
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: Image]

	DANIEL A. RIDDLE

	 

	 


Janus Origin – Red River Secrets

	© 2026 Daniel A. Riddle

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or articles.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

	 

	 

	Book 1 – Janus Origin – Thread of Control

	Book 2 – Janus Origin – Red River Secrets

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Cover design by GetCovers, based on a concept by Daniel A. Riddle
 

	 

	 

	 

	First Edition

	www.danielariddle.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	To my daughter. 

	She tells everyone that her daddy writes books. 

	This one's for her. 

	Even though she's too young to read it yet.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
The Story So Far
 

	Nathan Longton's life had once been simple. A café in Preston. A best friend called Ollie. And a necklace he'd worn since childhood, the only link to the birth parents he never knew.

	Then Lan Nguyen walked in wearing an identical one.

	What followed pulled Nathan, Lan, and Ollie into the ruins of Project Janus Origin, a secret programme that fused human cloning with neural implant technology. They discovered the necklaces were keys to a hidden vault protected by artificial intelligence. Lan learned that the voice guiding her since childhood belonged to her own mother, Nhi, a neurosurgeon who had faked her death and now intended to overwrite her daughter's mind entirely.

	Along the way they gained unlikely allies. Marcus Johnston, a foul-mouthed former associate of the project. Leanne, a master's student in AI drawn into their search. And they attracted dangerous attention from Henry Clarke, a wealthy investor who embedded himself in their lives while pursuing his own agenda with bribery, theft, and finally, a loaded gun.

	Ollie, desperate and manipulated, betrayed them before redeeming himself with a single bullet and a hack that severed Nhi's control over Lan for good.

	By the end, Lan was free.

	She was also pregnant.

	But questions remained. The anagram hidden in the name of the project's third scientist. Who was he? Was he a he at all?

	David Holt, Nathan's biological father, had left them contacts in Vietnam.

	Answers were waiting there.

	But so were dangers that none of them yet understood.

	 

	


Chapter 1 - A Tale of Two Christmases
 

	Lan stood at the window. She looked out at Preston buried under fresh snow. The winter sun hung low, casting a pale light across her room.

	She needed to get to the café. Nathan was waiting.

	She glanced into Leanne's room on her way out. Empty. Leanne was already gone.

	Outside, the cold bit hard. Sharper than she expected. She walked fast. She kept her head down. Her breath misted in front of her.

	Then she felt it. Eyes on her.

	At first, just a prickle at the back of her neck. Then she saw them. An old woman with a dog frozen mid-step. Staring. A group of teenagers fell silent as she passed. Nudging each other. Pointing.

	Her stomach knotted. Why are they looking at me?

	She walked faster. The glances turned to glares. A man in a parked car watched her. His mouth hung open. A couple whispered behind gloved hands.

	Panic rose in her throat. She started to run.

	Cold seared through her feet. She had no shoes.

	She kept running. She had to get to Nathan.

	By the time she reached the café, her heart slammed against her ribs. Laughter chased her down the street. Whole groups stopped to watch her.

	She yanked the door open and stumbled inside.

	Silence.

	Nathan and Andrew stood behind the counter. Marcus, Ollie, and Leanne sat at the corner table. All of them frozen. Their shock melted into slow, knowing smirks.

	Nathan rushed over. 'What are you doing, Lan?'

	His voice cracked. He looked at her with something worse than anger.

	Pity.

	She followed his gaze down.

	Naked. She was completely naked.

	She opened her mouth to scream. Nothing came out. The cold tiles rushed up to meet her.

	'Lan, Lan, wake up.'

	Nathan's voice pulled her back.

	Her eyes snapped open. Sheets tangled around her legs. Nathan's hands were warm on her shoulders. Anchoring her.

	She looked down. Her pyjamas were on. She was in bed. She was safe.

	A shudder ran through her. She pressed her face into his chest and held on. He felt solid. Real.

	'The nightmare again,' she whispered.

	Nathan stroked her hair. 'I've got you.'

	Christmas morning. Three weeks since Henry had taken her. Three weeks, and the dreams still came. Different versions. Same feeling. The stares. The exposure. And the suffocating shame.

	She could still see the man on the country road. His eyes crawling over her bare skin.

	In her dreams, it wasn't always strangers. Sometimes it was Henry. Sometimes it was Marcus or Ollie. Even Nathan occasionally. All of them watching.

	She hadn't let Nathan touch her since. Not like before. She kept herself covered. Even around him. She couldn't look at her own reflection without her stomach turning.

	Nhi hadn't just violated her body. She had hollowed something out. Something Lan wasn't sure she could get back.

	Nathan's heartbeat was steady against her cheek. The only rhythm she trusted. But even now, her muscles stayed tight. She couldn't let go.

	'IT'S CHRISTMAS, YOU SHAGGERS!'

	Marcus's voice tore through the flat like a foghorn.

	Lan flinched. Nathan groaned.

	A fist hammered the bedroom door. 'Stop pretending you're asleep! I sacrificed a morning shag for this.'

	Lan pulled back and sighed. 'I suppose we should get up.'

	'I suppose so.' Nathan rubbed his face and reached for his dressing gown.

	Leanne had stayed over. She and Marcus were joined at the hip now. Much to everyone's bewilderment. Lan had invited Ollie for Christmas, but he had chosen his mum's.

	Nathan hadn't pushed. He still had doubts. Something about Ollie's story with Henry didn't sit right.

	Marcus was the one insisting they keep him close. They needed his skills in Vietnam. For Lan, it was simpler. Ollie had saved her from Nhi. She owed him.

	In the lounge, Marcus and Leanne were tangled on the sofa. They were kissing like teenagers.

	Nathan grimaced. 'Coffee. Anyone want one?' He raised his voice to break them apart.

	Marcus surfaced. He grinned. 'Go on then.'

	Nathan escaped to the kitchen.

	'Presents next?' Leanne bounced on the cushion. She clutched Marcus's arm.

	'I'm saving my real present for later.' Marcus winked.

	Leanne giggled.

	Lan sat in the armchair opposite. She counted the seconds until Nathan came back. He returned with four mugs and settled beside her.

	Marcus grabbed a package from under the tree. He lobbed it at Nathan. 'You first, mate.'

	Nathan caught it. He tore the paper and froze.

	A blow-up doll stared back at him. A note stuck to its forehead read: Since Lan is leaving you out in the cold, here's someone who won't argue.

	Marcus howled as he slapped his knee.

	Nathan's face reddened. 'Marcus. Seriously.'

	'It's a joke!' Marcus wiped his eyes. 'Lighten up.'

	Lan shook her head. 'You are an idiot.' But she smiled. This was Marcus. Crude, predictable Marcus.

	Nathan tossed the doll onto the armchair. 'If the next one is a gag, you're eating dinner on the street.'

	Marcus held up his hands. 'This one is legit. Promise.'

	Nathan took his time with the next one. An apron. Across the front: 

Property of Lan: My Boss.
 

	He snorted. 'Fine. I'll allow it.' He glanced at Lan. 'You are the boss.'

