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        * * *

      

      Okay… a little recap for those of you who read the first book a while ago. I know how the cliffs are ruining us all and I’m a victim just as much as you guys.. haha!

      So:

      Shaun is a dick, but we love him. A lovable dick. Or prick, as we mostly say in Scotland.

      Lacey has just found out her father has arranged for her to marry Liam McGuiness. She’s not happy (who would be?) but at the end of the last book we saw her breaking things off with Shaun (because as much as we love him, he’s a dick).

      Shaun takes this news about as well as a child takes cough medicine, and storms off in a huffy huff to speak to his dad, and tell him what he plans to do.

      And that is where the story continues…

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

      Esme x
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          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      Well, that went about as well as I could have expected it to.

      He didn’t manhandle me out of the school or push me up against a wall. I didn’t see his jaw tick or his hands clench into fists. What he did, though… maybe that was worse.

      Your own father would sell you to the highest bidder. 

      I can’t deny his words stung, because they’re completely true. I only have one parent. You’re supposed to depend on a parent to fight your corner. 

      Unconditional love. 

      When you’re a parent, you do what’s best for your children. You put their needs before yours.

      My father claims that’s what he’s doing, but deep down I don’t believe him.

      We have enough money. We have a nice house and we have nice cars. He has offshore companies in tax havens, and I have more in my college fund than most folks do in their pension pot.

      It’s not a case of doing what’s best for me… it’s a case of doing what he wants.

      To hell with what I want. 

      I don’t want to marry Liam, but a small part of me enjoyed telling Shaun I was going to.

      He started this little game we’ve been playing. He’s had the upper hand from the start, while I’ve just been fumbling around in the darkness. 

      I’m exhausted.

      Mentally exhausted.

      I don’t know how to fight him because I don’t know what he wants. But now, whether he actually did like me or whether this was just a plan to break my heart and run me out of town, it’s over. 

      And I feel like I’ve won. 

      I feel like I’ve had my justice.

      I wanted revenge, but maybe that was an unrealistic expectation. Just knowing that he didn’t get what he wanted in the end is enough for me.

      I can move on.

      The bell rings to signal the end of the day and I head out to the car park to meet Liam. I tie my hair back in a ponytail and put on my game-face. If I can crush Shaun Keagan’s expectations without flinching, then Liam McGuiness should be a walk in the park. 

      “You’ve decided?” he asks, his face expectant. He looks like a puppy who’s been waiting patiently for a treat. I haven’t even made it to the car park yet, and he’s still a good few meters away.

      I roll my eyes at him and keep walking while he syncs into step beside me. 

      “I’ve decided,” I tell him, keeping my eyes fixed straight ahead. 

      “And?” He puts his arm out to stop me walking any further and spins me around to face him. 

      “And I’ve told Shaun that I’m going to marry you—” 

      He cuts me off before I can finish my sentence. 

      “Oh, Lacey! You have no idea how happy I am to hear that. I promise, I’ll be the best husband you could ever imagine. I’ll—”

      “Liam, you need to calm down.” I put my hand on his chest to stop him. “I told Shaun I was going to marry you, and you can tell your father and my father if it makes you feel better. We’re not doing it for real though. We’ll pretend like we just couldn’t wait so we eloped, or something. No one will know any different.”

      He looks at me like I’ve physically stabbed him.

      I can see a thousand questions crossing over his face, but he finally calms down and straightens it up. He swallows. “Can I ask why?”

      “Are you actually mental? Do you know what year this is? What planet you’re on?” I can’t even fully comprehend the mindset of a person who thinks marrying someone for any reason other than love and commitment is acceptable. Not business arrangements, not company shares, not gentleman’s agreements, and certainly not to escape a may-or-may-not be real secret cult.

      “Lace, I know it’s soon and perhaps unexpected. But this makes sense. We would be great together — we’re so well matched. We can grow up together, learn to love together.” He looks at me with such conviction in his eyes that I almost pity him.

      I would pity him if it wasn’t so fucking ridiculous. 

      I turn on my heels and head towards the car. “I thought you said this was about keeping me safe?” I call back, not even bothering to look over my shoulder. 

      So this wasn’t really about keeping me safe. He just wants me for himself. Fucking idiots, all of them. But especially my dad for agreeing to this madness. 

      I arrive home and surprise-surprise, he’s working away. Again. 

      Alice is here though, she’s out in the back garden clipping back a rose bush. I go outside to see her since it’s a warm afternoon and after the day I’ve had, I’m thankful for some company. 

      “I don’t know what time you technically finish,” I say, “but would you like to stay for dinner?” 

      She turns around and smiles, putting her snips down on the grass. “I would have loved to, dear, it’s just I have a husband at home who doesn’t know the way to the kitchen in his own feckin house. The old arse would probably keel over if I wasn’t home to make his dinner for him,” she tells me, winking.

      I chuckle and sit myself down on the patio chair. “I didn’t know you were married?” 

      “Oh aye, married at 16, and every bit of it a life sentence… I’d have got less in the jail if I’d just followed my head and murdered the bastard the day I met him,” she says with a smile. Her words are prickly but her eyes are dancing. 

      I laugh at her. “It can’t have been that bad, surely?” 

      “Oh Christ! The stories I could tell you. He didn’t make it easy, put it that way. We still fight like cat and dog to this day,” she says, standing up and dusting off the dirt from her apron. “Cup of tea?” 

      I nod. “Yes please, I can make it though?”

      She swats her arm as if to say, don’t be ridiculous and I smile and follow her into the kitchen. 

      Her words remind me of the conversation I had with Shaun, where he was talking about his gran and grandad and tried to claim that kind of relationship was a good thing. 

      “You don’t get tired of it? I mean, still fighting after all these years?” I ask her. I fetch the milk from the fridge and set it down on the counter next to her.

      “Maybe I would if I didn’t always win,” she says with a shrug, then she grins at me. “The thing with my Jim is,” she continues, filling up the kettle at the sink. “He likes to think he’s in charge and he knows best. He likes to think he’s winning whatever it is we’re fighting about. I guess I just learned to let him think that he was.”

      Her Jim sounds a little like someone I know. 

      “Doesn’t that get old fast though?” I quiz her.

      She stops what she’s doing and turns to face me. “Do you know what I think would get old fast? Not caring enough to even bother fighting.”

      Should I tell her? Should I ask for her advice? I don’t really know how to do this. But Alice seems knowledgeable. Fuck it. 

      “I think I know a man like your Jim. I’ve known him two weeks and I’m already drained,” I put the remark out like it's nothing, just a casual bit of chit-chat. I want to speak to her about it but I don’t even know where to begin. She fills the cups with tea and I start to think maybe she’s not going to say anything else. 

      “Do you like him?” she finally asks.

      I think about that for a minute. “Sometimes. But I know I shouldn’t. He’s done some fucked up things — not to me,” I add that little lie because I’m ashamed to admit, even to her, that I started out as his victim, “but you’re not supposed to like people who do bad things, are you?”

      Alice shrugs while she takes our cups over to the table and sits down. “I don’t know about that, but it seems to me that if no one likes the bad person, then what's to stop the bad person doing bad things?”

      Hmm. I see where she’s going with this. Villains need love too, and all that. “You have a point,” I say, taking a sip of my tea while I think about it. “But what if you can’t change the bad person? What if you’re not even sure you want to change them?” 

      I don’t know if she’ll understand the second part of my question.

      Maybe a part of me wants Shaun to be telling the truth and wants him to like me. I definitely want him to stop trying to ruin my life. But do I want him to change completely?

      That’s a harder question to answer. There’s another man who wants me, and that one is all sickly sweet and ‘babe’. Liam couldn’t be poured into a fight if you melted him, he’s light in all the places Shaun is dark. On paper, Liam is everything I should want, everything my father wants, everything you’re supposed to want.

      And yet he doesn’t make me feel the way Shaun does.

      I’m scared that I could live my whole life without anyone ever making me feel the way Shaun does. 

      And somehow I don’t think I’d feel this way if Shaun was just your regular, average nice guy. 

      “So, you fall for the bad guy. You won’t be the first — christ knows I wasn’t — and you won’t be the last either. Maybe you get hurt, maybe you don’t. Maybe you end up brokenhearted, but then again, maybe you end up like me, 50 years later, the glint in his eye still gives you butterflies and the grand-bairns keep you awake all night.” 

      I laugh at the mental image of us ever having grandchildren. I’d have to survive having actual children with him first, God help me.

      “You do what you want to do. Either way, who is judging you?” she asks. 

      “No one… I’m judging myself,” I tell her with a shrug. 

      “Exactly. And we’re always our own worst critic.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later and her words still fucking sting. I’m used to her harsh tongue — hell it’s usually a turn on. But this time is different. This time, her words actually reflect her actions and I can’t deny that it’s ripped me a new one.

      If even a tiny part of me thought for a second that this was good for her, I would have let her go. I never thought I’d see the day where I said that, but it’s true. I’m used to taking what is mine. I’m used to fighting. When you fall off, you get back up and you try the fuck again. But I wouldn’t have fought her if I thought she’d be happier without me. 

      I want her to be happy. 

      But this just doesn’t feel right. 

      And the worst part of it all is that she thinks it is. She’s so used to not being cared for that she thinks this is normal. A business agreement. A transaction. A number on a ledger. I’ll take Liam down for what he did to my sister, but I’ll enjoy taking her dad down just as well. 

      Piece of shit. 

      There is also a part of me that’s angry with her too, for being so fucking naïve. Why is it she can’t see any wrong in her dad, or in Liam? And yet with me she’s this strong, resilient force that dares to be reckoned with?

      She lets everyone else walk all over her while she puts all of her energy into fighting me. It’s both infuriating and frustrating at the same time. 

      I park the car on her drive. It’s 4.45am, and the sun is about to rise. Too early for anyone to be awake, but not early enough for anyone who might be awake to think twice about seeing the housekeeper’s car parked on Lacey’s driveway. 

      My gran is an angel and refuses me nothing. 

      How can I say no to that face when it’s enough to stop traffic? 

      She said that to me once when I was just a sprog who wanted more chocolate pudding. And she’s been saying it ever since, even when I asked her to come out of retirement for me. 

      I don’t regret doing that. Lacey will probably go mental when she finds out, but at the time it seemed the easiest way to know her and daddys whereabouts, and more importantly, to understand how much further I needed to push her before she cracked.

      I get out of my gran’s Volkswagen Golf and head around to the back garden, where she left the sitting-room window unlocked as usual. As I get closer, I notice she’s clipped that arsehole of a rose bush after me bitching about it on Sunday. 

      Good girl. 

      The other times I’ve done this, I’ve not cared about making any noise. In fact, the other times I’ve actively tried to startle her.

      This time though, I’m quieter than a mouse. I don’t let a single floorboard creak on the way up the stairs. As much as a struggle that ends in a fucking is right up there on my hot list, this isn’t the time for it. 

      Plenty of time for that when she’s safe.

      She’s sound asleep. I can barely see her, but I can hear her breathing. 

      I unlock my phone to give me a wee bit of light. The flash light would be too much, but with this at least I can make sure I’m not jabbing the needle right into her eyeball or something.

      I take a seat on the edge of her bed, the mattress shifting under my weight. She sighs in her sleep and sticks her arm under her pillow. I watch her for a few minutes, thinking how peaceful she looks now and wondering what her face will be like the next time I see her. 

      She’s going to hate me, but I told her I didn’t care if she hated me, and I wasn’t lying. 

      Doing this will prove to her I wasn’t lying. 

      Eventually.

      It’ll all come out in the wash, son. 

      My wee gran used to say that to me too, usually after I’d fucked something up.

      I don’t see this as a fuck up, though.

      I see this as a necessary evil.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up and I’m not in my bed. 

      I don’t think I’m even in my bedroom.

      The surface I’m sleeping on feels harder. My body feels slow, groggy, and every muscle aches. 

      I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus. 

      Terror trickles down my spine when I wake up enough to realize that this isn’t a dream. 

      This is real. 

      Where the fuck am I?

      It’s pitch dark, and I scramble up from whatever surface I’m lying on, only to wince in pain as I hear the clanking of metal and my leg jerks. 

      I’m stuck. 

      I reach my hand down under the layers of blankets and feel a hard lump of metal, like a clamp, fitted to my ankle.

      I shift my body forward, following the thick chain until I feel that it’s attached to the wall by a heavy metal ring and secured with three thick bolts. 

      This can’t be happening. This doesn’t happen in real life. 

      I can’t breathe. 

      I try to back away from the wall but I’m shaking so much I can barely take the weight of my body on my hands. My chest tightens, my heart hammers and I struggle to find enough air. 

      Oh god. 

      Oh, fucking god. 

      Fear washes over me, consuming every part of my body until I feel like I’m sweating all over and I’m struggling to think cohesively. 

      I think I might pass out.

      I don’t want to pass out.

      But the walls are closing in on me. The world is going even darker than it is already.

      I try to lie down, I try to focus on breathing but it‘s like I’ve forgotten what to do.

      I’ve forgotten how to breathe. 

      I’m going to die right here. 

      I’m going to die. 
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        * * *

      

      “Lacey?” 

      Someone shakes me awake. A familiar voice. 

      A woman’s voice.

      I’m confused. Was I dreaming? Was it real? Is it over?

      I open my eyes and see Alice looking down at me. Her face is familiar, but our surroundings are not. I look behind her at the ceiling. Wooden beams. Loose cables. This isn’t my house. 

      It wasn’t a nightmare. 

      “I thought you might be hungry. I brought you some stew,” she says, her voice gentle. 

      I sit up in bed, backing away and looking at her like she’s offering to feed me my own left arm.

      “It’s alright, honey. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.”

      Why don’t I believe her? 

      “What is this?” I say, looking around the room and trying to make it sound like I’m demanding an answer. I know it’s a basement but I want to know exactly what the fuck I’m doing in it.

      Alice puts the bowl down on what looks like a workbench and takes a seat on a stool in front of me. Her eyes are doing that thing again, that simple warm look that conveys she understands.

      She doesn’t understand. 

      How the fuck could she understand?

      “There’s a lot to explain, dear. Shaun told me about the trouble you were in,” she says. 

      “Shaun?” 

      Suddenly the pieces all start clicking together. It’s like someone has turned a tap on, a slow trickle at first and then a whoosh.

      I never questioned how Shaun always knew my father was away on business. That day in the car when he was telling me about his grandparents, that was Alice and Jim. And how was he getting into my house? Was she letting him in?

      “When I told you I had grand-bairns who kept me up all night, well, I was mostly talking about that little shit. But you’re safe now,” she says. 

      Funny because that’s exactly the opposite of how I feel. 

      “You need to let me go,” I tell her. “This is insane. I don’t know what he’s told you but it’s just not true. There is no trouble. I wasn’t in any trouble until I woke up chained to a fucking wall!” I can feel myself losing it. I shouldn’t swear at her. I should be nice to her and try to appeal to her softer nature. But this is madness. I can’t help myself. 

      “I can’t let you go,” she says, getting up from the chair. “Shaun will be home soon. I’m sure he’ll explain what’s happening.”

      “I don’t want to hear it from him. I want to hear it from you. Right now,” I demand. 

      She sighs and looks at me for a moment. There is sympathy in her eyes, which instantly worries me because it signals she knows this is wrong. She knows this is wrong and yet she’s doing it, anyway.

      Why? Because Shaun asked her too? Does everyone in his life blindly follow his every whim?

      She clears her throat and sits back down on the stool. “Your father is forcing you to marry… Liam McGuiness.”

      Huh. Well, I suspected the conversation I had with Shaun yesterday wouldn’t be the end of it, but this? I couldn’t ever have dreamed he would go to these lengths.

      “My father can’t physically force me to do anything,” I tell her. I’m not going to explain to her that while my father has his own reasons, I had my own agenda too. I wouldn’t have gone through with it. He’d have got his shares, Shaun wouldn’t be able to retaliate or break my heart or whatever the hell he was trying to do, and I could finish high school in one piece. 

      At least, that was my logic at the time.

      “Oh, you’re sure about that? Your father owns you. He puts the roof over your head and the clothes on your back. You ought to wisen up quick, Lacey, and start seeing that this is a man’s world, and if you’re going to survive in it, you at least have to acknowledge that we don’t get choices.”

      “It was my choice to go through with it, though,” I tell her. 

      She shakes her head at me. “Don’t talk wet — I didn’t come down in the last shower. I knew it was my Shaun you were talking about yesterday and not that… Liam.”

      She practically winces when she says his name. I thought I’d imagined it the first time but this time it was unmistakable. Does the rivalry really run that deep that a grown woman — a grandmother — would hate him so much?

      But I store that question away for later, there’s something else bothering me more. 

      “So that’s why you said what you did yesterday? You were talking like I should give him a chance, but you would say that, considering he’s your golden boy who can do no wrong,” I say, sarcasm dripping from my tongue. Right now, it’s the only weapon I have.

      She laughs and looks up at the ceiling, rolling her eyes. “I can assure you he’s no golden boy. That laddie came out of his mother with the sole intention of causing trouble. I said those things yesterday because I know him, and I can tell when he’s lying. And I don’t think he’s lying about you.”

      “Let’s say for the sake of argument, he’s not lying. What would you have me do? You don’t know half of the things he’s done to me. When I first met him, he hated me. Even now… you, my friend, his friend, all say he likes me. But his actions don’t say that. You don’t steal someone from their bed and chain them to a wall. That’s not normal,” I say. 

      It’s not normal. 

      In fact, it’s probably one of the most fucked up things you can do to a person. If this is how he treats me when he ‘likes’ me, what the hell is he capable of doing to someone who he despises? 

      He’d destroy them, that’s what. 

      But Alice just laughs, like he’s nothing more than a lovable little rogue. It’s mildly disturbing. “No one ever said Shaun was normal. He acts first and thinks about it second, if he ever thinks about it at all. Just like my Jim. As for what I’d do? I’d listen to him.”

      “I don’t believe half of what he says,” I tell her with a shrug. 

      “Then watch him closer,” she says as she gets up from the chair and straightens her skirt. “Listen to what he does instead of what he says. You told him your dad was forcing you to marry for money, and in his mind he’s removing that problem for you. He’s fixing it. He doesn’t share the same morals as most folks. Now, eat your stew and get some rest — Christ knows you’ll need it if you’re going to fight him.”  

      She puts the bowl down in front of me and I pick up the spoon, confused by her words. 

      “Fight him? I thought you said I should listen to him?”

      She shrugs while she walks back up the stairs and raises her arm in the air, as if I’m being naïve and she’s dismissing me.

       “More than one way to listen, pet. Listen with your ears, your eyes, your fists, your heart. It’s all the same thing, really.”
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        * * *

      

      Time stretches out until every minute feels like an hour. Alice left the light on, probably so I could eat, but since she’s not come back to switch it off, and I don’t know when she will, I take full advantage of it. I think I’ve looked at almost everything there is to see in the room, which is about what you’d expect for a basement turned prison.

      She said Shaun would be back soon. Maybe she was lying, because this doesn’t feel like soon. Or then again, maybe it’s just in my head and the reality is that not much time has passed at all. It’s hard to tell when you don’t have a frame of reference and you have nothing but your own thoughts to keep you company. 

      I did start trying to process things. Her words struck a cord with me. She paints such romantic pictures of love and what it is. She seems to think fucking and fighting and love and hate are all interchangeable. Half of me wonders if it really is that good, while the other half is aghast at what could have happened to her to make her think this way? 

      Why would you want to feel that much emotion for someone? How can that possibly be enjoyable or something worth doing? It’s not something I’ve ever experienced permanently and I’m not sure I’d ever want to. 

      I had a taste of it with Shaun. He’s the only person who’s ever brought multiple feelings to the surface all at once and it’s enough to make you dizzy. He gives me highs like I’ve never felt before, and it was only yesterday I admitted I was scared of never feeling those highs again. 

      But it’s everything else. 

      It’s never just highs with Shaun. It’s the ups and downs. It’s like being on a rollercoaster at a fairground, one with the big loops. You’re waiting in line excited but also nervous, you get on anyway because your friend tells you it will be worth it. Then you’re strapped in, you’re going faster than you expected, not knowing which way up you are, or where you’re going. Half of you enjoying yourself but the other half thinking this train could come off the tracks at any minute and that would be it.

      The end. 

      Choosing Shaun, for real, would be like getting on that rollercoaster.

      The harness would be down and there would only be two ways out. There would be no switching seats or slowing down. We’d either have the ride of our lives, or we’d not get out in one piece. 

      I feel my resolve softening towards him so I stop thinking about it.

      Instead I start a game in my head where I close my eyes, and the first thing I see, I have to guess whether it’s priced lower or higher than the last thing I saw. I don’t know the answers of course, so naturally I win more than I lose. But I’m going through items quite quickly so I take my time and start evaluating each one like I’m on a fucking game-show. “Well, you see, Judy, I happen to know this is not just your standard screwdriver. This is a gold plated original done in the art déco style and it’s absolutely a fine example.”

      That’s what I tell Judy, my opponent, in my head. 

      I’m losing the fucking plot. 

      And I kinda need to pee. 

      A little while later, I hear keys in the lock and footsteps on the stairs. I hope she has a key for this foot clamp because if not I will piss this bed, and I’ll laugh when she has to change it.

      That would serve her nicely for not letting me go when I told her to. 

      But it’s not Alice.

      He doesn’t say anything, he just looks at me. His expression gives nothing away either. Not that he’s sorry or that he’s pleased with himself, not that he hates me or he likes me.

      Just a blank look.

      A stare.

      The silence stretches out before us and I try to think of something to say, but where would I even start? How would I begin to untangle the knots in my brain and in my heart?

      So instead, I start at the place where it’s easiest. 

      “I need to pee,” I tell him, watching his face closely. I think he’s been in a daze, because his face changes like he’s only just now seeing me for the first time.

      He nods and comes closer to me, bending down beside the bed. I shift away from him on instinct, and he glances at me while he peels back the blankets covering my leg. He holds my foot up and takes a key out of his pocket, unlocking it and letting the clamp fall to the floor. 

      “Was that really necessary?” I ask, standing up on shaky legs and trying to stretch. 

      He catches my arm and holds me steady for a second while I get used to using my legs again. “Aye, it was. I had to make sure you didn’t start walking around in the dark all dazed and hurt yourself.”

      Sure it was.

      “You had to make sure I didn’t escape, more like,” I say, spitting the words at him and taking my arm back.

      I can stand up just fine by myself. 

      “Believe me, darlin, there’s not a chance you’d be getting through that door up there. Tried it myself many times.”

      “Whatever. Where’s the toilet?” I step off the mat thing I’ve been lying on and stumble slightly, much to my own annoyance. My legs feel like jelly and I really wish they didn’t. He’s on me in a second, scooping me up and heading towards the stairs with me. “Put me down you big… idiot.” 

      He just laughs at me, and that serves only to piss me off even more because this is no time for laughing. “Nope.” 

      He climbs the basement stairs easily and then backs into the door to open it, and we’re in his hallway. I look around and locate the front door behind me.

      My exit.

      I don’t know where he lives, it could be on a main road or it could be out in the middle of nowhere. I’ll need to plan for my escape meticulously.

      Car keys.

      Is there a garage?

      If there is a window, then I can look out and see if there’s a road… neighbors… someone who can help.

      Then maybe I wouldn’t need a car.

      My thoughts go on like this — racing at 100mph — until I notice he’s not taking me to the toilet, we’re going up the stairs again.

      We round the corner on the landing and he backs into another door. His bedroom. 

      “I need the toilet!” I tell him, and he puts me down in the middle of the room. 

      “Right behind you, princess,” he says. “I’ll be waiting right here.”
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the bed while I wait for her. I hear the toilet flushing and the taps running, but she doesn’t come out.

      She’s been in there a good ten minutes and I wonder what the fuck she is up to. It’s almost dinnertime and my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.

      I get up and knock on the door. 

      No response. 

      “Lacey?” I shout. 

      There’s a few moments of silence where I don’t hear anything at all, so I knock again, harder this time. 

      “Fuck off!”

      And then the shower starts running. 

      I go back and sit on the bed. 

      I thought she’d fight me and I’d prepared myself for that. I thought she’d hate me, accuse me of all sorts. That didn’t worry me — I’m good at defending myself. What I hadn’t expected was indifference.

      She’s not said anything to me. Not anything real, anyway. I was waiting for her to abuse me and she didn’t. Now I feel like I’m going to have to explain myself, and I don’t like doing that. It’s much easier to defend than it is to explain. 

      I sit and wait for ages, until I realize that no normal situation calls for a 45 minute shower.

      I bang on the door again, and this time I don’t hear anything. Just running water. Another bang. Another silence. 

      Fuck this. 

      I take a step back from the door and ram it with my shoulder, breaking the lock. I come in with my back to the shower so she doesn’t hit the roof over me seeing her in the scud. 

      “Lacey?”

      She’s either ignoring me or she’s dead. I turn around. People shouldn’t ignore people if they don’t want to be seen naked. 

      The glass door is open, and she’s curled up in a little ball on the floor under the shower. The water lands on her head, turning her bright hair dark. It runs over her face and drips off her nose, but she doesn’t look like she cares.

      She doesn’t look at anything. 

      Her eyes are open but they’re glassed over, like she’s staring at some place far away. 

      I don’t fucking like it. 

      It’s only when I reach in and turn the shower off that she looks up at me.

      She watches me for a moment, blinking a few times and then she swallows. “Why did you do it?”

      I sigh, grabbing a towel. This isn’t the time or the place, and even if it was, I don’t know how to explain it.

      I hold the towel out for her in the shower, waiting for her to take it so I can turn around and give her privacy, but she just glances at it, and then looks back at me. 

      She stands up. Naked as the day she was born and with a look in her eye that says she doesn’t give a single solitary fuck about that fact.

      I look her up and down, I can’t help it, but it doesn’t matter how perfect her body is, her eyes are where I stop.  

      “Why?” she says again, firmer this time. 

      I shrug at her. “Because I wanted to.”

      She searches my face, what she’s looking for I do not know, but it makes me feel uncomfortable. I hold the towel out again and this time, she accepts it.

      “You can’t just take things because you decide you want them, Shaun. The world doesn’t work like that,” she says, shaking her head. 

      “Taking what I want has always worked out well enough for me,” I tell her. “And you seem to know a lot about the way the world works for someone with absolutely no idea how much it’s fucking her up the arse.” 

      She wraps the towel around her and walks past me, shouldering me on the way. I follow her through to my bedroom and watch her as she looks around, not quite sure where to go. 

      There’s an urge inside me to keep pushing her. Not because I want to hurt her, but because she needs to fight.

      Whether she hates me or not, she needs to feel something. She needs to feel angry about what they’re doing to her, pulling and pushing and forcing her into things.

      If she ends up being angry at me for doing the same thing, then I’ll deal with that. I’ll win her back. But I can’t win when she’s so fucking unfazed by all of it.  

      “Do you even realize that’s what they’re doing? Or are you too stupid to work it out? Do you want me to explain it to you, really fucking slowly, so you can understand?” My tone is patronizing as fuck and I watch her body tense. 

      There’s my girl. 

      Finally, some fucking emotion. 

      She turns around to face me. “I know what they’re doing. I know exactly what they’re doing and I know it’s not all that different from what you’re doing right now.”

      I flash her a smile. “Except, I’m doing it much better.” 

      I start casually walking towards her and she backs away from me until her legs are up against the foot of my bed and she has nowhere else to go. 

      “You’re doing it like a crazy person,” she says, watching me warily. 

      “It’s what you want though, isn’t it? You like it when you don’t have to make the big decisions. You like it when the choice gets removed from you. Or is it only okay when Daddy is the one who takes the choices away?” 

      “Liam told me that marrying him meant you’d have to stay away. You couldn’t touch me and you couldn’t hurt me. It didn’t seem like a bad idea at the time and now I’m thinking that it was probably a good one,” she says, looking at a spot low on the ground behind me. 

      I take her chin in my hands and force her head up. “You really do think I’m the bad guy, don’t you?” I say with a laugh. “And to think, I tried so hard to be on my best behavior for you.”

      “It’s not about you being the bad guy. It was, at first. But then, if I’m honest, that stopped bothering me so much. It’s not that you’re the bad guy, Shaun, it’s that you make me weak.” 

      “I make you weak?” I drop her chin and turn around, because I can’t stand still when she’s getting things so wrong. “Don’t you talk shite, Lacey. The way I see it — it’s exactly the fucking opposite. Your dad decides to sell you and you say yes dad, right away dad.”

      Her hands go up to her shoulders and her fingers tighten around them. Her chin goes down, like she’s retreating into a ball, but still I continue. “Liam, the little cunt, manipulates you into marrying him and you don’t even know he’s doing it. Yet I’m the one who makes you weak?” 

      I’m pacing the room now like a caged lion. I glance over at her and her expression is blank, like she’s still not getting it. “You fight me at every turn, you cut me down constantly with your words, and yet I make you weak? Bullshit. I’m the one who makes you strong, Lace. I’m the one who makes you fight, and if you can’t see that, then maybe you really are the fucking idiot you’ve been acting.”

      She swallows and looks up through her long lashes, and I think maybe something is hitting home. Maybe I’m getting through to her. 

      Clearing her throat, she says, “You exhaust me. Do you know that? Since the day I met you, you’ve been there, in my head, and I spend every waking hour trying to work out what it is that you actually want. What do you want, Shaun?” 

      I stop pacing and stare at her. “That’s not obvious?” 

      “No, it’s not obvious! You hated me and then you apparently liked me and I have no idea when that changed.”

      Jesus Christ. She’s exasperating. “How many times, woman? I never told you I hated you.”

      “You never told me you liked me, either.” 

      I look up at the sky. I never believed in the big man. I figured that if he is up there, then he won’t have much interest in a little shit like me. But if he is there, he needs to help me. 

      “I didn’t think that was necessary. I thought I had time to show you. I took you out, I told my friends, I tried to be on my best behaviour… but well, I don’t claim to be very good at that. I couldn’t bring you home to meet the family because my dad wanted you gone, but I told you I’d sort that, and I have sorted it. You didn’t give me time though. You took me into your bed one night and I thought things would turn out alright, and then the next day you ended it. Not a backwards glance. And look at me, still here, still trying to give you time. And now you’re saying I’m the one who’s not been clear? How clear have you been, Lacey? I don’t see you shouting about your feelings and I’ve never once fucking expected it, either.”

      “I can’t shout about my feelings because I don’t understand them. This is what I mean, Shaun, you make me weak. I think one thing, and then the second I’m with you it all goes out the window,” she says. 

      “So you think the answer is to close the window?” 

      “At the time I did, yes.” 

      I stand in front of her and run my finger down her neck and along her shoulder. It’s still wet from her hair that’s dripping down, and I watch as my finger hits every one of the beads of water and spreads them out. “And what about now?” I ask, looking her in the eye. 

      “Shaun, don’t,” she says, her tone conveying a warning that isn’t in her eyes. 

      “Don’t what?” I ask innocently. 

      “You know what you’re doing,” she snaps back. 

      “No, I don’t. Tell me what I’m doing?” My finger traces back up her shoulder and around the back of her neck. I watch her as she shivers and her breathing deepens.

      I do know exactly what I’m doing, but I want her to say it. 

      I want to hear her admit it. 

      “You’re manipulating me. You’re making me feel things no sane person should feel. You chained me to the wall in your basement, for fuck's sake.”

      Not the answer I was looking for, but true nonetheless.

      I shrug. “I did. And I’d do it again. If I thought chaining you to a wall in the basement would stop you from doing something stupid, then I’d chain you up and I’d leave you there for as long as it took.”

      She just shakes her head at me like I’m crazy. 

      Maybe I am.  

      “You hungry? All this talk of chains and seeing you naked earlier has got my cock right hard, so if you don’t want to fuck then I’m going to propose we eat instead.”
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        * * *

      

      This is what he does. 

      He pushes and he pulls, and then just at the point when I think I know my own mind, he switches it up and the game changes. 

      When he was stroking my neck and making me feel things I shouldn’t be feeling, I thought I was going to have to fight him. He was looking at me with those eyes that tell me exactly what he wants, and I thought for a minute that he was going to take it. Maybe I would have tried to fight him or maybe I would have given in easily… either way it would have happened.

      But it didn’t. He changed the subject and made me feel like I’d won a small victory. 

      A tiny little victory that normally I would have been pleased about.

      But I am wisening up. I’m starting to see that he lets me have these victories so I don’t notice that I’m losing the war.

      And now I’m sitting across from him, wearing his t-shirt as a nightdress, eating dinner in his dining room. I’m not trying to escape and I’m not as mad at him as I was when I woke up. 

      Funny that. 

      “So what do we do now?” I ask him, looking up from the bowl of pasta I’ve been picking at. He’s already on his second one, the pig. 

      “After dinner? Thought we could take sweeties and a cup of tea into bed, and then snuggle under the covers with a shite film on the TV,” he says, winking at me. 

      It’s so fucking ridiculous that I can’t help laughing at him. 

      “No, really. When you stole me and chained me to the wall in the basement—” I start but I stop again when he looks down at his cock and shakes his head at me. 

      “I told you to stop with the chain shit if you weren’t wanting fucked. I’ll no warn you twice, darlin,” he says, chuckling.

      I clear my throat to stop myself from snorting at him and try again. “When you did what you did, you must have had a plan. What are you going to do now?” 

      He goes back to eating his pasta and I start to think he’s not going to answer.

      I take a bite of my own, wondering if I should push him, but then he puts his fork down and looks at me. “You know they’re not going to give up, don’t you?” 

      “I wasn’t really going to do it,” I tell him. 

      It feels better than I thought it would, telling the truth. Which is strange because it was only yesterday I was getting satisfaction from telling him that I was going to do it. “I told Liam that right after I told you. I said we could let everyone think we’d done it, but I wouldn’t really go through with it.”

      “You wouldn’t have had a choice. I’m telling you, I know Liam and I know his dad. His dad would have wanted proof,” he says. “But tell me how he reacted anyway, just for my own benefit.”

      I smile at him. “He wasn’t happy. Like a petulant little child.”

