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About this Book

Hex thinks he’s safe, but he forgot to guard his heart…

Six years ago, Hex arrived at Ravenswood an unruly eleven-year-old, starved of affection. Since then, the prestigious boarding school has become his home. Now in his final year, Hex refuses to think about the future, determined to enjoy the time he has left. This plan unravels on the very first night of term when he breaks curfew and runs straight into Jayce—the infuriatingly calm, frustratingly attractive new security guard.

What begins as mutual irritation soon sparks into something more, something forbidden. Hex knows falling for Jayce is against the rules, yet he can’t seem to stay away. But the closer he gets, the more he senses Jayce holding back. And Jayce isn’t the only one with secrets. As Hex’s world fractures around him, he discovers that Ravenswood is no longer the sanctuary he once believed it to be.

“It’s a true pleasure to read the prose of someone with such a deft hand at blending sweet romance and sinister suspense.”

– Molly Ringle, author of The Quicksand Theatre Company

“Tender-hearted, thrilling, and full of charming characters. In short, everything I’ve come to expect from Boys on the Brink.”

– Clarissa Pattern, author of Airy Nothing


Chapter One

Sneaking out after curfew on the first night of term isn’t just a laugh; it’s a time-honoured tradition.

Perched on the sill of the open window, legs dangling outside, I twist to glance into the room behind me. We’ve barely been back a few hours and already an invisible boundary line slices the room into two distinct halves. Mine, as always, looks like a tornado has swept through, throwing books and piles of clothes into chaos. My roommate’s, on the other hand, is exactly how I imagine the inside of his brain—immaculate and utterly devoid of clutter. I have the petty urge to toss a pair of boxers across the divide, just for the hell of it.

Tom O’Brien is already in bed, lanky frame propped against the pillows, eyeball-deep in his psychology textbook. With his round spectacles and the striped pyjamas buttoned to his chin, he resembles a middle-aged accountant unwinding after a long day at the office.

When I clear my throat, Tom lowers his book to peer at me. “Going somewhere?”

As if he hasn’t seen me pull this stunt countless times before. No one does deadpan like my best friend. Still, after six years of reading the subtle shifts in his expression, I detect the amusement in his green eyes.

“Want to come with?” I flash him a wicked grin. “The first round’s on me.”

Tom snorts. “Right. Because that would be an inspired start to my career as head boy, getting caught down the pub with my delinquent mate.”

“Hey, less of the delinquent, Mr. Stickler-for-Rules.” I lean against the window frame, arms crossed. “Go on then, I’m waiting.”

“For what?”

“You know. For you to try and stop me.”

Tom rolls his gaze towards the ceiling. “Remind me… How many times have you snuck out after hours?”

I give this serious consideration. Starting with that night during our first term when I stole into the woods after lights out to smoke illicit cigarettes with some of the Year 10s, I tot them up on my fingers. Very quickly, I run out of hands.

Tom sighs. “That was rhetorical. The answer is too many.”

“Hey, you make me sound like some seasoned criminal.”

“If the shoe fits. Now, all those times you broke out of bounds, how often have I tried to talk you out of it?”

“Um…every time?”

“Correct. And can you name a single occasion when you actually listened to me?”

Windowsills really aren’t built for comfort. They should come with padded cushions, maybe a moulded headrest. I adjust my position and extend my palms towards him. “But that’s the point. This is what we do.”

It’s true. Tom tries to convince me to abide by the rules, and I completely ignore him.

This has been the pattern of our friendship from the moment we met during break on our first day at Ravenswood. Tom, a skinny eleven-year-old with a mouthful of braces and glasses too big for his face, was pushed up against the wall of the quad. Looming over him were Enzo Grant-Taylor and his minions, all three jeering and taking the piss out of Tom for being the headteacher’s son. Enter me, Hector Reid-Fox, a tearaway with the confidence of a kid who’d been left to run wild his entire childhood. I gave the wannabe bullies a piece of my mind and took this timid boy under my wing.

From that moment on, Tom’s done his best to keep me on the straight and narrow, while I see how many lines I can cross without getting caught. Our friendship shouldn’t work. Yet, for some inexplicable reason, it does.

Tom waves me off, his tone resigned. “Not anymore. I wash my hands of all responsibility.”

