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        Five years earlier

        Glasgow, Scotland

      

      

      

      On a cold, dreich night in Glasgow’s West End, Detective Inspector Violet Lee stood over the body of the man she’d been hunting and felt nothing but irritation. When she’d last seen him, he’d been very much alive. Now, he was lying in a pile of garbage while her colleagues gossiped among themselves, and the whisper of her name carried on the chill night air.

      “Violet Lee…another suspect dying violently…"

      "…third one in as many months…"

      "Can’t be a coincidence…”

      Violet tuned out the speculation as the crowd worked around her. Pressing her hand against her ribs, where the dead man had gotten in a kick that afternoon, she crouched on the wet, black pavement beside him. Puddles, leftover from heavier rain earlier that evening, reflected the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles, glowing blue and red in the night. The exact same colors that would appear on her skin in the days to come.

      Forcing herself to block out the circus happening around them, she focused on the man propped against the old tenement wall. Although it seemed fitting that a brutal murderer should have ended up dumped with the trash, this wasn’t the way Violet had wanted things to end. She’d wanted to see him in a cell, terrified of his fellow inmates and what they’d do to him. She’d wanted him to live out a very long life, suffering the same kind of fear and abuse that he’d inflicted on his victims.

      Sadly, you didn’t always get what you wanted.

      Instead, his face had been pulverized by fists much stronger than Violet’s own, and his limbs lay at angles impossible to attain without broken bones.

      It was an all too familiar sight.

      “I see our suspect has been beaten to death.” Chief Inspector Murray McFarlane was a master of stating the obvious. He was also unsurprised. “And your knuckles are raw, DI Lee.”

      It was the kind of casual observation he was famous for making. As though commenting on the weather, instead of letting the perpetrator know he was on to them.

      Only, she wasn’t a perpetrator.

      Slowly, she stood and turned to face her boss who, like everyone else she knew, was at least a head taller than her.

      “What are you doing out of the office?” Usually, it took the promise of food or a summons from HQ to get him to leave his desk.

      “This is the third one of your suspects to die this year after they've had an altercation with you.” He eyed her solemnly. “There are questions that need answering.”

      “Like whether or not I killed him?”

      “Violet, you know that’s not what I thi⁠—“

      “We fought earlier,” she interrupted in a toneless voice. Nothing to see here, nothing to hear. “He got away.”

      Murray kept his eyes on the body. “We have witnesses to your fight with the dead man. One woman said you were doing your kung fu crap on him. Kicked him on the side of his head.”

      “A glancing blow.” She wished it’d been harder.

      “Her husband said you seemed more intent on hitting him than arresting him.” Murray slowly turned his attention toward her, and she saw only pity-filled resignation in his eyes. “It’s out of my hands now, Violet. Management have heard the rumors and they’ve started an internal investigation.”

      She looked past him, through the crowd, to where her so-called partner was joking around with some other male cops. Aye, she bet she knew exactly who’d ensured those rumors got to management’s ears. Danny Rossi was a lecherous weasel who was more interested in grabbing her backside than doing his job, yet he still believed she got his promotion. She had no regrets over breaking his hand for touching her. After all, he’d been warned. Unfortunately, it seemed like the pervert held a grudge.

      “It doesn’t look good,” Murray said, keeping his voice low.

      No. It didn’t. Violet ground her teeth together until her jaw began to ache. She would not protest her innocence again. She’d spent hours doing that after the first two bodies had turned up bloody.

      She lifted her chin and stared her boss down. “Guess we’re going to have to let The Police Investigation and Review Commission sort this out. I have nothing to hide.”

      Murray nodded before crouching to get a closer look at the victim. “Would rather not have turned this over to the PIRCs but we don’t have a choice." He pronounced the internal affairs abbreviation the way all cops did, as pricks instead of pircs. To say they were unwelcome was to put it mildly. "Looks like he was kicked or shoved into the wall. There are fresh stone chips where he hit before he fell.”

      Violet crouched beside her boss. The smell of wet, molding garbage made her want to gag far more than the sight of the dead man.

      She examined the red brick wall and nodded. “Would have taken quite a bit of force to cause that kind of damage.” It went without saying that someone trained to put their full body weight behind a kick could have done it—someone like her.

      With latex gloved hands, Murray leaned over and opened the buttons on the front of the dead man’s shirt. A large red welt appeared in the middle of his pasty-white chest. Violet’s breath hitched in her throat.

      “Boot print,” she said, fighting hard to keep the relief out of her voice.

      “Wee bit bigger than your tiny feet.” Murray sounded as relieved as she felt. His eyes caught hers as he ran a hand over his shaven head. “There will still be questions, Violet. And probably a suspension to weather.”

      Her jaw clenched again. You hit one too many people in self-defense and suddenly you’re a pariah. It wasn’t like Scottish cops had guns to threaten off dangerous criminals. No, all they had to back them up was the weight of the law and the hope their prey would surrender. It wasn’t a great strategy when you were a female cop who barely skimmed five-feet tall, and it didn’t help that her Chinese heritage had gifted her with a slight build and a face that looked barely out of its teens. There was always the odd dirtbag who decided to strike out at a fragile-looking cop rather than surrender. Weirdly, they were always surprised when she struck back.

      As another vehicle angled into the wide alley between old tenement buildings, the beams from its headlights bounced off the wall beside the victim’s head and Violet sucked in a breath.