      Shaun smirks and sits back in his chair. “Good. I hope the rejection crushed him.”

      “Just like it crushed you?” I tease, looking down at my bowl and stabbing a piece with my fork. 

      He chuckles and stands up, taking his bowl through to the kitchen. “Didn’t crush me because I didn’t accept it,” he shouts through from the other room. “I take what I want, remember?”

      “I’m learning that,” I shout back at him. 

      He’s away for a little while and when he comes back, there’s a cup of tea in his hand. 

      “You finished with this?” he asks, nodding at the half-eaten bowl of pasta. I nod, taking the tea out of his hand. He picks the bowl up and heads back through to the kitchen, and I follow him. 

      “You didn’t answer the question,” I tell him.

      “What question would that be?” he says, scraping the food out from the bowls and taking them over to the sink. I remember what Alice told me, about how he doesn’t really lie. Maybe he just avoids questions when he knows lying is the only reasonable option. 

      “The question about what we do now. Can I go home?” I ask. 

      He puts the dishes in the sink and pretends like all his attention is focused on getting them clean. 

      “Shaun?”

      “I don’t think you should go home,” he says. 

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want you to. I like having you with me and I really can’t be arsed abducting you again. It’s much harder than it looks in the movies, believe me,” he says, chuckling.

      “Why would you need to abduct me again?” 

      He stops what he’s doing and turns around, drying his hands on the dish towel.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes,” I say. 

      “We were getting along so well though?” he says, shrugging and flashing me a smile. 

      “Cut the bullshit,” I warn him. 

      “Fine.” His face grows serious, and he walks towards me. “You need to believe me when I tell you that they will not stop, and that I’m doing this because I don’t think there is any other way, okay?” 

      “What is it?” I say, feeling myself getting exasperated. 

      “They can’t force you to marry Liam if you’re already married.” 

      I’m not already married though? 

      No. 

      He’s not seriously suggesting what I think he’s suggesting. 

      He’s watching my face and I think he must see something he doesn’t like, because he comes over to me and holds on to my shoulders. 

      “It’s the only way. And I’m not doing it for money like your dad, or for some revenge game like Liam. I’m doing it because I think it’s the only way to stop them forcing you into something that won’t be good for you. And I’m doing it because — call me crazy — but I think there’s at least a small chance we could make it work.”

      He is suggesting what I think he’s suggesting.

      Call him crazy?

      I’ll call him just as fucking insane as the rest of them. 

      “I barely even know you,” I argue. “This isn’t just crazy, it’s fucking stupidity of the highest degree.”

      He just laughs at me. “You barely know me? I’ve shown you more of myself than most folks see who’ve known me for years. I don’t intend to change, princess, unless you’re adamant I have to. What you’re seeing right now is what you’re getting.”

      “It’s still stupid,” I tell him. “We don’t even know if we want the same things. We’re eighteen for gods sake! We don’t trust each other. All we do is argue.”

      “Not true. We fuck, too,” he says, cutting me off. 

      I give him a single, solitary breath that could be a huff or it could be a laugh. He’s trying to diffuse the situation and as much as I hate myself for it, I struggle to say no to him.

      He makes me weak. 

      I break free from his grip on my shoulders and walk over to the counter, putting my cup of tea down on it and resting my hands against the side, sighing.

      My back is to him but a few seconds later I sense him approaching. His hands grip on to my hips at both sides and he turns me around easily, so we’re facing each other, and then he lifts me up and sits me on the counter, like it’s nothing to him. He takes the space between my legs like he owns it. 

      “Listen, I know you don’t trust me. If I’m honest, I don’t trust you either. You’re flaky as fuck and the little stunt you pulled yesterday, well, I’ve broken legs before for much less. Just trust me now and I’ll prove I’m right. If you go home to Dad with my ring on your finger and he congratulates you and says no harm done, Lacey, then I’ll eat my words and I’ll sign the divorce papers and let you keep the house and the fucking car, too. But I’m telling you now, that won’t happen,” he says. 

      He’s looking at me with an intensity that makes my heart pick up its pace. “If you don’t do this, with me, right now, then you’ll be doing it with Liam whether you want to or not.”

      I try to think, but I don’t have time. He could chain me to that wall in his basement for a week with nothing else to do, and it probably still wouldn’t be enough time. 

      “I’m not saying yes, but I’m not saying no either,” I tell him. That’s the only answer I can give him, and I hope it’s enough for him. 

      I remember when I used to be scared about what new ways he’d find to torment me. And then I was scared that the claims Rosheen made were true, and he wanted to break my heart. Suddenly, in the space of 24 hours, both of those things don’t scare me half as much as they used to. 

      Now, the thing that scares me the most is that I’m actually considering trusting him. I’m swallowing his madness like it’s normal. I’m listening to his reasoning, and I’m understanding it. 

      I’ve already given him too much power over me, and when his rough finger comes up and traces my bottom lip, sending a shiver straight through my whole body… I know I’m about to give him even more. 

      I can’t fucking help myself.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t say no, and that’s something. That’s the easy bit out of the way… the bit where I convince her to forgive me for effectively kidnapping her and proposing to her in the same night. 

      I still need to ruin her only relative, fuck up a company, seriously fucking injure her ex, and make her one of us. 

      Piece of cake. 

      But I’ll worry about that later. Right now our lips are inches apart, she’s got her legs wrapped around my waist and she’s wearing my t-shirt. It smells like me but it smells like her too, and the only part of me that’s thinking straight is my cock, which is pressed hard up against her thigh. 

      I’m still angry at her for what she did and how easily she did it, and now I want to fuck her like the cold-hearted little bitch she is. And I’m not saying I do love her, but if I did love her, this would be one of the reasons why. Even when I’m angry at her, even when I want to take my hands and snap her pretty little neck with them, I cannot resist her. She has this power over me that no one else has ever had, and it’s sexy as fuck. I’m still obsessed. I’m still insatiable. I’m angry at her but I still want her to need me. 

      And I don’t ever want that to end. I’ll never fuck anyone the way I fuck her, not for as long as I live. 

      When I kiss her, I make sure she knows that.

      I take her head in my hands and clamp her mouth onto mine.

      She has no choice, she couldn’t stop me even if she wanted to, and I don’t give her a chance to ask.

      I kiss her like that until I hear her moaning, and I feel her fingers running through my hair.

      I kiss her until my cock is aching, and her fingers are prying at the button on my jeans, trying desperately to put it inside her, to fit us together.

      I kiss her until I own the air that she’s breathing and every sigh that comes out of her mouth sounds like a cry for help.

      I could take her right here, on the kitchen counter and put us both out of our misery. But I won’t do that, because that would be easy.

      Instead I snake my arms around her waist and I lift her up. She wraps her legs around me and grips onto my neck, still kissing my cheeks, my head, my ears. 

      I take her back up the stairs to my bedroom and put her down on the bed, backing away. I remove my T-shirt and throw it over the chair before I sit down on it.

      I’m on the other side of the room watching her. She’s still breathless from the kiss, lying on her stomach, sitting up on her elbows and watching me watch her, with a confused look on her face that she’s trying her best to hide. 

      “What are you doing?” she says finally, still breathless. 

      I smile at her. “I’m waiting.” 

      Her eyes narrow on me. “What are you waiting for?” 

      I sit back in the chair, sticking my right leg up and resting my ankle on my thigh. “I’ve not heard you beg yet.” 

      “You want me to beg you to fuck me?” she says, her lips curling up at the sides in an amused smile. “Not a fucking chance.” 

      I smile right back at her and shrug my shoulders. “You can either beg me to fuck you or you can beg me not to fuck you, but either way I’ll have you pleading for something. Gold star for you if we have tears.” 

      She smirks at me and then flips herself around on the bed so I catch a glimpse of her ass-cheeks and how shit a job my T-shirt is doing of hiding them. “Do you know how exhausting it is being chained to a bed all day? I think I’m just going to go to sleep. You can wank yourself off over there in your corner, don’t mind me.” She crosses her arms under her head and rests it on them, lowering her lashes. A smile plays on her lips and it’s sending me all sorts of crazy.

      “Little princess, you’ll regret this,” I tell her, my tone a warning. 

      “Make me,” she says, her tone unconcerned.

      I fucking intend to. I’m up off my chair a heartbeat later, unfastening the buttons on my jeans and kicking them off. I don’t think I’ve ever got naked quicker in my life. My arm goes around her stomach and I pull her hips up off the bed until she’s on her knees, her most intimate parts now on show and completely under my control. Her eyes fly open and that’s the last thing I see before I bend down and my mouth connects with her pussy. 

      Her whole body jerks and her hands come to my arm — which is wrapped around her stomach headlock style — but she’s not got a tenth of the strength that I have.

      I don’t think she has half the determination either, because even though her nails are digging into me, she’s moaning into the bedsheets like my mouth is rearranging her insides. It’s not, of course, but I am eating her cunt like I’m a wolf and she’s the sexiest little lamb I ever did taste. 

      “Shaun… please,” she whimpers. 

      I come up for air temporarily. “Tell me stop,” I challenge her. “Make me.” 

      And then I’m back at it again, swirling my tongue over her clit and forcing it inside her. Back and forward, over and over until she starts shaking on the bed. 

      “Okay, stop,” she says through gritted teeth. I bite down on her thigh hard and she squeals. “Stop! Fucking stop.” 

      I drop her and she collapses back on the bed, but I don’t give her an inch. I flip her over pull my T-shirt up and over her head. I’m on her seconds later, pinning her down and spreading her legs with my knees. 

      “Was that you begging?” I ask her, running my lips along her jaw while she quivers under me. 

      She nods, then gives me a weak “Yes.” 

      I grin at her. “Good girl,” I murmur, giving her a peck on the lips. “See, that wasn’t so hard was it?”

      She shakes her head at me and her eyes are heavy and filled with desire. It’s taking everything not to just stick my cock inside her right now, but I do want her to beg for it. 

      “So do it again,” I demand, holding my cock in my hand and rubbing it along her slit. “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you to fuck me,” she whispers, lifting her hips up to meet me while she takes my cheeks in her hands and kisses me, again and again, all over my face. “I want you to fuck me so bad I can’t stand it.”

      “How?” I tell her, sliding only the tip of my cock inside her and holding it there. This is harder for me than it is for her, guaranteed. 

      “Hard,” she says, kissing me properly this time. I kiss her right back. “Hard as fuck, please, Shaun.” She’s talking into my mouth and I don’t give a fuck. Her words are like verbal pleasure, making my cock practically groan and my heart race to get enough blood to it. She says my name while she moans and I think I might as well explode right there. 

      I slam into her and watch her eyes as she shuts them tightly while she adjusts to the size of me. Her legs clamp around me to stop me from moving, but she’s useless.

      She’s powerless and we both know it. 

      “Look at me,” I tell her, as I force my cock all the way in, not giving her a single second before I start pumping into her, hard, just like she wanted. Like she needed. Like she begged for. “Look at me Lace,” I demand. Her eyes peek open and I’m inches away from her face. “I’m never letting you go. Do you understand?” 

      She nods and I kiss her, I take her tongue in my mouth and I fucking devour it. “You can walk away, and I’ll come right after you,” I say. She moans under her breath and her fists come up to her head, grabbing a hold of the covers and twisting them up in her hands. Like she’s begging the mattress for mercy, as if it’ll help her.

      I fucking love this.

      I love watching her face, while she’s lost inside her own version of madness and knowing I’m the one who’s putting her there. I want to break her and I want to be the one to put all the little pieces back together again. And I want to do it repeatedly, a thousand times until I’m the only person in this world who knows how to fix her. 

      I take her hands and slam them down above her head, stretching her out and devouring her neck with my mouth.

      She twists and shakes under me, and I lie still for a bit while she tilts her hips up and does her thing, grinding against me, using my body like it’s the only thing that can give her what she’s craving. “You need to get used to this, princess, cause it’s not going anywhere. I will fuck you like this til the day I die,” I growl at her, biting down hard on her neck. She bucks against me and I feel her insides clench around my cock, practically fucking milking it, as an orgasm rips right through her. 

      The sight of her is almost enough to tip me right over the fucking edge too, and she drags me down with her as I slam into her a final time.

      Relief washes over me and for a second I forget about everything wrong that’s going on outside. I forget about all the shit that I’ve done, that she’s done, that every other cunt has done and for a moment of bliss it’s just me and her.

      The only two people in the world who matter. 

      I roll over because honestly, I’m not sure if she’s actually still breathing, but when I do, I take her with me and she lets out this peaceful little sigh that warms my cockles.

      I curl her up beside me and wrap my arm around her, letting her leg fall over my stomach and her head rest on my chest. And then we just lie there, like that, neither of us feeling the need to break the silence. I stroke her hair and she rubs my chest, and before long her breathing turns peaceful and she drifts off to sleep. 
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        * * *

      

      Lying next to Lacey while she sleeps is like mental and physical torture.

      She’s a fidgety little fuck and if she’s not wriggling her arse up against my cock, she’s kicking me in the shin.

      I’m a bad sleeper at the best of times, always have been. I was that annoying child… didn’t matter how long my ma’ let me stay up late at night, I’d always ping awake at five in the morning ready for action like some sort of sick microwave-meal joke. I really hope I don’t get a kid like that, when the time comes.

      I slide out of bed, careful not to wake Lace, and fumble about in the dark for my jeans. I find my phone in there, it’s ten past two in the morning and I feel restless. I shove my jeans on and get a clean T-shirt from the drawer before slipping out of the room and heading down the stairs.

      I intend to go straight for the car but the light’s on in the sitting room, and I see my dad on the sofa, a beer in his hand and the boxing on the TV. 

      “That you, son?” he shouts from his seat, not turning around. 

      “Aye. Can’t sleep, going for a drive,” I tell him. I need to go and get Lacey her uniform. Whether or not she’ll need it tomorrow is something I’ve not yet decided, suppose it’ll depend on her attitude when she wakes up. I’ve fallen for her I’ll fuck you tonight and drop you in the morning before, and I won’t let her fool me twice. 

      “Come in. Take a look at this for a knockout,” he says, picking up the controls and hitting rewind. He presses play and I take a seat on the other side of the couch. “You wanting a can?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      He nods and grunts, not taking his eyes off the TV. I watch the hit that deals the final blow, and he was right, it’s impressive. It makes me uncomfortable but I don’t look away.

      He’d scramble me alive if he caught me looking away.

      “Fucking waste, you know that, eh? You could have been professional by now. You’re better than half of these pricks,” he tells me, pointing the controls in their general direction. 

      I shrug. “I could have my license back by the winter if I could be arsed with finishing the community service.” 

      “How much you got left?” he asks. 

      I shrug. “Dunno… maybe like eighty hours.” 

      He puts the can to his mouth and finishes it off before crushing it in his hands. “And the anger management course or sessions or whatever they were?”

      “Och, Scoot made his dad get that added in for a joke. I’ve told him to make sure he gets it wiped.” 

      My dad laughs, which is unusual for him. “You might have learned something there.” 

      “I’d manage my anger better if people managed to not fuck me off,” I tell him. 

      He chuckles and goes back to watching the boxing. “I want you back in that gym, son. I’ll speak to Andy about getting the sentence wiped.” 

      Andy already got the sentence reduced, it could have been a lot worse. I don’t tell him that I’ve no real interest in getting back into it, because that would be pointless and he’d want to know why.

      I get up from the sofa thinking we’re done, but my dad stops me. 

      “Where’s the girl?” he asks, opening up another can. 

      “Her name is Lacey,” I correct him, even though he knows it. I turn back around so we’re facing each other. “She’s in my room, sleeping.” 

      He nods at me. “And do I get to meet her? Or were you planning on doing that after you gave her our last name?”

      I shrug. “Meet her if it makes you feel better, but understand, Da, she’ll be part of this family as much as the rest of us and I have no intention of treating her the way you treat my mum.” 

      The corners of his lips perk up in a smile and he looks away from me and watches the TV again. “Nothing to worry about from me, son. I like this lassie already. She’s clearly ripped you a new backbone.”
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          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      “Wakey wakey, Lacey Lacey.”

      Fuck off. 

      I don’t say that, but I want to.

      “Come on, get up lassie.”

      He does a few claps and I roll over and look at him. He’s in his uniform, which for him is jet black smart jeans and a white shirt. Are we going to school today?

      “What time is it?” I ask him. 

      “Time for you to be getting up. Here, drink this,” he says, holding out a mug for me.

      I sit up and bed and take it off him. The smell of coffee has my powder-mouth elated, but I take a drink and almost spit it right back out. I would have, if I wasn’t so thirsty. My nose wrinkles and I feel myself frowning, can’t help it. 

      “How many spoons of coffee did you put in this?”

      Shaun shrugs, busying himself in the corner of the room doing who knows what. “Dunno, three maybe? I just poured it straight from the jar. How many do you take?”

      I shake my head at him. “Not three, anyway.”

      “Noted.” He turns around and watches me while he rolls his sleeves up and puts his watch on. “Did you find your answer at the tip of an orgasm last night then?” 

      I look down at the coffee cup. “No.”

      “No?”

      “Not a no, and still not a yes,” I tell him.

      “You tease.” He picks up a bag from the floor and puts it down on the bed at my feet. My school bag. 

      “You’re letting me go to school?” I say, raising my eyebrows. 

      His face changes to a smirk and he stands at the end of the bed. “You prefer the basement, darlin?” He leans over and puts his hand under the cover, trailing along the bottom of the mattress until he finds my foot and grabs my ankle. “You missing your chain? There would be time for a quick session if you skip the 45 minute shower this morning?” 

      “Fuck off!” I chuckle, jerking my leg away from him and instantly shitting myself when the mug in my hand takes the impact. “I’ve got piping hot coffee!”

      “Well, get it drunk and get yourself dressed and get your arse downstairs. Your clothes are on the chair,” he says, turning away and heading for the door. 

      He leaves the room and I try another drink but I honestly can’t even… It’s awful.

      I get up out of bed and take a stretch. His room smells like him. Kind of like a mix of deodorant and aftershave and sweat and sex. It’s not unpleasant, it’s just potent as fuck.

      I walk around the bed and open up the window to let some air in. 

      I wasn’t paying much attention yesterday, for obvious reasons, but his room is about what you’d expect for a teenage boy. Mostly everything is grey, or black, or white. Grey walls, black covers. The only colour comes from the green and orange of a football scarf that’s hanging down with his curtains.

      Its clean though, and pretty tidy. Tidier than my room, anyway. I hadn’t expected that. He’s such a chaotic person that I’d have thought his room would be chaotic too, but everything is in its place. 

      I look over at his chest of drawers. A small TV, completely obscured by trophies, and medals hanging on the wall behind it.

      There’s a single picture in a frame and I go over to it. It’s him but he’s much younger, perhaps ten or eleven. You can pick him out straight away from his dark hair and tanned skin. He has his arm around Calvin’s neck and Tony, Scoot and Doeboy sit next to them. They’re in a pub, or like a dancehall or something, mid laugh, and their eyes drip with mischief. They look like the lost boys or maybe a band of little savages. I remember what Alice told me about him looking for trouble since the day he was born and I can see it captured in this photo. 

      I put it down and go for a shower. He might have brought me clothes, but he failed massively on all the other stuff I need to get ready, so I come out with no conditioner on my hair and smelling like men’s body wash. 

      Smelling like Shaun. 

      Brilliant. 

      I’m drying myself when I hear a noise in the hall and Shaun comes barging into the room. 

      “Fucks sake woman, you’re not even dressed yet?!” he says, looking at me in my towel with a frown marring his perfect face. 

      “You’ve only been away twenty minutes!” I tell him. 

      “Eg-fucking-xactly. If you keep stalling like we have all the time in the world, I’ll take that to mean we have time for a blowjob.” 

      I roll my eyes at him while I dry myself with the towel. “I’d go much faster if you fucked right off.”

      He chuckles and shuts the door, before shouting from the other side, “Be quick, my old man wants to meet you afore he leaves for work.” 

      I stop what I’m doing. He cannot be serious. This is the man who wanted rid of us so desperately, that he set his thug of a son loose and told him I was #1 target.

      I try not to think about the fact I’ve just spent the night in that thug of a son’s bed. 

      Nope. Not doing it. 

      I get dressed anyway and sit on his bed, wishing I had my phone so I could pass the time better. It’s not even ten minutes later, and he’s back up the stairs, crashing into the room like a bull in a china shop. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      I look down at myself, lying on his bed. “What it looks like.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know what you’re doing, wide-o, what I’m asking is why.”

      “I don’t want to meet your dad!” I tell him. 

      He does a little huff and comes and sits on the bed beside me, before turning towards me and petting his lip. “Is the little princess scared?” 

      “Should I be?!” I shake my head at him and he just chuckles. 

      “Everyone’s scared of my dad. But he’s not going to carve you up or poison your porridge. He told me last night he likes you,” he says with a shrug and an amused smile. 

      I wonder if the whole family is just genuinely a bit mental. The gran, the dad, the son. They say that, don’t they? Madness runs in families. Like that family with the dragons from the TV. Every one of them utterly mad. I think you’d have to be, to go from being hell bent on destroying someone to liking them — before you’ve even met them. I sigh. “Do I even have a choice?”

      “Absolutely not,” he says. He’s trying to keep his tone stern and his face serious but his eyes betray him. 

      I haul myself up off the bed and follow him down the stairs. 

      He leads me to the table we sat at last night. The man from the photo in the news article — it was his dad after all — and his sister are already seated, his dad with his eyes fixed on the back page of a newspaper and his sister with her face in her phone. 

      “Grab a seat, darlin, I’ll get your breakfast,” he says, squeezing behind me and heading to the kitchen. 

      “It’s okay, I’m not—” But he’s already away before I can finish.

      I take a seat across from his sister, and she looks up from her phone and smiles at me. 

      “Shaun’s Mrs — my dad, Jim. Dad — Shaun’s Mrs, Lacey.” She introduces us and her dad nods at me. Another Jim, how creative. “And I’m Heather, we’ve met before but I was… eh it was that day in school.” I think back to when I did meet her, and the state she was in. So her dad mustn’t have found out about that… 

      “Nice to meet you,” I tell them both, before looking down at my place mat.

      Hashtag awkward. 

      Shaun comes back relatively quickly and puts a bowl full of steaming hot porridge in front of me, before he takes the seat next to mine with his own.

      I pick up the spoon, blowing it a little bit before I taste it. 

      It’s quite possibly the blandest thing I’ve ever had in my mouth, bar water. 

      Heather must clock my expression because she pushes a little silver jug across the table to me. “You just need to keep adding syrup til it tastes edible,” she says. “Unless you’re a fucking weirdo like Shaun and want some salt?” 

      Shaun flashes a smile at her and goes back to wolfing down his food. 

      “Syrups good I guess, thanks.” I take her advice and try again, and this time it’s actually alright. 

      We sit eating in a kind of uneasy, awkward silence until their dad puts down his paper, and I feel his eyes on me across the table. “Why don’t you tell us about your parents, Lacey?” 

      I glance over at him, shovelling the food that’s already on my spoon into my mouth and swallowing it down before I answer. “There’s really not that much to tell.” 

      He does a half chuckle that’s not particularly friendly and continues to stare at me. “I’m sure there must be some stories. He’s a big name in the oil industry, your dad.”

      There’s something in his tone that sounds threatening, and I don’t much care for it. Like he’s actively trying his best to make me feel uncomfortable. “I’m sure you probably know more than I do,” I tell him.

      “I’m sure if I did, your dad wouldn’t still be a problem.” This time his eyes are dancing when I look at him, and the threat is unmistakable. 

      “Da’,” Shaun says, stopping his eating and turning around to watch us. 

      “Why don’t you tell us about your parents, Shaun?” I ask Shaun — but I look right at his dad when I say it. 

      I remember the first night I met Shaun, when he did exactly the same thing to me, and how fucking menacing it felt to be on the receiving end of it. Not saying I’m menacing, I’m about half as big as a minute, but it felt good to do it, nonetheless. 

      I hear Shaun suppressing a chuckle behind me. Jim regards me for a moment and then his face cracks and he throws his head back laughing. “I fucking told you I liked her already, son, and I was right.”
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        * * *

      

      Shaun drives the both of us to school. I asked him if he could take me to collect my car, but apparently that wasn’t an option. Why — I do not know. And I didn’t bother fighting with him about it, either. I’ll see if Stevie can give me a lift home after school if he’s still refusing. 

      I try to seek her out in the morning before my first class, but I don’t see her. Since I’ve no phone, I stand in the main entrance area at morning break and try to intercept wherever she’s going. 

      “Stevie,” I shout. She almost walks straight past me, but comes bounding over when she hears me call her name. 

      “Where the fuck have you been? I text you like eight times,” she says, throwing her arms up in the air as she approaches. 

      I smile at her. I hardly got the chance to speak to her on Monday, what with everything going on, and yesterday well… “It’s a long story. Come.” 

      We head out to our little spot and I fill her in on the last 48 hours. As much as I can in the space of a fifteen minute break, anyway.

      “So Liam thinks they’re involved in weird shit too, then,” she says when I finish. 

      Fuck all about the fact my dad’s forcing me to marry Liam and Shaun is hell-bent on stopping it, and WHY he’s so determined. 

      I clear my throat. “Well, Liam said that at first, but then the next day it was all about how he’d be such a good husband and we were such a good match… so I think he was just saying that.” 

      Stevie shrugs. “You might be right, but it is weird. And why can’t Shaun touch him?”

      “A ‘gentleman’s agreement’ he said? Whatever that means.” I kick my heels against the wall and watch her while she thinks.

      “The whole thing is fucking mental, Lace. What you gonna do?” 

      That’s the million dollar question right there.

      Never in my life have I felt so damned if I do and damned if I don’t. And all the while Alice’s words ring in my ear — I’m putting all this thought into it like I actually have a choice.

      I don’t have a choice in any of it, but maybe I do get to decide who makes the choices for me. Which would come down to choosing between my dad, or Shaun. 

      My dad who I’ve known my whole life, and Shaun who I’ve known five minutes. My dad is probably the person I like least in the world right now, but he’s still my dad. 

      I like Shaun. I’m not afraid to admit that anymore. I feel… something for him. Whether that’s just lust and hormones and the rush of exhilaration I get when we’re sparring, or whether it’s something more, I don’t know. 

      It’s too early to say if it’s real or if it’s not. 

      But then again, it’s even earlier with Liam. I feel nothing for him, and what worries me is that as much as he claimed this was all just a business arrangement to keep me safe, he’s going to want something more. And by the time I find out, I’ll already be trapped. 

      At least with Shaun, what you see is what you’re getting. I don’t know if his “forever” shit last night was just something he says when he’s fucking, to get him off, or if his insane ass actually meant it… but it seemed genuine.

      At least he’s consistent. 

      “Lace?” 

      “Sorry… I was in a daze. I don’t really have an answer.”

      The bell rings and we make our way back to the main building, arranging to meet back in the entrance hall for lunch.

      I’m on my way to class when I see Liam standing in the middle of the corridor, staring straight at me as if he’s been waiting for me. 

      “Lacey! I missed you yesterday?”

      I don’t stop. I keep walking. “I was sick.” 

      “I tried calling you,” he says. “My dad has started to make arrangements, with your father of course.”

      I don’t respond. He takes me by the shoulder and stops me in my tracks. I look down at where his hand is resting. “You need to get off me, now.”

      “Lacey, please? We don’t have a choice, can’t we at least try to make the best of it?” 

      I look up at him. “You know, when you first told me about this farce I actually kind of pitied you. But now? Now you’re seriously starting to fuck me off. I won’t tell you again, get your hands off me.”

      He looks at me like I’ve physically hurt him but he doesn’t remove his hand from my shoulder. It’s only when he clocks on to something behind and his expression changes to stone, that he finally lets his hand slip. 

      “Is this little cunt bothering you, princess?” I hear Shaun’s voice behind me and feel his arm snake around my stomach. He pulls me in tight against his chest and I look up to see his eyes locked on Liam’s. 

      “He was just leaving,” I tell him. 

      Shaun plants a single kiss on the top of my head and then pushes me behind him. “Get yourself to class,” he tells me, taking a step towards Liam. 

      “Shaun, don’t,” I say, grabbing on to his arm. Liam was annoying me but Shaun could probably kill him, and a caveman style fight over me in the middle of the corridor is not something that’s needed or wanted. 

      Liam looks between the both of us, an amused smile spreading across his face. “Seriously?” He fixes his eyes on me now. “I always thought you were a bit dim, but never did I have you down as plain fucking stupid.”

      Oh.

      No he didn’t.

      “What are you saying?” I drop Shaun’s arm and now he’s the one holding me back from swinging for him. 

      “I’m saying you’re a fucking idiot if you think he’s going to save you. It’s decided. It’s a done deal. If you want to spread your legs for him and get it out of your system, then by all means, go ahead. But make no mistake, when we’re married I demand respect.” His amusement turns into a grin and a flick of his eyebrows. “Enjoy whatever this is while it lasts, princess.” 

      Now I want to take my fist and smash it against his pretty little jaw. But I realize that will probably hurt me more than it will hurt him.

      I try to let it slide over me, but I’m boiling. I’m still boiling when Shaun is dragging me away and Liam is waving at us with that fucking grin on his fucking face. 

      “You can get off me, as well,” I tell Shaun, taking his hand and shoving it off my shoulder as soon as we’ve turned the corner. The bell rang ages ago and the corridors are practically empty now. 

      He whistles and shakes his head, following me to god knows where I’m going. “I’d fuck your brains out right now if we weren’t in school.” 

      “Teach me how to throw a punch that can break a jaw and I’ll consider it.”

      He pushes me, effectively slamming me against the wall and his eyes are locked on to mine instantly. “Deal.” 

      “I wasn’t being serious,” I tell him, feeling my anger slip away only to be replaced with a new kind of tension.

      “You should consider it. Do you see what I mean? Do you believe me now? They won’t stop. You need to learn to listen to me, darlin’,” he tells me, pushing his body up against me and resting his arm on the wall at the side of my head. “Too fucking headstrong for your own good, sometimes.”

      I shrug at him. Maybe he was right. So what? I never agreed, but I never refused either, I just told him I needed time to think.

      Sensible, not headstrong. “I never said no to you.”

      He bites down on his bottom lip and lets it pop out, a smile playing across his face.

      “You’ll be screaming it later, though.”

       With that, he turns around and walks away, strolling down the corridor like he didn’t just play havoc with my insides and leave me wondering where the fuck I’m supposed to be.
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        * * *

      

      I’m outside waiting for her about thirty seconds after the bell rings. 

      “I’m getting Stevie to take me home,” she says as she approaches me. 

      That’s what she thinks. 

      Cute. 

      It’s a bright sunny afternoon and her eyes squint a little as she tries to look at me but gets blinded. Maybe she’ll miss my eyes rolling. 

      “Already spoke to Stevie, and that’s not happening anymore,” I tell her, turning around and heading for the car. 

      “You’re a prick, do you know that?”

      I know that, but she follows me anyway so I’m assuming I can’t be that bad. 

      “My gran told me your dad got home this afternoon.” I open the passenger side door and wait as she hops in, before going around to my side. 

      “I’ll speak to him,” she says, buckling her seatbelt. 

      I’m sure that’s going to go really well for her. “Suit yourself. I’ll pick you up at eight. Bring clothes for tomorrow.”

      “I’m not staying with you again!” she says, huffing and looking out the window. I half watch her, half reverse the car. 

      I could easily threaten her into doing it.

      I could tell her I’ll take her from her room again, pile her into the back of the car, and that if she makes me go to all that trouble then she will be spending the night in the basement. I’d keep her warm, obviously, though I wouldn’t make that part of the threat.

      But I don’t say any of that. 

      I’m learning to choose my battles.

      “Alright… but if it doesn’t go well with your dad, then I want you to text me, and I’ll come and get you. Okay?” 

      I watch her reaction while I shift up the gears and it’s impossible not to notice the hint of a smile playing on her lips. “Fine.”

      I’m confident enough that it’s not going to go well with her dad. 

      I pull out on to the road and see her body relax when she realizes I am actually taking her home. 

      “I meant what I said earlier,” I tell her. 

      She glances over in my direction. “What did you say earlier?”

      “Right after you tried to swing for Liam.” 

      She turns her head and full on looks at me now. “You said you wanted to fuck my brains out?” 

      I flash her a smile. “Alright, maybe I never said it in the best way…”

      “Is there ever a ‘best way’ to say that?” she says, followed by a little snort. 

      I push her away playfully while I laugh at her. “What I meant was, I’m proud of you.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “You still felt the need to come barging in like some white knight and save me, though.”

      “Haha!” I throw my head back laughing, then I grab a hold of her hand and pull it to my lips, squeezing hard while I plant a kiss on it. “You’re confused. I’m not the hero, darlin, I’m the fucking villain, remember?”
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        * * *

      

      Like clockwork, she messages me just after 9pm.

      What are you doing?

      I tell Tony to move his arse to the back seat and do a U turn in the road. 

      I’m on my way. I type back.

      “What’s the plan?” Tony asks, squeezing himself through the space between the two front seats. “Are we doing it tonight?”

      I think about it for a minute.

      Do I really want Lacey seeing this? She was acting like she wanted to swing for Liam earlier, but she calmed herself down in about five seconds. She’s going to see that it takes me longer than five seconds to calm down.

      But, maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s good that she sees this. I told her that with me, she’d always know what she was getting and I meant that. We won’t last long if she throws a hissy-fit every time I deal out some much deserved retribution, and I don’t intend to live my life hiding it. She’s going to need to learn to live with that side of me, and I’ve already waited too long for this.

      My sister needs to know that he’s not going to walk away from what he did to her. 

       “Tonight’s as good a night as any,” I tell Tony. “Get Calvin and the rest of them to meet us there, and tell him to pick Heather up, too. I feel like an audience tonight.” 

      It doesn’t take long before I pull up outside her house. I beep the horn twice to let her know, and five minutes later she’s at the door and heading for the garden path with a bag over her shoulder. 

      Her dad comes to the door and I roll the window down. 

