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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is the second part of a two-book series and it is crucial that they are read in sequence, in order to understand the events in this book.

      The first book introduced the main characters, Jed and his rival David Kimber. Jed abducted David’s granddaughter, Sarah, and the pair fell for one another during her captivity.

      Sarah and Jed’s sister, Megan, ended up being taken by David Kimber, and this is where this story picks up- from Megans point of view.

      

      I hope you enjoy reading this is much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      Esme X

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat tricked down my bare back as I circled the swinging bag of dead weight, cutting and jabbing again and again until the muscles in my arms felt like they were on fire.

      “Megan Campbell.” 

      Davie said the words as if he was letting me in on a secret. 

      I stopped what I was doing and turned to face him. Amusement danced in his eyes. He had an idea, and when his ideas happened, he usually left it to me to turn them into reality.

      “The sister?”

      “Aye, the sister.”

      “They’ll have her guarded tighter than the crown fucking jewels.” 

      I turned away from him and returned to what I was doing. 

      The more I thought about this latest idea, the more I didn’t like it. Situations played out in my mind at a lightning speed, each one messier than the last one.

      “You’ll make it happen, James, you always do.” 

      My jaw clenched as I caught sight of him walking away in my peripheral. 

      The name was all he gave me. This was his usual style; just a name. No detail, no instructions, and no help. 

      I took my gloves off and dropped them to the floor. 

      Megan Campbell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      The last thing I remember is that I was driving down a dark, windy road when a car traveling towards me swerved into my car. The world turned upside down, and everything spun out of control. Then it all turned black, and nothing mattered anymore. 

      I woke up in a chair, each one of my limbs strapped down to its own arms and legs. My neck fucking ached as I lifted my head from where it dangled above my shoulder. I quickly realized the rest of me hurt too. 

      The room was dark, lit only by a single green fire exit sign above the door in front of me. I wasn’t in a house; houses didn’t have those. 

      It didn’t take long for me to work out where I was. This was Hell. Or at least, it soon would be. I was a dead woman walking, ever since my brother had changed the rules. Now I had stopped being able to walk. Now he’d use those same rules that my family had twisted on me. 

      My heart began to thud in my chest as the reality of the situation sunk in. I tried to twist my arms to loosen the ties, but they were completely secured and my movements only burned my wrists as the rough twine scoured them. 

      My throat was dry, but I’d be damned if I would wait silently for my fate. I would face whatever was going to happen head on. I tipped my head back, opened my mouth and let out a sound that started as a scream and ended in a roar. When the doors didn’t immediately fly open, I did it again. Louder and longer this time, until I was panting for breath by the time I had finished.

      I heard footsteps approaching on the other side of the door, but when it opened, I couldn’t see who was standing in it. The light from behind flooded in and he was just a dark silhouette before me. My eyes blinked, trying to adjust to this change. 

      “Kimber will be with you soon. If I was you, and I was smart, I would shut my fucking noise before he gets here.”

      A male voice; rough like gravel and icy cool. The figure disappeared, leaving the heavy door to slam shut behind him. 

      I waited. What else could I do? My suspicions were confirmed. David Kimber had taken me in an act of retaliation, revenge, reprisal. 

      He was going to beat me, of that I was confident. There was a high probability he’d use my body, and perhaps he’d do one worse and finish me off properly. He likely didn’t hate me, but that didn’t matter. He hated my brother Jed for playing him, for taking his only living relative and playing with her too. If Kimber were a fraction of the man I assumed he was, he’d devise a way to enact this in the most brutal manner possible. 

      I tapped my feet against the ground for something to do. When that got boring, I began to wrap my nails along the arm of the chair, slow at first and then faster, and faster. He needed to hurry the fuck up. I was ready for him. 
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        * * *

      

      About twenty minutes had passed when the door swung open again. The man who entered flicked the fluorescent lights on and regarded me with a smirk on his face. His shoes clicked on the concrete floor as he took a few steps towards me, closer and closer until he filled my field of vision. 

      I had never seen this man before, but I knew it was David Kimber. I’d heard enough stories about him. The ‘Silver Fox’ girls had called him. He was well dressed, with a dark gray suit that was tailored perfectly and a crisp white shirt that set off his colorless hair and his piercing blue eyes. He wasn’t a huge man, though not small either. He stood before me casually with his hands in his pockets — as if we were old friends. As if he wasn’t about to order my execution. 

      A fucking friendly killer. How do you play a friendly killer?

      “Megan. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 

      I smiled sweetly. “I could say the same about you, David.” 

      “My reputation proceeds me,” he smiled, and gestured a faux-bow. “Now tell me, how did a young, pretty little doll such as you, find yourself in the basement of an old evil drug-lord such as I?”

      He was playing my little game. I was smart enough to know that if I amused him, he might keep me around for a while longer. 

      “I must have gotten lost.” My eyelashes fluttered coquettishly. “Or perhaps trouble just follows me around?” 

      He paced across the room before returning to stand before my chair. “Perhaps. Then again, perhaps you go looking for it?”

      “Well, I don’t believe trouble always has to be a bad thing.” 

      “Is that right? You like trouble?”

      “I like trouble when it likes me.” 

      He stared at me as he bent down to remove the ties that held my feet against the chair. I didn’t move them when they were loose, and he moved up to untie my wrists. 

      When I was free, I stood up to face him. His hands came to my shoulders, and he switched us around.  He removed his suit jacket slowly and sat down on the chair. 

      “Prove it,” he smirked.

      “Prove what?”

      “Prove just how much you like trouble, and then we’ll see how much it likes you.” He pushed the chair back, and it scraped across the floor. His eyes stared me down. Cold eyes, at odds with the expression on his face. 

      For a moment, panic rose in my chest, restricting my throat until I had to remind myself to breathe. I swallowed, trying not to show any fear.  Could he hear my heart beating, racing like a string of cantering horses? Fucking hell. 

      My fingers gripped the bottom of my top and I pulled it up and over my head, revealing a black lacy bra that his eyes instantly focused on. I kicked off my boots and my bottoms were next, my tits bouncing as I shimmied out of my tight jeans. 

      I decided to be someone else. If I was going to survive this, I needed to shut down. Don’t think. Don’t feel. Just fucking do it, do what he says and do it better than he expects. Davie’s eyes lit up and focused on the little jewel that dangled from the waistband of my panties. I always wore expensive underwear, and I always matched. The approval in his eyes spurred me on.

      “Here.” His head pointed down to his lap. 

      I walked over to him, confident as fuck, and slid my legs under each arm of the chair so I straddled him, both of my feet just reaching the ground. I didn’t think for one second about what I was actually doing. I was a different person now, and she could do whatever the fuck she wanted. 

      We stared into each other’s eyes in silence and I felt him harden beneath me. I started to move, so fucking slowly I wondered if he could even feel it. He held his breath, and I had my answer. 

      I leaned into him and undid the top three buttons of his shirt. My mouth hovered over his neck, his collar parted in my hands. My lips brushed his skin. It was delicate, almost feathery, and I felt his throat vibrate as he groaned. 

      His hands ran up my thighs and came around to my ass, reaching up under my panties at either side to grip it firmly and move me across his cock. I sighed and let my head roll back, giving him an absolutely perfect view of my full tits while my hand gripped on to my bra. 

      “Does trouble like this?” I asked, biting my lip as I ground down on his lap, hard. It was laughable, really. But what choice did I have? 

      He let out a moan of approval in response. It seemed to be working. 

      Behind me, I heard the door open, and my head automatically turned to see what was happening. 

      A man stood in the doorway. Tall. Dark. Wickedly fucking handsome. Our eyes met, and I swear I felt a bolt of lightning instantly rip through my entire body. This man was terrifying, dangerous, wrong. One look at him and I knew he could break my fucking heart with a snap of his fingers if he wanted to. My heart, my neck, my entire world. I didn’t care. I wanted to lose myself in those unsettling deep, dark eyes. 

      At the sound of Davie’s voice, I was snapped back to reality. What the fuck was I thinking? Suddenly I felt sick. I couldn’t do this. I wanted to get off him, and to get dressed. If that meant I’d take whatever fate he had in mind for me, then so be it. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      I cleared my throat as I took in the sight before me. If I’d known the girl would rip her clothes off within five minutes, I’d have fucking knocked first. 

      “James! Come in. This little beauty is putting on a show for us.” 

      I did as he asked, closing the door behind me. The girl stopped what she was doing and stared at me, her mouth open slightly and her cheeks flushed. I lowered my eyes. I had absolutely no interest in this shit. 

      “What’s the matter, honey? Are you shy?” Davie taunted. 

      She moved to get off him but he caught her wrists. Her breathing increased as she struggled. I went from not looking to not being able to tear my eyes away. 

      “Fuck you, you old cunt!” 

      She was brave. Brave and stupid. Davie’s face turned from mild amusement to thunder in an instant. 

      “James, get this wee slut off me, now.”

      I stalked over to them and grabbed the girl around her waist, lifting her easily from the chair. She thrashed and kicked her legs back against my thighs. I gritted my teeth, waiting for her to realize it was hopeless. I could go all fucking night. 

      “We’re going to send your brothers a message.” Davie stood up from the chair and approached us, staying just far enough away to avoid her kicks. 

      The girl froze in my arms and Davie laughed as he watched her change. 

      “James, see that it’s done. I’m bored with her already.” He picked his jacket up and dusted it off, before throwing it over his shoulder and walking straight out the door. 

      Fuck's sake.

      The wee thing was trembling. I put her down on the ground and she backed away from me instantly. She was beautiful, even with the bruises that began to appear as red welts all over her skin. When I’d swerved into her car it had flipped over on its head before landing the right way up. I probably shouldn’t have been so forceful, in hindsight. 

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Nothing as bad as your brother did to Sarah.”

      Her eyes flashed, panic spreading across her petite features. “He did nothing bad to Sarah. It was makeup.”

      I chuckled. “Is that right, is it? Tell me, why would your brother go to all that trouble?”

      She looked at the floor. She was hiding something. 

      “I.. I don’t know.”

      Lies.

      “Sit in the chair.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What needs to be done. Now sit, or I’ll tie you up again.”

      She shook her head and backed away from me. I stalked her across the room until she came up against the racking behind her. Her eyes sparkled like emeralds as they flitted around the room and then back to me; my hands, my chest, my face, my cock. My own gaze did the same, her hands leaning behind her, resting on the racking. Her toned leg kicked up off the floor slightly, the light above us reflecting from her glistening skin. Her tits, full and heaving against her tight bra as if they were begging to escape. Her panicked eyes, her parted lips, her honey colored hair; now wild as it fell in waves around her shoulders.

      This one was trouble. Capital fucking T. I shouldn’t have been thinking like that, not about a job. I’d never had a job like this one though. I’d never kept a prisoner alive this long. Blood rushed to my cock at the thought of taming her. I’d yank that defiant little chin of hers and show her exactly what her defiance would bring. That sounded more interesting than putting a bullet in her pretty little head. 

      She wasn’t mine to play with though. She was Davie’s. And I didn’t enjoy playing with victims, anyway. I liked clean. 

      I pushed all thoughts of yanking and taming to the back of my mind. 

      “He wants your hair.”

      Her face changed as my words dawned on her. 

      “I’m completely fucking shaved, honey.”

      I chuckled; couldn’t help it.  

      “You will sit back on that chair or I will shave every inch of your scalp until I can see my face in its reflection.” 

      Her head tilted forwards as she swallowed hard. I could see she was trying to think quickly. Should she fight, or should she obey?

      “If I sit down.. are you going to cut it all off?”

      “Davie would have you bald as a coot. I just need enough for it to look realistic. So be a good girl for me?”

      She nodded slowly and began to smile. Her smiles turned to little giggles and before long her head tilted back as she full on chuckled. “Davies’s good. Really fucking good. My brothers will flip.”

      I shrugged, grinning back at her. “Probably.”

      She slid by me and skipped to the chair like she was about to get her highlights done. Jesus. She was a strange one. 

      “Can you just take the under layer?” 

      “I’ll do what I can. I’m no fucking hairdresser.”

      I pulled the scissors out of my jacket pocket and crossed the room to stand behind her. 

      “What are you?” 

      “Just a man who works for Davie.”

      “You do his dirty work?”

      “Sometimes.” I replied, as I parted her hair and took a chunk from behind her ear. 

      “Does he pay you well?”

      “Sometimes.” I snipped another piece and watched as it fell to the floor.

      “Do you enjoy it?”

      “Sometimes.” 

      “Are you loyal to Davie?”

      I paused. “Of course.”

      A few moments passed in silence and I snipped away, little chunks here and there. It looked like a lot more hair on the floor than it did on her head. 

      “You are a shit hairdresser.” She giggled. “You’ve not even asked me if I’m going abroad this year... That’s like the rules of hairdressing.” 

      I chuckled. “You’re not going anywhere this year.” 

      She pretended to huff.

      “Unless you count old Davie’s bed as ‘abroad’.” 

      She stiffened in the chair. “He’d have to kill me first.”

      I finished and walked around to look at her from the front. It wasn’t horrendously bad. She still had hair, although I admit, much less of it.

      “You looked like you were really putting up a fight when I walked in, right enough.” 

      “What do you know about fighting?” she challenged. 

      “Apparently not as much as you.”

      “I don’t fight with my fists.” 

      “You fight with your pussy, do you?” I chuckled.

      “Fuck you. Cheeky bastard.” 

      I snorted in reply and grabbed the box Davie had left on the shelf for me. The same one they had sent to him. She was right; he was good. I bent down behind her and picked up her hair from the concrete floor, placing it in the box. She turned around on the chair to watch me, her eyes burning holes into me. 

      “He really will flip, you know.”

      “We’re counting on it, darlin’.”

      Then I left, not saying another word to her and being sure to flick the lights off before I locked the door. 

      If what she claimed was true- that Jed Campbell hadn’t hurt Sarah- then Davie needed to know about it. She’d given Davie the upper hand, and she hadn’t even realized it. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      Darkness, again. I stared at that fire exit sign like it was a full moon on a dark night. Tapping my feet. Rattling my nails. Running my fingers through my limp, ratty hair. I fucking hated that man- Kimber. I hated my brother too, for dragging me into this whole sorry mess. I hated every man who ever used women to play their little games, to fight their wars for them. I’d fight my own fucking wars. I was smarter than all of them. 

      I knew about men. Men like Kimber, men like my brothers, men like the man who’d just cut my hair. Men who loved power and fed off any weakness. You just had to work out how to play them. But which one to play? 

      Davie would be difficult, but James had potential. The latter looked like a man your mother would instantly warn you about, but he didn’t come across as the overly evil type. Not to the extent Davie did, anyway. Davie had years of experience on me. Davie was the top of the food-chain. I wasn’t naïve enough to think anything I could do would change what Davie wanted to do with me. But James, he was obviously the second in command. Could he be useful to me if I played my cards right and got on his good side? I had to try. 

      What did he want? I racked my brains as I tapped my nails, my thoughts traveling a hundred miles a minute. He was in this business and there had to be a reason for that. I’d bet that what drove him was exactly the same fucking thing that drove the lot of them: power. 

      That was how this had all started — my idiot brother deciding he was entitled to more power than he had. He’d broken the rules by taking Sarah, rewritten them. Now it was anyone's guess how far Davie would go to recover his reputation. 

      I had been stupid though, which isn’t usually like me. Jed’s my weakness, and I saw the pain and hurt written across his face. Pain I had caused. I’d taught Sarah how to play the game, and she’d played it well. I hadn’t expected Jed to fall for her though, or for it to rip my brothers apart. The whole thing was a mess of epic proportions, and now I was in the middle of the mess. 

      I stared at that fire exit sign, getting lost in my own thoughts until the door opened, and Kimber stood in the entrance. I could tell it was Kimber now I knew his build. James was much bigger. 

      He didn’t put the light on, and we were both plunged back into darkness when he closed the door. 

      “On your knees.”

      “Fuck yourself.” 

      They liked it when we resisted. Made them feel strong. I prayed I was correct in my assumptions and hadn’t just signed my death warrant. 

      I heard his footsteps approach and the fire exit sign disappeared from my view when he was in front of me. Before I could realize what was happening, he lunged forward and grabbed me, forcing me down on to the floor with him. 

      The impact knocked the breath out of me, the cold concrete floor slamming against my shoulder blades. He gave me no chance to recover; he was already on top of me, pawing at me like he was a vicious animal. I screamed and kicked for dear life but he used his weight to his advantage, parting my legs with his own. His hands roamed over my body, his lips came down to my neck and terror ran through my veins. I wasn’t in my safe place. I wasn’t someone else. I was me, and I was utterly fucking revolted. 

      I screamed again, frantically, and his hand came down to my mouth to cover it while his other hand fumbled with his belt.  My arms thrashed against him and I caught his face. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear his rage build with every deep breath he took. He smelled like cigarettes and whiskey. My heart was pounding out of my chest. His hand came down across my cheek and I screamed from the shock. I bucked my hips in an attempt to push him off me, but it was useless. The metal buckle of his belt dug into my thigh and I focused on that. The pain. Focus on the pain, and not what he’s doing. 

      Suddenly, the door swung open, and for the second time tonight James walked in on Kimber with his hands all over me. I watched him stiffen as he took in the sight of us.

      “Come and hold her hands for me, boy.” Davie demanded. 

      James watched us for a moment. “There is someone in the bar who you will want to see.”

      “They can wait. Help me.”

      James shifted but didn’t move. 

      “Her brother is here.” 

      Davie stared at James and then looked down to me. Jed was here. Thoughts of escape lit up inside me and I felt a rush of adrenaline and hope run right through my body. How did he know I was here? Did he even know I was here? 

      Davie started to get up, and I lay still, my breath panting, pretending I was too terrified to move while I tried to think straight. When he straightened and turned his back on me to walk through the door, I jumped up and stormed past him. I made a run for the door; and thought no further ahead than getting through it.

      James was fast, faster than me. He stuck his arms out to grab me and caught me in his grasp, his thick arms circling around my body easily. I elbowed him in the chest, but my legs were already dangling inches above the ground. 

      It didn’t stop me thrashing though, how could I give up when my saviour was on the other side of the door? Even when it slammed shut behind Davie and the pair of us were plunged into darkness, I didn’t stop. 

      “Fucking settle down.” He said in my ear, his voice strained because of the constant thumps my back was making on his chest. 

      “Fucking make me.” I demanded, forcing my head back, so it cracked him on his jaw. I didn’t even feel the pain I was so hyped. He dropped me and I stumbled forward on the ground. I flipped myself over quickly. I couldn’t see him move, but I could hear his breath panting above me. 

      “I’ve been nothing but nice to you.” 

      “When exactly have you been nice to me?”

      “I just saved your arse a minute ago. I could have waited until he finished.”

      “He’ll be back.” I said nonchalantly.

      “Then I’ll stop him again.”

      “Hmm. And why would you do that?”

      James didn’t answer. 

      “Do you have a little soft spot for me already? Hmm?”

      “Not a fucking chance, little girl.”

      “Your cock when you held me a minute ago said differently... You should find someone to relieve that for you.” I got up and moved forward until I stood inches away from him. 

      I could feel his warm breath on the top of my head. He said nothing, just stood in front of me taking deep, slow breaths. I tried to settle my own in time with his. 

      When I looked up I could just about make out the shadows of his features in the dim light. I parted my lips, he’d barely notice but if he felt even a fraction of the tension I was feeling then it would be enough. 

      “Maybe I’ll do that right now,” he whispered.

      “Maybe you should.”

      His hands grabbed the back of my neck and crushed me towards him forcefully. His lips came down on my own. I didn’t resist, not at all. Every ounce of anger and rage I had felt tonight came to the surface in the form of that kiss. I kissed him like I was starving, frantic, out of my mind. He matched it completely. 

      His arm circled around my neck and the other gripped around my waist, forcing me closer to him. His tongue invaded my mouth, dominating it completely as his soft lips rocked against my own. 

      My hands came up to feel his arms; hot to the touch and clenched tightly. I was so utterly lost in the smell of him, his cologne faint but dark and woody and dangerous. The sound of him as he groaned when his hand slid down to clench my ass-cheek was like music to me. I wanted him to lift me up, to take my legs and wrap them around his body. I wanted him to fuck me until I forgot about the whole fucking thing.

      But it wasn’t meant to be. Just as quickly as he’d taken me, he cast me off to the side and turned around to walk out the door. I stood there, fixed to the spot and panting like a spent animal, wondering what the fuck had just happened.  

      “Are you feeling relieved?” I breathed. 

      I thought he would ignore me as he opened the door and walked through it. It was just starting to close when he shouted, “You’re playing with fire, baby girl.” 

      Maybe I was. Maybe I’d burn like fucking Pompeii and get buried in the ashes. Maybe this was a mistake. What choice did I have? 

      I’d fight fire with fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      “What did Jed want?” 

      I sat down in the chair opposite Davie in his office, his expression gave nothing away. 

      “No fucking idea. I think the little shit just wanted to wind me up.” 

      “You let him go?”

      “I did.” 

      “Not like you.”

      “I want to see him alive long enough to know we have his sister. I’m picturing his reaction now,” his tone was jovial.

      “What do you want me to do with her?” 

      Davie shrugged. “Not thought about that yet. She needs to be kept alive though, to trade her for Sarah.” 

      “Megan let something slip earlier. I’m not sure he’ll trade.” 

      “Aye? What is it?”

      “She said he didn’t really fuck her up. That video, it was makeup apparently.” 

      I watched as Davie connected the dots. 

      “This is good. We’ll do the trade, but keep the both of them.” 

      “And then what?”

      “Then I’ll make the pair of them sorry they were born.” 

      “The pair of them? There’s three of them.” 

      “Sarah and Megan. People should know what happens to those who are disloyal.” 

      “And the brothers?”

      “You can kill the brothers once they grow tired of looking for them.” 

      I nodded and left his office.

      His plan made sense, not that I ever really questioned his plans, anyway. Davie would never let Megan go in exchange for Sarah now he knew Jed had feelings for her. We had thought Sarah was disposable to him; the things he had done had all but proved it. But Megan said he hadn’t done it.

      I wondered how Sarah felt about him, though? I didn’t know her at all, but it was a cruel fate Davie intended if she wasn’t actually guilty of reciprocating those feelings. 

      I gave the box of hair to Davie’s driver and instructed them to wait until the early hours of the morning to deliver it. I didn’t want them to beat Jed home. 

      I’d take Megan to a house in the arse end of nowhere, some place her brothers would never think to look. One of Davie’s many brothels that were dotted around the country. The thought of her being put to work there with the lowlife scum who frequented made me feel… something. Couldn’t put my finger on what exactly. 

      The thought entered my head that I could easily just take her for myself. Would that be so wrong? From the way she’d behaved earlier, I doubted she’d be complaining. I don’t know what had gotten into me, but there was something about the little blonde. One night, and those deep green eyes and brave face had captured my attention. She was small, vulnerable, but also fearless and completely her own person. I liked that about her. I wanted to feel her mouth choking on my cock, but I also wanted to know what went on in that pretty little head of hers. 

      She might prove herself even more useful to me in future too, if she played her cards right.

      Fuck it. She was mine. 
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        * * *

      

      I went back to the basement and had almost forgotten I’d left her in the dark. I switched the lights on and found her on the floor in the corner of the room, watching the door expectantly. 

      “Did you miss me?” Her lips turned up at the corner into a smile. 

      “A little. Come, we’re leaving.” 

      She stood up. “My clothes..”

      “Here.” I took off my leather jacket and held it out for her. It would cover her, mostly. I had to improvise. I wasn’t going to let her have her own clothes back only to take them away from her in an hour.

      She took my jacket and wrapped it around her. It just covered her arse and no more. Anyone sitting down might just be able to see more than was decent. I didn’t like that, but I wondered how she would deal with things not going her way. Things were probably not going to go her way for quite some time. 

      I took her by the arm and guided her along the corridor. A barmaid passed by with a bottle of spirits and quickly cast her eyes down when she noticed us. When you worked in a place like this, you didn’t want to be a witness. I glanced down to Megan and chuckled, her face set in a determined stare, but she was blushing. 

      We made our way up the stairs to the ground level and I took the steps a few behind her. Her ass wiggled as she climbed, sexy as fuck. I imagined it bright red, with a little diamond peeking out from between her round cheeks.  

      What the fuck was she doing to me?

      When we got to the actual bar, she paused. It was busy, and she was losing her nerve. She looked up to me and my stern look told her to move and move now. Her head started to shake, her lips unmoving but her eyes silently begging. We didn’t have time for this. I put my hand around the back of her neck and guided her across the room. 

      Her head dropped as everyone else’s turned to look at her. I hated them, the men who watched her like they wanted to fuck her, the women who eyed her up and down like they wanted to be her. I hated them all, but with my hand around her pretty little neck there was no doubt in any of their minds that she was mine. 

      We continued out of the club and up the street until we reached my car. It was cold; the ground was freezing, and I cursed not having a pair of heels for her. I’d get her some heels soon. Heels would make her feel even more vulnerable. 

      She jumped into the passenger seat and wrapped the jacket tighter around her before buckling herself in. I started the car and had to fight hard to keep my eyes on the road in front of me, and not on her creamy thighs that kept catching my gaze. 

      “Where are we going?”

      “Home.”

      “Your house?”

      “No.”

      “My house?!”

      “The place that will be your house.” 

      She pouted and stared out of the window. 

      “Will you be there with me?”

      She sounded nervous. As if she hadn’t wanted to ask that question, but she couldn’t quite help it. 

      “Would you like me to?”

      “You said you’d stop Davie from...”

      “Aye, I did say that.”

      “So… what if he comes and you’re not there?”

      “He’s a busy man. He won’t concern himself with you.”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      I paused for a minute while I thought about how much to tell her. 

      “We will trade you for Sarah. Then you’re both going to work for Davie.” 

      “What do you mean? I’d never work for him.” 

      “I’m sorry, darling. You don’t get a choice.” 

      “Work? What do you mean ‘work’?”

      “I mean the work girls do when they have no choices left.” 

      “So you’re saving me from being raped by Kimber, only to give me to any random punter who comes knocking? You’re fucked up.” 

      I laughed. It wouldn’t come to that. 

      “You’ll do very well indeed if you adjust your attitude.” 

