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        Indifference is more truly the opposite of love than hate is, for we can both love and hate the same person at the same time, but we cannot both love and be indifferent to the same person at the same time.

        Peter Kreeft

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      I walk along the school hallway with my eyes low on the ground. The surrounding noise is overwhelming, students laughing and chatting, lockers slamming, and shoes squeaking against the polished linoleum. There is nothing worse than a first day at a new school. This would be the fifth time I was doing this. 

      Today is about surviving and getting through it. In the earlier years, it had been so easy. At age seven, it’s perfectly appropriate to tap someone on the shoulder and ask, “Do you want to be friends with me?” 

      I’d met some of my best friends that way. 

      Friends I’d never see again. 

      Now though, that isn’t the way things work. Now I keep my head down, draw no attention to myself, and I’ve already located the toilets where I plan to have my lunch. I just want to get through this term and finish with school for good. 

      I glance up at the row of lockers, trying to gauge how much further I have to keep going before I find my own… K57. Shit, I must have walked past it. I pull into the side to get out of the traffic and take a tentative look around. 

      In the email, the school secretary said there was a strict uniform policy in force. I glance down at my clothes — plaid skirt below the knee, tie high at the neck, blouse fully buttoned and a thick green blazer. None of the kids in the hall are even remotely following the rules, and I have a sinking feeling that in doing so I’ve made myself stick out like a sore thumb. They would never have got away with flouting the rules so brazenly in my last school. 

      I turn and head back down the hall to find my locker. I fling my books in and pull out my timetable. English. The office gave me a map, and I unfold it slyly inside my locker.  I don’t know what part of the building English is in, but I have no desire to be the wanker new kid walking around with my nose in a map. 

      Okay, walk to the end of the hall, turn left, up two flights of stairs, turn right, and then it should be the third door. Fuck. End of the hall, left…

      “Lacey? It is Lacey, right?” 

      A deep voice startles me and I drop the map in the locker before turning around. Wow. I swallow down the lump in my throat. 

      “Uh, yeah. It’s Lacey… sorry, do I know you?”

      “No, we’ve not been introduced yet. I’m Liam McGuiness, your father has just taken on a position at my father's company?”

      “Oh, right! It’s nice to meet you,” I say through a smile, holding out my hand to shake his.

      Liam clasps my hand in his and brings it up to his mouth, placing a gentle kiss on it. That was… different. He must have caught the puzzled look on my now flushed face because he quickly explains, “We don’t shake hands here.”

      I draw my eyebrows together in a WTF way and he continues, “Well, some folks do, I suppose. But in this town, it means something more than a formal greeting. What class do you have?”

      Deciding my WTF face isn’t the most attractive one, I quickly smile. “English.”

      “I’ll walk you there.” He holds out his arm. I pick up my textbooks and slip my arm under his while he closes my locker for me. 

      “Thank you,” I say, glancing up at him before quickly looking away. He is handsome, in a polished, angelic type of way. His skin is smooth, his lips full and he wears his blonde hair swept back off his face. I think his eyes are blue or possibly green. I didn't look at them much. Eye contact is an awkward problem for me. 

      “So, how are you finding Elginvale High?” 

      “I’m not sure yet, to be honest. It’s all a bit…” I glance around the common area to where younger kids are playing a bottle flipping game, behind them a group is pushing someone into a janitor’s closet. 

      “New?” he suggests through a smile. 

      “Yeah,” I agree, smiling back. 

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      I giggle, because… I don’t know why. He makes me uncomfortable, though not in a bad way. He seems nice, charming, handsome. He has all the makings of a popular guy, and that immediately makes me nervous because popular guys never look twice at me. 

      “Mrs Hunter? This is Lacey Tyler.”

      Mrs Hunter looks up from her desk and smiles. 

      “Oh, hi Lacey! I was expecting you. I see Liam here has delivered you safely.”

      I smile and nod. My cheeks are aching from all the friendly smiles I’ve been doing this morning, but I want to make a good impression. 

      “Come in, find a seat.” She gestures around the classroom and I drop Liam’s arm before making my way in. “Thanks Liam,” she calls as he turns to leave. 

      “Not a problem!” He flashes her a smile and then glances to me before he makes off down the hall. 

      The lesson goes by quickly and I admit I struggled to concentrate. I couldn’t stop thinking about Liam. By the time the bell rings to signal morning break, I’m already wondering if I should try to accidentally seek him out and bump into him. It would beat sitting alone somewhere. Oh god, what if he sees me sitting alone?

      No, the weather is nice enough. I’ll just head straight outside and find a quiet place to be inconspicuous. 

      I perch myself on a wall at the end of the building and rustle around in my bag, finding the granola bar I packed this morning a little crushed. It still tastes fine. I wish I’d had the good sense to pick up a bottle of water from the vending machine before I came out, but I’m not about to go back in. I’ll pick one up on the way to my next class. Where is my next class? I’m trying to find my timetable when a girl pops herself down on the wall next to me. 

      “I’m Stevie,” she announces. 

      I turn my head to face her. She is pretty. Chocolate hair, and with way more makeup on than my last school would have allowed. Are those false eyelashes?

      “I’m Lacey,” I reply, remembering not to hold out my hand, but still unsure why.

      “I know who you are. The whole school knows who you are now.” Her tone isn’t overly friendly but not standoffish either. I can’t work out if we are making friends, or if she is here just for something to do. 

      I look at her questioningly. 

      “Liam walked you to class. News travels fast around here,” she explains.

      “Why would that be news?”

      She shrugs. “Everything Liam does is news.”

      I feel as if I’m missing something. 

      “I think our dad’s work together. I’m sure he was just being friendly,” I tell her.

      “Your dad works for Kalvin Gas? For Liam’s father?”

      “Yes… well, I think so. He’s the new MD. So I suppose they’re like partners.”

      Stevie looks at me sideways, something akin to a frown marring her face. “Interesting.”

      It really isn’t. My dad has done this for as long as I can remember. Moving from company to company, never staying for longer than a few years. I sometimes wondered if he was just shit at the job, but if he was then why would these companies keep taking him on? I don’t know what he does, but I guess it’s some kind of business transformation or turnaround type thing. He always follows the money, which means I have to follow it too, and I’ve been uprooted more times than I care to remember. I lost the urge to even try finding meaningful friendships. What was the point? 

      I didn’t expect this place to be any different. But then again, maybe it could be? This is my final year. After this is over, I won’t have to follow my dad anymore. I can move out, make a life for myself. Maybe I should give this friendship thing a go? What do you even say to a potential friend?

      “So… what is there to do around here except school?” 

      “Depends on who you are, I guess.” Her frown now gone, she licks her lips and presses them to her bottle of water. I watch her drink, remembering how thirsty I am. The granola hasn’t helped with that at all.  

      “What do you mean by that?” I ask.

      She puts the lid back on her bottle and jumps off the wall. “It’s complicated. More to explain than we have time for now, the bell’s about to go.”

      I jump off too and grab my bag, following behind her. Thinking this might be my best chance at a friend, I call, “Can I meet you for lunch?”

      Stevie stops in her tracks and then turns around to face me. “Sure, why not? I’ll meet you back here.” 

      I nod and blurt out a thank you that sounds ridiculously needy, but she’s already walking back into the school.  

      Pulling out my timetable, I groan as I realize I have maths next. Not my best subject. But at least I’d kinda sort of made a friend or two. 
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      The bell rings to signal lunch, and I head to the canteen to grab a sandwich before meeting Stevie. Still trying to find my bearings, I stop momentarily in the common area and look around trying to pick out someone I can follow. Everyone is going in different directions. 

      I catch sight of Liam in the crowd and he grins as we lock eyes. 

      “I wondered if I’d bump into you,” he says as he approaches. “Will you join me for lunch?”

      Lunch? I feel the heat spread across my cheeks and pray that it’s not obvious I’m blushing. “Oh, I’m actually meeting someone. Sorry!”

      “Damn it!” he says jokingly, over-exaggerating his disappointment. “I knew I should have asked you this morning. How about a lift home from school?” 

      “Yeah, that would be great, thank you. I’m going car shopping this weekend… made no sense getting the old one imported.” 

      Why do I feel the need to justify me not having a car to this guy? 

      “Is that all you have on at the weekend? There’s a party on Friday night… nothing too crazy. I hope. Anyway, I wondered if you’d be up for it?”

      Like a date? Or like a pity invite because I’m the new kid and our fathers work together? I hope it’s the former, but I’m not about to ask him. 

      “Sounds good, I have no plans… obviously.” I roll my eyes, making him chuckle. 

      “Great, well, I’ll meet you out the front after school, okay?”

      I nod and hear my name being called from down the hall. Stevie is waving her arms at me to come over. 

      “That’s your lunch date?” Liam asks, nodding his head in her direction.

      “Yeah, she seems nice,” I reply.

      “I won’t keep you then. Enjoy,” Liam says, giving a half smile and turning back down the hall. 

      I gather my books which have slipped down in my clammy grip and go to meet Stevie. 

      “What did he want?” She motions her head to the place Liam had just stood. She falls into step beside me and we walk to what I assume will be the canteen.

      “Well, lunch — which I obviously refused. And then he offered me a ride home after school, and then he invited me to a party on Friday night.”

      “Kelly Glover’s party?” She looks at me and raises a perfectly powdered eyebrow.

      “He didn’t say. Do you know her?”

      “I know her,” she says with a shrug. She’s weaving in and out of the crowds expertly and I struggle to keep.

      “Are you going to the party?” I ask.

      “I wasn’t planning to.”

      “Why not? Do you have something else on?”

      We’re in the line queueing for sandwiches when she turns around to face me. 

      “I told you earlier, different people do different things. I don’t really associate with Liam’s crowd,” she shrugs again while she fumbles in her school bag and retrieves her purse.

      “Why not?” I feel like I’m being annoying asking twenty-one different questions, but it doesn’t feel like she’s answering any of them properly.

      “I try not to associate with any of the crowds. Ham and cheese, please.” She hands a five pound note to the lady who is serving behind the counter and then slips the change into her back pocket before murmuring “As your only friend here, I’d advise you not to either.” 

      What does she mean by that? 

      “The same, please,” I say to the lady.  

      I wait until we’re outside and sitting on the wall before I ask her anything else. 

      “What did you mean back there?”

      Stevie sighs and takes a bite of her sandwich. “You will think I’m crazy and probably run a mile away from me. Or worse, you won’t believe me,” she says when she’d finished chewing. 

      “I’m not going to run,” I laugh. “As you said, you’re pretty much my only friend.” 

      She smiles and looks down at the food in her hands. “This school isn’t like other schools.” 

      “You don’t say?” I reply sarcastically. The general lack of discipline set it apart from any school I’d ever been to before. Though in fairness, we usually went private. This is the first time I’ve gone to a public school.   

      “No, I mean it. The way I see it, there are groups. Secrets. Shit you don’t want to get involved in. There’s something about Liam. Half the kids in the school worship him, and the other half despise him.”

      “What half are you?”

      “I’m part of the other half, the ones who keep their heads down and stay away from it all,” she says, glancing over at me through her long lashes.

      Three halves?  Makes absolutely no sense to me.

      “Why do so many people despise him?” I wonder.

      “Family stuff, I think. Liam’s family aren’t well liked by some of the locals here. His father moved in and set up business, gave the locals competition. The locals are powerful in more ways than I care to know about. Some of their kids go to this school.” 

      “It all sounds really petty to me.”

      “Well, I try to stay away from it. I’d just be careful, that’s all I’m saying. Your dad’s job already involves your family with Liam’s, nothing you can do about that now… but if I was you I wouldn’t go around cementing those ties for the world to see.” 

      I nod, thinking it’s best I probably don’t debate with her about it. So what if half the school despises Liam for something his father did years ago? It’s not like I got to be fussy with friends. Or potential boyfriends, to be more exact. I flush at the thought of him ever being that. 

      “Any-who… what’s your story? How did you end up here?” Stevie goes back to eating her sandwich, and I wash down my own with a bottle of water. 

      “My dad travels loads for work. We just moved here. I was at an English-speaking boarding school in Asia.” 

      “And now you’ve ended up here,” Stevie giggles. “That’s quite the leap down.” 

      I laugh. “It doesn’t seem that bad. I was told it rained all the time, and I’d be bored shitless with nothing to do… but we’re eating lunch outside and invited to a party so I guess the rumors weren’t all true.” 

      “Ha! Welcome to our one and only day of summer this year…” she chuckles sarcastically. 

      “Will you come on Friday?” I ask her.

      “Why are you so desperate to go? Don’t tell me you fancy Liam!” She gives me a shove and I smile at her.

      “No! I mean he’s nice, but no. I’ve just never really been to a party before. I mean not since I was a kid.”

      “Jesus. Fine,” she concedes. 

      “You’ll come with me?” 

      “Sure. You can come over to mine and get ready if you like?” she offers.

      “That would be good… for starters — I have no idea what to wear,” I tell her, shaking my head. 

      “I’ve got plenty that’ll fit ya. Just promise me you won’t go getting all involved with Liam. At least not until you know how this place works.” 

      I fiddle with my silver necklace and agree to her condition. I don’t know why she is so uptight about it. Maybe they have a history together, and this is her way of telling me? I wonder if I can slip that into conversation with Liam on the way home. I exchange numbers with Stevie and we head back into the school ready for afternoon class. 
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      After class, I stand at the front of the school waiting on Liam, twisting my necklace around in my fingers and shifting my weight from foot to foot. I’m not good with things like this. 

      I can feel eyes on me as kids pour out from the double doors and make their way across the car park. I try to look at nothing in particular, the bike racks, the bins, the potted plants. In the corner of my eye I notice a group of boys — perhaps five or six of them — and they seem to stare straight at me. I glance in their direction and confirm my suspicions. 

      I can’t meet their gaze for long. Something about them troubles me. They’re dressed all in black, some of them well over six foot tall. Why are they looking at me? Have they never seen a “new girl” before?

      I look towards the door and finally see Liam coming out. He’s talking to another guy, but still smiles at me and I can’t help smiling back, my cheeks flushing slightly. The pair are about to make their way past the group of boys — who are still staring at me — when one of them bends down and spits right in Liam’s path.

      What the hell?

      Liam doesn’t retaliate. He just keeps walking towards me while they all look in our general direction. 

      “Hey,” I call as he approaches, trying to pretend as if that didn’t just happen. 

      “Hey babe.” BABE? “This is Brad. Brad, meet Lacey,” Liam introduces us, and I stick my hand out towards Brad before catching myself and quickly letting it fall again. 

      “Nice to meet you,” I say to Brad. 

      “Got yourself a little girlfriend, McGuinness?” a boy in the group shouts over. 

      “Fuck yourself, Calvin!” Liam flips him over his shoulder with a sigh and an eye-roll. 

      The group snigger, and my eyes are drawn to the tallest one who is staring straight at me, his face deadly serious. 

      “Pay them no attention, Lace. You ready?” Liam asks.

      “Yeah!” I turn around, away from the boys. “Thanks again for the lift.”

      “Not a problem, my cars this way.”

      Liam says his goodbyes to Brad, and we head over to the car park. I can’t help noticing the group of boys are still staring at me as I get into his bright red BMW X5. 

      “What’s their problem?” I ask Liam once we buckle ourselves in. 

      I watch him tense and swallow, clearing his throat before he answers, “Don’t concern yourself with those guys, honestly.”

      I nod; it was obviously a touchy subject for him. I decide maybe a change of subject will be better.

      “So this party, I asked Stevie if she would come with me… I hope that’s ok?”

      “Of course. I mean… I had hoped you’d be coming with me,” he says, flashing me a smile, “but I can meet you there, it’s no big deal.”

      “Great. I just feel like I need… well a friend. For like, girl talk and stuff,” I say through a smile.

      He chuckles. “God, you’re cute as hell.”

