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      Dear Reader,

      

      Before you start reading the final book in Grim & Beast’s duet I wanted to give you a heads up about possible SPOILERS.

      This duet was specifically written by popular demand for my readers who fell in love with Grim & Beast in my bestselling Academy of Stardom series, and for those hardcore readers who met Grim in the Academy of Misfits way back when in 2019!

      In truth, I never thought this duet would blow up the way it has and whilst that is absolutely AMAZING because it has brought me new readers. Hello new readers! I realise that within the epilogue of this book there are some spoilers for my other series, namely the Academy of Misfits, the Academy of Stardom series and Their Obsession Duet (in particular), so I wanted to highlight that here.

      Please note: YOU DO NOT HAVE TO READ THOSE SERIES TO ENJOY THIS DUET.

      However, it became apparent when writing the second book of this duet that there was no way around  potential spoilers for my other series. I have tried to keep them to an absolute minimum in case new readers wanted to go on to read those stories.

      Truthfully, I couldn’t write Grim & Beast’s happily ever after without including some very popular characters in the epilogue scene. If you’ve read all my books you’ll understand why that is.

      All of my contemporary books so far are set in the same world, and Grim & Beast have been a huge part of that world since Academy of Misfits was released in 2019. It would’ve been an injustice if I didn’t write the epilogue the way I did.

      This duet has also introduced (to new readers) some characters who already have their own series - or will get their own upcoming series. I have listed them below.

      This is also my recommended reading order if you were interested:

      
        	The Brothers Freed trilogy (Reverse harem romance) - featuring Hudson Freed (Grim’s best friend), Bryce and Max.

        	Academy of Misfits trilogy (Reverse harem romance)  - featuring Ford, Asia and her other ‘bad boys’; Eastern, Camden and Sonny, as well as cameos from Grim and Hudson Freed.

        	Beyond the Horizon (M/F age gap romance) - featuring Malakai and has cameos from Ford, Asia and her other ‘bad boys’; Eastern, Camden, Sonny.

        	Finding Their Muse (Reverse harem romance) - featuring Asia from Academy of Misfits.

        	Academy of Stardom series (Reverse harem romance) - featuring Pen and her Breakers (mentioned in the epilogue of this book), with cameos of Grim and Beast, Hudson Freed, and Asia (off-page).

        	Their Obsession Duet (Reverse harem romance) - featuring Christy and her men The Masks. This duet also has cameos from Grim, Beast, Ford and Camden. This duet also introduces The Deana-dhe.

        	** Grim & Beast’s Duet (M/F romance) - prequel to all of the above stories, and includes cameos of characters from many of the books listed above with the exception of Finding Their Muse series.

        	The Deana-dhe Duet (Reverse harem romance) This will feature Cyn aka ‘Thirteen’ who appears in Their Obsession Duet and her love interests, The Deana-Dhe, who cameo in Academy of Stardom and Their Obsession Duet.

      

      I hope, if anything, this duet will make you curious about the other characters mentioned in this duet and you will want to read their  love stories.  What’s better than reading about enduring love, heart-warming romance, knicker-melting sex and incredible friendships, right?

      Whatever you choose to read, I hope you enjoy the stories. I write out of passion and love for these characters as well as a desire to give my readers what they want, I hope that shines through.

      Much love,

      Bea xoxo
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      Please note that this book includes the following: abusive parents, child abuse (off-page), murder, violence.
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      If you’re familiar with my books you’ll know that I love a book playlist. Each chapter of Heads You Lose has a song that I’ve selected which is specific to that chapter, but if you want the playlist in full, then you can find it on Spotify here: Heads You Lose

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my readers. You asked, I delivered.

        This duet is for you.

        Bea Paige

        xoxo
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        Mindfields

      

      

      
        
        GRIM

      

      

      

      Dear Iris

      If there’s one thing that I know with absolute certainty, it’s this: love is complicated.

      It’s like a jigsaw puzzle with constantly moving pieces.

      One day everything slots into place and you can see your future with the person you love ahead of you, and the next a piece goes missing and you’ll never be whole again.

      That’s what it felt like the night I put a bullet in your dad.

      A piece of me left with him. A bloody, jagged, broken piece.

      It hurt.

      Actually thinking about that night and the two lonely years that followed still hurts.

      It’s time we won’t ever get back.

      Living the life I do, that we do, time is precious.

      It’s a gift that many take for granted.

      Do I regret shooting your dad?

      That shouldn’t be a difficult question to answer, but it is.

      I regret hurting him. I regret not seeing the bigger picture.

      In retrospect, it had to happen, and whilst I now know the real reason Beast killed Carter, at the time I didn’t. I made a judgement call based on the facts I had, and truthfully no matter which way I look at it—and believe me I’ve re-lived that night over and over again—I always end up with the same answer.

