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For Tyra,

You can read this one xoxo






CHAPTER ONE Imani

Something is wrong.

I should be working on re-upping my tan and swimming with the turtles and dolphins off the coast of Curieuse Island in the Seychelles right now. Instead I’m sitting in a charged silence, listening to the rain pelt my father’s car as we hurtle down the motorway. Even Nathan, my father’s driver, hasn’t dared to play any music.

I risk a sideways glance at my father. His fingers are tapping incessantly against his thigh and I can only describe the expression on his face as one of pure unease.

Yes. Something is definitely wrong. Because Malcolm Davies, business tycoon and owner of Peregrine Airways, doesn’t do unease. He doesn’t do anxiety, or vulnerability, or fear. There’s a reason he’s unrivalled in the aviation industry, conducting deals, acquisitions and strategic manoeuvres with all the finesse of a grandmaster playing chess. I’ve sat in boardrooms and watched him negotiate multimillion-pound contracts without so much as breaking a sweat. But right now? Right now, my father looks like he’d rather be anywhere but here. This doesn’t bode well for me.

‘Dad?’ My voice is swallowed by the sound of the rain on the roof, but he hears me all the same. His gaze flickers towards me and, for a moment, his expression softens slightly. But then I blink and his deep brown eyes are cool and guarded once more. He leans forward and presses the button to activate the divider between Nathan and us.

I sit up a little straighter.

Nathan has been in my father’s employ since I was a teen and has proved his loyalty and discretion a thousand times over. If there’s something my father doesn’t want Nathan to hear, it must be big.

‘Sorry to cut your trip to Bali short,’ he starts, once it’s just the two of us.

‘It was the Seychelles,’ I say with a wry grin. ‘Bali was last month.’ I can’t blame him for not being able to keep track of my comings and goings – I can barely keep track myself. I have a permanently packed suitcase on standby and I’m on my third passport in as many years. Being the only daughter of Malcolm Davies has many, many perks, but the ability to fly to any country on a whim is definitely my favourite. ‘And it’s fine. I’ve rebooked onto a flight later this evening.’

My father clears his throat, and there is it again. That unfamiliar look of unease flashing across his face. It doesn’t suit him at all. ‘I’m going to need you to put a pin in the Seychelles for now.’

A squawk of surprise gets stuck in my throat and he shoots me a surprisingly sympathetic look.

‘It’s just for now. Just until we’ve…’ He trails off and resumes tapping his fingers against his thigh. ‘Just until we’ve ironed out a few kinks.’

‘Ironed out a few kinks in what?’ A knot starts to form in my stomach. My father and I have an unspoken agreement, one that’s been in place since I was old enough to talk. I play the role of dutiful heiress to the Peregrine Airways fortune and the Davies legacy, and I don’t do anything to put that in jeopardy.

Unlike others my age in the social circles we orbit, I’ve never been involved in a scandal. Never been plastered across Instagram socialite gossip pages with nasty rumours attached to my name. Never done anything that could be used to lower the value of our stock. And, in return, my bank account remains limitless and I have free rein to do whatever I like to do. Namely, travelling to countries with sprawling golden beaches and delicious fruity cocktails on tap. So why does it sound like my father is planning on reneging on that agreement?

He sighs and runs a tired hand over his face. ‘You’ve heard of Vouvalis Resorts?’

The name rings a bell in more ways than one, but I know what my father is asking. You’d be hard pressed to find someone who hasn’t heard of Vouvalis Resorts – a luxury hotel and resort brand founded by Georgios Vouvalis ten years ago, which has rapidly flown up the ranks and become a fast favourite among the upper echelon of society – me included. If there’s a Vouvalis hotel or resort in a country I’m visiting, I don’t think twice about booking a room.

‘Georgios and I connected at an event a few months back,’ my father continues. ‘I won’t bore you with the specifics, but it seems we have a lot in common when it comes to the future of our respective companies.’

I nod. To call Georgios’ rapid expansion of Vouvalis Resorts impressive would be an understatement. He’s the current darling of the hospitality industry and barely a week seems to go by without him securing another high-profile interview or feature with Forbes, Fortune or Bloomberg. Everyone wants a piece of him, and apparently my father is no exception.

‘Peregrine Airways has dominated the skies for the last thirty years but the sky doesn’t have to be the limit.’ He shifts in his seat and fixes me with a slightly desperate look. ‘Georgios and I have been discussing the benefits of a merger.’

‘You’re joking.’ I may be his only daughter, but I’ve always known that Peregrine Airways is my father’s first child. He built this company from the ground up and transformed it into the titan of aviation it is today. The idea of him doing anything that would relinquish any of his control or jeopardise the success of the company is laughable. Pure insanity. ‘You’ve got to be joking.’