“Ouch.” I clutch my chest in mock hurt. “Surely it’s your duty as head boy to at least attempt to save me from myself.”

“Hex, you were a lost cause long before I met you.” Tom disappears once more behind his book. “Now piss off before someone sees you halfway out of the window. If Pierce asks where you are, I’ll tell him to check The Feather and you owe him a Scotch.”

“Dickhead.” I laugh and feel with my feet for the nearest rung of the wooden trellis. An instant later, I’m shinning down it, trying to avoid stepping on Whitcomb’s prized wisteria. I mean, if you’d rather students didn’t make a bid for freedom out of their bedroom windows, maybe don’t provide them with a ready-made ladder.

My feet touch grass and, just for a moment, I pause in the shadow of the wall. The night air brushes my skin, soft as a crow’s wing. It’s heavy with the smell of earth and weather-beaten brick and something indefinable—something that’s pure Ravenswood.

I’m home.

I inhale, filling my lungs with what feels like my first real breath in two months. If anyone besides my friends knew I spend every holiday counting down the days until school starts, it would put a serious dent in my street cred. Still, there it is. This is where I belong, where I finally found my people.

And a mile or so up the lane, The Golden Feather waits with its wacky selection of crisps, and Nat, the cute landlord’s son who never scrutinises my fake ID too closely. I can practically taste the Jack Daniel’s on my tongue.

First things first, though…check for potential impediments to my evening plans. I scan the path that snakes along the east side of campus. Sounds float from within the residential blocks—snatched conversation, a kettle boiling, audience laughter from a TV. No one should be about after curfew on a school night, but you can never be too careful. Take it from a pro.

I glance behind me at the upper floors of Nightingale House. Vladimir Novikov would jump at the chance to rat me out. Yet, though lamplight shines from the room directly above ours, there’s no sign of that familiar angular silhouette.

One enemy dodged. Now for the second…

I edge along the side of the building and peer around the corner. Our housemaster has drawn the curtains across his study window and the strains of classical music drift through the open sash. I made a point of letting Pierce see me on my way upstairs. Short of some catastrophe—a freak earthquake, perhaps, or an attack by man-eating moths—he should have no reason to check on me. As far as he’s concerned, I’m tucked up in bed like the good boy he wishes I was.

The coast is clear.

Crouched low to avoid the golden rectangles of light, I duck across the path and around the back of Starling House. After that, it’s an easy sprint over a stretch of lawn to the perimeter wall. I keep to its protection for as long as possible, my trainers soundless on the springy grass, before striking out across campus.

To the uninitiated, Ravenswood is a confusing maze of hedge-fringed walkways, hidden gardens and unexpected flights of stone steps. Away from the lit windows of the student houses, everything appears even darker, black forms etched against the inky sky. It doesn’t matter. I know every shortcut, every sheltered nook. If you gave me a pencil, I could draw you a map blindfolded.

I take a circuitous route, the route I’ve mapped out over years of trial and error and near-brushes with security guards. Weirdly, the easiest part is evading the CCTV cameras. They’re confined to the main paths and are mostly there for show, to reassure rich parents that their precious offspring are safe from kidnappers lurking beyond the gates. In truth, a herd of elephants could rampage through the grounds without detection.

As I skirt the sports centre, something flickers at the edge of my vision. I freeze in the shadows, eyes searching the blackness. Just my luck if a member of staff has decided to take a nighttime ramble. Worst luck still if they’ve seen me. Not that I couldn’t charm my way out of it—“So sorry, Sir…Miss. I was in the library and completely lost track of time.” Still, being caught would throw a great rusty spanner in the works. I brace myself for a shout…movement…any evidence that I’ve been spotted.

Nothing.

Everything is quiet, motionless. I let out a long breath. It was probably the breeze stirring the leaves or some nocturnal creature foraging for food. There’s no one there. Pulse still racing, I continue around the sports centre. A few more minutes and I’ll be home and dry.

Beyond the rugby pitch, where the north and east walls meet, grows an ancient cedar. Not only is it a doddle to scale with plenty of hand- and footholds, but one of its sturdy branches forms a perfect bridge between the trunk and the top of the boundary wall. We’ve shared many a daring escapade, this tree and I. It has waved me off on countless nights out, kept my secret when I emptied a gut load of Bacardi and Coke into its roots.