      I had to shoot him.

      He killed Carter Davidson, the Ruler of Tales, and it wouldn’t have mattered to anyone why he did it, just that he did. Beast broke his loyalty, a pledge that means everything in the world we live in. It didn’t matter that he did it for me. It didn’t matter that he did it for love.

      It only mattered that he did.

      And I also knew that if I didn’t at least punish your dad, banish him for his actions, then I would’ve been seen as weak, and I understood the consequences of that.

      So that night your dad bled for me, because of me.

      But I bled too. God, how I bled.

      Every day, for two long years, I mourned your dad as though he were dead, as though that bullet I fired into him had actually killed him.

      Of course, it didn’t.

      And that isn’t because I’m a terrible markswoman, it’s because my love for him wouldn’t allow me to end his life.

      Fuck, I’m glad of that.

      So, so glad.

      Because as it turns out, your dad was always the hero of our story.

      He was the hunter who took Snow White into the forest and let her go, carving out the heart of a pig in order to protect her from the real villain.

      Your grandfather, Carter Davidson, was the villain.

      The King was his accomplice.

      But I wouldn’t find that out until two years later when the man I still loved came back to tell me the truth.

      So, my sweet baby girl, this is the second part to our twisted love story where the foundation of our love was made solid, unbreakable. This is the part when that missing piece of the puzzle was slotted back into place and we were both made whole again.

      This is where the fairy tale becomes a reality.

      This is where true love lives and ultimately ends up leading to you.

      

      Ma x

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Coldest Fire

      

      

      
        
        BEAST

      

      

      

      “People like you and me don’t get to love…”

      Those are the words that play on repeat inside my head as I stagger to my feet, blood seeping from the bullet wound just below my right shoulder and mixing with the drying blood already covering my body. I don’t feel the pain from it. On the contrary, I’m numb to everything bar Kate’s words.

      People like you and me…

      Don’t get to love…

      Don’t. Get. To. Love…

      She’s right in a way, but not entirely.

      It’s true that the likes of us don’t get to love without fear. When you mix with the people we do, you gain enemies. Even the friends you think you have can turn against you on a penny if the price is right. Look at the King -  he was ‘friends’ with Carter, but he took the opportunity to take him out the moment it was offered.

      I took out my boss without a second thought.

      Granted it was to protect the woman I love from her very own dad, but she doesn’t know that, and I can’t tell her.

      Not yet, anyway.

      But one thing I do know with absolute certainty is that I do get to love.

      And I never thought that was possible for me.

      Yeah, it’s dangerous to love when it can be held against you, but it doesn’t make it any less true. If I know anything about myself, it’s this: I won’t give up on our love. I refuse to, because what the fuck kind of man would I be to turn my back on something so fundamental to my very existence? A fucking pussy, that’s what, and if there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a pussy.

      I won’t give up on our love. Not now, not ever.

      Lifting my head, I meet Kate’s hard stare with that promise burning in my veins.

      But right now, no matter what I say, I know it won’t make a difference.

      Kate might love me, but Grim has to make a stand.

      We both know that.

      Shooting me was her only choice given the circumstances. Closing herself off, shutting down, was her only option.

      I don’t fight it, I can’t fight it, but most importantly, I won’t.

      “Get. Out!” she snarls, the slightest flicker of regret in her eyes the only sign that beneath the pain, betrayal and disappointment, she still cares for me. That Kate is still there inside of Grim, who stands before me now. “I said, get the fuck out!”

      I ignore Rodriguez’s laugh. I ignore the King’s smirk. I ignore Dom asking Kate to reconsider.

      Instead, I lower my head in acquiesce. I raise my hand and place it over my heart, over the tattoo of her handprint embedded in my skin and vow to myself that I will find a way to protect her from afar, no matter what.

      With one last look at Kate that I hope conveys all the love and affection I feel for her, I twist on my feet and stagger towards the exit, my gaze falling to Dom as I reach the door.

      “Take care of her,” I bite out through gritted teeth, fighting the darkness that’s threatening to drag me under.

      He nods. “You can count on me, Beast.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck me sideways!” Connall exclaims as I blink back the heavy fog of sleep and try to get my bearings.

      “Where am I?” I ask, groaning as I try to sit up. Bright white light pricks my eyes like a bullet straight to my brain, and I lift my hand to my head, feeling my scalp where Derby whacked me, hissing when I feel the tender skin and the stitches there.

      “Joey’s place. He’s fixed you up. Got you on a drip as soon as we arrived and gave you a couple pints of blood. There was a moment I thought we’d lose you.”

      “I’m hard to lose,” I reply, giving him a weak smile. “But man, do I feel like shit.”