	'Don't forget it,' she said.

	Marcus handed Lan a rectangular package. The room went quiet.

	She peeled back the paper. A book. Thick. Leather-bound. The Tale of Kieu by Nguyễn Du.

	'Bilingual edition,' Marcus said. His voice lost its edge. 'So, you and Nathan can read it together. Couldn't find a hardback, so I had it rebound.'

	Lan ran her fingers over the cover. She knew this story. Every Vietnamese person did. A woman who suffers. Who sacrifices everything for her family. Who endures.

	She swallowed. 'Are you calling me a prostitute, Marcus?'

	Marcus's face drained. 'What? No! Why would you say that?'

	Nathan touched her arm. 'Lan?'

	'The main character is a prostitute,' Lan said. She fought the smile tugging at her lips.

	Marcus looked like he might be sick. 'Shit. I didn't read it. I just searched "famous Vietnamese books about strong women." I swear to God, love.'

	Lan laughed. The sound surprised even her. 'I'm joking. She's forced into it to save her father. It's a beautiful story. I understand what you meant.'

	Marcus exhaled. 'Fucking hell. You had me there.'

	'Thank you, Marcus.' Lan stood and hugged him. 'This means a lot.'

	He patted her back. He looked pleased with himself. Over her shoulder, he shot Nathan a smug look. 'See? I have layers.'

	Marcus reached into his pocket. He pulled out a small velvet box and turned to Leanne. 'For my firecracker.'

	Leanne snatched it from his hand. 'I bet it's a necklace!'

	She opened it. Her mouth dropped.

	A diamond ring. Big enough to blind her.

	Marcus slid off the sofa onto one knee. 'Leanne. Marry me.'

	Silence. One heartbeat. Two.

	Then Leanne screamed. 'Yes! Yes, yes, yes!'

	She launched herself at him. They crashed back onto the sofa in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

	Nathan sat rigid. His hand drifted to the pocket of his dressing gown. His fingers brushed velvet.

	Not now. He pulled his hand back. Marcus had stolen the moment.

	Lan squeezed his arm. Her eyes were bright with happy tears. 'Isn't it wonderful?'

	Nathan made himself smile. 'Yeah. It is.'

	He stood. 'Right. I need to start the food.' He grabbed the apron. 'Champagne's in the fridge, Marcus. Make yourself useful.'

	He retreated to the kitchen before anyone could see his face.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Ollie's Christmas was quiet. Too quiet.

	He woke to the clatter of pans and the smell of roasting turkey. His mum's radio played carols. Uncle Philip's laugh boomed from the dining room.

	Everything was the same as last year. And the year before. And the year before that.

	He sat at the table. His mum set a plate in front of him. She beamed. 'There you go, love. Eat up.'

	He stabbed a roast potato. On the mantelpiece, the same chipped Santa ornament watched him. It had been there since he was eight. He hated it then. He hated it now.

	Philip adjusted his paper crown and raised his glass. 'So, Ollie. Your mum says you're off to Vietnam. Exciting!'

	'Yeah.'

	His mum frowned. 'I wish you weren't going. I don't like the sound of those people. That older man looks like trouble.'

	'It's work, Mum.'

	Philip leaned in. 'Work? I thought you were freelancing. Big coding contract?'

	Ollie swirled his wine. He had bought the bottle himself. Fifty quid. His mum had nearly fainted.

	'Something like that,' he said.

	'You're always so vague.' His mum sighed. 'Just be careful. Nathan's a lovely boy, but he gets mixed up in things.'

	Ollie's fork scraped the plate. Lovely boy.

	He took a slow sip. He let the wine sit on his tongue. Rich. Expensive.

	'I booked my flight the other day,' he said.

	Philip raised an eyebrow. 'Flying with the group?'

	'Same flight. Same destination.' Ollie smiled. 'Different section.'

	His mum looked up. 'What do you mean?'

	'Nathan, Lan, Marcus, Leanne.' He leaned back. 'Economy.' He took another sip. 'Me? Business class.'

	Philip whistled. 'Look at you. Big spender.'

	His mum shook her head. 'That's petty, Ollie. You should sit with your friends.'

	Ollie raised his glass toward the chipped Santa. 'Cheers.'

	He would toast Nathan from business class.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Back at Nathan’s flat, the afternoon light faded. The rooms fell quiet.

	Lunch was done. The dishes were stacked. Marcus and Leanne had disappeared into the bedroom. The sounds coming through the wall left nothing to the imagination.

	Nathan stood at the kitchen sink. He scrubbed the roasting tin. Warm water. Soap suds. Something solid to focus on.

	Lan came in carrying plates. She set them on the counter and picked up a tea towel.

	'They're loud.'

	Nathan laughed. 'They always are.'

	They worked in silence for a moment. Him washing. Her drying. The clink of cutlery. The hiss of the tap.

	He glanced at her. The winter light caught the curve of her cheek. She looked tired. She looked beautiful.

	His chest ached.

	He thought about the ring in his pocket. About Marcus down on one knee in front of everyone. The cheering. The champagne.

	That wasn't him. That wasn't them.

	He turned off the tap and dried his hands on the apron.

	'Lan.'

	She looked up. 'Yes?'

	He reached into his pocket. His fingers closed around the box.

	'I wanted to do this earlier,' he said. 'But Marcus... happened.'

	Lan frowned. She set down the glass.

	Nathan pulled out the box.

	Her breath caught.

	'When you walked into the café that first day,' he said, 'my hands stopped working. The cup rattled when I poured your milk. I nearly spilled it twice.' He shook his head. 'I'd made thousands of flat whites. Never happened before. Never happened since.'

	Lan's eyes glistened.

	'Everything since then has been insane. People trying to kill us. Mind control. All of it.' He swallowed. 'But you're the one thing that makes sense. The only thing that's real.'

	He didn't kneel. He just stood there. Leaning against the counter. Holding the box like it might break.

	'I want to keep you,' he whispered. 'If you'll let me.'

	He opened the lid. The ring was simple. A gold band. A single clear stone.

	'Lan Nguyễn. Will you marry me?'

	Tears spilled down her cheeks. She nodded. She couldn't speak.

	'Yes,' she managed. 'Yes.'

	He took her hand. His fingers trembled as he slid the ring into place. It fit.

	She looked at it. Then at him. Then she threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder.

	Nathan held her tight. He closed his eyes.

	In the other room, Marcus laughed as Leanne moaned. Outside, snow fell again.

	But here, in the quiet of the kitchen, with soapy water still dripping from his hands and Lan pressed against his chest, Nathan felt something settle into place.

	He was exactly where he wanted to be. Where he was supposed to be. 

	 


Chapter 2 - Class Divide

	 

	Nathan lifted his head. His skull throbbed. His mouth tasted like something had died in it.

	He sat up. A dull ache pounded behind his eyes.

	The flat was a disaster. Empty bottles, discarded wrapping paper, and half-eaten snacks covered every surface. The Christmas tree twinkled in the corner, oblivious to the carnage.