He ignores my splutter of disbelief and continues. ‘This is what I meant by needing to iron out the kinks. Georgios and I obviously have a vested interest in retaining ownership and control of our respective companies, but it’s undeniable that we could help each other here. I’ve been toying with the idea of breaking into the hospitality industry for a while now and, it just so happens, Georgios has had similar thoughts about aviation.’

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t understand the appeal. Georgios already has a stronghold on the luxury hospitality industry and combining forces with him would give my father a ten-year head start that his competitors could only dream of. I imagine the opposite is the same for Georgios: being able to claim a stake in the skies without having to do any of the hard work to get there.

‘Why are you telling me this?’ I ask with a frown. My father has never once brought me in on a business decision before he makes the final call. I may be his daughter, but I know better than anyone else that I have no sway with him. When it comes to money matters, Malcolm Davies does what Malcolm Davies wants, and usually it’s the right decision. But this just doesn’t feel right. There’s something else. Something he’s not telling me.

‘It’s been a difficult few years for both the aviation and hospitality industries,’ he continues, as if I haven’t asked him anything. ‘The pandemic did a number across the board, and we’re only just recovering.’

The car crawls to a slow halt and my father starts to look slightly panicked. ‘And our shareholders and investors are still a little reluctant to make large decisions like this. They think a move like this is still too risky in the current climate. Georgios also has a bit of a…’ He clicks his tongue. ‘A reputation. He’s ruthless in a way I’ve never been and some may say joining forces with him is too much of a risk.’

‘So don’t do it,’ I say bluntly. I’ve read enough profiles of Georgios in Forbes and Fortune to know exactly what he means by ruthless. The man started out in the construction industry over twenty years ago, and rumours of sidelined partners and maliciously undercutting his competition have followed him his entire career. It doesn’t surprise me at all that the shareholders don’t think they can trust him.

‘But we think we’ve found a way around that,’ my father says, deftly ignoring my interruption. ‘A way for everyone to trust that Georgios isn’t going to run the company into the ground at the first opportunity.’

‘The fact that that’s even a possibility should be turning you off the whole idea,’ I mutter.

Once again he ignores my interruption, but I’m pretty sure I see his lip twitch.

‘Georgios has a son. Well, he has three, but this only concerns Asher.’

And there’s that second bell.

Asher Vouvalis.

Everything I know about Asher Vouvalis could fit on a Post-it note – and there’d still be room left to write on it. I know that he’s the third Vouvalis boy, that we attended the same university ten years ago, and – well, that’s about it. Vouvalis Resorts was still in its infancy a decade ago and Asher and I didn’t really exist in the same social circles at university. I can vaguely picture him in the periphery of my memories, but it’s nothing concrete. The only thing I do remember is that he was a friend of a friend’s friend, and I think I wordlessly passed a bottle of wine to him at a party years ago.

Maybe.

Aside from that one potential interaction, Asher and I have never said so much as one word to each other and, over the last ten years, he’s faded into relative obscurity. Nothing like his brothers Andreas and Theodore, who have dominated business broadsheets and Instagram gossip pages with deal after deal, and scandal after scandal, for as long as I can remember.

‘What about him?’ I ask cautiously, the knot in my stomach growing tenfold.

My father meets my eye and holds my gaze for the first time since I stepped into his car. ‘Georgios and I have been discussing a union of sorts.’

‘A union?’

‘A marriage,’ my father clarifies, with only a hint of a wince. ‘Between you and his son. Asher.’

‘A marriage,’ I repeat slowly, blinking in disbelief at my father. ‘Between me and Asher Vouvalis?’

I think he interprets the stunned look on my face as something else entirely – something positive – because he relaxes ever so slightly into his seat. ‘Yes, exactly. If the relationship between our two families goes beyond just business, the shareholders and investors will be more likely to jump aboard the idea.’

‘You want to marry me off to Asher Vouvalis so you can get a deal over the line?’ I can’t tell whether it’s rage or pain that’s making my voice crack like this. ‘This is… This is—’

‘This is just business, Imani. And it won’t be forever,’ he says. ‘A year or two. Three, tops. Just enough time for us to get the merger through and make sure everything is settled and sorted.’

‘Oh, just a year?’ I ask sarcastically. ‘Well, that’s fine then, isn’t it? Force me to marry a complete stranger for a couple of years and then I can divorce him and get on with my life. A perfectly normal ask.’

‘Imani,’ my father says. ‘Please be reasonable.’ He reaches across the seat and tries to place a placating hand on my thigh.

‘Reasonable? Reasonable?’ I jerk away like his touch is acid. ‘I’m your daughter. Not a business deal. Not an asset. Not a means to an end. Your daughter. You be reasonable.’

