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QUOTE









YOU ARE MY BLUE CRAYON, THE ONE I NEVER HAVE ENOUGH OF, THE ONE I USE TO COLOR MY SKY- A.R.ASHER.





DESCRIPTION

   

Five years ago he walked into my town and created chaos.
But I didn't know he would take my heart with him when he left.
Lucas Donatello is back in King Town but he is in for a surprise.
I'm not a pushover anymore, I'm an heir to the House of Knight, and I've had to learn to be tough to survive this little town.
In King Town, happily ever afters don't exist, and there is always a villain waiting in the darkness.
My name is Milly Knight and this is my story of the boy who stole my heart.
18+ Enemies to Lovers standalone romance based in the Boys of King Academy world.




CHAPTER 1

Five years later
The bell rang to announce the end of the lesson.
“Okay everyone.” I raise my voice to be heard over the clatter of pupils shoving books into bags and scraping back chairs, desperate to escape. “Read the next chapter. Tomorrow I’m going to want to hear your thoughts on the dynamics between Kathy and Heathcliff. Think about their relationship – is it healthy? Is it love? Is it obsession? Be prepared for a challenging discussion.”
I couldn’t be sure how many of them actually heard me as they hurried out of the room, more interested in what was on their phones than in analysing Wuthering Heights.
I slumped down into my chair, sighing. The Bronte sisters were about as close as I got to romance these days and given what happened to Kathy and Heathcliff, that wasn’t saying much. Ivy kept telling me I needed to get out more, start dating, but I was nowhere near ready for that.
I let out another heavy sigh as I picked up my bag, ready to leave. I’d find out tomorrow if anyone had bothered to do the reading.
“Hey, Ivy. Have you heard the news?”
I looked up to see Nigel Burge standing in the doorway. He’d started teaching at King Academy around the same time I had and he’d asked me a few times to go out with him, but I’d always said no. Ivy had urged me to have a drink with him, just one drink, but I didn’t want to give him any ideas. Besides, I could never date someone called Nigel. Shallow? Yes, but I didn’t care. I had my standards and unless they were chiselled like a Greek god and went by the name Lucas, no one was going to measure up. I didn’t care that Ivy thought I was wasting my life. It wasn’t like I was going to date Lucas even if he showed up on my doorstep with a dozen red roses. I was firmly dedicated to my single life and happy to stay that way. Besides, I had my reasons for keeping men at arm’s length.
“What’s happened?”
“They’ve finally appointed the new head.”
“About time.” I went over to join Nigel. I looked over the room to check that I hadn’t left anything behind before switching off the lights and closing the door behind me. “The parents weren’t going to be happy keeping Jenny as interim head for much longer. She was running the Academy into the ground.”
None of the staff had liked it when Jenny Nour was given the position of interim head, but she was the only staff member vaguely qualified to take over when Mr Pilkington died suddenly of a heart attack. Self-important and frosty, two teachers had already left because of the way she’d treated them. I’d been seriously considering following them, but my options were limited, since my standing as Knight heir meant I had to stay local to help with House business.
“So, do you know who our new head is?” I asked as we started to walk down the corridor.
“No idea.” Nigel shook his head. “They say there’s going to be a meeting on Friday to give us all the details, so I suppose we’ll have to wait until then.”
“Whoever it is, they can’t be any worse than Jenny.”
“I guess not.” Nigel laughed. “Hey – do you fancy going out for a drink to celebrate our freedom from her?”
“I’d love to, but I can’t. I have to get home.” It was only half a lie. I did have to get out of here, but even if I didn’t, I wouldn’t have wanted to go out with Nigel. Although I had to admit that I was impressed by his perseverance. If he kept this up, maybe I might say yes one day – in a few years’ time.
“Some other time then.”
“Sure.”
Nigel turned to go in the direction of the staff room, while I went off to the building which housed the kindergarten children.
“Mummy!” My four-year-old daughter’s eyes lit up when she saw me walk into the room to collect her. She squealed and ran over to throw herself into my arms.
“Hey, baby.” I kissed the top of her head as she squeezed me tightly. “Have you been a good girl?”
“Amber’s been a pleasure, as always.” Liz, one of the kindergarten teachers, came over to see us. “Do you want to show Mummy your painting?”
“Oh, yes!” Amber raced off. A minute later she was back waving a piece of paper covered with brightly coloured splotches and stripes. “This is you and me going to the zoo.”
“That’s amazing!” I gasped. “I love the colours you chose. And is that a lion there?”
“Silly Mummy.” Amber pouted reprovingly. “That’s you!”
“Of course it is. I am silly!”
Amber slipped her hand into mind and waved goodbye to Becky. “Bye bye, Auntie Becky!” she yelled.
“Bye, Amber. See you tomorrow.”
I waved at the teacher and led Amber out to the staff car park where my driver was waiting. I could have driven myself to school, but I loved sitting in the back with Amber, hearing about her day. That little girl was my whole world and I hated being away from her during the day, but I’d made a decision when she was about a year old that I wanted to go back to work. We had more than enough money for me to be a full-time mum, but it was important to me to set a good example to Amber. She needed to know that she could have a career of her own and I loved teaching, even if not everyone in my classes shared my enthusiasm for the classics.
Besides, Amber gave me a good excuse to say no to Nigel. After my own kidnapping, I was very cautious about who I left my daughter with and I didn’t like to ask my parents to take care of her too often. Much as they were always delighted to see her, I was trying to teach Amber a different way of living and my parents were still very much immersed in House politics. Ivy’s example had shown it was possible to throw caution to the wind and ignore tradition. While I didn’t see myself ever finding myself one man to love me, let alone three, I was rebelling in my own quiet little way. I’d resisted telling anyone who Amber’s father was, despite the pressure from my parents, and I’d ignored their not-so-subtle hints that they could arrange a suitable marriage for me to bring respectability back to the Knights. They kept telling me how hard it was to raise a child, which was why I finally caved and hired a part time nanny to help me out. With Claire’s help, I was fine. We were fine. Amber didn’t need anyone else in her life and most definitely not a man who was only going to let me down sooner or later.
Amber chattered away about all the things she’d done at kindergarten that day. I was only half-listening, as I wondered who the new head was going to be. I’d seen some of the candidates coming in for interview and they all seemed to be from out of town. It was no real surprise it had taken so long to find the right person. Anyone leading the Academy needed to have an in depth understanding of the way the Houses worked and how they influenced the town. House affiliations affected friendships between pupils, their behaviour, their academic performance. Unless a Head understood all those nuances, they weren’t going to last long.
The Board had approached me to take over before they gave the interim position to Jenny, but I turned them down flat, knowing full well they were only asking me because I was Knight heir. I didn’t have the experience to run the school and besides, I didn’t want to do more hours. Right now, my days mirrored Amber’s and she could stay at the after-school club when needed for those all-important staff meetings. If I’d taken on the headteacher position, it would mean I’d be away from my daughter for longer and that wasn’t going to happen.
Amber came first. Now and for always.
That Friday, I squeezed into the last remaining chair next to Nigel in the staff room, late for the meeting after needing to break up a disagreement between two girls from different Houses. Jenny was standing at the front of the room, droning on about how much she’d enjoyed being head and how it had opened new horizons for her.
“Have I missed anything important?” I leaned over and whispered to Nigel.
“Nah,” he whispered back. “Just Jenny going on about how amazing she is and how great her career is going to be now that she’s got head of King Academy on her CV. I think it’s actually a case that the Board were so unimpressed by her performance they’ve told her to find another school and she’s trying to put a positive spin on it.”
“So no sign of the new head then?”
“Not yet. You’d think he was headlining Glastonbury the way they’re keeping us waiting!”
I sat patiently, waiting for Jenny to introduce the new head, but she loved the sound of her own voice too much and it was a good ten minutes before she finally got round to what we were all waiting to hear.
“I asked him to wait in the kitchen so I could tell you how much you’ve all meant to me during my time leading the Academy,” Jenny said. “I want you to know that your support and encouragement has meant the world to me and helped me realise that it really is my true calling to lead. But the time has come to introduce you to the man who will be taking over the helm.”
She got up to open the door that led to the staff kitchen where we made our teas and coffees and microwaved our lunches.
“Talk about milking it,” Nigel muttered to me out of the corner of his mouth. “I bet she goes home and cries into her vodka about not getting the head position permanently. I heard she interviewed but the Board weren’t interested.”
“Yeah.” I nodded. “I reckon she made the new head hide in the kitchen so she could have our undivided attention for as long as possible. I feel sorry for whatever school she ends up with after this.”
“What’s taking her so long?” Nigel frowned and peered at the kitchen door. The rest of the staff were getting restless as we were still waiting to find out who the new head was.
“Maybe she had him tied up so he wouldn’t interrupt her speech,” I suggested. “And now she can’t undo the knots.”
Nigel spluttered, as he tried to hold back laughter. I laughed with him, but my smile fell away when Jenny walked back into the room, a big fake grin plastered across her face, as a familiar man followed her.
“Everyone, I’d like you to give a warm King Academy welcome to Lucas Donatello, our new headmaster.”




CHAPTER 2

Lucas
A polite smattering of applause greeted me as I walked into the staff room. The teachers looked about as bored as I’d been waiting around in that kitchen. Jenny’s goodbye speech had filtered through and I could see why the Board had wanted to replace her. The woman was about as suited to being head as a dead fish.
“Thanks for the welcome.” I looked round the room, smiling as I made contact with each and every one of the teachers. My smile lost a little of its lustre when I saw Milly sitting there, but I quickly moved on to the guy sitting next to her.
Damn, she looked as good as she always did. Better, even. Was that man her boyfriend? There was something in his body language that hinted at an attraction between the two of them.
If that was the case, good. Milly deserved some happiness in her life. Growing up in her brother’s shadow and then having to take over as heir had done a real number on her. She never had appreciated how amazing she was.
But it wasn’t my problem. Not now, and not in the past either.
“Look, I know you’ve all got homes to go to, so I’ll keep this short.” The sense of relief when I said that was palpable. I had planned a longer speech, but after the way Jenny had gone on, I knew that the best way to start building rapport with my new team was to respect their time and not give them some empty motivational speech I’d cribbed together from a quick Google. “I went to this Academy myself and I know what a special place it is. As some of you may know, I was briefly married to Ivy Archaic and was mentored by her father, so I have an understanding of the kinds of things we have to deal with here that aren’t an issue in other more traditional schools. I’ve been fully briefed on the current state of play as well as the ambitions the Board has for the Academy and I think you’re going to be really excited about some of the initiatives I’ve got planned. I’ll reveal more about them when the time is right, but for now I want you all to know that I have an open-door policy. If there’s anything you need to talk to me about, anything at all, please just come and see me. I won’t bite.” I grinned, deliberately not looking anywhere near Milly. Knowing her the way I did, she was likely to be way too shy to approach me unless she absolutely had to and that was fine by me.
“But for now, all I want to say is that I’m honoured to have been appointed head of this fine establishment and I look forward to working with all of you to build a positive learning environment to support all our pupils to excel both while they’re with us and after they leave. Thank you and see you all next week when I officially takeover.”
I nodded an acknowledgement of the slightly more enthusiastic applause before the teachers started to disperse, grateful I hadn’t kept them there any longer.
Jenny appeared at my side, a frosty look on her face. “Why did you let them go? I thought you were going to brief them on all the changes we discussed,” she said. “I was going to bring out a cake to celebrate my new job.”
Something told me no one was really interested in celebrating anything Jenny was doing, but I’d met people like her before and it was always best to smile, nod, and ignore.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I had no idea.”
“That’s because it was a surprise,” Jenny huffed. “What am I supposed to do with it now?”
“Why don’t we put it in the fridge?” I suggested. “I’m sure it’ll keep over the weekend and everyone will love to start their Monday off with cake. I’ll be sure to let them know it was your treat.”
“See that you do,” Jenny snapped before going off to the kitchen to put the cake away.
I rolled my eyes once I was sure she couldn’t see me. I was glad I wasn’t going to have to work alongside Jenny. I could just imagine what a nightmare she’d been for all the teachers while she was interim head.
Well, I was here now and things were going to be very different – at least until I’d found what I was looking for. Or rather, who.
As it was, after a day of listening to Jenny tell me all about the amazing systems she’d put in place, systems I knew I was going to have to throw out and replace with ones which actually worked and improved the academic attainment of the students, I was tired. I was glad I didn’t know about the cake she’d bought. The last thing I needed was to stand around making small talk with people I knew wanted nothing more than to get home after a long week.
I walked out of the staff room, not bothering to say goodbye to Jenny. I’d had enough of her and now she’d officially handed over the reins to me, I was under no obligation to be polite to her.
It was weird walking through the halls of the Academy I’d last attended as a student under the mentorship of Solomon Archaic. It almost felt like Archer Knight was going to ambush me to confront me about my relationship with Ivy. Solomon never really appreciated the strength of her connection with the three men in her life. At first, I thought I’d be able to win Ivy over, but it soon became clear that I didn’t stand a chance. Her heart was already filled by Archer, Romeo and Declan.
But that was the past. I was here to take care of my future and that started with the girl I’d come here to find: my sister. I had no idea she even existed until recently when my family lawyer had called me in for a meeting. My mother had left a letter with him with strict instructions not to give it to me until my 30th birthday. To say that that letter had turned my world upside would have been an understatement.
I’d always known I was adopted. My mother had always been very clear about that fact and how grateful I should be to her for rescuing me from the life of poverty I’d been born into. I’d always thought my biological mother was dead, but instead, I found out that she’d placed me in care at an early age with the intention of coming back for me when she’d cleaned her act up. Instead, when Penelope Donatello offered her a hefty sum to adopt me, my biological mother was happy to sign away all her parental rights and never attempt to contact me.
My mother had gone on to have another child, a daughter this time, my sister. A sister who was apparently attending King Academy and would be in her final year. I didn’t know her name. I didn’t know what House she was in. But I had a private investigator on the case and when the head teacher position came up, I knew it was the best way for me to find my sister. I’d have access to all the students’ files and I’d be able to figure out who she was if the PI didn’t come through.
It was time for me to build a real family, one based on ties of blood. One which came naturally and wasn’t forced for the sake of House politics and a desire to crush my enemies. It was time for me to enjoy a normal life for the first time.
I left the Academy building by the staff exit which led straight out to the car park. As I went over to my Audi, I saw Milly on the other side of the car park talking to the man she’d been sitting next to in the staff room. As I walked, the two of them looked over at me. I raised my hand in greeting, but although the man waved back, Milly just glared at me.
Whatever. If she had a problem with me, she was going to have to get over it pretty damn quickly. It wasn’t like I’d broken her heart or anything like that. What happened between us all those years ago was a one off, a bit of fun for both of us that let us release some of the sexual tension that had been brewing between us after my marriage to Ivy was annulled.
Oh, who was I kidding?
I got into my Audi, but paused before starting the engine, gazing over at Milly again. Part of me wished things had been different. If Solomon hadn’t pushed me into marrying Ivy, maybe I would have gone after Milly. I’d always thought she was striking with a figure that I’d fantasized about many times.
But I was determined to make my relationship with Ivy work because I trusted Solomon knew what he was doing. If I was honest, I wasn’t exactly thinking straight either. After my mother died, I had my first taste of freedom and a fortune to fund the lifestyle any young man would kill for. I was the perfect target for someone like Solomon to take advantage of. Presenting me with someone like Ivy on a plate? Yes please! I believed Solomon when he told me she’d fall in love with me given some time and patience.
Instead, I wasted my time on a woman who loved three other men and by the time I realised I was interested in Milly, she was dating someone else. Then I went back to Italy for a few years and it felt like the universe was telling me that we just weren’t meant to be.
That night in the club could have changed everything. She looked so vulnerable, sitting on her own at that table. I wanted to take her in my arms, let her know that I was there for her if she needed. Instead, I played it cool, not wanting to let her know how I felt until I was sure she felt the same way.
We’d gone back to my place and made love until dawn. We had a sexual chemistry that was electrifying. The way she made me feel was like nothing I’d ever experienced – and I’d had quite a lot of experience by that point. When I woke up with her in my arms, it felt right, like this was the start of something special, something life changing.
And then Archer had to go and spoil everything.
Milly’s brother had come round to see her and when he discovered me sitting at the kitchen table wearing nothing but my boxers, he wasn’t happy. The cunning weasel that he was, he didn’t say anything in front of Milly. Instead, he waited for me to leave and ambushed me as I was getting into my car.
He’d never really forgiven me for forcing Ivy to marry me, so maybe that’s why he was so angry. I’d always wondered whether what he did was his way of getting revenge on me for that rather than it being an expression of brotherly love, but whatever his motivations, it didn’t really matter.
He shoved me up against my car and got right in my face. I’ll never forget his snarl as he warned me to leave unless I could promise Milly forever.
What could I say? Although I liked Milly, it had been one night, hardly enough to know whether we could have a strong relationship or not. After the mistake of marrying Ivy, I wasn’t going to rush into anything, so I told Archer I would leave and that’s exactly what I did. I left town and thought I’d never come back. If it wasn’t for my sister, I’d have stayed away, but it’s funny where life takes you.
Part of me wondered what would happen if I invited Milly out on a date. She’d probably say no, but maybe she still thought about me the way that I thought about her.
But I wasn’t going to risk it. Archer had warned me to stay away from her unless I was ready to commit and I knew what he was like. He’d follow throw on his threat to put me in the ground if I abandoned his sister.
Milly Knight was more trouble than she was worth, even if she was more beautiful than ever. I couldn’t promise her forever back then and I didn’t think I could now either. No, I was going to have to keep things professional. If she was dating that other teacher, good luck to the pair of them. I hope he made her happy.
She deserved the happy ever after I could never give her.




CHAPTER 3

Milly
“Are you sure you don’t want to come out for that drink?” Nigel asked, seeing the expression on my face when I saw Lucas coming out of the Academy. “You look like you could do with one.”
“How many times do I have to say no?” I snapped. I instantly regretted it when I saw the wounded look in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Nige. I didn’t mean it.”
“It’s okay.” He shrugged and looked away. “You’re right. I do keep asking when I should respect the word no. I’ll do better in future.”
He turned to leave and I put out a hand to stop him. “No, please keep asking,” I told him. “Maybe one day I’ll be in a position to say yes. It’s just that life is… complicated.”
“Isn’t it always?” Nigel laughed and I felt a little better seeing him relax again.
“Yeah, but you’re not the one with a history with our new head.” I could feel my cheeks reddening as the penny dropped for Nigel.
“Oh.”
“Yeah.” I tried to keep my tone nonchalant. “It was a long time ago and nothing serious, but even so. It’s weird seeing him again after all this time. I just want to go home and hug my daughter, you know?”
“I completely get it.” Nigel stroked my arm reassuringly. “But you know where I am if you ever need to talk, okay?”
“I do. Thanks, Nige.”
Amber and I had a regular Friday night tradition. When I got home from work, the two of us would go into the kitchen and make dinner together. Sometimes it would be pizza, making faces out of the toppings. Other times it would be a stew, Amber handing me the ingredients to top. It was something we both looked forward to, that time together priceless.
There would be no cooking tonight, though. I was in no mood to deal with anything and I was so distracted I’d probably chop a finger off while preparing the dinner. Tonight called for girl talk and wine.
I pulled up outside my house, one of a number in the Knight family grounds. I lived in a small settlement which my parents had built especially for me and my siblings. When Amber was born, they’d extended my house, so I had plenty of space for her and the nanny as well as an office for me to work on the family business when I wasn’t teaching. One day, I’d move into the mansion when it was time for me to take over, but that day was a long way off and I loved my home. It was the one place where I could relax and be myself without worrying about who I needed to impress.
“Claire! Amber! I’m home!”
I put my car keys in the bowl I kept on the table by the door and dropped my bag next to it.
“Mummy!” Amber came rushing out to meet me. I picked her up and swung her round in a big hug before dropping a kiss on the tip of her nose. “You’re late.” She pouted.
“I know, baby. And I’m sorry. I had an important meeting.”
“I’m important.” Amber played with my necklace, refusing to meet me in the eye.
“Yes, you are. The most important person in the whole wide world.”
“Hi, Milly.” Claire walked out of the kitchen to meet me. “Amber’s been a bit tetchy today. Apparently she got into a disagreement with one of the other children at nursery and refused to apologise.”
“That’s because it wasn’t my fault!” Amber protested. “Damien tipped his water over my painting so I hit him.”
“You know you shouldn’t hit,” I reproached her.
“Damien shouldn’t have spilt water over my picture,” Amber said. “I was making it for you.”
“You can always make me another painting,” I told her. “And I bet it’ll be even more beautiful.”
“Amber and I were getting things together for dinner,” Claire told me. “She wanted to have shepherd’s pie, so we’ve been cutting shapes out of potato to put on the top.”
“It’s going to look so cool!” Amber beamed.
“I’m sorry, sweetie.” I felt awful letting her down, but the last thing I felt like doing was making a shepherd’s pie. “We’ve got to go and see Auntie Ivy. I thought we could have dinner with her. We can finish off making the pie tomorrow.”
“But I want to do the pie now!” Amber’s face crumpled up. She’d always had a temper and on a day like today, a tantrum was the last thing I needed.
“Claire, would you be able to stay with Amber?” I asked. “I’ve really got to go and see Ivy.”
“Sorry, Milly,” Claire replied. “Normally I wouldn’t mind, but I’ve got a hot date tonight and having to cover your meeting has already made me late.”
“In that case, kiddo, you’re going to have to suck it up.” I put Amber on the floor. “Go get your coat and I’ll order a driver to take us. Maybe we can have some cookies on the journey.”
Cookies were the magic cure to everything. I knew I shouldn’t bribe her with food. Before she was born, I’d promised myself I was only going to feed my daughter organic food, no sugar, nothing but wholesome, healthy ingredients. That quickly went out the window as I discovered how exhausting solo parenting really was. Sometimes, it was easier to head off the tantrum before it started, particularly when I was reeling from Lucas’s return.
“Chocolate chip cookies?” Amber side eyed me suspiciously.
“Sure,” I replied, hoping we still had some tucked away in the cupboard.
“I’ll get them for you,” Claire offered, while Amber went to fetch her coat. I picked up the family intercom and pressed the button to order a driver. Soon, Amber was safely strapped into her car seat munching on a cookie, legs happily kicking away while the driver took us the short distance to the Archaic estate. Normally I’d drive myself, but I needed wine and what was the point in being the heir to House Knight if I couldn’t indulge myself in a few little luxuries every now and then?
“Milly! This is an unexpected pleasure.” Romeo answered the door to us. “And how’s my favourite little girl?” He leaned forward to give Amber a high five.
“I got a cookie, Uncle Romy!” Amber held up the soggy mess that was what was left of her last cookie.
“Aren’t you lucky? Can I have some?” Romy pretended to reach out for Amber’s cookie and she snatched it away, giggling.
“Silly Uncle Romy! It’s my cookie!”
“In that case, I’d better go and get some cookies of my own. Do you want to come with me?” He reached out a hand to Amber, who happily took it.
“Would you mind making sure she eats something a little healthier as well?” I asked Romy. “She hasn’t had dinner yet.”
“No problem. Chef was just starting on dinner for Louis. I’ll get him to make an extra portion. Ivy’s up in the nursery.”
Romy took Amber in the direction of the kitchen, my daughter chatting away nineteen to the dozen as she skipped along next to him. I smiled sadly, wondering whether her beautiful innocence would last once news of who her father was got out.
Ivy. Ivy would know what to do. My best friend always had the answer to everything. She’d gone against House tradition to live with three men, all of whom adored her. This would be an easy fix for her after everything she’d been through.
I went up the stairs to the nursery. When Ivy first found out she was pregnant, she’d spent hours consulting with interior designers, determined to create the most beautiful nursery possible for her child. When she found out she was expecting a boy, she’d covered the walls with murals of sea creatures, creating a soothing watery retreat. I had no idea she was such a talented artist – her dad had forced her to choose between music and art when she went to the Academy. I always wondered whether he realised exactly what he was making her give up. She could easily have gone professional with her art, but instead, she’d poured all her energies into transforming House Archaic from the corrupt organisation her father had created into an altruistic company which did as much work to help struggling communities as it did its core money making activities.
“Annie Mimi!” Louis, Ivy’s adorable one-year-old son, came running over to me as I entered the nursery. He’d only recently started walking, but since he’d mastered the use of his legs, he seemed determined to get everywhere as quickly as he could, like he was in a rush to cram in all the things life had to offer. He couldn’t say Auntie Milly properly yet, but I loved the way he pronounced my name and hoped I’d always be Annie Mimi to him.
I had no idea which of Ivy’s three lovers was Louis’s father. I wasn’t even sure if Ivy herself knew. But it didn’t matter – the three men all doted on Louis and they were all happy to share parenting duties, regardless of whether they were known as Dad, Daddy, or Papa.
I knelt down and gave the little boy a huge hug as he threw himself at me. “Hey, Lou-Boy,” I said. “How’s my favourite little man?”
“Happy as ever.” I stood up as Ivy came up to join us. I hugged my best friend hello, holding onto her for a little longer than usual. I needed the reassurance of the physical contact.
When we broke apart, Ivy put her hands on my waist and held me in place so she could get a good look at my face. “All right, Mills. Spill it. Something’s happened. What is it?”
“Lucas.” I could barely say the word without my voice cracking.
“Lucas?” Ivy frowned. “What’s he done now?”
“He’s taken over as head at the Academy.”
“Mother-” Ivy caught herself just before she could say something she didn’t want her son repeating. “Why on earth would he want to come back? He must know that nobody wants him here.”
“I don’t know, but there’s something I haven’t told you. Something about Lucas.”
“You need wine, don’t you?”
I nodded miserably as Ivy scooped up her son and blew a raspberry on his tummy. “Come on, munchkin. Let’s find Papa.”
“Romy’s in the kitchen with Amber,” I said as we went back downstairs. “He’s going to try and feed her something a little more nutritious than cookies.”
“Cookie?” Louis’s ears pricked up at the word.
“No cookies. Dinner,” Ivy said firmly. I admired how she was able to set boundaries with her son. I really needed to be more like Ivy in my parenting, especially since Louis didn’t seem all that upset to hear that he wouldn’t be getting a cookie right now.
When we entered the kitchen, I was pleased to see that Romy had managed to persuade Amber to help him put together some mac and cheese. As I watched, he tossed in some finely chopped broccoli, getting Amber to help him put each piece in the sauce. Maybe I should come round here for Friday dinners more often. He was easily sneaking in the vegetables Amber would never eat when it was just the two of us.
“Room for another little one?” Ivy asked, going over to the high chair by the kitchen table and strapping Louis in.
“Of course.” Romy came over and affectionately ruffled Louis’s hair before kissing Ivy. There was so much love between them. I always loved seeing them together. Anyone else and maybe I might have been jealous that they had three men to love them when I couldn’t even hold onto one, but Ivy deserved all the love in the world and more.
“Amber and I will be in my office if you need me,” Ivy said, as she crossed over to the wine rack and pulled out a bottle of red. She grabbed a couple of glasses from the cupboard and gestured with her head for me to follow her.
Ivy’s office was more like a cosy little nest than a place of business, but anyone who thought this meant she was soft would be making a serious mistake. Despite the plush sofas, comfy chairs, and brightly colour blocked walls, Ivy ran her international business empire with an iron fist. She knew exactly what was going on in every little aspect of her corporation. She always said that she did her best thinking when she was comfortable, so she’d wanted to create a space which made her feel relaxed. Now I was grateful for the soft seating as I sank down onto one of the couches, Ivy sitting next to me. She poured two generous glasses of wine, placing the bottle on a low coffee table before tucking her feet under herself, getting comfortable.
“So, do you want to tell me what’s wrong, Mills? Lucas is my ex, not yours. If you’re upset on my behalf, you don’t need to be. He’s the distant past and I’m happy with my life now.”
I took a large gulp of wine, needing all the Dutch courage I could muster before telling her the secret I’d kept for so long.
“Lucas and I hooked up once,” I revealed.
Ivy’s eyebrows shot up, but she pulled herself together before speaking. “Okay. I didn’t know that. I guess it must have been a fling if you didn’t tell me about it?”
“Just the one night,” I confirmed.
“Okay, but if it was just one night, why would you be upset about him coming back? Unless…” Ivy’s eyes widened as she put two and two together. “He’s Amber’s dad?”
“Yeah.” A tear rolled down my cheek and fell into my wine. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. I couldn’t.”
“Milly, you can tell me anything. You should know that.” Ivy put a hand on my knee to reassure me. “No judgement from me. Ever.”
“Thanks, Ivy.” I smiled sadly.
“So what happened between the two of you?”
“I always liked him,” I confessed. “I figured that after he’d been married to you there was no way he’d be interested in me.”
“Oh Milly.” Ivy sighed. “I wish you’d realise how gorgeous you are. You could have anyone you wanted. You just need a little more self-confidence.”
“You know me. It takes a couple of drinks before I can get up the nerve to talk to a man, let alone anything else,” I said. “That’s why, when I met him in a club, I was able to flirt with him. I thought it was harmless, but then Lucas kissed me…” A wistful smile spread over my face at the memory. “I figured what the hell? He wasn’t married to you anymore. A bit of harmless fun was all it was meant to be. He stayed the night at mine and it was amazing. I’ve never been with anyone who made me feel the way he did. We were up all night and what he did to me…” I bit my lip, not wanting to go into too much detail out of respect to my friend. “Anyway, the next morning, he stayed for breakfast and I really thought it was the start of something special, you know? Then Archer came over.”
“Wait – Archer knew about the two of you?” I frowned.
“Don’t be mad at him,” I begged. “I asked him not to tell you until Lucas and I were an official couple. I wanted our relationship to have a chance to develop without letting history complicate things. Only Lucas left later that day and never came back. I never heard from him, not an email, not a text, not a DM, nothing. I thought that was it, but then I missed my period. I hadn’t been with anyone else.”
“So, Lucas walked out on you, leaving you with the baby?” Ivy clenched her fist. “I’m going to kill him. The boys are going to kill him.”
“You can’t. Lucas doesn’t know,” I told her, panicked by her strong reaction. “I thought about telling him, but I figured that if he couldn’t be bothered to get back in touch with me, he probably wouldn’t be interested in being a father.”
“You can’t know that though,” Ivy pointed out. “For all that he went along with my father’s plans, Lucas always seemed like he had certain standards. I’m sure he would have wanted to be involved with Amber if he’d known.”
“I did try to tell him,” I said. “I was about eight months pregnant and feeling hormonal, so I reached out to him, wanting to see if we could figure something out.”
“And?”
“And nothing. None of the contact details I had for him worked. Or if they did, he wasn’t answering. So, I took that as a sign that it wasn’t meant to be. Anyway, Amber and I don’t need him. Never have, never will.”
“He has a right to know, though,” Ivy said gently. “Maybe he won’t want to have anything to do with his daughter, but that’s his decision to make, not yours. And what about Amber? Don’t you think she should get to know her father?”
“She’s never asked about him,” I said. “She doesn’t need to know. The two of us are fine just as we are.”
“Even so, Milly. As a mother, I can see how important a father figure is to Louis. I know how great a mum you are, how much you’ve always wanted to do your best for Amber. Don’t you think you owe it to her to tell Lucas what happened? Maybe he’s got a good explanation for why he walked out on you. You should give him a chance.”
“You’re a better person than I am, Ivy,” I said. “You always have been. I don’t know if I’m brave enough to even face Lucas, let alone tell him about Amber.”
“Of course, you are,” Ivy said. “And you’ve got me to support you. I mean, whatever you decide, I’ve got your back. But if I were you, I’d tell Lucas about his daughter sooner rather than later. It’ll only get worse the longer you leave it.”




