingers were long but rough and held her gently. Experienced… but wait… Braxton … Not the Braxton, right? It couldn’t be! So her intuition wasn’t wrong?
He gazed at her with an almost predatory stare, and she kind of liked it. It seemed as if he could see into her soul.
‘You can walk around as it suits you, though, with an attendant. Stay at least until your head feels better, all right?’
‘But Pry—Boss!’ Noah said, apparently shocked by his statement.
Enticed by the man in front of her, Jane couldn’t bring herself to say anything, so she nodded.
‘Good. For today, go back to your room. I’ll get someone to bring you some food. And you must have a massive headache after last night. The doctor said you might have a concussion, so take it easy, all right? I left some painkillers for you on the nightstand.’
‘Thank you so much,’ she breathed.
‘We’ll talk later. Is that okay? If you feel up to it, I’ll show you the garden when I’m done here. You like flowers, right?’ he questioned gently.
A wide smile formed on her lips, and she almost forgot the talk of headaches and concussions. ‘Really?’ She beamed and saw something sparkle in his cold eyes as well.
‘Of course.’
A minuscule tug at the corner of his lips was the only smile she had got from him so far. It was as if he struggled to keep his expression relaxed—it became stiff and cold, time and again. Still, she could see the gentleness that constantly flashed through his eyes when he looked at her. Her cheeks grew ablaze.
What was this? Her entire body tingled. Why? Shouldn’t she be alert? Shouldn’t she run as soon as she could? He had saved her… but everyone else seemed afraid or at least had a deep respect for him.
‘Okay, I won’t disturb you any further,’ she said shyly, trying to pull herself away from his stare.
‘Noah, show her back to her room.’
Noah looked a bit confused and ached a brow. ‘Do you mean your room, or should I find another room and make it ready for her?’
Pryce crossed his arms and glared at his friend without saying a word. Jane looked back and forth between the two men, more confused by their exchange than anything else.
Noah pressed his lips together in a thin line, then sighed. ‘Fine. Come with me, Miss.’ He opened the door for her.
She glanced at Pryce one last time before leaving. This time, he gave her a smile that made the hair on her neck stand up. It looked like an attempt to reassure her… but there was something predatory about it.
Jane followed Noah down the long hallway. ‘So, what does Pryce do exactly?’ she asked, wanting to get some hints whether he was the Braxton she had in mind or not.
‘What? He’s in… finance,’ Noah said curtly without turning to look at her.
Yeah, right.
Jane had an inkling it wasn’t just finance.
She followed him in silence, memorising the path by recalling the paintings and scenery visible outside the windows, just in case she might need to know the way by herself.
When they reached the room she had woken up in, Noah left her, telling her curtly to rest until he came back with some food.
Hmm… he was so sweet to me when we first met in the hall. Now, he seems so cold. What changed?
She found the pills Pryce had mentioned. Looking at them sceptically, she decided to take half a pill to be sure it wasn’t a roofie. After twenty minutes, nothing out of the ordinary had happened, and she decided they were safe.
Noah came back with the most delicious food she had ever eaten, then left again. It was a feast worthy of a princess: a bowl filled with sliced fruit, Eggs Benedict, and a freshly baked chocolatine. And of course a delicious cup of tea alongside it.
Hours went by, and finally, she got tired enough to take a nap. There wasn’t much for her to do, anyway. She spent a lot of time watching the flower garden through the windows and could probably find her way through the maze without getting lost if she had to.
Her room was on the third floor and had a perfect view. It was as immense as a suite, with a king-sized bed, elegant canopy, and luxurious silk sheets. Glamorous antique carpets covered the floor. Everything was harmonious and made her feel able to relax.
There was a door to a balcony as well, though she found it was locked. She reminded herself to ask Pryce for a key. If he would take her for a walk through the garden as promised, it would make her even happier.
Yeah, she could delay her own plans a day or two. Her concussion was too fresh anyway. She felt slightly dizzy, and she had no other place to go other than home, which was far from here. On top of everything, her suitcase was still missing. She had to find out how to retrieve it, and if that wasn’t possible, she had to get back home and find another solution.
I have time. They won’t hurt her.

      [image: image-placeholder]‘What are your plans for her?’ Noah asked Pryce when they were alone in his office.
Pryce didn’t answer. He just focused on the documents in his hands.
Noah ripped them out of his grip, his features tightening as he looked at Pryce. ‘Are you listening to me?’
Pryce looked coldly at him. ‘What are you talking about? As long as she gets escorted around the estate, she shouldn’t be a bother to anyone.’ He took the documents back from Noah.