      She looked out the window again, her face set in a determined stare. This wouldn’t be her fate, she’d do anything and everything possible to change it. And I could offer her those possibilities. She just had to want them. 

      “You said trade. What did you mean by that?” In the corner of my eye I saw she had turned to face me as she asked the question. Was she trying to read my expression? I kept my eyes on the road. At least if she was looking at me, she wasn’t paying attention to where we were going. 

      “You fucked up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Davie was going to trade you. Now he will keep the both of you.”

      “Jed won’t let that happen.”

      I chuckled. “Jed won’t have a choice.”
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      I watched out the window, trying to piece together where we had been and where we were going. We left the city and were soon speeding along the motorway. The headlights of the car reflected on the road signs, turning them luminous as we sped by them. 

      We crossed over the road bridge that spanned the stretch of sea which linked the south of the country to the middle. I feared I would lose my bearings — the place was full of roundabouts and little towns. I had expected a large house, out in the middle of nowhere, secluded and private like Jed’s. That couldn’t have been further from where we ended up. 

      James parked the car in a street that looked like it could only be improved by taking a bulldozer along it. There weren’t two ramshackle houses the same color. Where there should have been grass or flowers, there were old dirty mattresses and burned out rubbish bins. 

      “This is it?”

      “Home sweet home.” He chuckled. 

      He unclipped his seatbelt and came around the car to help me out. He opened the door and I stared at the pavement, not moving. The ground shimmered in the orange streetlight. It was below freezing but I couldn’t tell if the sparkle was frost or broken glass. 

      James must have sensed my alarm because he reached in and picked me up, one arm hooking around my legs and the other supporting my back. He kicked the car door shut behind him and then headed towards the house. I tried to memorize every detail. The white door, the roughcast exterior — painted a sickly shade of vanilla, the decrepit car that sat on the patchy grass in front of the window. 

      James chapped the letterbox while I clung to his neck for balance. A few moments passed, and I heard the door unlock from the inside. It swung open to reveal a woman. I’d estimate from the faint lines around her eyes she was in her late thirties. She had red hair and a scattering of freckles across her cheeks. Something darkened her eyes, like she hadn’t washed her mascara off yet and she wrapped her housecoat tighter around her small frame as the chilled night air sucked the warmth from the house.

      Her eyes glanced towards me, my bare legs still kicked up over James’ arm, and then back to James.

      “We’re full.” 

      “You need to make space, Jenny. Davie’s orders.”

      The woman tutted under her breath, but opened the door anyway and stood aside to let us pass. James carried me through the dark living room and put me down in the kitchen, turning back to flick the light on. 

      The woman followed us through and stood there at the door of the kitchen, watching James with beady eyes.

      “You can fuck off now,” he didn’t look at Jenny but we all knew he meant it for her. She stiffened at the insult and her mouth hung open slightly.

      When she made no move to retreat, he stormed to the door, grasped the handle, and went to close it in her face. “James,” she breathed. He slammed it shut anyway, and she had to jump back to stop it catching on her bare toes. 

      “I’ll have my coat back now.”

      I gripped it tighter around my body, and he winked at me. He walked by me to fill up the kettle.

      “Just kidding. I’m thinking it looks better on you anyway,” he chuckled. “Coffee?”

      “Uh… yes, please.”

      “Milk? Sugar?”

      “Just Milk.”

      “Sit down.”

      He nodded towards the small table that wedged between the fridge and the clothes-horse. I could barely see the color of the wood from the clutter that scattered over the surface. I sat down and watched him as he washed two cups and hunted in the drawers for a spoon. 

      When he had finished, he put the cups down on the table and took the chair next to me. 

      “You’ve turned quiet.”

      “I’m tired.” I wasn’t lying. I didn’t know the time, but it was definitely the early hours of the morning. The adrenaline that had rushed through my body earlier had seeped away now. I just wanted to go home. It felt like ages since I’d been in my room, in my house. I wanted to be there now; warm and comforting, clean, familiar. Mark had forced me to flee when they’d feared for my safety, and I’d been living with Jed since. It was okay, but it wasn’t home. I looked down at my hands and fiddled with the ring on my middle finger, twisting the little diamond around and around. 

      “You won’t get a bed tonight I’m afraid. Jenny needs to kick someone out to make room for you.”

      “How many girls work here?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure. You won’t be seeing them, so it doesn’t really matter.”

      I took a sip of coffee. The milk tasted like it had seen better days, but I wasn’t complaining. My throat was dry, and I needed the boost it offered. 

      “It doesn’t look like a place men would visit for a night of passion…” I looked around the kitchen. The cabinet doors were blue and years of nicotine stained the once white walls, the dirty tiles covered in a thick layer of grease. It was probably older than me. 

      “The sort of men who visit this place don’t care about that shit.”

      I swallowed another sip of coffee. Surely, this couldn’t be happening. I didn’t want to think about the sort of men who came here. I knew I would take whatever they threw at me, I’d switch off and I would survive. But I didn’t want it to come to that. 

      I needed a plan. I needed to work on the man sitting in front of me. Get him on my side- just like I had told Sarah. But I didn’t know how to do it. This was different; Sarah knew what would work. I didn’t. I needed time to work that part out.

      “Don’t you think those sorts of men would be wasted on me?” 

      He stared at me and I met his gaze. My lips parted, my eyebrow raised slightly. He would know exactly what I was saying. If he rejected me, it would fucking hurt. He was my only option, my only choice. 

      “You’re suggesting I take you for myself?”

      “Would that be so terrible?” 

      “I don’t sleep with whores, love.” 

      “I’m not a whore.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Why not? You got a girlfriend?” 

      “No.”

      “You got a boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      “You like your hand?”

      He laughed. “No.” 

      As the silence grew, I leaned back and let his jacket fall open. He cleared his throat, his face growing more serious now. “It’s an option. You’d have to make it worth my while though.. to go against Davie’s orders.”

      “Try me.”

      “Maybe I will.” 

      “I’ll break your heart.”
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      She probably fucking would. Sitting there like an angel surrounded by chaos. She didn’t belong here. She was different. I looked down at her hands- nails cut perfectly; pink and white and sophisticated, diamonds on her fingers, a bangle brushing the bone of her wrist. 

      She was calm, even when I had made it clear what would happen. This was a girl who didn’t lose her reserve easily. She would do whatever she had to do to survive. That would work to my benefit. 

      “We’ll sleep on the sofa until morning,” I decided aloud. I wasn’t even tired; I had survived being awake for much longer than this before. 

      She nodded and stood up to put her cup on the counter beside the sink, pausing before deciding to take my cup too.  

      I flicked off the lights in the kitchen and led her through to the living room. I decided it was probably better I didn’t turn the lights on in here, who fucking knew what state this room was in. I slipped the jacket off her shoulders and lay it flat over the sofa before guiding her towards it. 

      She lay down and curled her legs up to her chest in a little ball. I slid in beside her. She was cold to the touch. 

      “Come here,” I demanded, perhaps a little too sharply. 

      I slipped my arm under her neck and hugged her close, entwining my legs with hers to cover her bare flesh. She snuggled deeper, her breath warm on my chest even through my t-shirt. 

      I lay awake for ages listening to her breath grow steadier as she drifted off to sleep. My fingers traced circles on her back, soft and smooth like silk. She was so fucking perfect. The second she was in that bedroom I would claim her and make her mine. 
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        * * *

      

      Megan lay sleeping long after I had gotten up and went to fetch Jenny. It was 6.30am, too early for it to be dawn at this time of year but I didn’t give a fuck. I was growing impatient. 

      Jenny slept downstairs in what would have been the dining room, if this had been a normal house. I stood outside the door and knocked repeatedly.

      “What time is it?” 

      “Time to get up.” 

      “Doesn’t look like it.” She glanced towards the glass panel of the front door that was faintly glowing orange from the still-lit street lights outside. 

      “You need to clear two rooms. Now. I’ve asked around; Carol will take one and Diane will take another. Get them in a taxi before sunrise.” 

      “I run a clean house James, I don’t want no part in whatever the fuck you and Davie are up too.”

      “Then you can leave too.”

      She shook her head and huffed before retreating into her dark room and closing the door in my face. She wouldn’t argue with me; no one dared to do that. This was Davie’s house, and he let Jenny run it because she’d been useful to him back in the day. As had Carol, and Diane, and all the other 'Madams' in all his other houses. Davie had a penchant for whores. 

      With that out of the way, I woke Megan up and took her hand to lead her up to her new bedroom. I switched the lights on and swore under my breath at the state of the place. This would not do at all. At the least, the sheets needed changing. I put Megan in a chair in the corner of the room and told her to sit, while I went to find some clean bedding. 

      When I returned, she wasn’t where I had told her to be. 

      “I told you to sit.”

      She looked up, cocking her eyebrow in amusement. “I guess I didn’t like the way you asked me.”

      “I don’t ‘ask’ — I fucking tell. You obey.”

      “And when I don’t obey?”

      “You always obey.”

      “Or what?”

      I sighed in exasperation, then walked towards her until we were chest to chest. Her breath quickened. I sensed her heart race. My eyes locked into her own, but they weren’t really seeing me. They were a bright green, like emeralds, but hollow too. She had a hundred-mile stare, and I didn’t fucking like that. 

      I took her shoulders and shook her. “Are you stupid?” 

      “No.”

      “I’ll fucking hurt you, Megan, and I’ll enjoy every agonizing second of it. If you’re the smart little girl you claim to be, you will obey. And you’ll do it with a look in your eye that says you love every fucking moment.”

      She swallowed and her eyes changed, like she was seeing me for the first time.

      “What makes you think I’m scared of you hurting me?”

      “You don’t even know half of the ways I can hurt you. And you sure as hell don’t want to find out. Not this early in our relationship.”

      “We have a relationship now?”

      “We have whatever I say we have.”

      She laughed and pulled away from me, but I grabbed her back. 

      “Get that bed changed, now.”

      She seethed at me and made her way over to the bed, starting with the pillows. 

      I sat down in the chair and watched her as she worked, her arse in my face as she reached over the bed to pull the sheets off. I’d paint it bright fucking red until tears streamed down her pretty face, and she was sorry she’d ever taken that tone of voice with me. 

      She would learn.

      When she finished, and the fresh sheets were on, I told her to get in and not dare fucking move this time. I picked up the old bedding she’d flung carelessly around the room and locked the door behind me. She’d have roughly three minutes to adjust her attitude. 
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      So he was that type of man, just as I had suspected. All it had taken was a simple disregard for his order and he’d shown me his true colors. This was a good thing though, I knew how to play the bratty submissive well enough. 

      He wanted to hurt me? Pain did not phase me. He wanted a princess? I’d suck his cock while he placed that crown on my head. He wanted to feel powerful? I’d beg for every touch.. every word.. every beating. 

      Whatever he desired, I’d give him it better than he’d ever had it before. I would survive, and I’d walk away from this stronger than I’d come into it. 

      The door creaked open, and he flicked the lights off before he closed it behind him. He made his way to the window, the first hint of morning light creeping in, and rolled down the blinds. I could barely see him; he was just a shadow as he moved to the side of the bed before me. I heard his shoes roll on the floor, and his t-shirt crease as he moved it up his body and over his head. 

      “You going to fight me?” He grunted, unbuckling his belt. I was almost certain that was a threat. 

      “I offered you my body, didn’t I?” 

      He removed the belt from his jeans and dropped it, the metal buckle clattering as it hit the solid wood floor. I heard his jeans come down and his steps on the floor as he shuffled out of them. 

      The covers flicked back, and he got in beside me, the bed creaking and the mattress shifting when his weight pressed down on it. 

      “Why did you offer?” 

      I paused while I thought about how to answer. “I’d rather have one man than ten.” 

      “You might regret that.” He rolled over towards me and lay across my body, taking my wrists in his hands and pinning them down around my head. 

      “I’m not scared of you.” 

      “You’re not smart then. You’ll learn.” 

      “You’re going to teach me... hm?” 

      I shifted my leg to the side and his stomach pressed down on my now parted thighs. His head came down above my own and his breath was warm in my ear. 

      “No. Not yet. First, I’m going to fuck you so hard that you forget everything that ever came before me.”

      I wanted to say something snippy. A smart comment that was a mix of backchat and flirtation. He didn’t let me though. His hands reached down and pulled my panties off, and the next thing I knew his body was between my thighs, splitting my legs apart. 

      I moaned as he let his full weight pull down on top of me and I struggled to breathe. His cock edged at my entrance, sending me all sorts of crazy in anticipation. I tried to pull my hips up to meet him, but his thick body locked them in place. I couldn’t move a fucking inch. 

      His thrust himself inside me and every muscle in my body clenched at his invasion. I wasn’t expecting that; he was too big. Far too fucking big. My sharp intake of breath acted as a signal for him and his teeth clamped down into my neck. I could take this. I would take this. He didn’t let go though, forcing himself further inside of me, biting me harder until tears pricked in my eyes and my hands flew to his shoulders. 

      “Okay. Okay, you win. Stop.” I cried. I couldn’t take this. But he was just getting started. His cock slid out of me and he did it again, more forcefully this time, hitting me in places I’d never felt before. He bit down even harder and I screamed. “Stop!” 

      “Stop? I’m just getting started, baby.” His lips crashed down hard on my own. I opened for him, taking his tongue in my mouth, thankful that it was there and not locked onto my neck. “I’m going to fuck that tiny little cunt of yours until you can’t take any more.” 

      I chocked on a scream that quickly changed to a moan as he pulled my ass up off the bed and buried himself in deeper. Every thrust brought fresh tears to my eyes but I couldn’t deny how fucking good it felt. He wanted everything, every single piece of me. 

      “I’m going to make you come, again and again until you forget your own fucking name.” He was pounding me now, my arms came down, and I tried to shift my body up the bed, so he couldn’t go so deep. I couldn’t come from a cock inside me. 

      “I’m going to fill every single one of your holes until you feel empty without me inside you.” His breath, hot in my ear, was sending shivers down my spine. I moaned in delight, in panic, in sheer ecstasy as he pushed all the way in and held still, so fucking still. 

      His hand gripped around my neck and he squeezed. “Come for me, baby. Come on my cock for me.” I tried to breathe, but he was making it damn near impossible. My legs gripped around him, he didn’t move, he just lay there solid as a rock while I wantonly slid my body under his, trying desperately to climb higher. To do what he wanted. 

      The thought of how helpless I was, pinned under him and impaled on his shaft was helping me get there. I focused on that, on how it was the only thing that mattered and eventually when I thought I would pass out from lack of oxygen, my body tensed and every muscle clenched tighter as I shuddered around him. 

      “Good girl. Good little girl.” He whispered, as his grip loosened slightly on my neck and I gasped for air. “So fucking perfect when you’re coming for me.” His tongue flicked around my ear and across my cheek and I felt a little current of excitement pool between my legs again. What had he done to me?

      He pulled out of me and with a few strokes of his hand, spilled his load all over my stomach. I didn’t have my pill with me — obviously — so I should have been pleased. But in that moment I had wanted him to come inside me, to feel the essence of him at my core. 

      “You like your hand better?” I hadn’t meant it to sound so accusatory.

      He chuckled and grabbed my panties, brushing them across my tummy before he collapsed back on top of me. 

      “I’ve got forever to put a baby in your belly. You want one right this second?”

      “Wait... Forever?”

      “That’s what I said. You don’t believe me?”

      “You’ll get bored.”

      “Was that boring?” His voice was stern.

      “No.”

      “You made a deal with the devil, little girl. You offered yourself willingly. You should have thought about that before you leaped so blindly into my arms.”

      “What choice did I have?”

      “You had Davie. You think he would have been worse?” 

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will, in time.” 
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        * * *

      

      I woke up alone and sore. Every muscle in my body ached as I stretched my arms above my head. 

      I bent down over the bed, trying to locate my panties he’d so savagely ripped off me. The place was a fucking mess. I pulled the covers off me so I could get up and look properly, but I stopped to look at my body in all its shocking glory. Big purple bruises had appeared on my arms, my legs, my torso. That had been the car crash... But there was something else. Dried blood stained the insides of my thighs. James had fucked me so hard I had bled for him. So he was into pain then. This should be interesting. 

      I’d done all the ‘normal’ stuff before — biting, choking, the occasional slap on the arse. I’d never had a man fuck me so hard I bled though. Would it always be like this? I was sore, really fucking sore. But it was soothing, strangely. A memory of the most intense orgasm I’d ever had, imprinted in the form of pain between my legs. 

      I stood up on shaky legs and found my underwear over by the chair. I quickly remembered that he’d used them to clean up and decided against putting them back on. 

      Checking the door, I realized he locked it from the outside. Why had I expected any different? 

      I hunted in the wardrobe to see if the previous inhabitant had left anything behind in her rush to vacate. There was a shirt, a man’s shirt that smelled slightly stale but looked clean enough. I put my arms in and did the buttons up, letting it fall around me like a dress.  There was a pair of pajama shorts that would double just fine as underwear, and I stuck them on praying that they were clean. How the fuck was I supposed to play the dirty little slut for him when I looked like a piece of swamp shit? I was already feeling conscious of my hair. I hadn’t seen it yet, but it felt considerably thinner. 

      I hunted the bedroom for a bag and started to fill it up with rubbish. I couldn’t deal with living in shit. Paper plates and cups littered every surface, condom wrappers, and baby wipes. I physically wretched when I bent down to look under the bed. 

      Just then I heard the door unlock and James walked in, a mug in one hand and a paper plate resting on his forearm. 

      “I have breakfast for you, but you’re not getting a single crumb until you get that off you.” 

      I stood up to face him. “I need clothes.”

      “I’ll get you clothes when I decide you deserve them.”

      His face said he was deadly serious, and my body hurt too much to fight him. I undid each of the buttons and slid the shirt off me, letting it fall to the floor. 

      “In the bin.” He motioned with his head. 

      I bent down and did as he asked, standing to face him in only my bra and shorts. 

      “The rest of it needs to go too.” 

      I didn’t want to be naked in front of this man. I hadn’t cared in the slightest with Davie. I was putting on an act, pretending I was some smoking hot lap dancer. With James, every second in his presence was making it harder to pretend. I was conscious of everything. 

      “Please, don’t.”

      “Did that sound like a question to you? Did you think you had a choice there?” He moved over to the chest of drawers and put the mug and the plate down on the space I had just cleared. He was watching me carefully with his dark eyes. He wasn’t right. He was beautiful but menacing at the same time. What had he said, I had made a deal with the devil? He hadn’t seemed like the devil earlier on that night. In fact, he had seemed like the good one.

      He moved towards me and I took a step back, my arms going around my back to where my bra clasped together. I unhooked one half and his lips curled up in a smile. “There’s my good girl.” 

      Fuck it. I unclipped the thing fully and let it slide down my arms and drop to the floor. 

      “Bin that, too.” 

      My mouth opened to argue; it was a nice fucking bra. I saw the look in his eyes and I saved my breath. He was looking at me like I was prey. I bent down to put it in the bin and by the time I stood up again; he was in front of me. His fingers circled my hips, and I shivered involuntarily at his touch. It was sending signals straight to my core, and sore or not I could do nothing to fight the irrational feeling of wanting to feel him inside me again. 

      He pushed the shorts down my legs and I stepped out. He was at eye level with my most private parts and there was no mistaking the dark red tinge to the inside of my thighs. 

      “You’re sore?”

      “A little.” I shrugged. 

      He swallowed. “You need a bath. Eat your toast. I’ll run you one. Then I’ll make it better.” 

      He stood up and walked out of the door, leaving me standing naked and utterly fucking confused. 
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      Her tits swayed in the hot soapy water as I rubbed a cloth over her bruised and battered skin. She was shy, her face blushing as my eyes moved over her perfect little body. She would get used to it, eventually. Clothes were not something that would feature heavily in her life, at least for the foreseeable future. 

      When she was clean, I pulled the plug and took her hand to help her stand. With the added height of the bathtub, she was almost at eye-level with me. She had that look again, like she wasn’t really there. 

      I held out the towel in my arms, and she stepped into it. I picked her up easily and carried her back to the bedroom. She’d tried her best to make it more habitable, but it was beyond saving as far as I was concerned. I wondered how soon I could realistically move her to my house. I would have to be sure she wouldn’t bolt the second I left her alone. Who knew how long that would take?

      I lay her down in the middle of the bed and smiled in amusement as she adjusted the towel to cover herself. “Feeling better?”

      “A little.” 

      “You’ll learn to love it, Megan.” 

      “What?”

      “That feeling. The next day when you can barely walk, and your neck, your tits, your ass, your pussy burns and you know I was the one who did that. You’ll learn I’m the only one who can give you that.”

      “I’m not a pain-slut.” She argued.

      “You know that?” 

      “Yes.” Her voice didn’t sound all that convincing. She paused too long. 

      I lay down beside her on the bed. She turned over to face me, watching me with curiosity written across her face. My fingers traced circles on her neck; still wet and slightly soapy. 

      “I could take the pain away so fucking easily. You just need to ask me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why? Because you’re too proud? Because you’re too strong? Tell me, who is here to judge you?”

      She didn’t answer; she just closed her eyes tightly and parted her lips. That was all the asking she had to do. My mouth locked on to hers and I got lost in her world. I ripped the towel open and lay across her naked body, my hands running over her, only stopping to pull gently on her nipples. She moaned under her breath, and I caught it in my mouth, growling back at her. Fuck her pride, fuck her strength, fuck everything. She was mine, and I wanted her entire world to revolve around us — the only two people who mattered now.

      I moved down her body and gripped her thighs with my hands, spreading them as wide as they’d go. She tried to sit up in protest, but I gave her a look that told her to lie the fuck down. I buried a single kiss on her clit and her head buried in between the pillows. I took a slow taste of her sweet pussy and watched her squirm, her little fingers twisting up to grasp onto the pillows next to her head. She was sweet, so fucking sweet, one taste and I knew it was over for me. I was addicted to her and her perfect fucking pussy. 

      I was gone, licking and sucking and swirling my tongue around her until my name was the only thing I could make out on her lips. When my tongue entered her, she shuddered hard and lifted her hips to get it in further. I could do this for hours, watch as her body reacted to every move I made as if she was entirely under my control— like a mindless animal completely fucking consumed in what I was doing to her. She was desperate now. My thumb rubbed at her clit while my tongue fucked her hole and she came apart for me, her legs slamming shut around my head and her whole fucking body lifting off the bed. I pulled away and watched her as she panted, her eyes closed and her bare chest heaving below me. 

      I lay down beside her and wrapped her in my arms but she wouldn’t settle; she was still in a frenzy. Her leg wrapped around my hip and she brushed down the length of my cock, which was solid under my jeans. 

      “You need more, baby?” 

      She nodded, her eyes closed and her lips parted in anticipation. I turned her over, so she lay face down on the pillows and unzipped my jeans before I followed her, parting her legs with my own. 

      She was still soaking wet, making the head of my cock slick as I rubbed it up and down her lips. I pushed inside her, more manageable this time, and she gasped as she adjusted to the width. Her legs tried to clamp shut around me, to put some space between us, but I wanted every inch of me inside her. I wanted to fucking own her. 

      “Hey... Baby. Don’t fight it.” I whispered in her ear and pushed her hair away from her face. She relaxed a little, and I fucked her. Slowly, gently. Carefully. Planting little kisses on her cheek while she sighed with each move I made. 

      It wasn’t long at all until she changed before my eyes. Her legs parted, and she was scrambling on the bed to meet each thrust with her own. Her abandon was making my cock even harder, if that was possible, and I felt the urge to hurt her. She needed this — she was practically fucking begging for it. My hand twisted in her hair and I pulled her head back, making her back arch in unnatural ways. “Please... Oh god please..” She cried. 

      “Beg for it.” My breath was in her ear. I pushed her face back into the pillows and my mouth clamped down on her shoulder. My hand reached under her, rubbing her swollen little clit until she shuddered and screamed into the bed. The other hand clasped around her full tits, squeezing and kneading them against her body.

      My mouth didn’t give her a moment, biting and nipping at her soft skin while she struggled and screamed and begged me to fuck her harder. Then she held her breath and her pussy clenched around my cock, practically milking it with the force of her orgasm. It tipped me right over the fucking edge. My balls emptied just outside of her, and I collapsed down as she gasped for air and held onto my hand as if she was holding onto life itself. 
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t want to do this, but it had to be done. She would fucking hate me, I was sure, but she’d learn that things didn’t always go her own way. Life was unfair, and it shit on all of us. 

      I had always been like this, since as long as I could remember. Never quite knowing the boundary between right and fucked up. That’s a lie. I knew, deep down. I just never really cared. 

      I didn’t feel things like ordinary people did. I didn’t care. I found it hard to care about anything other than myself. Remorse?  Pity? Regrets? Not a fraction of that inside me. They didn’t compute. Those were things for people who considered their own morality. I’d long ago decided I was better off without doing that. Davie had taken a typical angry as fuck teenager and turned him into a ruthless killer. He ordered me to drive complete strangers into the middle of the woods and put a bullet through their heads; I wouldn’t even ask for a name or what they had done. I had questioned none of it… 

      Until now.  

      Until her.

      The mind is such a remarkable thing. It’s the most powerful weapon each of us has. Davie taught me that when I was fourteen. Go to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, and taste it. It’s just water. The same shit water it was all the days before. Now go to the kitchen and pour another glass of water. Only this time, imagine with certainty that the glass of water is fucking liquid gold, the elixir of life, and that it tastes better than anything you’ve ever tasted before or will ever taste again. I gulped that water down, convincing myself that I was a man dying of thirst in the desert, and something inside me clicked. He taught me how to use a gun so I never missed, how to snap a neck with ruthless precision, how to drive a car like it was an extension of my body. But he taught me the most important lesson that day… He taught me how to switch reality on and off whenever I needed to, how to change the perception of reality using only my mind. 

      It was the key to surviving the fucked up things I did daily. It was the only thing that allowed me to sleep at night.

      I suspected someone or something taught Megan that lesson, too. What had happened to her? Maybe she had worked it out herself, I didn’t know, but I recognized that trait in her the moment we locked eyes. I had realized her straddling Davie — as if she loved every second — was her way of survival. That was the moment it all changed, and I began to question if I could still follow Davie’s orders as blindly as I always had.

