
		
			[image: Protecting the Lady Cover Page]
		


Protecting the Lady

Synopsis

Former Protection Command Officer Eve Webb quit her job when a terrorist incident revealed that internal communication failures had caused multiple deaths. Now her former commanding officer and mentor has asked for a favor, and Eve can’t say no. It should be an easy job. All she has to do is guard one female civilian.


Lady Katherine Lovegrove is forty-something-ish in line to the throne and has lived a sheltered life until her father—a high profile judge—upsets the wrong people. She’s not exactly thrilled to need a full-time babysitter, uh, bodyguard, and is even less happy that Eve is an anti-monarchist who despises the upper class.


If Eve had known she’d be protecting royalty, she’d never have taken the job, but as the threat to Lady Katherine’s life draws closer, she’ll do whatever it takes to save her and may just lose her heart in the process.


		
			Praise for Amanda Radley

			Under Her Influence

			“Light, sweet, and remarkably chaste, this sapphic love story will make as enjoyable a vacation pick as it is an armchair getaway.”—Publishers Weekly

			“My heart is just…filled with love and warmth! Finally, I have found an author who does not rely on sex to make a book interesting!! I’m probably going to go on an Amanda Radley read-a-thon.”—Periwinkle Pens

			“Under Her Influence by Amanda Radley is a sweet love story and leaves the reader feeling happy and contented. And that’s exactly what I want from a romance these days. Ms Radley keeps angst to a minimum and lets her readers enjoy the blossoming of love between her characters.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

			Detour to Love

			“If you’re on the lookout for well-written sapphic romance with stellar characters, wonderful pairings, and outstanding plots, I wholeheartedly recommend any of Amanda’s books!!”—EloiseReads

			Flight SQA016

			“I’m so glad I picked this book up because I think I’ve found my new favourite series!…The love brewing between these two is beautifully written and I was onboard from the beginning. I had some laugh out loud moments because this is British rom-com at its best. The secondary characters really added to the novel and the rollercoaster ride that is this book. The writing is tight and pace is perfect.”—Les Rêveur

			Lost at Sea

			“A.E. Radley knows how to write great characters. And it’s not just the main characters she puts so much effort into. I loved them, but I was astounded at how well drawn the minor characters were…The writing was beautiful—descriptive, real and very funny at times.”—Lesbian Review

			“This book was pure excitement. The character development was probably my favourite overall aspect of the book…A.E. Radley really knows how to keep her readers engaged, and she writes age-gap romance books beautifully. In fact, she probably writes some of my favourite age-gap romance tropes to date. A very intriguing book that I really enjoyed. More Captain West, please!”—Les Rêveur

			“Absolutely amazing, easy to read, perfect romance with mystery and drama story. There were so many wonderful elements that gave twists and turns to this adventure on the sea. I absolutely loved this story and can’t rave about it enough.”—LesbiReviewed

			Going Up

			“I can always count on this superb author when it comes to creating unforgettable and endearing characters that I can totally relate to and fall in love with. A.E. Radley has given me beautiful descriptions of Parbrook and the quirky individuals who work at Addington’s.”—Lesbian Review

			“It was an A.E. Radley story, so I naturally, I loved it! Selina is A.E. Radley’s iciest Ice Queen yet! She was so cold and closed off, but as the story progresses and we get a good understanding of her, you realise that just as with any other Ice Queen—she can be thawed. I loved how they interacted, with a wit and banter that only A.E. Radley can really deliver for characters like these.”—LesbiReviewed

			“This story is a refreshing light in the lesfic world. Or should I say in the romance lesfic world? Why do you ask me? Well, while there is a lot of crushy feeling between wlw characters and all, but, honestly that’s the sub-plot and I’ve adored that fact. Going Up is a lesson in life.”-—Kam’s Queerfic Pantry

			“The author takes an improbable twosome and writes such a splendid romance that you actually think it is possible…this is a great romance and a lovely read.”—Best Lesfic Reviews

			Mergers and Acquisitions

			“This book is fun, witty, and adorable. I had no idea which way this book was going to take me, and I loved it. Each character is interesting and loveable in their own right. You don’t want to miss this one—heck, if you have read any of A.E. Radley’s books you know it’s quality stuff.”—Romantic Reader Blog

			“Radley writes with a deceptively simple style, meaning the narrative flows naturally and quickly, yet takes readers effortlessly over rocky terrain. The pacing is unrushed and unforced, yet always leaves readers wanting to rush ahead to see what happens next.”—Lesbian Review

			The Startling Inaccuracy of the First Impression

			“We absolutely loved the way the relationship between the two ladies developed. There is nothing hurried about the relationship that develops perfectly organically. This is a lovely, easy to read romance.”—Best Lesfic Reviews

			Huntress

			“The writing style was fun and enjoyable. The story really gathered steam to the point of me shirking responsibilities to finish it. The humor in the story was very well done.”—Lesbian Review

			“A.E. Radley always writes fantastic books. Huntress is a little different than most of her books, but just as wonderful. The humor was fantastic, the story was absolutely adorable, and the writing was superb. This is truly one of those books where the characters really stick with you long after the book has ended. I wish I’d read it sooner. 5 Stars.”—Les Rêveur

			Bring Holly Home

			“Bring Holly Home is a fantastic novel and probably one of my favourite books by A.E. Radley…Such a brilliant story and one I know I will read time and time again. This book has two ingredients that I love in novels, Ice Queens melting and age-gap romance. It’s definitely a slow burn but one I’d gladly enjoy rereading again.”—Les Rêveur

			Keep Holly Close

			“It was great to go back into the world of the Remember Me series. The first book in the series, Bring Holly Home, is one of my favourite A.E. Radley books. I love Holly and Victoria; they tick all the boxes for me when it comes to my favourite tropes. Plus, Victoria’s kids are adorable, especially little Alexia. She melts my heart.”—Les Rêveur

			“So much drama…loved it!!! I already loved Holly and Victoria from the first book in the series, Bring Holly Home, so it was brilliant to be back with them. Victoria hasn’t changed and I adore her as much as before. She was utterly brilliant at every moment of this follow-up story and she even managed to surprise me from time to time. The Remember Me series is so beautiful and one of my all time favourites. 5 of 5 stars.”—LesbiReviewed

			Climbing the Ladder

			“What a great introduction to what will undoubtedly be another fantastic series from A.E. Radley. After I finished it I just kept thinking that this book is amazing and it’s just the start…enough said!”—Les Rêveur

			“Radley has a talent for giving us memorable characters to love, women you wish you knew, and locations you wish you could experience firsthand.”—Late Night Lesbian Reads

			Second Chances

			“This is an absolute delight to read. Likeable characters, well-written, easy flow and sweet romance. Definitely recommended.”—Best Lesfic Reviews

			“I always know when I get a new A.E. Radley book I’m in for a treat. They make me feel so good after reading them that most of the time I’m just plain sad that they have finished…The chemistry between Alice and Hannah is lovely and sweet…All in all, Second Chances has landed on my favourites shelf. Honestly, this book is worth every second of your time. 5 Stars.”—Les Rêveur

			The Road Ahead

			“I really enjoyed this age-gap, opposites attract road trip romance. This is a romance where the characters actually acknowledge their differences and joy of joy, listen to each other. I love it when a book makes me feel all the feels and root for both women to find their HEA. Hilarious one minute, heart-tugging the next. A pleasure to read.”—Late Night Lesbian Reads

			Fitting In

			“Writing convincing love stories with non-typical characters is tricky. Radley more than measures up to the challenge with this truly heartwarming romance.”—Best Lesfic Reviews
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			For the readers 

		


		
			Chapter One 

			Katherine Lovegrove loved the walk from her office to her home. It was thirty minutes where she could attempt to disappear into the busy London streets and not worry about work, family, obligation, or being recognised. Some people struggled with the bustle of a crowded street, but Katherine enjoyed weaving in between people as if she was just anyone else.

			She felt her phone vibrating in her pocket as it did constantly throughout the day. She’d catch up on all the messages when she got home, but for now, she was enjoying not having the phone glued to her ear.

			Working in events was tiring. Working on high-profile events for well-connected and demanding clients was exhausting. Katherine loved what she did despite the stress it sometimes brought.

			Knowing she’d helped to organise a perfect wedding or made a charity concert go from an idea to reality was a thrill. It allowed her to marry her heritage and her skillset perfectly.

			“Katherine!”

			She paused and turned towards the voice. A woman in a Temperley London coat was striding across the road towards her. Blending into the London crowd didn’t always work. Katherine smiled and did her best to look ecstatic to see the woman despite the fact she was still attempting to place her.

			The London scene was enormous and growing all the time. Katherine did her best to keep up with who was who, but meeting so many thousands of people every year meant it sometimes took a while to pinpoint a name.

			“Look at you!” the woman said, her arms outstretched and enveloping Katherine in a hug. “You look divine!”

			“As do you,” Katherine replied. Her mind whirled. The face was familiar, but Katherine couldn’t place if the woman was a client or someone she knew socially.

			“You must come to drinks. You must.” The woman turned and raised her arm to flag down a taxi.

			“I would love to, but I have to get home,” Katherine replied.

			The woman lowered her arm and pouted like a child. “Are you sure? Not even just a little drink? We must catch up.”

			“We must,” Katherine agreed. “How long has it been?”

			The woman scrunched up her face and looked to the sky, deep in thought. “Was it at Millie’s wedding? No, you were at Claude’s soirée—I remember that you wore Bav Tailor’s latest. Did you come to Mummy’s gallery opening?”

			Poppy Bailey, Katherine recalled in a flash. Poppy was the granddaughter of the Earl of Elgin and her mother hosted the Dragonfly Charity Ball. Katherine had met her approximately six times throughout her forty-two years on the planet. Like so many other socialites that Katherine knew, Poppy had decided that a handful of meetings was enough to proclaim them best friends.

			Katherine assumed that Poppy was bored, judging by the many shopping bags she held. Katherine knew that if she hadn’t gone and gotten herself a job, she’d be in the same situation as Poppy and filling her days with shopping, and dragging acquaintances into trendy bars.

			“I didn’t. I had a previous engagement, but I think Daddy went along,” Katherine said, trying to skirt around the fact that her father had spent a good hour complaining that all the art was splodges and dots of nothingness.

			“He did! Are you going to the opening of Safe tomorrow?”

			“Possibly, I have another thing that night, but I’m going to try to swing by,” Katherine said.

			She didn’t particularly want to go to the opening of yet another cocktail bar in Chelsea but knew that most of her clients and contacts would be there, so it would be poor form to not show up for half an hour.

			“It’s going to be good for the economy,” Poppy said. “To have another bar, I mean.”

			“Absolutely,” Katherine agreed even though she thought another bar was really the last thing the area needed. The London well-to-do already had row upon row of exclusive bars and restaurants to keep them entertained with overpriced drinks while keeping the rest of the population out with bouncers and guest lists. “I’m so sorry, Pops, I have to get going,” Katherine said. “But we will catch up sometime. I hope I’ll see you at the Pink Ribbon Ball?”

			“I’m going to try to make it,” Poppy said.

			“We have a lot of great guests this year.” Katherine started to sell the event. If they were going to meet their fundraising target, then she needed the Poppys of the world to attend. “And there’s a rumour…Actually, no, I’m sworn to secrecy.”

			Poppy’s eyes widened in delight at the idea of not only a rumour but a secret one.

			“I can keep secrets,” Poppy exclaimed.

			Katherine knew that Poppy would absolutely not be able to keep a secret, but she wanted the news spread so was happy to say more. She looked around as if to check that no one was listening in. She leant in close. Poppy did the same.

			“Migs is coming,” Katherine whispered.

			Poppy’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Migs? No!”

			Katherine nodded. She stood up and attempted to keep a straight face at Poppy’s excitement. Margaret Calthorpe, known as Migs, had become highly sought after, following her ongoing fling with a Danish prince. Migs had royal contacts now, and every young woman wanted to befriend her and attempt to get either an invite to a bona fide royal wedding or an introduction to the prince’s younger brother.

			Katherine had gone to school with Migs and told her that she needed to come to the Pink Ribbon Ball that year and help Katherine extract money from the wealthy guests for charity. Migs had readily agreed, as the cause was close to her heart.

			“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Katherine said. “Let’s keep this between us.”

			“Of course,” Poppy agreed.

			Katherine knew it would be broadcast on whatever WhatsApp groups Poppy was a member of within the next hour. After Poppy dropped hints that she knew a secret and an appropriate amount of cajoling from her friends had taken place, of course. Katherine mentally brought up the guest list and ticked off a whole section of young women as now attending. If the women were attending, then the eligible men would follow soon after. And if the young women and men were there, then it wouldn’t be long before their parents decided to attend as well to keep an eye on proceedings and ensure that no one was attempting to link to anyone unsuitable.

			Katherine always managed to get a good turnout for the Pink Ribbon event, but anything that made it even more popular was great news.

			She looked at her watch and let out a sigh. “I’m so sorry, but I really must get going.”

			Poppy pouted one last time before throwing her arms around Katherine and hugging her farewell. Katherine knew that Poppy’s sadness at not sharing a drink with Katherine that evening would last for minutes until she bumped into someone else that she knew.

			She continued her walk home, her mind full of guest lists and plans for the Pink Ribbon Ball. She had many events coming up before then, but her mind always focused on what she considered to be the event of the year, something she’d established and fought for through the years. Attempting to get yet another fundraiser off the ground in London society wasn’t easy, but she’d managed it and now worked on maintaining its prestige and trying to grow attendance year on year. London society was fickle, to say the least, and Katherine knew that some new shiny thing could take people’s attention away at any time.

			She entered the lobby of her apartment building and unlocked the mailbox. She flipped through the usual mix of invitations, bills, and junk mail. At the bottom of the pile was a letter that stood out. The envelope was addressed to Lady Katherine Lovegrove, but there was no street address and no postmark, which indicated that it had been delivered by hand.

			Katherine had received plenty of unwanted correspondence throughout her life and knew a piece of suspicious post when she saw one. She sighed and put all the envelopes in her bag and called for the elevator.

			When she arrived in her apartment, she took the suspicious envelope and placed it in a polythene bag provided to her by her father’s security company. She’d drop it off to their office the next morning.

			If she thought on it for too long, then she would feel a familiar shiver at the knowledge that someone potentially unpleasant had been lurking in the lobby at some point during the day. But Katherine didn’t have a friend who didn’t have a similar story. When your family was well-known, the letters would start to come. Threats or requests for money were commonplace.

			She pushed the thought to one side. She had calls to make and emails to catch up on. Contrary to popular belief, events didn’t organise themselves.

		


		
			Chapter Two 

			Eve hurried down the busy Tokyo street, weaving in and out of throngs of people. She used to think that London at five o’clock on a Friday was busy, but that was nothing compared to a supposedly quiet day in central Tokyo.

			She held on to her backpack straps and focused her gaze down at the feet of oncoming people. The trick was to not make eye contact. If you made eye contact, it was likely you would be the one to move out of someone’s way. If you didn’t make eye contact, people would—hopefully—move around you. At least that worked the majority of the time.

			In her first few months in Japan she had always been the one to step aside. Back then she had been wide-eyed and awestruck by the bustling city around her. And like every other unexperienced tourist, she’d spent most of her time being rammed out of the way by the locals. That had been when she’d first arrived three years ago.

			She was a natural these days.

			Unlike her sister, who had visited a couple of times and just couldn’t fathom why Eve liked Tokyo. But that was because Paula hated crowds, and crowds of people were a fact of life in the city. Eve had looked it up once—Tokyo’s population density was five times higher than London’s. And London wasn’t exactly quiet.

			Of course, that factoid had started Paula on her theory of Eve trying to surround herself with white noise in order to ignore her problems. Apparently, Paula considered the nine million citizens of Tokyo a background hum.

			Eve had spent the entire five days of her sister’s last visit telling her that she wouldn’t be returning to England, as well as clarifying for the hundredth time that she wasn’t suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. To say it had put a dampener on her plans to show her favourite person in the world her new home would be an understatement.

			Paula was absolutely convinced that Eve was still suffering—and hiding—from the events that had happened five years ago. It was inconceivable to her that Eve had just decided to move to another country and subsequently enjoyed her new life more than her old one.

			Sometimes Eve wondered if maybe she should be suffering from PTSD. The terrorist attack on the busy London street had come from nowhere and caused carnage in minutes. She’d seen things she never wanted to see again. But she was a professional and trained for such terrible events. Yes, it had been shocking and horrifying. But like any other professional, her training had kicked in, and she’d done her job to the best of her ability. She’d even attended the requisite and optional sessions with counsellors afterwards. These days she didn’t wake up in a cold sweat, and the nightmares had all but faded to nothing.

			She wasn’t hiding. She’d just found a new life for herself—she was sure of it.

			Paula didn’t believe her. She’d seen one too many movies about police officers who couldn’t get past the horrors they’d seen in the line of duty. Read one too many novels about brave soldiers who suffered flashbacks because of their time on the front line. Paula was an average civilian who’d gained most of her psychological analytical skills from media. She also missed her younger sister and didn’t like long flights or busy cities, and so begging Eve to come home was a frequent event.

			Sadly, it just wasn’t possible for Eve to fly to England to see her. Flights didn’t come cheap, and Eve was on tight budget. She’d used all her savings and her half of the inheritance from their parents to buy a cheap and tiny apartment in a rundown neighbourhood on the outskirts of Tokyo. Now she lived month to month doing odd jobs, usually teaching Japanese to people. It paid enough to live on but not a lot more.

			Her phone, which she always kept in a tight grasp in her pocket, vibrated. She’d lost a phone once to a pickpocket many years ago, and she’d never lived it down once her colleagues had found out. Since then she always kept a grip on her mobile just in case.

			She made her way to a shop doorway to get out of the mass of people. She looked at the screen and sighed. It was her next meeting, Simon Bailey. The man had cancelled every other appointment for the last two months. He was apparently a financial genius, but the skills he’d honed with numbers weren’t transferrable to a calendar.

			“Simon,” she greeted, “let me guess, you’re calling to tell me that you’re on your way to the classroom for your Japanese lesson, and I’ll see you there in five minutes, as we agreed, right?”

			“Not exactly,” Simon admitted. “I thought it was tomorrow, and I booked an important meeting for today. Can we move it to the same time tomorrow?”

			Eve wanted to say no, wanted to demonstrate that his constant tardiness wasn’t acceptable by cancelling his lesson altogether. But she needed the money. She shook her head angrily, mentally calculating if she could get across town from her existing appointment the next day in enough time to meet him. She’d thought working for herself as a language tutor would be great. It meant setting her own schedule and being the boss. But the truth was it was nothing but stress. People were unreliable—at least her students certainly were.

			“Yes, but you really need to stop doing this,” she said. “This is my living, you know.”

			“I know, I know. I’m really sorry. You know what I’m like,” he said.

			Yes, she knew exactly what he was like. Irritating, bad with promises, terrible at keeping appointments, rudely thinking that constant apologies were adequate over actually changing his behaviour, Eve thought.

			“So you’ll be there tomorrow?” Eve clarified aloud.

			“Absolutely. Promise. Thanks, Eve, you’re the best.”

			“I’ll text you an appointment,” Eve said. At least that way she knew he had received and read the correct date and time and had a slight possibility of being there.

			“Cool. Got to run, thanks!”

			She lowered the phone from her ear and stared at the screen. He’d hung up, and the background image of her former pet cat, Percy, came into view. Percy had been the only reliable man in her life until he’d rudely died at the age of twenty-one.

			She put the phone back in her pocket and prepped to join the crowds in the opposite direction to return to her apartment. It was a thirty-minute walk, forty as it was approaching the evening rush hour. She briefly considered getting the bus but quickly discounted the idea as she was in no mood to be crowded into a few scant square centimetres to herself for the journey home. The street was busy, but the bus was ridiculous, and even she had her limits.

			The time passed quickly, mainly because she was considering ways to get her own back on Simon as she walked. She’d decided it was time to introduce a cancellation fee. If he was such a genius with money, then surely he would respond when he could see the financial implications of constantly cancelling his appointments. Especially at the last minute.

			She turned into the narrow street where she lived and stopped dead. She cocked her head to one side and stared at the familiar suited man who was pressing the intercom button outside her apartment building.

			She started walking again, thinking for sure she must be mistaken. There was no way it could be him. There was no reason for him to be in Japan. They hadn’t spoken for years. How would he even know where she lived?

			He turned around, and any doubt slipped from her mind. Her former boss was somehow standing right in front of her.

			“Charles?” She couldn’t believe her eyes.

			“Webb!” He always insisted on calling her by her surname, which wasn’t surprising since it was common practice during her time in the Metropolitan Police Service and latterly in Protection Command.

			“Charles O’Court.” She grinned and shook her head. “What on earth are you doing here?”

			“You are a hard woman to find, Eve Webb.” He stepped forward and wrapped her in a big bear hug.

			“I know. It’s deliberate,” she joked.

			He stood back, taking her upper arms in his hands to look her over. “It’s been so long. I almost forgot what you looked like.”

			Eve hadn’t kept up to date with any of her old colleagues and had no idea what Charles was doing these days. Judging by his smart suit and expensive tiepin, she was certain he’d done well for himself.

			Charles had been her commanding officer for a while before several promotions saw him skyrocket to the top of the police service. He was charismatic and intelligent and could read a room like no one else. His constant climbing of the ladder had surprised no one. Eve was curious to know where he had ended up and why he was seeking her out.

			“Why are you here, Charles?” She cut to the chase.

			“Can’t I visit? Pop in and see an old friend?” His eyes sparkled mischievously.

			“Pop in? It’s six thousand miles.”

			“Would you believe I was in the area?”

			“No. But I’ll pretend to if you’re buying dinner.”

			He laughed. “Same old Eve Webb. Sure, I suppose you know somewhere suitably expensive?”

			“I’ve had my eye on a couple of places.” She raised her hand and gestured for him to start walking.

			It was obvious that Charles had something important to say. And whatever it was, it couldn’t be said via email or phone. She kept calm and tried to ignore the swirling feeling in her stomach. This obviously wasn’t a social call, but that led to the question: What was it?

			* * *

			The restaurant was small and looked tired, but Eve knew that meant nothing. It was one of the best restaurants in the quiet residential area she lived in. Eve knew the owner, and that meant they were given a quiet table in the corner and left to talk. Charles removed his suit jacket and placed it on the back of the chair. He lined up three mobile phones along the table. She knew all too well that they were business, personal, and emergency—standard for someone in the personal protection service.

			“Still in the game?” She indicated the phones with a tilt of her head.

			He nodded. “Sort of. I have my own company these days. Been out on my own for about seven years. We have a good name for ourselves, a decent client list,” he explained.

			It wasn’t unusual for people in protection to branch out on their own, especially when they had the option to take early retirement from the police service. Often that meant taking up a role in security or working for a particular business or family.

			The cloak of secrecy, Charles’s sudden appearance in Tokyo, and the expensive suit all suggested that the business was far more than providing muscle to shopping centres. Eve strongly suspected that Charles’s many contacts he’d made over the years would mean that his company catered to the elite. Also, he’d mentioned a client list, which meant this was more than just casual security contracts.

			“What kind of clients?” Eve asked.

			“Well, this is a feast, isn’t it?” Charles evaded the question. He looked at one of the many plates of food that had been placed between them. He picked up some chopsticks and debated aloud where to start.

			Eve rolled her eyes and took a sip of water. She didn’t miss the layers of mystery that her job used to surround her in. There was a dance that needed to be performed, one where each participant in the conversation used their personal skills to size up the other and decide whether they could be trusted with sensitive information.

			Charles hadn’t seen Eve for years, and he obviously wasn’t about to spill secrets to her until his sixth sense had decided it was safe to do so. He wasn’t about to divulge anything he didn’t want to before he wanted to. He was reconnecting and judging her all at once. She could sense it. And she felt the same way. And so they’d perform this little dance until they felt as though they could trust one another again.

			“Is this tuna?” He pointed to a piece of sushi.

			She nodded and picked up her own chopsticks.

			“Tell me about what you’ve been doing.” He snatched up a piece of sushi with his chopsticks and threw it into his mouth.

			Eve picked up a bowl of rice and started to scoop some onto her plate. She felt like she was being interviewed, but she had no idea for what. She debated if she should just tell Charles that whatever it was, she wasn’t interested. But her curiosity was piqued.

			“This and that,” she answered simply. “Soaking up the culture, teaching Japanese to the English and English to the Japanese to make some money. A few other odd jobs.”

			“You’ve not been tempted to go into security?”

			She shook her head. “I left that kind of work behind when I left England.”

			“Shame.”

			“Not really.”

			“You don’t miss it?”

			She wanted to say that she didn’t, but that wouldn’t be entirely true. Sometimes she did miss it. It was hard not to miss a job that had been so all-encompassing for so much of her life. A career that she had trained hard for. From the Met through to the Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection branch of Protection Command. It had been a whirlwind of promotions and special commendations that had allowed her to climb the ranks at an impressive speed.

			“Can you pass the tamari sauce?” she asked.

			He handed over the bottle. “You were one of the best, Eve.”

			“Protection Command is full of the best,” she said. “You don’t get into that division unless you’re the best.”

			“Oh, I don’t know…” he said softly. He sipped his lager.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Do you remember that time the prime minister’s car was sideswiped on the M5?” Charles changed the subject. “You were on the bike in second, weren’t you?”

			“Third,” Eve corrected.

			“Yes, third! I just remember seeing you screech by in pursuit. I’ve never seen someone drive a bike while opening the door of a speeding car and pulling the driver out like that.” Charles laughed at the memory, and Eve couldn’t help but do the same.

			“I was young and foolish,” she confessed. “Nearly got killed.”

			“But what a story if you had,” Charles said. “Some people die in their sleep. At least you would have been saved that.”

			“My sister wouldn’t have been pleased. Especially because she hated that prime minister,” Eve pointed out.

			“Oh, everyone hated that prime minister. Not that we’re much better off now.” He gestured to Eve with the lager bottle. “What are the odds of me being able to convince you to come back?”

			He’d sized Eve up and decided that she was trustworthy. Now it was time for Eve to let him down gently.

			“Zero.”

			“Seriously, what are the odds?”

			“I am being serious. Zero.” She examined the plates between them and started to pick up a few choice pieces of sushi. In the back of her mind she wondered why on earth Charles would come all this way to ask her to come back to a job she’d left years before. She wouldn’t ask him outright—she figured that she wouldn’t need to. If he was that desperate, then he’d soon explain everything.

			“What if I told you that your country needed you?”

			“I’d laugh in your face.”

			He chuckled. “Fair enough. It’s a particularly cheesy line. What if I told you that I needed you?”

			She paused mid-reach for a piece of takoyaki. She looked up at him. “I’m still considering laughing in your face.”

			“I have a client, a very well-respected client who I have worked with for many, many years,” Charles explained. “There’ve been credible threats, and we need the best.”

			Eve chuckled. “You’ve been in this business a lot longer than me, Charles. You must have other choices. Why me?”

			“I can’t explain everything right now—to do so would break certain client confidentiality agreements. But the truth is, I need someone who is professional and exceptional at their job, and I need a woman.”

			Eve rolled her eyes. The rise of the presence of female bodyguards was something that began when she was in the job. She’d lost count of the number of job offers she received from film stars and business tycoons. Women simply blended in better. A female bodyguard accompanying someone’s children could easily be mistaken for a nanny. And women were often better at conflict resolution, which meant it was less likely that situations would escalate.

			While Eve was happy that women were in demand for such roles, she didn’t like being considered the best for a job simply because of her gender. She knew that might appear petty to some, especially after women had so often lost out to men in the employment arena. But Eve believed in fairness and equality, and as much as she hated a man getting a job just because he was a man, she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of a reversal of the same inequality. Eve wanted to win fair and square, not have the starting blocks moved a little further up the track or have her opponent hold back their punches just because she was a woman. It was a matter of principle, something that was very important to her.

			“It’s a close protection role,” Charles elaborated. “One client, one guard.”

			Eve paused at that. “Just one? For a credible threat?”

			Protection wasn’t a delicate art form. If a client was high profile, then they could easily have one or two permanent officers with them even when no direct intelligence had been received to put the client at risk. If an actual threat had been issued—one that was being taken seriously—it was usual procedure to throw everyone into the mix. There was only one chance to keep a client safe. No do-overs.

			“Well, no, a team of people and an entire squad within the police force,” Charles said. “But they will all be led by one person. One person who will shadow the client at all times. I need someone I can trust, someone who can remain with the client all day, every day, until this specific threat is concluded. As the client is female, I need a female agent. And, most of all, I need someone who will cut through the bullshit and make the tough decisions if they need to be made. Locking the client down, moving them, increasing patrols or numbers on the team. I need you, Webb.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because I honestly think you’re the best. I’ve seen the way you work, the way you think.” He interlaced his fingers and looked at her seriously. “I need someone I can trust. And I trust you. I honestly don’t think anyone else can do this job.”

			“I…” She didn’t know what to say. Charles wasn’t simply stroking her ego, that much was clear. With an impressive contact list and years of experience, Charles didn’t need to fly around the world to ask for Eve’s help unless he genuinely needed it. He needed help. A client needed help. A client with some level of police protection meant it was someone in the public eye but not a celebrity. Eve felt her duty to her country start to seep back in.

			“My licence has expired,” she confessed.

			“I can get your licence renewed.”

			She shook her head and tried to quickly reorganise her thoughts. “No, I mean…no, I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to come back. I have a life here. This is my home.”

			“Your first thought was about your licence because you’re a detail-orientated professional. Your second thought was about whether or not you wanted to do it. This is why I need you. Your default thoughts are the exact qualities I need in a person.”

			Eve leant back in her chair. “You can’t seriously need me. I could name twenty people right now who are still in the force who could do this.”

			Charles sipped his lager. “Good for you. I can’t. And this is my neck on the line. Well, it’s the client’s neck. But the point is, the responsibility is mine. I’m not going to take someone else’s word for it. I need to hire the right person, so I can focus on other things. While this client is one of my most important, not to mention a personal friend, I have a business to run. I need the right person for this job, Webb. It’s critical.”

			“You know a million people.”

			“There’s only one you.”

			“Oh, come on—”

			“Seriously. I trust you. These…threats…they are the real deal. I honestly believe that it’s only a matter of time before something happens.”

			Eve closed her eyes and rubbed at her temple. Charles knew her too well. Duty had always come first for Eve, which was why she had never had a long-term relationship and still remained single at the age of thirty-four.

			She opened her eyes and poured herself some more water from the jug.

			“Three years out of the service might as well be a lifetime,” she told him.

			“You’re not an old woman, Webb. Besides, I want you for your experience, not your knowledge of the protocol of today. Not to mention that this would be a private contract and nothing to do with Protection Command. Excuse me if this comes across as disrespectful, but you look like you still work out. I don’t think three years will have changed you much.”

			She did work out. Twice a day, every day. The gym was her solace. A place where she could get out the frustrations of the day.

			“I don’t want to be vulgar”—he scooped some rice onto his plate—“but you’ll be very handsomely compensated for your time.”

			She wrapped her hand around the base of her water glass and gently turned it around and around on its coaster while she thought. Britain felt like a lifetime away. She had no idea what was going on with the country any more. Couldn’t be one hundred percent certain which political party was even in power.

			After the terrorist incident, she had become all consumed with the news. She’d watched the news channels endlessly. Twenty-four hours of the same old stories being repeated over and over. She was addicted. Waiting to be told of a scrap of new information the very moment it had been found out by the press. The need for knowledge was a craving like she had never felt before.

			When she moved to Japan, she had finally turned the news off and never turned it on again. The itch to know what was happening was strong for the first few days, but slowly it drifted away like any other craving. After a while she realised that she was happier not knowing. Now she had been out of the loop on world events for so many years that she was almost a little embarrassed to admit to Charles just how out of touch she was.

			Concern niggled at her. If she was truly the only person for the job, then what would happen if she didn’t take it? Would a woman lose her life because Eve refused to return to her home country?

			Then there was the money that would definitely come in useful. Life in Tokyo wasn’t cheap, and Eve’s savings were rapidly dwindling.

			“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

			“Shut up,” she replied, annoyed that he seemed to be able to read her mind.

			“I know you’re not considering it just for the money, but I can promise you a substantial pay package. You’d obviously live in-house, so you’d save money there. And be compensated for the twenty-four-hour nature of the job.”

			She’d taken on close protection roles before and knew that they were awkward and very hard work, and so the pay was infinitely better than a standard job. She’d taken on a few contracts during her time, especially when her colleagues whined about being away from their families. It had never been a problem for her to be away from home as she’d always lived alone, except for her cat Percy. He’d never even seemed to notice when she was away as long as Paula kept feeding him.

			“You’re looking at around five hundred pounds per day,” Charles said.

			Eve nearly knocked the water glass over but caught it in the last second before it fell.

			“It’s a high-risk close-protection role,” he explained.

			She thought about her little apartment and its broken air conditioning unit. The flooring in the kitchen could do with replacing as well. And she’d be able to tell Simon to go and find another language tutor. Even if the contract only lasted a week, it would be a welcome sum of money to take back to Japan.

			Not that money was the only factor. Charles had definitely managed to stoke her sense of duty. If there was even a slim possibility that she was the only person who could do the job, she couldn’t really say no.

			She moved her glass to the side and leant forward.

			“Okay, tell me more about this role…”

		


		
			Chapter Three 

			Eve took her seat on the flight. She’d never flown business class before. While she knew she was supposed to luxuriate in the soft leather and stretch to enjoy the extra three inches, it felt wrong to enjoy herself.

			She didn’t want to be leaving Japan, and she certainly didn’t want to be going back to London. She felt as if she was being pulled away from her new home and dragged back to a place that she had promised herself she’d never see again.

			It wasn’t that she hated London, nor was she scared of it. It was just a part of her old life. A life that she had done all she could to leave behind. She reminded herself it was only temporary. With any luck Charles would perform his usual magic and sort out the security issues in a flash, and she’d be back home. And considerably well-compensated for her troubles.

			The other reason it felt wrong was because she knew Charles had managed to convince her, despite her best efforts to ignore his attempts. He’d played her with such ease that it made her chastise herself for being so easily manipulated. He’d known that leaning on her strong values was one sure-fire way to wrench an agreement from her, and it had worked.

			On top of that, Charles had given her next to no information on the contract, citing confidentiality agreements. All he had divulged was that they’d be meeting the client at a pub near to the Royal Courts of Justice in Central London. This told Eve that the client was in some way related to the legal profession, probably a wealthy barrister. The idea of shadowing a barrister didn’t seem too bad. She imagined they’d live in the City, probably near to the courts of law, which would be well-protected by the local police. As jobs went, it appeared on first glance that it would be relatively simple.

			Eve had spent a number of years in Protection Command and had guarded ambassadors, foreign dignitaries, and politicians. She knew London well, especially all the governmental buildings. She suspected such knowledge was one of the reasons why Charles had been so keen for her cooperation. Keen enough to book her a flight for the following day after their meeting, keen enough to make that a business-class seat, and keen enough to put her up overnight in one of London’s top hotels. Charles certainly wasn’t afraid to splash the cash.

			Whoever the client was had deep pockets.

			She pushed aside thoughts of her upcoming assignment. She had agreed to it, and there would be no further information coming until she met up with Charles again. Providing, of course, that her security clearance passed and Charles did manage to fast-track her licence as he suggested he could.

			Once that had happened, experience told her that a stack of information would be placed in front of her, and she’d have a few short hours to learn all about her client, their family, life, job, and of course the threat to them.

			She put on her headphones, pulled her eye mask down, and prepared for sleep. Whatever lay ahead in London, she’d need to be well-rested for it.

			* * *

			After a long flight and a luxurious night in a hotel, Eve was itching to get to work. While she appreciated the lengths that Charles had gone to in order to keep her comfortable while her security clearance was approved, she was at the point where she’d really rather just find out what the job was and get on with it.

			She’d rested up and made good use of the onsite gym but had felt a little unsettled without the full details of the client and the job. And so, she did what she always did when she felt troubled and called her sister.

			Eve lay on the bed. She stared at the ceiling and gripped the phone to her ear.

			“I can’t believe this is what it took to get you home,” Paula grumbled. “A job.”

			“It’s not just the job,” Eve pointed out. “Charles said he needs me, that no one else will do.”

			“Surely he has other people?” Paula asked. “I mean, I don’t want to be rude, but what do you have that others don’t?”

			“Thanks,” Eve drawled.

			“You know what I mean.”

			Eve did know what she meant. She’d asked herself several times what on earth she had that Charles found so unique. It had to be one of three things, or a combination of them all. Eve’s abilities, the client’s temperament, and Charles’s ability to trust her. Even knowing that didn’t soothe Eve one bit.

			“Who knows, I’ll find out soon,” Eve said. “And when I’m done, I’ll come and bother you for a few days before I head home.”

			“You better,” Paula said. “I want at least a week with my favourite sister.”

			“Only sister,” Eve corrected.

			“Which means you’re my favourite,” Paula said. “I notice you’re not agreeing to a week.”

			“I’ll try,” Eve said. “I really don’t know what’s happening or when it’s happening yet. I’ll keep you updated. But I’ll try, promise.”

			Eve wanted to stay with Paula for as long as possible. It had been a while since they’d seen each other, and the idea of catching up over multiple cups of tea sounded like heaven. But Eve had no idea what her assignment was or when and how it might come to an end. She didn’t want to make promises she couldn’t keep.

			“I can’t believe you flew all the way here with no idea who you’ll be protecting,” Paula said.

			“It’s not about the client—it’s the work,” Eve explained.

			“Might be someone awful. Like a murderer. Or worse…a politician.”

			Eve laughed. She’d spent years protecting politicians from all sides of the political spectrum. She had her political views but hadn’t let them get in the way of doing her job. As far as she was concerned, her protectees were democratically elected individuals, and they deserved to be kept safe. Even if some of their ideals and policies made Eve want to scream.

			“Might be someone lovely, like a doctor,” Eve said.

			“Not with money to fly you over here in business class,” Paula said. “No, it’s a politician.”

			Paula said the word politician in the same way some people would say they’d caught a stomach bug. Eve steered the conversation away from her upcoming assignment and on to other things. They spoke for half an hour before Paula had to leave to run some errands. After the call, Eve browsed through the latest news updates to familiarise herself with the country she used to call home.

			A couple of hours later she arrived at her meeting with Charles at the Seven Stars pub, which was situated in a quiet road in the shadows of the impressive Royal Courts of Justice, which towered over the small drinking establishment.

			The pub was very old, established in 1602 if the signage was to be believed. Inside, it was an experience, to say the least. A cat wearing a ruff ambled along the bar, clearly a beloved feature of the historic establishment if the tourists trying to capture a photo were anything to go by. Tables with cheap green plastic gingham tablecloths that wouldn’t be out of place in a greasy spoon cafe filled the small space, and one of the anterooms was full of plastic heads with traditional curly white wigs atop them.

			At the bar, barristers rubbed shoulders with tradespeople and tourists, an eclectic mix. Eve wasn’t sure what to make of it all and was happy to find Charles had snagged a corner table and was waving her over.

			She sat at the table and looked up at the purple wall where an odd mix of photos, movie posters, and bespoke artwork were crammed together.

			“Interesting place,” Eve commented dryly.

			Charles pushed a glass of lemonade towards her. Eve had to smile that even after so many years he knew she would never drink on duty, and lemonade was her go-to beverage of choice.

			“Why here?” Eve asked, eager to get to business.

			“Client’s choice, it’s busy but you can blend in,” Charles explained, sipping on a lager.

			Eve raised an eyebrow and looked at the decor. “Can anyone really blend in here?”

			Charles glanced around the room. “I suppose no one will notice you if you’re surrounded by this. Brad Pitt could be sitting opposite me, and I’d be too busy wondering why they allow a cat on the bar where they serve food.”

			Eve grimaced. She loved cats, but hair in food was an abomination.

			“So, is my security clearance through?” Eve asked. “Can you finally start giving me some answers?”

			Charles nodded. “Yep, you’ve passed with flying colours as I knew you would.”

			Eve sensed that he was stalling for time. “Charles? Who’s the client? Is it a barrister? A judge?”

			“Not quite,” Charles said. He looked behind Eve’s shoulder. “Right on time. Eve, all will be answered in a moment.”

			He got to his feet and held his hand out to a person who was approaching the table. Eve stood too. She had been expecting the client and was surprised to see a man. A very familiar looking man, a stern looking man in his late sixties. Familiar but from deep in her past, his identity just out of reach for her recollection.

			“Michael, this is Eve Webb who I told you about,” Charles said, shaking hands with him.

			Eve still couldn’t place where she knew him and absentmindedly shook his hand.

			“Eve, this is Lord Michael Lovegrove,” Charles introduced.

			Lord Lovegrove took off his overcoat and hung it on one of the hooks on the wall before taking a seat. Eve felt time crawl as she watched him, recognition finally dawning.

			Lovegrove was one of the justices of the Supreme Court and a distant member of the Royal Family. Eve had seen him on television most of her life, either standing on the balcony of Buckingham Palace or attending some fancy horse racing event, but she’d never met him in person.

			As a staunch anti-monarchist, Eve had always requested work that kept her away from the Royal Family. She could stomach looking after politicians and ambassadors, but the thought of guarding the high-society toffs who drained the public purse and lived a life of luxury with no understanding whatsoever of the life of an average person made her feel queasy. Charles knew that. Everyone who had ever worked with her knew that. And now Charles had dragged her to London to meet up with a man who was the embodiment of the type of entitlement and imbalance that she so despised.