CHAPTER 4

I’d always loved my job, but walking into the Academy the following Monday was the hardest thing I’d ever done. Knowing that Lucas was officially head meant that I was bound to have to deal with him and I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do about Amber.
I’d thought about what Ivy had said all weekend. I’d barely been able to sleep because I was so stressed about what might happen if I told him about Amber. Would he want access to her? Would he fight me for custody? Amber and I were a perfect little family, just the two of us. Lucas had the power to ruin all of that.
Or what if he wanted nothing to do with us? I didn’t know what would be worse – Lucas deciding he wanted Amber in his life or Lucas turning his back on us again. Whatever he did, nothing good could come from telling him he had a daughter. Ivy might be the person I turned to for advice all the time, but on this occasion she was wrong. I was keeping my secret. It was only a matter of time before Lucas got bored and left town again.
“Fight! Fight! Fight!”
I heard the sounds of an all-too-familiar chant filtering through the hallways and I hurried in the direction of the sound. I pushed my way through the crowd that had gathered in one of the classrooms to the clearing at the centre where two girls were trying to tear each other’s hair out.
“That’s enough!” I forced myself between the two of them, making them step back. “You are young ladies! This behaviour is unacceptable!”
I got my first good look at the two girls and shook my head in disappointment. “Fenella Knight. I expected better of one of my cousins. We are Knights. We don’t lower ourselves to these petty squabbles.”
“It’s not my fault, miss,” Fenella protested. “Chantal was bullying Daisy. You always told us that it’s a Knight’s duty to stand up for the underdog. Daisy’s younger than Chantal. She can’t stand up for herself.”
“Is this right, Chantal?” I turned to the other girl in the fight. “Were you bullying Daisy?”
“No way, miss!” Chantal’s eyes were overly wide in that trying to look innocent expression that told me Fenella was telling the truth. “Daisy and me are best friends, aren’t we Daise?”
She reached over and grabbed a younger girl, pulling her towards us. I couldn’t help but notice the way the girl winced and I wondered what exactly Chantal had been doing before Fenella stepped in.
“Daisy?” I spoke gently, hoping the girl would speak up for herself, but knowing it was highly unlikely she would.
“Chantal’s right,” Daisy said softly. “We’re friends. We were just messing around when Fenella decided to interfere.”
“Oh come on!” Fenella groaned. “Stand up for yourself, Daisy. You’re a Knight too! We aren’t afraid of anything.”
If only, I thought.
“All right, girls,” I said. “I’ve heard enough. Fenella and Chantal – you’ve both got detention for a week.”
“But miss,” wailed Fenella. “I’ve got hockey practice. I’ll be kicked off the team if I miss it.”
“You should have thought of that before you started fighting,” I said. “The pair of you should consider yourselves lucky I’m not marching you into Mr Donatello’s office to be suspended. But if I find you fighting again, make no mistake. I’ll make sure you receive a very harsh punishment. Do you understand?”
“Yes, miss.” Fenella and Chantal both looked miserable at the news, but they had no idea how lucky they were. King Academy had a zero-tolerance policy towards violence. If Jenny was still head, I’d be marching them both to her office where they’d be lucky if a suspension was all they got. It was only because I couldn’t bear being around Lucas that I was giving them detention instead.
“All right, everyone.” I clapped my hands, gazing round at the crowd which was still there, enjoying the drama. “Classes are about to start. You’ve all got places to be, so I suggest you go there before the bell rings and you’re late.”
Daisy made to follow the others out, but I pulled her to one side. “A quiet word, Daisy?”
“I’ve got class, miss.” The girl looked incredibly uncomfortable, but I wasn’t going to let her off. If she’d stood up for herself, Fenella wouldn’t be risking her place on the hockey team.
“This won’t take long.”
I shooed away a couple of straggling students and closed the door to the classroom so we could talk in private.
“I don’t believe for a second that you and Chantal are best friends,” I said. “In fact, I think Fenella told me the truth about everything. Am I right?”
Daisy shrugged miserably.
“Look, I can’t tell you what to do with your life, but take it from me: things get a lot easier if you learn to fight your own battles. Fenella is one of our star hockey players and she may well lose her spot on the team because she was defending you. Do you think that’s right?”
“No, miss.”
“You need to learn to live up to the Knight name,” I said to her. “Doing what’s right isn’t always easy, but it is the best strategy in the long run. And if you ever need to talk, you can always come to me in confidence. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do, but take it from someone who’s been there – there are ways of dealing with people like Chantal that mean you don’t have to rely on someone else to rescue you.”
“Yes, miss.”
I looked at her, shaking my head. I had no idea whether my little pep talk was going to make any difference, but I’d done my best. Maybe I could get Fenella to mentor the girl. She certainly wasn’t afraid of doing what was right.
And now I supposed it was time to practice what I preached. Lucas needed to know about the fight, even if I didn’t want to face him. I had a free period first thing. I might as well get that awkward first meeting over and done with and go see him now.
“All right. Go to your class,” I said to Daisy. “The bell’s going to go in a minute and it would be a shame if you got a detention for being late after Fenella tried so hard to keep you out of trouble.”
“Yes, miss.”
Daisy scurried away while I tried to quiet the nervous butterflies flapping up a storm in my stomach as I went over to the head’s office. Maybe he’d forgotten that we’d slept together and we could just be two old friends catching up.
Yeah, right!
I stood outside the solid oak door which already bore a brass plaque with Lucas’s name on it. Jenny must be pissed off that they’d acted so quickly to wipe out every trace of her. She’d dropped so many hints during her time as interim head that needing to interview for the position was only a formality. She was convinced that she was guaranteed the job, only to have Lucas swoop in and turn her life upside down. Funny how he had a habit of doing that.
Taking a deep breath to quell my nerves, I knocked.
“Come in!”
I pushed open the door to see Nigel sitting opposite Lucas at his desk.
“Oh, I’m sorry.” I blushed. “I needed to talk to you alone, but I can always come back later.”
“No need. Nigel and I were just about done, weren’t we?”
“Yep.” Nigel got up and reached over to shake Lucas’s hand, the two of them looking like they’d been best buddies for years.
As Nigel walked past me, he winked at me, making me smile despite myself. Maybe I was never going to say yes to that drink with him, but it felt good to know someone had my back while I dealt with having Lucas as my boss.
Nigel shut the door behind himself, leaving me with Lucas.
“Take a seat, Milly.” My legs were quivering like jelly as I crossed over to sit where Nigel had just been.
For a moment, we sat in silence, gazing at each other. I wanted to look away, but I made myself keep eye contact, not wanting to give Lucas any sense that I might be afraid. I was the Knight heir, dammit! If I couldn’t stand up to one man who didn’t care enough about me to stick around, I had no right to take over the family business.
“You look good,” I said at last, not sure what to say. How was I supposed to tell him about Amber? Already, I was regretting coming here.
“I’m glad you said that,” Lucas told me. “Because I’ve been wondering how to approach you knowing our history.”
“Uh-huh.” Was he going to ask me out? I wasn’t ready for this. I was so not ready for this!
“What happened between us was great, but it was a long time ago,” Lucas went on. “I’ve moved on and now that I’m your boss, it wouldn’t be appropriate for us to start anything. I’m going to respect your professional boundaries and I’d appreciate it if you did the same. So no flirting, no hitting on me, nothing that’s not work related, okay?”
“Dammit, Lucas, I’m not flirting with you. You have a daughter.” The words came out before I could stop them.
Lucas looked like a ten-tonne truck had just run over him. If he wasn’t sitting already, I didn’t doubt that he’d have collapsed.
“What did you say?”
“You have a little girl,” I repeated. “Her name is Amber.”
“But I thought we used protection?”
“We did.” I shrugged. “We were unlucky.”
“A daughter…” Lucas gazed off into the distance. “I had no idea.”
“Yeah, well, I tried to tell you, but you disappeared. I guess falling into bed with me was a mistake, but you didn’t have to run like that. I’m a grown up. I could have coped if you’d just told me you weren’t interested in seeing me again.”
“It wasn’t like that,” Lucas said.
“So, what was it like?”
He pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s not important. What’s done is done.”




CHAPTER 5

Lucas
It had been tough enough coming back here knowing that I’d have to face Milly after all these years. Archer had been very clear. I wasn’t to tell her he’d warned me off and I’d respected that. After what I’d done to Ivy and the way I’d supported Solomon, I figured it was the least I could do.
But knowing I had a daughter? That changed everything.
“Do you have a photo of her?” I asked.
“Of course.” Milly took her phone out and opened up the photos folder. Selecting one, she handed the phone over. The little girl in the picture was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. She looked a lot like Milly, but she had my grey eyes and the way she was holding herself reminded me a lot of photos of myself at that age.
“She’s beautiful,” I said, passing back the phone. “But then I guess any daughter of yours would be. Jeez, Milly, I wish I’d known. I’d have been there for you. For both of you, no matter what anyone else said.”
Milly frowned. “Why would anyone else want to get involved?”
Damn. I’d almost put my foot in it. “You and I both know I was public enemy number one after what happened with Solomon,” I said, smoothly covering. “Do you really think your family would be happy to see you play happy families with me?” A thought struck me. “Do they know I’m Amber’s father?”
“Archer may have done the maths.” I shrugged. “I mean, he knew we’d spent the night. But if he suspected you’re Amber’s father, he’s never said anything. And I never told anyone else, not even Ivy. I was too ashamed.”
“Of being with me?” I laughed bitterly. “That figures.”
“No!” Ivy protested. “I don’t mean it like that. It’s just that I’m supposed to be the heir to House Knight. I’m here to set an example and getting pregnant after a one-night stand isn’t exactly in the business plan. But everyone was so supportive, after a while, I became used to the idea of bringing up my daughter by myself, even though my parents try to marry me off every now and then. They’re starting to get the message that I prefer to be on my own.”
So, Milly was single. That was good to know. I wasn’t in the mood to square up to another alpha male to fight for my daughter. And if Archer tried to interfere again, this time I was going to let him know he couldn’t push me around. I left because he was right – it wasn’t fair to start something with Milly if I couldn’t see it through. But knowing I had a daughter changed everything. I’d come back to find my sister. Now it turned out I had even more family here than I realised. I wasn’t going anywhere, no matter how much Archer Knight tried to push me around.
I cut straight to the chase. “So, when can I see my daughter?”
Milly bit her lip, nervously shuffling around. “Do you really think that’s such a good idea, Lucas? Amber’s settled. Do you really want to disrupt her life? Is that fair on her?”
“Is it fair on her to deny her a relationship with her father?” I countered. “You’ve had it your way for the past few years, but it takes two to make a child and a whole village to raise one. I’m part of Amber’s family, whether you like it or not. But if you want to try to stop me seeing her, that’s fine. I happen to have an excellent team of lawyers who I’m sure would be more than happy to take you on. And given that you’ve hidden my child’s existence from me for so long, I think it would be only fair for me to go for full custody.”
Milly paled.
“I’d rather not go that route,” I continued. “Whether you believe it or not, I’ll always act in Amber’s best interests and I don’t think it would be good for her to see her parents fighting it out in court. I know all too well what that sort of experience can do to a child’s mental health. But make no mistake. If you keep me away from my daughter any longer, I’ll bring the full force of my legal team down on you and we won’t stop until Amber’s living with me.”
“You wouldn’t,” Milly whispered. “You can’t possibly think you’d win. You’re not the only one with good lawyers.”
“Maybe I’ll win, maybe I won’t.” I shrugged. “But at the very least, I’ll get access to my child, so what good will it do to delay the inevitable?”
“You’re right.” Milly sighed. “Fine. You can see Amber. Why don’t you come round to my place this weekend? I think it would be easiest for her to see you at home. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything about being her father before then. Give me a chance to prepare her. I know her better than anyone. I’ll explain who you are when the time is right.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “I can do that.”
“Fair warning, I’m not the girl you left in that bed. I’m her mother and I will fight to the death for Amber. So hurt her, Lucas, and you will be dealing with a storm,” she warns, fire burning her in eyes. I like that fire.
Way too much.
“I will never hurt her,” I simply reply, smiling a little cockily.
She searches my eyes for a second before nodding. “Good. I’ll see you at my place, say, Saturday at one?”
“Saturday at one would be perfect.” A warm glow spread through me at the thought of having a daughter. I’d always dreamed of having a little girl, someone to spoil like the little princess she was born to be.
I couldn’t wait to meet her.




CHAPTER 6

Milly
I paced up and down my lounge, compulsively gnawing at my fingernails. What had I been thinking, agreeing to let Lucas see Amber? So, he threatened me with lawyers. So what? I was a Knight. I’d faced off bigger and nastier demons than Lucas Donatello.
He’d caught me off guard, but it wasn’t going to happen again. I was going to make sure I was the strong, confident woman Ivy always told me I was. Lucas couldn’t steamroller me into doing what he wanted. Nobody could.
“Are you okay, Mummy?” Amber came skipping into the room, stopping when she saw my expression.
“Of course I am, sweetie.” I inhaled deeply, pulling myself together to put on a brave face for my child. I had to model the kind of behaviour I’d want to see in her. I’d hate it if Amber was intimidated by some man. “I’m just getting ready for our guest. You remember who’s coming to visit, don’t you?”
Amber frowned. “You said it was my daddy. But I don’t have a daddy. I just have you and you’re the best!”
She came and threw her arms around me, squeezing me in a tight bear hug.
“Oh, Amber.” That kid practically broke me with how sweet she was. I closed my eyes as I leaned over to hug her back. I loved the way she smelled, the way she felt in my arms, everything about her. The way I loved Amber was fierce and all consuming. There was no room in my heart for anyone but her.
Still, I was going to have to share her from now on. Lucas was right. It had taken two of us to create this beautiful little person. All I could do was hope he’d get bored with playing happy families and disappear off into the sunset again, just like he always did.
I knelt down so I could look straight into her eyes. “I know I told you that you didn’t have a daddy and I thought I was telling the truth. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. But you do have a daddy and he’s coming to see you. He’s very excited and he wants to get to know you. You’re going to spend lots of time together and I know you’re going to have so much fun.”
“No, I won’t.” Amber stamped her foot and pouted. “I don’t want a daddy. I only want you.”
“Amber…” I frowned. “I need you to be a good girl and be nice to your daddy.”
“I won’t be nice!” Amber shouted. “I won’t! I won’t!”
She turned and ran out of the room, just as the doorbell rang.
“Great.” I rolled my eyes, as I went to answer it. If that was Lucas, his timing couldn’t have been worse.
I opened the door to find myself being faced by the biggest teddy bear I had ever seen.
“Hi!” came a squeaky voice from behind the bear. “My name is Tyrone and I’m here to see Amber! Is she here?”
“Come in, Lucas,” I said. “But I warn you now. Amber’s not in the best of moods. She may not come down from her room. She has a bit of a temper.”
“I wonder where she gets that from?” Lucas grinned, as he followed me through to the lounge. He sat the bear down on one of the armchairs. It barely fitted, it was so large.
I went to the bottom of the stairs and yelled up. “Amber! Come down and say hello to your visitor!”
“No!” I knew exactly what Amber would be doing right now. She’d be sat on the end of her bed, arms folded, kicking her feet in the air, ready to kick out at anyone who dared come close.
I turned to Lucas, shrugging in frustration. “I’m really sorry, Lucas. I told her you were coming and you were her father. Unfortunately, she didn’t take the news all that well. I guess she’s so used to it being just the two of us, it’s been more of a shock to her than I expected to discover she has a dad after all this time. If you hadn’t left, maybe things would be different.”
“Now don’t you put this on me,” Lucas warned, his expression darkening. “If you’d reached out to me, I’d have come straight back to support you. How was I supposed to know you were pregnant?”
“I know.” Part of me wished that I had tried to contact Lucas when I’d first seen that little blue line, but dealing with him would have been one complication too many for me at the time. “I’m sorry.”
Lucas’s face softened. “Look, we’ve both done things we regret,” he said. “How about we draw a line underneath the past and try to do better moving forward?”
“Okay.” I nodded, smiling a little.
“Now if you tell me where I can find my daughter, I’ll go and have a word with her.”
“Her bedroom’s upstairs, first on the left,” I told him. “But I warn you – Amber can be very stubborn. I promise you that I tried to persuade her to be nice to you, but she didn’t want to know. It might be better to leave it for today and try again some other time.”
“I’m here now,” Lucas said. “You might as well let me try to work my magic on her. I can be very charming when I want, you know.”
Oh yes. I know.
He turned and went upstairs to find Amber. I waited a moment, then tiptoed up after him. My room was next to Amber’s and I hid behind the door where I could hear their conversation.
“Hey, Amber,” Lucas said. “How you doing?”
Silence.
“My name’s Lucas.” Lucas didn’t seem perturbed by Amber ignoring him. “Do you know who I am?”
“Mummy says you’re my daddy, but I don’t believe her.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t have a daddy. Only Mummy. And she’s the best Mummy in the whole wide world.”
“I bet she is,” Lucas said. “I’ve always thought your Mummy was a very special person.”
I smiled when I heard him say that. Maybe he didn’t mean it and was just saying it to get Amber on side, but it still felt good to hear Lucas compliment me.
“So, you won’t try to take me away from her?”
I could have cried when I heard Amber say that. So that’s why she was so angry at the thought of meeting Lucas. She was worried he was going to make her leave me.
“Of course not.” Lucas sounded shocked. “I would never want to take you away from your Mummy. I know how much you love her. Can I let you into a little secret?”
“Uh-huh.”
Lucas lowered his voice to a whisper. “I love her too.”
My heart skipped a beat. Lucas loved me?
“You do?”
“Of course! I love her because you love her. Anyone who is important to you is important to me.”
I was surprised by how disappointed I felt when Lucas said that. I’d always thought I felt more strongly about Lucas than he did about me, but hearing him admit that he was only telling Amber what she wanted to hear hurt more than I’d have expected. I guessed those feelings I thought were long since gone weren’t quite dead and buried after all.
“Now,” Lucas went on. “I’ve got someone downstairs who really wants to meet you.”
“Who?”
“His name is Tyrone,” Lucas said. “And he’s very excited about seeing you. Do you want to come and say hello?”
“Okay.” I heard Amber scramble off the bed and thump her way downstairs, her running sounding more like a herd of elephants than a small child in her excitement to see this mysterious Tyrone.
I stayed where I was for a moment, wanting to give Lucas and Amber a few more minutes to connect. It seemed like Lucas had managed to work his way into Amber’s affections, just like he did with every woman he met.
I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. If Amber hadn’t liked Lucas, it would give me a strong argument to stop him seeing her again. But if the pair of them were bonding already, I couldn’t exactly stand between the two of them. It wouldn’t be fair to Amber.
I supposed I was stuck with Lucas, for the time being at least.
Putting on a brave face, I went downstairs to find Lucas and Amber playing with Tyrone. Amber was using the giant teddy bear as a trampoline and Lucas was pretending to speak on behalf of the bear, begging her to stop, which only made her laugh and want to be even rougher.
“Okay, you two,” I said. “Who would like some lemonade and cookies?”
“Cookies? Really?” Amber looked at Lucas. “Mummy says I shouldn’t have too many cookies because it will spoil my appemite.”
“It will spoil your appetite.” I gently corrected her pronunciation. “But we can make an exception just this once. It’s not every day a little girl gets to meet her daddy.”
“I have the best daddy in the whole wide world.” Amber gazed at Lucas adoringly, an expression she’d only used for me in the past. I hated that she was connecting with him so easily, but I had to think about what was best for her. Lucas was her father, after all. She deserved a good relationship with him.
“And I have the best daughter.” Lucas reached out and ruffled her hair.
“Why don’t you take Lucas out to the garden and I’ll bring the cookies out to you?” I suggested. “You could show him your swings.”
“Yay! Swings!” Amber ran off in the direction of the garden. Lucas pulled himself up, taking a little longer to drag himself to his feet.
“She’s a real live wire,” he remarked. “She’s got so much energy. I don’t know how you keep up with her. I’m exhausted already!”
“Yeah, it’s tough being a single parent,” I said. “But Amber’s worth it. Even if some days, I’m counting down the hours until she goes to bed!”
“She’s a great kid,” Lucas said. “You’ve done a good job raising her.”
“Thanks.”
Lucas gazed at me, his expression inscrutable. He looked like he was about to say something, but we were interrupted by a little voice calling from the garden.
“Daddeee! Come and watch me swing! I can go really high!”
“You’d better go,” I advised. “Amber doesn’t have much patience.”
“I’ll be right there, honey!” Lucas grinned at me before heading outside to watch Amber on the swings.
I watched the two of them playing through the kitchen window as I poured out three glasses of lemonade and put some cookies on a plate. I put the glasses and plate on a tray and went outside to place them on the garden table.
“Cookies!” I called. Immediately, Amber started wriggling about on the swing, wanting it to stop so she could come and have a snack. A pang of nerves shot through me as I worried about the possibility of her falling off the swing, but Lucas was on it. He grabbed the swing and carefully brought it to a halt so Amber could jump off.
“Race you!” she cried, calling over her shoulder as she set off running as fast as she could.
“I’m going to get you!” roared Lucas, deliberately pacing himself so that he could almost catch her but would never overtake her.
“I won!” crowed Amber, flopping down into a chair and grabbing a handful of cookies.
“One at a time,” I warned.
Amber pouted and looked at Lucas for support.
“Your mum says one at a time,” Lucas said gently but firmly. “That doesn’t mean you can’t have more when you’ve finished that one.”
“Okay.”
I was stunned when Amber put the cookies back. Normally, she’d have argued, maybe even taken a quick, cheeky bite out of the extra ones. Clearly Lucas was a good influence on her. Wonders would never cease.
“So, what do you do, Daddy?” Amber asked, surprising me with how quickly she slipped into using the name.
“I’m Mummy’s boss,” he said.
Amber turned to me, eyes wide. “Really?” she gasped.
“That’s right,” I said. “Daddy is the new head at the Academy. Which means that in theory he gets to tell me what to do.”
“Something tells me that’s not really how it’s going to work though.” Lucas grinned at me and I smiled back.
“Yeah,” said Amber. “Nobody tells Mummy what to do. She’s the real boss round here!”
I laughed and Lucas and I exchanged a knowing glance. This was nice. It felt like we were a real family.
Careful, Milly. You don’t want to let your guard down. You know what always happens. Don’t let another man hurt you.
But I had a feeling it was too late. Being around Lucas felt right. I’d always felt like we were meant to be together, if only I could convince him. Maybe this time, things would be different.




