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CONTENT NOTES

These content notes are made available so readers can inform
themselves if they want to. They’re based on movie
classification notes. Some readers might consider these as
‘spoilers’.

e Bad language: frequent
e Sex: fully described sex scenes with dirty talk
e Violence: on and off page

e Other: death of parent, parental neglect/abuse,
dubious consent, kidnap, bondage, age gap, primal
play, stalking
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CAUGHT BY THE KINGPIN

Helping the most dangerous mafia boss in London was a risk,
but I didn’t expect to see his gorgeous face everywhere
afterwards.

I fall asleep to dreams of my escape tomorrow, cupcakes, and
the ice blue eyes of my kingpin stalker who leaves me
presents.

I awake to gunshots. A hand over my mouth. In a blur of noise
and smoke, he steals me away. The kingpin treats me like a
captive princess and I’'m conflicted. He’s twice my age. It’s

wrong to desire him and not the freedom I’ve been planning.
So I creep out of the luxurious bedroom. At the end of the
corridor, I hear his deep voice.

“That’s the game you want to play, is it? Try then. But if [
catch you, you’ll be mine.”

I run.



FELICITY

I dread my phone ringing. Not just because messages are much
more civilised, though that’s definitely the case. It’s so
intrusive to make someone’s phone yell at them until they talk
to you. A message ping doesn’t necessitate panicked
handwashing when you’re in the middle of a messy baking
moment and have eggy fingers, butter smeared on your
forehead, and flour on your boobs.

What? I had an itch.

No, I dread my phone ringing because invariably it is my
father making a demand from the next room, when he could
just get up.

“Whisky,” he barks. “And tea for my guest.”

Not sure if his orders would be better via message,
actually. Maybe semaphore?

As 1 put the kettle on, clean myself up, and pull out the
fancy cut-glass decanter with the whisky, I feel kinship with
the guest. One sniff of my father’s clear beige nail varnish
remover—sorry, whisky—makes me want to barf. It’s not
even as though my father really likes it. When I swap out the
expensive bottles for the stuff on special offer, he doesn’t
notice the difference. A lack of taste that will ultimately lose
him his little slave: me.

There was a short time when I looked forward to messages
on my phone. I did beta reading of romance novels to make
money towards one of my first escape attempts, and the buzz



as a new smutty story arrived, or an author thanking me for my
comments, made my heart fill with helium.

Finding all my earnings stolen was how I discovered my
father taps my phone. My father called it “rent” when I asked
him, and had one of his goons punch me in the stomach when
I complained.

I try not to complain anymore.

They’re in the grandest of the reception rooms, all gaudy
old uncomfortable furniture and paintings of sludgy
landscapes in gilded frames. The man my father is talking at
has his back to me. His curly cropped hair is so black it has a
sheen of blue as well as flecks of silver and his broad
shoulders are encased in a fine grey wool suit that I know
without touching would be warm.

My father’s shoulders are by his ears, uncharacteristically
tense for a mafia boss. He ignores me as I start to unload the
tray onto the low table between him and the unknown man.

“This is an excellent investment opportunity. I would
prefer to keep it for myself, but some of my capital is tied up
at the moment.”

I manage not to snort with derision as I place the cups and
saucers. Tied up? Yeah. His money is very tied up with the
Westminster mafia he owes money to. This man will be
fleeced if he invests. Probably deserves it though, he’ll be a
mean old mafioso like the rest of—

I glance across to the man my father is attempting to con,
and I’'m caught.

His eyes. They’re light blue and staring into me. Not over
my head, or examining my chest with idle speculation. He’s
looking at me as though he can strip away my outward
appearance and these shapeless dark clothes and see the swirls
of pink and green and blue I imagine make up my soul. As
though he can see stars in my drab, colourless eyes and a
rainbow in my brown hair. This man looks at my plain
appearance and freckled cheeks like I’m an oasis after weeks
in the desert. Like I’'m beautiful.



Which I’ve been told repeatedly, I’'m not.
But Aim, he’s utterly compelling.

Not handsome, exactly. Nothing like the slick and preening
young men who work for the Kensington mafia, with their
designer clothes and smooth jaws. Nope. This man looks
exactly like what he is: a powerful and ruthless mafia boss.
Broad shoulders, muscled thighs, a light smattering of hair at
the wrists exposed by crisp white cuffs. Strong and dangerous
and gruff and... Kind? I’m probably making that last bit up,
but his eyes are more summer morning sky than winter glacier.
Although his hair is salt and pepper, the stubble on his jaw is
black, and a thin curved scar runs across his cheek.