			Eve could hear her heartbeat racing. The anger within her surged, and she felt a low-level vibration in her clenched fists.

			“So, is she up for it, Charles? You know I need your best man—woman—on the case,” Lord Lovegrove said, his upper-class accent grating on Eve’s nerves already.

			“Charles?” Eve said. “A word, please? Outside?”

			Eve skulked towards the exit without even checking that Charles was following her. She was furious. Charles plainly knew that Eve had a very strict rule about working with any royals. It was one of the very few rules she had. She remembered the conversations they’d had in the past. It was one of the things she appreciated about Protection Command—no reason needed to be given for turning down an assignment. If someone didn’t want to take a bullet for a client, that was the way it was. Eve and Charles had talked about it in the past, and even if he’d forgotten, it would have taken a quick check of her case file to remember. Something he had no doubt done before seeking her out.

			Eve had always tried to be open-minded and fair, but she’d had many political discussions with her father when she was growing up, and John Webb had always been vocal about the unjust disparity between the haves and the have-nots.

			As Eve had grown up and started moving in circles close to the wealthier people in the UK, she’d seen the injustice for herself, and her dislike of the nobility had grown too. Everything she saw about the aristocracy just served to cement her existing prejudices.

			And now Charles was expecting her to work for them? Had dragged her all the way from Japan for a job he knew tore at her entire belief system? Did he think she’d cave in just because he’d brought her halfway around the world?

			“Webb, listen,” Charles said once they were outside.

			“No, you listen—you know my feelings on them,” Eve said. “You should have told me who the client was. You knew I’d say no if I knew, Charles. I can’t believe you did this.”

			“You’re right,” Charles admitted. “I knew that if you knew it was for any member of the Royal Family, you’d run a mile. But I wasn’t lying to you when I said I needed you, Webb. It’s for his daughter. She’s in grave danger, and I need the best. I need you.”

			Eve tried to control her breathing, but she was still angry at him for the deceit. “His daughter?”

			“Yes. She needs protection, just as I said. Please, just come in and hear what he has to say,” Charles said. “Listen to him and make your decision then. If you say no, then of course I’ll respect that. But listen to the man first, please.”

			She didn’t have much choice. She’d travelled a long way to turn back now without at least hearing him out. In her mind, she’d already spent the money she’d earn from the job. Her outstanding bills would be paid off, and her apartment would sparkle following its mini-renovation. It wasn’t just about the money, but the large sum certainly helped.

			“Fine, but I’m not calling him My Lord or whatever nonsense it is,” Eve stated firmly.

			Charles laughed. “Fine, fine. Just come in and listen to the job. If you really don’t want to do it, I’ll fly you home as soon as possible and compensate you for the time you’ve been away from home. No hard feelings.”

			Eve wanted to point out that there were already a few hard feelings, considering she’d been lied to, but knew that the best thing to do was to see what Michael Lovegrove had to say for himself and go from there.

			“Okay, fine. But no promises,” Eve told him.

			* * *

			Eve and Charles took their seats at the table. Michael Lovegrove looked between them. “Problem?”

			“I wasn’t entirely honest with Webb,” Charles confessed. “She’s not exactly a fan of the monarchy.”

			Eve snapped her head towards Charles and stared daggers at him. While she was relatively open about her dislike for the nobility, she didn’t necessarily want Charles to announce it to the very real face of the nobility, sitting opposite her.

			“Thing is,” Charles continued, “I really do think she is the best person for the case. Not just because she’s a woman but because of the skill set she possesses. But the truth is, Michael, I got her here, but you’re going to have to be the one to convince her to take the job.”

			Lord Lovegrove slowly nodded and turned to face Eve. His face softened, and he leant a little closer. Eve mirrored his movement.

			“As you may know, I’m a judge. I split my time between the Royal Courts of Justice and the Old Bailey. I’m about to pass a sentence on a case. I presume you’ve heard of the Copthall family?”

			Eve nodded. Not many people hadn’t heard of the notorious crime family. Rumours swirled about their business dealings. Everyone knew they were up to no good, but the police had never seemed to be able to untangle anything tangible to stop them. It was common knowledge that they had managed to stay out of prison through bribes and blackmail.

			“Over the past eight weeks, I’ve been hearing evidence on a Miss April Copthall, Marcus Copthall’s only daughter. The police managed to get enough evidence to charge her with money laundering. At every single turn of the investigation and the court case, the family has applied as much pressure as they possibly could to get April released. The jury had to be reselected twice due to intimidation, but we finally got a result, and she’s been found guilty. All that is left to do now is to sentence her.”

			Charles leant in to the conversation and took over. “This is where I first came in. Michael started to receive threats. First they were emails and letters. You know, the usual kind of thing.”

			“Then there were bricks through my office window,” Lord Lovegrove said.

			Eve raised her eyebrow. When she’d agreed to get involved, she hadn’t realised she’d be up against some of the most ruthless and dangerous people in the country. Of course, Charles couldn’t have told her all this until her security authorisation had been approved, but Eve wished she’d had some time to prepare herself for what was coming.

			“A man approached me on the street and told me that if April wasn’t set free, my own daughter would be kidnapped and killed,” Lord Lovegrove continued, a haunted expression sweeping over his face. “He…he meant it. I have no doubt.”

			“It’s a credible threat,” Charles said. “We’ve been monitoring their calls, and we know that some plans have been made to do just that. Michael has delayed the sentencing for as long as he could. Obviously, they’re not stupid enough to go after a judge—if something were to happen to Michael directly, then the country’s security services would quickly react and arrest all the Copthalls. It would be the inciting incident they’d need to finally take action. So they obviously won’t take that risk.”

			“But if something were to happen to his daughter, they couldn’t react in the same way,” Eve said. It was one thing for a judge to be murdered. The link would be obvious. But the daughter was a tenuous link. It wasn’t fair, but that was how it was.

			“Which is ludicrous,” Lord Lovegrove said, distress clear in his voice. “My daughter is just as—no, more important than I am. She’s nothing to do with this, that they think they can threaten her. I…she’s my world. Katherine is…she’s…”

			Charles put his hand on the older man’s shoulder and held it firmly to calm him. “Nothing will happen to Katherine.”

			“She’s all I have,” Lord Lovegrove confessed. “Three days ago, a letter was dropped off at her apartment. Unwanted mail is to be expected from time to time, and she reported it as she always does.”

			“It was a threat on her life,” Charles explained. “It will be in the information pack, should you take the case. Hand-delivered. We’re working on identifying the person who delivered it, but it’s likely to just be a piece in a much larger picture.”

			“She doesn’t deserve to be bothered like this,” Lord Lovegrove added. He looked at Eve, his eyes welling with unshed tears. “It’s been just the two of us since her mother died when she was young. She doesn’t deserve to be in the middle of this. I want her to be safe, but I can’t—won’t—do what they ask of me. I can’t miss the opportunity to start chipping away at this awful crime family. The amount of pain they cause people every day is tremendous, and I won’t stop until justice is done. What kind of public servant would I be if I did?”

			Charles looked at Eve, and the question was clear in his expression. Would she help this man’s daughter, despite his royal connections? He needn’t have asked. Eve was a sucker for a sob story and could see the real depth of feeling on Michael Lovegrove’s face. She couldn’t say no, not when she knew what was at stake. Not when the person who would suffer the most horrific of losses had a name and a face and was sitting in front of her, pleading for his daughter’s safety.

			Eve knew there was only one answer to Charles’s silent question.

			“I’ll keep your daughter safe, sir,” Eve promised. “Whatever it takes.”

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Katherine Lovegrove stepped out of the office front door and started to walk up the street. It was a lovely day, and she’d already decided to pick up some food on her walk home.

			“Katherine!”

			She stopped and turned to see Isaac, her personal assistant, rushing out the door, holding an envelope.

			“The guest list for the Wainwright event, you wanted to look it over,” he reminded her as he handed over the envelope.

			She tucked it into her handbag. “Thank you, I completely forgot.”

			“It has been a long month,” he acknowledged. “Are you coming to Clara’s birthday drinks tonight?”

			Katherine laughed. “No, definitely not. I’d be asleep in half an hour.” She was exhausted and feeling every second of her forty-two years.

			Isaac pouted. “Come on, just one drink. We need to talk about what’s happening for the product launch at Ainsleigh.”

			His grin was contagious, and he knew it. Katherine could feel her resolve floating away with each passing second. While she was tired, she knew that she’d rally in no time once they got to the bar. She’d worked in events for her entire career, and the Ainsleigh yearly launch party still set her heart racing with excitement.

			“And we really must go through the last-minute checklist for the Red and White Ball next week,” Isaac said.

			Time was slipping away quickly as it always did with events. When she started working on a yearly event—the day after the current one had finished—it always seemed like a year was a very long time and they had plenty of opportunity to get everything done. Then, quite suddenly, they were a week away from the date and still quibbling with stakeholders about entertainers or seat covers.

			As much as Katherine relished the idea of going home and spending the evening relaxing, she knew that her time would be better spent hammering out some details for work at the local bar. Staff birthday parties often drifted into an excuse to extend the working day well into the evening, albeit in much nicer surroundings.

			Her mind was almost made up when she spotted the black Jaguar pull up beside them. The rear window lowered, and she saw her father sitting in the back of the chauffeur-driven car.

			“Hello, Daddy,” Katherine said.

			“Lord Lovegrove, nice to see you, sir,” Isaac said. He took a small step back.

			Isaac had met her father before and always appeared a little nervous, which didn’t surprise Katherine much. Most people were nervous of her father, as he held a lofty position in both society and the law. While he was a teddy bear most of the time towards Katherine, she knew that he could turn very strict with others.

			“Isaac,” her father replied with a sharp nod before looking to Katherine. “Are you finished with work? I need to speak with you.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Isaac whispered through clenched teeth. They both knew that it was now impossible for Katherine to come out for drinks that night, and Isaac might as well perform an escape. He gave a slight bow towards the car and hurried back in the direction of the office.

			Katherine resisted the urge to let out a sigh. Despite working in the same city, it was actually quite a rare occurrence that she saw her father. Sometimes she missed him and wished that they could spend more time together, but then they sometimes spent a little too much time together, and she remembered why they didn’t.

			Michael Lovegrove was a dutiful father, but he was also a devoted public servant. Conversations often turned into arguments about Katherine’s decision to lean away from rather than in to what her father called her duties. Katherine couldn’t escape her title, but she could choose to take up a normal job and shun the expectations of some branches of her family tree. Even if that meant an occasionally tense father-daughter dinner.

			Her father’s chauffeur was already out of the car and preparing to open the door for her, so she knew her presence was required rather than suggested. She nodded and entered the car while wondering what had caused the unexpected arrival. She put her seat belt on, and a few moments later they were on their way.

			“Everything all right, Daddy?”

			“There’s some things we need to discuss, Katie. Charles will fill you in on all the details. It’s just a security thing. Never mind that now. How was work?”

			Katherine knew when her father was attempting to change the subject but allowed it anyway. It had been a while since she’d seen him, and whatever he was about to tell her was clearly bad news. She’d had a long and tiring week, and whatever it was that he wanted to tell her could wait a few more minutes until she had a glass of wine in her hand.

			She told him about a couple of the upcoming events that were in the works, keeping the details light as she knew he wasn’t really interested. He’d never particularly cared for her work. Being an events planner was certainly a few rungs down from being a High Court judge. Not to mention that her father would much rather she didn’t work at all and spent her time looking after the family estate and doing charity work.

			He’d confessed before that it embarrassed him to have a daughter who worked. Katherine had explained to him—that was the way things were now. Even some of those directly in line to the throne had day jobs. But her father was old-fashioned and wanted Katherine to walk in the footsteps of her mother, which was something Katherine knew she could never do.

			They sat in London traffic, and Katherine considered it would have been quicker to walk. As the minutes ticked by, she continued to tell him stories from the office. He didn’t reciprocate and speak of his work. He never did. In fact, he couldn’t due to the sensitive nature and confidentiality of law work. The stifling atmosphere in the car wasn’t at all lost on her. Something had happened, and she was on her way to find out the details.

			* * *

			Katherine climbed the stairs up to her father’s London apartment. Why he insisted on remaining in an old-fashioned building with no elevator continued to puzzle her. He’d always been a fan of traditionalism, but climbing three flights of stairs every single day was surely taking things a little too far.

			Charles O’Court, her father’s contractor for private security, awaited her at the top of the stairs. Katherine had met him a few times, usually when she was forced to attend an official royal engagement and he represented the Lovegroves as chief liaison. Katherine dearly hoped her father hadn’t just dragged her across London to pressure her to take part in some official event.

			“Lady Katherine,” Charles said with a respectful incline of his head.

			“Hello, Charles, what is this all about?” Katherine asked, eager to cut straight to the point.

			Charles gestured towards the open apartment door. Katherine walked inside. She hung up her coat and bag on the hooks in the hallway before walking into the living room. A woman stood at loose attention in the room. She wore a white shirt and black suit like so many of the security operatives Charles hired did. Katherine didn’t know if she was imagining it, but the woman seemed a little surprised to see her. Confusion briefly glanced her face before she settled back into a passive expression. Katherine ignored her presence and entered the kitchen. She helped herself to a glass of red wine from the bottle that she knew would be on the countertop. Her father was such a creature of habit.

			When she returned to the living room, Charles and her father had taken seats on one of the sofas. The sofa opposite them was empty. It was a clear invitation for her to sit down and hear whatever they had to say.

			“Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” she asked, deliberately not sitting down. Whatever was going on was clearly big news and something she wasn’t going to like.

			Her father looked towards Charles expectantly.

			“Lady Katherine,” Charles began, “there’s been a serious threat issued.”

			Katherine’s heart sank. She looked at her father, now understanding why he had seemed so withdrawn in the car. It wouldn’t be the first time there had been a threat, but if they were taking it so seriously, then it had to be important. Her father was often stoic about these things, but whatever this was had seemingly affected him a great deal.

			“A threat against you,” Charles continued.

			She snapped her gaze back to Charles. “Me?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Your father is presiding over a very significant case,” Charles explained. “Throughout the trial, there have been attempts to interfere with justice. A direct threat has been made against you in order to try to leverage your father.”

			“Me? Why me?” Katherine demanded.

			“Because the case I am hearing is that of the daughter of the boss of a crime family,” her father explained.

			Katherine scoffed. “Well, now, are we really going to listen to this kind of nonsense? It’s hardly the first time I’ve been threatened, is it, Daddy?”

			Being in the public eye since she was born had meant constantly being tracked by photographers, undercover journalists, and sycophants. The constant feeling of being monitored was one of the many reasons that Katherine shirked her mother’s side of the family. The closer she got to them, the less privacy she had. At times when she absolutely had to attend events, the aftermath—photos in gossip magazines and phone calls to her office—increased tenfold. With fame came danger. Even unwanted fame that only existed because of the family you were born into. There was always some unhinged maniac lurking in the background. She’d learnt to be careful.

			“This is a more direct, more credible threat,” Charles said.

			She realised then it must have been the letter she had received at her home. She wondered what it said. It was clearly something bad for her to be summoned in this manner.

			Katherine took a swig of wine before turning to her father. “And what is the proposed solution to this?”

			She had a terrible sinking feeling that she already knew. It wouldn’t be the first time in her life that she had been all but locked up. That time it had been to protect her from the intrusive press. If this current threat was originating from a crime family, then who knew what steps her father would deem necessary.

			“There’s only one way to keep you safe, ma’am. Twenty-four-hour close protection,” Charles said.

			“Absolutely not.” Katherine put the wine glass down. “I will not be…babysat.”

			“You will,” her father said.

			“Daddy, no. This is ludicrous. I’m not going to go through all the upheaval and unnecessary irritation—”

			“You’ll do as I say.”

			Katherine snapped her mouth closed and her gaze fell to the floor. It had been a long time since her father had used that tone with her. So long that she could hardly recall what it had been about, but then—like now—it had the result of instantly silencing her into compliance.

			“I will not be corrupted by these people,” he continued. “And I will not have your safety threatened. If you have to be protected day and night for the next year, then so be it.”

			Katherine swallowed down her desire to rebel against the idea of being imprisoned for an entire year. Her father was in a difficult position, that much she knew. The unfairness of her being dragged into the situation was undoubtedly not lost on him. But there was little either of them could do about the situation they now found themselves in.

			Discussions about perceived fairness had been a central lynchpin of Lovegrove family life for as long as she could remember. Katherine thought the amount of duty and tradition she was expected to carry was unfair. Her father thought she should acknowledge her privileged position. It was a never-ending circle.

			“Ma’am, this is Eve Webb—she is one of my very best,” Charles said.

			The woman in the black suit took a couple of steps forward but remained silent.

			“She’ll ensure that you’re kept safe with the very minimal of disruption,” Charles continued.

			“With all due respect, Charles, I don’t see how there can be minimal disruption if someone is to shadow me all day and ni—Wait a moment, does this mean I’m expected to have a roommate now? How is that not a gross invasion of my privacy?” Katherine demanded. Her anger returned swiftly now she could see the full picture of how disruptive close protection would be.

			“If you don’t wish for Miss Webb to stay with you at your apartment, then you can both stay here,” her father said. “There’s plenty of room.”

			“Absolutely not,” Katherine replied, shaking her head so wildly she nearly got whiplash. There was no way she was going to go back to living with her father.

			“Then you have your answer,” he replied.

			Katherine opened and closed her mouth in shock. She looked from Charles to her father to the woman whose name she had already forgotten. They all looked deadly serious. It seemed this had already been decided without her.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			From her seat beside the chauffeur Eve was able to keep an eye on the busy London streets and cast the occasional glance into the side mirror that gave her a view of Lady Katherine Lovegrove in the back seat. Katherine was seething. Eve wondered for the umpteenth time if she really shouldn’t have taken on the job.

			When Lord Lovegrove had been panicking about the safety of his daughter, Eve had for some reason assumed that the woman in question would be a teenager or maybe even in her mid-twenties. She’d been quite surprised to see a woman in her early to mid-forties come storming into the apartment and help herself to a glass of wine.

			Not that it should have been much of a surprise as he was in his late sixties, so it stood to reason that his daughter wouldn’t be still in school. He had spoken about Lady Katherine as if she was young and needed protecting from the horrors of the world. That certainly didn’t seem to be the case—Katherine held herself and acted as if she was above everyone else. Regardless of her age, she was certainly furious at the idea of having to be under close protection at all.

			Eve had attempted to introduce herself, but Katherine had all but ignored her and demanded to go home. The threat of staying with her father had achieved the desired effect, and Katherine had stopped arguing about whether or not a bodyguard was necessary.

			Although Eve had only just met Katherine Lovegrove, she was already positive that she was going to be problematic. She appeared to be entitled, demanding, and rude—all the things Eve already associated with people of that sort of social standing. Eve had half a mind to call Charles and tell him that she was exactly right in her biased ideas about people like Katherine, but she wasn’t quite that immature.

			She knew that she had to be the bigger person because Katherine certainly wasn’t about to be. Being stuck with rich and spoilt children was a terrible part of the job, and when those children were adults, it was far worse.

			“Kara, it’s me. You won’t believe what’s happening.”

			Eve looked into the mirror to see a dramatic Katherine with her mobile phone held to her ear. Eve rolled her eyes.

			“Daddy is being ridiculous. I’m being imprisoned.”

			Eve bit the inside of her cheek. If Katherine had any idea what the real world was like, then she’d know that some people would give everything they had for protection. Domestic abuse victims, witness protection assets, all kind of people who didn’t get their safety assured would consider Katherine’s position a lottery win.

			“No, really. I have a bodyguard. I’m going to have to cancel dinner tomorrow. Can you tell Mara?”

			Kara and Mara? Eve thought with a chuckle. What a cliché.

			The chauffeur pulled up outside a smart-looking building in Knightsbridge. Four large, black wooden double doors framed the bottom of the building. Eve assumed they had been for horse-drawn carriages back in the day, and while they looked cute and were clearly used for garage space now, they could also be a security risk.

			Eve jumped out of the car and held the handle of the back door to ensure Katherine didn’t open it until she was ready. She looked up and down the quiet street a couple of times before opening the car door and gesturing for Katherine to make her way the short distance to the front door of the building.

			Katherine hung up her call, grabbed her bag, and swished past Eve.

			“Drop my bag off in the hallway, Max?” Eve asked the driver. She wasn’t about to ask Katherine to wait a few seconds while she grabbed her holdall.

			Max released his seat belt. “I’ll bring it up, save you the journey.”

			“Thanks.” Eve closed the back door of the car and hurried after Katherine. “Those double doors, are they garages?” Eve asked.

			“Yes, I don’t own any of them,” Katherine said. It was the most she’d said to Eve since they’d met. She pushed the elevator button.

			“Do they have access to the inside of the building?”

			“How on earth would I know?” Katherine said.

			The elevators doors opened and Katherine stepped inside. Eve followed.

			“I thought you might have spoken to one of your neighbours, ma’am,” Eve replied smoothly, remembering the designation Charles had requested she use when speaking with Katherine. Eve had gritted her teeth at the idea until Charles reminded her that she used the same title for other women in executive positions.

			Katherine stabbed the button. “We’re not much for small talk.”

			Eve sighed as quietly as she could manage. Katherine was in a snit and was going to take it out on Eve, likely for the entire time that her protection assignment was required. Eve had of course worked on difficult cases and with difficult people before, but that didn’t mean that she didn’t absolutely dread the idea of it. Being in close quarters with someone in a terrible mood was exhausting. Especially when you had to be polite to that person at all times.

			They took the elevators to the fourth floor, the top of the building. Katherine plucked a set of keys out of her bag and opened the front door to her apartment. She gestured for Eve to step inside with a dramatic sigh.

			Eve decided to conceal the fact that she already had a set of keys to Katherine’s home, car, and workplace. She suspected Katherine would not be impressed with what she would perceive to be an invasion of privacy.

			The apartment was large and airy and ran the length of the building. To one side the living area overlooked a nearby park, and to the other the kitchen looked down on the street they had arrived on.

			Katherine put her bag and coat on a rack by the front door before heading straight into the kitchen and pouring herself another glass of red wine. Eve invited herself further in and checked the living room, dining area, and kitchen for any potential security weaknesses. She paused by the living room window and looked at the park. Anyone could sit on one of the benches and have a perfect view of whether or not Katherine’s apartment was occupied, especially at night.

			She heard the sound of the elevator arriving and headed back to the front door that she had kept ajar. Max stepped off the car and handed over her holdall before wishing her a good evening and a whispered good luck.

			Eve returned to the apartment, closing and locking the door behind her.

			Katherine walked past her in the hallway. “I’ll show you to the guest room.”

			It was an acknowledgement that Katherine had understood and digested that Eve would be staying with her whether she liked it or not, and that was progress as far as Eve was concerned. She’d wondered for a moment if Katherine would just slam her bedroom door and leave Eve to fend for herself. It seemed the polite hostess in her had won out.

			Katherine opened the door at the end of the corridor. She walked in and stood at the end of the bed. “Bed. En suite.” Katherine pointed to the two features. Her gaze dropped to Eve’s holdall. “Is that all you have with you?”

			Eve nodded. “It’s all I need for now, ma’am.” She mentally congratulated herself for remaining polite despite Katherine’s tone. She’d promised Charles she’d do her best to be respectful, even if the words were very nearly muffled through clenched teeth.

			“I suppose that means that you’re confident that this won’t be a long-term arrangement,” Katherine mused.

			“Or that I travel very lightly,” Eve said, solely to mess with her.

			Katherine shuddered slightly at that. “I’m sure all this isn’t necessary. It’s just my father overreacting as usual.”

			“I’ve worked with Charles O’Court for many years,” Eve said. “Your father may be liable to overreact, but Charles isn’t. If he feels this is necessary, then it is. The threat is real, and I suggest you treat it as such to ensure your safety.”

			Katherine clenched her jaw.

			“Close protection can be invasive,” Eve said. “But if we work together, we can smooth this transition.”

			“Work together? I thought security operatives were seen and not heard?” Katherine asked a little haughtily.

			“Close protection isn’t security,” Eve replied. She put her holdall on the floor at the foot of the bed. “Wherever you go, I go. If I determine that plans have to be cancelled for your safety, then they are cancelled. No questions. You need to minimise the amount of activity you do—ideally you’ll stay in one location—but I suspect you won’t like that.”

			“One location?” Katherine exploded. “What about my work?”

			“Can you work from home?”

			Katherine blinked. “Well, technically, but I won’t. I can’t be the only person not going into the office. We work collaboratively.”

			“What is it that you do?”

			“I organise events. And I’m not working from home.”

			Parties, figured. “Okay, we’ll need to take the car to and from the office.”

			“A car? It’s only a thirty-minute walk,” Katherine said.

			“Great, that means it’s a ten-minute drive. You can have extra time in bed or extra time in the office. Whichever suits you best, ma’am.” This time Eve added on the title in order to soften her harsh words, knowing that she was already getting under Katherine’s skin and also knowing that there was a lot more to get through.

			“In London traffic? It will take an age!” Katherine said.

			“In a much safer environment than walking for thirty minutes,” Eve replied. “So work and home. What time do you like to leave home in the morning?”

			“Eight o’clock.”

			“And when do you leave your office?”

			“It depends on the day.” Katherine took a sip of wine.

			“On an average day.”

			“Between five and seven.”

			Eve warred between setting a schedule for Katherine and allowing her a small amount of flexibility. She quickly decided on the latter as Katherine’s patience was clearly running very thin. “Very well, if you could let me know in the afternoon what time you’ll be leaving, then I can make the necessary arrangements.”

			Something suddenly begun to dawn on Katherine and her eyes widened. “And where will you be while I’m at work?”

			“I’ll be at the office with you.”

			“No, absolutely not.” Katherine shook her head and stormed from the room. “I’m calling Charles. This is madness.”

			Eve rolled her eyes and followed her. “He won’t tell you anything different to what I’ve told you. This threat is very real. Your father will sentence this woman tomorrow, and we expect a reaction could be as soon as then.”

			Katherine slammed her wine glass down on a side table and spun to face Eve.

			“This is incredibly unfair. Why should my life be completely torn apart because of my father’s job?”

			“That’s not something I can answer. I’m just here to keep you safe.” Eve wanted to point out that Katherine’s life hadn’t exactly been torn apart, but she imagined that wouldn’t be so well received. “Why don’t we get some food, and then we can discuss how to minimise the impact. I’m sure you’ll feel better once you’ve eaten something.”

			Katherine’s face tightened. “I’m not hungry. I’m going to bed.”

			Eve watched her walk away and heard a distant door slam closed.

			“Wonderful, it’s been great talking to you,” Eve muttered under her breath. “I’ll make myself at home, shall I?”

			* * *

			After determining that Katherine’s flounce was going to be a long-lived one, Eve downloaded a food delivery app to her phone and ordered some food. Katherine might not have been hungry, but Eve was famished. It had been an extremely long day, and the twists and turns demanded some traditional fish and chips—something she had been looking forward to since she arrived back in England.

			She had been tempted to order a korma but somehow knew that Katherine would not be impressed with her beautifully kept penthouse apartment smelling of curry.

			While she waited for the food to be delivered, she strolled around the living room and tried to get a feel for the woman she was about to spend every waking moment with. Modern art sculptures occupied sparsely filled shelves. To Eve’s trained eye it looked like a very deliberate attempt to hide anything personal.

			She crouched and opened a cabinet.

			“Bingo,” she whispered to herself upon seeing a stack of television box sets hidden away from view. It seemed that Katherine enjoyed romantic comedies, British sitcoms from the eighties, and David Attenborough documentaries.

			Eve closed the cabinet and crossed over to the next one. She peeked over her shoulder to check that Katherine hadn’t re-emerged to catch her mid-snoop. When she was happy that the coast was clear, she opened the next set of doors to reveal an impressive collection of Mills & Boon books. Eve picked up one of the moth-eared novels called Out of Control. The cover depicted a woman in a white dress clutching desperately at a man in a suit.

			Eve clucked her tongue and put the book back. It certainly wasn’t something she’d ever read, but she knew better than to judge people based on their reading material. Her own impressive collection of real-life crime books would surely terrify anyone who didn’t know her.

			She stood up and found herself eye to eye with a photograph in a chunky silver frame. Katherine and her father were dressed to the nines and sharing a conversation with none other than Queen Elizabeth II. Eve took the frame off the shelf and held it in her hand. She’d known that Katherine was part of the aristocracy, but seeing a picture of her with the monarch brought that fact home fast.

			Eve thought it was quite telling that Katherine had the photo so prominently displayed but had hidden away her books and box sets. Her father had always grumbled about the well-to-dos with their airs and graces. Eve couldn’t help but think that this was a perfect example of that. God forbid anyone thought Lady Katherine Lovegrove was a normal person who watched nature documentaries. And God forbid they were left in any doubt as to her relation to the monarch.

			Eve put the photo back where she found it and pulled her mobile phone out of her trouser pocket. Unsurprisingly, Wikipedia had a page dedicated to Lady Katherine Lovegrove. Eve sat in a high-backed wing chair and scrolled through the information, starting with where in the royal pecking order the woman having an ungracious sulk in the other room actually came.

			Eve blinked and stared at the screen. Katherine Lovegrove was forty-sixth in line to the actual throne. It was far enough down the list to be extremely unlikely to ever happen, but being on the list at all was a surprise. Especially considering Eve was probably over sixth millionth in line.

			A few more paragraphs down the page and Eve discovered that it was Katherine’s mother, Carolyn, who was the direct relative to the spiderweb that was the British Royal Family. Her father was from a prominent land-owning family but no direct connection himself.

			Eve started to read about Katherine’s schooling when a notification pinged on her phone to advise her that the delivery driver had arrived with her dinner. She shut down the app and jumped up to get her meal.

			* * *

			It was one o’clock in the morning, and Eve was wide awake. She’d eaten dinner and then cleaned everything away before familiarising herself with the apartment. Following that, she’d exercised in her room and taken a quick shower.

			When she exited the shower, she found that Charles had sent through the promised secure messages to advise her of the security operation surrounding Michael’s and Katherine’s protection. Eve sat in the dark living room and read through all the information on her phone to try to bring herself up to date.

			Lord Lovegrove was scheduled to sentence the Copthall woman at one o’clock the following day. News would travel fast, and Charles advised Eve to be on alert from that time onward. He had two extra men available for her if she required them, and Eve had immediately requested one remain outside Katherine’s office for the day while the other staked out the apartment. There was no use taking any chances. Her research on the Copthall family showed that they often exacted quick revenge on their enemies, and so Eve didn’t want to be caught on the back foot.

			Eve heard a quiet click. She closed down her phone and sat completely still as she waited. A few seconds later she heard the creak of a door. Eve maintained her position. The apartment was dark—Eve had deliberately not turned a light on while she sat in the living room and read from the illuminated screen of her phone. Being close protection meant being invisible. She’d long ago adjusted to sitting in the dark.

			Eve’s eyes quickly picked up on the sight of Katherine tiptoeing through the hallway and into the kitchen. The fridge door opened and bathed Katherine in its light. Eve watched as Katherine removed a tin of peaches from the fridge and a fork from a drawer. She opened it up and started to eat directly from the tin.

			Eve grinned. It didn’t seem a particularly royal thing to do, and she knew Katherine would likely be embarrassed at being caught in the act. Eve had no intention of giving away her advantage. With Katherine bathed in the light of the fridge and Eve sitting in the darkness of the living room, she could happily sit in silence and get a good look at her new client.

			It grated on Eve that she needed to observe royal protocol and treat Katherine as if she was somehow better than everyone else simply because of her family bloodline. It was a ridiculous idea that some people were considered more important because of things that had happened hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago.

			Because Katherine’s family had been landowners and Eve’s family had been farmers, Eve had to treat Katherine with a respect she likely didn’t deserve. It chafed at Eve’s sense of right and wrong.

			Eve tilted her head to the side and watched Katherine. She prided herself on being an excellent judge of character. It was an essential skill in her job. She’d pretty much decided that Katherine was a snob. But Eve had to wonder if there was more to her. She hoped there was. Eve had met plenty of snobs who were vacuous and had nothing in them aside from their champagne-quaffing, party-attending, show-off ways.

			Eve had judged Katherine as yet another snob the second she’d set eyes on her. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true—the first thing Eve had thought was how she had been expecting a teenager rather than a grown woman. The second was how attractive Katherine was. Eve had a thing for a woman in heels and a skirt suit. It was a little tacky of her to admit, but it was the truth.

			Katherine was still wearing the skirt suit. The jacket was unbuttoned, and the silk scarf that had been tied around her throat was missing. The heels had been removed, and Katherine looked smaller and somehow more vulnerable with stocking-clad feet.

			Eve watched as Katherine finished up her snack, cleared away all traces of her presence, and sneaked back to her room, none the wiser that she had been watched the entire time.

			When the bedroom door closed, Eve let out a small chuckle to herself. It was going to be an interesting job.

			* * *

			Katherine quietly closed the bedroom door and mentally patted herself on the back for a successfully completed stealth mission. Eve Webb might have thought she was the best bodyguard in the business, but Katherine had listened for thirty minutes to assure herself that Eve had finally gone to sleep before getting her midnight snack.

			Creeping around in her own home wasn’t something she looked forward to doing, but she also didn’t like having a stranger living with her. Not to mention this particular stranger had control over her life.

			Katherine had spent her life surrounded by people with the authority to tell her what to do. It had started when she was a child—her parents hired various minders to watch over her, and that had irritatingly continued into adulthood. While she liked to think that she had come to terms with the fact that she was imprisoned in a gilded cage, she’d never quite accepted it.

			At any time, she could be told her presence was requested at a certain place and time, and she would have to do as she was asked. Requested was a polite way of saying required. It also wasn’t uncommon for her to be forced to speak with people she didn’t like, or even to endure large-scale public events, seated next to someone she couldn’t stand for hours on end. Tonight was a reminder that her freedom could be taken away at a moment’s notice.

			She didn’t have anything against Eve Webb personally. In fact, she seemed like a decent enough person. But Eve had been given power over her. Eve could decide where she was allowed to go and when. Eve could choose to say no at any time she decided. Katherine would have to ask for permission to go to a cafe for lunch, to see a friend for drinks, to go on a date. Not that the last one happened much lately, but the principle still stood.

			And even if Eve said yes to all those things, then there was still the fact that Eve would have to be there for them. Lurking in the corner of her office, drinking a cup of coffee in the corner of a cafe, sharing every car journey.

			It was like having a nanny, and Katherine was far too old for that kind of thing.

			She sat at the dressing table and scrolled through her emails. She’d spent the last couple of hours telling her friends of her new situation. Some had come back with commiseration. Some had suggestions for how to escape Eve’s eye. Katherine wasn’t about to push at the boundaries. She knew to do so would only make things worse and upset her father.

			All she could hope for now was that the security services had overreacted, and the whole matter would be resolved quickly.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Katherine’s alarm blared. She blindly patted the top of the bedside table several times before finally managing to find the alarm clock and turn it off. She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling as she tried to piece together what was on her schedule that day.

			Her new situation came to the fore of her thoughts, and she grimaced. She couldn’t believe her life was about to be so upturned because of some criminals she’d barely heard of.

			She sat up in bed, and her stomach immediately protested the sudden movement. She was hungry after an evening of sulking in her room. The late-night snack hadn’t touched the sides, but she hadn’t been about to risk being in the kitchen a moment longer than she had to. She suspected that if she’d made any noise at all, her new shadow would appear and they’d get into round two.

			She hadn’t been in the right frame of mind to have a proper conversation with Eve the previous evening. Her whole world had been disrupted in just a few hours. It would take her a while to process that fact and be able to accept that Eve was the decision maker now. If she couldn’t say anything nice, then it was probably best not to say anything at all. In the back of her mind she was aware that Eve had no choice in the matter. But that realisation was in short supply when her freedoms were being taken away, and she knew she’d lash out at Eve a few more times in the heat of the moment.

			She picked up the silver watch her father had given her as a birthday present and squinted at the time. If they were taking a car to the office, then she needed to get moving. Traffic from Knightsbridge to Chelsea in the morning was atrocious. The drive should technically take less than ten minutes, but Katherine knew from experience it would take three times that long. Which meant she needed to take half the time she usually did to get ready.

			Katherine hurried to get up, take a shower, and prepare herself for the day. All the while she grumbled to herself at the ridiculousness of the situation. Threats were hardly something new, and she didn’t know many people in her social circle who hadn’t received a letter attempting to blackmail them or worse. People seemed to feel the need to persecute anyone in a position of power. They seemed to want to topple them from the pedestal they imagined they lived on. And time and time again, Katherine’s life was disrupted by the fact.

			She flung open her bedroom door to find Eve standing by the front door, ready and waiting for her. She was wearing either the same or a similar black trouser suit as the day before. Katherine wondered if she had any other clothes. Probably not if her miniscule bag was anything to go by.

			“The car is ready and waiting for you, ma’am,” Eve said respectfully.

			Katherine nodded sharply. At least if they were going to have to go through this farce, it was nice that Eve Webb seemed to be a fairly professional sort.

			Katherine finished getting ready and packed up her bag, and soon they were in the car. She felt embarrassed to be getting into the black Jaguar outside her home. Her neighbours eyed the vehicle with interest as she got in the back and Eve took a seat in the front by the driver. Her neighbours were the gossiping sort, and she did her best to avoid them, but that just meant they gossiped about her instead of with her. She knew tongues would be wagging at the presence of her new security detail. She wanted to lean out of the window and tell them that it absolutely wasn’t her idea.

			Within seconds they were in a traffic jam, and Katherine let out a sigh to indicate her displeasure. Neither Eve nor the driver reacted.

			Katherine pulled out her mobile phone and scrolled through the unread texts that had arrived that morning. More and more of her friends were getting in touch. Some had been in similar situations, and all of them agreed that her father was probably overreacting.

			It didn’t make Katherine feel any better. She felt alone and more distanced from everyone than she’d ever felt before. She didn’t have a particularly close circle of friends despite knowing many hundreds of people. Living in a wealthy circle was a strange experience. Jealousy of each other, guilt at personal wealth, one-upmanship, and other terrible traits were all common in her social bubble. Katherine had never really felt as though she fitted in with them. But then she didn’t fit in anywhere else, either.

			After far too long in the car, they pulled up outside the smart town house in Chelsea. All the former homes had now been converted into offices, from solicitors to cake shops. Not a single residence remained. In some ways that saddened Katherine. When she’d been growing up, she’d known some people who lived in the street. They’d all gone now, as London continued to change from a home for some to a home for very, very few.

			She knew they’d all be squeezed out eventually, and businesses would fill every current residential street. Even those who could afford to live there wouldn’t want to when surrounded by solicitors and ad agencies. London was changing, and Katherine wasn’t sure if she liked the idea much.

			Eve opened her car door, and Katherine got out and walked the short distance towards the front door to the office. Her displeasure increased ten-fold upon seeing a security guard at the entrance. Having private security was one thing, but having them so visible, especially for her colleagues, was quite another.

			Katherine turned to Eve who had fallen into step behind her. “One of yours, I’m guessing?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Eve’s gaze roamed the street constantly as if Katherine was in imminent danger of being taken out by a sniper. It seemed so ludicrous on the quiet side street.

			“Completely unnecessary,” Katherine muttered before storming into the office. She took the set of stairs up to the first floor and dumped her bag on her desk.

			Isaac was sitting at the desk opposite and looked up to offer her a smile. He obviously saw the look of thunder on her face and looked away but not before giving Eve a visual once-over. He was shameless.

			“Katherine?” The shrill voice of the company boss, Lucinda, echoed from inside her den.

			Isaac offered her a pitying look.

			Katherine hung up her coat before crossing the office to see her boss. Lucinda Gilbert was in her seventies and had no intention of ever letting go of the reins of her business. Established when Lucinda was just twenty-two, the events company had grown from strength to strength and was now known as the place to go if you wanted to host a really successful party, fundraiser, or wedding.

			Lucinda was a friend of her father’s, a fact that unmistakably played a part in Katherine initially getting hired. Lucinda wasn’t shy about using Katherine’s extensive contact list. Of course she had her own contacts, but Katherine moved in slightly different circles. Between them they cast a wide net over the country.

			Katherine was an asset that Lucinda needed, but Lucinda wasn’t necessarily happy about the fact. Their relationship was a fine balance, and Katherine knew without a shadow of a doubt that Lucinda would be lording this latest debacle over her.

			Katherine stepped through the open office door. As usual, Lucinda was surrounded by paperwork, colour and fabric swatches, and invitation designs. Her tiny frame was dwarfed by the padded office chair, but she was small only in stature.

			“Katherine, darling,” Lucinda drawled, a fake look of condolence on her face.

			“Everything’s fine,” Katherine reassured her.

			“Really? The hunk of meat holding up our front door says otherwise. And is that a female bodyguard I see out there?” Lucinda was straining in her chair to see through the internal window to where Eve was walking around the office, taking it all in.

			“Yes, that’s my new nanny.” Katherine sighed. “It won’t be for long, I’m sure.”

			Lucinda raised her eyebrow at Eve. “What is she wearing?”