      I run my fingers through the ends of my hair, feeling my cheeks redden. It’s a nerves thing. Like I can’t sit still. Pull yourself together, Lace. I try to think of something to say, anything to take my mind off what he’s just said to me and calm my flushed cheeks.

      “Will Brad be there?”

      “Yeah, he’s coming. He can babysit Stevie!”

      I giggle, and he turns to watch me, his lips coming up at the side.

      “Eyes on the road, Liam,” I tease. 

      Liam shrugs. “It’s difficult, I admit.”

      God, he is smooth. And I love it. Stuff like this just doesn’t happen to me. The journey home isn’t long, but by the time I get out, my armpits are warm — so warm — and there’s butterflies fighting in my stomach. I say another quick thanks, and he offers to meet me here in the morning, which I gladly accept. I hate getting the bus. I need a car of my own ASAP.
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          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      I knock three times and wait outside the door for him to call me in. A few moments pass, and I shift nervously from foot to foot. I hate this. No matter how old I get, the man still makes me feel as if I’m five years old again. 

      “Shaun,” he shouts from behind the door. I turn the handle and push it open, stepping inside and waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. Cigarette smoke fills the air, turning the warm glow from the lamp at the back of the room hazy. 

      “You wanted to see me, Sir?” I stand there like a spare prick while he watches me. Calvin’s father, Frank, sits in a leather chair opposite him — he doesn’t look at me but I could pick out that bald head in a lineup. A woman sits on my dad's knee, and that woman isn’t my mother. I look her up and down and can’t help sniffing in disgust as I realize she’s likely not a day older than I am. 

      “Aye,” he says, sliding a photo across his desk and sitting back in his chair to watch my reaction. I take a step forward and pick up the photo, feeling all three pairs of eyes on me. It’s a girl — a wee blondie. Likely a holiday shot from the sunglasses and bikini she’s wearing. She’s smiling and her blonde hair is blowing across her face slightly. I place the photo back down on his desk and take a step back. 

      “You know the girl?” Frank asks. 

      “Lacey Tyler,” I state. I don’t know her, though I know who she is. 

      My dad puts a cigarette between his lips and the whore flicks open his Armor and lights it for him. My ma gave him that lighter for his Christmas, and I want to singe his fucking eyebrows off with it. 

      “What do you know about her?” He asks, exhaling his smoke right in the lassie’s face.

      I shrug. “Should I know something about her?” 

      “Answer the fucking question, Shaun.” His tone changes and he sits forward in his chair slightly. The girl averts her eyes when I stare at her. 

      “She started at my school today. Only saw her the once; she was getting into Liam’s car,” I tell him, wondering where he is going with this. 

      “Should have known the little shit would be all over her,” Frank says to my dad.

      My dad nods and takes a long draw of his cigarette while the whore fiddles with his collar.  He looks at me and says, “Her father works with McGuiness.”

      “All right,” I say. I’m trying my hardest not to give him attitude, but I detest when he does this. It’s like a game he plays where he feeds me snippets of information and watches how long I take to connect the dots. 

      “Her father is Laurence Tyler,” he continues. I’m tempted to pull my phone out and see if Google can give me a clue here, but that would be cheating.  

      “He’s some ridiculously shit-hot industry expert?” I guess. My dad smiles, though it’s not a warm one. 

      “You’re on the right track, son. He’s one of the best. And he will interfere with our plans for McGuiness.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you, though? See I’m not getting a warm, fuzzy feeling from you,” my dad smirks. 

      “You want him gone?” I guess. 

      He nods, flicking his ash into the glass on his desk.

      “You want me to scare the girl away?”

      “I want you to make her life hell,” he states.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Use your fucking imagination, for once.” He spits the words at me like venom and I swallow. Sensing this is all the information he’s going to give me, I spin on my heels to leave. I’ve had enough of his shit for one day. I’m almost at the door when he calls me. “Oh, and Shaun,” I pause and half look over my shoulder in his general direction to signal that I’m listening. “Tell your ma I’m working late tonight.”

      “Aye, Dad.”

      I leave his office and make my way out of the warehouse and into the night. My car bleeps and lights up the street with its white LEDs, and I’m already texting Calvin before I’ve even switched the ignition on. 

      “I need you to find out what Lacey Tyler is doing this weekend.”

      I pull out of the street and head for Bankston. I heard Lacey had moved into a house there, and since it’s only a street long, I figure it’s worth a shot. My phone vibrates against the leather passenger seat and I pick it up, half reading his reply and half changing gears. 

      “Liam’s new Mrs?” he replies. Gold star for Calvin. 

      “That’s the one.” I type back. 

      “Heard Liam’s going to that party at Kelly Glover’s house.”

      Interesting. We don’t normally do parties… well not the type Kelly fucking Glover would throw, anyway.

      I get bored waiting for the lights to turn amber and risk it. There is barely a soul on the road at this time of night, and even if there was, Tony’s dad is the chief of police. 

      “Get us an invitation,” I state. 

      “Mate, Kelly hates my guts…” 

      I sigh, fighting back the urge to type “use your fucking imagination.” 

      I use my own imagination for a minute instead.

      “Sure Doeboy had a thing with her last year. Get him to sort it.” 

      “Will do, mate.” 

      I lock my phone and flick it back on to the passenger seat, slowing the car down as I enter the street. There is more money in this single street than there is in some whole towns nearby. We’re in Oil and Gas County now. The flashiness of it sets my teeth on edge. They all have garages, but they like to sit their cars on the driveway, regardless.

      My dad is an oilman too, but not this type. 

      I follow the bend in the road and to my left I clock a Discovery with the registration TYL3R1. Fucking bingo. The cunts all have them. Never been one for a personalized reg myself — seems tacky. But old Mr Tyler obviously favors them. Not wanting to draw attention to myself, I don’t stop the car. I do, however, take a mental note of the door number. Might come in useful, depending on where this task takes me. 

      On the drive back to my house, I wonder how this girl will react to being the focus of my attention. Most girls in our school avoid my attention, knowing the trouble it might bring to their door if things went wrong between us. The only ones who don’t are those already involved in the trouble, the ones who fucking revel in it. Lacey falls into neither of these categories; she has no prior knowledge of anything and nothing to fear. 

      Yet. 

      I hope she’s smart, for her own sake, and gets the fuck out of this town before it comes to that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      “You cannot be serious,” Stevie says, her face turning up in a mock look of disgust. 

      “I think it looks fine?” I turn around in her mirror and flick my leg up at the back, checking how my bum looks. 

      “You look like a fucking meringue,” she rolls her eyes, sipping on her glass of wine from her place on the beanbag. 

      “It’s Dior!” I argue. I warned her I had nothing to wear. She promised she had things I could try, but it had felt a bit entitled to show up empty-handed. The Dior dress from a cocktail night last year was the best I could come up with. 

      “Exactly! You’re going to a house party, not a runway in Milan. And it’s doing your tits no favors at all,” she says as she looks straight at them. 

      I look down. She’s probably correct. 

      “Do you have any suggestions?”

      She hauls herself up from the floor, her hand stuck up high so as not to spill a drop from her glass. “Here, hold this.” She pushes the wine at me and wanders over to her wardrobe. She’s still in sweatpants and a crop top herself, her dark hair piled high on her head. I glance at the clock on her dresser, a pang on nerves running through me. I really don’t want to be late for Liam. 

      “What about this one?” she says, holding the garment up. 

      “Absolutely no way!” I don’t even have to look twice at it. It’s bright-fucking-pink for a start. 

      “The color? The cut? Give me something to work with, Lace,” she says, holding it up against her body.

      I take that second look before I reply. “Both.”

      Stevie shrugs and places it back in the wardrobe, rummaging around looking for the next one. 

      “Aha! This one?” She turns around with a smirk on her face and my eyes wander over the dress. It's a nice dress. Black, with a hundred tiny beads and sequins embroidered on the body in a kind of foliage design. The straps are tiny. I prefer a covered shoulder, but it’s not a dealbreaker. It just looks… really grown up. 

      “It’s lovely, but…”

      “But?” she says, raising her eyebrows.

      “But I’m not sure if Liam will like it?”

      “Fuck Liam! You’re going to look so smoking hot in this dress that slimy Liam will be bottom of your to-bang list!”

      Her foul mouth makes me giggle. 

      “I’ll try it on?” I suggest. 

      “That a girl! Don’t look in the mirror until I’ve done your make-up though. We need to pull the whole look together. I’m thinking super sultry dark smokey eye and a nude lip, extra liner.”

      She hands me the dress and retrieves her glass of wine, taking more than a sip. I decided earlier to go easy on the drink tonight. I’m not a big drinker, having never had more than a couple of glasses at one of my father’s work events before. I’ve seen drunk people though, enough of them to know how easily you can make a fool of yourself.

      I don’t want to make a fool of myself in front of Liam.

      I slide out of the Dior dress, folding it carefully and laying it on Stevie’s bed.

      “Do you have shoes that’ll go with this?” I check. 

      “What size do you wear?”

      “A four,” I tell her as I pull up the zip on the black dress. It’s snug at the boobs and more than a little short for my tastes, but it seems to fit okay. She darts back to the wardrobe and holds out a pair of high black strappy heels. When she clocks sight of me she does her best version of a wolf whistle and I can’t help giggle at her. 

      “Can I look please?” I ask her.

      “Not yet! I promise, it’ll be worth it.”

      She does my makeup and makes me flip my hair upside-down while she sprays it with hairspray that smells overwhelmingly like strawberries. By the time she’s finished, I feel like my hair is the size of a house and my face is inches thicker than it should be. A whole hour passes before she finally lets me see the result of her efforts. 

      “I don’t even look like me?” I tell her as I look over my reflection in the mirror.

      “I know, right? You look fucking insanely good.”

      “Gee, thanks!” I say sarcastically. 

      “Oh… I don’t mean it like that. I mean, of course you’re always pretty!” I see the flustered look on her face and smile at her, putting her out of her misery. 

      “I look… old,” I tell her.

      She shrugs. “So? High School boys are so overrated anyway. If the party is shit we can head into town. It’s not great for choice but there is a couple of decent places. We’ll find you a nice twenty-something,” she tells me, matter-of-factly.

      I laugh off her comment about finding myself an older man. It’s not as if I’m desperate to find a man. I mean, I’m not specifically looking.  I just thought Liam was quite nice. And he seems to be interested in me, too.

      “You look great too, by the way,” I tell her, looking at her reflection in the mirror. The tan she applied when I arrived has developed into a warm golden color which sets off the rose pink bandeau dress, and she’s given herself the best Chelsea blow-dry I’ve ever seen. 

      “Thanks,” she replies. “Okay, one more glass for courage and then we can go.”

      “I think you’ve hand enough for courage, don’t you?” I say, my tone light.

      “Not yet. I want to be tipsy when we get there.” She wiggles over to her bedside table and fills up her glass before pouring some more into the empty glass that would have been mine. “You should have one. You’ve been on edge all night.”

      I shake my head and sit down on her bed. “I don’t want to be all ditzy when I see Liam.”

      She screws her face up. “Liam, Liam, Liam. You’re like a broken record. And anyway, guys love all that ditzy shit. Just don’t have too many. Keep your wits about you.”

      “Says the girl who’s on her fourth?” I tease, taking the glass from her and trying a sip. I wrinkle my nose. It’s not pleasant. 

      “I can handle my drink, thank you very much,” she says through a giggle while she fiddles with her iPod dock. A few moments later, and Sigala is blasting through the speakers. I take another sip of wine and this one goes down slightly easier than the first one. 

      “Do you have the number for a taxi?” I shout above the music. 

      Stevie nods and gestures for me to pass the phone over to her. She punches in the number and hits call before handing it back, and I scramble to turn the speakers down so they can actually hear me. When I’m finished, I see a notification pop up at the top of the screen from Liam. 

      “Where are you, babe? X”

      There’s that babe again. My heart does this weird flutter thing and I take another sip.

      “Just ordered a taxi. X” I hit send and stare at the screen until I see two blue ticks appear. 

      “Great. I’ll see ya soon.” Wink. I can’t help smiling down at the phone and quickly stop myself when I realize Stevie is watching me. 

      It’s not long before the taxi arrives and the pair of us finish our glasses and do a final check in the mirror. 

      “Where ya’s off tae the night then, girls?” the driver asks as we pull away. His accent is thick and unmistakably Scottish. They can’t seem to be able to say the word “girls” properly. I decide to let Stevie answer on our behalf and the pair of them chat away using words I barely understand. I smile and giggle politely at all the right intervals, but my head is a million miles away. 

      Six months ago, I never would have believed I’d be sitting in a cab, with an actual friend, on our way to meet a hot popular guy at a party. Never mind the fact that this hot popular guy is calling me babe. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      We arrive at the party, and it’s clear that Liam’s idea of “nothing too crazy” differs completely from mine. We can hardly get through the door before we get hit with a sea of people in the hallway. I turn back around and look at Stevie for guidance, but she just nods her head towards the end of the hall and ushers me through the crowd.

      I make it to the kitchen and there is finally some room to breathe, even though each breath feels like I’m swallowing vibrations as the bass thuds in my chest. I scan the room, hoping to catch Liam but I can’t pick him out, and there are already girls swarming over to us and saying sickeningly sweet hellos to Stevie. They’re hugging us and telling us we must do this more often.

      “I thought you kept away from the groups in school?” I mouth to her over the music when the girls disperse. 

      “I do. You never seen drunk girls before? Everyone’s your best friend when you’re drunk. Just give it a couple of hours,” she giggles. “Come on, let’s get a drink.” 

      She takes my hand and leads me over to the center island where a huge glass punch bowl sits in the center. Various bottles of spirits, wines, beers and mixers all sit around it. 

      “Don’t touch that,” she tells me over the music, nodding towards the punch bowl. “Not unless you want date-raped.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” I mouth.

      She picks up a bottle of red and pours some into two clear plastic cups before handing me one. 

      “Cheers,” I say. 

      “Slan-ge-var,” she says back, knocking her cup against mine and taking a gulp. “Don’t let that out of your sight.” She motions towards the cup and I roll my eyes at her but nod, anyway. I think I’m getting a taste for this wine now, my cheeks are flushed and it’s putting me more at ease. 

      I take another look around the kitchen. It’s dark; someone has switched off the main spotlights and now only the under-cabinet and floor lights are on. Would Liam even see us if he walked in? There are kids everywhere, standing around chatting in groups, laughing, dancing, smoking cigarettes out of the back door. I finally see him walk in with Brad and my heart soars. I take a gulp of my wine to calm me down. 

      “Lace! I’ve been looking all over for you,” he shouts, coming towards me and pulling me in close to him for a hug. My body connects with his solid chest and I turn my face slightly, wary of getting makeup on his crisp white shirt. Even with heels on I’m still a good few inches shorter than him. 

      “How are you?” I ask, feeling my cheeks redden when I pull back and try to meet his gaze. 

      “Better now you’re here,” he replies smoothly. “Stevie, do you know Brad?” 

      “I know Brad,” she says curtly. 

      Brad flashes her a grin but Stevie doesn’t smile back. She just looks in another direction and takes a sip of her wine. I’m in awe of her reserve and slightly aghast. Even if I hated the ground Brad walked on, I still think I would have struggled not to smile back at him. Years of attending functions with my father had taught me to smile, remain friendly, and if they’re leering at you, then politely make your excuses and move away. Under no circumstances do you come across as rude, which is exactly how Stevie is coming across now. 

      “So, do you guys have a drink?” I try to change the subject and lighten the mood.   

       “No, not yet,” Liam shouts over the music. “Why don’t we grab one and head outside? Easier to talk there.”

      I nod enthusiastically and follow them over to the island while they grab a drink. It’s not too cold outside, but there’s a chill in the air so I head straight over to the fire-pit in the center of the garden and sit down. Liam is behind me and motions for me to scoot along so he can get on the chair with me.  

      “You look absolutely stunning tonight,” he whispers in my ear. His hand comes to rest on my bare thigh and heat surges from it. My heart beats a little faster and I have to remind myself to stay calm.  