      I came into the room and she was in bed, her limbs twisted around the covers. She looked up at me when the door clicked shut, but the pretty expression on her face changed instantly when she clocked the needle in my hand. 

      “What are you doing?” She pulled herself up and backed further towards the headboard. “James?”

      I didn’t have time to fight her. The clock was ticking and there was still so much to do. I stood over the bed and she covered every inch of her skin with the bedsheets. I pulled them back, one-handed, and she screamed as the needle came down to her neck. She should have held still, but it wasn’t long before the fight seeped away from her body and her breath turned peaceful. 

      I went to get the dress I had prepared for her. Nothing fancy, just a white dress that flared out at her hips like a ballet costume. Except it was no longer white, and I had damaged it beyond repair. It was perfect for what Davie intended though. 

      I slipped her body inside the dress and turned her over to pull up the zip. The white contrasted beautifully with the harsh purple welts that decorated her skin. She looked like a fallen angel, beaten and destroyed, and that was precisely Davie’s intention. They needed to fear for her life, for her body and for her mind. 

      When she was ready, I picked her up easily in my arms and headed to the car. The sun was already setting, nobody on this street would ask questions anyway, but I was thankful for the dusk. 

      I piled her onto the back seats and wrapped a blanket around her. The leather would be cold against her bare flesh. She was in no position to give a fuck, but it made me feel better. 

      Davie joined us at the club, and the car shifted as the bastard got in the back with Megan. He arranged her, so her head lay right on top of his cock and I gripped on to that steering wheel until my knuckles were white. 

      “Have you put her to work yet?”

      “No. I thought I’d break her in a few times myself first.” I chuckled. 

      “That’s my boy.” 

      I watched in the rear-view mirror as Davie turned to look out the window and stroked her hair. 

      “She has a spark about her; I liked that. I must drop by sometime and pay her a visit.”

      Not a fucking chance. I laughed, because he couldn’t know what I intended to do with her. He’d take her from me just because he could. He was like a father to me, but that wouldn’t matter a fuck. 

      “Where are we meeting Kyle and Paul?”

      “Constitution Street.” 

      I nodded, taking a left at the next set of lights. “They have guns?”

      “Aye.”

      “They know the plan?” 

      “No. No one knows the plan except you and me. Rats everywhere these days.” He snorted. 

      “Not for much longer.” 

      If Davie pulled this off, everything would change. Davie would have the upper hand, and every single member of the Campbell family, including his new Mrs. and his sister Megan, would be ruined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      I woke up back in the same bed with a dizzy head and not a single clue what time it was. I had clothes on, that was different. I got up in the dark and fumbled around for the light switch. I had a dress on now, and it was practically falling off me it was so tattered. It looked like someone had washed it in a bog; not an inch of it the same color. 

      What the fuck had happened to me? I remembered James.. I remembered the needle.. then it all went black and faded away to nothing. Son of a bitch. 

      I paced the room like a caged tiger waiting for him to return. I had offered myself to him. Why did he feel the need to drug me so he could do God only knows what with me? By the time the door clicked, and he arrived, I was positively seething. 

      “What the fuck was that?” I lunged myself at him before he had the chance to close the door behind him. I was lucky in that I’d caught him completely off guard, but he pulled me down with him and we both tumbled out of the room onto the landing. 

      I was like a demon possessed; I don’t know why, but I felt fucking betrayed. We had an agreement. We had a deal. 

      He lay under me and looked at the ceiling while I pounded my fists on his chest, my legs sprawled over him, my mouth wailing curses and spitting venom at his fucking handsome face. 

      When I finally stopped for breath he looked at me with longing in his eyes, but there was malice in his voice when he said: “Are you done?” 

      I nodded. “Why? Why would you do that?” 

      “Because.” 

      “You’re fucking impossible.” 

      “You need to trust me.” 

      “Why the fuck would I do that?” I stared at him. He was mad. Fucking insane. 

      He sat up to meet my face and pressed a kiss on my forehead. “Because I’m the only one you’ve got now, Princess.” 

      I wanted to ask him what did he mean? I felt like I was missing something, and not just the last however many hours he’d stolen from me with that needle. 

      “Don’t do that again.” I warned him. 

      “I won’t.” He promised. I didn’t believe him. 

      He sat up and carried me with him to the bedroom. He was looking at me like he was starving, and I was a three-course meal. I suspected what was coming next before he even removed his top, but I wanted it. I needed it. I was angry, so fucking angry and he was the only one here. Maybe he was right; perhaps he was the only one I had. Either way, I wanted to hurt him... and even more... I wanted him to hurt me. 

      He put me down in front of him and before I had the chance to do anything, his hands were tearing the remnants of my tatty dress from my body. 

      I stared him in the eye while I stood naked before him. 

      “Your body’s telling me you think I’m an arsehole.. but your eyes are screaming fuck me.” He chuckled.

      “And are you going to oblige?” 

      “I’ll oblige, but not yet. First, I will teach you a lesson in how to behave. My little girl will learn to be flawless. Then you can have whatever the fuck you want.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      “If it involves my cock, yes,” he answered smoothly.

      “You’re so full of shit.” 

      “Bend over.”

      I wanted to listen to him, but I was scared of what he would do. I thought I was brave. I had promised myself that whatever he handed out, I would take. But with him I always felt like a deer stuck in the headlights, vulnerable and utterly fucking helpless. 

      I turned around and placed my hands flat on the bed. He left me there for what seemed like an eternity. I wanted to look behind me, to see what he was doing but that would have made it seem all too real. Instead, I focused on the bedsheets and tried not to think about his eyes on me. 

      There was a little speck of black fluff just to the left of my vision and I stared at it.

      “Put your head up. Arch your back.” He forced my body into an unnatural position as he said it. “There you go... I wish you could see how fucking perfect you look.” 

      No more speck. I stared at the headboard instead, trying to find something out of the ordinary to look at.

      His hands rubbed the globes of my ass and I couldn’t stop myself from squirming. Then in an instant, his hand came down on my ass-cheek like a fucking storm and I cried out from the shock of it. I had barely recovered by the time he did it again, and this time the force of it sent my body reeling forward on to the bed. 

      He gave me a minute while I got myself back into position, and then he slapped me a third time, hard. I gasped as the shock waves tore through my body and spread my legs wider for him like an open invitation. It hurt like hell, but in a twisted way I wanted to see how much more I could take. His hand came down violently on my pussy, frantically searching after the impact and my knees grew weak at his touch. 

      “You need more?”

      “Yes. Fuck, yes.” 

      He repeated his movements, slapping my ass and then rubbing me until I was a trembling mess begging for him to fuck me.  He didn’t allow me a second of recovery before the next strike, each one hurting more than the last. His fingers pulsed inside me, and all I could think was that I had to come. It was as if my body was no longer my own. My knees climbed on the bed and I stuck my ass in the air higher for him. 

      When I finally heard the zip on his jeans, I was a fucking desperate soaking wet mess. He slapped his cock across my ass cheeks and I buried my face in the bedsheets, twisting them in my fingers. When he pushed it all the way inside me relief washed over my entire body and I just lay there, taking every inch of him and feeling like a wanton little slut. His hands gripped around my waist and he fucked me like he owned me, like every ounce of him needed to break me. I had never in my life been taken by a man like that. It sent me all sorts of crazy. 

      I had the urge to look at him; I wanted to see his face while he did it. I tried to turn myself over, but his hands clamped down on my hips with a steel grip that almost sent me over the edge. 

      “Where. The fuck. D’you think. You’re going.” 

      I moaned as each thrust went deeper than the last one, until I was sure he was going to split me in two. 

      “I want you to hurt me.” I begged. “Please.”

      He grabbed my shoulders and flipped me over on the bed. My legs parted for him instantly while he stood up tall before me, holding his cock in his hand like a fucking weapon. 

      “I want you to cry for me.” He stood back to watch as I squirmed on the bed, my eyes desperately telling him what I needed. He was like a god standing there, tall, broad, powerful. Not a god, that wasn’t right. More like a fucking demon. He leaned over and pushed himself inside me again, our eyes locking as he did it, and started a steady rhythm that had me so fucking close to the edge. My breath caught in my throat as his hand reared back and struck me across the cheek. He rubbed his hand over my face, pushing me down further on to the bed and forcing my hips up to meet his strokes. 

      His mouth roamed my body, biting and nipping and swirling his tongue over my neck. His grip on my face tightened, and my heart started to race. I cried out from the pain.. the ecstasy.. the overwhelming force of him brutally fucking me. 

      “There’s my perfect girl.” My muscles clenched around him and I lost it, completely fucking lost it as I came, filled with his cock and sucking on his fingers. I couldn’t even breathe. 

      “Good girl. Come for me, baby.” 

      Two more hard thrusts and he was straddling me on the bed; his cock gripped in his hand and inches from my face. His other hand locked around my jaw, and he held my head there and made me watch while he came in hot spurts all over me. He fucking roared as he did it, his whole body shaking as he crushed me. 

      As soon as he’d finished, he jumped off the bed and without a second glance, walked straight out the door. The daze I’d been in lifted instantly and I was crashing back down to earth. Was he leaving me? 

      I suddenly felt acutely aware and self-conscious of what had just happened. I sat up on the bed and wanted to get under the covers. I wanted to hide away from the shame of what I’d just done. The way I had just acted. For him to do that and then walk away so casually. My thoughts were reeling and tears pricked at my eyes. 

      A few moments later, I heard the door click open and my heart jumped when his handsome face appeared as he flicked the light switch on. He had a towel in his hand and walked over to the bed with it outstretched. I sniffed and swallowed in relief, feeling stupid. I took the towel from him and cleaned off the sticky mess that was all over me.

      “What’s wrong, baby girl?” 

      “Nothing.”

      “Megan?” 

      He sat on the bed beside me, his face growing concerned. 

      “I mean it, nothing. I’m just being silly.” 

      He watched me for a moment before shaking his head and pulling me over to him. 

      “Come here, stupid woman.” His voice was stern but his eyes were kind, and I curled myself up on his lap while he leaned against the headboard. “Did you like that?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’ve never been fucked like that in my life.” I laughed. 

      “And you won’t be again if you ever leave me.” He chuckled. 

      A thousand questions were running through my mind. What did he mean? Could I leave him? Did I want to?

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      He didn’t answer straight away. 

      “I intend to fuck you like I just did, every single day.” 

      “So I just sit here by myself waiting for you?”

      “Until I can trust you, yes.” 

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “What would you have me do? The second I leave that door unlocked; you would bolt.” 

      “How do you know that?”

      “You’re a brilliant actress Megan, honestly. But I’m smarter than I look.” 

      It would take more than a few fucks for this man to even think about trusting me, that much was obvious. I would wait. I would be good, and I would be patient. I had forever, apparently. 

      I shifted off him and he tucked his arm around my head, stroking my back gently while I drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      I slipped out of bed in the early hours of the next morning. As much as I would have loved to stay buried inside Megan’s gorgeous little cunt for the rest of my life, I had work to do. 

      I shoved my clothes back on and locked the door behind me. I checked in on Sarah; still sound asleep. A doctor on Davies payroll had patched her up and given medicine and fluids. She’d be out of it for the foreseeable. Giving Jenny’s door a thud on the way, I went to the kitchen and stuck the kettle on to boil. She emerged a few moments later with a face like she’d been chewing on a fucking wasp. 

      “What’s your problem?” 

      “I need to go out, and I need you to look after Megan.” I stuck a heaped spoon of coffee into the cup. “Give her breakfast, make sure she gets a shower and to the toilet. That sort of thing. Oh, and get some fucking fresh milk in too.” 

      Jenny snorted in reply. “What do you think this is, a daycare service?” 

      I turned around to look at her, my thoughts written across my face but luckily for her, the kettle clicked, and I needed a coffee. 

      “I’m going to let that one slide since it’s early, and you’re clearly still tired and a bit confused.”

      “Does Davie know she’s not working?” She cut me off. “Why wouldn’t she be working, James? Could it be that you want her all for yourself? What would Davie say about that, I wonder?” The threat in her voice was obvious. Little bitch thought she could get the upper hand. 

      “Move.” I put the kettle down and grabbed her by the hair, dragging her through the living room and into the sorry little hole she called her bedroom. Her hands flew to her head when I pushed her down onto the floor. “Get your shit together and get the fuck out of this house.”

      “What?! James, no. I’m sorry.” 

      She was trembling, her breath coming in quick heavy gasps. 

      “Too late. Pack a bag.” 

      “I’m sorry! You’re right. I’m tired.. confused. I’m just stressing. I have two empty rooms, and Davie will still expect his money at the end of the month. Please.”

      “What part of that is my problem?” 

      She looked down at her hands, defeated. “None of it. I’m sorry.” 

      Jenny would do what I told her to do. She might think because I used her services once — years ago when I was too drunk to know better — that she had something over me, but she would quickly learn she didn’t. Jenny had been a mistake, one I had never repeated since. She would do as I said or she would face the consequences. I’d decide later, depending on what mood I was in, if packing a bag or looking after Megan was what I had wanted her to do.

      I left her there on the floor of her bedroom and went back to the kitchen to finish making my coffee. 

      No quicker had I entered the room, and I was turning around, car keys in hand. Fuck the coffee. I needed to get out of this house.
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        * * *

      

      My car lit up the dark street, and I shivered as I got in, the leather steering wheel ice fucking cold. It was a good thing though; maybe it would allow me to think straight for a half minute. 

      I couldn’t get Megan out of my head. I knew it wasn’t real. I was a convenient way of survival for her. I couldn’t help wishing that there was actually something between us, though. The way she looked at me, with those eyes I could get lost in. The way she took my hand across her red hot arse, spreading her legs wider and begging for more. But it wasn’t just the sex. She was clever, quick-witted, and she had this drive in her to survive that made me want to protect her.

      This was a fucking mess though. We had both of the girls, just like we had intended from the second Megan let it slip that Jed and Sarah were together. What hadn’t been part of the original plan was for Sarah to get shot in the process. Davie had stuck a bullet in Jed too, for good measure, so at least the heat would be off us for the next couple of days. 

      Now Davie’s plan was to turn the pair into prostitutes, and I didn’t fucking like it. Not because I had feelings for Megan, or because I pitied Sarah. It was messy, and it went against everything we had ever stood for. We’ve never kept people alive until now. This was a whole new level of headache. 

      Where would it end? I couldn’t help but think Davie hadn’t planned for that. There would be an ending; we couldn’t keep the girls locked in Jenny’s brothel forever. Jed and his brothers would rip the country to pieces trying to find them, and they would come for Davie too. He was either getting old and senile — in which case Jed taking over wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen — or he had something else up his sleeve. 

      I entered the road bridge that separated Fife from Edinburgh and drove to my house. I needed a cold shower and a change of clothes. There was a shipment of cocaine due in today and after the events at the dock yesterday, I’d had to make a last-minute change of plans. 

      I arrived home to find the house stifling hot and the lamp in the hall on. The wooden floors reflected in the warm light and the smell of the sweet almond polish used to clean them filled my nostrils. Eva, I chuckled. She was always bloody cold, and she always left the light on for me getting home. Locating the thermostat on the wall, I turned it down to 20’C. She’d bitch in the morning no doubt, swear at me in Polish words I didn’t understand, but I was hardly home, and when I was, I didn’t enjoy being baked alive. 

      Eva had been with me since my early twenties. She was a small woman, who’s habit for chugging cigarettes had aged her well beyond her fifty-odd years. She was stern and straight talking which I had always admired about her. Someone who didn’t give a fuck about who I was or the things I had done and truly cared about me regardless of it all. I cared for her too. She asked questions, but she never pried too much, and she kept the house for me while I ran around all over the country doing Davie’s bidding. 

      Trying my best not to wake her, I crept up the stairs and stripped off for a shower, while wondering what Eva would make of Megan. She would approve, I was sure. 

      When I finished, I grabbed something to eat in the kitchen and scribbled a note to Eva telling her I’d be back in a few days. Then I got back in the car and went about Davie’s business, just as I always did... not knowing then it would probably be for the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      I woke up naked, alone, and bursting for the toilet. Wrapping myself in the bedsheet, I started to bang on the door hoping James would hear me, wherever he was. 

      When the door finally unlocked, it wasn’t James who opened it. Jenny stood in the hall, her eyes red and puffy as if she had been crying. She looked me up and down as if I was a bug that she wanted to squish. 

      “Fuck do you want?” She spat the words at me with venom, and I was instantly taken aback.

      “The toilet.” 

      She nodded across the landing to the bathroom and I walked by her, the duvet cover trailing along behind me. 

      “Wash yourself while you’re in there too. I can smell the spunk off you from here, and it’s making me VOM.” 

      Fucking bitch. Rage boiled inside me, but I kept my calm. The only reply I gave her was a snort as I closed the bathroom door. She was nothing to me, a grotty shriveled up hooker who was well past her sell-by date. The tables would turn for me, eventually, but Jenny would always be that. 

      I tended to my needs and turned the shower on, feeling revolted at the pink mold that was flourishing where white grout should have been. The bruises were worse today than they had ever been, huge unsightly things that ranged from deep purple to a dirty shade of green. The hot water helped soothe them as it rushed over my skin. The shower was barely powerful enough to fill a bloody teacup, but I was in no position to complain. 

      I got out and smudged the mirror with a towel to take the steam away. My hair, now wet, looked even worse than it did when I came in. I wrapped it in a towel and dried the rest of my body with a fresh one, before stashing it under the duvet cover. It would make a reasonable enough dress, and I imagined James wouldn’t care since it wasn’t technically clothing. 

      Even if he cared, I wasn’t scared of him. What could he do that he hadn’t already done to me? I was alone, in a strange place, and with a man who hurt me for his own sexual gratification. Anyone else would have been a wreck. Anyone else would have crumbled and lived inside the ruins of themselves. I wasn’t anyone else though. I had lived with the threat of violence and death hanging over me since I was old enough to realize that we weren’t a normal family. I had seen Jed plot and scheme my whole life. I had seen Mark smash skulls. I had heard the screams of women Mark brought home before I was even old enough to truly understand what it meant. When I heard those same screams coming from Jed’s room, when he was beating Sarah to a pulp, I understood then that every one of these men was capable of it. The drugs, the violence, the crime, the sex. They were all interlinked, and it took a specific type of man to succeed at it. They would never be normal men, which meant I could never afford the luxury of being a normal woman.

      I opened the door, and the cold air on the landing hit me. The front door had been open; I was sure of it. The air was too fresh. 

      I glanced around. 

      Something wasn’t right. 

      Jenny stood on the landing, eyeing me cautiously. I went to the bedroom, and just as I walked through the door, it slammed shut behind me, and I heard the click of the lock. I was face to face with the man behind all of this.

      “Hello, Megan.” 

      “Where’s James?”

      “Working. Are you not pleased to see me?”

      I turned around to put some distance between us, my mind desperately trying to think of something to do. 

      “It’s always eventful.” 

      Davie chuckled. “Jenny tells me you’ve been causing her some trouble, and that your attitude could do with an adjustment.”

      “Jenny talks shite.” 

      “Well, one of you is lying.” 

      He turned around and thumped on the door twice. A second later, the door opened, and Jenny stood there glaring at me. 

      “Jenny, Megan here tells me she’s been nothing short of an angel for you. Do you dispute that?”

      “Yes, I fucking dispute that. She needs to be brought down a peg.” 

      Davie turned to me to see what I’d say to it. There was no arguing with them. They’d do what they wanted no matter what I said. 

      “Fuck you,” I shrugged. 

      “See what I mean, Davie? The slut needs a fucking kick-in.” 

      Davie laughed as he looked between the both of us. “Then do it.” 

      Jenny looked to him as if she hadn’t been expecting to be the one who would have to do it. Then her eyes focused on me, and she charged towards me with her hands outstretched and venom in her eyes. 

      It wasn’t long before the duvet that covered me dropped to the floor as I tackled her. She wasn’t a fighter. She was careless, but vicious and hungry. I knew how to fight; you didn’t grow up with three brothers and sleep through that lesson. But quickly Davie moved behind me and caught my arms as I thudded her across the head. 

      She steadied herself, and I was caught entirely in Davies’s grip. There was nothing I could do except close my eyes and wait for the pain as her hand reared back and came crashing down on the side of my face. I could hear Davie chuckling behind me, and I could hear Jenny’s heavy breath as she did it again. The thuds exploded on my face, my stomach, my neck. I almost doubled over when she caught me on my rib, already sore from the crash. Why was I fighting this? Why was I trying to keep my head? I didn’t need to. Those were my last thoughts before I gave in to the darkness that was surrounding me and passed out of consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      When I finally got back to Megan, it was much later than I had intended. As always happens when plans change, the delivery hadn’t gone as smoothly as I had hoped and there was a mess that needed cleaning up. 

      I unlocked the bedroom door and something drew my eyes to the floor the second I switched the lights on. Fucking hell. I should never have left her alone. 

      I rushed over to her and picked her up, putting her down gently on the bed. She stirred and her hands went to her eyes, a tiny whimper escaping from her lips. 

      “Who did this to you? Megan?” I shook her gently but she wouldn’t respond. I wasn’t even sure she could hear me. I put her in bed and tucked the covers around her, before going to find Jenny. 

      She’d locked her bedroom, but that didn’t stop me and I quickly kicked the door open, turning the lights on and barging straight in. 

      “What the fuck happened?”

      She scrambled up in bed as I roared at her. 

      “Davie. It was Davie.” 

      “Davie did that to her?”

      “Davie made me do that to her. Why do you care?”

      I turned around abruptly, no longer interested in what she had to say. I would sort this out. “You don’t fucking move from that room until I say so, do you understand?”

      “James?” 

      I was already taking the stairs two at a time to get back to her. 

      When she finally came around, I got her a glass of water and something to eat. I wanted her to cling to me. I wanted her to know that she was safe now, that nothing would hurt her anymore, and that I would fix it. She didn’t do that though. She just stared into nothing while her mouth moved robotically on the buttered toast. She looked like she wasn’t really here. 

      “What happened, Megan?”

      “I got hurt. Again.” 

      “Who did it?” 

      She turned to me and stared me straight in the eye. “That fucking whore Jenny, with the help of your almighty boss.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not? Why do you think I would know that?”

      I stood up from the bed, cracking my neck as I began to pace the room. 

      “I will fix this.”

      “No, you won't.”

      “Yes, I will.” 

      “I want them dead, James.” She looked at me with such a certainty in her eyes. I was really struggling to doubt her. “I want to kill them.”

      “You don’t just kill David Kimber.” I argued. 

      “Why not? My brother tried to run rings around him, thinking he was too fucking clever to just put a bullet in his head. I’m smarter than Jed.”

      “You think I would let you do that?”

      “I think you’d be stupid not to.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’d love to take over. You expect it when he finally hands the reins over. But what if someone else takes those reins before you can pick them up?”

      She was devious. That thought had crossed my mind on more than one occasion, more so because of recent events. 

      “And you think I will let you run off back to your brothers when it’s done? You think I will let you plot my downfall with them?”

      She laughed. “Not for a second.  I think you would do well to keep me, just like you claimed you wanted. You have Sarah now? My brothers will fall into line, eventually.”

      Was she lying? I couldn’t tell, but I suspected she was. Did it matter though? “My very own little dark fucking princess.”

      “Queen.” She raised her eyebrow. Queen suited her better. 

      “Let’s do it.” 

      “We do it my way. I want clothes. I want a chance to let my bruises heal before you cover me in anymore. And I want Davie to suspect nothing until the time is right.” 

      I considered her for a moment. “I’ll give you two out of three. I can’t fuck nice, even if I wanted to.” 

      She rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Here.” She handed me the plate and turned over in bed, closing her eyes. “If you must keep me here, I want a TV.”

      “We’re not staying here.” 

      I turned to leave, taking the plate with me. I needed to check on Sarah and deal with Jenny. Megan told me she wanted to kill her. I hadn’t doubted she wanted to, but I didn’t think Megan had that in her. Most people didn’t. 

      I sorted Sarah out and went down the stairs. Jenny sat on her bed and looked up when I entered the room. 

      “James…”

      Her voice trailed when she saw the rage written across my face. I said nothing, just grabbed her and my hand covered her mouth so no one would hear her scream. 

      She struggled against me; her wails getting lost in my hand as she shook. She’d left Megan in a fucking state. I had warned her, and she had still done it. The rage was building inside of me at the thought of what this sly little cow had accomplished. 

      A quick knock on the head and she was out for the count. I tied her hands together behind her back and stuck a sock in her mouth, in case she woke up and screamed. Then I carried her outside and stuck her in the boot, folding her legs in neatly and letting the door close quietly.

      I’d let Megan decide what we would do with her.

      I went into the room beside Megan’s, turned the lights on, and shook the girl who lay sleeping in the bed. 

      “What’s your name?”

      “Crystal,” she replied in a thick accent. She didn’t seem at all phased by a strange man coming into her room in the middle of the night. 

      “Well Crystal, Jenny is taking a well-deserved break. A long one. You’ll run this house while she is away, and you will report to me.  Not David Kimber. Not anyone else. Me. Do you understand?” The girl nodded and sat up in bed. She at least looked like she was paying attention. 

      “There is a girl here, Sarah. She’s sick, and she is not to be disturbed. Her door is to remain locked at all times, and no one enters. No punters, no girls, only me. Jenny’s phone…” I glanced towards the device I’d taken from Jenny’s room and the girl took it from my hands. “You can find me under the name James McLaren.”

      I went to the girl's closet and searched for anything that resembled regular clothing. 

      “You don’t have normal clothes?”

      “In the drawer.”   

      “Thanks.” I nodded, raking through the clothes and finding a pair of jeans and a top I assumed would fit Megan ok. 

      “You have any shoes?”

      The girl got up and checked under her closet, retrieving a pair of Converse and holding them up for me. 

      “You’re a diamond, Crystal.”

      She smiled, blushing slightly. 

      “Now remember, phone me should anything out of the ordinary happen. I’ll be back later. Don’t let me down.” I winked at her as I left the room, clicking the light off and closing the door behind me.
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      “She’s in the boot.” 

      “What?” That was a statement I hadn’t ever expected to hear. He had just pulled the car out of the street and was speeding down the dark road, his cool white headlights lighting up the tarmac ahead. 

      “Jenny. What do you want to do with her?”

      “You’re leaving it up to me?” 

      “Aye.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t intend to be the type who leaves people alive.”