      “You get yourself back in here right now, young lady!” Laurence shouts from the door. 

      “Not a fucking chance!” she shouts back. 

      “Lacey, you’re being selfish!” 

      She just laughs at him as she walks towards the car. I press the button on the console to open the boot for her. She throws her bag in and jumps in the passenger seat.

      I wave to Mr Tyler as I roll the window up and she grabs my hand and pushes it down. 

      “I’m sorry your dad’s a cunt,” I tell her as I pull the car away. 

      She shrugs. “It is what it is.” 

      It’s not though. It’s not right. And she’s just shrugging it off like it’s normal. I hate his guts, almost as much as I hate Liam McGuiness. 

      “Pass me your phone,” I tell her. She looks at me confused as fuck. “It’s important.” 

      She lifts her arse up on the seat and pulls her phone out of her back pocket, unlocking it before she hands it to me. 

      I open up her WhatsApp and find Liam’s name. 

      “We need to talk. Meet me at The Undercroft at 10pm.” Locking her phone, I put it down the side of the door, in case he messages her back. 

      “What are you doing?” she asks me. 

      I smile at her, giving her thigh a squeeze. “Something I should have done ages ago.” 

      She watches me carefully but doesn’t say anything else, and we drive in near silence to the pub. I park the car around the back and see Calvin’s already here.

      Tony jumps out first and gets the door for her, and I take her hand as we walk around to the front door. The Undercroft has always been my dad’s pub. Not physically — he doesn’t own it, but he might as well. I’ve been coming here since I was a toddler and the barmaids would give me lollypops and dip my dummy in the lager-froth so they could giggle when my face screwed up at the revolting taste. 

      It’s changed a bit since then, though. They’ve done away with the sticky bright red carpets and tried to make it a bit more upmarket. The owner is still under my dad’s thumb, though. 

      We come in and I head straight for the bar. 

      “Calvin through the back?” I say to Derek, the landlord. 

      He nods. “Got here a wee while ago, do you want something?” 

      I look at Tony who just shakes his head. “Glass of rose for the lady, mate.”

      Derek nods and flicks the dishtowel he’s been using to dry the glasses over his shoulder. “I’ll bring it through the now.” 

      I nod towards the back door for Lacey and Tony to head through, then I lean over the bar, so only Derek can hear me. “When Liam McGuiness shows his face, tell him Lacey’s waiting on him through the back, will you?”

      Derek nods. “No bother, son.”

      I follow the others through to the back room. Calvin is gulping down a pint while Doeboy takes his shot at the pool table. I clock my sister in the corner of the room, speaking to Stevie, and Lacey is already heading over to them. 

      “Fucks she doing here?” I say to Calvin. 

      He shrugs at me. “She was already in the car when you messaged, and wouldn’t take getting dropped off for an answer.”

      Whatever. Stevie seems like the type who could stomach what’s going to happen… It’s Lacey who I’m worried about. 

      Derek comes through with a bottle of wine and takes it to the girl’s table, and it’s not long before they’re cackling away like the fucking Sanderson sisters. I stick a pound coin on the pool table, intending to play the winner, and stand back to watch Doeboy annihilate Calvin at the pool table.

      “You’re meant to aim for the pocket, spaghetti armed wee fanny,” Doeboy says as Calvin misses the shot by a mile. 

      Calvin flips the cue around and taps the fat end of it, flashing his teeth. “I’m gonna aim this right up your shiter if you don’t give me peace, prick.”

      Scoot chuckles beside me and shouts over, “No one likes a sore loser, Calvin.” He turns around to face me. “What time you expecting him?”  

      I check the time on my phone. “Soon,” I tell him, handing him the rest of the pound coins that were rattling around in my pocket. “Get some music on that jukebox, will you?”

      He nods and makes his way around the pool table. A few moments later and Avicii is blasting through the speakers. I look over at the girls and clock Stevie up dancing while Lacey laughs at her. 

      If this was any other night, and I wasn’t here for a reason, I’d probably call this a good time. I’ve got my mates, drink, music, a pool table, my sister’s here and my girl is with her best mate, a big fucking smile on her face. But I can’t shake the feeling of rage that’s bubbling under the surface. It’s like a blackness, doesn’t matter how bright everything else is, it’s there, sucking the soul out of me. 

      When this is done, I’ll feel better. 

      Not too far gone 10pm, the door swings open, and in walks Liam McGuiness.

      It takes a second for him to realize what’s going on and when he does, he doesn’t turn and run. That would be stupid, Tony is right beside him ready to grab him and lock the door if needed. Calvin, who was just about to take his shot, looks up and then straightens.

      Liam thinks he already knows what’s going to happen. He smiles at me, the prick, and then looks over at the girls table. I don’t know what gets me more angry, that he’s looking at my sister or that he’s looking at Lacey.

      The fact that he has and will hurt both of them is enough reason for me. 

      I’m judge, jury and executioner. 

      And I feel absolutely no remorse. 

      “Tony get the door,” I tell him, and he bolts it shut. “Scoot, turn that jukebox down for a minute.”

      I walk over to Liam. I had planned to kick the fuck out of him myself, but as I approach him, he blows a kiss towards the girl’s table. I look over at my sister and see the venom in her eyes, and I get myself a better idea. 

      I swing for his jaw, just the once. He buckles over and his hands fly to his face, but he quickly straightens himself. I’m not bothered that he recovers so easily, that one wasn’t for my sister — that one was for Lacey. 

      “That the best you can do?” Liam spits at me, and then he starts laughing. “You’re holding back, Keagan. I know you could kill me with a single blow if you wanted. Does Lacey know about that unfortunate incident?” He shouts that last little nugget over to Lacey, and now I want to give him another one.

      I want to give him one that’ll shut him up for good. 

      He’s only acting like this because he thinks I can’t really touch him. He doesn’t know that the game has changed, and that all previous agreements are off. He doesn’t know he’s digging a hole for himself, and that unlike the previous holes he’s been in, I won’t let him crawl out of this one. I don’t have to, this time.

      I glance over at Lacey but she’s frozen to her seat, mouth open in a little ‘O’ and her eyes wide. I nod at Calvin and Doeboy. “Take him over to that dartboard.” 

      Liam’s eyes widen in shock as the boys approach him.

      What does he think I’m going to do, throw darts at his pretty little face? I’d call that too good for him. I’d call that mercy.

      Calvin and Doeboy must think that’s the plan too, because they drag him over and hold him up against the wall. 

      I shake my head at them. “On the floor.” 

      They push him forwards and Calvin swings his leg under Liam, making him crumble instantly. 

      “Heather, here,” I shout on her and she comes over.

      The two of them are holding him down on his back. He’s got his eyes shut, struggling against them but he knows it’s fucking pointless. I take his leg and I stick it up on the oche, so his ankle rests on it. It’s not a high one, but if she jumps hard enough at the right position, it should be enough to break his leg, anyway. 

      I look up at my sister but she only has eyes for Liam. 

      “Tell her what you said to me that day outside the school,” I tell Liam. “Tell her what you said about her.”

      He shakes his head. He knows what’s coming now. “Please, Shaun. I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry alright?”

      I laugh at him. I laugh and then I look at Heather. “Do you accept his apology?” 

      She just stands there, staring at him with these crazy as fuck eyes that would give me shivers if she wasn’t my own sister.

      Then, finally, she shakes her head. 

      “Scoot get that fucking music on full blast,” I tell him. “Sorry Liam, the lassie has spoken.” 

      Liam starts shaking and trying to kick his leg free but the boys have an arm each and I have his leg. 

      “Hurry the fuck up with that music, will you?” I shout to Scoot, who’s fannying about at the jukebox. 

      “Hold your horses, man, it’ll be worth it,” he shouts back, laughing.

      The next thing I know, I’m Shipping Up To Boston by Dropkick Murphys starts thumping through the speakers, and I can’t help laughing at his warped sense of humour.

      Fucking legend. 

      It’s now loud enough to wake the dead and muffle a scream, and I nod at Heather. “Jump.”

      She looks at me, hesitating, and for a second I think she’s going to back down.

      She turns and walks away, and I think she’s going to bottle it. 

      But she doesn’t. 

      She goes to the wall behind us and she rips the fire extinguisher off it, and when she comes back, I think she’s lost the plot a wee bit. I think she’s genuinely lost her fucking marbles, but I let her anyway.

      She needs this. She deserves it.

      He deserves it. 

      She crashes that fire extinguisher down on his leg like a demon has possessed her. 

      And I laugh.
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          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      I scream. 

      I scream while Heather drops the fire extinguisher, and Liam moans and writhes in agony, and Shaun laughs in his face.

      I think I’m still screaming when Scoot runs over and wraps his arms around me, trying to turn my face away from the horror show in front of us.

      I think I’m still screaming, but the music is too loud and I can’t be sure. 

      I look at Stevie. Why isn’t she screaming? Did she not just witness what I just witnessed? But she’s just staring, her mouth open and her eyes fixed on the spot below the dartboard.

      I don’t understand what the fuck just happened. 

      The next thing I know Shaun is prying me out of Scoot’s arms. He takes my cheeks in his hands and all I know is that I’m not really seeing him.

      It’s surreal. Like being in a dream where things are happening and you have no control over it.

      He taps me on the side of my face a couple of times.

      Why? Why is he doing that?

      I don’t understand.

      God, I’m so stupid. 

      He told me who he was the first night I met him, and I refused to believe him. He’s been telling me that every day since then, and still, I refused to believe him.

      I could break every bone in your body.

      Now I believe him. Now I’ve seen it with my own two fucking eyes.

      “Come on, come with me,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me to follow him. 

      I do follow him. I follow him because honestly, where else am I supposed to go? I can’t go home. I have no one else now. How did that happen? I’m used to not having anyone but now I feel more alone than ever before.

      We get to his car and I’m not really sure how I got there. I feel numb. Why would he do that? Why would Heather do that?

      He’s buckling my seatbelt for me and I just stare out the window. He gets in the car beside me, but he doesn’t start up the engine. 

      I turn around and look at his face. He’s changed again. He’s calm now, his face is straight, his breathing controlled.

      Five minutes ago, he was the fucking devil. There was a fury in his eyes and he was reveling in it. The way he looked at his sister when she forced that fire extinguisher down on Liam, the way his face turned into a smile, and he threw his head back in a laugh as Liam erupted in pain.

      Pain that I can only imagine was excruciating.

      “He deserved it,” he tells me. 

      I swallow hard and look away. No one deserves that. I feel my heart rate finally begin to slow down. I can think a little straighter without that music blaring in my ears. 

      “Where’s my phone?” I don’t look at him when I ask him. His straight face after everything that’s just happened is too chilling.

      He rummages around down the side of the door and hands the phone over to me. 

      “What are you doing?”

      “Calling an ambulance,” I tell him, unlocking the phone and dialing 999. 

      It doesn’t even ring once before he’s grabbing the phone out of my hand. 

      “Don’t be stupid, Lacey.” He puts the phone in the pocket of his jeans and switches the engine on. “He’s not dying for fucks sake.”

      “You’re going to leave him there? You’re sick in the head. You need help.”

      He just laughs, but the sound of it is drowned out by the tyres screeching as he reverses the car all the way out of the car park and onto the main road. 

      “And now you want kill us too? What the fuck is wrong with you?” I scream at him. 

      He shakes his head. “What’s wrong with me? It would be me, wouldn’t it? I told you he deserved exactly what he got and your first thought is to question what’s wrong with me? How about what’s wrong with Liam?”

      “I’m not in Liam’s car right now!!” 

      “No, you’re not. And remind me again who we have to thank for that? You’d still be with that raping little cunt right now if it wasn’t for me. He’d be walking you down the fucking aisle on Saturday if it wasn’t for me. You’re the one who needs help, darlin, not me.”

      “Raping? What are you talking about?” I look at him now. 

      “I’m talking about your fiancé, and how he drugged my little sister and fucked her limp body,” he spits the words at me like a weapon, and they serve their purpose. 

      I’m stunned. Lost for words. 

      How can I even begin to process that? 

      The look on Heather’s face when she did what she did… there’s not a single part of me that can deny the truth in what he’s saying.

      I saw it written clear as day across her face. 

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I eventually ask him.

      “It was Heather’s secret to tell,” he says with a shrug. “I’m only telling you now because she got what she needed. He got what he deserved. I let you see it because you need to understand who I am, and what I do to people who cross me.”

      My whole body stiffens at his words. “You’d do that to me if I crossed you?”

      “You’ve crossed me before and I asked you to fucking marry me,” he says, shaking his head. 

      “Answer the question.” I watch him carefully and he glances down to the side, pretending he’s checking his wing mirror. “Answer the fucking question, Shaun.”

      He sighs and slams his foot on the brakes, hard, before pulling up at the side of the road. The streetlights reflect off his face, and it’s emotionless. When the car comes to a complete stop, he turns around to face me and his eyes soften a little. 

      “I wouldn’t hurt a single hair on your head,” he says, pulling the handbrake up.

      “Why? Why not?”

      “Cause we’re a team. I’ll fight your corner and I expect you to do the same. You won’t cross me, and if you ever did cross me, then I’ll have deserved it, and I won’t ever do anything to deserve it.”

      Why is he so fucking confusing?

      I look at him and I see what’s right in front of me. I see what the rest of the world sees — the power, the looks, the fearlessness, the arrogance.

      And yet, there is so much more to him sitting under the surface. He’s complicated, but at the same time he’s black and white. He’s a contradiction. You think because he knows how to use his fists that he doesn’t know how to use his brain, but that would be the biggest mistake you could make with Shaun.

      He never gives you the answer you want to hear, instead he gives you something different and you don’t know if it’s better or worse than the answer you wanted. 

      He makes you forget the fucking question.

      Right now though, I want answers. Real ones. 

      “If we’re a team, then you better start talking,” I tell him. “And none of your half-truths.”

      He smiles at me, like he knows I’m right and he’s been found out but he doesn’t care. “What do you want to know?”

      There’s too much I want to know, but I start with what’s freshest in my mind.

      “What was Liam talking about? The unfortunate incident that Lacey doesn’t know about?”

      I think I already know about this one; I read the article. He assaulted someone and got his boxing license revoked. But Shaun doesn’t know that I know about this. I didn’t tell him because I didn’t want him to know that I’d… researched him.

      I won’t call it snooping. It was research. So this is the perfect opportunity for me to see if he’s lying. 

      “You really want to open this door, Lace?” he asks me. 

      “Fucking right I do,” I deadpan. “We’re a team, remember?”

      “I was drunk, I’d been snorting lines and swallowing pills like they were sweeties. Someone looked at me the wrong way and I hit them. Just the once. I didn’t think it was hard, but either way, he ended up in hospital in a medically induced coma. I got charged with attempted murder, but that got wiped. I’ve never thrown a hard punch or snorted a line or taken a pill since. And I’ve never been back in that boxing ring, either.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I nod and look away. 

      “Are we still a team now?”

      I ignore the question because he doesn’t have any right to ask me that. “Why did Liam say you couldn’t touch him? Was that ever true? He said there was an agreement, but it didn’t look that way to me tonight.”

      “The agreement was over when my dad found out what he did to Heather,” he tells me. 

      Half-truth. He avoided the first question. 

      “Why was there an agreement in the first place?” 

      He stares at me for a minute, like he’s weighing up how much of the truth he wants to tell me this time. “My sister doesn’t know, and she can’t ever find out. It would break her again and she doesn’t deserve that.” 

      I nod at him. “I won’t tell her.” 

      “My dad has this thing. Like a club. Anyone who is anyone in this place is in on it. You’re either born into it or you join through marriage, initiation, invitation, whatever. Anyway, Liam’s family have never been a part of it — even though they’ve been here as long as we have.”

      “He said it was a cult,” I tell him, my tone accusatory.

      “You’ve seen my soul, princess, does it look religious to you?”

      “Is Satanism a religion?” I bite back. 

      He chuckles like I’m complimenting him.

      I’m not.

      “Dunno but maybe it’s worth investigating? We already have a pastor but perhaps I’ll find my calling?” 

      I shake my head at him, rolling my eyes. 

      “As I was saying, you’re born into it and it’s not something that’s easy to walk away from.” 

      “So what does that have to do with Liam?” 

      “Did you see Liam’s mum at your little engagement shin-dig?” he asks me. 

      “No.” 

      I wish he would just spit it out. 

      “Liam’s mum is my dad’s sister. Was my dad’s sister. She committed suicide when he was a baby. My dad blames Liam’s dad — they weren’t together. She didn’t… she didn’t want it. Any of it. But by birth, that made Liam one of us. We can’t touch someone who is one of us, unless they harm us first.” 

      “Wait… Liam’s your cousin? Liam raped his own cousin?”

      “Aye… although he doesn’t know it. I’m the only one who knows. I had to know because we’ve hated each other since fucking nursery and it was the only thing stopping us from killing each other. Liam just thinks it’s… I don’t know. A permanent ceasefire, or something.”

      Well. I’m glad he told me. I’m glad he’s finally giving me some actual answers and I don’t feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark anymore. 

      “Are you on my team now?” he asks. 

      “Answer me this and answer me truthfully. Is that what this is about? Am I just another way of breaking Liam’s legs to you? Do you only want me because you want to win?” 

      He pauses while he looks at me. I believed he was genuine when he was telling me about his past, and about his families secrets. His face looks the same way now as it did then. 

      “At first I was doing it because it’s what my dad told me to do. And I won’t lie to you and say I hated it, because I didn’t. I slept soundly, believe me. You were so fucking strong and I was… in awe of you, I suppose. And then it was about Liam. It was about him thinking you were a trophy and me wanting to steal it away from him. But it was about you, too. For the first time in my life I felt like I’d met someone who might be worth joining my team.” He does this coy smile like he knows it’s cheesy but he doesn’t give a fuck. “You’re not perfect, you piss me off and you do stupid shit. You don’t listen. But I’m not perfect and I’m not one for listening, either. But the thing that makes me want you most is that you’re so fucking convinced you don’t deserve to be wanted. And I want to fix that. You’re broken, and maybe I broke you even more with the shit I did, but you weren’t even whole to start with.”

      He’s asking me to join his team but what he’s really asking is for me to trust him. 

      He’s asking me to do something I don’t know how to do. 

      “If I’m broken, then you’re broken too,” I tell him, tearing my eyes away from his and looking straight ahead. 

      He puts the car into gear and pulls out onto the road. “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      We get home and it’s late. I’m exhausted. 

      If this had been my own home, then I’d probably curl up in bed alone and cry myself to sleep.

      My life feels fucked.

      I didn’t have much of a dad when I came here, but at least I thought I did. I was blissfully unaware. I was naïve and I couldn’t wait to escape, but I was okay. Shaun says I wasn’t whole then, and maybe in hindsight I wasn’t — but at least I thought I was.

      Now I know I’m alone, now I know I’m broken, and it hurts like hell. 

      Three men in my life who claim to care about me… the rapist, the one who sold me to him, and the one who broke his legs. 

      Seriously fucked. 

      And seriously alone. 

      Except I’m not alone. One of them is in bed with me and he holds me so tight it almost takes the breath from my lungs. He thinks he’s helping, but it hurts. Not physically, he’s not physically hurting me. It hurts because I’m the lowest I’ve ever been and he’s the only one here. A boy I barely know. A boy I barely trust. A boy who caused me utter misery. Stroking my hair and holding me when I didn’t even know I needed to be held.

      And saving me when I didn’t even know I needed to be saved.

      I feel like he’s been honest with me tonight. I want to believe him, I want to believe that there are reasons behind all the bad shit he does.

      Does that mean I’m starting to trust him? I don’t know if I’m just blinded by him so much that I can’t see what’s right in front of me, or if he actually means what he says.

      They say the devil never comes with a red tail and horns, he comes in the form of everything you ever wished for. I never wished for Shaun, but what he said tonight resonated. I wasn’t cared for and I wasn’t wanted, and surely everyone deserves that? 

      Shaun is offering me that.

      At least, I think he is.

      I turn over in bed, trying to find that perfect comfortable position, and he pulls me in close to him. It’s impossible to miss the erection pressed against my back. One arm circles my stomach and I rest my head on the other one, letting it come around my neck and rub my shoulder.

      He lifts his head slightly, running his lips down the back of my neck and I shiver against him. 

      “I know what you said earlier,” I begin to tell him, but I pause trying to think of the best way to say it. 

      “I said a lot of things earlier,” he mutters, his lips turning into kisses. 

      “You said I’d be screaming no later. I don’t know if you were joking, to be honest I don’t think I want to know. But I’m telling you now, I mean no.”

      He sits up in bed and leans on his arm, and I turn around to face him.

      I can’t really see him, but I can feel his breath on my cheeks.

      He pushes the hair back from my forehead and pauses for a beat. “What brought this on?”

      “Your cock jabbing me in the back,” I tell him. 

      “I’m not a saint,” he says, chuckling and bending down to plant a kiss on my forehead. “But I’m not an animal either. I’m not going to do that. Not tonight, at least.”

      “Good.” I turn back over in bed, and he lies down and snuggles back into me.

      “Agreed,” he says, giving my breast a squeeze, like he just can’t help himself, before he settles down and we both drift off to sleep.
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          SHAUN
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      I’m late to lunch because I have to explain to Mrs Kemp why I’ve turned up without her three-thousand word essay that was due today.

      She’s clearly champing at the bit to get a read of it, because she doesn’t give two fucks about the fact my dog has gone missing.

      I don’t know if the tale of my Mrs’ abduction and last nights vigilante court case would have been more or less believable than the missing dog, but either way she keeps me back and by the time I get to the table, the rest of them are already there.

      And so are Lacey and Stevie, which I was not expecting. I grab myself two ham rolls and take a seat at the table next to Lacey.

      “What’s happening?” I ask the group, giving Lace a quick peck on the cheek after I pull my chair in.

      “You’re late,” Calvin says. 

      “Sorry, honey, could you not start without me?” I say dryly.

      Calvin chuckles and goes back to eating.

      An uneasy silence falls over the table and I suspect it’s because everyone wants to talk about last night, but they don’t know if they can —  what with Lacey being sat here. If the fact I’ve just kissed her, and she’s not scratched my eyeballs out isn’t enough for them, then I don’t know what will be. 

      “What did you do with him last night?” I ask Calvin. 

      He puts his fork down and glances over at Lacey while he swallows his food.

      I look over at Lace, then back to him. “She’s fine. Talked her round just as she was about to phone the blues and twos on your arses.” 

      Calvin chuckles, smiling at Lacey. “Snitches get stitches, doll.” 

      “Can you swim with concrete blocks on?” Doeboy teases. “Asking for a friend.” 

      She laughs and shakes her head at them. “I didn’t know, alright? Bunch of wankers! Did he get help?” 

      Calvin shrugs. “Left him on his dad’s doorstep and chapped the door.”

      I nod my approval. “Good laddie. I’m assuming he’s pulled a sicky?”

      “I’m assuming he’ll be pulling one all week going by the state of his leg,” Stevie says. 

      “I’m assuming he should be thankful she never dropped it right on his cock,” Doeboy says, chuckling. “I genuinely thought for a wee second she was going to.”

      Tony laughs. “Aye, I think I might be more scared of Heather than I am of Shaun now.”

      I laugh at him. “Never knew she had that in her.”

      Stevie shrugs opposite me. “Anyone would have done the same.”

      I look over at Lacey but she’s just pushing her food around on her plate. 

      “Anyway… what’s the plans for the weekend?” I ask them, trying to change the subject. 

      “Dunno about you, but all that violence has me right in the mood for a party,” Doeboy says. 

      Stevie snorts and shakes her head. “You are disgusting.”

      “Coming to think of it, are we not due a stag-do? One last roll of the dice before you become a married man?” Tony asks, flashing me a smile. 

      I almost choke on my roll and look over at Lacey to see her reaction. She’s looking down at her food, and when she catches me watching her she shuts the lid on her box of chips and stands up. 

      “Toilet,” she explains. “I’ll catch you later.” 

      And then she’s off, the tray in her hand and heading for the bin. 

      “Lace?” I shout after her but she keeps walking. I push my chair out, slapping Tony across the ear. “You’re a fucking mouth, do you know that?” 

      He laughs it off. “You better run, son.” 

      I don’t run, but I do walk briskly. She’s already at the set of double doors and by the time I reach them, I’ve not got a clue which direction she went.

      I head along the corridor, in case she wasn’t actually lying about going to the toilet.

      “Shaun.”

      I’m that busy looking for her light blonde head, that I miss the dark black one that’s standing right in front of me. 

      “Rosheen… sorry doll, I’m a wee bit busy the now,” I tell her, trying to walk around her. She steps to the side and blocks my path, and I look down at her. 

      “You’re always busy. You’ve not replied to my messages,” she says, her hand snaking up and resting on my chest. 

      I take a step back and her arm falls. “I replied to the first one, telling you to leave me be. How many times do you want me to repeat that?” 

      She takes a step back from me as if I’ve stunned her. “So that’s it then? Five years and you end it just like that, in a text message?”

      Is she on glue? “Five years? What the fuck are you on about?”

      “I’ve known you for five years. I’m on about you dropping me the second that little slut walked in the door?” She spits the words at me and I’m at a loss.

      We weren’t together, and somehow she’s gotten it into her head that we were.

      I don’t have time for this, but if I don’t deal with it now, properly, I’ll probably never hear the end of it. 

      “Don’t pretend like you wouldn’t have done the same to me,” I tell her. “And don’t bullshit me either, Lacey might buy your shite but you’re forgetting I actually lived it. Can you explain how you try for a baby while simultaneously wearing a jonny? You can’t call ‘us’ anything more than two friends fucking. Occasionally.” 

      “I didn’t think you wanted anything more! If I’d known you wanted to settle down, then I would have. I thought when you eventually grew up, it would be for us,” she says, her voice breaking a bit at the end. 

      I’d maybe feel an ounce of sympathy for her if I believed she was genuine. She’s not, though. She only wants me now because she thinks she can’t have me, and she’s used to using me as a trophy on her arm, while still being free to do as she pleases elsewhere. “Aye well, you know what thought did, eh? Laid a brick and thought a house would build. You thought wrong, Rosheen.” 

      “Why? What makes her so special?” she demands. 

      I shrug. “Can’t put my finger on it. But if you want my advice, maybe try to not be such a bitch in future.” 

      I walk past her and I don’t look back. There’s only ten minutes left of lunch and I still need to find Lacey.

      I stop a lassie who’s just coming out of the girls’ toilets and ask her if she’s seen Lacey Tyler in there, but she shakes her head at me. 

      Thinking I’ll try the wall, I head out of the main entrance and turn the corner before I catch sight of her blonde hair. She has her back to me, and I go over, sitting down on the wall beside her.

      “Knew you didn’t need the toilet,” I tell her, trying to keep my tone light. 

      She glances up at me and does this little half smile. “I told Stevie it was a bad idea sitting with you all, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “They can’t help themselves,” I say with a shrug. 

      “Why did you tell them? I never told you yes, and now they’re talking about stag parties. Stevie will have me dress shopping next,” she says.

      “My dad told their dads… and honestly, I’m confident you will say yes.”  

      She rolls her eyes at me. “There’s a fine line between confidence and arrogance.”

      I nudge her playfully. “Still not a yes then?”

      She turns to face me. “Not a yes… but I’ll join your team.”

      “Okay, I know I was the one who started the team shit, but just so we’re clear can you let me know exactly what that means?”

      She sighs. “It means I’ll make an effort.”

      “Jesus. Don’t over-exert yourself, darlin.”

      She laughs at me. “I’ll make an effort with trusting you and… whatever this is. But I’m not going to marry you.”

      “So wait a wee second… you were thinking about it when you weren’t making an effort, and now you’re making an effort it’s a straight up no? Can we go back to you not making an effort cause I think I liked that better?”

      “It’s a no because it’s stupid. It’s running before we can walk. Liam’s not going to be walking anywhere soon, let alone down an aisle with me. So you can just calm your jams for a bit.”

      Calm your jams. I chuckle at her because I can’t help myself, but this is no time to be laughing. She underestimates everyone, except me, it would seem. 

      “Listen, I can’t force you to do this, but your dad and Liam’s dad can. And they will. I think you’re making a mistake.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe I am…   what’s the worst that can happen, though?”

      “What’s the worst that can happen if you say yes to me?”

      “I don’t trust you yet,” she says, avoiding the question. 

      “Did you trust your dad?”

      “I think so.”

      “And did you die when he broke that trust? No, you didn’t. You learned a valuable life lesson.” 

      She gives me a funny look that has me thinking she might be agreeing with me, so I decide to push on. 

      “What if it’s not a real marriage?” I ask her. “You said you weren‘t really going to marry Liam, you were just going to let everyone think you had. So why don’t we do the same?”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m suggesting a win-win situation. We’ll do a handfast.”

      “What the fuck is that?”

      I laugh at her little confused face. “It’s like a wedding, but after a year you can decide if you still want to be married, or you can walk away no questions asked. They can’t force you to marry Liam if you‘re already married, and you don’t have to actually get married. See, win — win. ”

      “Is that even legal?”

      “Eh…  not since like, a good few years ago. Doesn’t matter though, my dad will respect it and so will Liam’s.”

      She pauses for a minute while she thinks about it. “Alright.”

      “Alright?”

      “Alright, but I have a condition. And I might have more conditions once I‘ve thought about it properly.”

      “Christ, are you always this stubborn?”

      “You’ll learn to live with it, apparently,” she says, winking at me. “I’m going to stay at Stevie’s house.”

      I eye her up and down for a minute.

      I don’t want her to. I like having her with me. Mrs Kemp clearly doesn’t — I’ve done fuck all homework since last week — but I feel like it’s good for me. It’s good for both of us.

      I can compromise if it means getting what I want, though.

      “You’ll come for sleepovers?” 

      “Would saying no even be an option?”

      I laugh at her. “Alright, done. I’ll get my gran to grab your stuff from your house and take it over to Stevie’s tonight. Anything else?”

      “Not right now,” she says as the bell rings in the distance. “But I’ll be adding conditions as I see fit.”

      She hops off the wall and starts walking towards the entrance, and I follow her. “What about my conditions?” I shout.

      She turns around to face me and giggles. “Write them down for me in Spanish or Gaelic or whatever and I’ll remember to never translate them.”

       I chuckle, shaking my head and pushing her up the path. I take the back of her neck with my hand and bend down while we walk, so my mouth is right in her ear. “Anymore of your cheek and I’ll have you wearing your ankles for earrings darlin’.”

      She spins around and slams herself into my chest, looking up at me while she flicks her eyebrows. “Oooooh really?” she says sarcastically, as if my threat means nothing to her. “You can think about that tonight in your cold lonely bed, then. Enjoy yourself, darlin’.”
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          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting at Stevie’s desk trying to get my English Lit homework finished when the doorbell rings. She jumps up from her spot on the bed and pushes back the blinds to see who it is. 

      “Alice,” she announces from the window. 

      So the boy came good. 

      We head down the stairs and I follow her out to the car where Alice has a boot full of my things. 

      “Shaun didn’t say what you wanted or how much to pack so I just went with my gut and brought a little of everything,” she tells me. 

      I smile at her. “Thank you.” She brushes her hand away, and Stevie and I grab a bag each. “Did my dad say anything to you?”

      Alice shuts the boot and comes over to the pavement to stand beside us, sighing a little. “Just that he thinks this is ridiculous and you’ll come to your senses soon enough. I just shrugged at him and he let me be.” 

      I nod a few times, trying hard not to let the emotion that I’m feeling show on my face.

      I don’t know what reaction I was looking for. I suppose half of me wishes he would see the error of his ways and back down, and the other half of me wishes he would fight harder to stop me from going. Two opposite things, but one of them would show he cared about me, and the other one would show he actually wanted me around. 

      “You’re doing the right thing, you know that, pet?” Alice says. 

      My thoughts had drifted off to space for a second there, and she pulled me back into reality by resting a hand on my shoulder.

      I’m still confused about how to feel about Alice. On the one hand, she went behind my back; she let me confide in her without telling me she was Shaun’s grandmother. I still don’t know exactly how much she helped him back in the beginning when we ‘hated’ each other, or whatever it was.

      But she seems to care about me, in her own warped way, and at the moment people who care about me are in short supply. 

      “I didn’t really have a choice, to be honest,” I tell her. 

      She smiles at me. “I’m sure I told you that, did I not? But that doesn’t mean you can’t make the best of a bad situation.”

      “I’m effectively homeless — no offence Stevie—”

      “None taken,” she shoots back.

      “Orphaned, and about to marry a man who… marry a man at eighteen. If you can find a silver lining in any of that, then I’m all ears,” I say to Alice. 

      “Your homeless, aye. But you have a friend right there who’s happy to take you in, and if that ever changes then I wouldn’t see you out on the streets. You’re not orphaned; your father is alive and well. All he’s done is proved that he wasn’t much of a father in the first place,” she says, with a tone that sounds awfully like she’s chastening me. “And as for the marriage, well… the timing may not be right but even the most foolish of notions can be worthwhile if done for the right reasons.”

      “That’s my point though,” I tell her. “I don’t think it’s being done for the right reasons.”

      Alice shrugs at me. “Well, who am I to argue with you? I’ll see you on Sunday.” She walks around the car and opens the door. 

      “Sunday?” I shout after her. 

      “Aye, I always cook on Sundays. Stevie, you’re welcome to come too, pet.” 

      She gets in the car and shuts the door before I can reply, and the pair of us take the bags up the stairs.

      I put them down in the corner of the room because there’s not even space in Stevies wardrobe to unpack. I no longer have any urge to get on with my English Lit homework, so I slump my ass down on Stevie’s bed and let out a sigh. 

      Stevie watches me for a second and then comes and sits beside me, linking our arms and giving my hand a squeeze. “Things will be okay, you know that, right?” 

      I give her a nod and a weak smile. “I suppose it can only get better, huh?”

      “Well, they do say that. I like the way Alice thinks though, glass half full and all that. Just think of it as one big sleepover. Imagine the gossip sessions we can have? We’ll put on face-masks and eat cookies in bed and watch chick-flicks every night.” 