			“Some ten-pound supermarket suit.” Katherine looked at Eve and shook her head. She was actually quite nice to look at. Certainly a pretty face and most definitely a nice body. And then she clothed herself in the cheapest material and the most generic cut known to humankind. It was a shame. Katherine was sure there must be an outfitter somewhere who could make the best of a figure like Eve’s but still keep the flexibility of material that her job required.

			“I’ve always had a fantasy about some fit, young thing following me around like that,” Lucinda admitted. “Willing to throw themselves in front of a bullet for me. It’s very exciting.”

			“Is it?” Katherine asked, willing Lucinda to get to whatever point she had so Katherine could begin her day.

			Lucinda tore her gaze away from Eve. “I just wanted to say that we’re all here for you. And I completely understand if you want to work from home until this blows over.”

			Katherine knew that her boss hated people working from home. She was naturally suspicious of people and assumed that anyone who worked from home wouldn’t be doing any actual work. Katherine suspected that said a lot more about Lucinda than it did her staff.

			The offer was probably only put on the table so Lucinda could stir trouble for Katherine with the staff. Some people in the office thought Katherine only had the job because of her connections and was given an easy time of it. To counter those ideas, Lucinda was harder on Katherine than she was on anyone else. Lucinda liked to be liked so siding with staff was easier than siding with Katherine. So while the offer looked like an olive branch, Katherine knew that it was covered in barbed wire.

			“I won’t be needing to work from home,” Katherine said. Her job was hard enough as it was without having to make endless phone calls and send countless emails to people in the office who she could currently just walk over to for immediate answers.

			Many of the bright young things in the office were more interested in the parties they organised than the actual act of organising them. Many were simply trying to meet the man or woman of their dreams, hopefully someone rolling in cash. Katherine was one of the few people who took her role seriously, mainly because she already had the title and the bank balance in her own right.

			“Well, the offer is always there,” Lucinda said.

			“Is that all?” Katherine asked. She didn’t want to dwell on matters out of her control or give Lucinda any inkling that she wasn’t handling her new situation so well.

			Lucinda shrugged and gestured for Katherine to leave.

			She stormed out of the office. Lucinda would enjoy this whole situation as it showed Katherine in a position of weakness. While Lucinda was happy to leverage Katherine’s connections, she was too paranoid to truly believe Katherine wasn’t secretly planning a coup. Katherine didn’t want Lucinda’s job, and she’d told her as much several times. Now they were stuck in a never-ending circle of fake air kisses and constantly looking over their shoulders.

			Katherine approached her desk and snapped her fingers towards Isaac to wake him up from whatever gossip website he was scrolling through. He was a reasonable assistant and someone she would call a friend, but he would take a mile if he was given an inch and hated the idea of actually working for a living.

			“Meeting room,” she instructed him. Eve started to make her way towards them, but Katherine held up her hand. “Unless you have something pertinent to add to the guest list of the wedding of Baron Grosvenor’s granddaughter, then I think you can remain out here.”

			They faced one another, and the palm of Katherine’s hand floated centimetres away from Eve’s chest. A few seconds passed before Eve nodded and turned away.

			Isaac stood beside Katherine with a clipboard clutched to his chest. “She’s cute.”

			Katherine looked at him in horror. “No, she is not. She’s a prison warden and a bit of a bully, I reckon.”

			“Well, she can lock me up.” Isaac shrugged and walked into the meeting room before Katherine had much chance to reply. She stared after him with an open mouth, heat pricking at her cheeks.

			She shook herself out of her shock and hurried after him. She hesitated in the meeting room door frame and caught one last look at Eve. She’d not really thought about it before, but wondering what Isaac was seeing that she was missing had highlighted the fact that Eve Webb was actually very attractive, if one could ignore the poorly fitting suit. Katherine shook her head in disgust at her meandering thoughts and slammed the door closed.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			The office was a logistical nightmare. It was a four-story building made up of two old town houses, which meant two front doors, two back doors, and even a cellar door, which no one seemed to know whether it opened or not.

			Eve had called Charles to provide him with a report on the situation and tell him that she’d need at least another person, preferably two, if any serious intelligence on the threats on Katherine’s life came to light.

			Charles had readily agreed, saying that his team was working with the authorities and closing in on the source of the threat. Eve certainly didn’t share his enthusiasm—past experience had taught her not to rely on the authorities’ intelligence teams. She imagined that was one of the reasons why Charles had assigned her to Katherine. Eve wasn’t going to take any chances.

			Katherine had spent most of the morning in the meeting room with her assistant, Isaac. Eve had spent the time getting to know the other staff members in the office and running discreet background checks to see if any of them could potentially be bribed. So far she’d discovered that nearly all of them would sell their own grandmother for the right pair of shoes or invitation to an exclusive party. While none of them were necessarily bad people, she’d determined that they could all be leveraged by the right tactics.

			The office junior, Sara, was the nicest of them all and had set Eve up on a hot desk where she could watch over the office without irritating Katherine too much. If such a thing was possible.

			When Katherine had finally left the meeting room and returned to sit at her desk, she had rolled her eyes at Eve’s continued presence in the office. Eve suspected that Katherine hadn’t entirely believed her when she’d said that she would be beside Katherine at all times. Most security started off very visible and soon drifted into a halfway house, nearby but not underfoot. That wasn’t the case for close protection—it was by its very nature close. Which Eve strongly suspected that Katherine wouldn’t like one bit.

			It was half past one, and Eve was very much aware that somewhere across the city Lord Lovegrove was handing down a prison sentence that was about to send shockwaves through the Copthall family. The threat level to Lord Lovegrove and his daughter was about to be heightened, and Eve felt her own alertness ramping up as every minute passed.

			Her mobile phone, face up on the desk in front of her, lit up with a series of breaking news alerts. Lord Lovegrove had brought a very closely watched trial to an end by issuing the longest possible prison sentence for April Copthall.

			One by one mobile phones in the office started to ping or vibrate. One by one Katherine’s colleagues read the message and then looked at each other in concern. It wasn’t lost on anyone that they were sharing a space with someone who was clearly under threat.

			Silence fell over the office. After a couple of moments, the palpable tension started to become stifling. It was obvious everyone was waiting for the axe to fall and had no idea what to say.

			Katherine stood up at her desk. “Let’s all just get on with our lives, shall we? It’s done. Everything is fine. Now let’s just get back to work.”

			A second after Katherine sat down, there was a loud crash. Before Eve had even figured out exactly what was happening, she’d vaulted over her desk and was shielding Katherine. She wrapped her arms around Katherine and held her still, crouching low to the ground and waiting to see what might happen next. There was no point trying to remove Katherine from the scene until she knew if the exits were secure.

			In between the screams of the staff, Eve could make out the sound of tyres screeching. Her training instantly kicked in, and she swiftly analysed the scene. A brick lay on the floor, and fragments of glass littered the desks. Logic told her it was probably a drive-by, a threat on the back of the sentencing. A warning.

			Eve looked around the office. Her arms were still around Katherine and her body protected her client from any further missiles that might be thrown. She unclipped her walkie-talkie and radioed Frank on the door. In a short coded conversation, she ascertained that he was fine and that the building remained secure. They agreed that it was just a potshot as she had suspected.

			Either the attacker had been lucky in picking the window right by Katherine’s desk, or they had insider knowledge. Either way it was a warning that Eve would take very seriously.

			Most of Katherine’s work colleagues were running around like headless chickens. Many of them were screaming in terror despite the immediate threat being so very obviously over.

			Eve eased up her pressure on Katherine and guided her to stand, so she could get a look at her. Katherine’s eyes were wild with panic and confusion. She was covered in tiny fragments of glass but looked uninjured.

			“Are you hurt?” Eve said.

			“I…” Katherine looked around the office in shock.

			Eve grabbed her arms again, pulling her closer and forcing her to focus. “Are you injured, ma’am?”

			That seemed to get Katherine’s attention, and she shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

			Isaac appeared by their side and appeared to be one of the few who had managed to pull themselves together quickly. He gently put a hand on Katherine’s arm. “Come on, let’s go to the ladies’. I’ll help to get you cleaned up.”

			It was only then that Katherine seemed to realise she was covered in glass. She turned to look at her desk. An outline like a reverse snow angel sparkled on the polished white surface. Eve looked at the window and was thankful it was tempered glass. It had done its job well and had split into small fragments rather than dangerous shards. Laminated windows would have been preferable, but she’d take her good luck where she could find it.

			Eve noticed Katherine’s hands were shaking slightly but decided not to mention it.

			“Good idea,” Eve said to Isaac. “Go and get cleaned up.”

			Isaac nodded and led Katherine away from the glass.

			Eve sprang into action. She contacted Max and told him to bring the car as soon as possible. As far as she was concerned, Katherine was a sitting duck in the office. As much as Katherine wouldn’t like it, she needed to be moved. Eve advised Charles of the situation and asked him to put details of her plan into action.

			When she’d hung up the call she noticed Katherine’s boss staring at her with her hands on her hips. Lucinda was by far the calmest in the office. Eve imagined she’d seen it all and was more irritated by the disruption than the threat to Katherine.

			“She’s working from home,” Eve told her. “I’m getting her out of here now.”

			“She won’t like it,” Lucinda said. “But it’s for the best. We’re lucky no one was hurt.”

			Eve agreed but remained silent. The thing about guarding someone was she was only as good as her understanding of the perceived threat. If someone would move heaven and earth to reach a client, then she had to do the same to keep them safe, move the client to the most secure location possible and use as many guards as she could find to protect them.

			In the case of Katherine, they’d known that the threat was credible, but they hadn’t known if or when the Copthall family would actually act.

			Now they knew.

			* * *

			Isaac entered the bathroom with a small hand brush and gestured for Katherine to turn around. She slowly did as she was told. He brushed down the back of her suit jacket, and she heard the tapping of small pieces of glass hitting the tiled floor.

			“I’ll close off this bathroom when we’re done,” he said. “I’ll let the cleaners know to be careful.”

			Katherine nodded and wished she’d thought of that before. Isaac seemed to be several steps ahead of her, which probably meant she was in some kind of shock.

			“I’m going to lift up your collar,” he said.

			She felt her jacket tighten slightly and then heard the sound of some more fragments of glass hitting the floor. He hummed as he continued brushing her down as if it was a common occurrence.

			It was rare that Katherine wore her jacket throughout the day. At some point she would take it off and hang it on the back of her chair, usually when she got too hot or simply became fed up with the restricted movement. Now she was incredibly grateful that she’d kept her jacket on and that the thick material had offered her some protection from the shattered glass.

			“You okay?” Isaac asked softly.

			“Yes.” The response was automatic. It was obvious to anyone that she wasn’t okay, but she felt the need to pretend that she was. “There have been threats before.”

			Often from complete lunatics who couldn’t organise matching their own shoes, never mind an actual attempt on her life. Some of the threats were from people who claimed they loved her. Those threats tended to arrive after she’d attended a highly publicised event, and the gossip columnists posted pictures of her and graded every aspect of her appearance from dress to shoes to make-up.

			Katherine had often wondered what she’d do if she came face to face with one of those people. They were besotted with her, so she had always assumed she’d be able to trick her way out of any situation with a kind smile and some thoughtful words.

			But this was the first time that she had actually been in real danger. It had been a brick or projectile of some description, but it could have been a gun.

			It seemed like only a second passed between the explosion and feeling Eve’s arms wrap around her. Katherine had no idea what was happening and had crouched down on instinct alone. Eve had clearly been far quicker off the mark and was ready and prepared for anything.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Isaac repeated.

			Katherine hated feeling so small and useless. She turned. “Do you think you got all the glass?”

			He nodded.

			“Excellent. Thank you, I appreciate the assistance. Let’s get back to work.”

			Isaac’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t say anything. He’d worked for Katherine long enough to know that she wasn’t the kind of person to stand and have a debate once she’d made up her mind.

			Her hand shook as she reached for the bathroom door, and she willed it to stop. Most of the office thought she was an aristocrat born with a silver spoon in her mouth and begrudged her standing in society. Katherine had spent a long time trying to reinforce the fact that she wasn’t all that different from them. It was a slow process, but she had convinced some and was now worried that all her hard work would be put back if she didn’t try to push aside the incident and get back to work.

			She sucked in a deep breath and exited the bathroom. She quickly spotted Eve and Lucinda talking and approached them.

			“Right, shall we get back to work?”

			“The office isn’t secure—you can’t stay here,” Eve said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

			Katherine stared at Eve. “Can we even really be sure that was anything to do with me?”

			It was obvious that it had been, but Katherine was desperate and would do anything to sweep up the glass from her desk, sit down, and look at chair covers for Juliet’s wedding later that year. If she could ignore the problem, then perhaps her life could go back to normal.

			“The timing and the location would very strongly suggest it had everything to do with you,” Eve said.

			“Windows are very expensive,” Lucinda said, looking forlornly at her office. “Maybe it’s best if you go, Katherine. We only have so many windows to sacrifice.”

			“This is ridiculous,” Katherine said. She could see that she was losing the fight on both sides.

			“Noted. Gather whatever you need to work from home,” Eve instructed.

			Katherine’s eyes widened at the unexpected order. It had been a very long time since anyone had dared to speak to her like that. If Eve had at least used her title, it would have taken the edge off the harsh words. But Eve stood tall and stared at Katherine and made it very clear that neither a please nor a ma’am would be forthcoming.

			Katherine stared right back and waited—hoped—that Eve would back down. Isaac and Lucinda stood by and watched the battle of wills. Katherine could feel any authority she might have slowly slipping away. It was becoming clear that Eve had taken full control, and Katherine was now nothing more than an asset to be moved around at will.

			She sighed and turned away. She heard Isaac following her.

			“I’m going to take a few days out of the office,” she said as if it had been her idea all along. It was petty, but she was desperate to hold on to some kind of control.

			“No problem,” Isaac said.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Eve sat in the front passenger seat looking at the three rear-view mirrors available to her. It had been a few minutes since they’d left the office and finally got on their way. She knew it was just a matter of time until Katherine noticed something was off, and Eve wasn’t looking forward to what was about to come.

			“You’ve missed the turn. We’re going completely the wrong way,” Katherine grumbled loudly from the back seat.

			Eve sucked in a breath. “We’re not going the wrong way.”

			“We are. My apartment is…”

			Even counted to five in her head as she waited for Katherine to put the pieces together.

			“Where are you taking me?” Katherine demanded coldly. “Take me home immediately.”

			Eve clenched her jaw.

			In the event of the threat level to Katherine becoming more serious, the plan was to take her to more secure premises. However, it had been made clear in the documentation Eve had received the night before that Katherine would be resistant to the idea. Especially when she discovered exactly where she was being taken.

			“Your apartment is difficult to secure. Not to mention that we know they know where you live and have already been there at least once,” Eve explained. “We’re going to Bridgewater House.”

			“No. Absolutely not. Turn this car around right now,” Katherine said.

			“Sorry, ma’am, we can’t do that,” Eve replied. She couldn’t fathom why Katherine would be so against going to her family home. If Eve had a mansion in the countryside, then she suspected she’d be there all the time.

			“I…I haven’t packed,” Katherine shouted. It was clear she was grasping at straws in a similar manner to when she had been in the office. Eve wondered if shock was playing a part in her denial of the obvious.

			“You’ll make a list of what you need, and someone will bring it.” Eve turned to look Katherine in the eye. “I’m sorry—London is too dangerous for you at the moment. It will be far easier to secure Bridgewater House. But I promise you that we’re doing everything we can to end the threat, so you can get back to your life.”

			“This is ludicrous,” Katherine muttered. She tore her gaze away from Eve’s to stare angrily out of the window.

			Eve sat up straight and reminded herself yet again to give Charles a good kick in the shin for making her take on this job.

			* * *

			The only things Eve knew about Bridgewater House were that it was the Lovegrove family home, and that it was in an easy-to-secure country location. So when the car drove through tall iron gates and made its way down a long, grand gravel pathway towards an imposing country mansion, Eve was in no way surprised.

			Bridgewater House was exactly as she had pictured it.

			Acres of land, a high brick wall to keep the riff-raff out, resplendent gardens, and more rooms than could be counted. It was the typical kind of building that middle-aged, middle-class tourists would love to spend an afternoon walking around before treating themselves to a pot of tea and a scone in the stable cafe. The only difference was that this property was privately owned and most definitely didn’t welcome sightseers.

			It looked old, and Eve wondered if the property had been in Katherine’s family for generations—presumably so if she was vaguely related to the Royal Family. The injustice of it made Eve’s stomach turn. Eve had grown up in a lower-income home as so many people in the country did. She hadn’t been starving or clothed in rags, but she knew that money was precious and her family didn’t have much of it. And then there were people like Katherine who owned so much land and money that they didn’t know what to do with it all. Eve didn’t know how much money the Lovegroves had but knew the figure had to be eye-watering. Meanwhile, Eve was kept awake at night by the thought that she’d never had any extra money to put into a pension plan, and her previous police pension would be so pathetic that she’d have to work until the day she died.

			She sucked in a breath and pushed those thoughts to one side. It was the way the world worked—as Charles so often told her. They were the have-nots, and Katherine was one of the haves. Eve just had to accept that fact even if it stung and felt so wrong.

			The car came to a stop, and Eve got out and opened the back door. Katherine stepped out and looked at the house with a grimace. Eve struggled to not react. The lack of gratitude Katherine displayed was jaw-dropping.

			Katherine’s phone rang and she hurriedly answered it. “Daddy? Daddy, this is ridiculous, I can’t stay here.”

			Eve followed Katherine into the house, all the way attempting to not roll her eyes at Katherine’s words.

			“Hello, dear, you must be Eve.”

			Eve turned towards the elderly woman and nodded. “That’s me. And you must be Gladys.” Eve had already read the file on the staff at Bridgewater House and was expecting the housekeeper.

			“That’s me, dear. If you need anything at all, you be sure to let me know. Would you like me to show you to your room?”

			Eve noticed that Katherine had already disappeared into one of the many rooms off the central hallway. As long as she was in the house, she was safe, and Eve didn’t mind taking some time away from the ungrateful woman before she bit right through her tongue.

			“That would be great, thank you.”

			Gladys gestured for Eve to follow her to the grand staircase that carved through the middle of the large hallway. Eve looked at her surroundings in wonderment. It felt surreal and as if she was walking through a blend between a movie set and a National Trust property. Oil paintings of no doubt distant Lovegrove relatives stared imperiously down at her as she climbed the stairs.

			“I’ve put you next to Miss Katherine,” Gladys said.

			“Thank you,” Eve said.

			Eve half-heartedly wondered why Katherine was Miss to Gladys and Lady to everyone else but decided she didn’t care enough about the peculiarities of English hereditary titles to ask.

			“We’re not used to so many people here,” Gladys continued. “Well, not unless it’s the weekend, and Lord Michael is here, having one of his dinner parties. That doesn’t happen so often these days, so this is the most life this place has seen for a long time.”

			“We’ll try to stay out of your way,” Eve promised. There were nine permanent members of staff at Bridgewater House, from the housekeeper to gardeners to groundsmen. All of them had been working for the family for years or even decades. Eve was running background checks on them all regardless.

			“It’s not a bother,” Gladys said. “It’s nice to see so many people. There must be fifteen of you.”

			There were nineteen. Eve had gone through Charles’s list of employees and freelancers and personally selected a team to make the country estate into the kind of fortress it needed to be to keep Katherine safe. Charles hadn’t blinked when Eve had made her demands, instantly agreeing to the large task force. Eve had wondered at that at first but then realised that the death or injury of such a high-profile client would certainly be the end of Charles’s business. Not to mention that she assumed Lord Lovegrove would sign a blank cheque if it meant keeping his daughter safe.

			Gladys opened a heavy wooden door and gestured for Eve to step inside first. Eve took in the large four-poster bed, high windows with luxurious, heavy-looking silk curtains, and enormous stone fireplace.

			She felt woefully out of place. Some would consider the room to be lavish, but Eve just thought of it as pretentious. She’d much rather have a blanket on a sofa.

			“Miss Katherine is next door.” Gladys indicated the direction. “Can I get you anything?”

			“No, thank you. This is wonderful.” Eve smiled. It wasn’t Gladys’s fault that Eve was uncomfortable in such settings. “I’ll probably spend some time walking the house and grounds and getting used to my surroundings.”

			Gladys nodded and turned to leave the room but paused in the doorway. “You will do your very best to keep Miss Katherine safe, won’t you, dear?” Gladys turned and focused intently on Eve. “I’ve known her since she was a baby.”

			It was clear that Gladys was very protective of Katherine and concerned at the turn of events that had brought her back home. Eve again wondered if Katherine knew how lucky she was to have people who cared for her so much, people who would move heaven and earth to see that she was safe.

			“I will do my very best,” Eve assured her.

			Gladys hesitated for a moment before leaving and pulling the heavy door closed behind her.

			Eve let out a sigh and looked around the room. It was a strange place to set up her new operational headquarters, but it would do. She crossed the room and looked out of the window. They were just over an hour outside London, but there was no hint of life for as far as the eye could see. Rolling hills and woodland in the distance filled the view, and the occasional farmhouse or cottage dotted the landscape.

			With the experienced team she had in place it would be relatively easy to secure the location. What she suspected would be more difficult was convincing Katherine to stay there. Eve got her phone out of her pocket and started making calls because it was becoming more and more obvious that the sooner the threat was identified and neutralised, the better it was for everyone. She had a limited amount of time before Katherine became more unbearable than she already was.

		


		
			Chapter Nine 

			The grandfather clock in the hallway struck nine o’clock. Katherine sighed. She’d been at Bridgewater House for less than six hours, and she was already thoroughly fed up. She’d made an extensive list of items she needed from her apartment and was surprised by the efficiency of them being delivered to her in the early evening.

			She didn’t like the idea of someone going through her belongings, but it seemed that she had little choice. It had been a long time since she’d stayed at the family home for any length of time, and so the only things she kept there were riding boots, hiking gear, and other items that would be little use in London.

			The delivery of her belongings hadn’t done much to soothe her mood, and she requested dinner in her room. Gladys happily obliged and doted on her as usual, and that had calmed and comforted Katherine a great deal.

			Gladys had been a fixture in Katherine’s life since she was a baby. She’d tended scraped knees, held her close after her mother’s death, and now agreed with her that her incarceration was grossly unfair. Not that Gladys put it quite that way, but the inference was definitely there.

			Katherine didn’t feel at all tired. Nor did she feel particularly frightened any more, just irritated at the upending of her life. The brick had obviously been intended to frighten her. While it had worked initially, that had quickly worn off as Katherine usually didn’t scare easily. The shock had all but gone, and she was now left with anger at the new situation.

			She looked around her bedroom. The room lacked personality—it always had done. While people might have thought that living in a manor house was fun, it meant living in a museum. Everything had to be preserved, which ultimately meant no redecorating. Not even a poster on the wall. Tape, tack, and pins were banned. Katherine longed to push a drawing pin into the wall just to pierce the skin of the building that had kept her prisoner as a child and did so again now.

			Before thoughts of acts of vandalism became too loud, she stood up from the sofa and left the bedroom. She had no idea where she was going. Bridgewater House had nearly one hundred rooms, but still Katherine felt as though she had nowhere to go.

			At the bottom of the staircase she noticed a flickering of light from the drawing room. Gladys had set the fires as she would always do when the house was occupied by guests, and Katherine felt herself drawn to the welcoming flames. She opened the blanket box and took out her favourite tartan blanket before depositing herself in a wingback chair in front of the grand fireplace and staring at the orange hues.

			She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there when she heard footsteps approach. Eve had walked into the room and stopped when she saw Katherine.

			“Sorry, um, ma’am. Would you like to be alone?”

			“Do I have a choice?” Katherine asked bitterly.

			Eve ignored the belligerent tone and took a seat in the other wingback chair that sat in front of the fireplace.

			“Not really,” she confessed. “But this will pass.”

			“How?” Katherine asked.

			She was desperate for a plan out of this, a schedule of events, a date to aim for. Katherine lived for organising and detail. All she had been told so far was that she had to be safe but had heard no definitive plan to get her life back to normal. It was as if no one was really focused on that aspect of things. She knew that no one other than herself was particularly incentivised to get things back to normal. Surely Charles and his minions didn’t care if Katherine was hoisted out of her home for a day, a week, or even a month.

			“We’ll find who is responsible for the threats,” Eve explained. “Once we do that, things will get back to normal for you.”

			Katherine wondered of the truth behind that statement. Wouldn’t a large crime family just keep on and on until they eventually met their goal? If they were notorious for their crimes, then why had they yet to be arrested? Eve made it sound so simple, but Katherine strongly suspected that it was anything but.

			“I don’t take jobs I won’t be able to successfully close,” Eve said, clearly sensing Katherine’s doubt.

			Katherine realised then that she knew absolutely nothing about Eve. It felt suddenly strange to know nothing at all about the person supposedly protecting her very life.

			“Tell me about your background,” Katherine requested.

			Eve had been looking at the fire but now turned to face Katherine. “Well, I tried to join the police straight out of high school. But I failed the physical test.”

			Katherine was surprised by both the admission and the fact that Eve would fail such a test. She certainly looked in very good shape these days. Not that Katherine was looking, as it would be wrong to look at a member of her father’s staff in that way. Eve was being paid to keep Katherine safe, not for her to notice toned arms beneath the cheap suit. But notice she did, even if she tried not to.

			“Is that supposed to put my mind at ease?” Katherine asked. She couldn’t help but grin at Eve’s strange way of introducing herself. No one Katherine knew would ever launch into a biography of themselves with a negative comment.

			“No. It’s to prove how tenacious I am,” Eve replied. “I trained and came back. I’d always been a little cocky and assumed I’d get whatever I wanted. But then I was told no, and it knocked me sideways. I spoke to my sister, and she told me I needed to fight for what I wanted. I taught myself about fitness and diet and put in the work, trained every day. I came back stronger, and I passed with flying colours and ended up at the top of my class.”

			“Very impressive,” Katherine said.

			“Stubborn,” Eve corrected. “I had a choice to either walk away and sulk or come back fighting. What I’m trying to say is—I don’t start things I can’t finish. You’re in safe hands, and I’m as motivated as you are to see an end to this.”

			That sounded positive, and Katherine felt a little more optimistic of her chances of perhaps seeing her apartment again before the year was out.

			“So you left the force and joined Charles’s company?” Katherine asked.

			“No. I joined Protection Command and stayed there for a few years before taking early retirement and moving to Japan. I came back here for this job as a favour to Charles.”

			“That’s very early retirement,” Katherine noted. Eve was younger than she was, and Katherine had a lifetime of work ahead of her before she could reasonably think about retirement.

			“Yes.”

			It was obvious that Eve didn’t want to speak about that, and so Katherine quickly moved on. “Why did you want to join the police force to start with?”

			Eve chuckled to herself. “I was bullied as a child. Nothing major, just typical school stuff. At first, I learnt how to fight. Later, I learnt how to avoid the fight. I ended up being a bit of a peacekeeper in my school. Kids would come to me if they were having problems with bullies, and I’d encourage them to work it out.”

			“Ah, a peacekeeper. Why the police and not the UN?” Katherine asked.

			Eve grinned. “Because sometimes you do need to fight. Or defend, at least.”

			Katherine leant back in her chair and turned to look at the flames in the fireplace. “I’m quite sure that I couldn’t fight my way out of a paper bag,” she confessed. “I did want to take up karate when I was younger, but Daddy didn’t consider it to be very ladylike.”

			“Sounds like your father doesn’t have a very good understanding of karate,” Eve said. “Ma’am.”

			“Oh, I’m sure he’s aware of the history and integrity of the martial art,” Katherine said. “It just didn’t fit with his idea of my being a lady.”

			“Nothing to stop you from taking up karate now,” Eve suggested. “Plenty of people start learning martial arts at an…”

			Eve paused, and Katherine could feel a spike of anxiety rise from the opposite chair.

			“You can say it, at an older age,” Katherine said, taking pity on her. “But I’m afraid you’re wrong. My father would still not be happy with me if I took up karate.”

			“You’re an adult,” Eve said as if Katherine was unaware.

			“Oh, that’s quite irrelevant to him. He would find out, and he wouldn’t be happy. My desire to take up karate would never match my desire to keep the peace. It’s not the hill I want to die on. Everything is a compromise in my life. If it’s karate or maintaining some of my freedom, then I know which I’ll choose.” She realised she’d said too much and tore her gaze from the mesmerising fire. She wasn’t ready to have cosy heart to hearts with Eve or anyone. She was still angry. She didn’t want people to see her vulnerable or, heaven forbid, feel sorry for her. Not that she imagined for one moment that Eve would pity her. Eve couldn’t possibly understand her life, just as Katherine couldn’t understand Eve’s.

			“Is this threat against my life really so serious? Is all this really necessary? It seems like overkill. Maybe this arrangement makes your life a little easier rather than working to secure my apartment, which I’m sure could be done.” She knew she was being harsh, but she wanted to change the subject and knew this would be a fast way to do just that.

			“Any threat against your life will be treated with the utmost seriousness until we have all the facts. Better to be safe at the start,” Eve replied calmly, clearly not wanting to rise to Katherine’s bait.

			Katherine had been in the presence of security guards throughout her life, but Eve Webb seemed different from most. She was calm and thoughtful and not the usual brute with a hidden gun. And, apparently, Charles had brought her back from Japan for this particular job. Katherine wondered why, but her head was pounding too much to venture down that particular avenue. Her throat felt sore, and she wondered if she was coming down with something. It would be just her luck that on top of everything else she would also become ill.

			“How long will I be a prisoner?” Katherine asked, deliberately trying to poke a hole in Eve’s composure.

			“You’ll be protected for as long as you need to be,” Eve replied. She sounded calm, but her eyes betrayed her, and Katherine could tell she was becoming frustrated.

			The fact that she was managing to remain at all calm just irritated Katherine all the more.

			“Well, I feel like a prisoner. This is my prison.” Katherine picked the blanket up from her lap and prepared to leave. Eve wasn’t going to understand Katherine’s thoughts on the matter, and there was no point in arguing with her. Eve either didn’t know the history of Katherine and Bridgewater House or didn’t care. Which meant she was either ill-informed or heartless. Katherine couldn’t bring herself to care. Her headache was getting worse, and all she wanted to do was hide in her room.

			“I’m sorry you feel that way, ma’am,” Eve said in a tone that suggested she wasn’t very sorry at all.

			“Actually, it’s worse than a prison. At least prisoners are allowed visitors,” Katherine muttered under her breath. She’d considered asking Isaac to come to the house one day, so she could run through things with him in person rather than over the phone. Sometimes it was just easier to speak face to face, but she’d already decided that would be a poor use of his time and, worse, a huge hassle to grant him security clearance. Asking poor Isaac to give the security services permission to root through his personal life just wasn’t fair.

			Katherine tossed the blanket on the chair and started to leave. Gladys appeared in the hallway carrying a tray of mugs of tea, and Katherine assumed that she was heading outside to the security team she’d seen in the grounds. Gladys was probably in her element with so many people to look after.

			“You can have visitors,” Eve called after her. “Do you have a boyfriend that I can add to your visitor list for you?”

			Katherine burst out laughing at that. Eve clearly hadn’t done her research. If she knew anything about Katherine, then she’d know that her interest in women had sold a great number of tabloid newspapers in the past. She started to wonder if perhaps Eve wasn’t the expert people suggested she was. She didn’t bother replying and instead placed a soft kiss on Gladys’s cheek as she passed her in the hallway. “I’m going to turn in.”

			“I’ll see you in the morning, dear,” Gladys said.

			Katherine climbed the stairs and hoped that things would be looking up by then.

		


		
			Chapter Ten 

			Eve watched Katherine climb the stairs and wondered what the hearty laugh had been about. She’d been trying to extend an olive branch, and Katherine had just laughed and ignored her offer.

			“Tea, dear?” Gladys asked as she approached with a full tray of steaming mugs.

			Eve didn’t want to be waited on but knew Gladys would be offended if she said no. Eve stood and met her halfway. She carefully lifted a mug from the tray and smiled gratefully.

			Eve had been surprised to witness the tender moment between Gladys and Katherine. It had been more like a mother and daughter than lady of the manor and housekeeper. Not that surprising, maybe, considering Gladys had known Katherine since she was born. But the affection had come from Katherine and not the other way.

			A pang of jealousy bubbled within her. Her own mother had been absent most of Eve’s life. Having a second maternal figure to turn to in times of need would have been a blessing. But Eve had learnt to manage without one at all.

			“Why did Katherine laugh when I asked if she had a boyfriend to add to the visitor list?” Eve asked.

			“She prefers girls,” Gladys replied as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

			“Oh, I had no idea,” Eve said.

			The information she had received from Charles had related to Katherine’s immediate family, job, and the nature of the threat. There was nothing of a personal nature, and Eve was beginning to realise she needed to conduct some more research. It was painfully clear that Katherine wasn’t about to confide in her any time soon. Eve was still in a state of moderate surprise that they’d just had an actual conversation. She hadn’t expected Katherine to be the kind of person to have a chat with the staff.

			“She also doesn’t date very often,” Gladys added. “She’s only ever brought one girl here. That was a long time ago.”

			Eve couldn’t help but wonder how someone as attractive, successful, and wealthy as Katherine could possibly be single. It couldn’t conceivably be through a lack of interest. Eve could name three lesbian bars that Katherine would only need to spend five minutes in before being completely surrounded by interested suitors.

			“It’s her father, you see,” Gladys continued, seemingly happy to spill the family secrets. Eve suspected it was something to do with being locked up in the mansion so long with few other people to talk to.

			“He doesn’t like that she’s gay?” Eve asked.

			“Oh, heavens, no. Lord Michael doesn’t care about things like that—he just wants Miss Katherine to be happy.” Gladys looked at Eve as if she was mad to think such a thing.

			Eve felt her brows knit together. “I’m lost. Why doesn’t she date? What’s her father got to do with it?”

			“It’s all quite silly, really,” Gladys said. “She believes her father cares about the publicity her being gay brings, which he doesn’t. But as long as she believes that he does, she doesn’t date. Or keeps it very quiet when she does. The press has published stories about her with other women, and it’s caused a bit of a stir. You know, amongst the wider family. She knows her father doesn’t like that kind of publicity. So she keeps it to a minimum by keeping to herself. It’s all very silly. I know he’d happily ignore the publicity if she was happy. But Miss Katherine doesn’t think so.”

			Eve tried to imagine what it would be like to be followed by a photographer when she was on a date. She knew all too well how intrusive the press could be. But she’d never been that interesting, and so she had been able to live her life with absolute freedom to do whatever she liked, just like everyone else she knew. She’d often wondered what it would be like to be scrutinised in the way so many of her clients were, but she found she couldn’t even begin to imagine it.

			“What kind of publicity does Lord Lovegrove like?” Eve asked, trying to get a better idea of the man.

			Gladys paused to give the question some thought. “He’s always wanted Miss Katherine to follow in her mother’s footsteps, to pick up some of her royal duties. He’d dearly like for Miss Katherine to follow that path. But she won’t—she wants to live her life the way she chooses, and she wants her privacy. And if there’s one thing you can’t have if you’re in the Royal Family, it’s privacy.”

			Eve was mindful she was listening to the gossiping housekeeper and that any information she received might not be entirely accurate, but it was helping to build a better picture of Katherine.

			“So she and her father argue?” Eve guessed.

			“They do,” Gladys agreed with a sad sigh. “They love each other very much, but they want different things, and sometimes, well, the wounds are too raw for them to see clearly.” Gladys looked down at her tray. “I better get going, or all this will be cold by the time I get it to the boys.”

			Eve smiled warmly and raised her mug in silent thanks. Gladys hurried towards the front door and outside. Eve chuckled to herself. Gladys was a character and not at all who she had expected to be in charge of the day-to-day running of Bridgewater House. It seemed Downton Abbey shouldn’t have been her barometer for life with the nobility.

			She made her way towards the kitchen to access the boot room where she had stored the outdoor clothes Charles’s company had supplied her with. Eve wasn’t one to sit indoors and wait for reports to come in from the outside teams. She was fully prepared to go out and do a night patrol. In fact, she wanted the team to see her regularly.

			She finished up her tea and then rinsed the mug and placed it on the draining board in the kitchen. As she did her mind drifted back to Katherine. It wasn’t like Eve to make assumptions about someone’s sexuality. She’d been on the receiving end of false suppositions enough times to know to never assume. But for some reason she’d decided that Katherine was straight and had a rich boyfriend. In Eve’s mind he was probably called Tristan and wore tweed and went shooting at the weekend.

			This was what happened when she didn’t fully research her assignment, and it frustrated her that she’d started but had quickly written Katherine off as another typical aristocrat. She didn’t know why she had done that. Possibly it was time away from the job, or maybe it was something about Katherine herself. Eve had dropped the ball, and she didn’t like the feeling. Not that Katherine’s sexual orientation was at all relevant to Eve’s ability to protect her, but it showed a sloppiness that she didn’t like in herself.

			Eve wondered what Katherine’s connections made of her dating choices. Was she even out of the closet to them? Eve had been blessed in having her sexuality accepted by everyone throughout her life. Her family hadn’t been surprised when she came out, and from there she joined the LGBT chapter of the police force. She’d lived in London and had quickly found herself enveloped in a warm and welcoming community.

			But Eve knew that wasn’t possible for everyone. She couldn’t help but wonder what it must be like for someone in Katherine’s position. Not that she was sure why she cared or was dwelling on the matter. She tried to shake off the thoughts. Katherine’s coming out story or her proximity to a closet was nothing to do with her.

			In the boot room, she pulled on the big workman’s boots she’d been supplied with. The grounds were perfectly manicured in some places and like a muddy bog in others. She needed to have footwear to deal with anything. Preparation was the key.

			She put on a long, padded coat and headed outside. She’d already introduced herself to the team and set the wheels in motion for how she wanted the operation to work, but she wanted to make sure she was visible.

			Standing guard outside throughout the night was one of the most thankless parts of the job, but it was also where things could be easily missed. Long, quiet hours of nothing happening often meant that operatives felt tired and their vigilance started to drift. Eve wanted to show solidarity by joining them as well as demonstrating that she could show up at any time. Hopefully, that would keep them on their toes.

			Eve knew she could be viewed as a harsh taskmaster. She had high standards and big demands of everyone she worked with. She’d seen what happened when people didn’t give it their best, and she was damn sure that wasn’t happening on this case.

			Not now. Not to Katherine. Not on her watch.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven 

			Come on, dear,” Gladys said kindly. “You can’t lounge in bed all day.”

			“I’m not in bed,” Katherine argued.

			She was fully dressed and atop freshly made sheets. It had become a gradually increasing pattern in the four days she had spent at Bridgewater House. The first night she went to bed early, the next night earlier still. After that, she’d taken to flopping on the bed at all times of day and staring into nothingness.

			The cold she had been keeping at bay in the days before her incarceration had made itself known and fully at home, and Katherine hardly had the energy to fight it.

			She scarcely left her room. Gladys brought meals and drinks to her, sometimes sitting with her and attempting to lift her mood. Aside from that Katherine’s only communication with the outside world was via her phone or email.

			Working from Bridgewater House had proved impossible. Her internet connection was so bad that she was often kicked out of video meetings. On the third time it had happened, the team had decided to have the meeting without her and report back. She couldn’t blame them as she would have done the same thing.

			She spoke with Isaac throughout the day, but even that was becoming difficult. Sometimes she just needed to be there. Especially when choosing paper stock for wedding invitations or deciding which shade of pink was right for napkins.

			Lucinda had moved her off certain projects, and Katherine felt her work slipping through her fingers. Work she had fought hard for. When she’d arrived at the company all those years ago, she’d been treated as an airhead with an impressive address book and nothing more. Now, after many years of long hours and going the extra mile, she was a senior planner.

			But not currently. Currently she was making everyone’s life more difficult and was being assigned the jobs usually given to an intern. She’d spent the last day sorting out the cloud storage files and checking the website for spelling errors and broken links. It was beneath her. She knew it. Lucinda knew it. The entire office knew it. Katherine had only done it to carry on the illusion that she was absolutely fine and in control of the situation. The truth was that she wasn’t at all fine and knew she had zero control over anything any more. Not even her aching body.

			“Why don’t you go for a walk?” Gladys suggested.

			“Where?” Katherine scoffed.

			Eve hadn’t actually said that Katherine couldn’t go out, but it was heavily implied. In fact, she’d hardly seen Eve at all since the first night. Now and then her supposed protector had knocked on the door to ask how she was and if she had everything she needed. Katherine had replied with a curt yes and waited for Eve to disappear again. She didn’t need Eve to see her with a cold, or worse, catch it herself.

			“This house isn’t small,” Gladys reminded her.

			Katherine sighed. She didn’t want to walk around the house. She wanted to go home, back to her apartment. She wanted to cross the road and walk in the park with a takeaway coffee in her hand and appreciate the sights and sounds of the city she loved. A thought pricked at her—would she ever be able to stroll through London again? Had her life just undergone a seismic shift, and she was only just realising that her new situation was a permanent one? She hoped that was her cold talking.

			“You’re too big for me to carry you,” Gladys said. “And far too old to need to be carried.”

			“Hey.” Katherine smiled despite herself.

			“Carrying on like this. You are forty-two, you know.”

			“I’m very aware of my age, thank you.”

			Silence hung in the air for a few moments.

			“I can see I’m not going to convince you,” Gladys said. “Will you at least be down for dinner tonight? Your father is coming.”