	Marcus was sprawled in the armchair, one arm dangling over the side, the other resting protectively over his stomach. He’d insisted they celebrate the dual engagements properly.

	Leanne was curled on the floor next to him, snoring, a Santa hat perched at a crooked angle on her head.

	The smell of coffee drifted from the kitchen.

	Lan stood at the counter, dressed, hair tied back, a steaming mug in hand. She looked far too awake.

	'Morning, babe.' She smirked over the rim of her mug.

	Nathan groaned. 'How are you alive?'

	'I didn't drink. I'm pregnant. Remember?'

	Marcus snorted in his sleep and muttered something Nathan couldn't make out.

	Nathan ran a hand through his hair. I feel like I've been hit by a truck'

	'That's because you ate enough for a family of five and washed it down with whisky.' Lan placed a cup of coffee in front of him. 'I did warn you.'

	Nathan took a sip. The warmth brought him back to life. Almost.

	'We need to pack,' Lan said, moving toward the bedroom. 'The train leaves in three hours. I don't trust any of you to be ready.'

	Marcus cracked one eye open. 'I feel like death.'

	Nathan rolled his eyes. 'You look like death.'

	'Am I dead?'

	Leanne groaned from the floor. 'Stop talking. My head is splitting.'

	'That would be the champagne,' Lan said, returning with a suitcase. 'You two polished off a bottle after the whisky.'

	Leanne whimpered. 'Why do I make such bad choices?'

	Marcus nudged her with his foot. 'Because you're dating me.'

	Nathan dragged himself upright. 'Right. Let's move before Lan kills us.'

	'Damn right.' Lan folded clothes like she was packing for an inspection.

	Marcus flopped onto the floor and crawled to his room on all fours. Leanne stumbled toward the bathroom.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Three hours later, they trudged up Fishergate toward the station.

	Ollie waited on the platform. He looked like a stranger.

	Gone were the hoodies and scruffy jeans. He wore a crisp shirt under a tailored coat. His hair was styled. A sleek, modern suitcase stood at his side. An ancient, battered leather case sat at his feet.

	Marcus took one look at him and burst out laughing.

	'Bloody hell. Did you just come from a job interview?'

	'You look like you're selling insurance,' Nathan added.

	Ollie scowled. 'It's called dressing like an adult. You should try it.'

	Leanne eyed the battered suitcase. 'What's with the antique?'

	Ollie's expression darkened. 'My mum packed for me. She insisted I take it. Sentimental value.'

	Marcus snorted. 'It looks like it came off the Titanic.'

	Ollie ignored him. He checked the departure board. 'When's the train?'

	'Five minutes,' Lan said.

	The loudspeaker crackled. The train to Manchester Airport was approaching.

	Ollie reached for the old suitcase. He lifted it.

	The worn leather gave way. The case hit the ground and burst open.

	They fell silent.

	Packs of adult nappies tumbled onto the platform. Landing at Ollie's feet.

	Marcus howled.

	'Oh my god!' Leanne clapped a hand over her mouth. 'Ollie. What the hell?'

	Nathan doubled over. 'You are kidding me.'

	Ollie turned crimson. 'They aren't mine!'

	Marcus wiped tears from his eyes. 'You sure, mate? They came out of your bag.'

	'Shut up!' Ollie scrambled to shove them back in. 'My mum packed it!'

	'Why did your mum pack you nappies?' Nathan wheezed.

	Ollie gritted his teeth. 'You know why.'

	Lan crouched beside him. She helped him gather his things. The scattered packs reminded her of her own nightmare. The horror of exposure.

	She nudged his hand. 'Come on. Let's get this packed.'

	Ollie glanced at her. She wasn't laughing. She was just helping.

	Then Marcus spoke.

	'Don't worry, mate. If you have another accident on the plane, you're prepared.'

	'How many did she pack?' Nathan asked. 'A month's supply?'

	Ollie shot Nathan a glare. 'Piss off, Nathan. At least my mum didn't feel the need to give me up for adoption. How bad must you have been?'

	The smugness drained from Nathan's face. Cold slipped down his spine. He was five years old again. Holding a bag he didn't pack.

	The laughter died.

	Ollie kept packing, his jaw tight. The words had slipped out before he could stop them.

	Nathan swallowed. His stomach twisted. He opened his mouth, then closed it.

	Marcus broke the silence. 'Well. That just got dark.'

	Leanne elbowed him. 'Marcus.'

	But the damage was done. 

	Lan stood up and dusted off her hands. 'Train's here.'

	Nathan’s grip tightened on the strap of his bag until his knuckles whitened.

	They grabbed their bags. Nathan didn't look at Ollie. Ollie didn't look at anyone.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Nathan took a seat near the front of the carriage. A window seat. Lan slid in beside him. He stared out the window, arms folded, his expression hard.

	Lan nudged him. 'You okay?'

	He scoffed. 'What do you think?'

	She sighed. 'He didn't mean it. Not really. You wounded him first. He just grabbed the sharpest thing he could find.'

	Nathan exhaled. 'Doesn't mean I have to like it.'

	'No. But you started it.'

	He clenched his jaw. She was right. He hated that she was right. He hated even more that he'd let Marcus lead him into piling it onto Ollie.

	'Fine,' he muttered. 'I'll talk to him.'

	Lan squeezed his hand. 'I'll go first.' She stood and made her way down the carriage.

	Ollie was slumped in a seat at the back, staring at nothing.

	Lan sat beside him. She held out a can of Coke. 'Peace offering.'

	Ollie cracked it open and took a sip. He glanced at her. 'What, Nathan can't face me himself?'

	'He will. He just needs to sort out his own head first.'

	Ollie huffed. 'He started it.'

	'Marcus started it. But Nathan shouldn't have joined in. He knows that.'

	Marcus, seated just ahead with Leanne, turned around. 'Oi. I resent that.' He grinned. 'But she's right. You two need to sort it out.'

	Ollie shook his head, but the tension in his shoulders eased.

	Lan leaned in. 'Don't let this fester. We haven't even left the country yet.'

	Ollie sighed. 'Fine. I'll talk to him. Later.'

	Marcus grinned. Lovers' tiff, is it? Remember that hotel in Scotland?'

	Lan tilted her head. 'What hotel in Scotland?'

	'Oh, Nathan hasn't told you? The time they woke up snuggled like newlyweds?'

	Ollie groaned. 'Marcus. Shut up.'

	Lan smirked. She noticed the twitch at the corner of Ollie's mouth. Almost a smile.

	'That's better.' She gave him a quick hug and returned to Nathan.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	The train pulled into Manchester Airport.

	Marcus stretched as they stepped onto the concourse. 'Right. Where's the bar?'

	Leanne smacked his arm. 'It's a long-haul flight. You want to start drinking now?'

	Marcus grinned. 'Abso-fucking-lutely.'

	Nathan groaned. 'Check-in first.'

	They approached the Emirates desk. The airport buzzed with families and exhausted travellers.

	The agent took their passports one by one. She paused at Ollie's ticket. Her fingers tapped the keyboard.

