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      It is a long flight, and my body is weary. The flight from Australia to California is in excess of thirteen hours, and today is such a bad day to fly. It has been twelve months since my life changed. It is amazing how you can be deliriously happy one day and completely broken the next. I didn't particularly want to fly today for the sole reason that I knew it would be challenging emotionally. All I really wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry, but Uncle Ray insisted I take this particular flight, saying it would be the best option. I needed to get out of Australia. It was time to move on.

      I look out the plane window, admiring the quiet view of the clouds below as my head rests against the wall, and I tuck the airline blanket around me. My legs are aching, matching the pain I have in my heart, with the steady hum of the engines providing the white noise to relax my racing mind.

      The clouds dance below me, the blue sky shimmering above, and I think about happier times. When my family was all together. My dad was CEO of Clover Real Estate, Australia’s most successful property development company, developing many of the well-known buildings throughout the country. My mom and my little brother, Jimmy—who was only seventeen years old and towered over me in height—completed our family unit. I blink back the tears that are welling in my eyes, looking upward to stop gravity from pulling them down my cheeks.

      My whole family was murdered twelve months ago, in what was one of the biggest unsolved criminal acts ever to have occurred down under. A calculated and evil crime that changed my life forever. Sleepless nights, cold sweats, and nightmares continue to plague me all too often.

      People say I’m lucky, but I don't think so. The pain of losing my entire family is so strong that every day I wish I had been taken with them. The last twelve months haven’t been easy. On top of losing my family, my boyfriend, Phillip, couldn’t cope with the dangerous situation and broke up with me as soon as it happened, giving me a double blow. I thought he would be the one to comfort me through it all, especially after being together for the previous two years. My whole family was gone, and he just left me to face it all on my own. So I have learned that I can only count on myself. He was my many firsts. My first long-term boyfriend, my first ‘love,’ and also my first heartbreak. If he didn’t stick around, no one else ever will.

      On top of trying to navigate through my grief, I have also had to hide, change my name, and go into witness protection. Moving every few weeks, never able to settle anywhere, and living in constant fear that those responsible were coming after me, because they still haven’t been found. There are no leads, no one with any strong motive. They are ghosts.

      My uncle Ray, my dad's brother, has encouraged me to move to Boston and live with him and his family. He purchased my plane ticket and got everything organized so I can start a new life, away from all the memories. His offer of living and working for him in his property development firm, away from the daily grind of witness protection, was an appealing offer that I didn’t have to think through for very long. The urge to rebuild my career after my previous one crumbled is building a fire in my belly that hasn’t been there for some time. Heatherstone Enterprises builds and develops many of the large buildings in Boston. My talent for numbers will hopefully be an asset to him, and I am looking forward to the new challenge. It sounds easy, but it isn’t. Although, I am confident that no one will find me on the other side of the world.

      I am short and athletic, and being Australian, I have spent most of my free time at the beach. That lifestyle has been kind to my body over the years. Although now, cramped into a small airplane seat, my legs are aching to stretch, so I am thankful when the plane hits the tarmac at LAX. My head flops back in exhaustion, and the stale air that wafts near my nostrils is a clear indication that I am in desperate need of a shower. I am sure I look even worse than I feel. With only a short amount of time until I need to catch my next flight to Boston, and not wanting to miss my connecting flight, I shake off the jet lag and get moving.

      Shuffling between the crowd, I disembark and get through customs quickly, running straight to the next gate to board my connecting flight, maneuvering between holiday makers, kids, and businesspeople, then speeding my way through security.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I begin to merge in with the next planeload of passengers and board, my thoughts once again going back to my family, and my eyes immediately well with burning tears. Squaring my shoulders and pushing my head back, I feign being in control because I hate crying in front of others. I usually hold everything in until I am on my own and then burst, because tears in the shower don’t count. Clearly, the long flight has me on edge.

      Walking onto the plane to find my seat, I turn toward the front, with my body weary, legs aching, and heart broken. Uncle Ray has arranged a first-class seat for me so I can travel in comfort, but flying for over twenty hours is still hard, whether I am in coach or first class. But at least I can breathe and have some space around me.

      Space, that is what I need.

      As I take my seat, I quickly type out a text to my cousin, Stephen—Uncle Ray’s son—to let him know I am on time. Although we literally live on opposite sides of the world to each other, we are close and always have been. He is like a brother to me. He is one of Boston’s most eligible bachelors and his funny dating stories keep me entertained and always put a smile on my face.

      It is quiet in first class. There are many spare seats and those passengers who are on board keep to themselves, which is perfect for me. As I place my bag under the seat in front of me, I breathe out a sigh of relief that this day is nearly over. As I start to relax, a flight attendant comes over offering drinks, which I decline. I don’t eat or drink too much on flights, preferring to stick to water and fruit when possible. Breathing out another big sigh, my shoulders relax as I watch her move to the next person and I am left in peace again. My head falls against the window, and I lose myself to the thoughts of the past, before dreaming about what the future could hold. The gentle hum of the engine and vibration of the window is enough to calm any nervous energy I have.

      I am leaving my past behind me today. Both physically and emotionally. Putting distance between me and my former life is the only way I can move past the darkness and back into the light. Moving to the other side of the world is my drug of choice; I sure hope it works.
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      My fingers grip my hair as I run them over my scalp for the tenth time in as many minutes. Clearly, I need to hire more capable people in my team, ones that can actually fix private planes when they break down. Now that my private jet is out of action, I have to fly commercial, which is not my preferred way to travel. There are too many people in airports, and I just don’t have the patience. They all smell, and the little kids drive me crazy.