CHAPTER 7

“Can Daddy read my bedtime story?” Amber asked as we brushed her teeth together and got her ready for me.
“Sure.” I plastered on a fake smile. Truth be told, I loved our bedtime routine. I loved snuggling up next to her in her bed, choosing a good book. We were working through The House at Pooh Corner at the moment and I loved putting on silly voices for all the characters. I was planning on reading Beatrix Potter to Amber once we’d finished. I was going to introduce her to all the best children’s classics so that by the time she got too big for me to read to her, she’d be one of the most well-read kids in town.
After a bedtime story, we would sit and tell each other three things we were grateful for about that day. I always ended by saying that I was grateful she was in my life, because I was. My daughter was a blessing and I felt so privileged I got to be her mother. Then I’d kiss her on the top of the head, on the tip of her nose and on each cheek before Amber did the same to me.
It was a ritual we’d done every night for as long as I could remember. But my daughter had casually tossed it aside in favour of having Lucas read to her and I had to be the bigger person and be okay about it. The last thing I wanted was to make Amber feel like she had to choose between us. I was going to be a grown up and be supportive of Amber’s relationship with her father, even if I felt like I was dying inside.
“Daddy! Daddy! Come read to me!” Amber ran out of her ensuite bathroom and called to Lucas from her bedroom door. A moment later, Lucas was there, carrying Tyrone with him.
“Can Tyrone listen to the bedtime story too?” he asked.
“Of course, silly.” Amber giggled. “We’re having a sleepover!”
I watched as Amber and Lucas tucked the gigantic stuffed toy up in bed before Amber climbed in next to him. She was lucky she had a room big enough for a double bed – if she was still in the small cot she’d had when she was younger, there’d be no room for the bear, let alone for her as well.
“What story are we reading?” Lucas asked, going over to the bookshelf.
“Pooh! Pooh!” Amber laughed again, the strange bear name always amusing her.
Lucas found The House at Pooh Corner and came over to perch on the edge of the bed. I tiptoed out of the room, as Amber helped him find the right page. Bigger person or not, I wasn’t quite ready to watch Lucas usurp me.
I went downstairs and poured myself a generous glass of wine. I figured I’d earned it after the day I’d had. I took a large gulp before going to sit in my favourite comfy chair to wait for Lucas to finish the story.
Was this was it was going to be like from now on? Lucas gradually taking my place in Amber’s life while I get shoved aside?
I tried to tell myself not to be so daft, but it was hard not to feel a little hurt when my daughter had ignored years of bedtime stories in favour of having some stranger read to her. Because that’s who Lucas was to her – a stranger.
I took another large swig of wine. Everything was going to be okay. Lucas was just a novelty to Amber. Once the excitement of someone new wore off, she’d be back to her regular clingy self, wanting me instead of some man who was just as likely to get tired of her as she was of him.
Yeah, right.
Watching the two of them together this afternoon, I could see that there was a definite bond between them. It wouldn’t take many more afternoons like that for the two of them to develop an unbreakable connection. I just hoped that Lucas wouldn’t suddenly abandon her. I didn’t like the idea of picking up the pieces. I hated seeing Amber upset at the best of times. If she lost her father, she’d be devastated and if Lucas hurt her, I wouldn’t rest until he paid the price.
“Whew!” Lucas came down and slumped onto the sofa. “Amber’s full on, isn’t she? She wanted me to read her three stories and then sing her a song. When I said I didn’t know the words to Baby Shark, she insisted on teaching me. She point blank refused to settle down until I’d sung it to her word perfect, complete with a little dance.”
“Ha!” I snorted, before taking another sip of wine. “If you think an afternoon’s tough, you should try the last four years.”
“I don’t know how you’ve done it,” Lucas said. “I take my hat off to you. Hey – is there any of that wine left? I could really use a glass.”
“The bottle’s on the side in the kitchen.” I waved a hand, indicating he could help himself. I really wasn’t in the mood to get up and serve him. He’d forced his way into my life again. He could get his own damn wine.
Lucas went and poured himself a small glass before coming back to sit with me. “I better not have too much. I’ve got to drive home.”
An awkward silence descended. I’d run out of small talk for the day and it seemed that Lucas felt the same way.
Whatever. It wasn’t my job to entertain him. Didn’t he have wine in his own place? Did he have to stay here?
“So, what are your plans for the rest of the weekend?” he said at last.
“Nothing special,” I replied. “We usually spend Sunday with my parents. They love Amber and she absolutely adores them and all her aunts and uncles. She’s particularly close to Archer. She never could say his name properly, so she always called him Unky Woof when she was little. The nickname’s stuck and everyone calls him Woof now.” I caught the amused expression on Lucas’s face. “I wouldn’t call him that if I were you,” I warned. “Archer will take it from cute four-year olds. Not so much from guys who abandon their family.”
“That’s low,” Lucas said. “I didn’t know you were pregnant. I’ve already told you I wouldn’t stayed away so long if you’d said something.”
“Whatever.” I sighed heavily. “What’s done is done. We need to figure out where we go from here.”
“Well, if it’s okay with you, I’d rather not involve the lawyers,” he said. “If we can agree an arrangement between the two of us, I’d rather keep things informal. How about if I take Amber every weekend?”
“What – and leave me to have to deal with all the school runs and meltdowns when we get home without the fun of downtime at the end of the week?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”
“All right. What about if we have her alternate weeks? That way, we both have to deal with school and we both get to have fun with her at the weekend.”
“That would be way too disruptive for Amber.” I shook my head even more vehemently. “It’s not going to work.”
“All right. You make a suggestion then.” Lucas was working to keep his tone light, but I could tell he was getting frustrated.
“You can have her every other Saturday,” I said. “That way my parents can still keep our Sunday tradition.”
“That’s nowhere near enough time,” Lucas protested. “I have to have her for at least the whole weekend.”
“She still doesn’t know you,” I pointed out. “Give it some time. Sure, you had a good afternoon with her today, but you’re a novelty and you came with a big present. When you become just another person in her life, she won’t seem nearly as cute and she can push boundaries like nobody’s business. I think you’ll find one day a fortnight is more than enough for now. We can always change it later once she’s had a chance to get to know you.”
“What you say makes sense.” Lucas nodded slowly. “But it’s still not enough. What about if I have her on every Saturday?”
I had to work hard to keep the smug grin off my face. I’d been expecting Lucas to fight harder for more time. One day a week was okay for now. I hadn’t had a chance to speak with the family lawyer yet, but I knew enough to know that if I made some concessions now, it would look good for me if we ever ended up in court.
“I think I can agree to that.” I held up my glass in salute and Lucas leaned over to clink his against it.
“Good. There’s a circus coming to town next week. I’d love to take Amber to it.”
“Just be careful you don’t set the bar too high,” I warned. “You’re her father, not her best friend, okay?”
“You don’t want to be the bad parent, that’s all.” Lucas laughed. “If I want to be a fun dad, that’s on me.”
“Uh-huh. Well, when Amber starts acting up and you don’t know how to deal with her, don’t come crying to me.”
“I’m the headmaster of the Academy, remember?” Lucas pointed out. “I handle hundreds of kids every day. I think I can tackle one iddy biddy four-year-old.”
“We’ll see.” I lifted my wine glass to hide the smile on my face. Lucas might think he knew it all, but I knew from experience that teaching children and parenting them were two very different things.
Lucas finished up his wine. He looked in the empty glass, considering his next words.
“I suppose I ought to get going,” he said at last. I’d been expecting him to say something else, but he must have changed his mind. “I guess I’ll see you at work on Monday.”
“Okay.” I stood up to walk him to the door. I opened it for him and stood there, waiting for him to leave, but he hesitated, again, looking like he wanted to say more.
“Yes?” I folded my arms, giving him my best teacher glare.
“Nothing. I’ll see you at the Academy on Monday.”
He went off to his car and I closed the door so I wouldn’t have to watch him leave. I didn’t want him to think I cared. Part of me wanted him to stick around, maybe even flirt a little. He looked even better than I remembered him and it had been a long time since I’d enjoyed any male company. But it wasn’t worth the risk. Right now, Lucas was the enemy, someone who might try to take my daughter away from me.
If I forgot that, I’d only end up regretting it.




CHAPTER 8

I sat there, trying to look like I was paying attention as Lucas moved on to the next item on the agenda in the weekly staff meeting. He was currently talking about his plans for the football team and how he wanted to get sponsorship from all the Houses so that they could go on a European tour playing against other Academies. As Knight heir, I should have been taking notes, but I just couldn’t bring myself to care. I’d ask my father to write a cheque for however much Lucas wanted and forget about it. I wasn’t interested in any of the details, but I knew better than to speak up and tell Lucas to move on to the next topic already. I didn’t want anyone to think there was any kind of conflict between the two of us. I was determined to be a consummate professional, regardless of my personal feelings about the head.
“Unless anyone has got something to say, I think we’re just about done.” At last, Lucas said the magic words. I held my breath, praying no one would speak up and when no one did, I jumped up, ready to make the dash to my car and go home.
“Milly, can I have a word?” My heart sank when Lucas called me over. Whatever he wanted couldn’t it wait until tomorrow? I’d spent more than enough time here today.
Reluctantly, I mooched over to him as the other teachers hurried out. As he left, Nigel put a hand on my shoulder in sympathy. “Good luck,” he whispered.
“Thanks.” I smiled ruefully, as I went to stand by Lucas.
“Give me a minute,” he said and it was all I could do not to roll my eyes in exasperation. He seemed to be shuffling round his papers for no real reason and it was annoying. Some of us had children to get home to. Out of everyone, he should have understood that.
Lucas looked up and watched the last teacher leave.
“What did you want?” I looked pointedly at my wrist as if I had a watch there. “Amber will get worried if I’m too late.”
“Sorry.” Lucas ran a hand through his hair. “I needed to talk to you about something and I’ve been struggling to think about the best way to approach it. The last thing I need is to be accused of sexual harassment in the workplace.”
“Why would anyone do that?” I frowned.
“Because I want you to go out with me.”
My face must have been a picture. When I heard him say that, my jaw dropped and my eyes boggled. “Are you serious?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Lucas shrugged. “You and I had fun together in the past, didn’t we?”
Fun wasn’t how I’d describe it. Mind blowing sex, maybe. Life changing consequences, but fun..?
“You’re right. This could open you up to being a sexual harassment case.” I was stalling I knew, but this had thrown me for a loop. “But I don’t see why that would matter. It’s not like you need the money.”
“No,” Lucas conceded, “but there are other reasons why I need this job. So, I figured I’d ask you out without any pressure so we can get this out of the way. If you’re not interested, say the word and I won’t ever mention it again. We’ll keep it strictly professional from now on. I’ll come round to pick up Amber but keep conversation to a minimum when I do and I won’t even think about what it would be like to spend time with you, get to know you better, discover the difference being a mother has made to you…”
He was saying all the right words, but the way he was looking at me suggested he had one thing on his mind: rekindling the fire we shared in bed.
I knew I should tell him no. I knew the best thing to do was to see if he could stay true to his word and be professional. I opened my mouth to turn him down.
“Yes.”
“Great!” Lucas’s smile lit up his face. “How does Thursday sound? That leaves us the weekend free to be with Amber.”
“Thursday would be good.” I nodded cautiously.
“I’ll make a booking. Do you still like curries?”
“The hotter the better.” I smiled.
“No problem. I’ll pick you up from yours at seven, okay?”
“Looking forward to it.”




CHAPTER 9

“What on earth was I thinking, agreeing to go out with Lucas?” I wailed, tossing yet another outfit on my bed. The pile of clothes was impressive, but I couldn’t find a single thing to wear that worked for a date with my baby daddy who I may or may not be interested in having a relationship with if only I could make up my mind.
“You were thinking that you deserved a little bit of fun after all these years living as a born-again virgin,” Ivy said. Although Claire had offered to stay late to look after Amber, I’d asked Ivy so I could have a bit of moral support while I got ready for my date. It turned out to be the right decision, since I was having a total crisis of confidence.
“Maybe I should phone Lucas and tell him I’ve got a migraine. No, a tummy bug. No, the plague! He won’t want to date a woman suffering from the plague, will he?”
“Milly…” Ivy shook her head pityingly. “It’s just a date.”
“A date with Lucas,” I reminded her. “Your ex-husband and Amber’s father. This could never be just a date.”
“Why not? From what you’ve told me, Lucas sounds genuinely interested in being a proper dad and I know you always had a crush on him.”
I could feel myself blushing. “I thought I’d hidden it well.”
“You did.” Ivy rushed to reassure me. “But you forget I’m your best friend. I know when you’re hiding something and it didn’t take much to figure out what. I knew you’d never do anything you shouldn’t but I always got the vibe Lucas liked you back.”
“Really? What made you think that?” I couldn’t help being curious.
“Oh, just little things here and there.” Ivy shrugged. “He’d make a comment about something you were wearing, something a guy wouldn’t normally notice unless he was interested in someone. And there was a certain look he had on his face whenever he talked about you. I knew he wouldn’t risk doing anything to anger my father, so he’d never have acted on it, but I’ll be honest. I wasn’t surprised when you told me he was Amber’s father. It made perfect sense.” She reached out and rubbed my arm reassuringly. “You didn’t need to keep it a secret from me, you know. I wouldn’t have judged you. I never loved Lucas. I barely consider him an ex – it’s not like I wanted to marry him. Our marriage was a total sham, like our relationship was. If you think he’ll make you happy, then you should go for it. Just…”
“What?”
“Be careful, Mills. I always thought Lucas was a decent enough guy, but he’s always been good at keeping secrets. There’s a reason why he’s come back after all this time and it’s not because he has a burning ambition to be a headmaster.”
“I know, right?” I laughed. “I mean, the guy’s worth millions, billions even. Why would someone like that come back here and run a school? There’s something weird about it, but I have no idea what.”
“Have you thought about asking him? If only you had the opportunity to get him on his own so you could persuade him to tell you everything. An opportunity like… a date?” Ivy gave me a sly look and grinned.
“Okay, okay.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “I won’t tell him I’ve got the plague. But you have to help me decide what to wear. I can’t figure out what would say ‘I’m open to being seduced but you’re going to have to work hard to make up for the past five years.’”
“Hmm.” Ivy surveyed the clothes strewn across my bed. “What about this?” She picked up a short black dress that barely covered my butt.
“Too short.” I shook my head.
“This?”
“Too big.”
“This?”
“It doesn’t fit properly.”
“This?”
“I don’t like how my bum looks in it.”
“This?”
I tried to come up with an excuse not to wear the dress Milly was holding up, but I had nothing, so I took it from her and went into the bathroom to get changed.
When I came out, Ivy wolf whistled at me.
“Looking good, girl.” She grinned. “I love the colour you’ve used on your lips.”
“It’s not too much?” I hadn’t been sure when I put on my makeup whether I was going too far. I’d kept my eyes light, with just a touch of green on my eyelids, but I’d gone all out with a rich, deep red on my lips, making them look even more pouty than usual.
“Not at all.” Ivy came over and adjusted my dress, pulling it down a little at the front to show more cleavage. I pulled it back up again to where it was and Ivy tutted at me. “Don’t be bashful, Mills. You’ve got a beautiful figure. You should show it off more.”
“I’m showing more than enough in this, thank you.” I was wearing a dark green wraparound dress which emphasised my figure. There was a slit up the front which revealed my thigh when I walked and it hugged my breasts to show them off without needing to expose too much of my cleavage. It was sexy but subtle and now that I could see myself in the full-length mirror on the door of my wardrobe, I was happy with the way I looked. I’d debated going to the hairdresser and getting a new haircut, but I’d decided against it in the end. I didn’t want Lucas to think I was making too much of an effort for him. Just because I’d agreed to go on a date didn’t mean I wanted him to think I was going to be an easy conquest. Not this time, anyway.
“Lucas is going to love you in this,” said Ivy, as we went downstairs to wait for him to come pick me up. “He’s going to kick himself for disappearing on you all those years ago. Has he said why he did that?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m planning on asking him about it tonight. If he’s serious about us building a relationship, he’s got to stop being the man of mystery he seems to love being.”
“Yeah, Lucas always did have things he kept to himself.” Ivy went over to the fridge and pulled out the bottle of champagne she’d brought over. “But people can change and maybe he’s ready to be a grown up now.”
“We can hope!”
Ivy poured a glass of champagne for both us and passed one to me. “I figured we should celebrate your first date in forever. Even if it doesn’t work out, I’m proud of you for finally getting yourself out there. I know you’ve been focused on Amber for the past few years, but it’s about time you put yourself first. If it doesn’t work out with Lucas, don’t let this be the last date you go on, okay? There are plenty of eligible bachelors out there who’d love to get to know you better.”
“I don’t know.” I sipped at my champagne, the alcohol giving me a little buzz and taking the edge off my nerves. “If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t be going out tonight. I mean, Nigel’s asked me out so many times I’ve lost count and I’ve always said no, even though he seems like a perfectly nice guy. I don’t really want the complication of a man in my life. Amber and I are fine just the two of us.”
“Poor Nigel.” Ivy sighed. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He really likes you. How do you think he’s going to react when he finds out you’re dating the head?”
“I hadn’t thought about it.” My stomach clenched with nerves when I realised that some people might think I had an ulterior motive for dating Lucas. Nobody knew he was the father of my daughter. What if they thought I was seeing him because I was trying to further my career? “Do you think he’s going to be upset? I don’t want to hurt him. He’s been such a good friend to me over the years.”
“If he’s really your friend, he’ll be happy for you.” Ivy shrugged. “You’re entitled to a love life and you can see whoever you want.”
“Mummy, you look beautiful!” Amber came running into the room, practically throwing herself into my arms. I had to jerk my arm up to stop myself from spilling champagne all over my dress.
“What are you doing down here?” I scolded. “You’re meant to be in bed. I already read your story.”
“I’m not sleepy,” Amber protested. “I wanted to see Daddy when he got here. I wanted to give him the picture I made for him at nursery.”
“You can give it to him on Saturday,” I told her. “Go back to bed.”
Amber looked like she was going to argue, but Ivy scooped her up.
“Come on, Amber. You’re going to be a good girl for Auntie Ivy, aren’t you?” she said, starting to carry her out of the room. However, the doorbell rang and Amber wriggled out of Ivy’s arms and ran over to open the door.
“Amber!” I raced after her, but she’d already pulled open the door to reveal a delivery driver with a package. I grabbed Amber’s arm to stop her running outside to look for Lucas, took the package and shut the door. “How many times do I have to tell you not to open the door?” I hadn’t telling Amber off, but as the daughter of the Knight heir, she was a prime target for being kidnapped and I’d drummed it into her that there were things she couldn’t do so I could keep her safe. “What if there had been a bad man waiting there?”
“I thought it was Daddy.” Amber started crying. Normally that would have been enough to soften me, but I was nervous about the date, stressed about Amber’s behaviour and not in the mood to deal with a fractious four-year-old who should have been in bed.
“Okay, Amber. Why don’t you let Auntie Ivy read you another bedtime story?” Ivy came to my rescue, picking up Amber and taking her off to her room.
I went back to the kitchen where I’d left my champagne and finished off the glass in one go. My hands were shaking as I set the flute back down on the side. Until now, I hadn’t realised just how nervous I was about the date. I knew I wouldn’t have shouted at Amber like that normally. Sure, I would have told her off for answering the door when she knew better, but I would have taken the time to explain to her why she needed to be more careful instead of trying to scare her into behaving.
Lucas was changing my world already and not for the better it would seem.
I debated pouring myself more champagne but decided against it. I needed to keep a clear head for this date if I was going to figure out what was really going on with Lucas, because I couldn’t believe that this was just a normal date. Lucas always had an ulterior motive for what he did and I was going to figure it out. If Lucas thought he could play me, he was going to discover that there were two of us in this game and I was going to win.
“She’s back in bed, although she’s not happy about it.” Ivy came in to join me. Seeing my empty glass, she picked up the champagne bottle to refill it.
“No.” I shook my head and put my hand over the glass. “I’d better not. Lucas is going to wine and dine me, remember? It’s probably best if I don’t start the night out tipsy already.”
“Fair enough.” Ivy topped up her own glass and we went back to sit in the lounge. “You know it’s okay to let your hair down once in a while, Mills? It is okay to enjoy yourself every now and then.”
“I know,” I said. “And I’m going on this date, aren’t I?”
“You are, but I want you to be sure you actually have fun while you’re out, even if you decide you don’t want to have a relationship with Lucas.”
“I’ll do my best,” I promised. “But it’s all going to depend on Lucas, isn’t it? Until I know what he’s planning, I can’t let down my guard.”
“Maybe he’s just planning on spending some time with a beautiful woman,” Ivy pointed out. “Maybe he wants to get to know the mother of his child a little better. Heck, Mills, maybe he just likes you. Have you thought about that?”
“Nobody ‘just likes me.’”
“That’s not true,” Ivy said. “Nigel does or he wouldn’t be okay about the fact you keep knocking him back. I know there were plenty of guys who would love to date you, but they don’t even register on your radar. You’re beautiful, Milly. If you could see yourself the way others see you, you’d realise that you have plenty of choices if you wanted to get out into the world of dating.”
“If you say so.”
It was a discussion we’d had plenty of times, but I was saved from having to repeat myself by a knock at the door.
I went to answer. This time, it actually was Lucas. His grey eyes lit up as he looked me up and down before handing me a large bouquet of red roses.
“Thank you, Lucas. They’re lovely. Do you want to come in for a moment while I put them in water?”
I turned and walked off to the kitchen without waiting for his reply.
“Hi Lucas.” Ivy wiggled her fingers at her ex-husband in a little wave as he followed me into the kitchen.
“Hey, Ivy. Long time, no see. How are you doing?”
“Good, good, thanks.”
“I hear that you’ve really revolutionised this town, dragged it kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century.”
“Someone had to.” Ivy shrugged modestly. “I might not be the leader of House Archaic my father wanted me to be, but I’m the leader the House needs if it’s going to evolve and grow.”
“Well, I’ve heard nothing but praise for you,” Lucas told her. “And I’m glad. You deserve some happiness in your life. And what about Declan, Archer, and Romy? How are they doing?”
Was it my imagination, or was there a slight catch in his voice when he mentioned my brother?
“They’re good,” Ivy replied. “We have a little boy now. Louis.”
“So I heard.” If Lucas had any issue with Ivy’s unconventional relationship, he didn’t let on, as she pulled out her phone to show off some photos of her son. I know that Lucas had hoped their arranged marriage would work out, but he had underestimated the power of her feelings for the three men she lived with. Ivy had a lot of love to give, but no room in her heart for Lucas and when he realised there was no hope for the two of them, he’d been happy to sign the documents annulling their marriage. Even so, there was a part of me that wondered whether Lucas had really been looking for me that night in the club which had resulted in Amber. I knew my best friend was prettier than me, a better House leader than me, a better catch than me. Of course Lucas would rather have been with her than me.
“You seem lost in thought,” said Lucas, bringing me back down to earth. “Everything okay?”
I shook my head to shake away the negativity. “Yes, fine. Shall we get going?”
“Absolutely. Lovely to see you again, Ivy.”
“Likewise.” Lucas waved goodbye to Ivy before offering me his arm to escort me out to where his driver was waiting for us. The driver opened the door to the back of a stretch limo and I climbed in to find strawberries and champagne laid out.
“I thought we should start the evening with a celebration,” Lucas said, as he followed me into the limo and sat next to me. “I’ve thought about you a lot over the years. You have no idea how happy I am that you’ve agreed to come out with me. This is a new beginning, for both of us.”
He popped open a bottle of champagne, expertly keeping hold of the cork so it didn’t go shooting off in a random direction. He poured out my second glass of champagne of the night and popped a strawberry into it before passing it to me. He did the same for himself then raised his glass.
“To new beginnings.”
“New beginnings,” I echoed, as we knocked our glasses together and took a large sip of champagne.
“I have to say, you look amazing, Milly,” Lucas said, once again looking me up and down. “You’re like a fine wine, only getting better with age. Clearly, motherhood suits you.”
“Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.”
It was true. Lucas had always been attractive, but now he was approaching thirty, he was really coming into his own. He seemed larger, but the line of his suit showed off a body that was well defined as if he’d been working out a lot, filling out the wiry frame he’d had when we were at school together. He’d cut off his pony tail and the shorter cut really suited him, showing off his rugged jawline and fine features. His grey eyes were as intense as ever, and as our eyes met over the champagne glasses, I sensed a promise in them. Whether it was of a single night of passion or something more remained to be seen.
We made small talk until the limo pulled up outside the Taj Mahal, a high-end Indian restaurant on the other side of town. Although the place was usually packed out, thanks to the amazing food they served, we walked in to a completely empty room.
“I figured we could use some privacy,” Lucas explained, “so, I booked every table.”
Typical Lucas, I thought. Always has to make some kind of grand gesture when just being himself would be more than enough.
The head waiter, Dave, stepped forward to welcome us. I’d eaten here enough times that I knew all the staff and Dave was a sweetheart.
“Lovely to see you, Ivy,” he beamed. “I had no idea you would be accompanying Mr Donatello this evening. Would you like your favourite table tonight? As you can tell, you can choose to sit wherever you like.”
“Could we sit somewhere at the back, please, Dave?” I requested. Usually, I liked to sit by the window and people watch the passers-by, but although I knew I couldn’t keep news of my date quiet for long, I wanted to keep things discrete for as long as possible.
“Of course, Ivy. Follow me.” Dave made a little bow with his head and led us through the restaurant and out to a raised section in the back. He gestured to a small table tucked away behind a pillar and I gratefully took a seat where no one would be able to see me from outside. Dave lit the candle in the middle of the table and gave us both a menu.
“Would you like something to drink?” he asked.
Lucas nodded to me to choose.
“Could we get a bottle of red?” I said.
“Of course.” Dave did his little bow again and went off to fetch the wine, as Lucas started to examine the menu. I didn’t bother – I’d eaten here enough that I knew what I wanted.
“I can’t decide between the lababdar chicken or the prawn pachranga,” he said.
“Go with the chicken,” I advised. “I’m having the chicken razzala. Their chicken is always divine – it just melts in your mouth.”
“Chicken it is, then.”
Dave came back with our wine. He poured it out for us, took our orders and left us on our own again.
“So, how are you finding it as head of the Academy?” I asked.
“Interesting,” Lucas replied. “You think you know what to expect, but the Academy’s unlike any other place I’ve ever worked.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, how did you end up in teaching? You never spoke about wanting to go into teaching and I had no idea this was what you wanted to do. I thought you were going to go into the Donatello family business and continue making more millions.”
Lucas laughed, a little embarrassed. “It’s a bit of a long story.”
“That’s okay. We’ve got all night.” Intrigued, I picked up my wine glass and settled back in my chair, making it clear that I wanted to hear the story of how he ended up as head.
“After everything fell to pieces with Ivy, I did take up the position of CEO of Donatello Holdings,” Lucas told me. “I mean, there was no reason for me to stay round here if I wasn’t with Ivy and given what happened to Solomon, I figured it was better if I made myself scarce for a while. It turned out that I have a really good head for business and under my leadership, the company went from strength to strength until it was practically running on autopilot.
“But something was missing. Sure, making lots of money is great, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted something more fulfilling. With all my money, I could have done anything, so in the end, I decided to set up my own Academy in Italy. We award scholarships to gifted children from deprived backgrounds who would benefit from a private education and it wasn’t long before the Academy was inundated with applications. Not only did we give a first-class education to all our students, those which showed promise were given positions within Donatello Holdings, helping to grow the business with dedicated young talent.”
“But didn’t you need to go to university to qualify as a teacher to do that?”
“Not when it’s my own school.” Lucas shook his head. “Private institutions can set their own rules.”
“So that’s how you got the head position at King Academy?” I asked. “Despite your lack of experience?”
“That’s right,” Lucas confirmed. “Although they advertised for someone with more experience than me, when they saw the results I’d achieved at the Donatello Academy, as well as the fact that I was a former pupil myself, the Board decided to take a chance on me.”
“And you didn’t have to bribe your way into the role?”
Lucas had the good grace to look embarrassed. “I may have made a generous donation when I applied for the position.”
“Jenny must absolutely hate you,” I said. “I bet if you hadn’t done that, she’d have been given the job, so I suppose I should be grateful.”
Lucas leaned forward. “Between you and me, Jenny didn’t stand a chance. Even if she was the only applicant, the Board would have found someone, anyone, to take her place. They thought she would step up if they gave her a chance, but Jenny managed to alienate just about every single member of staff.”
“You got that right.” I snorted.
“Two valuable teachers had already resigned because they didn’t want to work with her and they wouldn’t wait for her replacement to arrive,” Lucas said. “The Board didn’t want to risk losing anyone else and face having to find an entire staff at short notice. So, when I showed up, they were practically falling over themselves in relief. Jenny wasn’t happy, but I pulled a few strings and got her a headship down south. Who knows? Maybe the change of scenery will inspire her to do better.”
“It would be nice to think so, but something tells me she’ll continue to be her annoying self,” I said.
Lucas shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter if she does. She’s someone else’s problem now.”
Dave came up to us with our starters.
“One hot butter devilled shrimps for the lady.” Dave put my plate in front of me. “And a spicy squid for the gentleman. Enjoy!”
He bowed and backed away, leaving us to enjoy our meal. One bite, and Lucas closed his eyes, moaning with pleasure.
“Jeez, that’s good,” he said. “If this place had been open when I was living here, maybe I would have stuck around for the food.”
“Yeah, Dinesh, the chef, is amazing,” I said. “Apparently she used to cook for her family and never considered cooking professionally. But when Ivy was holding an event, her caterers let her down at the last minute. She couldn’t find anyone at such short notice, but one of her secretaries suggested she contact her aunt and ask if she could come in. Dinesh was that aunt and she managed to work miracles with what Ivy had in her kitchen. When the night was over, Ivy insisted that Dinesh should go pro so that more people could experience her food. Dinesh’s children were all grown up by that point and she’d been feeling at a loose end, so when Ivy offered to invest in a restaurant for her, Dinesh agreed. Ivy’s still a silent partner in the business, but she lets Dinesh handle everything. Although most restaurants go bust within the first couple of years, this place has gone from strength to strength. People travel for miles to eat here and they’re usually booked solid for weeks. They always set aside a table for Ivy, and she lets me use it when I want to come here. Not that I go out all that much. I usually get a takeaway and eat at home with Amber.”
“Amber likes curry too?”
“She’s an absolute fiend for it!” I laughed. “She can’t get enough of the spicy stuff. But what I want to know is how you managed to get the entire restaurant to yourself when I have to pull strings to get just one table.”
“It’s like you said. It’s all about who you know,” came the enigmatic answer.
I looked pointedly at him.
“All right.” Lucas shrugged sheepishly. “I got my assistant to ring round everyone who had a booking tonight and buy their table from them. People were more than happy to make a couple of grand just to stay home and enjoy a takeaway.”
“So it’s who you know and a ton of cash,” I said.
“Exactly,” Lucas said. “Maybe it’s not the most ethical thing to have done, but I wanted to spend some quality time with you without having to deal with the noise of dozens of other people talking in the background. I heard this was the best curry house in town, so I did what I had to do so we could enjoy a night out together. I want to get to know you again, Milly, start from the beginning as if we were strangers.”
“We pretty much are strangers,” I pointed out. “When we were at school together, you were married to Ivy and aside from the occasional dance together, we didn’t exactly get to talk much. That night in the club… well. Talking was the last thing on either of our minds.”
“True, true.”
We’d finished our starters and Dave came to whisk our empty plates away, expertly laying out the things for our next course in record time. Soon, we were alone again.
“So, if you want to start from the beginning, why don’t you start by telling me what you’ve really been doing for the past few years?” I said. “I don’t believe you’ve been nothing but a teacher. You’re Lucas Donatello. Scheming is practically in your DNA.”
Lucas laughed. “I don’t blame you for being suspicious, but I promise you, I’ve been focused on my Academy. Most of the time.”
“And there it is.” I slapped the table, leaning back in my chair. “What have you been doing with the rest of the time?”
“Figuring out where I came from,” was the surprising reply. “I don’t know if Ivy told you, but I’m adopted. I’ve been trying to track down my birth mother to find out where I really come from.”
“Seriously?”
Lucas nodded.
“You’d think with all the money I have, it would be easy to find my family, but despite hiring the best detectives in the world, there’s been no trace of my mother.”
“Maybe there’s a reason for that.” I spoke gently, reaching out to put my hand on Lucas’s. “Has it occurred to you that she might be…”
“Dead?” Lucas shrugged. “Of course, it’s possible that’s why I haven’t found her. I mean, I know very little about her except that she was willing to give me away in exchange for money. Sometimes I wonder whether she spent it all on drugs and alcohol and wound up dead with a needle in her arm.”
“And how would you feel if that’s what happened but you could never know for sure?”
“I guess I’d just keep doing what I’ve always done – live with it.” Lucas took a sip of his wine. “But my gut tells me that’s not what happened to her. It wasn’t the only fantasy I had about her, you know. Sometimes I’d imagine that she used the money to get back on her feet, started a business, became a success in her own right and the only reason she didn’t come looking for me was because she didn’t want to ruin my supposedly perfect life.”
“Another poor little rich boy?” I arched an eyebrow, not wanting to let Lucas have an easy ride.
“Maybe that’s how it was for your brothers, but life really was hell with Penelope Donatello.” Lucas toyed with his cutlery, not meeting my gaze.
“Did the billionairess take parenting lessons from Joan Crawford?” I laughed, but it tailed off when I saw Lucas’s expression. “Wait. Did Penelope abuse you?”
“I don’t like to talk about it much,” Lucas said. “In fact, the first person I ever told was Ivy. It doesn’t help the Donatello brand for it to be common knowledge that I have a weakness.”
“It’s not a weakness to have been abused.”
“If people see you as a victim, it’s a weakness.” Lucas clenched his jaw, still not looking at me.
“Do you want to talk about it? It might help.”
Lucas said nothing for a while, but just when I was about to change the subject, he spoke up.
“Penelope adopted me when I was eight,” Lucas told me. “Everyone told me how I lucky it was that I was going to be living with someone so rich, but I knew things weren’t going to be as perfect as they seemed when the first thing Penelope said to me as we drove away from my foster home was that if anyone asked, I was her nephew who had moved in with her after the death of her sister in a car accident. If anyone found out the truth, she’d send me straight back to foster care – and make sure that I’d be somewhere far worse than the place I’d just left.
“Thanks to Penelope, I learned how to cry on cue, so if anyone asked me about my sister, I’d burst into tears so I wouldn’t have to say anything that might give away the truth about where I came from. Fortunately, there weren’t that many people around to ask. Penelope might have been rich but she wasn’t exactly popular and we were so busy traveling the world that we were rarely in any one place for long enough for people to get suspicious about who I really was.
“Maybe if we’d stayed in one place longer someone would have noticed that things weren’t quite right. I was always starting fights but Penelope just called it the typical Donatello spirit. I don’t know if you noticed the scars on my back when we slept together.”
I nodded, remembering the feeling of raised skin beneath my hands as I clung to him.
“Penelope gave those to me because I ‘only’ got a merit in my piano exam. She beat me so hard I had to sleep on my front for days because my back was so sore and she promised that she’d do the same again if I ever got anything less than top marks in an exam. She said I was the symbol of Donatello achievement and I was letting down the family name to be anything less than the best.
“I knew she meant what she said, and I never got less than an A after that. It’s why I graduated the Academy with straight As and why I’ve been able to bring out the best in my students. I know how to motivate people – without the scars.”
“I’m so sorry, Lucas.” I could feel tears welling up in my eyes.
“It is what it is.” Lucas leaned back in his chair, taking another sip of his wine. “Penelope’s been gone a long time now and I have the freedom to do whatever I want. For all her wealth, she couldn’t cheat death and I know how much she resented that in the last few months of her life. She got worse in the last year or so of her life. She resented me for my youth and the fact that I was going to take over the business she’d worked so hard to build and she would have absolutely no control over me. To be honest, I thought she would disinherit me in one final act of cruelty. When they read her will, I was expecting to hear that she’d left everything to an animal charity, but she made me sole heir – under the guidance of Solomon Archaic. He had control of my trust fund until I was 25, which is why I wound up marrying Ivy. Solomon manipulated me into believing an alliance with the Archaics was the best way to take the business forward. After his death, my trust fund was in the hands of the lawyers. They told me that they would make decisions in accordance to what they thought Penelope would have wanted, which was hilarious. They had no idea what a bitch she really was, so they didn’t realise that they were being way more generous than she ever would have been! Still, when I hit 25, it was a relief to be completely in control of my life and not have to run every little decision past a man in a suit.”
“So, you set up your Academy and started to look for your birth mum?”
“Exactly.” Lucas nodded. “I wanted to help kids who might be suffering the way I did and looking for my mum gave me hope that maybe there was someone out there who would love me for me. I want to hear why she gave me away. If she did it because she thought I would have a better life with Penelope, I can’t blame her for that, even if she made a huge mistake in going to Penelope. Maybe I’ll have a connection with her, finally get the family I always wanted.”
“You already have a family,” I reminded him. “You’ve got Amber… and me.” I gave him a meaningful look.
Careful, Milly. Lucas could just be playing you.
I’d promised myself I’d keep Lucas at arm’s length until he’d proven that he was committed to being a proper father to Amber, but hearing his story melted my heart. If it was true – right, Milly. If it was true! – it explained a lot about why he was the way he was. He seemed genuine about wanting to help the students at the Academy and I knew from Ivy that he’d handled their arranged marriage with dignity and grace, never pushing her into doing something she didn’t want to do.
I’d always been attracted to Lucas and now maybe, just maybe, I had the chance to do something about it.
“Would you like to see the dessert menu?” Dave came back to clear away our empty plates.
“I think I’ll just have a coffee,” Lucas replied. “But you’re welcome to have something if you like, Mills?”
“Coffee’s fine for me,” I said.
“Coffee it is.” Dave smiled as he took away our dinner things. Soon after he was back with two freshly made coffees. He placed them in front of us, as well as a generous slice of chocolate cake and two forks. “I know you said no dessert, but Dinesh insisted you have a piece of her cake on the house. She made it today and I can tell you from personal experience, it is to die for!”
“Thanks, Dave.” I smiled. “And say thank you to Dinesh as well. I know how amazing her cakes are.”
As Dave backed away, I picked up a fork and broke off a piece of cake. Placing it in my mouth, I closed my eyes as the creamy chocolate melted over my tongue.
“It’s even better than Dave said it was,” I gasped. “You have to try this, Lucas!”
Without thinking, I put a piece of cake on my fork and reached across the table to feed it to Lucas. As he leaned forward to take it, I realised how flirtatious a gesture it was and my heart skipped a beat. I was really enjoying our date, but I still wasn’t sure whether I wanted to take things to the next level. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been out with a man and at the back of my mind, I thought about what it would be like for Amber if I started seeing her father only for it to not work out. It wasn’t fair on her to put her through that.
“You look very serious all of a sudden,” Lucas remarked. “I didn’t realise my opinion about the cake was so important to you. If it reassures you, yes, the cake is very good.”
I could feel my cheeks going red. “I was just thinking.”
“What about?”
I gulped and took a deep breath. “Us. Where… this is going.” I waved my hands around, making a circular ‘you and me’ gesture.
“Where do you want it to go?”
“Oh, Lucas. You always did know how to put a girl on the backfoot.” I laughed nervously. “Where do you want it to go?”
“Well, I don’t want to waste your time with a fling if that’s what you’re asking,” he said. “I’m getting to an age where I don’t want to bother with a relationship if I don’t think it has a future. At the same time, you’re Milly Knight and I’m Lucas Donatello. We both have to tread carefully. I don’t enjoy seeing my love life splashed all over the tabloids, so if we’re going to move forward, I think we should take things slow, see how we both feel. Does that work for you?”
“Yeah. Sounds great.” I faked an enthusiasm I didn’t feel. I couldn’t help the little bit of disappointment that ran through me. Okay, maybe it was a bit much to expect for Lucas to profess his undying love for me on our first date, but I’d have thought he’d be a little more passionate and a little less calculating than this. I wanted him to be carried away with desire for me, willing to do something stupid because that’s how I made him feel. I wanted him to want to take risks for me, like the Lucas who’d taken me home that night.
Maybe I was better off putting an end to this before someone got hurt, because it was obvious that that someone would be me.
As we drove home, Lucas regaled me with stories about some of the students he’d had in his Academy. I laughed at the appropriate places and made sympathetic noises when necessary, but I wasn’t really fully engaged. I kept going over what Lucas had said about taking things slow. The more I thought about it, the more I realised that slow was the last thing I wanted. It had been too long. I needed a man in my life and I wanted Lucas now.
We pulled up outside my house.
“Thanks for a lovely evening, Lucas,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment, covering it up with a frosty tone. “We must do it again sometime.”
“Definitely.”
Lucas leaned in to kiss me, but I wasn’t in the mood and I turned my head, leading to an awkward kiss on my cheek.
“See you at work tomorrow.”
I scrambled out of the car and hurried into my house before Lucas could say anything in return. If he wanted to take things slow, I was going to show him just how slowly I could go.