He knows about pain, this man.

“Interesting.” The man’s voice i1s rough and low, lightly
accented. Italian maybe? He flicks his gaze dismissively to my
father, then returns to me. “Tell me about the potential profits.”

My neck creaks like I'm stone as I drag my eyes to my
role. Anonymous maid serving drinks.

My father begins a long and deliberately confusing
explanation of his con. He’s sweating and nervous, trying to
sound authoritative but this man has him rattled.

The man is dominant. There’s no other word. The strongest
of a pack of wolves, with his light eyes. It’s not his house, but
he’s utterly at ease. He leans back, and for a second I’'m self-
centred enough that I think it’s so he can see me from the
corner of his eye as I finish transferring the contents of the tray
to the table.

I pour out exactly two fingers of whisky for my father and
while he gulps half of it down, I ask, “Would you like milk
and sugar, sir?”

“Marco.”

I blink and almost say we don’t have any of that. But his
name. Oh gosh that sinks into me all the way to the bone.
Marco is exactly the right name for him. Straightforward and
blunt, but also rich and lyrical.



“Marco.” 1 bite my lip and nod to prevent myself from
repeating his name to myself again and again. It replays in my
head anyway. Marco.

Then the significance hits me. A mafia boss. Called
Marco.

Marco Brent.

I go still. Even I have heard of the kingpin of the Brent
mafia. Dangerous. Secretive. Powerful. Obscenely wealthy.
Marco Brent is a bogeyman, head of the most discreet, subtle
mafia of London. Brent is whispered in fear and respect by my
father’s henchmen.

“Milk, no sugar. Thank you...?”
“Felicity,” I squeak as I pour the milk with shaking hands.

A grunt of disapproval comes from the other side of the
table as my gaze meets Marco’s and there’s a ghost of a smile
around his mouth as he takes the tea I offer, murmuring,
“Thank you, Felicity.”

I know it means happiness, but I’ve never felt any joy at
people saying my name. It generally means there’s washing up
to do or someone needs a three-course meal made in forty
minutes’ time.

But Marco saying my name... that does feel like
happiness. Fizzing, popping, laughter and spinning around,
bright-coloured exhilaration. 1 should be scared, but being
regarded by Marco 1s how I imagine it feels to be wrapped in a
sun-warmed towel after a cool, invigorating swim in a clear
green-blue ocean. A shiver of heat and comfort, the scent of
salt.

“As I was saying,” my father continues with his pitch.

Marco takes me in as I stand, pale blue gaze dragging
slowly up from my sensible black shoes, bare calves, shapeless
knee-length black dress in a scratchy material I’ve never quite
identified, to my face. I fight the urge not to fidget as he
regards my hair, pulled back into a neat French braid. I can
feel that a dark strand has come loose, as my soft flyaway hair
often does, and is lying untidily across my cheek.



He follows the movement of my hand as I sweep the
tendril behind my ear with something hungry in his
expression.

That focus on me is... I can’t remember anyone making
me feel so special. There’s a connection between us. It is as
instant and undeniable as water into icing sugar. However rich
he 1s, I don’t want Marco to end up in the twenty-minutes-too-
long-in-the-oven cake that my father is preparing.

“Would you like a cupcake?” I blurt out just as my father
says, “The gross capital gain will have compound interest and
make crypto look like peanuts.”

My father goes red in the face. “That won’t—"
Marco cuts him off. “I’d love one of your cupcakes.”
I snatch up the tray and rush out.

“There’s no need to humour her,” my father says in a
carrying voice. “Thinks she’s something special because her
mother was my whore—"

[ shut the door and take the labyrinthine route to the
kitchen. I don’t allow myself to think as I place yesterday’s
baking onto a tray. I rifle through the cupboards until I find my
father’s favourite decorations—gold powder—and sprinkle it
over a few of the cakes with delicately piped buttercream and
icing butterflies.

Is that clear? I hope so. I add a bit more.

My father is still speaking as I enter. The massive silver
tray is tricky to juggle with the doors, but I chose it because
it’s too big to hold for long and might draw Marco away from
my father so I can warn him.

Marco looks over as I place the tray onto a table on the
other side of the room, well away from where they’re sitting.

“Will you come and choose?” Please let my father be
typically lazy.