      Murray, who missed nothing, said, “What? What did you see?”

      She walked around to the other side of the body before crouching again. Holding her breath, she shone her flashlight on the wall beside the killer’s head. A chill went up her spine.

      The light beam wobbled slightly as she looked over at her boss. “It’s another message.”

      Grimly, he stood and came over behind her.

      “Well, hell,” he muttered.

      “Yeah,” was all Violet could think to say.

      Scratched into the brick, beside the victim’s head, were the words: your welcome. The exact same words, with the exact same grammatical error, that she’d found near the last two criminals she’d been suspected of killing. Both of whom she'd had violent altercations with on the day they'd died. It was a coincidence that'd worried her. Now, she realized it was actually a pattern. A very deliberate pattern.

      Her boss rubbed his chin, appearing suddenly weary. “Hate to say it,” he said, keeping his voice low. “But I think you’ve got a⁠—”

      “Don’t,” she snapped, cutting him off.

      But it was too late, the word was in the air between them.

      Stalker.

      Violet Lee, Detective Inspector, had a violent stalker. One who targeted the suspects who hurt her. With something like this hanging over her head, there was no way in hell management would ever let her out of the office again. She’d be stuck on desk duty until they caught the bastard. And seeing as they didn’t have even a shred of evidence hinting at who it could be, that would be a very long time indeed.

      She stared at the words scratched into the wall and knew exactly what they signified. They weren’t a clue to a killer. They were the death knell of her career.
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        Toronto, Canada

        That same year

      

      

      

      Max Durant clenched his fists against his thighs and fought the urge to punch his boss. He wasn’t a violent man. He preferred to take his revenge on the printed page but, seeing as that avenue had been stolen from him, he’d settle for dishing out a bloody nose.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Ronald Chambers said with a weary sigh. “You want to hit me. You think you’re the first reporter to come into my office with that look in your eye? You won’t be the last either. But you may as well face facts. My hands are tied. The publisher wants this story buried and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “It’s bullshit and you know it.” Max managed to spit the words out.

      Ronald loosened his tie, leaving it crooked. “It’s business. You can’t bite the hand that feeds you and get away with it. The owner’s family and the Poole family go way back. Hell, they even have neighboring weekend cottages up in Muskoka. Lake Joseph, I believe.”

      Of course they did. And by cottages, Ronald meant mansions.

      “I have a good story here.” Max paced the carpet in front of Ronald’s desk. Behind him, the blinds had been pulled on a wall of windows separating the editor from the newsroom outside. “I have proof that Damien Poole is involved in a criminal enterprise.”

      “You don’t have proof.” Ronald waved a dismissive hand at the documents in front of him. “You have suspicion, rumors, and conjecture. You know better than to try to push a story through on this alone. Face it, in your eagerness to go after some rich asshole, you rushed the job.”

      “I have a witness who saw Damien talking to a Russian mobster.”

      “You have a waitress who overheard some stuff she doesn’t fully understand.”

      “I have photos of him having clandestine meetings.”

      Ronald held up the photos. “These? They’re unprintable. Just a bunch of out-of-focus blobs with so much pixelation it looks like it’s snowing—in June!” He tossed them back on the desk in disgust. “Face it, kid, you got nothing. And yeah,” he held up a hand to stop Max’s protest. “I was willing to run with it, to give you some leeway and see if you could pad this out some, but the owner disagrees with me. Poole and his lawyers are upstairs with him now, and they've made it clear that if the story runs, we'll all end up in court. He wants the story killed before that happens. It's time to let this go.” He pushed the file over the desk toward Max. “Write something else. You’ll get another chance to bring Poole down in the future.”

      “Will I?” Max demanded as he scooped up the file. Fury and frustration were riding him so hard he could hear blood pounding through his veins.

      Ronald sighed and leaned forward, belatedly noticing the mustard stain on the front of his shirt, and swatting at it with irritation before turning his attention back to Max. “You’re a talented reporter. You’ve got tenacity and skill. We both know you aren’t gonna leave this alone, but you have to face facts. You just don’t have the proof you need to run with a story like this. Not against a man who can afford the best legal team possible. Take a day, or two, go breathe in some fresh air or have a stack of pancakes. Pancakes fix everything. No matter what you do, take the time to calm the hell down. Then regroup and try again. But believe me when I tell you—this story is dead.”

      Every muscle in Max’s body vibrated with tension as he jerked the office door open. It bounced off the flimsy partition wall, making it wobble. All eyes in the newsroom turned to him, most filled with understanding and sympathy, some with shock, because Max wasn't usually one to lose his temper. He didn’t want or need their empathy. He needed justice. After tossing the useless file on his desk, he grabbed his jacket and stalked from the room. Too wound up to wait for the elevator, Max ran down the stairs to the lobby.

      And straight into the devil himself.

      Damien Poole, flanked by his attorneys, strode out of the elevator as though he owned the world. Dressed in a suit that cost more than Max's apartment, he held his head high. The king looking down on his subjects. As if fated, his gaze stopped when it landed on Max and recognition registered. He cocked his blond head in acknowledgment and smirked smugly.

      "Good try," he mouthed before dismissing Max entirely and striding out into the afternoon sun.