His expression shifts, a mix of regret and frustration clouding his features. ‘I knew you would need some time to adjust to the idea—’

A hysterical laugh bubbles out of my throat and I shake my head. ‘There’s no adjusting, Dad. I can’t believe you would even suggest—’

‘It’s not a suggestion, Imani.’ His gaze hardens, the veneer of fatherly concern slipping away as quickly as it came. ‘Things are different than they used to be. Air travel across the board is lower than it’s ever been.’ There’s a touch of frantic desperation to his tone, and alarm bells start to ring in my mind. ‘If we want to survive, we need to adapt. Make sacrifices.’

‘And what’s the sacrifice here supposed to be?’ I scoff. ‘Because all I see is you prioritising profits over your own daughter’s happiness.’

‘Enough, Imani. Enough.’ His voice echoes around the car. ‘Your happiness has been my one vice for as long as I can remember. I can’t force you down that aisle, Imani—’

Damn right, he can’t.

‘But understand this. The life you know now? The trips, the clothes, the life of luxury my hard work has afforded you? That will all cease to exist if you refuse to cooperate.’

It feels like he’s got a hold of my neck.

He’s bluffing. Surely, he’s got to be bluffing.

‘Mum won’t allow it. She won’t let you—’ I start, but my father shakes his head.

‘Your mother is already in agreement. We’ve discussed this at length.’

Something splits inside me. I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it. I’ve grown up listening to Gwendoline Davies recount, always with a soft, shy smile, the story of how she and my father met at a mutual friend’s wedding. How he couldn’t take his eyes off her as she glided down the aisle ahead of the bride. How he spent the entire ceremony committing every inch of her to memory, barely even listening to the priest or the happy couple as they shared their vows. How he strongarmed one of the groomsmen into swapping seats with him so he could sit beside her at dinner. How, when she first turned to look at him, her brows furrowed in confusion when she realised he wasn’t who she was expecting to be sitting beside, my father knew he was already in love. How they spent the night wrapped in each other’s arms, dancing the night away under the moonlight.

Surely my parents want that for me? The kind of love that sweeps you off your feet, leaves you breathless and promises you the world?

‘You know, not everyone has it as easy as you do, Imani,’ my father continues, a pained expression flitting across his face. ‘You don’t know what I’ve had to sacrifice to get us here. I’m just asking that you do your part for once.’

Not everyone has it as easy as you do.

Easy.

What part of this is easy? I know from the outside looking in that the life I lead is an enviable one filled with privilege and luxury, but that doesn’t mean it’s been easy. That I haven’t felt the crushing weight of it all from the moment I could walk.

I’ve been doing my part my whole life. Doesn’t he realise that? For every action I take, there’s a voice in the back of my mind reminding me of the expectations, the legacy, the burden of being Imani Davies. And now he’s threatening to take it all away. He’s acting like I’m a toddler throwing a tantrum over being told no more snacks before dinner and like he hasn’t turned my life upside down in an instant.

‘So,’ my father leans back and laces his fingers together, ‘what do you say?’

‘I…’ My voice comes out as a croak. ‘Daddy, I can’t.’

The look he gives me is beyond disappointment. ‘I see.’

‘No, I just…’ I swallow and count back from five, giving myself some time to think. I can’t do this. I won’t do this. But the tiny slither of happiness I’ve managed to carve out from life is on the line and I’m not willing to give that up either.

A spark of hope alights in my chest. I can’t say no, but he can. My father can still change his mind; I just need him to think that it’s his idea.

‘I’m willing to do my part,’ I say slowly. The words feel like poison on my tongue, but I force them out all the same. ‘And do what’s best for us. For the business. But not like this. Not with Asher Vouvalis.’

He huffs out an impatient sigh. ‘And what’s so wrong with the Vouvalis boy?’

When it comes down to it, the lie comes easily – easier than anything else I’ve said today. ‘We’ve already dated,’ I blurt out. ‘Back at university.’

My father’s brows shoot into his slowly receding hairline. ‘Excuse me?’

‘We dated,’ I grit out, pushing through the lie. ‘And it didn’t end well. It was a mess, Dad. And I can’t go through that again.’

His expression shifts from confusion to contemplation. ‘I had no idea.’

‘I didn’t see the need to burden you with it,’ I lie smoothly. ‘But now you’re talking about marriage, and I…’ I sniff delicately and force a tearful hiccup. ‘I just can’t do it. Not with him.’

Not with anyone. Not like this. Call me a hopeless romantic, but I don’t think wanting to fall in love is too much to ask for.

I reach forward and squeeze my father’s hands. ‘Please, Daddy.’