      “You look like shit too,” Joey says, stepping into his makeshift operating theatre and giving me a toothy grin, antiseptic and the scent of car oil following him into the room. The amount of times I’ve been in the back of his garage getting fixed up is crazy, though to be fair, he keeps this room spotless. I mean, I haven’t died of my injuries or a nasty infection yet. That’s got to count for something, right?

      “Thanks, old man,” I reply, easing myself upright on the gurney. It creaks under my weight, and I feel every single bit of pain now that the adrenaline has worn off. Damn, I could chuck up. Swallowing back the queasiness, I wait for the room to stop spinning.

      “What’s the damage?” Connall asks, frowning as he stares at me.

      I have a vague recollection of calling him for help, but other than that I remember nothing after stepping outside of Tales. He’s a good man, one I can count on. The fucking best.

      “Couple broken ribs, lots of bruising,” Joey says, drawing some clear liquid from a vial into a needle. He pulls it free, presses the plunger to get rid of any air bubbles, then stabs me in the bicep with it, dispensing the liquid.

      “I fucking hope that’s painkillers,” I say, trying to laugh but failing.

      He nods, pulling the needle free before throwing it in the medical waste bin.  “I got you, pal.”

      “What else?” Connall urges impatiently.

      “The gash to his head was pretty fucking deep. I’ve sewn it up but you’ll need to keep an eye on him over the next few days. He was concussed pretty badly, and there’s always a danger of bleeding into the skull or swelling on the brain, but I think we’re good where that’s concerned.”

      Connall swipes a hand through his hair. “You think?”

      “Well, short of getting Beast into hospital for a CT scan, I can’t say any better than that.”

      “No hospitals,” I say firmly. “Don’t need the law on my arse for offing Carter-fucking-Davidson.”

      “You what?!” Connall exclaims, looking from me to Joey. “Did you know about this?”

      “First I’ve heard,” Joey says, casting a look my way. He knows I had my suspicions about Carter and his relationship with the King, so I imagine he’s putting two and two together and coming up with a pretty good assumption about what went down.

      “Jesus fuck, Beast! What the hell happened last night?”

      “Last night?” I question. “How long have I been out?”

      “Ten hours, but stop avoiding the fucking question. Spill. I need to know so that I can give the family a head’s up. If a war is coming, they’ll want to back you.”

      “There’ll be no war. We’re leaving.”

      “You and Grim?” Joey asks, even though I’m pretty fucking sure it’s a trick question given she ain’t here and he’s not fucking stupid.

      “No.” I shake my head, ignoring the pain in my chest that isn’t coming from my bullet wound, but is most definitely coming from my heart. I look at Connall. “When I said we, I was kind of hoping you’d come with me.”

      “Me? Go where, exactly? And what about Grim?”

      “Kate was the one who shot me,” I explain, leaning my head back against the gurney.

      Joey whistles and Connall’s mouth drops open in shock. “Wait, back the fuck up a minute,” he says scraping a hand over his face. “You killed Carter Davidson and Grim shot you for it?”

      “Pretty much,” I reply.

      “But she’s in love with you,” he counters.

      “He’s her dad, Connall.”

      “And clearly a prick given you killed him. You don’t need to tell me what he’s done for me to know you’d only ever off your boss because he’s done something unforgivable. So, I’ll ask again. Why would Grim shoot you when we all know that girl is head over heels in love with you?”

      I heave out a sigh. “I wish I could say that was still true.”

      “Are you still in love with her?” Joey asks me pointedly.

      “Yes.”

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph! She shot you, Beast. Are you gone in the head?” Connall yells, shaking his head in frustration. “You know what, don’t fucking answer that.”

      “So you’re running?” Joey asks, moving the conversation along.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “So UN-complicate it for us because as much as I like Grim, I don’t like the fact she nearly killed you and you’re leaving like a beat-down dog.”

      “Number fucking one, I’m not a beat-down dog! Number fucking two, if she wanted me dead, I’d be dead. We were five feet apart, there is no way she would’ve missed from that distance. No fucking way,” I say, pointing to my bandaged shoulder.

      “He’s right. Even if she wasn’t a trained markswoman, which I understand that she is, there’d be no missing. So do you want to tell us why you killed Carter?” Joey asks.

      “Because the cunt was going to use her to pay off his debts to the King.”

      “The fuck you say?!” Connall yells.

      “You heard me. Carter got into a lot of trouble fucking his way around the escorts at The Crib Club, not to mention racking up a substantial gambling debt. I found out about his plans and made the King a better offer.” Drawing in a deep breath to fend off the queasiness, I continue, “I would kill Carter if he backed the fuck off from Kate. He agreed, providing I stay quiet about his involvement, and he could remain a silent partner in Tales.”

      “The conniving bastard. Why didn’t you just kill the cunt as well?” Connall asks.

      “Because, as you well know, he’s powerful. Much more powerful than me on my jack jones and far more powerful than one woman with a dead dad. She needs him… For now.”