With the instinct of long practice, the toe of my trainer finds the first ridge in the bark, and I begin to climb. In a matter of moments, I reach the fork and inch my way along the branch on my belly, fingers grasping for the wall.

Almost there.

“Mr. Reid-Fox?”

I nearly topple head first out of the tree and onto the lane below. Heart pounding, I dig my nails into the brickwork. What to do… Should I make a dash for it, dive over the wall and run? But, no, he used my name. How could whoever it is have recognised me in the dark? He can’t have followed me all the way from Nightingale…can he?

I pull myself upright to sit on the wall. No choice other than to brazen it out. “That’s me. Lovely evening for a walk.”

“A walk.” The statement drips scepticism. Anyone would think he’s never heard of a moonlit stroll before.

His tone catches me off guard. Not hostile, exactly—it’s too calm for that—but several light-years away from friendly. I narrow my eyes, peering into the darkness. I can just make out the solid outline of a figure in the shadow of the tree. Too stocky to be Ryan, and Omar left last year to become a bodyguard to some oil mogul. Besides, I’d recognise their voices. When you’ve spent your school career testing boundaries, you get to know the security guards pretty well.

“Sorry.” I adopt my best dinner-party manners. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Indeed. And we’re meeting here, now, half an hour after curfew, because…?”

“Oh. Well, the thing is, I suffer from the most crippling insomnia. Stretching my legs is the only cure.”

“I see.”

Still not so much as a flicker of amusement. If I could see the guy’s face, I’m betting it would be set harder than the bricks beneath me, but his features are a blur in the gloom. I frown. Ryan always chuckles at my attempts to wriggle out of trouble, while Omar treated me with wry exasperation. This new guard, if that’s even who he is, will need more coaxing onto my side.

“Absolutely,” I assure him, all earnest sincerity. “Fresh air and exercise are so beneficial for sleep.”

“And the pub has nothing to do with it, I assume.”

Well and truly busted. Not that I really thought he’d buy my tale of insomnia; I just didn’t expect him to call me out so blatantly.

“The pub?” If only it were daylight, I could dazzle him with the full force of my blue-eyed innocence. “I’m not sure what you mean. No, I like to come and sit up here sometimes…for the view.”

“The view. Right.”

This guy isn’t giving me a millimetre. My evening of drinking and flirting skitters away through my fingers.

Time to try a different tack.

I lean forward, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You could always pretend you haven’t seen me.”

“Pretend I haven’t seen you.”

“Exactly. No one would ever need to know. You could just carry on with your round, forget any of this ever happened.”

“And you’ll sit here for a while, admire the view, then head back to bed.”

“Precisely.”

He’s silent for an eternity. I squint at him, watching for his demeanour to soften. He remains as immovable as the tree trunk behind him. He has to be considering my proposal, though. After all, what would be the harm? He’ll scrub my existence from his memory and I can continue my evening. Everyone’s happy.

“Well?” When he eventually speaks, the steel in his voice crushes my hopes. So much for us coming to a mutually beneficial arrangement. “I’m waiting.”

“Excuse me?”

“Enough play acting. Get down from there, please. It isn’t safe.”

I hesitate, glancing behind me at the lane and the promise of freedom. I could push some more, really ramp up my powers of persuasion, but I know when I’m fighting a losing battle. This guy isn’t budging, and I can’t afford to burn my bridges this early in the term. I kiss my plans farewell and shimmy back down the tree.

The instant my feet touch solid ground, his rigid stance relaxes and he gestures towards the path. “Lead on.”

Wait. Is he seriously going to march me back to the house? “You don’t need to escort me. I can find my own way.”

“I’m sure you can.” His snort contains a galaxy of cynicism. “Come on.”

There’s trust for you. This guy has one hell of a suspicious mind. I begin retracing my route, Mr. Killjoy a granite presence at my shoulder. I feel like a prisoner being returned to his cell. The only saving grace is that no one’s around to witness my humiliation. Enzo Grant-Taylor would have a field day.

As Nightingale looms into view, I clear my throat. “Um, I suppose there’s no chance we could avoid mentioning this to my housemaster?”

I hold my breath. Mr. Killjoy is silent for so long, I’m in real danger of asphyxiation. Still, I had to ask. A ticking-off from Pierce on the first night back wouldn’t be the ideal start to my final year.