      “And never get any homework done, ever,” I tell her, raising my eyebrows. 

      “No, I think having you here will be good for me in that sense!” She gives me a nudge and giggles. 

      I smile back at her. “It’s not you or being here or anything like that. Honestly, you and your parents have been so nice to me,” I tell her.

      And I mean it.

      I haven’t even known Stevie that long, and she didn’t think twice when I plucked up the courage to ask her. It was just a straight up yes. No questions asked.

      And her parents have been great — cooking my dinner, offering to switch her brother’s games room around so I can use it as a bedroom if I need to. It’s a little surreal, learning this is how normal families function. Having a dad who’s here, who cooks dinner for everyone and asks them about their day. “I couldn’t ask for any better! It’s the other stuff. My dad. The Shaun situation.”

      “We’re calling Shaun ‘the situation’ now?” Stevie says with a chuckle, obviously trying to lighten the mood. 

      “Shaun the hurricane,” I suggest, laughing back.

      “Shaun the shit,” she tells me. 

      I smile at her. “Fitting.”

      “You must like him though. I mean, to agree to all this,” she says. Her tone is careful, but she doesn’t have to be. I feel like now things are clearer in my head, it’s easier to talk about them. 

      “I guess I do…” I say. “I know it’s odd. I mean we both saw him last night. I was convinced I wanted nothing more to do with him. But he did explain, he opened up and told me things he’s never told anyone. He has this way of making my head spin from hate to love in a second, and I guess I decided to give him a chance.”

      Stevie nods while I spill out my feelings to her. “What things did he tell you?”

      I pause for a beat. I don’t think I could or should tell her. I know normal best friends keep nothing from each other, but I don’t feel like I can do that to him. “Just stuff from his childhood. Nothing major, but it can’t have been easy to open up, you know?”

      “Yeah, he doesn’t strike me as the ‘let’s talk about feelings’ type. Im gonna try to clear you a little nook in this wardrobe,” she announces, getting up and crossing the room.

      “Hmm… I don’t know. I think he puts out this image to the world but actually, if you get under all that, he is a ‘feelings’ guy.” I shrug. “Need a hand?”

      “No, don’t be daft, I’d lose you in here,” she says, down on her hands and knees with her head poked inside it. She clears her throat and shouts over, “So are you two like, official now?”

      Good question. We’ve not really said it, but then again maybe that’s what he meant when he asked me to ‘join his team’. I blush and look away, probably pointless because she can’t even see me. “I think so.”

      Not one to throw any punches, she pops her head up and sits back on her knees, glaring at me. “Well, as your new adoptive parent, you need to get your arse to the chemist and get yourself on the pill.”

      “Adoptive parent?” If I had tea in my mouth, I’d be spitting it out. “You’re funny.” Funny but right. “No, I know. I keep meaning to do it but with everything that’s been going on, not having the car… I’m going to do it ASAP.”

      “You’re so blasé — you’re giving me the fear. Hang on.” She dives into the bathroom and comes back with a strip of pills in her hand, throwing them onto the bed beside me. “You can give me a packet back when you get around to sorting it out. One a day, same time every day, and it doesn’t work if you throw up. I have a cousin in Aberdeen who learned that the hard way, apparently,” she says, winking. 

      I laugh at her expression. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time the weekend rolls around things seem to have settled down a little. I haven’t spoken to my dad and since Liam’s not been back at school, there’s been no problems. I’ve packaged up all that shit and shoved it into a corner in my head. It still hurts, of course, but I feel like I’m trying to live with it, rather than letting it get the better of me. 

      And to be honest, I’ve not had the chance to overthink things too much. 

      I think they’re all purposefully trying to keep me busy to take my mind off things.

      It’s Friday night and Stevie’s dad, Mark, is cooking fajitas for us all.

      Stevie and I sit at the kitchen table with her little brother, Darren, who can’t be older than eleven and apparently has a better social life than we do. He’s just come in, panting and covered in mud, and is already asking how long dinner is going to take because he has people waiting on him.

      “Wait, you actually have friends?” Stevie asks with a face full of mischief.

      Darren looks across the table from her, to me, and back again. “More than you do — loser.”

      “Pity you’ll never have a girlfriend with a face like that.” She flicks her eyebrows and shoves a whole tortilla chip into her mouth. 

      “Wouldn’t have one anyway,” he argues. “Girls don’t even like football.”

      I let my mouth drop open in pretend shock and laugh at him. “Loads of girls like football!”

      Stevie picks up a tortilla chip and throws it in his face. “I could tan your arse at football you little shit.”

      “Stevie, mind your tongue,” her dad says from the cooker. 

      Darren laughs and points his finger at her, giving her a silent row. “Watch your tongue, bitch,” he whispers. 

      The pan is so hot that Mark wouldn’t have caught it even if he’d been listening. 

      “Oh, I’ll have you grounded for a week for your cheek,” she says.

      “Stop winding him up!” I tell her, laughing at both of them. 

      My phone buzzes on the table and I flick it unlocked. 

      You’re still due me that date. Get you at 7pm. X

      I’m still not getting used to the way he just assumes he’s going to get whatever he demands… but in the spirit of making an effort…

      Where are we going? I need to know what to wear. I only have a few things here.

      Well, slightly more than a few but it’s not like I have a full wardrobe at my disposal and Stevie’s dresses are… he’s made his feelings clear on Stevie’s dresses. 

      Leggings. Trainers. If you’re wanting me to knock the oooohs and aahhhs out of you later, then stick a wee crop top on as well darlin. Love heart eyes emoji. 

      Stevie must catch me smiling into my phone like a pathetic little gimp because she clears her throat. “Lover boy??” 

      “Lacey has a boyfriend?” Darren pipes up. “Uuuugh.”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I tell him, laughing at his disgusted look. 

      I open up my chat with Stevie. Yup. He wants to go out tonight… 

      I see her phone buzz and light up on the table, and to anyone else this would be the most obvious secret text conversation that ever occurred… but Darren is the type of kid who’s on another planet and is too busy stuffing his face with tortilla chips to notice. 

      My phone buzzes. Well, you can go on a date with him or you can stay here and watch Britain’s Got Talent with me and the old man?????

      I look up at her and she’s smirking at me. 

      I type back, Thanks but eh…… I’ll take my chances with ‘the situation’!

      I watch her read my text, she drops her phone on the table in defeat and then says, “To be fair, I don’t blame you doll.”

      Dinner is just like any average family dinner on any average Friday night, and it’s lovely. Darren wolfs his food down like he’s never had a hot meal in his life, Mark comes up with generally shit jokes and Stevie acts like he’s the worlds most embarrassing parent. Their mum is a nurse, so she’s working night shift, and I don’t think Stevie has any idea how lucky she is.

      I’d take an embarrassing parent and a shit for a brother any day of the week. 

      I head up the stairs after dinner to get ready and although I skip the crop top, I generally end up looking like I’m going for a jog instead of going for a date. 

      Oh well, as long as he’s happy. 
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        * * *

      

      He beeps the car twice outside and I say my goodbyes to Stevie and Mark. He gets out when he sees me coming and walks around the car to my side, and I think my heart almost stops in my chest.

      He’s wearing slim fit grey joggers and a white top that shows off his muscular arms and hard stomach. A thick silver watch lines his wrist and when he stands there and smiles at me, something deep inside me flutters.

      In fact, fuck that, it gallops. 

      “You alright, darlin?” He bends down when I approach and plants a kiss on the top of my head before opening the door for me. 

      I slide myself into the passenger seat. “Good yeah, how are you?” 

      He slams the door shut and walks around the car. “Good, aye… would be better if the crop top had made an appearance but beggars can’t be choosers,” he says, winking at me while he starts the car up. “You look gorgeous though, as always.”

      That distinctive smell fills the car and I remember exactly why it’s so hard to resist him.

      I’m fucking weak.

      “What are we doing, anyway? I’m warning you, I can’t run the length of myself so if you’re planning anything like that you will be sorely disappointed.”

      He chuckles. “Calm your tits, I’m not going to make you run. How is life at Stevie’s house?” 

      I look over at him when I catch the jealous edge to his tone and laugh. “It’s good. Really good, actually. They’re all so welcoming; they’ve basically taken me in as part of the family.” 

      He laughs and glances over at me. “Was that a sly dig at my old man? Believe me, that was him playing nice.”

      “Your dad wasn’t as bad as I was expecting. But I don’t know, it’s just nice to feel like people actually want you around.” 

      He smiles and picks up my hand, pressing it against his lips. “Everyone deserves that, princess.” 

      Shaun parks the car outside a red brick tenement building that looks like a residential block and I turn to him in confusion. “I thought you were taking me to a gym or something? This looks like a place you’d go to do a drug deal.”

      He flashes me a smile and unclips both our seatbelts. “This is the gym. My gym.” 

      I follow him and he leads me down a set of stone steps to a basement level. He unlocks the door and flicks the lights on, and we continue down a long, sage green corridor til the end.

      When he turns the corner and switches the next set of lights on, I can see he wasn’t lying. 

      Bright yellow walls surround us, the farthest covered in head-height pads and the nearest with hooks for coiled skipping ropes. The ceiling is high for a basement, and ventilation tubes snake around the tube lights. Metal poles form a grid below that, with red and black punchbags hanging down above the blue mat floor.

      To the far side of the room sits a boxing ring, all black and nothing too grand. 

      “I’ve not been in here since…” He pauses and looks around the room.

      I take pity on him and help. “The accident?”

      He smiles, although it’s not a happy one. “Aye.”

      I take a few steps forward and give a little half-assed knock to the ball that’s attached to the floor and the ceiling by strings. “Why did you bring me here now?” 

      “I’m gonna teach you how to throw a punch that’ll break a jaw, remember?” 

      I roll my eyes at him. “I remember, didn’t think you’d take me so seriously, though!”

      He comes up behind me and takes my shoulders in his hands, rubbing his thumbs firmly towards my spine. “I seem to remember it being a deal,” he says, chuckling. 

      My head rolls at the pressure but it feels amazing. “I made a deal that involved stepping into a boxing ring with the mighty Shaun Keagan? Must have been high on adrenaline or something.”

      He laughs. “I’ll go easy on you. I’m rusty as fuck anyway, you’ll be running rings around me in no time. Come on,” he says, taking my hand and leading me over to the ring. 

      I follow his lead, splitting the ropes and sliding through the gap. “Don’t I need like gloves or something?” 

      He shakes his head. “No gloves, no pads. I want to see what you’re doing with your hands. You’ll get gloves when you’ve earned them.” 

      I laugh at him and how seriously he’s taking this. “I just didn’t want you getting yourself hurt,” I tease. 

      He shrugs before his face breaks into a smile. “I reckon I probably deserve it. Now show me how you’d stand if we were going to fight.” 

      I put my fists up over my boobs and he quickly taps me on the cheek. So I move them up to my cheeks and he taps me on the stomach. “I thought you were supposed to be teaching me?”

      He laughs, and when I bring my arms down to protect my stomach, he taps me on the cheek again. “I’m teaching you the why first.” He takes my fists and pulls my thumb out from under my fingers. “You do this, you snap that thumb,” he says, before resting it on my middle finger. “You’re right handed?” 

      I nod at him. 

      “Swing with your right, jab with your left,” he tells me. 

      “Okay, I’ll do that. What’s the difference?”

      I laugh when he rolls his eyes. “Right hand here, above your jaw. Keep your arm in tight. Left hand here. You’re gonna jab with this, aim for my neck.” 

      He takes my left fist and pulls it out, turning it slightly before I reach his neck. “I want to aim for your jaw,” I tell him. 

      He starts laughing. “You land one on the throat and the person is forgetting he even has a jaw. Again.”

      I do what he says, jabbing him with next to no force and aiming for his neck while he fires orders at me. “Chin down.” Another one. “Tighten your stomach.” Another one. “Right hand’s slipped, get it up on your cheekbone unless you want a dislocated jaw.” Another one. 

      “Am I getting it?” I ask him, blowing my hair up off my face. 

      “You’re better than you were when you walked in,” he says, shrugging. 

      I give him another jab for that, and just as I do, he nuts me right in the fucking stomach.

      I let out a moan, doubling over and giving him a face that screams WTF. 

      “Your stomach wasn’t tight. Clench your muscles and I’ll do it again.”

      I back away. “You’re not fucking doing that again!” 

      He nods. “Trust me.” 

      I look at him like he’s the least trusted person in the world, but I clench my stomach muscles, because I know he will do it, anyway.

      This time when he punches me, it hurts, but it doesn’t knock the wind out of me like the first one did. 

      “See?” 

      He flicks his eyebrows at me in a know-it-all way and I jab him again, right on his tit. “Yeah I see, smart-ass.” 

      He chuckles, taking my wrists in his hands and pulling them up to his lips. “Congratulations, princess. You’ve graduated to the good stuff.”

      I laugh, letting him pull me forward until my body is pressed against his hard one. “I’ll be a machine by the end of the night.”

      “If you’re gonna be Mrs Keagan, you’re gonna have enemies. Comes with the territory. I’ll sleep better at night knowing you’re not such a pussy,” he says, knocking me back but keeping my wrists held tight so I don’t stumble. 

      “Oh great. As if having Mr Keagan Jr for an enemy isn’t enough??” 

      He laughs, dropping my wrists and looking at my stomach. “I’m your ally, you little shit.” I sense it coming and clench hard, right before he lands the blow. This one doesn’t hurt. He chuckles. “Good girl.” 

      He’s smiling at me like I’m a beloved pet and he’s just taught it a new trick. 

       “Okay, what’s the good stuff?” I ask him, stepping back and putting my arms back to the position he showed me. 

      “The money shot. You’re gonna use your right hand for this one and twist your whole body for extra force,” he says, moving behind me and taking a hold of my wrist again. “Cross it over your body like this.” He pushes my arm out for me, the other hand grabbing on to my hip and twisting my body. “Get this hand on your cheek, tuck your elbow in.” 

      I do what he says but I’m barely concentrating. He’s so close I can feel him breathing down on my cheek. I turn my head and look up at him, only to see he’s not looking at my fist, he’s looking straight back at me. 

      His pupils are wide, turning his eyes even darker than normal and I have to look away because I’m scared I’ll get lost in them if I look too long. 

      He pulls my arm back in, crossing it over my chest and I feel like a puppet, like I’ve lost control of my body and he can make me do whatever he wants. 

      He pulls my hip in tight against him and I feel his hard length pressed against the small of my back. I glance up again and he’s looking at my lips. My breath catches. “Shaun,” I breathe, because I don’t know what else to say. 

      He bends down and runs his lips along my neck, and a moan slips out as shivers run straight down my spine. 

      I try to gather my senses, the ones he’s taking from me so fucking easily. “You’re supposed to be teaching me how to fight,” I tell him. 

      “Then fight,” he whispers, nipping my neck with his teeth. 

      “What’s the point?” I ask him, pushing my head back against his chest. “You win every time.”

      He chuckles into my ear. “And every time I do, you get a bit stronger.” 

      The heat from his breath collides with my cheek and his hand grips on tight to my hip, making my heart-rate pick up. “You get a bit smarter.” 

      His other hand drops my wrist and runs over my chest, pushing my breasts up until he finds my neck. He squeezes, not enough to cut off the air, but enough to let me know I’m breathing only because he’s allowing me to. “You get to take a little bit of power away from me.”

      He spins me around and places a finger under my chin, tilting my head up and forcing me to look at him. “So fight.”

      “Fine.” I push him. All the things he just taught me about stance, about jabbing and positioning and twisting go out of my head, but it feels good.

      Pushing his chest with the force of my whole body feels a hundred times better than knocking him gently with my fist. 

      He grins while he takes a step towards me. “I’ll make sure you enjoy the losing, darlin.”

      I take a step back and it’s like we’ve entered into a sick dance, one where he stalks me and I avoid getting caught. “I’ll make sure you don’t win easily.” 

      He chuckles while he follows me casually around the ring. “What you going to do? Try your hardest to keep your clothes on?”

      I shake my head at him, stopping in my tracks and sliding my t-shirt over my head before throwing it over the edge of the ring. “Wouldn’t give you the satisfaction,” I tell him, shrugging.

      He stops too while his eyes rake over my bare midriff, up to my chest and finally rest on my face. Smirking, he does the same, pulling his t-shirt up to reveal that damned V, and the hard stomach above it. 

      His eyes lock on mine instantly, and he drops the shirt on the ground in front of him, a look on his face like he’s daring me to go and pick it up. 

      I move away until my back is up against the ropes. 

      “You need to give me some satisfaction,” he tells me, amusement glinting in his eyes. 

      “I need to? What you gonna do?”

      He stalks over to me now, and I run. I can’t help it. Excitement pools through every fiber in my body and it’s like a drug, a high like I’ve never experienced before.

      It doesn’t take him two seconds to catch me, his arms coming from behind me and wrapping me up tight against him. 

      He squeezes and I feel the air jerking out of my lungs. “Okay stop! You win.” I’m half laughing, half begging. 

      One arm circles my chest and the other one comes around my neck. “What are you gonna do, princess?”

      I struggle for moment or two but it’s like being stuck under a bus. I let my body go limp and he chuckles in my ear. 

      “When I say go, you’re going to stomp as hard as you can on my foot. You’ll feel my arms loosen just enough for you to inch to the side. As soon as I give you that inch, take it. Use the space you just created to swing your arm down and knock your fist right into my balls. I’ll double over behind you in pain, and the second I do, slam your elbow back and crack me right in the nose.”

      I’m breathless and a bit dazed from the exertion. “You want me to swing my fist into your balls?” I start laughing. “You got a fetish? You want me to put my heels on, too?”

      He starts laughing. “Don’t fucking hurt me, it’s for demonstration purposes.”

      I nod my head but I’m still giggling. 

      “Alright, go.” 

      I do what he says, and he helps me. Stamp the foot, inch to the side, slam the balls, elbow the nose. 

      Easy peasy. 

      “You shouldn’t have taught me that,” I tell him, spinning around and flicking my eyebrows at him. 

      “Is that a wee threat I detect there, darlin?” He closes the space instantly, taking my wrists in his hands and pushing against my forehead with his.

      I get up on my tiptoes and I kiss him. 

      I kiss him like I own him, even though I’m the one in his grasp.

      And that lasts all of about five seconds before we topple to the floor and he reminds me exactly who owns who.
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          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t have to punish yourself forever you know, if that’s what you’re doing.” She turns over in bed to face me and rests her head on her arm, the other one tracing circles across my chest. 

      The bedside lamp is on, and it’s making her skin glow so she’s looking like some sort of fucking angel. I can’t look at her like this, so instead I look up at the shadows on the ceiling. “He could have died.”

      “But he didn’t,” she says, her tone soft.

      “I used to have no fear. I told myself that if they got in the ring with me, that was their own chance they were taking. I always got a knockout, or at least a technical, hardly ever won on points.”

      “Sorry, a technical?”

      I chuckle at her. “When the ref stops the fight because the other guy is fucked.”

      She nods and I continue. “None of that bothered me. And then I hit him, and the only way I could deal with that was to switch my conscience off. I didn’t even serve my sentence. I got away with murder, well, attempted. I couldn’t let myself feel guilty because it would have eaten me alive, so I just decided not to feel it anymore.”

      “But you said you never felt anything before, either?” 

      “I said I had no fear before, but I did have a conscience. I knew where the line was. And then I shut that part of me down, and that’s how I was when you met me,” I tell her. 

      Her hand stops tracing circles, and she sits up on her elbow. I can’t help looking at her now. “That’s why you just followed your dad blindly?” 

      “Partly. I’m not making excuses, though. I’ve always followed my dad blindly — everyone does,” I explain. “This is the first time I’ve stood up to him in my life.”

      “And did you die?”

      It takes me a second but I catch on to what she’s getting at. She even mimicked my accent, the wee shite. She misses nothing. 

      I’m not dead yet, but that’s only because I haven’t failed him yet. If I do fail at taking Liam’s dad down, then I might as well be dead.

      I can’t tell her about that, though. Not when we seem to be making progress. 

      “I didn’t die.” 

      “You still have a conscience, though, even if you’re not listening to it. You need to feel guilty for what you did and then you need to move on from it. You said yourself you were on drugs… would you have done it if you weren’t?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. I wouldn’t have hit him as hard as I did, though.”

      I turn around to look at her and see the disappointment in her eyes, and it kills me. I don’t want her to feel that way about me, but I don’t want to lie to her either. 

      “I think I would have done it then… but not now.”

      “Why not now?”

      “I’m different now.”

      “How?”

      She’s not going to let this drop, is she? I take a second to get my thoughts straight in my head. I don’t exactly know how to explain it, but I feel different now. 

      “Because a part of me died when I heard I had almost killed him? I knew I couldn’t get back in a ring when I couldn’t control my… awareness. So if that happened now, then no, I wouldn’t hit him. I’d find other ways to fuck him up, like I did with you.”

      She looks shocked but tries to hide it and fails. She swallows, obviously thinking carefully about her next words. “If your dad told you to do the same again to another girl tomorrow would you do it?” 

      “No.” 

      “Why? Why is that any different?”

      “It’s different because now… now I care about someone else more than I care about my dad, or myself.” 

      “If that’s true, then what’s stopping you from going back to it? That’s a conscience. That’s knowing right from wrong… it doesn’t matter why. It’s not wanting to fuck things up because you know it will hurt someone.”

      I swallow. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

      Her eyes soften for a few seconds and I just lie there watching her.

      I used to think I was so strong, this big guy with a well-known name and no fear. That’s what strength was to me; it was measurable. How many kilos you can bench… how many knockouts this year… how many people avert their eyes when you walk down a corridor.

      And then I met her. This tiny slip of a girl who looked so fucking lost. And yet to me, she’s the strongest person in the world. 

      She doesn’t complain; she doesn’t cry; she just deals. She’s had to do it all herself, without a dad to fight her corner or friends in high places to clean up her mess. I was a cunt to her, an absolute fucking bastard and here she is, lying in my bed and trying to believe that I’m better than that.

      No one deserves Lacey. Not her dad, not Liam, and not me. But one day, I hope I will deserve her. 

      “You should go back to it, if it’s what you love.”

      I shrug. “Maybe. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be — getting back in the ring.”

      She laughs then, changing the tone in an instant and I wonder what’s so funny? Then I realize what I’ve just said and remember that Lacey doesn’t miss fuck-all. “Well, it wouldn’t be, would it? You were hardly well matched. I’d like to have seen you up against a 6 foot eight, 250lbs Russian.”

      This is why I could happily spend the rest of my days with this one girl. She takes me at my lowest, listens to me, and then it’s over. She just pulls me back up like that. She doesn’t dwell on shit and let it eat away at us.

      “You’d like to see me get my arse handed to me?” I tease, sitting up on my elbow to face her and pushing her. Just gently, but enough to send her toppling back into the mattress. “Does that turn you on?”

      She’s giggling, her eyes dancing in the glow of the lamp. “Imagine the state of you. Imagine what he’d do to your handsome little face. How would you cope — not being able to get whatever the hell you want with just a single look?”

      I slide on top of her, taking some weight on my elbows so she can still breathe. “I can get whatever I want with a single look? Why the fuck didn’t you tell me before?”

      “I kinda like seeing you suffer.” Her nails run circles over my shoulders but I feel it in places nowhere near her fingers. 

      I bend down close to her and whisper, “Sadistic little shit.”  

      She giggles, turning her face towards mine so she can whisper in my ear right back. “Takes one to know one.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday. Best day of the week, in my opinion. Only bettered by Saturday, and actually probably Friday. Which makes it not the best… but whatever.

      I park the car on the street around the corner from my gran’s house, and Calvin and I head on foot. He twisted my arm for an invitation, the prick. My gran’s dinners are legendary, and one year she did Christmas for the whole family, plus the 4 of my mates, plus Heather’s two friends. I think Calvin and Doeboy’s dads came in at one point too for a second dinner. We were borrowing chairs from the pub around the corner but her food is seriously THAT GOOD.

      I wonder if it’s the seriously good food or the fact that he heard Stevie was coming. He’s mad about her, even if he doesn’t admit it. 

      We walk in the house without knocking and the sound of a ruckus floats to my ears. I turn the corner in the hall and stop dead in the living room while I take in the sight. The pub chairs are back, for one thing. 

      My gran’s living room isn’t small by any measure, but right now it’s full to fucking bursting. 

      “Surprise, prick,” Calvin says behind me. 

      If I had turned around, I know I would have seen a smug as fuck look on his face, but I’m not capable of that at the moment. 

      “What the fuck is this?”

      I don’t ask anyone in particular; I just direct the question at the now silent room.

      My dad stands up from his chair, his eyes taunting. “You said you would marry her, you’re going to fucking marry her.”

      “Not like this, Da.” I say the words so fucking fast they come out as a single word, and I look around the room for added effect. On one couch sits Doeboy, Scoot and Tony, there faces somewhere between wary and a smirk, like they’re watching a potential car crash about to play out before there eyes. My mum sits on a chair where my dad is standing, my gran behind them in her apron with a tray of tea in her hands. Frank — Calvin’s dad — is over next to John the pastor (the fucking pastor!), and Lorenzo. Fucking Lorenzo? His wife is with him. And Heather is here, standing in the door that leads to the kitchen.

      “What did you want?” It was a question, but he said it like a threat. 

      “How about not to be wearing a fucking tracksuit for starters?”

      The boys on the sofa laugh but it wasn’t supposed to be funny. I’m not laughing. Lacey is going to shit — absolutely shit. 

      “Well, you can fire home, get changed and come back for the photos. You sat in my office like the fucking big man and told me you would deal with it. I don’t see you dealing with it.”

      He’s not given me any time? What did he expect?

      “I’m not doing this,” I tell him. 

      My dad sniggers and flicks his head towards the door I just walked through. “Move,” he tells me, shouldering me as he barges through.

      I take a look around and catch my mum urging me with her eyes to follow him. It’s the same look she used to give me when I was five years old and he was taking his belt off. It worked then and I wish I could say it didn’t work now, but no one would have stood there. The whole fucking room is begging me to listen to him.

      I follow him up the stairs, swallowing the lump in my throat. I still listen to him, but I’m not as scared as I was back then. 

      He’s standing in a guest bedroom, the same one I used to sleep in when I was little. I’m not even through the door and he’s pushing me up against the wall. “I approved of the wee lassie because I thought she gave you a backbone… but there’s a fine fucking line between a swagger and disrespect.”

      He has the collar of my t-shirt twisted around his fist and he eyes me up, breath hot in my face.

      I stare down at him, jaw clenched tight and breathing through my nose.

      We stand there for a second, both of us eyeing each other up, I’m thinking it’s been a hell of a long time since I was five and I’m wondering if he’s thinking the same thing too. 

      “No disrespect from me. I just know she won’t do it. I need more time.”

      He looks at me for a few more seconds and then he drops my collar and turns away. “You’ve had enough time. You either marry that girl and get the shit we need, or else I do what you couldn’t.”

      I shake my head at him, even though he can’t see me. “Her dad won’t leave, even if she begs him. He doesn’t give a fuck about her.”

      I watch him as he shrugs and turns around. “Thank fuck you do then, eh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      Stevie drives. Even after hearing Shaun’s directions three times, I still didn’t have a clue where I was going.

      The road is busy with it being a Sunday, but she slides her little Fiat 500 into a space expertly. “Number 27, right?”

      “I’m sure that’s what he said,” I tell her. 

      She shrugs, unclipping her seatbelt and opening the door. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      The pair of us walk up the driveway and I try to stop the butterflies in my stomach. It’s not a big deal. It feels like the formal meeting the family moment, but I remind myself it’s not. I’ve met his gran before… even though I didn’t know it at the time.

      I ring the doorbell and Shaun answers almost immediately. I smile up at him, but that drops quickly when he doesn’t return it.

      “Calvin’s ben the living room,” he says, looking at Stevie and nodding his head to the right. He steps aside just enough to let her through.

      I assume he wants to give me a pep-talk or something like that, so I smile at her to go on. 

      She ducks in the house and my eyes go back to Shaun’s. He watches me for a moment before pushing off the wall. “Lace, upstairs.”

      I don’t like his tone; in fact, it puts me in mind of the way he used to speak to me. He doesn’t ask; he just orders.

      But I follow him anyway, intending to remind him that he no longer gets to speak to me that way as soon as we’re upstairs and out of earshot.

      He’s already taking them two at a time before I’ve closed the front door.

      I enter the bedroom and he doesn’t even give me a second to take in the surroundings. He has me pushed up against a wall, his lips on mine and his fingers in my hair before I can blink. 

      Is this his gran’s bedroom?!

      That’s all I can think about. 

      I tap his shoulder but he doesn’t stop.

      “Shaun!” I barely get the word out without it catching in his mouth. When my taps don’t work, I shove him, and he finally backs the fuck up. “What was that?”

      He shrugs, breathless and looking at me with hard eyes. “Figured we probably won’t be doing that for a while.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Pausing for a long moment, he stands there staring at me the same way you would if you were going away for a long, long time.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He swallows and comes out of the daze he was in, straightening himself. “The pastor is downstairs.”

      He’s joking. 

      That’s the first thought that rolls through my head, but it’s followed almost immediately by the voice of reason. 

      He’s not fucking joking. 

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I didn’t. My dad did.”

      I turn away from him because I can’t look at him. 

      It hurts. 

      I wish we could be perfect. There are moments with us… when it’s just the two of us, just a boy and just a girl. Those moments I think that if he wasn’t who he was, I could probably fall in love with him. And then just when I start to get comfortable with that, the whole thing turns upside down again. 

      “And what did you tell him?”

      His hand goes to his neck, showing off his prominent pecs and every tight muscle in his bastard chest and I want to slap him for being so… 

      “What did you want me to say? He only agreed to this because I told him I’d make sure you wouldn’t be marrying Liam.”

      “Agreed to what?”

      “That you could stay.”

      He says it so casually, like his dad is the CEO of the company and I’m just the low-paid help. We’re not in a company. Real life doesn’t work like that. 

      “So whatever your dad says, we have to listen to? What are we, his puppets?”

      He sighs and shakes his head, practically rolling his eyes at me. I hate him when he does this. “Everyone in this town is my dad’s puppet. The quicker you learn that the better you’ll fare.”

      “This is nuts. You do realize that, right?”

      Shaun shrugs, as if it’s just another day for him. As if it’s nothing. “You said you would trust me. I’m asking you to trust me now.”

      I said I would join his team. I said I would try trusting him. Hell, I even said I would go through with the stupid hand-whatever thing he wanted. 

      But not like this. 

      Not because his dad woke up this morning and decided this was the way it had to be. I lived my whole life with a dad who would send me to school one morning and announce on the way home that we were moving continents. It feels like I’m running from smoke towards a raging fire.

      “I said I would try. I don’t even know you.” He keeps saying that I do, but I don’t. “I don’t know anything about you. I don’t know why your Dad must always be obeyed. I don’t know why this whatever-it’s-called has to be today. I don’t even know your favourite fucking color.” 

      “Black. Yours?”

      I give him a snort that ends in an eye roll. “White. See?” 

      Complete fucking opposites.

      “Favourite food?”

      I shrug. This is stupid. “Sushi.”

      He screws his face up. “My gran’s stew. Song?” 

      I think about it for a second. I’m not really sure, so I go for the most obscure thing (to him) I can think of that I half-like. “Dolly Parton, Jolene.” 

      He barely misses a beat before replying, “Kenny Rogers, The Gambler. See? His and hers.”

      “You’re just saying that because of what I said.”

      He flicks his eyebrows at me. “Fine. Johnny Cash, The Gambler. Same fucking thing.” 

      “Do you have a point?” 

      “I do.”

      “Then make it.”

      “I just did. My point was, how easy was that? I’ve got fucking years to work out if you like white chocolate or dark chocolate better. I don’t have years to wait while you fanny about trying to work out if you want to marry a rapist. Do you want to marry a rapist?” He spits the words at me and his eyes grow dark. 

      I swallow. “No.”

      It’s not about white chocolate or dark chocolate. I thought when he opened up about his past, his family, he was letting me in. But I still feel like there are things I don’t know. Liam’s warnings rush through my head. I tried to convince myself Liam was just saying all that so he could get what he wanted, but why does everyone listen to Shaun’s dad? 

      Shaun doesn’t let anyone walk over him, except his dad. 

      I’m missing something, and whatever it is, he doesn’t want to tell me.

      “Then stop being a pussy and get it done.”

      I stand there, feeling like a petulant child who’s refusing to eat her carrots at dinner.

      “I want to speak to Stevie.”

      He looks at me for long seconds and you could slice the air between us with a knife. It’s non-fucking-negotiable so either he goes to get her or I shout on her while I’m on my way back to the car. 

      “Fine.” 

      I sit down on the bed while he goes down to fetch her. I’m in this shit so fucking deep that I can’t see the wood from the trees anymore, and I know that. 

      She pops her head around the door like I’m a bear and she doesn’t want to poke me. 

      “He’s not doing what I think he’s doing, is he?”

      I gesture for her to come in and sit down, and she closes the door behind her. 

      “He says it was his dad. ‘He who must be obeyed’. I can’t fucking do this shit anymore, Stevie.”

      I look down at my hands, feeling sorry for myself. There is a huge part of me that feels like I’ve brought this on myself to an extent. But at the time, every decision I made felt like the right thing to do.

      And now I feel like I’m just digging myself further into a hole. 

      “He says it’s only a year. He said I could walk away. But what if his dad says no? It’s only just hit me that it doesn’t matter a fuck what Shaun says, it’s his dad who pulls the strings. We’re all just pawns in whatever the fuck he is up to.”

      “Do you remember your first day at school, what I told you?” She doesn’t look at me when she asks, she looks at the wall straight in front of us and the floral embossed wallpaper. 

      “You said you stay away from all of it,” I tell her.

      I wish I’d done what she said.

      I should never have kissed Liam.

      Would it have changed anything though?