      Max turned and punched the wall beside him. There were gasps as people gave him a wide berth. He barely registered their wary glances. Because his mind wasn’t on the reception area, it was on his small dorm room, years earlier. The place where he’d held his friend while she’d cried her eyes out and whispered about the horrors Damien Poole had inflicted on her. Max had wanted her to go to the cops, to swear out a formal complaint and humiliate the bastard in public—for all the things he’d done to her in private. But she wouldn’t do it.

      “He’s too powerful,” she whispered. “Too rich. Nobody will believe me, and I don’t have the money to fight him.”

      Instead, she’d let the attack eat at her, nibbling away until it consumed her whole.

      And that was on Damien Poole.

      "You're bleeding, Max." Arthur, one of the guards working desk duty came up beside him. "Let's go to the break room and get you cleaned up."

      Max looked down at his bloody knuckles and felt nothing. His attention strayed to the street outside, where Damien was climbing into a waiting limo. The smug bastard was going to get away clean. Again. His jaw clenched as he watched the limo slip into traffic.

      "Hey, Max," Arthur said stepping in front of him to block his view. "We need to get that hand seen to, buddy. You hear me?"

      Max forced himself to look at the man. "What?"

      "Your hand." He gestured toward it. "Looks like you're having a bad day. Come on, let's get you fixed up."

      "Yeah, sure." Max let himself be led away from the curious onlookers.

      "Did you lose out on a story or something?" Arthur asked, used to dealing with reporters, and aware that things could get emotional. "It's not like you to get physical. You're normally such an even-keeled guy. You must be having a bad day, son."

      "Something like that," Max said as they went down the hall to the security staff's break room.

      "Don't let it get to you." The guard shoved open the door. "Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. Next time'll be better."

      A surge of pure determination flooded Max's system. "Yes," he vowed. "It will."
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        Benson Security

        Houston Office

      

      

      

      "You want me to what?"

      Violet Lee shot out of her chair and stared at her boss. Now she knew why she'd been hijacked before she could get into the main office area of the building. At first, Violet had thought she was in trouble again. Now she knew it was much worse.

      "Sit down," Rochelle said in the calm voice she'd no doubt perfected during her time with the FBI.

      Violet hated that voice. Nothing irritated her more than someone trying to talk her down.

      "Please," Rochelle added, in a tone that said it was an order, not a request.

      Reluctantly, Violet pulled out a chair on the other side of the small table, in the private room they used to talk to clients. She had a lot of respect for Rochelle. The former FBI agent was good at her job and, like Violet, she'd had to manage other people's expectations as a minority woman in a role that demanded respect. But that didn't mean she had to take whatever Rochelle said as gospel.

      "Let's start again," Rochelle said. "We have a new client. His name is Max Durant and he's an investigative journalist from Canada. Max is working on a story that will expose a very wealthy and powerful man as nothing more than a money launderer and facilitator for organized crime."

      "I got that part," Violet snapped. "The part I didn't get is why he has to get married to do it." She leaned forward, staring her boss down. "And why I have to play his bride."

      Was the woman insane? Violet was not the person you sent in undercover as a bride. She didn't playact. No, she was the person you sent in if you wanted to scare the crap out of someone. Unless this Max guy had some weird kink for pain, she was not the woman for the job.

      "Because," Rochelle said patiently. "The man Max is hunting does most of his business from a private island in the Caribbean called Wedding Island."

      Violet made gagging noises.

      "Very mature," Rochelle said, beginning to lose patience.

      "Come on, seriously? That's the best he could come up with?"

      "The island has an international reputation for destination weddings," Rochelle said. "I assume he wanted that to be clear for the marketing."

      "From what you're telling me," Violet said. "The island also has an international reputation for money laundering and smuggling. Maybe he should have called it Criminal Island, which is almost as creative as Wedding bloody Island."

      Rochelle was looking at her like she'd grown a second head. "If I could continue," she said before doing just that. "The only way you can stay on Wedding Island is to either get married or be part of a wedding party."

      "I choose the last one," Violet said quickly.

      Rochelle ignored her. "Max's newspaper has a tight budget for this, which means they've only booked one room—for the bride and groom—and they've approached Benson Security to provide a bride who can double as a bodyguard while Max researches his story. Only one person can go in as close contact support for Max. That person has to be you."

      "Why?" Violet threw up her hands. "Why me? I'm the last person I would pick for this assignment. I have almost no undercover experience, I don't have a romantic bone in my body, and I can't act. So, why does it have to be me?"

      "Because." Rochelle pushed her hair off her face. The style was more afro than she usually wore, but the volume suited her. "I'm a few years too old to play the part. And although Katrina is coping well with the trauma of her past, she isn't quite at the stage where she can pretend an intimate relationship with a man. That leaves you."

      Violet was shaking her head. "No, it doesn't. Get one of the triplets to play the part. Max could just as easily have a husband as a wife."

      Rochelle's mouth quirked. "Oddly, one of them already told me he thought he could pull off acting the part. Apparently, Harris feels his good looks have universal appeal and that he'd make an excellent gay man—if his tastes leaned that way. Sadly, Max is happier with a bride than a groom, which is probably for the best because I wouldn't trust any of the triplets in a role this important."

      Violet clenched a fist on the table in front of her. "I have practically zero undercover experience." She pointed at her face. "There isn't a lot of call for a Chinese-looking woman to go undercover in Scotland."

      And, apparently, her bosses in the police force didn't feel she could be trusted not to lose her temper and blow whatever role she'd been asked to play. Violet had always thought that showed great wisdom on their parts.