			Katherine snapped her head to regard Gladys. “Daddy’s coming?”

			Gladys smiled. “He is. He can’t stay long, but he’s coming for dinner.”

			Katherine smiled. It was an opportunity to speak with him and try to reclaim some of her independence. Surely he would understand that locking her up here was a mistake.

			“I’ll be there. Even if I have to take double the cold medication,” Katherine assured.

			“You’ll do no such thing,” Gladys told her. “You’ll read the label.”

			Katherine smiled at the concern. Gladys had never really grasped that Katherine was a grown woman. “I will,” she promised.

			Gladys squeezed Katherine’s shoulder before leaving the room.

			Katherine flopped onto her back and reached for her mobile phone. She scrolled through her WhatsApp notifications. She’d been telling her friends of her situation and none of them seemed to really get it. Some thought it was exciting, some said she should use the opportunity to meditate and rediscover herself, some seemed to be rapidly losing interest in Katherine’s plight and wanted to get back to talking about themselves.

			Most of the group conversations had now moved on, and her supposed friends were busily arranging their weekends. Katherine lowered the phone and let out a sigh. She was becoming irrelevant at work, and now her friends were moving on without her too. The only thing they wanted to know about was Eve—her hot new close-protection officer. When Katherine had pushed the subject away, they’d become disinterested. It seemed many of them harboured fantasies of being rescued by a bodyguard.

			Katherine only fantasised about never needing to see Eve again. She imagined Eve felt the same way.

			Although the same could not be said for Gladys, who thought that Eve was very nice and suggested that Katherine give her a chance. Gladys was usually a good judge of character, but Katherine had been so unwell that even if she’d wanted to spend more time getting to know her jailer, she wouldn’t have been able to.

			She glanced at the WhatsApp messages again. She’d rarely wanted to go to parties with her friends as she’d always much preferred a quiet evening in. But now that she was unable to go, she felt a strong desire to go out.

			She tossed the phone to one side. She needed to get out of Bridgewater House and back to London before the small amount of a social life she did have shrivelled to nothing.

			* * *

			The sound of the soup spoon scraping along the bottom of the bowl caused Katherine to flinch.

			“Daddy,” she admonished.

			He looked up. “Oh, sorry, Katie.”

			He went back to his soup, quieter this time. Katherine regarded him sadly. Not for the first time, she realised that her father had been alone too long. Little things like scraping his soup spoon and slurping his morning coffee had become the norm. She didn’t care about the social faux pas but more what they represented. The behavioural tics had grown over the years. She wished he would date someone, but he kept assuring her that he was too busy. She suspected that he was still too in love with her mother. They’d never talked much about the loss, but Katherine knew that he’d never really dealt with the grief.

			His arrival at the house that evening had been stilted. It was obvious for anyone to see that he was waiting for Katherine to start a conversation about her imprisonment in the place she hated most in the world. Katherine had deliberately held off. She’d waited until dinner was underway in case he decided to leave before the meal was served, to escape an awkward conversation.

			Katherine knew from experience that her father would often attempt to avoid an argument and sometimes would cave in to her will if at all possible. It was only when she pushed him too far that he reacted harshly and put his foot down. Katherine had learnt to walk the tightrope.

			“Daddy, I’m finding it very hard to work from home here. The connectivity is terrible.” She reached for a piece of wholemeal bread and ripped off a tiny piece to eat.

			“I thought we had…the thing. The fast thing, what do they call it?”

			“Fibre. We do. It’s the walls,” she explained.

			He looked up at her with confusion etched on his face. “The walls?”

			“They are too thick.” She pointed with her piece of bread to the hallway. “The signal arrives there. It can’t make it through all the walls. By the time it gets to my laptop, it’s like a dial-up connection from the nineties. Worse, actually.”

			He lowered his spoon and looked towards the hall. “Can you set up out there? Where the signal arrives?”

			Katherine raised an eyebrow and stared pointedly at him. “Do you want me to sit on the floor in the hall?”

			“It would be a solution,” he said. He lowered his spoon and looked intently at her, seemingly seeing an opportunity. “It’s not like you need that job, Katherine. There are other roles. Ones much better suited to your station and position.”

			It was a conversation that she wasn’t ready for. She slammed on the brakes and put the conversation into reverse. “I know I’m safe and locked away here. But are you safe, Daddy?”

			He nodded. “Quite safe, Katie. Charles has organised people for me.”

			Katherine narrowed her eyes. “Have you been moved too?”

			He grabbed his wine glass and took a sip. “No. I’m still at home.”

			She ground her teeth. “Why have I been moved if you haven’t?”

			“Because the threat is directed at you, not me. I’m a high-profile target. Too high-profile for them to risk taking out.”

			“I see, but I’m a no one. Thank you, Daddy.” She tossed the piece of bread back into the basket.

			He sighed. “That’s not what I meant, Katie.”

			“I don’t like being stuck here. I feel like I’ve been forgotten about,” she said. “The only thing keeping me going is the Pink Ribbon Ball next week.”

			A shadow crossed her father’s face, and Katherine’s heart fell. Surely, he wasn’t actually thinking of taking away the most important date in her calendar. He knew what it meant to her.

			“Daddy?”

			“It’s not up to me, Katie,” he said.

			“Then who is it up to?”

			“Well, I suppose it would be up to Eve. She’s your personal protection officer—she’ll be the one to take a risk assessment on it.”

			Katherine regarded him for a second, bitterly disappointed that he would pass the buck in such a shameless way. She knew that he had the power to override anything Eve, or even Charles, said if he so wished. But instead of siding with her, he threw her to the mercy of Eve Webb. Who he probably knew wouldn’t agree to anything. Locking Katherine away was the easiest option of them all, and so she’d stay there for as long as others pleased. Maybe until the Copthalls all died of old age.

			It hurt, not just because he refused to take responsibility but because he knew how hard she worked on the fundraiser and how important it was to not only her but so many other people involved.

			It was clear that his mind was made up. He didn’t want the bother of having to worry about Katherine while he got on with his life and work. He didn’t respect her decision to live or work where she did, so why would he care if she was torn away from it? Throwing the responsibility for it all at the feet of Eve Webb was a convenient excuse for him.

			“I think I’m full.” She pushed the dining room chair back and stood.

			“Katie,” he called after her as she walked out of the room.

			“Thank you for coming to visit, Daddy,” she muttered without turning to looking at him. “Goodnight.”

			She hurried to the staircase and to her room before slamming the door behind her. The trapped feeling that had bubbled away beneath the surface was starting to suffocate her. If she could see some way out and a light at the end of the tunnel, then she’d be able to cope better with the whole horrible situation.

			As it was there seemed no solution, and she was the only person who was affected by such things and therefore the only one who cared. Not attending the fundraiser for the first time in twelve years felt like the biggest blow of them all. It hadn’t even occurred to her that she would be prevented from attending. Now the cold hard truth of the matter was washing over her, and she felt as if she couldn’t breathe.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve 

			Eve stood by the old gatekeeper’s cottage with two operatives from her protection team, listening to their report. As the days had passed, they’d come to realise that Eve was deadly serious about hearing everything they saw and heard no matter how small a detail it might seem.

			It was no accident that she headed outside to do her rounds at the same time Lord Lovegrove had turned up for dinner with his daughter. Eve strongly suspected that the meal would quickly slip into Katherine complaining about how unfair everything was.

			Since they’d arrived at Bridgewater House a few days ago, Katherine had made herself scarce. She’d sulked in her room most of the day, took all her meals in there, and was only heard from via Gladys. Eve had become fed up with Katherine’s tactic of sending a sweet old lady to complain about things, from Wi-Fi connectivity to the amount of noise some of the security guards were making in the evening.

			While Eve was happy to not have to put up with Katherine’s moods in person, she did get the feeling that agitation was brewing and would soon reach a breaking point. She couldn’t imagine that Katherine had spent much of her life not getting exactly what she wanted, and so the current situation was no doubt causing her considerable frustration.

			Car headlights illuminated the three of them, and Eve looked at her watch in surprise. She’d expected Lord Lovegrove to stay a little longer, but it seemed he was already on his way home.

			They stood back to allow the chauffeur-driven vehicle past. As the car approached, it slowed, and the rear window slid down. Lord Lovegrove looked out of the window at the group, his eyes focusing in on Eve.

			“Miss Webb?”

			Eve stepped forward. “Yes, sir?”

			“I wanted to ask how everything is going.”

			“It’s going well, sir. We have these premises secure, and the wider team is working on identifying the threat.” Eve didn’t want to elaborate too much. Often a client was far too busy to hear the ins and outs of operational details and simply wanted to know that everything was going well and that they could carry on with their life.

			He shifted a little in his seat, seemingly uncomfortable. “Katie—Lady Katherine—can sometimes seem a little difficult. Especially when here.”

			Eve did her best to maintain a neutral expression when she actually wanted to nod so hard that she risked nerve damage. She did indeed seem to be difficult.

			“She doesn’t like being here,” he explained in a way that provided zero enlightenment whatsoever.

			“It won’t be for long, sir,” Eve promised when it looked like nothing else was forthcoming.

			“Please, take good care of her for me,” he said.

			Eve nodded. It was her job, and so there was never any doubt that she would do everything she could to protect her client. Michael Lovegrove was not the first panicked loved one she’d dealt with.

			“Oh, and she may ask something about a party she wants to attend. I told her that would be up to you.”

			Eve felt her eyebrows rise. How Katherine thought there was even a slim possibility that she would be able to attend a party at this time was incomprehensible.

			“Good evening, Miss Webb,” he said before Eve could ask anything further. He indicated to his driver that he was ready to leave, and the car pulled away.

			Eve ground her teeth. Katherine Lovegrove lived on a different planet, and that was the only explanation for her thinking that there was even a remote chance that Eve would agree to her going to a party.

			Eager to tell Katherine just that, she said goodbye to the boys at the gate and stalked back towards the house. With every step she found she was becoming more and more enraged. People were risking their lives to keep Katherine safe, and all she could do was complain and sulk. Now she was bored and wanted to go to a party? She had another think coming if she thought that was happening.

			Eve looked up at the grand house. It was worth in the tens of millions of pounds at least. It was a country estate with huge swaths of land, luxurious furnishings, and a host of staff to do whatever she commanded. Katherine lived a life that many could only dream of and seemed to have no inkling whatsoever of her privilege.

			Eve recalled the occasional times when she was young and she’d been aware that her parents were running low on money. She’d been careful not to ask for things and had felt guilt at her traitorous body outgrowing her clothes and shoes during those times. There was no chance that Katherine knew what that feeling was like. The inequality was staggering. This was exactly why Eve had always refused to take on these kinds of clients. She became emotional and angry when thinking about the chasm of reality between them.

			Eve entered the house through the boot room. She could hear Katherine on the phone in the kitchen.

			“Well, of course, Binky would have to be the first to bid at the auction. That’s just so…her!”

			Eve shook her head, sat down, and started to unlace her boots.

			“I’ll call you back,” Katherine said. She appeared in the doorway from the kitchen to the boot room. She hung up her call and looked at Eve. “Ah, I’ve been looking for you.”

			“First time for everything,” Eve muttered.

			“Sorry?” Katherine stepped closer. She tilted her head to indicate that she hadn’t heard Eve’s words. Probably a good thing. Eve needed to keep a lid on her anger.

			“How can I help?” Eve said, louder this time.

			“There’s a fundraiser this week, which I need to attend,” Katherine started. “We’re going to need to leave here at around six on—”

			“No.” Eve kicked off her boots.

			Katherine stood over her, hands on her hips. “Hear me out—this event is very important and—”

			“No,” Eve repeated.

			“Now, you listen here—” Katherine raged.

			Eve stood up, toe to toe with Katherine. “No. You listen—parties are far too much of a risk, and there’s nothing you can say to change that. So you’ll have to tell Binky, Dinky, and Slinky that you just can’t make it. Okay?”

			Katherine’s face was red, and her eyes shone with unshed tears of anger. She looked like she might burst any moment now. Eve had never seen a grown woman have such a childish temper tantrum. She stood her ground.

			“I need to complete my rounds. Is there anything else you need?” Eve asked as calmly as she could.

			Katherine sucked in her cheek, and Eve just knew she was considering how to launch a blistering attack on her. The fact of the matter was that Eve almost wanted Katherine to do it. She wanted an opportunity to put Katherine in her place.

			It wasn’t in Eve’s nature to bring personality clashes into her work, but there was something about the way Katherine conducted herself that made Eve want to lash out. She relished the opportunity to put the stuck-up snob in her place.

			Suddenly Katherine turned and walked away, taking any chance of a good fight with her. Eve felt deflated and a little angry with herself. She’d returned to the house with every intention of seeking out conflict, not something that she was proud of. It was clear that the lack of human interaction and the pressure of the situation was getting to her too.

			She’d gone from her hectic mile-a-minute lifestyle in Japan to being restricted to just one location and waiting for the hammer to fall. All while Katherine sulked in her room. It didn’t help that Katherine had managed to push all of Eve’s buttons by just being herself.

			Still, she stood by her decision. Going to a party simply because Katherine was getting a little stir crazy wasn’t going to happen. If Katherine came out of her room once in a while, then she’d presumably be less desperate to escape the imaginary confines of her grand palace.

			Eve took a couple of calming breaths before continuing her duties. She patrolled the house as she did three times a day to check that nothing was out of the ordinary. It was hammered into everyone in Protection Command training that checking and double-checking were essential. The story of the man who managed to break in to Buckingham Palace and walk around unchallenged was frequently given as an example of how people can slip through any net.

			After completing the patrol, she returned to her room to check on the progress of the intelligence team and correspond with Charles to keep him up to date on the situation.

			She’d been working for a couple of hours when she heard a soft knock on her door. She pushed her laptop to one side and crossed the room. She took a deep breath as she held the handle and then opened the door. She’d expected to see Katherine on the other side, ready for round two, but instead she saw a book on the floor.

			She bent down and picked up the heavy book. It was a dictionary with two sticky notes marking pages. She flipped to the first one, in the B section. The word bodyguard was underlined in red ink as well as the explanation of the word. She flipped to the next note. This one was in the P section and marked out the word prison.

			Eve rolled her eyes at Katherine’s ridiculous behaviour. She also couldn’t believe she’d permanently marked a very old book. But if Katherine was happy to do so, then so was Eve. She took the book over to her bed and flipped it open to the S section. She quickly located the word safe and underlined it with a pen, shoved both the sticky notes onto the page, and left the large tome outside Katherine’s door.

			She didn’t knock as she had a suspicion that Katherine was listening for her movements. She tiptoed back to her own room and closed the door without even a click. In her mind’s eye she imagined Katherine straining to hear if it was safe to head out into the hallway or not.

			Let her wonder.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen 

			Eve was awake early the following morning, as usual. As she left her room she glanced to see if the dictionary she’d left at Katherine’s door had been moved. It had, and unusually, the door was ajar.

			She approached and peeked in through the crack. The room was empty. It looked as if Katherine was actually going to spend some time out of her room that day. Eve wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that, considering their arguments the previous day.

			Gladys had taken to providing a breakfast buffet in the morning, even though Eve had told her that it absolutely wasn’t required and that the security team members were able to look after themselves. Gladys had insisted that she knew that but enjoyed staying busy. Eve had to admit that the housekeeper made the best bacon sandwiches on the planet, and so she was happy to pop down to the kitchen in the morning and take advantage of the spread set up there.

			She wondered if Katherine was there but she was somehow unable to imagine the lady of the manor tucking into something as common as a bacon sandwich. Eve imagined there was a special type of muesli tucked away somewhere.

			The kitchen was empty aside from Gladys doing some washing up in the large butler sink. Eve had offered to assist in the past and ordered the others in the team to do the same, but Gladys steadfastly refused.

			“Good morning, dear,” Gladys said.

			“Morning.” Eve made a beeline for the plate of sandwiches. Gladys even made her own bread, and the smell in the kitchen was phenomenal. Eve hoped the Copthall case would be closed quickly for many reasons, not least because she was finding it hard to resist the homecooked meals. She couldn’t risk getting used to eating so well, as a return to her usual sad dinners wouldn’t be easy.

			“I made extra sandwiches—I know you like them,” Gladys said.

			Eve chuckled. “Just because I like them doesn’t mean I should eat more of them.”

			Gladys made a noise that suggested she didn’t agree. “You’re young and you exercise.”

			Eve chose not to explain the dangers of eating processed fatty meats too frequently regardless of how much exercise was undertaken. She bit into a sandwich and tried not to moan at the explosion of delicious flavours.

			“What does Katherine have for breakfast?” Eve asked.

			“Fresh fruit with a sugar-free granola.”

			Called it, Eve thought.

			“But she had scrambled eggs this morning before heading up to the hill.”

			Eve’s thought process stumbled. Confusion about Katherine’s change of breakfast food came second to the very real issue that Eve had no idea what or where the hill was. It sounded like it was outside. But if Katherine was outside, then surely her team would have seen her and notified Eve.

			“What hill?” Eve asked.

			Gladys dried her hands on a tea cloth and pointed through the kitchen window. “She’s up at the temple.”

			Eve dropped the bacon sandwich and rushed out of the kitchen, through the boot room, and outside. In the distance was a small hill, atop it a stone building. She headed towards it at fast walking pace, yanking her walkie-talkie from her belt as she went.

			After a short conversation with the gatekeeper team and the grounds team, she discovered, as she’d feared, that no one was aware that Katherine was out of the safety of the house.

			Of course, she was allowed out of the house, and the land was reasonably secure, but Eve expected to know exactly where Katherine was at every second of the day. The fact she could just leave the house and vanish without anyone seeing her was very worrying.

			She kicked herself for becoming lax. Having no idea that Katherine had left the house, or where she had gone, was inexcusable. She broke into a slow jog. She was eager to find Katherine as soon as possible and put her mind at ease that she was safe and well.

			The stone building, the temple as Gladys had called it, was ornate and relatively small. If Eve had to describe it, she’d say it was a very posh garden shed. Although the chances of it containing a lawnmower and some hedge trimmers were incredibly low, not least because of its massively inconvenient location at the top of a small hill.

			Eve wondered if Katherine had escaped on purpose. Had she become so angry at her perceived prison that she’d orchestrated a small prison break in order to show them up? Would she be reporting back to her father to demonstrate just how useless they all were? Eve felt they probably deserved nothing less for the transgression, but still felt her anger at Katherine rising.

			When she was less than a few metres away, she realised that she had no evidence Katherine was even in there. There was a slight possibility that Katherine had told Gladys she’d be there simply to watch Eve rush up the hill from the warmth of the house.

			The large wooden double doors were ajar, and Eve slipped in through the doorway and was relieved to see Katherine standing in the middle of the single room. She was bathed in light streaming from the narrow windows that lined the ceiling.

			Eve felt relief at finding her there safe and well. She distractedly wondered just when she had started thinking so badly of Katherine. Did she really think that she would play such a childish prank on her?

			“I’d like to be alone,” Katherine whispered.

			“You really need to advise us when you’re leaving the house,” Eve said.

			Katherine spun to look at her, and Eve swallowed at the sight of red eyes and tear-stained cheeks. Katherine had clearly been crying for some time, and Eve had barged into the middle of it.

			“Oh, I see. Am I to fill in a permission slip?” Katherine asked bitterly. “Do I need to have it witnessed and signed by a legal guardian? And for what? For you to say no whenever you feel like it?”

			Eve opened her mouth to reply, but something in her caused her to pause. She needed to calm the air and not ratchet up the intensity. She took another step into the building. For some reason it felt wrong to argue, as if the space itself would push back against such disrespect. Eve looked at the large stone structure sitting on a plinth at the back of the room.

			Realisation struck her like an icy whip.

			“Is this a crypt?” Eve whispered.

			Katherine nodded. She gestured to the stone coffin. “My mother is buried here.”

			Eve’s eyes widened. She licked her lips, suddenly nervous. She’d stormed in on something so very private.

			“I’m sorry. I had no idea this was…her resting place.” Eve apologised with as much sincerity as she could insert into such a short sentence.

			Katherine visibly deflated. She pointed to two places on the floor. “My grandparents are also buried here. It’s not common knowledge.”

			Eve took a tiny step to her right, not wishing to stand on a grave.

			“I’m sorry,” Eve repeated. She knew there and then that her actions had the potential to grow the wedge between them into an abyss. There was an opportunity to attempt to repair the damage, but she had to tread carefully. “When did your mother die? If I may ask?”

			“When I was thirteen,” Katherine replied. She turned back towards her mother’s coffin and then sat on the step leading up to it. “She was a very sensitive soul and not made for this world. Her doctor diagnosed her with breast cancer. She took her life the following day. Didn’t say a word to any of us about her diagnosis. Just…left.”

			Eve shivered at the thought. Losing a parent was hard, but losing them when you were barely a teenager was beyond Eve’s comprehension. She didn’t dare attempt to put herself in Katherine’s shoes as she knew there was no way she could imagine such heartache. She wouldn’t want to.

			“I found her,” Katherine continued. Her gazed was fixed on the ground.

			Eve didn’t move a muscle, not wishing to shatter the moment.

			“It happened here, at Bridgewater House. It’s why I hate it here so much,” Katherine explained.

			Eve’s jaw dropped open. She’d been assuming that Katherine was acting out because of a loss of freedom, not because she was being forced to return to the scene of something so traumatic.

			“I…” Eve took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I wish I could take you elsewhere, but this really is the safest place for you. I had no idea. Your father suggested it.”

			“I assumed as much. Daddy has been able to separate what happened from the pile of bricks. It’s not so easy for me.” Katherine looked up. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been locked down here.”

			Eve frowned. “There’ve been threats in the past?”

			“No, just the press wanting their pound of flesh. It was after my mother died. The paparazzi were relentless. I was taken out of school, couldn’t see my friends, couldn’t go anywhere. It carried on for ten months. Even when I was eventually allowed out, the press were waiting anyway. My absence had just driven up the desire for my photo to be taken. All we’d done was delayed the inevitable and locked me in this awful place with the memories of what had happened.”

			Eve made a mental note to shout at Charles for the lack of appropriate intelligence she’d been given regarding Katherine Lovegrove. It was probably down to Michael Lovegrove not sharing information, but that was no excuse.

			“I had a bodyguard shadow me for just over a year after that,” Katherine added. “He was a grumpy old man who hated me. Similar to you.”

			Eve narrowed her eyes at the dig. “I don’t hate you.”

			Katherine chuckled to herself. “You don’t have to lie to me—I’m a big girl and can take the truth. Besides, it’s hardly the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. I know what people think when they see me—to the manor born, silver spoon in my mouth, never worked a day in my life. Am I right?”

			“You can be a little difficult,” Eve admitted. There was no point in outright lying to Katherine when it was so obvious that they had their differences.

			“How have I been difficult? I’ve hardly seen you since we got here,” Katherine said.

			“You’ve been sulking in your room,” Eve pointed out.

			Katherine stared at her in shock for a moment before laughing. “I’ve had a cold. I didn’t want to give it to you. Or, admittedly, to be seen when ill. Which I’m sure is perfectly normal and reasonable behaviour.”

			Eve swallowed nervously. She’d had no idea that Katherine had been poorly. She had simply assumed that she’d locked herself in her room, much like a teenager in a bad mood would. But now that she thought of it, it was strange that Gladys had served all her meals to her.

			“Gladys didn’t say,” Eve said, feeling a little silly the moment the words left her mouth.

			“Well, why would she?”

			A moment of silence passed between them before Eve spoke again. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were under the weather.”

			Katherine rolled her eyes and looked away. “It’s fine. I shouldn’t be surprised that you would write your own narrative of my actions to feed into your confirmation bias against me.”

			“My what?” Eve folded her arms.

			“You think the worst of me—don’t deny it because I can see it in your eyes. I’ve had it my entire life. I’m going to guess that you think I’m stuck-up, clueless about the world around me, and unaware of the value of hard work. You thought I was sulking in my room because it ever so nicely fits the narrative you’ve come up with for me. It’s why you made assumptions last night.”

			“What assumptions did I make?” Eve asked, her desire to argue with Katherine growing again, following the swift and unnecessary attack on her.

			“You assumed I wanted to attend a party.” Katherine poured a lot of scorn on the word for someone who organised events for a living.

			“You do,” Eve said.

			“No, that’s what you think I would want,” Katherine responded. “You have a stereotype in your mind, and you are moulding me to fit it. You wouldn’t even listen to me. You made a joke about my friends’ names.”

			Eve couldn’t dispute that. In fact, the more she considered it, the more she wondered if Katherine was right. Had Eve really let her inflexible conceptions about the aristocracy guide how she saw Katherine instead of seeing her as a person in her own right? It was a very real possibility and one that made Eve a little uncomfortable. She would hate for people to judge her before they got to know her, but she’d done exactly that to Katherine.

			She ground her teeth and took a slow breath in and then out. “Fine. I’m listening now.”

			Katherine regarded her for a few silent seconds while obviously wondering if it was even worth her time to try to explain herself. Eve did her best to maintain a neutral expression and hoped that it would be enough to encourage Katherine.

			“It’s a fundraiser. I organise it every year, have done for the past twelve years. It’s for breast cancer research and for a charity that I work with that helps guide patients and their families through the mental health impacts of dealing with a diagnosis. So what happened to my mother never has to happen to another woman. Never has to happen to another family, ever again.” Katherine stood up. She crossed her arms and stared at the floor. “It takes a year to organise—I literally start the morning after the last one has been hosted. It raises millions, but only because I drag every damned penny out of attendees. Rich, bloated millionaire businessmen who simply want to be seen. I know you think we live a life of luxury and riches, and I concede that we absolutely do in comparison to ninety-nine percent of the population. But if I sold every single thing that I own outright right now, it wouldn’t fund cancer research for even a year. This fundraiser does. And the charity needs the support this fundraiser brings, or it will have to close its doors.

			“I use my privilege, my name, and my position to leverage change. I can’t do much, but I can pose for photographs and host auctions in the hope that it will raise money. Selling everything I own and giving up my title is always an option, and the only reason I don’t do that and go and live a normal, happy, quiet life away from all this madness is because people expect me to use my station to help others. If I don’t host this fundraiser, no one else will. That’s why it’s important to me. It’s the only way I know of to make a real difference. What’s the point in me if I don’t do that?”

			Eve realised then just how woefully incomplete the information pack she had received on Katherine was. Moreover, she had filled in every blank with her own preconceived notions about Katherine based on other people she had met.

			“Doesn’t fit your narrative for me, does it?” Katherine asked. “I’ve seen the way you look down your nose at me. You hated me from the moment you laid eyes on me.”

			Eve wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t. She had made a decision about Katherine within seconds of seeing her. Eve had a chip on her shoulder, and spending her career protecting those who moved in wealthy circles had left its mark. Eve realised she didn’t like that about herself at all.

			“I did judge you,” Eve admitted.

			Katherine seemed surprised that Eve had confessed to such a thing.

			“Between what I thought were your silent sulks and your sarcastic comments, I had little to go on,” Eve added. She held up her hand to deflect the reply Katherine opened her mouth to deliver. “But I admit that I did judge you unfairly, and for that I apologise. You’re right—I haven’t done my research, and I’ve made assumptions that I shouldn’t have. Maybe we can start again?”

			Katherine blinked in surprise. She pulled a paper tissue from the pocket of her blazer and wiped at her eyes. “That would be nice.”

			Eve mentally calculated the possibility of securing the fundraiser and allowing Katherine to attend. It was certainly doable. It would add some strain to Charles’s budget but he had told her the sky was the limit, and Eve thought he kind of deserved a large bill after neglecting to tell her so much about Katherine. Sometimes the gap between what someone thought was important to the mission and what was actually important was a chasm. To give a security officer a full biography could sometimes be far too much, especially if the person had many connections by way of friends and family members. But Eve had needed more than what she was given—that was becoming very obvious.

			“Where is the fundraiser being held?”

			Katherine took a breath. “The Underglobe.”

			There wasn’t an event space in London that Eve hadn’t visited at some point in her career. She knew the location underneath the iconic Shakespeare’s Globe theatre well. It was a good venue from a security standpoint. Easy, discreet access, and enough exits for opportunities to leave at a moment’s notice.

			“Will the fundraiser go ahead if you don’t attend?” Eve asked.

			“It will.” Katherine nodded. “It’s too late in the day to cancel, but there will be some changes, and I won’t be able to encourage some of the larger donations as I usually do.”

			Eve appreciated Katherine’s honesty. It would be easy to claim the whole thing would fall apart if she didn’t attend. Eve could imagine the impact Katherine’s attendance would have on the event. While Eve was happy to avoid Katherine’s type, she knew that some people would walk on broken glass for the chance to be photographed with royalty.

			“We can make it work,” Eve said, still considering the details. She’d already decided that she’d make it work.

			She didn’t know if it was for the charity, the medical research, for Katherine, or for her own penance at making assumptions. But she did know that she had the ability and the team to deliver Katherine safely to the event and back, and it was the least she could do, considering how she had acted.

			“Don’t say it unless you mean it.” Katherine’s voice was breathy, hope shining in her eyes.

			“I mean it. We’ll make it work. I’ll need to work with the venue to make sure it’s as secure as can be and to get our people there in advance, but I’m sure that won’t be a problem. I’ll need to very closely shadow you, though. I know how intrusive that might seem, but I can’t take the risk that someone might try something. I can’t vet your guest list properly so close to the event.”

			Katherine nodded hard. “I understand. That’s fine. Fine. Shadow away.”

			“And we need to communicate,” Eve added. “I’ll need access to everything. I can’t be out of the loop on a single thing.”

			“Agreed. I’ll share everything with you.” Katherine readily agreed. “Whatever you need.”

			“Then, yes, you can go to the ball, Cinderella.”

			“Thank you, Eve. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.” Katherine pulled Eve into a brief hug and quickly kissed her cheek. “I’m glad we cleared the air.”

			Eve tried to maintain her neutral expression but was surprised by the sign of affection before quickly reminding herself that it was likely something Katherine did with many people. Katherine’s kind of people air-kissed all the time, didn’t they?

			Eve winced. She wondered when she had started to judge people so easily and carelessly. It was something she needed to consider and spend some time working on, as it wasn’t a trait she appreciated in herself at all.

			“Let’s get back to the house,” Eve suggested. “Together, this time.”

			Katherine rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. God forbid I walk up my own back garden without a chaperone.”

			“Your back garden is a little larger than the average one.” Eve gestured to the door and followed Katherine through it. “And you don’t need a chaperone. We just need to know where you are.”

			“Fine, whatever.” Katherine sighed like a child being told they couldn’t have dessert for dinner.

			“You know, I can’t think why I misjudged you,” Eve commented with a cocky grin.

			Katherine narrowed her eyes, but Eve could detect the humour within them. They shared a soft laugh. Eve was glad they’d cleared the air. She had a lot of work to do, but more pressing was the guilt that gnawed at her. When had she cast judgements about people without a single shred of evidence? If that was what she had become since leaving the country, then maybe the change wasn’t as positive as she had initially thought.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen 

			In the days that followed the conversation in the crypt, Katherine was more present and also seemed far more cheerful. Eve was relieved that they were finally getting on a little better. The walls that had been built up between them seemed to be starting to come down.

			Katherine was naturally still frustrated with her perceived imprisonment within Bridgewater House, but she tempered her irritation and even apologised when her sarcastic words hit a little too hard. Eve felt they were real apologies and not just the words of someone who wanted to manipulate her to get her way.

			While Katherine busied herself preparing for the fundraiser, Eve did what she should have done a long time ago and conducted full research on Katherine. Much of what she found supported her original thoughts that Katherine was a monied snob. Websites told her of a supposed net worth that made Eve’s eyes water and displayed pictures of Katherine in gown after gown as she attended party after party.

			Eve was left trying to merge her ingrained intolerance towards the British upper class and the woman who she’d seen creep out of her room in a pair of teddy bear emblazoned pyjamas to sneak some cheese out of the kitchen fridge in the early hours. Eve was learning that midnight snacks and Katherine went hand in glove.

			It was unusual for Eve to not have a full grasp of someone’s personality, traits, and opinions within a few moments of meeting them. She’d always been a very good judge of character. It was part of what made her so good at her job. Now she was left wondering if she had lost that ability or if Katherine was simply too complex a puzzle to solve.

			Eve navigated to the next tabloid article gossiping about Katherine. Sadly, much of her research required a deep dive into publications she would never normally give oxygen to.

			There was a sharp rap on the door, and a second later it burst open. Eve had discovered early on that Katherine had very little patience, so little that she didn’t even attempt to wait for a reply to a knock on a door.

			“Do come in,” Eve drawled as Katherine entered the room.

			Katherine waved her hand towards Eve, lying on the bed and looking at her laptop. “You weren’t busy, surely?”

			Eve chuckled. She turned the laptop so Katherine could see the article. “No, just doing some research on this terribly impatient woman who bursts into rooms.”

			“I knocked.” Katherine folded her arms and peered at the screen with distaste.

			“You did. I heard it precisely one microsecond before you opened the door.”

			“Why are you reading this trash?” Katherine asked. She bent down slightly to be able to see the text of the article.

			“Research.”

			“Don’t believe everything you read.” Katherine huffed. She stood up and walked over to the window. “You shouldn’t be giving those kind of publications your business.”

			“I’m not,” Eve replied.

			Katherine turned and stared at her as if she was idiotic.

			“Of course you are. You’re on their website. Every time someone like you clicks on one of their pages, they get paid some advertising revenue. Then, when they tally up all their advertising income from the month, they see what makes money and what doesn’t. They obviously produce more of the garbage that people look at the most. In this case, articles about me being dumped at that party.”

			Eve’s eyebrows rose. She hadn’t gotten to that part of the article, just that Katherine and a group of fellow wealthy women had all attended a party at Elton John’s London mansion. Now she was torn between reading further, and clicking away from the site to ensure no further money was paid to the trashy publication.

			“I didn’t know,” Eve confessed.

			“Well, now you do. And you do know you could conduct research by actually talking to me rather than reading that garbage, yes?” Katherine folded her arms again.

			“That’s not typically how research is done,” Eve said. She closed the lid of the laptop without closing the browser window. That gave her the option to read the article or close it down at a later time. “You might not tell the truth or not know what is important to tell me. Like, I might really need to know who dumped you at Elton John’s party. For serious security reasons and stuff.” She grinned.

			Katherine’s eyes sparkled with humour. “Oh, really? Security reasons and stuff?”

			“Yes. It’s very important. Especially if it was super embarrassing.”

			“I think I’m over it. It was at least ten years ago,” Katherine said. “But it was a baron. I won’t give you all the sordid details, and I doubt you’ll find an accurate description of what happened in that article either.”

			Eve couldn’t help but ask. “A baron? Not a baroness?”

			“I was trying to appease my father back then, trying to fit in. I thought I was bisexual and could lean in to the idea of being with the right kind of man. But soon after that incident, I realised that wasn’t the case, and most men were pigs. In my opinion, at least.” Katherine shrugged. “He ended up going home with my friend Tabitha.”

			“Doesn’t seem very baron-like,” Eve said.

			“No, it wasn’t. He’s a scoundrel. He arrived with me, left with her, and the next day was with someone else.” Katherine shook her head and returned to gazing out of the window. “Another one off the list.”

			“List?” Eve asked. In the back of her mind she wondered just how stupid this baron must have been to let someone like Katherine go so easily. Over the last few days Eve had seen a completely different side to Katherine. She was still of noble birth and just as snobbish at times, but she was also funny and thoughtful. Once Eve had decided to bite her tongue and push her prejudices to one side, she’d found Katherine to be not at all what she’d expected.

			“The pool. The dating pool,” Katherine clarified. “If I’m to please my father, then I have a limited pool from which to fish. It’s a small list to start with. Smaller still when you’re my age and still single.”

			“What does someone have to do to qualify for this list?” Eve wondered out loud.

			Katherine turned from the window and smiled. “Are you offering your services?” she teased.

			Eve felt the blush explode across her cheeks. She wanted to deny it immediately, but words failed her. She’d never qualify for any such list—that much was obvious to her. But in another universe where Eve did qualify and wasn’t responsible for Katherine’s safety, then she knew without a doubt that she’d ask Katherine out in a heartbeat.

			She pushed the thought away. Going down that path wasn’t helpful to anyone. Katherine was her client, and for as long as that was true, Eve needed to be professional. Even thinking of Katherine in any other light was dangerous.

			“I think we both know that I’m not on the list. I just wondered if it’s only barons who qualify. Would you go for a lowly duke?”

			Katherine shook her head sadly as if Eve had said something really stupid.

			“What?” Eve asked.

			“A duke is the highest rank of peerage. Baron is one of the lowest, below duke, marquess, earl, and viscount.”

			Eve shrugged. “All seems a bit silly to me.”

			“Do you like sports?” Katherine asked.

			“Sure, I watch some football,” Eve said. She could tell she was being guided into a trap but allowed it anyway.

			“Do you have a team you support?”

			“Sure,” Eve said.

			“And which league are they in?” Katherine grinned cockily as if her point had been perfectly made.

			“Well, it depends on how well they play and how many points they earn through their hard work. They don’t just get presented with a place in the Premier League because of who their families are.”

			Katherine’s grin faded away, and she rolled her eyes. “Fine, let’s not get into this now. We were doing so well.”

			“We were,” Eve agreed. She held up her hands in truce. She didn’t want to argue with Katherine, but sometimes it seemed a little too easy. She knew Katherine couldn’t really defend the entire peerage system on her own. But she did enjoy the moments when Katherine became a little smug. There was something about the spark in her eye and the cocky grin that Eve found she actually enjoyed. It was confidence, and that was sexy. Which was again something that Eve couldn’t afford to spend too much time thinking about.

			“Anyway, was there a reason for your visit?” Eve asked.

			Katherine’s eyes lit up as she recalled why she had come in in the first place. “Yes, there was. I wanted to ask what you’re wearing for the fundraiser tonight.”

			Eve looked down at her black trousers and white shirt. She gestured to her body and then pointed to the suit jacket hanging on the back of the door. It was her standard uniform. Smart enough to wear anywhere and casual enough to blend in.

			“No.” Katherine shook her head.

			Eve smiled at the bluntness. “No?”

			“Absolutely not. It looks like you bought it in a supermarket.”

			“I did,” Eve admitted. “I bought three.”

			“You can’t wear that—I forbid it.” Katherine folded her arms and jutted her chin slightly. “Absolutely forbid it.”

			Eve had to wonder why she found the bossy behaviour so adorable. The rare times when Katherine put her foot down about something, Eve couldn’t help but smile. Especially when it was something that Eve thought didn’t matter, but Katherine was convinced was of critical importance. It wasn’t a frequent occurrence, which was probably why Eve didn’t mind it and even found it cute. Not that Katherine would like that idea one bit.

			Eve chuckled. “Look, I get you’re upset at the distant memories of being dumped by Baron Changehismind, but don’t take it out on me. It’s a perfectly fine suit.”

			“It crackles when you walk by. I think the accumulated static electricity may kill us all.” Katherine walked out of the room. “Come along.”

			Eve didn’t move.

			A second later Katherine reappeared in the doorway with a confused frown on her face. “Why aren’t you coming along?”

			“Because I can’t be summoned like a dog,” Eve said calmly. She couldn’t help but grin at Katherine’s behaviour. Just a few days ago, Eve would have thought Katherine was disrespectful and over-asserting her authority in order to put Eve in her place. Now she realised that it was just a part of Katherine’s personality, and she probably would be just the same no matter what her title or financial situation.

			Katherine smiled. “I’m sorry, that was terribly rude. Please, would you come with me, as I think I can find an outfit that would allow you to fit in better and would still be comfortable for you. Is that better?”

			“Right up until if you asked if that was better,” Eve said. She slipped from the bed and trudged after Katherine. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with my suit, though.”

			“Too much to even begin to explain.”

			Eve chuckled to herself. Something that she hadn’t suspected at the start was just how funny Katherine could be. It was a deadpan and dry humour, but it was there, and now that Eve was aware of it, she couldn’t help but smile at the things Katherine came out with.

			It had been a long time since Eve had enjoyed someone’s company. Probably because it was a long time since she’d spent any amount of time with the same person. Her life in Japan was hectic and involved small amounts of time with plenty of people. Being side by side with Katherine as they went through the details of the party over the past few days had been something Eve had gotten out of the habit of.

			Katherine was fun to be around. Which made it a lot easier to do her job.

			Her job, she reminded herself. Focus on the job.

			Eve knew she wasn’t supposed to be enjoying herself or laughing at Katherine’s mannerisms. She needed to be focused on her mission. But somehow, Katherine kept chinking through her armour. And sometimes Eve was happy to let her.

			* * *

			Katherine swallowed and turned away at the sight of Eve pulling off the Armani blouse. She wanted to tell herself it was because of the way Eve manhandled such an exquisite article of clothing, but she knew the real reason was the toned muscles she had caught sight of.

			Recently, two thoughts had simultaneously occurred to her. First, that Eve would be wearing the hideous polyester suit while shadowing her at the fundraiser that evening. Second, that she was probably the same clothing size as Eve.

			Wanting to avoid being shadowed by someone in a ten-pound suit, she had requested a batch of clothing be brought from her apartment to the house. She’d planned to hand over some suitable items and allow Eve to try them on at her leisure. Somehow that hadn’t quite worked out, and Eve had happily stripped down to her underwear in Katherine’s room before pulling, tugging, and generally jostling Katherine’s suggested outfits on and off.