CHAPTER 10

Lucas
I slumped back in my seat, annoyed with how quickly an incredible night had gone south. What had I said wrong? I wanted to build a future with Milly so I’d been careful not to say anything to scare her away. Didn’t all women want to hear that a man wanted to take his time with her, get to know her, lay down solid foundations so a relationship could have a long-term future?
If only she knew that I’d spent the night wondering what she looked like under that sexy dress. Motherhood suited her, making an already amazing body even more curvaceous. I wanted to run my hands all over her, make her come so many times she lost count, until she was begging for me to stop.
But I couldn’t do that to her, not yet. I needed to prove to her that I meant it when I said I was in it for the long haul. Sleeping with her on our first date would undermine everything I was trying to achieve. We had a daughter together and I was determined to give her the family I never had and that could only happen if Milly and I got serious. I’d made too many mistakes in the past to risk messing this up.
So why had she acted so weird at the end of our date?
I shook my head. I didn’t think I’d ever understand Milly, no matter how long I knew her, and that’s what intrigued me about her. I wanted to spend the rest of my life learning all about her. She was the kind of woman a man would never get bored with.
“Take me home.” I pressed the button to switch off the intercom after giving the driver his instruction. Leaning back in the seat, I closed my eyes, wondering what my next move should be. I had one chance to get this right and I was determined not to blow it.
“You have a couple of visitors, Lucas.”
Liz, my secretary, buzzed through to my office where I was working on a report for the Board about how I was going to improve the Academy’s grades. For the past couple of years, exam performance had been disappointing and one of the reasons they’d hired me was because my own Academy had consistently excellent results, even with students who weren’t naturally academic. They wanted me to emulate that success and restore King Academy to its rightful place at the top of the league tables.
I frowned, bringing up my calendar. “I don’t have any meetings booked. Who is it?”
“Ivy Archaic and Archer Knight. They say it’s important.”
I sighed. This visit wasn’t any real surprise, but I’d thought I’d maybe get a bit more time before Ivy and her gundog came to see me. “Better show them in, Liz.”
I put on my most professional face as Liz ushered in Ivy and Archer. “Would you like any coffee?” she offered.
“No thanks.” Ivy shook her head. “This won’t take long.”
“Okay. You know where I am if you need me.” Liz backed out of the room, gazing at me meaningfully. I knew she was trying to send me a psychic message that she could always call security if I needed, but that wasn’t going to happen. I’d changed since the last time I’d dealt with Archer. He wasn’t going to scare me away this time.
“I hear belated congratulations are in order,” I said. “I hear that Louis is a cute kid. If you were worried about getting him on the waiting list for our nursery, you really don’t need to be. It should be obvious that any child of yours automatically has a place with us.”
“Cut the shit, Lucas,” Archer snarled. “You know why we’re here.”
“Milly’s a big girl,” I said calmly. “I’m sure she wouldn’t thank you for interfering. Again. Did you ever tell her why I left?”
“You left because you knew full well you were playing her. All I did was make sure you didn’t have a chance to break her heart.”
Ivy reached out, putting a hand on Archer’s thigh to ground him. “That’s enough.” Her tone held an unmistakeable authority, a reminder of just whose daughter she was. She turned to me. “We didn’t come here to fight, did we, Archer?”
“No.” Archer spoke between gritted teeth.
“In fact, Archer’s got something to say to you.”
I arched an eyebrow, not bothering to keep the smug grin off my face as I turned my attention to Archer.
“I’m sorry.”
“What was that?” I leaned forward, dramatically cupping my ear as if I couldn’t hear properly. “I didn’t quite get that.”
“I’m. Sorry.” Archer enunciated each word clearly and deliberately so there was no way I could pretend I didn’t understand.
“And what are you sorry for?” Years of running schools and dealing with recalcitrant students allowed me to put just the right amount of patronising into my tone.
“I shouldn’t have told you to stay away from Milly.”
The truth was that Archer had done the right thing for his sister, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of telling him that.
“It’s good of you to admit that.” I steepled my fingers, resting my chin against them. “But I’m not so concerned about the past as I am about the future.”
“Archer and I have been talking about that,” Ivy said. “Milly doesn’t know the reason why you left the last time and we both think it would be better if we were to keep it that way.”
“Do you, now?”
“Which is why we have a proposition for you,” Ivy continued. “We will let you and Milly keep dating if you don’t tell her what happened before.”
“You’ll ‘let’ me, will you?” I snorted. “I think you’ll find that Ivy’s a grown woman who can make her own decisions.”
“Yes, she is,” Ivy conceded. “But we all know that we could make life very difficult for you. I’m her best friend. There’s plenty of things I could tell her which would end any hope you have of a future with her.”
“And if that isn’t enough, I know Declan and Romy would be more than happy to assist me in running you out of town,” Archer added. “Not that I’d need any help. You never could see things through when push came to shove.”
“Is that right?” I wasn’t going to tell Archer that things had changed somewhat since we’d last met. He’d always relied on his fists to make his point, but I’d been training and if things got physical between us, he wasn’t going to find it as easy as he thought to beat me into submission.
“But that’s not going to be necessary, is it, Archer?” Ivy glared at him. Archer rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“No,” he said. “As long as Lucas treats Milly and Amber with the respect they deserve we won’t have any problems.”
“I think I can safely say I have nothing but love and respect for both of them,” I said honestly. “You don’t have to worry about them. I have every intention of doing the decent thing.”
“You’d better,” Archer snapped. “Because if you doing anything to hurt my sister or my niece, there’ll be hell to pay. And this time when you leave town, it’ll be for good, if you know what I mean.”
I knew exactly what he meant. The one thing everyone knew about Archer was that he didn’t make empty threats. I was sure that if I stepped out of line, Archer would make sure no one could find my body.
Fear wasn’t exactly the best motivation when it came to building a relationship, though.
“I can’t believe you genuinely think this is the best way to protect your sister,” I said. “Don’t you think she has a right to figure things out for herself? Do you really think she’d thank you for interfering in her love life? After all, isn’t that the reason why you’re here – so she won’t find out that you’re the one responsible for her becoming a single mother?”
Archer clenched his fist and slowly released it and I knew my words had hit their mark.
Ivy glanced at him before leaning forward to address me directly. “You’re right, Lucas. Milly’s a big girl and she has a right to make her own mistakes. Even if everyone else can see that it’s a mistake. And if you do your best to make Milly happy but it doesn’t work out, that’s no one’s fault and no one will blame you, will they, Archer?” She nudged her partner with her knee. “Will they?”
“No, they won’t,” he muttered. “But if Lucas turns out to still be the arsehole he always was, then I reserve the right to beat him to a pulp. Does that sound fair?”
“Fine with me.” I shrugged. “I’ve got absolutely no intention of playing any games and my daughter deserves to know her father. I know I wish I’d had that chance.”
“Then I guess we’re done here.” Ivy smiled and stood up, Archer following her lead. I stood up too, mirroring her body language. “It’s genuinely good to see you again, Lucas.” She reached over my desk to shake my hand. “You’re right. Amber should get to know her father. I hope that whatever happens between you and Milly, you make sure that little girl remains the centre of your world.”
“She already is,” I promised.
Ivy and Archer walked out of my office without a backwards glance. I sat back in my chair, slowly swivelling from side to side. There was no way I was going to be able to work on those reports any time soon. My head was reeling with the implications of what just happened. The fact that they didn’t want Milly to know they’d interfered in her love life gave me leverage.
Leverage I might just be able to use to my advantage.