      Huffing, I roll my shoulders back to relieve the building tension and increase my pace through the airport. I need to get home to Boston—fast. I would be halfway there already if I had my private plane. I pay my people top dollar to ensure all my assets are taken care of, and my plane has never been out of commission before, so I’m not sure what the problem is. While my crew is currently giving it a thorough check, they won't have a full report to me until the morning. But that is the least of my problems. My briefcase is as heavy as my mind, with the mental tally of business meetings piling up that I need to prepare for. Plus, this week, my younger brother, Marco, is doing a keynote speech at the National Business Summit back in Boston, which I promised to attend for moral support.

      Marco manages our HR & Marketing departments at our family business, Marshall & Co, Boston’s larger mergers and acquisitions company. We help businesses acquire, expand, or merge with others to increase profitability. Business is cutthroat; everyone is poaching people from us and us from them. Loyalty isn’t really a strong trait anymore, and we need loyalty now more than ever. But people were never my game. I network, make connections, and have my family, but I keep my circle close. Business is harsh, and people are fickle. You have to protect yourself.

      Having a billion-dollar business is hard work as a CEO, but with my brother also involved, it makes it easier to enjoy. The two of us are a good team. After Dad passed away three years ago, I took over as CEO, and now with Marco by my side, we are a force to be reckoned with and are inseparable. Even though my head is the only one at the top, I couldn’t do it without Marco. Not only are we brothers, but we’re also best friends.

      The two of us and Mom are a happy unit now, and although Dad is missed by many, we are doing okay. A heart attack at sixty-five was unexpected, but his workload and stress played a big part, something my mother continues to remind me about. She also reminds me she wants grandchildren, but I tune out at that point. I’m loving my bachelorhood too much to care about having a steady relationship. Women only ever want one thing from me. Money. I usually only want one thing from them. Sex.

      Business keeps me busy, so my life outside of that needs to be simple. I don’t do relationships. I hate crowds. I’m not interested in parties or galas, although I do go to a few for business reasons. Close friends, quality establishments, and casual sex are all I need.

      As I walk toward the departure gate at the airport, weaving my way through the crowd, the thought comes to me that I need a woman for tonight. Someone to take my mind off work and perhaps help me unwind from this flight.

      My mind immediately flicks to a woman I met at a function last week. Natalie. We met briefly, then enjoyed exploring each other in the coatroom before I left. I have her number and know she would be keen for a repeat. The first time was okay, and while I don’t often go back for seconds, she knows that I am not the commitment type and still indicated she wanted to catch up again; such is my effect on women. All they see is a handsome and single rich man, and I use that to my advantage. They want me and my money, and I want sex with no strings attached.

      I crack my neck back and forth as I step onto the plane and turn left into first class, noticing that it is not a full flight, which pleases me. Walking down the plane aisle, no sooner do I find my seat than the flight attendant greets me eagerly, offering to take my jacket.

      “I will have a whiskey, neat, before takeoff,” I demand of her and pass her my jacket before she has an opportunity to ask. Looking around, I see no one I recognize before my eyes fall on a young woman sitting across the aisle, causing me to do a double take. She is fucking beautiful. Her hair is long and thick, the color of honey, and cascades down past her shoulders onto her sun-kissed tanned skin. I’m not sure I have ever seen a woman quite like her, and my eyes don’t leave her as I take my seat and buckle in.

      I don’t make a habit of staring at people. I see beautiful women all the time. Maybe it is because I have been busy with work this week and haven’t had enough playtime, but right now, I want nothing more than to join the mile high club with her. She appears to be resting, her head leaning against the window. Looking free of makeup, she is a natural beauty, not needing the fake lashes, trout pout, or piles of cosmetics that most women put on these days. It is a refreshing change to what I usually see.

      The air hostess comes back with my whiskey, her breasts brushing against my arm as she leans over to place the glass on the tray table. She has undone one of her top shirt buttons, and I can clearly see a hint of white lace and the curves of her breast as I look at her.

      “Is there anything else you need, Mr. Marshall?” she asks in a husky, sultry tone.

      Her voice and her words are clearly conveying to me what she wants.

      “I’ll let you know if there is anything else you can do for me,” I reply, my eyes still glued to the woman across the aisle. With a quick nod, she totters off down the aisle in her heels. My eyes flick to her and notice that she quickly buttons up her shirt again before anyone else notices.

      Picking up my glass, I take a drink of my whiskey, feeling the burn all the way down, then turn my head to once again to look at the mystery woman across the aisle. Not sure if I should approach her or not, my thoughts are interrupted by the pilot's voice over the intercom to welcome us aboard and to advise us that we are set for takeoff.

      The woman across the plane hasn’t stirred, most likely asleep and not wanting to be bothered.

      I will wait until she wakes and then make a move.

      I will let her sleep for now.
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      This is the longest day ever.

      I can't wait to land in Boston. I am tired, emotional, and I’m pretty sure I smell like rotten fish after not having showered for twenty-four hours. My legs ache so badly, and I’m desperate to move my body, to run or do some yoga stretches, not be cooped up on a plane seat. I didn’t wear much makeup, so at least I don’t have mascara smudges under my eyes or lipstick smeared across my cheeks. Although, to be honest, my face feels dry and rough, and I can’t wait to have a decent sleep. Moving from my seat, I stand gingerly and stretch my legs in the aisle of the plane so I can get some motion in my limbs.