“Just bring two over here,” my father grunts. “We have
urgent business to discuss.”



Ahhggg. That’ll spoil everything.

“Yes, sir.” He likes it when I call him sir. Makes him feel
superior or something.

“I’ll choose myself.” Marco’s lip curls and he stands with
deliberate slowness. His eyes flash cold and he strolls over to
the tray of cakes, and lounges, one hand in his pocket. No

hurry.

I pick up one of the gold cakes with plenty of icing, and
scuttle over to my father, placing it on a plate for him. He
scowls and gives me a look I know means, You're pushing
your luck.

One day I'll leave here and open a bakery. I’ll make my
talent for making cakes into a legitimate company so
successful it’ll make my father’s mafia enterprise look like the
failing forgot-the-eggs cake it 1s. As incompetent as it is
illegal.

After all, he hasn’t realised in over six months that I’ve
been slowly skimming off money from the grocery budget via
the special offers that provide cash back rather than a discount.
Despite calling me into his office and examining each item on
the receipt every week, he doesn’t look at what really matters.
He growls over things like cheap pyjamas, despite my actually
needing new sleepwear. But he doesn’t notice the pricey
branded tinned tomatoes or sugar.

And every week I pocket the extra, saving for the day I
will escape.

In the meantime, I’'m going to help this terrifying, scarred
kingpin who has shown me the kindness of looking at me
rather than through me.

Marco has his face turned as though regarding the cakes,
but is watching from the side of his eye as I walk back to him.

“They all look perfect,” he says, but he is looking right at
me, not the cakes. “I don’t normally have a sweet tooth, but
I’m tempted beyond belief by your... cake.”

Pleasure skitters down my spine from the expression of
unfettered desire on his face. Oh god why does he have to be a



mob boss? Why can’t he be a cupcake aficionado I meet when
I’'m set up in my new life?

“Don’t choose that one.” I point at one of the cakes I
slathered in gold. “It’s so pretty, but the decoration doesn’t
taste of anything. The plain-looking ones are better.” There’s
no inflection in my phrase, and I’ve made the same comment
many times, so no one listening would suspect. But does
Marco understand what I mean?

His gaze lingers on my lips and my heart races.
“I agree. The overlooked ones are the sweetest.”

But still, he’s not looking at the cupcakes. He won’t have
noticed the cake I’m indicating is the gold one. The cake
signifying wealth. The ones that are just a sheen of gold on
top, but aren’t as valuable as they seem.

I move to his side.
“You can’t trust him,” I whisper, the words tumbling out.

“Did you make these?” he says loud enough for my father
to hear, then adds under his breath, “Are you in danger? Do
you need help?”

From a kingpin? Because that worked out so well for my
mother. Marco is gorgeous, yes, but I can’t allow that to fool
me.

“I made them all myself.” I reply at normal volume,
shaking my head, then add, “He owes money to Westminster.”

The kingpin raises one eyebrow and the corner of his
mouth hitches up. “That’s quite a talent you have.”

Yes, it 1s actually. No one takes any notice of me so they
continue talking about confidential matters while I clear up
their breakfast or serve afternoon tea. And for him to smirk?
Pah.

“They shot the kneecaps from my father’s second-in-
command,” I hiss.

“Uncivilised pigs.” He adjusts his cuffs. “I’'m sorry you
had to see that.”



We’re talking in undertones, and it’s a given that we’re
friends. I don’t know why. But he trusts me and I trust him.

Because he saw you, a little voice pipes up. He noticed you
when you re invisible to everyone else.

“If you ever decide to sell these cupcakes, let me know. I’d
be happy to help.” As he looks at me, heat flares over my skin,
stealing my breath.

“Anytime,” he adds, and it feels like a promise.

I nod and Marco finally casts a cursory glance over the
cupcakes.

“This one 1s mine.” He takes the simplest of the cupcakes;
the one I would have chosen. White butter icing with a slice of
strawberry on top. Elegant. He strips back the paper and bites.

A raw sound of enjoyment and appreciation comes from
him as he chews. I stare unabashedly at his dark and bristly
jawline. 1 wonder what it would feel like beneath my
fingertips. He swallows and oh gosh, his throat. It’s so strong
and firm and I fight the urge to rub my thighs together. I'm
flushed and more aware of the space between my legs than I
ever have been before in my twenty years of life.

I glance across at my father, who is just finishing his cake,
brushing crumbs from his chin.

Marco finishes his mouthful and pins me with that pale
blue gaze again. “Delicious, cara. Thank you.”