      He paused, looking at me while he glanced to the road every so often. “Just think carefully, little girl. You take a life and you’ll never be the same again. It starts to mean nothing.”

      “Her life already means nothing.”

      “Very well. You want me to do it?” 

      “No. It was me she almost fucking killed.” I wasn’t exaggerating. When I’d went to the bathroom to put on the clothes James had given me, I checked the mirror and my eyebrow was burst open, as was my lip. It hurt to move; just breathing was causing a sharp stabbing pain at my ribs. The bitch was going to die, and I felt nothing. I wondered how many other girls she’d done that too? How many had she used for her own financial gain? She deserved it, everyone who profited from other people’s misery deserved it. You played with fire, you knew you might get burned. It was a risk. 

      “I know a place she won’t be found.” 

      We drove in near silence for almost half an hour. The roads grew thinner and after a while, there were no longer white lines separating the lanes or cats-eyes lighting up the edges. We were out in the sticks. There was no law here, mostly because laws were rarely broken here in the first place. James switched off the full beam headlights and only the daytime LEDs guided us the rest of the way. He drove slowly and precisely, even without the headlights, and I wondered how many times he had come to this place.

      He pulled the car off the road and onto a track that was overgrown. I could hear the branches and twigs scratching against the exterior as the car rolled over the uneven ground. 

      “There’s a loch at the end of this road. We’ll dump her there when it’s done.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      James flicked the gearstick and turned off the engine. “She won’t be lonely down there.”

      We got out of the car, using only the light on his phone to guide us. I felt my way towards the end of the car where James was already opening the boot, his torch lighting up behind the tinted rear windscreen. She was awake and squirming. He’d gagged her mouth with something and I reached my hand down to pull it out. She coughed and spluttered, her eyes blinking rapidly from the blinding light in her face. 

      “Did you think you could lay your hands on me and live to tell the tale?” I sneered.

      “Bitch! Fucking bitch!”

      I grabbed her by the hair and slammed her head down against the floor of the boot. She screamed in pain; her legs kicking viciously, trying to find me. 

      “James, hold her down for me please, darling.”

      “James?” Her eyes squinted as she tried to search him out “James, please! If I ever meant anything to you, you won’t let her do this!”

      James started laughing. 

      “What is she talking about?” I rounded on him. 

      “It was nothing, babe. Years ago, I was drunk, and she clearly hasn’t gotten over it.”

      That was why she’d done it? She had wanted me to suffer because his boss decided he should fucking abduct me? She was jealous? I hadn’t asked for any of this. Fuck her. She was going to die.   

      “James can’t save you, stupid bitch.” I grabbed a hold of her neck and I squeezed hard. I squeezed like it was the only thing in the world that mattered to me. She was gasping for air and receiving none. Her whole body started shaking, and I watched as the fight escaped from her eyes. My fingers ached, my wrists felt like they were going to snap but I kept on squeezing. Then she reared her head back and my hand slipped, only slightly, but enough to have her coughing again and gasping for air. 

      James dropped the phone in the boot and edged past me, quickly snapping her neck as if he was breaking a biscuit in half to dip it in his tea. Her body stopped moving instantly, and she lay in the boot in an unnatural position. 

      “Why the fuck did you do that?” I pushed him, my hands meeting his solid chest and only serving to knock me back instead of him.

      “You’d have been there all night doing it your way. I’ll teach you, for next time.” 

      “You ruined it.” 

      “She’s gone, that’s what you wanted isn’t it?”

      “I wanted her to suffer.” 

      James chuckled. “You can throw your little tantrum later, when I get you home and tie you to the bed.”

      “Bastard.”

      “Brat. Take this.” He handed me the phone and picked her up like she weighed nothing. I followed him down the track until I heard the sounds of water lapping against rocks. The trees cleared to reveal the moon. It was just a small sliver in the sky but it reflected off the ripples on the water, illuminating how big it was. I could see my breath form in front of me as it collided with the cool night air. 

      “Can you hurry this up, please? It’s fucking freezing.”

      “Do you want her to float?”

      I hadn’t considered that. He took a few moments to sort it, and then he stood up and dropped her over the edge of the bank. He took my hand and led me back to the car, switching the light on his phone off. Something told me he could have done all that without the torch, and it had only been for my benefit. I wondered how many secrets this man had?

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      We got in the car and he reversed it all the way back up the track. His face turned to look out the rear window as he did it, one hand gripped on the back of my seat and the other flat against the steering wheel, the light from the dash reflecting off his thick muscles. I could get lost in that face, in that body; the body that was capable of killing me with a single movement. I wasn’t scared of him, but something deep inside me screamed that I should have been. 

      My hand rested on his thigh and he looked down at it like I had scalded him. I watched his face, and he swallowed hard. We were back on the main roads and the engine revved as he pulled up through the gears, checking his side mirror while he shot straight into the fast lane. 

      “You feel better now?”

      “Hmm hmm. A little.” 

      My hand edged to his cock, and I wasn’t surprised to feel that he was solid. He groaned as my fingers gripped the thick shaft through his jeans.

      “You shouldn’t start things you aren’t able to finish, little girl.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was referring to my blatant attempt at arousing him, or my failed attempt at killing someone. Maybe it was both?

      “Lucky I have someone to help me then, isn’t it?”

      He chuckled, and I clenched my fingers tighter around him. “You’ll regret this,” he breathed. “If it wasn’t for the red-hot evidence in the back of this car, I’d bend you over that bonnet and fuck you til you’re cross-eyed.” 

      I didn’t doubt his conviction. He drove like a madman the rest of the way, speeding over the bridge and overtaking the freight-lorries like he had a fucking death-wish. He took a sharp left at what appeared to be the middle of nowhere and only slowed the car when the tarmac road turned to gravel beneath the wheels. A huge house loomed before us, whitewashed with clean modern lines and double length windows. Spotlights at intervals along the roof lit up the front of the building. It was beautiful, not at all my usual taste but seemed to fit his personality perfectly. 

      He jumped out of the car and walked around to open my door. 

      “Out,” he ordered, before the door had even swung fully open. 

      I got out of the car and the gravel crunched beneath my feet. He slammed the door shut and pushed me against the car forcefully, one hand gripped around the back of my head and the other squeezing the life out of my left breast. The impact knocked the breath from me and as I gasped for air, his mouth crashed down on my parted lips, stopping any protest I should have had. My hands flew up to his chest instinctively, trying to get some distance between us, between his hand and my aching breast. I couldn’t think clearly — not with his tongue caressing mine. 

      “You still feeling brave, little girl?” 

      I couldn’t answer him. 

      “I think it’s time we play a little game.”

      His tone was menacing, his fingers ran through my hair and he yanked my head back towards the roof of the car. His other hand found my nipple through my top and he pinched down on it, causing my treacherous legs to buckle underneath me. His grip on my hair tightened, and he pulled me back up the car. 

      “Do you want to play, baby?” 

      I moaned in response. I hated him. Hated that he could change me from the confident, brazen woman I was sure of, to a scared, trembling girl using his sheer brute force and the threat of dark things to come. 

      “Answer me.” His hand reared back, and I tried to turn my face away, but his grip on my hair was iron. He slapped my cheek, and I cried out in pain. 

      “Yes,” I whispered. I was terrified, everything about him was savage now. The way he looked at me, the way he spat his words at me in his fierce, husky tone. But I couldn’t deny this need inside me. The way my hips pushed forwards, desperate to meet him, desperate to offer myself to him like I was a missing piece in his puzzle. 

      “You know this makes it better, right? You know there’s nothing in this world like pain and pleasure, fear and ecstasy, tears and fucking.”

      He smiled and turned me around to walk before him, his hand still clenched in a fist of hair at the top of my head. The gravel shifted under my feet and I struggled to keep my balance, his long legs able to cover much more ground than my own. The door came into view and he marched straight through; it wasn’t locked.

      Heat encircled my body the second we entered the hall and James huffed and swore under his breath behind me, pushing me against the wall while he fiddled with the thermostat attached to it. Seconds later he threw his leather jacket to the floor and headed towards the stairs, motioning me with his finger to follow him. 

      Part of me wanted to run. The keys were right in front of me, the car just on the other side of the door. Maybe I could have done it. But what would I do next? Where could I go that James and Davie, and even Jed wouldn’t find me? I had just fucking killed someone. The both of us, together. We’d made a plan to kill Davie Kimber. I didn’t trust James at all, but in that moment I trusted him enough to follow him up those stairs. 

      I glanced around briefly before I began walking. His house wasn’t anything like I had expected. I don’t really know what I had expected, perhaps something cold, masculine, industrial. This was a proper home. The walls were a soft taupe color that instantly warmed the room and tied in the polished wooden floors. On the wall hung a large mirror, reflecting the light off the lamp that sat on a side table with a Jo Malone candle and a picture frame. I wasn’t close enough to make out who was in the photo, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was somehow in a woman’s space. James didn’t live alone. 

      Following him up the stairs, I paused when I reached the landing and couldn’t make out where he had gone. There was barely any light up here, and the house was silent apart from my hurried breathing. The wood had given way to a thick carpet and my feet bounced on it as I edged along the hallway. All the doors were closed. 

      I turned around in confusion and almost walked straight into him. He clutched me tightly to him, his arms coming easily around my head and he whispered, “Choose, little girl… the bedroom, or the playroom?” 

      He had a playroom?  My heart sunk and jealousy washed over me in waves. He’d done this before? How many times had he done this? I felt a fucking fool, a naïve and stupid fucking fool who had fallen for his ‘forever’ hook, line and sinker. How many other girls had he said that to? Why had I ever thought I was anything special?

      I reared back to look at his face. Suddenly, the difference in our ages became the focus of my attention. I hadn’t thought about it before. There was at least ten years between us, ten years of him fucking women in that god-forsaken playroom while I was too young to even know what that meant.

      “The bedroom. I’m tired.” 

      James chuckled. “That’s too bad.” He picked me up and carried me to his bedroom, putting me down in the middle of the floor and walking away to turn a lamp on.  

      The same taupe and cream theme continued in here, but my eyes were drawn to the huge bed in the center of the back wall. Like a sleigh, the upholstered footboard rose up almost as high as the headboard, and from here it looked as if I would need a ladder to get in to it. Mirrored drawers surrounded the bed at each side, marble lamps resting on top with more mirrors behind them. It was like a room from a hotel, from the pure white bedsheets to the fireplace behind me and the little two-seater breakfast table. 

      “This is… all you?” I glanced around the room and he snorted, rolling his eyes. 

      “What do you think? Eva did this.”

      “Who’s Eva?” 

      “Who said you could speak?”

      “Who’s Eva?” I demanded, growing even more annoyed than I had been already. 

      “You’ll meet Eva tomorrow. Now, get out of those clothes.”

      Who the fuck was Eva? He said he didn’t have a girlfriend, but his house didn’t look at all like that of a bachelor. I shook my head at him. I was done listening to him, done trying to be everything he wanted and left wondering if any of it had ever been real.  

      He stalked over to me and grabbed a hold of my top at the neck with both hands. The fabric ripped open like it was nothing, leaving my chest gaping open for him — which he instantly devoured. His lips met my neck, and he latched on and sucked, until I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped. His hands were half holding me, half tearing the rest of the shirt down my arms and my heart thudded in my chest. I couldn’t stop this, even if I wanted to. He was like a fucking hunter, with his sole purpose being to completely devour his prey. 

      “James,” I begged, my arms trying desperately to slide up out of his grip. “James, please.” 

      “Shhhh..” he said, as his head pulled back enough for me to see his face. He took my chin in his hand and forced me to look into his eyes. 

      “I told you we would play a game, didn’t I?” He nodded my head for me and I swallowed back a sob. 

      “Listen carefully to the rules little girl. This is a game where you don’t speak.”

      “James…”

      “Not a fucking sound. Not a word, not a moan, not a whimper. I’ll let you cry though, as long as it’s quiet.” 

      My heart was hammering now. I knew I couldn’t do it. He was setting rules I could never follow. “James, please.” 

      He took a hold of my bare breast and squeezed it hard until I cried out. “That’s what happens when you make a sound. See how it gets harder and harder to stay quiet?” 

      I nodded, this time of my own free will. He removed his hand from my jaw and dropped to his knees, pulling my jeans down to my ankles and removing both shoes. 

      My hands instinctively moved to cover my breasts, now sore from where he’d just touched me. He tutted under his breath and went to his wardrobe, disappearing behind the door for a moment before returning with a tie in his hand. 

      “Put your hands behind you back, baby.” 

      I hesitated. 

      “I promise, I’m not going to hurt you, not if you follow the rules.” 

      I did as he asked and felt his heated gaze drift over my body as he walked around me. “So fucking perfect,” he whispered. 

      He crossed my hands over behind my back and pulled the tie tightly around them, forcing my back to arch and pushing my chest out. His hands came around from behind me, circling around my nipples that were now erect and begging for him. I could do nothing but squirm under his touch, my mouth clamped shut tightly to stop me from moaning. 

      This was torture, sweet, agonizing torture. My pulse raced at the threat of the unknown things he could do to me, should I break the rules. His fingers moved to my nipples, and he pinched down, hard. I kept my mouth locked shut and my breath quickened. I wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of winning. 

      “Such a good, obedient little girl.” He turned around to face me with that wolfish grin that made me weak at the knees. “But I want to see if you can be this silent with my cock rammed down your throat.”

      I shook my head, silently begging him. 

      “Yes.” He removed his top, his tanned skin glistening in the warm light and I couldn’t help the way my eyes devoured his body.  He was built like fucking roman statue, and I didn’t know whether to run for my life, or drop to my knees and worship at his feet. In that second I think I wanted to do both. 

      He took my hand and led me towards the bed where he sat down on the edge and guided me to my knees below him.

      “I’m going to teach you how to suck a cock like it’s the only thing you live for,” he announced, staring into my eyes as he said it.   

      His voice was sending me right back to that same place he’d taken me before. It was as if I wasn’t me anymore. As if I was free. Bound and effectively gagged at his feet, and this was the most free I’d ever felt in my life. I didn’t have to think, didn’t have to struggle with my own thoughts, my own situation. The only thing I needed to do was everything he said. I wanted to do what he said; I wanted to please him. It was as if I’d stumbled into a new purpose without having to care about the why. I was his, and I wanted him to be mine. 

      He unzipped his jeans and pulled them down just enough to take out his cock. He held it in his hand, right in front of my face, and before he could say anything else I leaned forward and kissed it gently. I didn’t pull back. My lips traced over the head, so soft he probably barely felt it. I glanced up beneath my lashes to look at his face, my eyes filled with pure devotion, and he smiled at me like I was a beloved pet who’d just showed him my obedience. 

      His hands circled around my ears and ran through my hair. “I want you to take it all, baby. I want you to eat it like you’d fucking die without it.” I opened my mouth, and that’s exactly what I did. 

      In my head, that was the only thing that mattered. I had to suck his cock just like I had to blink, like I had to breathe air. I had never sucked a cock like that in my life before, which was probably why I’d always fucking hated it. I had never felt that urge to please someone else so strong that it felt like it was the only thing I lived for. It’s amazing what the mind can do when you stop fighting it. 

      I lapped and sucked and swallowed until time no longer had any meaning to me. The surrounding room disappeared and every low rumble that came from his throat had liquid heat pulling between my legs. My legs spread wider on the floor until my inner thighs connected with his own calfs, and I thrust my hips forward to be met only with an empty space. I was a bad girl, and I didn’t deserve to be fucked until he was happy with me. I wished he would fuck me. I wished he would fuck me so hard that he broke me into pieces.

      He must have sensed my desperation because he pulled my head back and held my face so I stared into his eyes. I gasped for air, saliva escaping from my mouth and running down my chin. 

      “What do you need, baby? Tell me what you need,” he demanded, but there was a hidden warning in his eyes I couldn’t mistake. The rules were still in place. I wouldn’t tell him how badly I needed to be fucked. I begged him with my eyes. I parted my legs further and ground down against the floor, but I remained silent. 

      He pulled me to my feet by my hair and dragged me forward, then arranged me so I was straddling him. His hand reached down to my pussy and I collapsed into his shoulder, no longer able to keep myself steady. 

      “Your little cunt is soaking wet.”

      His hand brushed over my parted lips and I caved around it, desperate to release what had been building for so long. I needed his cock inside me like I needed to breathe. He wouldn’t do it though. He brushed the head along my opening but never let it go in, no matter how much I shifted and writhed above him in frustration. 

      “You need to beg for it,” he whispered. 

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t beg — he’d hurt me. Fuck it. 

      “Please, please, master — please fuck me,” I mumbled it so quickly it was almost one word. James clenched immediately beneath me and my heart hammered. Within an instant he’d grabbed a hold of my shoulders and flipped me over on the bed, the weight of my body crushing my secured wrists. 

      “You broke the rules, baby.” 

      His eyes were menacing as he grabbed a hold of my thighs and jerked them apart, wider and wider until I feared they might snap. His fingers dug into my skin and a moan escaped me, I couldn’t help it. I closed my eyes and held my breath while I waited for an impact. I didn’t want to know where it would fall. 

      I heard his weight shift on the bed and then his warm breath against my exposed pussy. I tried to clamp my legs shut but his grip was relentless. His teeth bit down on my inner thigh and I let out a cry at the shock of it, but this only made it worse. 

      Sensing I was losing this game, I bit down hard on my lip and told myself this was good. This was nice. I fucking loved this. My hips bucked forwards and his bite turned quickly to a kiss. A kiss that moved from my thigh to my pussy so fucking slowly.

      “You’re learning,” he whispered. 

      The ties behind my back only served to make it better. I felt so helpless, and so utterly wanted. When his cock finally entered me, his weight pushing me down into the mattress I cried out in relief. He took my face in both his hands and held me tightly, forcing me to watch him as he fucked me brutally. My legs wrapped around his solid waist and I rocked my hips forward, forcing his cock to pound me right on that sweet spot deep within. I came a few moments later, but he didn’t stop; it only spurred him on more. My legs clamped around him like a vice, my body grew stiff as I climaxed and still he drilled until I was screaming for mercy.

      A mercy that didn’t come, not for hours. Not until he broke me. Not until I barely remembered my own fucking name. 

      When he finally took pity on me and untied my wrists, I collapsed in a heap on top of him, utterly fucking exhausted and with tears in my eyes. He stroked my hair, my arms, my back, and cuddled me in until my breathing steadied and I drifted off to sleep.
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      I untangled myself from her body and slid into a pair of cotton jogging bottoms. Eva would have heard the racket, and she’d already be down the stairs, expecting an explanation. 

      I never brought women home. 

      I walked into the kitchen and just as I expected, Eva turned around and looked me up and down. 

      “Good morning, Sunshine,” I said jovially, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek as I slid past her. 

      “What are you up to?” 

      My back was to her but I could hear the rise of her eyebrow in her tone. 

      “I’m making coffee. Do you want some?” 

      “That would be nice. I wonder if the young lady in your bed would also like some?  That’s if she still has a throat, after all that screaming.”

      I chuckled. “Did she wake you?”

      “Heard the whole damn thing!” She picked up a cloth and a bottle of something and sprayed down the worktops. Within moments the smell of pine was filling the air. “Do I get to meet this woman?” 

      “Of course. Maybe best to let her rest for a while, though.”

      “Aye, perhaps you’re not wrong.”

      “I need to nip out. Can you make sure she gets something to eat?”

      “Christ! As if I’d let the poor thing starve!” She tutted. 

      She knew the girl in my bed meant something, without me having to explain it. I trusted Eva with my life. She would look after her. Probably tell her a lot of shit that Megan didn’t need to know at this stage, but I wasn’t concerned. I’d make that woman fall for me, regardless.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t hard to find out where she lived, not when you had a receptionist at the local hospital on your payroll. She had moved around quite a lot over the past few years, always ending up back with her brother. She seemed to tire of living in the family home and crave her independence, and then for whatever reason she’d end up back with them. I wondered what made her always return. 

      I parked the car outside and opened the gate. It was on the outskirts of the city, a detached cottage with a thatched roof, and a trellis of pink flowers climbing the walls beside the wooden door. 

      I crouched down to pick the lock. The hedge surrounding the property was six feet high, so there was little chance of anyone walking by and catching me in the act. The door opened easily, and I stepped inside like I was walking into the very essence of her. 

      It was a strange feeling, like I was seeing her for the first time, even though she wasn’t even here. There were pictures of her on the walls, her friends, her three brothers, a dog? A big muckle German Shepherd. I wondered if it had been a beloved childhood pet.   

      I could have spent hours in there, looking at her things and taking it all in. I was there for a specific reason though and headed up the stairs to where I assumed her bedroom would be. 

      The bedroom was in the attic, all sloping walls and a circular window that started at the floor and let the low-lying winter sun’s light stream in across the room. I located the wardrobe and found a big hold-all bag. What would she need? What would she want? Some clothes, obviously. I opened her drawers and took out two pairs of jeans and some black leggings. I liked girls in black leggings and got caught up for a second in how good her peachy ass would look inside them. 

      A few tops made their way into the bag and a pair of flat ankle boots. I couldn’t tell if we’d be running for our fucking lives at some point — if her insane plan of killing Kimber went wrong. 

      Where were the heels? I checked the other side of the closet and found them, each pair in their own little cubby-hole. I picked the highest ones, naturally, and put them in the bag too. 

      Underwear. The woman had a lot of underwear. All of it laid out perfectly in a drawer like it was a prized collection. I stuck some in, sure she would probably go nuts at the way they were already crumpled around the shoes. 

      I went through the door at the end of her bedroom to her en-suite and emptied a toiletry bag that was full of god-knows-what. Toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, perfume, would she want face-wipes? She could use my shampoo. Shower-gel, moisturizer, tampons? I threw them all in.

      Picking up the bag I turned to leave when the book on her bedside table caught my eye. There was a little silver jeweled bookmark sticking out about two-thirds of the way through. I picked it up and chucked it in the bag too, hoping she’d be pleased to finish it. 
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      “Hello?”

      I woke up to the sound of a woman’s voice and my eyes fluttered open to see her face peering down at me. I wrapped the covers around me and she smiled, almost knowingly. 

      “Oh, you’re alive?” 

      “I think so,” I mumbled. 

      “Here, drink this.” She handed me a steaming hot mug of coffee and I thanked her with my eyes. “I’m Eva, by the way.”

      Her accent was thick, her voice raspy. Eastern European, perhaps? I took a sip and instantly my throat felt better.   

      “Megan. You are his…?”

      “Ha! Housekeeper is what I’m technically employed for, but I’ve been more than that for years now. Now, what I want to know is what are you?”

      I didn’t know what I was… what we were. We weren’t a couple, but we were something. Captor and prisoner — although potentially the most accurate — somehow didn’t seem like the best choice of words. “A friend.”

      “Hmm,” she pondered for a moment. “James has never brought ‘a friend’ home before.”

      “Really?” I shouldn’t have cared, but somehow I did. Was she just saying that? Could it be possible that he’d brought loads of women home, and just kept them hidden from her? Why else would he have a ‘playroom’?

      “Really! I’ve been with James since he struggled to grow hair on his face! The wee shit’s never brought a lady home to meet me. I started to wonder about him.” She got up from the bed and picked up the clothes that James flung over the chair. “That makes you something, in my eyes. Come, I’ll fix you up some breakfast. You like porridge? Nothing better on a cold winter morning, I say.”

      “I… I have nothing to wear.”

      She sifted through the clothes now strung across her arm and found my shirt, now ripped down the front. My cheeks burned, but she just clucked. 

      “Christ. He’s some boy. Just a second, hon.”

      She rushed off through the door and I heard her footsteps march down the hall. When she came back, she had in her hand a pale green flowery dress, which she laid on the bed in front of me. It was awful, but I smiled politely as I shifted down the bed to get it. 

      “Thank you.”

      I stood up and slid it over my body; the thing gaping wide at the chest and swinging loosely where it should have cinched at the waist. 

      “Looks terrible,” she muttered. 

      “It’ll do.”

      She turned around and motioned me to follow her down the stairs. 

      “You look like you’ve been to war.” 

      “I feel like it.”

      “We’ll sort you out, love.”

      Would they? I felt like I was in way over my head. We entered the kitchen, and she nodded towards the stools that surrounded the center island. It was a beautiful room, polished oak worktops and white wooden doors. The quartz floor shone as the spotlights from above reflected from it, and the place smelled clean and fresh. Pine. 

      “Sugar or salt? Or would you prefer a wee bit cream and syrup in it?”

      “Uh, that sounds nice. Thank you.”

      “Just the way James takes his,” she smirked. 

      “Where is he?”

      Eva shrugged. “He never tells me where he goes or what he’s doing. No doubt something for that god-awful man.”

      “You mean Davie Kimber?”

      “Ah, so you know him then?”

      “He’s… how we met, I guess.”

      “You’re in trouble.” It was more of statement than a question, as if she already knew.

      “I was… Am. I’m not sure.”

      She handed me the steaming bowl and took a seat in the stool opposite me. 

      “You don’t need to tell me anything you’re not comfortable sharing.”

      I smiled and took a sip of the warm, sweet cream that coated the oats. 

      “It’s not that I’m not comfortable sharing… I just don’t really know how to explain it myself. It’s messy.”

      “Always is where my James is concerned.”

      “I don’t know what side he’s on.”

      She paused for a moment while she sipped on her coffee. “James is on his own side, never doubt that. But you’re here — and that says a lot.”

      I nodded and finished the rest of my porridge quietly. Eva said nothing else. It was an easy silence though, not awkward at all. When I finished, I went to wash up but she shoo’d me away and told me not to be so silly. I stood watching her, feeling utterly useless. 

      “I normally go to the 11am bingo. I’d miss it, but I’ve already told Jean I’ll meet her. Will you be all right on your own? I’ll only be a few hours.”

      “Yes, of course. That’s fine.” 

      I’d find some way to amuse myself, and to be honest the prospect of some peace pleased me. As much as Eva seemed lovely, so much had happened over the last 24 hours and I felt as if I needed time to process that. 

      Something had changed between James and I. I didn’t know what, but it fucking scared me. He scared me, but at the same time, he was the one protecting me now. I was no longer sure just how much of this was pretend. It had been about survival, and in some ways it still was. But now it felt as if we were trying to survive together. 