      With only a short distance left until we land in Boston, I am relieved to have a car collecting me from the airport to take me to Uncle Ray’s house. At the advice of the Federal Police in Australia, Uncle Ray has taken care of all the necessary security for me. He has a layer of security due to his business success, so an additional crew for me isn’t a stretch. When I first approached the police about leaving Australia and moving to Boston, they thought it was a positive move, given that no new information has come to light and there has been no evidence to say that the crime was related to international borders. They still have no leads, and at this stage, are chasing ghosts. We believe they must have been disgruntled clients or business associates, but we don’t know for sure; we can’t think of a motive. Given how well reported the crime was in the Australian media landscape, I have changed my surname. Scarlett Sullivan has now changed to Scarlett Foster, to make it easier for me to assimilate into my new life. I couldn’t begin a life in Boston with everyone knowing my history. A quick Google search would have everyone knowing my life story and I need a clean slate.

      My uncle Ray, his wife, Emily, and my cousin, Stephen, are the only family I have left, and business is in our DNA. I know that being near them is where I have to be if I ever want another chance at family life and career success.

      In Australia, I was groomed to one day lead my family business, and I started working in Dad’s office when I was only ten years old, grabbing his coffees and opening his mail. In my teenage years, I learned the phone system and supported the administration team. My favorite task was minute taking, as it gave me a chance to be involved in every meeting, so I could watch business deals, negotiations, and learn how to manage people. When I was in college, I worked in all departments. The marketing, finance, legal, and HR teams welcomed me, and I learned everything from the ground up. Upon graduating with a degree in International Business, I started working with my father full-time on the finance team because I have an uncanny ability to read numbers better than anyone. I have stretched myself to prove that I have what it takes in the world of business, despite it consisting of mainly middle-aged white men who look down on me and expect very little. It makes it easy for me to excel and exceed their expectations, which I do often.

      Taking a few steps back and forth in the plane aisle, I think about what my long-term future holds. The thought both delights me and gives me a shiver of fear. It is one thing to fear for my safety—it is something I have done for the past twelve months—but fear of the unknown, fear of what to do with my life and how I am going to live it. That is something else entirely. I always thought my life would be in Australia, living on the beach, with my family, my career, and Phillip. I imagined him proposing, and perhaps one day having a family of our own. I could not have been more wrong with my predictions.

      After stretching my legs for a few minutes, I begin to make my way back to my seat just as the plane makes a turn, and I stumble into a hard body. My hands grasp on to a crisp white business shirt as strong hands envelop me around my waist, catching me before I tumble onto the floor in the aisle.

      Embarrassed at my incoordination, I feel my cheeks heat and my eyes look at the chest of the most perfectly sculpted man I have ever seen. He is tall, broad, and muscular. It has been a long time since I have been so close to a man—if you don’t count the endless policemen I have been escorted and monitored by daily for the past year. Don’t get me wrong, some of those officers were mighty fine, but none took advantage of me or me of them. And after this long, perhaps I have lost my touch. Can I even remember how to flirt? Before the murders, I had been a happy, healthy, twenty-three-year-old woman. For the past year, though, I have lived like a nun on the run.

      But now, with his strong, large hands on my body, and my fingers gripping on to his shirt, my insides begin to curl and butterflies flutter in my stomach. My eyes wander over him, and I can see his muscles bulging underneath his shirt. He is solidly built and gives off an air of power that I have not experienced before. Our bodies are close, and his scent of musk and sandalwood is mixed with his confidence and a little arrogance, overpowering me as I breathe him in. I feel his breath skimming across my skin with his proximity. I can’t see his face, and I don’t want to move. My face is only mere inches from his chest.

      Standing here so close to one another, strangers holding on to each other, breathing in the same air, our hearts beating together, has to be the most intimate thing I’ve ever experienced. I don’t remember it ever being like this with Phillip, so I guess my isolated life over the past year has changed me more than I thought.

      Just as I start to lift my head, to look at his face and to apologize for literally falling into him, the pilot comes over the speaker to announce our descent into Boston, and the flight attendant, who was hovering nearby, positions herself next to us. With a hand on my elbow, she begins to pull me away from him and escorts me back to my seat. I don’t look back. Which is a good thing because my knees are shaking at what I just experienced, and I would probably fall over again.

      For the first time during this flight, I look at my clothes. I’m wearing a loose t-shirt, jeans that are sagging around my butt, and Birkenstocks. My God, I am a mess. My hair is everywhere; I’m pretty sure my skin looks as bad as it feels, and I desperately need sleep. Back in my seat, I put on my seat belt and take the opportunity to look over at him. The attention he is getting from the flight attendants seems overwhelming and over the top. He clearly has a healthy appetite for beautiful women and beautiful is not a word I would use to describe myself, certainly not at this point in time. Sighing, I make myself busy, so I don’t look up at him again by getting ready for landing, stuffing my belongings into my bag so I can bolt out of the plane door as soon as it opens.

      I need to be off this plane! I need fresh air! But my mind and eyes soon wander back to the man. He is extremely attractive. Dark hair with a chiseled jaw and sexy five-o’clock shadow. I wonder what his hair would feel like as I rake my fingers through it. I shake my head to try and dislodge my thoughts. What am I thinking? I can’t get involved with a man. While things are not as dangerous as they once were, the killers are still out there. Well, in Australia, at least. I have to keep my head and focus on my safety and then my life. This daydreaming will not help me accomplish anything. Safety first. Then go back to life, I repeat to myself, wanting to ingrain it into my brain.

      What life entails, I still am not sure, but I have to find a way to live again. Although, it is good to know that my hormones haven’t left me during my twelve months of celibacy.

      I quickly pull myself together and feel relief when we touch down. First-class passengers disembark the plane first, so I waste little time and rush off and make my way to the baggage claim. As I wait for my bags, I look around and notice a man holding my name on a sign. It takes me a while to realize it is for me. My new name, Scarlett Foster, is scribbled in harsh black handwriting on a white card.