      I turn my face towards him and say, “You look great, too.”

      He doesn’t reply; he just stares right into my soul. The smell of wood smoke fills the air and the light from the fire dances across his face. I look at his eyes; they’re crystal blue. He opens his lips slightly, as if he’s about to say something but nothing comes. I sense what’s about to happen and I’m on edge, the butterflies in the pit of my stomach moving their wings at a nauseating speed. He leans forward, and so do I. He does this sexy half laugh, and then moves a stray piece of hair behind my ear. He moves in and brushes his lips across mine and I think I die a little. I think my heart stops beating and time stands still. 

      I close my eyes and let the rest of the world slip away as he opens his mouth and I let him explore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      “There she is,” Calvin says to the group as we watch the back door from our spot at the end of the garden. 

      “She scrubs up half-decent,” Tony announces, and everyone sniggers. Scoot whistles quietly under his breath. 

      I look the girl up and down, trying to see what it is they’re all apparently seeing. She looks worse tonight than she does in school. Her dress barely covers her arse and the make-up has her looking ten years older than she is. We’re not far away from her but she’s so consumed in that prick Liam that she wouldn’t notice if one of us was on fire. 

      We watch them from the shadows and Liam wastes no time in getting his paws all over her. He leans in to kiss her and I think I might vomit from his little hair brush move. 

      “Love’s young dream,” Calvin chuckles. 

      This is perfect. I don’t actually believe for a second Liam has any feelings for this girl, but that doesn’t really matter. The fact that the whole school will know about this kiss when I rip her away from his slimy hands is the cherry on the cake. While that might not hurt his feelings, it won’t do anything for his pride. 

      I’ve seen enough. 

      I get up from my chair and head over to the fire pit, hearing the rest of them fall into step behind me. I head straight for the chair opposite them and sit there with my hands clasped together and my legs spread apart. I watch them, but their eyes are closed and they’re lost inside the moment. 

      That doesn’t stop her pal noticing though, and she clears her throat loudly. Lacey pulls away and smiles at him, all sickly sweet, and Liam grins like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Jesus fucking Christ. 

      He catches on to my presence quickly and the mask he’s wearing slips for a fraction of a second when he turns to look at me.

      “Shaun, I didn’t know you and Kelly were friends,” he says as innocently as he can manage. 

      I turn from him and look directly at Lacey when I answer, “We’re not.”

      There’s a long silence while Lacey and I regard each other. She looks uncomfortable under my gaze and after a few moments she looks away. 

      “How are you, Lacey?” I ask her, my voice straight and my eyes not moving from her. 

      She looks back to me. “I’m fine… thank you,” she replies before looking away again. I glance at Liam and notice he’s clenching his jaw slightly. 

      “You missed the part where you’re supposed to enquire how I am, Lacey. Did Daddy not teach you any manners?” I ask her.

      I see her swallow before she says lightly, “Excuse me, how rude. How are you?”

      I pause and watch as she waits for me to answer. “Confused. See I’m sat here wondering just how easy you need to be to kiss a guy you barely even know?”

      My lips curl up in a smile as I watch the confusion wash over her face, her lips that locked onto Liam’s a few moments ago now open slightly in an O. She has nice lips, this girl. The top one is slightly bigger than the bottom, giving her this innocent doll-like appearance that stirs my cock to attention. 

      “Come on, Lacey,” Liam says as he takes a hold of her hand and pulls her up out of the chair. “We don’t have to listen to this.”

      I turn to her friend who’s watching me with something akin to fear in her eyes. “Stevie — it is Stevie, right? You just keep sitting right there, darlin’.”

      Lacey is half standing when she turns to regard her friend, who gives her the sit down eyes. She takes her friend‘s silent advice and Liam sits back down beside her. 

      “Great. Now we’re all comfortable, you can answer the question,” I say to Lacey. 

      “I’m not easy,” she states. 

      “Have you ever been kissed before?”

      She looks down at the ground. “Yes.”

      “Are you a virgin, Lacey?” I let the word slide off my tongue like a trickle of poison.

      Her eyes flick back up to me in surprise. 

      “You don’t have to answer that,” Liam says to her through gritted teeth. 

      I turn to her friend. “Stevie. Calvin is cold. Be a darling for me and sit on his knee.” 

      I sense everyone turning towards her and panic flashes in her eyes. She swallows and then stands up and walks around the fire pit to where Calvin is sitting on my right-hand side, before perching on the end of his kneecap. 

      “Did I say knee? Shit. I meant thigh,” I say with a smirk.

      Stevie’s gaze focuses on the dark sky as she slides her body further up my friend's leg, and Calvin chuckles before whispering “Alright, gorgeous?” in her ear.  

      “Are you starting to see how this works, Lacey? You can listen to Liam, or you can listen to me. Your friend listens to me. Your friend is a smart girl. Answer the fucking question.”

      “Yes,” she says, and I can practically feel the heat radiate from her cheeks. 

      “Good,” I decide. “Now tell me, do you want Liam to take it from you?” 

      “No. I mean… well… I don’t know. I don’t know him well enough.” She looks down at her hands and shifts uncomfortably.

      “You should have stopped at no. That was the correct answer,” I tell her.

      “I didn’t know there was a correct answer,” she says flatly. 

      I chuckle and regard her for a second. “There’s always a correct answer.”

      “Can we go now?” 

      “I never stopped you from leaving,” I say with a shrug.

      “You stopped Stevie though?”

      “Correct.”

      “Can Stevie leave now?”

      I turn to her friend. 

      “Do you want to leave?” I ask her. She doesn’t look me in the eye but she nods. “Calvin, drop Stevie home. Make sure she gets there safely,” I chuckle, emphasizing the safely. 

      “Lacey’s staying at my house, we can get a taxi,” Stevie says. 

      “Don’t be silly. He’ll take the both of you. Come on.” I get up and Stevie jumps off Calvin’s lap like he’s burning her. Calvin takes a hold of her hand and leads her to the kitchen door. 

      “Are you coming?” I say to Lacey expectantly. 

      She turns to face Liam for guidance but he doesn’t even notice, his eyes are so fixed on me. She watches Calvin lead Stevie away and I can see she’s conflicted. She wants Liam to save her. I look at Brad and his eyes are fixed on the fire-pit.

      Couple of fucking pussies. 

      Lacey gets up and tries to walk straight past me, but she’s not fast enough. I press my hand to the back of her neck and guide her up the path towards the kitchen where Calvin and Stevie have just entered. 

      “I can walk, you know,” she informs me curtly.

      “Really? I’d say you’re doing a shit job of it in those heels, princess,” I chuckle, pushing her forward a little on the mono-block paving so she struggles and reaches her hand back towards me for balance. 

      She sniffs in response and I lead her through the kitchen, not giving a single fuck that people are turning to stare as we walk past. Let them stare. Let them whisper. Let them all know that Liam McGuiness is a wet piece of shit and I wipe the floor with him for fun.
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          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      Everyone turns to stare as we walk through the kitchen and down the hall. It would be impossible for them to miss his hand blatantly clenched around the back of my neck. I’m caught somewhere between embarrassment and fear, as if I’m that girl being dragged out of a party by an angry parent, half of you knowing you will be the subject of gossip and the other half scared to find out how long they will ground you for.

      His pace slows as we exit the house and he sticks out his free arm for me to grab onto while I go down the stairs. Not wanting to fall and break my neck in these heels, I don’t refuse it. 

      “You can let go of me now. There’s no one here to see your little show,” I tell him as we walk down the garden path. 

      “I’m kind of enjoying myself. Are you not?” he says lightly, giving my neck a squeeze. 

      “That hurts,” I protest.

      He slips his hand from my neck and uses it to grab my shoulder and spin me around to face him. 

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says, although I’m not reading sincerity in his tone. He’s staring straight at me and I can’t look at him. Instead, I look over at the tree in Kelly’s garden, glowing amber in the streetlight, and watch as the leaves rustle in the breeze. He mustn’t like this because moments later he clutches my chin and forces me to look at him. “I just want to play with you a little.” 

      Who the hell does he think he is? And what gives him the right to touch me? 

      “Well, I don’t want to play with you.” I meet his gaze as I say it, even though it’s difficult for me. I want him to see the conviction in my eyes. 

      He laughs instantly. “I wasn’t asking you to play with me, darlin’.” He smirks and I have to fight the urge to spit on him. Or something. Anything to get his smirk out of my face. “You’ll find I’m generous that way.” 

      I’m lost for words as the reality of what he’s saying sinks in. I think he must be joking. No normal person would say something like that and mean it. But his eyes are dancing and he’s looking at me like he wants to eat me. My heart is hammering in my chest. My gut is telling me this isn’t a game. My instincts are telling me to run, but his hand on my shoulder keeps me rooted in place. I swallow hard and try to straighten my face. “Are you mad? You can’t be serious.” 

      He smirk widens and turns me back around so I’m facing the street again, before steering me further down the path. On the road I see a black Evoque lit up, the engine running and the driver side window rolled down. Calvin sits there with his elbow leaning out, and I can just about make out Stevie sitting beside him in the passenger seat. 

      Shaun opens the back door and orders me to get in. I do as I’m told, thinking I’ll slide right along to the furthest seat and put some space between us, but my plan goes out the window when I realize there’s already two boys sitting there. I take the only remaining space. Maybe he’s taking his own car? 

      “Shift your arse up, you’re going on my lap,” he tells me. 

      Okay, maybe he’s not taking his own car. 

      I shake my head at him, point black refusing to move. 

      Shaun turns around to face Calvin, his tone ice cold and says, “I wonder how much she actually likes Stevie? Do you like Stevie, Calvin?” 

      “I like Stevie well enough,” Calvin tells him with a chuckle. I see his hand move across and he gives her thigh a squeeze.

      Fucking hell. He seems to know my weakness before I’m even fully aware of it myself. I dragged Stevie to this party and now I feel responsible for her. And even if I didn’t, I’m not about to save myself and throw her to the dogs. Or Calvin.

      I use his headrest to haul myself up and hang there in mid-air expecting Shaun to get in behind me. Instead, he just stands there with his hand casually resting on the door while his eyes rake over my body. I’m scrunched up in an awkward position, my knees bent and my ass jutting out, the muscles in my thighs straining. 

      “Are you done?” I say expectantly. 

      He nods once, a quick flick of his head that looks more like a challenge than a yes, and then jumps in the car, closing the door behind him. I aim to sit in the narrow space between his leg and the door, but his arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me right down onto his lap.  

      “Safety first,” he says as he reaches around me and pulls the seatbelt around the both of us, buckling us in and giving the top strap a sharp tug so it cuts into my waist. I thought I was doing a decent job of remaining calm, but this tips me over the edge. I feel utterly trapped. Panic rises in my chest as the reality of the situation hits me. We’re not safe. They are not safe boys. No one knows where we are. They could rape us, hurt us, hell — they could kill us and no one would know. My dad thinks I’m at Stevie’s house. I don’t think they have any intention of taking us to Stevie’s house.

      Calvin pulls the car away and turns the volume on the speakers to deafening levels.  I quickly lose the ability to think straight over the noise. The music thumps in my chest, dominating my heartbeat. The seatbelt is so fucking tight and his body is solid beneath me. The woody smell from his cologne invades my senses. The car jerks left and I hold on to the door to try to steady myself and stop the seatbelt from cutting into my neck. A moment later the car turns right, and this time there’s nothing to hold on to. 

      Shaun snakes his hand around my chest and the other one clasps around my neck. There is next to no pressure, but it’s a reminder of just how much power he has over me. 

      “Will you sit still? All this fidgeting is making my cock hard,” he shouts in my ear, pulling my neck back so I can feel his warm breath as he does it. 

      The car picks up speed and now the acceleration is pinning my body to his. I look over at his friends and see they have a bottle of something, vodka maybe? They’re taking shots straight from the bottle. The guy in the middle seat holds the bottle out for me and gestures for me to take it. I shake my head. Not a fucking chance. 

      “It’s a good one,” Shaun says. “Doesn’t even burn. Hardly.” 

      “I don’t want it,” I shout back to him. 

      “You’re a slow learner, aren’t you?” He chuckles, and I feel the arm that was wrapped around me shift until his hand rests firmly on my right breast. 

      “Get off me,” I sigh, squirming.

      “Drink.”

      “No.”

      The hand on my breast squeezes down in reply. It’s clear this is a warning to listen to him, but I’m already sick of listening to him. Stevie looks back at us and urges me with her eyes to drink. The fingers around my neck slide up to my chin and he turns my head easily to face him. I can feel his breath warm on my cheeks.

      “Drink.”

      His eyes are hard. I hold my hand out to the guy in the middle and he puts the bottle in it, cold and slightly wet from condensation, it’s much heavier than I imagined it would be. I know if I get drunk I’ll lose the will to fight him. I’d lose a physical fight anyway, but at least with a clear head I can mentally fight him. But then, maybe that would be better? He will do whatever he wants anyway, at least if I’m drunk I can escape it in my head. 

      I take the bottle and hold it to my lips, pausing while I think it over. Buying time.

      “Drink,” he orders, his tone impatient. 

      I tip the bottle up and let the cool liquid trickle down my throat. He was right; it doesn’t burn like I expected. It barely tastes of anything.

      “Good girl,” he says with a low growl in my ear. His hand moves in circles over my breast and I want him to stop. I take another drink. Two. His hand slips down to my bare thigh and I hold my breath until the stroke stops at my knee. His hands are rough, dry. My own are clammy. How can he be so calm? I take another drink. Three. Knock them back, Lacey. Drink until you can’t count. Drink until he can’t hurt you.
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      She passes the bottle to me with a shaky hand and I take a quick gulp and give it to Stevie, signaling Calvin in the mirror to turn the music down a notch. I don’t enjoy drinking much — normally preferring to drive — but certain situations call for it. This is one of those situations. 

      It’s not that Lacey is bad… far from it. She’s actually quite beautiful. She’s just not what I’d normally go for. She’s too perfect. I like girls with trouble in their eyes, the type of girls who’ll fight you in a good way. Lacey doesn’t look like she’s ever put a foot wrong in her charmed life. A good girl. A daddy’s girl? Time will tell. 

      I stroke her neck and feel her swallowing under my fingers. She fears me. She’s terrified I will take something she doesn’t want to give. Perhaps she wouldn’t be trembling if she knew I was saving her from giving it to Liam? Maybe she’ll thank me one day. 

      I draw her neck back until her head rests on my shoulder and give her tits another sharp squeeze with my free hand. Her hand flies instantly to mine, and she tries to pry it away, her fingers gripping around tightly. She might as well be trying to draw blood from a fucking stone for all the good it’s doing her. Her breathing increases and I feel the pulse on her neck throb. 

      “You told me to drink, and I did,” she tells me through gritted teeth. 

      “A small mercy,” I murmur in her ear. “You’ll thank me for that tomorrow.” 

      “I can assure you right now, that won’t happen,” she says. 

      “Oh, really?” I chuckle. “You’ve not even had me inside you yet... I’m confident I can change your mind.”

      “You’re a psychopath,” she states. 

      “How would you know? You ever met one?” 

      “I’ve seen films. I’ve read books.”

      “Define one,” I challenge. 

      She says nothing for a while and I think maybe I’ve won this round? I give her nipple a little tug to let her know I expect either an answer, or at the very least an admittance of defeat. 

      “No remorse,” she breathes. 

      I’m disappointed with her lack of imagination but I’ll bite. 

      “I’ve done nothing wrong to be remorseful about. Yet,” I tell her. 

      She thinks for a moment and tries again. “No regard for other’s feelings.” 

      “I told you I’m generous. I’ll make you feel things you didn’t even know you wanted,” I say into her ear, giving her lobe a gentle tug with my teeth. 

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” I ask her.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      I pause while I think about the best way to reply. 

      “Because I don’t like Liam, and you do. Because I can. Because I want to. Because you’ve got a look in your eye that’s telling me you’ve not had a decent orgasm in your life. Because fucking you would humiliate him. But mostly because I want to.”