      "Rodrigo is going to head up this mission," Rochelle said of their team member who'd been some sort of undercover agent for several different government offices. "He's got a lot of experience in this area. You'll be in good hands."

      Violet jumped on that. "If Rodrigo is going too, then he can play bodyguard."

      Rochelle shook her head. "Only Max's bride can stay with him twenty-four-seven."

      "Who else is going on this op?" Violet asked, feeling a little suspicious now. "I thought this Max guy only wanted a bodyguard."

      "Yes, that's true," Rochelle said evenly. "But he's getting the use of our entire team."

      "And the newspaper can afford our whole team? They were happy and eager to go from hiring one person to hiring nine, because you offered them the opportunity?" Something about this situation was stinking the room out.

      Rochelle hesitated, clearly thinking things over, and then she sighed. "Okay, Violet, I'm going to level with you, but what I tell you can't leave this room. Am I clear?"

      Clear, but very worrying. "Am I going to like this?" she asked.

      "I don't." Rochelle slumped in her seat, as though the weight of her words was too much to bear. That didn't bode well. "Max's editor knows our company's owner."

      Violet rolled her eyes. "I think Lake Benson knows everyone on the planet."

      Rochelle smiled ruefully. "And it would seem that most of them either owe him a favor or he owes them. In this case, it's the latter. Max's editor called Lake asking for a free bodyguard because the newspaper doesn't have the budget to cover one. Lake, in return, offered him the use of the entire US team."

      "Why would he do that? If the guy only wanted one member, why offer all of us?"

      "Because we're drowning here." Rochelle waved a hand to indicate the office, the building that housed them, and probably the whole of Houston. "I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but clients aren’t exactly queuing up for our services. Since opening this office, we’ve managed to piss off the local DA's office and most of Houston’s law enforcement along with it. They don’t want to work with us. Worse than that, they’ve made it clear that they don’t want anyone else working with us either.

      “We’ve been reduced to running low-rent background checks or installing security systems. There’s talk among the Benson Security partners that the US office is failing, and someone should pull the plug.”

      “I didn’t realize things were that bad.” Of course, she'd noticed work was sparse, but she didn't think they were on life support.

      “It gets worse," Rochelle said, sounding grim. "The government is clamping down on visas, and several of ours are up for renewal. The criteria for working in the States has become tighter, and I'm not sure we fit it any longer.”

      That made Violet sit up straight. “You think our visas will get revoked?”

      “I think there are several members of this team who wouldn’t meet the government’s new criteria for ‘upstanding citizen’.” She held up a hand and started counting off their teammates on her fingers as she spoke. “Abasi is an ex-mobster, suspected of cutting a bloody path through London’s crime world. Just because he hasn’t been convicted doesn’t mean there isn’t a file on him the size of a telephone directory. Then there are the triplets, who made a deal to work in the US office to avoid jail back in Scotland. Meanwhile, Rodrigo’s background as a government agent is so redacted it's unreadable, and I’m fairly certain not all of the organizations he contracted with were aboveboard. That brings me to you.” Rochelle’s dark eyes met Violet’s. “You exited the police under a cloud of suspicion, leaving a string of dead bodies in your wake. No matter which way you slice it, on paper half the team would be considered undesirable."

      "I'll admit there have been some mistakes and issues in our pasts," Violet said. "It's not who we are now." Although, she wasn't sure if that held true for Abasi Otieno. When it came to him, she kinda thought: Once a gangster…

      "Look around you." Rochelle waved a hand. "This is not the government of second chances when it comes to immigration. If they refuse to renew your visas, I'm left with Katrina and Noah for a team.” She rested her forearms on the table. "And, between you and me, Noah is making noises about leaving Benson Security. If this family trip to Atlantic City works out, he's talking about moving there permanently, maybe even getting his old job back with the police."

      "No," Violet whispered. As the only other ex-cop on the team, Noah was one of the few people she could tolerate for any length of time.

      "I don't blame him," Rochelle said. "Annabelle's treatment for agoraphobia is going great, and with the baby on the way, it makes sense that he'd want to be closer to the rest of the family. Plus, his sons miss their grandparents and Annabelle has become close to Noah's parents."

      “If our situation’s that bad, I don't see how one job can turn things around.”

      “Because we'll be working on a story that’ll attract publicity. Max has already agreed to mention us in his reports and, with any luck, a successful and high-profile case like this will help us rebuild trust with local authorities. It should also bring in new business. And, if we can prove we have a thriving business, with a staff who are particularly suited to our needs, we might have a chance at getting our visas renewed.”

      "There are a lot of 'ifs' in your plan," Violet pointed out.

      Rochelle shrugged wearily. "To be honest, it's more of a Hail Mary than a plan. Lake Benson has handed us a lifeline by asking us to support Max's investigation. If it goes well, it could save us."

      And if it went badly, it would be the end of the US office.

      Damn it to hell. Violet didn't have a choice and she hated being cornered.

      So, she blurted out what was worrying her most. “I have no frame of reference for pretending to be a bride. I don't even know what to wear."

      Rochelle's mouth quirked. "Generally, you wear a wedding dress."

      "Which will mean I have to go clothes shopping," Violet said with disgust. "I can't do the frou-frou girly crap that goes with weddings. I don't know how."