      I wandered around the house for almost an hour, although discovered most of the rooms locked. When my feet grew weary, I found a magazine in a drawer in the living room and sat down on the sofa to read it. It had been so long since I had read anything. It was obviously Eva’s, the type that contained the most sensational stories of betrayal and deception alongside crosswords and top tips. Julie, 44 from Surrey, advises that cereal boxes make the perfect magazine stand! Barbra, 53 from Hampton needed Halloween decorations so stuck some fucking googly eyes on a tampon and turned it into a ghost. What the fucking flying fuck. This was mental, but it was good though. Reading you can get fucking lost in. It’s hard to think about the fact that you killed someone the night before when you’re trying to complete a shitting word-search. 

      James returned just as my patience for the magazine was wearing thin and I had wandered off to the kitchen in search of something to eat. 

      “Do you not have anything that doesn’t require 30 minutes of cooking time?” I asked, my eyes raking over his open cupboard. Everything inside was an ingredient, not something I could just eat. 

      I turned around and noticed he had my hold-all bag in his hand. He shrugged in reply. “Eva takes care of all that stuff. Might be a tin of soup in the back, if you look hard enough.”

      Using my hands, I pushed myself up on to the counter and folded my knees under me until I could see what was on the middle shelf. The top shelf was still unachievable. 

      “What the fuck are you doing,” he laughed. “Get down before you fall and break your neck.”

      “Oh weesht, I do it all the time.” I poked around a little and found a tin of lentil soup in the back. Setting it down on the counter, I jumped down. 

      “I brought you in a steak pie from the bakers,” he chuckled. 

      “Oh great, you couldn’t have told me that before I climbed all over the counters?” 

      He set down the white paper bag on the island and I made my way over to the stool. 

      “How did you get my bag?”

      He didn’t answer me straight away; Instead, he opened up the bag with the pies in and pulled one out before taking a huge bite. 

      “Sorry, I’m fucking starving,” he chuckled. “I went to your place.”

      “You went to my house? How did you know where I lived? How did you even get in?” The thought of him, in my home, poking around all my things made me uncomfortable. 

      “I have ways and means. I thought you needed some clothes and shit,” he said, as he took another bite and nodded down to my dress. 

      “You could have taken me with you,” I protested, a fraction sharper than I had intended it to sound.

      “Aye, so your brothers could take you from right under my nose? You want that?”

      He put his food down and stared at me. Shit. I was forgetting what the whole point of this was — to get him on my side. 

      “No. I told you, I have no intention of going back.”

      “If that’s true, then what’s your problem? I’m trying to keep you safe.”

      “There is no problem. What did you get?” 

      “Just a few essentials. If you need anything else, let me know and I’ll have Eva pick it up from the shop. I’m not going back to your house, too risky now he’ll have woken up.”

      “What? Who? What do you mean?”

      He looked down at the table and took another bite of his pie. 

      “Forget I said anything.”

      “James. Tell me.”

      “Drop it.” 

      “No, I fucking won’t,” I cried, slamming my food down and standing up as the stool scraped back across the tiles. “You’re not leaving me in the dark. This whole thing was my fucking idea. I told you we would do it my way and now you’re hiding things from me? Whose side are you on?”

      “Not Davie’s, anyway. If I was, do you think you’d be here? Do you think you’d even still be alive?”

      “I don’t fucking know. I can’t read you. And just because you’re not on Davie’s doesn’t mean you’re on mines.”

      He got up and walked around the island until he stood right before me and then lifted me easily up onto the top of it. 

      “You look so fucking beautiful when you’re angry.” 

      He was staring at me intently and my eyes wandered around the room, trying to find something — anything — to look at, so long as it wasn’t him. He was too fucking handsome; I knew I would lose my resolve if I looked too long. I was terrified of losing something else too. 

      His hand went to my chin, and he pushed my head in his direction, but still my eyes remained lowered. 

      “Why won’t you look at me?”

      “I don’t want to?”

      “You want my undivided loyalty, and you can’t even fucking look at me. That says more about your own loyalty than anything that could ever come out of your mouth.”

      I looked up at him, and my breath caught in my throat as my eyes settled on his own dark ones. His stubble was showing; casting dark shadows across his tanned face, and I could see the tension behind them. “I’ve done everything you asked. I’ve given you my whole fucking life. You took it and I haven’t fought you, not once.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t fight with your fists, remember?” He spat the words at me.

      I remembered. It felt like so long ago but I fucking remembered, and I didn’t have an answer for him. Turned out, he wasn’t expecting one. His mouth came down on mines and knocked the thoughts straight out of my head. His hands parted my legs to make room for him and I wrapped them around his waist, my exposed pussy rubbing against the harsh fabric of his jeans. 

      His hands fumbled with the zipper on his jeans and within seconds, his cock was out and rubbing against my entrance. My legs gripped around him tighter as I tried to pull him into my body. Enough teasing, I wanted him to fuck me, hard and fast, and then we could go back to the mistrust we found so easily. He slid inside me and my arms clutched around his neck, tucking my fingers under the back of his neckline to feel his hot skin. He smelled fucking divine, like sex and lust and danger. My hands moved over his body, his clenched arms, so large while they gripped on to my thighs. All the while he pounded into me, the both of us racing against each other to reach our climax. His chest, solid as a rock and with well-defined muscles, moved up and down as he panted and thrust himself into me. “Do you fucking remember now? What you said to me?” He breathed in my ear. 

      “I remember.”

      “And do you remember what I said to you?”

      I moaned in reply. What had he said? He had said a lot. I couldn’t think straight, not with him stretching me, not while I was so fucking desperate to come. 

      “I said you’d made a deal with the devil. And there was no walking away from that.”

      “I remember,” I cried. I just didn’t think he was serious.

      “I meant what I said, little girl. Every… last… fucking… bit. Forever.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to think about this, not right now. 

      “You need to come, baby?”

      “Uh huh,” was all that could escape my lips. I nodded my head as he kissed me, his tongue invading my mouth, sending hot sparks straight through my body and into my core. 

      “Come for me. Come on my cock like a good little girl.”

      He pushed himself inside me, so deep I could feel his balls connecting with my ass as it half hung from the table. He would make me work for this, but I could barely move, my legs connected with nothing but air. I panted in frustration, my eyes begging him to fuck me, to put an end to this need that was taking over my body. 

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. You fucking will. I want to hear you scream my name.”

      I pushed him off me and stood up. “You need to lie down,” I demanded. 

      He threw me a wicked smile and nodded, but not before whisking my dress up over my arms and throwing it on the floor in a heap. He picked me up and carried me through to the living room, sitting us both down on the sofa. I straddled him, expertly sliding his cock back inside me. I got into my own steady rhythm, my hands clutching his head while he kissed and suckled my neck and my breasts, barely moving but filling me, nonetheless. 

      His name rolled off my tongue like a prayer, barely a few moments later. My head rolled back and his mouth came down on my nipple, biting it hard which only added to the waves of sheer ecstasy rushing through my body. When his name turned to whimpers, he lay me down on the sofa and fucked me again, but I was already too lost to register any more of it. He pulled out and came on my stomach, just as he always did, and I closed my eyes and turned my face away while trying to regain some of my sanity.
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        * * *

      

      “You brought me my book,” I exclaimed, “and perfume! Mascara — Seems you’re not quite the big evil caveman you make out to be?!”

      He chuckled and shouted back through the bedroom door as he walked down the hall. “Don’t fucking get used to it! Brat.”

      I smiled and took my little bag of toiletries into the bathroom with me, pushing the plug down and turning on the taps. He hadn’t packed my favorite bubble bath, but I supposed I could forgive him — he’d taken pretty much everything else that was important, including the book I was half-way through when I’d been dragged out of my house unexpectedly weeks before. 

      I settled into the steaming hot bath and closed my eyes for a moment, just enjoying the soothing feeling it was giving to my aching muscles. He’d fucked me like he always did, hard and without mercy. I wondered if I’d ever be able to go back to normal sex, with an averaged sized man. He had said ‘forever’, but I wasn’t naïve to think it was anything more than something that got him off. It did seem to get him off. Could you define that as a fetish, I wondered? Foreverness. I couldn’t help but giggle. I had to give it to him, we were arguing before and then we just… stopped.

      I cast my mind back, before the fucking started, to the thing that we were arguing about. 

      He said that someone would have woken up, but he wouldn’t say who. As much as I enjoyed the sex we had, it was grating on me that he expected me to buy into his ‘forever’ shite when he was still clearly keeping things from me. 

      I pulled the plug and got out of the bath, determined to find out who he was talking about. Wrapped in a towel, I headed down the stairs and found him in the kitchen. Eva must have come home, and she was chopping vegetables, her back to us. 

      “Can I have a word?”

      James turned around and looked from me to Eva. 

      “In private?” 

      I nodded and headed to the living room, specifically avoiding making eye contact with the sofa. 

      “What’s up, babe?” His tone was light. 

      “Who has woken up?”

      His face changed instantly, and he didn’t answer straight away. The silence stretched out before us and I wondered if I should press him further. Long pauses gave people more time to lie, to get a story straight. I didn’t know him well enough to tell if he was lying… yet. 

      “Your brother.”

      “Which one?”

      “Jed.”

      “Why would Jed have woken up? I don’t get it.”

      His hand went to his temples, and he took a deep breath.

      “Davie shot him.”

      “Davie shot him?” I repeated. I don’t know why, I heard him fine, but they were words I didn’t want to hear. As much as I hated him at times, he was my brother. My blood. I felt as though the room was too small. I could feel my heart start to race in my chest and my thoughts were running at 100 miles a minute. I needed to do something. I needed to help him. I was always the one to help him, and the other two. Every cut, every wound. I nursed them better because that’s what family do, and because I felt every bit of their pain myself.  

      “He’s alive. He practically walked away. I heard he had gone to Dr. Patterson’s place and was doing fine,” he added, coming closer and rubbing me along the tops of my arms, like that would help. Dr. Patterson. He provided the best treatment dirty money could buy — better than anything I could have done for him. I’d trained as a hairdresser, not a medic. But I still felt so fucking helpless. I imagined him sleeping, as big and brutish as he was he had the face of an angel. Almost innocent. Helpless. My eyes stung, and I closed them quickly before tears threatened to spill over. 

      “How did this happen?” 

      “We met him to get Sarah back. Jed was walking away, and Davie just fucking shot him. I wasn’t expecting it — had no clue he would do that. He missed though, deliberately. Davie wouldn’t have missed that shot if he was trying.”

      “He wanted him alive?”

      “I’m certain he did.”

      “Why? He could have ended it. Mark and Elliot would be nothing without Jed.”

      “I don’t know. He’s never done this before. Not in all the years I’ve known him.”

      “He wants to make Jed suffer,” I stated.

      “Probably.”

      “We need to move now, James. I mean it. He’s planning something — he knows I’m here, and he’s just waiting for the right moment.”

      “Do you think I would let that happen?”

      “How would you stop him? You’re one man. And you’re not always here!”

      “He won’t kill you. He would make me do it.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “And if he orders you to do that? What will you do then?”

      “You know what I’ll do. If it comes to that, I’ll do it. We need to make arrangements first though. We need to bide our time.”

      “What arrangements?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      I took a step back from him. 

      “I won’t be kept in the dark, James. I’m telling you now. Whatever this thing we have together is, it will not be that way.”

      “If I keep you in the dark, it’s because it’s safer there.”

      “You don’t get to decide what’s safe and what isn’t. I’ve been around this shit since before I learned to skip in the playground!”

      “And from what I can tell, you’ve been running from it since then.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw how often you moved away, Megan. Found all of that when I found your current address.  And I did some digging when Davie told me to take you. You’ve never been part of your brother's world, always fighting it. Granted, you’re not some flower that needs wrapping in tissue paper, but I think I’m slightly more qualified than you to decide what will keep you alive and what won’t.”

      Fucking wanker. 

      “So teach me.”
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          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      2 WEEKS LATER

      Megan was getting restless. For two weeks straight she paced around the house; eating, sleeping, sitting on my cock, and plotting Davie’s ruin.

      Davie was becoming unbearable. He knew I had taken Megan home with me but I maintained I would eventually return her and put her to work. Just as soon as I’d broken her. I told him she was still lashing out, volatile, aggressive. Not a punter in Scotland would pay money to fuck her. Just the day before he had suggested getting her addicted to coke or meth or whatever, so the process would go faster. It took everything not to smash his face in right there. 

      He had also made up his mind about Sarah. Her foot was healing nicely and I couldn’t use it as an excuse any longer. He wanted to see her suffer for what she had done. I must admit, I underestimated him. I hadn’t expected him to be so cold and calculated when I told him that her and Jed were ‘a thing’. I hadn’t expected him to take it as a personal fucking insult. Sarah was young-  a lovely wee thing, but fucking naïve. That was his fault. I held Davie solely responsible for that. He’d sent her away, to live her life with no clue that this world even existed. You hear about it all the time, victims falling for the men who did them wrong. You couldn’t blame her. Megan was doing the same to me. At least, I hoped she was.

      It felt like the net was closing in, and eventually something would have to be done. I admit, I may have underestimated Megan. It was true; she’d never been overly involved in the running of Jed’s business, but she knew things. Over the last few days, I’d gradually got more and more information out of her, sometimes without even trying. She knew where his warehouses were and what docks he used. Oban, for example, is a place I never would have guessed or thought to look. He was not stupid, to use a sleepy tourist town in the arse-end of nowhere. Davie stuck to the big cities, not because he wasn’t smart, but because nobody had ever dared to try anything before. 

      That was my first task. I rearranged our distribution with the help of Megan, following roughly what her brother had done. We picked parts of the county on a map with small populations and names hard to pronounce. In a country like ours, that was easier than it sounded. I changed the ports but used the same warehouses we always used, so Davie would suspect nothing. For years he hadn’t been that interested in how we got product into the country, only that his warehouses were full.

      And I made sure they were always full. 

      I also made sure Sarah was alright. I made sure her bandages were clean, and she was well fed, and she got a bath every night. Every day she would ask about Megan and I had to think of more creative ways to tell her that she wouldn’t be seeing her. When I took the bandage off and found nice, new skin beneath it, I knew her time was up. I had told her she could see Megan when she was ready to work.. not thinking that the day would come as soon as it did. 

      “I don’t think it would be good for her,” I said.

      “What? Why not?”

      “She’s… fragile.”

      “Of course she’s fucking fragile,” Sarah snapped back.

      “You don’t understand. She’s living in a fantasy to cope. To deal with it. I think seeing you would ruin that for her.”

      That was almost true. I liked things the way they were. I liked Megan only seeing me, only relying on me. Not to mention the fact that Megan would probably tell Sarah what I was planning to do with Kimber, with the whole fucking operation, and I couldn’t trust Sarah. 

      “I’m not getting to see her, am I?”

      “Not right now, no.”

      “But you will put me to work, anyway?”

      “I will tell Davie that you’re better. What happens next is up to him.”

      “You’re like a little lapdog.”

      I shrugged. “If that’s how you describe loyalty, then yes.”

      She had no fucking idea. 

      “There’s something you should know.” She looked down at her hands and swallowed. “I think I’m pregnant.” 

      “Davie won’t be pleased.” I stood up from the bed. “I’ll tell him, but I don’t think it will save you.”

      Just as I expected, Davie hit the roof. There was no chance he would allow her to keep the baby, and he came straight over to the house to tell her that. 

      When he left, I went back to the room to see how she was doing.

      “Hey, kiddo. Turn that frown upside-down,” I chuckled, attempting to lighten the mood. She giggled back and immediately my hackles raised. That’s not how a girl who’s been forced to terminate her baby behaves. “I told you it wouldn’t save you.”

      “I know. I’m not bothered. I’m just scared.” 

      “Of what?”

      “I don’t like… blood. I heard it’s sore.”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Can someone come with me?”

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No, I mean. Someone who understands.”

      “I told you, Megan’s in no fit state for fuck-all.”

      “I have another friend. Louise.” 

      I laughed. “Yeah, let’s tell Louise where you’ll be so she can run and tell the Campbells exactly where to find you.”

      Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad idea?

      “She doesn’t know them. None of us did when he took me. They’re not the type of people to have social media; she would have literally no way of contacting them. Please, I’ll even let you send the message. You can say that if she tells a soul, then I die.”

      My thoughts raced. I would bet my life that this Louise girl did have a way of contacting the Campbells, and Sarah knew it. Maybe this was the change I needed. I couldn’t hit Davie while I had Megan living in my house. If things went to shit, he’d send someone round there within ten minutes and kill her instantly. But I neither could I drop her at her brother’s doorstep to keep her safe, because Davie would know I’d done it. 

      What if this was the answer? If Jed found out Sarah and Megan were here, he’d take them back himself. I had no doubt about it. 

      “I need a name,” I stated, trying to pretend it was reluctant. 
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      He came home, and I was already waiting for him in bed. 

      “Follow me, baby girl,” he demanded, with his head around the bedroom door. 

      “I’m not dressed decently!” 

      “Stick a house-coat on then. It’s movie night.”

      “Movie night?”

      “Aye, movie night.”

      What the fuck was up with him? Movie night was something normal couples did… We weren’t a normal couple. All we’d done together for two weeks was fuck, eat, and sleep. He’d been out to work every day while I amused myself with Eva, or a book, or some shite on TV. I chucked my housecoat on and followed him down the stairs. 

      “You hungry?”

      “Starving… My stomach thinks my throat’s cut here.”

      He chuckled from the bottom of the steps. 

      “Wouldn’t be like you,” he teased sarcastically. “I’ll phone a pizza.”

      “Hmm… I fancy Chinese food.”

      “I want Pizza,” he said, throwing me a devilish grin. 

      “You want Pizza.. I want Chinese. Let’s compromise and get a Chinese.”

      He laughed and pushed me down on the sofa. “I’ll compromise you right out that window, brat!”

      He sat down next to me and tucked my legs up over his lap. I gave him my order- plain noodles, sweet sticky crispy chicken, fried rice, and extra prawn crackers. When he hung up the phone he immediately phoned himself his own pizza. 

      “You’re ridiculous!”

      “I’m sensible. Can’t have the little princess saying I’m not good to her.” He bent down and kissed my forehead. “What do you want to watch?”

      “Something fucked up.”

      “Jesus!”

      He stuck a film on and we both watched in silence, only stopping while he answered the door to both deliveries. It was nice, just being normal.

      When the film finished, he took my hand and led me up the stairs, but not to his bedroom, as I had expected. 

      “The first night I brought you here I gave you a choice… the bedroom or the playroom. Do you remember?”

      “Yes. I chose the bedroom.”

      “What do you choose tonight?”

      “The bedroom.”

      “Why?”

      “I have no interest in using a ‘playroom’ that God only knows how many women have used before me!”

      “There’s been no other women.”

      “Then why would you have it?”

      “I made it when I met you. It was shit then, but it’s better now.”

      I thought about it for a moment in silence. He gripped my hand tighter and led me down the hall, passed his bedroom. When the door opened, the room was dark, and I had to strain my eyes to see. He clicked a light on but it barely made any difference. The light came from the far side of the room, no brighter than a candle but I could just about make out the shapes of things. 

      “I saw it in you the first night we met.” 

      What? What did he see? I tore my gaze away from the objects in the room and watched him in the dim light, trying to figure out what he thought he saw. 

      “You deal with things by twisting them in your mind. Just like me. We’re the same.”

      “We’re not the same,” I argued.

      “We’re capable of being the same, though.”  

      He began to walk around me slowly and I kept my gaze fixed on the door. 

      “Have you even thought about Jenny since that night?”

      Jenny? Not really. It hadn’t kept me awake at night. I had felt no remorse she was dead. 

      “You killed Jenny, not me,” I stated.

      “Ah… is that how you’re spinning it? I might have snapped her neck, but I did that all for you.”

      “She deserved it,” I protested, crinkling my nose. 

      “No, no, she didn’t.” 

      He stopped circling me and stood before me again, watching me intently before he continued, “She was jealous. Bitter. She didn’t like you, but did that mean she had to die?”

      I didn’t know how to respond. Why was he trying to make me doubt myself?

      “I told you, we’re the same. Survivors… We don’t feel. We have to create new ways of feeling. We make each other feel things. It’s like a fucked up addiction.”

      “Exactly what feeling are you addicted to?”

      “The feeling of holding your life in my hands. Like I own you.”

      “I’m not an object, James.”

      “Does it matter? It’s not real.”

      “Well, it feels real enough, when you’re hurting me.”

      “You don’t enjoy it?”

      “I didn’t say that.” 

      “You do enjoy it.”

      “I didn’t say that either!”

      “You didn’t have to say it. You don’t have to admit anything. You can twist it whatever fucking way works for you. But you will take off your clothes.”

      I swallowed and did nothing for more than a moment. I just breathed. Slow and steady. In and out. He waited, his last sentence left hanging in the air between us like electricity. When I eventually moved, it was to undo the tie of my robe. The room was warm enough, but I shivered. Even though I could barely see his face, I could picture the way he was looking at me in my head. My breath caught when his finger came below my chin and he pressed my head up towards his face. 

      “Such a good little girl,” he whispered, as another shiver ran down my spine. His hands reached behind my back and he undid the clasps on my bra, before sliding it down my shoulders with my robe and moving down my body to take off my panties. I stepped out, and he stayed low on the ground, running his hands up and down the backs of my legs. His face moved closer to my most intimate parts — so close I could feel the warmth of his breath against me. My knees grew weak. It was like time stood still. 

      He lifted me up and suddenly the clock was ticking again, my heart increasing in pace as he carried me across the room. I wanted to look; I wanted to see what was coming next, but I didn’t. My bare backside felt the chill of cold leather when he placed me down on the edge of something hard. His hands connected to my shoulders, and he pushed me back. What was this? A bed? A chair? Something in between? It was black, and the room was so dark. I could barely see, and even if I could, I still don’t think I would have known what it was. I was half sitting, half lying when he grabbed my left leg and hoisted it high in the air with one hand. Stirrups. I’d seen enough dramatized childbirths on TV to know that much. 

      “What are you doing?” I tried to sit up, the muscles in my core straining as his grip remained firm on my leg, but he quickly pushed me back down. “James?”

      “In this room, you call me Master.” 

      It was a warning. Or a threat.

      I heard him fiddling with the buckles as the straps came down around my leg. One strap at the ankle, one above the knee, and one high on my thigh. He moved the thing so my leg jutted out at a rough angle and I felt a rush of air against my exposed pussy. My free leg shifted to cover myself, but he quickly grabbed it and attached it to the other stirrup. My legs were parted so widely that the rest of my body froze, scared that even the slightest movement would snap me in two.

      He was just a dark shadow as he turned and walked across the room, returning a few moments later. 

      “Open your mouth,” he demanded. 

      “James?” It felt like a protest. This was all so fucking new to me. I had never seen him like this. 

      “I won’t ask you twice, baby girl.” 

      I half obeyed and opened my mouth just a fraction more than slightly. I knew what was coming before I even felt the ball against my lips. He forced it in my mouth and then tipped my head forward to seal it around my head. Next came a collar. Tight but not too restrictive. It felt nice against my throat, almost satisfying. 

      He cuffed my hands together in front of me and then raised them above my head, forcing them against the back of the chair-bed and causing my body to warp in the most unnatural of positions. I cried out but the sound just connected with the gag and dispersed in an inaudible breath through my nose. 

      When he had finished, he moved around the chair and stood in the gap between my legs, removing his top and throwing it on the floor. I couldn’t see his features clearly, but I could see the shape and the sheer size of him as he dominated the space. 

      “This is what I want to feel. This is how I want you, utterly fucking defenseless and vulnerable. I want to hear you scream through that gag. I want to make you squirm until you can’t think about anything else, until you’re crazy with need. Until we’re the only two people in the world who matter. You’re my drug, baby.”

      He closed the gap between him and my pussy, and leaned down, raking his hands over my stomach and breasts. I squirmed when he brushed over my nipples, his touch light and delicate. He was correct; I was fucking helpless. I couldn’t fight my arousal. I couldn’t dispute the fact that everything he did to me was pure fucking euphoria. He made me feel things I never even knew I wanted. 

      “I want to hurt you,” he said, and I jerked as he pinched my nipples, “but only to make the pleasure feel better.” 

      His hand moved up to my neck, and he gripped a hold of me. 

      “I want to make you cry,” he said, as he pressed tighter and cut off my supply of air, “so I can kiss those tears away.”

      He moved his hands over me again and I sucked in air through my nose, my heartbeat racing in my ears.

      “I want to bury myself in that perfect little cunt for hours,” he said, as he slid a finger along my slit and then stuck it deep inside me, “knowing you’ll never take another man again.”

      His thumb rubbed over my clit as his fingers triggered quickly inside me and I moaned through the gag in sheer delight. 

      “And I want to make you come. Again and again, until you’re fucking begging me for mercy.”

      His pace increased, rubbing and circling until my body wanted to shake and jolt from it — but I couldn’t. I was stretched out like a string on a bow, every one of my limbs strapped in place. 

      “I want to know what you want, but you can’t speak. You can’t show me. So I’ll just have to guess.”

      He knew what I wanted. It was fucking obvious. You could smell it in the air. I wanted him to claim me, like only he could. 

      I couldn’t speak, and I couldn’t move, so I begged him with my eyes. 

      His hand moved away from my core and adjusted his erection. I felt empty… empty and desperate. He left me lying there, panting through my nose and unable to control the trembling my body was doing. When he returned, he didn’t come to the space between my legs but instead came to the side of the bed, his eyes raking over my body. I felt so fucking powerless under his gaze. His hand came down and he grasped a hold of my breast, kneading it firmly while I begged him through my gag. He pinched my nipple, sending shivers deep into my core, and placed a clamp firmly on the end of it. The pressure was almost too much but at the same time, not enough. Every breath I took, every movement in my chest intensified until I couldn’t think about anything but the aching need between my legs. He quickly attached a clamp to the other side and then casually bent down to kiss my forehead while my thoughts melted away to nothing. 

      He moved back down to the spot in between my legs and unzipped his jeans, so fucking slowly. Those dark eyes stared into my soul and I tried to meet them with my own but I couldn’t. There was far too much power in those eyes. Instead, I looked lower, down his neck and across his broad shoulders, down further to his chest that was moving up and down in such a controlled way. How did he do it? How did he stay so calm? My heart was hammering. I needed him so badly that it terrified me. My eyes crept further down to his taut muscles across his stomach and the trail of dark hair that led to his cock, now gripped in his hand. He moved it towards me and held it against my center, spread wide for him. 