	'Mr Longbottom, you're in Business Class. You can use our priority check-in and lounge access.'

	Silence.

	Nathan turned to Ollie. 'Wait. What?'

	Ollie shrugged. A grin tugged at his lips. 'Yeah. Booked Business. Thought I'd treat myself.'

	Marcus let out a low whistle. 'Look at Mr Fancy Pants.'

	Nathan folded his arms. 'Let me get this straight. You're going to be sipping champagne in a lie-flat seat while we're crammed into economy?'

	'Yep.'

	Leanne frowned. 'If you had that kind of money, why didn't you upgrade us?'

	'Do you know how much Business Class costs?' Ollie laughed. 'Like you lot would pay that much for me.'

	Nathan glared. 'I take back everything Lan made me say. You're still an arse.'

	Marcus burst out laughing. 'Mate, that's petty as hell. I love it.'

	Lan shook her head.

	The agent handed Ollie a fast-track pass.

	'Wait,' Nathan said. 'He skips the queue too?'

	The agent nodded. 'Business Class passengers have priority security.'

	Nathan huffed.

	He hated airport security. The lines. The shuffling. The tense silence while waiting for bags to clear.

	And now he had to watch Ollie waltz through the fast-track lane while the rest of them queued with the masses.

	Nathan turned to Lan. 'Are we sure we can't leave him in Dubai?'

	Lan smirked. 'We need him.'

	Marcus clapped Nathan on the back. 'Relax. He's paying extra to avoid our company.'

	They shuffled through the regular lane.

	'Remember,' Marcus announced to the queue. 'No liquids over 100ml. No weapons. No dodgy substances.'

	The security officer stared at him.

	Nathan sighed. 'Marcus. Please.'

	'What? I'm being helpful. Last time I flew, I forgot a bottle of aftershave. Felt like a criminal.'

	They reached the scanners. Lan breezed through. Leanne followed. Then Nathan.

	Then Marcus.

	BEEP.

	The metal detector screamed.

	The officer waved him back. 'Try again.'

	Marcus stepped back, patted his pockets, and walked through again.

	BEEP.

	He raised his hands. 'Alright. Alright.'

	'Sir, empty your pockets.'

	Marcus patted his jacket. 'Oh. Right.'

	He reached inside and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. He dangled them.

	Everyone stared.

	Nathan blinked. 'Mate. Why do you have handcuffs?'

	Marcus grinned. 'What? You think I was going to propose and not celebrate properly?'

	Leanne turned bright red.

	Nathan buried his face in his hands. 'I regret asking.'

	The security officer held out a tray. 'Sir. Those are confiscated.'

	Marcus sighed. 'Fine. That's twenty quid down the drain.' He dropped them in the tray.

	Nathan groaned. 'Please. For the rest of this trip. Behave.'

	Marcus beamed. 'No promises.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	They made it through security and found seats near the gate.

	Nathan stretched, already dreading the flight. 'Alright. What's the plan?'

	'We board in an hour,' Lan said.

	Marcus perked up. 'Time for a drink.'

	'Marcus...'

	But he was already heading toward the airport bar. Leanne followed.

	Nathan sighed. He sank into the seat beside Lan. 'This trip is exhausting. And we haven't left the country.'

	Lan chuckled. 'You'll survive. Maybe.'

	Ollie strolled past. He held a champagne flute from the Business Lounge.

	Nathan shot him a glare. 'Are you kidding me?'

	Ollie smirked. 'Cheers, mate.'

	He took a slow sip and disappeared back into the lounge.

	Nathan watched the champagne flute vanish through the frosted glass doors.

	The economy seat wasn't the problem. Ollie was.

	And their journey had only just begun.



	
Chapter 3 - Arrival

	 

	The departure lounge buzzed with families, business travellers, and holidaymakers clutching overpriced coffees.

	Marcus sat rigid in his seat. His knee bounced. His fingers drummed against his thigh.

	Nathan glanced at him. 'You alright?'

	'Fine.' Marcus didn't look fine. His jaw was tight. Eyes fixed on the windows overlooking the runway.

	Nathan remembered. The midazolam. Marcus's fear of flying. His sister the pharmacist. The nasal spray he used to knock himself out.

	'You brought your stuff, yeah?'

	Marcus nodded, pulling a small nasal spray from his jacket. 'Never travel without it.'

	Ollie leaned over from his seat. 'What's that?'

	'Midazolam.' Marcus kept his voice low. 'Knocks me out. Can't do flights otherwise.'

	Ollie raised an eyebrow. 'Prescription?'

	'Something like that.' Marcus shoved the bottle back into his jacket pocket. 'I'll take it once we board. Twenty minutes later, I'm out cold.'

	Ollie watched him for a moment. 'Nice.'

	The PA system crackled. 'First and Business Class passengers for Emirates Flight EK18 to Dubai, please proceed to Gate 12 for priority boarding.'

	Ollie stretched his arms behind his head. 'Well, that's my cue.'

	Nathan frowned. 'Don't we all board together?'

	Ollie patted his golden boarding pass. 'Business Class, mate. Separate queue. Separate jet bridge. Separate everything.'

	Nathan scowled. 'You absolute…'

	Ollie gave a lazy salute. 'See you on the other side. Don't get stuck next to a screaming baby.'

	He strolled to the priority lane and flashed his pass. An Emirates agent smiled and waved him through.

	Nathan and the others were herded into the Economy queue. Slow-moving. Endless. Full of restless passengers shifting from foot to foot.

	Marcus leaned in. 'How much do you reckon it'd cost to hire someone to accidentally lose his luggage?'

	Nathan sighed. 'Whatever it is, I'd pay it.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	The Emirates A380 loomed over the jet bridge. Its sheer size was both intimidating and impressive.

	Nathan, Marcus, Leanne, and Lan shuffled through the Economy cabin. Their seats were just in front of the food prep area. Nathan and Lan sat on the left side of the cabin. Marcus and Leanne were across the way on the right, divided by the centre block.

	Lan took the window. Nathan the middle. On the far side of the cabin, Marcus claimed the window with Leanne beside him.

	Marcus made a show of pulling the nasal spray from his jacket. He glanced over at Nathan and Lan, tilted his head back and pretended to spray each nostril. He winced, shoved the bottle back into his pocket, then settled into his seat. Arms crossed. Eyes closed.

	Nathan watched him. 'He's out already?'

	The cabin filled steadily. Passengers shuffled past, stuffing bags into overhead compartments, squeezing into seats.

	A huge bloke in a football shirt stopped at Nathan's row. He checked his boarding pass, glanced at the empty aisle seat, and dropped into it. His shoulders spilled over the armrest. His elbow dug into Nathan's ribs.

	Nathan shifted toward Lan, trying to make himself smaller. She caught his eye and bit back a smile.

	Across the cabin, Leanne watched the last passengers file past. The seat beside her stayed empty.

	She exhaled. 'Thank god.'

	Marcus opened one eye. Checked that Nathan and Lan weren't looking. Then leaned toward Leanne, voice barely a whisper. 'Didn't take any.'