Cara. A sweet Italian endearment in his husky voice.

It probably means nothing. Just gratitude for having
warned him off working with the Kensington mafia.

But the next batch of icing I make I’ll be adding tiny drops
of blue until I recreate the colour. The blue of his eyes.

“Don’t stop baking,” he murmurs as he walks away, back
to my father. “I’ll be back to claim everything.”



MARCO

I sit back into the limo, my head reeling despite having
endured sixty fucking minutes with that idiot Kensington after
seeing Felicity.

For fifteen years I’ve been the head of the Brent mafia.
I’ve quietly pulled it from obscurity compared to our famous
London neighbours, first to acknowledgement, then
discomfort, and finally respect and pure dark fear. In all that
time, I’ve focused on my work and making a team I can rely
on to carry out my orders. I’ve built an empire. But no one
tells you the price. I don’t think even I noticed until it was too
late.

Being at the top of the pyramid, however solidly you’ve
built it, 1s lonely. No one can touch me. That feeling has been
my only constant companion, a pane of glass between me and
the world. Protective, yes, but isolated.

The moment I saw Felicity, it shattered. I could feel her
vibrancy, her determination, and the heat of her lush body.
She’s the sun revealing itself in a glorious rainbow after a long
drizzly day.

Brave as well as gorgeous, such an angel, trying to warn
me about her father. Unnecessary, since | was only there to
assess the extent of the financial problems at Kensington. |
was never going to invest, but though I suspected
Westminster’s dirty tricks were involved, she saved me some
questions by confirming that. My girl already knew where her
loyalty lay: with me. But she’s far gutsier than most women
would be with a vindictive dickhead like Kensington, taking a



risk talking back to him and putting her safety at risk to help
me. And that trick with using the gold cupcakes to warn me
off investing? Amazing. Subtle and witty and intelligent.

A whip-smart mind and perfect beauty hidden in plain
sight. Big grey eyes, the colour of smoke and just as
mysterious. I can’t believe she’s been overlooked all this time,
as though all the men in Kensington knew she was mine and
left her alone, waiting for me. The Kensington mafia are
clearly ignorant misogynists, unaware of how this woman will
be a powerful ally. Nimble and strong enough to break all my
defences. I’ve never been bothered by younger women before.
[ prefer more experience and fewer expectations.

Felicity broke that idea. Pulverised it. I want her to ask
things of me, and I want to be the man to introduce her to
everything she wants in the world.

I can’t believe it. After years of being alone, my heart
demanded I claim her the instant our gazes met. Along with
my cock it was the leader of a fuck coup against my brain, and
they threaten to lead my whole body to do something
animalistic. It took all my self-control not to just take her the
moment [ saw her.

Thankfully I managed to simply take a sip of tea, like a
good British psychopath should, repressing all my Italian fire,
and swear she’d be mine.

I’ve never believed in fate. I make my own luck, I don’t
wait around for anything. But Felicity? I think maybe meeting
her was some sort of magic. Destiny.

She felt it too, ’'m certain. The only reason I’m leaving

without her slung over my shoulder is because of that shake of
her head.

I’1l have to wait. There will be hours and days until she’s
by my side again. It makes my teeth ache.

Will she be as sweet as one of her cupcakes when I lick her
out? I bet she’ll be even more delicious. Sweet and salt and
moaning as [ make her come.



There are a hundred ways I’'m going to give her pleasure.
On my fingers, my tongue, my cock. With her naked and
grinding onto my face, using my mouth, and at my mercy, tied
up while I pleasure her again and again until she begs me to
make her mine.

My cock is so fucking hard, and I wish I had a photo of her
to look at. CCTV. I'll find footage. I’ll discover everything
about her, and grant her every wish. But right now...

“Circle around for a bit,” I order the driver before flicking
the switch to close the screen between us.

I barely wait until it’s shut before I fumble with my belt,
the clink loud in my ears, and rip open my flies. My cock
pokes up, and it’s half a second to shove my boxers down and
expose it.

I close my eyes and think of Felicity as I grasp my cock
and fist it hard. I can’t wait to see her dark hair spilling over
my pillow. I wonder how far those cute freckles extend?

My cock is leaking with how much I need release, and
although part of me wants to wait until I’'m with her, I’'ll go
mad without relief.

I’ve never wanted kids before, but as soon as I think of
being with Felicity naked, it’s right. I’ll breed her. She’ll be
rounded with our child. Ripe and even more desirable.