      I greet him, and he grabs my bags, instructing me to follow him. I don’t look back. I don’t look for the man… I don’t need to. My new life is about to begin, and I don't want to look back anymore, only forward. A small jolt of butterflies dance in my stomach. Can I really get a fresh start after all that has happened?

      I hope so.
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      What the fuck just happened? The feeling of her in my arms was… Words just can’t describe it.

      She was exquisite. She felt soft and small in my hands; she smelled like fresh flowers and new beginnings, and her hair was so silky, cascading in waves down her back. It took all my willpower not to wrap my hands in it and pull her head back so I could kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her.

      I sit in my seat in shock, not daring to look over at her again. My thoughts are a jumbled mess, and confusion sets in quickly, as I am not sure what came over me the minute my hands wrapped around her waist. I have never had such an immediate reaction to a woman like that before, and I am not sure what to make of it.

      I didn’t even see her face. We didn’t even talk. But the electricity was running through us both; I could feel it, and I had a primal urge to make her mine right there in the middle of the plane. I’m uncomfortably hard, and I try to readjust myself without drawing the attention of fellow passengers. Damn that flight attendant for pulling her away from me—although had I seen her face, I probably wouldn’t have let her go.

      To say that she has me intrigued would be an understatement. As I walk from the plane, my phone buzzes with a message from Natalie; she is free tonight and heading over to my place. I’m not sure if it is the fatigue from the flight or the thought of the beautiful woman on the plane, but I have a serious case of blue balls, so seeing Natalie tonight better take the edge off.

      Natalie was nice enough. But like every other woman I have been with, she is keen to make me happy and would do anything I ask—which is a wonderful thing, but getting a bit boring. There is no challenge with women anymore. I miss the rush of the chase.

      I get to the baggage carousel, and Joseph, my driver, already has my bags ready to go. I see the mystery woman as she glides over to her driver, and luckily, I catch the name on the card he is holding. Scarlett Foster. A name I will not forget in a hurry. I make a mental note to have my team research her this week; I am intrigued, and I want to know more about her.

      As Joseph drives me to my penthouse, I am grateful for the lack of traffic and quiet car ride. Business is good, but I am working on a particularly difficult deal at the moment with Heatherstone Enterprises. We are looking at purchasing a large plot of land and existing businesses to develop it all together. The CEO, Ray, is a tough bastard who hated my dad, and he certainly doesn't want to be in business with me. I’m not sure what happened between the two of them, but I can only think it was an old school rivalry.

      I am fine with him not liking me; I don’t really care. From rumors I’ve heard around the city, he is retiring soon, anyway. His son, Stephen, is similar in age to me and being groomed to take over, and he and I see eye to eye on most things. We bump into each other at clubs and various other places we both frequent. He is as much of a ladies’ man as I am. He has a soft spot for supermodels, and I am sure that we both know the same women. This deal is going to make both businesses a lot of money, but it is a long game. No quick and fast money with this one; however, if we can get it done, the future dividends will be extremely profitable. We just have to get his old man across the line. It makes for a frustrating time that keeps me up at night as we fine-tune the paperwork and have our advisors revise and tweak every specific detail.

      I arrive at my place, relieved to finally be home. My penthouse is clean, stark, and modern. No frills, contemporary with sleek glass and gray color tones. Not homely, and you couldn’t say it was warm or inviting. Just the way I like it. Simple. Unrestricted. As I make my way out to the kitchen, my thoughts once again go to the beautiful blonde from the plane—Scarlett Foster. I think about her long hair and how it would feel in my hands, and imagine she has beautiful, luscious lips that I really want to suck on right now.

      The sudden ring of the doorbell interrupts my daydream, not a moment too soon, as I am already getting hard just thinking about Scarlett—for the second time in the matter of an hour. How the hell am I hard over a woman I haven’t even spoken to? Clearly, I am tired. Over the intercom, Ronald the doorman announces Natalie’s arrival. My body stiffens instantly. What the fuck is wrong with me? Less than five hours ago, having Natalie underneath me was all I could think about, and now a blond woman, whom I don’t even know, is infiltrating my mind, like ivy wrapping around my brain.

      Sighing, I run my hand over my face. I need to get my shit together. I have one of the biggest business deals weighing heavily on my mind and the last thing I need is the blonde from the plane wreaking havoc with my thoughts. Clearing my throat, I stand up straight and push the intercom button. While earlier it had seemed like a good idea to fuck my frustrations away, now the thought of getting Natalie naked makes my skin crawl. I just need sleep. The week has caught up to me, and my mind and my body are spent.

      I tell Ronald to make my excuses and ask her to leave. Not my finest hour to text for a booty call, then dismiss her at the lobby, but a necessary one. I don’t want her to get clingy and think this is something it isn’t. Plenty of girls in this city try to get my attention, and I know it is just for the money and the status. They are easy on the eye and are there whenever I need a date, but there is always something lacking.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and retrieving it, I see Natalie’s name on the screen. Shit. Not what I need right now. I ignore the call, letting it go to voicemail and head to bed. Sleep is the only outcome for me tonight. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.

      As I lie on my bed in the dark, my body sinking into the clean silk sheets, I am unable to sleep as my thoughts go back to Scarlett. Beautiful, graceful, and in first-class with a chauffeur picking her up. Who is she? Perhaps she is here visiting, maybe a vacation tourist? My mind is reeling with thoughts of who she is. Boston is a big city, so I have a zero percent chance of seeing her again, yet I have never been so captivated by a woman. Frustrated that I can’t let go of the image of her, I fist my hands and toss and turn, trying to get comfortable, willing sleep to take me.