      I closed my eyes, waiting for him to fill me, and then something hard pressed against my clit as he forced his way inside me and I screamed out through the gag. I had used vibrators before, of course, but never in this way. Never with my legs locked apart, my arms bound above me, nipples clamped and a gag in my mouth. It was too much. Far too much for one person to handle. Sensation overload, and I was overloaded. I came instantly, my muscles clamping hard around him and my whole body trying and failing not to shudder. My eyes rolled back, yes they fucking did, and color exploded behind my lids as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through my body. 

      It didn’t stop him, not for a second. He set a grueling pace as he rammed his whole body into me, not giving a single fuck that my cervix was in the way of where he wanted to go. The vibrator still pressed against me with one hand, and the other came down with a crack against my clamped nipple. I chocked on a scream, tears pricking my eyes.  

      He had said he wanted to make me cry, didn’t he? The emotions were getting too much. I had always taken pride in how fucking strong I was but in that moment; I was past caring. I would cry for him if it made him happy. I would cry for him if it meant he’d fuck me harder, if it meant he’d fuck me like this every day for the rest of my life. Tears spilled from my eyes until my face was soaking wet and when they cleared enough for me to see through them, it was pure, utter devotion I saw written across his face. He bent down over me, his pace slowing slightly but still as deep as ever, and removed the gag from my mouth so he could devour it with his lips. He kissed me like he was starving, taking my tongue into his mouth and sucking on it, then moving around until every inch of my face was covered in him. I wanted to eat him. That's the only way I can describe it. Like I wouldn’t be satisfied until I had every single piece of him inside me. 

      My muscles clenched, and I came for the second time, even more intense than the first. He pumped into me a final time and let out a groan of his own as he thrust deep into my core, and heat radiated from him to me, inside me.

      Inside me. 

      No, he didn’t?

      He didn’t do that.

      I opened my eyes, not even aware that I had closed them. What the fuck had he done?

      He unpressed himself from my wet, sticky body and removed both the clamps from my tits, rubbing the ache away from each of them as he did so. I couldn’t look at him, so I found something more interesting in the room to look at instead. A dark shadow would do. 

      “Babe?”

      I’d fucking have to look now. 

      “Why did you do that?”

      He looked at me, but he didn’t answer. He just undid the straps that bound my legs to the stirrups, one at a time. I didn’t want to start an argument, not when I was like this, but I couldn’t help it. I was glad he hadn’t answered yet, though. I’d let him finish untying me before I pulled him for it. 

      When my legs were free, he helped me get them out of the stirrups and left them dangling over the end of the bed. The second my hands were loose, I swung them down and hopped off the end, seriously miscalculating just how fucking shaky and unsteady an intense orgasm could leave you. I grasped at the leather seat for balance, and he was quickly coming around to get me and lift me into his arms. I didn’t want this. He could treat me like a rag doll while we fucked all he wanted, whatever, but the second it was over I was no longer any doll. 

      “Put me down and tell me why you would do that.”

      “Do what?” He asked, still slightly out of breath. 

      “You know fine well what I mean,” I sniped as I stared at him. He was so close, he’d put me down as I had asked him, but he wasn’t giving me a single inch of space.

      “You didn’t like it?”

      “The ties? The gag? The clamps? The brutal fucking? I liked all of that well enough. What I don’t like is you coming inside me without a single sentence of discussion before-hand.”

      “That’s what you’re bothered about?”

      “Are you for real?”

      “Are you? You practically threw a tantrum the first time I fucked you ‘cause I didn’t come inside you.”

      “Christ! You’re delusional. How can you NOT take this seriously?”

      “I did it because I don’t think it’s the worst thing that could happen.”

      “You don’t have a baby with someone because it’s ‘not the worst thing that could happen’, are you mad?!”

      “Maybe I am.”

      I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to that? We both stood there, staring at each other, both of us refusing to see how the other one could be right. 

      “I didn’t mean it like that, babe,” he finally said, after a pause that felt like an eternity.

      “What exactly did you mean?”

      “I mean… I want you forever. So why wait? If it happens, then it happens. I’ve been thinking that for a while, I was going to tell you but tonight, it just seemed right. I don’t know how to explain it… I’m not good with words.”

      “You don’t get to decide, James. Christ, do you not think my life is fucked up enough?”

      “Would it really be so bad?”

      “Fucking hell,” I breathed, exasperated. “YES! Yes, it fucking would. You can’t just keep me forever, just because you decided you want to, and a baby will not change my mind about that. It’s like a fucking cage. This house. I see no one. I don’t leave. You’ve built a cage around me, and now you’re trying to build one inside me too.” 

      He took a step back, as if my words were physically hurting him. He looked hurt. But only for a fraction of a second. The wall he held so carefully around him was back in place before I could blink, and I wondered if I had only imagined the hurt I thought I had seen written across his features. 

      “Fair enough.”

      “That’s it?”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      He took my hand and led me out the room and back to the bedroom. I went straight to the bathroom and grabbed a towel to put around me, putting the plug in the bath and turning on the taps. When I turned around, he was standing in the doorway, and I avoided his gaze. 

      “It’s not supposed to be like this, you know.”

      I looked at him questioningly.

      “You’re supposed to feel emotional, but I’m supposed to be there to make you feel better. I’m not an idiot. I know right now you want to be left alone. But I just wanted you to know that.”

      True to his word, he turned and left, not returning until long after I had fallen asleep that night.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      The abortion went down just as I expected it to. Louise followed me all the way back to the house, her bright red Fiat 500 clearly visible a couple of cars back the whole way. I drove slowly, and I stopped at amber lights. I made it damn near impossible for her to lose sight of me. 

      I dropped Sarah off and sorted her out for the night. Heading home back to Megan, my thoughts raced and there was a heavy feeling in my chest. I knew what I had to do, and it broke my heart a little just thinking about it. I had promised I’d never do it again, but this was for her own benefit. I hoped that one day, when all this shit was over, she would see that. 

      I came home, and she was sitting on the sofa, watching some crap on the TV. One glance at me, and I knew she was still upset about the night before. She’d taken it badly, and I hadn’t meant for it to go down the way it did. I hoped she would see that I wanted her; I wanted her forever, and I wanted her to mother my children and to stay with me for the rest of our lives. 

      The needle was in my hand as I approached her. She caught sight of it and her eyes flew to my face. 

      “James. Fucking don’t.”

      “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      She shook her head at me. She knew there was no point fighting. I was standing over the sofa and could see the tears welling up in her eyes. She had to forgive me for this. She would see, one day, that it was the only way. 

      I stuck the needle into her and her hands clenched into fists and belted my chest twice, before they fell down limp beside her. She was out cold. 

      I did nothing for a while after that. I should have put her straight in the car and made my way to the house, but she looked so fucking peaceful lying there. My arms circled around her small waist, and I picked her up easily, laying her down on my chest. I had no idea when I’d ever be able to do this again. For a while, I imagined that I hadn’t just drugged her, and she was merely sleeping. I stroked her hair — hair that I had ruined with my own two hands — and breathed in the smell of her. She smelled of me, my shampoo, my body-wash, faint traces of my cologne… but somehow softer. 

      It wasn’t right that our last words to each other had been said in argument. I regretted not sorting that out before I knocked her out, but I hadn’t been thinking straight. I didn’t want to do what had to be done, and when I don’t want to do something I twist the reality in my head to justify the action. That was stupid of me. What could I have said, though? It seemed like it didn’t matter what I said; she wouldn’t get past her mistrust of me. I told her I wanted her forever and she wouldn’t believe me… so I’d just have to show her. This was the start of me showing her, even if she wouldn’t see that for a while. 

      Eva entered the room and her eyes focused on Megan, curled up across my chest, her hand still semi-clenched into a fist. 

      “She’s sleeping?”

      “I wish she was.”

      Her eyes drifted across the sofa to where the empty syringe lay beside me. 

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m letting her go.”

      I got up with her still in my arms and nodded to the throw that sat on the back of the sofa. Eva came over quickly and shook it out to unfold it before wrapping it around Megan. 

      “I’ll miss her,” she said, her eyes full of concern.

      “Aye, me too.”

      I wasn’t lying. 

      I took Megan out to the car and tucked her in on the back seat, before driving back to the house where it all started. I didn’t drive fast; there was no rush. Putting her back in that bed was one of the hardest things I had ever had to do. I bent down and gave her a last kiss on her lips before I turned away. 

      This could all go wrong. Maybe Jed wouldn’t come. Maybe Jed would come, and he’d never let me see her again. There were so many fucking holes in this plan that I didn’t even want to think about it, but what else could I have done?

      Megan was right. I couldn’t keep her locked inside my house forever. Even if she wanted to be there, I couldn’t guarantee she would be safe. Davie had no love for her, and I was either on Davies side or I was completely fucked. You don’t just resign, not in this line of work. 

      I sat down the street in the car and watched as the night drew in. It was fucking freezing, sitting in a cold metal shell. I had no idea when, or even if, they would arrive, but I didn’t want to turn the engine on for fear of being noticed and scaring them away.

      At around 2am, a car pulled into the street, slowly and almost silently. It was a good thing the house was left completely unprotected because the car stuck out like a sore fucking thumb. No one parked cars like that in this street, except me. 

      I watched as they made their way into the house with the unlocked door. I sat there shivering while the woman I loved was carried out the door by my enemies, and something inside me broke that night. 

      Something I didn’t even know I had. 
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        * * *

      

      This was it.

      I looked down at my phone as it lit up the dark car. Crystal… So she was loyal to me. This was good, but it didn’t really matter whether it was me or Davie she phoned- either way he needed to be told. 

      “James. You need to come to the house. Some men, they came. Took Sarah,” she panted frantically down the phone to me. 

      “Shhhh. Listen to me. I need you to listen carefully. When I hang up, I need you to call David Kimber. Tell him what happened and that you can’t get a hold of me. You need him to come to the house. Do not say you spoke to me. Do you understand?”

      There was a short pause before she replied with a simple “yes.”

      “Then I want you to get out of that house. Take anyone who is there with you and leave. I’ll tell you when it’s safe to come back.”

      “James, what is going on?”

      “Just some business. Listen to what I’m telling you.”

      “Okay.” 

      “You’ll call him now? David Kimber.”

      “Yes.”

      I ended the call and watched as three girls made their way out of the house and into a silver private hire taxi. Now it was a waiting game. I removed the gun from the glove compartment of the car and stuck it in the waistband of my bottoms, then made my way over to the house. 

      I don’t know how I felt about killing the man who had been more than a father to me than my actual father. I didn’t love him, and I think I loved Megan. He wanted to hurt Megan. It should have been simple, black and white. I hoped it would still seem as black and white when he was standing right in front of me. 

      The leather sofa in the living room was cool to the touch as I sat down against it. Must have been all the comings and goings. Would the neighbors be awake and peeking behind their net curtains, I wondered? It didn’t matter too much, anyway. I would be out of that house the second the gun was fired. That’s the good thing about being out in the middle of nowhere. No one expects gunfire, and even if they did, the police were so far away it doesn’t matter a fuck. 

      I waited on that sofa for what felt like an eternity. This was the same one we slept on that very first night, when she was cold and her body pressed up against mine. Did she know what she was doing then? Did she know she was slowly breaking down something inside of me that was never supposed to work properly? I had done more than alright until now not caring about anybody. 

      I heard a car approach outside, but I didn’t go out to look. The only thing benefiting me was that he wouldn’t be expecting it when the time came. I sat in the dark living room and pointed the gun at the door. The second he walked through, I would fire and end it. 

      Then the real work would begin. The vultures would circle the second they heard about what had happened. I planned to leave no scraps behind me for them to take. 

      I heard footsteps on the path outside. Someone was walking quickly. Too quickly. The footsteps connected with the tiled floor in the hall and then the figure appeared in the doorway of the living room. It wasn’t fucking Davie. 

      The lights went on. The man clocked my gun and in that split second I knew I couldn’t let him walk away from this. I fired, straight into his chest and the man buckled right before my eyes. I was up straight away, just as I had intended even thought it wasn’t Davie I had just killed. As I stepped over his limp body, I saw the gun in his hand and I knew I had made the right decision. 

      I ran to the car and held in the button for it to start, speeding quickly out of the street without stopping for anything. Why the fuck hadn’t he come himself? No one else was supposed to know about the house. Who was that man? Who had he sent?

      Just then, my phone vibrated against the black leather of the passenger seat. 

      David Kimber. 

      I slid it open to answer and tapped the button to put him on speaker. 

      “Davie?”

      “James.”

      His voice was cool, but that wasn’t abnormal. 

      “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

      “I just heard… They’ve taken the girls back. I’m on it already, Davie.”

      “You wouldn’t have done anything stupid, would you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cut your shite, boy. I will only give you one fucking chance, and that’s only because I think of you as a son.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Is she really worth it?”

      I paused. He fucking knew. I don’t know how he knew, but he did. 

      “She is.”

      “You’d risk everything we built together for a piece of fucking pussy. Stupid boy. Watch your back.”

      He hung up the call, but the threat didn’t go unnoticed. Only a fool wouldn’t note a threat from David Kimber. I wasn’t concerned about myself, not at all. And I had to assume that Megan would be safe with her brothers now that Jed had recovered and they’d taken her home. There was only one thing he could do that would hurt me, and that was where I headed. I had to get Eva. 

      I called the house first, but there was no answer. I tried her mobile next, already suspecting that it would be absolutely fucking useless. She detested the thing, said she had no use for it. 

      I raced home, a horrible feeling in my chest. I was man enough to admit that David Kimber was smarter than I would ever be. I had planned everything out, but I had bargained on David coming to the house. I had planned to keep Megan safe if it went wrong. I hadn’t planned for Eva. Why the fuck hadn’t I planned for Eva?

      I could see from the end of the drive that the light wasn’t on. She always kept the light on. I didn’t even switch the car off; I was already out of the door when I yanked the hand break up. I ran into the house and the second I flicked the light on I saw her at the bottom of the stairs, curled into a ball, a dark red circle of blood pooling around her head. 

      “Eva? Christ Eva!”

      I rushed over to her, reaching for her hand. She was breathing! She wasn’t dead. She was cold, but that was normal for her and her shite circulation. I tried to get her to talk to me but she was only capable of little more than a whimper. I picked her up carefully, afraid that she had broken something. There was only one place I could take her, one place that was safe. I could only hope I wasn’t walking into a trap. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      My eyes fluttered open and my heart sunk the second I realized where I was. 

      Home. 

      Could I even call it that? It didn’t feel like home. Nowhere felt like home anymore. 

      I was lying on the sofa in Jed’s living room, Elliot at my side and Mark at my feet. I didn’t want to talk to them. He’d done what he promised he’d never do. He’d left me. His forever was bullshit, and I had been so fucking stupid. 

      A single argument was all it had taken.

      “She’s not said a word that’s made sense since we got her home,” Elliot said. 

      Fucking right I hadn’t. I didn’t want to talk to any of them. It was their ambition that had got me into this mess in the first place.

      “James said she had lost her mind. I thought he was lying,” Sarah replied.

      “James? Who’s James?” Now Jed piped up, his voice agitated. All of this was his fucking fault, and I didn’t want to look at him. I continued staring at the ceiling.

      “Was he not in the house when you broke in? He was the one who kept us there. He looked after us,” explained Sarah.

      “He’s a fucking dead man.” 

      “He was kind,” Sarah paused. “To me, at least.” 

      “Do you think he was kind to my sister?” Jed spat the words out. 

      “He’s as good as dead now,” I said. They all stared at me. It was the truth. Davie would kill him for letting us go, and if he didn’t, then my brother would ensure it happened one way or another. 

      “What do you mean?” Sarah asked. 

      I thought about how to answer. Did I want to tell them? My hot-headed, idiotic brothers who acted first and thought about it second? No… Better to keep this to myself, for now. Maybe I’d tell Sarah about him. Christ, she’d probably understand it after being with my brother. She’d understand what loving a man who was no good for you did to your head. She’d understand the addiction, the highs, the comedown. Was James feeling it too? He must be. Why did he let me go, though? Did he let me go? No, I refused to believe that. 

      “You’ve taken his favorite drug.”

      “Megan?” 

      What do I do? 

      How do I get them to stop fucking talking to me?

      I did what I always did; I acted my heart out. 

      Nothing scared people like a person who had lost their mind. 

      And I was a good actress. 
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        * * *

      

      I was back in my room. Well, my room at Jed’s house. 

      They’d done exactly what I suspected they would do. They’d put me in a box, because none of them were smart enough to know how to deal with me and the crazy. It’s what I wanted, though. Quiet. Somewhere I could think and reflect on everything that had happened. 

      I can only ever remember feeling something like this once in my life before. I was 18 and had gone to Ibiza for a girls' vacation. It was the first night, and I got talking to a guy who DJ’d in one of the clubs. Antonio. Or Tony. Tony was the name I screamed when he fucked me. He made me feel so fucking special and I honestly began to think ‘this is it’. Megan Vidal, Mrs. Megan Vidal. He introduced me to his friends like I was his Queen. He talked about our life together, the children we’d have, the villa he would buy for us. He paraded me around that club like I was something special. Girls looked at me with jealousy in their eyes and I loved every fucking second of it. And then I got off that plane, the damp Scottish air hitting me in the face, I switched my phone off airplane mode and I expected to see a message from him. It never came. That’s when I realized he’d taken me for a fool. I wasn’t capable of just enjoying something for what it was. I wanted fucking everything. I didn’t get out of bed for a week after Tony. 

      And I swore I’d never let it happen again. I’d play them at their own game. I was smarter than all of them. So why the fuck was I feeling worse now than I did back then?

      Had he played me? I didn’t want to believe that nothing he’d said had been real. But I was here, back with my family who were technically his enemies, and he was… where was he? Killing David Kimber alone? Building an empire on his own?

      I switched on the iPod dock, which sat at the side of my bed and tried to let the music drown out my thoughts. A sudden knock at the door disturbed me, and I hesitated for a second. I couldn’t deal with the bloody inquisition right now, but I didn’t want an argument with the growls that were coming from my stomach. How long had it been since I’d eaten anything?

      I opened the door to see Sarah standing in it, a cup of tea and a sandwich in each hand, and a look on her face that was half pity/ half concern. 

      I moved the door just enough to let her pass and then closed it quickly behind her. 

      “You’re a wee lifesaver!” I smiled, taking the hot mug out of her hands and sipping it to check it wasn’t scalding. It was. I placed it down on the bedside table to cool and bounced down on my bed.

      Her eyebrows squinted, and she looked at me like I’d just spoken in fluent jibber. I burst out laughing. I had missed her. 

      “Calm yourself down. I’m not really away with the fairies!”

      “Megan… what the fuck?”

      “Don’t judge me. I panicked.” 

      “So you’re not…”

      “Crazy? Not even a little.”

      “You don’t look… yourself,” she said gesturing to the messy bun that was now lopsided on my head. I supposed she had only ever seen me looking polished.

      “Hey!” I retorted, “How ‘yourself’ did you look when my brother kidnapped you, eh?” I flung my little heart-shaped scatter pillow across the room at her and grinned.

      “What happened to you?”

      What had happened to me? Where to begin. Right at the start was likely the best option. So that’s what we did, for well over an hour I spilled my sorry little tale to her. She nodded in all the right places, occasionally asking a question or two. 

      “And how do you feel now… about James?”

      Shit. I didn’t even know where to begin. 

      “Have you ever had a man fuck you so good, that you find yourself daydreaming about it for days after? Like you’ll be washing the dishes, or trying to get to sleep, making a fucking cup of tea, showering, and it’s just there — replaying in your mind again and again.” She gave me a look that reminded me she was a bloody virgin until she’d met Jed. Well, shit. “That’s what he did to me. And now I don’t know what to do, even when I’m not thinking about him, he’s there. He’s in my mind constantly and I don’t know how to make him leave.”

      I took a long breath, thinking it felt good to finally get the words out, to finally admit it to someone. 

      “It’s normal — how you’re feeling. I mean you were with him constantly for weeks, of course he will have had some sort of effect on you.”

      “You mean like you and my pig-headed brother?” I rolled my eyes, couldn’t help it. 

      “I’m not saying it’s not weird. And I’m still working on forgiving him. But it’s real, I know because I felt like that too while I was away.”

      “Jed didn’t leave you though. James drugged me and dropped us off on Jed’s door.”

      “Wait, what? No, Jed took us.” 

      “What do you mean?”

      That’s when Sarah explained everything that had happened up to the point of Jed storming Davies brothel, the brothel where James must have taken me. The pieces were all clicking together now, and I realized quickly how fucking selfish I’d been — so consumed in my own pitiful situation that I’d barely given her’s a second thought. She’d been shot, she was pregnant, and not only that, but her own grandfather had tried to force her to get rid of them. Them. I’d be an aunty to two little sprogs in a few months' time. 

      “You think he knew about Louise?” I wondered.

      “I can’t think of any other explanation for him bringing you back to that brothel that night.”

      “We had an argument the night before…”

      “Go on?”

      “It sounds so fucking stupid looking back now. It wasn’t even the right time of the month to get pregnant. But he couldn’t see it. I couldn’t stand being locked away in that house with no sign of when or how it would end. And then that last night, he basically told me he wanted us to have a baby. A fucking baby. Can you imagine? I flipped. Well, after he did the thing that increases your chances of having one.”

      I don’t know why I couldn’t bring myself to say that he came inside me. I was a grown adult, for God’s sake. 

      “He hadn’t done that before?” She asked. I shook my head. “Well, I think he handed you over to Jed to keep you safe. It’s the only logical explanation.”

      “Safe from what though? He always said the most important thing was that Davie suspected nothing. Unless he intends to do it himself, and he thinks there’s a chance it could go wrong.”

      “That sounds much more realistic than him leaving you over what? A stupid argument?”

      I wanted to believe her, because that would prove my own selfish desires of validation. I was good enough. He hadn’t left me. He was doing this to keep me safe. 

      But if that was true, what did that mean for him? If I was so important to him that keeping me safe was his priority, why hadn’t he told me what he would do? We were supposed to be partners, and he was acting like a man on a suicide mission. 

      “Maybe you’re right,” I conceded. 

      “You need to speak to Jed.”

      “You need to do it for me.”

      “Megan?!”

      “He’ll listen to you. I’m his baby sister, I can’t tell him half of the things that have happened. But you can tell him just enough. He needs to get in touch with James and offer a truce.”

      “He won’t do it.”

      “Make him.”

      “James is the enemy just as much as Davie is.”

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

      “They both want the same thing! They’ll tear each other apart for it.”

      “We’ll worry about that when David Kimber is dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      He was a dead man. 

      That was the only thought racing through my mind as I sat on the sofa in Dr. Patterson's front room, a phone in one hand and a gun in the other. He stabilized Eva in the early hours of the morning; she needed fluids and painkillers and rest, but she would live. 

      He’d gone off this morning for his day shift in the local hospital, and I’d slept with one eye open. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were sitting ducks here. Everyone who mattered knew about Doctor Patterson, but it was an unwritten rule that it was a safe place. Like claiming sanctuary in a church, you waited outside. 

      Although the rules had changed so fast recently that it was impossible to know which ones were still in place. You didn’t abduct relatives. You didn’t shoot your own fucking granddaughter. You didn’t push innocent women down the stairs. You didn’t bring the fight to Dr. Patterson's door. Who knew what rules were meant to be followed anymore?

      Jed Campbell had changed everything. 

      I wasn’t disagreeable with violence or murder. I’d go as far as to say that I liked the finality and the guarantee you got with killing someone. I’d done plenty in my life that I wasn’t proud of, but I didn’t like the way things were now. Uncertain. I’m not good with uncertainty. I like black and white; I like to know where I stand. And that’s the kind of world I would build. I’d seen that vision in Megan too. Fuck throwing people down stairs and shooting people in the foot. If the person needed and deserved to be gone, then make it happen. 

      Davie needed to be gone. But what would come after Davie? Would it be war with the Campbell brothers next? Would I need to make sure they were gone, too? Where would that leave Megan?

      Too many questions, none of which I had the answers for. Not while Megan was miles away and Eva was unconscious upstairs. 

      I called Paul and asked him to come to Dr. Patterson's house, thinking he could play bodyguard for a while. That was the good thing about being Davie's right-hand man for the past 10 years. The men were loyal to him, but I was the one who had raised and trained them. I was the one who made sure their wages were in their hands every Friday at 1pm. I was the one who knew their wives, their girlfriends, their favorite fucking football team. I was the one they would follow if there had to be a choice. 

      Everyone had to make a choice. 
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        * * *

      

      It was getting dark as I pulled the car up outside the high-rise apartment block. I hated this area. It was the type of place where you’d come back out to find the back windows of your car tanned in ‘cause you’d left a £2 coin in the ashtray. 

      I swaggered over to the entrance and pressed the button for Flat 12/4. Handing a tenner to the teen who looked like he had the most wit, I told him to watch the white BMW for twenty minutes as the door buzzed and clicked open. 

      That’s why I didn’t like places like this- reminded me far too much of my own childhood. I would have taken that £2 coin and bought a half pizza supper and a single cigarette and it would have seemed worth it. It would have been a good night, back then.

      The stair reeked of piss and marijuana and one of the lights was flickering above me. I went to the elevator only to find a handwritten “OUT OF ORDER” sign stuck to it. Fucking brilliant. I hoped wee Jonny outside wasn’t timing the twenty minutes as I made my way past the sea of pushchairs to the stairwell. 

      I reached the twelfth floor a while later and chapped the door. 

      “Kelly-Ann! How’re ya doin’? And is that wee Ava? She’s getting big!”

      Kelly — Kyle’s girlfriend — answered the door with a chubby, red-cheeked baby attached to her hip. Davie knew nothing about Kelly-Ann, or baby Ava, or Brad — their 4-year-old who liked Paw Patrol and could eat for Scotland. 

      “I’m doing alright, James,” she said as she turned and made off down the hall, “Kyle’s in the kitchen.”

      I closed the door and made my way through the crammed apartment to the kitchen where Kyle sat at the table weighing white powder and putting it into clear plastic bags. 