      “I’m not going to fuck you,” she tells me. 

      I shrug. “Not tonight then.”

      “Not ever!” she says, her tone fiercely passionate.

      “Who says you get a choice, princess?” I chuckle as my hand comes to her thigh. I move it up towards the hem of her dress and feel her shiver. 

      “You disgust me,” she spits. 

      “No, I don’t,” I tell her as my hand moves under her dress and strokes her inner thigh. She sucks in a gasp and turns her head towards the window. “I scare you. And that’s all right. I scare most people.” I push the thin strip of fabric to the side easily and run a finger along her opening. She’s fucking soaking. “What do you do when you’re scared, Lacey? Do you run away? Or do you stay and fight?”

      She clamps her legs shut around my hand like a vice but it’s already too late.  

      “Fuck you,” she says. She’s so quiet I can hardly hear it over the music but I fix my eyes on her lips and there’s no mistaking those words. 

      “I’ll teach you how to enjoy being scared,” I whisper right in her ear, before planting a kiss on it.

      I slide the tip of my finger inside her and she squirms against it, but she doesn’t struggle. She just continues to look out of the window. I move further in and watch her as she holds her breath. She’s so fucking tight. My finger circles her opening and then slides out and brushes over her clit while she lets out a breath and shudders.

      I don’t know exactly what I expected, but this isn’t it. I thought maybe she’d struggle and fight me. Maybe she’d scream and beg for me to stop. But she doesn’t. She just looks out of the window and tries to control her breathing while she wriggles and squirms against me. I can’t deny it’s getting me fucking hard. 

      I continue on for a few more moments, switching between her cunt and her clit, increasing the pressure slightly until I hear her moan under her breath. My other hand grips tighter around her neck, not enough to cut off air supply but enough to make her feel completely at my mercy. 

      “Do you like that, princess?” I murmur in her ear. 

      She doesn’t reply; she just closes her eyes. I watch as the orange streetlights dance across her face and a single tear slides down her cheek. I move in and kiss it away. 

      “Tell me to stop,” I challenge as I pick up the pace. 

      She shakes her head, her eyes now open, and her face set in a determined stare. She’s trying her hardest to sit still now, and I can’t tell if this is fear or defiance or if she’s actually fucking enjoying it. Maybe a mixture of all three. I turn her face away from the window and make her face me. It’s dark, but she manages to meet my eye, even as my fingers are still rubbing against her clit. 

      “Tell me to stop,” I repeat, my voice turning stern. 

      She doesn’t shake her head this time; she just looks straight at me. Something about it unsettles me and I stop moving against her and hold my hand steady. Either Calvin or Stevie has turned the music back up and it’s too fucking loud —  it’s thumping in my chest and making my heart speed up to match it. I have no clue what Tony and Scoot are doing, and I have no desire to turn around and look. They could be watching whatever this is, or they could have fallen clean out of the car and I doubt I’d notice.

      The only thing I notice is the way she’s staring at me and the smell of her perfume. She smells sweet and sticky and it’s going straight to my head because I never intended to have the thoughts that are running through it now. 

      I know I shouldn’t do it. My head is telling me not to do it. This is a job. This is a direct order from my father. If I do this task well enough, she’ll be gone before the month is out. Fuck it. 

      I pull her head in to meet mine and crash my lips against hers, feeling her gasp at the shock of it. She opens for me, but only a fraction. I waste no time in forcing my tongue through and devouring her own. Her lips are full, soft, and so fucking enticing. A single taste and I want more. I take more. I can’t tell if she’s trying to resist this or if she’s just inexperienced, but Lacey has absolutely no fucking rhythm. Still, I don’t let it bother me. I control this kiss just like I control everything in my life. I don’t kiss her; I own her mouth. 

      And then she does something that surprises me for not the first time tonight. She fucking takes control. She lures me in and then she fights me. Her tongue starts to dominate my own and I’m momentarily stunned. She startles me so bad that I forget what the point was to any of this. When she bites down on my bottom lip, hell I think I forget my own name. 

      I can’t afford to forget. I pull back and break the kiss and she looks as though she’s waking up from a dream. She’s dazed and slightly breathless, her eyes fixed on my lips. Neither of us speak, I don’t even know what to say anymore so I study her face and watch as her expression changes from bewilderment to indifference. She sniffs and turns her head back around until she’s facing the window again. 

      I look over to Tony, who’s watching me with interest and nod at him. Tony doesn’t need words to know what I’m thinking. He leans forward, and I assume tells Calvin to head to Stevie’s house. 

      We achieved what we set out to do.
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      Shaun doesn’t say another word to me for the rest of the journey. When the car pulls up outside Stevie’s house, he unclips my seatbelt, opens the door, and practically shoves me out of it. I walk around to where Stevie is standing on the pavement and we both watch in silence as the car speeds off into the distance. 

      “I tried to warn you,” she tells me. I turn around to look at her but she’s still watching the empty road.

      I don’t know what to say. It seems like an eternity has passed since we were here, getting into the taxi, on our way to a party to meet a boy I liked. It doesn’t compute that only a few hours have passed. 

      “Can we go inside?” I ask her. “I’m freezing.”

      Stevie nods her head and pivots on her heels before heading up the driveway. The warm air hits me as I enter her house, and that indescribable distinctive house smell that every house has. The lights are off; her parents must be sleeping. We remove our heels in the tiled hallway and I feel unsteady as I bend down and reach out to the wall for balance. I think the effects of the vodka have well and truly kicked in. I was feeling okay in the car, but now everything is sloppy and I’m having trouble deciding where my feet should go. The heat in the house I craved so badly a second ago now feels suffocating. 

      “Just go up. I’ll get us some water,” she tells me. 

      I nod and try to concentrate on getting myself up the stairs, one hand on the rail for direction and the other brushing along the wall for balance. I despise alcohol. So I don’t do it. I don’t like not being in control. 

      I make it to the bedroom and strip off my clothes before I’ve even located my pajamas. I can smell him on my dress and I’m not in any state to mentally process how that makes me feel. I’ll think about that properly tomorrow when the room isn’t spinning and things aren’t so fucking confusing. Why would he do that? No, stop it Lacey. Not tonight. 

      Stevie arrives and I’m sitting on her bed in my underwear staring at my hands. She immediately puts her glass down on the table and brings mine over, tilting my head up and pushing it to my lips. 

      “You need to drink. I should have got you some toast, can you eat?” she asks me. 

      I take a huge gulp of the water and shake my head. My mouth is so dry. I just want to sleep. I want to switch off and make this feeling go away.

      She finds my bag and I stumble through to the bathroom to sort myself out. By the time I’m on the toilet I’m drowsy and thinking it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to rest my head against the wall and fall asleep right here. 

      That’s the last thing I remember. 
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      We must sleep for hours because the sun is flooding the bed with light and the room is warm by the time I come around. I reach over to the bedside table and finish the glass of water, which does little to shift the rusty nails in my throat and the horrible taste in my mouth. My movements wake Stevie and she stirs a little before stretching and turning over. 

      “Morning,” she says, her voice croaky. 

      “Morning,” I reply. “How are you feeling?”

      She peeks an eye open and regards me. “Probably not half as bad as you.” She sits up and reaches over for her own glass and then finishes it and sets it down again. “Do you want a cup of tea?”

      I nod and the pair of us make our way down the stairs to the kitchen. It’s definitely late, and the house seems empty. She must catch me looking around for her parents because she tells me they always take her brother to football on a Saturday.  I grab my purse — which I had abandoned in the hall with my shoes — and check my phone. It’s just past midday, but I barely register that as I draw my eyes to the notifications littering my screen. 

      A few missed calls and a WhatsApp message from Liam. I flick my phone unlocked and open it. “Are you okay? X” Last active yesterday — I guess he must have really wanted to know, huh? 

      I flick the app closed and see a little red dot on my messages. Opening it up, my heart sinks when I see it’s an unknown number. “Thanks for a lovely night, princess. I’ll see you around.” 

      Fuck. 

      Memories of Shaun that I’d been trying to suppress are now racing through my head. The way he walked me out of that party like a horse with a bridle, they way he touched me, the way he kissed me. The way I kissed him. 

      I still don’t fully understand why I kissed him back. I try to process it in my head, but the details are fuzzy. I just remember the way he was staring at me, the look in his eye telling me clearly that he wanted me. Maybe the vodka made me bold. I should have hated him. I did hate him. I also feared him and what he could do. Fight or flight, those were the two options he challenged me to, and neither had sounded like they would have worked out for me. So I did the only thing I could think of at the time, and that was the one thing I was pretty sure he couldn’t have anticipated. 

      I could have bitten his tongue, I could have slapped him. I could have remained motionless and tried to keep my mouth closed and done nothing when he inevitably overpowered me. All predictable, and I doubt any of them would have saved me.

      “You okay?” Stevie interrupts my trail of thought and I look up from my phone to see her leaning against the countertop, watching me. 

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Was that him?” she asks, her expression serious. 

      I can’t be sure if she’s talking about Liam, or Shaun, but I guess both would provide the same answer anyway, so I nod. 

      “Liam asked if I was okay, and Shaun… well…” I flick open the message again and read it out to her. 

      Stevie turns around as the kettle clicks and pours water into two cups. 

      “That’s a threat if ever I heard one. Will you pass me the milk out, please?”

      I turn and cross the room to the fridge, retrieving the milk and putting it on the counter beside her. 

      “I don’t understand why, though?”

      Stevie shrugs. “I seem to recall him giving you a list of reasons last night.”

      I remember that part. He hates Liam, and he does what he wants. That was the general gist of it. 

      “Why did you do all those things he told you? Sitting on Calvin’s knee, getting in the car with them?”

      She puts the milk down on the bunker, and I watch her as she stiffens slightly. “You did everything he told you to, too,” she answers, her tone defensive. 

      “Yeah, because he manipulated me. He threatened to use you against me,” I explain. I couldn’t have fought him and risked pushing her under the bus if I resisted. 

      “Exactly. Because he had to. The rest of us don’t need him to manipulate us so openly. Shaun doesn’t need to make threats with the rest of us. You don’t know him.”

      “Then explain it to me, please, because he seems to want to know me.”

      “I hardly know him myself.” She avoids my gaze while she busies herself removing the tea bags and stirring way more than necessary.

      “Then tell me what you do know,” I press her. 

      She sighs and picks up our cups before she moves over to the kitchen table and pulls out a chair. 

      “His dad is powerful, like, really fucking powerful. They’re an old family — the Kegans. They’ve lived in this town since it was nothing but a crossroads and a scattering of farmers crofts. They have their fingers in every single pie, always been that way. I heard their ancestors were like wealthy merchants or some shit and dealt in alcohol, spices, slaves, you name it. Then came the oil, that’s how the family make most of their money now.”

      “So that’s why him and Liam hate each other? Because, what, their fathers own rival companies?”

      “I guess so, although it’s probably more complicated than that. I have a theory,” she says it so quietly it’s almost a whisper and I look around the room wondering who the fuck she thinks is listening. She takes a sip of her tea and watches me closely as if trying to gauge my reaction. 

      “Go on…”

      “So his dad has friends and connections in basically every section of society you could think of. The police — Tony’s dad. Local government — Scoot’s dad. Doeboy’s dad is a landlord and owns most of the town, including half the businesses on the high-street.”

      “And Calvin’s father?” I push her, noting that she mentioned all of his friends except him.

      She looks down at her cup at the mention of Calvin’s name. “I’m not exactly sure, but I think he’s into illegal stuff. He owns a building company on paper, but how many new builds do you see around here?”

      “So your theory is?”

      She takes another sip of her tea and I do the same, waiting expectantly. 

      “I think they’re all part of a club. Well, a club or maybe like a society. They all scratch each other’s backs and look out for each other. Anyone who isn’t a part of it doesn’t get a look-in. In fact, I’d go further than that... I think when you get summoned you either join them or you suffer the consequences.”

      I nod and consider what she’s saying for a moment. It’s far-fetched, obviously. I never considered things like that actually existed, but then again, I’ve always been quite logical. I believe they put a man on the moon and I’d question the sanity of someone who genuinely thinks there’s a chance that the royal family could be reptiles. 

      “Do you mean like they’re business allies? Close friends who just happen to be successful and help each other out? Or are you talking some full blown illuminati shit here?” I question.

      Stevie shrugs. “I’ve told you, I don’t know. What I do know is that Shaun and his friends can do whatever the fuck they want with little consequence. No one argues, no one reports them. Why would they? And it was the same when their parents were kids. My dad once told me when Shaun’s dad got together with his mum, she was seeing some guy whose family owned the butchers. The ‘brotherhood’ — or whatever you want to call them — owned the building, probably could have evicted them, but they burnt it to the ground instead, just because they could.” 

      “Are you sure that’s not just one of those stories that’s a coincidence and then grows arms and legs until it’s walking away and waving at you?” 

      Stevie raises her eyebrows. “I don’t know, I wasn’t there. But my dad is convinced, and so is the whole town. We stay out of their way.” 

      “Except Liam doesn’t. That’s what I don’t understand though, if they’re so high and powerful, why let Liam’s father set up here in the first place?” 

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I admit I’ve never put a lot of thought into it, well no more than coming up with the initial theory. Regardless of the bad blood, Liam is still liked by many here. His father provides a lot of jobs and I guess maybe he’s powerful in his own right.” 

      I’m not sure what to say so I don’t respond, and the pair of us sit in silence sipping on our drinks and looking at the table. 

      There’s obviously a lot of history and superstition here that I can’t even begin to understand. Still though, family feuds and secret elite societies aside, the way Shaun behaved last night was not normal.

      “Does he have a history of… that?” 

      “Shaun?” She asks. I nod quickly. “I wouldn’t know. I do know he doesn’t normally have a problem finding willing girls if he did want to do… well, that.” She looks down as she says the last word, obviously not clear on what exactly to call it. I should have called it out for what it was: assault. 

      But I chose not to, even to my friend. I think calling it what it was would make it more real, and what would be the point in that? From what Stevie has just told me, there would be absolutely no point in reporting him. I’d only be telling his best friend’s father, and then I’d have to feel like a victim. It’s stupid, but I don’t want that. Not because I think there is anything wrong with feeling like a victim, or because I think I’m better than that, but because I think it will only lead to disappointment. Victims deserve justice, and no one is going to give me that. 

      Unless I take it for myself.
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      Monday rolls around all too quickly.

      We didn’t go car shopping. On Saturday, I’d arrived home mid-afternoon to find a note stuck to the fridge with a magnet. It’s not the first time this has happened. I guess I just wasn’t expecting my dad to be called away so soon. I phoned him and he explained he was in Norway on urgent business, he’d be back nearer the end of the week and he’d left his credit card in the safe for me to purchase a car on my own. By Sunday, I was still half nursing a two-day hangover but decided I’d feel even worse if I woke up on Monday morning carless. 

      I couldn’t be sure Liam would pick me up for school as he’d done last week. I had heard nothing else from him after I decided not to reply to his message. What was I supposed to say? I couldn’t lie and pretend I was fine, but neither could I explain why I wasn’t. I figured I’d ignore it and let him contact me, but his silence was blatant. He’d been online. Not that I was checking obsessively or anything. 

      Last night I had decided to take Stevie’s advice and leave him well alone. I’d already unknowingly put myself on the radar of arguably the most dangerous boys in school. Why provoke them further? Especially over a guy who apparently wasn’t that interested, anyway. 

      So I’d hauled my ass out of bed on Sunday afternoon and put a brush through my hair for the first time that weekend. It didn’t take me long to find a suitable car. I wanted something small but still with some kick to it, and fell in love with a gun-metal gray Audi A1. Used, and two years old, so Dad couldn’t complain too much. Not that he would anyway, he’d always reverted to using his credit card as a nanny. 