When he still doesn’t answer, I assume the worst. My shoulders slump. Well, it was worth a shot.

Then he huffs. “Just get in.”

“What?” I straighten. “Really?”

He steps away from me, pointing towards the house. “Promise not to pull another stunt like this one and we’ll say no more about it. Now go, before I change my mind.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I hurry to the trellis below my window, get-out-of-jail-free card clutched to my chest. As I climb, Mr. Killjoy watches my every move. Typical. How come Tom’s dad chose this moment to hire a security guard who takes his job seriously? He could at least have waited till I’d left. If I want to enjoy the sort of freedom I’m used to, I’ll have to be more careful in future.


Chapter Two

By Monday morning, I’ve put the previous night’s events down to a case of phenomenal bad luck. Mr. Killjoy might have caught me once, but I won’t let him ruin my plans again.

Meals at Ravenswood are held in the old mansion, which presides like a benevolent ruler over the newer school buildings. The delicious smells of breakfast waft through the entrance hall, lifting my spirits still further. I enter the grand dining room and make straight for the sideboard. As usual, it groans under the weight of food—dishes of bacon and eggs, tureens of porridge and natural yoghurt, platters of fresh fruit.

September sunshine spills through the French windows, sparking off the crystal chandeliers and lending a polished sheen to the wood-panelled walls. Once, this room would’ve hosted magnificent banquets, the guests swathed in jewels and gold brocade as they tucked into pheasant and wild boar. Now, it’s a sea of book bags and black blazers. The school crest—a raven perched in a nest of pencils—flashes silver on every lapel.

Plate loaded down with croissants, I weave through the tables of chattering students, waving to a few of my rugby teammates. It isn’t hard to spy my friends; the pink waterfall of Nora’s hair acts like a beacon in the crowd. She’s seated across from Tom, gesturing with her spoon as she talks. They both have matching ‘head student’ badges pinned to their blazers.

“And of course I told her she looked gorgeous either way—I mean, Lucinda’s stunning, isn’t she?—but… Morning, Hex.” Nora beams as I pull out the chair beside hers.

I set down my tray and sit, mirroring her grin. Nora Khan can perk you up more effectively than a triple espresso. “What was that you were saying?”

“Roommate trouble.” Tom spears a slice of sausage and rolls his eyes.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Nora gives him a reproachful look before turning to me. “Poor Lucinda. She was in full meltdown mode. You know how insecure she is, even though she has absolutely no reason to be, and she couldn’t decide whether to plait her hair or leave it down.”

“I know the feeling. I can barely decide what to have on my croissants.” I examine the selection of spreads in the centre of the table, eventually settling on the raspberry jam.

Nora laughs, shaking her head. As the only child of Saudi Arabian hoteliers who’d buy their daughter the moon if she asked for it, you might expect her to be a pampered princess. Spend more than five minutes in her company, though, and it’s obvious Nora doesn’t have a spoilt bone in her body.

She glances at me, a strawberry part way to her lips, eyes sparkling. “Tom told me you had rather an eventful night.”

“I bet he did.” I slather jam onto my croissants, shooting a mock glare at Tom. He’s taking way too much pleasure in my downfall. Instead of an enjoyable evening spent drinking and chatting up the landlord’s son, I had to endure Tom’s amusement at my expense.

Nora pats my arm. “I’m sure it was just a fluke. After all, you are a bit of an expert when it comes to sneaking off campus.”

Bless her. If you’re ever feeling low or suffering with an attack of self-doubt, you can rely on Nora to cheer you up.

I reach past her for the coffee pot. “I am, aren’t I? No mere security guard will keep me chained up all year.”

“Heaven forbid,” Tom mutters into his plate.

I stick my tongue out at him and stir sugar into my coffee. God, I’ve missed this. Picturing myself back here, surrounded by two of the people I love most in the world, was the only thing that kept me sane during the endless summer.

Nora nudges me. “You see that boy over there? The redhead sitting on his own? No, don’t turn around—you’ll embarrass him—but he’s been gazing at you since you sat down.”

Interest piqued, I follow the direction of her gaze. A few tables over, a boy with hair the colour of a fox’s coat is studying our group. When I catch his eye, he blushes and bends once more over his breakfast.