CHAPTER 11

Milly
“Do you think Daddy will like my dress?” Amber came running in to the kitchen where I was sitting at the table doing some marking. It was the fourth outfit she’d put on that day and she did a little twirl, the skirt fanning out.
“I’m sure he’ll love it,” I said, barely glancing up from my work. If I could finish with these books in the next couple of hours, I could put my feet up and enjoy some child free time. Which would probably involve a glass of wine and a Netfix series, rather than going out anywhere exciting, but it would feel really decadent to do it in the middle of the afternoon. I might even really go for it and have a bubble bath. It would be wonderful to soak without having to get out every five minutes to deal with a screaming child.
“You’re not looking Mummy.”
I sighed and put down my pen and turned to see Amber’s dress.
“You look beautiful,” I told her. “Daddy is going to love it.”
“Do you think so?” Amber’s forehead wrinkled in a cute frown. “Maybe I should wear my Hello Kitty dress. It’s my favourite.”
“Amber, I really don’t think Daddy will mind what dress you put on.”
“I’m going to put my Hello Kitty dress on.” Amber turned and raced off.
I rubbed my head to stave off the dull ache that was starting. It appeared that Amber had inherited my indecisiveness when it came to outfit choice. Until I had her, I had no idea just how wearing it was to have to give your opinion on every single item in someone’s wardrobe. As soon as she was old enough to dress herself, she’d drive me nuts by going through ten changes of clothes in a day. I remember apologising profusely one night to Ivy for all the times I’d made her sit while I figured out what I was going to wear. She just laughed and said that’s what friends were for, but I’d still tried to cut back on how long Ivy had to wait for me to decide what I was going to wear.
My date with Lucas had seen me revert back to old habits. I was beginning to think it was a mistake even considering starting something with him.
The doorbell rang, interrupting my thoughts.
“Daddeeeee!” Amber screamed and ran to the front door, any idea of changing her clothes instantly gone. Having learned her lesson, she waited by the door, impatiently jogging from one foot to another as she waited for me to catch up with her.
When I saw Lucas standing on the doorstep, my heart skipped a beat and I knew I was in trouble. Much as he drove me crazy, he had an effect on me made me want to forget about everything and drag him off to bed. It wasn’t that he was wearing anything amazing – he was in jeans and a T-shirt which had a picture of a bone on it with a slogan that said ‘I found this humerus.’ But it was the way he wore it, the outline of his well-defined muscles visible through the shirt, and his body language reminding me of just how confident he was in bed.
“Look at my dress, Daddy!” Amber pushed herself between us and performed another little twirl. I was grateful for the distraction. It took my mind off wondering whether Lucas looked as good naked as I remembered.
“It’s beautiful.” Lucas leaned down and picked up Amber, carrying her inside. “Now, are you ready to have fun?”
“Yes!” Amber practically screamed the word and I winced, hoping she hadn’t just deafened Lucas.
“I thought I would take you to see my house,” Lucas said. “I’ve got lots of surprises there for you.”
“Yay!” Amber scrunched up her fists and waved them in the air. She was so cute!
“Are you coming with us?” Lucas’s invite took me by surprise.
“I thought you wanted to spend some quality time alone with Amber?”
“I do and I will. But I thought you might like to come along this first time, make sure that you’re happy that my home is sufficiently child proofed.”
I bit my lip gazing across at the stack of books I still had to work through. I really should stay behind and finish marking them. I was going to be up all night catching up otherwise and I could think of better ways of spending a Saturday evening.
At the same time, the thought of spending more time with Lucas was tempting, very tempting. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to him since our date except a very brief text exchanging confirming this afternoon’s play date. Maybe hanging out together doing some normal family things would be good for us.
“Okay.” Lucas’s face lit up and I smiled right back at him. “Just let me go get changed. I’m not exactly dressed for an afternoon playing with Amber.”
“You look fine to me,” Lucas said. Was it my imagination or was there a little leer in his eyes?
“I’ll only be five minutes,” I promised. “Why don’t you take Amber out into the garden and play?”
“Okay.” Lucas carried Amber off in the direction of the garden, jogging her up and down to make her laugh.
I hurried upstairs, wondering whether I should phone Ivy for advice on what to wear…
Don’t be silly, Ivy. You’re not going to bother Ivy over something as stupid as this!
But what did you wear for a date-not-date with your daughter’s father where you wanted to look good, but not like you’d made any effort?
I pulled open drawers, tossing tops onto the bed as I rejected one after another for not being quite right. In the end, I decided to go with my favourite pair of jeans teamed with a dark blue blouse with ruffles at the neck. I loved the jeans because they hugged my bum and made me look like I had the perfect hourglass figure while the blouse meant that if we ended up doing something messy, it wouldn’t show the stains too badly. The fact that it outlined my breasts in a way that was subtle yet sexy had nothing to do with my decision…
I slicked on a bit of lip gloss and mascara, quickly bundling up my hair in a messy bun. Pulling out a couple of tendrils for that tousled look, I nodded with satisfaction at my reflection in the mirror.
“Not too shabby.”
I headed back downstairs and out to the garden where I found Lucas pushing Amber on the swing.
“I’m impressed.” Lucas looked over his shoulder at me when he heard me coming. “You said you’d be five minutes and were only ten. That must be a record.”
“Oh, shut up,” I said affectionately, coming to stand next to him. Amber was loving having her dad push her on the swing and she giggled, kicking her legs as she shouted for him to push her higher.
“We need to go,” Lucas said, grabbing hold of the swing and expertly bringing it to a halt.
“But I was having fun.” Amber pouted. “Can’t you push me a little bit more? Just a couple of pushes?”
“If I do that, there might not be enough time for me to show you everything I’ve got at my house for you,” Lucas warned.
“Let’s go!” Amber didn’t need to think twice as she ran back inside as fast as her little legs would carry her.
Lucas reached for my hand and I let him take it, the pair of us walking leisurely after our child. We didn’t talk. I had nothing to say and Lucas seemed content to enjoy the moment, but it felt good to feel like I was in an actual relationship with someone who wanted to do the little things like walk hand in hand together.
“What took you so long?”
Amber was standing by the front door with her coat on all ready to go, impatiently waiting for us to catch up.
“You’re just too quick for me,” I told her. “Mummy’s old and can’t walk very fast. I can’t keep up with you. You know you run faster than lightning!”
“I do, don’t I?” Amber said proudly, immediately mollified by the compliment.
“So are my two favourite girls ready for an afternoon of fun?” Lucas asked, as he opened the car door for Amber to get in. There was a booster seat all ready and waiting for her and he strapped her in while I got in the front passenger seat. Once he’d secured Amber in place, Lucas got behind the wheel.
“No driver today?” I asked.
“I felt like enjoying a family drive with no interference,” Lucas replied, starting the engine. “Besides, it’s probably a good idea that Amber experiences more normal ways of getting around in riding in limos all the time, keep her grounded, you know?”
“You’re the one who drives in limos,” I countered, bristling at the implication I’d spoiled her. “Amber and I very rarely use them unless it’s a special occasion.”
“Grandpa has a limo,” said Amber from the back seat as Lucas pulled out. “He says it’s the only way a Knight should travel. I like Grandpa’s limo. It’s got lots of sweets in it!”
“Yes, and Grandpa knows that you’re not supposed to have too many sweets,” I said darkly. “If he’s keeping a stash in his limo for you, I’ll have to have a word with him.”
“Uh-oh. Sounds like Grandpa’s in trouble.”
Amber laughed at Lucas’s joke as we drove out of the Knight estate and headed in the direction of his house. One of the reasons why I’d agreed to come along for the afternoon was because I was curious to see where Lucas lived. The Donatellos weren’t one of the Big Four families in King Town, so he didn’t own any of the ancestral land which traditionally belonged to the Houses. The estates were a show of status and only the Big Four were allowed to live in the large mansions set in acres of land. While there were other impressive properties in the town, these were reserved for those who held high status within the Houses, and I hadn’t heard of anyone selling any of those large homes. I couldn’t see Lucas living in the suburbs, though.
I gazed out of the window, trying to guess where we might be going from the direction we were heading. We seemed to be driving towards the Archaic part of town, but that didn’t make any sense. Ivy wasn’t going to give her ex-husband a home on her estate. Lucas and Amber were too busy singing The Wheels on the Bus for me to ask him where we were going, so I watched the scenery passing by, waiting for us to arrive at wherever it was we were going.
It wasn’t long before Lucas turned off the main road and went down a narrow country road. I crossed my fingers and hoped we wouldn’t encounter a car coming in the opposite direction. I didn’t relish the idea of having to reverse all the way back to where the road was wide enough to pass. However, the road was deserted and we followed it until it ended in a large, wrought iron gate. Lucas pressed a button on the top of the dash and the gate slowly pulled back, letting us in. Lucas slowly nudged the car forward until the gate was completely open, then he followed the road a little further until we came to a large house with a number of outbuildings. Lucas pulled into a garage next door to the house and switched off the car engine.
“Here we are,” he announced. “Home sweet home.”
“I had no idea this house was here,” I told him. “My father pays attention to all the property sales in the area and I’m sure he would have jumped at the chance to buy something on the outskirts of Archaic land.”
“Who says I bought this place?” Lucas asked, as he got out and went round to get Amber out of her seat.
Frowning, I went round to his side of the car as he lifted Amber out and set her down on the ground. She ran towards the house. “What do you mean?”
“I didn’t buy this property,” Lucas told me. “Solomon gave it to me. When he died, Ivy inherited the bulk of his fortune, but there were a few little secrets she didn’t know about. Before he died, Solomon had told me he wanted me to have a little bolthole where I could keep an eye on Ivy without her knowing if our marriage ran in trouble. Very few people know this place even exists. I don’t keep any staff here – the drivers collect me from the flat I have in town which is the address I use for official correspondence. This is where I come when I want some privacy. It’s perfect for my time with Amber. No one knows she’s here, so she’s perfectly safe, but obviously, as her mother, you need to know where she is when I have her. I’d just ask that you respect my privacy and don’t tell anyone about this place, for Amber’s safety if nothing else.”
“Your secret’s safe with me,” I promised. “But you don’t need to worry about Amber. No one would dare do anything to the daughter of the Knight heir.”
“She might be an important member of the Knight family, but she’s also a Donatello,” Lucas pointed out. “There are plenty of people out there who hated Penelope and think I shared her values – or rather, her lack of them. I was brought up to be paranoid about kidnappers and it was drummed into me that I should never trust anyone, even family friends. I had a code word I had to give the driver and it changed every day. Penelope would text it to me just before the driver picked me up so there was no chance that someone could find it out and trick me into going with them by knowing the word. Even with all these safeguards in place, I was very nearly snatched one time.”
“Seriously?” I gasped.
“Yep.” Lucas nodded grimly. “It was when I was 15. Penelope had sent me to a boarding school for a term because she thought it was important for me to mix with my peers. I always thought the real reason she sent me away was because she was fed up with being a mother and wanted a break from dealing with a teenager. Whatever the reason, that term was one of the happiest times of my life. Although I was bullied by some of the other kids, it was nothing compared to the way Penelope had treated me and I wanted to stay there until I was too old for school.
“However, one night I was woken up by a strange sound. I had a private room, so I was all by myself and I woke up to find two men standing over my bed. I cried out and one of them put a cloth over my mouth to stifle my shouts. I wasn’t going to let them take me easily, so I started kicking and lashing out. Years of using my fists to make a point came in handy and I punched one of them right in the groin. He doubled over in pain and I was able to hit the panic button by my bed. An alarm sounded and the two men realised they were going to have to leave without their prize. They ran away and although the guards searched the grounds, there was no sign of them. Penelope pulled me straight out of the school of course. She said she should have known she couldn’t trust anyone else to take care of me properly.”
“That’s awful.” I couldn’t help but feel for Lucas. The more I learned about his childhood, the more it made sense that he’d run out on me after our night together and it explained why he wanted to take things slow. Anyone who’d been through what he had would have commitment issues. It was going to take time for him to see he could trust me and I decided that I was going to give him that time.
Lucas shrugged. “To be honest, with all the crazy things I went through while I was living with Penelope it was pretty much normal for me. But there’s no way I’m going to let my child suffer the way I did. If it means I have to be a little paranoid and hide her away from my enemies when she’s with me, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.”
“Hurry up, Daddee!” Amber stood by the front door, jogging from one foot to the other as she waited for us to catch up with her. “I want to see my bedroom!”
“All right, munchkin.” Lucas laughed as he swooped down on her, picking her up and swinging her high before setting her back down on the ground. He unlocked the front door and pushed it open. Bowing low, he gestured to Amber to go inside. “After you, milady.”
Amber skipped into the house and I followed close behind, just as curious as my daughter to see what Lucas’s house was like inside.
The front door opened into a short corridor with doors to the left and right of us which appeared to lead to a lounge and a dining room. After a couple of metres, it opened out into a larger reception room, with stairs to the right leading up to the first floor. There were more doors off this part of the room, but they were shut so I couldn’t see what was behind them.
“Your room’s on the first floor,” Lucas told Amber. “It’s right next door to mine.”
“Can I see it?”
“Of course!”
Lucas took Amber’s hand and the two of them went upstairs. I stayed where I was, wanting to look around a little more. Lucas’s tastes were more conventional than I’d have expected. There were landscape paintings hung on the walls and a closer look at one confirmed my suspicions: it was an original Constable. It was the kind of place that looked understated in that way that only someone with a large amount of money could pull off, with expensive antiques and solid oak furniture.
“Mummy! Come and see my room!” Amber’s voice echoed down the stairs.
“Coming!”
I walked slowly up the stairs, not sue I wanted to see how much effort Lucas had gone to to win my daughter’s affections. For all his talk of wanting her to lead a normal life and not be spoiled, it was pretty clear he was willing to spend money on creating a beautiful home and he knew that the best way to a little girl’s heart was to treat her like a princess.
Amber was waiting for me in the hallway outside her room. It was very clear it belonged to her because her name was spelled out on it in brightly coloured, wooden letters. She was grinning from ear to ear, clearly delighted with whatever was inside.
“You have to see this, Mummy!” She ran over and took my hand, pulling me along and into her room.
“Wow.” I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw what Lucas had done. I knew he was going to do something special, but I really wasn’t expecting this.
The room was large, larger than my own bedroom, and the walls were painted with a mural that made it look like we were in the middle of a fairy tale kingdom. There was a large four poster bed in the middle of the room with layer upon layer of netting draped over the frame to create the perfect little hiding place for a small child. There was a rocking horse to one side of the room and on the other was a huge mound of soft toys, including another large teddy bear like the one currently occupying half of Amber’s bed at home.
“Isn’t it amazing?” Amber ran over to the bed and climbed up on it, jumping about like it was a trampoline.
“Don’t jump on the bed, Amber,” I warned.
“It’s okay,” Lucas said. “Let her have some fun.”
“Can I have a word?” I gestured to Lucas for him to follow me into the hallway.
“What do you think?” he asked, clearly seeking my approval.
“I think you’ve gone way overboard,” I said, his face falling at my words. “It’s too much, Lucas. You were the one saying that you didn’t want her traveling in limos because you wanted Amber to have a normal childhood and then you go and spend goodness knows how much money hiring an artist to paint that mural.”
“No, I didn’t,” Lucas said.
“You can’t mean you painted it yourself?” I did a double take.
“Is it so hard to believe?”
“Well… yes.”
“Penelope said it was important for me to have an understanding of the arts, both in theory and practice,” Lucas told me. “So, she hired a number of tutors to teach me music, art, and drama. In another life, maybe I would have studied art at university instead of being sucked into House politics and an early marriage. I don’t get much time to paint these days, so it was a real honour being able to paint something for Amber. It was nice to put those skills to use for a change.”
“You are a dark horse,” I murmured as Amber ran out and threw herself at Lucas. She squeezed his legs tightly in a bear hug.
“I love my bedroom, Daddy,” she said. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! I want to stay in it forever and ever.”
I looked at Lucas and arched an eyebrow.
“I think Mummy might have something to say about that,” said Lucas. “But you can come and stay here whenever you like. And if there’s anything you want me to change, you just have to tell me.”
“Nope.” Amber shook her head violently. “I’m never going to change a single thing.”
I suspected that might change when she was a few years older, but it was sweet seeing how happy Amber was and although I was annoyed that Lucas was going back on his wish to not spoil her, I could understand why he’d done it. If it got this kind of reaction from his daughter, it made sense that Lucas would want to bond with her through interior design.
“Are you ready for your next surprise?” Lucas asked.
“What is it, Daddy?” Amber bounced up and down, clapping her hands.
“It’s outside. Come and see.”
Amber took Lucas’s hand and the two of them ran downstairs. “Keep up, Mummy!” Amber called over her shoulder and I dutifully hurried after them.
Lucas went through one of the closed doors in the reception room which opened into a kitchen. He went to a door opposite and unlocked it, taking Amber out into the back garden.
Her squeal of delight practically made my ears bleed.
“A pony??”
“Oh, you didn’t.” I shook my head. This was a step too far.
“Doesn’t every little girl want a pony?” Lucas grinned at me.
“Yes – until that little girl discovers how much hard work they are,” I pointed out. “Have you any idea how many hours those things need?”
Lucas’s face fell a little. “I thought it would do Amber good to have some responsibility.”
“She’s four, Lucas. She’s a bit too young for that kind of responsibility.” I folded my arms.
“All right. So I’ll hire someone to look after it.”
“Which then means that your little secret hideaway won’t be so secret anymore.”
“I’ll make them sign an NDA.”
“Lucas, you can’t keep a secret pony! It’s not going to work. You’re going to have to get rid of it.”
“It’ll break Amber’s heart.” Lucas gestured to where Amber was stroking the pony’s nose. It was a sweet little thing, brown with a sandy coloured mane, and it seemed very friendly, content to stand at the edge of the enclosure while Amber cooed over it.
“That’s not my problem, Lucas. You were the one who bought the pony. You’re the one who’s going to have to deal with it.”
Lucas sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll figure something out,” he said at last. “Still, the pony’s here now, so we might as well make the most of it.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Amber! Do you want to go for a ride?”
Amber nodded excitedly as Lucas strode over to her. Shaking my head, I slowly followed.
Lucas talked Amber through the process of putting a bridle on the pony and how to get it to stand still for the saddle – as well as how to make sure the saddle was properly tightened so it wouldn’t slide off mid ride. He’d bought a riding helmet for Amber and soon she was sitting on the back of the pony as Lucas led it round and round the paddock.
I watched the two of them, leaning against the fence of the enclosure. Lucas was giving Amber advice on how to ride and she was listening intently to his every word, doing her best to follow his instructions precisely. I wished she’d listen to me as closely, but then I was her mother. I was the one who had to say no all the time. I was the one who’d been with her for her entire life, dealing with the dirty nappies and sleepless nights. It was easy for Amber to take me for granted and push the boundaries. She knew I would always be there for her. Lucas wasn’t such a sure thing, so Amber was bound to be on her best behaviour with him, at least for now.
At last, Amber had had enough of riding the pony, although not before Lucas had taken copious photos of her sitting on it. He’d taught her how to sit properly while the pony was trotting so she wouldn’t be bumped about in the seat and I was impressed by how natural she looked in the saddle. Maybe Lucas was on to something after all.
“Who wants some dinner?” Lucas asked.
“Me! Me!” Amber put up her hand excitedly.
“How do you fancy… pizza!”
“Yes! Yes! Yes!”
“Okay. Let’s go wash our hands and then we can start making it,” Lucas said.
“We’re going to make the pizza?” Amber frowned. “Mummy always orders it.”
“Making it’s the best bit,” Lucas promised. “How else are you going to make sure the toppings are exactly the way you want them?”
“So I can have whatever I want on my pizza?”
“Of course you can.” Lucas smiled.
“Even banana?”
“If you want banana, anchovy and pepperoni, that’s completely up to you,” Lucas said. “You’re the one eating it.”
Soon, the three of us were gathered around the large table in the middle of Lucas’s kitchen. He got out some dough he’d prepared earlier and showed Amber how to stretch it out to the right size before fetching a dazzling array of possible pizza toppings. He laid them out on the table so that we could help ourselves and the three of us set to work making our pizzas. I kept mine simple – mushroom, mozzarella, and spinach with a drizzle of garlic oil – while Amber piled on handfuls of chopped ham, sweetcorn, salami, pepperoni and cheese.
“Do you want to put banana on that?” asked Lucas.
Amber looked at her pizza, her face screwed up in concentration. “Do you think there’s space?” she asked.
“We can always make space if you really want that banana.”
Amber thought a little more than shook her head. “I think my pizza’s perfect just the way it is.”
I wasn’t surprised to find that Lucas had had an actual pizza oven installed in his kitchen and he helped Amber put her pizza on a large shovel and slide it in to cook.
“It won’t be long before it’s ready,” he told her. “Shall we go and pick out a movie to watch over dinner?”
I groaned when Lucas turned on his smart TV and flicked through to the Disney channel. I knew exactly what film Amber was going to choose. She’d seen it over a hundred times already and never got bored, even if I was happy to never watch it again.
“Moana!” Amber beamed and sat down in the middle of the sofa as Lucas found Amber’s favourite film and put it on.
“I’ve never seen this,” he said, coming to sit next to Amber. “Is it any good?”
“It’s amazing, Daddy,” Amber said seriously. “You’re going to love it!”
I rolled my eyes and sat on the other side of my daughter so that she was sandwiched between her two parents. Amber was so engrossed in the film, she barely noticed when a timer went off on Lucas’s phone to let him know that her pizza was ready. He went off and brought it back on a tray so she could eat without interrupting the film.
He also brought with him a bottle of red wine and a couple of glasses. After he carefully putting Amber’s tray on her lap so she could eat, he stepped to the side and opened the bottle. He poured two glasses, passing one to me.
“I’ve put your pizza on,” he told me.
“Shh!” Amber scolded him. “You’ll miss the best song.”
“Sorry.” Lucas grimaced apologetically at me. He went back to his seat on the other side of Amber. She started to eat her pizza, her eyes never leaving the screen as Moana sang about how much she loved her home and her parents but still wanted to explore the world beyond her island. I couldn’t help myself mouthing along with the words. I’d heard the song so many times I could practically sing it backwards, but Amber never got tired of it and I had to warn her not to sing with her mouth full otherwise she’d have been doing her very best Chloe Auli’i Cravalho impression.
When Moana had finished and the pizza was all gone, Amber insisted on watching Frozen 2. I’d always thought it was a better film than the original, so I was glad she picked that one to show Lucas as I slouched back in the seat and closed my eyes. Another film I’d seen so often I could recreate it in my mind without needing to see the screen, I’d often used this excuse as a cover for taking a sneaky afternoon nap when Amber had worn me out, the two of us snuggling up together in my bed to watch a film together.
“You okay?”
I opened my eyes again as Lucas gently nudged my shoulder.
“Fine,” I said.
“It’s just that you were snoring…”
“I was not!” I looked over to see that Frozen 2 was almost over. It was entirely possible that I had actually been asleep and I blushed.
“It’s okay. Amber’s out for the count so you didn’t ruin her enjoyment of the show.”
I looked down to see Amber curled up against Lucas, her head in his lap.
“You know you’re stuck there for the next few hours, don’t you?” I smiled.
“I don’t mind. It’s nice that she feels relaxed enough with me to do this,” Lucas said. “It’s the perfect end to the day. It’s been good, hasn’t it?”
“Yeah. It has.” I could almost kid myself we were a normal family. “Even though you’re going to break her heart when you tell her the pony has to go.”
“Nah.” Lucas shook his head. “George and me are best friends. He’s not going anywhere. Besides, what I didn’t tell you earlier is that he doesn’t actually live here. His regular home is at a stable not far from where you live so you can take Amber to see him whenever she likes. So you see you didn’t have to worry about how he was going to be taken care of. I’d already sorted it.”
“You could have told me.”
“I could… But then I wouldn’t have had the fun of seeing you get all worked up in righteous indignation at the thought I would randomly buy a high maintenance animal just to impress a four-year-old.”
I opened my mouth to argue then closed it again. “I suppose I deserve that,” I said at last. “I’m sorry, Lucas. This is hard for me. I’m doing my best.”
“I know. It’s hard for me too,” Lucas said. “Discovering I had a daughter I didn’t know about was a real shock and the chances are high I’m going to mess up at this parenting thing more than once. That’s why I need you to tell me when I get it wrong – but also cut me some slack and don’t assume the worst. I’m doing my best to make this work.”
“Yes. You are. And I appreciate it.”
For a moment, I thought Lucas would lean over to kiss me, but Amber snorted and writhed a little in her sleep, reminding me of the child between us.
Another time.
“Look, I know it’s not what we agreed, but would the two of you like to stay overnight?” Lucas asked. “I’m happy to wake Amber up and drive you both home if that’s what you prefer, but it seems silly when there’s a bedroom literally with her name on it upstairs. I have plenty of spare rooms you could use.”
I looked down at Amber. She looked so peaceful sleeping there. Much as the sensible thing to do would be to assert my boundaries and go home, I hated the idea of disturbing her as much as Lucas seemed to.
“We’ll stay,” I decided.




CHAPTER 12

Lucas tucked Amber up in her four-poster bed. She’d barely stirred when he’d moved to pick her up and as he dropped a gentle kiss on her cheek, she smiled in her sleep but didn’t open her eyes.
We tiptoed out of her room together and Lucas quietly pulled the door shut behind us. He gestured to me to follow him and he led me to a room a couple of doors down. Opening it, he revealed a simply furnished bedroom.
“This is where you’ll sleep tonight. Unless…”
“Unless what?”
“You could stay in my room if you prefer.”
He looked at me, trying to keep his expression neutral, but he was unable to keep the hope out of his eyes.
I could feel my heart pounding so hard I thought it might burst, but my tone was light when I replied.
“I’d like to stay with you.”
Without Amber around, there was no need for Lucas to hide his leer as he reached out for my hand. I gripped his hand tightly as he took me away from the spare room and into the room at the end of the hall. He turned to me before he opened the door.
“Are you sure about this? I don’t want you to feel pressured into anything or like I’m taking advantage of you.”
“Lucas, I might have had a couple of glasses of wine, but I’m hardly drunk. You’re not taking advantage of anyone. Now shut up and kiss me before I change my mind.”
Lucas growled and pulled me to him, kissing me hungrily like he hadn’t been with a woman for years. I didn’t know whether that was true or not, but it had been a long time for me and the sensation of a man’s arms around me fulfilled a need I’d forgotten I had.
Lucas fumbled at the door handle, pushing the door to his bedroom open. We made our way into the room together, still kissing as Lucas kicked the door shut behind him. I let him take the lead as we made our way across the room, clumsily heading towards the bed, our legs tangling with each other.
I yelped as he pushed me onto the bed, giggling as I lay there.
“You have no idea how long I’ve imagined this moment,” he told me as he pulled off his shirt. I propped myself up on my elbows so I could enjoy a better view. Damn, he looked amazing. He’d clearly spent many hours in the gym and the past few years had seen him bulk out in a good way. I could feel myself clenching with the memory of our night together. In this moment, I didn’t care about the future. Maybe this was the biggest mistake of my life, but I deserved this. I needed some happiness, the reassurance of a man’s body next to mine.
I needed Lucas.
“Take the rest of your clothes off,” I told him. Lucas grinned, and started to quickly undo his trousers. “Slowly. I want to enjoy the view.”
Lucas gave me that look, the one which had got me into trouble all those years ago. He turned his back on me and looked over his shoulder as he unzipped his fly. He wriggled his butt a bit and shimmied out of his trousers to reveal buttocks closely hugged by his briefs. Tucking his hands into the waistband of his pants, he pulled them down a little to tease me with a glimpse of more before pulling them back up. He turned round to face me again and this time, he pulled them all the way down, stepping out of his pants and kicking them across the room.
He stood in front of me, his impressive cock standing to attention. I knew he was well endowed, but I’d forgotten just how big he was and I licked my lips in anticipation of the pleasure to come.
“Come here.” I reached out to him and he tumbled on top of me, the pair of us lying on the bed, kissing passionately. The feel of his naked body against me while I was still fully clothed was such a turn on. I knew what was coming and my body was crying out for him to love every inch of me. it had been too long since I’d been with a man, let alone someone like Lucas who knew exactly how to please a woman.
“I think I should get a condom, don’t you?” Lucas asked when we eventually broke apart.
“Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
He reached over to his bedside cabinet. Pulling open the drawer, he retrieved a condom and quickly slipped it on. I started to unbutton my blouse, but Lucas reached out to stop me.
“Not just yet,” he said. “Let’s have some fun first.”
He helped me up and we stood facing each other gazing into each other’s eyes. Lucas’s expression was pure sex and the way he was devouring me with his eyes, I knew I was going to have a great time.
Suddenly, Lucas spun me round and pushed me forward so that I was leaning over the bed. He reached round me and undid my jeans. He pulled them down just enough to give him access to me, and he rammed into me. Leaving my jeans on meant that my movements were limited and all I could do was arch my back, angling myself towards him so that he hit me at the perfect angle to make me scream.
“You are amazing, Milly.” He gasped and I could feel his cock throbbing, pulsing in that way he did right before orgasm.
I moaned, my cries mingling with his as he exploded into me before collapsing onto my back.
He lay there panting, unable to speak as he recovered from what was clearly a huge orgasm.
“I’m so sorry, Mills,” he said at last, gently stroking my head, running his hand down my hair and down my back in a loving gesture. “I wanted to make it last, but it’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone and you’re just so damned sexy.”
I was surprised to hear he hadn’t had sex for a while. The Lucas I’d known had never been without a woman for long. After his marriage to Ivy was annulled, he’d worked his way through a number of women before leaving King Town, leaving a string of broken hearts in his wake. I’d assumed he’d continued to do that, so it was a revelation to hear he’d tamed his ways a little.
“Don’t worry. You’ve got the rest of the night to make it up to me,” I told him, glancing over my shoulder at him.
“I will. Believe me, I will,” Lucas promised, as he pulled out of me. “The night is still young and I’ve got plenty of stamina. I’m just going to clean up a bit. Make yourself comfortable and I’ll be right with you.”
He dropped a quick kiss on the top of my head and padded off to the ensuite to get rid of the used condom. I heard water running as I pulled off my jeans. I undid my blouse and lay back on the bed, almost naked, as I artfully arranged my blouse so it covered my breasts but revealed enough of my body to titillate.
I put my hand between my legs, lightly playing with myself to stay turned on until Lucas came back. I was so wet, the lightest touch sent jolts of electricity through my body.
That was the effect Lucas had on me.
I wouldn’t feel brave enough to lie there, touching myself in front of anyone, but he made me want to push my limits, explore the edges of my sexuality and beyond. This couldn’t be just another one-night stand. It just couldn’t.
“Well, hello there.”
I turned my head to see Lucas coming out of the bathroom, fully erect again as he walked towards me.
“This is a sight for sore eyes.” Lucas came round to stand at the bottom of the bed. I writhed a little, smiling as I opened my legs further, knowing how erotic I must look wearing my unbuttoned blouse and nothing else. “I think it’s your turn to enjoy yourself.”
Lucas knelt down, grabbing hold of my legs and pulling me to him so he could bury his face in my sex. He put his arms around my thighs, holding me in place as his tongue flicked out and cover my clit. I cried out, the pleasure almost too much to bear. I felt like I was too turned on to come, that I was going to go insane before I would get my release.
I reached down and gripped a handful of his hair, holding him against me as his tongue continued to work its magic. Sometimes he used the flat of his tongue to run all the way over me from bottom to top in slow, confident movements. Other times he used the tip to flit about, tracing little circles around my clit or teasing the tip, making it dance. I was completely lost, so out of my mind that I was caught my surprise when an orgasm ripped through my body. I practically screamed while Lucas continued to go down on me, wringing every drop of ecstasy out of me.
At last he broke away, a smug grin plastered across his face. “I love it when you react like that,” he said. “I think we need to do it again.”
“Are you kidding me?” I pretended to be horrified, but inwardly, I was delighted at the thought that Lucas wasn’t anywhere near finished with me.
He walked over to the bedside cabinet to get another condom. As he put it on, I lay back on the bed, ready for another round of pleasure.
“Hmmm.” Lucas frowned. “I think it’s your turn to be in charge, don’t you?”
He came and lay down next to me and gestured to me to climb on top. I didn’t need to be asked a second time and I mounted him, grabbing his cock and guiding it inside me. It was a good thing I was so wet because he stretched me almost to where he was too big for me to cope. Girth was not the word and he was happy to let me sit there, adjusting to the sensation of a huge cock deep inside me.
After a while, lust took over and I started to rock forwards and backwards, subtle movements having a big impact as Lucas’s cock hit me in all the right places. He was more than happy to lie back and let me take charge and he gripped my thighs with his hands, letting me decide the pace.
I leaned forward, my breasts right in front of his face. He let go of my thighs and fondled my tits, taking one of my nipples in his mouth with his hand played with the other one.
He started to thrust his hips to match my movements, closing his eyes to savour the moment. We fit together so perfectly and I loved the satisfied look on his face as we became more urgent in our movements.
I sat up, feeling the need to give Lucas the ability to fuck me deeper. I bounced up and down on him, my body welcoming in every inch of his beautiful cock as it hit my G spot over and over.
It was incredible, the sex the best I’d ever had as I started to come, losing myself in multiple orgasms so intense I could barely tell when one ended and another one started.
I could feel my pussy clenching his cock tightly and he clutched at my thighs as he finally came with me, the pair of us crying out in release.
At last, we were done and our bodies slowed and stopped. I was still panting as I ran a finger down his chest, not having the words to express how I felt, but knowing that I needed to make some kind of gesture to show him how much I appreciated what we’d just done.
“Was that okay?” Lucas asked.
“Meh.” I shrugged, looking away nonchalantly. “It was okay.”
“Is that right?” I squealed as Lucas grabbed me and we rolled over so that I was lying underneath him. “I suppose I’ll have to try harder then.”
“If you must,” I murmured. Lucas leaned forward to kiss me and I knew I wasn’t going to get much sleep that night…




CHAPTER 13

“Mummy! Where are you, Mummy?”
I was jolted awake by a panicked screaming. For a moment, I was as disoriented as Amber sounded, the sensation of waking up in someone’s arms so alien I wasn’t sure I wasn’t still dreaming.
“What is it?” Lucas sounded half asleep, as I leaped out of bed and hurried pulled on my clothes.
“Amber needs me,” I said. “You stay there. I’ll deal with her.”
I ran out of the room and down the hallway to where Amber was standing outside her room, rubbing her eyes and looking for me.
“What’s wrong, darling?” I asked anxiously. “What’s happened?”
“I thought I saw a spider in my bed.”
“You know that Daddy is very good at dealing with spiders,” I said, my heart sinking at the thought of having to hide my arachnophobia for long enough to rescue Amber from an eight-legged beast. All those years as a single parent meant that I’d learned to suck up my fear so Amber wouldn’t see how much I hated spiders in the hope that she wouldn’t be as scared of them as I was, but she’d still developed a phobia about them but didn’t realise that it was just as hard for me to deal with them.
“But Daddy isn’t the one who puts spiders outside. You are.”
“Come on, then.” I sighed. “Show me where this spider is and I’ll tell it to stay out of your room.”
I took her hand and she pulled me into her room. “It’s over there.” She pointed at the wall by her bed. I took a deep breath and went closer to see if I could spot it.
“Sorry, darling. There’s nothing there,” I said at last. “I think you must have scared it away with all your screaming.”
“Is everything all right?” Lucas came into the room.
“There was a spider, Daddy,” Amber told him. “It was going to eat me up!”
“Really? It must have been a big spider.”
“It was huge!”
“Let’s go get some breakfast and you can tell me all about it.”
Amber and Lucas went downstairs. As I went to follow them, a huge, hairy creature skittered across the floor. I bit back a scream and fled. We were in Lucas’s house. It was his problem to deal with it.
“I didn’t know what you liked for breakfast, so I got a whole heap of things for you to choose from.”
I walked into the kitchen to find Lucas opening up cupboards to show Amber a dizzying array of cereals, including her favourite – chocolate Cheerios. Soon she was happily munching on a large bowl piled high with chocolate cereal. I dreaded to think about what she was going to be like when the sugar rush kicked in.
“What would you like to eat?” Lucas asked me.
“Just coffee for me, thanks. I can’t face food this early in the morning.”
Lucas went to his coffeemaker and switched it on.
“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “I’d like to take Amber out today, maybe over to King’s Castle.”
“King’s Castle?” Amber gasped when she heard the name of a local farm zoo. As well as a number of animals you could pet, there were fairground rides suitable for small children and a boating lake you could ride paddle boats on. “Yay!” She started jogging up and down in her seat.
Yep. The sugar was kicking in. King’s Castle was probably a good move. It was about the only she was going to be able to work it all off.
“You’d be very welcome to join us, but I was wondering how you’d feel about me taking her by myself?”
Lucas’s suggestion threw me. After our night together, I’d thought he’d want to spend more time with me. I know he’d said he was inviting me as well, but he didn’t seem like he wanted me there.
Fine. If he wanted to play games, he’d could play them all on his lonesome.
“Sure. You and Amber need some quality time together and it would be nice to have a bit of a break.”
“That’s what I thought,” Lucas said. “I mean, you work hard all week. You deserve the chance to put your feet up and not have to worry about Amber for a few hours.”
“Sounds great.” I faked a happiness I didn’t feel, but Lucas didn’t seem to notice.
“Excellent! I’ll drop you off at yours on the way to Kings Castle.”
“Actually, could you take me to Ivy’s?”
Lucas frowned a little, but quickly recovered. If he didn’t think I was going to want to talk to my best friend after last night, he was an idiot.
“No problem.”
We spent the next hour or so playing happy families. Anyone watching us would have thought we were a perfectly normal family. At least Amber certainly thought her parents were getting on like a house on fire, which was a testament to my acting abilities.
Inwardly, I was a mess. Lucas seemed to be behaving like nothing had happened between us and it was driving me crazy. How could he just write off a night like that as not worth talking about?
By the time we were ready to leave, I couldn’t wait to get out of there. If Lucas wanted to play things cool, he was going to discover I could be ice cold.