      I pull into a space in the school car park after doing a quick scan for a red X5 or a black Evoque. I’d rather not inadvertently park my car next to either of theirs. With any luck, I’d avoid all of them today. And if the stars aligned for me, then no one would be gossiping about the scene Shaun caused on Friday night when he led me out of the party like a prize fucking pony.

      Or the kiss I’d shared with Liam before he blew cold on me. 

      A girl can dream. 

      I mentally *fuck the lot of them anyway* in my head as I cross the car park and make my way towards the double doors. I know what girls are like, and I know they’ll be the worst. I think back to last week when Stevie knew Liam had walked me to class — before she even knew me. Gossip spreads like wildfire, a single spark can set it off, and then it grows into something that no single person can control. By lunchtime, I’ll have blown Liam’s dick, and Shaun will have dragged me kicking and screaming out of the party. Probably by my hair, for extra succulence. I try not to let it phase me. In that situation, show me one of them who claims they wouldn’t have done the same thing, and I’d show them a liar. 

      This morning, when I walk along the hallway, I don’t fix my eyes on the ground as I did last week. I realize now I use that as a way of avoiding drawing any attention to myself. But what good will that do me? If they’re going to talk about me, they’ll do it no matter where I’m looking. 

      I get to my locker and notice a distinct lack of noise as my back faces the hall. There is usually a bustle about this place, people laughing, fighting, running and slamming lockers but today none of that seems to happen behind me. Today there is a hushed quiet enveloping the room. An uneasy feeling settles in my stomach and I try to brush it away as paranoia.

      But then I hear it. The slut cough.  

      I check my timetable — Geography — before I shove the rest of my books away and turn around. The girls who coughed me are sauntering off down the hallway in the general direction of my Geography class, and I falter for a minute.

      I look around, trying to pretend that didn’t happen but my heart is playing a tune on my eardrums and people are looking straight at me. No, not looking, they’re fucking staring.

      They’re sniggering.

      They’re whispering behind their hands.

      I see a group of what has to be first-year boys and one of them does a wolf-whistle which the others find hilarious. My cheeks feel hot, and a part of me wishes the ground would open up and put me out of my misery. Fucking first-years? They’re like, twelve! 

      I pull my books closer to my chest and spin around, heading the same way the girls did. 

      “I heard what you did, you little slag.” 

      I stop in my tracks. Not that I had much choice, the girl is up in my face with squared shoulders and stands a good few inches taller than me. She’s pretty in a menacing way. Dark, almost black hair and smoked piercing eyes. Surely, she can’t be serious? I’ve never seen this girl in my life before. My thoughts race, but I try to pull myself together and hide the surprise on my face. Girls prey on any sign of weakness. 

      “So I got drunk and kissed a boy at a party, if I’m the first person who’s ever done that then it says more about the parties you go to than it does me,” I retort, hearing my voice and wondering where the fuck that bit of confidence came from. 

      I know I wasn’t drunk when I kissed Liam, but it sure makes me feel like I have the high-ground if I claim I was. 

      The girl laughs in my face, almost manically and then smirks. “Is that what you’re calling it?” She presses a finger into my shoulder and because it comes from nowhere, I can’t help stumbling back a fraction of a pace. “I don’t know who the fuck you think you think you are, but I’m telling you now you better stay the fuck away from him.” 

      Or what, bitch? That’s what I tell her in my head, but there are too many questions running through my mind to analyse whether saying it aloud would be a smart idea. Who the fuck is she, and why does she care so much? But I don’t get the chance to reflect on what I should answer, or what I should ask her, because she shoulder barges me out of the way and makes off in the opposite direction. 

      I swallow and can’t help glancing around and noticing the audience staring at me. Jesus Christ. I’d give anything to be back at the boarding school in Asia, where people mostly minded their own business and I was just another nameless loner. I head to my geography class and pray that nothing else eventful happens. I just about cope with the whispers and sniggers, but if another person confronts me over a kiss, then I don’t know how I’ll react.

      I’m slightly late to class after getting lost, but this turns out to be a positive. The teacher, Mr Allan, has already taken his place in front of the whiteboard and so there is little chance for anyone to say anything to me.

      I cross the classroom quickly, take a seat, and try to focus my brain on tectonic hazards. The chair is barely even warm when my phone vibrates in my bag. We’re not supposed to have them out, it’s one of the rules, but I figure I can pretend to look for a pen in my bag and check my phone slyly. It can only really be Stevie, Liam, Shaun, or my father. Unless it’s an injury lawyer. Maybe an injury claims lawyer wouldn’t be such a bad thing compared to Liam and Shaun. 

      “We need to talk ASAP. Meet me at the wall at break. X.” 

      It’s Stevie. She’s probably already heard about my run-in with Psycho-Sally. In this school, it wouldn’t surprise me.

      “What’s up? X” I type back, my eyes focused on my textbook.

      Barely a moment passes when I feel my phone vibrate in my hand. I peek down quickly to read it. “Not for text, speak soon. X.” 

      By the time the bell rings, I already have my books packed away in my bag and I quickly make my way to meet Stevie. I arrive first so I sit on the wall and wait for her, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Who was that girl, and why does she clearly hate me? I hope that Stevie has already heard about it, and then at least she can fill me in without me having to describe her.

      “Christ, I’m glad you’re already sitting down,” she shouts over to me. I turn around and see her approaching. Her tone is playful, but there is a worried look on her face. 

      “What’s going on?” 

      She perches on the wall next to me and puts her bag on her lap before retrieving her phone. 

      “Watch,” she says, handing me the phone and pressing play on a video. It’s dark, and I try to cover the edge of the screen with my hand to block out the sunlight. What is this? Then I clock on. I see orange streetlights appear and disappear in the background and my heart practically falls out of my ass. I know exactly what this is. I draw the phone up towards my face for a closer look. I don’t know why I’m watching? It’s like I can’t take my eyes away, even though it’s fucking painful. I’m looking out of the window, but you can tell it’s me, and there is no mistaking Shaun’s dark hair and chiseled profile. The light dances across the tanned skin of his forearm as it snakes around me and moves between my thighs. I’m squirming. I’m wriggling around on his lap and it looks like I’m enjoying it. It looks like he’s bringing me to an orgasm. 

      I think I’m going to be sick. I tear my eyes away and focus on Stevie who’s watching me carefully. 

      “How did you get this?” 

      “A math-geek in my History class sent me it. Lacey, this is all over the school,” she tells me, her tone tinged with pity. I jump off the wall and give her the phone back. I can’t sit down, not while the whole fucking world is crumbling around me. “Tony posted it Saturday morning. He took it down within an hour apparently, but it had already started doing the rounds.”

      So the whole school thinks I got off with Liam and then got into a car and let Shaun touch me. The kiss with Liam. Oh god, was that even what that girl from this morning was referring to?

      “Did you hear about the girl who pulled me up earlier?”

      Stevie shakes her head. “No? What happened?”

      I pace back and forth in front of her. Anybody watching me right now would think I’m demented. Maybe I am. 

      “A girl stopped me in the hall. Taller than average, black hair, crazy fucking glint in her eye. She told me to stay away from him, but she didn’t say who she was talking about. I just assumed she had heard about the kiss, and she was something to do with Liam?”

      Stevie thinks for a moment and then shakes her head. “No. Probably Rosheen O’Donnell. It’s common knowledge she has a thing for Shaun.”

      “And does Shaun have a thing for her?” 

      The words fly out like I’m jealous, but I’m not. It’s not jealousy that makes me ask. 

      “Doubt Shaun’s even capable of having things,” she replies with an eye roll. 

      “What the fuck am I going to do?” I ask her, although I’m not even expecting an answer. I think I’m asking myself. What the hell am I going to do? 

      “Honestly, what can you do? You can’t fight them, if that’s what you’re thinking. You can’t report it either.”

      “So I just do nothing?” I ask, my voice trembling.

      “It will blow over. It always does. You’ll be yesterday’s news by tomorrow. You just need to get through today. Avoid Shaun and Rosheen. I’ll meet you here for lunch,” she offers, as the bell rings in the distance and signals the end of morning break.  

      “Alright,” I nod, unconvinced that this will work. But what else can I do? As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. She’s been right since the start, when she warned me to stay away from Liam. Why couldn’t I have just listened to her? Oh yeah, I wasn’t thinking with my fucking head. 

      I trudge back to school and for the rest of the day I avoid eye contact. I still resist the temptation to put my head down though. People are watching me now, everywhere I go, and I won’t let them see how much this is affecting me. I won’t give them the satisfaction of knowing that they all have so much power over me. Even though every second is a struggle. 

      It’s not just the shame of knowing that everyone thinks I’m easy and that I have loose morals. I hate the word slut as much as the next girl, but that’s not what’s bothering me the most.

      I tried so hard to bury what happened that night. I had my weekend of lying in bed and wallowing, and I started today with it tucked safely away in a dark corner of my mind. I don’t want to relive it, and I don’t want to think about it. And these people are forcing me to do that. Every time someone coughs the word “slut” at me, or giggles behind my back, I see his face. I feel his hand on my neck. I feel his hand on other places, too. I hear him calling me “Princess” and his confident laugh replays again and again.

      I try to read a passage in English and go over the same words countless times, though none of it registers.

      I didn’t want to be a victim because I didn’t want him to have any power over me. But now he does. Now he can haunt me. 

      The final bell rings and relief floods over me because I’ve survived the day without physically having to see him. I rush out of the classroom and take the stairs at lightning speed. Last week he was hanging around with his friends between the school and the carpark, and if that’s his spot then I want to make sure I’m well passed it before he arrives. 

      I’m one of the first outside, and I’m already getting my keys out of my bag in preparation as I head across the car park. I do a quick survey around me and spot the black Evoque parked on the far side, some distance away from my car. Thank god for small mercies. 

      I click my car unlocked and am about to get in when the car parked next to it opens its door, completely blocking my own. I stop walking when I realize it’s Shaun who’s getting out of it. 

      He flashes me a smile and stands between both the cars, effectively blocking my escape. 

      “There’s my princess! Have you been hiding from me?” He cocks his eyebrow and smirks as I lock eyes with him and watch him suspiciously. Ice runs down my spine, and I feel like a mouse caught in a trap. 

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I reply, trying to keep my voice steady and my tone cool. 

      “Do you like my new car?” He asks, pointing his head down towards it.

      I tear my gaze away from him and turn my head around, feeling exposed and uneasy at the thought of not being able to see what he’s doing.

      I don’t need to look for long to work out the game he’s playing. He’s driving a gun-metal gray, brand new Audi Q5. 

      “Daddy bought you the big boy version of my car? That’s cute,” I say nonchalantly. 

      He stares at me for a second, and I notice his jaw tick. Then in an instant his face changes and he’s laughing. “You’re funny. I guess it is kinda cute? Thought we could try the ‘his and hers’ thing, just in case anyone missed the… announcement.” His tone is light, but he’s watching my reaction. He wants to provoke me. I’m learning quickly this is what he does. I want to shout at him. I want to scream at him. But I know that’s exactly what he wants, and I won’t let him win. 

      “Oh, you saw that? Did you hear what everyone’s saying about it?” I ask. 

      He looks momentarily confused. “I saw it, and yes I heard.” 

      “Try not to worry… I mean, I’ve been trying to tell people your technique wasn’t half as shit as it looked.” I tell him, emphasizing the sympathy in my tone. 

      He looks angry at first, but then he shrugs it off quickly. “You weren’t complaining. And you weren’t this mouthy, either. Did a little orgasm point you in the direction of your backbone?” He smirks. 

      “You forced my backbone into a position, and you know it,” I bite back. 

      “You could have told me to stop at anytime,” he shrugs. “You didn’t. Not once. If I had a conscience it would be clear.” 

      “And you would have listened if I’d told you to stop?” I raise my eyebrows to assure him I already know the answer. 

      “Who knows? You do have a nice pussy. And it was soaking, by the way.” He grins at me. 

      I snort at him, before I give my cheeks the opportunity to turn bright fucking red at his direct appraisal. “That does not mean I wanted it.” 

      “Oh, really? See, I specifically remember you kissing me right back, but maybe my memory is hazy. If only we had some way of verifying that?” He puts his fingers on in his chin and stands there, legs apart like his balls are too big to fit between them.

      The uneasy, sinking feeling I had when I first saw him get out of the car twists into rage. I need to get out of this situation before I slap the smirk right off his face. 

      I don’t want to think about Friday night. It seems the rest of the world is hell-bent on making me relive it. Shaun clearly revels in it. 

      “Are we done here? Can you move, please? I need to get home,” I tell him.

      “Why the rush, princess? Is this new backbone of yours weighing you down?”

      “My dad is expecting me,” I snap.

      Shaun screws his face up. “Really? From Norway?”

      How the fuck does he know about Norway? 

      “Listen. I had a great time on Friday, but you really need to take the hint. I’m not interested. Not now, not ever. Whatever it is you think you’re doing here, it’s pointless. You don’t scare me.”

      He smirks and takes a step towards me, close enough so he has to tilt his head down to look me in the eye. 

      “You’re a good liar, princess, but I don’t buy it. I should scare you. Smart girls know when to be scared.”

      I watch him for a moment. Now it’s daylight I can see his features. His eyes are the deepest chocolate color, but there’s little warmth in them. He has a shadow along his jaw that blends into the hair at the sides of his head. If the circumstances were different, I could see myself being desperately attracted to him. Where Liam is sweet and angelic, Shaun is painfully handsome in the opposite way. In a devilish way. And he knows it. He carries himself like a king born to rule. His size alone is enough to intimidate, and even though I’ve just told him he doesn’t scare me, I can’t help but feel weak and insignificant in his presence. 

      His step towards me has created a path to my door, but taking it would mean sliding myself across his body. He could stop me easily just by sticking his hand out, but the car park is still busy and there is enough people around that I’m confident even he wouldn’t be so bold. I move closer to him; we lock our eyes, and he flashes his white, perfectly straight teeth. 

      “Have you always ran towards danger?” he asks me. 

      I move around him, chest to chest, and he turns with me. I’m standing right beside my door now, although his is still open, so I’d have to deal with that if I wanted to open mine. I smell his cologne, the same one from the other night, and I have to fight down the uneasy nerves that are trying to come to the surface. 

      “I’ve never had anything to lose.” I shrug.

      He nods once and shuts his car door, leaving me free to open my own. I waste no time in dropping into the drivers seat, although now he’s holding my door open. 

      “You have more to lose than you think and believe me when I say, I’ll enjoy taking every piece.”

      “Have fun with that, then,” I snap back at him. My hand reaches out quickly and I pull the door closed, which he releases like it’s burning him. I think I caught him off guard. I’m shaking but I turn the engine on and manage to put the car in reverse, avoiding his eyes on me as I back out of the space. 

      I don’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      As much as she tries to hide it, I think I’m getting under her skin. I watched her from my car as she walked across the carpark, books close to her chest, hurried steps, deep in thought. Most girls would have struggled today, but a pampered uppity perfect princess like Lacey? I’m surprised she didn’t die of shame. Today would have been torture for her, although you wouldn’t necessarily know that from the way she was acting. 

      I genuinely can’t tell if she is actually brave, or if she just does not understand who I am and what I’m capable of. No one stands up to me. I tell anyone in this school to jump and they ask me how high, and then they offer to change my lightbulbs while they’re up there. It’s the way it has always been, just like it was with my father and his father before. No one gives me attitude like she does. No one would dare. Except, maybe Liam. But he’s different.

      And he’s not half as amusing. 

      Lacey acts like she enjoys sparring with me. There’s a glint in her eye, like she knows she’s playing with fire but still wants to reach out and touch it, just to see how much it will burn her. Whatever I say, she has a cutting answer for. I can’t deny I find it appealing. Perhaps in another life I would have chased her for real. I would have played this game with her and seen where it could have taken us, but that’s not the task my father set me. My father told me to break her, to extinguish her spark and make her leave this town. It doesn’t really matter what I think about her.   