“Sweet,” I say, “but not my type.”

“No. Hex goes for the older man.” Tom smirks.

I opt for a dignified silence. He’s referring to my brief but passionate fling with Archie Buckingham, the sexy bad-boy in the form above. He broke up with me at the end of last year. Well, it was hardly the romance of the century, and he was embarking on a whole new life at uni; he didn’t need a high school boyfriend cramping his style. I get it. I do. My body doesn’t appear to have got the memo, though, and still reacts at the mere memory of his hands on me.

“Hell. Just what I need.” Tom bends to whip a book from his bag and disappears behind it.

I don’t need to ask what he means. Only one person has this effect on my friend. Sure enough, I glance over my shoulder to see Enzo Grant-Taylor advancing on us. The son of an Italian opera singer and a British record producer, he swaggers over to our table like the star he’s bound to be some day. His henchmen trail him as always, a pair of malevolent shadows.

Enzo GT and I have been arch-enemies since I stood up to him on our first day at Ravenswood. From then on, we’ve been the kings of our own domain—Enzo on stage, me on the rugby pitch—loathing each other from afar.

“Buongiorno,” Enzo greets our table at large. His black eyes flicker between Tom and me, wicked with malice, but he refrains from insulting us out loud in front of Nora.

I, however, have no such qualms.

“Piss off, dickhead.” I flip him off with my croissant, then take a bite in a deliberate show of disinterest.

Enzo’s bodyguards glower at me and crack their knuckles. Logan Armstrong is a brute, equally intimidating off the rugby pitch as on it. By contrast, Vladimir Novikov might not be physically imposing, but his slender hands are as skilled with a paintbrush as they are at inflicting pain. Between them, they run an underground racket in drugs and alcohol, keeping students supplied with their vice of choice.

Enzo waves them away and leans on the back of Nora’s chair, charm oozing like poisoned treacle over his depraved face. He reaches out to run his fingers through her hair. “Gorgeous colour, carissima. Really suits you.”

“Thank you, but you do realise flattery will get you absolutely nowhere?” Nora smiles, although she shakes her hair free of his grasp.

“Aw, don’t be like that. This will be the year you finally agree to go out with me. I’m counting on it.”

“We all have our dreams, I suppose.”

“You’ll see.” Enzo presses a hand to his heart and starts to walk away. “See you around, carissima.”

His henchmen chuckle, making to follow him. As I pick up my mug, Logan jogs me on his way past, splashing coffee down the front of my shirt.

“Hey, watch it.” I glare


















































Chapter Twenty-Eight

“Your father sends his regards,” Benson informs me, guiding the Rolls along the lane from the school. “He intends to contact you about dinner one evening.”

I stare out of the window to hide my wry smile. Hedgerows scroll past on either side, their branches hung with pinkish-white blooms. Before the kidnap, the idea of having dinner with my father would’ve sent me fleeing to Australia. Now, the prospect might not exactly make me want to dance the conga, but at least it no longer fills me with dread. So much has changed since I stumbled from that prison and into Jayce’s arms.

As soon as the police finished taking my statement, my father roared up in person to whisk me back to Elmgrove, ranting about suing everyone from the governors to the cleaning staff. I didn’t protest. After everything, all I wanted was to get away.

The snow that’d been threatening for days finally fell the morning after I arrived home. My dad hired security to patrol the perimeter of the estate and forbade me to leave unaccompanied. Other than that, in a rare display of sensitivity, he gave me space to come to terms with my ordeal.

For the first time in my life, I was grateful to him. I didn’t want to think about the hours I’d spent in that basement, let alone talk about it. I whiled away the days trudging through the snow, walking every hill and valley of the estate until I slumped exhausted by the library fire. I ate the hearty soups and casseroles Mrs. Baines set in front of me, watched eighties sit-coms on UK Gold, and kept my mind determinedly blank.

Term ended on the Friday following my return home. I doubt I would’ve registered the date if not for Nora’s text, telling me she was all packed up and travelling back to London. That same afternoon, my dad sought me out in the library, taking the armchair on the other side of the fireplace.

“So…uh, Hector.” He coughed.

His gaze avoided mine to flit around the room. It was growing dark outside, casting the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in shadow. I hadn’t bothered to switch on a lamp, but the orange glow from the flames threw his discomfort into sharp relief.