CHAPTER 14

“Is everything okay?” Lucas asked as we pulled up outside Ivy’s house.
“Absolutely peachy,” I said, getting out of the car.
“Milly? What’s wrong? You’ve barely said a word all morning.”
“You be a good girl for Daddy.” I ignored Lucas as I went round to the back of the car and opened the door so I could give Amber a kiss goodbye.
“I will,” Amber promised, her eyes wide and serious.
“We’re going to have a lot of fun together, aren’t we, Amber?” Lucas said.
“Yay!” Amber kicked her feet against the car seat and I slammed the car door shut. I blew a kiss at the car and waved as Lucas drive off.
The vindictive side of me hoped that Amber was an absolute nightmare in the way that only an annoying four-year-old could be, but I had a feeling she was going to be a little angel for her beloved Daddy.
It just wasn’t fair.
I knocked on Ivy’s door.
“Milly!” My best friend opened the door and was surprised to see me standing there.
“Hey, Ivy. It’s not a bad time is it? I can go home if you want me to. Well, you’ll have to let me borrow a car, but I can leave if you’ve got something else on.
“Of course not. Don’t be silly. Come in, come in.” She ushered me inside. “What’s wrong? Where’s Amber?”
“I agreed to let Lucas have her for the day,” I said.
“So it’s going well with him then?”
I looked at her. “I think I’ve made a big mistake.”
“Let’s go to the conservatory and we can talk about it.” She raised her voice. “Romy! Can you deal with Louis for me? Ivy’s here.”
“Sure!” Romy, one of Ivy’s partners, called back from somewhere in the house.
“You look like you need tea,” Ivy observed. “Or something stronger. Do you want something stronger?”
“I want it but I don’t think it’ll be a good idea,” I told her. “I’d probably end up crying into my glass.”
“That bad, huh?”
“You have no idea.”
We went through to the conservatory and Ivy picked up the intercom to order some tea from the kitchen. Soon there was a tray of tea things on the table while Ivy and I sat in chairs with incredible views over the Archaic estate.
“Do you want to tell me what’s up?” Ivy asked. “Actually, don’t. Let me guess. You slept with Lucas.”
I nodded miserably.
“Oh, Milly. What were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t really. It’s been so long since I’ve been with anyone and I never did get closure with Lucas. One thing led to another and here we are.”
“How was it?”
“The best sex of my life.” I slumped back in my chair, sighing. “Lucas and I have such chemistry. He does things to me no one else ever could. If it was crap, I could probably cope. I’d feel like I’d scratched an itch and I could move on. But it was so good, I want more. The only problem is, I don’t think Lucas feels the same way.”
“What makes you say that?”
I glared at her. “Am I with Lucas and my daughter having a nice family day out?”
“Ah.”
“You’d think I’d learn, wouldn’t you?” I said. “I mean, after last time, I promised myself that I’d play hard to get, but that went out the window the second he showed me any kind of affection. I’m pathetic.”
I buried my face in my hands. I could feel Ivy moving to crouch next to me, lightly rubbing my back to comfort me.
“You’re not pathetic, Mills. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You deserve a bit of happiness after everything you’ve been through. It’s Lucas who’s being pathetic. If he can’t see how amazing you are that’s his loss, not yours.” She paused. “But please tell me you used protection.”
I raised my face to look straight at her. “Credit me with some sense.”
“Okay, okay.” Ivy put her hands up in a gesture of direction and moved away to sit back down. “Just checking. I know how easy it is to get carried away.” She blushed and I narrowed my eyes.
“Ivy, you’re not..?”
“It’s too early to say for sure, but I think I might be pregnant.” She blushed shyly. “I haven’t told the boys yet. We weren’t meant to be trying for another baby until Louis was a little older, but sometimes you just have to go with the flow.”
“That’s wonderful news!” It was my turn to hug her. “I’m so happy for you.”
“Don’t tell anyone, will you? Especially not the boys. I want to be completely sure before I break the news to them.”
“They’re going to be so excited. They’re all amazing dads. It’s all I ever wanted for Amber, a proper dad who’d take her out, come to her dance recitals, be as excited as I am about everything she does. Instead, I’m stuck with Lucas Donatello.”
“Lucas seems like he wants to make up for lost time with Amber, though, doesn’t he?”
“For now.” I glowered. “But it’s Lucas. How can say how long he’ll stick around before he gets bored? Heck, he was doing a pretty good job this morning of acting like someone who’d fed up with me already. It felt like he couldn’t get me out of there fast enough.”
“What exactly happened, Mills?”
I took a deep breath, bracing myself to share my sorry story. “Lucas invited me to spend the afternoon with him and Amber at his house yesterday.”
“That’s a good sign, isn’t it?” Ivy said. “He could have just taken Amber and left you out. He probably wanted to reassure you that Amber was safe with him.”
“Maybe. Or maybe he just wanted to show off the pony he bought Amber, try and make me look bad in front of her.”
“He bought her a pony?” The usually unflappable Ivy raised her eyebrows, her voice squeaking.
“Yeah.”
“Talk about buying his way into her affections.” Ivy snorted. “Still, that’s likely to bite him in the bum when Amber gets bored of the responsibility.”
“That’s exactly what I said. He reckons he’s found a stable where they’ll look after it for him.”
“All right, so he made a big show of flashing his cash about. Then what happened?”
“We had a pretty good afternoon,” I admitted. “It felt right for us to be together, like we were a real family. So, when Lucas invited me to stay the night, I didn’t really think about it. I was just going with the flow. And it was so good, Ivy. But then I woke up.”
“Sounds about right where Lucas is concerned.” Ivy nodded, knowing all too well what Lucas was like.
“He stuffed Amber full of sugary cereal then told me he wanted to take her to King Castle by himself. Okay, he did say I could come along if I wanted, but it was pretty obvious he didn’t want me there.”
“How was it obvious?”
The question took me aback. Now I thought about it, it actually wasn’t all that obvious. “Well, he didn’t want to spend the day with me.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I’m not with him right now!” I was so frustrated I could have cried.
“But you said he did ask if you wanted to go along, right?”
I nodded.
“What exactly did he say?”
“That I deserved to have a break from Amber and put my feet up.”
Ivy sucked air in between her teeth. “I hate to say it, Mills, and you know that I’m not exactly Lucas’s biggest fan, but maybe he really did think that you might like to have a day off from parenting. I mean, Amber’s adorable and I love her to bits, but she can be a handful. Lucas might have expressed himself badly, but it is entirely possible he was just thinking that it would be nice to spend some time bonding with his daughter while you got to relax.”
“You really think so? Why?”
“Did he have to invite you along yesterday afternoon?”
“No. We’d agreed he could have Amber by himself.”
“Right. So he asked you so that you could have that family time together and let you know that Amber was safe while she was with him. I bet he didn’t plan for you to spend the night. He’s probably feeling as confused as you are by what happened and needs a bit of space to clear his head. But he did ask you if you wanted to go with them. Much as I completely understand why you’re feeling the way you are, I think you ought to give him the benefit of the doubt, at least this time. Yes, it was rushing it to fall into bed with him so quickly, but I don’t think anyone can blame you for needing a bit of sexual relief. You’ve been living like a nun for the past few years!”
I smiled. “Not quite. There was that one guy a couple of years ago…”
“What, the one who lasted five seconds, rolled over, farted, and fell asleep?” We both laughed at the memory, frustrating as it had been at the time. “I don’t think he really counts.”
“You really think I should give Lucas a chance?”
“I think you should at least talk to him,” Ivy said gently. “See how he’s feeling and what he wants. He might be regretting last night – or maybe he also thinks it was the best sex he’s ever had. Maybe he’s even as stunned as you are by what happened and he needs a bit of time to get his thoughts together and he thought it would be a nice gesture to take Amber out for the day so you could have some space. It’s not like you can have any serious discussions with Amber running around. I agree he’s handled the situation badly, but then he never was much of a diplomat. I’d wait until you’ve had a chance to talk about things before coming to any conclusions about his motives.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this about my ex-husband, but I genuinely believe that he was actually considering your feelings by giving you a day off from Amber. Lucas is doing his best to be the good guy. He just hasn’t had much practice, so he’s bound to make a few mistakes along the way.”
I thought about what she said, nodding slowly. “This is why I needed to come and see you,” I said. “I knew you’d be able to give me a different perspective on things. You’re right. I should give Lucas a chance to explain himself.”
“That’s my girl.” Ivy smiled. “You deserve this, Mills. Even if it turns out you just had a night of mind-blowing sex and you both go your separate ways, that’s got to have been worth it, wasn’t it? I mean, it was mind-blowing, wasn’t it?”
“Oh yes.” I could feel myself getting all hot and bothered just thinking about it. “I can’t believe you never slept with Lucas while you were married. You really missed out!”
“Lucas isn’t my type. Besides, three men is more than enough for me, thank you very much. I’ve always thought the two of you would make a cute couple though. I always felt that Lucas had a crush on you but he was too afraid of my father to do anything about it.”
“Really?” I couldn’t keep the tone of disbelief out of my voice.
“Oh yes. I saw the way he looked at you when he thought no one was watching. I wasn’t surprised to hear he seduced you during his short visit back to King Town. The only shock was that he hadn’t done it sooner.”
Chatting with my best friend worked wonders on my mood and by the time Ivy called for one of her drivers to take me home, I was feeling really positive about the future. When Lucas brought Amber back, I’d ask if he wanted to stay and help put Amber to bed. After she was safely tucked up, I’d offer him a drink and we could talk about what happened and what we wanted from each other.
I daydreamed all the way home, imagining what life would be like if I was in a relationship with Lucas. I pictured us sipping champagne in my hot tub, enjoying some adult time after Amber was in bed after another day filled with family activities. Lucas would step up to his parenting duties and I wouldn’t have to be alone anymore.
By the time I got back to my house, I’d created this entire fantasy around being with Lucas. Okay, I’d let my mind run wild and I knew it would be better to take things slow, but for the first time in a long time, I felt positive about my life.
All that changed when I walked through my front door to find an envelope lying on the floor. There was no stamp, so someone had hand delivered it, and someone had written my name in block capitals so I couldn’t get a clue from the handwriting who might have sent it.
A puzzled frown wrinkling my forehead, I tore open the envelope to reveal a short note with four simple words written on it:
Lucas is hiding something.




CHAPTER 15

Slowly, I walked over to the sofa and sat down. I read the note again, turning it over to see if there was anything else written on the back, but there was just that short sentence in capital letters.
What could it mean? The fact that Lucas was hiding something didn’t surprise me. As the heir to House Knight, I was used to dealing with people who had secrets and at this stage in our relationship, of course there were going to be things I didn’t know about him. He’d been gone for years. A lot could happen in that time.
What could be so serious that someone would go out of their way to send me an anonymous note though? It had to be something they thought was important, something that would make a difference to the way I felt about Lucas.
I was so engrossed in thought, I didn’t hear the doorbell at first. It was only when someone leaned on it, making the shrill bell ring constantly that I jolted out of my reverie. Quickly, I folded the note and tucked it into my jeans’ back pocket. I answered the door and found Lucas and Amber waiting for me.
“There you are, Mummy.” Amber skipped into the house. “What took you so long?”
“I’m sorry, sweetie. Mummy was in the middle of something. Did you have a good day?”
“It was the best!” Amber launched into a long, detailed description of everything she’d done, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Fortunately, four-year olds don’t always notice when your mind’s elsewhere and the occasional “uh-huh” seemed to be enough for her to think I was listening.
Lucas wasn’t so easily fooled. “What’s wrong, Milly?”
“Not now.” I shook my head a little, gesturing at Amber with my head to let him know we could talk once she was out of the way. That took a little longer than expected. The novelty of having her father around was far from wearing off and she insisted on having Lucas help her with everything which took twice as long as normal. Amber really knew how to milk the moment for every piece of attention possible.
By the time she was tucked up in bed and we could talk I was exhausted and in no real state to have a serious conversation. I couldn’t put it off though. I had to know what the note was about.
“I don’t know how you do it,” Lucas said, as I put the coffeemaker on. “Amber’s amazing but she’s exhausting! She’s non-stop energy. One day and I’m struggling. I don’t know how you’ve managed on your own all these years.”
“I’m not on my own,” I said. “Claire is a huge help, and my parents will take Amber whenever I need. Yes, it was exhausting in the early years, but after a while you get used to being permanently tired and it’s just your new normal. I can’t imagine what life would be like without her. Heck, I can’t even remember what I used to do at the weekend before Amber came along. Probably slept all day and partied all night. I look back at my younger self and I wish she’d known what I know now. I’d have done so much more with that time.”
“I don’t know. I think you did all right,” Lucas told me. “Most people with your background would have lived off the family money, but you went and qualified as a teacher and you’ve spent years helping your community.”
“I’d rather be in a classroom than an office,” I said. “Besides, Dad thought it would be a good idea for me to get experience outside the family business. Plus he said that if I can make positive connections with other Houses by being a good teacher, it’ll help me further down the line when I take over.”
“He’s got a good point,” Lucas said. “I always thought your father was the most effective of all the House leaders. Firm but fair, he’s the reason the Knights always do well in their business dealings.”
“It’s a lot to live up to.” I sighed. “I’ll be honest. There’s been plenty of times I wished Archer hadn’t stepped down as heir. He’d be so much better than me.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Lucas stepped forward and cupped my face in his hands so I had to look at him. “Your father knew what he was doing. He had plenty of children to pick from and he chose you because he knew that your compassion would help you make the right decisions while your intelligence would help you keep a clear head. You might not see it yourself, but I think you’ll be a better head of House than Archer could ever be.”
“Thanks.” I smiled thinly and turned away, breaking our contact. It was lovely having someone to make me feel better when I doubted myself, but that note had made all my past fears resurface. Lucas always had a hidden agenda. How could I believe he truly meant what he said? “I’m going to make my coffee Irish. Do you want one?”
“Sure.”
The coffeemaker had worked its magic and I poured out two cups. I added a sugar and a generous splash of whiskey to them both and topped them up with cream. I passed one to Lucas then led the way to the front room, where I sat in my favourite comfy armchair. If Lucas was disappointed that I hadn’t sat on the couch so we could be next to each other he didn’t show it as he sat on it by myself.
I cupped my coffee in my hands, staring at the creamy topping gently swirling around. Steam curled up, creating a mesmerising effect that gave me an excuse not to look at Lucas. All this talk of taking over the business from my father only reminded me how much I still had to learn before I could be confident taking over the helm. I hated confrontation, always had, which is why I was waiting to mention the note to Lucas but putting it off was only going to make things worse.
“Milly, I-“
“There’s something I-”
We laughed awkwardly as we both spoke at the same time.
“You go.” I gestured to Lucas.
“No, ladies first. What were you going to say?”
I inhaled deeply, slowly exhaling through my mouth. “I need to ask you about something and I need you to be honest with me.”
“Sounds ominous.” Lucas smiled.
“It is,” I said.
Lucas’s smile faded. “Whatever it is, Milly, I promise you I’ll be truthful with you.”
“What does this mean?” I took the note out from my jeans pocket and gave it to him.
Lucas read it and frowned. “I have no idea.”
“Really? So there’s nothing you’re not telling me?”
“There’s lots I’m not telling you Mills, just as I’m sure there’s plenty you’re not telling me,” Lucas said. “I mean, you have no idea about the various businesses I’m launching over the next year or two, just as I don’t know what’s going on within House Knight.”
“Lucas, If you’re going to treat this as a game, you might as well leave now and don’t bother coming back.”
I made to get up, but Lucas gestured at me to stay where I was. “I’m sorry, Milly. I’m so used to being on the defensive all the time, it’s an automatic reflex when I’m in a difficult situation.”
“So you do know what the note means?”
Lucas read it again, grimacing. “Without more details, it’s hard to say. I mean, it could be about my ex-girlfriend. We broke up not long before I came back to King Town and she didn’t take it well. Maybe someone thinks I’m still with her, but I promise you Milly that my relationship with Tilda is well and truly over.”
“Is that the only thing you can think of?”
Lucas ran a hand through his hair, sighing. “No,” he final said. “There is something else. It was something I was hoping to keep to myself, at least until I had more information to go on.”
“More information about what?”
“I have a sister, Milly.”
“A sister?” Of all the things he could have told me, this was the last thing I expected.
“I only found out about her recently,” Lucas said. “As you know I was adopted. Even if I hadn’t been old enough to remember the adoption process, Penelope never let me forget how ‘lucky’ I was she’d swooped in and saved from the terrible life I’d been born into. I’d always thought my mother had died when I was little, which is how I ended up in care, but after Penelope died, I found documents which showed that my mother was very much alive. She’d put me in care because she couldn’t look after me and had always intended to come and get me when she’d turned her life around. Instead, Penelope Donatello gave her money in exchange for giving up any hold on me. Since I thought my mother was dead, I didn’t bother asking Penelope if we could go look for her.”
As he spoke, Lucas kept his gaze firmly fixed on his coffee cup, like he was ashamed to meet my eyes. “Now that Penelope’s no longer here, I’m free to find my biological family, but it’s proving difficult to track my mother down. However, my investigators discovered that Penelope’s money helped her turn her life around, at least for a while, because she had another child, my sister. I don’t know her name. I know virtually nothing about her. What I do know is that she’s in her final year at King Academy.”
“She’s at the Academy?” I gasped.
“Apparently so.” For the first time, Lucas looked directly at me. “You can’t tell anyone this but the real reason why I took the head teacher position was so I could find my sister. As head, I have access to all the students’ information. I’ve been working my way through them, narrowing down possibilities so I can find my sister. I have a shortlist of five names and I’ve been doing a more in-depth background check on all of them to see if I can prove if one of them is my sister. Milly, this could be my chance to build a real family. I’ve been on my own all my life. Penelope was never really a loving parent. I was more of a fashion accessory to her than a son. I moved around too much to ever make proper friends. I can’t trust anyone in my business because they’re all looking to stab me in the book. Suddenly, I’ve gone from that to having a daughter, a sister… maybe even a partner.”
His eyes were filled with a hopeful innocence that melted my heart.
“Five names you say?”
Lucas nodded. “Yes. They’re the only girls whose backgrounds raise the possibility of being adopted or not being who they say they are. There’s a lot of reasons why that might be. We both know that subterfuge reigns in King Town and plenty of families send their children to the Academy under a false name to keep them safe. I’m convinced that one of those girls is my sister.”
“Okay.” I thought for a moment, drumming my fingers on the arm of my chair. “I think I know how we can get that list down to one name. How would you feel about bringing in some outside help?”
“It would depend on who that was.” Lucas was cautiously optimistic.
“My father knows everyone in this town,” I told him. “We don’t have to give him the full details. We don’t even have to tell him that the girl we’re looking for is your sister. But I can ask him to prepare a report on each of the names on your list and I guarantee that he’ll be able to find the information you need to find your sister.”
“You really think he can do that?”
“I know he can. Do you want me to call him?”
“Yes! Yes!”
I got my phone and called my dad. He answered within the first ring.
“Hi, Milly. Are you okay?”
“Yes, fine, Dad.”
“And Amber’s good?”
“Yes, dad. All tucked up in bed for the night after a weekend with Lucas.” I glanced over at Lucas and smiled briefly.
“That boy’s behaving himself, is he?”
“He’s being a perfect gentleman.”
“I’m glad to hear it. Because if that man hurts you again, I’ll-”
“I know, Dad.” I interrupted him, rolling my eyes. I’d heard this speech so many times I could recite it in my sleep. Dad had never really accepted that his daughter had grown up and could make her own mistakes and every single time I started dating someone he gave me a lecture about all the terrible things he’d do if my new boyfriend didn’t treat me right. It was little surprise that he was sceptical about me seeing Lucas given our history, but at some point he was going to have to accept that I was a grown woman and let me make my own decisions.
“So, if Lucas isn’t the problem, why are you calling me on a Sunday evening? You don’t usually call me at this time.”
“Look, we were talking about some of my students who’ve been having a few issues,” I lied. “Lucas suggested there might be a problem at home, but their files seem to be lacking in detail. I was wondering whether you’d be able to do some digging for me, find out the full story about the girls.”
“I can,” Dad said. “But wouldn’t it be simpler to call in their parents for a meeting?”
“We’re doing that as well.” I could feel myself blushing as I dug myself deeper into the lie. Thank goodness he couldn’t see my face over the phone. “But Lucas and I both feel that if we had some more information, we can really help these girls achieve the grades they deserve. It’s not long before they’re due to graduate and it would be awful to see them leave knowing that they could have done so much better if they only had the right support.”
“You’re such a sweet person,” Dad said. “That’s one of your best features. You’re always thinking about others. All right. Let me have the names and I’ll see what I can find for you.”
“Thanks, Daddy! You’re the best!” I hung up and beamed at Lucas. “My dad’s going to help us find your sister. Let me have the names you need to research and he’ll get the information back to you ASAP.”
“That’s incredible! I can’t believe it! I’m going to find my sister and it’s all thanks to you.”
He got up and crossed to where I was sitting. He grabbed my face between his hands, kissing me hard. “Thank you.” He kissed the top of my head. “Thank you.” He kissed my left cheek. “Thank you.” He kissed my right cheek. “Thank you.”
He kissed me on the lips, more slowly this time. I put my hand over his, opening my mouth to let our tongues intertwine.
“Do you want to go somewhere a little more comfortable?” Lucas murmured against my mouth. I nodded. He took my hand and led the way up to my bedroom. I closed the door behind us, locking it so that Amber wouldn’t be able to run in on us.
Lucas sat on the edge of my bed and took off his socks and shoes. “Come here, beautiful.” He held out a hand to me. I crossed over and stood in front of him. He reached up to the top button of my blouse.
“Have I…” He undid the button, lightly teasing the bare flesh beneath it with his fingers.
“Told you…” He undid the next button, running his hand down the front of my chest.
“That I think…” Next button, exposing more of me.
“You’re the most…” Next button.
“Beautiful woman…” Next button.
“I’ve ever seen.”
He undid the last button and I pulled my blouse off. Holding it out to one side, I let it drop to the floor and stood there wearing nothing but a bra and my jeans. I pulled down my jeans’ zip and quickly shimmied out of them.
“Come here.” Lucas pulled me towards him and I climbed onto his lap. As we kissed, I instinctively ground against him, the gentle friction titillating me. I could feel his cock growing larger beneath me and I couldn’t help smiling at the effect I had on him.
“What’s that grin for?” Lucas asked.
“Oh, I’m just thinking about how good we are together,” I said. “I love how you make me feel.”
“And I love you.”
Wait – did he just say what I thought he’d said?
I had no time to process the thought though, as Lucas wrapped his arms around me and we tumbled back onto the bed together, me on top. He kissed me deeply and I ran my hands down his chest and up his shirt, enjoying the feel of his skin. He was pure muscle, courtesy of hours spent in the gym.
I could feel his hands moving to undo his trousers, and I sat up, pushing them away.
“You undressed me. I think it’s only fair that I undress you.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
I moved down the bed, running my hands over Lucas’s groin, a thrill of excitement running through me when I felt the size of the bulge waiting to be revealed. I tugged down the zip. Lucas lifted up his hips, making it easier for me to pull down his jeans, taking them off. His erection was more obvious with nothing but a pair of pants to conceal it, his cock straining against it, waiting for me to set it free.
“Don’t leave me hanging, Milly…” Lucas bucked his hips a couple of times to let me know he was becoming frustrated.
“All in good time, Lucas. All in good time.”
I pulled off his pants and sat back, admiring the view. I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of how impressive he was, the length and girth of his cock promising a girl a good time no matter what he did – and Lucas knew exactly what to do with it.
I moved next to him where I could get easy access to him and leaned forward, running my tongue over the head of his cock before taking as much of it into my mouth as I could. One of my hands lightly gripped his thigh, massaging it as my head bobbed up and down. My other hand worked his shaft, working with my tongue to drive Lucas wild.
He moaned and I could taste the sweet precum that warned an orgasm wasn’t far away.
“Much as I hate to say it, you need to stop that.” Lucas sat up and pushed me away, his cock large and throbbing as if in protest at Lucas stopping the fun. “I want to make sure you get the treatment you deserve before I even think about coming. Now, let’s see about getting the rest of those clothes off.”
I straddled him, reaching behind me to undo my bra. Lucas put his hands under the cups, caressing my breasts as I took off my bra and tossed it across the room.
“Absolutely perfect.” He lightly squeezed one of my nipples, keeping it on the right side of painful. I closed my eyes and gasped as he played with me. I could feel my pussy throbbing, clenching in anticipation. I wanted him inside me, desperately wanted him to fill me.
My body was moving practically against my will as I writhed on top of him. I had to be naked. I couldn’t wait any longer.
I climbed off him, briefly wriggling around to get rid of the last of my underwear. As I stripped, Lucas retrieved his wallet from his jeans. He took out a condom and put it on. I was glad one of us was thinking clearly. The way I felt right now, I was prepared to throw caution to the wind in the name of pleasure. That was the effect Lucas had on me – he made me want to take risks I wouldn’t take with anyone else.
I lay back on the bed and Lucas lay next to me. He kissed me, his hand finding its way between my legs. I spread them wider, making it easy for him to start playing with my clit. As he started rubbing me, I practically came on the spot. He kissed me, and his fingers plunged into me, thrusting up to meet my G-spot, alternating between finger fucking me and touching my clit. He knew how to read the cues my body was sending to give me the stimulation my body needed. I had to grab a pillow and hold it over my face to stifle my cries, not wanting to wake Amber sleeping nearby.
My toes clenched, my body out of control as I dissolved into an orgasm so powerful I thought I’d go insane. Lucas kept his hand between my legs, the light pressure prolonging the pleasure until I sighed and put the pillow to one side, finally under control.
“Better?” Lucas arched an eyebrow.
“Uh-huh.” I nodded. “But I’ll feel even better if there’s more where that came from.”
“That’s easily arranged.” Lucas rolled on top of me, his cock easily sliding inside me. We gazed into each other’s eyes, the visual contact adding to the intensity of how I was feeling. He started thrusting into me and I wrapped my legs around him, angling myself so he could go even deeper.
“We fit together so perfectly.” I nuzzled my head into his neck, my arms around him holding him as close as possible. We were one being and I was completely lost to him. He completed me, filling those parts of me I hadn’t even known were missing.
I wanted to do this for the rest of my life. No other man could ever make me feel like this. Now I knew why it was I’d stayed single for so long. No one else could match up to Lucas. He was my soulmate and if I couldn’t have him, I didn’t want anyone else.
Lucas’s movements became more frenzied and I bucked my hips, matching my movements to his. As he came, it pushed me over the edge and I came with him, dissolving into ecstasy.
Lucas rested his forehead against mine, his eyes closed as he waited for his breathing to return to normal. At last, he kissed me on the lips before rolling off me.
“I’ll be back in a moment,” he said, padding off to the ensuite to get rid of the condom.
I lay there, my mind a whirl of thoughts. Part of me wanted to simply bask in the afterglow of incredible sex, but I couldn’t let go of one simple thing: Lucas had said he loved me. Did he mean it? How did I feel if he did? Or was it something he’d said in the heat of the moment and was hoping I’d forget?
Feeling cold all of a sudden, I got under the covers. I heard the sound of running water from the ensuite and a few moments later, Lucas came back out to join me.
“You look very serious,” he commented. “What’s on your mind?”
“Not a lot.”
“Uh-huh.” Lucas climbed into bed next to me. “You can’t kid a kidder, Mills. What are you thinking about?”
“It was something you said earlier.”
“I said a lot of things earlier.”
“I’m talking about when you told me you loved me.”
“Ah. That. What about it?”
“Did you mean it?”
“Did I-” Lucas shook his head before reaching out with his arm so I could snuggle into his embrace.
I cuddled up to him, grateful for the fact that it meant we could talk without my having to look at him. I didn’t want to embarrass myself if I’d said something stupid.
“What would make you feel I didn’t mean it?”
“Well, we were right in the middle of having sex. Plenty of people say things they don’t mean just to get what they want.”
“And you think I needed to say that to get you to sleep with me? Because I don’t recall having to say it last night to get you into bed.”
I could feel my cheeks burning. “Maybe you were overwhelmed by what was happening between us.”
“I won’t deny that you were making me feel pretty darned amazing, but that’s not why I said it. Look at me, Milly.”
I shook my head.
“Look at me.” He spoke gently as he put a hand under my chin and lightly nudged me up so I had no choice but to look at him. “Of course I love you, Milly. What man wouldn’t? You’re sweet, loving, an amazing mum, but you’ve got an inner steel that means you’re nobody’s fool. I look at Amber and I’m in awe of you for bringing up such a cute, smart kid all by yourself. If we can create someone like Amber together, I think we can build an amazing future. I’m going to say this again so you know I mean every single word: I. Love. You.”
I could feel emotional tears pricking at my eyes.
“And I love you, Lucas. I always have, even when you were with Ivy. I just didn’t think I could ever have with you, so I buried my feelings and hoped they’d go away.”
“Well I’m glad they didn’t. Because it would kill me to think you didn’t love me the way I love you.”
Lucas leaned forward to kiss me deeply and my world was complete.