      “I did,” she says. “But I didn’t take my own advice, either. I got involved too, just like you did. I told myself it meant nothing, but there’s something about them. All of them. It’s like you’re wary but at the same time you’re envious. With Calvin, he makes me feel like I’m part of something. I don’t even know what the something is… but if I keep going, I’m scared that I’ll lose the will to care.”

      I nod at her because I understand. No judgement here. “I remember that night, after you got spiked, and he carried you into my house. I was so scared that getting involved with Shaun would destroy me. He told me to find a way of destroying him first. I feel like a fool for ever thinking that I could.”

      She shrugs half-heartedly. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know what they were. We still don’t fucking know what they are.”

      I turn around to face her. “I want to know though. Maybe I don’t have a choice in this, maybe I can’t stop what’s about to happen. But I want to know what my options are. I want to know that if I need to, I have a way of escaping.”

      She’s looking at me with furrowed brows, her mouth slightly open. “What do you mean?”

      I whisper because I understand what I’m about to say could put the both of us at risk. “Everyone listens to his dad. Why? He owns half the town. But why? If he hates the McGuiness family so much, why didn’t he just kill them? Why would everyone be so fucking scared of someone who doesn’t have the balls to put a bullet in his enemy’s head? Shaun told me something that happened years ago, and I never realized it at the time but the more I think about it the more it doesn’t make sense.”

      “What was it?”

      I pause for a few seconds. I know Shaun told me in confidence and I know that telling her would break his trust. But she needs to know the full story if we have any hope of finding out. And I don’t believe Shaun is being entirely honest with me, anyway. I think he tells me just enough to throw me off, and no more. 

      “Shaun’s dad had a sister — Liam’s mum. They’re cousins but no one knows, not Liam, not Heather, only Shaun. He said Liam’s mum didn’t want it, and she committed suicide when Liam was a baby. He said that was why he couldn’t do anything to Liam, but that changed after Liam attacked Heather.”

      Her thoughts are running a hundred miles a second across her face. “That doesn’t explain why Shaun’s dad couldn’t do anything to Liam’s dad, though.”

      “Exactly. I want to find out why.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, sometimes ignorance can be a blessing.”

      I shake my head at her. “I’ve been ignorant since the day I walked into this town and look at where it’s got me? No. I want answers and I want to play them at their own fucking game. Alice told me to wisen up, and so did Shaun. They treat me like I’m a naïve child. I’m going to take their advice and see how they like it. But I need your help. You’re close to Calvin. You have the history, the rumours. We can bounce theories off each other.”

      She looks at me warily and this should make me nervous. She gives off this vibe that she doesn’t give a fuck about anything, except the business surrounding Shaun and this cult or brotherhood or whatever it is.

      “Please,” I continue. “This is my life now, whether I like it or not. I can’t be blind anymore. I need to do this anyway, but I’d rather do it with you.”

      She nods. “Okay, fine. But can we please just note what happened the last time you talked me into doing something I said was a bad idea?”

      The party that sealed my fate. 

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank me later. We’ll either be free or we’ll be dead.”
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        * * *

      

      “For it is not a chain that holds you both together.”

      Really? Could have fooled me.

      “The rope that ties your hands signifies your union. A thousand tiny threads. Individually, they’re weak and easily broken. But twisted together, entwined with each other? They don’t snap. They don’t break. Together they are stronger than they are apart.”

      I look at the man standing next to me, his face set hard on the man in front of us. No emotion. No tears stinging his eyes from the sight of his bride as she enters the room. 

      No flowers. No dress. No joy.

      Just the thick piece of rope that ties my hand against his. 

      It doesn’t even feel real, and maybe that’s a good thing. I can’t get too emotional over something that doesn’t feel real. 

      The pastor’s words are nice. There’s a certain poetry about them and I can see how they’d be touching if it was real. A thousand tiny threads linking us together. A thousand tiny memories of moments.

      How romantic.

      He says some more pretty words about rings symbolizing eternity, no beginning and no end. And then I watch as Shaun places two of them on my ring finger.

      They’re too big, but no doubt he’ll get them adjusted. One of them is a plain white gold band. Thick for a female ring and heavy on my finger. But it’s not the band that catches my attention; it’s the engagement ring.

      This is white gold too, but you’d barely notice. Everything else fades into the background when the diamond, so big I think it has to be cubic zirconia, catches the light.

      But cubic zirconia, even with the best cut, doesn’t sparkle that way.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as I stare at it and then pull myself together enough to put the other ring on Shaun’s finger. This one fits perfectly. 

      “I now pronounce you, husband and wife. Shaun, you may kiss the bride.”

      Now it’s feeling more real as I look up at his face. Still, no emotion from him. His eyes are hollow and he looks as hard as a stone. If I had any doubts about what his intentions were before, they’re washed away by the way he is looking at me. This was about ensuring I didn’t marry Liam. Why? I’m still not sure. Maybe it’s because of what he did to his sister, or maybe it’s something more sinister. But right now I feel every bit the business transaction my father wanted. 

      He bends down and plants a single kiss on my lips, then withdraws as quickly as he came. The room is silent, though I feel countless eyes on me. Most of them strangers, or barely even acquaintances. Only one of them a friend. 

      This isn’t the way weddings are supposed to be, but it doesn’t matter. I’m doing this to get answers. And I’m not going to pretend that I’m happy about the way this has come about, because that could raise suspicion. No one in their right mind would be happy about this. 

      When I have my answers, I won’t need to be the pawn anymore. I’ll be a player in the game and I’ll play them every bit as well as they’ve played me.
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          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “You done good, son,” my mum whispers in my ear as she pulls me in for a hug. 

      Really? I don’t feel like it. I know I did what had to be done, and I know that’s what she’s talking about. But I wanted it to be more. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      I was supposed to have more time. 

      And I’m not talking about food or songs or shades of fucking chocolate. I thought I’d have time to show her properly that we might actually have a chance of making this work. 

      But she’s not happy, and that’s not the way I wanted this to start. 

      She’s sitting in the corner of the room with Stevie, keeping herself to herself. My dad sits on the other side, sipping on his whiskey and staring at a spot on the wall. His mind will be working overtime now that she’s mine. Liam can’t marry her, her dad can’t become permanent in the McGuiness business, and all that’s left to do is ruin them.

      Simple. 

      I park my arse on the sofa next to Calvin and Doeboy. They’ve a beer each in their hands but it feels more like a wake than a wedding.

      I know I should try to salvage this shit show, make it something that she might look back on at least a little bit fondly, but that sounds easier said than done. I’m in a black mood, and so is she, and the whole room can feel it. 

      “Out of all of us, I never had you down as the first to get hitched,” Doeboy says. 

      I shrug him off. “It’s hardly a castle in the highlands or a beach in Bali, is it? Can you even call this a wedding?” 

      Calvin clears his throat. “Anyone fancy The Undercroft? If your Gran’s not even cooking, then I don’t see the point in sitting about here all day.”

       I shake my head. “I’m in no mood for the pub today.”

      “Stevie,” he shouts. “Want to do tequila shots til these two cunts crack a smile?”

      He nods his head between me and Lace and Stevie’s face breaks into a grin. 

      “Does a bear shit in the woods?”

      He laughs at her and stands up. “Come along people, we’re moving this funeral to the pub.”

      I watch the room, half of them grumble as they stand up and the other half chatter excitedly. 

      “Alice, what you done with my pipe woman?” My grandad, Jim, is patting down his pockets as if the thing is going to magically appear. 

      My gran tuts and makes off into the kitchen. My dad shrugs himself into his suit jacket and my mum lights up another fucking cigarette — a last one before the road, even though the pub is five minutes away. She never has empty fingers unless she’s walking, because apparently that’s not lady like. 

      I saunter over to Lacey feeling like I’ve got a tail between my legs, and I’m not talking about my cock. Her eyes are cold, hollow. Even before, when I was doing shit to her I wasn’t proud of, she wasn’t looking at me with a hundred mile stare.

      “Turn that frown upside down,” I tell her, lacing my fingers through hers. 

      “Fuck off,” she mutters under her breath. 

      “You knew this was coming,” I say as we head for the door. 

      She looks up at me, a frown marring her otherwise angelic face. “Actually, I didn’t. That’s the point.”

      “Listen darlin, it’s just as much a surprise to me as it is to you. You knew what you were signing yourself up for.”

      There’s drizzle in the air, the type that soaks you without even knowing it and I pull her in closer to me for a bit of shelter.

      “Didn’t exactly have a choice did I?”

      No. But neither did I.
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            Chapter 15

          

          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      I wake up, and from the light coming in from the half-shut blinds it appears to be just before dawn.

      Beside me, Shaun sleeps on his front, one arm under his pillow and the other dropped lazily over my stomach. I try to slide out of his arms without waking him, hoping that the amount of alcohol he consumed last night will keep him sleeping for another hour at least. 

      I tip toe across the room and find my clothes from yesterday, putting them on before I slip into the dark hallway. I know my way to the kitchen, the dining room, and the living room. And of course, the basement.

      But where would I go to find… something? I realize I don’t even know what I’m looking for. Perhaps a library or a study or an office? The house certainly feels big enough to have one of those. 

      It’s 5.40am. There’s a huge grandfather clock at the end of the hall and its loud ticking as the pendulum swings is the only sound I can hear.

      I head down the stairs, my steps light and careful of creaks, and give the ground floor the once over in case anyone is up. I glance into the living room on the way to the kitchen and it’s empty, although the curtains are open. Could be that no one closed them last night, though. 

      A light coming from the kitchen shines on the polished floor in front of me and I stop, debating if I should abandon this and go back to bed. The last thing I want is a father-daughter-in-law cosy chat with Jim. But if he’s there, I’ll just pretend like I’m thirsty and take a glass of water back up the stairs. 

      Sorted. 

      I round the corner into the kitchen and see that it’s not Jim. It’s Shaun’s mum and Alice sitting at the dining table, coffees steaming in front of them and cigarette smoke drifting from an ashtray. They both stop whatever they were talking about as they face me. 

      “You’re up early,” Alice says, her eyebrows slightly raised. 

      “So are you.”

      Her face breaks into a smile as she nods. “Coffee?”

      My plan was to just grab a drink of water and go back to bed if I couldn’t snoop. But maybe I can gage some information from them? It wouldn’t hurt to get to know them better. I’ve never spoken to Shaun’s mum before.

      “That would be nice,” I tell her. “Will I make it? Sorry, I’m not sure where anything is.”

      She tuts like normal and waves me away as she gets up from her chair. “Sit.”

      “Thank you.”

      “This is Angela,” she says as she gets a cup out of the cupboard and sticks the kettle on to boil.

      I smile at her. “Sorry we didn’t get the chance to talk yesterday. It was all a bit of a blur.”

      Angela makes a throaty noise and smiles. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I take her in whilst trying to be sly about it. She has a housecoat on, not the towel type like after a bath or the fluffy type like you’d wear on a cold winter morning. It’s silk, almost like a gown, black with pink peonies. Her blonde hair is swept back off her face in a chignon, and with the long thin cigarette resting between her manicured fingernails she looks like she’s just walked off a film set, not tumbled out of bed.

      “Shaun still sleeping?” Alice asks from the counter.

      “Yes. He was um... a little worse for wear last night,” I tell her.

      “Never known that to stop him,” she says with a chuckle, bringing my coffee over to the table.

      “What are you both doing up this early?” I ask. I try to keep my tone light to take away from how direct a question it was. It’s not like me to be this straight, but I need answers and I don’t even know which questions to ask.

      It’s Angela who speaks first. “Better to conduct business while the men folk chew on their pillows. You’ll learn that soon enough.” She smirks, but it’s not unfriendly. She somehow looks less demure than she did yesterday when I saw her sitting in the corner. She was overshadowed in the presence of Shaun’s dad, and I’m ashamed to admit now that I thought of her as a trophy wife.

      But without Jim here to eclipse her, she carries herself differently.

      “Business?”

      “Business,” Alice confirms with a shrug. “You don’t think we leave it all to those animals do you?”

      I chuckle, remembering the conversations we’ve had. “I suppose not.”

      What type of business though? Can I ask that?

      Fuck it. Shy kids get no sweets.

      I’ll let them know that I know.

      “Shaun told me about Liam.”

      It’s Angela who I watch as I say the words. She stares at the ashtray and exhales the smoke in her mouth carefully, as if giving herself the longest time possible before she speaks. “Shaun has a big mouth. You’ll learn that soon enough, too,” she says.

      “Everyone keeps saying that. You’ll learn that. You’ll wisen up. I just want someone to straight up explain it to me. Why won’t anyone do that?”

      They know what I’m talking about, and it’s not Shaun’s big mouth.

      Her eyes flick towards me, her face growing serious. “What have you ever done to prove yourself?”

      “I didn’t know I had too. I didn’t ask for any of this,” I tell her.

      “Exactly. You think just because my son pointed his cock at you, it makes you one of us? You’ll learn one day, when you can be trusted.” She stuffs the half-smoked cigarette into the ashtray and takes a drink of her coffee.

      “He married me,” I say with a shrug. I was about to look down at my ring finger but I took it off last night and forgot to put it back on. 

      “To stop the McGuiness boy from getting there first. Business. Whether or not he has a soft spot for you is irrelevant. If it didn’t suit our agenda, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      I take a drink of my own coffee while we regard each other, and she lights up another cigarette. Alice sits beside me watching us. 

      The question is on the tip of my tongue. I assume the agenda is to destroy Liam’s father, but why are they going about it like this? 

      “Why are you all so invested in Liam’s father? I understand he did some terrible things to your family. Why didn’t Jim just — "

      “Kill him?” Angela says, flicking her perfectly arched eyebrows and flashing me a smile. 

      I nod. I wasn’t going to say it like that, but since she chose to cut straight to the point, then so will I. 

      “Because it doesn’t suit our agenda.”

      Swallowing, I look over at the ashtray she was staring at a moment ago. She’s weighing up my reaction, analyzing me, judging me. 

      “I want to help,” I tell her. 

      “You provide my son with a distraction, that’s help enough.”

      “Now, now, Angela,” Alice cuts in. “Do you remember the story I told you and Kate on your wedding night?”

      “I do,” she replies, flicking her ash on the side of the glass. “That was different.”

      Alice shrugs. “You were just as callow back then as Lacey is now. We were three women with no choices, just as we are now.”

      “We’ve not been three for a long time,” Angela says. 

      I assume Kate is Jim’s sister, but I don’t want to ask. 

      “Tell her,” Alice says. 

      Angela rolls her eyes and turns her head towards me. “Mythology. What do you know about it?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing really.”

      “Alice told us about the three Moirai. Daughters of Nyx — goddess of night — they are fate. One creates the thread of life, while the other measures how long it will be. The last one cuts it.” She pauses, making a snip with her two fingers. “Zeus, god of the universe tried to command them, and the three fates let him, safe in the knowledge that they’d spun his thread just as they had every other being’s, and that they could cut Zeus’s thread just as easily.”

      “And how many did it take to spin, shape, and shear fate?” Alice says. 

      “Three,” she says, putting her cup down hard on the table. 

      “You’re religious?” I ask Alice. She seems like the one most open to letting me in. 

      I asked Shaun about this and he told me it wasn’t about religion. Alice said he didn’t lie.

      “I like certain things from all religions, but there’s not one that’s convinced me it’s wholly correct,” she says, taking a sip of her coffee. “No, that there is just a story. But stories are how men have understood things bigger than them since the dawn of time.”

      Just then, I hear a creak coming from the stairs and a few moments later, Shaun strolls into the kitchen, topless and wearing a pair of black shorts. 

      He takes us in, his gran, his mum, and now his wife, huddled together around three cups of coffee and an ashtray. 

      “Hungry, son?” Angela says. 

      “Aye. What are you all doing up so early?”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      Each of us say the words at the same time and he shakes his head while he walks to the fridge.

      “What are you, in sync now?” 

      “I’ll get some porridge on,” Alice says as she gets up from her chair.

      Shaun shushes her and shakes his head. “Sit yourself down, woman. I’m making sausages. Fucking starving.”

      I wince at the sound of him swearing so easily in front of his mum and his gran. I look at Angela, waiting for her to reprimand him but she’s looking down at her nails whilst she taps them along the wooden table.

      Her whole demeanor has changed. Where before she was flicking her eyebrows at me and acting like the queen of the kitchen, now she sits with her shoulders hunched and a vacant look on her face. She looks timid. 

      Just like she did yesterday. 

      And as soon as I notice it, I understand the meaning behind the story she just told me. Zeus commands them, but only because they let him. 
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        * * *

      

      We get to school early after a breakfast of sausages and beans, and I text Stevie to see how she’s feeling. 

      Since we tend to have lunch at the table with the boys now, I arrange to meet her at the usual spot at break time to tell her about what I found.

      Not that I actually found anything. 

      But I do think I have a better understanding of what’s going on now.

      “I think Angela and Alice have more power than they let on. Well, not power exactly, but whatever it is they’re just as involved as Shaun and Jim.” 

      “You know, that doesn’t surprise me,” she says. 

      “Really? I always thought Alice seemed nice. And Shaun’s mum, well I assumed being married to a man like Jim would…” I trail off because I’m not sure exactly what I’m getting at. I won’t admit it to Stevie but I’ll admit it to myself. I thought she was the type of woman well versed in using thick concealer to cover up the previous night. 

      I swallow at the thought of it. 

      “Well,” she says. “As for Angela, you’d have to be either strong or insane to survive a man like Jim Keagan all these years. And Alice, well that was her daughter wasn’t it? You don’t think she would want revenge for whatever happened? She schemed just as much as Shaun did at the start.”

      “True.” I nod my head, turning towards her. “They kept referring to ‘their agenda’. At one point I thought Alice was going to let me in, but then Shaun walked in the room and that was the end of it.”

      Stevie shrugs. “I wouldn’t trust whatever they’d have told you, anyway. They would just tell you what they want you know. No. I say we stick to the original plan and we do this ourselves.”

      “Yeah me too, but we’re hardly making vast amounts of progress are we?”

      “No,” she agrees. We both sit there on the wall, munching on protein bars and contemplating our next move. 

      I can’t snoop around in his house. There’s too many people, between his parents, his sister, his gran that seems to have a knack for being literally everywhere. He’s a light sleeper anyway and since he barely drinks I think last night was the best chance I’ll ever get. 

      Where else does he go though? His gym? Hardly the type of place you would keep secrets. His dad’s nightclub? Possibly. But how would we get in unnoticed? 

      “What about going to his warehouse?” I suggest. 

      “Why would we go to a warehouse?” She has a confused look on her face and I remember she was practically unconscious for most of that night. 

      “It wasn’t all like a warehouse,” I tell her. “There was a back room, done up really nice with doors leading off. Maybe it’s like… a base? Liam said they have meetings, maybe that’s the place?” 

      Stevie pauses for a minute, rolling her bottom lip between her fingers. “I mean it’s not a terrible idea.”

      “It’s currently the only one we’ve got,” I tell her. 

      “We’d need to make sure they’re busy,” she says. “And do you even remember how to get there?”

      “He’s taking my rings to the jewelers tonight to get them adjusted,” I say with a shrug. She knows what I’m saying. “I’ll have a look at a map on my phone and see if anything looks familiar.”

      She nods. “Okay. I’ll text Calvin and see what he’s up to.”

      Perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “Shaun, what can I do you for?”

      I forget the guy’s name, even though he knows mine. He owns McLean’s, the only jewelry shop in town, and he made the rings I gave to Lace yesterday. Didn’t have her measurements when I got them commissioned but I thought I’d have time to sort all that. 

      I should have known what ‘thought’ did.

      “I need these a wee bit smaller,” I tell him, pulling the black velvet box out of my pocket and placing it down on the glass display cabinet. “They’re slipping off her finger.”

      “Did you get her measurements?”

      I scoff at him. “I’d have more luck getting blood out of a stone.”

      He chuckles and picks up the box, giving the two rings inside a little shake. “She wasn’t as enamoured by this as you thought she’d be then? Should have told her how much… thought… you put into it.”

      I shake my head. “Didn’t help the fact that my old man sprung it on her like a blowout on a motorway. She won’t do fuck-all unless she decides.” 

      He laughs. “Sounds a bit like my wee lassie.” Snapping the box shut, he puts it under the counter and emerges with a smile on his face. “I’ll take a smidge off them but if they’re still loose, I’m afraid you’ll have to drag her back here kicking and screaming.”

      “With pleasure,” I tell him with a grin. “Right, I’ll catch you later. Thanks again.”

      “I’ll have it ready tomorrow.”

      I nod and make my way out of the shop. My dad wanted to see me and I have absolutely no doubts over what it’s about.

      He’s never been one for waiting patiently.

      Luckily for me I pre-empted this and have everything waiting. Gran was over at Lacey’s house this morning and I made sure she left the window unlocked, just like she used to. Laurence is home, but I’m betting on him being a heavy sleeper.

      I need to take his laptop, deliver it to Doeboy’s dad, and have it back with him before he notices it’s missing. 

      Calvin’s on standby to help, so I drive over to his house to pick him up, and we head to my dad’s office together. 

      When we get there, I don’t knock. I feel like I’m over the stage of knocking now. 

      He’s alone, which is unusual. He sits back in his chair when he sees us, making a steeple with his hands and lets out a sigh. “Time’s up, son.”

      “Aye.” I give him a nod. “Figured as much.”

      “You’ve made arrangements?”

      I sit my arse down on the chair across from him and start fiddling with his silver pen. “As much as I can. Do youse know what needs to be done when I hand the laptop over?”

      “I’ve sorted it,” he says. 

      I drop the pen and sit back in my chair too, mimicking his stance perfectly. “I have a condition.”

      His face breaks into an amused smile, and he sits forward, elbows on the desk now. “Fuck makes you think you can walk in here and demand conditions from me?”

      “Lacey’s my wife. She’s family. I want her dad to suffer for what he did to her, but the charges won’t stick. I need your word on that.”

      He narrows his eyes at me for a few long seconds and then relaxes back into his chair. “You’ve gone soft.”

      “Thought I was always soft?” I snap back.

      He shrugs. “I’ll see that it’s done.”

      “Good. Are we done?”

      “Aye, now fuck off.”

      With pleasure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      Stevie looks up from her phone, flicking her eyebrows and showing her teeth through a grin. “He says he’s going to watch the football with Shaun.”

      “Sounds promising?”

      “I say tonight’s as good a night as any,” she says.

      We’re both lying in her bed, a pizza box open in front of us and an old episode of friends on the TV.

      “Did you have any luck with the map?”

      “I think so. I’ve nailed it down to two possible locations. I’ll know it when I see it, for sure.”

      She jumps up off the bed and goes to her wardrobe. “We should wear black.”

      “We’re not fucking ninjas.”

      She shrugs me off and flings both the doors open, retrieving a pair of my own black leggings and one of her hoodies. “Humour me.”

      “If we get caught, it’s only going to make us look even more suspicious,” I warn her.

      “If we’re wearing black, the chances of us getting caught reduces dramatically. Plus, what would we even say, anyway? There’s no logical reason for us to be snooping around Shaun’s warehouse.”

      “True,” I admit, closing the pizza box and getting out of bed. “We could say we’re... I don’t know... planning a surprise party or something.”

      “Oooooh yes like an engagement party,” she says as she whips her top up over her head. “Oh wait, we’re a bit late for that aren’t we?”

      I laugh at her. “Less of your shit or I’ll tell them it’s for you and Calvin.” I shove the black clothes on anyway, since it makes her feel better.

      “We won’t get caught, anyway. They’re watching the football. The game kicks off at 7.45... add in half-time and we’re good until at least 10pm,” she tells me. “Do you think balaclavas are too much? My brother has a couple, he used to ski with the school.”

      “I think we’ll be fine. Maybe check if your dad has a torch, though?”

      She nods and slips out of the room. Asking for a torch brought back the memories of that night, and the warehouse itself. That night, with the music, and the strobe-lights, and the people dancing, and Shaun... I wasn’t scared. There were no creepy vibes. But tonight, with the locked doors and the buzzing fluorescent strips and the peeling paint, when it’s just the two of us?

      I swallow and scrape my hair back off my face, tying it tightly into a messy bun. I don’t want to be a fucking pussy anymore. I don’t want to be the girl who just lets things happen to her.

      I want to be the girl who goes out and takes what she wants.

      And I want to be the girl who has power over Shaun Keagan.

      Not that I ever set out to do that. Hell, when I walked into this town I could never have imagined that I’d be his target, his victim, and ultimately his wife. I wanted to keep my head down and finish school and maybe start a life for myself. But this is the hand I’ve been dealt, and when the game changes, you have to change with it.

      I guess it’s a bit like the football the boys are watching right now. Half-time comes, the players switch sides, and if you keep shooting for the same goal you had in the first half... well, you’re fucked, aren’t you?

      Stevie comes back in the room with a big assed, bright yellow, industrial looking torch in her hand.

      “Kinda defeats the purpose of us wearing black, don’t ya think?”

      She smiles and flicks it on, shining it in my face. I throw my hands up to cover my eyes because I shit you not this thing is a torch on steroids. It’s like looking into the sun. She flicks it off again and I lower my hands, blinking a few times and wondering if I’ll actually be able to see again tonight.

      “No one’s going to give a fuck about the hi-vis jacket when I shine this bad-boy in their eyes,” she says with a giggle.

      “Yeah okay, point taken.”

      We head to the car, me with my phone/ map and Stevie with her torch/ weapon. She drives, since she knows the roads better than I do, and I’ll be focused on trying to remember that night to the best of my ability.

      “I think you want to head towards the B137 road,” I tell her.

      “Rodger that.”

      She fiddles with the radio and adjusts the volume so it’s not defeating levels.

      “I wish I could remember what happened that night.”

      I turn around to look at her. She looks like she’s concentrating hard but I very much doubt it’s on the road in front of her.

      “I’d feel better if I knew, too,” I tell her. “Do you think it was...”

      “Calvin?” she answers for me, and then shrugs. “Could have been. I’ve never asked him.”

      “Why not?” I ask. It wasn’t accusatory, but I watch her body tense as she glances over to me.

      “Have you ever spoken to Shaun about what he did to you? It’s not exactly something you just bring up over dinner, is it?”

      She has a point. “No. But I guess I felt like I got even for that. I had my victory when I watched the look on his face after I told him I was going to marry Liam. I crushed him as good as he crushed me.”

      I turn and watch the fields on either side of us. We’re out of the town now, and on the twisty roads that lead to farms and places with names I can’t even pretend to pronounce.

      “If you’re even, then what are we doing out here?” she says.

      I shrug. “I don’t want to be even. I want to win.”

      She glances over at me again and I glance over at her.

      “You just need to be careful you don’t lose yourself in the process. You’re trying to do what no one else has done before. Not McGuiness, not the law, not anyone in this town. I said I’d have your back and I’m not going to bail on you, but I’d be lying if I said that A — I think this is going to work, and B — I think that even if by some miracle it does work, there won’t be any consequences.”

      “There are already consequences,” I tell her. “I’ve already lost everything. My home, my freedom, my life. And I figure that maybe... just maybe we could make it work. Me and Shaun. MAYBE.” I turn my head and stress the words, in case she judges me. “But only if I stop letting him have all this power over me. Him and the rest of his family, too.”

      She turns and smiles before looking back at the road, not saying a word. The sun is setting and everything, including her tan-from-the-bottle is cloaked in warm golden light. Even with all the shit that’s happened to me since I set foot in this town, I’d still do it again tomorrow. Without hesitation. Friends like Stevie come along rarely. A friend that has your back, no matter what. A friend that listens and doesn’t push, doesn’t pull, just gives their opinion and gets over it.

      I dragged her into this mess the same way I dragged her to that party, but this time I’m not going in blind. This time will be different, I’m sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      “This is it, I’m positive.”

      It wasn’t the last one, so it has to be this one, right? I remember the big tarmac strip in front of the warehouse. I remember the doors, and I remember where he pushed me up against the wall and I kissed him. 

      I feel the heat rising in my cheeks and quickly shove the thought out of my head. 

      “Maybe park around the back? If anyone does come, we don’t want them to know we’re here before we know they’re here.”

      “Aye. Good thinking,” she says, doing a U turn in the car park and driving around the back of the building. 

      The sun has almost completely set now and we probably have ten, maybe twenty more minutes of daylight at most.

      We get out of the car, Stevie takes the torch and I take my phone, which can double as a torch too, and we head back around to the front of the building. 

      Of course it’s fucking locked. 

      Why would they leave it sitting unlocked?

      “Do you have an actual plan or are you just making this up as you go along?” She giggles at me, shaking her head. 

      “I’m making this up as I go along. There must be a window,” I tell her, gesturing for her to follow me while we walk around the building.

      There are windows, but they’re the sash in case type. Little wooden squares around rectangles of glass, the kind that has the thin wire running through it to prevent the exact thing we’re trying to do. 

      “Fuck,” I pronounce. 

      “Come on, lets keep checking,” she says, her tone hopeful. 

      We reach the side of the building where we parked the car and just as I’m about to give up hope, I spot a window that’s not like the other ones. It’s smaller than the rest but it’s a single UPVC window. Double glazed? Fuck-knows, I’m not a glass expert. 

      “We need to smash it,” I tell her. 

      She walks away and starts looking around on the ground for a stone, a rock, a brick, anything that we could use. I do the same, heading over towards a grassy area and using my phone for a light. 

      “Lace,” she shouts. 

      I turn around and she produces in her hand what can only be described as a pebble. 

      A fucking pebble. 

      I laugh at her anyway, because if I don’t laugh, I’ll cry. 

      “You need to do better than that or your dad’s torch is getting launched through it.” 

      “He’ll shit,” she says with a giggle. “You should see how excited he gets when we have a power cut and mum starts lighting up the Yankees. Boys and their fucking toys. Found one!”

      I stand up and head over to where she’s stood, staring down at something a couple of feet in front of her. 

      “That’ll do,” I tell her, giving her a nod. 

      “You’re doing it,” she says. “It’s practically half yours by law, isn’t it? They can’t do you for criminal damage if you own half the building.”

      Hmm. Never thought about it like that. I pick up the rock and it’s heavier than I expected, but not unmanageable. I go back to the window, holding it in two hands, aim, and throw with all the strength I can muster. 

      The window shatters instantly, a jagged hole appearing where the rock went straight through. The rest of it is intact, and I use my elbow to bash out the rest of the panel, just like I’ve seen in the movies. 

      “You need to give me a footy,” I tell her. “Then pass me the torch, and I’ll pull you through?”

      “Aye, alright.” She nods and bends down below the window, making a basket with her fingers which I step on. I use the hoody to cover my hands and hope that the fabric is enough to stop any leftover shards from breaking the skin.

      The room is almost pitch dark, but the faint smell of bleach mixed with piss that lingers in the air indicates we’ve likely broken into the bathroom. 

      More specifically, the men’s bathroom. 

      I take the torch off Stevie, then I hand her my hoody for extra protection before grabbing a hold of her wrists. She pushes her feet into the wall, and I pull her through, catching her so she doesn’t faceplant the potentially pissy floor.

      “Okay Nancy, where to now?”

      “Fuck knows,” I murmur, pulling my phone out of my back pocket and shining a light on the situation in front of us. Pointless really, because as soon as Stevie turns her torch on, the phone might as well be a tea-light. “Honestly the place is a maze. Let’s try to find that room I was telling you about and start there. Or if we find the big main room, I reckon I’ll remember the door.”

      She nods and follows me out of the bathroom. We wander about for a while, but the corridors all look the same.

      “Try some doors?” she suggests.

      “Go for it. They were all locked last time I was here.”

      “Well, if I was a secret, I would most likely be behind a locked door.” She gives one of the handles a shake and then huffs when it doesn’t open. “What do you think they do here?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell her, trying a door myself and having no luck. “The first night I came here I thought it was disused. Everything seemed old and worn apart from that room... I thought maybe they did it up and used it as like a... grown-up version of a tree house.”

      “A grown-up version of a treehouse?” She snorts and I kick myself. “They’re not the fucking Lost-Boys, Lace.”

      “Yeah, okay smart-ass. You know what I mean,” I bite back.

      “Honestly, I worry about you sometimes. Most of the ti—”

      I cut her off just as one of the doors open. “Bingo.”

      We head through and we’re in the main part of the warehouse, although obviously it looks much different tonight than it did the first night.

      Stevie shines the torch up into the rafters and a couple of pigeons take flight. I jump a mile high and Stevie lets out a “Fuck!” before clutching her chest with her free hand.

      “You alright there?” I tease, even though I got as much of a fright as she did. “I think that’s the door over there.” 

      We make our way across the room to the door I’m almost positive was the one I found that night.

      It’s completely dark inside, but there’s a strip-light above our head and doors on either side and I remember it like it was yesterday. I remember getting to the end of this corridor and hearing the faint sound of voices. “This way.”

      When we get to the room, I stop in the open doorway. “I see what you mean now,” she says, shining the torch from wall to wall. 

      “You were sat over there on that bench with Calvin.”

      “I don’t remember any of this.”

      I look over and spot the two doors I was thinking of. Maybe they’re just a place to store booze, but equally it could be an office.

      It could be anything.

      I make my way over to the one on the left and Stevie follows behind me, lighting the path. 

      I was correct in my initial guess; it does appear to be a place they store alcohol. I open up a couple of boxes, using my phone for a light, and it looks like glass bottles of whiskey. I pull one out and show Stevie. “Do you think they sell this stuff?”

      “They used to, it’s possible they still do,” she tells me. “Prohibition was different here, back in the day. It was done on a town by town basis, depending on what the town voted. My da’ says they got the whole town vote for it and then made their own peatreek so they could sell it back to the townspeople.”

      “Peatreek?”

      “Like moonshine. Fucking genius, eh?”

      I laugh, not quite sure if genius is a word I would use.

      Doesn’t surprise me though.

      I open a few more boxes, finding only more bottles, and then Stevie shouts me over. Putting the whiskey back in the box, I head to where she’s standing. “Pass me the phone, will you? This thing is too bright.”

      I do as she says, and when she shines it inside the box, I think we should buy a lottery ticket on the way home.

      Documents. 

      Old and yellowed, with crease marks and tatty edges, but documents nonetheless. 