	'Figured. Since when are you scared of flying?'

	'Since I needed an excuse for having that stuff.'

	'And the performance?'

	'I used it on Lan. Needed to give Nathan an excuse for why I had it. Said I was scared of flying.'

	Leanne gave him a look. 'So now you pretend to sleep for seven hours?'

	Marcus closed his eyes again. 'I've done worse.'

	The engines roared. The plane lurched forward.

	Nathan's stomach tightened as the force pressed him back into his seat. The big man's elbow dug harder into his side. 'Bloody hell,' he muttered, gripping the armrest.

	Lan glanced at him. 'You'll be fine.'

	The plane tilted up. Nathan felt a strange lightness in his chest. The ground vanished. His ears popped. They climbed steadily.

	He exhaled. 'That wasn't as bad as I thought.'

	He shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable. The big man had already fallen asleep, head lolling, arm firmly planted in Nathan's space.

	Then a thought hit him.

	He turned to Lan. 'Wait. Your family doesn't speak English, do they?'

	Lan smirked. 'Nope.'

	'Not even a little?'

	She shrugged. 'My uncle knows some words. My aunt? None.'

	Nathan stared at her. 'So I'm about to meet your family for the first time, and I won't understand a single word they say?'

	Lan nodded. She was enjoying this.

	Nathan rubbed his temples. 'This is going to be a disaster.'

	'Why?'

	He let out a dry laugh. 'What if they hate me? Or worse, what if they like me but I have no idea what's happening? What if I nod at the wrong time and accidentally agree to something terrible?'

	Lan giggled. 'Like marrying my cousin?'

	Nathan went pale. 'Wait. Is that a thing?'

	'No. But I love that you're worried.'

	He groaned, dragging a hand down his face. 'I don't even know how to say hello properly.'

	Lan softened. 'Bow your head slightly and say "Chào dì" to my aunt and "Chào chú" to my uncle. That's it.'

	Nathan repeated it under his breath. 'Chào… dì? Chào… chú?'

	'Perfect.'

	He sighed. 'Great. Two words. That'll really help when they're all talking about me in Vietnamese.'

	Lan gave him a knowing smile. 'Don't worry. I'll translate. Now try to sleep. Long flight.'

	Nathan leaned back and closed his eyes. The big man's snoring started up beside him. Sleep wouldn't come easy. Too much to think about.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Leanne adjusted her seatbelt. She glanced at Marcus. Still deep in his exaggerated sleep act. Arms crossed. Head tilted just enough to look convincing.

	'How long are you committing to this performance?'

	No response.

	'I know you're awake.'

	Nothing.

	She shook her head. 'Fine. I'll just talk at you until you crack.'

	She leaned back, tapping her fingers on the armrest. 'Ollie was smug as hell when he boarded.'

	A long pause. Then Marcus muttered, just loud enough for her to hear. 'Wouldn't you be? He's upstairs in luxury. We're in the sardine section.'

	'Yeah, but it's not just smugness. There's something else. Like he's making a point.'

	Marcus didn't move. 'He's trying to prove he's better than Nathan. He used to be part of the team. Now he's more of an asset.'

	Leanne frowned. 'That's cold.'

	'Maybe. But it's true.'

	'You don't trust him?'

	'I trust that he's useful. That's enough for now.'

	Leanne sighed. 'And if he stops being useful?'

	Marcus smirked. 'Then he's just a smug bastard in Business Class.'

	'You're a terrible fake sleeper.'

	His smirk widened. 'And yet, here we are.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Ollie stretched his legs and sank deeper into the wide seat. The cabin was quiet. Spacious. It felt empty.

	A flight attendant appeared. 'Would you like a drink?'

	'Champagne. Please.'

	She returned with a glass of chilled Moët. Ollie took a slow sip and let the bubbles sit on his tongue.

	He glanced at his phone. No messages. Not that he expected any.

	He set the champagne down and stared out the window.

	The flight attendant passed again. 'Anything else I can get you, sir?'

	Ollie forced a grin. 'Nah. I'm good.'

	She nodded and walked off.

	He leaned back, watching the clouds drift past. He had everything he thought he wanted. The seat. The champagne. The space.

	He picked up his glass and took another sip.

	It tasted like nothing.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	The plane touched down in Dubai. The jolt woke half the passengers in Economy.

	Nathan stretched his stiff legs. 'One down, one to go.'

	Marcus cracked one eye open. 'That was quick.'

	Leanne rolled her eyes. 'You slept through most of it.'

	They shuffled off into the crowded terminal, stretching stiff muscles.

	Ollie didn't wait for them. He strolled straight toward the Emirates Business Lounge.

	Inside, it was polished. Peaceful. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the runways. Soft lighting. Gourmet buffets stretched in every direction.

	Ollie grabbed a plate, piled it with sushi and lamb curry, finding a quiet spot by the window.

	He watched the planes take off. Nathan and the others were probably eating stale sandwiches in a crowded seating area.

	He smirked. Then the smirk faded.

	No sarcastic comments from Nathan. No stupid arguments with Marcus. No inside jokes.

	Just silence.

	He forced himself to focus on his food. They'd all be back on the same flight soon enough.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	By the time they boarded for Vietnam, Nathan was too tired to care about much.

	He and Lan settled in for another long haul. The onboard food was actually decent. Lan dozed against his shoulder. The weight of her stopped him from overthinking.

	Ollie was nowhere to be seen. Probably in another luxury seat with another glass of champagne. The thought annoyed Nathan more than it should.

	The captain's voice crackled over the speaker.

	'Ladies and gentlemen, we are now beginning our descent into Hanoi.'

	Nathan took a deep breath.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	The heat hit them the moment they stepped off the plane.

	Nathan stumbled forward, blinking. The air was thick and humid. Dense. It carried the scent of dampness and something unfamiliar.

	Marcus coughed. 'Bloody hell. Feels like a steam room.'

	Leanne wiped her forehead. 'I'm sweating already.'

	Lan smirked. 'Welcome to Vietnam.'

	Ollie was waiting at the gate, standing off to the side, looking miserable. His shirt stuck to his back. His face was shiny with sweat.

	'How is it this hot?' he groaned.

	Lan laughed. 'It's not the heat. It's the humidity.'

	Ollie scowled. 'I don't care what it is. I hate it.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	After immigration and baggage claim, they followed Lan through the crowded arrivals hall.

	Nathan spotted them before Lan did. Her aunt and uncle weren't alone. Two older women and a younger couple stood beside them.

	Lan stepped forward. Her aunt grabbed her hands, eyes lighting up, words tumbling out in rapid Vietnamese. 'Trời ơi, con gầy quá! Sao không ăn nhiều lên? Dạo này con có khỏe không?' (‘Oh my God, you’re so skinny! Why don’t you eat more? Are you healthy?’)

	Lan responded just as fast. Nathan watched her. She was different here. Lighter. More animated. Her hands moved as she spoke. Her smile was wider.

	He stood there, silent, watching a version of Lan he'd never seen before.