My thoughts are soft, but my actions are rough. Brutal
even. | hate that I need this, that it’s not her hand on my cock.
Or her wet heat sheathing me and milking out my orgasm into
her body as she comes on my cock. So I do what I have to in
order to sate the bodily need I feel after seeing her.

“Felicity.” I choke out her name as I come, and the
memory of her face makes the sharp wash of pleasure a release
and an ache.

Cleaning up and tucking myself away, my skin prickles.

This was wrong. She should be here, with me. I should be
licking her pussy and taking care of her, and I’m left with an
overwhelming instinct to return to her.



I thought an orgasm thinking of my girl would take the
edge off. Maybe make it easier to think rationally.

It hasn’t.

I’'m worse. More obsessed. I don’t think I can do this again
—touch myself—until we’re together. That pleasure was
empty without her, a shell of the satisfaction I’d have sinking
into her welcoming pussy. I scrape my hand over my face and
through my hair, my frustration worse than it was before.

Feeling this dirty might have to be something I get used to.
At thirty-nine, I’'m probably twice her age.

She’s tiny and pure, sweet and innocent. I’'m amoral,
scarred, and probably going to destroy her family.

She’s also strong and clever. The only reason a girl like her
says she doesn’t need any help when she’s obviously in a
shitty situation is because she’s cooking up a way out. I hope
there are no men involved, because they’ll have an untimely
death if they touch my girl.

I’ll be watching every moment, protecting her. Life has
dealt her a poor hand so far, but from this point onwards, that
changes. She’s about to become very lucky. I’ll discover all
the things she wants most in the world, and give them to her
along with all the love and orgasms she can take. That sadness
I saw in her grey eyes? I’ll remove every cause, including her
father.

I won’t stop until Felicity is happy.

From today, I have a new job. The whole of Brent’s
considerable forces will be focused on one person. Felicity.
And one task.

Operation Wife.



FELICITY

Since Marco, I’ve been living in a mirror. It all looks the same,
but feels totally different.

Narrowing it down, the change is three things.

First, my whole body has decided to vibrate. Not literally,
I’m not having a stroke. But my nipples tingle and my pussy
gets warm whenever the vision of Marco’s face appears in my
mind. That’s honestly, like eighty per cent of the time, because
cooking, cleaning, and planning escape aren’t particularly
exciting.

Along with that, the dull fear that has accompanied me for
years, probably since my mother “disappeared” when I was
eleven after a particularly angry argument with my father, has
lifted. I’ve been scheming this latest escape for months, and if
I’'m honest with myself, putting it off to avoid another
disappointment and punishment.

But since Marco’s visit, I'm confident. I can do this. A big
scary creature saw something compelling in me, and that
knowledge makes me believe I’1l succeed.

The third invisible change is how it feels to be watched.

Anyone involved with the mafia is always being observed.
Suspicion is the stock in trade, and I’m used to all the little
ways of hiding myself and what I’'m doing. And that’s still
present, don’t get me wrong. But there’s another layer now, a
warm protection.

I guess it’s just the satisfaction of having outwitted my
father—he thought I was just showing off my baking skills.



For once, the punishment burn on my arm doesn’t hurt that
much. I run my finger down the pale scars from previous
infractions, and I think of that scar on Marco’s cheek. The
similarity 1is a line of connection, a pale link. The same feeling
as being watched over, guarded.

I’m probably imagining things.

It’s been four days and it seems like a dream when I
remember him. His pale blue eyes. That grey suit. The scent of
the ocean when I stood next to him.

Every night, I think of Marco and, dream or not, the
wetness between my legs and the squirming need that makes
me shift in my narrow bed is real. I touch myself and come to
a silent, shuddering release, my body washed with relief after
a whole day of turning myself inside out with wanting him. I
stroke myself in the dark of night in my bedroom and think of
his deep voice and his words.

I'll be back to claim everything.
What will he claim?

I guess it doesn’t matter. I finally counted the cash I’ve
been saving up and allowed myself to believe 1 could get
away. Less than a month and I’ll have enough money to leave
and I won’t see Marco again, even if he did return to claim...
me.

I’d be far away, starting my new life in Scotland.

I chose Scotland for three reasons. One, it’s as far from
London as you can go and still be in the same country.
Important consideration, since I don’t have a passport.