      “Here put it down on the floor so we can both go through it,” I tell her. 

      She nods and the pair of us crouch down to sift through the box. 

      Most of them are faded. I open up a metal biscuit tin and see a pile of old black and white photos. From the looks of the people in them, they were taken during or not long after the war. 

      “Look at this guy,” I turn the photo towards her and she peeks over my shoulder. 

      “He’s like a young Marlon Brando,” she says. “Fucking ride.”

      I giggle and put the photo back in the box, returning my attention to the documents inside. 

      “A map,” she says. 

      I shuffle over, and she shines the torch down at the discolored piece of paper. The writing at the top is so old and flicky it’s impossible to read what it says. 

      “Do you think this is the town?”

      I watch her as her brows furrow and she bites down on her lip, then licks them. “Hard to say. I mean if it is the town, it’s old. If that’s the high street,” she points to what looks like the main road on the map. “Then this would be the shopping center here, that was built in the 70s I think and there’s nothing but fields there.”

      “It looks way older than the seventies.”

      She nods. 

      “No, I think it is the town. The cemetery, there, that’s still used to today. That would be the church, and there, that would be the place we went for coffee that day.”

      My eyes follow her finger as she points out different landmarks that haven’t changed. 

      “Shaun’s house,” I tell her, pointing to a far corner some distance away from the main town.

      “Aye,” she agrees, nodding her head. “What’s that line though? And all this stuff?”

      “Caves?” I suggest. The area she’s pointing at looks like someone has outlined splodges, irregular and different sizes and completely at odds to the straight, neat lines of the buildings. I remember she told me about smuggling and spices and all the stuff way back, it would make sense that they’d have somewhere to store it.

      She shakes her head. “The beach would be that way,” she says, pointing in the opposite direction. “More likely mines, but that doesn’t make much sense either. The nearest coal-pit would be somewhere over here, and that’s not shown.”

      “What about this line?” I hadn’t noticed it at first, not until she pointed it out. But now I’ve seen it, I can’t unsee it. It’s like it was done in a different ink from the rest of the map, as if someone had come along later and added it. Maybe a county border or something, but surely that wouldn’t chop off a quarter of the town? It runs right through the splodges too. 

      My eyes drift over to see what’s on the other side of the line. “Would this be where my house is, today?” I point to the place on the map on the other side of Shaun’s house. 

      “Aye. Liam’s dad had all those houses built… and look there’s his estate there.”

      “You said Shaun’s side, his dad, his friends owned half the town. Could that be what the line means?”

      She shrugs while her eyes trace over the map. “I think you might be right.”

      Just then, a banging noise in the distance has the both of us shooting up off our feet. 

      “Fuck was that?” she hisses. 

      I shake my head, crouching down and shoving the biscuit tin back in the box. “Come on.”

      She pushes my phone in my hand and puts the box back where she found it, flicking her torch off.

      “The football won’t be finished yet?” she whispers. 

      I gesture her with my head to follow me and cover the phone light in my hand, in case whoever or whatever made the bang is waiting for us in the ‘treehouse’. We enter the room and I stop dead for a few moments, trying to hear movement, footsteps, anything to signal we’ve been caught. 

      What was our excuse again? A party. 

      I don’t feel like a party will cut it, considering we smashed the window to get in. 

      “If we get caught, we say we’re retracing your footsteps, trying to figure out what happened to you that night, okay?”

      “Okay, good thinking,” she whispers back. 

      As soon as she finishes, I hear it. Footsteps. Clip clip clip, just like my heart which is currently hammering inside my chest. 

      Then all of a sudden the lights go on, and the room is illuminated by that same hazy red light that takes me straight back to that night where Shaun was sitting on the chair right next to me, like a fucking king ruling over his court. 

      “Fuck are you two doing here?” It’s Doeboy, he stands in the door with his legs apart and his arms folded across his chest. 

      “Fuck are you doing here?” I reply quickly. 

      The more time I have to control myself before I outright lie to his face, the better. 

      “It’s my warehouse,” he says. 

      “Really? I thought it was Shaun’s, which makes it mine, don’t ya think?”

      He narrows his eyes on me and takes a step into the room. “Suppose,” he says nonchalantly. “Does Shaun know you’re here, though?”

      “No. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell him.”

      He laughs now, flashing me a grin. “Why the fuck would I do that?”

      “Because we’re trying to find out exactly what happened to Stevie that night, and since I can’t be sure for certain that he wasn’t at the bottom of it, I’d rather not alert him to our little investigation.”

      “You two are fucking nuts.” His body relaxes, and he laughs again while he shakes his head. Is he buying it? “Listen, I get what you’re trying to do but keeping this from Shaun wouldn’t end well for any of us. He’d kill the lot of us in our sleep. Actually, maybe not you, Lacey. But it’s a bad idea. He didn’t do it, and I’m surprised you think he would, to be honest.”

      “I’m not saying I think he did, I just can’t say for sure that he didn’t,” I tell him. 

      “Well, either way, you’ve no business being in here yourselves. I’ll see you both out.”

      He turns and nods towards the door and I look at Stevie, who flicks her eyes towards him and follows.

      I fall into line behind her because honestly, I think we’ve gained everything we could have from our little adventure. 

      We’ll try to piece it together tonight when we get home. 

      Doeboy lets us out at the front door and we have to walk around the building in the pitch dark to retrieve the car. I don’t know if he’s noticed the smashed window, but if he did, he doesn’t mention it. 

      “So the map,” Stevie says, the second the car is back on the road. 

      I was going to wait until we were home and comfortable in our pajamas before I started giving what we found any serious thought, but she seems keen to get straight to business. 

      “Just say that line does signify who owns what,” she says. 

      “Okay…”

      “When Doeboy said he’d kill us all in our sleep, it got me thinking about why he doesn’t just kill the lot of them.”

      “I don’t think Doeboy was being serious?” 

      “Really? I do. But the point I was making — what if it’s the land? They kill McGuiness, the land just goes to Liam.”

      I think about it for a second. “No, you’re right. We thought it was about his company, because that’s why he was trying to run my dad out of town… but what if destroying the company was just a way of destroying them, so they could buy their land?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But why would they need his land too? You saw the map, they already own most of it. Three quarters of the town.”

      “Maybe they’re just greedy,” she says with a shrug, checking her rear-view mirror. 

      Silence spreads over the car as the both of us go deep into our own thoughts. It does make sense. In fact, right now, it’s about the only thing that makes sense. But what we’re missing is the motive. 

      “Was or is there anything on his side, besides the big estate, that Shaun’s family could want?”

      “Nothing comes to mind. I mean there are houses, Bankton is on Liam’s side, but they have enough houses.”

      “Those splodges. The line cut right through the center,” I say. I’m not sure if I’m making a point here, more just pointing out something I noticed.

      “The coal pits that aren’t coal pits? Could be that, but they’re oilmen now. There’s no money in coal, not anymore.”

       “What if they’re something else? Could we go there? I mean, without the map, would you know the rough area?”

      “Maybe,” she says. “But don’t you think we’ve done enough investigation for one night? If Doeboy does tell Shaun, and they are up to something there, then how would we explain that one? Let’s go home and check it out on an actual live internet map first.”

      “Yeah, good thinking,” I tell her. 

      This could be absolutely nothing, but at least it feels like we’re making progress. 

      I just hope the risk of Shaun finding out will be worth the reward.
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          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “I just had a call from my dad.”

      It’s Thursday. Took the police longer than I anticipated, what with Tony’s dad helping to push things along, but at least it’s done now.

      “Aye?”

      We’re standing in the car park at the end of the day. I could tell by the way she was walking over to me that she had a bone to pick, and I have a feeling I’m not going to be disappointed.

      “From the police station.” Her eyes narrow on me while she hisses the words.

      I’m trying not to smile because I know it will just set her off, and she hasn’t been the same with me since the weekend. She needs a good fucking consummation, in my opinion, but what do I know?

      “Sorry, did you want me to go and drop off his toothbrush or something?”

      She flinches and then quickly recovers, pushing my chest with her little hand. “What the fuck have you done?”

      I shrug her off. “He got what he had coming. You’ve known for a while now what we wanted. I’d like to say it was a shame your dad got dragged down with the ship, but he made his choice, didn’t he? Or have you forgotten about that?”

      “Of course I’ve not forgotten about that,” she spits. “But I won’t have him going to prison for a crime he didn’t commit.”

      I open my car door, staring down at her while she stares up at me. “The way I see it, selling your daughter should be a crime.”

      Then I get in my car without a backwards glance at her.

      She’ll see it was the right thing to do, the only thing to do.

      Her dad needs to be taught a lesson, firstly as punishment for what he did to her, and secondly because if he ever hopes to be a part of her life then he needs to see it’s not him who’s in charge anymore.

      We already have his defense set up, he won’t be convicted. From what Tony’s dad tells me, neither of them will do any time, but McGuiness will go into administration and the tax debts will be so high he’ll be selling everything except his own son.

      I would have told her that daddy dearest will come out smelling of roses if her attitude hadn’t pissed me off so much — and I will tell her, as soon as she calms the fuck down a bit.

      I’ve not even clipped my seatbelt when the passenger door swings open and she hops up, slamming it shut behind her.

      “I won’t fucking have it, Shaun.”

      I laugh and shake my head. She’s seriously lucky she’s my wife and not some ride off the street because I wouldn’t stand for this shit otherwise.

      “You’ll have what I say you have.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Not anymore. You’ll take back whatever you did, or I swear you will regret it.”

      I turn to face her. What the fuck is she going to do? Stomp her feet? Go in a mood? Refuse to spread her legs for me? She’s been doing that all week and while it hasn’t been my favorite and my balls are bursting, it’s hardly got me shaking in my boots either.

      “Make me.”

      Her face breaks into a smile, no, a smirk, and the bitch cocks her head at me. “You think you’re so fucking smart, don’t you?”

      I smile right back at her. “Would you have fallen for me if I was stupid?”

      She chuckles, a throaty sound like velvet and I feel my cock twitching between my legs.

      “Maybe you’re too smart, maybe that will be your downfall. You make sure my dad is released, or I toddle off to Liam McGuiness and inform him exactly why your dad wants his land.”

      I stiffen at her words, staring at her and trying to figure out from her expression if she’s bluffing. What does she know? And more importantly, how the fuck does she know?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I watch her intently and her eyes practically fucking sparkle.

      “Oh really?” She flicks her eyebrow. “So you have no idea about the little piece of land south-west of the town? The one that’s split right down the middle between you and Liam?”

      I swallow, not sure what to say next. How the fuck does she know about the mine?

      If she knows about that then maybe she knows about everything. But my thoughts about what she does and doesn’t know are quickly wiped to the side when something else hits me. Whatever she knows, she’s willing to use it against me to get what she wants.

      I feel like she’s just stabbed me right in the gut.

      Not the gut, the back.

      After everything I’ve fucking done for her.

      I turn the engine on, shoving the car into gear and reversing out of the space twice as quick as I should be.

      “Shaun?”

      “Put your fucking seatbelt on.”

      “What about my car? Let me out!”

      My hand jams down on the button at the side of my seat, the one that locks all the doors — not that she would dare to jump out anyway, I’m flooring it.

      She slides back into her seat and I hear the clicking of her seatbelt a few seconds later.

      Good fucking girl.

      I don’t even know where I’m going, I just know I need to drive. I need to think.

      She doesn’t know what she’s done.

      This is bigger than her just betraying me.

      They would kill her. They wouldn’t hesitate for a second, and there would be absolutely nothing I could do. Even just the fact that she knows, and she isn’t one of us, that’s a problem in itself.

      “Who else knows?”

      She pauses for a second before she answers. “No one.”

      Lies.

      Lies, lies, lies.

      “Stevie?”

      “She has nothing to do with it!”

      “Bullshit.”

      I whip my phone out and text Calvin.

      They’re about to learn what happens to snitches in this town.
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            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve betrayed Shaun before.

      Well, I let him think that I was betraying him before, when I told him I intended to marry Liam. That time he walked away, he couldn’t stand the sight of me, but ultimately he fixed the problem. 

      Okay, so his fixing the problem was actually abducting me, but he fixed it in his mind, nonetheless. 

      I thought he would do the same this time. 

      I knew I could only play this card once, and since I didn’t even know for sure if that little scrap of land was significant, the whole thing was a gamble.

      But, judging by his reaction, we did find something important that night at the warehouse.

      Something that could destroy the whole lot of them.

      I wouldn’t really have ran away and told Liam, because I reckon that would be the straw that broke my own back. I just wanted him and his family to stop playing God with me and my family.

      But apparently gods don’t like being threatened.

      My fingers clutch on to the door handle so tight that my knuckles turn white. He’s flying down the road, clearly not giving two shits that it’s the middle of the afternoon and there are people everywhere. 

      “You’re driving like a lunatic.”

      He doesn’t even turn around, but his face breaks into a smile that makes him look every bit as insane as the way he’s driving. “Don’t you fucking act all concerned-wife on me now, darlin’. You had your chance at that.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      He sits back in his seat, relaxed as fuck and sticks his elbow up on the side of the door, his fingers playing with his bottom lip. 

      “Shaun, where are we going?”

      When he chuckles, as if there is a private joke only he’s in on, it feels like there’s a brick lodged in the pit of my stomach. 

      “We’re going to the place where secrets go to die.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We drive for well over an hour in silence. I’m disorientated and have absolutely no idea where we are, but I swear it feels like we’re going around in circles. Maybe that’s his intention. 

      I tried saying his name a few times, to see if he would speak to me, to see if there was any way of explaining, but he didn’t even acknowledge it. 

      The sun is setting, it’s evening now, and he’s barely changed position in his seat. He’s causal and tense, all at the same time. My stomach starts growling and I shift around in my seat, trying to disguise the noise.

      The mix of hunger and nerves is almost nauseating.

      The place where secrets go to die.

      What does that even mean?

      I’m caught halfway between thinking it’s a place where the truth comes out, or, what he said was actually exactly what he meant. It’s the place they kill people who discover their secret. 

      He won’t kill me though. I refuse to believe it. He almost killed that guy, the one he punched, and he couldn’t deal with it, he admitted to me that it ate him up inside. 

      He won’t kill me. 

      I think the words inside my head again and again, like a prayer, and try to remain calm.

      He pulls off the B-road we’re on, and then the track turns into grass. The car bumps over the rough terrain, and I grip onto the side tighter, trying desperately to keep my bum in the seat. 

      Some distance ahead there’s a wooded area, and that sinking feeling in my stomach heightens to unbearable levels when I realize this is our destination. 

      There are no people here.  

      No one will hear me scream.

      If the worst did happen, no one is coming to save me.

      Panic rises in my chest until it’s almost painful, the pressure of it shortening my breath and making me feel like my lungs are being constrained. 

      “Shaun, I wasn’t going to tell.”

      I watch him, thinking that this has gone too far. If he wanted to scare me, then it worked. I am scared. 

      “You win, okay?”

      He looks over at me. “Your biggest mistake was thinking you were even a player.”

      He slams on the brakes and the car stops a few meters away from the edge of the woods. It’s dark in there, the trees some of the highest I’ve seen, the branches thick with dark green leaves that block out any trace of sunlight. 

      I want to tell him that he said I was on his team. I was a player. But that would likely sound ridiculous, considering I just threatened to switch sides. 

      I just didn’t want my dad to go to prison. As much as I despise him, he’s still my dad. Surely Shaun, of all people, could understand that?

      He jumps out of the car and walks around, and I wonder if I should run. The road is about a mile back, I could at least make it to the road before it gets dark and then maybe a passing car would take pity on me.

      But I’d have to outrun him. 

      Maybe I could for a little while, but a full mile, at least?

      Too late.

      The door swings open. I unclip my seatbelt and scramble over to the drivers side of the car. 

      “Does it look like I’m in the mood for a struggle fuck?”

      I swallow, my heart beating in my ears. 

      “Shaun, I wasn’t going to tell him!”

      He stands there, arm resting on the door and his eyes dark, piercing me. “Good. Still doesn’t change the fact that you know though, does it? Get out of the car.”

      I shake my head at him. I’m not going anywhere with him, not when he’s acting fucking crazy. 

      He sighs and shakes his head back at me, but his is slow, calculated, whereas my shake was desperate and panicked. 

      He grabs a hold of my ankle and I kick my free leg at him, but he catches it easily. 

      In that second I hate the fact that I was born in such a weak body. If I survive this, I’m going to change that.

      I’ll never be as strong as him but at least I won’t be so fucking helpless. 

      He pulls me across the seats and I thrash at him. My legs, my arms, my whole fucking body wriggling like a worm. 

      He holds me carefully, as if I’m every ounce the delicate little flower I feel. 

      I hit the grass with a thud, and instantly scramble towards him, trying to get him down with me so I can claw his eyes out. 

      I may not have strength, but I have nails. 

      It works but not in the way I intended it to. He pins me down. The grass is wet, cold, just like his eyes. I stop struggling and the minute I do I feel tears forming in my own. 

      Don’t you dare fucking cry.

      “Hey,” he says, his voice gentle. He shushes me, like you would an infant, and I want to spit in his face. “You need to settle.”

      His weight bares down heavy on my chest and I can barely breathe. I squeeze my eyes closed, trying to compose myself.

      He’s never hurt me before, not unless we were having sex and it was… needed. He has looked at me like he wanted to, but he swore he would never hurt a hair on my head. 

      I believed him. 

      I trusted him. 

      “What are you going to do?” My voice starts out strong but breaks at the end. 

      He bends down and pecks my lips. 

      Bastard. 

      When he speaks his voice is gruff. He’s just as breathless as I am. “That, princess, is for you to decide.”

      I search his face, but while I’m looking for some explanation in his eyes, I hear a sound in the distance.

      A car?

      I look around, desperately trying to see where the sound is coming from, but the grass is too long. Shaun doesn’t even glance in the direction — he just smiles. 

      He already knew it was coming. 

      Whoever it is, they’re not here to save me. 

      The car approaches and he keeps me there, pinned under him on the cold, wet grass. The bright lights of an Evoque come into view and I already know who’s going to step out the door before the engine quiets. 

      Calvin and Stevie. 

      “You said it was a date! What the fuck is this?”

      She runs over and her face comes into vision behind Shaun’s. 

      “I’m going to let you up, okay? You run, I catch you. You struggle, I put you over my shoulder. Understand?”

      I don’t nod my head. I won’t give him the satisfaction of that. Instead I stare at him, my eyes narrow and my jaw locked. 

      He just laughs and rolls over, dragging me with him until I’m on top, and then he sits up. 

      “There’s something about you when you’re angry… it’s like crack for my cock.”

      “Fucking psychopath!” 

      He laughs again and reaffirms my diagnosis, and then pulls the both of us up. 

      I look at Stevie who’s backing away from Shaun, backing away from Calvin. She looks at me and I can tell by her eyes she’s urging me to run. 

      But his grip around my wrist is like a vice. 

      “Come on,” Calvin says. 

      “Did you bring it?” Shaun asks. 

      Calvin nods and throws the bag I only just noticed he was carrying onto his back.

      Shaun tugs my arm and drags us forward in the direction of the woods. I stall, my arm jerking and the muscles in my shoulder straining. I glance back at Stevie and she just stands there, her mouth open in shock. 

      “You too, dollface,” Calvin shouts to her, without even looking back over his shoulder. 

      “Where are we going?”

      He mustn’t have told her. She won’t know I told Shaun.

      “They know we found out,” I tell her. 

      Realization dawns on her face and she swallows, looking between the three of us. 

      “What are you going to do?” 

      She doesn’t ask Calvin, who has stopped right at the edge of the woods. She asks Shaun. 

      “As I said to the wee princess here,” he says, nodding at me. “That’s for you two to decide. Now if you don’t move your arse, I’ll remove the decision.”

      Her mouth drops open, and she shakes her head, as if that’s going to make it all go away. As if this is a dream. 

      “Come on,” I urge her. 

      I don’t know why I’m urging her. Maybe because I believe his threat. Maybe because I believe his promise, that he’d never hurt me. 

      She starts walking, slowly and never taking her eyes off me. Shaun drags me forward again and within moments all four of us are under the canopy of the woods. 

      The wind whips the leaves above our heads, and the rustle of the branches is the only sound other than our footsteps and the occasional snap of a branch. The place smells earthy and damp, like it never gets enough sunlight to properly dry out.

      We can’t walk more than five paces without changing direction to avoid a tree, and the further in we go, the less light there is. 

      He must have a torch in his bag. Surely?

      On and on we keep walking. The boys say nothing to each other, and Shaun doesn’t let go of my wrist. I glance up at him, his features shrouded in the dying light but his expression hard. 

      We’re going down a hill and have been for some time now. The steeper it gets, the more my school shoes slip on the loose forest floor, but Shaun catches me, hauling my arm up each time and balancing for the both of us.

      Calvin stalls and takes Stevie’s hand. 

      At the foot of the hill there’s a huge pile of boulders, with a rocky cliff the height of two houses behind it. We shift direction, and I can just barely make out in the dim light that the pile of boulders surround a hole. 

      Like a door. 

      Like the entrance to a cave, or a mine. 

      We approach the hole and I feel my heartbeat start to rise. I’d been trying so fucking hard to keep it under control, not to lose my shit, but I don’t want to go in there.

      It’s one of those moments where you don’t realize you’re scared of something until it’s staring you right in the face. 

      I don’t like spiders — there will be spiders. Maybe even rats too. And dark. And thousands of tonnes of rock above my head, ready to crash down at any minute.

      Calvin dives into the entrance and within seconds his figure is engulfed by darkness. He vanishes in it. He’s consumed by it.

      “Shaun please, I don’t want to go in there,” I shake my head at him, my eyes pleading. “Please.”

      He bends down and kisses the top of my head, sending a shiver right through me.

      “You know what’s in there?”

      “No. We don’t know, we just guessed. Honestly we don’t know anything.”

      He looks like he’s deep in thought, and then he cocks his head at me. 

      “You know enough that you can’t be trusted anymore.”

      I shake my head at him slowly and then in the corner of my eye I catch Calvin emerging from the hole. 

      He’s carrying two lamps that look almost antique. I’ve seen similar before, maybe in films. I can’t be sure of the name but they have a handle, and wire mesh surrounds the place where flame would be.

      He hits the side of one with the palm of his hand and the thing sparks, a flame lighting in the center. Then he lights the other one the same way before handing it over to Shaun.

      “Stevie,” he calls, gesturing his head for her to come over. 

      She takes a last look at me, her face worried, and goes to stand beside Calvin. 

      Shaun tugs me, and we follow them into the cave. 

      The light barely does anything to combat the darkness, in fact, it only serves to highlight just how dark it is. 

      I pull in close to Shaun, gripping on to his hand like it’s the only thing that can save me. I don’t want to touch the walls, the cobwebs. I know this is ridiculous, I should be more scared of Shaun than I am of any spider… but most phobias are ridiculous. 

      We go further in and the air turns colder, damper, staler. I try my hardest not to think about the rocks above my head but that’s like someone telling you not to look. 

      Impossible. 

      My heart rattles in my ears. My palms become moist. Goosebumps prickle at my arms. 

      We reach a room, if you could call it that. Maybe a cave would be better, but there are doors leading off in all directions, not just holes, actual wooden doors. 

      “What is this place?” Stevie asks. 

      Shaun shrugs. “You were both so desperate to know, so we’re showing you.” 

      “It’s a mine,” Calvin says, looking around the room. “Hundreds of these, connected by shafts, tunnels, passages.”

      “The coal pits aren’t anywhere near here,” Stevie replies.

      “Who said it was a coal mine?” Shaun asks. 

      “What other mine could it be?”

      “It’s a diamond mine,” Calvin says. 

      Just like that. All the secrecy, all the lies, all the deceit. I look down at the ring on my finger and wonder if this is where it came from.

      “Bullshit,” Stevie says. “There aren’t any diamond mines in Scotland.”

      “None on record,” he tells her. “And we like to keep it that way. You aren’t the first people to discover the secret, though.”

      “Do you want to know what happened to those people?” Shaun asks, his voice cold. 

      I shake my head. I don’t want to know. 

      “Follow me,” Calvin says, opening one of the doors.

      I don’t want to follow. I’ve followed enough. I drag my heels in the dirt but Shaun just pulls me forward, his grip on my wrist so tight I fear he might break it. 

      Stevie grabs a hold of my free arm and tries to pull me back. “Fuck! Come on, Lace,” she screams. She wants to run. She’s not stupid.

      I jerk my arm, trying to rip it free from his hand but it’s  clamped around me, his grip solid. Calvin doubles back and takes a hold of Stevie’s neck with one hand, the lamp swinging precariously in the other one. 

      And just like that, she drops my arm, and the pair of us are forced forward through the door and down another passage, this one narrower than the first.

      I’m panting from the struggle, I close my eyes because I can’t fucking see where I’m going anyway — and I don’t want to see. 

      I just want to get it over with. 

      We reach a room and they force us against the wall, hard jagged rock that’s moist to the touch and glistening in the glow of the lamp. 

      Shaun clamps a shackle to my hand, so quick I barely have time to process what is happening. 

      “What the fuck are you doing?” 

      We’re screaming now, screaming and kicking and thrashing but it’s pointless. Their lamps rest on the floor and they use both hands to restrain us, forcing the clamps closed around our wrists and bending down to get our ankles. 

      I look along the wall, and see a row of the same shackles all along, as far as the light touches, each pair getting smaller than the last one until they’re so small they would fit a child. 

      A child. 

      I feel lightheaded, like I can’t get enough oxygen into my system, the same as I felt when I woke up chained to his basement. 

      The fight is useless. My body goes limp. Defeat weighs down on my head just as heavy as the metal clamps around my wrists.

      They stand back, admiring their work and I hate him. I don’t think I’ve ever hated someone so much in my life before. 

      I ran from my dad.

      I ran from Liam.

      I ran straight into the arms of a fucking monster.

      Do I really hate him, though? I look at the ground because I can’t focus on hating him when I’m looking at him. I try to summon it up inside me.

      He deserves my hatred.  

      “We don’t know anything,” Stevie says.

      But we do. We know everything now. That’s why he won’t kill McGuiness. That’s why everyone who’s someone on this town is in on it. That’s why they own the whole town and everyone and everything in it.

      It all makes sense now. He tried to go through me to run my dad out of town, because my dad would have turned McGuiness’s company around. My dad would have ruined all their efforts.

      He can’t kill Liam or his dad, even after what they did. If they kill them, the estate just goes to the next in line. They want to buy it. They want to own the whole town, and the diamonds that sit in the mines under it. 

      McGuiness is the only thing that stands in their way. 

      “This whole place would be underwater if it wasn’t for the pumps,” Shaun says. 

      I swallow the lump in my throat. It’s just a threat. 

      He made a promise. 

      “Do you know how long it takes to flood a mine when it’s being decommissioned?” Calvin asks Stevie.

      She shakes her head. 

      “Months,” he replies. “But a single chamber? If you turn the pumps off, maybe a day?”

      “They would always be left for a week before they were switched back on, just to be sure,” Shaun adds.

      “Terrible for production, but it’s kinda poetic, don’t you think?” Calvin says. 

      I think I might throw up. 

      “We’re not going to tell anyone,” I say through a sob.

      “Course you’re not, princess.” Shaun replies and his tone is so fucking gentle that waves of nausea roll through my body. 

      I can’t be sick. Not in front of them. 

      I try to think of something else. I take myself to a beach, one of the ones we visited on vacation when I was little. I take my head far, far away from this damp, stale cave full of death and decay. 

      “You said what happens would be up to us?” I tell him.

      “It is. Which is an opportunity most people shackled to this wall don’t get. But since you happen to be my wife, and she’s about to become Calvin’s, you can think of this as your one and only chance to prove you weren’t going to shit on your promise to me.”

      “You made promises too. You said you wouldn’t hurt a hair on my head,” I tell him, swallowing. 

      “I’m not going to,” he replies.

      “What’s the choice?” Stevie cuts in. I glance over at her. She looks calmer than I feel. 

      “Join us,” Calvin tells her. 

      Join them? 

      “Done,” she says. 

      He starts laughing, and Shaun chuckles too. 

      “This isn’t one of those times where you tell us what we want to hear and then go back on your promise the second you’re out of here. When you’re in, you’re in for life… so I’d advise you to think carefully before you give us your answer.”

      I do think. I try to think. How the fuck can I think when I don’t even know what I’m joining? What does that mean? 

      But I know what the alternative means. We say no, the pumps go off, and this place floods. 

      They do say drowning is the most peaceful way to die.

      “What are we joining?” Stevie asks. 

      “We don’t have a name,” Shaun says with a shrug. “We don’t need one.”

      “We’re simply people of this town, working together for the greater good of this town. Our laws, our rule, our government,” Calvin says.

      “Our blood,” Shaun says. “Our money. Our agenda.” 

      “Once we have the land McGuiness owns, the whole town becomes ours. Things will be easier. We can be rid of the people who are in the dark, or against us. The only people we need to hide from are the government, and they take no interest in a small ex-mining town like ours, now the coal has dried up.” Calvin says.

      “You’ll let my dad go?” I ask Shaun. 

      “Of course,” he replies.

      “And what if we want to get out? What if we want to go to university and have a life and travel?” Stevie says. 

      “There is no getting out.”

      That answer from Calvin doesn’t shock me as much as I thought it would. I think deep down, I’ve known for a while I wasn’t getting out of this place. I don’t know when it happened exactly, but I know I’ve been lying to myself.

      Shaun isn’t someone you just walk away from.

      “I’ll do it,” Stevie tells him.

      I look over at her, then at Calvin. His face breaks into a smile and he takes a few steps forward, closing the distance between them. He parts her thighs with his knee and yanks her head back with a fist in her hair, devouring her mouth. 

      I watch her whole body stiffen. 

      Then I swivel back to Shaun. He’s staring at me intently, like he’s trying to read my thoughts. 

      Choices. Decisions. Options. 

      Why do I always think I have them?

      Will I ever get them?

      I feel something inside me breaking down and I don’t know what it is. 

      My strength maybe? The will to fight?

      Stevie’s doing it. She’s given up. I glance over at them again, he’s pulling at her skirt, trying to lift her leg up which is still shackled to the wall. He’s like an animal, a vicious savage who needs to devour her.

      I remember when Shaun fucked me like that. 

      I stare at him.

      He stares at me.

      “I don’t want this,” I tell him. 

      He takes a step closer, slow and calculated. 

      “What part of it don’t you want?”

      “None of it. All of it. I can’t be a doll, Shaun. I can’t be in a cage.”

      He takes another step, his face softening. “Just say the word. I’ll give you everything you ever wanted. Everything you ever needed. If everything you want and need is inside the cage, then how can it be a cage? It’s a home.”

      “It’s not a home when one person rules it.”

      He chuckles. “I’ll make you the queen. The second you have my son, my dad loses everything, and I gain it all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He takes another step, and now I can feel the warmth of his breath against my cheeks. “That’s just the way it works. My grandad passed it to him when my mum had me. I’ll pass it to my son when he has a son of his own. What do you want, Lacey?”

      What do I want? I don’t know what I want. I’ve never known what I wanted. A home? Maybe. But not a cage. This feels like a cage.

      “I wanted you,” I whisper the words because in my head, that will somehow make them less painful. 

      I wanted Shaun without all of this. Without the manipulation, the secrets. 

      Without the threats.

      I wanted him. 

      I try to hate him, really I try. But summoning hate for Shaun is like collecting water with a sieve. 

      It’s like a candle in the fucking wind.

      I do want a home. I want a family. I want to be wanted.

      I want a love so deep that it drives me to edge of insanity. 

      I’m weak and I’m an addict, and the smell of him as he presses his body up against me reminds me how close I am to my next fix.

      Maybe I’m just as mad as he is…
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          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “I wanted you, too.” 

      I whisper the words right into her ear and feel her whole body shiver next to me. 

      This is all so fucking fucked.

      There are rules that must be followed. Rules that would break my heart. Rules that would break the promises I made to her. 

      But this isn’t about me, or her. This is about everyone. No one gets out. 

      I’m trying to keep her safe. 

      If you do the wrong thing for the right reasons, is it still wrong?

      I wouldn’t have to think about any of that if she would just agree. It’s always been coming. This was her fate since the day she walked into this town and decided to fight instead of leave. 

      She was always going to join us, eventually. 

      Her threats towards me just sped up the process.

      I told her from the start I would always do what she needed, and if chaining her to a wall and threatening her is the only way, then that’s what has to be done. 

      “I’m scared of you,” she says.

      I swallow. She never used to be, and I told her that wasn’t smart. 

      “I’m scared of losing you,” I tell her. 

      It’s the truth.

      “So why do you keep doing this?”

      I look down at her, tilting her chin up with my finger. Her eyes are wet, her lips are parted. 

      “Because it’s the way it has to be. But it won’t always be like this. If you could see that, you’d say yes.”

      “I said yes to you before. Too many times. And I’ve always ended up deeper in your web.”

      I bend down and kiss her forehead. “Then make the web yours. Say the word. I’ll give you everything. I’ll make you a queen.”

      She looks over at her friend, at my friend, at what they’re doing. My eyes drift over too and I see he’s released one of her legs. I pull her chin back over so she’s facing me. “Me and you. One team. One being.”

      She swallows and sniffs, staring at me. 

      “Five.”

      Sometimes she just needs a little push.

      “Four.”

      My legs go between hers, forcing them apart. She’s still staring. She sniffs again.

      “Three…” 

      Does she need this is much as I do? I want to get lost inside her. I’m about to say two. It’s on the tip of my tongue.

      She nods her head. 

      “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it,” I warn her.

      “I’ll join.”

      A smile breaks across my face. She’s not smiling back, but that doesn’t matter.

      “Good fucking girl.”

      Good fucking girl and thank fucking fuck.

      I would have broke the rules, for her I’d break the whole fucking world into pieces. But that would have been the death sentence for both of us, eventually.

      No one gets out, not even me.

      I exhale a breath for what feels like the first time tonight. 