For a moment, I think I’ve got him. The expression on his face is full of genuine fatherly concern and hope sparks in my chest.

But then he snatches his hands away from mine and places one on the door. ‘It’s been nearly ten years,’ he says gruffly, refusing to make eye contact.

Any wisp of hope is snuffed out immediately.

‘Whatever issues the two of you had, I’m sure you’re both mature enough to put it past you.’

My mouth falls open, a retort already on the tip of my tongue, but then he pushes open the door and I get my first glimpse of where we’ve been heading today. We’re parked outside a sleek and elegant-looking building and I immediately recognise the gold ‘V’ above the large double doors in front of us.

I grip the leather seats in my father’s car and shake my head. ‘No. Absolutely not.’

‘Come on,’ he sighs without even looking at me, before stepping out of the car and brushing the imaginary creases out of his suit. He waits a few seconds then, apparently realising I have no intention of moving, crouches down slightly and inclines his head towards me. ‘I wasn’t joking, Imani. You can have one last trip, as a courtesy, but that’s it.’ He snaps his fingers and stares at me expectantly. ‘Are you coming or not?’

The urge to glue myself to this seat for the rest of eternity is overwhelming, but I need to play this right. One false move and everything could shatter around me. Right now there’s still a chance, as slim as it may be, that I can get out of this with my life intact. So I grit my teeth and force a smile, the one I’ve perfected over the years, and step out of the car.

‘Of course,’ I say coolly. ‘Lead the way.’

I watch the way his shoulders relax ever so slightly as he guides me up the stone steps into the towering Vouvalis building, and I realise something.

He thinks he’s won.

That this is the end, and I’m going to go forward with this ridiculous proposal with a dutiful smile on my face.

I bite back a satisfied grin. He’s in for a huge surprise.





CHAPTER TWO Asher

My future wife steps into the room looking like she wants to set the whole building ablaze.

I can’t say that I blame her. I watch as she pointedly leaves two seats between her and her father and rigidly angles her body away from him when they sit down. There’s no doubt in my mind that she’s just received exactly the same news I have.

You’re going to marry the Davies girl. Get us into the aviation industry. Do something right for once.

I wonder if her father was as blunt as mine. If he gave her any room to argue back, or if he simply uttered his command and expected her to agree.

I shoot her what I hope is a sympathetic smile from across the table. I’m not used to having anyone to commiserate with when it comes to my father’s schemes and, as ridiculous as this one is, I’m glad I’m not alone.

She doesn’t return the smile. She doesn’t even look at me. Her jaw is set, her chin lifted, and there’s a steely determination flashing in her eyes. Imani Davies looks like she’s preparing to go to war.

My father clears his throat suddenly and my attention snaps right back to him. Everyone’s does.

‘It’s so good to see you again, Malcolm,’ my father says with a wide grin. I think he’s trying to seem friendly and approachable but, just like always, it feels off. Forced. ‘And you, Ms Imani. I’ve heard so much about you.’

Imani offers my father a stiff… Well, I wouldn’t call it a smile. More like a grimace. Her jaw is still tightly clenched as she bares her teeth at the two of us. ‘I’m sure you have.’

My father blinks at the obvious hostility radiating off her.

Malcolm shifts beside her. ‘Yes, it’s a pleasure, Georgios.’ He inclines his head in my direction. ‘Asher.’

‘It’s a—’ I start.

‘Shall we get down to business?’ My father cuts my greeting off without so much as a cursory glance in my direction. ‘I’ve got a call in twenty with our publicist and I’d really like to go to her with some good news.’

If Malcolm is thrown off by my father’s abruptness, he doesn’t let it show. His face is a mask of neutrality as he leans back into his seat and steeples his fingers together. ‘Then let’s begin.’

‘Yes,’ Imani says icily, speaking up before my father can launch into whatever spiel he has planned. ‘Let’s begin. I’m sure you’ve noticed the tension in the room?’

I blink. The tension in the room is palpable, yes, but I’d assumed it was between Imani and her father. But she’s currently staring daggers at me, like I’m her worst enemy and just being in the same room with me is enough to tip her over the edge.

I shift uncomfortably in my seat and quickly flit through my memories, trying to remember if I’ve ever had an interaction with Imani Davies to warrant this kind of ire. I know we studied at university at the same time, but we weren’t even remotely close. Not for lack of trying on my behalf. The Vouvalis’ have had money all our lives, but it’s only in the last decade or so that we’ve been propelled into the upper echelon of society, and I was still definitely on the outer rim back at university. Still am, if I’m being honest.