      “And you’re okay with that?” Joey asks this time.

      “Of course I’m not, but equally she’s backed into a corner. The King has a forty-eight percent share in Tales, he has a big army behind him and lots of fucking connections. She can’t go up against him. This way she keeps his protection and a share in Tales whilst she establishes herself, and we find her a way out of this mess.”

      “And you believe he won’t go back on his word the minute you're gone, and take her for himself?”

      “I know he won’t. Kate shooting me proved she’s tough enough to run Tales. Besides, the King doesn’t want a woman who’ll fucking shoot him when he tries to raise a hand to her. Kate is too much of a handful, and one he ain’t willing to mess with, thank fuck.”

      “So let me get this straight,” Connall tries to rationalise, pacing up and down as he gets all the information straight in his head. “Carter was in debt so he goes to the King for a loan, the payment of which is his own fucking daughter and a share in Tales.”

      “Yes,” I say, the pain in my head, shoulder and ribs easing a little now the medication is doing its job. Doesn’t stop the ache in my heart though, or the constant feeling of nausea when I’m reminded of how Kate had looked at me as though I’d broken her heart as surely as her banishing me had broken mine. She had to do it, I don’t fucking blame her for it, but it still fucking hurts.

      “You find out and cut another deal with the King,” Connall continues, “You kill Carter and the King backs off from Grim, acting as what, a silent partner in the club?”

      “Precisely, he’s also got connections with some of the best clubs in the world. He can bring in the fighters. She’s smart, she’ll grow the business, and won’t throw it down the drain alongside whisky and stripper cum like her dad did.”

      Connall raises his brow at that. We both know Carter wasn’t the type of man who cared about a woman’s pleasure over his own.

      “Turn of phrase,” I mumble.

      “So the King gets to sit back and reap the benefits whilst you take the blame for killing Carter, am I close?”

      “I don’t know about that part. That all depends on what happens now, but I’m not sticking around to find out whether Kate grasses on me. Though I wouldn’t fucking blame her if she did.”

      “She won’t,” Joey says, sounding far more certain than I feel.

      “And you know this how?” Connall asks.

      “As you well know, there are rules we all live by, unspoken ones, but ones we all obey. No fucking police. However Grim chooses to deal with this is up to her, but that girl has grown up in this life and she won’t be pulling the police in unless they’re bent and she’s using them to cover her back.”

      “Fair point,” Connall concedes, leaning back against the counter as he regards me. “And your big plan is to slope off with your tail between your legs, heart fucking broken, whilst there are a fuck load of snakes and sharks out there who are more than willing to take a bite out of your woman?”

      “I’m not sloping off,” I growl, “And I’m not willing to let anyone do any such thing. I trust Dom to keep an eye on her, and I believe the King will have her back whilst it suits him. Right now keeping her safe, and more importantly the business safe, is in his best interests.”

      “So what’s the plan, and why do you want me tagging along for the ride?” Connall asks.

      “For your charm and wit, of course,” I reply, deadly fucking serious.

      He laughs. I don’t.

      “Okay spill.”

      “I’m gonna find her an army of the best men and women money, charm and connections can buy, and you’re going to help me.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, how can a man say no?” Connalls replies, grinning.

      “And what do you need me to do?” Joey asks.

      “Keep your ear to the ground and let me know the second you hear anything about the King that should concern me. Better still, ingratiate yourself with Grim. Get in on the business. She’ll need someone to fix up her men after they’ve been in the cage. Make sure that man is you.”

      Joey nods. “You got it.”

      “So where to first?” Connall asks me as my eyes begin to drift shut.

      “Italy. Romeo Ricci has some contacts out there I’d like to explore…”

      “Italy it is,” Connall replies as exhaustion and a heavy dose of painkiller pull me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dreams

      

      

      
        
        GRIM - TWO YEARS LATER

      

      

      
      “You will arrive at your destination in two hundred and fifty yards,” the Sat Nav drones as I crawl along the quiet street in Betws-y-Coed, Wales, looking for number thirty-five. It’s been a long drive from London, and the picturesque village is a far cry from the hustle and bustle of my hometown. Instead of concrete high-rises, smog and litter, there’s pretty cottages, fresh air and greenery. I find myself wondering what living here must feel like.

      Peaceful, I imagine.

      “You have reached your destination.”

      I put the car in park and kill the engine, rubbing at the ache in my chest that’s a permanent reminder of how unpeaceful my life is. Being the owner of Tales is a full-time job. Being Grim, a ball and chain.

      I both love her and hate her.

      Sighing, I pull down the visor and check my reflection in the mirror. Tired eyes stare back at me, but that’s no surprise given I haven’t really slept since my dad’s will was read a couple weeks back. Nothing like finding out you have a younger half-sister to add to your troubles. That and running a business that has only officially become yours since the remains of your dad’s body was found, and he was no longer deemed a “missing person”.