	She glanced back and caught his expression. 'Oh. My aunt says you look taller than she expected.'

	Nathan blinked. 'Uh… thanks?'

	Before he could react, her aunt handed him a bouquet of flowers.

	He hesitated.

	Lan nudged him. 'Take them.'

	Nathan accepted the bouquet. It felt strange. Foreign.

	Marcus leaned in. 'Mate, I think you just got engaged.'

	Nathan shot him a look.

	Leanne watched how respectful everyone was. She gave a polite bow.

	Silence.

	Lan's aunt and uncle exchanged a glance. One of the older women giggled behind her hand.

	Lan stepped in. 'We don't bow here. That's Japan.'

	Leanne flushed red. 'Oh god. I thought…'

	Lan's uncle chuckled. 'Không sao đâu, con bé dễ thương quá.'

	Lan smiled at Leanne. 'They think you're adorable.'

	Leanne sighed. 'At least I didn't insult them.'

	Nathan caught Lan's uncle studying him. A long, assessing look. Not hostile. But something.

	They continued their exchange in Vietnamese. Nathan caught none of it.

	Lan turned back. 'They're asking if you're all hungry.'

	The older man grinned. 'Mấy đứa này chắc là chưa quen món Việt đâu.'

	Nathan tilted his head. 'What did he say?'

	Lan smirked. 'He thinks you won't survive the food here.'

	Marcus grinned. 'Bring it on.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	They were ushered outside to a waiting minibus.

	Nathan barely had time to adjust before the city swallowed them.

	Red flags with golden stars hung from nearly every building. Motorbikes flooded the streets, packed with families, groceries, cages of live chickens. Buses, cars, and bicycles shared the road in what looked like complete chaos. Street stalls lined the pavements, selling fresh fruit, grilled meat, bowls of steaming pho.

	Nathan stared out the window. 'How does anyone survive this traffic?'

	Marcus pressed his face to the glass. 'There's no lanes. No rules. This is insane.'

	Leanne gripped her seat as a motorbike shot past. 'Is that child even wearing a helmet?'

	Ollie, looking pale, muttered, 'This is how I die.'

	Marcus grinned. 'Don't worry. If we crash, you won't die alone.'

	Nathan turned to Lan. She watched the streets. A soft smile on her face.

	'You missed this.'

	She nodded. 'Yeah. I really did.'

	Nathan leaned back. The city roared past the windows. Loud. Chaotic. Overwhelming.

	But alive.

	He looked at Lan's face. The softness there. The way she watched everything like she was drinking it in.

	This was her home. And if he was going to be part of her life, he had to be part of this too.

	He just hoped he could keep up.

	 


Chapter 4 - First Night
 

	The VIP minibus rolled to a stop on a narrow, bustling street, headlights reflecting off a sea of parked motorbikes.

	Nathan peered out the window. Tightly packed buildings. Flickering neon signs. The steady hum of traffic.

	The air was thick with humidity, grilled meat, and exhaust fumes.

	As the doors slid open, the heat hit them with full force.

	Marcus wiped his forehead. 'Feels like a furnace.'

	Leanne fanned herself. 'How is it this hot in the evening?'

	Ollie, already drenched, groaned. 'I need a shower. I already hate this place.'

	Lan stepped out first. She took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, letting the city sink in.

	'Feels like home,' she murmured.

	Nathan followed, his eyes drawn to the house. A typical Vietnamese tube house. Narrow but rising three storeys high. Wedged between a tiny convenience store and a pharmacy.

	A faded red banner hung over the entrance, its edges curling from the humidity. The metal gate rattled as Lan's uncle unlocked it, sliding it open with a screech.

	'Vào nhà đi, ở ngoài bụi lắm!' He waved them inside.

	Lan translated. 'He says, come in quick. Too dusty out here.'

	A wave of cool air greeted them the moment they stepped through.

	Nathan sighed. 'Okay. This I can get used to.'

	The living area was simple. A wooden table with short stools. A TV on the wall. Family photos. Two motorbikes parked just inside the entrance, squeezed into the space like they belonged there.

	Nathan followed Lan up the narrow, twisting staircase, ducking to avoid hitting his head. The second floor had a small kitchen and a bedroom. The third floor housed another bedroom with a thin tin roof.

	He pressed his hand against the metal. Still warm from the day's heat.

	Lan's uncle chuckled behind him. 'Ban ngày còn nóng hơn nhiều.'

	Lan smirked. 'He says it's even hotter during the day.'

	Nathan eyed the wooden-framed bed and pressed down on the mattress. It didn't budge.

	'Feels like a plank,' he muttered.

	Marcus dropped onto it with a thud. 'I think this just bruised my spine. Rather you than me, mate!'

	Lan rolled her eyes. 'You'll get used to it.'

	Ollie smirked. 'Yeah. Good luck with that.'

	Nathan glanced at him. 'Where are you sleeping?'

	Ollie shrugged. 'Metropole Hotel. Five stars. Aircon. Real beds. Probably a pool.'

	Nathan stared at him. Then, at the wooden plank, he'd be sleeping on.

	'You absolute…'

	Lan nudged him. 'It's just a few nights. You'll live.'

	 

	******************************************
 

	The group returned downstairs. The outside noise filtered through the windows and door. Motorbikes revved. Vendors called out. Somewhere in the distance, a karaoke machine blared a singer who had no business holding a microphone. 

	Marcus peered out the window, watching a family of four balance on one tiny motorbike. 'That's not safe. That is not safe.'

	Leanne joined him. 'Is that a dog in the basket?'

	Ollie stood near the doorway, arms crossed. He wasn't watching the street. He was watching Lan. She was speaking quietly to her uncle. Her expressions shifted. Serious. Then soft. Then unreadable.

	Her uncle leaned in and handed her a folded piece of paper.

	Lan took it without hesitation, slipped it into her pocket with a quick nod.

	Nathan, busy trying not to drop his chopsticks, didn't notice.

	Ollie did.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Lan's aunt and uncle laid out a large mat on the floor. Before anyone had time to think, it was covered in countless small plates and bowls. Grilled pork sizzling on a bed of lemongrass. Fresh herbs still damp from washing. Steaming bowls of rice. Crispy spring rolls. In the centre, a bowl of fish sauce with chopped red chilli, its scent sharp and unmistakable.

	Lan gestured for them to sit on the floor around the feast.

	Lan's aunt didn't ask. She just served.

	She grabbed a pair of wooden chopsticks and dropped a piece of pork into Leanne's bowl. Then rice. Then herbs. Then something Nathan couldn't identify.

	'Ăn đi, ăn nhiều vào!' (‘Go on, eat, eat plenty!’)

	Nathan blinked at the mountain of food. He glanced at Lan.

	She smirked. 'There's no polite way out of this.'

	Nathan sighed and picked up his chopsticks. Across the floor, Marcus was already stuffing his face.

	'Mate,' Marcus mumbled through a mouthful of rice, 'this is a test. Eat too little, and you insult them. Eat too much, and they keep feeding you. There's no winning.'