Two. The best strawberries come from Scotland.
Raspberries too. The sweetest, plumpest, best fruit that I use to
decorate my cupcakes, arrives from the north. They’re always
gorgeously red on the inside, like the lipstick Mum used to
wear. Got to be a good place if they have strawberry farms,
right? At a pinch, I could always work on one if I can’t make
my bakery work.

I will, though.



And three 1s a bit silly. Romantic, especially for the
daughter of a... But in my favourite historical romance book
the handsome hero sweeps the heroine off to Gretna Green,
just over the border into Scotland, to marry her against her
father’s wishes.

Obviously I don’t have any illusions about anyone wanting
to marry me. Nah, not going to happen. I’ll be on my own, as I
always am, but... I dunno. I want to run to Scotland so I can
imagine I’'m going to Gretna Green with a man so passionately
in love with me he’s defying family and convention to marry
me. I’m going to Scotland because it’s a place to build the life
your heart desires.

It’s all planned out and the bank notes hidden, rolled into
the seams of my favourite old hoody. It will be a long road to
my dreams, and even then, I’ll still be alone. No scandalously
flirting with a Regency duke, marriage at Gretna Green,
orgasms, babies, and a husband to love me.

The love bit is probably the most unlikely part of all that,
including a duke from the Regency. I'm not very lovable.
People like my cupcakes, even if everyone here has an opinion
about whether they’re too sweet, moist, dry, or have too little
decoration or too much. However hard I try, I’'m not lovable.

Marco Brent won’t come for me. No one ever has. So I
breathe deeply, tell myself escape to Scotland will be enough,
and fall asleep into a sea of pale blue.

A visit to the supermarket is a red-letter day. Even before I
started saving up, I loved going to the supermarket. I get to
look at things and fantasise about buying whatever I want.
And no one follows me around. So far as my father is
concerned, shopping is a menial task that I do and he merely
has to check the receipt for anything illicit.

Like, you know. Clothes. Chocolate bars. He grumbles
every time he sees period stuff on the bill, like I'm
inconsiderate to bleed every month.



I suggested four years ago when I’d just turned sixteen,
that if he didn’t want the expense of keeping me around he
should allow me to leave. His mouth made an ugly line. He
said that if I was more costly than useful, he’d take me up on
that offer and I’d leave in bin bags.

On balance I prefer all my limbs attached and in old
pyjamas. I think that suits me better.

Hence the need for this convoluted plan and careful use of
supermarket trips.

Today, it’s a bit different. I think I’'m sensing a ghost? A
nice one that accompanies me to the supermarket?

I have this weird tingle over my neck and scalp, and I keep
almost seeing someone out of the corner of my eye. But when
I look, they’re gone.

Probably I’'m just so starved of positive interactions that
my mind is playing tricks.

I indulge in browsing the paperbacks. I limit my imaginary
purchases to three, and dither over the third book. They’re
historical romances. Two are my favourite authors, a dead cert,
but should I have the one with a duke who’s a spy, or a
marriage of convenience with a rake? I read the blurbs and
check the prices and the relative length and focus as though
I’'m actually going to purchase any of them.

I’m not.

In the end I go for the duke spy. Powerful and dangerous
book boyfriends, who can resist, right? I hold the three books
in my hands and imagine taking them home, putting them on
my bed, and reading them until they’re tattered and dog-eared.
I sniff the spines for that paper smell. Then I put all the books
back into their correct place on the shelf, for someone else to
read.

It’s only when I’m unpacking the shopping that I find the
duke book.

It’s tucked between two bags of sugar. And much as I try
to think of how it could have happened accidentally, they’re all
just as implausible as a poltergeist.



It was a ghost. My ghost.

I won’t be able to take much with me, so the next week I look
at the jewellery in the store-within-a-store. Again, just to
dream.

There’s a locked cabinet with expensive rings and
necklaces. | stare through the glass and imagine the weight of
the metal on my finger, or over my clavicle.

I press my nose up to the cool glass and admire the way
the diamond sparkles on the big engagement ring, holding my
hand out and trying to see what it would look like on me.

Two more supermarket trips and I’ll have enough money
saved.

There’s increased tension at home. Westminster are
making bleak threats about what they’ll do if they aren’t paid
soon. From that I assume Marco hasn’t fallen for my father’s
scheme, and although I ought to be nervous about my family’s
finances, I’'m only relieved Marco won’t lose out.

I find the ring in a bag of cherries I don’t remember
buying.

Exactly the one I’d been looking at. The most expensive
ring in the display.