It’s been nearly a decade since I last thought of her, but suddenly a vague memory of Imani grinning at me over the rim of a wine glass slams into the forefront of my mind. It was during our first year at university and, up until that moment, I’d never interacted with her. I don’t remember what brought me to that party that night – I have to assume Teddy had dragged me out with him, because I’d never been much for the social scene even back then – but I went. And she was there. Our first interaction of the night was entirely uneventful. She wordlessly passed me a bottle of wine not long after I arrived, probably not even registering who she was passing it to. But I can fully recollect our second interaction.

The party was winding down and there were just a handful of us left. I was wondering if Teddy – who had disappeared into some dark corner with the host – would even notice if I left without him. Almost certainly not. Just as I’d made the decision to leave, a burst of laughter cut across the room. The kind of beautiful sound that makes you turn your head without thinking. Imani was perched on the kitchen island, surrounded by a small handful of friends, swinging her legs and idly twirling the stem of an empty wine glass. She reflexively glanced up as I slipped past her and I was treated to a soft smile.

‘Heading out?’ she asked and I had to fight the urge to point at my chest to check she was actually talking to me.

I cleared my throat. ‘Yeah. Got an early start tomorrow.’

She nodded once, then reached for a bottle of water poking out of an already open twenty-four-pack beside her. ‘Since our gracious host is currently AWOL…’

I felt my cheeks heat on Teddy’s behalf.

‘… I guess this is up to me. Here. Take this. You’ll feel less awful tomorrow.’

Our fingers brushed as I reach for the bottle. It was only the briefest of touches, but it was enough to send a strange flutter shooting through my stomach.

‘Thanks,’ I murmured.

‘Night. Get home safely,’ she said with a small smile. It was absolutely the kind of smile a person might give to a stranger in the street, but somehow it felt like it was just for me. She turned back to her friends immediately and the moment – if you can even call it that – was over as quickly as it had begun.

I’m more than a little embarrassed to admit that I may have harboured a tiny crush on Imani after that. Maybe.

We never spoke again but on the odd occasion we passed each other on campus, we’d share a polite smile. I’d like to say that she remembered me from the party and there was a hint of recognition in her eyes, but that would be wishful thinking.

It’s strange, remembering her like that – the soft, small smile whenever we accidentally crossed paths – when the version of her sitting in front of me right now might as well be a different person entirely. I haven’t thought about or seen her since we graduated, so I have no idea why she’s currently staring at me like she’d very much like to sink a knife into my chest right now.

Beside her, Malcolm grits his teeth and shoots his daughter a sideways glance. ‘Imani—’

‘If we’re going to be talking about marriage,’ Imani continues frostily, ‘I think it’s only right we get this all out in the open. Clear the air, so to speak.’

Now it’s my father’s turn to shoot me a sideways glance. His dark eyes narrow and I don’t miss the way his fist clenches slightly under the table. The unspoken message is clear. What the fuck have you messed up now?

Funnily enough, this time I’m not even sure.

Imani shifts in her seat so she’s facing me head on. ‘Do you want to tell them, or should I?’

‘I…’ I glance over at my father. His eyes have narrowed into thin slits and a dangerous vein is bulging on the side of his neck. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about?’

I don’t intend for it to come out as a weak question, but it does anyway.

Imani rolls her eyes. ‘Typical.’

Typical?

I lean forward and press a hand down onto the table. ‘I’m sorry. Did I—’

‘Your son and I dated during our university days,’ Imani says, sending the entire room into a stunned silence. Well, me and my father at least. Malcolm just looks pissed. ‘Needless to say, things didn’t end well.’

I should be focusing on the absurdity of her claim – that I’ve apparently dated and broken the heart of a woman without even realising it – but something else catches my attention.

She’s talking to my father, but she’s not looking at him.

Her gaze is fixed firmly on me.

And she doesn’t look like she’s five seconds away from throttling me anymore. Her chestnut eyes are wide and imploring and I get the distinct sense that she’s trying to tell me something.

I steal a quick glance at my father, whose expression has morphed into a potent mix of disbelief and simmering anger.

‘I’m not surprised you didn’t mention it,’ Imani continues, still staring at me with wide, desperate eyes. I feel like I’m missing something important here, that would click everything into place. ‘The last time we spoke, I told you I didn’t want to have anything to do with you ever again. But,’ she pauses and spreads her arms with dramatic flair, ‘it seems things are out of our hands now.’

‘We’ve already discussed this,’ Malcolm says through gritted teeth. He shoots my father an apologetic grimace. ‘The two of them dated some ten years ago now.’

From across the table, Imani winces.

‘Ten years ago?’ my father splutters, staring at me in disbelief. He’s quiet for a few moments, but then he shakes his head and lets out a rough chuckle. ‘They were practically children back then.’

Imani narrows her eyes and seems to brace herself for what comes next.