			Katherine didn’t want to appear uncomfortable and did her best to avert her gaze and appear unaffected by Eve’s sudden state of undress. But the truth was it had been a long time since she’d been in the presence of a half-naked woman. She’d be lying to say it wasn’t stirring some feelings inside her.

			Eve placed the ball of material on the bed and picked up the next top. “I think this is more my speed.”

			Katherine thought it would be. It was a crisp, high-necked, long-sleeved white shirt with the slightest burgundy stripe running across the collar, box plate, and cuffs. It was essentially what Eve had been wearing, just ten times more luxurious and well-designed.

			Katherine picked up the discarded Armani blouse. She ignored the fact that it was still deliciously warm and folded it properly. The awakening of her baser instincts irritated her. Of course she’d been aware that Eve was an extremely good-looking woman, but she’d done her best to push those thoughts to one side. Eve was her bodyguard, essentially an employee, and she had the right to go about her job without Katherine reducing her to a nice body. It felt wrong to objectify Eve when she was just innocently wanting to appease Katherine’s desire to have her shadow be well-dressed. Eve deserved so much better than that.

			“What do you think?”

			Katherine dragged her eyes away from the folded clothes on the bed and forced herself to look at Eve.

			The shirt fit Eve perfectly. Much better than it had ever looked on Katherine. The initially suggested pair of tailored trousers hadn’t fit properly, and so Eve now wore a looser fit that clung to her in the right places.

			She looked wonderful, but Katherine simply nodded as she was afraid of her voice failing her.

			Eve picked up the suit jacket that hung on the back of the chair, black like the trousers. She slipped it on and turned to look at Katherine with her arms raised in a Well? pose.

			“Much better,” Katherine said, not willing to admit that Eve looked absolutely stunning. Far better than Katherine had expected when she’d requested the clothing suggestions be sent over. She didn’t know if it was the clothing or the knowledge of what was underneath that impressed her so.

			Stop it, she told herself.

			“What will you be wearing?” Eve jolted Katherine from her thoughts.

			She gestured to a dress hanging on the door to the en suite bathroom. It was black, knee length, and had a modest neckline. A fundraiser was no place to be showing too much skin—respectful and stylish was best.

			“Nice,” Eve said in a casual way that indicated she had no idea if it was nice or not. Katherine enjoyed Eve’s lack of pretence. The fact that she wasn’t from Katherine’s social bubble was a bit of a relief. She felt as if she could let her guard down for the first time in a long time. She didn’t have to worry what she said or did around Eve and felt as though she could be herself for a change.

			“Can I wear my boots with these?” Eve lifted her leg to indicate the trousers she wore.

			Katherine nodded. “Absolutely.” She didn’t want Eve wobbling in high heels like a newborn foal.

			“Great,” Eve said, clearly enthused. “Do you need anything else? I need to speak with the venue.”

			“No, thank you for agreeing to play dress up.” Katherine picked up Eve’s bargain basement shirt and trousers and held them out for her. “I’ll see you at six?”

			Eve took the clothes. “Yep. I know I’ve said it before, but I really need to say it again. If there’s any indication at all of a threat—”

			“We leave immediately,” Katherine acknowledged. “I know. Thank you again for agreeing to this, Eve. I really do appreciate it. More than you know.”

			Eve inclined her head and left the room.

			Katherine sucked in a deep breath and held it for a moment before slowly releasing it. The atmosphere was thickening the closer they got to leaving for the event. She had absolute faith in Eve and her team and knew full well that Eve would unequivocally not allow her to go if there was even a hint of a problem. Katherine wasn’t unaware of all the logistical hoops Eve had jumped through in order to make the evening happen.

			Even so, she felt a little nervous. The brick through the window had happened over a week ago, and since then Katherine had been shut away in Bridgewater House with no real communication with the outside world. She trusted Eve, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit that she was scared.

			Still, she knew she couldn’t show that. She had a fundraiser to attend, and it was essential that everything went to plan. People were counting on her, and Katherine fully intended to do her best and demonstrate that she wasn’t at all frightened by the Copthalls.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen 

			Eve hadn’t felt so alive for a long time. Managing a sizable and complex operation at such short notice was a challenge. Strangely, it was a welcome one. At first she’d seen the logistical nightmare as a headache, but it didn’t take long for her to remember how much she used to enjoy her job.

			Drawing up plans, maps for car routes, team meetings—it all just fit back into place like a particularly satisfying jigsaw puzzle. It was the first time since she’d left the UK that she started to wonder if she’d made the right decision.

			She shrugged off the thoughts and regarded her appearance in the mirror in her room. The clothes Katherine had lent her were stylish and comfortable, and as much as she hated to admit it, they made her feel good. The pieces were far better than her identical cheap suits which had been such a bargain. Eve had never really cared for spending money on clothes. Even when she earned good money, she’d bought the cheapest clothing available.

			She adjusted the collar a little and enjoyed the way it framed her face. She’d taken a little longer than she usually would styling her hair and applying a small amount of make-up. Foundation, lip gloss, and blush were as far as Eve went, but she’d taken a little extra time to make sure all were done well.

			Eve tried to convince herself all this was solely so she wouldn’t embarrass Katherine or stand out too much. Blending in was essential if you were going to identify potential trouble in a very crowded room. However, she knew a part of her wanted Katherine to like how she looked, especially when she considered all the effort Katherine had gone to with the clothing suggestions she had sourced for her.

			At first Eve had felt like a giant doll being asked to play a game of dress up that didn’t interest her much, but that soon changed when she realised what fun she could have. Eve was comfortable in public changing rooms—from swimming club, to the police force, to the gym. Taking her clothes off in front of strangers had never bothered her or even been something that she gave a second thought to. However, when she’d taken her clothes off in Katherine’s room, she’d caught Katherine’s swallow and wide eyes and realised that Katherine hadn’t been expecting her to strip down to her underwear so casually.

			She found that she liked the feel of Katherine’s eyes on her. Especially liked the shy way Katherine averted her eyes now and then. After a while she came to realise that Katherine wasn’t just playing dress up with her life-size Barbie doll—she was trying to help Eve feel comfortable at the event that evening.

			Eve had initially thought that the simple act of wearing trousers as a woman would mean no amount of styling would allow her to blend in. Katherine had quickly corrected her—this wasn’t that kind of event. Apparently, a number of women would be wearing suits.

			Knowing that, Eve decided to play along and found herself enjoying the process of trying on the different outfits. Katherine seemed to be genuinely interested in Eve’s comfort, asking her to make sure she could sit and move easily in whatever she was trying on. When Eve had come to her current outfit, she’d felt remarkably at home in the fabrics. Katherine’s smile had assured her that she looked pretty good too.

			Eve had realised then that it was very important to her that Katherine liked how she looked. Katherine was making an effort, and Eve felt compelled to do the same.

			Eve’s watch vibrated, silently advising her that it was time to leave. She checked she had everything she required before leaving the room. Giving her shirt cuffs one last check, she knocked on Katherine’s door.

			“Coming!”

			Eve waited a few seconds and mentally went over the plans in her mind. Max was waiting with the car outside, and she’d planned a route that was quick but not direct. If the Copthalls had done their research, and Eve was sure they had, they’d know that Katherine would be attending the fundraiser. That meant that Eve needed to use every trick in the book to make it as difficult for them as possible. Something as minor as taking a more scenic route could provide them with the edge they needed.

			The door opened, and Eve’s breath caught in her throat.

			Hundreds of photographs of Katherine attending events in various dresses couldn’t prepare her for the sight in person.

			“You look lovely,” Katherine said, taking Eve in with a wide smile. “Do you have a secret hair stylist in there?”

			Eve struggled to find words. She was trying to understand how it was possible to see Katherine just a couple of hours ago, to have seen the dress she was going to wear hanging up, and to have seen countless photos of Katherine at her finest and still be shocked into silence at the sight of her now.

			Katherine was stunning. Eve didn’t have the words to explain what she had done to her hair, her make-up, or how the dress fit her, but she knew the overall effect was incredible.

			“Yeah, she’s from Japan. I brought her over in my bag in case we had to go to an event,” Eve joked, resting on humour to try to get beyond her staring.

			“Damn, can she help me with this?” Katherine gestured to the top of her head, but Eve had no idea what she could possibly be referring to as she looked perfect in every way.

			“You look amazing,” Eve said.

			“You’re too kind,” Katherine said, dismissing the compliment and starting to walk down the hall. Eve nearly tripped over her feet to catch up with her.

			She wanted to tell Katherine that she wasn’t being kind, just honest. But that definitely wasn’t part of her job description at all. In fact, she was moving very far away from her job description and into dangerous territory. She trailed after Katherine and wondered about her reaction to seeing her. She’d never been stunned into silence by someone’s appearance before and certainly never by a client.

			Focus, she told herself. Now wasn’t the time to be distracted.

			* * *

			Katherine sat in the back of the car and stared out of the window at passing countryside. She was trying to focus on her guest list and duties for that evening but found her mind kept returning to the occupant of the front passenger seat of the car.

			Eve had looked sensational when she’d come to collect her earlier. She’d clearly taken a little extra time with her appearance, and Katherine appreciated the effort that she’d made. Katherine wasn’t someone who thought people needed to plaster on foundation in order to look good, but she could tell when someone felt confident in how they looked. The touch of extra make-up and the new outfit had clearly injected some confidence into Eve.

			Katherine still occasionally pushed against Eve’s authority, no longer because she wanted to test the limits but simply to see how Eve would react. Eve was intelligent and funny and most certainly didn’t put up with any of Katherine’s nonsense. It was a breath of fresh air that Katherine enjoyed.

			Eve challenged her in a way that other people hadn’t, but she did so with class and kindness. Katherine had been around security guards who would be gruff and order her around as if she was a child who was causing them frustration. Eve simply rolled her eyes and smiled when Katherine attempted to push too far. Katherine was enjoying figuring out their relationship. She’d never met anyone like Eve before and suspected the same was true of Eve. They’d gone from a series of misunderstandings to actually being quite close in a short period of time.

			Her mind drifted back to the day before when she had found Eve set up at the dining room table with floor plans of the venue. Katherine had stood beside her and listened to her personal protection officer explain about the plans she had put together. She was excited and detail-orientated and had come alive in a way that Katherine never would have imagined. Why Eve had stopped doing something she so obviously loved was a mystery to her.

			And then there was Eve’s unique scent that Katherine got a waft of when they stood close to one another. It was a mix of a cheap body spray and a shower gel that Katherine found more alluring than any expensive perfume.

			She shook off the thought. She couldn’t allow her mind to drift too far down that path.

			“Everything okay, ma’am?” Eve asked.

			Katherine marvelled at the way Eve seemed to be able to sense her discomfort sometimes. She supposed it must be some sort of security-related sixth sense. She just hoped she wasn’t giving away all her secrets unconsciously.

			“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you.” She met Eve’s eyes in the rear-view mirror and smiled.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen 

			Eve picked up a champagne flute to hold as a prop. She’d been approached by several extremely attentive waiters and realised the only way to be left alone would be to nurse a glass.

			It had been an hour since they’d arrived, and Eve was feeling a little tired from the blistering pace at which Katherine was attacking the room. Katherine was moving from table to table and group to group and ensuring that everyone was happy and had everything they needed.

			Eve had expected that there would be a lot of socialising, but the swiftness had come as a surprise. She’d expected a lot of talk of who was skiing at which famous resort, who was having a birthday party, who had recently made millions through buying up companies. But nothing could have been further from the truth.

			Conversations were either of a personal nature or relating to the research and the work of the charity. Katherine knew everything about everyone she encountered and conversed with each of them with remarkable ease.

			While Eve kept close to Katherine, she was mindful to be nearby but not in the way. It meant she could listen in on all the conversations without having to actually be involved in any of them. She was surprised at the way Katherine gracefully entered any group and easily chatted animatedly and with such passion.

			Right now, she was speaking with a woman who looked shell-shocked and acted as if she was standing in front of her favourite celebrity. Katherine knew the woman’s name, what her charity work involved, and even the name of her newborn daughter. The entire exchange took less than five minutes before Katherine politely excused herself to move on to someone else.

			Eve could see that the interaction had meant the world to the woman and couldn’t help but feel partly responsible for the enormous proud grin that lingered on the woman’s face long after Katherine had left.

			Eve had seen people basking in the light of being so close to a celebrity in her past jobs, but this felt different. This wasn’t a politician moving through a busy crowd on polling day—this wasn’t a musician hurriedly signing autographs outside a club. This was personal one-on-one engagement from someone who actually seemed to know and care about the individual she was speaking to.

			Katherine didn’t act like a celebrity, and she spoke with everyone as if they were her equals. There was a balance to the whole process. When a politician or a musician saw a member of the public or a fan, there was a very obvious understanding that one was important and the other was less important. It was just how celebrity worked. But this felt different. Katherine approached everyone as an individual and engaged with them as she would one of her friends.

			Some guests were other members of the aristocracy, but some were fundraisers, nurses, porters, and even patients. Katherine’s approach to each of them was exactly the same.

			Eve couldn’t help but walk with a little pride as she shadowed Katherine around the room. There was something special about being with the person everyone wanted to spend time with.

			Katherine joined a group of men in tuxedos. “Right, which of you gentlemen is ready to get his chequebook out first?”

			Eve smothered a smile. She was also impressed how quickly Katherine switched from praising charity workers to extracting money from wealthy attendees. Her ability to connect with people was something Eve hadn’t expected as her own experience of Katherine hadn’t gotten off to the best of starts. Things had improved since then, but Eve still felt as though she was discovering who Katherine really was.

			The major thing that the event was demonstrating to Eve was that Katherine had some of the best social skills Eve had ever experienced. There was seemingly nothing fake about her, and she genuinely seemed to care about everyone she met.

			Eve continually checked in with her team, reassuring herself that all the doors were covered, and that they were safe in the venue. She felt adrenaline pulse through her and was ready for anything but maintained her calm exterior. This was part of the job she always loved—the thrill of being in the thick of a mission. Guarding Katherine at Bridgewater House was one thing, but accompanying an asset to an event was very different. It was exhilarating, and Eve felt more alive than she had for months.

			She pushed aside the thought and reminded herself that it was temporary. In time, she’d have to go back to Japan and pick up her life again.

			Half an hour later, Katherine told Eve she wanted to use the ladies’. Eve checked it was clear and stood outside the door while Katherine went in. When she reappeared a few minutes later, she thanked Eve.

			Katherine had been thanking Eve and the other members of the team more and more lately. Eve was pleased that Katherine seemed to be settling into her new situation despite how much of an upheaval it obviously was. They’d drifted into an almost comfortable pattern, something Eve never would have felt possible at the start.

			“Not a problem,” Eve said.

			“I need to find Jason Craig—he’s recently come into a hefty tax refund that I’m sure could be donated to a good cause,” Katherine said, looking at her wristwatch.

			“How do you know that?” Eve asked.

			Katherine chuckled. “Everyone knows everyone’s business around here.”

			“Katherine!”

			Eve watched a woman glide towards Katherine and, quite unexpectedly, kiss her on the mouth. Katherine was cornered, and Eve didn’t know if she should intervene or not. She found that she was too taken aback and surprisingly angry to react.

			In the end, it was Katherine who took control of the situation. She took a step back and glared at the woman in shock.

			“Liv, what on earth are you doing?” Katherine demanded.

			Eve felt her muscles twitch. She wanted to stand between Katherine and Liv but knew it wasn’t her place.

			“Just saying hello.” Liv smirked in a way that definitely said there was a lot more to the kiss than just that. Eve only just managed to resist the urge to push her away. Liv looked at Eve as if she was a piece of furniture she’d only just noticed before turning back to Katherine. “I’ve missed you.”

			“Then you should have called me when we were dating,” Katherine said coldly, her eyes flicked up to Eve’s before looking away again. “We’re over—you know that.”

			“I’m sure I can change your mind,” Liv said, a wicked look in her eye.

			“I’m sure you can’t.” Katherine sidestepped Liv, took hold of Eve by the arm, and whispered, “Let’s get out of here.”

			Eve moved into action and escorted Katherine away from Liv and felt very happy to do it. A thought gnawed at the back of her head that she wasn’t as quick off the mark as she should have been. Seeing Katherine with another woman had momentarily stunned her. Which was not something she was used to happening when she was on duty.

			Had she lost her edge? Eve wondered. Or was this specific to Katherine?

			Whatever the problem was, Eve knew it was serious, and she needed to reconsider her position if she wasn’t up to the task. But that was a problem for much later that evening when the fundraiser was over. Right now she needed to focus on work and not have a crisis of confidence.

			“Was that your ex?” Eve whispered.

			“Yes,” Katherine said. “It was a mistake. We’re not a good fit. As I said before, it’s a terribly small dating pool.”

			Eve didn’t say anything else as they were now back in the midst of the party. Katherine let go of her arm, but not before squeezing it in what Eve interpreted as a thank-you. They quickly settled back into a pattern—Katherine meeting and greeting as many people as she could, and Eve following along.

			It took a while for Eve’s jaw to relax as she clenched her teeth at the thought of Liv’s earlier behaviour. She kept an eye out in the crowd, determined to head off any further approaches from ex-girlfriends, scoundrel barons, or Copthall operatives.

			Adrenaline pumped through her faster now as she focused all her energy on her task, pushing aside the flash of what could only have been attraction when she’d first seen Katherine that evening as well as what was clearly jealousy when Liv had kissed Katherine.

			Those emotions needed to be dealt with, but not until they were back at a safe location. Eve was starting to wonder for the first time if she really was the right woman for the job.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen 

			The evening came to an end earlier than Katherine would have liked, but she understood why. Eve had explained previously that it was best to arrive late and leave early, and Katherine couldn’t disagree with the logic of that.

			She sat in the back of the chauffeur-driven car and allowed her eyes to drift close. She was utterly exhausted. Memories dashed through her brain at speeds liable to cause whiplash. She worried if she’d missed anyone during her two circuits around the large room.

			Usually she’d be the last to leave, having ended with a meeting with her team and congratulating them all on a job well done. This time she’d had to pass that duty to her second in command on the fundraising committee. Katherine knew they all understood, but she still felt irritated that she couldn’t see her job through to completion.

			Worry gnawed at her. She attempted to recall everyone she’d spoken to. It was always the same after a busy event—she always worried that she’d missed someone, and they’d feel left out or snubbed. She was well aware that her primary duty in attending was to meet people and make them feel special. If she’d missed anyone at all, then she’d not done her job very well.

			She opened her eyes and sat up a little in her seat. The last thing she wanted was to fall asleep on the drive back to Bridgewater House. Eve had already been so helpful and patient with her, and she didn’t need to be carrying Katherine to her room on top of all that.

			A pleasant shiver ran up her spine at the thought. She had no doubt that Eve could carry her. It appeared that Eve exercised twice a day, once in the morning and once in the evening, and it was definitely paying off.

			Katherine’s eyes widened as she realised that she was objectifying Eve again. She shook her head and looked out of the window. Having recently noticed that Eve was attractive had become quite the disaster as Katherine found herself unable to shake the thought. On top of the obvious physical allure, Eve was also intelligent, funny, and extremely compassionate.

			It wasn’t lost on Katherine that Eve had agreed to help her get to the fundraiser after hearing of its personal importance to Katherine. Katherine hadn’t wanted to guilt Eve into helping her—she rarely mentioned her mother’s death and only did so as Eve had stumbled upon the temple at a time when Katherine was struggling to keep herself together. Since then, Eve had worked extremely hard to make the event happen and had mentioned a couple of times that she understood the importance of the event to Katherine. It had warmed her heart to hear Eve understand her in a way few of her friends did.

			Katherine risked a glance towards the front passenger seat where Eve sat. She’d thought being closely followed throughout the evening would feel uncomfortable, but it had felt strangely right. It was safe and soothing to have someone that she trusted implicitly just over her shoulder at all times.

			Tell her, Katherine thought. Thank her—this couldn’t have happened without her.

			“Eve?” she called softly.

			At the second that Eve started to turn to face her, Katherine heard a deafening explosion fill the car. She screamed involuntarily and frantically looked around to try to figure out what was happening, where the sound had come from, and what it even was.

			The car was veering, and she felt the wheels mount the pavement with a jarring thud. Her seat belt strained to keep her in place as she flopped around like a rag doll.

			In front of her, she could see the driver, Max, slumping further and further towards the centre console. Everything was happening so fast, and Katherine felt as if she was too slow to process what was going on. All she did know was that it was bad. Very, very bad.

			“Seat belt off, get in the footwell,” Eve instructed Katherine with a shout.

			Katherine braced herself against the leather of the seat and felt certain that they were about to crash. She watched in disbelief as Eve stood on her own seat and dragged Max from the driver’s seat to hers. It was then that Katherine saw the blood and the broken glass.

			“Katherine! Get down, right now!” Eve commanded in a tone that had Katherine moving instantly.

			She pressed the seat belt release button and hesitantly slid to the floor. It was clear that they were in a desperate situation, and she didn’t want to cower in the footwell—she wanted to see what was happening. She wanted to know if she was about to die.

			“As flat as you can go, stay down,” Eve said. “You’re going to be fine.”

			“Is Max okay?” Katherine asked hesitantly. She was almost afraid to know.

			“Max is being a baby. It’s just a graze,” Eve said.

			Katherine heard Max exhale in an almost laugh, and her heart soared at the knowledge that he was alive. For now, at least.

			She heard movement in the seat in front of her and guessed that Eve was now in the driver’s seat. A second later, she heard the screeching of tires and felt the car launch forward. They thudded down from the pavement, skidded a little, and then picked up speed.

			Katherine gripped the edge of the seat in terror. Like most people, she’d always been seated in a car and had no idea how frightening it was to be wedged in the footwell, feeling the rumbling of the tires on the tarmac inches below her trembling knees.

			The sound of the engine was so loud that she couldn’t hear what Eve was saying, but instinctively she knew that Eve was reporting in to her team via the ever-present earpiece that Eve wore.

			Alone with her thoughts and convinced she was going to die, Katherine considered how unfair it was for Max and Eve to be put in this dangerous situation because of her. Katherine knew the threat to her life was real but had never really considered that other people could be injured to protect her.

			She’d assumed that a van would pluck her from the street or that a stranger would pull out a gun and shoot her dead at an event if the Copthalls were ever really to make good on their threats. Thoughts of the people around her being injured—or worse, killed—had never entered her mind, and now she wondered how she could have ignored something so blindingly obvious.

			These people were duty-bound to protect her. It was no longer how much risk Katherine was prepared to put herself in. It was how much risk she was prepared to put all of them in.

			She hated herself for not realising that sooner. She’d been so tied up in thoughts of how unfair it was to have her privacy and freedom wrenched from her that she’d forgotten about other people trapped in the situation with her.

			“Ma’am?” Eve’s tone suggested it wasn’t the first time she’d called out to her.

			“Yes?”

			“We don’t seem to have been followed. We’re meeting up with another team in a few minutes, and we’ll transfer you to another car. Hold on, we’ll be out of this shortly.”

			“Is Max okay?” Katherine asked.

			“A bit cold, but otherwise fine,” Eve replied.

			It was only then that Katherine registered that the car was freezing cold. At first she couldn’t figure out why, but her senses slowly caught up with the fact that the driver’s window had been destroyed, and cold air was whipping through the cabin.

			Fragments of broken glass covered the floor, sparkling in the passing streetlights like diamonds on black velvet. It was the second time that shimmering glass had served as a stark reminder of how much danger she was in. Now she desperately wished that she’d taken the first warning more seriously. Not for her benefit, but for Max’s and Eve’s.

			She shivered in the footwell, both from the cold and from the shock. She wondered how she could have been so stupid to take such an unnecessary risk. If they all survived, then she would happily and quietly stay put at Bridgewater House for however long it took.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen 

			Eve threw open the door to the crowded ops room and stormed in. “What the hell?”

			It wasn’t levelled at anyone in particular. Anyone in the room who could give her an answer would do, as far as Eve was concerned. Because there had to be someone in Charles’s team of supposed experts who had an answer for her. Surely so many trained operatives couldn’t all have dropped the ball so spectacularly. Although, judging from the confused and concerned looks of the eight men in the ops room, she was now beginning to wonder if any of them had a clue what they were doing.

			“Webb.” Charles stood from his position at the head of the table and looked her over. “Are you okay?”

			Eve had seen her reflection in the mirror of the swanky elevator that had brought her to the top floor of the London office block. She knew she had a few glass cuts to her face and some dried blood staining the collar of her borrowed shirt. It looked worse than it was. In fact, Eve cared little about it and far more about the mounting incompetence she seemed to be faced with.

			“Do we even have an intelligence department? I thought we were monitoring the Copthalls’ known associates. How the hell can someone take a potshot at the client’s car without anyone in this company knowing it was a possibility?” Eve continued. “Who did it? How did they know our route? You don’t just appear on a rooftop by magic. It takes planning.”

			She paced the room, too furious to even consider taking a seat at the large table.

			“We’re investigating what happened,” one of the men said.

			“Oh, great, let me know how that goes,” Eve snarked.

			“Webb,” Charles said, his tone carrying a warning.

			“They shot at the car, Charles,” Eve replied. “That bullet grazed Max, so we’re lucky it was a bad shot. Who knows? They might have been aiming for the client for all we know. How am I supposed to make choices for the client’s safety when our intelligence team is clearly asleep on the job?”

			Charles let out a sigh and flopped down in his chair. He turned to one of the men. “Ben? Do you want to answer that?”

			Ben turned in his chair to address Eve. “We are monitoring known associates, and none of them were near your travel corridor. It has to have been someone else. A new associate of the Copthalls.”

			“And how are the Copthalls able to get a new associate on their books without us knowing? How do they have access to those kinds of weapons? Access to a building? Knowledge of my travel corridor?” Eve couldn’t believe the laid-back attitude in the room. They were acting as if they’d been presented with a particularly challenging crossword puzzle and were scratching their collective heads to figure out fourteen across. All while Eve had only narrowly managed to get the client back to safety.

			She still shook from the shock of what had happened. If anyone was observant enough to notice, then they would probably pass it off as anger, but Eve had been and remained frightened. Not for herself, but for Katherine.

			When the bullet pierced the window, grazed Max, and embedded itself in the driver’s seat, Eve had immediately known what had happened. Her training had taken over, and she’d managed to get control of the car, secure Katherine, and get them to safety. But for every second of the incident, she’d been frightened that she wouldn’t be able to protect Katherine.

			For the first time in her career, she’d felt fear while on a mission. There was no way that could be attributed to her being out of the job for a while. It was specific to Katherine.

			It was unprofessional and could have jeopardised the entire mission, but she’d developed feelings for Katherine, and those feelings had strengthened a hundredfold when Katherine had been in real danger. There was no more hiding it from herself. The truth was obvious to her.

			Charles stood and gestured to the door, which Eve had just burst in through. “A word?”

			She followed him out into the corridor and closed the door behind them.

			“You told me you had a team of the best,” Eve said. “Where are they? I haven’t seen any evidence of them.”

			“Is Katherine okay?” Charles asked.

			“Shaken, but she seems okay. I dropped her at Bridgewater House before coming back here.” Eve wanted to pace but managed to stand still.

			“And Max?”

			“He’ll be okay. He’s at St. Thomas’s being looked after. But it was close, Charles. Real close.”

			“I know,” he said. “I know it doesn’t look like it, but we are working on it. And not just those guys in there, but the ground team too. We’re figuring it out, but in the meantime I need you to go back to Bridgewater House and dig in for a while. This just got a lot hotter, and we need to be prepared.”

			“That was my intention,” Eve said.

			“Are you okay?” he asked again.

			“I’m angry,” Eve admitted. “We could have lost Ka—the client tonight. Not to mention Max. I don’t like relying on luck, Charles.”

			Charles nodded. “I know I may look calm, Webb, but let me assure you that I’m not. I’m furious that this has happened. Furious that you were put in that situation, that Max has been injured, and furious that I have to phone Michael and let him know what happened.”

			Eve felt a shiver chase up her spine. Letting Katherine’s father know about the incident was number one on her list of things she never wanted to have to do. A part of her thought Charles deserved the thankless task for letting the ball drop so spectacularly on the operation, even though she knew it wasn’t technically his fault.

			“I’ll deal with this,” Charles promised in a tone that brokered no argument. “Go back to Bridgewater House. I’ll call you in the morning to let you know the outcome. I will get to the bottom of this—I assure you of that.”

			As angry as she was, Eve believed him. Charles was a calm hand at the wheel, but that didn’t mean he didn’t rule with an iron fist. He knew how to get the best out of people, and Eve had no doubt that he would find answers soon enough. She just wished that they weren’t in a situation of having to look for answers after an incident.

			She nodded and turned to leave.

			“Webb?”

			She looked over her shoulder at him.

			“I told you that you were the best,” he said, a ghost of a grin on his face.

			She rolled her eyes at him and left.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen 

			It was three o’clock in the morning when Eve finally returned to Bridgewater House. She was exhausted but absolutely wired. She knew from experience that it would take a long time for her fight response to relax.

			She hesitated outside Katherine’s door for a moment. It was late, and she didn’t want to wake her, but she also wanted to see her to reassure herself that everything was fine.

			After the shot was fired, everything moved at breakneck speeds. She had swiftly arranged for another car to meet them at a secure location and had a member of her team take Max to the hospital. Katherine hadn’t said much as they transferred vehicles and were sped towards safety. Once Katherine was secure in Bridgewater House, Eve had quickly returned to London for the debriefing meeting and to vent to the ops team.

			On the drive back, Eve had been swept up in an overwhelming urge to see Katherine. She knew it wasn’t right. It wasn’t how a professional close-protection officer acted towards a client. It worried her that these feelings for Katherine had come out of nowhere and appeared to be growing stronger all the time. She fought with the desire to see Katherine and the need to get her feelings under control so that she could do her job.

			Eve turned away from the door. It was best to leave Katherine to her sleep. She was opening her own bedroom door when she heard a click.

			“Eve?” Katherine peered out of the bedroom, looking exhausted but wide awake. Exactly how Eve felt. “Is Max okay?” Katherine asked.

			“He will be.”

			“Will you come in and tell me what happened?”

			Eve nodded. Speaking to Katherine was precisely what she wanted. She somehow knew that it would be soothing to spend time with her and cathartic in general to try to verbalise everything that had happened. It would also be healing to see Katherine safe and well, and Eve knew that would help to calm her jangling nerves.

			Katherine wore burgundy silk pyjamas which were thankfully covered up once she climbed back into bed. She sat up against the headboard and pulled the blankets around her. She indicated the edge of the bed with a nod.

			Eve sat down and took Katherine in. She looked tired, frightened, and ever so small. Anger started to prick at her again. How could someone want to hurt Katherine because of her father’s actions? They didn’t even know her.

			“Are you okay?” Eve asked.

			Katherine chuckled bitterly. “Am I okay? Max was shot. You’re injured.” She gestured towards the cuts on Eve’s head and hands. “While I just cowered in the back. The stupid one who put you all in danger.”

			“It was my call to attend the fundraiser,” Eve said. “I made the final decision and judged it to be safe. This is on me, not you.”

			“It’s on me,” Katherine argued. “I’m the target.”

			“Let’s agree to blame someone else,” Eve suggested, “like the Copthall family.”

			“Or my father?”

			Eve nodded. “Or the intelligence services of this country who, yet again, fail to do their job time and time again but are held up as the best in the world.”

			Katherine blinked at Eve’s outburst. “Well, that didn’t come from nowhere.”

			Eve pinched the bridge of her nose. She was still too frustrated to be having a calm conversation with a client. How could she possibly tell Katherine everything would be fine when she didn’t believe it herself? How could she explain to Katherine that she no longer trusted the authorities?

			“Eve? Tell me,” Katherine said. “What is it?”

			Eve knew that telling Katherine everything would erase that line between client and protection officer, a line that Eve was already having trouble defining. She also felt for the first time in her professional life that she didn’t care. Sharing her story, as well as giving Katherine the information she needed in order to keep safe, felt more important than protecting egos.

			“I told you that I moved to Japan, do you remember?” Eve asked.

			“Yes, you took extraordinarily early retirement. Is there more to it?” Katherine asked in a way that suggested she already knew as much.

			“Do you recall the terrorist attack in Seven Dials?”

			“From five years ago? Yes, of course, it was horrendous.”

			Eve stood up and wrapped her arms loosely around herself as she paced. “I happened to be in that part of London at the time. I was shopping for a birthday present for my sister. She’d seen something artsy in this boutique. I heard the explosion, knew it was close. When something like that happens, and you work in my field, the training just kicks in and takes over. I’ve tried to remember all what happened, but it’s a blur. Not because I was frightened, although I obviously was, but just because it takes over. Like when you drive a long journey, and you don’t recall every single moment of the drive, because it’s just second nature to drive.”

			Eve leant against the window frame and looked at Katherine. “I ran right towards the explosion. It was just around the corner. I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like a bomb to me. Which meant I was aware there could have been another. But then I saw people stumbling through the street, and I didn’t care about that any more. Men and women, young and old, all with cuts and burns and just trying to get to safety.”

			Eve paused. There was a time after that day when she’d had to recite what had happened on a frequent basis. To her superiors, to the enquiry, to the press. But in the last three years, she’d not had to talk about it. Now it felt strange to be dredging up the old memories.

			“So…you were there when the second bomb exploded?” Katherine asked, gently nudging Eve to continue.

			“Yes.” Eve felt herself shudder. She attempted to cover it by pushing away from the window and continuing her pacing. “I saw people die. I’ve seen death before, but nothing like that. I did what I could, got people to safety, performed first aid where I could. And I waited. I was in the middle of London, and I had to wait twelve long minutes before the emergency services arrived. It felt like an hour. Hell, two hours.”

			Eve sat on the edge of the bed. “The enquiry afterwards found two major flaws in the response to the attack that day. The first was that our intelligence services are so fragmented that they don’t always communicate with each other in the most practical way. It was later discovered that different services had gathered different pieces of information, which, if put together, would have created a full picture for them. If all that information had been looked at by one service, then they would have known an attack was about to happen. Would have been able to stop it.”

			Eve was almost shaking with the rage that she still felt to this day.

			“But…how is that even possible?” Katherine asked with confusion clear in her voice.

			Eve couldn’t blame her. It was such a shocking thing to realise that one of the best intelligence gathering services in the world was so poorly organised that it couldn’t even stop a terrorist event happening in the capital city.

			“Mismanagement, red tape, communication problems, outdated computer systems, incompatible filing systems, and undertrained staff,” Eve listed, counting off on her fingers. “That’s what the enquiry found.”

			“What was the other major flaw?” Katherine asked. “You said there were two.”

			“How that information is distributed to the services who need to know,” Eve said. “You see, in my job at that time, I was well aware of the terrorism threat level in the country. I and my team were frequently given briefing documents to advise us of any threats we needed to be aware of, like an increase in cybercrime or whispers on the Dark Web of a possible vehicle attack. There was no information that suggested that a terrorist event was likely in the city. Nothing. If there had been, I would have reacted differently. I would have stopped people running towards the incident to help. I would have gotten people out of there quicker. It doesn’t matter how much of a blur it was, my training would have kicked in. If I’d known, I could have saved lives.”

			“I’m sure you did everything you could,” Katherine said in a soft voice. “For what it’s worth.”

			“Thank you.”

			“You left the country because of the attack?” Katherine asked.

			“Kind of. I left because I became disillusioned with the way the intelligence services and the security services communicated. The enquiry opened my eyes to how broken the system was.”

			“Sounds like you should work in intelligence instead. It sounds like they need someone like you. I’m sorry to bring you back, but I’m not sorry to have you on my side,” Katherine said. “Do you think these same issues were in some way responsible for what happened this evening?”

			Eve bit the inside of her cheek. Her immediate answer was yes. But she had no proof, just an ache in her gut that she’d been here before.

			“I don’t know,” she replied honestly. “All I can say is that I’ve been in a similar situation before. I’ve relied on information from intelligence services and been hurt in the process.” Eve suddenly realised she hadn’t received an answer to her earlier question. “Are you okay? Really?”

			Katherine held up the palm of her right hand. A couple of dark red marks indicated that she’d also been injured by the glass that had shattered and spilled everywhere over the inside of the car.

			“Snap.” Eve looked at her own hand. She’d not thought twice about it at the time. The car was veering towards a building, Max was barely holding on to consciousness, and she knew she had to gain control of the car. She’d pulled him away and taken his seat, placing her hand right onto the seat covered in pieces of glass. In the back of her mind, she’d wondered if the shooter still had a clear shot of them and if she was putting herself right in their line of vision. Glass hadn’t been important at the time.

			Guilt weighed heavily on her. If she had been scared, then she couldn’t imagine how Katherine must have felt. She’d put her trust in Eve to keep her safe, and she’d very nearly died because of it.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am. It was a failure of the intelligence service and my personal failure.”

			“Don’t ma’am me. Not after everything we’ve been through,” Katherine said coldly. “You saved my life.”

			“I put you in danger,” Eve corrected. “I should have pressed harder on the intelligence services—if I had, I would have known there were weaknesses in their surveillance, and I could have—”

			“Is that a part of your job?” Katherine asked.

			“No, but—”

			“Then this conversation is over.”

			“It isn’t. I put you in danger,” Eve countered.

			“I put us all in danger,” Katherine cried out. “I did. Not you. Not the damn Copthalls. Not the intelligence service. Not the police. Not my father. Me. I did it. I put us all in danger because I didn’t take this seriously. And I’m sorry. And I want to apologise to Max.”

			“Max is fine,” Eve said.

			“Does he have a family?” Katherine asked.

			Eve hesitated. “Yes. A wife and a little girl.”

			Katherine paled and shook her head. “The risks I took…”

			“The risks we took,” Eve corrected. She opened her mouth to speak again but stopped at the loud sound of gravel crunching beneath boots below Katherine’s bedroom window. Then she heard voices, male voices, having a conversation about the results of a football match.

			Eve knew immediately who it was. She rose to her feet and stalked over to the window. She opened the window, leant out, and looked down at two juniors assigned to patrolling the house and grounds.

			“What on earth are you two doing?” Eve demanded, happily taking her existing anger out on them.

			Both of them startled and stared up at her with fearful looks.

			“This is the client’s room—keep it down. Don’t walk so close to the house. The sound of your giant feet on the gravel is enough to wake the dead.” Eve closed the window again, wanting to slam it but mindful of the fact it was probably a couple of hundred years old.

			She turned to Katherine. “Sorry about that. Sorry about them.”

			Katherine shrugged. “They do it every night. I did ask GG to tell you.”

			“GG?”

			“Gladys. Did she not mention it?”

			Eve remembered back to the first days they were at the house when Gladys had mentioned Katherine had complained about noise. That was back in the day when Eve thought Katherine was sulking in her room. She’d ignored the complaint at the time, thinking it was just Katherine finding something to moan about.

			“I’m sorry,” Eve said. “She did mention it, I just…Well, I thought you were complaining about nothing.”

			Katherine’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? Why would I do that?”

			“Because I sort of thought you were sulking,” Eve confessed.

			“Oh, when you thought I was a spoilt little madam?” Katherine guessed, a little bristle to her tone. “You really have a terrible opinion of me.”

			“Had,” Eve corrected quickly. “I did. But I don’t any more. Not now that I know you.”

			Katherine pulled up her blankets and huffed. “It’s fine. You’re entitled to your opinion, just like everyone else.”

			It was painfully clear that Katherine didn’t believe that Eve’s opinion of her had changed. She couldn’t allow Katherine to feel like it was something she’d done. Eve sat on the edge of the bed again. “I’m sorry. As trite as it sounds…it’s me, not you.” Katherine remained silent and Eve felt obliged to continue. “I’ve always had a little bit of a problem with…” Eve gestured with her hand in lieu of finishing her sentence.

			“Don’t make me guess,” Katherine said.

			“Aristocracy,” Eve finished. “The whole thing is so unfair. This country has so much poverty, and yet we have millionaires living in castles.”

			“I agree, it’s woefully unfair,” Katherine said.

			“I know it’s not your fault,” Eve quickly added. She knew she couldn’t blame the entire British class system on the woman in front of her. But Katherine definitely benefitted from the mere fact that she was born in the right place at the right time and, critically, to the right people.

			“If I could give it all back, I would,” Katherine said. “But I can’t. It’s a birthright. One that I would dearly like to not exist. I can cast off my title, but it’s always going to be who I am.” Katherine tapped her chest with two fingers. “It’s what people see me as. No matter what I do.”

			Eve sighed. She really didn’t want to get into this conversation. It was a tough one with no easy resolution.

			“I can’t help who my mother was,” Katherine added.

			“It’s not that,” Eve said. “It’s the whole scene. Champagne parties in London, skiing in Biarritz. Going to Eton, then ending up running the whole country. Not having a clue about the real world, not knowing about the struggles of the average person, not being able to find the north of England on a map.”

			“Now, hold on a minute,” Katherine snapped. “You can’t paint me with that brush. I don’t ski, and I’ve been to Burnley many times.”

			Eve rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

			“Yes, I know there are people like that. Yes, they move around my social sphere. But am I like them? No, absolutely not. In fact, I do everything I can to move away from them.” Katherine pushed back the blanket and knelt on the bed. “I’ve spent my life trying to be something other than what I was born to be. And I’ve spent my life with people like you assuming I’m something that I’m not. I’m constantly in the middle. I’d tear my title from my being if I could.”