      “Come here,” I say, but the words get lost somewhere down her throat. My fingers are in her hair, my body pushes hers hard up against the wall. She tries to lift her hands but they catch on the chains and I feel my cock pulse.

      She’s helpless, so fucking helpless and it has me harder than I’ve ever been in my life.

      Not because I want to hurt her.

      I don’t want to hurt her. I want to be the one to save her. 

      I break the kiss, bending down to remove the clamps off her feet before crossing the room to find the backpack. 

      “Calvin,” I shout. He’s ball deep. “Calvin, it’s time.”

      He turns around and looks at me, almost in a daze, and Stevie pants behind him trying to catch her breath while she fixes her skirt.

      He walks over and I pass him a dagger. It’s a piece of art, one of only three in existence. Carved in bone and encrusted with some of the first diamonds ever found, it’s as sharp as a razor. It cuts through skin like butter. 

      One of them cut me, although I can’t remember it anymore. 

      I unsheathe my own blade, almost identical to the one I just gave Calvin, and Lacey catches a glimpse of it reflecting from the lamp. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      Her voice is panicked, but she tries to hide it, bless her. 

      “Just a wee nip. You’ll barely feel it tomorrow,” I assure her. 

      Her eyes go wide, and so do Stevie’s as Calvin storms back to her.

      I approach, holding out my hand so she can see it. Then I take the blade and slice it right across my palm. 

      She shakes her head, but I’m already holding her hand in mine. I spread her little fingers out and watch her face as she squeezes her eyes closed. I make a cut, half the size of my own one, and then I clutch her hand in mine, pressing them both together. 

      “Forever,” I whisper. “You can’t break a blood promise.”

      She opens her eyes and looks at me, and I wonder if the pain has cleared the fog in her head. 

      If it was fog that made her say yes then I don’t want it to go anywhere. 

      I drop the dagger at our feet and undo my trousers, taking my cock in one hand and squeezing my other hand around her smaller one. It stings but it’s not unbearable. 

      Not for me, at least. 

      I push myself inside her and then pull her up until her thighs wrap around me.

      “It hurts,” she whispers. 

      “I know, princess,” I kiss her gently, lovingly, like I’m sorry. “I’m going to take the pain away.”

      And that’s what I do, the only way I know how to. 

      I fuck her against that wall like we’re the same person. We’re not alone but you wouldn’t know it. There could be a thousand people behind us and I wouldn’t give a single solitary fuck. 

      My hand squeezes around hers and she moans into my mouth, her eyes pressed shut tightly, her tongue lazy, her hips grinding against me while I bring her to a place where the pain doesn’t matter. 

      My little princess.

      Soon to be my queen. 
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        * * *

      

      I do my trousers up. She’s breathless, panting, staring at me like I’m her next meal.

      I take the clamps off her wrists and she fixes her skirt. Then she does up the two buttons on her white shirt that popped out, leaving dark red smears of blood all over it. 

      She takes a step forward, wiping her mouth with the back of her bloody hand and making more mess than what she’s fixed.

      Her eyes are locked on me. 

      She looks wild. She looks like she’s lost her mind.

      Maybe we both have?

      I should have seen it coming. I should have expected it, but I’m fucked, and I underestimated her.

      She rears her hand back in a fist and swipes at me. She’d have cracked me right in the neck if I hadn’t corrected my position just in time. 

      I laugh, because I deserve it, but she looks unhappy that she missed my neck and caught my chest instead.

      I barely even flinched.

      “Again,” I tell her. 

      She does it again and I give her my arm this time. 

      “Again.”

      She tries again, right in the stomach. I was already clenching — it’s a reflex. She’s hurting herself more than she’s hurting me, but if it makes her happy then whatever.

      She keeps going, again and again. She was panting before from the fucking but now she’s breathless, gasping for air and her eyes her wet, her mascara running down her face and mixing with the smears of blood. 

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I tell her, shaking my head. 

      She gives me a last knock, right in heart, and then pushes past me to the entrance of the chamber, clearly not giving a fuck that she’s walking into the darkness. 

         “Calvin get all this shit, will you,” I shout over at him but he’s still fucking consumed. I dunno how he does it? 

      Stamina. 

      I need to learn some. 

      I pick up the lamp and run right after her.
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          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      By the time we get back to the car it’s pitch dark. I can barely see my hand in front of my face, but somehow Shaun and Calvin navigate effortlessly.

      Where before the only sound I could hear was the wind rattling through the trees, now there are sounds everywhere. Owls hoot in the distance, things rustle around us low on the ground. Foxes? Wolves? Do you get wolves in Scotland?

      I don’t ask. 

      Relief washes over me when I see the silhouette of the cars in the silvery moonlight. 

      “Are you coming home?”

      Where is home? I glance over at my friend, who’s standing outside the car while Calvin opens the door for her.

      “I’d rather stay with Stevie tonight,” I tell him, afraid of the repercussions.

      But there are none. 

      He nods and opens my door for me. I get in, wincing as I use my sore hand to adjust myself in the seat. He bandaged it up neatly but it still stings. Will it scar, I wonder?

      He doesn’t say much at all on the drive back. Maybe he doesn’t know what to say. Maybe he’s already said everything he had to say. 

      There is one question that’s eating me up inside, and I’ve been holding it in because I’m terrified of the answer.

      But I know I won’t settle tonight if I don’t ask it. I need to know. 

      “Would you have left me there alone if I had said no?”

      He glances over at me in the dark car. The moon is high overhead and the only light comes from the dials on the dashboard. 

      “There are rules.”

      “You agree with those rules?”

      He pauses for a few seconds. “I don’t make the rules, not yet.”

      “Answer the fucking question, Shaun. Would you have left me there alone to die?”

      He sticks his elbow back up on the side of the door and plays with his lip again. 

      “I wouldn’t have left you there to die. I would have ran with you.”

      “So why did you say you would?”

      He shrugs. “I never said I would. In fact, the whole time I think I maintained that I wouldn’t hurt you. You just imagined what I was capable of.”

      I try to go over the events of the night but they’re blurry already. Did he ever say he would leave me there to die? If he didn’t say it, it was definitely implied. 

      I’m not going to argue over semantics. 

      “Why would we have needed to run? No one else knows that I know,” I argue.

      “Calvin knows.”

      “Calvin’s your best friend.”

      “Doesn’t mean shit. The secret is bigger than best friends, marriages, family.”

      “But you’d have run anyway, for me?”

      “I would have.”

      I sit back in my seat just as the orange glow of the town comes into view. The journey back hasn’t taken a tenth of time the journey out here did.

      We were going in circles. 

      Just like we are in our actual lives. Round and round. He hurts me, he justifies, I forgive him. And every time I do, I somehow end up more fucking attached to him than I was before. 

      Is he a monster? Yes. 

      But deep down I think I’ve always known that.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck are we going to do?”

      She slams her bedroom door shut behind us. She’s whispering, but it’s frenzied. 

      All I can do is shake my head. 

      “He told me in the car he wasn’t going to do it,” I tell her. 

      “Calvin said the same.”

      “They tricked us.” I sit down on the bed and run my fingers over the bandage. 

      “They’ve tricked us since the day we met them,” she says. 

      She kicks her shoes off and starts undressing in the middle of the room. “I need to get out of these clothes. I can smell him. Why the fuck? What the fuck.” Her voice breaks and her hands are trembling. She struggles with the buttons on her blouse and then gives up, rubbing the back of her neck while her breathing turns harsh. 

      “Hey, it’s okay.” I get up off the bed and wrap my arms around her. She’s trembling. “You didn’t…” I let the sentence trail away. I was going to ask her if she hadn’t wanted it. 

      But that was a stupid question.

      Of course she didn’t want it. She was doing it to survive, not because she wanted it. 

      She’s not sick in the head like me. 

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, rubbing her back. “Come here, let me get them.”

      I break away from her and undo her buttons, even though every one makes me flinch in pain.

      “You go in the shower and get cleaned up. I’ll get changed and bring us up a cup of tea, okay?”

      She nods her head, trying to pull herself away from wherever she was. She looks at me and she’s back in the room. “Okay.”

      She slips into the ensuite and I get changed myself. I don’t even know what time it is. I grab my phone from my bag to check, but it barely registers when I see whose name is on my screen. 

      Shaun.

      Already?

      I slide open my phone to reveal the message.

      You won’t regret it, I swear.

      I click the lock and throw it on the bed, heading down to the kitchen to make good on my promise of tea.

      A cup of tea always helps. 

      We’ll untangle this mess and we’ll get through it, we always do. 
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        * * *

      

      “I feel like I’m losing myself, Lace.”

      We’re under the covers. We’re both fed and clean and fresh, and although my body aches and my hand stings I feel heaps better already.

      The tea has long been drunk and we’re facing each other in the dark.

      “I feel like I lost myself a long time ago,” I reply.

      Silence stretches out before us and I close my eyes. I won’t sleep, not for a long while yet, but since I can’t see anything anyway, it makes no sense keeping them open.

      “I wanted it,” she whispers. “What does that make me?”

      I lie there silently while relief pours over me. It’s not all selfish either. While I’m pleased to hear it’s not just me who’s messed up, I’m thankful that she doesn’t need to live her life as a victim. 

      “It doesn’t make you anything,” I tell her. “No more than it makes me anything. I wanted it too. I didn’t, but then I did. And literally the only thing that changed were the words that came out of his mouth. Words that could mean something but could equally mean nothing at all.”

      I hear her let out a sigh and she turns over to look at the dark ceiling. 

      “Do you think one day we could be happy?”

      Thinking she has the right idea, I do the same. Maybe I’ll find some answers in that dark ceiling. 

      “It’s possible. It depends what you want, though? You said uni, travel. You want to see the world?”

      “I think so,” she tells me. “How is it?”

      “The world? Well…” I think about it for a minute. “It’s nothing like this place.” I think about all the places I’ve been. The colors, the sounds, the people. There’s nothing at all wrong with the world, but, “I’ve never felt as alive anywhere as I do in this place.”

      “Yeah. I get you. It’s not this place, though. It’s them.”

      “I always just wanted a home,” I tell her. “Somewhere to put roots down. To build a life, friendships, a family. I never told Shaun that, he just knew. Is it wrong to want to believe he can give me that?”

      “It’s not wrong, but only you can say if he’s lying.”

      “Shaun doesn’t lie,” I tell her. I think I believe that now. He doesn’t need to lie, he’s smart enough to work his way around them. “He told me when we have a family, his dad loses everything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I turn back over in bed. My back still aches from earlier and it’s impossible to get comfortable. “Like a succession. So Jim and Alice were at the top until Shaun came along, and everything passed to his dad.”

      “I see. That would mean having his child. That would mean I’d have to babysit.”

      I chuckle softly in bed remembering the night we joked about that. Fucking hell. That was a good night. One of the best nights I’ve ever had. 

      “Do you remember that? You were so drunk.”

      She laughs. “He fucked me and then we started drinking again. We were so wasted I swear, laughed all night.”

      “I wish we could go back to that night,” I tell her.

      “Yeah, me too. Would you change it, though?”

      Would I? 

      If I could go back, would I have walked away? Would I have ran, just like he wanted in the first place?

      “No,” I tell her, knowing full well it’s insane. 

      “Me neither,” she says.
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        * * *

      

      Friday. The schools in Scotland have a half day every Friday — a cheeky little 12.30pm finish — and I absolutely love them. Just four hours to get through and then a whole weekend to do as I please. 

      We’re discussing plans as I walk across the car park with Stevie. My car is still sat in the same place I left it yesterday, so I hitched a lift with her this morning. 

      “What about a trip through to Livingstone?” she suggests. “There’s an outlet there, proper nice clothes and loads of them discounted. We could shop and do lunch?” 

      I’ve been waiting to see when or if the credit card my dad gave me gets cancelled, but since it’s still working fine, I nod my head. “Sounds good.”

      I guess at some point he’ll stop paying for me and I’ll have to find a job. I make a mental note to use some of the weekend to go job hunting. Maybe a few hours babysitting or dog walking or something. 

      We approach the school and Shaun and his friends are sitting out the front, the same place they occupied that first day I ever laid eyes on him. 

      I don’t know what to do.

      How do I act?

      I wish I wasn’t so socially fucking awkward. You’d think after everything I’d have lost that, but no. 

      “Lace,” he shouts as we make to walk past them. 

      I stroll over, not exactly smiling but not frowning either. 

      He stands up from the bike rack he was sitting on and pulls me in close to him, his chin resting on my head. 

      “Liam’s back,” he mumbles. 

      I look up at him. Of course he’s back. It’s been almost two weeks, he wasn’t going to stay off forever. 

      I nod my head. “It’s fine.”

      “Avoid him, okay? If he does or says anything you text me straight away.”

      I nod again. “Okay. I’ll be fine. Have you told Heather?”

      “I just text her, says she’s kipping anyway, she’s always thought Fridays were pointless. She’ll be back on Monday.” 

      The bell rings and I head to class. It’s only 4 hours, no lunch, one break. I’ve avoided Liam before and I can avoid him again. 

      Easy peasy. 

      As if. 

      I’m heading to meet Stevie for morning break when he walks out of the class in front of me, his metal crutches creaking under his weight. His leg is in a boot-cast, from his toe to his thigh, and he only has one shoe on. I stop dead, hoping that if I just hang back, he won’t see me. 

      But he looks both ways as he comes out the door and his eyes lock onto mine instantly. 

      He lets everyone else pass him, and I just stand there, rooted to the ground while they all go around me.

      Perhaps this is for the best. Face the confrontation head on, and then I won’t have to avoid him for the entire school year.

      And the confrontation isn’t even mine, anyway. This was about him and Shaun, and what he did to Heather. 

      “Lacey,” he says. His tone is ice cold. 

      “Liam.”

      He hobbles over to me. I don’t back away. I’m not scared of him, even less so now that he’s a cripple. 

      He looks me up and down and his eyes settle on my ring. 

      “So the rumours are true, then?” 

      He’s still staring at it when he asks the question. 

      “I didn’t know there were rumours, but if they’re saying Shaun and I are married now then yes, they’re true.”

      He smirks and then laughs, shaking his head. He looks me up and down again and this time his eyes stop on my other hand, the one still covered by the gauze bandage. 

      I quickly put it behind my back. 

      “Cut yourself?”

      “Smashed a glass,” I tell him with a shrug. 

      “You ought to be more careful,” he says.

      “Noted. Did you want something?”

      His eyes flick towards mine and he smiles.

      “You know exactly what I wanted.”

      I roll my eyes and go to head past him, but he sticks his crutch out against the wall, effectively blocking me in. 

      “We don’t get what we want,” I tell him. “Throw your tantrum all you want, it doesn’t change anything.”

      He shakes his head, tutting at me. “You know I would have really enjoyed adjusting your attitude.”

      It’s me who smiles now. Who the fuck does he think he is? 

      “I pity the girl who does end up with you.” 

      He drops the crutch and pulls it back in beside him, signalling that I’m free to go. 

      I don’t hesitate.

      “You should,” he shouts after me. “I’ll take great pleasure in making her life a misery.”

      I stop at the end of the corridor because the threat in his voice was fucking undeniable. 

      He’s not worth it. 

      With a sigh, I round the corner and race down the stairs. 

      He can’t touch me. Not anymore. 

      Shaun promised. 
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        * * *

      

      “There’s a meeting tonight. I want you there with me,” he tells me as he walks me out to my car. 

      His gray Q5 is parked in the space next to mine. 

      “A meeting?”

      “Aye.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll pick you and Stevie up at 7pm.”

      I nod my head and open the door of my car, taking a last look at him. He smiles and comes over to me, taking a hold of my sore hand. 

      “I never said thank you,” he says, his fingers pressing into the tender flesh.

      “What for?” I look up at him, confused. His eyes are happy. It suits him.

      “For trusting me. After everything that’s happened.”

      Did I ever have a choice? I don’t think I did. So I don’t say anything, I just let him bend down and kiss me on the lips. 

      “I’ll see you at 7,” he says, breaking the kiss and then diving into his own car. 

      I let him reverse first and then head home. 

      Well, the only home I know now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          SHAUN
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        * * *

      

      “You spoke to Stevie today?”

      Calvin shrugs next to me. “Seen her in the passing at break.”

      “And?”

      He looks sideways out of the car.

      “I’ve never been able to talk my way out of situations like you have,” he says, tapping his fingers along the side of the door. 

      I chuckle because it’s probably true. “She’ll come around.”

      “Probably.”

      I pull up outside the house. It’s just gone seven PM, and I beep the horn to let them know we’re here. 

      I’ve not told anyone about what happened last night. My dad will probably shit, because technically it’s his call to make and not mine or Calvin’s. But he’d have known this day was coming. 

      He knows his days are numbered.

      The girls hop in the back seat, and by the time I’ve pulled the car away you could cut the tension between Stevie and Calvin with a knife.

      Calvin looks out the window. I check the mirror and Stevie’s looking down at her phone.

      “We’re likely going to get shit for this so the pair of you better sort your attitude and get on the same side before we get there.”

      Calvin clears his throat but doesn’t say anything. 

      “Stevie, Calvin’s sorry,” I continue.

      “Shaun, Calvin should learn to tell Stevie he’s sorry by himself,” Stevie replies. 

      Lacey snorts behind me and I can just picture her amused little face. 

      “Calvin, tell Stevie you’re sorry.”

      “This is childish,” he says.

      “Exactly.” I pull the car up on the side of the road. We’re about three minutes away from my dad’s club — a ten-minute walk. “Out.”

      Calvin looks at me. I unclip his seatbelt for him to show him I’m not fucking about. 

      “You’re a prick,” he says, opening the door. 

      “Exactly. Stevie, move your arse doll.”

      She huffs but opens the door and climbs out of the car anyway, slamming the door behind her. I watch as she storms off down the road and Calvin jogs to catch up with her. 

      Lacey giggles behind me. 

      “Shift your arse in the front, darlin,” I tell her.

      “You’re being extra ass-holey tonight,” she says, sliding through the gap between the seats. 

      “They’ll be fine by the time they get there, I bet ya.”

      We get to the club two minutes later and I notice the concerned look on her face when I pull the handbrake up. 

      “You alright?”

      “What did you mean when you said you’ll get shit for this?”

      “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry yourself, if anyone says anything it’ll be to me and Calvin, not you.”

      She looks over at me but her face is still wary. I take her hand and press it up to my lips, squeezing it gently. She winces and I realize what I’ve just done. “Shit, sorry,” I tell her, giving her her hand back.

      “You’re lucky I can’t make a fist with this or it would be going right through your jaw,” she threatens playfully. 

      “How many times woman, the neck. Aim for the fucking neck!”

      She just giggles and gets out of the car.
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        * * *

      

      My gran is the first one to notice Lacey’s hand. 

      Figues, she’s always been the smartest one out the lot of us. A faint smile grows on her face as she links arms with Lacey and leads her away from me. 

      I seek out my old man, thinking it’s probably best if I warn him first. 

      He’s not made his way out to the bar yet, and I find him in his office, Colin — Calvin’s dad — sitting across from him. 

      “I’ve something to tell you, Da.”

      He looks up at me. “What, and you can’t wait twenty minutes til I’m up the stairs?”

      “Thought you’d want to know before everyone else does…” I pause, hesitating for the best words to use. Fuck it. “I made Lacey one of us last night. Stevie, too. They both know.”

      I look between my dad and Colin, trying to gauge their reactions.

      Colin eyes are fixed on the hardwood table in front of him. “Stevie, that the wee lass Calvin’s been fuckin’?” 

      I clear my throat. Awkward as fuck. “Aye.”

      He nods once. 

      My dad glances at him and then fixes his stare on me. “You trust these lassies?”

      Stevie’s on Calvin, that’s not up to me to answer for him. Do I trust Lacey?

      I can’t pause for too long, else he’ll assume that I don’t and I was just letting my cock do the thinking for me. Do I trust her?

      She trusted me. 

      “Aye. I do.”

      He nods and then shrugs. “I like the girl.”

      “Good.”

      I turn on my heels and head back up the stairs to the bar. 

      Calvin and Stevie still haven’t arrived, and Lace is sitting at a table with my ma’ and my gran. 

      They stop their chit-chat as soon as I approach them.

      “What you all drinking?”

      “Brandy for me, son,” my gran says. “Get your mither a vodka and coke… diet?”

      My mum nods. 

      “Lace?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      I nod and make my way over to the bar, not bothering to wait to be served. I’m busy trying to find the brandy my gran likes when I hear, “Anyone serving in this dump?”

      Calvin, the prick. 

      “Enjoy your jog?”

      His face breaks into a smile and then he shakes his head. “Never met anyone as stubborn as her.”

      “Sorted though?”

      “Aye,” he says. “Now get me a vodka and make it a double.”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting goes by just like the others do, and the older I get the more convinced I am that these are just excuses for a piss-up.

      Half an hour of business followed by eighties music til midnight. 

      We bailed just before ‘Come on Eileen’ made it to the second chorus. 

      It was fine, though. My dad accepted Lacey, and because he did no one else batted an eyelid, not about her or about Stevie. There was a few raised protests about Stevie’s family… they’ve lived in this town for years but her Da likes to keep himself to himself.

      Calvin said he’d talk to him when the time was right. 

      It’s a given that he’ll have to marry her, but since they’ve only just started talking again I didn’t mention it, and neither did my dad.

      He’ll likely let Colin deal with that.

      “Where are you going?” Calvin asks, his head poking through the space between the two front passenger seats. 

      He must have noticed this is not the way to any of our houses. 

      “I fucking love this road,” I tell him. “Lace, you got your seatbelt on?”

      “I always wear it!” 

      “Calvin there’s a bottle under Lacey’s seat,” I shout back. “Got it for Stevie, I know how much she likes a tipple.”

      “Fuck you,” she says through a laugh. 

      “It’s a Friday night, I’m not judging.” I let go of the steering wheel and hold my hands up to convey my feelings on the subject. 

      “Aye alright. So where are we going on this fine Friday night?” She’s already unscrewing the lid on the bottle, the little shit. 

      “Honestly never thought that far ahead,” I tell her. “I just fucking love this road.” 

      “You’re a wee weirdo, you know that, eh?” Calvin says, taking the bottle from Stevie and swigging a mouthful.

      It’s a nice road, enough twists and turns to keep you on your toes, but not too many that you can’t pick up speed. It also has those drops that makes your stomach dip if you take them fast enough. 

      “Where does the road lead?” Lacey asks. 

      Stevie passes her the bottle through the gap and I watch her eying it up in my peripheral. It’s pitch dark outside, she won’t be able to make out the colour never mind work out if it was a good fucking year. 

      Does vodka even have good years?

      Fuck knows.

      “The beach,” I tell her. “Well, if you kept going far enough you’d hit England, eventually.” 

      “Let’s go to the beach!” Stevie announces.

      “Aye,” Calvin agrees. “It’s a warm night.”

      “Are you two fucking mental?” Lace grabs my arm with her free hand and pulls herself over to my side of the car. “It says it’s 10 degrees outside.”

      “Exactly!” Stevie giggles. “It’s a warm night.”

      “Drink woman, it’ll warm your cockles,” Calvin says. 

      Lacey shrugs and takes a swig, passing the bottle back to Calvin. I turn the music up and let them laugh and joke while I mostly concentrate on the road in front of me. 

      It takes about twenty minutes to get to the good bit of the beach. There’s a wee car park, then a bridge that crosses a burn and once you pass over a couple of dunes, it’s all flat sand.  

      “Here hold this a minute, Calvin.” Stevie passes him the bottle while she puts her purse over her shoulder, slamming the car door shut behind her.

      “Is that door shut right, Stevie?” I ask dryly.

      She just laughs while she stumbles a wee bit.

      “Remember we’re supposed to be shopping tomorrow,” Lacey warns her.

      “Aye, you can drive!” she replies with a giggle, pissed as a fiddler already. 

      I roll my eyes at her and take Lacey’s hand. 

      We walk to the beach and it’s not long before the lights of the car park fade away to nothing. Calvin and Stevie run off, the pair of them laughing like idiots and heading straight for the water.

      Lacey shivers beside me and I take my hoody off, putting it over her shoulders.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s not even that cold,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      “Clearly you’ve never been to Asia.”

      I shrug. “Never been outside Scotland.”

      “Really? Not even for like, a vacation?”

      “A vacation? You mean, a holiday?” I still can’t get my head around the mental words she uses. 

      She giggles. “Yes.”

      “Nah. Got everything I want and need right here.”

      “I like vacations,” she says. “I mean, holidays. Well, I only really had a couple of them growing up, but it’s nice to get away, a change of scenery. Do you even have a passport?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh.”

      She sounds disappointed. 

      I give her a push with my shoulder. “I’ll get one if it stops you whinging.”

      She laughs. “It does.”

      “Where will we go?”

      She pauses for a wee second. I can hardly see her face, the moon’s quite full but it’s hidden behind thick clouds. 

      “There’s so many places to go. We’ll start with Spain though, it’s got lovely weather, nice beaches, good food. Plus you’re fluent, so we can go to all the good restaurants and order from the good menus.”

      “Hmm, so basically sounds exactly like here, then.”

      She starts laughing. “It’s nothing like here!”

      “They won’t have my gran’s stew in Spain. We’ll need to bring her with us.”

      She pushes me this time. “Oh, I’m sure she’d love that,” she says dryly.

      “What was my gran saying to you tonight?”

      She stops walking and I swear I can almost see the smirk on her face. “She said I’ll learn to control you soon enough.”

      She can’t see my grin but she can hear my laugh. “That’ll be the same day pigs fly, darlin’.”

      Lacey giggles, pushing me again playfully. “I’ll get a passport for ya’ darlin’, right away darlin’, anything else darlin’?”

      “Hahaha. You’re gonna die tonight, bitch.”

      She screams and starts running. “You need to catch me first.”

      Just then I feel a drip on my head, and the first low growl of thunder in the distance. 

      And another one.

      She stops a few paces away, I can’t see her but I can hear her breathing. 

      I creep towards the dark outline of her body, and catch her in my arms just as the heavens open and rain starts pouring down, heavy as fuck. 

      “You don’t get this in Spain,” she says. 

      “Wee bit rain never hurt anyone,” I tell her, pulling the hood up so her hair stays dry. 

      “What part of this is a wee bit?”

      She’s right, it’s hooring it down now. 

      “Come on, leave they wee fuckers to it,” I say, laughing and taking her hand. The pair of us run back to the car, soaked to the bone by the time we get there. 

      “Aye… so… how long do passports take?”

      I watch her in the light of the dash, soaking wet, water running down her nose and shivering from the chill, and when her face breaks into a smile, I think maybe tonight is the night pigs fly.

      This girl fucking owns me, and I no longer give a shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          LACEY
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        * * *

      

      We set an alarm early for Saturday. The shops open at nine, but it’s about an hours’ drive away so we’re up and out of the house for 7.45am, intending to stop on the way for coffee as soon as we reach some place big enough for a Starbucks. 

      “I feel better today,” she says. We’re parked up in a service station off the motorway, a cup of steaming hot latte in each of our hands. 

      We took the bandages off this morning to reveal two scabbed over cuts. It’s not as raw today as it was yesterday. 

      Knowing that she’s not talking about hangovers, I reply, “Yeah, me too,” I tell her. 

      “Okay, no more boy chat! I kinda want clothes but at the same time kinda want bath-bombs. I have £100. What would you do?”

      “You have like… a wardrobe bursting with clothes,” I argue. “I’d get one item of clothing and blow the rest.”

      “Good shout,” she says. 

      I’m about to pull the car out of the service station when my phone vibrates from its place on top of the ashtray. 

      “Eh, I thought we just agree’d no boy chat?” She says, looking at me with her eyebrow raised. 

      “What if it’s important?” I shrug, retrieving my phone. It lights up but to my surprise it’s not Shaun. “It’s my dad,” I tell her. 

      “What does he want?”

      I don’t know. The only time I’ve spoken to him since the whole Liam debacle was when he called me to say he’d been arrested. 

      I slide the phone unlocked and read the message to Stevie out loud.

      I got bail. I’m home. I need to see you. I’m so sorry for everything honey.

      I lock the phone again and throw it back down on the ashtray like it’s burning me, deciding instead to stare out the window at the re-fuelling lorries. 

      “Lacey?”

      Her voice is soft. She’s not trying to push me, she’s just concerned, I get it. 

      “I was fine,” I tell her. “Really. He’s never been that big a part of my life, anyway.” I look over to her and try not to let any emotion show on my face. 

      “Do you want him to be a part of your life?”

      “No. I don’t think so. I didn’t want him getting caught up in this and going to prison for a crime he didn’t commit, but at the same time, I can’t forgive him for what he did.”

      She nods. “I don’t think I could forgive my dad, either.”

      “Your dad would never do that to you,” I tell her. I look away. It wasn’t supposed to sound bitter, and I really hope it didn’t come across that way. 

      “Hey, you’ve got me? And my mum and dad really care about you… even Darren, the little shit. The annoying brother you love to hate. You’ve got Alice, as batshit as she is. You’ve got Heather, batshit too but aren’t all sister-in-laws? Calvin, Doeboy, Scoot, Tony. Fuckers, but they care about you in their own warped way. And you’ve got Shaun. You don’t need him anymore.”

      I turn around and smile at her. She’s right. I don’t need him.

      But I do need a job. 

      I can’t tell him to go and fuck himself while I’m driving around in his car and spending on his credit card. 

      “Would you mind if we leave the shopping until next weekend? It’s just… There’s something I have to do.”

      She smiles back at me. “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      I park the car on the driveway of my old house.

      His house.

      His car. 

      I ring the doorbell formally because I want to take every chance I can to show him that I don’t live here anymore.

      He doesn’t own me anymore. 

      He comes to the door and I have to do a double take. The man standing in front of me doesn’t look like my dad. It looks like he’s not shaved all week. His hair, usually combed back and flattened with product is sticking up in tufts all over his head, and his eyes are sunken, like he hasn’t slept in days. 

      “You look terrible,” I tell him. 

      “I’m so glad to see you,” he says, spreading his arms out for a hug. 

      I flinch at the thought of it. 

      “I’m not staying. I came to give you these back.” I hold out my hand, the one that isn’t cut, and he eyes the keys to the Audi, clearly sitting above the black American Express card. 

      He takes them off me, his face expressionless, and then turns my hand over. “What is this?”

      My ring. 

      “I’m married.”

      “To who?”

      “His name is Shaun.”

      “Shaun who?”

      I swallow. “Shaun Keagan.”

      “When?”

      I pause for a minute. This is bullshit.

      “I don’t have to answer to you anymore. I came to say goodbye.”

      “Lacey, don’t do this. The deal is off. The company is going to fold. It’s over,” he shouts after me as I walk down the drive. 

      “Was it worth it?”

      I give him a second to answer and when he doesn’t, I don’t look back again. I keep walking. 

      I could text Shaun or Stevie to come and pick me up, but it’s a mild day. The sky is vivid blue and cloudless, and the lazy sunshine is just enough to warm the skin without being uncomfortable. 

      I walk back to Stevie’s house, trying to clear my head. 

      I feel free. 

      For the first time in years I feel like my own person. Even with Shaun’s ring around my finger, and the cut from his knife scored into my hand.

      I don’t fear him anymore. 

      You’ll learn to control him now. 

      That’s what Alice said. I don’t doubt her. Shaun is fearless, harsh, dominant. But under all of that he has a heart that beats twice as fiercely as most peoples do. 

      And his heart beats for me. 

      Only me.

      For the first time in years, it feels like things might just click into place.

      I come to the end of the long windy street, where the road changes from pedestrianised to a 60mph B road. The pavement fades to nothing and there are only the grass banks on each side of the road, still wet from last nights heavy rainfall and glistening in the sun. 

      It’s only about a mile I think, so I start walking.

      A while later I hear a vehicle in the distance and glance back to see a white van approaching. I slow my pace, getting as high up on the verge and away from the road as possible until it passes. 

      But it takes longer than I expected it to.

      It’s a 60mph road?

      The van slows behind me and I turn around. Maybe they think I’m lost, or I need help, or a ride into town?

      It comes to a stop beside me and the window rolls down.

      “You alright there Miss?” A man shouts from the drivers side. 

      “Fine thank you, just out for a walk.”

      I start walking again and the van creeps along beside me. A sudden feeling of unease washes over me. I look up at the man again, sitting high in his seat. 

      “Do you want something?”

      “Just worried about you, that’s all.” His accent is thick Scots. I’d say he’s in his 50s, slim to the point of being skinny and malnourished looking. His face is covered in scars or pox marks, I can’t be sure which, but it has a lumpy appearance. 

      I know you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. 

      I tell myself I already learned that lesson the day I walked into this town and was blinded by the face of a golden blonde haired angel. 

      But I can’t help myself judging.

      This man looks shady and I don’t like him one bit. 

      He stops the van and yanks the handbrake up. I turn back, sensing something behind me, and all of a sudden two arms are around me and dragging me towards the back of the van. 

      I thrash.

      I kick. 

      I scream for my fucking life. 

      Pain explodes like a firework in the back of my head and the green of the grass fades to gray. The sky turns dark.

      The world disappears. 
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        * * *

      

      I wake up confused as fuck but remembering everything. I was giving my dad his things back, I’d been walking for maybe half an hour. Then the van came. 

      I try to sit up but the moment I move my head pain erupts inside it. 

      I’m in a bed. 

      A huge, comfortable bed. 

      White sheets surround my body, the silk soft on my skin.

      I’m naked.

      I’m naked?

      I sit up, this time I don’t try, I achieve. Fuck the pain. 

      A fire crackles in the middle of the back wall, the mantle carved in stone. This is an old room. 

      The walls are panelled, the wood embossed with gold. Inside the panels, paintings of women in rich dresses framed in yet more gold stare down at me. A plush red carpet lines the dark wood floors, the same dark wood that rises up around me in the form of carved bedposts. 

      I’ve only ever been in a house like this once before. 

      I already know who it belongs to. 

      My stomach hardens like a rock instantly, a feeling of dread weighing me down into the mattress. A thousand situations rush through my mind at once, all of them stopping at Liam’s face. 