      I laugh at that.

      Fucking ridiculous, but it kept the cops and the bastard criminal underbelly off my back long enough to build an army to protect what’s mine because, fuck, this life is tough.

      I’ve always known it, but Carter had been a buffer between my reality and the real world. Now I’m in the thick of it, there’s no hiding behind a book of fairy tales or romantic notions. Just like the majority of the characters in Grimms’ Fairy Tales, I don’t get a happily ever after.

      I scowl at my reflection, if I look a little too closely there’s more than exhaustion swelling in my eyes, there’s lingering heartbreak too that no amount of time seems to diminish.

      It’s been almost two years since I shot Beast.

      Two long years and the girl I’ve tried to bury with the memory of him refuses to fucking leave. She clings onto that man fiercely, and in turn I cling onto her because… If I let Kate go, I let him go, and even after everything that’s happened I don’t fucking want to.

      Not that I’d admit that to anyone, ever.

      Gripping the steering wheel, I rest my forehead against my curled fists and squeeze my eyes shut, trying to forget how it felt to see the man I loved battered and bleeding on his knees before me.

      I could’ve killed him.

      I’d considered it. Had turned the thought over and over in my head as Carter had stared sightlessly up at the ceiling and the King, Rodriguez and Dom had waited for me to act.

      But I didn’t.

      I shot him and banished him instead.

      I will never forget the way he looked at me after the bullet ripped through his skin and muscle, knocking him back only for him to right himself again. The way he lifted his hand, not to stem the flow of blood from the bullet wound in his shoulder, but to rest it over my handprint tattooed on his chest.

      It broke me.

      I’ve been in pieces ever since.

      “I love you, Kate,” he’d said, then he turned to Dom and asked him to watch over me before he staggered to his feet and left.

      I’ve thought about him every day since, both hating him and loving him. Truth be known, behind closed doors, in the privacy of my bedroom, he’s the one I hunger for. I can’t seem to let him go, and because of that I’ve never allowed another man in my bed despite the offers I’ve received.

      The woman who single-handedly made Tales into the most successful fight club in Europe, making a reputation for herself at the same time, is still a virgin.

      Fuck, the criminals I rub shoulders with on the daily would have a field day knowing that, because according to every one of those motherfuckers you can’t be a badass—not-to-be-fucked-with—bitch who will sooner kneecap you than let you call her by her real name and be a virgin. Their small arse brains just can’t deal with that.

      To them, being a virgin equals purity and purity equals innocence, and that couldn’t be further from the truth. Sure I’ve considered fucking around with a select few, but when it came to the crunch I couldn’t bring myself to sleep with them or do anything more than kiss. I just didn’t want them like that. I couldn’t do it because no matter what I told myself, my heart belongs to one man and one man only. Beast.

      Despite that, I’m not pure. Not in my actions or in my thoughts, and certainly not when I make myself come night after night thinking of the only man I will ever love, a man who’ll never be a part of my life again. Not ever.

      I won’t get to call him Roger and see his eyes flash with warning. I won’t get to press my body against his and feel the thump of his heart trying to make an escape through his ribcage. I won’t get to joke with him, to provoke him, to talk with him and feel comfortable doing it. I won’t get to watch him spar, his muscles flexing, the veins on his arms and hands rippling beneath his skin as he moves. I won’t get to kiss him, to feel his tongue lick past my lips and stroke my own with greed. I won’t get to feel his possessiveness in the way he stares at me, holds me, and claims me as his. I won’t get to lose my virginity to the only man I’ve ever wanted to give it to.

      I won’t. I won’t. I fucking won’t.

      Gripping the wheel tightly, I draw in a few deep breaths, telling myself to calm the fuck down. That part of my life, where love had been a possibility, is over.

      It’s over.

      I wasn’t wrong when I said that people like us, criminals like us, don’t get to love.

      There’s too much at stake.

      Too much to lose.

      We fuck and fight. We kill or be killed. We don’t love.

      “Erm, hello?” a sweet, lyrical voice calls through the window, dragging me away from my thoughts and back into the present. A middle aged woman with a sweet smile waves at me shyly. “Miss Davidson?”

      There’s a question in her eyes, an openness that I don’t see when I meet people for the first time. She’s not guarded, there’s no expectation that I might shoot her if she pisses me off. She just sees a young woman, not a threat. Not even my edgy clothing and shaved undercut seems to warrant any concern from her. That confirms what I already know to be true, that she’s a good woman. Taking care of my half-sister for the past four years since her mum passed is proof enough of that. Grabbing my bag, I step out of the car, closing the door behind me.

      “Yes, hey. I’m…”

      “You’re?” she smiles gently, offering me her hand to shake.