CHAPTER 16

I was used to early mornings thanks to Amber, but it wasn’t my daughter who woke me the next day. It was my boyfriend.
Boyfriend. A warm glow spread through me to think that Lucas and I were officially dating. I’d dreamed of this day for so long and now it was finally here, I felt like pinching myself to be sure it was real.
Even so, waking me up at five was enough to test the patience of the most devoted of girlfriends.
“What’s wrong?” Yawning, I got out of bed and went to the ensuite where Lucas was just finishing up.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. Go back to bed.”
“Meh.” I shrugged. “I’m always being woken up by Amber, but this is earlier than I’m used to. It’s barely 6.”
“I figured I ought to go home and get cleaned up before going to work,” Lucas explained. “I’ve got an image to maintain, remember?”
“Yeah, I suppose you do.” I went to stand behind him, putting my hands around his waist and looking at the two of us together in the mirror. “We look good together, don’t we?”
“That’s why Amber’s so cute.” Lucas dropped a kiss on the top of my head then swivelled round in my arms so he could hug me back. “We make a great couple. But for now do you mind if we don’t tell anyone?”
“Sure.” I fought to keep my smile straight, not wanting to let on that his words cut through me like a knife. I should have known Lucas wasn’t being serious last night. I was his dirty little secret. Always had been, always would be.
“Hey, I don’t mean it like that.”
“Like what?”
“You’re giving me a look like a wounded puppy who’s just been kicked.” He put his hands on my shoulders and looked me straight in the eye. “Don’t get me wrong – I don’t want to keep us a secret forever. It’s just that with me being the head and you being a teacher and all the House politics on top of that, it makes sense for us to wait until we can make a proper announcement. I know how malicious some people can be and I’d hate for anyone to try and hurt you because of our relationship. Between you and me, once I’ve found my sister I’m planning on quitting as head anyway and if your dad is as good at finding information as you say he is, I’ll be gone by the end of the term and nobody can write us off as another workplace romance.”
“Okay.” I hoped he meant was he said, I really did, but I’d been hurt a few too many times to take him at his word.
“Listen, Milly. If you want me to, I’ll make an announcement over assembly this morning. I want to shout it out across the rooftops – I love Milly Knight!”
I shushed him as he raised his voice. “Don’t wake Amber. What will she think if she knows you stayed over?”
“Ahhh.” Lucas raised an eyebrow. “See? There are good reasons for us to keep our relationship quiet for the time being.”
“Okay. You got me.”
Lucas quickly finished getting ready and we tiptoed downstairs, wanting to make sure Lucas was gone before Amber woke up.
“I’ll see you at work later.” Lucas quickly kissed me and left.
“Who was that, Mummy?” As I shut the front door, I jumped at the voice behind me. I whirled round to see Amber.
“Oh, it was just a delivery.”
Amber frowned. “So, where’s the parcel?”
I mentally kicked myself for raising a child who was so quick witted. I’d always encouraged her to question everything, including me, but it was already starting to backfire at moments like now. I didn’t want her to know Lucas had stayed over until I was a little more secure in our relationship.
I thought fast. “He had the wrong house. He was looking for Uncle Archer. I gave him the right address so Uncle Archer will be able to get his delivery. Now then, little madam, rather than you asking me questions about things which are none of your business, why don’t we go and get you some breakfast? You’ve got a big day at nursery. It’s your trip to the local aquarium, remember? Do you think you’re going to see a shark?”
“Oooh, yes! Sharks!”
That was it. Amber was off, happily babbling away about all the sea creatures she was going to see at the aquarium. They’d been doing a project about the sea at nursery and she was really excited about being able to meet all the fish she’d been singing songs about for weeks.
Once Amber was in her stride, she didn’t really need much input from me other than the occasional grunt and ‘mm-hmm,’ so I was free to process the discussion Lucas and I had had that morning. While it made sense for us to keep our relationship on the downlow for the moment, the second Amber found out about us, it was going to be common knowledge. I knew from painful experience that she couldn’t keep a secret and had long since learned to keep any unflattering opinions or gossip to myself if Amber was within earshot.
While I was going to respect Lucas’s wishes, with Amber around, I wasn’t sure how long that could last.
“Have a good day at the aquarium, sweetie.” I gave Amber a kiss and cuddle before she happily trotted into nursery, waving her shark-shaped lunch box at all her friends. I’d seen it in a Facebook ad a couple of weeks ago and ordered it for her as a surprise. Her face when she saw it was a picture and I could have cried with how happy she was. She was going to have the best day trip ever.
“Be good!” I called after her, but I wasn’t even sure she heard me she was so caught up in talking to one of the nursery teachers about all the fish she was going to see.
“She always is.” Kym, another of the teachers overheard me and smiled reassuringly. “Amber’s a little angel.”
“For you, maybe,” I said. “If I were to take her to the aquarium, I’d spend the day running after her, trying to keep up!”
“The children know to stick together when we go out,” Kym reassured me. “Amber is buddied up with Daisy. They’ll be holding hands the whole time and we have a high adult/child ratio, so she’ll be with one of us at all times. She’ll have a ball.”
“I’m sure she will. Thanks, Kym.”
As I walked away from the nursery, my phone beeped with a text. I pulled it out to see that my father had messaged me.
I have the name of Lucas’s sister. Come and see me after work and I’ll give you all the details x
Hands shaking with excitement, I quickly tapped out a reply.
That’s amazing! I’ll let Lucas know. We’ll come by later x
I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face as I hurried over to Lucas’s office. I wanted to see his face when I told him my father had done what his investigators couldn’t. His door was open and I knocked on it as I walked in. Lucas was tapping away on his computer, but when he looked up to see me, he got up and came to close the door behind me.
He pulled me into his arms and kissed me deeply.
“Wow,” I said when we broke apart. “What was that for?”
“It’s just the effect you have on me.” Lucas shrugged. “You’re going to have to get used to the fact that ever time you walk into my office, I’m going to want to kiss you. In fact, I have a rather large desk and we could…” His voice trailed off as he raised his eyebrows suggestively and nodded his head towards his desk.
“No, we couldn’t. I’ve got class in ten minutes and I need to get ready,” I reminded him. “But I have some news. Dad’s found your sister.”
“You’re kidding?” Lucas grabbed my arms, then spun away from me, biting down on his fist to contain his happy cry.
“I would never kid about something like that,” I told him. “Dad said that he’ll give us all the information he’s got if we go and see him tonight.”
“That’s incredible! I can’t believe he found her so soon. I’ll have to do something nice for your dad to say thank you.”
“Don’t worry – I’m sure Dad will find a way of making sure you pay him back.” Knowing my father, he’d extract a very high price from Lucas, although the way Lucas looked right now, I really didn’t think he’d care.
“What’s the earliest you can get out of here?” Lucas asked.
“Amber’s on a field trip and they’re not due back until five,” I told him.
“Five?” Lucas’s face fell. “Can’t you get Claire to pick her up?”
“Normally I would, but she’s on leave this week. There isn’t enough time to get to my dad’s and back before I’m due to pick her up. I’m sorry, Lucas, but you’re going to have to be patient just a little while longer. You’ve waited this long to find your sister. A couple of hours isn’t going to make any difference.”
Lucas sighed. “You’re right. I just really want to find my sister, you know? All this time I thought I was alone in the world and it turns out that I have a family after all, a real one. She’ll be able to tell me all about my mother – she must have so many stories to tell. I can find out about where I came from. You have no idea how much it means to me to be able to learn things I never thought I’d know. I want to give my sister a big hug and tell her how much I love her, even though we’ve only just met.”
“I get that.” I smiled at Lucas. It was hard for me to understand what he was going through. Growing up in a large family, there were plenty of times I wished my siblings would disappear, but the truth was that I loved them all to bits and I couldn’t imagine what life would be like without my family, let alone having the kind of abusive upbringing Lucas had endured.
Lucas was about to say something else, but the bell rang to indicate the start of the school day, interrupting him.
I put my finger over his lips. “Hold that thought,” I said. “I’ll come and see you when I’ve finished teaching and maybe we can kill the time checking out that desk of yours.” I stood on tiptoe and dropped a quick kiss on his lips before leaving to go to my first class of the day.
“You look happy, miss. Have you got a new boyfriend?”
“N-no.” I flushed at the question from Charley, one of my pupils. “What makes you think that?”
“You’ve just been smiling all day and you’ve got that far away look in your eyes.” Charley exchanged a look with her friend, Maya. “We just thought you might have a boyfriend.”
“And we’re happy for you if you have,” Maya put in. “It’s about time you were with someone. You deserve to be happy. You’re our favourite teacher.”
“That’s very sweet of you to say, but no. I don’t have a new boyfriend. Now get along before you’re late for your next class.”
I covered my bluster by shuffling together papers on my desk as Maya and Charley slouched out of the room in that way only teenage girls can, giggling and nudging each other. Had it really been that obvious that I was seeing someone? If my pupils could tell that something was up, I wouldn’t stand a chance of hiding it from my friends and family.
For the rest of the day I was like a bear with a sore head, snapping at people in an attempt to pretend I wasn’t all that happy. It was exhausting – and it wasn’t fair on my poor students either who really didn’t deserve it. By the time the bell rang to signify the end of lessons, I wanted nothing more than to go home and put my feet up, but I had to hang around for Amber to come back from her trip.
On the upside, Lucas would still be in his office and he did have that very large desk…
Smiling, I grabbed my things and made to go over to see Lucas when my phone rang. Pulling it out, I saw someone was calling from a blocked number. Normally, I wouldn’t answer if I didn’t know who was calling, but some gut instinct told me this was important.
“Hello?”
“We have your daughter. Tell no one and wait for further instructions.”




CHAPTER 17

My blood turned to ice in my veins as I stared at the phone in my hands. It had to be a joke. A sick one, but a joke no less. I couldn’t believe someone had taken my beautiful child.
My phone rang again, this time with a number I knew. Hands trembling, I swiped the screen to answer.
“Hi, Kym. Is everything okay?”
The teacher was doing her best to sound professional, but I could hear the unmistakeable tremble in her voice.
“I don’t want to worry you, but we can’t find Amber. We need to send the rest of the children back to school because the driver can’t wait around much longer, but I’m going to stay here to help look for her. We’ve called the police and-”
I hung up on her. I didn’t need to hear anymore. They weren’t going to find my daughter. She was in the hands of some criminal gang and I had to get her back.
There was a knock on the classroom door and I looked up to see Lucas smiling at me.
“Hey. I thought I’d come and see if you fancied a coffee while we wait for Amber to come back?”
I felt like someone had stabbed me in the gut and was twisting the knife when he said our daughter’s name, but the kidnappers had told me to tell no one, so I did my best to pretend nothing was wrong.
“That was Kym from nursery,” I told Lucas, waving my phone at him. “Apparently there’s been a bit of a delay, so it might be a while before they’re back.”
“Is that right?” Lucas moved towards me, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. “Well, I can think of a good way to kill the time while we wait.”
Sex was the last thing on my mind and I knew I wasn’t going to fake enthusiasm, so I was glad when my phone beeped with a text, giving me an excuse to keep Lucas at arm’s length. I stepped back, holding up a finger to let him know I would just be a moment while I read the text.
The last warehouse on the right. Dauphin Trading Estate. Twenty minutes. Come alone and don’t be late.
Once again, the number was blocked, but this had to be where they had Amber.
“Everything all right?”
I quickly tucked my phone away so Lucas wouldn’t see the message.
“Fine, fine. But I’m going to have to go. Rain check?”
“Where are you going? I’ll come with you.”
I thought quickly to come up with an excuse to stop him. I couldn’t risk anything happening to Amber because Lucas had tagged along. He might be Amber’s father, but until the kidnappers told me I could involve him, I wasn’t taking any chances.
“It’s Ivy,” I said. “She needs to talk to me about something. It sounds serious.”
“I hope everything’s okay.”
“So do I.” I didn’t need to fake the worry in my voice.
“Well, I’m not going to come between two friends when there’s a crisis. Tell you what. I’ll pick up Amber from the nursery and meet you back at yours if you like.”
“Yeah, that would be great.” I knew full well he wasn’t going to be able to do that. I could only hope that he’d forgive me when he discovered what had happened.
I drove to the trading estate as fast as I dared, pushing the speed limit but not so much I’d attract any unwanted police attention. I could pull rank as Knight heir, but then they’d start asking awkward questions and I didn’t have any time to spare if I was going to get to the warehouse within twenty minutes. I didn’t even want to think about what would happen if I was late.
I took the turn off into the trading estate. I didn’t know what types of business Romy’s family housed here, but it was quiet. Too quiet.
I slowly drove through the estate, looking out for the warehouse I needed. I followed the road to its end and on the right was a large warehouse which didn’t look like it was being used for anything. The lights were out, there were no vehicles parked outside and I couldn’t see any sign of human activity.
Still, if I had the right building, there was something going on here all right. Some evil bastard had my daughter held captive and I was going to get her back, no matter what.
I parked in front of the warehouse and hurried inside to the reception area.
“Hello?”
My voice echoed back to me, but there was no reply. There was a desk opposite me, but it was unmanned. There was a door behind it and I went through to find had my child.
My phone beeped with another text.
You’re getting warmer…
“So you like to play games, do you?” I muttered. “This is one game you’re never going to win.” I raised my voice. “Where’s my daughter? Come out and show yourself!”
I heard a crash off in the distance and I ran in the direction of the sound. Corridors and rooms blended into one as I frantically searched for my baby. As I raced past a door, I heard another crash coming from behind it. I yanked the door open and went in.
The door slammed behind me, plunging the room into darkness. I whirled round, fumbling for the handle. When I found it, I tried to open the door again, but it was jammed shut. I was trapped!
There was a click and suddenly the room was filled with light. I turned around to see a window opposite me which looked out over another room. Amber was tied to a chair in the middle of the room, a large piece of duct tape over her mouth.
“Amber!” I screamed and ran over to the window, banging on it to smash the glass, but it was too thick. “Hold on, baby. I’m coming!” I looked to the side, trying to find another door that would let me be reunited with my daughter, but there was nothing. I couldn’t see any way out of the room aside from the door I’d come in and that wasn’t opening. The room was completely empty, so there wasn’t even anything I could use to smash the glass.
“So you’re Milly Knight. I have to say that you look even more unimpressive in person than you do in photos.”
A woman I’d never seen before stepped out from the side of the glass and went to stand next to Amber, lightly resting a hand on her shoulder. Amber jerked away from her, but the woman grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her back into place. Amber’s face creased up in pain, but the duct tape muffled her cries.
“Don’t hurt her, you bitch!” I pounded on the glass, hating that I couldn’t protect my daughter.
“Now, now.” The woman tutted and waggled a finger at me. “We’ll have none of that kind of language here. Not when there’s a child present. What kind of mother are you?”
“One who’ll do anything to protect her child,” I yelled. “And if anything happens to Amber-”
“You’ll what?” the woman sneered. “What exactly are you going to do? You’re trapped in that room. You can’t get out unless I let you out and trust me, honey. I’m not letting you out any time soon.”
“I’m going to kill you!” I banged on the window again, desperate to break through.
“No, you won’t.” The woman laughed. “Instead, you’re going to call Lucas Donatello and tell him to get his arse over here. Because if he doesn’t get here within twenty minutes, I might just have to give him a little incentive…”
She grabbed Amber’s ear, twisting it painfully.
“Stop it!” I screamed banging on the glass. “I’ll call Lucas, okay? Just leave Amber alone.”
“And make sure you tell him to come alone and tell no one. I’ll know if he does.”
Hands shaking, I took out my phone and dialled his number.




CHAPTER 18

Lucas
Blue lights lit up the interior of the nursery from the flashing lights on top of the police cars parked outside. Everywhere I looked there were policemen. Over to one side, Kym was struggling to keep it together as she went over her story one more time, My fingers itched to throttle her. How could she have lost my baby girl? I’d only recently found out I had a daughter but already that child was my world. If anything happened to her, I’d burn this whole town to the ground if it meant getting revenge on the person who had her.
My phone rang. My heart dropped when I saw Milly’s name on the screen. How was I going to tell her that my staff had lost Amber?
“Milly? I’m so sorry but I’ve got some bad news.”
“It’ll have to wait. Are you somewhere no one will overhear you?”
“Milly, this can’t wait. It’s Amber. She-”
“I know. Lucas, get somewhere private.”
I looked around, wondering where on earth I could go in this chaos that would give me the privacy Milly was so insistent about. In the end, I went to the children’s toilets and pulled the door to.
“What’s this about, Milly? How do you know about Amber?”
“I can’t explain right now,” she said. “I need you to trust me. You have to come out to the Dauphin Trading Estate.”
“What – now? I can’t do that. The police are here. They said they weren’t done talking to me.”
“I don’t care. You have to find a way to get out of there without telling them where you’re going.”
“How am I going to do that, Mills? I’m the father of the child who’s gone missing and the head of the school which lost her. It’s going to look really suspicious if I suddenly leave.”
“I don’t care how it looks, Lucas. You need to leave. Now.”
I was taken aback by the violence in Milly’s tone. I’d never heard my mild-mannered girlfriend be so aggressive.
“Milly, you have to tell me what this is about, otherwise I’ve got no choice I’ve got to tell the police.”
“I’m with Amber right now.”
I could have collapsed with shock. “What do you mean, you’re with Amber?”
“Look, get rid of the police. Tell them Amber’s been found and it was all a misunderstanding. Tell them you forgot you’d sent your driver to collect her. I don’t care. But if you don’t get here by yourself within the next twenty minutes, she’s going to hurt Amber.”
“She? Who’s going to hurt her.”
“I don’t know who she is,” Milly wailed. “But she’s standing right in front of me with Amber and she’s going to hurt our little girl if you don’t stop wasting time and get over here.”
I let out a frustrated sigh, running a hand through my hair. “The Dauphin Trading Estate you say?”
“Yes. The last warehouse on the right. Hurry – she said you had twenty minutes, but with all the talking we’ve been doing, she might not wait that long.”
“I’ll be right over,” I promised, as I hung up the phone.
What the hell was I going to tell the police? They were about to go on a full-blown manhunt for Amber.
There was no other way. I was going to have to pull rank and use my name to try and talk my way out of here.
I left the toilet and almost walked straight into a police officer.
“Mr Donatello,” he said. “Would you come with me? We’ve got a few questions for you.”
“Detective. Just the man I wanted to see.” I plastered a fake smile across my face. “It would appear there’s been a mix up. Amber is perfectly safe and well. She’s with her mother. Apparently, she didn’t realise that Amber was coming back on the bus and went to the aquarium to get her. I’m so sorry for the inconvenience.”
“Is that right?” The officer raised an eyebrow. “If that is the case, then we’ll need to talk to Ms Knight to confirm. I’m sure you can appreciate that in a high-profile case like this, we can’t just let things slide.”
I pulled myself up to my full height and channelled my inner Penelope Donatello. “And I’m sure that you can appreciate that as a Donatello, I am completely within my rights to expect you to take my word for it. If I tell you that Amber is safe, Amber is safe, and given that her mother is Milly Knight, I’m sure the Knights would take exception to your implications that I’m telling you anything other than the truth. Pull your head in, call off the search and tell everyone it’s been a misunderstanding. Otherwise, I’ll be having words with your superior. I’m sure you’ll love being busted down to traffic police.”
“You can’t speak to me like that,” the officer blustered.
“Fine. If you won’t sort this out, you leave me no choice.”
I walked into the main room where the police were still questioning staff and parents. I clapped my hands. “Can I have everyone’s attention please?” One of the benefits of being head was that I knew how to make people stop and take notice and the room immediately fell quiet, ready to hear the most difficult speech I was ever going to make.
“I must offer my most sincere apologies to everyone, but Amber is not missing.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kym gasp and practically collapse and I felt awful knowing how guilty she was feeling for losing Amber. “She is with her mother and is perfectly safe. I’m afraid I can’t go into details right now, but I am very sorry for any stress this has caused you all. I’m going to give all nursery staff the day off tomorrow so they can recover from their ordeal and will be available all day to answer any questions any of you may have, including the police. Now, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to leave. Something has come up which demands my urgent attention.”
The moment I finished speaking, uproar broke out. People crowded round me, wanting to know what the hell was going on – and I didn’t blame them. I was wondering exactly the same thing, but Milly had made it perfectly clear that I couldn’t tell anyone what she’d told me and I trusted her to know what she was talking about.
“I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to insist you let me go. As I said, I’ll answer your questions tomorrow. Feel free to email me or call my secretary to set up an appointment.”
I pushed my way through the crowd and went out to my car. I fired up the engine and floored the gas, screeching out of the car park. Milly had told me I had twenty minutes to get to the industrial estate, but as I drove away, I could see in my rear-view mirror that the police were hot on my heels. I had to lose them. I didn’t want to think of what might happen if I rocked on up to the warehouse with a police escort.
Gritting my teeth, I yanked the steering wheel to the left and took a sudden turn. Luckily, I knew the streets around the Academy like the back of my hand and I knew exactly where I was going to lose the cops.
I hit the button to make a hands-free call to my driver. “Theo. Bring the Suzuki to the underground carpark off Maine Street. Be there in five.” I hung up before he could answer. He’d be there. All I had to do was keep ahead of the police for long enough to meet him.
And that was going to be tricky. The cop driving the car behind me knew what he was doing and he was determined not to let me get away. I couldn’t blame him. I knew full well that I was behaving suspiciously. Any police officer worth their salt would know that there was something strange going on and wasn’t going to take my story at face value. Amber was a prime target for kidnapping given who her parents were. If I was the investigating officer, I’d assume my strange behaviour was an attempt to cover something up and want to know where I had to get to in such a hurry. I couldn’t blame them for doing their job – but it was potentially putting my daughter’s life at risk and I couldn’t allow that.
I did another sharp turn, doing my best to shake my tail, but the police driver was determined. I just had to hope that my plan would work. If not, Amber was potentially in serious danger.
The car park loomed ahead and I did my best to fake overshooting the entrance before turning off. For once, luck was on my side and the police driver fell for my ruse, forcing him to waste precious time as, tyres screeching, I raced down to the basement level of the car park where Theo was waiting for me with my Suzuki bike.
I pulled up next to him. “Quick!” I barked. “Get behind the wheel. I need you to take the police on a wild goose chase to the west side of town. Get them as far away from the Navarre district as possible.”
“Got it.”
Theo was one of my most loyal servants and he got behind the wheel of my car and immediately drove off. I put on the helmet he’d left on the bike seat and gave him a couple of minutes’ head start so the police wouldn’t guess that I was on the bike. The tinted windows of my car would conceal Theo’s identity so by the time the police realised they were chasing the wrong man, I’d be at the warehouse.
Whoever had taken my daughter was going to regret it.
I pulled up alongside Milly’s car. As I switched off the engine and pulled off my helmet, my phone beeped with a text from Milly.
She says well done for making it inside the deadline – just. Now come inside. Go through reception and down the corridor. Turn left at the bottom and then go through the third door on the right.
I did as I was told, running down the hallways and counting the doors until I got to where I’d been told to go. I pushed through a door, which slammed shut behind me. I turned round to open it, but there was no handle. I was trapped!
“Lucas. You are even better looking in person than I expected.”
A woman’s voice came across an intercom. I frowned. “Who are you? Show yourself!”
“All in good time, son. All in good time.”
“No.” I shook my head. “Enough game playing. I want to see Milly and Amber. I need to know they’re safe.”
“Suit yourself. Go through the red door.”
There was a red door in the wall opposite the door where I’d come in. There was a buzzing sound and I hurried over to open it in case it locked again. I pulled it open and I found myself in a narrow room which was nothing but toughened glass on one side. On the other side of the glass I saw Amber tied to a chair and on the opposite side of the room, there was a large window through which I could see Milly. She was as much of a prisoner as the rest of us and whoever was behind this had the three of us at their mercy.
“Who’s behind this? Show yourself!” I banged on the glass with my fist.
“I’m disappointed. I would have thought you’d have guessed by now.” A woman stepped forward to stand next to Amber. I couldn’t tell how old she was. She had the kind of wrinkled skin that resulted from years of smoking and goodness knew what other abuse, which meant she could be a lot younger than she looked. She had long, dark hair tied back in a low ponytail.
“I’ve never seen you before,” I said.
“Now, Lucas, my boy. That’s not true. I’m disappointed that you don’t remember your own I mother – but then I suppose Penelope would have done her best to wipe me from your memory.”
She came further into the light and I saw that her eyes were an unusual grey colour. My eyes widened as I realised she was exactly who she claimed to be. This was my birth mother!
“M-mum?” I shook my head, confused. “I don’t understand. Why are you doing this?”
“I’ll cut straight to the chase. I need money.”
“Okay.” I rolled my eyes. “So I’ll give you money. You didn’t need to put us through all of this. How much do you want? Ten thousand? Twenty? I’ll transfer it now and we can forget all about this.”
“You don’t understand, Lucas.” My mother tutted. “I want all your money. Every last penny that bitch Penelope left to you.”
“This is all over some money?” Milly yelled at her from the other side of the glass. “That’s your granddaughter. You’ve traumatised her for life when all you had to do was ask.”
“It’s so easy for the pair of you to sit there and talk about money like it’s nothing,” my mother said. “You’ve had it all your lives. You have no idea what it’s like to struggle. You don’t know what it’s like to be a single mother, never knowing if you’ll be able to feed your baby.”
“You can’t pretend you’re a caring mother,” Milly snapped. “You’ve hurt your granddaughter and you sold your son. You are not the victim here.”
“Shut up!” My mother snarled and grabbed Amber. I could see her fingers digging into my daughter’s delicate skin and tears ran down her face. I had to save my daughter.
“You have no idea what it was like for me,” my mother went on. “You sit there in your fancy houses looking down at people like me. You play chess with people’s lives with no care for the kind of devastation you leave behind. No more! It’s my turn to shine. I want you to transfer the entire Donatello fortune to me, Lucas. Your girlfriend has more than enough money to support you both. You won’t miss the billions you give me.”
“And what happens if I don’t?”
“It’s pretty simple.” My mother pulled out a wickedly sharp hunting knife. Its cruel blade twinkled in the light, the serrated edge capable of cutting through Amber’s soft flesh like it was butter. “If you don’t transfer over the money, I’ll start taking pieces off your daughter. I think I’ll start with a little finger. One quick movement and it’ll be gone. So, Lucas, it’s entirely up to you. One way or another, you’ll get your daughter back. It’s entirely up to you whether she’s in one piece or not. Now, I’ve had enough of talking. You have ten seconds to make up your mind. Are you giving me my money or am I taking my pound of flesh? Ten… nine… eight…”
“Stop!” I held out my hand, hating how helpless I felt. “I’ll transfer the money.” I took out my mobile and opened up my mobile banking app. “Where do I send it to?”
“This is my Swiss bank account.” My mother took out a piece of paper and held it up against the glass so I could see the account details. “But if you think you’re going to recover the money from it after I’m gone, think again. I’ll be transferring it out again immediately. Say goodbye to your money, Lucas. It’s mine now.”
I tapped in the account details, but I was so nervous, I kept mistyping.
“Tick tock, Lucas. Waste any more time and it’s bye bye fingers.”
“There!” I snapped, holding up my phone so she could see. “I’ve transferred everything to you.”
My mother took out her phone and opened up her banking app. She nodded her approval. “Good boy. I knew you’d see sense. I wish we could have met under different circumstances, but I couldn’t risk it. You’ve been brought up by Penelope Donatello. She’ll have turned you against me.”
“No, she didn’t.” I laughed bitterly. “Penelope never even mentioned you. You weren’t important enough.”
“You’re a liar!” My mother hit the glass with the knife handle. “Penelope told you all about me, which is why you never tried to find me. She made you think I was a bad person for giving you up, when I didn’t have any choice. You have no idea the mess I was in. I gave you to her to keep you safe. I loved you, and you forgot all about me.”
“You’re wrong.” Milly surprised us both by speaking up. “Lucas always wanted to come and find you, but Penelope would have killed him if he’d tried. If you knew Penelope as well as you say, you’d know that she wouldn’t want to share Lucas with anyone, especially not the woman who gave birth to him. Lucas has been looking for his family, but he thought you were dead. If he’d known you were still alive, he’d have wanted to see you, build a relationship.”
“Is that right?” My mother arched an eyebrow, turning to look at me.
“Yes.” I nodded. “I always wanted a proper family. I had no idea you were still alive or I’d have reached out to you. Heck, I’d have taken you in, given you a house, money, whatever you wanted.”
“Stop lying.” My mother shook her head, slowly at first, but then fast. “You’re a Donatello now. I can’t trust a word you say. No, this was the only way to get what Penelope should have given me. I’m sorry if you really did have a bad childhood like you say, but it couldn’t have been that bad. Not when you had Penelope’s fortune to enjoy.”
“There’s more to life than money,” I said.
“The only people who truly believe that are the ones who’ve never had to worry about it.” My mother smiled sadly. “All I wanted was for you to have a better life than I did. If Penelope had given me more money all those years ago maybe we wouldn’t be here now.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered how much money she gave you.” Milly spat. “Stop making excuses and let my daughter go. You’ve got what you wanted. Stop making excuses and set us free.”
“I’d never expect someone like you to understand,” my mother said. “But you’re right. I’ve got what I came for and I’ll always keep my promises, unlike Penelope. Your door locks are on a timer. When I leave, those doors will stay locked for another thirty minutes before they open. I’ll be long gone and you’ll be free to go. Goodbye, Lucas. Goodbye, Amber. Granny loves you.”
I couldn’t believe my eyes when my mother kissed Amber tenderly on the head before she left, as if she hadn’t just been holding her prisoner at knifepoint.
“That woman is so lucky Amber is here,” Milly said after my mother had gone. “You have no idea what I’d say otherwise.”
“I can imagine,” I said. “Amber, are you okay sweet pea?”
Amber nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“It won’t be long before mummy and daddy will come and get you out of there,” I said. “Just hold on. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”
“You’re such a good girl,” Milly added. “I’m so proud of you. You’ve been so brave.”
It felt like an eternity before the door to my prison finally clicked open. As soon as it unlocked, I ran through, looking for the entrance to the room Amber was being held in. When I got there, Milly had already untied her and was holding her daughter tightly to her chest. The pair of them were sobbing heavily, the stress of their ordeal proving to be all too much.
“It’s okay. I’m here now. I’m never going to let anything like that happen again. I promise.”
I put my arms around the two most important girls in my life. I heard distant police sirens drawing closer, the cavalry coming just a little too late. My mother was long gone and I never wanted to see her again.