      “Alright James. Wondered when I’d see you.”

      “Sure you weren’t wondering if you’d see me?” I chuckled. 

      “I heard through the grapevine what’s been happening.”

      “Did you hear about Eva?”

      “Aye, sorry business that is.”

      “Aye, it is.”

      I closed the kitchen door to make sure Kelly-Ann was out of earshot and sat down with him at the table before I continued. 

      “You’re going to get rid of Davie,” Kyle said, cutting off whatever I was about to say.

      “Straight to the point.”

      “No point in fucking about. You know I like you, fuck you’ve taught me everything I know. But I have mouths to feed. I have the customers, but I need product. Guaranteed product. Davie always makes sure that happens.”

      “Christ, Kyle, Davie has fuck-all to do with it, and you know it.”

      “Aye, I accept it’s you who runs things. But Davie’s name alone stops other people from trying anything stupid.”

      “Davie’s name stops people because they know he has a fucking team of enforcers. The same team that would work for me.”

      “You might be right.” Kyle shrugged before going back to weighing his powder. 

      “Did Davie’s name stop Jed Campbell?” I pushed.

      “Jed was an exception.”

      “Do you think it will stay that way now everyone knows it can be done? Everyone who hates Davie will side with Jed. Everyone who hates Jed will side with Davie. Do you think war is good for getting product safely into the country?”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I need to know that if Davie went, you wouldn’t side with Jed.”

      “I wouldn’t side with Jed.”

      I nodded. “I won’t forget it.”

      “Oh, I know you won’t! I’ll fucking hunt you down if you ever do,” he chuckled. 

      “I need a favor. Well, I need you to do a job.”

      Kyle put down the bag and clicked the scales to switch them off, giving me his full attention. 

      “Theres a shipment due in tomorrow. Paul is at Patterson‘s place keeping an eye on Eva for me, I need you to go, check it over, and make sure it gets to where I need it to be.”

      “How much are we talking?”

      “Half a mil. But that’s not important. What is important is that it goes where I need it to go.”

      “The usual place?”

      I shook my head. “I need a pen and paper.”

      Kyle got up and poked his head around the door, shouting for Kelly-Ann. 

      “You don’t know where to find a pen in your own fucking house?” I teased. 

      “Shut your hole, James. Kelly!”

      She came in a second later and retrieved a pen and an old envelope from a drawer in the kitchen, passing it to me with an eye-roll as she left. I wrote the address and handed it to Kyle, his eyebrows shifting as he read it. 

      “Where the fuck is this?”

      “A warehouse, just outside of Kelso.”

      “Can I ask why you want me to drive a half mil of product all the way down there?”

      “That warehouse belongs to Jed Campbell — which is the last place Davie will think to look.”

      “Does Jed know?”

      “No. But he will, don’t worry. You just need to make sure it gets to that address.”

      Kyle shook is head in bewilderment. 

      “Will you do it?”

      He paused before replying, “I’ll do it. But I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Aye… me too.”

      I left after a few pleasantries with Kelly-Ann and the sprogs. Inspecting the car, it appeared young Jonny was true to his word, and I thanked him for keeping the little crowd of street-rats from stealing the wheel-trims. 

      I got in the car, not really knowing where I heading. Sometimes, you just need to drive. I knew what I needed to do. I had to speak to Jed Campbell and sort out a business arrangement that would satisfy the both of us. I should have driven to his door, but something was holding me back. 

      I picked up my phone and called a man who connected both of us and who wasn’t a snake. Declan McCauley. 

      “Hullo?” he answered in his thick Irish accent.

      “You alright Declan?”

      “Alright, aye. What can I do fer ya?”

      “I need you to text me Jed Campbells number.”

      “What would ye be wantin’ with that, eh?”

      “Business.”

      “Business?”

      “Aye. Time is of the essence, mate.”

      Declan tutted and hung up the call. A few moments later the phone vibrated on the seat, Declan had delivered. I pulled the car over and switched the engine off, hoping Jed would be just as agreeable as our Irish pal. 

      I pulled the car off the main road and parked up in a side street, switching the engine off. Putting the phone to my ear, I swallowed hard and listened to the rings on the end of the line. One… Two… Three… Four. 

      “Who’s this?”

      The voice on the other end of the line was rough and impatient sounding. I instantly didn’t like his attitude. 

      “It’s James McLaren.”

      Silence for a few moments, until he sniffed. 

      “Fuck do you want?”

      He was a cheeky bastard, but I thought of Megan and tried to calm the rage that was building inside of me. 

      “I have a proposition for you,” I replied, keeping my tone as pleasant as possible. 

      “What makes you think I need propositions from the likes of you?”

      “We want the same thing.”

      “So I heard. What I can’t work out though, is why? Why would the loyal son want to kill his master? Unless of course, you want to replace the master. Which is exactly the same thing I want.”

      “Neither of us will achieve anything if he survives the both of us.”

      “And if he doesn’t? I’m guessing you want my help to destroy him, and then you’ll do your best to destroy me once he’s safely in the ground. I didn’t come down in the last fucking shower, mate. You’ll have to try harder.”

      “There will be a piece of the pie for you when he’s gone. A bigger piece than you have now.”

      “And what guarantees that?”

      “I’m going to marry your sister,” I stated, as seriously as if I were announcing that the sky was blue, or the sea was wet. “Can’t see her being too thrilled about that prospect if I slaughtered the three of you.”

      “Ah… you’re going to marry my sister, are you? And what does my sister say about that?”

      “She didn’t fight me, Jed. Not in the slightest. Not in any way.”

      “Aye, Sarah alluded to that. Megan is a fickle little shit though. She’ll forget you soon enough.”

      “Like Sarah forgot all about you? Tell me, Jed, did Sarah fight you? Did that change anything?”

      “Sarah has nothing to do with this.”

      “Sarah has everything to do with this, even more so now with his grandchild growing inside of her. The grandchild that won’t live to see its first breath if you let her slip through your fingers again.”

      “Grandchildren,” he corrected. 

      “That changes what, exactly?”

      He paused for a while before letting out a sigh. 

      “I’ll meet with you, but I’m promising you fuck-all.”

      “Where?”

      “Come to my house. Come unarmed.”

      “I’ll see you shortly,” I said, ending the call. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      It was almost the middle of the night when I finally came out of my room. The walls in there were closing in on me, and even though it was my bedroom, it still felt like the cage James had trapped me in for the last three weeks. Different decoration, but the same feeling of restlessness. I didn’t know what I wanted; I was just fed up. I’d been staring at the fairy lights surrounding my bed, trying to find sleep that would not come. Maybe a cup of coffee would help?

      I peeked out of the door and into the hall. It was dark, lit only faintly by the light of my lamp that was escaping from the crack in the door. It was quiet, and I hoped everyone would be sleeping. 

      I wrapped my house-coat tighter around me, feeling the chill as the door closed behind me. Jed didn’t skimp on the central heating, but even so it struggled to warm a house as big as this in the dead of winter. My hand edged along the wall until I reached the bannister, and I crept down the stairs barely making a sound. I crossed the grand entrance hall, my bare feet quietly slapping against the ice cold tiles. 

      When I reached the kitchen, I noticed my brother sitting at the dining table. It was his favorite spot; I should have guessed he’d be there. I had often before come down the stairs, even as a young teen, for a drink of milk or a sneaky cigarette out the back door, and found him sitting there in semi-darkness, reading his newspaper or just staring in to space. He said he had trouble sleeping, and it was only now I realized how that can happen. 

      “Can’t sleep?” I asked. 

      “I’m waiting on someone. Need your milk?”

      “Coffee.”

      Jed nodded once, not really paying me any attention. 

      “Do you want one?” I offered. 

      “Aye, go on then.”

      I clicked the kettle on to boil and pulled myself up on to the worktop, my legs dangling down over the edge. Two cups, two heaps of coffee later and the kettle clicked off. 

      “Will you pass me the milk out, please?”

      Jed got up from the table and retrieved the milk from the fridge, passing me it and then standing beside where I was sitting.

      “Sarah told me what happened to you.”

      “Oh,” I replied, as I gave each cup a splash of milk. 

      “Did he hurt you?”

      I handed him his cup and looked him in the eye as I shook my head. I wasn’t sure myself if that was a lie or not. He had hurt me, but did it count as a lie if I’d wanted it? Begged for it? Jed had hurt Sarah…

      “Did he cut your hair?”

      “Yes. But you have to admit, he did an okay job,” I said, smiling mischievously.

      Jed pulled a face. “If that makes you feel better about it. Looks like shit to me, though.”

      “Nothing some extensions can’t fix.”

      He nodded, and we sipped our coffee quietly, the both of us finding other things in the room to look at. He was first to break the silence. 

      “Did you fight him?”

      I shrugged. “I fought him the same way I told Sarah to fight you.”

      Jed took his cup and moved back to the table, taking out a cigarette and putting it to his mouth while he lit it. He put the lighter down against the wooden table with slightly too much force, not exactly a slam, but not far off it either. 

      “Fighting like that didn’t work out too well for Sarah,” he stated.

      “Didn’t work out too well for me either.”

      He gave me a half a smile in reply before exhaling his cigarette and then twirling it around against the side of the glass ashtray. He always did that when there was something on his mind, the same way I twisted my ring. 

      “I always had you down as the smart one.”

      “Yeah… me too,” I replied, putting my cup down beside me while I slipped off the worktop. “I’m going back to bed.”

      “No. Stay, for a while. I need your help with something.”

      This was… different. 

      “What is it?”

      “James phoned me.”

      “Oh? What did he want?”

      “I think he wants my help to kill Kimber.”

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “It does? You don’t think he’s capable of doing it himself?”

      I pulled out the chair next to his and sat down. “He’s capable. I’ve been thinking about it though, it wouldn’t make sense for him to kill Davie himself. He’d be weak, if only temporarily, while everyone decided where their loyalties lay. He knows you wouldn’t let a chance like that go unnoticed.”

      “He wants me to do it,” he stated.

      “Maybe. Or he wants you to take the flack for it. Or, he wants to guarantee you’re on his side for the aftermath.”

      “I’d kill Kimber anyway, for what he’s done to my family. That includes Sarah.”

      “I know. But then what?”

      “This all started because I wanted more than I had.”

      “Yes, but how much more do you want?”

      Jed shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you need to decide. And decide soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Our coffee was barely cold when Jed’s phone lit up on the table. He glanced at it and then looked to me, before he got up and made his way through the kitchen door. 

      “Stay there,” he ordered as he left. 

      I waited at the table, fiddling with my ring and wondering what the fuck he was up to. When he returned a few minutes later, my breath caught in my chest when I realized who was behind him. 

      James. 

      Jed said they had spoken, but I hadn’t imagined for a second he would show up here in my brother’s kitchen. I froze, utterly unable to take my eyes away from his. We stared at each other until Jed cleared his throat loudly, and James turned to face him.

      “You said you had a proposition for me,” Jed began. 

      “I have a plan, yes, but I can’t do it on my own.”

      Jed took his seat at the table, one hand rubbing against his stubbled cheek while the other gestured for James to sit down across from him. I was stuck in the middle, both physically and emotionally. There was a tenseness between them that was so obvious, you could almost reach out into the air and touch it. 

      “Well..?” 

      “Tomorrow, I have half a mil of product arriving at a port that Davie is completely unaware of.”

      “Half a mil?” Jed repeated.

      “Aye. Every week.”

      Jed swallowed. I don’t think he had ever fully considered the extent of Kimber’s operation before now. The operation he had wanted to steal from him. 

      “I changed the ports over last week, an idea I got from your sister here,” he motioned towards me, “and Davie hasn’t been made aware. The warehouses stayed the same, so it’s gone unnoticed. Tomorrow my driver is under instruction to deliver the product to a warehouse in the borders, one which is just outside of Kelso.”

      Jed immediately sat up straighter at the mention of Kelso. To our knowledge, no one else had a distribution centre down there. It was one of the key components to Jed’s success. 

      “Who the fuck told you about Kelso?”

      James said nothing, and after a second it was obvious why. Jed turned on me. “Is that how you spent your time, Megan? Jesus, I never thought you’d be that fucking stupid. Spreading your legs is one thing, but how long did it take you before you handed everything we’ve built over to our enemies on a silver fucking plate?”

      “She wasn’t fucking stupid,” James cut in. “In fact, she’s probably the smartest out of the whole fucking lot of you, if only because she sees clearly what you refuse to believe.”

      “And what is that?” He shouted at me. “What do you see so clearly? Please, fucking tell me Meg — cause I’m absolutely in the dark here.”

      “I see that you can’t do this on your own,” I replied calmly, meeting his heated gaze. 

      “I have two loyal brothers. I had a loyal sister who had a wee bit of sense about her. I was never on my own.”

      “What do you know about distributing half a mil of product?” I argued. “You’d have enemies from here to fucking Inverness circling to take it from you. As for your loyal brothers, one of them feels too much and the other one doesn’t think at all.”

      “There are others. It’s not a fucking three man operation, Megan. But you already knew that, you probably already told him all about the others.”

      James cleared his throat. “I have no interest in taking away anything you’ve built. Even if I could, I wouldn’t, for reasons I explained to you on the phone. I’m offering you a section of the country to run as you please. I’m offering you a part of my already established distribution. And, I’m offering you help whenever you need it, expecting it’s returned should I ever have a need for it.”

      What had they spoken about on the phone, I wondered? Jed went silent, his breathing calming only slightly while he thought about the proposal. 

      “What do you want in return?”

      “As I explained, I have my driver delivering the product to your warehouse. I have another associate, who will report that your three-man operation stole that shipment and the address you’ve taken it. He’ll send men, at which point I will intercede, and ensure they are loyal only to me. They will report to Davie that they have you and tell him to come. Davie will agree, because he’ll want to kill the three of you himself. He likes the easy kills these days. And then, I’ll put a bullet in his head.”

      “More holes in that plan than a heroin addict’s arm,” Jed snorted.

      “Do you have a better one?”

      “Why aren’t we going to his house?”

      “I set up the security on that house myself. You don’t break in to David Kimber’s house. Ever.”

      “His club?”

      “Can you think of a way to guarantee he’ll be there? You only get one chance at that.”

      “He’ll be expecting us to work together.”

      “Exactly. Which is why it might just work. He’ll think I told you where the shipment would come in, and you stole it. He will believe it, because most of it is entirely plausible. Anything else, any other story or plan, and he would suspect a trap. We need to give him exactly what he’s expecting.”

      There was a long pause before my brother would meet him in the eye. “Alright. We’ll do it.”

      James nodded, before turning to me. “I need to speak to you. Alone.”

      I glanced to Jed, thinking he might leave the kitchen and give us a moment, but he was already lighting up another cigarette. 

      Motioning to James, I left the kitchen, and he followed me up the stairs to my bedroom. I knew this was dangerous, but I also didn’t want my brother to see us. I locked the door behind us and sat down on my bed, watching him. The warm glow from my lamp danced across his features, and he looked just as good as he always did, if not better. He was wearing black jeans that sculpted his thick thighs, a white t-shirt, and that leather jacket he’d given me that very first night. 

      He said nothing for a while, just stared at me with a gaze so intense I had to look away. 

      “You wanted to say something?” I broke the silence first. 

      “You understand why I did what I did?”

      I sighed. “I have my theories.”

      He sat down on the bed beside me, the both of us looking down at our hands. 

      “I promised you I’d never stick a needle in you again, and I broke that promise. But I did it to keep you safe. You wouldn’t have gone back to that house otherwise.”

      “How do you know? You never thought to ask me!”

      “I know. I’m going to ask you something now.”

      “Oh, now you want to ask me something. What is it?” I angled my body to face him.

      “I want you to marry me,” he said, his lips twitched but his face was deadly serious. I didn’t even have to think about my answer.

      “No.”

      Immediately, I saw his shoulders tense.

      “Not right now, I’m not daft. When all this shit is over. When you’re ready.”

      “There’s too much water under the bridge for this to work. Too much you need to change.”

      “Then teach me.”

      “Why?” I breathed, remembering I’d said those same words to him before.

      “You’re going to deny what we have between us? Even I struggle to warp that reality, Megan. I can’t fight it. I can’t be without you.”

      “You left me.”

      “Only to keep you safe, while I tried to do what I had to do.”

      “You don’t think to ask me what I want. You took on this role I never asked for.”

      “You did ask for it, though. That first night, you didn’t ask me to kiss you? You didn’t ask me to make you mine?”

      “You know why I did that.”

      “So, what are you saying? None of it was real?”

      “It was real! I don’t know when or how or why, but it changed, it was real. I fell for a man who is no good for me, who I don’t trust. And I fell for you so fucking easily,” my voice broke as I finished my sentence. Tears threatened to spill, and I swallowed them down. The way I’d been feeling since I got home, that sinking feeling in my chest, I wanted that to disappear. I never wanted to feel like that again and I was so fucking terrified that if I let him take it away, it would only be a matter of time before it would come back again.

      “Don’t throw it away then.” His hand came down to grip mines, and he squeezed it tightly, my fingers compressing against the ring I always wore. “In time you’ll see that I am good for you, that you can trust me. You need to let me fix this, baby.”

      A final squeeze of my fingers and then everything moved so quickly. His hands came around my head and suddenly he forced me backwards, onto the mattress, his lips hovering not even an inch from my own. I could feel his warm breath on my face as his eyes searched my soul. I knew right then, this man was my weakness. He was something I couldn’t fight, couldn’t resist. 

      I wanted him to take me, then and there. To break me into a thousand tiny pieces and then put me back together again. He was so fucking good at that. As his lips crashed down against mine, he kissed me with such ferocity that all thoughts of potential heartbreak seeped away into the mattress beneath me. I was weak, and I hated myself, but I think I loved this man. I could think about the rest of it tomorrow, when I wasn’t smelling him, tasting him, when he wasn’t pushing my legs apart like he owned the space in-between them. Yes, I’d think about the consequences of this tomorrow, after I’d let him do everything he wanted. 

      My fingers slid down his body under his jacket, making half an effort to push it off his shoulders. He slid out of it and removed his t-shirt, letting his full weight rest on top of me until I felt crushed. My housecoat was next, he tore it to the side and pulled my bra down, taking my breasts in his hands and kneading them firmly while I moaned into his open mouth. This felt so right, how could it possibly be wrong? My hands slipped between us and I undid the button on his jeans, releasing his cock and taking it firmly into my hand while he went to work on my neck. I needed him inside me; I needed to feel full again like I needed air in my lungs. 

      As if he sensed it, he pulled away from me, his hands pulling his jeans off quickly while I sat up and wriggled out of my housecoat and underwear. 

      He scooped me up and lay me down on top of him, his hands running all over my body, spreading my legs wide across his stomach and kissing every inch of my face. It was like a frenzy, a madness threatening to consume the both of us, a race against it and somehow towards it at the same time. I kissed him back, his stubbled cheeks, his ears, his forehead, his neck, his lips. None of it was enough for me. His arms encircled me in a crushing grip and in one swift motion he had flipped me over, my head burying in between the two pillows. He took my wrists in his hands and locked them just above my head. My back arched and my nipples tightened as they connected with his hard chest, making me shiver in anticipation. 

      He shifted down slightly, leaving a trail of wet heat as my pussy slid along his stomach, and licked and kissed my breasts voraciously. My hips bucked, and I ground myself against him, already desperate for release. 

      By the time his hands moved down towards his cock I was positioning myself desperately to meet him, my leg reaching around his waist and trying to pull him closer towards me. He held the tip at my entrance and I closed my eyes, restlessly wriggling under him like a wild animal.

      “Megan,” he whispered, his hot breath hitting my ear. Don’t fucking stop I cursed inwardly, letting out a sigh. “Baby, can I do it?”

      I opened my eyes, as if awakening from a dream. I bit my lip, staring into his eyes before nodding my answer. It was the wrong time of the month, anyway; I was due any day now. I wanted to feel the very essence of him inside me, soothing my muscles and coating me in warmth. He bent down and kissed my forehead as he pushed himself into me and a soft moan escaped from my lips. 

      His hands regained their grip on my wrists as he forced my body further into the bed, pounding into me relentlessly. He kissed me. I tried to kiss him back, but he didn’t let me. He fucked me with his mouth, moving my arms above my head so he could pin them easily in one hand; the other spreading around my throat. The pressure increased, both on my airway and between my legs until I struggled to breathe. I didn’t care. I wanted him to take the air from me. I wanted him to take everything. 

      What little breath escaped came out ragged and I struggled against the restraint trying to get myself off. My heart was hammering in my chest, frustration and pleasure mixed together until I could barely stand it. 

      “You drive me so fucking crazy, baby,” he whispered, his hand still putting pressure on my throat while his fingers twisted up and rubbed against my lip. “I want to hurt you.” 

      “Please,” I begged, barely fucking audible as my voice fought against his hand. 

      “Please?” He slammed his cock into me and I would have screamed if I could have. “Tell. Me. What. You. Want,” he demanded, his voice fucking menacing. I couldn’t. Didn’t he understand that I couldn’t? 

      He let his hands slip from my neck and arms and took my thighs in his grip, ripping them further apart and pushing them up until they almost hit my shoulders. His balls slapped against me as he ground in further, and I cried out in shock at just how much deeper this was. I would break. He would break me. My legs instinctively thrashed against him but it was fucking useless, I was nothing compared to his strength. I sobbed under my breath, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to disassociate myself from it. Trying to find my own pleasure in his twisted desires. 

      “Look at me,” he breathed.

      I opened my eyes but turned my face away. I didn’t want him to see my tears. 

      “Look at me.”

      He grabbed my face, squeezing my cheeks together and forcing my head up until I couldn’t look away. His eyes were determined, fixed on me, and a frown set across his beautiful features. 

      “That’s it, baby. Look at me while I fuck you and know that I fucking own you.”

      “Please,” I begged again. I wanted him to stop so I could come. I was so fucking desperate and needy. 

      “So fucking pretty when you cry for me.”

      He slowed down, releasing my legs and crushing me while he bent down. His mouth opened, his warm breath surrounded me, and he licked the tears that had spilled down my cheek while I ground myself against him like a wanton little slut. That’s how he made me feel. Like I was a hole for him to use however he wanted.

      Like I was nothing, but at the same time everything he ever wanted. 

      “Come on my cock, baby,” he whispered. “Milk my cock with your sweet little cunt. Let me fill you up.”

      His fingers filled my mouth, stretching it open, and I bit down on them. He bit my shoulder in devious response, the harder I went the harder he did until moans of mercy spilled out of me and slammed onto his hand. All the while I crushed myself against him in delirium, the pressure building inside me until it finally erupted and I did what he told me to do. I held my breath while I came, unable to focus on breathing, or thinking, or anything else but the sparks that were igniting my body. My legs gripped around him as I shuddered, every muscle aching in the sweetest way. He pulled against my grip, fucking me quickly a few more times until he collapsed on me with a sigh. Heat erupted in my core, and I clenched myself against him, desperate for more of this feeling.  

      The both of us lay still, wrapped around each other for what seemed like an age. My legs sprawled over his thighs and my head settled in the crook of his shoulder. I listened to him breathing while he stroked my hair and drifted off to an easy sleep.
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          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to a loud thumping on the door and instantly felt like I was a teenager again, fighting the urge to grab my clothes and escape out of the window. Beside me, Megan stirred and then nuzzled in further, wrapping the covers tighter against her body. 

      “Leave it,” she groaned. 

      I shifted in bed and turned my body towards her. She was like a little ball of fire, roasting hot to the touch. I’d last about 5 minutes before I passed out from the heat. 

      “Someone wants to speak to you,” I whispered, brushing a wisp of honey blonde hair from her face.

      “Fuck em”

      She did this little sexy half-yawn that ended in parted-lips and almost had my cock throbbing. She guarded her sleep like a fucking teenager, and it was kinda cute. I lay there just watching her, until the banging on the door started to ruin my happiness and I was hauling myself out of the bed and into the en-suite.

      “You should answer that,” I called, closing the door behind me. 

      I fiddled about with the chrome knobs— until the temperature got to a level where it wouldn’t fry my balls— and walked into the shower, wondering how the fuck women didn’t scald themselves every time they had one. 

      Not expecting the situation in the bedroom to have changed much, I emerged from the bathroom still damp and with a towel wrapped around my waist. My face dropped when I saw her sat up in bed, coffee in hand, and my young captive friend sitting next to her. 

      “Sarah.” I nodded, breaking the silence. 

      “James.”

      “Hows the foot, kiddo?”

      “Fine, thank you,” she said lightheartedly, her face breaking into a wee smile “I never thanked you.”

      “What for?” I asked, my brows furrowing.

      “Uhh, for looking after it. Oh, and the sudoku. And for rescuing us.”

      “Sodoku?!” Megan laughed, almost spilling her coffee. 

      “Hey, it’s actually quite addictive when you get the hang of it!” She defended. 

      I crossed the room and picked up the bundle of clothes from the floor, thinking I’d hide in the bathroom while they did whatever it was they were doing.

      “Do you need clothes?” Sarah piped up. “Jed will probably have something that’ll fit you.”

      “Eh… It’s fine, thanks. I have a change in the car.”

      Before I made it back to the bathroom, a shadow caught my eye, and I glanced towards the bedroom door that was wide open. Jed. 

      “Morning,” I said. 

      Jed nodded, his eyes burning holes into my skull. 

      “Making yourself at home, I see,” he sniped. 

      “Nah… Prefer my own. This is all a bit… girly,” I snap back before closing the bathroom door behind me. Fucking childish but I can’t help myself — the man has crushed velvet couches for God’s sake. 
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day went by in a haze of testosterone and anticipation. They introduced me to Megan’s other two brothers, Mark and Elliot. The younger one, Elliot was actually alright. Mark though, I don’t know how Jed kept him on a leash. And he needed to be leashed, both for his own safety and that of others. He looked like he was at his limit all the time, like the slightest thing would set him off in a rage. Just being in the same room as him felt as if you were walking along the edge of a fucking razor. 

      Mostly, Megan was present but kept her distance. I was fine with that. Today wasn’t a day for talking or for declarations. I’d made it clear to her last night exactly how I felt, and now all that I could do was show her. For that I needed Kimber out of the way. I needed to focus on us and on what we would build together. It felt like this was the first step in making that happen. 