‘Are you really planning on keeping her here?’
‘Isn’t that obvious?’ he said gruffly.
‘Are you serious? What is it with this girl? You’ve never done anything like this before. What if she wants to leave? What if she finds out what we’re doing here and goes to one of the other groups? Set her free now and spare yourself the trouble. There’s a reason we have a no-women rule in the mansion,’ Noah snarled. He pointed a finger at him. ‘A rule you yourself made and enforced.’
‘I’ll talk to her as soon as I’m done here,’ Pryce said as coldly as ever.
‘She must really be a first-class lover if you’re going to this extent,’ his friend said with a frown.
‘How would I know? I barely touched her.’
Noah’s jaw dropped. ‘What? And you still want to keep her here, even though you barely know the girl? So yesterday was really the first day you met her?’
Pryce dropped the documents on the table and sighed heavily. ‘Noah, do you need some time off? A holiday or something? What was that? What are you barking for? I’m simply watching out for a troublesome little butterfly, nothing else. I’ve no desire to touch such a frail thing.’
He walked out of his office, ignoring his right-hand man’s shocked and annoyed expression.
He couldn’t comprehend why he felt the way he did. Pryce was known as a cold man with a fierce temperament. Somehow, she calmed him. She didn’t even have to do anything. Sleeping in the same room as her the night before had made him feel at ease in a way he’d never known, and he hadn’t slept that well in years. Even a futon on the floor with her close by was better than his bed when it was empty.
When did I become so sentimental?
And boy did she look sexy in his shirt. His heart had skipped a beat when she’d stepped into the conference room wearing nothing but his shirt, though he’d wanted to stab his men’s eyes out when they’d landed on her. He’d felt a sense of possessiveness over her, seeing her in his clothes. He finally understood why some men loved seeing their girlfriends wearing their shirts. It was a visible mark that the girl was theirs, though not a permanent one.
Should he have let Noah make another room ready for her? Would she even be all right with sharing a room with him? He had spoken the truth to Noah. He didn’t plan on touching her. She seemed young and untouched, and it wasn’t for him to spoil her, but every fibre of his being told him not to let her go.
But wait… is it really a coincidence she’s showing up now? Now, of all times, when I possibly have a major conflict going on with another syndicate?
He had to protect himself and his men from possible dangers, but maybe he was overthinking it. He shook his head, feeling the cold turn his veins to ice before he entered his room.
Jane squealed and jumped up from the chair at the window, fists raised at the ready. As soon as her eyes landed on him, she relaxed.
‘Haven’t you heard of knocking?’
He frowned at her rather prudish reaction, hanging his suit jacket over one arm. ‘Why would I knock on my own door?’
Standing in the middle of the room, she put a hand on each hip. ‘I realise it’s your estate and all, but a woman still needs her privacy.’
He walked up close to her and looked down at her face with a smirk. ‘I meant it literally. This is my room. That is my bathroom, that is my wardrobe, and that is my bed,’ he said, pointing as he talked.
She blushed as she sat down on the edge of the bed, showing some of the innocence he thought he’d seen earlier.
‘Oh, I thought he was joking about that.’
He laughed. ‘Noah? Joking? Ha!’
‘Hmm, fine.’ She pouted.
He looked her over with an arched brow. ‘How’s your headache?’
She rubbed her temple. ‘Better. Thanks for the painkillers, by the way.’
‘It was the least I could do.’
She let her hand fall to her lap and looked at him again. ‘Noah said you were into finance. Is that really enough to keep this entire estate running? You must be good at it.’
He flinched at her words and scratched his neck as he thought of the best response he could come up with. ‘Well, my father was a prominent businessman and I have some good men under me as well.’
‘Yeah, it seems like they really are looking after you.’ She rubbed the spot Lance had grabbed. ‘The few I’ve met so far, at least.’ She smiled.
He threw his jacket over a chair but quickly picked it up again. ‘Well, they have to, or they’ll get into trouble.’
He instantly regretted his choice of words and tried to change the subject. ‘I’m going to take a shower.’
It wasn’t like he wanted her to be scared of him. She wasn’t one of his subordinates who needed to have a certain level of respect for him. But if she wasn’t as sweet and innocent as she’d first made him believe, she had to know he could end her with one snap of his fingers. He hung his suit jacket in the wardrobe and grabbed a towel.
‘Don’t peek, little butterfly. It wouldn’t be good for you if your eyes got violated.’