CHAPTER 19

Lucas
One week later
“Are you ready?”
Milly reached out and squeezed my hand in reassurance.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
I reached up and rang the doorbell of the address Gabriel Knight had given me. Apparently, my sister lived here and this was the first time I was going to meet her properly. I’d taken a leave of absence from work following all the drama of Amber’s kidnapping. Since I’d had to give all my money to my mother, I couldn’t afford to pay my lawyers and the police weren’t happy with how I’d handled the situation, but Milly’s family had stepped in and everything was about as okay as it could be. Amber was still having nightmares and probably would for a while to come, but Milly had found an excellent child therapist and we were working together as a family to help her recover from the fact that her grandmother had threatened to chop her into tiny little pieces.
I’d never forgive my mother for that. If I ever got my hands on her, I’d do to her what she’d threatened to do to Amber, but, thanks to the massive fortune she now had, she’d disappeared like a puff of smoke. There was no trace of her anywhere and without the funds to hire competent investigators, I didn’t stand a chance of tracking her down. She could be anywhere in the world by now.
Still, my mother wasn’t important right now. I was here to make contact with my sister.
A young girl opened the door. She had dark hair and dark brown eyes, but there was definitely something about her face shape that reminded me of our mother.
“Sir? Miss?” She looked panicked to see us standing on her doorstep. “Have I done something wrong? Am I being expelled?”
“You haven’t done anything wrong, Daisy,” I reassured her. “But could we come in and speak to your parents? I’ve got something I need to discuss with them in private.”
“O-okay. Mum! Dad! Mr Donatello and Miss Knight are here!” Daisy beckoned for us to come inside and led the way to the lounge where her mum was watching TV.
“Mr Donatello.” She stood up, looking confused. “Is everything all right? What are you doing here?”
“I was hoping I could have a word with you and your husband, Mrs May.”
“Is this about the bullying?” Mr May strode into the room. “It’s about time the school took it seriously. The number of times Daisy’s come home in floods of tears is ridiculous. We’ve been trying to tell her to toughen up, but she shouldn’t have to deal with that in the first place.”
“No, you’re right. She shouldn’t,” I said. “And we can discuss that in a moment, but I’ve got something else I need to talk to you about first. Would it be possible to have a chat without Daisy in the room?”
“I can go with Daisy,” Milly offered. “I can talk to her about the bullying.”
Mr and Mrs May exchanged a worried glance. “Okay. Daisy – why don’t you take Miss Knight to your room?”,
“Okay.” Daisy gestured to Milly to follow her and the two of them left. I shut the door behind them before going back to sit on the chair opposite Mr and Mrs May, who sat next to each other on the couch. Mr May took his wife’s hand and they both looked at me, concerned frowns wrinkling their faces.
“There’s no easy way to say it, so I’m just going to come right out with it,” I said. “Does Daisy know she’s adopted?”
Mrs May gasped, a hand fluttering up to cover her mouth.
“How did you know?” Mr May asked.
“Because she’s my sister,” I said.
“No! She can’t be!” Mrs May said. “When we adopted her, we were told she had no family. The agency said her parents had died in a car crash when she was a baby and there were no surviving relatives to take her in.”
“The agency may well have believed that to be true, but you were misinformed. Not only is Daisy’s mother very much alive, she was the one responsible for kidnapping my daughter last week.”
“I don’t understand. How can this be true?” Mr May said. “We used a very reputable agency. They thoroughly vet all the children they adopt out. They only deal with children from good backgrounds, children whose parents have died leaving them with no one to look after them.” He lowered his voice, even though there was no one to overhear. “You hear so many stories of children with terrible problems coming from mothers with drink and drug problems. The adoptions go horribly wrong. We wanted to make sure that our child would be perfect, just like Daisy.”
“I’m really sorry, but by the sound of it, the agency you used completely lied about what they do,” I told him. “My mother is a very disturbed individual who sold me to Penelope Donatello and, no doubt, sold Daisy to your agency.”
“Oh my goodness!” Mrs May looked like she might faint.
“I’m sorry, Mr Donatello, but I really cannot believe that what you’re saying is true,” Mr May said. “Do you have any proof to back up your allegations?”
“I do.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the documents Gabriel Knight had sent me. I passed them over to the Mays. “There’s a copy of Daisy’s and my birth certificates, naming my mother on both of them. My mother named her Lillian after our grandmother, but the agency changed her name. There’s a copy of the deed poll document there as well. If you need more evidence, I’m sure I can arrange for you to have a meeting with the investigators to go over everything, but there really isn’t any doubt. Daisy is my sister.”
The Mays perused the documents, looking paler by the minute as the truth of what I was telling them hit home.
“So what do we do now?” Mr May asked. “Daisy doesn’t know she’s adopted.”
“Obviously, I don’t want to do anything to upset your family,” I said. “If you don’t want to tell Daisy she’s adopted, I’ll respect that – for now. But she has a right to know she has a brother and I want to get to know my sister beyond her being one of my students. If you don’t want to tell her right now, I can wait. But sooner or later she’s going to find out the truth. Don’t you think it would be better for her to hear it from you rather than finding it out from someone else?”
Mr and Mrs May exchanged a glance.
“We always said we’d tell her when the time was right,” Mrs May said. “Maybe that time is now?”
“It might make the bullies back off if they know that Daisy’s brother is the head,” Mr May said. “All right. Let’s tell her the truth.”
She got up and went out of the room. I heard her calling up the stairs for Daisy and soon Daisy was sitting next to her parents while Milly came to sit in the chair next to me.
“Daisy, we need to tell you something.” Her mother took hold of one of her hands. “We always meant to tell you, but somehow the time was never right. But we feel that you deserve to know the truth.”
“That I’m adopted?” Daisy said.
“You know?”
“I’ve known for years.” Daisy rolled her eyes. “I was looking for some paper to do a picture and I found some documents in your office. It made a lot of things made sense, but I wasn’t upset about it. I figured that you chose to be my parents, which makes our relationship even more special and I thought I’d find out about my birth family when I was older.”
“About that…” Mr May shuffled about uneasily. “We were told that you didn’t have any family. That was why we chose you. You had no one to take care of you, no brothers or sisters, no parents or grandparents. The agency told us that your family died in a car crash. But we’ve just found out that that was a lie.”
“That’s weird.” Daisy frowned. “So what did happen to them?”
Mr May looked at me, indicating that I should take over telling the story.
“I don’t know about your father, but your birth mother is very much alive,” I told her. “No one knows where she is right now, but I’ve got people look for her.”
“Why would you do that?”
I took a deep breath. “Because I’m your brother.”
Daisy’s expression would have been comical if the situation wasn’t so serious. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened while her skin paled.
“My brother? But you’re the head! You can’t be my brother. You’re ancient!”
“I’m not that old.” I laughed. “But our mum was really young when she had me. I don’t think she’d planned on having any more children, but when you came along, she must have figured out that she could make some more money.”
“More money?” Daisy asked.
“She effectively sold me to Penelope Donatello,” I told her. “And then she kidnapped my daughter and forced me to sign over all my money to her. I’ll be honest, Mr and Mrs May. I don’t think there’s enough money in the world to satisfy my mother. It’ll take her a while to burn through the Donatello fortune, but when she has, I wouldn’t be surprised if she came after Daisy. I think the agency targeted you because they knew you were wealthy and associated with House Knight. Having taken all the Donatello money, my mother is going to want to go after the Knights.”
“Well, she’ll have a fight on her hand if she does,” Mr May snarled, clenching his fists. “I won’t let that woman get anywhere near my little girl. I don’t care if she gave birth to her. Daisy’s my daughter and I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt her.”
“My mother’s sneaky,” I warned him. “She’ll come after you when you’re least expecting it. But we’ve got people looking for her and they’re the best at what they do. It won’t be long before we find her.”
“We’ll help,” Mr May offered. “Anything we can do, let us know.”
“But she’s my mother. She wouldn’t hurt me,” Daisy said.
“You don’t know her,” I said. “She’s not normal. She’s had serious drink and drug problems in the past. She’s had a tough life and it’s twisted her. You didn’t see what she did to Amber, what she was prepared to do. Anyone who is willing to hurt their young granddaughter won’t think twice about harming any of their other relatives.”
“Oh.” Daisy gulped and looked down.
“But I didn’t come here to talk about her,” I said. “I want to talk about you, about us. You have no idea how happy I was to find out I had a sister. I’ve always wanted a family and I’d really like it if you wanted to spend some time together, get to know each other.”
“That would be weird,” Daisy said. “I mean, you’re the head and you’re dating my English teacher. How can I see you as my brother?”
“Don’t tell anyone, but I don’t think I’m going to be head for much longer,” I told her. “I took the job because I wanted to find you. Now that I have, I don’t know whether I want to stay at the Academy. Then again, with my mother running off with the content of my bank balance, maybe I’ll stay on because I need the money!” I laughed, my weak joke bringing a smile to Daisy’s face. “But seriously, Daisy, maybe we’ll have nothing in common and we’ll drift apart. But I’d really like to try to get to know each other, build some family ties, that is, if it’s okay with your parents?”
“As far as I’m concerned, the more people who can watch Daisy’s back, the better,” Mr May said.
“I agree,” Mrs May nodded. “After Amber’s kidnapping, you can’t be too careful. It would be good for Daisy to get to know her brother.”
“Why don’t you come out with us next week?” Milly offered. “We’re taking Amber to the beach. It’ll be a laidback day, fish and chips, candy floss, sunbathing…”
“I’d like that,” Daisy said at last. “You’re right. It would be good to get to know each other.”
We smiled at each other and I felt like everything was going to be all right. Finally, I was going to have the family I’d always dreamed of.




CHAPTER 20

Milly
One month later
“So, it’s okay for me to take the A level students on a field trip to see Anthony and Cleopatra?” I asked Lucas.
“I’ll be honest,” he replied. “After what happened with Amber, I feel nervous about allowing students off campus.”
“I get that,” I said. “But you can’t let your mother spoil the rest of your life. She’s gone and she’s not coming back any time soon. These are sixth formers, not nursery kids. They’re a lot more street savvy. They’re not going to go off with anyone. And Daisy will be on the trip. You could come with us and keep an eye on your kid sister.”
“I don’t know. I don’t want to spoil her street cred.” Lucas leaned back in his swivel chair, thinking about what I’d said. “You’re right. I shouldn’t let my mother affect my decisions. She’s probably sunning herself on a beach in Monaco right now.”
“I wish I was on a beach in Monaco.” I sighed. “I think we could all do with a holiday after everything we’ve been through.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Lucas said. “We could take Amber and ask Daisy if she’d like to come. It would be a good opportunity to have some family time.”
“I’m so glad you and Daisy are getting on,” I said. “She’s one of my favourite students and she’s growing into a lovely young woman. Amber’s so lucky to have her as an aunt.”
“Yes, and they get on like a house on fire,” Lucas said. “I think having Amber around has made it easier for Daisy and me to build a relationship. It’s not quite so awkward when you’ve got a small child to entertain.”
“Yeah, it might have been difficult for the two of you to connect without Amber to help bridge the gap,” I observed. “That ten-year age difference isn’t going to matter when she’s in her mid-twenties, but right now, you’re just an old guy to her.”
“Hey! Enough of the old!” Lucas protested. “I can still party with the best of them. If you’re not careful I’m going to have to put you over my knee.”
“Ooh, promises, promises.” I smiled flirtatiously. “You know, we never did try out your desk.”
“That’s easily rectified.” Lucas started to pull off his tie, coming round to my side of his desk. He leaned forward and kissed me, his hands running down the front of my blouse. I could feel my nipples tighten in anticipation and I moaned, shifting forward in my chair to get closer to him.
Knock, knock!
“Are you kidding?” I groaned, thumping the arm of my chair with frustration.
“Sorry, Mills. You’re going to have to hold that thought.”
We quickly tidied up our appearance as whoever it was at the door knocked again.
“Come in!” called Lucas as he sat back down in his chair.
I turned round to see who was there and I was stunned to see my father walk in.
“Gabriel!” Lucas was clearly as surprised as I was as he stood up to extend a hand to Dad. They shook hands and Lucas gestured to the chair next to me. “Please, take a seat.”
Dad sat down and nodded at me. “Milly.”
“Hi, Dad.”
“What can I do for you, Gabriel?” Lucas asked.
“It’s more what I can do for you,” Dad replied. “Have you checked your bank balance recently?”
“Not much point,” Lucas said. “I know what it’s going to say.”
“Are you sure?”
A quizzical frown on his face, he took his phone out and logged into his bank account via the app. From the stunned expression on his face, it wasn’t what he expected to see.
“I-I don’t understand,” Lucas said. “All the money’s back – plus interest! But how?”
“It’s better if you don’t know,” Dad said. “Plausible deniability and all that. Suffice to say that you won’t be bothered by that woman ever again.”
“This is incredible,” Lucas breathed. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you.”
“Just treat my daughter right.” Dad looked at him meaningfully.
“Don’t worry, Gabriel. I have every intention of doing that.”
“Glad to hear it. Well, I can’t stick around – I’ve got another meeting to get to. Perhaps the two of you and Amber would like to come over for dinner one night this week? I have a few business ideas I’d like to run past you.”
“That would be great,” Lucas said, getting up to escort my dad to the door.
“Excellent. I’ll have my secretary call to set up a time.”
My father left and Lucas shut the door behind him. He looked at me, delighted. “I’ve got my money back.”
“So I gathered.” I smiled. Lucas’s happiness was infectious.
“Now that I’m financially independent again, I can ask you something I’ve been thinking about for a while,” Lucas said.
“I’m intrigued.”
“Look, everyone knows we’re dating and that I’m Amber’s dad. So why don’t we be a real family? Why don’t you move in with me?”
“Move in with you? That’s a big step.”
“Bigger than having a child together?”
“I guess not.” I pretended to think about it, wanting to make Lucas sweat a little, although I’d arelady made up my mind. “All right. Let’s do it. Let’s move in together.”
“Yes!” Lucas came and swept me off my feet, picking me up and spinning me round before setting me down on his desk. “Now then. Let’s find out just how sturdy this desk is…”




EPILOGUE

One year later
“I’m glad we left Amber back at the hotel with Daisy. She’d never have coped with this hill.” I panted as I tried to keep up with Lucas while we walked through beautiful Sri Lankan woodlands. The scenery was stunning, but we were climbing quite a steep hill and Amber had reached that stage where she complained about everything. Listening to her whining would have ruined the mood and Lucas and I deserved a bit of romantic alone time.
Lucas pulled up. “Listen. Can you hear that?”
I stopped walking and tilted my head to one side. I heard a roaring, rumbling, thundering noise. “What is that?”
“It’s the reason why I wanted us to go for this walk. Come on!” He grabbed my hand and started running. Although I was tired, his enthusiasm was infectious, and I ran along with him until we reached a clearing at the top of the hill. The sight that greeted us was incredible.
“It’s beautiful!” A waterfall cascaded down a rocky cliff opposite us, ending up in a brilliant blue pool.
“You can swim in the water,” Lucas told me, as we started to walk down a path that went down the hill and to a clearing by the pool. “One of the hotel staff told me about this place. It’s one of those hidden local gems that tourists don’t tend to know about, so we should have it all to ourselves.”
“A swim would be perfect,” I said. “But I didn’t bring my costume.”
“Who says you’ll need it?” Lucas cocked an eyebrow at me, giving me a challenging look. “Last one in the water’s a rotten egg!” He ripped off his top and started racing towards the water.
“No fair!” I yelled chasing after him. “You cheated!”
When we reached the waterside, we stripped down to our underwear and dove into the water. It was just the right temperature, perfect to cool us down after that long walk in the sun. I flipped onto my back, floating in the water and gazing up at the sky. “This is bliss. We should have done this sooner. This break is just what I needed. It’s been a tough year.”
“That it has.”
The two of us floated next to each other, neither of us needing to talk as we relaxed in the pool. The only sounds were the noise of the waterfall and the birds calling to each other in the trees.
I lost track of time as we swam around, but eventually, I started to feel cold and I got out, wanting to stretch out and enjoy the sun.
“This is amazing.” I sighed as I made myself comfortable on a rock overlooking the water. I gazed out at the waterfall, feeling the spray of water tickle my face. “This is such a special place.”
“That’s why I wanted to bring you here.”
Something in the tone of his voice made me turn round and I gasped when I saw him kneeling in front of me, holding an open ring box. Inside was the most stunning platinum ring, a large sapphire set in the middle of a number of diamonds.
“Milly, you are the most incredible woman I’ve ever met,” Lucas said. “The more time I spend with you, the more in love I feel. I’d be lost without you. You keep me sane. You keep me grounded. And I want to spend the rest of my life making you happy. Milly Knight, will you marry me?”
For a moment, I was lost for words, too happy to speak.
“Come on, Mills. Don’t leave me hanging!”
“Yes, of course I will!”
Happy tears ran down my cheek as Lucas got up and placed the ring on my finger. It fit perfectly like it had been made for me – and knowing Lucas, it probably had.
“What do you think – will Amber be happy to be a bridesmaid?”
“Are you kidding?” I laughed. “Given that Amber’s done nothing but ask when we’re getting married, I think she’ll practically burst with excitement! She’s got her dress picked out already and everything. She’s been taking inspiration from that kids’ show Marrying Mum and Dad and has been begging me to let her arrange our wedding.”
“It’s not a bad idea,” Lucas said. “It could save us a fortune on a wedding planner.”
“Yes – if you fancy getting married in a llama petting zoo wearing a Batman costume!”
“Are you kidding?”
“Oh no.” I shook my head. “Amber’s been telling me all about it. She thinks you’re a superhero, so you’re Batman while I get to be Wonder Woman. And since llamas are her current obsession, she wants me to arrive in a llama-drawn carriage and have a llama to carry the rings.”
“Okay. So maybe we don’t get Amber to organise things.”
“Besides,” I said. “I’ve been planning my dream wedding for years. Since I’m only going to do this once, I know exactly what I do and don’t want and I definitely don’t want any llamas!”
“No llamas. Got it.” Lucas laughed and pulled me to him, kissing me deeply.
Our journey to love had been a rocky one, but now we were here, I knew that there was never really any doubt. Lucas was the one for me and always would be.
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Blake doesn't say anything to defend himself, not that words would really help at this point. Sebastian rushes forward and punches him in the face as I watch in horror. They wrestle onto the ground, and Blake blocks most of Sebastian’s punches, using his arms to cover his face. Yet, he doesn’t fight back, or even try to stop Sebastian at all. It’s like he wants this as punishment, like he thinks he deserves to suffer for loving me.
“She's my fucking sister, not one of your little fuck buddies!” Sebastian sneers, managing to knock Blake’s arm away and landing a sickening punch.
Other people run into the room at the commotion. I look up to see Elliot, followed by Luke and Harley. I don’t take my eyes away from Sebastian and Blake for more than a second though. Blake still defends himself but won’t fight back, while Sebastian tries to get more hits in.
“Stop them!” I shout at my other brothers, with tears running down my cheeks. My shouting finally snaps Harley out of his shock, and he pushes between them, holding Sebastian back from Blake.
“What's going on? Calm the fuck down, Seb,” Harley says calmly, but I can see the threat in the way he stands, holding both of Sebastian's arms at his sides.
“I love her. I’m in love with your sister, and I’m not the least bit sorry,” Blake states, and his blue eyes meet mine.
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IZZY

   

"Elizabeth, come downstairs!" the angry voice of my foster dad rings through the house. Groaning, I look over at my clock, only to see it’s five in the morning. I was hoping for it to be at least seven. I have four hours until school, but I know I’ll have to clean the whole damn house before I can leave. I roll out of bed to have a quick shower and throw on jeans, a vest, and a hoodie before running down the stairs. Stopping at the mirror in the hallway, I pause to pull my long, almost-white hair into a ponytail and hoping it doesn’t look too messy. The two-bedroom house is a tip, despite the fact I cleaned it yesterday morning, like I do most mornings. Fred, my lovely foster dad, is passed out on a stool in the kitchen with his hand wrapped around a vodka bottle. He must have passed out sometime during my shower. I know better than to talk to him, it’s not worth waking him up and making him angry. So, I start cleaning around him quietly.
They kept me up most of the night with their loud music and another party that didn’t stop until three in the morning. Let’s not mention the idiots who tried to open my locked door. I guess I should be thankful they, at least, feed me for doing the cleaning. I know that if I didn’t get up and clean, there would be no food for a week.
Finally, at eight, it’s all done. I grab my bag, slamming the door on my way out.
As much as I try to forget my living situation, I can’t, because every day is a reminder. I’ve lived with Fred and Vivian since I was fifteen. It’s been a nightmare from day one. Sure, they act all lovely and great when social services are around, but, in reality, they use me to clean the house. I just try to stay out of their way. I have six more months until I’m eighteen, and then I can leave. I’m not sure where, but honestly, anywhere would be better. I have no living family and no money, so I don’t have many options other than to find a job quickly and a room to rent.
I walk into school thirty minutes later, a little hot from the warm weather we have been enjoying. I glance around at the grammar school which I have to attend. It’s this or college, supposedly the grammar school is good for my grades. But, I have always felt it’s more like the better of two evils. 
The day progresses as I would usually expect it to, filled with art and history classes all day. I took a double-A level in art and one in history, which is surprisingly not that boring.
Later that day, as I sit at lunch alone like every day, I think of my best friend, Tilly. She moved to France two months ago and was the only reason I could deal with this crazy-ass school. It’s full of posh idiots whose parents paid to get them in, not like me and Tilly, who actually get straight A's. Tilly really didn’t need to study hard like I did, but she did anyway, and that’s why I like her.
I’m pulled from my thoughts by the intercom. “Would Elizabeth Turner come to the main office?”
When it clicks off, I look up to see everyone staring at me. I shrug as I try not to blush. I hate being the centre of attention.
I walk to the office on the other side of the building after getting my things. I keep thinking of what the hell I’ve done or if Fred has called to say there is another family emergency at home. Which is usually code for ‘I have friends coming to get drunk, and I need the house clean again and didn’t notice you had already cleaned.’ I roll my eyes and soon I’m at the office, where I’m told to go straight in by the snooty receptionist. 
I walk into the room to see my head teacher behind the desk and the back of a tall man with dark-brown hair tied in a loose knot at the back of his head, who’s standing in front of the desk.
“Come and sit, Elizabeth, there has been some news, and this man has come to talk to you,” says my head teacher, but I ignore him and watch as the dark-haired man turns to me.
“It's nice to meet you. You wouldn't believe how long I have looked for you, and it’s a little bit of a shock to finally meet my sister,” the stranger says to me in a deep voice.
Wait, sister?
I turn and look at my head teacher, hoping he will help, but he ignores me and looks out the window. I guess this is as awkward for him as it is for me. I look back at the man, taking in his head of dark-brown hair and massive, muscular build and his expensive looking pressed suit. I finally look into his eyes and see the same bright-green eyes I have, which are looking back at me.
I gasp and start to back away into a seat on the couch. I look down at the floor as I try to collect my thoughts. My mother never told me anything about my father, just that I wouldn't want to meet him and left it at that. She passed away a few years ago, four days after my fifteenth birthday. I guessed she would have told me about him when I was older, but who knows? She never got the chance.
“Look, I know this is strange, but I am your half-brother, and I have custody of you until you turn eighteen. I’ve come to take you back home with me. Family means everything to me, and once I heard you were in a foster home... I can’t leave here without taking you home. To a real family.”
He states it like it’s an everyday fact that you just find your sister and demand she come and live with you. Not that it’s weird as hell. I look him over, again, seeing his neutral expression, how he waits for my answer silently. I get the impression not a lot bothers him, and I’ve only just met him. I have a brother, and if that isn’t enough to deal with, he wants me to move. I should panic and run, god knows who this man actually is. Who knows what he wants or if he is even my brother, but, then again, it can’t be worse than where I live now. I doubt the headmaster would have let him anywhere near me if he didn’t have some kind of proof.
“Proof, do you have proof?” I ask.
“Yes,” the man claiming to be my brother says. He walks to the desk, picking up a folder and handing it to me. I skim through most of it, but it’s true. This man somehow has my birth records, a DNA test that was done when I was a baby, and it has my mother’s signature on it. Holy crap, I have family. I’m not alone.
“Elizabeth, look at me,” my brother gently asks as I close the folder and put it down on a nearby chair. I look up into those familiar, green eyes, which show me some kindness. I try to think of more reasons to run, but it seems pointless. Well, I think I’m going to have to trust him.
“It's Izzy, my friends call me Izzy. What’s your name?” I ask him.
I’m still looking at his face, trying to see the truth behind his words. I get the feeling he is a closed book as far as emotions go, but I can see some kindness, and that's enough for me to try to relax. 
“I’m Harley King, nice to meet you Izzy.” He smiles, and it takes me a minute to realise he kind of looks like I do in pictures when I smile.
I stand up quickly, putting some distance between us because it’s a little bit too much. “What did you mean when you said you would take me back with you, and custody?” I try to ask calmly and kind of fail when my voice is high-pitched and squeaky as I talk. Real smooth, Izzy.
“I meant that you’re coming to live with me, as you have no other blood relatives as far as I know. I have custody of you, so it’s all above board. I have custody of my three younger brothers, too,” he pauses, “well, your brothers, too.” I watch as he scratches his head with a huff, and he sits down on the sofa and straightens his suit jacket before saying, “I know this is hard for you to believe, and trust me, this whole situation is difficult.
“Our father is dead. I took over when he died. I was twenty, and the twins, Sebastian and Elliot, were fifteen. Luke was fourteen. It was difficult, but I made it work. I later found out–from a letter from Dad’s will–about you. It had the results of a DNA test done when you were a baby, and an old address and number of yours. Of course, it's taken me two years to find you due to all the moves you, and your mother, had taken.” He stops talking and looks up to meet my eyes, “I'm sorry for your loss by the way.”
I nod and sit next to him, taking it all in. I have four brothers. I guess he is right about us moving when I think about it. My mother just liked to see new places, and I was taken along for the ride. Yesterday, I had no one, now I have a family, and I am moving away from my crazy, foster family. This shit seems unbelievable.
“All right, I’m going to be honest with you. I’ve done everything I can to leave my crazy, foster parents. So, this could work for me. I mean, moving to your place, and then we can see how things go. I guess I would like to meet the rest of you and learn about you. How old are my brothers now?” I ask, looking at Harley, who looks around twenty-three. So, they can’t be that old.
“The twins are seventeen, like you, and Luke is sixteen. I'm so glad you’ll come. I thought I'd have a massive fight on my hands with getting you to come with me,” he says with a grin, which makes me smile too.
He stands up, claps his hands together, getting the attention of my head teacher, and starts talking to him about sending my paperwork over for the switching of my school. I notice he makes a very a large payment to the school to help hurry up my paperwork. I look at him now, in his perfect suit, and frown. I glance down at my baggy hoodie and shabby jeans then finally to my worn trainers I have had for at least two years. I'm not going to fit into their world.
As we head to my house in his massive, black SUV–which is shinier than most of the cars in my small town–I sit wondering what Harley will think of my foster parents or their home. Let’s hope the place doesn’t still smell like vodka when we get there.
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