At last, my dad looked at me. He cleared his throat again and clasped his hands in his lap. “I’ve been in contact with various schools to discuss the possibility of you transferring there to complete your A’ Levels.”

His words pierced the numbness. With an effort, I dragged myself from my stupor and focused on what he was saying. He wanted to pull me out of Ravenswood? This was the first I’d heard about it, although remembering his white-lipped fury the night he picked me up, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Everyone I’ve spoken to has been most understanding,” he continued. “However, the general consensus is that switching schools at this late stage would be detrimental to your studies.”

Well, that was something. The idea of starting somewhere unfamiliar, having to learn my way around a new campus, new tutors, new classmates… It was all I could do not to regress to childhood and crawl under my bed.

My dad steepled his fingers. “I realised then that it needs to be your decision. I’m reluctant to send you back to Ravenswood, given everything that went on, and I also appreciate that it might be…difficult for you to return there.”

I prevented my mouth from hanging open, but it was a close-run thing. Was my father actually interested in my feelings?

“The last thing I want is to jeopardise your chances of passing your exams, such as they are.” He frowned, doubtless recalling my numerous mediocre school reports. Hector is a bright student, but he appears to have developed an allergy to homework and paying attention in class. “If you feel able to return to Ravenswood, I have received assurances that you will be safe. However, if you would prefer to remain at home, I’m willing to provide you with the necessary tutors to help you complete your education here.”

The next six months flashed across my vision—me rattling around this echoing mansion, nothing to break the monotony but one-to-one lessons and awkward conversations with my father. No Nora, no noisy meals in the dining room, no walking the familiar campus. Immediately after my rescue, I welcomed the solitude, but to stay cooped up here until June…

I sat bolt upright, mind clearer than it’d been in days. “No. No, I’d like to go back, see out the year.”

“Very well. I’m not entirely happy about it, but with that scoundrel and his family locked up, you should be in no danger, and as I said, it’s your decision.” My father chewed his tongue. He obviously wanted to argue, but he merely said, “I’ll get on to the school this afternoon, let them know you’ll be re-joining in January.”

I expected him to beat a hasty retreat. He’d done his duty and could now tick my education off his list of tedious chores. Instead, he remained seated, staring into the fire as though he wished it would devour him.

He spoke without looking at me. “I’m aware… That is, I know I haven’t always been the ideal parent to you.”

This time, I did gape at him. In eighteen years, he’d never acknowledged his failings as a father. Not once. What was I supposed to say? Sorry to be blunt, Dad, but you’ve been utterly shit? Probably wiser to stay quiet and hear him out.

He kept his gaze on the flickering flames. “I never wanted children. I don’t tell you this to hurt you, Hector, but to help you understand. Your mother was the one who was desperate for a baby, persuaded me to go along with it, and…well.”

He didn’t need to finish. We both knew how my mother had abandoned me for a glamorous life on the Costa del Sol. Maybe it should’ve cut deeper, discovering my father never wanted me, not even when I was nothing but an idea. Somehow, though, the knowledge barely nicked the skin. Mr. OB was a dad to me in everything but name, and look how he betrayed me. Turned out I had no fucks left to give for my real father.

“I’ve done my best over the years to provide you with everything you need.” The confession came out stilted, as though it were being torn from him under torture. “I’ve made sure you’ve had a good education, decent clothes, a generous allowance to spend on whatever you want.”

But can’t you see? None of that mattered. The nannies and expensive toys…they weren’t important. All I really wanted was for you to love me. The words jumped into my throat and lodged there, unspoken. They would’ve been wasted on my father, in any case. He just wasn’t capable of showing me the kind of affection I’d always craved.

At last, he lifted his eyes to meet mine. “I’d like you to have the ransom money.”

“What?” I stared, uncomprehending.

“The ransom money. I’d like to give it to you. I can never make up for my inadequacy as a parent, I fully appreciate that, but the one thing I do have in abundance is money. I was prepared to sacrifice it anyway to secure your release, so you may as well have it.” He shrugged, spreading his hands. “It’s all I have to offer. Do with it as you will.”