      It was her own fault she was so ignorant. While every other girl she'd known in her teens had been off experimenting with clothes and boys, Violet had been earning two black-belts and studying up on criminal justice. In a family where the ability to apply makeup was practically a genetic trait, Violet stood out like a sore thumb. Now it seemed that all those stupid lessons she could have learned as a teen, but avoided because she thought they were a waste of time, would actually come in handy. She never saw that coming.

      "Katrina will function as your maid of honor," Rochelle said. "I'm sure she won't mind sorting out your clothes and helping with the frou-frou girly crap. You won't be alone."

      "Then there's the romance side of things." Violet was beginning to feel a little desperate now. "Island weddings are all about the romance, right? Well, I don't do romance. I mean, I date. Although, I'm not sure you can call two dates in three years a stellar record. And I did break the last guy's fingers because he got a little touchy." Damn, she was beginning to feel lightheaded. "I don't know how to fake being romantic," she confessed on a whisper. "I don't know how someone who's getting married acts. My own sister kept me far away from her wedding for fear I'd break it." Her hands were clammy now and her heart was racing.

      Hunger. That was the problem. It was probably low sugar because she'd skipped breakfast for this stupid meeting. She scanned the room, hoping a chocolate bar would jump out at her. None did.

      "Max has been married before," Rochelle said. "He can walk you through what's expected and how to behave like a bride-to-be. Just follow his lead and you'll be fine."

      Was she mad? Follow the untrained client's lead on an op?

      "I'm sorry, Rochelle, but I don't think I can pull off the whole wedding thing," Violet said, sounding a little desperate. "I don't even see the point of getting married. Apart from the tax breaks and making sure you have legal rights when someone dies, what else is in it for the woman? At the end of the day, being married just makes it harder to separate when you inevitably split up."

      Rochelle blinked several times before replying. “You're not actually getting married; you know that, right? The op should be over, and you should be off the island before you even have to pretend to say I do. But if everything goes belly up and you have to go through with the ceremony, remember it isn't a real wedding. Generally, these Caribbean events are purely symbolic, and the legal paperwork usually happens in a courthouse at home. You just have to go through the motions as though the wedding is going to happen." She paused, thinking. "And pretend you're excited about it, because most people think weddings are a romantic expression of a couple's love for each other."

      Whatever. She watched The Bachelor. She knew romance was fake.

      "Violet," Rochelle said, her tone serious and earnest. "If you don't do this, it could be the end of Benson Security's American office."

      "Well, no pressure then," Violet grumbled, but she already knew she couldn't be the reason Benson Security's Houston office was closed down for good. She might not consider her team to be friends, but they were still her team. And she owed them. Even if it meant pretending to be a bride to save their backsides.

      "I'm sorry the weight of our situation falls on your shoulders," Rochelle said solemnly. "But you are an excellent operative and I know you can do this job. I have faith in you."

      Oh, the poor deluded woman. Of course, Violet could do the bodyguard part of the job. Hell, she could do that in her sleep. It was the rest of the stupid plan that was the problem. But this was what happened when you let the client plan an op. They had no experience and no idea what was needed. And because of that, she had to pretend to get married.

      There was a good chance she was going to kill the client before the op was over.

      “Fine," Violet said, sounding every bit as ungracious as she felt. "I’ll take one for the team, even though I don’t like it and it's clear that this plan is doomed before it begins. But if we’re doing it anyway, then I’m laying down some ground rules. I might be playing the part of a fiancée, but I sure as hell won't be one of those girly ones that squeal every five seconds as they cling to their man. There will be no public displays of affection, no stupid bachelorette party, and no high-heeled shoes.” She stared down her boss. “This has disaster written all over it but if I have to do it, I’ll do it.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Rochelle said as she stood. "Now, let's go meet the groom."
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      The groom was not what Violet expected.

      The investigative journalist label had led her astray. She'd imagined someone with a pasty complexion from not getting outdoors enough, maybe too thin from forgetting to eat while they worked, and definitely wearing glasses because of eyestrain. She was wrong on all counts.

      Max Durant was a puppy of a human being. His smile was warm and welcoming, and his eyes sparkled with delight, while the mop of wavy, brown hair that flopped onto his forehead was disarmingly tousled. All of which softened the angular planes of his face, and the too-sharp intelligence in his dark eyes. He had a lean, rangy build, broad shoulders, and a complexion that spoke of plenty of time outdoors. He also had the long, slender fingers of an artist—or in this case, a writer.

      "You must be my bride," he said with a welcoming smile, after she’d followed Rochelle into their open plan office.

      The whole team, minus Noah who was in Atlantic City, were gathered together. They were spread around the room, lounging at their desks. As one, they appeared to be holding their breaths, waiting to see how Violet would react.

      She didn't leave them hanging. "I'm not your bride, I'm your bodyguard."

      "My mistake." He strode toward her, hand outstretched. "Maximillian Alexander Leopold Durant," he said with a grin. "Thought you should probably know my full name now, so you don't faint from shock during the ceremony."

      Violet looked at his hand, then back to his face. "We're not getting married. There won't be any ceremony." She glared at Rochelle. "Or was that part a lie?"

      Max dropped his hand but didn't seem bothered that she hadn't shaken it. He thrust his hands into his jeans pockets and rocked back on his heels. "Oh, no, your boss was right. This whole thing should be over long before we have to walk down the aisle. Sorry, I was trying to ease the tension with a joke."

      "It wasn't funny," Violet told him.