      I arrive home and my ma is sitting at the kitchen table with a coffee in her hand and an ashtray overflowing with ends in front of her. She’s in her housecoat, probably has been all day, but there are rollers in her hair which is a sure sign my dad’s taking her out tonight.

      “Good day, son?” she asks as I cross the room and head straight for the fridge. 

      “Alright, aye. What’s for eating?” 

      “Your gran came over with soup earlier, it’s in the tub at the back,” she offers.

      “Soup won’t cut it,” I state, rummaging around and retrieving a tray of roast beef from last night’s dinner. I take it over to the table and sit down beside her while she lights up a cigarette. “Do you mind not doing that? I’m trying to eat here.” 

      My mum shrugs and eyes up the tray while she takes a draw. “I was going to make stoavies with that.”

      “Sure you were,” I say cynically. 

      She lets my comment slide over her head and changes the subject. “Where’s your sister?”

      “Don’t know.” I shrug. “Not seen her today.”

      “She didn’t come home last night.”

      “Should have told me, I would have sent out the search party.” It’s not unusual for Heather not to come home. She’s a smidge over a year younger than me, and while she technically shouldn’t be out drinking all night, there’s not really anyone who can stop her. My dad is never here and my mum has never been any good at that stuff. Heather is quite sensible though, for the most part, and even if she wasn’t there’s not a soul around here who would touch her anyway. 

      “I’m worried about her. She’s been acting strange over the weekend.” She takes another draw of her cigarette and I wave my arm in front of my face to get the smoke away from me. 

      “Well if you put that shit-stick out, I’ll attempt to find out where she is for you.” 

      She narrows her eyes at me and huffs, but pushes it into the ashtray anyway. 

      “There’s a good girl,” I laugh as I whip my phone out. I open up the group chat with Calvin, Doeboy, Scoot and Tony. 

      “Anyone seen Heather? She didn’t come home last night, ask around.” I hit send and lock my phone. 

      “It’s done,” I tell her. She nods and gets up to leave. “Going out tonight?” 

      “Your da’s taking me to The Rhubarb. Well, so he says,” she mutters as she leaves the room, no doubt to get ready. I watch her until she heads up the stairs and I can no longer see her. I remember growing up and thinking that my mum had to be the most beautiful woman in the world. She was like a Hollywood actress; blonde hair, red lips everyday. She’s still beautiful, but my dad has turned her into a shell. This is his way of keeping her sweet. They go out for dinner a couple of times a week, although I don’t see much point in it considering she barely eats now. 

      My dad has ruined her. 

      My thoughts cross easily to Lacey and I unlock my phone again. Tony has replied confirming he will find out about Heather. 

      I phone Scoot and ask him to arrange a little surprise for Lacey in the morning. Strike while the iron is hot, and all that. She’ll regret the day her and daddy dearest ever stepped foot in this town. 
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        * * *

      

      I’m woken up at god knows what time by the sound of banging coming from the hall. I turn over in bed and grab my phone from the side table, checking the time. It’s 02.23, too late for it to be my parents. I get up and rake around on the floor to find my shorts, shove them on and make for the door. 

      The hall is pitch dark. Our house sits within a few acres, away from any roads so there’s not even streetlights outside. 

      “Heather?” I say into the darkness. 

      “What?” She sounds pissed off. 

      “Just checking it’s you.”

      She opens the door to her bedroom and switches on the main light, which pours out of the room and illuminates the hall. She stumbles slightly and uses the doorframe in an attempt to hold herself up. 

      “You’re pished,” I accuse her. 

      She turns around to look at me and I can’t miss her red eyes and the mascara marks that run down her cheeks. “So what?” she spits, doing a half shrug. I cross the hall to her door and shove her in the room. 

       “So, mum was worried,” I tell her. 

      “Oh, now she’s worried? Did Dad even notice? Did you even notice?” she slurs. 

      “For fuck's sake, Heather, you’re sixteen not six!” 

      “Don’t you shout at me,” she says as she pushes me off her.

      I’m trying to fucking help her. 

      “You need to get out of these clothes and sober up before Dad does notice,” I warn her as I look her up and down. She’s dressed like a common hooker, short skirt and knee-high boots with far too much tit on show. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head in a bun and she looks like she’s been out for days. She slumps down on the edge of her bed and I watch her carefully. 

      “Dad doesn’t notice fuck-all,” she says, screwing her face up. 

      “Is that what this is about? Daddy doesn’t love me so I’ll go off the rails to get some attention,” I say wryly. 

      “Fuck off. You know nothing,” she says with a sniff. 

      “Then tell me.” 

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m dealing with it.” 

      “What, by staying out all night with god knows who, and getting into states like this,” I nod at her. “Your name protects you but it doesn’t make you fucking untouchable!” 

      “You think I don’t know that? Believe me, I fucking know that!” she snaps. 

      I sit down on the bed next to her. 

      “Did someone touch you? Who touched you?” 

      “Shaun, leave it.” 

      “You tell me — right now — what’s happened,” I demand, gripping on to her cheeks and turning her face towards me. I’m not normally heavy handed with my sister but she needs to understand that if anyone has laid a finger on her, I’ll go through them. 

      “I told you, it doesn’t matter.” 

      “And I’m telling you it does.” My eyes bore into hers and it’s like looking into my own, except hers are maybe a little warmer. There’s a pain behind them though, a vacancy, like she’s not really seeing me and I don’t fucking like it. “I need a name. Just a name. You don’t need to tell me what happened if you don’t want to.” My voice turns softer, and she closes her eyes. 

      “It was Liam,” she says. 

      I drop her cheek and put my head in my hands. That slimy little rat. How fucking dare he? 

      “When?”

      “You said I didn’t need to tell you what happened,” she states. 

      “When?” I demand. 

      “I went to the party on Friday night. You’d already left.”

      “You’re a fucking idiot. Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have had Doeboy or someone stay with you.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” she snaps. 

      I don’t reply. I can’t really think of a coherent response. The little cunt. He watched me walk Lacey out of that party and thought he’d get one back by going after my wee sister. He’s obviously smarter than he looks. I have to admit; I didn’t even consider that was a threat. Didn’t think he had the balls for it. No one else would.  

      “Shaun?”

      I stand up from the bed and pause for a minute while I collect my thoughts. 

      “Get some clothes on and get to sleep,” I tell her. 

      “Shaun? What are you going to do?” 

      “Nothing that he doesn’t deserve,” I reply as I walk out of her bedroom door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to my alarm and dismiss it from my phone when I notice another message from him. I’ve saved his number now, but maybe I shouldn’t have because my heart sinks when I see his name written across my home screen. Shaun Keagan. 

      “Thinking of you, princess.” 

      Ugh, sent at 4.52am this morning. I should really block his number but then I wouldn’t know when he finally gets bored and gives up tormenting me. That’s my only hope now, that he gets bored and gives up. I was thinking about him last night when I should have been sleeping. I bet he’d fucking love that, if he knew. 

      It’s the not knowing that’s killing me. It’s like an uneasiness that doesn’t leave me alone; it’s there when I wake up, it’s there when I go to sleep. It doesn’t matter if I’m showering, or eating, or when I’m not even thinking about him. He’s still there in the background. And while he’s there, I’m on edge because I know it’s only a matter of time before something else happens. 

      I haul my ass out of bed and head for the kettle. When I reach the last few stairs, I hear a noise coming from the kitchen and I freeze. Dad’s not due back until the end of the week. Someone is in my house. 

      I creep down the rest of the steps silently. If whoever is here wants to do me harm, then I’d rather not alert them to my presence. If they’re here to rob us, then they’re welcome to it. I wouldn’t stop them. I hear footsteps approach and I think my heart stops beating. I hold my breath. I wish I had a weapon. Maybe I should start carrying a knife in my sock?

      “Lacey?” A woman appears in the kitchen doorway and smiles at me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you! It’s just my shift starts at 6am and well, I didn’t want to wake you. I’m Alice.” She must notice the confusion of my face because she adds, “I’m the new housekeeper. Your father hired me, I thought he might have told you?”

      I exhale the breath I’d been holding and try to smile back at her. “He doesn’t tell me much, to be honest.”  

      She smiles in that understanding way and I’m certain she must be a mother, or perhaps even a grandmother judging by her age. “Can I fix you some breakfast?”

      “No, it’s okay. That won’t be necessary. I’ve always sorted myself out with stuff like that.”

      “I really don’t mind, come,” she says as she beckons me to follow her into the kitchen. She pulls out a chair at the table and nods for me to sit down, so I do. “Tea? Coffee?” 

      “Tea would be lovely, thank you. Just milk,” I tell her, and she nods. I watch her as she goes through the cupboards and drawers like she’s been here forever. I’d estimate she’s in her late fifties or early sixties. She’s quite tall and carries some extra weight on her lower half. Her salt and pepper hair is curled into a low bun and fixed with a clasp.  

      “Now what do you normally have to eat in the mornings?” she asks as she puts the cup of tea down on the table in front of me. “I could fix you some toast? Or porridge, if you have the time? Have you tried porridge? Your dad sounded English on the phone?”

      “Oh, I don’t normally eat first thing. I tend to just take something with me and have it at break.”

      “You should eat, dear,” she tells me. There’s that look again. She pulls out the chair opposite to me and sits herself down with her own cup. “Now tell me, are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Huh? No. Why do you ask that?” 

      “Oh, I meant nothing by it. It’s just… well… I noticed something was off when I parked outside this morning.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, my tone filled with alarm. I get up from the table and look outside the window, but everything looks normal. My car is where I left it on the drive, the sun is up, and the street looks the same as it always does. 

      She follows me over to the window. “You won’t see it until you go outside, dear. I didn’t know how to say it but…”

      “Say it.” I tell her, my tone firm. 

      “Someone has written something on the wall of the house,” she says, her eyes filled with sympathy and concern.

      Are they for real? I storm out of the room and open the front door, not giving a shit that I’m not even dressed yet. I walk down the path backwards and gaze up the house. 

      There’s black spray-paint all over the lower level.

      SLAG. 

      SLUT. 

      WHORE. 

      DIRTY. 

      Fucking hell. 

      I cringe at the thought of the neighbors waking up to see this. I need to do something. This needs to be gone before my dad gets home. Who the hell does that? 

      I go back inside and ask Alice if she can arrange to get someone out to clean it. I mean, how do you even remove spray-paint from roughcasting? Thinking I might need a painter too, I ask her if she can at least arrange one as a backup. I’ll worry about how the hell I’m going to pay them later. Somehow I don’t think a couple of grand on “Bankston Decorating Services” will go unnoticed when his credit card statement comes in. 

      My thoughts are still reeling as I get myself ready and head to school. I don’t want to go. I don’t think I can face another day like yesterday. I don’t like attention, and between the drama of yesterday and the house I think I’m reaching my limit. 

      But something inside me argues that by not going, I’m letting them win. I’m giving him what he wants, even if I don’t really understand why he wants it. I thought this whole thing was about Liam. Taking me from the party, sending around the video of us. All of that pointed to him getting at Liam. But why would he do this? How does this have any affect on Liam?

      Unless it was Rosheen?

      I park the car at school, this time avoiding the red X5, the black Evoque, and Shaun’s new gray Q5. I text Stevie while I cross the car park and ask her to meet me at the wall for lunch. I need to tell her what’s happened and ask her opinion on whether it’s likely Rosheen could be the one behind it. If not, then that proves this goes further than just some game he’s playing with Liam. This is a personal attack against me. What I don’t understand is why?

      I walk down the hall and notice that it’s not as quiet as the day before. Maybe I’m already yesterday’s news, just like Stevie had said? But that turns out to be wishful thinking on my part when I get near my locker and realize there is no fucking door on it. Someone has taken the door clean off, and now it sticks out like a sore thumb next to the bright yellow ones that surround it. Jesus, how mature! 

      I consider just walking straight past it and acting like it’s not even mine. That seems like a better idea than going over to it and drawing to everyone’s attention that the person with the doorless locker is me. They’ll all want to see my reaction and I don’t think I have it in me to keep my cool anymore. I stop walking while I weigh up my options and notice a group of boys pointing at it and sniggering and then looking at me. Seems like everyone already knows whose locker it is. 

      I pull myself together and walk straight over to it, thinking I’ll just grab my timetable and get the hell out of the hall. But as I get closer, I peer in and see a framed photo of me on holiday last year, wearing nothing but a bikini.

      My heart sinks.

      Heat washes all over me.

      I use my body to cover the picture and slam it down against the floor of the locker. I stand there for a moment not doing anything, not ready yet to turn around and show everyone my beaming red face. 

      “You’ve got a body like a fucking theme park, princess.” I hear from behind me. I don’t even need to look, I’d recognize his voice anywhere. My stomach hollows. 

      I turn around to see Shaun Keagan standing just inches from me, a smirk pasted across his fucking handsome face. He leans his arm on the locker beside me, effectively trapping me in. I take a step back, trying to put as much distance between us as possible but the hard wall of metal behind me makes my attempt futile. 

      “You did this,” I accuse him. 

      “I just got here,” he deadpans. 

      “Bullshit.”

      “Did you see my car when you arrived? Walk outside right now, and you’ll see two Audis parked side by side. I told you, his and hers. I just got here.”

      “Maybe it was one of your little thugs then, but either way, you made it happen.” 

      He chuckles and reaches into the locker behind my back. He’s so close that his body pushes up against me and I feel his hard chest crush me into the wall. He has to be at least a foot taller than me, so my face collides with muscle and I start to panic. We’re in public! We’re in school! I lift my arm up and try to push him off me, and he finally backs off but his hand isn’t empty. He has my photo. 

      “I was wondering where this got to. Noticed this morning it was missing from the bedside table. My morning wank wasn’t half as fun without it,” he says with a wink. 

      “You’re fucking disgusting. Give me it back!” I demand. 

      “No.” 

      I try to snatch it out of his hand but he puts it high up in the air and I know there is no chance I can reach it. He’s causing a scene. He’s drawing attention to us. I look around, wary that everyone is going to be staring but to my surprise there isn’t anyone. No one is paying us any attention. In fact, people are actively avoiding looking at us.

      “Give it back,” I say it again, this time more firmly. 

      “You really are a rude little girl, aren’t you? Manners cost you nothing, Lace.”

      “Please.” I huff. 

      He grins. “See? That was beautiful. I’m still keeping it, though.” 

      “Fuck you,” I push passed him and head in the direction of what I think is my first class. Can’t be sure since I don’t have my timetable, but I’m confident it’s Spanish. I won’t let him see just how much he’s bothering me. The look in his eye tells me he loves watching me squirm. This has gone way further than getting back at Liam. This is about me now. Me, and him. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      I get to class, and since the bell has only just gone, I’m one of the first people there. I take a seat on the far side of the room next to the window. We had Cantonese at my last school, not Spanish, so I’m already expecting to fail. To be honest, I’d rather just skip it, but a language is mandatory here and Spanish seemed like the most useful of the offerings. At least I might learn how to order a drink on holiday or something. And I can look out of the window if it gets too heavy. 

      Students are piling in now and the class is about to start. Since I now have no locker, I reach under the table and set my heavy pile of books down on the floor. 

      Someone takes the seat next to me and I get back up from under the desk to see Shaun fucking Keagan. I hold my breath while I wait for a snide remark, but it doesn’t come. He doesn’t even look at me; his eyes are fixed on the teacher at the front of the class.

      Miss Gomez. She has on a white blouse and black pencil skirt that accentuates her hour-glass figure. Long caramel waves, skin the color of honey and she can’t be more than ten years older than us. She’s beautiful. And Shaun must think so too, because his gaze hasn’t moved from her since he sat down. 

      She sets the class a task of translating a passage of text, and I get a worksheet meant for seven-year-olds with phrases like “good morning” and “my name is”. Brilliant. I make a mental note to see about getting shifted into another class at break-time. I thought this would be okay, it’s mandatory but I’m not expected to pass since I’ve missed the first five years. But that was before Shaun turned up and took the seat next to me. 

      We’re not even ten minutes into the lesson when Shaun raises his hand and Miss Gomez approaches. 