Not a ghost, but a man.

A thief? For me?

I’m heated all over that someone cares enough to give me
this ring, because it’s no accident. And though I’ve never seen
him, I know the feel of this man’s attention and it is the most
consideration I’ve had in years.

Subtle too, not putting me in danger from my father. It’s
like I’ve been given invisible armour. Someone values me,
albeit anonymously.

I secret the ring into the right cuff of my hoody, but I can’t
resist bringing it out and looking at it every night. I slip it onto



my fourth finger and imagine a duke gave me it because he
wants to marry me.

A duke with pale blue eyes, salt and pepper hair, and a scar
down the side of his face.

This is the last time I’ll buy my father’s groceries, and see my
ghost. I choose a greeting card that says Thank You and prop it
open, sticking up out of the shelves. I know he’s watching.

In the next aisle, I browse kitchenware for a few minutes,
unable to concentrate on the bowls in soft blues and greens
that I usually love. I’'m eager to get back to the greeting cards,
but I don’t want to scare him off. I sneak looks out of the
corner of my eye.

A middle-aged woman with a baby. A young guy in a T-
shirt who walks past makes me blink, but no. I don’t think
that’s my stalker. Then a tall shadow of a dark suit and a flash
of blue eyes. So smooth and fast, by the time my brain has
caught up and I’ve turned, he’s gone. I rush to the end of the
aisle, and then look down the next, and the next, almost
sprinting.

Where is he? Marco. Was that...?

But he’s nowhere to be found. Holding in the scream of
frustration is like shutting an overflowing fizzy pop bottle. All
the disappointment is there, waiting to spill over the moment I
open the cap.

It wasn’t Marco.

Kingpins do not go around leaving presents for girls they
met once. Maybe it was a ghost.

With heavy feet scuffing the smooth floor, I walk back to
my trolley.

I almost don’t return to the card section, but go out of duty.
Should put the card in its correct slot, right? No need to make
more work for the shop assistants.

Where I put the thank-you card, there’s another replacing
it. It’s red and white. Simple and baffling.



It’s designed to look like a playing card: the queen of
hearts. It reads, And I’'m playing for keeps.

I huff in irritation even as delight tingles under my ribs.
But it’s over. Next week I’m putting my plan into action.

When I get back home and I’m unloading the shopping, I
tell myself I’'m not expecting anything, because how can he
top the ring from last week? And maybe I imagined the whole
thing. Among the other confectionery, making me doubt
whether I bought them myself, is something I’ve never had.

A bag of Hershey’s kisses.

I smuggle them up to my bedroom and suck each one. |
relish the chocolate as it melts in my mouth.

And I try not to feel sad that I’ve never had a kiss in real
life.

It’s not just anticipation of escape that makes my head full of
buzzing insects all week. There’s a lot of stress about
Westminster, which is convenient as my tenseness is even less
noticeable. I’m so close to getting out I can almost taste it.

I look at the gifts my stalker-ghost gave me and remind
myself someone thought I was worth that risk, before
returning the ring to the broken seam of my hoody.

The girl who was given a ring, a book, and kisses is
capable of pulling off a bold escape. I’ve got my outfit ready
for tomorrow: my hoody and my favourite jeans. Though I’'m
wearing my hoody to bed as usual since it’s cool tonight. I’'m
all set to never see any of this life again.

There is one thing I’ll miss. My ghost.

Whoever it is who is stalking me, leaving me gifts and
messages, and I suspect, sometimes watching me in the
garden. I can’t be certain my stalker is a man, but sometimes I
catch a sweep of scent. A moment of ocean salt and fresh air.

Tomorrow.



Tomorrow I will enter the supermarket and walk straight
back out to the taxi rank. From there, I’ve got the route
mapped out to get to Scotland.

I’m nervous. Excited. I need to sleep, because tomorrow
will be big.



FELICITY

A warm dry palm stifles my scream as the gunfire yanks me
awake.

“Cara,” a deep voice whispers in my ear. “All is well.”

He’s leaning over me, and though we’ve only met once, I
know him.

Marco. The scent of salt and the outdoors, his voice, and
his shadowed face are familiar. My wrists are pinned and my
mind whirls as more shots are fired. There are yells and grunts.

Evidently all is not well.
[ pull on my wrists, but he’s holding me tight.

“We need to go now. Will you be a good girl and stay quiet
for me?”