      "I see that now," he said. "For future reference, is it all jokes you don't find funny or just this one?"

      Over in the corner, by the computers, one of the triplets coughed the words "all of them". She ignored the fools. The constant chitter of the triplets had become the white noise background of her life. Sure, she would have liked to have duct taped their mouths, and bought everyone some blessed peace, but apparently that sort of thing was frowned upon.

      She kept her focus on the reporter. "How do you know the op will be over before the wedding?"

      "I was just going to grab a coffee before I went over that with your team." He smiled again. "Would you like a cup too?"

      Violet stared at him while she tried to figure out what was going on. This was her office, not his, yet he'd clearly made himself at home. What was his motivation? What was he trying to do? Charm her into liking him? The whole thing was weird. Before she could reply, her stomach rumbled loudly.

      His twinkly eyes met hers. "I'll take that as a yes and add a couple of pastries to your plate." He sauntered over to the sideboard where the coffee pot sat next to a box of baked goods.

      She was still trying to figure him out when he returned with a mug of coffee and a plate with two pastries on it.

      "There you go," he said.

      Violet stared at him.

      Max was unfazed. "How about I put them down on this desk and you can get to them when you're ready?" He turned and placed them on the only desk that was completely bare on top. No photos, no notes, no computer. It just so happened that he'd chosen her desk.

      "He's trying to be friendly," Rochelle whispered in her ear before shoving her toward the food.

      Feeling tense, Violet cautiously took her seat, and poked at the pastries. Her stomach rumbled again.

      "Don't think he's trying to kill you," Rodrigo said from the desk opposite hers. "They're safe to eat." He seemed amused by her hesitance.

      "My mother told me never to take food from strangers," Violet told him.

      Of course Max heard. "Then we should become acquainted real fast," he said, standing beside the whiteboard at the end of the room. "Because there's going to be lots of food and drink on the island, and we'll look pretty stupid if you won't eat anything I give you. Of course, if you think I might be trying to harm you, then feel free to get your own breakfast. I won't be offended."

      Challenge heard and accepted.

      Eyes on him, Violet lifted a pastry and took a bite.

      He grinned. Wait. Were those dimples? She blinked and tore her eyes away. She’d seen dimples before. Better dimples than those ones for sure. But her eyes kept straying back to the sight. To her disgust, Max gave her a cocky chin lift in acknowledgment of her staring. Violet looked away but not before she felt her cheeks burn. She was not blushing. Violet Lee did not blush. She concentrated on eating the pastry. It tasted like cardboard.
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      Max sipped his coffee and tried to get his runaway pulse under control. He'd been perfectly relaxed, getting to know the Benson Security team as he waited for Rochelle to brief the woman who'd play his bride. And then Violet Lee walked into the room, and he felt like he'd been punched in the gut.

      He couldn't figure it out. Sure, the team had talked her up, explaining that she was a skilled martial artist, a former cop with acute instincts, and had perfect aim at the gun range. It'd all sounded like a dream come true for his assignment, because he desperately needed someone skilled to watch his back. But no one had prepared him for the experience of meeting the woman herself.

      Nobody had told him that, as well as being a warrior, she appeared petite and delicate, with a timeless beauty that would make every man who met her look twice. Nor did they mention her pristine olive skin and the wall of black silken hair that flowed over her shoulders. She was fascinating. A study in contradictions. A woman who moved like a predator but had eyes that saw deep into the soul of a man. Eyes shadowed with mysteries he somehow knew she'd never willingly reveal. She'd taken one look at him, held her head high, and dared him to try to get to know her, while making it perfectly clear that she had no intention of getting to know him.

      She was magnificent.

      And she was a problem.

      Max didn't need a woman who could see everything when he was hiding so much. Violet Lee could become a huge distraction to a man like him. A man who felt compelled to unravel mysteries, to find out how things worked, to tie everything up in a neat, understandable bow. A woman like Violet could very easily become an obsession. And he already had one of those.

      "We're ready when you are," Rochelle prompted, jarring his attention back to the reason he was in Houston.

      "Great," Max said as he ran a hand through his hair, making yet another note to book an appointment for a trim. "So, as you know, I'm writing a story on money laundering in the destination wedding industry. I’m particularly interested in a guy called Damien Poole, who owns a private island in the Caribbean called Wedding Island, as well as a chain of hotels throughout North America. I’ve long suspected that Damien is into some shady stuff, but this will be the first chance I’ve gotten to get some actual evidence."

      He kept his gaze firmly from Violet for fear she would know he wasn't telling the whole story. After all, the team didn't need to know everything.

      "“Damien Poole…” Katrina Raast, the svelte brunette who acted as the office manager, was good people. Kind but professional. “Playboy. Fast cars. Big boats. Supermodels. Likes to boast about his life on Instagram and attend the Met Gala every year. Didn’t he inherit the chain of hotels he runs?”

      “That's the one." Max tried very hard to keep his hatred of the man out of his tone but wasn't sure he managed it.

      "I thought he saved the company, or something," Katrina said. "I seem to remember it being on the verge of bankruptcy when he took over."

      "It was," Max said. "Until Damien miraculously found a silent partner who gave the business a huge cash injection."

      "Do we know who the partner is?" Rochelle asked.

      "Not a whisper. And trust me when I say I've looked. Although I did discover that he meets this partner every few months, in person, on his private Caribbean island. According to my source, there's a meeting scheduled for next week, which is why I booked a wedding for the same time. It's the only way to get onto the island and get eyes on Damien and his mystery partner."