      “Here you go, Miss,” he says as he hands her his passage. I’d like to say he uses a sickly sweet voice and flutters his long dark lashes at her, but he doesn’t. I don’t think Shaun is capable of that. What Shaun does is worse. He talks to her with a voice like gravel, in a way that makes it clear to everyone listening, including her, that she is beneath him. That she is inconsequential. That he could take her, or he could leave her, and she’d just have to deal with it. 

      Miss Gomez smiles sweetly, and she does flutter her eyelashes. I watch her aghast. She thanks him and tells him to amuse himself for the rest of the lesson before she turns on her heels and struts back down to her desk. 

      I watch him in my peripheral while he pulls out his book and starts writing quickly in Spanish, meanwhile I’m still stuck on fucking ‘por favor’.

      I didn’t have him down as being academically gifted, and a part of me feels bad for that. I judged him before I knew him. I underestimated him. 

      The lesson goes by without incident, although the whole time I feel uneasy. I don’t know if it was the events of the morning, or just the proximity to him, but I’m a bag of nerves by the time the bell rings. I couldn’t concentrate at all. It was like a delicate tension between us and I was hanging on the edge of it. Shaun didn’t seem to notice though, he just got on with his work. 

      The bell rings for morning break and I put my bag on the table and bend down to pick up my heavy pile of books. I had intended to go to the office and try to switch classes, but now I think I’ll text Stevie and see if I can borrow her locker for the day. 

      I meet her outside at the wall like normal. 

      “I can’t believe what he did,” she says as she sits down beside me. 

      “That’s not even the worst of it,” I tell her. “I woke up this morning to various forms of the word slut spray-painted all over my house.” I was going to ask her if she thought he could have been responsible for that, but after this morning there is absolutely no doubt in my mind. It was him. “He’s out to get me.”

      “Aww, Lace… I don’t even know what to say. Have you cut all contact with Liam?”

      “Yeah, he’s not text me once since Friday night. I haven’t even seen him.”

      “He’s here. He was in my biology class this morning,” she tells me. “Shaun will catch wind that neither of you are even interested in each other, and when he does, he’ll get bored with tormenting you.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I say as I open my bag to find my breakfast. “What the fuck is this?”

      I pull out a folded up piece of paper and open it up so that both of us can see it. It’s a handwritten note, except it’s not written in English. It’s written in Spanish. 

      “Do you read Spanish?” I ask Stevie. 

      She shakes her head at me and takes the paper from my hands, running her eyes over the page. “Shaun?”

      I nod. “He must have slipped it in my bag. He sat next to me in Spanish.” 

      “You need to translate it,” she says, pulling out her phone. 

      “I don’t think I even want to know.”

      “Maybe you don’t, but I sure as hell do. I bet it’s kinky as fuck,” she laughs, until she sees my face. “Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood a little.”

      “No, it’s okay. I know. It’s all just becoming a bit too much. I’ve barely even processed Friday and now the video, the car thing, my house, the locker. Did I tell you I woke up to a text from him this morning? And now he’s writing me death threats in a fucking foreign language! Where will it end?”

      “He’s just trying to get a reaction, Lace. I mean, most people would have crumbled after the video. You didn’t. He won’t like that. He’s playing a game with you. You just need to hope that he gets bored.”

      “Should I crumble? Should I just tell him he wins? I’ve had enough of it. I can’t take a full year of this, I’ve barely even survived a week!” I say.

      “It won’t come to that,” she assures me. 

      All I can do is hope she’s right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      “Gritaras mi nombre, Princesa.”  

      I hit send and shove my phone back in my pocket. It’s lunchtime and the usual ruckus is kicking off in the halls as people scurry around trying to find their friends and claim their table before anyone else does. My table sits empty, like it always does, but I’m not heading there right now. 

      I’m looking for someone specific. 

      I stand in the middle of the entrance hallway, the one that connects the canteen to the common area, and has the double doors leading to the stairs and classrooms at the back. No matter where he goes, he will have to pass through this area at some point this lunchtime, and I intend to be right here waiting for him. 

      I’ve told the rest of them to go on without me. They don’t need to be here for this. The more people who know, the worse it is for my sister. I know that all too well, considering I’ve just done exactly the same thing to Lacey. At least he wasn’t smart of enough to think of videoing it, like I was. 

      This stays between Liam, Heather, and I. 

      I catch his golden head sticking up above a group of first years, and they all jump out of the way when I walk through them. Clever laddies, these first years. I grab Liam by the shoulder and stop him in his tracks. He turns his head towards me and smiles, and I want to rip it right off his face. 

      “Get the fuck outside, now,” I tell him.

      His smile gets bigger and now he’s grinning like a fucking half-wit. “Gladly.”

      We walk through the hall and people see us coming and make space. They want to look, but the scowl on my face means they look anywhere but directly at us. Liam follows me outside and around the back of the school, out of sight and out of earshot.

      “Explain to me what the fuck you’re playing at?” I push him and he stumbles back into the wall.

      “Leviticus.” He smiles at me and shrugs. “Fracture for fracture. Eye for eye. Tooth for tooth. Not that you would know anything of sacred scripture.”

      “Did you stop reading at the part that tells you to turn the other cheek? Or does the thought of my fist going through it excite you?”

      He chuckles and I clench my fist to stop me from hitting him. “You wouldn't dare.”

      “You’ve gone too fucking far, Liam,” I warn him.

      “You think? See, the ache in my balls is begging me to go further.”

      “Lay a finger on my sister again and I swear, I will kill you. I will strangle you in your sleep.”

      “And risk the wrath of your father? I’m going to hedge my bets on that being unlikely. And by the way, Heather has the sweetest pussy I’ve ever tasted.”

      I draw back my fist and crack him in the jaw. He stumbles backwards and catches the wall for balance while he recovers. It takes him a moment but when he straightens, he laughs. “She wasn’t the most responsive and it’s a shame because I hear she’s usually an animal between the sheets. Not like Lacey, all blushing virgin and timid. You’ll have to break her in for me.” He pauses and puts his fingers on his chin. I let him continue because I want him to get it all out of his system before I land the next punch. “That’s not actually a bad idea… I’ll break your sister for you, and I’ll allow you to break my future wife? A gentleman's agreement if ever I heard one.” He smirks and watches my reaction.

      I keep my face straight, even though my fist is still clenched. “Future wife? Fucking wishful thinking. She’ll be gone by the end of the month.”

      “Negative. Already spoken to my father. I’ll have her hand in marriage, and in return her father will receive a generous share in the company. Luckily for you, I don't much like virgins anyway.”

      I laugh at him, not in disbelief because it's probably fucking true. I laugh because this is so fucking typical of Liam I feel stupid for not anticipating it.

      “The whole town knows what I did to your ‘future wife’ on Friday night, and you're going to marry her anyway?”

      Liam shrugs. “Not ideal, obviously. You attempted to publicly take her from me, and now I’m going to publicly take her from you.”

      “Then do it,” I challenge, raising my eyebrows and cornering him against the wall. I never got that second hit and now I’m dying to do it. If he says one more thing about Heather or Lacey, it’s game over for him.

      “Speak of the timid virgin,” Liam says, nodding his head behind me. I turn around and see Lacey and Stevie approach the wall that runs around the building.

      “Get the fuck out of my sight,” I tell him.

      He doesn't need to be told twice. Liam slips past me and strolls casually along the side of the building towards the doors.

      I glance back at the girls and see their gaze drift from Liam towards me. I flash Lacey a smile and she looks away, her face like thunder.

      So this is where they sit for lunch, I had been wondering why I never see her in the canteen or the halls. Good luck hiding out here come September when the rain and the winds come. She’ll probably want to go and sit in the bathrooms with the losers.

      Or maybe she’ll sit in the canteen with Liam. Not a fucking chance if I get my way. I can't deny that his revelation complicates matters, though. If her father takes shares in the company in exchange for her hand, then aside from being a fucking cunt, he’s also not going to leave town because of some spray-paint and revenge-porn. I can terrorize her all I want to, but what the fuck is it going to achieve?

      I walk back up to the school while I try to plan my next move. Dad did tell me to use my imagination, after all. Making her life here a misery seemed like the easiest and fastest way to get her out of town, but now I’m not so sure.

      Now it feels as if Liam is doing everything in his power to keep her and Laurence Tyler in town. I need to stop him. I need to guarantee that she doesn't fall for Liam’s pathetic game.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket as I walk into the canteen, and I see a message from Lacey.

      “Gritaré tu nombre sobre tu tamba, cabrón.”

      I chuckle as I read her message: I will scream your name over your grave, bastard. Good old Google-translate, eh? Spanish will be interesting on Thursday.

      I take my seat in the canteen next to Doeboy and Calvin.

      “We were just talking about plans for the weekend,” Tony says, shoving a fry in his mouth.

      “Fuck the weekend.” I tell the group, pulling Calvins tray of fries over to me since I didn't get the chance to get my own. “Organize something for tonight.” I turn to Calvin. “And make sure Stevie’s with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      I arrive home and breathe a sigh of relief when I see that the spray-paint on the walls is now mostly illegible. The walls, once white and void of any imperfection are now tainted with smears of black, but at least they’re not an advertisement for my loose morals. At least the whole street can’t see that I’m a slut, or at the very least, a target. 

      The house is empty, and I assume that Alice has gone home for the day. She’s left a pot of stew on the stove with a note beside it that reads “Reheat on the stove (or if you’re feeling lazy - four minutes in the microwave should do it) there’s a butter roll in the bread bin.” Signed with a kiss. 

      I smile to myself. I never knew my mother, and my father's parents passed away when I was too small to remember them. We’ve had housekeepers before, and Alice seems the type who understands that this house needs something more than a housekeeper. Not that I think I need mothering, but it gets lonely coming home to an empty house most nights. My dad has always been so consumed with work that even when he is here, I get very little of his attention. I deal with most things on my own and have always felt like this should make me a ‘strong’ person. But the reality of it is, I’m not. Sometimes when you’ve had the worst day, all you want is to come home to a pot of home-made stew and a handwritten note, signed with a kiss.

      I do the stew properly and switch on the gas stove, letting it heat slowly while I get changed out of my uniform and into my pajamas. I empty my bag and come across the note Shaun wrote. It’s a full size of A4 paper, and I wonder if I should take the time to translate it. Surely, he can’t know that many foreign expletives? No. I won’t give him that power over me. I really don’t want to know. 

      I text him back at lunchtime and I’m still wondering if that was the right decision. I head back down to the kitchen and check my phone, but my home screen is blank. He hasn’t replied. Probably a good thing. I know engaging with him is dangerous. I’m not stupid. But there is something between us. How could there not be, when he’s all I’ve thought about for the last four days? It’s natural that anyone would have that reaction, although I fear that’s exactly what he wanted. 

      When the stew is ready, I set the table and get the roll from the bread bin. I sit down to eat, it’s piping hot and I watch the steam come off the top and disperse into the atmosphere. This is what lonely people do when they have nothing else to do. They watch steam. 

      Fuck it. 

      I leave the steam to do its thing and head back up the stairs, returning with the letter in my hand. I pull out my phone and begin typing his words into the note application while blowing on a spoonful of stew. It takes much longer than I expected, because I have to check every single letter, assuming that a misplaced E could be the difference between “house” and “giraffe”. Or something like that. 

      I’ve long finished my stew by the time I type the last word into the note app. I copy the whole thing and paste it into a translator, feeling butterflies in the pit of my stomach. Do I really want to read this?

      Princess. 

      I think of you all the time. Your hair is like the sun to me, your eyes shine like stars and when you’re not here, it’s like an eclipse. I want to squeeze my fist around that golden hair and push my cock into your mouth until I see the light go out in your eyes…

      The rest of it continues in the same way and I stop reading. I can’t finish it. I tuck the letter away in my beside drawer and put all thoughts of choking on Shaun’s cock to the back of my mind. Well, I try to. I take a cup of tea into bed with me and flick through the channels on the TV while browsing on my phone, until my eyes grow heavy and I nod off to sleep. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      Someone shakes me and in my half-dazed state I tell myself I must be dreaming. They shake me again and I come to my senses slightly, Dad must be home. I turn around in bed; the room is dark, but a figure sits on the edge of it just inches away from me. The shadow isn’t my dad. I’m certain of it. I scramble up out of the covers and am about to scream when a hand shoots across and covers my mouth. 

      I try to wrestle them off me but their other arm grabs onto my shoulder and pushes me back on the bed. I punch and kick, and they use their body to restrain me. My heart is racing at a hundred miles per hour. This is it. I’m the girl who dies in her bed. I don’t want to be the girl who dies in her bed. 

      I draw my fist back, as much as possible, and crack them on… I don’t know what. My fist connects with something hard and pain erupts from my knuckles. My startled gasp collides with a palm and my eyes squeeze shut while the person above me draws a sharp intake of breath. 

      “Fucking hell, Lacey, calm yer tits!” The man says. 

      I recognize the voice instantly: Shaun Keagan.

      In my house.

      In my bed.

      I freeze. 

      Everything freezes except my chest, rising and falling at lightning speed, despite the hard lump of weight that’s pressed on top of it. Shaun Keagan, in my house. What the fuck is he doing in my house? He must sense my fight has temporarily ceased because he removes the hand covering my mouth and quickly locks it around my wrist.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

      “I missed your face,” he says. 

      “You’re not normal. Get out,” I hiss.

      “We’re leaving.” He shifts his weight off me and gets up from the bed before switching on my beside lamp. A soft warm light illuminates the room and my eyes adjust as I take him in. He’s wearing black jeans, slim fit ones that show off his thick thighs. A black T-shirt sits under an open black hoody, and he finishes the look off with yet more black — a leather jacket. With his dark hair and eyes, he looks like a fucking henchman. “Do you need me to tell you what to wear, or are you capable of not dressing like a slut this time?”

      I laugh at his absurdity. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You don’t get a choice, princess. You can get dressed and come nicely, or I’ll remove you. I’m sure my friends will love the silky pajamas.” He nods his head and raises both eyebrows while his gaze runs over me. I might as well have been wearing nothing, because that's how his stare makes me feel. He watches me like he can see right through the thin scrap of fabric, my cheeks flush uncomfortably, and he smirks as if he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

      I look at my bedsheets instead of him. None of this seems real.

      “You’ll have to drag me kicking and screaming. I will scream. You might think you own the school but my neighbors won't give two shits about that when they hear me.”

      Shaun shrugs. “I’ll just tell Stevie her best friend couldn't be arsed getting dressed then, will I?” The bastard. He's doing it again. Using my only weakness against me. “Or, if you really want, we could stay in. Watch a movie. Snuggle under the covers. I’ll text Calvin right now and let him know Stevie’s on her own with him tonight.”

      Fuck’s sake.

      “Where would we be going?” 

      “Out,” he says.

      “Where?”

      His face is deadly serious. “You’ll find out. Now make your choice before I take it away. Stay in with me, get dressed for me, or I rip you out of bed right now and put you over my shoulder like a rag doll.”

      I consider him for a moment. Do I doubt that he really would pick me up and remove me from my house in my pajamas? I don’t think I do. Everything he’s done until now has been the actions of a boy who shows little regard for consequences. There have been no consequences this far. I eye him up. He could easily lift me. I’m small, five foot two… and he must be over six. Would anyone hear me scream? 

      “Can you go out of the room while I get dressed?”

      He shakes his head. “I’ll turn my back if it means you go faster.”

      “Fuck's sake,” I mutter under my breath as I haul myself out of bed and make my way across the room to my dresser. I pull out a pair of ripped jeans, a white T-shirt, and my white Air Force 1s. I stick my black leather jacket over the chair. He’s still watching me. “Can you turn around now?”

      “I think you missed a word there, princess?”

      “Please,” I say with a huff. 

      He chuckles and turns around. “Someone really needs to teach you some manners. It’s quite disgraceful.”