      I am not sure if it is her honey-blond hair, her bronzed skin, or the way her body felt under my hands. Fuck, I just want to taste her. As I continue to think about her, I grip myself. I am rock hard, all over a woman I haven’t even officially met. Scarlett is all I can think about. As my hand starts pumping, I give in to my thoughts and chase my release, thinking about her underneath me. I imagine her naked, following her dips and curves with my tongue while I wrap her long, blond tresses around my hand and thrust into her from behind. Before too long, I explode onto myself in a fury of passion, achieving the release I needed, found in my daydreams.

      Scarlett Foster, who are you?
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      I step into the back seat of the car, glad to be out of the airport, and I see Stephen sitting in the seat waiting for me.

      “Stephen!” I scream, both excited and startled because I wasn’t expecting to see anyone until I got to the house.

      “Scarlett!” He returns my excitement.

      I lunge into his arms, both of us laughing, which soon turns into crying, which then turns into me sobbing. Yep, a twenty-four-hour flight can do that to a person. It is so emotional. Seeing and hugging family again is very special. He holds me in his embrace until we are out of the airport, then we both start catching up on things. It is so good to see him. As he talks about his latest conquest, Amelia, an Italian supermodel, I realize in this moment that moving to Boston is the right choice for me.

      On the drive to my new home, I am happy. Uncle Ray tried to connect as often as he could over the past year, but it was difficult at times as I moved around a lot to protect my safety and was never allowed to tell him or anyone else where I was, even though he asked all the time.

      I missed them all, but I didn’t want to run straight to them. The memories were just too painful. That, and I thought the danger for them was too real. Masked men had killed my family, so they could easily come after Uncle Ray as well. I had to protect them from the people stalking me over my family’s death. But now, with the threat lessened, I am ready to be consumed by family again.

      The same emotion I felt in the car with Stephen is triggered in me again as we arrive at the house when I see Uncle Ray. He is out the door and near the car before I can even get my seat belt off. As the car pulls up, I take a few moments to admire my new home. I have been here before, of course, many times growing up. The garden is now more established, the home elegantly presented as usual, without a blade of grass out of place.

      "Hi, Uncle Ray!" I squeal as I jump out of the car that’s just parked at the front of their amazing mansion.

      "Scarlett, my darling, it is so good to see you!" he bellows in joy.

      We hug, laugh, cry, and then laugh again. We make our way inside the luxurious, expansive mansion that is the family home. The house is just as magnificent to me now as it was during my last visit. Soft, cushioned, carpeted floors, marble accents, and walls adorned with stunning artwork fill the space. I am sure this house is one of the best in the city. Uncle Ray leads me into the dining room where Aunt Emily is waiting.

      “Scarlett, darling, so good to have you here.” She saunters across the room and engulfs me in a big hug. Her hair is pulled back neatly in a French roll; her makeup is immaculate, and she is wearing a finely tailored pair of pants and a red satin blouse. Her scent overpowers me, and I hold my breath, not wanting to suffocate in the deep oriental musk aroma that she appears to have bathed in. I have had more body contact in these past few hours than I have for an entire twelve months. It feels strange but also comforting.

      I have arrived in time for a late dinner, and we all take our places around the large twelve-seater table, which is decorated like a five-star restaurant, with both flowers and candles arranged in the center of the table. Each place setting is set out formally with cloth napkins and a variety of cutlery that sparkles in the lights, enough to keep any seasoned restaurateur guessing. The food smells amazing, and it is not until I start eating the fresh salad and seared fish that I realize how hungry I am. Even though I am tired and in desperate need of a shower, I don’t want to break the connection I am having with everyone, so I stifle a yawn. The conversation flows, mainly between Stephen and I, and while it is a whirlwind of emotions, it is so good to be among family again. Throughout dinner, Aunt Emily continually dotes on me, and Uncle Ray grills me about my arrival in Boston—asking me so many questions about Australia, which I would just rather forget.

      I change the topic to work, and we start to discuss my new role and how I can have a positive impact on the business. Aunt Emily chimes in and reminds us all of the family gala which takes place soon here at the house. The Heatherstone charity gala is a large event, and the entire family wants me to be there. The thought of being in a room with so many people does make me feel uneasy, but Aunt Emily said she would take me shopping for a gown, and hairdressers and makeup artists have already been booked. I do love to dress up, even if it has been a while between ball gowns.

      I don’t like a lot of attention, and I haven’t been to these types of events in a very long time. I like the idea of parading around a room full of people even less since being under protection in Australia; however, I remind myself that I am now safe and secure and need to start living my life again. So, I agree to go along. Plus, Stephen is going to be my date for the evening, not that his girlfriend appreciates that too much. But he is a playboy, so I am sure there will be other women at the party for him to admire. I may have lost my touch in the dating scene, but I know I will be a great wing woman for him.

      Before I retire to my room for the night, Uncle Ray calls me into his office. He and Stephen start talking to me about the business and new projects. The three of us are in deep conversation, and before too long, three hours have passed. I am just about to say good night when Uncle Ray speaks.

      "There is something I need to talk to you about,” Uncle Ray starts, taking time to look into my eyes. Is it shame or guilt I see in his gaze? I am not sure, but now I am intrigued. “Scarlett, when the incident happened last year, you asked me to look after the business and do what I thought was best, while the police had you locked away for your safety—do you remember that?" I thought about it for a minute. The entire event was overwhelming; I thought our stakeholders had managed the business and sold it, but I do vaguely remember Uncle Ray coming in, and I was relieved at the time because I just couldn't cope with everything back then.

      "Yes, I remember little bits from that time." Stephen looks at me and holds my hand. Uncle Ray continues proudly. “Due to being the power of attorney for both you and your father, I made the decision to sell the business, and I have invested the money for you. I thought that would be best, dear.”