			“Would you, though?” Eve asked.

			Katherine laughed. “Oh, Eve, if only you knew.”

			“Knew what?”

			Katherine shook off the question. “No, no. It’s fine. I don’t want you to think I’m seeking pity. I know my privilege. I know my perceived place in this country is different from most. And I know I’m blessed. But the grass is always greener. It’s easy to assume, easy to judge. Just don’t make the mistake of always thinking you’re right.”

			Eve tore her gaze away and tiredly rubbed her eyes. She had been incorrectly judged herself at times—she didn’t know anyone who hadn’t. But Eve used to take pride in giving people the benefit of the doubt, of being able to work with anyone, of being a good judge of character. But all that had come tumbling down when presented with Lady Katherine Lovegrove.

			“You’re right,” Eve admitted. “I judged you in the past, absolutely I did. But I’ve worked around people at your social station before, and none of them have been very nice. I put you in a box with them and considered it job done. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t take the time to get to know you. But I’d like to.”

			* * *

			“You’d like to?” Katherine hadn’t expected that. She’d simply wanted to point out that a book couldn’t be judged by its cover, or the shelf it sat on. But now Eve was looking at her with inquisitive eyes, and Katherine suddenly felt self-conscious.

			“Yes.” Eve angled herself on the edge of the bed to give Katherine her full attention. “If only I knew what?”

			Katherine swallowed nervously. She hadn’t expected Eve to ask. She’d assumed that Eve, like many others before her, had long since made their mind up about her and didn’t care for things like facts.

			She sat back again, grounding herself by pressing her back against the solid wood headboard, and thinking about where to begin.

			“My father loved my mother, but the fact she was a member of the Royal Family was definitely a part of why they initially got together. Daddy is a bit of a snob. He’s always wanted to be seen in the right circles. Deep-seated confidence issues, I’m guessing.”

			Eve smiled but remained quiet.

			Katherine leant her head back on the headboard and stared at the opposite wall, trying to think of the best way to explain the situation without demonstrating her family to be exactly what Eve hated. It was important to her that she didn’t ruin the relationship that was blossoming between them. She’d hate to revert to the way they had been at the start.

			“My mother wasn’t really made for the real world. She’d been coddled and kept away from the realities of life since she was born. She never had a job, probably couldn’t have held down a real job if she had to. So through favours and nepotism, my grandfather made sure that she was given royal duties to attend to. Opening new school wings, that kind of thing. It didn’t hurt that she was beautiful and excellent at making people feel at ease. She was wonderful at it. Far better than I could ever be. She had a flair for public duty, and everyone who met her loved her.”

			Katherine remembered some of the first public events she’d attended with her mother when she was a child, watching in awe as people curtsied to her mother and handed over bouquets of flowers. She had spent hours practicing the same moves in the mirror. Back then it had all seemed so exciting and important. It wasn’t until later that she learnt of the reality of the situation and what a gilded cage a life like that could be.

			A shadow cast itself across the memory, the knowledge that she had expectations to live up to. A feeling that she was constantly disappointing her family. She shook her head to clear the thoughts.

			“When she died, my father was very keen that I take over her royal duties,” Katherine explained.

			“But you didn’t want to take over those duties?” Eve asked.

			“Absolutely not,” Katherine said. “By that time, I was old enough to understand what being any part of the Royal Family really entailed. What a prison it could be. I wanted to step back, but my father didn’t want me to.”

			“Why not?”

			“Partly because he feels it’s my obligation by birth to take on these duties, but partly because he likes moving in those circles.”

			“Can’t he move in those circles without you?”

			Katherine shook her head. “Some, but not all. He isn’t royal.”

			“But he married your mother—he’s your father,” Eve said.

			“It’s in the blood,” Katherine explained. “I’m his connection to that part of his life.”

			Eve frowned. “I don’t get it. They’d just cut him out?”

			“You’re going to hate to hear this,” Katherine said, “but there’s a social ladder. Daddy is on that ladder—he’s in the courts, knows a lot of people in government, and knows a lot of the aristocracy. But all those people look towards the Palace. For example, take Trooping the Colour. I’m invited to that because I’m a member of the family. But it’s a hot ticket, and many, many people want to attend. Some of them just to say they were invited. If I go, I can bring my father as my guest. But if I choose not to go, he doesn’t get invited.”

			Eve raised an eyebrow. “So your father wants you to go to these things…so he can go? You’re his way in?”

			“In some ways,” Katherine said. “Please don’t think that’s all it is—he is a snob, but he isn’t that bad. He also feels it’s my duty to attend. Whether I like it or not, I’m a member of that family. Tradition and duty are so very important to him.”

			“Do you not like it?” Eve asked. “Being a member of the family, I mean?”

			“I hate it,” Katherine readily confessed.

			Eve looked shocked at the admission.

			“Being a part of that world is awful. The expectations, the pressure, the constantly being watched and judged, both from inside and outside the family. The pressure from within is great, but outside you have the press, the public, gossip columnists. It’s all so much.” Katherine let out a deep breath and was surprised that it shuddered. Just thinking about the pressure was enough to cause her to shake.

			“Can’t you just give it up?” Eve asked. “I’ve heard of members of the Royal Family giving up their titles.”

			“It can happen, but it’s unusual, and it doesn’t always stop the pressure. The press will report on what I ate for breakfast whether I’m a Lady or not. And my father would be so disappointed in me. I’m a little stuck in the middle. I try to walk a fine line. I live my own life, I pay my own bills, and now and then I go to Royal Ascot with my father.” Katherine shrugged.

			It wasn’t the best solution to a complicated issue, but it was the only one that worked at the moment. She was very much aware it wasn’t holding together particularly well. The further she moved away from the family, the more arguments she ended up having with her father. And that simply meant they saw each other less.

			Eve regarded her softly for a moment. “That sounds like a very fine line indeed.”

			Katherine nodded.

			“Because,” Eve continued, “don’t you just end up pleasing no one? Especially not yourself?”

			“I don’t know any other way to do it,” Katherine said. “I’m damned if I do, damned if I don’t. I thought compromise was the answer, but, well…”

			“There is no answer,” Eve said simply. It wasn’t a question, more an understanding.

			She gets it, Katherine thought. She actually gets it.

			“Who’s Liv?” Eve asked, changing the topic like the crack of a whip.

			Katherine felt herself heat up and knew her cheeks had to be bright. “A mistake.”

			Eve smirked. “Well, I gathered that much. How long did you two date for?”

			“Not long, about a month,” Katherine said.

			“Did you actually tell her you’d stopped dating, or does she greet all her exes with a kiss like that?” Eve smiled in a way that suggested she was definitely enjoying Katherine’s discomfort.

			“She knows we’re over. She just thinks we’ll get back together again.”

			“Why does she think that?”

			“Because of the small dating pool.”

			“Ah, now that leads me to another question. What is this small dating pool you keep mentioning?”

			Katherine smiled. Trust Eve to keep asking questions that only led to answers that would serve to prove her points about Katherine’s social status.

			“There are very few sapphic women in my social group,” Katherine explained carefully.

			Eve smirked again and shook her head. “Because, naturally, you don’t want to date anyone below your station?”

			“No! That’s not it at all.” Katherine sat up a little higher, frustrated by the chip on Eve’s shoulder that constantly drove a wedge between them. “Because people in other social groups generally don’t like people from my group, as you are proving very well.”

			“I don’t dislike you,” Eve replied.

			“You dislike my social group. I can’t help the life I was born into. It’s not like I can sign up to a dating app, or go to a club,” Katherine continued. “It would be in the papers in moments. I’m out, but I do mind my business being spread all over the internet. And then I wonder if people are dating me because they like me, or because they want to meet the Queen one day. It’s impossible to know if anyone actually likes you. So I have a small dating pool. Liv knows that, and she thinks I’ll cave and will eventually take her back.”

			“So are you honestly trying to tell me you’d date someone below your station?” Eve asked.

			“I don’t think of people as being below my station,” Katherine said. “But if that person wasn’t dating me simply to use me for my connections, and if they liked me enough to go through the hell the gossip magazines would throw at them, then yes, of course. If there was someone out there who could just love me for who I am in my heart, rather than who I am in Debrett’s, then I’d be so thrilled that I wouldn’t care who they were or what they did for a living. But my life doesn’t work like that because anyone below my station—your words and not mine—thinks of me as a stuck-up snob and would never consider me as anything else.”

			Eve blinked and Katherine realised that she’d suddenly bared her heart in a way she hadn’t meant to. She felt embarrassed. “There, so, you’re all caught up. Anything else you’d like to know can probably wait until a more reasonable hour. I’m sure you’ll agree.”

			Eve got the hint immediately that Katherine was putting an end to the middle of the night heart-to-heart. She stood, and Katherine saw Eve drift away and her close-protection officer replace her.

			“Absolutely. I’ll leave you to it.” Eve headed towards the door but stopped just before she opened it. “Ma’am, for what it’s worth, I thought you were excellent tonight at the fundraiser. I’m absolutely certain that your mother would have been proud.”

			Before Katherine could reply, Eve left the room.

			A breath left Katherine on a shudder. If that was true, then Katherine was very pleased. She marvelled at the way Eve knew just what to say to make her feel better.

			When she’d been dropped off at the house and watched Eve speed back into the city, her heart had slammed against her ribcage in fear of what might happen. She wasn’t worried about herself, but she was worried about Eve.

			Fury had radiated off Eve on the way back home while Katherine had remained quiet in her guilt. Now she knew Eve felt as though she was to blame.

			It would have been so easy for Eve to blame Katherine and declare that she wasn’t to leave Bridgewater House again, but she hadn’t. And for that, Katherine was grateful. She blamed herself enough for the both of them and had no desire to leave the safe surrounds Eve had created for her. It didn’t need to be said—Katherine had already decided.

			Knowing that Max was injured was horrifying, but the thought that it could have been Eve injured or even killed caused her hand to shake each time she considered it. There was no use in hiding her feelings for Eve any longer. She hadn’t been objectifying Eve over the last few days when she noticed her, she’d been falling in love. It had been fast and unexpected, but Katherine knew that the fear she felt at the very thought of Eve being killed in the line of duty was more than she would have felt for anyone else. In a split second, her feelings had turned from curious interest to the willingness to do anything to ensure Eve’s safety.

			Eve was unlike anyone Katherine had ever met before, and the possibility of losing her had caused her heart to stop in fear. Something that wouldn’t have happened if Eve had been anyone else.

			Katherine wondered if there was something mutual there. The way Eve looked at her sometimes made Katherine wonder if she could possibly see through her dislike of nobility and view Katherine as the individual she was.

			When this is all over then maybe I’ll ask her to dinner.

			She shuffled back down into bed and pulled the covers up over her. She was still shaking with nervous energy when she felt exhaustion finally give way to sleep.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty 

			Eve left Katherine’s room and walked right past her own room and down the stairs. It was late—or early, depending on your point of view—but she knew rest wouldn’t come. She had a lot to think about and a big decision to make.

			She made her way to the boot room, pulled on as many layers as she could, and headed outside. She needed the bracing night air to clear her mind.

			She walked the long way around the house to avoid walking beneath Katherine’s bedroom window. She made a mental note to tell the teams to avoid that part of the grounds. She had no idea that the noise travelled so much and felt guilty that she’d ignored Katherine’s request and assumed she was just being fussy.

			Eve blew out a frustrated breath.

			She’d assumed a lot of things about Katherine, and lately some of those assumptions were being pushed to one side as Eve discovered who the real Katherine Lovegrove was.

			The problem was that the more Eve learnt about Katherine, the closer they became. Awareness gnawed at the back of Eve’s mind. She desperately wanted to ignore it, but she was too much of a professional to do so. It wouldn’t be right to ignore her growing feelings for her client.

			Seeing Katherine that night had flipped a switch for Eve, from being stunned speechless at Katherine’s flawless appearance, to watching in awe as she worked the room with such obvious care and compassion. Katherine knew everyone in the room, either through personal connection or through gruelling research. Eve had watched in surprise in the days before the event as Katherine had read through binders of photographs and biographies, explaining that she needed to know everyone on sight.

			Eve hadn’t really understood why until the event. Seeing Katherine glide from person to person with a genuine smile on her face as she greeted everyone by name had been surprisingly moving. People liked to be recognised. Even more, they liked to be recognised by someone they respected.

			If Eve had any doubts about how she felt towards Katherine, they were quashed by the jolt she felt at seeing Liv approach and kiss Katherine. At the time she wondered if her reaction was simply part of her job, registering a potential threat and preparing to react. But during the conversation they’d just had, Eve finally identified the feeling for what it really was—jealousy.

			The number one question on her mind was why she had agreed to allow Katherine to attend the fundraiser in the first place. Had she agreed because she was starting to feel something for Katherine even then? And if so, had her decision-making process been influenced?

			“Damn, damn, damn,” Eve mumbled to herself as she walked.

			She’d committed the number one sin of close protection—she’d become too close to the client. Thankfully, nothing had happened. She had caught herself early and knew what she had to do.

			She stopped walking, pulled her phone out of her pocket, and typed out a quick text message to Charles. She offered an apology and said that she needed to hand over her role to someone else, and it needed to happen sooner rather than later. Without a second thought, or even a proofread, she sent the text. Shoving the phone back into her pocket, she continued walking.

			Eve had never become emotionally involved with a client before. She’d heard of it happening with her colleagues, and they were always warned to be on the lookout for such things. But Eve had always thought that she was somehow immune. The idea that she’d ever develop feelings for any of her clients had seemed ludicrous.

			Katherine had gone from being someone Eve was sure she’d hate, to someone who she admired, to someone she…

			Eve shivered. She wasn’t ready to put words to how she felt just yet. All she would acknowledge was that her feelings were powerful and growing all the time. If she stayed close to Katherine, then her ability to make decisions was bound to suffer.

			The sympathy in Katherine’s eyes when Eve had explained why she’d left the country had pierced Eve’s soul. Katherine’s gaze was warm and inviting, encouraging Eve to share more but also providing protection in case things became too much. Eve had spoken with so many people about those events over the years. Some had dragged more information out of her—some had sat silently and waited. But none had perfectly balanced listening and asking questions in the way that Katherine had. Eve had felt safe talking to her.

			The juxtaposition of Katherine in an elegant ballgown a few hours ago and a set of satin pyjamas more recently couldn’t help but make Eve smile. Effortlessly beautiful and graceful, that was Katherine.

			And completely out of her league, Eve reminded herself.

			She had a dating pool, after all. A list of qualified suitors that Eve would never be on. She couldn’t even be mad at Katherine for that—she understood her reasons. They were from different worlds.

			Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she pulled it out and saw Charles’s name on the screen. She sucked in a breath and then answered the call.

			“Webb, I got your text. Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. I just…if I stay much longer, then there’s a chance I’ll be compromised,” Eve said simply.

			“Give me twenty-four hours to find someone and prepare for handover,” Charles said without hesitation. He’d been in the game long enough to know that these things happened, long enough to appreciate Eve’s professionalism at informing him immediately.

			“Absolutely,” Eve agreed.

			“Get some sleep,” he instructed before hanging up.

			Eve put the phone back in her pocket and continued her walk. She knew sleep wouldn’t come that night. Her mind kept playing over the attack on the car, again and again.

			Her training had kicked in just as it always did. But in the back of her mind was a desperation to ensure Katherine was safe. It was beyond a simple desire to do her job right and bordering on frantic anxiety. Eve had never felt that way before.

			It was a warning sign that she couldn’t ignore. Her feelings for Katherine had grown further than she’d realised. And that meant that she had to leave her. It was the right thing to do, even though she knew that it would hurt like hell.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one 

			Katherine awoke and automatically reached for her phone. It was eight o’clock. Gladys had clearly allowed her to sleep in after the episode the night before. She put the phone back on the bedside cabinet and rolled onto her back to stare at the ceiling.

			When she’d finally managed to drift off, her dreams had been awash with vivid images, from the shot fired into the car to Eve’s tired but kind expression as they chatted in the early hours.

			A ghost of a smile danced across her face without her permission. Thoughts of Eve seemed to have the capacity to cause her to smile.

			They’d had their differences at first, but the miscommunications and preconceived notions seemed to be finally clearing. Katherine was seeing a very different side to Eve Webb. Of course, she’d naturally assumed she’d be a good bodyguard, but the way she performed after Max had been shot had startled Katherine. She still couldn’t quite believe that Eve had reacted so quickly, managed to hoist the heavy man out of his seat and take control of the car in a matter of seconds. Katherine knew that if she’d been in the same situation, then the results would have been dire.

			Tactical reactions aside, Eve was compassionate, intelligent, and very striking. Katherine didn’t know if she was reading too much into the way Eve sometimes stared at her, but she had to wonder if Eve was interested in her too.

			Katherine bit her lip and allowed her mind to wander a little. She knew little about Eve, but what she did recognize were the core components of a very strong personality, traits that Katherine couldn’t help but be impressed with. She didn’t know of anyone else who would selflessly put their life at risk to help someone else.

			And every time she uncovered something new about Eve, it was like a piece of a puzzle clicking to reveal a beautiful image. Where some people unfortunately became less appealing the more they spoke, Eve was quite the opposite. Every new facet uncovered was like a little gift for Katherine.

			She wanted to know more. Despite their differences, they seemed to fit together, from a rocky beginning to a connection that Katherine imagined only came when one had saved another’s life. Katherine had nearly died the previous night, they both had, and she wasn’t prepared to sit and watch life and opportunity sail by her. She was suddenly realising that life was short and if she was interested in Eve, then she owed it to herself to do something about it. Even if that was just to spend more time getting to know the complex but fascinating puzzle that was Eve Webb.

			Excitement bubbled in her stomach at the thought of discovering more about her.

			I’m actually giddy, she realised.

			It was the first time in a long time that she could remember feeling that way.

			* * *

			Katherine walked into the kitchen, still tiredly rubbing at her eyes from the late night and disturbed sleep. Gladys was at the sink washing up and looked over her shoulder as Katherine arrived.

			“Ah, she emerges!”

			“Thank you for letting me sleep in,” Katherine said. She crossed the kitchen to get a bowl from the cupboard.

			“How are you feeling?” Gladys asked. She wiped her hands dry on a tea towel.

			“Tired, but I’m fine,” Katherine reassured.

			She opened the cupboard and pushed aside her usual healthy breakfast choice to locate the tasty, sugar-filled stuff that lurked at the back. If she was going to find the energy to power through the day, she’d need to do so by eating.

			“Who’s the new one?” Gladys asked.

			Katherine frowned. “New one?”

			“A woman. She arrived two hours ago, and Eve has been speaking with her ever since.” Gladys took the cereal box out of Katherine’s hand and started to fill a bowl for her.

			“A new member of the team, I suppose,” Katherine said. “Maybe they’re bringing new people in after what happened yesterday.”

			“There’s been new people arriving in the past, and Eve hasn’t spent two hours with them.” Gladys pushed the full bowl to the back of the work surface, out of Katherine’s immediate reach. “Maybe you should see what’s happening?”

			Gladys knew something, that much was clear. Either through some well-timed snooping or just intuition. It was also clear that Katherine’s breakfast would be held hostage until she investigated who this new arrival was and reported back.

			“Where are they?” Katherine asked.

			“The last I saw them they were by the stables,” Gladys said before turning to leave.

			Katherine looked forlornly at her cereal before letting out a sigh. She went to the boot room and pulled on her riding boots and jacket before heading out the door. As luck would have it, she saw Eve and a woman walking away from the stables and towards the house.

			The woman was wearing a similar outfit to Eve, a black suit with a white shirt, though Katherine could already tell it was better tailored. When Eve saw her walking towards them, something changed in her expression, and Katherine felt a knot start to form in her stomach. Something was very clearly up.

			“Good morning, Lady Katherine. May I introduce Dee Bethell,” Eve said, gesturing towards her companion.

			“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Dee said politely.

			Katherine shook Dee’s hand. “Likewise.” She turned to Eve. “I didn’t realise we were getting a new member of the team.”

			“Dee, why don’t you go inside and get your laptop connected,” Eve suggested.

			Dee politely inclined her head to Eve and then to Katherine. “Ma’am,” she said before walking towards the house.

			“I said, I didn’t realise we were getting a new member of the team,” Katherine repeated with a slight edge to her tone. She didn’t like the look on Eve’s face nor the heavy atmosphere that had very suddenly squashed Katherine’s good mood.

			Eve broke eye contact and suddenly became very interested in the ground. “She’s my replacement,” she said in a quiet tone.

			The words hit Katherine like a punch to the stomach. “Your…what? Why?”

			Katherine’s brain swirled with theories but none of them made any sense. They were talking just a few short hours ago, and everything had seemed fine then. Suddenly things were very much not fine. In fact, they were wrong. Very wrong.

			“Operational reasons,” Eve said, continuing to stare at her feet.

			Katherine stared at her in shock. Eve wouldn’t even look her in the eye as she delivered the very obvious lie. It was painfully obvious that Eve knew it was a pathetic excuse.

			“Why?” Katherine demanded.

			“It’s standard procedure to—”

			“Why?” Katherine demanded.

			“During the course of an operation like—”

			“Stop!” Katherine cried, sick of the excuses that flowed so easily from Eve. “Tell me why.”

			The dam on Eve’s determination seemed to break. Her head snapped up and she stared into Katherine’s eyes with such an intense heat that Katherine felt her breath leave her lungs.

			“You know why,” Eve whispered.

			“I really don’t,” Katherine countered. Although with the look Eve was giving her, she was beginning to get an idea. Eve’s gaze was filled with emotion, and Katherine felt her breath starting to catch at the longing she saw.

			“We’ve gotten closer,” Eve said, seemingly not wanting to elaborate.

			“So?” Katherine breathed.

			Eve pinched the bridge of her nose. “I, in particular, have gotten closer.”

			Katherine felt torn between two warring emotions—elation that Eve felt something for her, and sheer panic that Eve appeared to be leaving because of it.

			“So?” Katherine repeated.

			“So I have to leave.”

			“I don’t see why.”

			“Because if I stay, then I might do this.” Eve took Katherine’s hand and pulled her in close, placing a soft but meaningful kiss on her cheek. Katherine’s eyes fluttered closed and she let out a soft gasp.

			More pieces to the puzzle that made Eve Webb started to filter into Katherine’s mind. She was now discovering that Eve was sensitive, romantic, and impossibly sweet. The kiss was the briefest of touches, and yet Katherine felt more sentiment and love flow through it than she’d ever experienced in such an act before.

			Eve wanted to leave her, and Katherine couldn’t understand why.

			“Is that a problem?” Katherine murmured.

			Eve let go of her hand and took a step back. Katherine opened her eyes and could see that Eve was back in full control again and refusing to make eye contact.

			“Yes, ma’am. It is a problem. I’m compromised.” Eve swallowed with difficulty. “Dee is good. I have faith that she’ll keep you safe.”

			“I don’t want Dee to keep me safe,” Katherine said. “Please, stay. Don’t do this. Not now. We were starting—”

			“Exactly,” Eve said. “We were starting.”

			“Why is this such a problem?” Katherine asked. “We can be professional. We can work around this.”

			Katherine knew she sounded like she was begging, but she didn’t care. The very new feeling and any hope of something happening were slipping through her fingers faster than she could cope with.

			“I can’t stay,” Eve said. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t. It isn’t right—you deserve someone who isn’t compromised. Goodbye, Katherine.”

			Katherine speechlessly watched Eve stride away. The knot in her stomach had grown to feel like a lead weight.

			Compromised, what did that even mean? Katherine wondered.

			Whatever had just happened, one thing was clear, and that was that Eve’s mind was made up. Katherine lifted her hand to touch the cheek Eve had kissed. It had felt right, a simple and almost innocent act that could have been the doorway to so much more.

			Duty bound, Katherine thought. That’s another thing that made Eve who she was.

			Her imprisonment within Bridgewater House had started to feel a little lighter over recent days. Once she and Eve had connected and started to work together, the close protection had become a little more bearable. Especially with the hint of a closer still relationship.

			One thing had become clear, and that was that she was right in her suspicions of the way Eve felt about her. Unfortunately, that meant apparently losing Eve altogether. Any hope of making her imprisonment more palatable by getting to know Eve had been snatched away.

			Now she was not only stuck at Bridgewater House with a threat dangling over her head, but she was also doing so with a freshly broken heart.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-two 

			Come here, you!” Paula pulled Eve into a big bear hug and held on so tightly that Eve felt a pop in her back. It didn’t bother her—in fact the hug was precisely what she needed after such a stressful few hours.

			She’d slept for forty minutes in the back of the car as she was delivered to her sister’s flat, which was the only reason she was still standing. She felt utterly wiped out, physically and emotionally.

			“Can I come in?” Eve asked, still wrapped up in her sister’s hug on the doorstep.

			“One more minute,” Paula said, tightening her grip.

			Eve chuckled and allowed Paula to continue the seemingly never-ending hug. Eventually, Paula let go and dragged her into the flat. Eve dropped her holdall in the hallway and looked around at the change of decoration with interest.

			Paula had lived in the flat in Docklands for years, putting a substantial deposit down on the property with her share of the inheritance from their parents’ death.

			It felt strange to see it looking different to the last time she’d been there. It was an acknowledgement that time had continued ticking away while she had been in Japan. Eve knew that had been the case, but it was different knowing it and actually seeing the results.

			“You like the colour?” Paula asked, running her hand along the embossed wallpaper. “I nearly went darker but chickened out.”

			“It looks great,” Eve said, reaching out and touching the wallpaper. There was something about textured walls—they needed to be touched.

			“I’ll put the kettle on. You look like you need a hot drink. Tea or coffee?”

			“Coffee. Strong,” Eve requested.

			“Strong or, like, Dad-strong?” Paula asked.

			“Dad-strong,” Eve requested.

			Paula nodded solemnly. “Ah, it’s been that kind of job. Come on, let me show you the kitchen.”

			“That’s changed too?” Eve asked.

			“Everything’s changed, Eve. It’s been years—it’s my home, not a museum.” Paula walked into the kitchen and Eve followed.

			She stopped in the doorway and looked around in surprise. The giant fridge had moved, the hob and oven were new, a new colour scheme had been added, and there was now a small breakfast bar.

			“You didn’t tell me you’d redesigned the entire kitchen,” Eve said, wishing that she didn’t sound like a pouting child.

			“Didn’t I?” Paula asked, preparing the coffee machine. “I thought I did.”

			“No, I would have remembered.”

			“Well, I’m sure you’ve moved a sofa or something and not written an essay about it,” Paula said.

			Eve wanted to argue but quickly recalled that she’d converted her spare bedroom into an office and not bothered telling her sister. It seemed like such a small thing and not worthy of mention at the time. That didn’t stop it hurting a little that she wasn’t aware of every single detail of what was happening in her sister’s life. Distance, she reminded herself. She’d chosen to move away, and now she was living with the results.

			“So, the job’s over?” Paula asked.

			“Yep.” Eve tried to push away the image of Katherine’s confused face that lingered in her mind. It had been a cowardly way to say goodbye. She was only slightly comforted by the knowledge that it was the right thing to do.

			“Everything go okay?” Paula asked.

			“Fine. Great.”

			Paula stopped what she was doing, folded her arms, and stared at Eve.

			Eve swallowed. She couldn’t lie to Paula, had never been able to. Something about Paula had people instantly lowering their guard. She was warm, welcoming, and disarming. Eve wasn’t immune to her sister’s easy attitude, and sometimes that meant she confessed to more than she wanted.

			“Spit it out,” Paula demanded.

			“I can’t.”

			“It’s me, Eve. You know that you can tell me anything. There was a time when you’d tell me everything. What happened?” Paula just stood and waited. It was a tactic she’d used for years, mainly because it worked. Paula could stare impassively at Eve for hours if she wished. Eve always cracked eventually.

			“There was an attempt on the client’s life last night,” Eve said. “It was…close.”

			Paula looked at the healing scabs on Eve’s forehead. “You’re okay?”

			“Yes. I’m fine.”

			“Then why aren’t you still on the job?” Paula asked, not one to be easily misled.

			“Are you making that coffee or not?” Eve asked, trying to bluster her way out of a difficult conversation.

			Paula rolled her eyes and continued to make the coffee. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll guess. You know you can’t lie, so it won’t take long before you give yourself away. It’s just easier if you tell me. Saves a lot of time.”

			Eve couldn’t deny that. Paula was relentless when there was a secret on her radar. If they were ever going to move on, Eve needed to tell Paula at least the basics.

			“I was starting to develop feelings for her,” Eve admitted softly.

			Paula knew better than to make a joke or be flippant and kept making coffee. “Did anything happen?”

			“No.” Eve neglected to mention the kiss on the cheek. The action had played on repeat in her dreams on the drive over. Part of her wished she’d never done it. It was unprofessional, and now she knew exactly how soft Katherine’s cheek was. Another part of her was relieved she’d managed to restrain herself to just the cheek.

			“Can you tell me who she was?”

			Technically, she could. But Eve wasn’t ready to talk about Katherine, certainly wasn’t ready for Paula to look her up online and comment on how beautiful she was.

			“No, sorry.”

			“That’s fine.” Paula switched the coffee machine on. “How about I give you the tour, we can have some coffee and a snack, and then you can have the nap you look like you so desperately need.”

			Eve smiled and lifted her arms towards her sister. Paula crossed the room and gave her another big hug. Eve fell into the comfort of it. It had been a very long time since she’d last received such a hug, probably the last time her sister came to see her. She didn’t realise how much she missed it until she was experiencing it.

			She smothered a yawn into Paula’s shoulder. She gave herself another hour before she was asleep, coffee or not, passed out on Paula’s couch. Unless she’d moved it into the garden or something equally ridiculous.

			Eve hated that things had changed. Logically, she knew things would have done so, but seeing it with her own eyes made her feel like she was no longer a part of Paula’s life. She hated that feeling, both because there was a slight truth to it and because it made her wonder if her life in Japan was really worth the distance.

			“Sorry to take you away from work,” Eve mumbled.

			“It’s fine. I hate my job,” Paula joked.

			She’d been a translator for over a decade and set her own hours and workload. She joked about it being boring, but it was just to deflect the fact she had a gift with languages.

			“You better not have redecorated the bathroom,” Eve said, pulling away from the hug and peering around the corner to see what else had changed. “I helped with the tiling.”

			“I know, that’s why I had to replace them.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-three 

			And so I recommend that we move you to a room on the other side of the house,” Dee said, finishing her lengthy explanation.

			Katherine blinked and looked around her bedroom. She’d never been particularly attached to the room, but now that there was a suggestion that she should be moved from it, she found that she wanted to stay.

			“A sniper?” Katherine asked. “Here? Really?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Dee stood to strict attention, and Katherine felt as though she’d been promoted to an army major.

			Katherine peered out of the window. “Does that seem a little unlikely? I mean, where is this potential sniper going to be located? In a tree?”

			“We have been ordered to take all possible precautions, ma’am. The likelihood of a sniper attack has increased following the incident last night, and it would be safer for you to be moved to the east side of the house.”

			Katherine had the distinct impression that she had zero choice in the matter and that Dee’s suggestion was going to be made reality no matter what Katherine said about it. It had only been a couple of hours, and while Katherine was doing her best to be accommodating, she couldn’t help but compare Dee to Eve.

			Her heart ached at how quickly Eve had left. They’d hardly had time to say goodbye, and Katherine certainly hadn’t had time to prepare herself for the change. She knew that was Eve’s intention and wondered if she would have been able to persuade Eve to stay if she’d had more time. Probably not, but she would have at least liked to have tried.

			“Ma’am?” Dee prompted.

			“Fine, fine,” Katherine said. “Whatever you think is best.”

			Katherine wasn’t about to argue with someone who she knew had authority over her.

			“I’ll arrange it for you now, ma’am,” Dee said.

			“No, thank you. I’ll pack my own things,” Katherine said. She opened the wardrobe and started to take the clothes out to lay them on the bed.

			Dee took the handful of clothes from her hand. “Sorry, ma’am. I’d like you to wait in a safer location.”

			Katherine wanted to laugh. While she knew that she had been attacked by a sniper just the night before, the notion that one would be able to pick her off at an incredible distance and through the old, warped, eighteenth-century windows seemed ludicrous. If they managed to hit her, then she’d be tempted to give them a standing ovation for their aim.

			Dee seemed deadly serious about the matter. She seemed a serious sort in general. There was none of the warmth or humour that she’d experienced with Eve.

			“Fine. I’ll work in the drawing room.” Katherine picked up her laptop and left the room. Being banished from her own bedroom was a new experience, one she didn’t appreciate.

			She’d decided to cooperate fully with her security team following the incident the previous night. It was just unfortunate that was clearly going to entail extraordinary measures and the loss of any autonomy she might have had left.

			She passed the door to Eve’s room and stepped inside. Eve had hardly brought any personal belongings with her, but even so the room seemed bland and lifeless without her in it. Katherine thought of all the opportunities she’d wasted. Times she could have sat with Eve and got to know her better, evenings when she’d heard Eve go for a walk around the house and itched to accompany her.

			Katherine had thought that she’d had all the time in the world. Now Eve had packed and left in a few short hours.

			“Ma’am? I’m sorry, you can’t be in here.” Dee appeared behind her.

			“I’m just going,” Katherine said. “Off to my new prison.”

			It was a sarcastic comment that would have resulted in a sigh or an eye roll from Eve. Dee just stood stoically and nodded her agreement.

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Dee said.

			Katherine knew there was nothing specific that she could complain about when it came to Dee. She was professional, courteous, and much more like security Katherine had known in the past. But she wasn’t Eve. And Katherine found she hated that.

			She entered the drawing room and closed the doors behind her. She wanted some privacy for when she called her father. He’d left a voicemail that morning and asked Katherine to call when she had some time. His voice had wobbled, and Katherine knew that he’d been made aware of the incident and now wanted to hear from her.

			It wouldn’t be an easy conversation because she’d have to tell him that Eve had left, and she knew her father would see right through her.

			She sucked in a deep breath and made the call.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-four 

			Eve’s phone stopped ringing and a few moments later started ringing again. She’d attempted to ignore it, pulling the blanket over her head and rolling over on the sofa. It had rung and gone through to voicemail three times in a row. It was now ringing again, and Eve cursed herself for not turning the device off before she fell asleep.

			She threw the blanket off and snatched the phone up from the floor. “Yes?” she answered without looking at the screen.

			“You’re alive, good,” Charles said.

			“Yeah, I’m also awake,” Eve said, sitting up. “Unfortunately.”

			“Good. You’re at your sister’s, I’m guessing? You’re about to have a visitor.”

			Eve rubbed at her eyes and looked at the clock on the mantlepiece. It was two in the afternoon. She’d slept for around three hours but felt just as bad as she had when she’d drifted off.

			“What?”

			“He wouldn’t take no for an answer,” Charles continued. “Had to speak to you, in person. He’ll be there shortly.”

			Charles hung up. Eve looked at the phone and frowned. She couldn’t think who would be coming to visit her, but then she also couldn’t think what her own middle name was as she was so deeply exhausted.

			“Paula?” she called out. “Someone’s coming over. I’m just going to brush my teeth and stuff. Can you open the door if it rings, please?”

			“Sure!” Paula called from the kitchen table where she was working.

			Eve grabbed her toiletry bag from her holdall and rushed into the bathroom. There she was greeted with the face of someone who hadn’t slept a full night in three days and had recently been napping on a couch.

			With a speed learnt from years of service, she did her best to prepare for company, brushing her teeth, taming her hair, and still trying to remember her middle name.

			Just a few minutes later, she heard the doorbell. She exited into the hallway just as Paula was opening the door and letting Lord Michael Lovegrove into the flat.

			“You must be Eve’s sister,” he asked Paula as she offered to take his coat.

			“That’s me. I’m Paula.” Paula hung up the long black trench coat on the hook by the door.

			“Michael—a pleasure to meet you.”

			“Hello, sir,” Eve greeted, wondering what on earth one of the High Court judges was doing in her sister’s flat. Why did he want to speak to her? Couldn’t whatever he had to say be said by telephone?

			“Miss Webb, I was wondering if we could speak for a moment?”

			He looked friendly enough, smiling and sounding very polite and not looking at all as if he wanted to kill her for having kissed his daughter or having been responsible for a sniper getting so close to killing her. She shivered at the thought.

			Paula stood behind him and mouthed Oh. My. God. silently at Eve. Paula, unlike Eve and their father, loved a celebrity. She’d be unbearable now.

			“Of course, sir.” Eve gestured towards the living room. “Please, go on through.”

			Lord Lovegrove thanked her and walked into the room. Paula grabbed Eve’s arm. “Isn’t that him from the telly? I’m sure I’ve seen him at the Epsom Derby. In the royal box!” Paula whispered, excited.

			Eve shushed her and went into the living room. Lord Lovegrove was admiring the pictures on one of the bookshelves.

			“What delightful photos,” he said.

			Paula edged around Eve and followed his gaze. “That was our cousin Donna’s wedding in Cyprus.”

			“Ah, such a lovely country. I served in the army there.”

			“Can I get you a cup of tea, Michael?” Paula asked.

			“No, thank you. I won’t be long. And I’m sorry to stop by like this with little warning.” He turned and faced Eve. “I heard about what happened last night, and I wanted to thank you for saving my daughter’s life.”

			Paula grinned at them both, enjoying the moment far more than Eve.

			“It’s part of the job, sir,” Eve said.

			“Katherine told me what happened. It showed incredible bravery. Quick thinking, ingenuity, and selflessness. Thank you, Miss Webb.”

			Eve noticed Paula pluck her phone out of her back pocket, no doubt performing an online search for Katherine right there and then, now that she had all the information she needed.

			“As I say, part of the job,” Eve repeated.

			“I was sorry to hear you had to stand down. Charles told me it’s quite unavoidable. I don’t know all the details, or indeed any of them, but I’m very sorry to hear we won’t be benefitting from your services any longer. I know Katherine is also very upset by it.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that, sir.” Eve stood at almost painful attention. She hadn’t expected to see Lord Lovegrove and wasn’t at all prepared for what to say to him. While she appreciated his gratitude, she really wanted the whole interaction to be over with.

			“I think she’d rather taken with you,” he added. He looked at her for a few moments, and Eve did her best to maintain a neutral expression but could feel his gaze easily penetrate her resolve. “And now I see you, I think you’d rather taken with her too.”

			Eve swallowed nervously and maintained her stance. Was she really that transparent? Did it just take a glance for all her secrets to be available to anyone who took the time to look?

			“Is that why you left?” he asked.

			“My sister lives by the rules, Michael,” Paula interjected.

			He smiled at Paula and nodded his understanding. “So I see—it’s a very commendable thing. It’s a shame to lose you, Miss Webb. Both from the team and from my daughter’s life. I feel you two would have been a good fit from the way she speaks of you.”

			Eve felt her knees begin to wobble. She’d never been very good with meeting the parents of women she was interested in, but this was something else entirely. Past parents had never been in such positions of power, nor spoken so openly.

			“Thank you for saying so, sir,” Eve finally said.

			“Thank you for taking the time to see me. Your heroics of yesterday evening won’t be forgotten.” He looked at Paula. “And it was lovely meeting you, my dear.”

			“I’ll show you out,” Paula said, almost giggling like a schoolgirl at the charm that oozed from Michael Lovegrove.

			Eve slumped the second they both left the room. Her heart was beating like a drum. Had Katherine actually told her father that she liked Eve? Had he just giving his blessing?

			None of it was technically relevant any more, but she still couldn’t help but wonder.

			Paula returned to the room. “Lady Katherine Lovegrove?” she squealed. “Oh my goodness, Eve. No wonder you had a crush on her—she’s hot. Just your type.”

			“Paula.” Eve held up her hand.

			“You saved her life? What happened? Come on, I know who it was now, you can tell me.” Paula bustled with excitement. “He liked my wallpaper.”

			“Great. Congratulations.” Eve knew Paula would be intolerable now.

			“He said my flat was lovely.” Paula preened. “He’s taller than on television. I’m going to put some coffee on. And then, you can tell me everything. And I mean everything.”

			* * *

			“Left a bit,” Paula instructed.

			Eve held her smiling pose and took a step to her left.

			“Left a bit more.” Paula looked up from her phone, which she was using as a camera, and gestured for Eve to move further.

			Eve took a bigger step.

			“Little bit more.”

			Eve edged a little more to the left and quickly found herself scrambling to get her footing as she stumbled into a flower bed. Her sister burst out laughing, barely able to hold her phone up to take the picture of her sister falling over.

			“You did that on purpose!” Eve said, trying to right herself and retain her dignity in the public park. “Come for a nice walk, you said. It will be nice, you said. And you had this in mind all along, didn’t you?”

			Eve couldn’t help but smile. It was this kind of playful behaviour that made her love spending time with her sister. They often both returned to childhood when they spent any amount of time together.

			It had been four days since Eve had arrived at Paula’s, and her flight home to Japan left in just three days’ time. Eve tried to keep a brave face on it. She knew Paula didn’t want her to leave again, and if truth be told, Eve didn’t feel like going back to Tokyo either.

			The short stay in the UK had changed her. There was no point in denying it. She knew it would take a while to settle back into her old life. But ultimately, she thought it would be the right thing to do. She had a home and a job there that she couldn’t just push to one side because she pined for someone who had probably forgotten all about her.