	'Great. So I'm doomed.'

	'Pretty much.' Lan popped a mint leaf into her mouth.

	Leanne tried to navigate her chopsticks, gave up, and switched to a spoon. She scooped some rice into her bowl, then reached for a piece of pork. Lan's aunt stepped in, picked up the piece, and dropped it into Leanne's bowl.

	'Con bảo bạn ăn thêm đi'

	Lan chuckled. 'She says, just eat. Don't worry about serving yourself. They'll do it for you.'

	Leanne looked down at her bowl. Three more pieces of pork had appeared.

	'So, I just surrender?'

	Marcus nodded, grinning. 'That's the spirit.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Lan's uncle leaned toward Nathan, smiling warmly.

	'Cháu thích món Việt không?' (‘Do you like Vietnamese food?’)

	Nathan hesitated for only a second before answering with confidence. 'Rất tệ.'

	Silence.

	Every conversation stopped. Lan's aunt gasped. One of her uncles raised an eyebrow. A cousin stifled a laugh.

	Lan blinked. 'What?'

	Nathan glanced around. '…What did I just say?'

	Marcus, clueless but grinning. 'Mate, no idea, but I think you just roasted their entire cuisine.'

	Lan groaned, covering her face. 'Nathan, you just told my whole family the food is very bad.'

	Nathan went pale. 'No! I meant to say very good!'

	Her uncle chuckled, shaking his head, and raised his glass. 'Giỏi lắm!' (‘Very good!’)

	Everyone raised a glass and laughed.

	Nathan laughed too, a beat too late. His ears burned.

	He rubbed the back of his neck, heat creeping up his face. 'At least they found it funny.'

	Lan smirked. 'They'll be telling that story for years.'

	 

	******************************************

	 

	After dinner, Lan's uncle suggested coffee.

	Nathan had expected a quiet café. Maybe a dimly lit spot with soft music.

	What he got was chaos.

	They ended up on the pavement, perched on tiny plastic stools barely six inches off the ground, inches from the endless blur of motorbikes and cars roaring past.

	Nathan hesitated. 'Are these meant for adults?'

	Marcus attempted to lower himself onto a stool, wobbling. 'No. No, they are not.'

	Leanne smirked. 'You're overthinking it. Just commit.'

	He committed. The stool groaned.

	'If I die here,' Marcus muttered, 'tell my family I went out fighting a small plastic chair.'

	Ollie flopped down and wiped his forehead. 'This country is trying to kill me.'

	Lan, balanced on her stool like she'd been doing it all her life, smirked. 'You'll get used to it.'

	A waiter approached, speaking rapid Vietnamese. Nathan blinked, lost.

	'Translation?'

	Lan didn't look up. 'I ordered you all cà phê sữa đá. Vietnamese iced coffee.'

	A few minutes later, small glasses arrived. Thick black coffee with a metal filter perched on top, dripping over a layer of condensed milk. The liquid was almost tar-black, glossy as it seeped through.

	Nathan leaned forward. 'Is this supposed to take forever?'

	Lan grinned. 'Patience. The best things take time.'

	Leanne peered into her glass. 'It looks like engine oil.'

	Marcus tapped the filter. 'Is it normal for coffee to be this slow?'

	Lan chuckled. 'It's strong. You don't just drink it. You experience it.'

	The last drop fell. They stirred the thick, dark coffee into the creamy condensed milk, ice clinking as they lifted their glasses.

	Nathan took a sip and nearly choked. 'Whoa. That's intense.'

	Marcus coughed. 'It's like drinking liquid anxiety.'

	Leanne exhaled. 'This is not a before-bed drink.'

	Despite the initial shock, it didn't take long before they were all sipping again. The bitterness was addictive when mixed with the sweet milk.

	Ollie barely touched his.

	Nathan noticed. 'Not a fan?'

	Ollie shrugged. 'Just tired.'

	Nathan shrugged. 'This should wake you up.'

	Ollie forced a laugh, but his eyes drifted back to Lan.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	They spent the next hour drinking their coffees and chatting. Marcus made exaggerated movements as he heaved himself up from the low chair.

	'My old legs aren't built for this.'

	Leanne smirked. 'Come on, old man. We should head to the hotel.'

	Nathan looked up. 'Where are you staying?' He glanced at Ollie. 'Not the Metropole as well?'

	Marcus smirked. 'Nah, too posh for me. We found a place not too far from yours. Bed and a toilet. It'll do.'

	Lan took out her phone. 'I'll order taxis.' She looked at Ollie. 'You want one?'

	Ollie nodded, forcing a smile.

	Soon the taxis arrived. They said their goodbyes and departed.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Nathan and Lan stepped out of the taxi and made their way back into the house. The air was still thick and humid despite the late hour. The city outside was alive as ever.

	By the time they reached the third floor, Nathan was dreading the bed.

	He sat on the edge and bounced. It didn't budge.

	He groaned. 'Still feels like a wooden plank.'

	Lan smirked, pulling her hair into a loose ponytail. 'You'll survive.'

	Nathan flopped onto his back and regretted it. 'My spine says otherwise.'

	He lay there, staring at the ceiling. Then, a soft pattering started overhead. Faint at first. A whisper against the tin roof. Then louder. Quick. Sharp. Rhythmic.

	Within seconds, the rain was hammering the metal, drowning out the karaoke.

	Nathan blinked. 'Well. That's loud.'

	Lan curled up beside him. 'It's relaxing.'

	He turned his head. 'Relaxing? It sounds like we're sleeping inside a giant steel drum.'

	She hummed, closing her eyes. 'You'll get used to it.'

	'You say that about everything.'

	They lay there for a moment, listening to the storm. The cool breeze slipped in through the slightly open window.

	Nathan rolled onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow. He traced a slow circle on Lan's arm, his voice lower. 'You know… with all this noise, no one would hear us if we…'

	Lan tensed. Her breath hitched. Something flashed in her eyes.

	The warmth between them shifted. Like a door closing.

	She forced a small smile. 'Nathan… no.'

	He hesitated. '…I didn't mean…'

	'I know.' She sighed, keeping her eyes on the ceiling. 'I just… I can't.'

	Nathan watched her. This wasn't her pushing him away.

	This was Henry's shadow. Still between them.

	He exhaled and laced his fingers with hers. 'Okay.'

	Lan squeezed his hand.

	The rain kept falling, drumming against the tin roof, drowning out the city below.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Marcus flopped onto the mattress in their small hotel room and let out a groan. 'A proper bed. A real mattress. No tin roof.'

	Leanne smirked as she closed the door. 'You sound like you've escaped prison.'

	Marcus rolled onto his side. 'Did you see Nathan's face when Ollie mentioned his five-star hotel? That was the look of a man who realised he'd made a very poor life choice.'

	Leanne snorted, kicking off her shoes and collapsing beside him. 'To be fair, Lan's house is lovely. It's cosy.'

	Marcus gave her a deadpan look. 'The house is lovely. The mattress is a wooden plank.'