‘Ten years is a long time,’ my father continues. ‘Whatever childish or idiotic thing my son said or did back then, I’m sure you two can move past it as two, mature adults.’

Malcolm sighs in relief. ‘My sentiments exactly.’

‘He broke my heart,’ Imani says swiftly. ‘Crushed it into tiny pieces. That’s just not something you get over.’

Everyone turns to look at me. My father looks like he’s about to explode and even Malcolm looks displeased, an inkling of fatherly rage simmering below the surface.

Either Imani Davies is a seriously unwell young woman or she’s doing this for a reason. I’m praying it’s the latter. She’s got a game plan and I get the sense that she’s not going to let up anytime soon. Not without a fight. She’s staring at me with that desperate look again. I have no idea what game she’s playing but, for now anyway, I can’t deny that I’m not curious to see where this is heading. I clear my throat and fix my features into a sheepish expression. ‘It was a mutual heartbreak.’

Imani’s façade slips for a brief second and I get to enjoy the look of surprise that flits across her face before she pulls her mask back up and twists her lips into a scowl. ‘Of course you would say that. You were the one who—’

‘Enough.’ Malcolm puts a hand in the air and shakes his head. ‘We’re not here to hash out a decade-long grudge.’

My father nods enthusiastically. ‘Quite right.’

‘But maybe we should slow things down, Georgios.’

My father deflates. ‘Excuse me?’

‘The merger will still go ahead,’ Malcolm says quickly. ‘But it’s clear these two need some time to reacclimatise to one another. It’ll do us no good on the publicity front if we announce the engagement and these two are constantly at each other’s throats.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ my father asks with a frown.

‘We’ll start off with floating the idea of them as a couple in a relationship.’

Imani opens her mouth but Malcolm cuts her off with a piercing glare and she sinks into her seat like a chastised child.

‘See how the shareholders and investors take the idea of our families joining together in this way,’ Malcolm continues. ‘Remember, we need them to see that this is beyond business. That our companies and families are capable of existing and thriving side-by-side.’

‘This is ridiculous,’ Imani mutters.

Both my father and Malcolm ignore her.

‘Fine,’ my father says gruffly. ‘We’ll delay officially announcing anything concrete until these two can learn how to put on a united front.’

‘And that starts today,’ Malcolm says firmly. He pushes himself up from the table and gestures to the door. ‘Georgios, why don’t you and I discuss some more pressing matters in another room? We’ll leave the two of them to catch up and begin to mend broken bridges.’

My father hesitates for a second and then nods. I can see the irritation flashing across his face at being ordered around in his own building. But he swallows down the anger and stands up. ‘Follow me.’

The two storm out of the room without so much as a second glance at me or Imani. It isn’t until the door slams firmly shut and the sound of their footsteps fades away into nothing that Imani heaves out a deep sigh and slumps against the table.

‘I am so sorry!’ she groans, her head in her hands. ‘Genuinely, I’m so sorry. I know that was insane and… Fucking hell!’ She slams a hand down on the table and glares at the door. ‘Why do they have to be so stubborn?’

I blink at her. Every single thing about her demeanour has changed. The rigidity to her posture is gone and the cold expression on her face has melted into a warm, if not a little sheepish, smile.

‘I’m just really, really sorry,’ she says again before she drops her chin into the palm of her hand and shoots me an inquisitive look. ‘You held your own though. I have to admit, I didn’t think you’d catch on.’

‘It was strange,’ I say slowly, feeling myself relax with each passing second in her presence. ‘But I figured you had to be going somewhere with it.’ I mimic her action and drop my own chin into my hand and raise a brow. ‘Or you were just certifiably insane.’

She laughs the kind of laugh that takes over her whole body. It starts deep in her chest and rises up in waves, making her shoulders shake with each chuckle. She throws her head back, eyes crinkling at the corners. It’s oddly captivating, watching her let go like this. I’ve spent the last twenty minutes watching her sit rigidly with a scowl on her face, refusing to let even the slightest hint of emotion slip through, but now she’s transformed into someone completely different before my eyes. It’s like watching a storm give way to a calm, sunny day.

‘I guess I could be certifiably insane,’ she says between laughs, her smile infectious. ‘But if I’m insane, then what are you for going along with it?’

‘A very intrigued hostage?’ I offer, unable to stop my lips from twitching up at the corners. ‘Am I going to get any kind of explanation, by the way?’

Her laughter subsides into a soft grin. ‘It’s definitely not a sane explanation,’ she says, almost apologetically.

‘Try me.’