      "You could have gone in as staff," Katrina said, brushing her short, pixie-cut hair back from her brow.

      "I thought about that," Max said, "but apart from some specialist staff he's flown in from other countries, all of the hotel workers come from nearby St. Patrice. It's a tight community and I don't have the right accent or connections to get me onto the resort staff." He smiled wryly. "Or the right skin color. St. Patrice is mainly Afro-Caribbean."

      Rodrigo De La Cruz, a charming, laidback man with eyes of steel, leaned forward in his seat. “Even if you are staying on Wedding Island, what makes you think you can get close enough to Damien to get a glimpse of his silent, and very secretive, partner? They won't exactly be dining in the resort."

      “I haven't planned that part out yet,” Max said. "I was kinda hoping you guys would give me some tips."

      Rochelle shifted, drawing attention her way. "The team will take care of that aspect of the mission," she said with authority.

      Yeah, Max was still reeling from the news he'd been loaned the whole team for the duration. It made him feel guilty. "You know I'm extremely grateful that Lake Benson offered the support of your team," he said. "But I really only need a bodyguard."

      Abasi Otieno, who was red carpet ready in his bespoke suit, yet had the mannerisms of a mobster, folded his arms.

      "You're gonna need a team," he said in a very distinct London accent. "In my experience, if you go up against organized crime, you need more than one person watching your back."

      Violet snorted and when everyone turned to her, she held up her hands. "What? It's funny because he dismantled his old crime family all by himself."

      "Yeah," Abasi drawled. "But Max here doesn't have my skills."

      Max couldn't argue with that. It was clear, solely from the little he'd heard already, that Abasi had skills Max couldn't even imagine, let alone replicate.

      "To be fair," he said. "I don't have any evidence Damien is involved in organized crime. All I have is a lot of suspicion and a handful of rumors."

      "Which is why this trip to Wedding Island is so important,” Rochelle said. “I know you were only able to book one room at the resort. Did you leave it open for booking more? For a wedding party, perhaps."

      "Yep, two people, one room." Max winced. "The newspaper's budget is tight, we could only afford one room. The resort did say they could accommodate a few other people for our wedding if it necessary. I can try talking to my boss about finding some money to book more rooms…"

      Rochelle waved a hand to stop him. "Benson Security will cover its own costs. I think it will be enough of a wedding party if we just add a best man and maid of honor. Rodrigo, you can head up the op. Katrina, you go with him. We'll place a couple more people on St. Patrice to back you up. I don't think there's any need for the whole team to go to the Caribbean."

      "Wait." One of the MacDonald triplets raised his hand like he was in school. Max thought this one might be Evan, but it was damn hard to tell the three young, identical Scotsmen apart. "Who gets to go as back up? I think it should be me. They'll need computer help."

      Ah, definitely Evan then. He was the hacker guy.

      "I should go," his brother said. "I can bypass any lock on the planet." That would make him Logan, the thief—or requisitions officer, as he'd introduced himself.

      That left the conman. Or, as Harris had called himself, the people person.

      "Don't count me out," Harris said. "Nobody can charm hotel staff like I can. That's an overlooked and undervalued skill, but essential nonetheless."

      "It's like running a preschool," Rochelle muttered as she stared at the triplets. "Sorry boys, but there's no way I'm sending the three of you on this mission. You attract too much attention."

      "What if nobody knows there are three of us?" Harris said.

      "He's got a point," Logan chimed in. "We arrive at different times, wear the same clothes, come and go individually. Nobody will have a clue there's more than one of us."

      Max grinned at the thought. It reminded him of an old black and white comedy movie, where the same people went in and out doors, while some jaunty music played in the background. What was it called? Damn it. Couldn't remember. He made a mental note to look it up later.

      "Never going to happen," Rochelle said loudly, making him realize he'd wandered off into his head again. "Evan will go with Abasi and act as back up." Her expression dared anyone to argue with her.

      Evan punched the air. "And we have a winner!" He taunted his brothers with a grin. They, in turn, frowned in a way that made it clear they were plotting revenge.

      "Great," Abasi muttered. "I almost killed him after a few hours in a cell together. I'm sure we'll do fine, alone on an island, for a week."

      Cell? This team was going to drive him nuts. So many questions and no time to ask them.

      "Then it's settled," Rochelle said. "We have a team, and we have a mission. Now all we need to do is some detail work."

      "Not so fast," Violet said. Max was pleased to see she'd eaten the food he'd given her. He made a note to keep her well-fed during the trip as he suspected a hangry Violet would be volatile. "I have something to say."

      "This should be good," Logan muttered with glee.

      Violet ignored him and stood, facing Max. "I have some ground rules. There will be no public displays of affection, no unnecessary touching, no girly crap, no embarrassing romantic stuff, and you will defer to me in all matters relating to your safety." Her eyes blazed, making it clear she expected complete agreement.

      Man, she was glorious. Terrifying and adorable at the same time. It messed with his head.

      "Got it," he said. "No unnecessary touching."

      He placed heavy emphasis on unnecessary, just to see what she would do. And yeah, he knew he was playing with fire. He just couldn't help himself.

      Her eyes turned mean. "That wasn't the only thing I said."

      "Mmm, but it seems the most pertinent," Max replied with a smile.