      When it was time to leave, I stood at the door watching her. My ego wanted her to come to me, to tell me to be careful, and that she loved me or something like that. I swallowed that feeling as quickly as it came though, and strode across the room towards her, taking her little body into my arms and crushing her to my chest. 

      For all I knew, this could be suicide. In this job, in this life, there were no guarantees. Her arms wrapped around my neck and she pulled me down into a kiss, her neck straining up to meet me. I pulled back just as quickly as it had started, and she looked at me with longing and confusion in her eyes. 

      “Later,” I whispered. 

      “James?”

      “Not now. No talking, no nothing. Just I’ll see you later. Be good, baby.” 

      I placed a single kiss on her forehead and followed her brothers out of the door. 

      We took two cars, Jed and I in one, and Mark and Elliot in the other. 

      “I’ll drive,” Jed demeaned, and gestured for me to throw him they key. 

      “I’ll drive.”

      “I know the roads.”

      “And I know what cars to look out for, should any trouble arise. I’ll drive. You need to be able to contact those two quickly if anything happens.”

      “Fine,” he sighed, throwing the keys over the car towards me and walking around the bonnet. 

      We drove in silence, Jed mostly looking out the window. What do you even say to a man whose sister you kidnapped, then fucked, then fell in love with? Under normal circumstances I supposed a ‘sorry’ might have been a staring point, but I didn’t feel like I owed him an apology. Not at all. He had caused all this. Davie was just doing the usual stuff; toying with his shipments or fucking up his warehouses. If he’d stopped what he was doing and swore allegiance to Davie that would have been enough, and that was more of an offer than we gave most people. 

      Jed annoyed him, but in a strange way I think Davie admired him a little. He was ballsy, and Davie had been ballsy too, in order to get where he wanted to be. There was a dislike and a respect there, at the same time. Jed was the one who turned it like this. He lit a spark that could only end one way; that being one of their deaths. 

      We sped by small villages, the watery low winter sun almost blinding me. 

      I wondered what would have happened if Davie had never involved me with Megan. He could have easily given that job to someone else, but he chose me. Likely because he trusted me more than anyone else in his entire organisation. It had always been in the back of my mind that I wanted to take over the business, but it was Megan who gave me the push towards it. Would I be doing any of this if it wasn’t for her, or would I have defended Davie to the death? I’d like to say it was difficult for her to turn me, for her to break years of trust and mutual understanding between my former boss and I… but it wasn’t. He’d created this monster, this cold thing, incapable of feeling and ultimately that would be his biggest mistake. How could a monster love the man who made him? 

      I would feel no remorse in putting the bullet in his head. Christ knows, I’d done it for him enough times. I imagined the only thing I’d feel is relief at the thought of Megan being finally safe. Her face popped into my head, like it did every twenty or so fucking seconds, and I knew that doing what I had to do wouldn’t be difficult. As long as things happened the way I’d intended them to. 

      We pulled up at Jed’s warehouse when the sun was almost setting, and Kyle was standing waiting for us beside the van that he’d parked in the loading bay. 

      “What next, boss?” Kyle asked as we approached. 

      “Paul was meant to collect the shipment, so Paul will report to Davie that we have stolen it,” I replied, pulling my phone out of my pocked and sending Paul the message I’d typed up earlier. 

      “Jed, take Elliot’s car around the back — in case something fucks up and we need to get away quickly.” 

      Jed nodded and motioned for Elliot to follow him to the cars while I opened the back of the van. 

      “You counted the crates when you loaded them?” I asked Kyle. 

      “Of course. All there. Tested too — as pure as it should be.”

      I nodded. Kyle wasn’t daft, but I was on edge. I always relied on my gut and right now something didn’t feel right. My phone vibrated in my back pocket and I swiped to answer, Paul. 

      “What happened?” I demanded, the second the line connected. 

      “He bought it. He’s sending men down now.”

      “Who? How many?”

      “Corky, I think. He didn’t say how many.”

      “Alright. You stay with Eva, keep her safe.”

      “Aye, she’ll be fine.”

      I hung up and caught Jed’s eye as he walked back to the van.

      “Corky,” I said. 

      “That’s good — Corky has been playing both sides of the field for years,” Jed replied. 

      “Aye, but I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him.”

      Jed shrugged. “It is what it is. You need to get further up the road and intercede them before they get here.”

      I nodded in agreement, gesturing to Kyle to follow me. There was only one road to the warehouse cars could conceivably use — the rest were farm tracks, and I doubted anyone would take that way. Still, I’d studied them until I knew them like the back of my hand. This was Jed’s territory, and while I trusted him to a certain extent, I refused to give him any advantage over me. 

      I parked the car in a lay-by and Kyle and I watched the road in front of us. It would be at least an hour until they’d be passing, but I wanted to take no chances. 

      About twenty minutes had passed when Kyle shoved my shoulder and told me to get down. How the fuck he saw them, I still do not know, but the second he pointed them out I noticed them too. Blue lights, flashing in the distance. Still too far away to hear the sirens, but I didn’t need fucking sirens to tell me someone had played us. Davie was changing the rules, just as Jed had. Davie was playing dirty. 

      I whipped my phone out at double speed and called Jed, who answered before the first ring had even ended. 

      “It’s fucked. Police everywhere. Get out of there now, take the back road, the one that passes behind Carndean Farm.”

      “The shipment?”

      “Fuck the shipment!”

      Jed hung up, and I threw the phone over to Kyle before turning the car on and three-point turning out of the lay-by. We couldn’t take the main road, the one crawling with police, so I doubled back towards the warehouse, hoping that they wouldn’t have the farm tracks surrounded. At least one of us had to make it back to Megan and Sarah, or fuck only knows what would happen to them. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      My heart was in my throat the second the four men left, and it hadn’t moved from its position since.

      Sarah and I tried to keep busy. We polished the counters in the kitchen until they didn’t just gleam in the winter sunlight; they fucking sparkled. We made small talk about nonsense; I think because it scared the both of us to say what was truly on our minds. What if not all of them came back? What if none of them came back? What would we do?

      We had no back-up plan, and that worried me. I looked across the kitchen at Sarah, and she stopped what she was doing and stared right back at me. There was an uneasy tension in the air. 

      Fuck it.

      “What if they don’t come back?” I said, swallowing hard. 

      She leaned the mop against the counter and stood up straight. 

      “We get out of here. Out of this country. I don’t think there’s anything else we can do.”

      I nodded, thinking for a moment. 

      “We should pack. Just in case…” I added. 

      “I don’t even have my passport. We would need to go south.”

      “Or west — to Ireland. Declan would help, I’m sure,” I said, spinning and marching through the hallway and up the stairs. I could hear Sarah’s footsteps following behind me. 

      I punched in the numbers for the cupboard in the hall that my brother jokingly called ‘the armory’, and ran my eyes over the half-empty shelves. They’d taken a fuck-tonne with them. Picking out two small handguns, I gave one to Sarah and tucked the other one down the back of my jeans. We continued on to my bedroom, where I grabbed the first large handbag I could find.

      I pressed play on the dock and tried to pretend that we were packing for a sleepover, and not our fleeing and subsequent demise. 

      “There’s a shoebox under my bed,” I said, nodding towards it, “put all the cash at the bottom of that bag.” 

      Sarah sorted the money while I pulled out a couple of changes of clothes for the both of us. Practical stuff, warm sweaters and long-sleeved tops. If shit hit the fan, and we had to flee, who knew where we would end up. 

      “Your tablets,” I reminded her. 

      Realization crossed her face, and she nodded, leaving the room and heading off to her and Jed’s, fetching her iron and whatever else you had to take during early pregnancy. 

      When she didn’t return awhile later, I paused the music and popped my head around the door, shouting down the hall towards her bedroom. 

      No reply. 

      I shouted again. 

      Silence. 

      My hand immediately went to my back and my fingers curled around the hard object secured there. Something was wrong; I knew it. 

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the door properly and took a step out of my bedroom. 

      “Hands where I can see them,” demanded a voice behind me. I didn’t know this voice, and I spun around quickly, my hand still clenched around the gun. 

      A man had appeared at the end of the hall, tall and dressed entirely in black, with a balaclava covering his face. I could only see his eyes, and there was not a single ounce of mercy or remorse in them. 

      Killer’s eyes. 

      My own eyes immediately flew to the rifle poised in his hands. There was absolutely no chance I’d be able to snatch my gun out, aim and fire in the time it would take him to pull the trigger on his. 

      Slowly, I moved my hands up and pressed them against the sides of my head, like they do in the movies. I tried to steady my breathing. Where the hell was Sarah? 

      “What do you want,” I said, trying so hard to keep my voice steely and failing miserably. 

      The man approached, the floor creaking with every step his heavy boots took along the carpet. He dropped his rifle slightly the nearer he got to me, but that didn’t stop my heart from racing. 

      The thought of reaching for my gun danced through my mind yet again. If I’d known Sarah would have been okay, I would have tried it. I might have actually succeeded. He stood a few inches away and stared at me intently. I kept my hands fixed to my head and my back as straight as a rod. 

      “Give me your hands, slowly.”

      I brought them down towards him, just as he’d asked. He gripped both of my wrists easily in one hand and let the rifle fall to the floor. He removed a cable-tie from his pocket and secured around them tightly. Too tightly. I hissed at the pressure, not caring if I wrote my discomfort across my face. 

      As soon as he tied me, he began to search my body, his hands coming down across my chest, under the band of my bra, up my sides, and down my back. When he reached the solid outline of the gun, he pulled it out and inspected it, shaking his head and tutting. 

      “What did you plan to do with this, eh?” He chuckled, I couldn’t see his face but his tone sounded amused. 

      “Fuck you.”

      “Such a foul mouth for such a pretty face,” he tutted again.

      I sniffed, deciding not to provoke him. 

      “Do you know my favorite way to deal with a foul mouth on a pretty face?”

      “No.”

      “Guess.”

      He grabbed me by the hair and pulled me closer to him, so close I could see the color of his eyes now, ice cold blue. 

      “I don’t know,” I stuttered. 

      “Get on your knees and I’ll show you.”

      I froze in shock. This couldn’t be happening. 

      “Davie will kill you.” I said, just as he was forcing my hair back so hard that my knees buckled, trying to avoid the pain. 

      “What?”

      He held me in that awkward position, the muscles in my thighs straining and scalp on fire. 

      “He’s wanted me since the day he laid eyes on me. If you touch me, you’ll be dead the second he finds out,” I deadpanned. 

      The man released some pressure on my hair and I straightened carefully, finally letting a breath escape.

      “Down the stairs,” he demanded, pushing me forwards while he bent down to pick up his rifle. 

      I descended with the hard tip of his gun pushing against my back. When I reached the bottom, I turned slightly towards him and he motioned towards the living room. 

      I crossed the hall slowly, dark now the sun had set, trying to think of an escape.

      The living room was in near darkness, save for the lamp in the far end that Jed rarely switched off. They sat Sarah on the sofa, her hands — like mine — cable tied in front of her, and her feet tuck up into her chest. She threw me a panicked ‘what the fuck are we going to do’ look, and I nodded a fraction.

      The man pushed me forwards and motioned for me to sit on the couch opposite her. I lowered myself to the edge, sitting up straight so I could be ready to move at any opportunity. 

      We waited in silence, a silence that seemed to stretch on forever. My back started to ache, and I longed to rest it against the solid back of the couch, but I promised myself I’d endure it. 

      Something was going to happen.

      I didn’t know what; I didn’t know when… but the two men who guarded us were far too on edge me to be anything less than convinced of it. 

      Eventually, when I could take the silence no longer, I turned to the man who stood behind me and said, “I need to piss.”

      “Then piss.” He nodded down at the couch. 

      I turned back around in a huff. “I’ll hold it.”

      “Thought so.”

      Silence again. I think I must have studied every fucking object in the room when I heard the front door open. 

      The two men instantly pointed their guns at the door on the far side of the room and my heart raced, praying it would be our rescue. 

      I should have known. 

      The man who stood in the doorway looked to me first and smiled right up to his eyes. “It’s been a while, little angel.”

      “Not long enough,” I spat. I wasn’t going to play along, not this time. The man revolted me. 

      He tutted and turned to Sarah. “My whore granddaughter… still knocked up?” 

      Sarah looked at him, hatred written across her features and nodded once. 

      “Now, you see… that causes me a problem,” he stated, his face turning into a frown as he strolled into the room with a hand in his pocket. “Now, I need to decide whether to kill you now, or wait until after it’s born.”

      Sarah swallowed. He mustn’t have known about the fact she was actually carrying twins.

      “My problem with waiting is that you appear to be good at escaping… So we’ll need to make sure you go somewhere they can never find you. Oh, and then there’s the actual baby.”

      He paced the room now between us and we all watched him carefully, even the guards. 

      “I actually quite like babies,” he said lightheartedly, turning to me, “Can you believe that? Kids too, so malleable. It’s when they turn into adults. That’s when they start to get ideas of their own and my patience grows thin. Do you know I thought of him as a son?”

      “I figured as much,” I said flatly. 

      “Yes, you appear to be good at figuring things out. You must have figured his cock out well enough, to turn him against me so easily,” he spat, malice in his eyes.

      He was going to kill me. 
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      We raced through the farms and were on the road back to Jed’s house at record speed. When I was a few minutes away, I connected the phone to the speaker and called him. 

      “Haul,” he answered.

      “Where the fuck are you?”

      “Just coming over Soutra hill. Where are you?”

      “Almost at the house.”

      “Me and Elliot aren’t far behind you then.”

      “Where’s Mark?”

      “He took the van, and before you say it, there was no changing his mind.”

      I rolled my eyes as I turned the car into his long driveway.

      “Is there anything linking you to that warehouse?”

      “Nah… It’s clean—”

      I cut him off before he could finish his sentence. 

      “You know anyone that drives a black Maserati?”

      “What?”

      “Davie’s at your house. Fucking floor it Jed!”

      “Right… eh… right, I’m not far behind you.”

      I could hear the alarm in his voice as flicked the headlights off and braked the car suddenly. I shifted into reverse, backing the fuck out of the road. Who knew how many of them were in there, and the only thing benefiting us would be the element of surprise. 

      If they were even still alive. 

      The thought had bile rising in my chest and my palms beginning to sweat. I gripped the steering wheel tighter, finally parking the car in the ditch. 

      “I will go in alone, right now,” I told Jed. “Kyle will wait at the car until he sees you. I’ll try to hold him off for as long as possible and then fucking storm the place the second you get a chance. Do you hear me?”

      “I hear you. We won’t be long, I swear. Keep her safe. Keep them both safe.”

      I sniffed and hung up the phone, reaching around the seat to pick up the gun in the back. 

      “Come in with Jed,” I said to Kyle, before slipping out of the car and making my way towards the house. I crept along the side of the trees that lined the road, trying my best to not be seen should someone look out of the window.  

      The front door was open, and I waited outside for a second, slipping in only when I heard nothing. Muffled voices came from the living room and I edged slowly the hall, cursing Jed and his fucking quartz tiles. I listened at the side of the door, trying to get a sense of what was going on.

      “I actually quite like babies…” Davie’s voice, with his twisted jovial facade. Out of all the sides I’d ever seen of him, I think I hated that one most. “Can you believe that? Kids too, so malleable. It’s when they turn into adults. That’s when they start to get ideas of their own and my patience grows thin. Do you know I thought of him as a son?”

      “I figured as much,” Megan replied. She was still alive, thank God.  

      “Yes, you appear to be good at figuring things out. You must have figured his cock out well enough, to turn him against me so easily,” Davie declared. 

      “Her cunt’s not magic, old man,” I announced, making myself known to them and standing in the doorway.

      “Ah, the wayward son returns,” he laughed, but it was more of a sneer. 

      “Did you miss me?” I asked, pushing off the side of the door and taking a step into the room.

      Davie shrugged. “Honestly? I missed the shipment of product you stole from me more.”

      “Think of it as severance pay,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “Tell me, if it’s not her magic cunt, then what is it?”

      I shrugged. “It’s nothing personal.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the only one you will get, though.”

      “Suit yourself, I’m getting bored with talking, anyway.” 

      Davie bent down and grabbed Megan by the arm, hauling her up from the couch and twisting his arm around her neck to secure her in front of him. He smiled at me with fucking hatred in his eyes. 

      His free hand outstretched and he pointed the gun at my head. I didn’t move. I didn’t even flinch. I didn’t give a fuck if he shot me in the head right now, just as long as she made it out alive. 

      “I could shoot him right now,” he whispered harshly into Megan’s ear. “Would you like that?”

      “No,” she replied, her voice trembling. 

      The arm on her neck moved down to grope her chest and her face screwed up while she looked towards the sky. 

      “Why don’t you do it? Now there’s an idea!” The gun in his hand moved away from my head in one sharp motion and settled on Sarah’s mid-section. “There’s a little gun tucked down the back there. I want you to retrieve it for me. And I want you to know that if you try anything silly, I’ll shoot her in the stomach.”

      Megan's eyes widened, and she did exactly as he told her, bending around his frame with her tied hands and returning with the gun pointed low on the floor. 

      “Now you have a choice to make. You can either shoot him, or I shoot Sarah.”

      “No! Please,” she begged. This was the first time she’d properly crumbled. 

      “Megan, do it baby,” I said to her, my face serious. I nodded again while she stared at me, for extra emphasis, “Do it!”

      “No!” she cried. 

      “Do it!” Davie demanded. 

      Sarah began to sob, her arms twisted around her stomach protectively. 

      Megan looked to Sarah and then back to me.

      “Fucking do it!” Davie shouted. 

      The sound erupted in the room and I didn’t know where to fucking look. She had fired in a panic; the bullet missing completely and impacting the wall beside me. Tears erupted from her eyes and her whole body shook violently. This was torture, absolute fucking torture. 

      Davie held her up and shushed her for a moment, before his face changed and he yelled in her ear, “Try again!”

      “I love you,” she whispered, her watery eyes staring straight into my soul. “I fucking love you.”

      And then pain. Pain erupted in my leg and I buckled under my own weight, sliding down the wall and hitting the floor with a thud that only caused another eruption. 

      Davie lowered the gun momentarily, disbelief written across his face and then it all happened so fucking quickly.

      Her brothers and Kyle stormed the room like a fucking swat team, Kyle going straight for the gun in Davie’s hand and forcing it down onto the floor. He grabbed Megan tighter, letting out a roar, but Elliot was over him in a second, wrestling her from his arms. She ran to me, low on the ground as Jed fired, and Davie went down like a stone. 

      Davie went down like a stone. 

      The two men behind the sofas who were staring with their mouths open dropped their rifles immediately. They weren’t stupid.

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t have to fight to keep them open anymore. 

      David Kimber was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      I stayed by his side until his eyes finally fluttered open. 

      “James?” I breathed, “Can you hear me?”

      He nodded in reply, and I pressed a glass of water to his lips. 

      “I’m sorry,” I cried, almost breaking, “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “Don’t be silly. What else could you have done? You did good, baby. You did exactly what needed to happen.”

      I smiled at him, not quite knowing what else to say. I didn’t want to say anything; I just wanted to look at his face. I wanted to feel him close to me. I wanted to smell his scent and know that he was safe now. 

      Crossing the room to the other side of the bed, I kicked off my jeans and snuggled under the duvet beside him, being careful not to touch his leg or shift the bed too much. 

      “Dr Patterson came,” I whispered. “He said with the right physio you’ll walk fine.”

      He nodded and then turned his head to face me. 

      “Did Jed deal with Kimber?”

      “Not yet. I told him about that place. He said he will send Mark tonight.”

      “That’s good,” he said, closing his eyes and turning his face towards the ceiling. 

      “Did you mean what you said the other night? That question you asked me?”

      I watched as the hint of a smile crept over his face, although his eyes remained closed. “Of course I did. Have you changed your mind?” He peeked an eye open at me and I giggled. 

      “We’ll see.”
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          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      ONE YEAR LATER

      “Bit early in the day for me, mate,” I said to Mark as he pushed a bottle of Heineken across the wooden counter. 

      “Aye, same, but I’m fucking roasting in this,” he groaned, glancing down at his heavy jacket before chugging down his own bottle. 

      “Maybe if you ate less and moved more, you wouldn’t struggle, ya fat bastard,” Jed retorted with a chuckle. 

      Out of the six of us, he was the one carrying the most extra weight in the form of flab. There was no nice way to say it, Mark had eaten the extra money he was making.

      “Fuck’s Megan going to say if you show up half-pished?” Jed gave him a soft swipe on the back of his head before he snatched the bottle out of his hand and placed it on the counter behind him.  

      “Och, will you calm down? It’s a bottle not a triple-vodka.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Nothing ruins this. NO ONE ruins this. Mark—” Jed pointed a finger at him, his eyes menacing “best fucking behavior. Elliot — Best fucking behavior. Kyle, Paul — Best. Fucking. Behavior. James—” he paused, turning around and facing me squarely, his frown turning soft at the last second, “you’re alright, mate.”

      I have to admit, even I laughed. Jed didn’t normally do humor. 

      “Jed?” Sarah walked into the kitchen, her hair tucked up in rollers and her lips the same color as her face. “Can you watch the girls while I finish getting ready? Megan’s up to high-doh and I’ve not had a moments' peace…”

      “Christ, woman! You should have said, I thought they were sleeping. Bring them in here with their uncles,” he chuckled. I watched as every man in the room glanced around nervously at each other. 

      Don’t get me wrong, I liked children. Annoying little fuckers the majority of the time, but they were alright. Those twins, though. I’d like to put them in a box and bring them back out when they were about 3. That’s when you can wind them up and walk away. I’d like to think I’d be that kind of uncle. 

      Sarah wheeled the pram in and Jed picked up a little pink bundle and dropped it into my arms. 

      “Practice,” he said with a smirk, before going back to the pram and retrieving the other one.

      “Which one have I got?”

      “That’s Orlaith,” Elliot piped up, watching the little face while she stared up at me.

      “That’s Isla, ya half-wit,” Jed corrected with a sigh as his eyes rolled. 

      “I honestly don’t know how you do it, mate.” Elliot chuckled.  

      I gave Isla a finger to grip onto and rocked her a wee bit, not the slightest fucking clue what I was doing. 

      The rest of the morning passed by in a way that I can only describe as six men and two babies, with only two of us having any sort of paternal instinct. Kyle took Isla off me when she fussed, and I had that beer I’d refused earlier. 

      “It’s different when it’s your own,” Kyle stated, and Jed nodded in agreement. “You kinda just know what they want. At that age they want food, or sleep, or a shit.”

      “Aye, that one wants sleep,” Jed said. 

      I prayed to God they were right. It was all fun and games putting the baby in Megan, but now her belly was noticeably swelling I couldn’t deny it worried me. Perhaps worried was the wrong word. Nervous. I think I was scared of fucking it up. It’s not like you can go back and try again, is it?

      Elliot helped Jed strap the girls into their car seats and we headed outside to the bright December morning. This was good; at least it wasn’t raining. Megan had worried about that.

      We put the girls in the back and I chucked the keys at Jed.

      “I’m not driving, don’t trust myself,” I said, motioning to the two tiny humans in the back seat while I got into the passenger side. He shook his head at me but his lips twitched in something akin to a smile. 

      “Pussy,” he stated, starting the engine. 

      The others followed behind us in a second car. After about twenty minutes we arrived at the place. It wasn’t a church, that’s all I can say. I think it would have been a bit of a fucking offence for the pair of us to get married in a church, don’t you? 

      This place was nice though. A grand country house, and a whole lot nicer than Jed’s one. Just as Megan had chosen. She’d done everything, bless her, and spared no expense. All I’d heard for the past three months — since she’d pee’d on that stick and produced a positive — was cakes and flowers and bridesmaids shoes and color schemes and miniature bottles of whiskey that had to be handed out to all guests ‘as a thank you’. I personally thought a 10-year-old thank you would have been just as nice as a 40-year aged one, but she disagreed. Brat. 

      I stood around in the courtyard for a while, enjoying the feeling of the air against my balls, kicking the gravel with my nice shiny shoes and wondering what she’d look like. Better than me, probably. The kilts had also been a Megan request — no demand. The McLaren tartan was fucking awful in her opinion, so we’d went with the Campbell one, another one of her ‘compromises’. I’d taken a pasting from Mark for that one, but to be honest I didn’t give a fuck. Maybe I was weak, maybe I was under her thumb. Who gives a fuck? She was doing all this to make me happy. She could have whatever tartan and whiskey and bridesmaids shoes she wanted. I was making us a family in the eyes of the law. Not that I had ever cared much about the eyes of the law, but still… A true, proper little family. Til death us do part. 

      I turned around as I heard a car crunching on the gravel, a big white Rolls Royce, and I think my heart stopped beating. 

      Eva got out first and gave me her biggest smile, her arms outstretched as she walked towards me in her pale pink skirt and jacket with a hat that nearly blocked out the sun in the sky. She pulled me in close, the thing almost falling off her head and I could feel her laugh as I squeezed her. This was the happiest I’d ever seen her. 

      “I’m so proud of you, boy,” she said. 

      “You’re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding ya fool, it’s bad luck!” Sarah was standing in the open door of the car, completely blocking my view of my soon to be wife. 

      “This is the fucking wedding. Have I not waited long enough?” I chuckled. 

      “Move, bitch!” Megan laughed, her arm poking out and pinching her. 

      Sarah chuckled and turned around, taking her hand to help her out. 

      If my heart had stopped before, it wasn’t about to start now. She looked like an angel. She always did, to me, but today she would have made the stars in the night's sky jealous. She walked towards me and I couldn’t move. I heard Eva and Sarah walk away, but I couldn’t look. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the woman right in front of me. A high-speed train wreck couldn’t have tore my eyes away. 

      “You look so fucking beautiful, baby,” I whispered as I looked down at her, inches away from me. 

      “You scrub up alright, too,” she giggled. 

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I knew we should go in. I was supposed to be waiting at the altar for her. Everyone would be waiting. Fuck them all. 

      I bent down and kissed her. Nothing too aggressive, even in the back of my mind I knew she’d kill me if I spoiled her lipstick. Just a touch. Just enough to taste her on my lips. 

      “You ready to do this?” I placed my hand on her belly as I said it.

      She nodded and squeezed my hand.

      “Forever.”

      “Forever, baby.”

      THE END
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