Was he serious? Hysterical laughter bubbled up in my chest. I forced it down with an effort. Was my father seriously apologising for his lack of emotional support by chucking more cash at me? It would’ve been funny if it weren’t so fucking tragic.

I was on the verge of telling him to stick his money, that I didn’t want it, didn’t need it. Then I stopped myself. My father was offering me a gift, a no-strings-attached sum to spend however I chose. So what if I’d rather he gave me a hug and promised to be there for me from now on? If I climbed down from my ivory tower for a moment, I had the chance to do some real good. Could I afford to turn it down when there were people who could genuinely use that money?

It took all my self-control, but I swallowed my pride and nodded. Suddenly, I knew exactly what I intended to do.

Once we hit the motorway, we get stuck in the Friday afternoon rush hour and are forced to inch along at a crawl. By the time we reach the outskirts of Brookminster, I’m practically bouncing in my seat like a kid on the way to the seaside.

Finally, Benson turns the car onto a quiet street lined with plane trees and pulls up outside a terraced cottage. It has a duck-egg-blue front door, walls festooned with honeysuckle, and sash windows thrown wide to admit the balmy air. Most beautiful of all is Jayce’s battered Volvo parked on the drive.

I’m out of the car before Benson has even killed the engine. At the same moment, the cottage door opens, and Jayce bounds down the step. He rushes to meet me, snatching me up in a hug that crushes the breath from my lungs.

“Welcome home,” he murmurs against my neck, his tone tinged with something like awe.

Home. I hold on to him, the word settling deep in my chest. His warm breath on my skin has heat unfurling in my groin. Christ, I want to toss him onto the bonnet of his car and rip his clothes off, to the scandalised fascination of my new neighbours. A polite cough breaks us apart, saving me from myself.

Benson hovers by the Rolls, a large suitcase in each hand. “Where would you like your luggage, Master Hector?”

“I’ll take those, Benson, thanks.” Jayce gives him an easy smile. “Just leave them for now. Can I get you a cold drink before you head off?”

“I appreciate the offer, Master Jayce, but I’d better get going.” Benson nods at us. If he has any opinion on his boss’s son moving into a modest cottage with another man, it doesn’t show. “Take care, Master Hector. I’m sure your father will be in touch soon to arrange a date.”

As soon as the Rolls has disappeared around the corner, Jayce looks at me, his face soft. “Hey, you.”

“Hey, yourself.” My heart is so full it might actually burst. That would be typical, to die of an exploding heart just when my life’s about to start.

We stay there on the drive, grinning at each other like a pair of idiots, until Jayce rouses himself and bends to pick up the nearest suitcase. “Let’s get your stuff in and I’ll give you the grand tour.”

The cottage is small, little more than a two-up two-down, with uneven stone floors and beams so low I have to duck to avoid hitting my head. To judge from Jayce’s pride as he leads me inside, you’d think it were Windsor Castle.

It took all my considerable powers of persuasion to convince Jayce to let me use the money my father gave me to help him and his family. In the end, he only agreed when I pointed out it would be as much for my benefit, having a place to live away from the unhappy memories of my childhood.

Jayce’s mum and sister still occupy the family home, but I paid off the mortgage and had the utility room converted into a downstairs bathroom so Martisha Walker no longer had to contend with the stairs. I also employed a part-time carer, which meant Karen was able to return to work.

With the remaining money, Jayce and I bought this place. It was a nightmare of peeling wallpaper, grimy surfaces and ceilings stained yellowish-brown with nicotine. On the plus side, it was within easy walking distance of both the city centre and Jayce’s family. We got it for a decent price, too, given the cottage’s rundown condition. Jayce insisted on doing it up himself, his contribution to our life together. My offers to visit at weekends to assist with the painting were met with an insulting level of hilarity.

“After the crime scene you created in my bedroom at Ravenswood? Yeah, you’re not getting within ten miles of a paintbrush.”

So, although we discussed our plans for the cottage endlessly over the phone, this is the first time I’ve seen the result of Jayce’s labours. After dumping my suitcases in the tiny hallway, Jayce grasps my hand. His eyes dance, and his palm is firm and callused against mine.

He shows me into the cosy living room with its wood burner, low coffee table and mismatched sofas salvaged from charity shops. Sunshine spills through the windows, gleaming gold against the fresh white walls.