      She opened her mouth to speak, and Max held his breath, waiting to see what would come next. A strange mix of anticipation, fear, and excitement coursed through his veins. He imagined it was the same feeling someone got when they entered a lion's cage at the zoo.

      Rochelle shot to her feet and shattered the moment. "Now that’s settled," she said. "Let's sort out the details of this trip."

      With clear reluctance, Violet turned away from Max. And instead of being relieved, as any prey would be when confronted by a predator, he found himself grinning. Oh yeah, this trip was fraught with problems. Not least being Violet Lee herself.
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      It took seventeen hours and three flights, on increasingly smaller planes, to get to the island of St. Patrice. From there, it was a short boat ride to Wedding Island. At last, they were in the resort, and the final part of Max's plan to bring down Damien Poole had been set in motion. He could hardly believe that all his years of hard work were about to come to fruition. This was it. The moment everything had been leading to. The opportunity he needed to put the bastard in jail.

      He felt wired at the thought. Adrenaline coursed through him making him hyper aware of everything around him, including the woman at his side, as they walked through the hotel lobby.

      Violet had been avoiding him since their first meeting in Houston, even going so far as to refuse to sit beside him on the journey to Wedding Island. She'd politely informed him that their fake relationship didn't start until they reached their destination, and that until then, he was to leave her alone. It didn't bode well for pretending to be a happy couple.

      "Remember," Rodrigo whispered to him as they made their way through the wide hotel lobby. "You're happy to be here and excited about the wedding. That's all we want the staff to see, nothing more."

      "Got it." Although he wondered why Rodrigo was briefing him and not his temperamental fake fiancée.

      Then he saw that Katrina was whispering to a frowning Violet and realized they were both getting the same pep talk.

      "It's showtime," Katrina hissed before gently shoving Violet toward Max. "Smile!"

      As Violet came up beside him, she bared her teeth.

      He shuddered. "Forget trying to play the happy bride. I'll tell everyone you have jet lag."

      "Tell them whatever you like," she said, her eyes scanning the area. Probably looking for threats. "Just get us to our room as fast as possible." She tugged at the pale blue jumpsuit she'd worn for the trip. "I need to get out of this onesie. Every time I move, I get a wedgie. At this rate, I'm going to be permanently damaged, and you can kiss goodbye to a wedding night."

      He tripped over his own feet and almost face planted in one of the oversized potted ferns. With ninja speed, Violet reached out and righted him before he could injure himself. So much for being low key.

      "Wanna be less obvious?" she admonished him.

      "Sorry, I couldn't help it. You made a joke. I'm not sure it was entirely appropriate, but it was definitely a joke." He hadn't realized it was possible.

      "I'm a funny person," she said, completely deadpan.

      He felt like he'd fallen down the rabbit hole. "What's gotten into you? You’ve hardly said two words to me since we met and now, you're talking and cracking jokes."

      She cocked a thumb over her shoulder to Katrina, who was watching him intently. "I suffered through a seventeen-hour lecture on how to appear normal when I'm with you. Apparently, 'jokes ease tension and foster familiarity'. I'm quoting here."

      He honestly didn't know what to say to that and Violet didn't seem to need a reply. She was back to scanning the room for danger. Max did a visual sweep too, trying to see the hotel the way she did. All he saw was the white marble flooring, a plethora of potted ferns, and lots of overhead fans.

      "Violet," Katrina said through a smile. "I told you to be nice to him, not to toy with him."

      "I'm doing the best I can," she grumbled. "It's this bloody onesie. I need to get out of it before I go insane."

      "What's wrong with your playsuit?" Katrina asked. "I chose it especially so you'd have full range of movement, and the cotton would keep you cool. Plus, you look adorable in it."

      "I look like I'm ten years old. The shorts are too short, the neck is too low. But the worst part is, I have to take the whole damn thing off to go to the toilet. As soon as I get to my room, I'm setting fire to it."

      "How about we leave the clothes talk until later and check into our rooms?" Rodrigo said, obviously deciding this would turn into a full-blown argument if he didn't intervene.

      "Good idea," Max said. "After you, honey." He reached out to place a hand in the small of Violet's back.

      She stiffened and glared at him.

      He dropped his hand, then looked around to see if anyone noticed her reaction. No one was paying attention to them, but Rodrigo and Katrina shared a worried look.

      "Hi," Max said to one of the many hotel receptionists, all dressed in the same blue and silver uniform. "We're checking in. It's the Durant wedding. I'm Max and this is my fiancée, Violet Lee." He gestured to Violet before giving the receptionist a wan smile. "Violet had a rough flight. She isn't a good traveler, so we're looking forward to relaxing in our room."

      The woman smiled with sympathy. "Those small planes are difficult, aren't they?"

      "Yeah," Max said. "Add a boat trip on top and, well, you get the picture. Maybe you could have some ginger ale and Tylenol sent to our room for the jet lag?"

      "Absolutely." She tapped at the keyboard of the computer discreetly hidden behind the long counter. "Let's get you settled in first. Passports?"
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      Violet was on edge. She felt like there was a neon sign over her head proclaiming her a fraud. Everywhere she looked she saw happy couples. Without exception, everyone seemed relaxed, excited, and perfectly at home on the island. Violet, in contrast, felt like her movements were wooden, her smile brittle, and her tone on edge. In other words, she was acting like a woman going to the gallows instead of to her own wedding.

      "Just relax," Katrina said
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