She hesitates for a beat or two and then lets out a soft sigh. ‘My father isn’t the kind of person who backtracks on something, not when he’s already decided it’s going to happen. When I was younger, he put me in ballet classes because the daughter of some potential investor was also in the same class. I hated it. I couldn’t make sense of any of the steps and none of the other girls in the class really liked me. I wouldn’t call it bullying, but…’ She gives me a wry smile, her expression wistful. ‘Anyway, I begged him to let me quit. I said I’d do anything else. Tap, or piano, or horse riding. Anything but ballet. But he wouldn’t budge, even though I was obviously miserable.’

‘So what did you do?’ I ask, feeling an unexpected wave of sympathy towards this little girl I never even knew. ‘How did you get out of the classes?’

Imani snorts. ‘I didn’t. I was seven.’

‘He let you stop once he got the investment, right?’

Another snort, this one accompanied with a roll of the eyes. ‘Pretty sure he gave up on that plan about two months into me taking the classes. But he’d decided that ballet was beneficial for the perception of the Davies name. It looked good for him to have a daughter who spent two days a week rubbing shoulders with the children of politicians, celebrities and wealthy businessmen. Even if they didn’t even like me.’ She shrugs and then points to her hair. Her dark brown curls are pulled into a tight bun. ‘I hated ballet, but some things stick. The hairstyle and the lesson it taught me. I don’t know if it’s a pride thing or what, but once my father has decided something, there’s no amount of begging I can do that’ll change his mind. I learned that from a very young age.’

She chews the inside of her cheek for a few seconds, and I can practically see the cogs turning in her mind. ‘My father is the kind of person who only listens to himself. He’s got financial advisors and people he’ll confide in, but they’re pretty much echo chambers these days. They just tell him exactly what he’s already planning on doing.’ Her lips split into a wry grin. ‘And don’t get me wrong – he is usually right.’

‘But not now?’

Her smile drops immediately. ‘Definitely not.’

‘So, what was that back there?’ I ask with a frown. It’s good to know that Imani isn’t certifiably insane, but I still can’t figure out what her game plan is here.

‘I’m never going to change his mind by just asking him. Not even I, his only daughter, have that privilege.’ She says it with a shrug, but it’s impossible to miss the hint of bitterness lacing her words. There’s a lifetime of hidden pain there. ‘But if he thinks it’s his idea…’ She trails off and the pieces of the puzzle start to come together in my mind.

‘Then he’ll call it off,’ I finish for her.

Imani leans back into her seat and gives me a nod, obviously pleased I’ve finally caught up. ‘Exactly. As soon as he realises this isn’t going to get him the positive press and good standing with the investors he thinks it will, he’ll call the whole thing off. Anything that puts the Peregrine Airways name in jeopardy is a hard no in my father’s mind. And that includes me.’

There’s that hint of bitterness again, and I get it. I truly do. I’m no stranger to growing up with the knowledge that you’ll always be in second place – or fourth, in my case – when it comes to the family business. But I’ve made my peace with it. Imani clearly hasn’t.

She also hasn’t thought this plan through.

I shake my head. ‘Your father might change his mind after a few bad headlines, but mine won’t.’

Scandal has been following Georgios Vouvalis since before I was even born. A little more would be nothing to him – not if it will ultimately get him what he wants. And right now, that’s Peregrine Airways.

Imani shakes her head. ‘It doesn’t matter if yours won’t change his mind. We just need mine to. Trust me, Daddy will never sign anything if he think it’ll hurt the business. Not even your father could get him to change his mind once he’s decided.’

I want to tell her that she’s underestimating just how persuasive my father can be once he’s set his sights on something, but her eyes are wide and imploring and the thought of dashing all her hopes right now makes something unpleasant settle in the pit of my stomach.

She’ll get it eventually.

There’s no need for me to push it along. No reason for me to give her an actual reason to resent or hate me. My father will make sure that happens soon enough when he forces me to put a ring on her finger.

‘So,’ Imani says with a tentative grin. ‘Are you in?’

‘In?’

She nods enthusiastically. ‘With my plan? We’ll need to work out some kinks, and figure out a believable backstory of course, but I think we could pull this off.’

There’s absolutely no chance in hell that we’ll be able to pull anything off, but her smile is widening and her energy is infectious. For a moment, I allow myself the delusion that I’m not constantly under my father’s thumb and that I have any kind of say in my life at all.

‘Unless,’ Imani says suddenly, ‘you had your own plan to get out of it? Sorry, just realising I came in here hot, and I never even asked what your plan was.’

My plan?

Is it pathetic that I never even had one? Yes. No doubt about it.

What does it say about me that I was ready to say yes to marrying her, just to keep him happy? My father says jump, and I don’t even ask how high. I just do it. That’s how it’s always been.

A silence stretches between us long enough to make Imani frown. ‘Or, I mean – surely you weren’t just going to say yes? You weren’t about to accept that your father’s been planning on marrying you off to some random girl just to get a deal over the line?’