      [image: image-placeholder]The comment made her raise her chin. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
She heard the click of the bathroom door. ‘Jerk!’
Her eyes fixed on the wardrobe. As silently as possible, she tiptoed towards it and slid the wardrobe open. Rummaging in the jacket he had hung inside, she found a semi-automatic weapon.
‘Shit,’ she whispered to herself, ‘No ordinary businessman would carry a gun.’
She had already played with the thought, but maybe he actually was part of the Mafia. It didn’t scare her much, though. She knew how to be around those people. It was something her mother had made sure she understood.
Besides, she found she actually liked the place, even more so since Pryce had offered to show her the flower garden. She smiled to herself.
If he was the Braxton she’d heard of, they must be the famous Braxton syndicate her mother had preached to her about all her life. She hadn’t known the son had taken over, but she only had twenty-year-old information to go on.
Her mother’s words repeated in her ears, ‘Of all the syndicates, you can trust the Braxtons.’
Could she really trust them one hundred per cent now the son had taken over? Where was his father? And did the son run the place the same way as his father had done?
After debating with herself whether she should take it for protection, Jane placed the gun back in his jacket. She thought it safer not to alert him by stealing it from him. She sat down on the bed again, waiting for him to come back out.
When he finally emerged from the shower wearing only a towel around his waist, Jane blushed and looked away, though she couldn’t help her curiosity and glanced his way as he searched his wardrobe for clean clothing.
And what a sight he was. She’d never seen a more perfect body. He was neither too thin nor too toned, every muscle perfectly trained, and he moved so gracefully. She noticed some white scars marking his otherwise perfect, baby-soft-looking skin. Without thinking, she walked towards him while he put on his boxers and sweatpants, still with the towel wrapped around him.
As soon as the tips of her fingers stroked the marks, he jerked around and grabbed her hands with a wild expression in his eyes, and her breath caught in her throat. He hurriedly freed her hand when he realised it had just been her.
She understood she’d startled him, and he’d grabbed her out of reflex, but he looked at her with a studious stare, seemingly waiting for a reaction from her.
‘Why do you have cigarette burn marks on your back and chest?’
Confusion painted on his face, he said curtly, ‘Long story.’ He threw the towel over a chair and pulled on a T-shirt. ‘You look surprisingly calm, considering the situation.’
‘Because you grabbed me out of reflex? Well, I get why you’re cautious.’
He looked at her through narrowed eyes. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You’re part of the Mafia, right?’ No reason to beat around the bush any further. She wanted to establish that fact, so he knew he couldn’t hide it from her.
He jerked upright at her statement, studying her for a long moment before he finally said, ‘So you figured that out, huh?’
‘It wasn’t hard to see the signs.’ She grinned.
‘Why are you so calm then?’ He grabbed her elbows and tugged her close to him, gazing into her eyes with a warning stare, clearly testing her. ‘Shouldn’t you be running for your life?’
‘Why? You don’t seem like you’re planning on doing something cruel to me. Even right now, your grip is soft.’ Very soft, even. Despite how crude he’d seemed the day before, he hadn’t done a single thing to make her question how kind and tender he was behind the facade. She had no doubt, however, that he could turn into a ferocious demon in a single second, but … well, she could too.
He grunted and released her. ‘Well, we aren’t all bad. And we don’t hurt little butterflies.’ He smirked at her. ‘Not my group, anyway.’
So, maybe they’re still as reliable as my mother said?






  
  Chapter 3


Pryce wasn’t certain what to do about this woman. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t more alert, knowing they were part of the Mafia. Was she faking it? Who was she? 
Few can sneak up on me, but she just did?
The anxiety his scars—or rather, the people who had placed them there—caused him had made him grab her out of reflex. He wasn’t planning on showing her his insecurities. His group had had a lot of problems with the neighbouring syndicate and they had to be careful not to take the wrong people in.
He was already on edge since James, the bartender from last night, had told him he had seen little of the Graysons for quite some time. It had all been too quiet for too long. Maybe he should look more into it, ask around near Grayson’s manor.
‘I have to go,’ he said before going for the door.
He’d only managed to crack the door when Jane spoke up.
‘Have you already forgotten what you promised me?’
He turned to look at her as she stood with her arms crossed, staring back at him with an annoyed expression. He frowned. ‘What did I promise?’
She rolled her eyes while letting her arms fall to her sides. Pushing through the door, she took his hand and tugged him down the hall. ‘You were gonna show me the flower garden, remember?’
Pryce didn’t say anything. All his attention
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