      "This is a lot to take in." I am shocked, confused, and overwhelmed. I have so many emotions running through my body. Even though it has been a year, the grief I feel stirs through me. Stephen squeezes my hand, letting me know that he is here with me.

      As if he can tell I need it, Uncle Ray passes me a glass of scotch to help calm my nerves. “Now, the money is invested tightly and not easily accessible, so I am happy to manage it for you until you are ready to access it. I can see that you are tired, but before you go to bed, remember, it is only the three of us that know how our business is managed. Everything we have discussed tonight, especially about the business, is confidential. I want no one on the outside hearing of this. Especially Shaun Marshall." Uncle Ray looks directly at Stephen as he says the name, and although I have no idea who he is talking about, I can feel the tension in the room rise. Uncle Ray’s eyes look pure evil, like he is overcome with anger just thinking about this Shaun person. I have never seen such a look from Uncle Ray, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Ah, who is Shaun Marshall?” I ask, already knowing that I shouldn’t, but I do so anyway.

      Uncle Ray must notice my slight hesitation as his face softens. "Stay away from him, sweetheart. He and his family are bad news."

      "Shaun is a good guy, Dad," Stephen protests, and my eyes flick to him. I notice he is frustrated and the two of them are at odds in regard to this person.

      "His father wasn't a good man, Stephen, and the apple doesn't fall far from the tree, in my opinion," Uncle Ray spits out, putting a sharp end to the conversation.

      My head is whirling with information. I have money? A lot of money? I don’t know anything about the assets he sold, or even how the business was sold, or to whom. That time is all a blur to me. I vaguely remember signing paperwork a few weeks after the incident from a lawyer working with Uncle Ray. I think hard back to that time, and I try to pull all the pieces together, but I can’t. I feared for my own life and was grieving so much during those first few months after the murders that everything is still a blur. I am grateful that I have some money, so I will need to get a firm understanding of it all and see how it is invested and how I can access it.

      I can feel a headache coming on, whether from stress, the scotch, or jet lag or quite possibly all three, so I say good night and go to my room, aching for sleep. After a fantastically long hot shower to wash away hours of travel, I lie in bed, gathering my thoughts, thinking about my family and my dad’s business. I am glad the business didn’t just run into the ground after my family was murdered. I was sure I asked for the staff to be paid out, and I wanted any remaining money to go to charity. Did any of that happen? It appears perhaps not.

      I try to relax as I toss and turn, the sheets encasing me like a soft cloud. As I attempt to calm my racing mind, I think about the man from the plane tonight and his handsome good looks and strong hands. It is odd to feel so safe and so protected by a single touch, yet I did. Just thinking about him now sets my body on fire.

      Watching him with those flight attendants, I am positive I am not his type. He looks like he has a lot of money, power, and women in his life, but I will admit, there was a current of electricity that went through me when we touched. The need is undeniable.

      It has been so long since I have been with a man, and if I ever run into him again, I am not sure I will have the willpower to deny him. As I fall asleep, I dream of strong arms wrapped around me and his hot breath on my cheeks.
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      I wake up to the sounds of giggling and my eyes flick open. Rubbing them, I take a moment to look around and remember that I am in my new bedroom, in my new house, in my new home in the city of Boston. But better than that, I have my two closest friends by my bedside.

      “What are you guys doing here!” I scream in excitement and shock to see them here.

      “Surprise!” they shout in unison.

      Tony and Katie are friends I met a few years ago through Uncle Ray while in Boston on a vacation midway through college and have kept in close contact with ever since. The past year we haven’t been as close, but they know everything that has happened, and we have had sporadic contact. They were also part of my desire to come to Boston, where not only do I have a ready-made family, but instant friends as well.

      Tony is a good-looking Boston native who is working in his family business in finance. It is a small company, so they don’t work with Uncle Ray, but his mother is friends with Aunt Emily. The social scene here in Boston is just as important as the business scene, apparently, and many of the wives and girlfriends take their social status very seriously.

      Katie works in commercial real estate and was with Tony when we first met. I actually thought they were a couple before I knew Tony had a partner called Tom. The three of them are inseparable, and I am so excited to be in Boston with them now.

      “How was the flight?” Katie asks as I hop out of the gigantic bed and flop my feet onto the floor, my toes curling in the soft carpet.

      “It was fine, long. Oh my God, it is so good to see you.” I squeeze her so tight, afraid that she will disappear.

      “We didn’t want to wait a moment longer to see you, Scar. After everything that has happened, we are just so thankful that you are here with us now.” Tony’s words bring tears to my eyes.

      It is true that if I hadn’t had a last-minute conference call at work that made me slightly late for family dinner that night, I would have been home the moment three masked men stormed inside and shot my family at point-blank range. The vision of the masked men running out of my house and into a black van that was waiting out front for them is etched in my mind. Having seen and heard all of it while walking down the street to my house, it is a moment I will never forget.

      I hug Tony and let the feelings wash over me. After our hugs and tears, Katie and Tony make their way downstairs to get some coffee and breakfast going while I take a quick shower to wake up.

      We spend the morning together, talking about everything and anything—none of us stopping for breath. That’s how you know you have good friends; you just pick up where you left off—no matter the time frame. The conversation moves from breakfast and juice to midmorning coffee with these cute little cakes that are in the kitchen that we nibble on, while looking at the stunning gardens through the glass patio doors. Conversation soon moves to work, and we start talking about a business summit we are all attending together later in the week. Stephen arranged it for me, knowing that Katie and Tony were going, so he thought it would be a great way to kick-start my week before beginning my new role in the Heatherstone offices.