	She rolled onto her stomach, resting her chin on her hands. 'You're spoiled.'

	'Damn right I am.' He bounced on the bed. 'Oh. Now this is a mattress. It's hugging me. I feel held.'

	Leanne rolled her eyes. 'Are you done?'

	He turned his head, raising an eyebrow. 'Almost. Just needs one more test.'

	She arched an eyebrow. 'Oh?'

	Marcus smirked, then tackled her, rolling her beneath him. 'Now this is how you test a good bed.'

	Leanne laughed, grabbing onto his arms. 'Marcus, if you break this thing, you're explaining it to reception.'

	He wiggled his eyebrows. 'Worth it.'

	She rolled her eyes. 'You're such an idiot.'

	He grinned, pressing a kiss to her forehead. 'And yet, here you are. Hopelessly in love with this idiot.'

	She arched an eyebrow. 'Debatable.'

	Marcus gasped in mock horror. 'Excuse me? I proposed to you. We're engaged. You said yes. I have witnesses.'

	Leanne smirked. 'Did I, though? Or did I just get caught up in the moment?'

	He narrowed his eyes. 'Take that back or you're sleeping on the floor.'

	Leanne giggled. 'Fine, fine. I love you. Happy?'

	Marcus kissed her forehead. 'Ecstatic.'

	They lay there for a moment. The rain drummed against the window.

	Leanne sighed, snuggling into him. 'It's nice, this rain. Peaceful.'

	Marcus smirked. 'I was thinking it's loud enough to cover some bed-testing noises.'

	Leanne rolled her eyes but laughed. 'Because what this hotel really needs is noise complaints.'

	Marcus grinned. 'Live a little, Firecracker.'

	Leanne tilted her head, considering. Then, she ran her fingers through his hair. 'Fine. But if we break this bed, you're explaining it.'

	His grin widened. 'Deal.'

	The rain kept falling. The city hummed outside. But inside their tiny hotel room, the only thing that mattered was them.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	Ollie collapsed onto the king-size bed. The air conditioning hummed. The room was silent. Spacious.

	It felt empty.

	The Metropole was pure luxury. Sleek marble floors. Polished wood panelling. The soft murmur of wealth.

	His suite was massive. A Persian rug. A window overlooking the city skyline. A minibar stocked with imported whiskey and chocolates.

	He should be enjoying this.

	He stared at the ceiling.

	His suitcase sat open on the luggage rack. Inside, tucked beneath his clothes, was a small black case. Wireless cameras. The kind meant for security.

	He'd bought them just before Christmas. Just in case.

	Henry's voice echoed in his head. Nhi is dangerous. The whole family is. And now Lan's uncle was passing notes. Whispering in corners.

	To protect Nathan, he told himself. Someone had to.

	His fingers found the case. He turned one of the devices over in his hand. Small. Smooth. Easy to hide.

	Tomorrow, he'd offer to book Nathan and Lan a hotel room. A kind gesture. Give them some space. Some privacy.

	He set the camera on the nightstand and stared at it.

	The rain drummed against the window.

	He didn't close his eyes for a long time.

	 


Want to keep reading Janus Origin: Red River Secrets?

	 

	They came to find the truth. Instead, they brought the danger with them.
 

	Nathan, Lan, and their closest allies travel to Vietnam on a desperate mission: find Lan's mother, Nhi, and uncover the secrets buried within the Janus Origin Project. The streets of Hanoi hold more than answers. Old loyalties fracture. New alliances form in the shadows. And not everyone in the group has come for the same reason.
 

	As the group pushes deeper into the truth behind Lan's origins, they discover that the conspiracy didn't end in England. It followed them. And Lan's past isn't just catching up with her. It's still lurking inside her head.
 

	With a baby on the way and enemies closing in, Nathan and Lan's relationship begins to crack. Lan questions whether her feelings for Nathan were ever truly hers. New temptations test both their resolve. Trust frays. Betrayal festers. And by the time the group reaches the ancient city of Hue, nothing will ever be the same again.
 

	Some secrets are buried for a reason. And some people will stop at nothing to keep them that way.
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She escaped the traffickers. Now the real chase begins.

	It was supposed to be an ordinary Thursday evening in Guildford. But when a terrified young woman throws herself into Stuart Henderson’s car begging for help, his comfortable life shatters in an instant.

	Her name is Vân. For twenty brutal months she has been traded like property across Europe - sold in warehouses, hidden in basements, and erased by a system designed to make people disappear. She has survived by becoming invisible. Now she is running, and the men who claim to own her want her back.

	Stuart, his husband Martin, and their eccentric neighbour John quickly become the only thing standing between Vân and the people hunting her. Outmatched, unarmed, and driving a battered Nissan Micra, they find an unexpected ally in seventy-three-year-old Barbara Patterson - sharp-tongued, stubborn, and haunted by ghosts of her own.

	As the night spirals into violence, the group is forced to confront what courage truly looks like. Sometimes it doesn’t roar. Sometimes it is six people in a broken car refusing to give up.

	Unflinching in its darkness yet disarmingly warm in its humour, The Other Lotus Girl is a story about chosen family, unexpected bravery, and the price of survival. Perfect for fans of Mick Herron’s dark humour and Denise Mina’s gritty, emotional realism.

	 

	Buy or read the first 3 chapters for free

	https://danielariddle.com/books/the-other-lotus-girl/
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	Read about how it all started – Janus Origin - Threads of Control

	She hears a voice that isn't hers. It whispers. It commands. And sometimes… it takes control.

	Nathan Longton's life is simple, run his café in Preston, serve the regulars, keep his head down. Then Lan Nguyen walks through his door: beautiful, terrified, and wearing a necklace identical to the one he's worn since childhood.

	Their connection is no accident.

	Lan is being hunted, not by a person, but by something inside her own mind. A presence that can take control when she's most vulnerable. As Nathan falls for her, he discovers she's trapped in Project Janus Origin, a conspiracy that blurs the line between consciousness and control.

	Aided by Ollie, his sarcastic tech-savvy best mate, and Marcus, a jaded ex-scientist who's seen too much, Nathan must uncover the truth before it's too late. But in a world where minds can be hijacked and identities rewritten, how do you fight an enemy you can't see?

	And what if everything you believe about yourself and the person you love is a lie?

	 

	Buy or read the first 6 chapters for free

	https://danielariddle.com/books/janus-origin/

	 

	 


Janus Origin will return…

	Book 3 is already in the planning stage.
To be kept up-to-date visit

	Danielariddle.com

	And join the Inner Circle

	 

	Thank you to every reader. It's yours continued support that keeps me writing.
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	Daniel A. Riddle is a British author of romantic thrillers with a twist. His book series Janus Origin blends psychological suspense, dark humour, and speculative science fiction, exploring the grey space between identity and control.

	 

	When not writing, Daniel enjoys spending time with his family, exploring the quiet corners of history, and imagining the unseen forces that shape our thoughts, choices, and lives.
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Have a question or want to share your thoughts? Daniel welcomes feedback and is always happy to hear from readers.
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