I fight. Kicking and wriggling, but not screaming.
Whatever is going on, [ won’t draw attention to myself.

That’s when the tang of ammunition reaches my nostrils.
Acrid and smoky. It occurs to me that if he wanted me dead,
I’d have never woken.

Doesn’t mean I’'m going to let him wreck all my plans. I
won’t be another kingpin’s captive. I bite at his hand, thrash,
and try to claw at him. Just because he was kind to me once
doesn’t mean he will be again. This could be my chance to get
out of my father’s house. Unexpected, yes, but no less
welcome for that.



A frustrated snarl comes from deep in Marco’s chest and
he uncovers my lips for an instant before his mouth lands on
mine.

What?

Why is Marco...? My lips soften under the pressure and
my mind goes blank. I forget about escaping him.

As first kisses go, this is...

There’s the snick of plastic and a sharp pinch at my wrists,
slamming them together. The covers are tugged away, leaving
my legs bare.

It’s not a kiss.

Marco is not kissing me. He’s preventing me from
screaming as he gathers my ankles together, his grip
uncompromising and his mouth hard. Another zip tie, and I
jack-knife myself, trying to knee him. I try to scream now, but
it’s too late.

I’m caught.

He lifts me with surprising gentleness, one hand under my
shoulders and the other on my bum, mouth still on mine, my
arms trapped between us. Slipping out of my room he moves
down the corridor in assured but silent strides.

I don’t know what to do, whether to try to struggle or try to
shout. Who 1is the biggest threat here? Brent, who is
kidnapping me? The Westminster mafia, sending smoke and
yells through the house? If I managed to get away from Brent
and jumped two-footed through the house like the world’s
most malcoordinated kangaroo, would Westminster kill me?
Would Kensington—given he didn’t even give me his name—
even think to search for me?

A sob tries to rise up out of my belly. Escape was so near.

[ stop fighting. Brent is massive, and zip ties are
impossible to break, so it would be futile. Besides, he seems
intent on getting me out. He moves confidently through the
maze of narrow corridors. At the bottom of the first flight of



stairs, he pauses in a dark alcove as there’s gunfire. Close, far
too close.

“Okay?” he whispers against my lips.
“Let me go,” I hiss.

“Don’t be afraid.” I feel his words as much as hear them.
“I’m going to protect you.”

I try to be angry. He’s captured me against my will and I
really should be furious. But honestly, the massive warm bulk
of his body pressed to mine and his arms around me make this
the most cared for I’ve felt in since my mother died. Which is
a timely reminder of how this will end.

“You.” I have to swallow before I can continue that
sentence because my throat is dry as overcooked sponge cake.
“Fucker.”

He huffs with laughter and hitches me up his body. “Put
your arms around my neck.”

Slowly I obey, my body having a will of its own.
He hums approval.

It’s as though my weight is nothing at all and despite the
chaos around us, I’'m not scared. I trust he’s not going to allow
anything to happen to me.

“You’re doing so well,” he says in the same low voice as
the noise in the corridor beside us recedes.

He moves with sure, light steps to an old servants’
entrance. Pausing by the door, he squeezes me to him
reassuringly as a black SUV pulls up.

I don’t know how, but he opens the door still holding me
and before I’ve really thought through the implications of
leaving with him, I’'m on the spacious back seat, and we’re
speeding away. I look back through the rear window, and
there’s a flickering yellow glow in the window of the second
floor as well as the fading crack of gunfire.

“What was that about?” I snap, turning away from the
place I grew up in.



“You were in danger,” he replies calmly as he kneels
before me. The back of this car is excessively spacious. “I
wish you hadn’t forced me to do this.”

“Force you to abduct me?” I watch as he slices off the
plastic zip tie from my ankles and rubs his thumb over the red
place where my skin was constricted.

“The constraint. I hoped you’d come with me willingly,
knowing you’re safe with me.” Marco moves to the seat and
smooths his hands down my arms and over my hands. I
consider kicking him as he releases my wrists, but it seems a
churlish way to get myself tied up again, and I’d do better to
wait for a chance to escape. And besides, him carrying me,
restraining me, and kneeling at my feet has done something
odd to my insides. Liquified them. I'm frozen soup, thawed
and moulding to his heat.

It’s only when he clasps my hands in his that I see I'm
trembling. Shaking uncontrollably all over.

“Did he die?” I ask in a whisper. Shock, I guess.

“I think so, yes.” Softly, like I'm a flighty woodland
creature he’s