      We have all downloaded the event app and look through the schedule to see who the keynote speaker is. Apparently, it is someone that Katie is excited to see.

      “It’s Marco Marshall. He is so dreamy, Scarlett, just wait until you see him.” She sighs from the other side of the table.

      “Is he any relation to Shaun Marshall?” I ask, remembering Uncle Ray’s hatred for the man from our conversation the night before.

      “His brother,” Tony chimes in. “If you think Marco is dreamy, just wait until you see Shaun. He looks like he stepped off the cover of a magazine.”

      “Shaun isn’t pitched to be at this summit, but I hope we have good seats for Marco’s presentation. No doubt the room will be full.” Katie continues to swoon. She then changes the subject and asks me about all those stunning beach boys on Bondi—forgetting that I have been removed from the Bondi scene for the past year. But I enlighten her with the sexy policemen I have met, and we all get carried away talking about how sexy a man in uniform is.

      The banter is light and just what I need. It makes me feel so normal, and although I will always have a hole in my heart, I feel like I am starting to move forward, even though it is just baby steps. Tony starts talking about his family business, and I watch him as he talks. A trait I have picked up from being around security and police officers so much is the ability to read people. I now have an excellent grasp of body language, tone of voice, and I am able to get a good handle on people just through listening and watching.

      “Soooo, I get my trust fund soon, and I am thinking about buying a ring… for Tom.”

      Katie and I gasp in excited surprise. “You’re going to propose?” I ask him.

      “I have been with him for three years, and our love only grows. Marriage is our next step, and I want to get the perfect ring and have the perfect proposal.” Tony grins, and Katie and I smile at the good news, then we group hug again.

      Tony hasn’t stopped talking about Tom since this morning; it is clear that he loves him. A love I hope to find one day. I thought I had that with Phillip, but he left me so quickly after my life combusted that I have often wondered over the past twelve months how I could ever have thought he was my match. However, now, I have come to realize that I probably never will find that special someone. Who would want anyone as damaged as me? Not to mention, the potential life-threatening aspect that could catch up with me at any point. It is a sobering thought, and one I haven’t thought too much of until now. It would be selfish of me to bring anyone into my life. While I always hoped for a loving relationship, and as a little girl, always dreamed of marriage and kids, I just don’t know if that is a path that will be offered to me anymore. I know a lot of people have baggage, but in my case, I have a whole cargo container full, and I know no one is going to want to take that on.

      Before my mind races down the romance path, I shake my head and take a sip of my coffee. Jet lag is still lingering, and I still have the whole afternoon ahead of me.

      Katie is laughing, newly single herself and ready to mingle. She is already dropping hints about us going out and dancing the night away and meeting cute boys. I love to dance, but hitting a club is a little out of my comfort zone at the moment. I am opening up to the idea, since I am young and free, and Katie is a great party animal partner. We have had a few nights in the past where we have stumbled in the door in the early hours, having spent way too much time on a dance floor and at the bar. Pleasant memories of a fun-filled past fill my brain and I smile.

      We continue to sit around the table talking, the smell of caffeine a constant in the air, and the afternoon flies by quickly. We are interrupted by Aunt Emily, who walks into the kitchen, laughing at us since it is now five p.m. and we haven’t moved since nine a.m. this morning. She is heading out to meet with friends for dinner, and Uncle Ray and Stephen are working late, so she encourages my friends to stay, but they take one look at me, and my jet-lagged state and say their goodbyes. We have planned to meet for coffee in the morning, and we will spend the day together again.

      Deciding that I need dinner and an early night tonight, I move slowly around the kitchen and heat up some leftovers I find in the refrigerator, before dragging my weary body up the stairs to bed. My eyes close just as my head hits the pillow.
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      "Marco, I’m looking forward to hearing your keynote, but I need to leave straight after. I have finance breathing down my neck; I have the team in LA waiting for me to get through the new merger paperwork, and I seriously haven't been laid for weeks and my balls are going blue," I say in exasperation as we walk together with his team to the lecture theatre. My week so far has been hectic, and I can’t get a certain blonde out of my mind. I have never been so preoccupied by a woman; it’s driving me crazy.

      Marco laughs. "Don't worry, brother, it is only forty-five minutes, and a lot of people are keen to see you. Plus, I think if the CEO of the company is here, it will show that we are really focused and a force to be reckoned with.”

      "I don't really give a shit about meeting people, Marco. I'm only here because it means something to you." I smile at my little brother. Since Dad passed away, it has been hard on the family. I take my grief out in anger, whiskey, and women; Marco is more empathetic and uses his grief to help people, and in turn, feels like he is making a difference.

      This is a particularly important keynote for him since it will be given to industry people and key stakeholders. His keynote will no doubt hit YouTube and be seen by up-and-coming new talent, and Marco prides himself on finding the best business brains for our business, which is what makes us so successful.

      Marco sighs, shaking his head and smiling. "We’re here.”

      We walk into the large lecture theatre, and I scan the room before I shake hands with a few people in the front row. This is Marco's keynote, and I am not presenting or planning to say anything. I am simply showing my face and am here for moral support for my brother. I take another quick look around the room to view the cohort of people who are taking their seats for the presentation. A mixed group of people, no doubt all hoping to be the next business success.

      Just before I sit down, my eyes land on her. Scarlett. I can’t see all of her face, but I know it is her. The same blond hair, tanned skin, and legs for days. I still can’t see her eyes, and for some reason, I desperately want to see them. My lungs expand with a deep breath that I hold as I watch the lights dance off her hair like she is Cinder-fucking-ella. She is sitting next to a guy, and they seem close. I don’t classify myself as the jealous type, but my hands go into fists at the sight of them together, with his arm around her shoulders.