      Fuck, what name do I use? Am I Grim or Kate? Chewing on the inside of my cheek I make a split-second decision. “I’m Kate.”

      “Nice to finally meet you, Kate. I’m Sandy and my husband is Frank. Christy has been looking forward to this day for quite some time.”

      “She knows about me already?” I ask as she ushers me up the garden path towards the bright red front door, passing through a pretty garden that has a neatly trimmed lawn and wildflowers growing around the edges. Everything about this village, this woman, and this house is so far removed from what I know that it’s making me nervous, which is fucking ridiculous really. Apparently you can surround me with a bunch of cussing, weapon-wielding, violent criminals and I’m at ease, but invite me to a pretty house with sweet people and I’m a fucking nervous wreck.

      “Oh, yes dear, Christy has known about you for some time now.”

      “How?”

      My question remains unanswered as the front door is pulled open by a man, who I’m assuming is Frank, with salt and pepper hair and an equally warm smile.

      “Come in, come in!” he exclaims, his bright blue eyes glinting with happiness as he steps aside. I pass him and step into a brightly lit tiled hallway with fresh flowers sitting in a vase on a console table and paintings of landscapes hanging on the wall opposite. “Christy is in her dance studio at the bottom of the garden.”

      “Her dance studio?” I ask, casting my gaze about the place and searching for any hidden threats, coming up empty. It’s a force of habit and demonstrates just how deeply I’m in the quagmire of the criminal underbelly of London. Back home there’s a threat around every corner, and nowhere is truly safe. Here it’s… different.

      I let out a long breath, giving them both a small smile. I’ve no idea if I should go through to her dance studio and introduce myself or wait for them to bring her to me.

      “Should I wait here?” I ask, looking between them both. Frank has his arm around Sandy’s shoulder and they’re both staring at me with such warmth I don’t really know how to handle it.

      “My goodness!” Sandy exclaims, grinning a little sheepishly. “We’re both terribly nervous and not ourselves. Where are our manners? Frank, go and make us all tea and I’ll take Kate here to the studio.”

      Frank nods. “Yes of course, I’ll bring it out to the garden given it’s such a nice day out.” He winks at me. “And I’ll crack open the box of biscuits the wife has hidden in the pantry. She thinks I don’t know about them.”

      “Sounds good, thanks,” I reply, my cheeks heating at the way the pair interact. I can feel their love for one another, it’s heartwarming. Frank gives me one last smile, then disappears through a door off the hallway.

      “Do you need a moment?” Sandy asks, sensing my hesitation.

      I feel like an interloper, like I have no right to be here in their home, let alone disrupt their lives. Part of me wants to turn on my heels and stride right out of the house, the other part wants to meet my little sister more than anything in the world.

      “I can give you a moment, if that’s what you need. This must be quite a shock for you. We’ve had much longer to process this news.”

      “How come? I only found out about Christy when my dad’s will was read a couple weeks ago.”

      Sandy slides her arm through mine and walks me towards the back door at the end of the hallway. “That’s a very good question which we will explain, but first I want you to know how sorry I am for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, biting back the words I truly want to say.

      Witnessing the man I love murder my dad was hard, of course it was, but shooting the man I love and sending him away, harder still. That loss is something I don’t think I’ll ever get over. Not in this lifetime, anyway.

      “Losing a parent is so terribly difficult. Christy knows that better than anyone,” Sandy continues as she guides me towards the wooden studio at the bottom of their very large, neatly kept garden. I can hear instrumental music playing, and my stomach flips with nerves.

      “I understand her mother died in a fire when she was eight, and that she’s been living with you both for the last four years, is that right?” I ask as we stop outside the studio, standing slightly back from the French doors that open out to the garden. I can’t see into the space from our position, but right now I’m keen to learn how Christy ended up with Frank and Sandy, and not my dad and I after her mother died.

      “That’s right. To everyone outside of this house we are her aunt and uncle, but in truth we’re not blood related.”

      “You’re not? I thought you were her mother’s sister?”

      Sandy shakes her head. “No, Christy’s mother was my friend.”

      “So why didn’t she come to live with us when her mother died?”

      Sandy gives me a small smile. “Because your father didn’t want that.”

      “He didn’t?”

      “No. He wanted to keep her safe,” she says, giving me a knowing smile. “I understand that your father was a man who lived on the other side of the law to the rest of us.”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “And you?” she asks, but there’s no judgement in her question. In fact, if I’m not mistaken there’s an edge of sympathy in her tone, like she can see deep inside of me and know that I’m a product of my upbringing.

      “I’m my father’s daughter,” I reply with a shrug. “This life is all I know.”

      Sandy gives my arm a squeeze before letting it go. “I understand,” she says, and for the first time I see some hesitancy in her expression.