      I know what exactly what he’s capable of. 

      I clutch the silky sheets tight to my body, noticing my rings are gone.

      I’m caught somewhere between wanting to hide and wanting to run. 

      How can I run?

      Where are my clothes?

      Pulling my legs up close to my chest I look around the room again. There’s a door. Is it locked? I need clothes!

      The door opens and I swallow down the ache at the back of my throat. 

      Blonde hair emerges, a screwed-up face, piercing blue eyes. 

      “You’re awake,” he sneers.

      “You…” My voice trembles. My whole body fucking trembles. “You need to let me go.”

      I manage to get the words out but it doesn’t change his expression. He looks at me coldly, as if I’ve just killed his dog. 

      He only has the one crutch now, and he leans on it for support while he hobbles over to me slowly.

      “I saw the cut on your hand. Whatever they’re hiding, you know about it. You will tell me everything you know.”

      The dread I felt in my stomach when I realized where I was is still unmistakable, but something else simmers inside me now. 

      It’s not nerves. It’s not fear. It’s anger. 

      “I’m telling you nothing.”

      “Predicted as much,” he says, flashing me a smile. “We’ll see how long you last, won’t we?”

      I say nothing. There is nothing to say.

      I was terrified just a minute ago. Scared that he’d touch me. Scared that he’d hurt me. But the more I stare at him now, the more I realize he’s just a boy.

      Physically he can do anything he wants to me.

      But mentally? 

      Only I decide what he can do to me mentally. 

      Shaun taught me that the first night I met him. 

      I’m not scared anymore.

      I peel the covers from me, feeling the air on my skin. Liam’s eyes travel over my naked body, lingering on my breasts as I get out of the bed on shaky legs.

      I take a step towards him and still he looks at me, eyeing me up like he wants to eat me. 

      I close the distance quickly, so quickly that by the time he realizes what’s about to happen, it’s already too late. 

      Pushing him with all the strength I can summon, he lets out a shriek as he crashes down onto the carpet. 

      Even shoeless, it doesn’t stop me from kicking him. 

      “Father,” he shouts. “Father!”

      I collapse on top of him, punching and scratching. He doesn’t know whether to restrain me or defend himself, so he ends up doing neither. 

      Seconds later I hear the door crash into the wall and footsteps storming towards me. I’m lifted up easily, like a child in the midst of a tantrum, and my arms are pressed to my sides in a firm grip.  

      I just stand there, breathless and panting with my hair stuck to my mouth, watching as Liam struggles to his feet. 

      “Bitch,” he spits from his knees. 

      I giggle at him. I feel fucking alive. 

      He can’t hurt me.

      Getting to his feet, I’m still laughing manically while he hobbles towards us, specs of saliva shooting from his mouth with every staggered breath. 

      He draws his hand back and I feel the sting on my cheek as he slaps me, full force, across the face. 

      I spit the hair from my mouth and continue laughing at him.

      It’s hilarious.

      Weak little man. 

      He straightens, fixing his suit jacket and adjusting the crutch at his side.

      Fucks he wearing a suit for?

      “You won’t be laughing tonight when I strap you to that bed and fuck you until every one of your holes bleed rivers for me.”

      Bile rises from my stomach but I take no notice. I will laugh. I’ll laugh through tears if I have to, because it reminds him that he has no power over me.

      Not a fucking ounce of it.

      “Mary!” he shouts. I hear quick, light footsteps behind me but whoever has a hold of me has rendered me unable to move.

      “See that she’s ready,” he says, before turning back to me. “Try anything, and I mean anything, and I’ll cut Mary’s fingers off myself.”

      I swallow hard just as the arms behind me let me go and I realize my legs aren’t capable of carrying my weight anymore. I collapse on the floor in a heap.

      The lady who I can only assume is Mary comes rushing over as soon as the door closes behind them.

      “Oh pet,” she says, trying to pull me back up to my feet. “Come, you must get ready.”

      “I can’t.” I shake my head, trying to hold back tears. But with her help I manage to sit on the edge of the bed. 

      She takes my chin in her hands and forces my head up, pushing my hair back from my face gently with her free hand. “You have to do as he says. You’ll be alright, just as long as you listen.”

      Her eyes are green, and wrinkled. Friendly, but worried. Her salt and pepper hair is clipped back under a white bonnet, and from her uniform she looks like she’s been in this house since it was built. 

      “I don’t want to,” I tell her. 

      She drops my chin and scurries over to the wardrobe, returning with a huge pile of lace and gauze in her hands. 

      White lace. 

      I shudder, knowing exactly what this means. 

      Shaun was wrong. It didn’t work. He couldn’t save me.

      She sorts through the pile, laying each piece down individually on the bed. Holding up the underskirt, she nods her head at me.

      I sit there, unmoving. 

      “He wasn’t joking. I’m just as innocent as you are.”

      I stare at her blankly for a moment. I know she doesn’t deserve this anymore than I do. If he followed through with his threat, I couldn’t live with myself.

      I get up from the bed and she drops to the floor, allowing me to step easily into the skirt.

      “There wasn’t any… underwear,” Mary says, avoiding eye contact.

      “Figures,” I say nonchalantly. 

      She nods and makes herself busy with trying to piece together the other parts of the dress. 

      By the time she’s finished, every inch of me looks the part. My hair is coiled high on my head, a sheer veil tumbles down around a crown of diamantes. Lace covers my arms, nips my waist, and cascades in a long train behind me.

      “You look—”

      “Don’t,” I tell her.

      She nods and looks down while I stare at myself some more. 

      It’s only temporary. That’s what I tell myself.

      The Keagans own this town.

      And my name is Lacey Keagan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          SHAUN
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      “Pool?”

      It’s a Saturday afternoon. Lacey’s away shopping or some shit, I’ve spent the day in the gym pummeling a bag of sand and now I’m restless as fuck.

      My phone vibrates against the leather seat and I pick it up.

      Scoot: Meet you at the Undercroft in twenty?

      Doeboy: I’ll be there.

      Tony: Cutting my Nans grass. Be there in an hour.

      I chuckle at him before telling them I’ll meet them there. 

      Where the fuck is Calvin?

      I tell the car to phone him and he answers on the third ring. 

      “Do you not check the group chat?”

      “I saw it, mate. Meeting Stevie though.”

      “Stevie? Thought they were through in Livingstone.”

      “Nah, they came back this morning. Something about Lacey’s dad. Have you not spoken to her?”

      No, I fucking haven’t. I check my messages, thinking I’ve maybe missed one from her.

      “Shaun?”

      “I’ve not spoken to her all day.”

      I turn the car around in the road, heading to her dad’s house. 

      “I’m going there now. Phone you back.”

      I shut off the call, changing gears and picking up speed. I never liked that man a single bit and I won’t just sit down while he gets his claws back into her. 

      She’s worth more than him. 

      I make it there quicker than normal and spot her car on the drive as I approach. I’m up the drive in a matter of seconds, hammering on the door. 

      No answer.

      I hammer again and see a shadow behind the glass.

      “Who are you?”

      “Where’s Lacey?”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Fucking good one, smart-arse.”

      I’m pushing past him and stalking down the hall before he has the chance to pick his jaw up off the floor.

      “What do you think you’re doing? I know you,” he says, realization dawning in his voice. “You picked her up the night she left.”

      “Lace?” I shout. 

      No answer.

      “Where the fuck is she?”

      He stands at the door, watching me carefully as I pace back up the hall.

      “I told you, she’s not here. She dropped the car off this morning, gave me her credit card back.”

      “This morning?”

      That was fucking hours ago. I storm out the house and get back in my car, picking the phone up and pressing her name on my contacts list. 

      It rings and rings and she doesn’t pick up.

      I try again. This call picks up, but the line goes dead a second later.

      I try a third time, and this one goes to voicemail. 

      Something’s not right. Where the fuck is she?

      I try Tony next. He picks up on the fifth ring, the bastard.

      “Shaun, I told you I’m doing the lawn for my gran.”

      “Shut the fuck up. Where’s your dad?”

      “I think he’s working. Why?”

      I hang up the phone and start the engine. 

      Tony’s dad — we call him Big Tony — is in the force and has every officer in this town on his payroll. He’ll be able to help me track her down. 

      I pull the car up outside the double doors of the police station and don’t even bother switching the engine off. 

      The wee round lady with the friendly face sits at the desk and smiles at me when she sees me bounding through the front doors. Moria. I like her much better than the tall guy with the big nose.

      “Moira darlin, where’s Big Tony?”

      “Uh, I think he’s in his office. Do you need something? I’ll call him through,” she says.

      “Nah you’re good, just buzz me in.”

      She nods and does as she’s told. I walk straight into his office without knocking. 

      “Shaun, what the fuck, man?”

      I shake my head at him. He can scald me all he wants later.

      “I think Lacey’s missing,” my hand goes to the back of my neck as I pace the room. “They’re out on bail, right? I think he took her.”

      His brows furrow, he rubs his chin, but he doesn’t look half as fucking concerned as I feel. “When was she last seen?”

      “This morning. She was supposed to be shopping with Stevie but she went to see her dad instead. Dropped her car off, it’s still sitting on the drive. She must have decided to walk back or something — fuck knows. Her phone answered and shut off, and now it’s going to voicemail. I need help, Tony.”

      “Alright, son. Sit down.”

      I shake my head at him. “Can’t.”

      “Alright, give me a minute,” he nods and asks for my phone before he leaves the room. 

      Can he trace her phone? Can they do that? 

      I pace the room, my thoughts running fucking wild. I know what he did to my sister. If he hurts a single hair on her head…

      I will kill him. I’ll have to kill him, even if it destroys everything we’ve worked for. 

      I’ll kill him.

      Can I kill him?

      My dad will likely kill me.

      Fuck.
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      This wedding feels more real than the first one.

      Does that make me strange?

      I wonder if it’s the dress. We’re conditioned to think that, aren’t we? Even as little girls we have the barbie in the big white dress. Maybe that’s why the first one didn’t feel real — I was wearing skinny jeans and an old pair of Converse. 

      What I wouldn’t give to be back there right now, wearing my skinny jeans and my Converse. 

      I’d take anywhere, just as long as it wasn’t here. 

      Liam is staring at the pastor in front of us. It’s the same fucking pastor who married me and Shaun. 

      “This isn’t right, McGuiness,” he says, shaking his head at Liam’s father.

      “Come now, John, be reasonable. You know I’m not one to shit over our traditions but hand-fasting hasn’t been recognized since nineteen-fucking-forty.”

      John swallows. “You were happy enough to recognize the last one. Need I remind you how that turned out?”

      McGuiness stiffens, his jaw ticking. “You needn’t remind me.”

      John nods towards me. “There was a room full of witnesses who can swear that she is already wedded. The girl herself consented. I won’t do it.”

      Finally, some fucking sense. I look over at Liam, his face is puckered like he’s sucking on something sour. McGuiness stands at his side, smiling with his eyes set on John.

      “Do you remember what I threatened you with the last time? How is your daughter these days? She must be all grown up now… does she have a daughter of her own?”

      John swallows and shakes his head slowly. “You will go to hell McGuiness, of that I am quite convinced.”

      “Never believed much in that nonsense, anyway. Now get it fucking done.”

      And just like that, John clears his throat and gives us the most basic ceremony he can muster from the top of his head. 

      No pretty words about a thousand tiny threads. No poetry. 

      He doesn’t even wait for me to say “I do.”

      Because I don’t.

      And when he tells Liam that he can kiss his bride I think I might vomit.

      “There’s time for that. Come,” he tells me, trying to drag me with him.

      He only has one arm because he needs the other for the crutch. 

      He’s not strong enough.

      I stay rooted to my position and the more he pulls, the more I pull back. He tries to stay balanced on his crutch but gives up a few seconds later, huffing and sighing like a petulant child. 

      “Father,” he says, looking down at the ground. 

      I laugh again, and his eyes flick up so quickly towards me it sends me into a fit of giggles. 

      I know what’s coming. I should be kicking and screaming and fighting for my life but what the fuck is the point?

      What’s the point in any of it?

      His father grabs my arms from behind and forces me forwards. When I drag my feet, he just lifts me up and practically carries me from the room. I can hear Liam limping along behind us, following like a puppy. 

      I want Shaun. 

      I really, really want Shaun. 

      I try to push him away because I don’t want him here in my mind with me. It hurts too much. But he’s all I see. 

      No.

      I can’t think about him.
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      I’m sitting in the back of a police car rattling fuck out of the side of the door with my fingers and tapping my foot.

      Big Tony assured me this would be faster with the blues on, but the prick in the driver’s seat is acting like he’s off to fucking ASDA-Walmart for the groceries and I’m about to punch the fuck out of him. 

      I’m about to punch the fuck out of everyone. 

      I told him to stop at my house, thinking my dad might be home. He wasn’t, but I raided the cabinet where he keeps the hunting rifles. Probably a good thing he wasn’t there, or he’d have tried to talk me out of it, just like Big Tony did.

      Fuck them all.

      Calvin is on his way to Liam’s house right now. I text Doeboy and Tony and Scoot to meet me there. I’ve got no fucking idea how many of them have her, but the more people we have the better. 

      Calvin’s Evoque is parked a few meters away from the gate, Wee Tony’s car is behind. I get out of the police car and Calvin rolls the window down. 

      “How the fuck are we getting in there?”

      “You checked it was locked?” I ask him.

      “I’m not a fucking half-wit, of course I checked it was locked.”

      I look at the gate and I look at the cars. There is no way the police Astra is getting through that gate… well maybe it could. But that’s a whole fucking load of paperwork for Big T and I doubt Her Majesty would be happy about it.

      Calvin has the bigger car.

      “Can you go through it?”

      He looks from the gate to the opposite side of the road, trying to judge the distance. “I can try.”

      “Go for it.”

      “I fucking loved this car, you prick.”

      I laugh as he speeds off down the road and reverses until he’s in position. Fuck it.

      I hold my hand up for him to wait and grab a couple of rifles from the back seat of the police car, then I hot-foot it over to the Evoque and jump in the passenger seat.

      “Buckle up,” he says through a laugh. 

      He turns the music up full blast and the instrumental of Flogging Molly — Devil’s Dancefloor erupts in my eardrums.

      I clip myself in and hold the guns between my legs, signaling for both the Tonys to follow behind us as soon as we’re through. 

      The car revs and then screeches on the ground while it tries to gain traction. It’s tight, but he manages to pick up speed. The car rears forward and jerks as it smashes into the gates, skidding for a second and then finally catapulting forward when the gate breaks open. 

      “Like a fucking dream, son,” I shout at him, laughing. 

      He’s already flooring it up the long road to the house. I check behind us and the wagon is a few car-lengths behind us. 

      We stop on the gravel yard in front of the entrance and the two boys in uniform spring into action, putting their riot helmets on and carrying the hydraulic jack between them while they make their way over to the door. 

      They bend down and one of them starts pumping while the door creaks forward.

      Put your fucking back into it man.

      I’m about to go over and do it myself but Calvin holds me back. 

      If we’re too late, I’ll kill them all. 

      Every last one of them.
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      His dad ties my arms to the bedposts and I lie there, staring at the canopy above my head, propped up on silk pillows like a lamb waiting for slaughter.

      “Look at me,” he says. 

      I do. He’s standing at the foot of the bed, a knife in his hand. In the far corner of the room his father stands watching us, probably too scared to leave in case I kick his precious boy clean in the face. 

      “What do you know about the Keagans?”

      I remain silent and go back to looking at the canopy above my head. It’s dark red, more like the color of Merlot wine. 

      I’ve never had Merlot wine.

      I wish I had drunk more wine.

      Why was I always such a fucking bore?

      “Tell us what you know and I assure you, this will be so much easier for you.”

      La La La La.

      Fucks he going to do?

      “The clock is ticking,” I tell him, giggling. “You think Shaun won’t notice I’m gone?”

      Liam shrugs. “They won’t kill us. I’m not under any oath not to kill you, though. Tell me what you know.”

      Maybe they can’t kill him, but I think he underestimates Shaun’s feelings for me. He thinks Shaun just wanted to take a toy off him, because he could.

      He doesn’t know Shaun like I do.

      I go back to singing my song in my head. The lyrics make no sense, but who gives a fuck.

      “You think I won’t do it?”

      He’s interrupting my song, and it’s pissing me off.

      “Why would you go to all the trouble of marrying me if you are just going to kill me? You’re not going to kill me.”

      He starts laughing. “I will kill you. I married you because if you die, I might as well kill your dad too and inherit his fortune.”

      Hmm. Maybe he is going to kill me.

      My heart rate picks up and I watch him closely. I don’t want him to know that I’m scared. 

      He comes around the bed, his knife in one hand and his crutch in the other, and then sits down on the edge of it near my face. His hand comes down and he uses the point of the knife to trace along my neck. 

      I’m sweating. This room is too hot, and the ache in my stomach has returned with a vengeance.

      I can take pain. I can take whatever sick things he wants to do with me.

      But I don’t want to die.

      Not when I’ve only just started really living. 

      The knife slips further down my body and he uses it to cut open the lace of my dress. 

      I stare up at the canopy while he pulls the fabric apart and stares down at my breasts. His fingers brush against my nipple and I try not to squirm, knowing it probably feeds his sick-fuck desires. 

      I can’t help it. 

      He pinches my nipple hard between his fingers and my arms jerk against the ties, desperately trying to be free. 

      His other hand comes over, grabbing the other one without mercy and pinching even harder, then he twists both together and my whole body contorts, trying to contain my screams.

      I won’t scream for him. 

      I’ll stay silent as a mouse. 

      It’s only going to get worse. 

      “Do you know how much I fantasised about these?”

      His dad is still standing there, watching us. 

      “They’re not even that nice. I mean, nothing special. There’s nothing special about you at all, and yet here we are.”

      He releases my nipples only to squeeze even harder at my breasts. He’s trying to get a reaction from me.

      I close my eyes, tightly. I try to retreat into my own body.

      “How can such an average looking girl with average looking tits cause so much fucking havoc? Are you a good fuck? You must be a good fuck, surely that’s it?”

      I choke on my own saliva but I don’t open my eyes. His hands drift down my body and he pulls at my dress while I pull at the bonds so hard my fingers are numb. 

      Then I hear something. 

      A commotion. 

      Footsteps. 

      I hear clatters from another room and my eyes fly to McGuiness. Liam panics, dropping my dress like it’s a hot coal.

      McGuiness rushes over and locks the door. 

      “Get her up,” he hisses at Liam.

      Liam fumbles with the knife and cuts the ties loose, trying to drag me up with him on his unsteady leg. 

      “Shaun!” I screech the words as loud as my voice will manage. “HELP!”

      The door bangs against its hinges. Someone is kicking the door in. 

      McGuiness backs away from it, moving over closer to us. 

      Liam grabs me around the neck and points the knife at it, using me as a human shield. 

      Three loud kicks later and the door flies open. 

      And there he is. 

      Standing there with a gray cotton tracksuit on and a rifle in his hand, murder in his eyes. 

      “What the fuck is this.”

      His voice is ice cold and sends a shiver running straight down my spine. Liam pants in my ear. 

      “She was mine from day one, Shaun. You had your fun. She’s mine now.”

      Shaun smiles and aims the rifle at us. At me. 

      What the fuck is he doing?

      “Fucks she wearing?”

      McGuiness clears his throat. “Put the gun down. You can’t kill us. Put the gun down and we’ll discuss this like men.”

      Shaun doesn’t even look in his direction. He keeps the rifle trained on me. 

      He eyes me up with a look of disgust on his face. My blood turns cold. My stomach sinks. “You married her?” 

      “I did.”

      “That was a mistake,” he says. He flicks the rifle to the side a couple degrees and then he shoots. 

      He shoots McGuiness. 

      He doesn’t even have time to let out a cry before he crumbles to the floor. 

      Liam’s hold on me tightens. I feel the knife at my neck piercing my skin and the warm trickle of blood that soothes the cut. 

      “What was that about not killing you?”

      “I don’t understand,” Liam says, his voice breaking.

      Shaun’s looking at me now, the gun pointing at me.

      “You married him?”

      “Yes,” I nod, tears filling my eyes.

      “Witnesses?”

      “The pastor.” My voice breaks.

      “Whose team you on, Lace?”

      “Yours,” I tell him. “Yours.”

      “You sure about that?” His voice breaks.

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “A thousand tiny threads.”

      He nods, as if confirming something.

      “Do it, darlin.”

      What?

      He nods again, his eyes urging me.

      Oh. 

      I grab the knife in one hand, the same time as my foot slams down on Liam’s cast-less one. The fright from the impact makes him release his grip just enough for me to step to the side, just like Shaun said it would. 

      I don’t hesitate. I swing my arm down right into his groin and he doubles over, dropping the knife at our feet.

      The same hand swings back and elbows him in the nose, and he screams.

      He fucking screams.

      I move out of the way while his body doubles over. I glance at Shaun. He has the gun aimed.

      He fires. 

      Right in Liam’s head.

      Blood.

      Blood fucking everywhere.

      My legs go weak and I collapse on the bed. 

      He runs over to me, dropping the gun and shaking himself free of his hoody. He puts it around my shoulders, covering my bare chest and then he wraps his arms around me.

      The smell of him floats to my nose and I close my eyes.

      I don’t want to look at the scene beside us. 

      People rush in but he’s already scooping me up, carrying me away. 

      “Calvin, find that pastor,” he says. “Bring him to me.”

      He’s taking the steps double time.

      Everything is a blur. 

      “Tony, get my dad on the phone. I need to speak to him.”

      He goes on, barking orders at people and all I want to do is go home and curl up under the covers with him and never leave.

      I just want to go home.
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      The next few days went by in a blur. He took me straight to his house, of course, and I don’t think I left the bedroom other than to go to the toilet.

      He stayed with me the whole time. Holding me when I didn’t know I needed to be held, saving me when I didn’t know I needed to be saved.

      It didn’t hurt as much as it did the first time though, all those hours lying in his arms. When he did it before, it hurt because he was the only person there. Now he was the only person I wanted to be there.

      On the third day, Stevie came over and encouraged me to come back to school. I wasn’t ready though, and I wasn’t sure when I would be. I couldn’t close my eyes without seeing Liam’s face.

      On the fourth day, Shaun was restless and went to the gym for a few hours, and that was when Alice and Angela came to see me.

      “How are you feeling?” Alice has that look on her face, the one that conveys she understands.

      Angela puts a cup of tea down on the bedside table and sits on the end of the bed. “There’s a lot that needs to be sorted out, and we can’t do it with you holed up in here.”

      Straight to the point, as always. I pick up the tea and blow it a few times before taking a sip, enjoying the fact she’s hanging on for my next words. “You’re going to push for the marriage to be recognized?”

      I suspected that would happen. That first night when I was replaying the days events again and again, it hit me. That was why Shaun was making sure I was on his side before he killed Liam.

      He knew we could fudge things so I inherited everything, but only if the pastor, Mary, and I confirmed a marriage did happen.

      “It’s the only option that fits our agenda,” Angela says.

      Their agenda. It’s always about their agenda.

      I look at the steam coming from my tea cup while I think about it. I don’t want to be pushed around by them, or Shaun, or his dad.

      But then I remember the conversation we had, the three of us in the kitchen that morning. The three fates let the God control them, safe in the knowledge that they were the one pulling the strings.

      If we push for my marriage to Liam to be recognized, then that would make my marriage to Shaun void.

      My heart sinks a little at the thought of that. At the time, I hated everything about it, but in hindsight I realize it was probably the most selfless thing Shaun has ever or will ever do.

      But we can get married again. Perhaps when we’re a little older and the time is right. If our little handfast ceremony wasn’t a real marriage, then I’m the sole heir to the McGuiness fortune.

      I won’t have to listen to his dad.

      I won’t have to listen to anyone.

      I have the cut on my hand, so I’m not against them. But what this makes me is an equal player. I have a seat at the table.

      I’ll own half the fucking table.

      I look between Angela and Alice and set the teacup down on the bedside table.

      “Tell me what we need to do.”
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      “What do you think of this?”

      Mary screws her face up. “If you don’t mind me being forthright… It’s a little… revealing.”

      Stevie giggles and takes a sip of her wine. “I think it’s perfect!”

      “Okay, I’m going to side with Mary then,” I tell her, laughing as her face drops.

      “A good choice, ma’m.” 

      Ma’m. I’ve only told her like, a thousand times not to call me that. I’m just Lacey. 

      “What about the red one you wore to the Anderson’s engagement party? Shall I fetch that to try? That was understated, but classy.”

      “Yes, please. That’ll do nicely.”

      She nods and heads out of the bedroom. 

      I converted one of the guest rooms into a big walk-in wardrobe, because no one has a need for 11 guest bedrooms. Especially a single girl with no real family.

      “You can’t be an outfit repeater,” Stevie hisses from her place on the bed. 

      I roll my eyes. “Who the fuck remembers shit like that?”

      “Mary, apparently,” she says dryly. 

      I take a seat at my dressing table and brush out my curls. This was a new edition to the room. I kept some things, like the bed with the Merlot canopy.

      Obviously a lot had to go, like the blood stained carpet.

      Does that make me strange?

      Probably.

      But I loved this house since the first night I laid eyes on the beautifully painted dining room ceiling. 

      I wasn’t going to sell it to the Keagans or burn it to the ground. It’s a nice house, even if the people who occupied it weren’t so nice. 

      I don’t believe in ghosts. 

      But I do believe in leverage. And this house, this estate, gives me a place at the table.

      Just as I predicted, I own half the table now.

      She comes back with the dress and it’s actually nicer than I remembered.

      “Would you like me to stay and help you dress?” 

      “No, I’ll be fine, thank you. You can take the night off,” I tell her.

      “Are you sure Ma’m?”

      “I’m sure. If he wins tonight, there will be a party… and if he loses, well, there will probably also be a party.”

      She chuckles. “I’ll make myself scarce then. Send him my best wishes, will you?”

      “I’ll let him know,” I tell her. 

      It’s his third professional fight since I convinced him to get back in the ring. The first one didn’t go as well as he’d hoped for… he won but it was more luck than technique, or so he tells me. 

      But he’s finding his feet again, and his confidence is back. 

      I don’t particularly enjoy it — does anyone enjoy watching the love of their life get mangled up inside a boxing ring? Doubt it. But he needs it. He loves it. 

      And it keeps him busy enough while I deal with the important stuff. 

      I didn’t just inherit the house when Liam, my beloved husband passed away. 

      I inherited everything. 

      Shaun made sure they reversed what they did and my father made it out to be a simple accounting error. It was effectively brushed under the carpet. A slap on the wrists, which my father obviously took the flack for.

      Not like he had a choice, really. Not with the whole McGuiness empire staring him in the face expectantly.

      And by the whole McGuiness empire, I mean me. 

      Yours truly. 

      I won’t say that I have forgiven my father, and I’ll never forget what he wanted to do. But, I can’t deny he is useful. The decision to keep him with the company was merely a business one. 

      Cold, hard, business.

      He doesn’t come over for Sunday lunch, but he does sit at my board table at 8am sharp every Monday morning.

      He’s an asset. 

      “Ready?” I ask Stevie, smoothing down the crepe fabric of my dress.

      She finishes off her glass of wine and nods her head. I do the same.

      Merlot. 

      I enjoy the odd glass now and again. 

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Since Shaun is busy doing whatever he does before a fight, Calvin picks us up. He bought a Discovery Sport after he totaled the Evoque ‘for me’, and barely a day goes by where he lets me forget about it.

      “You look gorgeous, sweetheart,” he says as we get in the car, bending over to give Stevie a kiss.

      “Aww, thanks honey,” I reply from the back seat.

      “You scrub up alright too, doll,” he says with a chuckle.

      “Everyone else meeting us there?”

      “Aye. Doeboy’s picking up Heather, Angie and Alice. Scoot and Tony are already in the casino.”

       I nod my head. Shaun will be with Jim, and probably Big Jim too, knocking lumps out of each other in a back room somewhere. 

       “You seen the size of the cunt he’s fighting tonight? Biggest one yet, I’d say.”

      “I tend not to look,” I reply. “Makes me nervous.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Stevie says. “Always is, the prick.”

      “Aye, but that’s only because he’s not stepped in a ring with me yet, sweetheart.”

      I chuckle and the pair of them start bickering with each other while I stare out of the window. 

      We arrive just as the sun is setting. Calvin lets us out the car at the door and then heads off himself to find a parking space.

      I spot Heather at the bar and Stevie offers to get the first round of drinks in, so I go and sit down at the table with Alice and Angela. 

      “How is he?” I ask them.

      Angela shrugs, taking a sip from her wine glass and showing off her bright red polished nails. “He’s doing better than Jim is, anyway. Apparently the guy is on the large side.”

      “Aye, big Russian fella,” Alice adds. 

      I laugh, remembering a joke Shaun and I shared about that a long time ago. 

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” I tell them, pulling out my phone and doing a quick last scan through my emails before the girls come back with the drinks. 

      I’m not a workaholic… I just get shifty over the weekend. 

      “You’ve started work on landscaping the garden?” Angela asks, her tone light and casual.

      The garden is a code word we use for anything related to the patch of land that now belongs to me.

      “All being well, work should begin in two weeks,” I confirm, locking my phone and putting it back into my purse. “Had a terrible time finding a competent gardener, but I have a plan for that.”

      “You do?” Alice says.

      “We’ll discuss tomorrow. Are we doing our usual lunch at The Rhubarb?”

      “Of course,” Angela says.

      Lunch at The Rhubarb. The mighty men-folk likely think we discuss handbags and shoes and… gardening. 

      If only they knew.  

      Stevie returns with Heather and puts a couple of bottles of wine down on the table, and just like that business is over and pleasure begins. 

      “I’m going to find Shaun, I’ll be back in a minute.” 

      I excuse myself from the table and take the door to the left, back near the entrance. It leads mostly to store rooms and the staff area, and the last time he fought here he had his own little room, so that’s where I go. 

      I knock a couple of times and enter. 

      Shaun’s standing face to face with his dad, while Granda Jim sits on a folding chair next to them, pipe in one hand and his cane in the other.

      “You’re getting slow, old man,” Granda Jim shouts to Jim, who laughs him off. 

      “Tell you who’s slow, this wee shit in front of me.”

      Shaun, who had got distracted when I entered the room, ducks and narrowly misses his dad’s right hand hook. 

      “Not slow enough for you though, Da,” he says with a chuckle before he turns to me. “There she is though.”

      Granda Jim does a half wolf whistle as I cross the room, and I tut my disapproval at him, but he just laughs. 

      “How you feeling?” I ask Shaun. 

      He pushes air through his lips like he’s blowing a raspberry. “You seen the size of the cunt? I’d be lying if I says I wasn’t shite-ing maself.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I tell him, my hand on his cheek. “You always are.”

      “Aye, we’ll see.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Come here.” He wraps his arms around me and I feel his heart beating against my chest. 

      I’m proud of him. I’m proud of how far he’s come, of the man he’s growing into. When I think back to the arrogant, cocky, cruel little bastard I met… Okay he’s still a little arrogant, and a little cocky. There’s nothing cruel about Shaun though.

      I’ve seen cruelty. I’ve stared evil in the face, and it looked nothing like the devil in front of me. 

      They say the devil comes to you in the shape of everything you ever wanted. 

      I believe that now. 

      But I no longer care.

      I don’t know what the future brings for us, but I do know we’re both tied to this town until the day we die. And I know whatever happens, we’ll do it together.

      A thousand tiny threads.  

      We’ve discussed marriage and babies, of course. Shaun is desperate for one, and while sometimes I think it might not be such a bad idea, there’s too much I want to do first.

      I don’t want all those years of high school to be for nothing. I finished with good enough grades, despite moving around for my entire childhood. The only thing I failed was Spanish, but who cares about that when vacations will be with Shaun?

      But it’s not just the waste of my education. My father thought that was all I was good for, marriage and babies. Maybe there is a stubborn part of me that wants to prove him wrong.

      Either way, I’ve told Shaun he needs to give me a couple of years to get my feet under the table with the business, and then we’ll do it.

      Oh, and he needs to build the cage for them too, because apparently one isn’t going to be enough.

      An army of little Shaun Kegans.

      Non-fucking-negotiable.

      He’d do well to remember who has the power now…
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      If you made it this far, then THANK YOU from the bottom of my heart.

      I’m writing this at 2.13am… my house looks like it’s been hit by a bomb, several times, and my kids are beginning to look feral as fuck.

      Hahaha I’m joking — they’re fine.

      But seriously, thank you for reading my stories, for loving my characters, and most of all for your patience with me. I KNOW my writing isn’t always the easiest to understand… I set my books in Scotland because it’s the place I know and love, and I try to inject as much realism into it as possible while still hopefully making things legible and understandable to my readers.

      I started writing because, although Scotland is probably over-represented in romance, our actual Scottish voices are pretty under represented. We all know the words “aye” and “lassie”, but I always felt the highlander stuff we’re famous for doesn’t actually do us much justice. Our language is so vibrant, our humor is so dark, we’re fluent in sarcasm and I’d say there’s a uniqueness about Scottish people that never seemed to be captured in the old bodice-ripper books I read growing up.

      So here I am, on my own learning curve, trying my best to put my own unique voice onto paper.

      A note on the diamond thing. There is actually a teeny, tiny grain of truth in the Scottish diamond thing! I found an old article online dated 1999 which said that it was possible for Scotland to have diamonds (apparently we have all the good stuff in our soil) we’ve just never found them. Yet. And that got me thinking…. what if? And thinking ‘what if’ is always dangerous because it usually leads to a plot and characters and scenes rolling around in my head :-)

      If you can, please do drop by on Social Media (I’m on Facebook and Instagram as Esme Devlin) I absolutely love talking with readers and I’m on a lot of the Bully Facebook groups. Also if you could spare five minutes to leave a review, that would be absolutely amazing.

      I don’t have a mailing list because it’s still on the list of 1000 things I need to do (including sorting out the bomb site that is my house LOL) but if you’d like to keep in touch I am always posting updates online.

      It’s been a pleasure people!

      Esme x
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