Jayce turns to me, hope and anxiety fighting it out across his features. “What do you think? I did warn you Mum and Karen couldn’t keep their hands off.” He indicates the blinds patterned in grey and blue, then the matching cushions and rug.

“I’ll be sure to let them know they have excellent taste.” I drink it in. This space could fit several times over inside the drawing room at Elmgrove, and yet I feel more comfortable here than I ever did growing up. I beam at Jayce. “Seriously, I love it.”

Jayce relaxes. He squeezes my fingers, tugging me towards the archway. “Wait till you see the kitchen. That’s where the real magic happened.”

He isn’t wrong. I turn on the spot, admiring Jayce’s handiwork. The tired wooden cabinets and layer of grease are gone, replaced with gleaming chrome and pale-grey paint. The back door stands open, leading out to the courtyard garden, and four chairs cluster around a small table in the corner. A copy of Great Expectations is propped against a fruit bowl in its centre, an empty beer bottle and a neat stack of notes beside it.

Jayce didn’t have to leave his job at Ravenswood. Given what I’d been through, his hugging me when I stumbled into his arms was perfectly understandable. It wasn’t as if he kissed me in front of all the police officers and senior members of staff gathered in the woods that night. He was merely holding me up, offering comfort. Still, on Boxing Day, during one of my epic hikes through the estate, Jayce called to tell me he was planning to hand in his notice.

“You don’t have to. We can carry on as we were. June isn’t so far away, right?” But even as I hurried to assure him, my stomach sank.

“I’m sick of hiding.” The intensity in Jayce’s tone practically singed my earlobe. “I want us to be together…properly. No more pretending. If that’s what you want, too.”

For the first time since I was kidnapped, hope ignited inside me. “Of course I want that. More than anything.”

So Jayce moved back to Brookminster and got a job four days a week manning the security desk of a prestigious office block in the city. It didn’t pay as well, but once I settled his mum’s mortgage, it took some of the financial pressure off. After we bought the cottage, he spent half his spare time on the renovations and the rest on studying with the Open University, fulfilling his dream of completing an English degree.

I wrap my arms around him, nuzzling my cheek into his curls. “It’s amazing. You’re amazing.”

“You haven’t seen the best bit yet.” Jayce trails his lips up my neck, his smile turning wicked. “Come upstairs with me?”

“Thought you’d never ask.” I slide my hands down his back to cup his arse through the tight denim.

Jayce’s breath hitches, his need for me pressing between my thighs. Then we’re running, breathless with laughter and tripping over our feet in our haste. We kiss and stumble our way back through the living room and up the creaking stairs, a trail of discarded clothes marking our progress.

In the bedroom, Jayce tugs the curtains across the window. I barely glimpse the blue and grey stripes before we’re tumbling onto the bed, all lips and hands and skin on skin. Jayce moulds the muscular length of his body to mine, and I cry out, letting my head loll against the pillow.

“Shhh.” He kisses me, stifling my moan. “The neighbours.”

“Fuck the neighbours.”

“You’d bloody better not. Christ, Hex…I want you so much.”

I pull his mouth down to mine, rocking against him, Jayce matching my urgency. It’s quick and hungry, and we forget all about who might be listening. There’s no shame, no need to hold back. There’s only the two of us and the pleasure between our bodies.

Afterwards, we lie in each other’s arms. A breeze wafts through the open window, carrying the scent of honeysuckle and cooling the sweat on our skin. In my blissed-out haze, I take in the room, absorbing the details I was too turned on to notice before. A pile of books nestles next to a reading lamp on the bedside cabinet closest to the door, and one of Jayce’s sweatshirts is slung over the wicker chair in the corner. On the chest of drawers, in pride of place, he’s set a photo of him with his mum and sister. Warmth washes over me, only partly due to the sex. I picture where I might put my own things, how I’ll make this space ours.

“Sorry.” Jayce brushes the hair from my forehead, his gaze tender and a little shy. “I’d planned to take it slow. First time in our new bed and all.”

I smile at him, my entire being heavy with contentment. “Doesn’t matter. There’s always next time.”

Jayce leans in to kiss me. As I draw him close, savouring the softness of his mouth, a deep sense of peace settles over me. Finally, after years of feeling adrift, of believing myself unworthy of love, I’ve come home.

THE END
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