      Sitting down, I come to the conclusion that maybe this little outing won't be a waste of my time, after all. For the next forty-five minutes, I listen to Marco’s presentation, but my eyes flick across to Scarlett often. She is radiant. I take in her appearance and the look of the guy sitting next to her. My stomach clenches at the thought he might be her husband or boyfriend. They look close, but there is something telling me I am not out of the running yet. I like a bit of competition; it is healthy for the ego, and she would be a perfect prize.

      Marco, as expected, is brilliant at his presentation, and as he talks, I can clearly see his passion. He is energetic and positivity shines through his face whenever he talks about the business. Our business is one of the most well-known merger and acquisition companies in America. Our offices extend across both the east and west coasts, and we are starting to make our move into international regions to expand our reach and make bigger deals. We are growing rapidly, and at times it is hard to keep up.

      But once I have sealed this new deal with Heatherstone, I will be able to take a small breather. It is the largest deal I have ever done, and I have a lot riding on it being a success. It is a chance for both businesses to expand significantly. I need to remain focused and push it over the line. I don’t need distractions… but I think this as I steal another glimpse of Scarlett, who actually looks to be sleeping during Marco’s presentation. I smile and laugh to myself.

      The fact that she is in this room, listening to the presentation from one of America’s most successful businessmen and she is asleep, gives me a good indication of what she might be like. Confident, sassy, fucking sexy, and perhaps hard to please? Not one for bowing to pressure or what people want, she runs her own life as she pleases. She has good people around her; not only is there the guy who is cuddling her, but on her other side is a woman who seems just as close and protective of her. Clearly, it isn’t just me who has a protective feeling toward Scarlett. It is nice to see and makes me slightly jealous.

      It is then that I realize that I am sitting here admiring a woman whom I don’t even know, like a teenager with a school grade crush. Who the fuck am I? I rub the back of my neck and turn to face the front again, feeling flourish and confused at my sudden need to get to know this woman.

      My eyes flick to the ceiling and I think of my dad and wonder if he is playing some joke on me from heaven, putting her here in front of me again. She does look like an angel and one that I wouldn’t mind making see the stars.

      As Marco is finishing up his presentation, my mind races on how to talk to her because, apparently, now my mind is made up and I need to act like a fool and chase her down in a room filled with business associates. No doubt some of them will want to talk to me, but I can’t let her slip away without speaking with her first. At the very least, I want to look into her eyes to see if this connection I feel toward her is reciprocated. I need to know that it isn’t just one-sided. I just need her.

      I watch her intently, waiting to see where she will go. I need to get to her.
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      Katie and Tony are practically dragging me around this business summit. I have talked so much that my throat is sore, but I have met some amazing people. Everyone is so friendly and eager to introduce themselves to me, which is really nice of them. I would feel totally overwhelmed if I didn’t have both Katie and Tom and my security team, who are positioned strategically around the room so as not to bring attention to themselves.

      We all have one more session of the day before I can leave and go home to catch up on much-needed sleep. I seriously don't know how I am keeping my eyes open, and I try to stifle another yawn, the hundredth for the day. "I can’t believe you flew across the world only a few days ago. Jet lag is a bitch and hits me hard every time I travel," says Tony. "The next session is Marco Marshall, so you need to come; otherwise, I would suggest you go home now, and we can fill you in," Katie says with a wink.

      I smile. I love my two friends. I think about skipping this last session, but encouraged by Katie, and the fact that I am here now, I decide to stay and see what it is all about. There have been a variety of businesses here today, and for someone like me, without any contacts, it has been a great way to learn more and make new connections. While I do need to spread my wings one day, I will work with Uncle Ray for a while and ease myself into the Boston business scene before making any firm decision about what I want to do long term. Although after all the stuffy suits I met today, I feel like I could shake up the status quo and bring a little Australian sass to their very plaid and boring business lives.

      I yawn again as we walk into the room and Tony looks at me. “Don’t worry, you can sleep on my shoulder, and I will wake you up if anything important comes up.” I look at him and smile. As we take our seats, Tony wraps his arm around my shoulders, tucking me into his side.

      “Good thing Tom isn’t here to see you two cuddling; you actually look like a cute couple.” Katie smirks, clearly wanting in on our cuddle action as she shimmies closer to my side. The three of us sit together like sardines in a can, and I am so grateful to have them in my life. Touch is clearly our love language.

      I can literally feel my energy waning and my eyes wanting to close. Tony’s shoulder gives me an instant cushion, and my head slowly relaxes against it. Giving me a quick prod, he whispers, "Darling, I will nudge you every time you snore, and do not dribble on my Gucci sweater. Oh, and you totally owe me a coffee tomorrow. But for now, you can sleep." I laugh. I love Tony. The presentation, although interesting, doesn't catch my attention. My eyes wander the room; there is such a variety of people here it is amazing. Perhaps it is my senses on overload since I haven’t been in a room this full of people in a very long time. I both love it and loathe it. Love it as I feel normal, and the energy bouncing off others is seeping into me and giving me a spark that I thought had long ago gone out. I loathe it because I am still scared. Running and hiding has deeply affected me, and I think I will forever be looking over my shoulder.

      I spot a small group of people at the front from the presenting business. A devilishly handsome man seems to suck up all the space in the room. He is clearly important and oddly somewhat familiar. I know that I haven’t met him before, yet I feel like I have seen him somewhere. Perhaps he is a model or I have seen him in some business magazines or newspapers recently. He actually looks a lot like the man from the plane I saw when I flew into Boston. Clearly, my eyesight is affected by my jet lag, and now my mind is playing games with me. That would be too coincidental. I have been daydreaming about him since I landed in Boston, and the chances of
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