      “What?”

      She sighs. “You are Christy’s blood relation. You have every right to make a decision about her life and what happens from this moment on, but I will say this, Kate, we love her as if she’s our own flesh and blood. She is a bright star in a world that can be incredibly dark, and she is special in more ways than one. Neither Frank nor I will stop you if you decide that her living with you is best, but before you make that decision there are things you must know about Christy. She isn’t like everyone else—”

      “Kate!” a delighted voice screeches, interrupting our conversation and drawing my attention from Sandy to a girl with bright red hair and a deep purple birthmark covering the right side of her face.

      “Christy?” I gasp, taken aback by this beautiful girl standing before me.

      She nods, and with a huge smile spreading across her face, runs into my open arms like this isn’t the first time we’ve met and we’re not strangers. For a split second, I stiffen, but when she hugs me closer and leans into my embrace, I hug her back just as fiercely, a well of protectiveness expanding in my chest.

      It’s sudden and overwhelming, and I know in an instant that I’ll protect this girl with my life.

      Sandy smiles at us both, tears pricking her eyes as we hug for long minutes. Christy’s face is buried in the crook of my neck with my cheek pressed against the top of her head. Eventually I let out a small laugh and lean back, cupping her cheeks in my palms so I can get a good look at her, gasping at her eyes. One is a blue so bright it rivals the cloudless spring sky above us while the other is so brown it verges on black.

      “Look at you, you’re so pretty!” I exclaim, shaking my head in wonder at the little girl before me. Her colouring is completely different to mine, but I see a likeness in the shape of her eyes and the way her lips tilt upwards when she smiles. Even the small dimple in her left cheek is the same as my own.

      “And you’re just as beautiful in real life as you are in my visions,” she replies happily.

      “Your visions?” I question with a small laugh, looking from her sweet face to Sandy’s and back again.

      “That’s right. Come on big sis, show me that musty old fairy tale book you’ve got in your bag. Those Grimm brothers were kind of messed up, right?” she says, laughing at my shocked expression as she slides her hand in mine and tugs me towards the garden table where Frank is waiting for us with a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits just like he promised.

      “How the hell—? I begin, only for the questions to die on my lips when Sandy steps into stride beside us.

      “Like I said, Christy isn’t like everyone else.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have to go back to London this morning?” Christy asks me two days later as we sit and eat breakfast in Frank and Sandy’s kitchen.

      “I’m afraid so. I have a business to run, Christy, and now that I know about you, it’s even more important that I make it a success. I gotta take care of my kid sister, haven’t I?”

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” she says flippantly, grinning around a mouthful of buttered toast. “Once you sort your love life out with Roger, there’ll be no stopping you.”

      “What?!” I blurt, choking on a mouthful of tea.

      She gives me a slap on the back, laughing in that carefree way of hers. For someone who’s been through so much in her short life, I’m amazed by her sweetness. I hadn’t known she was burned in the fire that had also killed her mum. When she’d shown me her scars yesterday I’d felt so much guilt for not being there for her, followed by a well of hatred towards Carter for keeping her from me. The moment I realised he’d known she’d been in hospital fighting for her life and hadn’t once visited her made me feel physically sick. There’s no excuse for abandoning your own flesh and blood.

      None.

      A part of me, one that’s growing with every passing day, is glad he’s dead, because a man who is capable of ignoring a child in pain isn’t a man I’d want in my life. But right now, I can’t think about what could’ve been or the fact that if Carter was still alive I might never have known about Christy. I have to be grateful that she’s alive and well, and happy.

      “Don’t look so shocked,” Christy says, pushing her hair back off her face and giving me a knowing look.

      “How do you even—?” I begin, then shake my head, because I already know how she seems to know things that no one else possibly could.

      According to Sandy and Frank, Christy has a gift. She can see things that haven’t happened yet. I’d laughed it off at first, but in the short time we’ve spent together she’s proven over and over again that she’s special. I can’t wrap my head around it, but it’s true.

      “Roger… Beast deserves a second chance,” she chatters on.

      “You don’t know what he did,” I say, then chew on the inside of my cheek. Maybe she does? I hope not. “Do you?”

      “Not exactly,” she admits, and the relief I feel knowing she hadn’t seen him murder our dad is huge.

      “I do know that he hurt you, and I know that he’s sorry for it,” she says.

      “You’ve seen something in my future?” I ask, still shocked at how odd this all is, but more so because I believe her.

      “Yes, he, erm… He proves to you how sorry he is,” she says, looking sheepish.

      My eyes widen, my mind running wild with possibilities. “Please don’t tell me you’ve seen things no twelve year old should…”

      “No I don’t mean sex—”

      “Oh, thank fuck!” I say, then slam my hand over my mouth, pulling a face. “Sorry.”