			Paula had spent the last couple of days attempting to distract Eve. Sadly, it hadn’t worked. Eve had daydreamed of the kiss and the fundraiser instead of focusing on the latest box set she was binge-watching with Paula. She’d also scrolled through news archives of an evening when she couldn’t sleep, to catch a glimpse of Katherine. Not the tabloids, though. Her urge to see Katherine didn’t stoop to those levels, no matter how tantalising the headline was.

			What she hadn’t done was check in with Katherine herself. But she had played their last conversation over in her mind a hundred times. When Eve had kissed her to explain why she couldn’t stay, Katherine had asked if that was a problem. It had caused Eve’s heart to soar and made her believe that Katherine felt the same way. In the next breath, Katherine was indicating that they could be professional and could work around it. Eve didn’t know what Katherine had meant by that and hadn’t stuck around long enough to find out.

			Now the confusion was eating Eve up. Not that it mattered. What was done was done. She’d walked away, and that was that.

			“No planning necessary,” Paula said. “You gave it to me like a gift. I filmed it.”

			“You better not have!” Eve started to jog towards her, planning to take the phone and delete any incriminating evidence.

			Paula turned on the spot and started to run away, squealing like a five-year-old as she did. Eve distantly wondered what they must look like, two women in their thirties chasing after one another and screeching like children playing tag. She didn’t care that much. It was good to laugh, good to forget.

			She caught up to Paula and wrapped her arms around her, holding her tight. “Give me the phone.”

			Paula laughed breathlessly. “Nope. This is going on my Facebook if it kills me!”

			“I’ll wrestle you to the ground, and it’s muddy,” Eve warned.

			“It’s a risk I’m willing to—Hey, is that your phone ringing?” Paula stopped struggling.

			“Do you really think I’m going to fall for—”

			“No, really, that’s your phone.” Paula shucked out of Eve’s loosening grip and pointed to her coat pocket.

			Paula was right, her phone was ringing. She was sorely tempted to ignore it and use the distraction to grab Paula’s phone, but curiosity about the call was too great. Calls had become a distant memory since she’d quit. She’d gone from up to a hundred calls a day, to the odd notification from her smartwatch telling her to remember to move and drink some water.

			She picked up the phone and felt her face fall at seeing Charles’s name on the screen. The last time they’d spoken, it was for Eve to wrap up things operationally. Charles had been professional and respectful, not mentioning the reason for Eve’s sudden departure and also not mentioning how difficult it must have been to fill her role in such a short amount of time. Eve had been grateful but still felt embarrassed.

			“Hi, Charles,” she answered.

			“The client’s been taken. En route from a routine dentist appointment. The car was rammed on the corner of Fawcett Street and—”

			Eve stumbled a little. A rushing sound filled her ears, and she almost dropped the phone. She looked down at the ground, wondering what had caused her to lose her footing but found nothing but a solid path.

			You’re in shock, she realised.

			She waited for her training to kick in as it always did. Seconds passed, but they felt like hours ticking away. Katherine had been taken. Eve had promised to protect her, and now she was in danger. Guilt twisted in her gut.

			“I wanted you to hear it from me, rather than on the news. If it comes to that,” Charles finished.

			The thought hit like a punch to the stomach. Hearing about it on the news would mean that Katherine was dead. Kidnappings were often resolved quietly and without media involvement. The only time that was impossible was when something went terribly wrong.

			“Eve?” Paula whispered. Her hand was slightly raised and ready to steady her.

			Seeing the panic in Paula’s eyes spurred something on in Eve. She felt her training start to come back to her. Like an engine suddenly bursting to life, she knew what she had to do.

			“I’m coming in,” Eve said.

			“But—” Charles started to argue.

			“I’m coming in,” Eve repeated. She hung up the phone and looked at Paula apologetically. “I have to go.”

			Paula had heard those words time and time again over the years and always reacted the same way, a nod of understanding and a quick, “Be safe.”

			Eve jogged across the park towards the exit in search of a black cab to take her to Charles’s office. In her mind, she recalled the letters the Copthalls had sent to Lord Lovegrove. If they were working to the same plan, they were to kidnap Katherine for leverage and then kill her if Lord Lovegrove didn’t do as they ordered.

			Killing their bargaining chip didn’t make much sense, but Eve knew from bitter experience that fraught situations could lead to disastrous consequences. Stress led to mistakes. Mood swings, verbal exchanges, drink and drugs, and personality conflicts were all to be thrown into the mix.

			Not to mention the fact that Lord Lovegrove had already ruled. He couldn’t just change his mind and decide to release April Copthall. But the family had issued a threat, and to not make good on that threat would be seen as a sign of weakness. It was a situation with no way out. Lord Lovegrove wouldn’t and even couldn’t do anything, and the Copthalls had to continue with the plan. They were a rich family, so money wouldn’t sweeten the deal, and Lord Lovegrove was too principled to negotiate any favours for them.

			Katherine was in an impossible situation and at the mercy of a gang of criminals who were probably about to come down from the euphoria of completing their task and soon to arrive at the question of what to do next.

			The clock had started ticking, and Eve knew they didn’t have a second to waste.

			* * *

			Eve walked through the open door to Charles’s office. He looked about as stressed as someone could look before the inevitable heart attack that carted them off to hospital. He was shouting instructions into the phone, dragging a hand through his hair, and looking like he wanted to commit murder.

			With a final command to whatever minion was on the other end of the line, he slammed the phone down.

			“You have a mole,” Eve said.

			She’d thought about it on the way over, and it was the only logical explanation. She’d shoved the thought aside a few times before finally accepting that someone had sold them out. It was always a risk in the security services, but one that no one liked to consider. Security required trust. Every day operatives put their lives on the line with the knowledge that their colleagues would support them.

			Bad eggs were rare, unlike in fiction where every drama had a rotten officer lurking somewhere in each department. But once doubt started to take root, the entire house of cards could potentially fall to the ground.

			All officers were approached with offers of money or favours at some point in their careers. Nearly all would turn down such offers, but the fear that just one could turn was something that kept many awake at night. No one wanted to doubt their colleagues. Once distrust started to creep in, no one could effectively do their job.

			Eve had lain awake at night and wondered if someone was selling their soul on Charles’s team. She’d then reminded herself that it was nothing to do with her any more and tried to force the thought to one side. On the taxi journey over, she’d no longer had the luxury of doing that. Katherine was in danger, and someone in Charles’s organisation knew something.

			“You think I don’t know that?” Charles shouted. “But how? Everyone who works for me has been vetted—this is what we do for a living.”

			“Do operations work in silos, or are staff moved from job to job?” Eve asked.

			“Everything’s independent. We have no crossover.”

			“Then we’re down to the ground team or the ops room.”

			“It’s got to be someone on the ground team,” Charles said.

			Eve shook her head. “No, I know those guys. It’s someone in the ops room.”

			Charles threw up his hands. “Of course, you think it’s the people here, and I think it’s the people there. This isn’t going to help if we have to go through forty people individually to just find the leak. Especially when we’re not absolutely sure there is one.”

			Eve had expected that. She’d been partially guilty of it herself. Working in security meant being willing to put your life on the line. A leak meant that a member of your team was willing to see you injured or even dead. It was akin to a tightrope walker not being one hundred percent certain that the technical staff at the circus were interested in tightening the bolts. It was too horrible to consider.

			“Oh, there’s a leak all right,” Eve said. She leant forward and snatched the lanyard that dangled from his neck, tugging it until she had his security pass in her hand. “I’ve been wondering how they knew the route which I’d decided on and changed last minute. Not to mention how the mystery shooter wasn’t on any known-associates lists.”

			Eve turned and walked into the outer office. Charles’s secretary wasn’t there. Eve suspected that the wise woman had probably gone on a lunch break to avoid the screaming and throwing things. Eve started to look through her desk drawers for something suitable for her next move.

			“You thought there was a leak before now?” he asked, looking with interest at what Eve was doing. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“The same reason you’re struggling to believe it. I’d wondered about it, but I didn’t have any proof. I thought I was being paranoid. But this is the second time the client was moved, and they knew about it. That says only one thing to me.”

			Eve opened the bottom drawer and picked up the large staple gun. She checked it was full and then marched towards the elevator. Charles hurried after her.

			“What’s the plan?” he asked.

			“You won’t like it,” Eve said.

			She pressed the floor for the basement and watched as the elevator panel numbers illuminated. She’d had a lot of time to think on the way over, mainly about how she wanted to murder anyone who had put Katherine at risk. She’d nurtured that anger for this very moment. Someone was about to tell her everything she needed to know.

			Charles was good at what he did, but sometimes he needed someone who wasn’t afraid to get a job done. He was a good person—he followed the rules, gave people second chances, waiting for the little green man before crossing the street. Eve appreciated those traits in the man, but sometimes that wasn’t going to yield results.

			The elevator doors opened, and Eve approached the operations room and used Charles’s security pass to open the door. She walked into the dark room filled with young operatives all wearing headsets and sitting in front of multiple monitors.

			“Right,” she announced loudly.

			They all jumped and looked at her in apprehension. She wasn’t surprised—she probably looked like a madwoman on a rampage. Which was fairly accurate.

			“My name is Eve Webb. I was first on the scene at the Seven Dials bombings. I’ve protected world leaders. I’ve been given medals. I’m very good at my job. But the thing I am the proudest of is the fact that I can tell when someone is lying to me in less than five seconds.”

			She held up the staple gun. “This, as I’m sure you fine, intelligent people will know, is a staple gun. The thing about the humble staple gun is that it can hurt you, but it won’t cause any permanent injury. Which makes it perfect for asking questions. I’ve heard that half the pain of being shot with one of these is the anticipation of it. I’m not sure I believe that, but I’m willing to test that theory.”

			She lowered the gun and looked around the room slowly, eyeing up each person. Somewhere in the room, if she was right, was a traitor. Someone would be looking at her with more fear that anyone else. Someone would have guilt written all over them.

			“So that’s me,” she continued, “and the staple gun. Now I’d like to meet all of you. One by one.”

			“Eve,” Charles whispered, a little nervously.

			Eve moved quickly to the first person in the room. She held the staple gun to his forehead. “Don’t move, or I swear it will be so much worse when I do catch up with you. And I will. What’s your name?”

			“D-David.”

			“David, I’m not going to lie to you. This will hurt a lot. But you may be able to avoid all that by just answering some questions. Remember, I can tell when people are lying to me, so I really don’t recommend that because I’m having a really very bad day. Okay?”

			“Charles?” David whispered, his eyes silently pleading with his boss.

			“Charles isn’t going to help you, David. Charles is wondering the same thing you’re wondering. The same thing you’re all wondering. Have I cracked?” Eve laughed. “He doesn’t know, you see. I might be acting to scare you all. Or I might be really about to shoot you in the forehead with a staple. Let’s find out together. David, I want you to tell me how much money the Copthall family has paid you.”

			“Nothing! I’d never tell them anything! I swear!”

			Eve didn’t really have any magical lie detector. She couldn’t really tell if someone was lying to her. But she had learnt early on that saying you had a lie detector was nearly as reliable as actually having one. People feared others who claimed to have the ability to read their minds so much that they didn’t even process the logic that such things were impossible.

			She didn’t know if David was telling the truth or not. She’d picked him at random to begin her questioning. She had little else to say to him unless someone else started pointing the finger back in his direction.

			Eve knew that in a room full of scared computer-based operatives who had never undertaken any field training, it wouldn’t take long for them to start accusing one another.

			Eve looked at the clammy man and nodded. “Okay. Who should I speak to next?”

			“I don’t know,” David whispered.

			“You do. Who should I talk to next? Tell me a name in five seconds, or I will squeeze this staple gun, and we’ll all find out how good the soundproofing is in this room.”

			“No,” David pleaded, wincing and squirming in his chair.

			“It won’t kill you, David,” Eve said. “And I’m sure it’s much nicer than whatever is happening to Katherine Lovegrove right now. It’s been more than five seconds now, hasn’t it?”

			“Jay!”

			As she’d suspected, the baton of blame was passed. Eve didn’t know why it happened, but it always did. It could be a dispute over a parking space, a dislike of aftershave scent, or genuine intuition of misdeeds. Either way, she’d find out.

			Eve spun around. “Which one of you is Jay?”

			A young man apprehensively put his hand up. “I’m Jay, but I haven’t done anything, I swear. If we’re pointing fingers, then what about Bella?”

			Jay pointed at a woman who flushed and gasped at the accusation. Eve stopped her approach towards Jay and looked instead at Bella, who was doing a great impression of a gaping fish.

			“Me?” Bella asked. “I’ve not done anything. What about Victor and those dodgy reports?”

			“Yeah,” another man said. “And that burner phone he has.”

			All eyes turned to a man who Eve presumed was Victor. A moment of calm passed before he vaulted over his desk and attempted to reach the exit. Eve easily caught up to him, tripped him to the floor, and placed the staple gun at the back of his shaved head.

			“You must be Victor. Want to speak about these dodgy reports and burner phone?”

			“There aren’t any dodgy reports,” he said, wiggling beneath her to get up. “And it’s a normal phone.”

			“Then maybe you want to talk about why you tried to run? Or why Bella just pointed the finger at you?”

			Victor struggled more, and Eve sighed. She lowered the staple gun to his shoulder and squeezed the trigger. Victor squealed in pain, and everyone in the room winced in sympathy, except for Eve.

			She knew there and then that she’d found the mole, and now she was doing everything she could to not throttle the life out of him. A staple or two was nothing in comparison to what Katherine was probably going through.

			“Thing is,” Eve said, as calmly as she could manage, “that’s going to really hurt until I remove it. And I’m not going to remove it until you start talking.”

			“Get it out of my shoulder!” Victor screamed. “Please!”

			“I literally just said that I won’t do that.” Eve tutted. “I’ll tell you what—I’ll take it out if you admit to me that you sold information to the Copthalls. It’s a fair trade, I think.”

			The lack of immediate denial confirmed to Eve that she had her man. She was glad. She didn’t want to waste any more time, and she certainly didn’t want to terrorise the entire operations team for a moment longer than was necessary. Like it or not, she’d probably need their help later down the line. Puncturing holes in them wasn’t going to incentivise them to go above and beyond.

			“It was just some route data—it was just a warning shot. And they won’t hurt her anyway,” Victor said. “Now get it out!”

			Rage erupted through her and she fired two more staples into his back in quick succession. “Where is she?”

			“I don’t know,” he screamed.

			Eve fired another staple into his back and then raised the staple gun to his head. “I promise you it hurts ten times more on your head. Where is she?”

			“Westferry Docks!”

			“Where?”

			“I’ll show you.”

			“No, you’ll tell me. Right now or you’re going to be more hole than human.”

			“Off Ahern Drive. There’s an old factory at the end.”

			Eve looked up expectantly at David. He nodded and quickly spun to face his computer, fingers whizzing across the keyboard to find the location. A few seconds later, Charles looked at the screen and nodded to indicate they had all the information they need.

			“Let’s call this in,” Charles ordered.

			The operations room became a hive of activity while Eve continued to straddle the man responsible for Katherine’s disappearance. She wanted to hurt him but knew it would achieve nothing. He wasn’t worth her time, and he’d soon be processed through a system that would have him stripped of his credentials and possibly given jail time for his deceit.

			“Get Tommy,” Eve instructed Charles. She didn’t want to waste another minute questioning Victor. Tommy would be able to secure and question Victor, allowing Eve to assist with the next stage of the operation.

			“They won’t hurt her,” Victor repeated.

			Eve let out a sigh. “Victor, the bad guys will always tell you that they won’t hurt anyone. But you know what? They always do. If she’s hurt, a staple gun will really be the least of your problems.”

			* * *

			An hour and ten minutes had passed since Eve had encouraged Victor to tell her the location of where Katherine was being held. It was just over five hours since Katherine had been taken, and Eve was keenly aware of the time passing.

			A ground team had been mobilised quickly, consisting of the Metropolitan Police, Special Branch, several members of the firearms division, and Eve.

			Private sector contractors were rarely allowed to be a part of special missions. While Eve suspected that her former service record was part of the reason for her inclusion, she also knew a large thanks had to go to Charles for calling in favours on her behalf.

			She knew that she was extremely lucky that Charles had even agreed to let her come on the operation especially after her behaviour in the ops room. He’d be well within his rights to call her a loose cannon and demand she sit this one out. Eve suspected that he was grateful for her speedy discovery of who had been compromised, even though she also knew he’d never admit to such a thing, as that could be viewed as condoning her out-of-order behaviour.

			She’d thanked him for finding her a way on to the rescue team. He’d told her to play by the rules and not to do anything stupid, which was exactly what she intended to do. This situation was different to the ops room, and a false move here could result in disaster. Eve was fully focused on playing her part in the mission.

			Her role was to find, secure, and retrieve Katherine if the opportunity presented itself. At the same time she was tasked with keeping out of everyone’s way and allowing them to do the jobs they were trained for.

			Row upon row of vehicle were stacked up a street away from the factory. Officers of all divisions crouched beside their respective cars and vans, waiting patiently for the go-ahead. Eve knew the importance of researching the venue before bursting in, but the infrared team seemed to be taking forever to report back.

			Initial reports had provided a floor plan of the factory, one that she had committed to memory. Subsequent scans had provided information on a potential location for Katherine, as well as a particularly high number of targets within the building. It appeared that many members of the Copthall family could well be within the building. They’d definitely be armed, and a shooting match was no doubt about to take place.

			The mission was being adapted by the second. It had gone from rescuing Katherine, to also being an opportunity to arrest large numbers of people. Chatter about Marcus Copthall’s car being seen locally had caused speculation that a chance of arresting the head of the family might be within touching distance.

			Eve didn’t care about any of it. All she wanted was to hurry up and get inside before one of the lookouts realised something was up, and Katherine ended up paying the price. She wanted to take over the operation, burst in through the factory doors, and refresh her firearms training there and then. She took a couple of deep breaths to remind herself that now wasn’t the time for foolhardy heroics.

			The air was so tense that Eve had to keep reminding herself to breathe.

			Marco, the lead officer of the backup team, crouched next to Eve and carefully watched the area. He held a gun at the ready, which was Eve’s indication that they were about to move any minute now.

			Eve would be at the very back of the operation.

			Officers carrying The Enforcer, the name given to the manual battering ram, would go first and clear the way. They would be followed by the firearms division and Special Branch. Speed and the element of surprise were elements of the best approach. Nothing caused panic like twenty armed officers crashing through a door, screaming orders.

			Eve would then enter the building and head straight for Katherine’s position to remove her from the premises, if safe to do so. The task should technically fall to Dee Bethell, Katherine’s current personal protection officer. Dee hadn’t been injured during the kidnapping, but Charles said that he’d prefer Eve returned to her post. Eve was grateful to be able to play a role in the mission and didn’t put too much thought into why Dee had been sidelined. She obviously hadn’t been directly to blame for Katherine’s kidnapping. Charles had been on the telephone to Michael Lovegrove before he arranged for Eve to join the operation, and she wondered if Katherine’s father had played a role in her reinstatement.

			Not that it mattered. As far as Eve was concerned, she was going to be the one to find and bring Katherine home safely, no matter what. Protocol and the command chain were no longer factors to Eve.

			It wasn’t the first time that one of Eve’s former clients had found themselves in a sticky situation, but it was the first time that Eve had gone running back. Katherine was important to her in a way she was only just beginning to fully grasp.

			Eve had left her role through fear that she was becoming compromised by her growing feelings for Katherine. She’d always been taught that getting too close to the client could lead to rash decisions and the possibility that mistakes could be made.

			As she waited to run into the lion’s den, she knew that, if anything, those feelings made her sharper and more determined. As close protection, it was her job to put herself between Katherine and a bullet. Now she knew she’d simply move even faster to do so.

			Eve had never been in love before, but she was pretty sure she was now. It was a feeling that frightened her and confused her all at once. When it had happened and how it had happened were absolute mysteries to her.

			“Thirty seconds,” Marco murmured.

			Eve didn’t know what she’d do if Katherine was killed during this risky rescue mission. She’d only just realised the depths of her feelings, and now she was worried that they might be torn away from her. She cursed her decision to leave Katherine’s side.

			“Ten,” Marco said.

			Eve flipped the visor down on her helmet and prepared to move. The next few minutes were going to be the tensest of her life.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-five 

			Katherine could sense that something was wrong. It seemed that she had a previously underdeveloped sixth sense that was now informing her that the people around her were worried. She wondered if this meant a change in her circumstances was forthcoming.

			She wasn’t sure where she was being held, but she’d been placed in an uncomfortable wooden chair with armrests and immediately tied to it with rope. The hood placed over her head that heralded the start of the ordeal had only been removed once, early upon her arrival. A bright light shone in her face, and she was asked to read a script from a piece of paper into the blinking red light of a camera.

			It was a message to her father, demanding the immediate release of April Copthall and detailing exactly what would happen to Katherine if he didn’t comply. She’d refused to read it out loud.

			One of the men, a balaclava covering his face, had grabbed her by the hair and demanded that she do as she was told. Katherine had been petrified but defiant. She was sure she would be killed eventually, so there was no need to be doing her captors any favours in the meantime.

			She’d been dealt a backhand across the face and a punch to the stomach before they gave up on her. The lights were put out, the hood was placed over her head again, and she was left wondering when they would try again.

			With sight snatched from her, she’d been left relying on her remaining senses. Smell told her she was in a musty environment but not much else. Her hearing was slightly muffled by the fabric hood, but she’d managed to ascertain that there were at least eight men in the vicinity. Echoes of numerous voices in the distance led her to believe that there were many more people around, and any chance of escape was very unlikely.

			Her sense of time had vanished with the shock of the situation. She had no idea what had happened to her driver or to Dee. All she knew was that one moment she was in the back of the car being driven back to Bridgewater House, and the next there were confused shouts, a jolt that would have sent her flying if it hadn’t been for her seat belt, and then she was being grabbed out of the back of the car. Since then, a slight tremor in her hands had been uncontrollable, and she’d lost track of time.

			At the back of her mind was the certain knowledge that her father wouldn’t, couldn’t, make an exception for April Copthall. Even if he wished to release her from her sentence, it was too late now. Which meant Katherine would be made an example of. She’d be killed as a message to other judges and justices that the Copthalls were untouchable.

			But a few minutes ago, things had changed. The men had gone from their casual conversations to hushed tones. Things were being moved around the room, which sounded large because of echoes and distant sounds of doors opening and closing.

			She tried to hold her breath and listen for clues, but her heartbeat was so loud that it was impossible to hear anything over the thudding reverberations from within her own chest.

			Footsteps approached. It sounded like more than one person, and she hoped they were simply passing by her position. They were talking, and she strained to hear what was being said.

			“The back door is blocked.”

			“So what now?”

			“We’ve got the boss upstairs—we need to get him out.”

			“Why was he here anyway?”

			“Wanted to convince that one to speak for the camera.”

			Katherine held her breath. The boss of the Copthall family was in the building. She didn’t know much about the man but could be sure that he’d not achieved his position through kindness and compassion. And he wanted to speak to her.

			She strained to hear more of the conversation, but the men were quickly out of her hearing range. She tried to think logically about what they said, something about a back door and getting the boss out of there. She wondered if the tense feeling in the building was because they’d been found.

			The idea of rescue was very appealing, but also tinged with fear. If it went wrong, would people get hurt? The idea of more people being hurt because of her was unbearable. She hated the Copthalls for putting her in this situation, not just the kidnapping and the threats, but having to put other people at risk. Their complete disregard for life gnawed at her, and she understood completely why her father had thrown one of them in prison.

			A metallic crash echoed all around her, and Katherine flinched. The thundering of footsteps surrounded her. A gun fired—at least, that’s what she assumed it was. So many sounds merged into one awful, terrifying cacophony that she didn’t know what was happening. All she was certain of was that she was in a room, tied to a chair, with no means of escape, and absolute hell being waged around her.

			She gasped as she felt people rushing around her, close enough to feel the backdraft as they passed by. She didn’t know if they were Copthall men or rescuers. Or even if the people who had burst in were there to rescue her. For all she knew, they could be a rival gang.

			The thought caused a shiver to ripple down her spine. She’d never felt so exposed and in danger. She wished she’d never left the safety of Bridgewater. A prison was undoubtedly better than this.

			She felt someone standing over her. She closed her eyes, despite the hood blocking her vision anyway, and shrunk back into the slim protection of the chair. Was this it? Were the Copthalls going to kill her in amongst the anarchy that surrounded them as one last act of terror and defiance?

			The fabric hood was snatched from her head. Katherine squinted through one eye and saw a helmet-clad figure towering over her. She pulled against the ropes holding her in place and pressed herself impossibly further into the chair.

			“Please, no,” she whispered.

			The menacing figure raised their hand and Katherine tried to be brave. She held her breath to stop herself from pleading for her life. If this was it, she’d be defiant.

			The figure lifted the visor on their helmet, and Katherine blinked for a second. She wondered if her brain was tormenting her or her eyes so unused to the light that the shadows played tricks.

			The figure knelt and started to untie the ropes around her wrists.

			“Hold tight, ma’am—I’m getting you out of here,” the familiar voice said.

			“Eve?” Katherine couldn’t help the tremor in her voice.

			Eve looked up at her for a moment. A gloved hand ran a finger along Katherine’s cheek. A look Katherine couldn’t quite place flittered across Eve’s face before she returned her attention to the ropes.

			Katherine couldn’t believe her eyes. She wondered if she’d cracked, and her stressed mind was simply showing her what she so desperately desired. Rescue, from someone she dearly missed. She’d decided long ago that if she could return to the day in front of the stables when Eve said she was leaving, she would have grabbed her and refused to let her go. Was this a strange dream? A last happy creation from a mind who knew the end was near?

			The sound of volleys of gunfire from nearby threw that theory out of the window. If she was hallucinating, then surely the chilling sounds of a battle would be diminishing and not growing louder with every passing second.

			“Can you walk?” Eve asked.

			Katherine pushed the loose ropes away and stood up, but as soon as she did, the crippling pain in her abdomen made itself known. The monster who’d hit her hadn’t held back. As long as she was sitting still, she was able to push the throbbing to the back of her mind. Now that she was standing, it was almost unbearable.

			She swayed, and Eve quickly steadied her.

			“Just a few more minutes,” Eve said.

			She flipped her visor down, placed her hand over Katherine’s head, and encouraged her into a crouch. There was no time for discussion and no place for pain. Katherine limped along beside Eve with her eyes squeezed tightly shut in fear at the sounds all around her. She’d never been in a war zone, but now she felt as though she had a tiny idea of what one must be like.

			“Tell command I have her,” Eve said, presumably into an earpiece.

			Katherine opened her eyes and winced at the bright sun. She was in a street like any other industrial area in the city. It seemed surreal to her that she had travelled a few hundred metres from a scene of such horror to one of relative normalcy. Except for the police cars and officers that blocked the area, it appeared to be a normal street on a normal day.

			“We’ve got most of them cornered in an upstairs office,” a police officer replied over a radio. “Marco wants you to get her out of here in case reinforcements are called in.”

			Katherine didn’t catch Eve’s reply, too concerned about the idea of Copthall reinforcements arriving. Eve quickly weaved through the various vehicles to a nondescript grey car. She opened the front passenger door for Katherine. She got in and gratefully sank into the soft fabric. She watched Eve walk around the front of the car, removing the tactical helmet as she went.

			Katherine’s breath caught in her throat as she realised what had happened. Eve had come back. For her.

			Eve got into the driver’s seat, tossed the helmet into the back, and turned to Katherine.

			“Seat belt,” she instructed.

			Katherine clipped the belt into place, and Eve reversed the car out of the industrial area and turned onto a main road. Within moments they were driving through the Docklands area of London as if nothing had happened.

			“I’m sorry I left,” Eve said.

			“Thank you for coming back,” Katherine replied.

			It didn’t feel like enough, but it was all she could say. She’d spent plenty of time thinking about what she would say to Eve if she was ever lucky enough to see her again, but all that flew out of the window now that they were together again.

			“There was a mole in Charles’s office,” Eve explained. “That’s how they knew where you were.”

			Katherine opened her mouth but no words came out.

			“I’m sorry. We failed you.” Eve gripped the steering wheel tightly.

			“I’m alive because of you,” Katherine argued.

			Eve swallowed down whatever she was about to say. She coughed and said, “On the bright side, this means we have all the evidence the police need on kidnap and blackmail. They’ll leave you alone now—it’s too risky to go after you again. Especially as it looks like they’re about to arrest the boss. And your dad won’t be able to hear the case because of the family involvement.”

			Katherine knew she should be jumping for joy at such good news, but there was just one question that wouldn’t let her go. “Why did you come back?”

			“Katherine. Don’t,” Eve pleaded.

			“Why?” Katherine needed an answer.

			Eve turned from the main road into a residential street and parked up. She kept her hands on the wheel and stared directly ahead as she asked, “Isn’t it obvious?”

			“Tell me?” Katherine requested, wanting to be sure that there were no mistakes in what she thought was happening.

			Eve turned to look at her. She licked her lips, her eyes darting about to check the mirrors and the area. They were so close to something, but Katherine could tell that Eve was slipping away from her.

			“Eve?” Katherine whispered.

			Eve swallowed away some nerves before she leant in closer, but not all the way. Katherine gladly closed the gap between them and placed a featherlight kiss on Eve’s lips.

			She wanted more and suspected that Eve did too. But it wasn’t the right time. Less than five minutes had elapsed since bullets were whizzing above their heads. Emotions were high, and Katherine didn’t want to take advantage or have Eve feel that she was.

			The kiss lasted less than a couple of seconds before Katherine pulled back and smiled at Eve.

			Eve smiled back, but it was clear she was still on edge. Katherine suspected she was mentally still on high alert, and that wouldn’t change until the threat had passed.

			“What now? Bridgewater?” Katherine asked.

			Eve shook her head. “No, it’s a long journey, and I want to get you to a secure location quickly. I have a better idea.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-six 

			Eve opened the front door and gestured for Katherine to go inside. She took a moment to stand on the step and look up and down the road to double-check that they hadn’t been followed. She knew it was unlikely, but she wasn’t about to take any chances. She’d only just got Katherine back, and nothing was going to get in Eve’s way of doing her duty this time.

			Happy that they were in the clear, she followed Katherine into the hallway and closed and locked the front door behind them.

			“Eve?” Paula called out. “You’re back earlier than I thought. Is everything okay?”

			Paula stepped into the hall and looked at Katherine and then at Eve. She quickly recovered from the surprise of a stranger in her flat and held out her hand.

			“You must be Katherine.”

			Katherine shook her hand. “I am.”

			“I’m Paula, Eve’s sister.”

			“This is my sister’s place,” Eve explained.

			“It’s lovely,” Katherine said. She automatically reached a finger to the embossed wallpaper. “Very stylish.”

			“Thank you, I was going to go darker with the shade, but I chickened out. Come on through, I’ll put the kettle on.”

			Eve wished that she had Paula’s social skills. Somehow her sister had been given the ability to instantly make people feel at ease and could converse with them as if they’d known one another for years. Any doubt she might have had about bringing Katherine to the flat vanished as the tension in Katherine’s shoulders visibly diminished.

			The three of them entered the living room where Paula gestured for Katherine to take a seat before heading into the kitchen to make drinks. She playfully nudged Eve in the ribs as she went.

			“Is there a bathroom I can use?” Katherine asked Eve. “I’d like to freshen up—heaven knows what I look like.”

			Eve wanted to say that she looked perfect but knew that Katherine would disagree. Her clothes were wrinkled, her hair dishevelled, an angry red mark stained her cheek. But Eve looked past all that and could only feel intense relief that Katherine was safe.

			“Eve?” Katherine repeated at the long silence while Eve just stared at her.

			Eve shook the cobwebs away. “Sorry. Sure, it’s through there.” She pointed to the door and gestured towards the kitchen. “I’ll help Paula. Take your time.”

			Katherine smiled with gratitude and disappeared into the bathroom.

			Eve sucked in a breath and walked into the kitchen, knowing that she was about to be on the receiving end of some serious teasing from her sister.

			“Hey, tea or coffee?” Paula asked.

			“Coffee, Katherine will have tea. She’s just using the bathroom.”

			“Two teas and one coffee coming up,” Paula said as she assembled some mugs in front of her. “Remind me, you’re the one who quit your job, yeah?”

			“Paula…” Eve folded her arms and leant against the fridge with exhaustion.

			“Weird that you don’t work for her any more and then ran towards what I imagine was danger. And now you’ve kidnapped her and brought her here.” Paula tossed a couple of tea bags into the mugs, a smirk on her face. “Are you aiming to get your job back?”

			“She was kidnapped,” Eve admitted. It was the first time she had ever let a civilian know details of an ongoing mission. She didn’t tell Paula to embarrass her or make her feel bad, more to advise her of the gravity of the situation. It wasn’t over yet—there would be debriefings, police officers taking statements, decisions to be made, and conversations to be had.

			Paula paused. “Like, for real?”

			Eve nodded.

			“Hence the…?” Paula gestured to her cheek.

			“Yeah.” Eve swallowed. She hadn’t had a chance to question Katherine about what had happened yet, but the sight of the obvious violence made her blood boil.

			A part of her wondered if it could have been avoided if only she’d gotten there earlier. She knew for a fact that the whole incident could have been avoided if she’d stayed at her post. The Copthalls would never have managed to take Katherine from her if she’d been on duty that morning. She’d have fought with everything she had.

			“You found her?” Paula asked.

			“I was part of a team,” Eve said. “The op is still happening, but they wanted me to take her to safety. I couldn’t think of anywhere else.”

			“Well, you know you’re always welcome here, and so is she,” Paula said. “She’s hotter in person, by the way.”

			“Paula,” Eve warned but couldn’t help but smile. She knew it was coming. Her sister had been attempting to set her up for years.

			“And she looks at you like she feels the same way.”

			“I just saved her life. She’s grateful.” Eve had already decided to ignore the kiss. Times were tense, and Katherine had just been through an ordeal like no other. It was no reason to read too much into a harmless kiss.

			Paula shook her head. “I love you, but you’re so dumb sometimes.”

			Eve decided it was time to ignore her sister and call in her mission report to the lead officer and Charles. While she’d been tasked with getting the client to safety, she only had a little window of time before questions were raised about where Eve had vanished to.

			She didn’t need the team turning up at Paula’s flat in tactical gear.

			v 

			Katherine eyed her reflection and blew out a sigh. There wasn’t much she could do about what she saw in the bathroom mirror. The angry red mark hurt like hell when she touched it. Her hair had been tamed as best she could manage. She’d splashed some water on her face, but all that had done was remove some of her foundation and make her look paler than ever.

			Still, she reminded herself, she was alive. Somehow, she’d come through the trauma relatively unscathed. She looked down at her midsection and pulled her blouse out of her trousers. She sucked in a quick breath at the sight of the dark purple bruise forming in the middle of her stomach. After a few tentative pushes, she decided it was surface damage and nothing to worry about. Painful and ugly, but certainly not serious.

			She tucked the shirt back in and finished up. Eve had told her to take her time, but Katherine suspected that the haunted look in Eve’s eyes would remain until she could see that Katherine was secure.

			She exited the bathroom and could hear Eve’s voice, muffled and in the distance.

			“She’s on a call with…well, whoever you call about this kind of thing. Commissioner Gordon if this was Batman,” Paula joked as she approached Katherine with a steaming mug. “She told me how you take your tea.”

			Katherine gratefully took the mug. “Thank you so much. I’m sorry we’re putting you out.”

			“You’re not,” Paula said. “Come on, let’s sit down. You look like you could do with a rest.” Paula led her back to the living room. Katherine took a seat on the sofa, and Paula perched on a large footstool. “Eve’s not told me everything, but it sounds like you’ve had quite an ordeal.”

			Katherine chuckled at the understatement of it all. “You could say that. Thank goodness for your sister.”

			“She’s the best, but don’t tell her that I said that.” Paula winked.

			“It will be our secret,” Katherine promised.

			“What secret?” Eve asked, returning to the room and putting her phone in her trouser pocket.

			“It wouldn’t be much of a secret if we told you,” Katherine pointed out.

			Eve narrowed her eyes and looked at each of them for a few seconds before huffing and sitting down. “Trust you two to gang up on me.”

			“How about you go and get changed,” Paula suggested lightly. “Your part is over, isn’t it?”

			Eve looked down at her tactical gear and silently nodded, standing up and leaving again. Paula watched her go, a shadow of concern on her face. Katherine could understand the anxiety, Eve seemed withdrawn and only half present.

			“Is she okay?” Katherine asked.

			Paula nodded. “She will be. After big cases, she gets a little…lost. She’ll come back to us shortly.”

			“I feel so guilty,” Katherine said.

			“Why? You didn’t ask for all this,” Paula said. “If there’s one thing I know about the protection business, it’s that no one asks for a situation that requires protection. Movie stars want the success but not the stalkers—politicians want the power but not the threats.”

			Katherine sipped at her tea. Paula was right, but that didn’t make Katherine feel much better. Whether it was her fault or not, she still felt guilty. She felt the need to change the subject and started to look around the room. Her gaze caught on a shelf of photographs. She stood and took a closer look at them.

			“These are delightful,” Katherine said, indicating the beautifully curated selection of family snaps in a variety of tasteful frames. Paula clearly did have an eye for interior design.

			Paula laughed. “That’s exactly what your father said.”

			Katherine blinked. “Daddy? He was here?”

			“He was. He came by the day Eve left.”

			Katherine swallowed nervously. He hadn’t mentioned anything to her. When she had returned his call that day, everything had come tumbling out of her. The fundraiser, the attack, Eve’s bravery. Eve leaving. Mainly Eve leaving.

			“He came here?” Katherine repeated to be absolutely sure she wasn’t missing anything.

			“Yes. To thank Eve.” Paula sipped at her drink. “He seemed to think you like my sister. Well, I think he actually said you were taken with her.”

			Katherine closed her eyes briefly in embarrassment. “Yes, that sounds like something he’d say.”

			The emotional shock of Eve leaving in the way she did had caused Katherine to be a little looser with her tongue to her father than she normally would have been. She couldn’t remember her words exactly, but when she’d hung up the phone she knew she’d admitted to far more than she’d intended. Now she wondered if she’d actually admitted more than she’d realised.

			“Do you?” Paula asked. “Like her, I mean.”

			Katherine wanted to deny it. Some childish knee-jerk reaction in order to protect herself from awkwardness bubbled beneath the surface. But she wondered what the point would be? She did like Eve, and it wasn’t anything to be ashamed of. And Paula was so kind and disarming, while Katherine was bone-tired.

			She turned to Paula and nodded. “Yes. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met before.”

			Paula smiled and looked at her kindly. Katherine looked down at the floor and realised she felt as though a weight had been lifted off her shoulders with the admission.

			Until something dawned on her.

			Katherine frowned. “Oh, wait, did…did Daddy say that to Eve?” Embarrassment flooded her in an instant.

			“Yep.” Paula chuckled.

			Katherine flopped back onto the sofa and hid her head in her hands. “Oh God,” she mumbled. “What did she say?”

			“Eve didn’t really say much,” Paula said. “It was more your father doing the talking. He said he could see that Eve felt the same way. And he said it was commendable that she left because of her feelings but a shame because he felt you’d be a good match for each other.”

			Katherine’s head snapped up. “He said that?”

			Paula nodded, still grinning.

			“My father? Michael Lovegrove?” Katherine clarified.

			“Yes.” Paula sipped her drink. “And I agree with him. I see the way you look at her, and I don’t think it’s just gratitude because of whatever she’s just rescued you from.”

			Katherine shook her head. “It isn’t.”

			She’d had a lot of time to think about Eve since she’d left. While Katherine couldn’t exactly pinpoint when her feelings had started to change, she knew they had changed substantially. To the point where she couldn’t get Eve out of her head.

			“Better?” Eve asked.

			Katherine looked up to see Eve in casual clothes for the very first time. Tight jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt should have been the simplest and least stirring outfit in the world, but somehow Katherine felt her heart skip a beat.

			“Much,” Paula said. “I just need to make a work call. I’ll be back in a few.”

			Paula glided out of the room with a smirk on her face, very obviously not at all bothered that her lie was utterly see-through.

			Eve stared at the back of her sister’s head with irritation before attempting—and failing—to clear her expression. She took a seat on the sofa, as far away as possible from where Katherine was perched.

			It struck Katherine that they looked like two arch-enemies forced to share a resting place while maintaining a chasm between them. Fear and embarrassment had lodged itself between them.

			“Your sister is nice,” Katherine said, attempting to break the ice.

			“She is.” Eve adjusted her sitting position slightly to stop from falling off the sofa completely. “Has she been a pain?”

			Katherine smiled. “No. She mentioned my father came here.”

			A blush crept up Eve’s cheeks. “He did.”

			Katherine wondered what to say next. She tried to put herself in Eve’s position to figure out what Eve might be thinking and feeling. Eve had developed feelings for her and had left, but not before kissing her cheek. And now she’d come back because of those feelings. Katherine knew she needed to be honest about her own, but she didn’t know how to start. They’d been at odds before, and she hadn’t enjoyed that. Getting it right was important, but Katherine couldn’t find the right words for herself, never mind to be uttered out loud.

			Eve jolted and looked down at her pocket. She took her phone out and looked at the screen.

			“I need to take a photograph of your face,” Eve said as she read a message.

			“Excuse me?”

			Eve looked up. “Sorry, I mean that I need to take a photograph of your injury. The mark. On your face.”