Another beat of silence.

I can practically feel the disappointment rolling off Imani in waves.

Not sure why that bothers me, but it does and before I know it, I’m forcing out a laugh. ‘Of course not.’

Imani visibly relaxes. ‘Oh, thank God. Because, you know, that would be certifiably insane.’

‘Right.’ I continue to laugh even though my cheeks are hurting with the force of it all. ‘He only told me about five minutes before you came into the room. I was still processing the madness of it all.’ The lie rolls off my tongue easily and it’s clear Imani doesn’t doubt me. I should feel more guilty for that, but I don’t. Over the years I’ve got used to lying and keeping things hidden and squashed down.

‘So, yes,’ I say, still forcing the same easy grin. ‘I’m in.’

She makes a delighted sound and claps her hands together. ‘Thank you. Trust me, Asher, this is going to work.’

I wish I could believe it.





CHAPTER THREE Imani

‘So, you’re engaged now?’

‘Hello to you, too,’ I say over the rim of my glass as I watch my best friend slide into our booth. She’s twenty minutes late which, to be honest, is actually pretty good for her.

Sloane gives me a sheepish grin, tossing her long, black wavy curls over her shoulder as she settles in front of me. I know for a fact that she only woke up an hour ago, but she looks immaculate. Such is the life of a top model. Always got to be ready. Sloane, unfortunately, is no stranger to weirdos trying to snap a sneaky, off-guard photo of her to plaster all over social media.

As Malcolm Davies’ daughter, I get my fair share of public interest and headlines, but for Sloane it’s on another level. Top model, daughter of A-list actors Kiran and Margot Chavan, and granddaughter to British Indo-Caribbean theatre icon, Veera Chavan, Sloane has had the glare of the camera flash in her eye from the moment she was born.

Luckily, she’s gorgeous and I can count the number of ‘bad photos’ I’ve seen of her on one hand and still have a finger or two left over. But still, it must get annoying always having to be primped and preened the way she does. Not that I’ve ever heard her complain. She leans into the chaos and makes it part of her persona – the two-time nepo baby everyone wants to hate but can’t because, well, just look at the material.

‘Sorry,’ she drawls. ‘Late night last night, and I wasn’t expecting to hear from you for a while. Shouldn’t you be somewhere over the Mediterranean Sea by now?’

‘I should be three hours away from paradise right about now,’ I whimper dramatically as a waiter approaches and wordlessly fills up Sloane’s glass before disappearing back into the shadows. ‘But I’m officially grounded.’

Sloane arches a thick, perfectly fluffed brow and snorts. ‘Grounded? Are you sixteen?’

‘Unfortunately, I mean in the literal sense. No flights for me for the foreseeable future. He’s done everything but cut up my passport.’

On my ride home – solo – from the Vouvalis building, I logged into my Peregrine Airways account and discovered, thanks to the bright red alert running across the homepage, that a hold has been placed on my previously limitless account.

Indefinitely.

Sloane clutches at her literal pearls. ‘No.’

‘Yes,’ I say glumly, and take another sip of wine.

She reaches across the table and gives my hand a sympathetic squeeze. ‘What did you do?’

‘Nothing!’ I squawk indignantly. ‘It’s what I didn’t do.’

Sloane frowns then seems to remember the flood of increasingly incoherent messages I sent her this morning. ‘Right. This engagement thing?’

Just hearing the word engagement makes me want to heave. I still haven’t quite accepted that this is really happening. That my father would so easily hand me over as a means to get a step ahead in business. A knot starts to form in my throat but I force it away by swallowing down another gulp of wine. Now is not the time for tears.

Now is the time for strategising.

Asher and I have agreed to meet up later this week to firm up my admittedly sketchy plan, so I’ve got just under seventy-two hours to work out the kinks here. And there are a lot of kinks. First and foremost: the plan is insane, a fact Sloane helpfully reminds me of as soon as I share it with her.

‘You’ve been watching too many romcoms,’ she says. ‘Or, you haven’t watched enough. It’s meant to be fake dating, not fake exes. And even the former is patently ridiculous.’

I wave a dismissive hand in front of her. ‘I’ve thought this through.’

Sloane snorts. ‘No, you most definitely have not. You’ve thought a thought. One single, deranged thought. Which was “What if I pretend to be heartbroken over a fake ex so I can get out of marrying a real fiancé I never asked for?” ’

‘Exactly! You get it.’

‘No,’ she says flatly. ‘I don’t. I really don’t.’

I sigh and slump back against the booth. She’s right. The plan is unhinged. But these are desperate times. ‘I don’t see you coming up with any bright ideas.’

Sloane opens her mouth, then closes it and bites her lip and
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