      Christy waves her hand in the air. “Fuck is just another word in the English language,” she shrugs.

      “Not one of the better ones though.”

      “Definitely one of the better ones,” Christy says, rolling her eyes. I hold in a grin. There’s a sassiness about her that reminds me of myself. It’s weirdly comforting.

      “What I meant was, he loves you, and he isn’t afraid to prove it,” she murmurs, absentmindedly pressing her palm against her birthmarked cheek. It’s something she does often, almost like a reflex, a way to comfort herself, or perhaps to cover up.

      “I’m not easily impressed,” I say with a shrug, not able to get my head around the fact that I’m actually having a discussion with Christy about Beast. I’m not sure what I find more crazy, the fact Christy can see into the future, the fact that I believe her, or the fact Beast and I actually have a future.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” she asks, rubbing her cheek as though trying to rub away her birthmark and the gift that is probably more of a curse, especially in this unforgiving world.

      I take her hand in mine, curling my fingers around her palm.

      “I believe you,” I say, lifting her chin with my finger and giving her a smile that I hope conveys how much I actually do. In the short time I’ve come to know her, I’m already fiercely protective. She’s my family, my flesh and blood, and I will do anything to reassure her that I accept her for who she is, no matter what, no matter how bizarre this all is.

      “Thank you.”

      “You know, you can always be yourself around me, Christy. Don’t hide who you are. Not to me.”

      “And you know that the only person you can be your true self with is him,” she replies, cocking her head as she looks at me with a sense of knowing that simultaneously chills me to the bone and puts me at ease. She’s an enigma.

      “Maybe, but that ship has sailed.” I sigh, giving her a weak smile.

      “Has it though?” She grins. “He won’t give up on you. He hasn’t given up on you.”

      “He left—”

      “You made him,” she counters, narrowing her eyes at me, her cute button nose wrinkling.

      God, lying to this kid is going to be impossible.

      “Okay, I made him,” I admit.

      She nods. “It’s okay to want him still. He’s a good man.”

      “You don’t know the things he’s done… Do you?” I ask as an afterthought.

      She shakes her head. “No, but I know the things he will do, and those things make him a good man.”

      Now it’s my turn to narrow my eyes at her. “Tell me.”

      She shakes her head, her expression serious as she places her small hand over mine, tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t.”

      Her tears pull me up sharp, and I see her for who she is in this moment: a child who’s gone through severe trauma and is different in a world where difference is dissected and ridiculed. Her life won’t be an easy one, I don’t have to be clairvoyant to know that.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I don’t need to know. I’ve gotten by so far without looking into my future.”

      She nods, sniffing as she swipes at her tears. “I would tell you if I could. It’s just…”

      “It’s okay,” I repeat.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes just holding each other’s hands until she picks up the book I brought with me. My dog-eared copy of Grimms’ Fairy Tales has become a source of entertainment for the both of us these past couple days. She thinks the twisted stories are hilarious, and the fact that I love to read them even more so.

      “You know, your story, yours and Roger’s—”

      “Beast,” I interject. “He hates his real name.”

      She gives me a small smile, tapping the cover of the book. “Your story is like one of these tales.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. Except yours has a happy ending.”

      “It does?” I find myself whispering, wanting so much for that to be true and then despising myself a little for it. I have so many conflicting emotions when it comes to Beast. I don’t really know how to start unravelling them. It’s complicated.

      “Promise me that when he comes to you, that you’ll listen to what he has to say.”

      “I’ll try,” I say, climbing to my feet.

      “Promise me,” she insists, pushing back her chair and reaching for me. “It’s important.”

      I nod my head, swallowing past the tightness in my throat as I grasp her hand in mine. “I promise.”

      “I wish I could come live with you,” she says after a beat, throwing herself into my arms as a sob escapes her lips.

      “I wish you could too, but you’re safe here. Carter was right about that, at least. I will ring you every day, and come visit as often as I can. I promise. You’re my sister and that’s never going to change. I’ll be like a bad smell that you won’t be able to get rid of, the black sheep of the family you’ll be embarrassed by in a few years.”

      “Never,” she giggles.

      “You swear?”

      “I swear it,” she agrees, swiping at her eyes as she looks up at me. “I’m sorry about your dad, Kate.”

      “Our dad.”.

      “Our dad,” she agrees. Her gaze lifts to my neck and she reaches up and presses her fingers against my skin. “I like the rose tattoo. It’s really cool.”

      “Rose tattoo? But I haven’t got a tattoo…”

      “Not yet,” she says knowingly, and I’m suddenly reminded of that time in the ring with Beast when I’d told him that I wanted a tattoo of a climbing rose, thorns and all, inked into my neck. “You’re pretty fucking amazing, you know that?” I say, pulling her in for one last hug, before pressing the book into her hands. “I want you to
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