			“Oh.”

			Eve stood and fiddled with her phone. “For evidence. For the police records.”

			“I see.” Katherine stood as well. She folded her arms and then unfolded them and let them hang by her side, not sure what to do with them. Why were things so awkward between them now?

			Eve held the phone up, and Katherine tried to hold still and look at the lens. It wasn’t the first time she had been photographed, but it was certainly the first time she had been photographed at her absolute worse.

			Eve pressed a few buttons before nodding. “There, that should be fine. I’m sorry about that. They just need the evidence to be as fresh as possible. The police will come to take a statement, but at least now that’s been done.” Eve tossed her phone onto the sofa.

			Katherine swallowed. She hadn’t mentioned her other injury—she didn’t know why. Shame at not being able to look after herself, she presumed. Fear that it made her look as weak as she felt.

			“I…” Katherine licked her lips and looked away. “There’s a bruise.”

			Eve stepped forward to examine Katherine’s face. “I think it’s mainly skin damage, nothing too deep. It should heal quickly.”

			Katherine shook her head. “No, I mean…” She took a fistful of her blouse and took a slow breath before tugging on the material.

			She felt like a fool. She’d allowed herself to get into a situation where the Copthalls could take her. Then she had been too weak to protect herself. Now she stood in Eve’s sister’s living room, exposing her stomach. She turned away and closed her eyes, wishing to be anywhere else.

			Eve gasped. “What happened?”

			Katherine opened her eyes and was surprised to see that Eve was kneeling in front of her, staring at her stomach.

			“Who did this?” Eve asked, her voice turning ice cold.

			“I don’t know. There was a bright light in my face,” Katherine said. “I think he wore a mask? It’s hazy.”

			Eve looked up. “They…punched you?”

			“Yes.”

			“I need to get you to a hospital.” Eve was on her feet and scrambling across the sofa for her phone.

			“No. It looks worse than it is.” Katherine lowered her blouse and reached for Eve’s arm, keen to not be dragged to the hospital with such a minor and embarrassing injury.

			Eve paused, held by Katherine’s grip around her upper arm. “Are you sure? It looks bad. I mean, not your stomach. It looks great—not that I’m looking at that. Just the bruise. I need a photo. That’s what I need to do.”

			Katherine felt herself blush and let go of Eve’s arm. She took a small step back and raised her blouse again. Eve quickly activated the camera on her phone, crouched, and took a series of photographs from slightly different angles.

			“Does it hurt?” Eve asked.

			“A little,” Katherine admitted. “In a normal kind of way, not in a needs-medical-attention way.”

			Eve narrowed her eyes to properly examine the injury. She took a step closer. Katherine held her breath. Eve’s fingers ghosted over the bruise, and Katherine bit her lip to keep from moaning in pleasure at the touch.

			Eve seemed to realise what she had done and jumped to her feet and several steps back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

			Katherine lowered her blouse. “I’m glad you did,” she confessed. She sucked in a breath. It was now or never. She needed to be honest. “I’m not immune to your charms or your touch, Eve.”

			Eve’s eyes widened at the admission.

			“For the avoidance of doubt, this isn’t a recent development,” Katherine continued. “I felt this way long before you saved my life. Either of the times that you saved my life, actually.”

			“Don’t,” Eve pleaded.

			“Why not?” Katherine couldn’t understand Eve’s plea. She had walked away, no longer technically a part of Katherine’s security detail, so surely they could now be honest with one another.

			“Because I’m not exactly in your dating pool, am I?” Eve whispered with a tone of bitterness barely hidden.

			“Who says you’re not in the dating pool?” Katherine frowned, wondering where on earth Eve got that notion from. “We had this discussion. I don’t classify people by their title or their bank balance. I told you that.”

			Eve scoffed a little. “I know what you said, but I’m nowhere near your social standing, Katherine. You can’t honestly say that you’d ever consider dating your former protection officer.”

			Katherine wanted to shake some sense into her. “For goodness’ sake, Eve. I’d be lucky to have someone like you in my life. Prouder than I could possibly say. If there’s anyone who should have doubts about us dating, then it should be you. It has nothing to do with your career or lineage—it’s knowing that you’ll be part of a double-page spread in a gossip magazine if you’re dating me.” Katherine tucked her blouse into her trousers. “People in my social circle are well aware of that fact, and they no doubt already put up with it themselves. The dating pool is simply the people who can stomach the idea of me being public property.”

			Eve opened and closed her mouth a few times. “But what about your family?”

			“From what your sister was saying, my father seems to think we’d be a good fit. As for the rest of them, well, I make my own decisions.” Katherine raised her chin and looked boldly at Eve. “This isn’t a conversation to be had here and now. May I take you to dinner one night?”

			Eve blinked. “On a date?”

			“Yes.”

			“You want to talk about whether or not we should date, on a date?” Eve asked, a smile starting to cross her face.

			Katherine offered a lopsided grin. “I was hoping you wouldn’t delve too deeply into the details.”

			Eve opened her mouth to reply at the very same second a rapid knock on the front door reverberated through the flat.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-seven 

			Eve snapped back to high alert. She calculated how many people knew of their location and who could possibly be hammering on the door. She knew if it was anyone unwanted, she had mere seconds to make decisions for Katherine’s safety.

			She held up a hand to indicate to Katherine that she was to wait where she was. Then she stealthily entered the hallway and looked at the shadow of the person on the doorstep through the frosted glass of the front door.

			It was a man, but his frame didn’t seem menacing. Eve quickly placed who it was and, after checking her assumption through the peephole, opened the door.

			Lord Michael Lovegrove swept into the hallway, his eyes red and his expression ashen.

			“You have her?” he asked Eve in the tone of a parent who had been to hell and back over the last few hours.

			Eve nodded and gestured to the living room. Lord Lovegrove bounded towards the room, and Eve took a moment to nod to his personal protection officer who was standing on the step outside.

			“Heard what you did, Webb. Good job,” he said before taking a stance to guard the door.

			“Thanks.” She closed the door and let out a deep sigh. She could hear the reunion happening in the living room and wanted to give them a few minutes alone before she joined them.

			Paula exited her bedroom and looked at Eve. “Is Michael here?”

			Eve chuckled. “Yes, Lord Lovegrove is here.”

			“He told me to call him Michael,” Paula said, preening. She approached and, lowering her voice, asked, “Everything go okay with you and Katherine?”

			Eve didn’t know the answer to that yet. On the face of it, she had an invitation to dinner. But her emotions were still scattered to the wind. She couldn’t possibly make decisions now as she was still recovering from the very real possibility of Katherine being lost forever. Understanding what it all meant was a task that she just wasn’t ready for. Looking to the future felt impossible.

			“Hey, what’s wrong?” Paula asked, sweeping Eve into a hug.

			Eve wrapped her arms around her sister. “It’s been a lot.”

			Paula tightened her grip. “It’s okay. Take your time.”

			Eve knew Paula understood. It had been the same after the Seven Dials terrorist attack. Eve had felt overwhelmed by such a quickly moving situation that she had no control over. First, the attack itself, but later the enquiry that had led to so many revelations as to the state of the intelligence services. Each and every day, Eve came home feeling more overwhelmed with emotion.

			Eve sucked in a deep breath. Now was not the time to go down that path. She was still technically in the middle of a mission. Even if Katherine was currently safe, things were happening that needed to be dealt with.

			She squeezed her sister once in an indication that she needed to let go. Paula squeezed her quickly before stepping back.

			“Let’s go in,” Paula suggested.

			Eve shook her head a little to pull herself together before entering the living room. Lord Lovegrove had Katherine in a tight hug, and Katherine was chuckling.

			“Daddy, I’m fine. I’m sorry I didn’t call you yet—it’s been hectic.”

			“Just as long as you’re okay,” he mumbled into her hair.

			Eve had never seen her own father cry. It wasn’t until she was much older that she realised how much toxic masculinity had flowed through the men in her family. They didn’t cry, and they didn’t talk about emotions. All in all, they didn’t express themselves very well.

			Eve knew her father loved her because he told her exactly that frequently. But the words were usually tagged on to a joke or a comment about something different entirely. It was only when he was approaching the end of his life that he actually hugged Eve, kissed her on the forehead, and said he loved her without prompt or the cover of a joke.

			And yet Eve had always thought her father was perfect.

			When she’d first seen Michael Lovegrove, she thought him nothing more than a snobby member of the aristocracy, cold and unfeeling. As Eve thought they all were. She’d seen miniseries and documentaries and thought she knew all she needed to know about him.

			Now she saw the tears tracking down the cheeks of a man who loved his daughter without boundaries or fear. He held her as tightly as Eve wished she could. The love that sprang from him was clear enough to cause Eve’s own tears to well up.

			The last remnants of her decades-old prejudices melted away. He might have been a Lord, but he was a father first and foremost, and no one could deny that. Eve was learning and coming to terms with the fact that books couldn’t always be judged by their covers. A difficult lesson for someone to learn, especially when their job involved analysing people in seconds based on a brief glance.

			“Miss Webb, thank you for bringing my little girl back to me.”

			“Daddy, I need to breathe,” Katherine admonished him.

			He reluctantly let go but scooped up her hand and held that instead. He looked at the mark on his daughter’s face and shivered.

			“Charles explained the situation to me,” Michael said. “Including your uncovering of the mole in his office. I’m impressed—though I won’t be able to look at a staple gun in the same way ever again.”

			Eve felt her cheeks heat up at the memory of her angry rampage.

			“Staple gun?” Paula asked.

			“Confidential operational matter,” Eve said.

			“Absolutely, top level. Need to know,” Michael agreed. “In all seriousness, this is the second time you’ve saved my daughter’s life this month. I cannot thank you enough. If there is ever anything at all that I can do to show you my gratitude, you must let me do so.”

			“It’s just my job, sir. But I appreciate the offer,” Eve said.

			“Actually, Daddy,” Katherine said, “I think there is something you can do.”

			Eve stared at Katherine, wondering what on earth she might be about to say.

			“Eve was on the scene at the Seven Dials incident a few years back,” Katherine explained.

			Michael looked at Eve in sympathy. “Terrible events, just terrible.”

			“An enquiry was held afterwards, and Eve kindly gave evidence to the panel. I’ve looked at the report that came from the enquiry, but nothing has changed. Eve discovered huge concerns in the intelligence services, how they share—or rather, don’t share—data. It’s a mess. And the whole thing seems to have been swept under the carpet, probably to save someone’s job. Daddy, a real enquiry needs to happen. This report is enormous, so big that many people wouldn’t bother to read beyond the summary sheet. I read the whole thing, and I’m furious. You would be too. Will be, when you read it. Someone needs to hold these people to account, and they need to make changes. Or we’ll have another Seven Dials. Only this time we probably won’t be lucky enough to have someone like Eve on the ground to save lives.”

			Eve stared at Katherine in shock. She’d actually read the report from the enquiry. The seven-hundred-and-fifty-seven-page report that served mainly to bury the evidence. The report that Paula had correctly referred to as a box-ticking exercise and nothing more.

			Katherine had read it. Not only that, but she was lobbying her father to do something about it. And, more importantly, he looked as though he was seriously considering it.

			“Is this true?” he asked Eve.

			Eve felt her breath become trapped in her chest. Was this finally the time when someone would actually listen to her? When something could actually be done about the gross incompetence that was allowed to continue to exist at the top of the security services?

			Eve swayed, and Paula caught her arm, covering up what could have been an embarrassing moment.

			“Let’s sit down, shall we?” Paula suggested, leading her sister to the armchair before taking her customary seat on the footstool.

			Katherine and her father sat on the sofa, Michael still gripping her hand and casting glances towards her seemingly to reassure himself of her safety. Eve understood the desire. She’d found herself doing so several times as well.

			“Yes. It is true, sir,” Eve said.

			“Call me Michael.”

			“Michael.” She drew herself up and tried to summarise what had happened over three years ago. “After the incident, I was asked to take part in the enquiry. I gave evidence multiple times. As part of the enquiry, it became clear that key information wasn’t being picked up, and if it was then it certainly wasn’t being distributed appropriately. When the enquiry was finished, the report was so long that no one ever read it. They buried the findings.”

			Michael ground his teeth and shook his head. “Some of these enquiries are nothing more than theatre. It makes my blood boil.”

			“Daddy,” Katherine warned, a hand on his arm. “Your blood pressure.”

			He patted her hand. “I know, Katie. It just makes me so angry.”

			“Then do something about it,” Katherine said.

			“I fully intend to.” He turned to Eve. “With your permission, I’d like to create a new enquiry into this. I have the authority to return the report for revision. In fact, I’ll take it to Little Bobby. It’s his department, and I’ll tell him to throw the whole damn thing out, and we’ll start again.”

			“Little Bobby?” Paula asked. “Do you mean Sir Robert Paul, the defence secretary?”

			“Yes, I served with Bobby’s father. He owes me a favour.”

			Eve wanted to be angry at the obvious use of the old boys’ network, but the fact that she—and the entire country—would benefit meant she couldn’t find it in herself to care.

			“You have my word—I’ll take this to the top,” he said, the sincerity in his tone crystal clear. “But I have to ask, would you possibly be able to assist with a new enquiry? Not just to give evidence, but to be a part of the panel.”

			“Me?” Eve blinked. “I…I wouldn’t know how.”

			“Of course you do—you’re the most suitable person for the job,” he said. “Enquiries are nothing more than experts in their field researching current conditions, putting together their findings and recommendations, and then implementing them.”

			“I think that sounds like a great idea,” Paula said. “You personally found out a lot of things during the last enquiry, and you could bring a lot to a new report. Especially if you were actually on the panel.”

			“Won’t this one be ignored, just like the last one?” Eve asked.

			“Not when I ask the PM to look at it,” Michael said.

			“Eve, you can’t let an opportunity like this go to waste,” Paula said. “How many times have you sat there and told me that things needed to change? Told me about all the things you’d do if you had the chance. This is that chance.”

			“I never sat here and said that. This armchair used to be by the window, where it should be.” Eve rubbed at her eyes. Everything was changing so fast, and she was struggling to stay on track.

			But her sister was right—this was an opportunity that she had dreamed of. The chance to actually force change through the services. Not just for herself but for the country, for her fellow officers, for civilians. To make the country safer, which was her core goal throughout her years of service.

			Something had become clear to her already. If she agreed to be on the panel, it meant staying. It meant giving up her life in Japan. Eve knew full well that enquiries of this nature took months, if not years to be completed. Then the report needed to be created, distributed, and actually read by all who had a say. To then implement changes would take years more.

			It meant leaving her old life behind.

			It also meant a chance at something with Katherine.

			“I’ll do it, but I have to tell you of a potential conflict of interest that may arise,” Eve said seriously.

			Michael raised his chin and looked at her earnestly. “Yes?”

			“I’d like to date your daughter. In the future and when I am no longer responsible for her safety, of course. If I am involved in an enquiry that you are sponsoring, I need you to be aware that there may be talk.”

			Katherine held up her hand. “Wait a minute, you quit.” A smile had crossed her face, but there was also an element of frustration at the understanding that this meant a further delay to the change in the dynamic of their relationship.

			“And now I’m back,” Eve said.

			“Do I get a say in this?” Katherine asked, trying to smother a grin.

			“No.” Eve shook her head. “Clearly, no one else can keep you safe. And I’m not losing you now.”

			“Are you asking permission to date my daughter?” Michael asked.

			Eve sat a little taller. “No, sir, I don’t believe I need your permission to do that. But I do need you to be aware of the potential relationship, as other people may consider it newsworthy.”

			Michael looked at her for a few seconds before a smile crossed his face. He looked at Katherine and chuckled. “I like her.”

			“So do I,” Katherine said.

			Eve tried not to visibly sag into her seat with relief.

			“Will you return as Katie’s personal protection officer until this mess is over?” Michael asked. “I’m sure the previous officer did her best, but I don’t feel secure with her staying in her post.”

			Eve didn’t want to rubbish another officer, especially as she didn’t know the circumstances of Katherine’s kidnapping, but she agreed.

			“Is Dee okay?” Katherine asked suddenly. “Gosh, I didn’t even think to ask.”

			“You had other things on your mind,” Eve said. “She’s fine. Annoyed at herself, but fine.” She turned to Michael. “Yes, I’ll be coming back.”

			Eve avoided making eye contact with Katherine or Paula. She knew just looking at Katherine would cause the endless parade of butterflies to continue their journey around her stomach. And Paula would no doubt give her a thoroughly unprofessional wink, which Eve did not need to see right now.

			“Excellent. I take it we’ll be able to put an end to this whole mess soon?” Michael asked.

			“I should think so,” Eve said. “But it won’t change overnight. I’m afraid we’ll still need to maintain protection services for a while yet, and then continue to monitor the situation.”

			“Back to Bridgewater House?” he asked.

			Eve said, “Yes, for the meantime.” She made eye contact with Katherine. “I’m sorry.”

			Katherine shrugged. “I won’t complain. It will be nice to be somewhere safe. And GG promised me an apple pie this weekend.”

			“What’s Bridgewater House?” Paula asked.

			“It’s our home in the country—you should come and visit,” Katherine offered eagerly. “It would be wonderful. I’m sure you’d love it.”

			“Um. She’s not on the visitor list,” Eve pointed out.

			“Oh yes, you should come for dinner this weekend, my dear,” Michael said to Paula, ignoring Eve’s comment. “Do you like riding?”

			Eve looked between the three of them, knowing in her heart that there was no way of stopping them. Paula had endeared herself to the Lovegroves, and that meant embarrassing stories about her over the dinner table. Luckily, Eve had a few good ones up her sleeve too.

			She watched as Michael and Paula spoke of her only equestrian experience being that one time she rode a donkey at Blackpool. Like a bolt from the blue, she wondered if she was looking at her future family. She couldn’t help but smile at that prospect.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-eight 

			Katherine stared out of the car window at the passing fields and trees. She had no idea what day it was, what time it was, she barely even knew who she was. Exhaustion had come on thick and fast over the course of the day. From a morning tied to a chair, to a rescue, to agreement to return to her family home for the time being.

			Her heart had sunk in disappointment when a chauffeur had turned up in a car. She’d assumed that Eve would drive them back, and they’d have time to talk on the way. Instead, they sat in silence, Eve occasionally calling in operational updates and typing things on her phone.

			Aside from a few scant moments, they hadn’t had time to properly talk. She didn’t even know if Eve had agreed to the idea of a dinner date. Of course, she’d been happy to see her father, but his timing was undeniably awful. Katherine had been on edge all afternoon and evening, wondering if she’d been rejected.

			Eve told Daddy that there was a chance of a conflict of interest because we might be dating, Katherine recalled. That must mean that she has accepted the invitation. Or is at least considering it.

			Katherine looked at the back of Eve’s seat, wishing she could get some answers.

			For the first time in a long time, Katherine wanted nothing more than to be back at Bridgewater House. It would mean that they were finally able to speak, alone and at length. Not to mention that she now understood that Bridgewater House was the most secure location she could be in.

			Before her father had left them alone that afternoon, he’d whispered in Katherine’s ear that he liked Eve and hoped to see more of her. It was his way of giving his blessing. While it was old-fashioned and would probably have been unwelcome to some, Katherine was relieved and grateful. She’d often wondered if her father was less than comfortable with her being in relationships with women, but it appeared that it was just her choice of woman that had previously been the issue. He’d taken an instant shine to Eve, and for that Katherine was very thankful.

			The car turned from the road onto the driveway, and Katherine sat up a little straighter to try to wake herself up. She was finally home.

			Her nerves jangled. She’d waited hours to have the conversation they were about to have, but now that the moment had arrived, she couldn’t help but feel anxious.

			They pulled up outside the house, and Katherine waited a few moments for Eve to open the passenger door for her. They entered the house where Katherine glanced at the grandfather clock and was surprised to see it was actually the early hours of the morning.

			Eve closed and locked the door behind them.

			“I’m sorry you have to come back here,” Eve said softly. “I know it doesn’t hold great memories for you.”

			“It doesn’t,” Katherine agreed. “But I am replacing those memories with better ones. Eve, I’ve been waiting for hours—do you have an answer for me?”

			Eve looked confused. “Answer to what?”

			“I asked if you’d have dinner with me, but you never answered.”

			“I did.”

			“You didn’t. You opened your mouth, but then Daddy arrived.”

			“Oh. I thought I’d answered. Are you sure I didn’t say anything?”

			“Eve!” Katherine pleaded.

			A grin spread across Eve’s face, and Katherine realised she was being toyed with.

			“I’d love to have dinner with you, once all this is over,” Eve said.

			Relief flooded her. Katherine took the opportunity to approach Eve, cup her cheek with her hand, and place a kiss on her—

			“No.” Eve leant back, away from the approaching kiss.

			Katherine blinked. “I thought we—”

			“I’m on duty,” Eve explained. “I can’t do this and be your protection officer. It isn’t right. I won’t cross that professional line.”

			Katherine licked her lips and took a step back. “That’s grossly unfair and incredibly attractive.”

			“Don’t think I don’t want to,” Eve added, a look of apology on her face. “I just—”

			“I understand.” Katherine sighed. She did understand, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. “Eve?”

			“Yes?”

			“Finish this case as quickly as humanly possible, please.”

			Eve nodded sharply. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Katherine sucked in a long breath and then turned to approach the stairs. With her back to Eve, she smiled the widest smile she could remember. Things were coming together. She just needed to bide her time a little longer and then she’d be able to pursue Eve as she so desperately desired.

			In the meantime, maybe close protection wasn’t as much of a pain as she’d first thought.

		


		
			Epilogue 

			Five months later

			“Are you coming to the pub tonight?” Isaac asked.

			Katherine shoved some paperwork in her satchel and laughed. “What do you think?”

			“I think you’re going home to your hot girlfriend, but I can still ask,” he said. He sat on the edge of her desk and flipped through her notepad.

			“Well, I appreciate the invitation, even though I do think it’s a thinly veiled attempt to extract gossip from me about the Warminster party last weekend.” Katherine clipped her satchel closed and put the strap over her shoulder. “So, no, I’ll be spending the evening and indeed the whole weekend with my girlfriend. We’re watching Dad’s Army.”

			“What now? What’s that?” Isaac looked just like the under twenty-five-year-old that he was.

			“Comedy at its finest,” Katherine said.

			“Let me get this right—you have an invitation to the premiere at Duke’s Theatre, but you’re going to spend the weekend watching some old comedy called Dad’s Barmy?”

			“Army. Army,” she corrected. “Honestly, the youth of today.”

			He rolled his eyes. “You’re no fun any more,” he said playfully.

			“Maybe not, but I am happy,” Katherine said. “And I’m leaving the office on time for a change.”

			“Katherine? A word before you go,” Lucinda bellowed from her office.

			“Almost on time,” Katherine mumbled under her breath.

			Isaac slid from the edge of the desk. “It’s good to see you smiling,” he said before heading back to his own desk.

			He’d had a little difficulty with Katherine being in a serious relationship for the first couple of months. At first, he’d thought Eve wasn’t a good fit. But that was mainly because he was frightened of Eve after some rumour about a staple gun that Katherine still hadn’t managed to get to the bottom of. Later it was obvious that he was sad at the loss of his social time with his boss and friend.

			Katherine reminded herself to carve out some time for them to have lunches out of the office, just the two of them. She said goodnight to him and to the rest of the office before popping in to see Lucinda.

			“Ah, Katherine, close the door,” Lucinda said when Katherine entered the messy room.

			Katherine held back the sigh and closed the door, taking a seat in front of her boss.

			“I’m retiring,” Lucinda announced, never one for beating around the bush.

			“Oh.” Katherine hadn’t expected that. She’d assumed Lucinda would simply die at work one day, dramatically and while complaining about a heating bill or a client’s choice of napkin material.

			“You’re not taking over,” Lucinda added.

			“I never expected to,” Katherine said, reassuring her for the thousandth time.

			“No one is.”

			Katherine leant forward. “Come again?”

			“I’m closing the business. When I retire, so does the business. It’s the fairest way.”

			Katherine wanted to argue that it wasn’t exactly fair, more like Lucinda’s way of holding on to everything she’d built even from the grave.

			“I see,” Katherine said, even though she really didn’t. There was no point arguing with Lucinda—she was her own unique self, and no one could really understand or control her.

			“You’re good at this, Katherine,” Lucinda confessed in perhaps the first piece of praise she’d ever given an employee. “Before I go, I’m going to establish a new division focusing entirely on charity work. I know that’s where your heart is. I want you to manage it, and when I retire and close this business, the charity will transfer to you.”

			“I don’t know the first thing about running a business,” Katherine admitted.

			“I know—I’ve known you since you were fifteen. Numbers and you don’t mix.” Lucinda ruffled through a stack of papers before pulling out a plastic wallet. “I’ve been working on this for a while. This is a list of people I recommend. That’s what business is all about, Katherine. Building the right team around you. Don’t try to be everything—find the right people.”

			Katherine took the plastic wallet and looked through the pieces of paper it held. She could see profit-and-loss sheets, CVs, business plans, and more.

			“You really want me to run this?” Katherine asked.

			“I want a legacy,” Lucinda admitted. “I built this business from the ground up, and I’ll take it with me when I go. It will be fixed in history that the best weddings, fundraisers, and birthday parties were always hosted here at Elegance. People will dine out on the fact that they were lucky enough to have had us organise their event. We’ll become historic.”

			Katherine couldn’t help but smile. Lucinda was known for always wanting to be the best. Her work ethic and standards were unmatchable, and it seemed she wanted to freeze-frame her success forever.

			“But I can’t retire without knowing I left something behind. My children, well, no one is going to remember them.” Lucinda sighed. “But bringing life to dull charity fun runs—what an oxymoron that is—and fundraisers, well, that will be something I can gift to all of London.”

			“I ask again, you really want me to run this?” Katherine asked.

			“You’re the best person for the job, Katherine. Look over the paperwork this weekend, and let me know what you think. Obviously, this is all hush-hush for now.”

			The phone rang, and Lucinda glanced at the caller display before picking it up. “Harry! How are you, darling?”

			She covered the mouthpiece and indicated the door to her office with a nod. “Katherine, be a dear and close the door behind you.”

			Katherine tucked the paperwork into her satchel and left the room. She stood in the hallway for a moment considering the offer. If it could be called an offer, considering the way Lucinda had phrased it. It was an opportunity, she decided.

			Lucinda was an eccentric nightmare, but she was right that Katherine enjoyed the charity side of their work more than anything else. It seemed like a good career plan, but definitely something she’d need to discuss first with Eve. Thankfully, Eve had a head for business and logic that didn’t always come naturally to Katherine.

			Realising that she was running late, she hurried down the stairs and poked her head into the ground floor staff room. Her gaze instantly landed on Bill.

			“Sorry I’m late, are you ready?”

			“Absolutely, ma’am,” he said before saying farewell to the two office juniors who just so happened to be in the staffroom slowly making a last cup of tea whenever Katherine’s new bodyguard was in the office.

			They headed out into the street and started the walk back to Katherine’s apartment. The day she could finally walk again rather than being driven back and forth had been a momentous one for her. It was the real first indication that things were finally getting back to normal.

			The Copthall drama was now rolling into its fifth month, but Katherine had only been under full lock and key for six weeks. While at the time every single day felt like an eternity, with the restoration of her freedom she felt it had been a small price to pay for safety and peace of mind.

			Five weeks at Bridgewater House had been hard but ultimately the right decision. Following that she’d worked from home for one week before Eve finally agreed with the general consensus that the coast was clear for Katherine to start to return to her life.

			Another two weeks of tedious chauffeured journeys to and from work went by before Eve finally agreed that Katherine could walk, as long as she was accompanied. Katherine had literally jumped for joy and now spent her morning and evening walking with Bill.

			She suspected that the need to have company on the walk was now redundant. Most of the Copthall family were awaiting trial and had moved on to trying to save their back room deals and hide their money from the international police forces who were pressing charges. Katherine and her father were no longer of interest to them. But Katherine knew that Eve still worried. She’d gladly accept a little walking company if it meant it soothed Eve’s fears.

			“You should ask Callie out,” Katherine told Bill.

			“Do you think she’s interested?” he asked.

			“I should say so. She’s always in the staffroom whenever you are.”

			“So is Marissa,” he pointed out.

			“Moral support. We girls do that kind of thing.” She looked at her wristwatch and considered if she had enough time to stop off. She decided a few minutes’ tardiness would be soon forgiven, considering the reason for her lateness.

			“Flowers,” she said, pointing to the small shop on the street corner.

			“For Callie?” Bill asked, a little shocked.

			“For Eve, from me,” Katherine explained. “But yes, I’m sure Callie would appreciate flowers one day.”

			Katherine had bought Eve a bouquet of flowers the day after their first real dinner date. Although the jury was still out on whether or not that had actually been their first date, considering the amount of time they had spent together prior to that. But Katherine had designated it the first real date, as it was in a public place and Eve wasn’t on duty.

			She’d not been sure how the flowers would be received. Eve was a melting pot of contradictory reactions. On one hand she was incredibly strong and stoic, but on the other she cried with emotion when she saw fireworks. Katherine loved the contrasts.

			To say that Eve had been shocked to receive the bouquet would be an understatement. It turned out that Katherine’s brave, crime-fighting, no-nonsense girlfriend adored flowers but had never been given any by previous love interests.

			Katherine now frequently stopped off to buy flowers just to see the beaming smile on Eve’s face.

			* * *

			Eve tasted the yakitori sauce and smiled to herself. This was the closest she had come yet to the real thing. Katherine was always happy with whatever food Eve served, but Eve was determined to get the dishes as authentic as possible.

			She heard the front door open and wiped her hands on a tea towel before entering the hallway.

			“Wear the red tie,” Katherine said. “It’s a strong colour. You’re strong—lean in to it.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Bill replied.

			Eve leant against the door frame. “Why should he wear a red tie?”

			“To ask Callie out,” Katherine said. She handed over a bouquet of flowers to Eve and kissed her cheek before kicking off her heels. “Red tie, an offer of a trip to the cinema, a single rose. It will be perfect.”

			“You little matchmaker,” Eve said. “Don’t let her bully you, Bill.”

			“I’m not bullying! I’m assisting,” Katherine said.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Eve replied playfully.

			She sniffed the flowers, enjoying the scents that they brought. She never knew when Katherine would surprise her with flowers, but they were always very welcome. Katherine didn’t like to receive flowers in the same way Eve did, probably because they’d lost all meaning for her as she’d received so many over the years. But Katherine did like sweet treats. Eve had brought a box of truffles back from her recent trip and hidden them in the cupboard for when Katherine went on a search for a snack that evening.

			“Is there anything else, ma’am?” Bill asked.

			“Well, you could spritz a little aftersh—” Katherine started.

			“He means from you,” Eve explained. “Do you need anything else, or can he go?”

			“Oh! Sorry. No, that’s everything, thank you, Bill. See you on Monday.”

			Bill wished them both a good evening and then left. Eve took her flowers into the kitchen and placed them in the sink until she had time to deal with them properly later. Katherine came into the kitchen and peered into the saucepan.

			“Oh, yum, is that yakitori?”

			“It is.” Eve gently moved her out of the way, so she could continue stirring the sauce.

			“Wonderful, I’m starving.” Katherine stood behind Eve and wrapped her arms around her.

			“That’s because you don’t eat properly when I work late like I did last night,” Eve chided.

			“I have no idea what you’re referring to,” Katherine said innocently.

			“The empty tin of peaches I found in the recycling bin when I got home,” Eve said. She put the lid back on the saucepan and turned around in Katherine’s arms. “You can’t just eat fruit from a tin instead of dinner, you know.”

			“Yes, I can. I’ve done it for years.” Katherine grinned.

			Eve kissed the grin from her face, pulling Katherine in close and enjoying the feel of warm lips on hers. They’d only shared innocent pecks on the cheek up until Charles had officially declared the operation over, three and a half months ago. Then Eve had discovered what an exceptional kisser Katherine was, and then they’d rarely spent time doing anything else.

			They had grown closer than Eve had ever thought possible during the last few weeks of the operation. So much so that Katherine had shyly requested that Eve stay despite no longer needing protection. Eve had happily, giddily, moved her belongings from the spare bedroom into the master bedroom. Eve had worried that it was too fast, but Paula had been quick to point out that they’d sort of been dating for weeks, even if they hadn’t been physical.

			Mindful that dinner would be spoilt if she lost track of time, she reluctantly ended the kiss.

			“Is it just a mischievous way to ensure I don’t work late?” Eve teased.

			Katherine laughed as she started to set the table for dinner. “I wish. I just get swept up in work, and I forget to have dinner. Then I suddenly realise I’m hungry when I’m getting ready for bed. At least it’s a tin of fruit and not a bar of chocolate, and it’s a close thing sometimes. How did it go yesterday, anyway?”

			“Well, I don’t know why we had to go and visit the central offices in Manchester rather than them sending the documents to us, but it’s good to finally have all the papers we need for this stage of the investigation.” Eve opened the fridge door and took out the chicken skewers. “How about you? Did you get that guest list sorted out?”

			Katherine blew out an annoyed breath. “No, this wedding will be the death of me or her—I haven’t decided which yet. Araminta is being an absolute bridezilla about everything.”

			“I’m sure you’d be the same,” Eve remarked, brushing the sauce over the chicken before placing it in the oven.

			“You’ll have to ask me, and then we’ll find out,” Katherine said.

			Eve spun to look at her. Katherine smiled shyly at her before continuing setting the table.

			Eve smiled to herself and continued to prepare dinner. She’d not seriously considered marriage to Katherine, but only because it seemed too soon. They’d gone from enemies to lovers in a relatively short period of time.

			Then again, Eve had sold her place in Japan and set up a new home with Katherine. She had a new life, a new purpose, and new love. She was happy, ecstatic even. Maybe it wasn’t too soon at all.

			“Who says I have to ask you?” Eve asked. “I’m sure you have an idea or two with that mountain of Mills and Boon books you keep hidden.”

			A napkin hit the back of her head.

			The stash of romance novels was a subject that Katherine preferred went undiscussed. Which, of course, meant that Eve loved to bring them up at any opportunity. In truth, she loved the fact that her girlfriend would often devour a book on a cosy Sunday afternoon and then take Eve by the hand into the bedroom as a result.

			Eve turned the heat off the saucepan, turned off the oven, and turned to look down at the napkin that Katherine had thrown at her before looking at a very guilty face. Katherine bit her lip, grinning and likely calculating if she could reach the door before Eve.

			“Now you’ve done it,” Eve said playfully.

			Katherine took off at a run, and Eve dashed after her. In such a small space, it was a fairly futile effort, and Eve caught up to her in a matter of seconds. She softly pressed Katherine against the wall, gently holding her arms in place.

			“Gotcha,” Eve whispered.

			“Maybe I wanted to be caught,” Katherine said, her gaze already drifting to Eve’s lips.

			“Bad behaviour isn’t the way to get what you want, Lady Lovegrove,” Eve chided.

			“Oh, I don’t know. It’s working out extraordinarily well for me right now.”

			Katherine grinned and futilely tried to move her arms. Eve applied a little more pressure to hold her in place. The look in Katherine’s eyes told her that they’d be eating dinner a little later than planned.

			“I love you,” Eve said, a sentiment she had first revealed two months previously and now took every opportunity to say.

			“I love you,” Katherine replied, closing the gap between them and sealing the words in a heartfelt kiss.
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			The Secrets of Willowra by Kadyan. A family saga of three women, their homestead called Willowra in the Australian outback, and the secrets that link them all. (978-1-63679-064-0)

			Trial by Fire by Carsen Taite. When prosecutor Lennox Roy and public defender Wren Bishop become fierce adversaries in a headline-grabbing arson case, their attraction ignites a passion that leads them both to question their assumptions about the law, the truth, and each other. (978-1-63555-860-9)

			Turbulent Waves by Ali Vali. Kai Merlin and Vivien Palmer plan their future together as hostile forces make their own plans to destroy what they have, as well as all those they love. (978-1-63679-011-4)

			Unbreakable by Cari Hunter. When Dr. Grace Kendal is forced at gunpoint to help an injured woman, she is dragged into a nightmare where nothing is quite as it seems, and their lives aren’t the only ones on the line. (978-1-63555-961-3)

			Veterinary Surgeon by Nancy Wheelton. When dangerous drugs are stolen from the veterinary clinic, Mitch investigates and Kay becomes a suspect. As pride and professions clash, love seems impossible. (978-1-63679-043-5)

			All That Remains by Sheri Lewis Wohl. Johnnie and Shantel might have to risk their lives—and their love—to stop a werewolf intent on killing. (978-1-63555-949-1)

			Beginner’s Bet by Fiona Riley. Phenom luxury Realtor Ellison Gamble has everything, except a family to share it with, so when a mix-up brings youthful Katie Crawford into her life, she bets the house on love. (978-1-63555-733-6)

			Dangerous Without You by Lexus Grey. Throughout their senior year in high school, Aspen, Remington, Denna, and Raleigh face challenges in life and romance that they never expect. (978-1-63555-947-7)

			Desiring More by Raven Sky. In this collection of steamy stories, a rich variety of lovers find themselves desiring more: more from a lover, more from themselves, and more from life. (978-1-63679-037-4)

			Jordan’s Kiss by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuck. After losing everything in a fire, Jordan Phelps joins a small lounge band and meets pianist Morgan Sparks, who lights another blaze—this time in Jordan’s heart. (978-1-63555-980-4)

			Late City Summer by Jeanette Bears. Forced together for her wedding, Emily Stanton and Kate Alessi navigate their lingering passion for one another against the backdrop of New York City and World War II, and a summer romance they left behind. (978-1-63555-968-2)

			Love in the Limelight by Ashley Moore. Marion Hargreaves, the finest actress of her generation, and Jessica Carmichael, the world’s biggest pop star, rediscover each other twenty years after an ill-fated affair. (978-1-63679-051-0)

			Love and Lotus Blossoms by Anne Shade. On her path to self-acceptance and true passion, Janesse will risk everything—and possibly everyone—she loves. (978-1-63555-985-9)

			Suspecting Her by Mary P. Burns. Complications ensue when Erin O’Connor falls for top real estate saleswoman Catherine Williams while investigating racism in the real estate industry; the fallout could end their chance at happiness. (978-1-63555-960-6)

			Two Winters by Lauren Emily Whalen. A modern YA retelling of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale about birth, death, Catholic school, improv comedy, and the healing nature of time. (978-1-63679-019-0)

			Calumet by Ali Vali. Jaxon Lavigne and Iris Long had a forbidden small-town romance that didn’t last, and the consequences of that love will be uncovered fifteen years later at their high school reunion. (978-1-63555-900-2)

			Her Countess to Cherish by Jane Walsh. London Society’s material girl realizes there is more to life than diamonds when she falls in love with a non-binary bluestocking. (978-1-63555-902-6)

			Hot Days, Heated Nights by Renee Roman. When Cole and Lee meet, instant attraction quickly flares into uncontrollable passion, but their connection might be short-lived as Lee’s identity is tied to her life in the city. (978-1-63555-888-3)

			Never Be the Same by MA Binfield. Casey meets Olivia, and sparks fly in this opposites attract romance that proves love can be found in the unlikeliest places. (978-1-63555-938-5)

			Quiet Village by Eden Darry. Something not quite human is stalking Collie and her niece, and she’ll be forced to work with undercover reporter Emily Lassiter if they want to get out of Hyam alive. (978-1-63555-898-2)

			Shaken or Stirred by Georgia Beers. Bar owner Julia Martini and home health aide Savannah McNally attempt to weather the storms brought on by a mysterious blogger trashing the bar, family feuds they knew nothing about, and way too much advice from way too many relatives. (978-1-63555-928-6)

			The Fiend in the Fog by Jess Faraday. Can four people on different trajectories work together to save the vulnerable residents of East London from the terrifying fiend in the fog before it’s too late? (978-1-63555-514-1)

			The Marriage Masquerade by Toni Logan. A no-strings-attached marriage scheme to inherit a Maui B&B uncovers unexpected attractions and a dark family secret. (978-1-63555-914-9)

			Flight SQA016 by Amanda Radley. Fastidious airline passenger Olivia Lewis is used to things being a certain way. When her routine is changed by a new, attractive member of the staff, sparks fly. (978-1-63679-045-9)

			Home Is Where The Heart Is by Jenny Frame. Can Archie make the countryside her home and give Ash the fairytale romance she desires? Or will the countryside and small village life all be too much for her? (978-1-63555-922-4)

			Moving Forward by PJ Trebelhorn. The last person Shelby Ryan expects to be attracted to is Iris Calhoun, the sister of the man who killed her wife four years and three thousand miles ago. (978-1-63555-953-8)

			Poison Pen by Jean Copeland. Debut author Kendra Blake is finally living her best life until a nasty book review and exposed secrets threaten her promising new romance with aspiring journalist Alison Chatterley. (978-1-63555-849-4)

			Seasons for Change by KC Richardson. Love, laughter, and trust develop for Shawn and Morgan throughout the changing seasons of Lake Tahoe. (978-1-63555-882-1)

			Summer Lovin’ by Julie Cannon. Three different women, three exotic locations, one unforgettable summer. What do you think will happen? (978-1-63555-920-0)

			Unbridled by D. Jackson Leigh. A visit to a local stable turns into more than riding lessons between a novel writer and an equestrian with a taste for power play. (978-1-63555-847-0)
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