      “I wouldn’t need manners if people didn’t take it upon themselves to break into my house,” I tell him as I slide out of my pajamas and pull on my jeans. 

      “I’d have text you if I thought you would have replied.” He glances back over his shoulder towards me and my arms fly to cover my chest. I shoot him a look that could cut through concrete, and he turns back around with a grin. “Nothing I haven’t seen before, darlin. Your photo leaves little to the imagination.”

      “I replied today,” I argue. 

      “Wasn’t exactly nice though, was it Lacey?”

      “When have you ever been nice to me?” I reply, shoving my arms through my T-shirt.

      He turns back towards me, but since I’m mostly dressed, I don’t let it bother me. “Would you like me to be nice to you?” He takes a step towards me. “Is that what you want?”  

      The way he’s looking at me like he wants to fucking eat me tells me we have totally different expectations of what being nice actually means. “No.”

      “So, you want me to be… not nice to you?”

      “I want you to leave me alone.” I say, my face serious. 

      He takes another step closer. “Not an option.”

      “What do you want?” I ask him. 

      He stares into my eyes for a moment and I shift uncomfortably. I look at his face instead, the stubble that runs along his jaw and across his lips. The lips that claimed me not so long ago… I stop my trail of thought right there. 

      “You’ll find out. Come on, we’re leaving.” He spins around and makes for the door and I stand there. My feet don’t want to move. Why the hell did I agree to this? It’s like every cliche from every horror movie ever. Don’t go with the crazy person. 

      I don’t even know if Shaun is crazy, but there is something not right about him. There’s a glint in his eye when he looks at me, one that could be interpreted as either wanting to fuck me, or wanting to ruin me. Maybe he wants to do both?

      He stops at the door and looks back at me. I haven’t moved. I don’t want to move. This is a bad idea. 

      With a sigh, he doubles back and puts a hand around the back of my neck again.

      “Get your hands off me,” I say. “I don’t need you to push me around all the time. I can walk.”

      “Then fucking walk,” he barks, dropping his hand and clenching it into a fist.

      I follow him out of my room and out of the house. The whole time my stomach is doing backflips and my heart is racing. A feeling of dread fills me, like I’m walking towards my own fucking downfall. Like I’m walking straight into a trap. 

      His gray Q5 sits on the drive next to my A1 and bleeps as the LEDs come on and the indicators flash once. He opens the passenger side door for me and I hop up to the seat, thankful I had the good sense to lift my jacket. He gets into the driver's side and turns the car on, and I immediately crank the heating up to full and push the button to warm the leather seat.

      “Make yourself at home, princess,” he chuckles.

      “It’s freezing.”

      “It’s 13 degrees.”

      “I was warm in bed ten minutes ago,” I argue. 

      “And now you’re off on a little adventure. Thank god you have someone like me to save you from your life of boredom and drudgery,” he says sarcastically as he reverses the car off the drive. He holds on to the headrest of my seat and his body turns while he looks out of the rear-view window. The smell of him fills the air around me and I turn my head away, looking out of my own window as if something more interesting is happening there.  

      “If I needed saving, I would have asked for it.”

      “Things aren’t half as fun when you ask for them,” he says. 

      I’m convinced there is something wrong with him. I turn around and watch him as he speeds down the road. His driving is effortless, one hand on the steering wheel and the other never moving from the gearstick. He’s so fucking casual, while I’m sat here wondering if I will make it through the night in one piece. 

      “Are you okay? Like, you know this isn’t normal, right?” 

      He glances over at me and flashes a smile when he catches me watching him. “Who wants to be normal?”

      “I do. I want to be normal. I don’t want to be taken from my bed in the middle of the night and wake up to graffiti on my walls and have videos of me go viral at school.”

      “We went viral?”

      “Fuck off,” I hiss. 

      He chuckles. 

      “You’re deliberately missing the point.” I tell him, while he takes a left and speeds the car up. We’re on a single track road now, in what appears to be the middle of nowhere. I shudder. It looks like an ideal place to murder someone. “Where are you taking me?”

      “The Devils Playground.”

      “What?”

      “I’m kidding. We’re going to a party.”

      “It’s a school night,” I protest, realizing how lame I sound as soon as the words are out.

      I cringe while Shaun laughs at me. “I think it’s fair to say we both just lost a bit of respect for you there, Lace.”

      I snort to stop myself from laughing. He’s fucking right.

      “See what I mean? You’re always so serious and boring. Just try unclenching your arsehole for me, princess.” He smirks. “You might even find you enjoy it.” 

      I don’t give him the satisfaction of replying. Shaun speeds along the track like he’s done it a thousand times before, and a while later we reach a patch of tarmac with a huge building behind it. It looks like it could be a warehouse of some sort. There are floodlights attached to the top of the building that light up the surrounding ground. A row of cars sit in a perfect line along the edge of the perimeter, maybe twenty or thirty of them. I expect Shaun to find a space in the row, but he stops the car right in front of the building and switches the engine off. 

      “This is the party?”

      “This is my party,” he says as he unclips his seatbelt and gets out of the car. He comes around and opens my door for me, holding out his hand while I get down. I try to let my hand slip once I’m out but he holds on to it with an iron grip. His hand is warm and rough, and he threads his fingers through mine and leads me to the door. 

      I could hear the thumping of the music the second I was out of the car, but as we enter, it reaches deafening levels. I look up at Shaun, but the hall we walk along is too dark to make out his features. We reach another set of double doors and I can see some light through the glass. Green light flashes in quick bursts and I see the shadows of people on the other side. He drops my hand and opens the door, motioning me inside. I step through. 

      “Stevie’s in here somewhere,” he says in my ear, bending down behind me. 

      I look back at him but he makes off as soon as he’s finished speaking to me. Bastard. It’s too dark to see where he’s going, but even if I could, do I really want to follow him? He brought me to a party and now he’s fucking left me. I look around the room. This isn’t even a party; it’s a fucking rave. Probably highly illegal. 

      People dance in the middle of the room, but the strobe light cuts off half of their actions, making them look almost robotic. All the while the music thumps in my chest, making me feel like there is nothing but a drumbeat inside my ribcage. I don’t know what to do with myself. I consider going straight back out the door and waiting in the car park until he’s finished whatever it is he came here to do. The room is too loud, too busy. Too many people.

      Maybe I can find Stevie? If she’s here, she must have got here somehow. Maybe she has a car with her?

      I walk towards the center of the room, looking left and right, and I almost get crushed by bodies on either side. I don’t know or recognize any of these people, and I wonder if they even go to our school. Some of them look young enough, but others I assume are definitely in their twenties. 

      The lights change from the green strobe to a disco-ball and the crowd lets out an unanimous groan. I can see people easier, though none of them are Stevie. The girls that surround me are dancing like it is life or death, wearing hardly any clothes and gulping drinks from plastic cups. I notice a few with body paint on. The boys are worse, some of them completely off their faces on either drink or drugs, I can’t be sure. Couples are making out and gyrating against each other.

      I want to leave. I don’t like this at all. I feel like I’m suffocating. 

      I move to the far side of the room and do a quick survey of the people before me, double checking that Stevie isn’t here. Was he lying to me, or is there other parts to this warehouse? I edge along the wall and eventually come to a door. 

      I open it and slip through. The door is weighted and it shuts itself the second I’m on the other side. Must be sound proofed too, because already the loud music has turned into a low hum. There is at least some light in this hall, coming from a single strip light above me that's buzzing and flickering. The paint is flaking from the walls and there is no floor covering, just concrete. What is this place?

      Taking a cautious step forward I listen for sounds of movement. Doors line either side of the corridor and I press against the first one, listening. A few moments pass and I hear nothing but the sound of my own breath and the muffled music coming from the main room.

      I go to open the door but it’s locked, so I move on to the next one, and the next one, listening again. I hear faint sounds of laughter, but it’s not coming from this door. I think it’s coming from the end of the hall. I walk slowly, quietly in the direction of the sounds, hoping that I can see who it’s coming from before they see me. I reach the end of the corridor and can go either left or right at this point. I listen again, and turn right, staying close to the wall.

      I reach the end of that section and the voices are louder now, though I still can't make out who they're coming from or what is being said. I turn, expecting to see another corridor but instead there is an open room filled with people. I freeze, but it’s already too late.

      He’s already seen me.

      Where the rest of the warehouse looks old and in a state of disrepair, this place could match even the swankiest of nightclubs in any major city. There’s a red tinge to the surroundings coming from the lights above us. Hardwood parquet flooring spans the length of the room beneath my feet, reflecting the light in the empty centre. Tables line the edges, surrounded by leather high-backed chairs, with further plush velvet benches behind those. The walls are covered with deep crimson drapes, and two doors at the back lead off into darkness and are partially covered with a curtain of sparkling jewels on strings.

      Shaun sits at the top of the room and motions me with a finger to come forward. The rest of the people in the room stop what they’re doing and turn to look at me. I glance around at their expectant faces, some of them I recognize. And then I see Stevie. She’s curled up in a ball on Calvin’s knee. I can't see her face because her head is resting on his chest and her hair falls forward covering it, but I’m positive she is sleeping. Or otherwise unconscious.

      She’s not the only one in the room sitting on a knee either. I turn from Stevie to Shaun. His chair sits on a raised platform at the back of the room, and Rosheen sits on top of him, smirking at me like the cat who got the fucking cream.

      A wave of anger runs over me. Not because I’m jealous, why would I be jealous? But because he brought me here and abandoned me, and now he’s with her. He abandoned me for her. Now she’s winning. I curse myself for feeling that way because this isn't a game. I’m not in competition with her. She clearly wants Shaun's affections and I want him to leave me alone. So why does it feel like I’m losing?

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” She spits the word she like it repulses her and I seethe. I don't give Shaun the opportunity to respond, although it doesn't look as if he’s going to anyway. He doesn't even acknowledge her, he just watches me. I’m not going to back down to her. I’m not going to let her think I can be pushed around.

      “I think you’ll find he brought me here,” I inform her, mimicking her tone.

      She looks at Shaun, as if expecting an explanation, and when he offers none she turns on me.

      “Should have expected as much from a little slut like you. What, were you missing his fingers or something? Are you worried you were wearing too many clothes in the last video and want to do a retake?”

      A few people in the room snigger and she smiles all the way to her eyes, clearly proud of herself.

      “If anyone wants to do a retake I can assure you it’s Shaun,” I bite back. “Doesn't surprise me though, considering his usual standards.” I nod my head towards her and she clenches her jaw.

      “Fucking slut. You’ll regret that.”

      “Rosheen, quiet. Get back in your box,” Shaun interjects, laughing and practically shoving her from his lap as he stands up. She looks up at him, a worried look in her eyes but then catches me watching her and straightens her face. She moves off to the side and takes a seat next to a group of girls, who I can only assume are her friends.

      The whole room turns to watch Shaun, as if they’re hanging on to his next word. As if they're waiting for his next move. It surprises me the power he has over these people. I knew he had his group of loyal followers, but there are more here than the four I’m accustomed to seeing him with. He’s a leader of some sort, of that I have no doubt about.

      “There’s my princess,” he says loudly with a smile, as if he's announcing me to the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      I take Lacey’s hand and lead her back through to the main room. I promised her a party, and I intend to give her one. The second we’re out of earshot from the others, she pulls me around to face her.

      “What’s wrong with Stevie?”

      I shrug casually. “Not sure, Calvin thinks she got spiked.”

      She searches my face. “By who? Doesn’t she need like, an ambulance or something?”

      “If we knew who did it, do you think they’d still be walking?” I tell her. “And no. She just needs to sleep it off. I’ve seen it before.” She nods but her face is still suspicious. “Stop worrying, Calvin will look after her.”

      I pull her with me along the corridor and back into the party.

      “What do you want to drink?” I ask her over the music. 

      She shakes her head at me. “Nothing.”

      I go behind the makeshift bar and make her one anyway. I shove some ice, rum, syrup and strawberries in a blender and blitz them together, and she watches me with those innocent eyes while I work. Then I pour it into a cocktail glass and shove a strawberry on top. She looks at me like I’ve just spun straw into gold and then laughs before she takes a sip. 

      “This is actually quite good! What is it?” she asks.

      “You’ve never had a strawberry daiquiri before? Christ woman, so many firsts.” I shake my head at her and she takes another drink. 

      “I’m not a big drinker,” she says. 

      “You’re not big on anything remotely fun or dangerous, are you?” I tease. 

      She shakes her head. “Not really. And I like it that way,” she tells me casually. I like that about her. She’s her own person, not giving a fuck about what everyone else is doing. Not caring what other people think. At least I think that’s the case, anyway; she might just be a superb actress. “What are you big on? You said this was your party?”

      I shrug at her. “When you live in a small town, and you know you can’t ever leave, you learn to make your own fun.”

      “This,” she looks around the room. “This is fun for you, is it?”

      “It is now.” I smirk at her and she looks down at her drink, stirring it with her straw. 

      “Why can’t you leave?” she asks me. 

      I eye her from across the bar. She doesn’t miss a trick. “Same reason you came here. It’s where my father knows the money is.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t something else?” she asks. I can tell she’s hanging on for my answer, and my pause makes her agitated. She suspects something. 

      “What else would there be?” I answer her with a question, not that I think for a second she will tell me what she knows. If she even knows anything. 

      We lock eyes, and for the first time tonight I really look at her. The cool white strip-light over the bar behind me makes her look paler than normal. She has no makeup on that I can see, likely because of me pulling her straight from her sleep. Her golden hair sits piled high into a messy bun, and bits of it have escaped, framing her face and tumbling around her shoulders. She looks bare, even though she’s fully dressed. There is a vulnerability to her and I can’t help finding it endearing.

      Someone stumbles beside her and tries to take a seat next to her, and our stare breaks off at the same time. I have to look twice before I realize it’s Heather, and she is absolutely off her tits.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

      “Sorry, am I interrupting something?” Heather slurs.  

      I catch Lacey looking from me to Heather and then back to me again. No one could mistake us for being anything other than brother and sister. 

      “You need to come with me right now,” I tell her. “I’ll have Tony take you home.”

      “Fuck Tony!” she cries. “Fuck every single one of you. Get me a drink.” 

      I turn to Lacey and tell her to wait there while I come around the bar and take my sister’s arm. I try to pull her off the chair but even in her drunken state, she’s determined to stay put. Not wanting to cause a scene, I bend down to her ear so no one else can hear us. 

      “You need to go home, Heather. This isn’t healthy.”

      “Go home and do what? Sit in my room? Stare at the walls? Think about what he did to me?” She’s looking at me like I’m the enemy here.

      “He’s still doing it to you! Look at the state of you! You’re letting him win!”

      “I’m letting him win?” she cries. “What are you doing about it?” She pushes my chest but I don't even flinch. I bend down further so our heads are side by side and take a hold of her arms.

      “I’ve told you, I’m dealing with it.”

      “You can't do anything. This is all your fault. I heard what you did to his little girlfriend.” I feel her body start to shake beside me, she’s crumbling. “You can't do anything.” She breaks down. My baby sister breaks down in front of me. In front of everyone. I wrap my arms around her and hold her steady for a minute.

      “I’m going to fix it, I swear,” I promise her, but I don't think she’s even listening anymore. She’s too far gone. I scoop up her small frame easily in my arms and mouth to Lacey to stay put. Then I head off in search of Tony, or Scoot, or Doeboy. Someone I trust who’ll make sure she’s looked after while I deal with Lacey.

      I find them in our private room, sitting around a table playing poker. Calvin is with them too, and I look around for Stevie, who hasn't left his lap all night since she was slipped a dodgy drink by god knows who, but she's lying down on one of the benches at the edge of the room. Everyone else seems to have gone to the party I just came from.

      “Tony,” I say, and they all look up. “Look after Heather, will you? She’s in a bad way.”

      “I’m fine,” she sniffs as I put her down and hold her arm to keep her steady.

      “Do you know poker?” he asks her.

      I laugh. “She knows snap.”

      “Fuck you,” she mutters.

      “Snap it is then!” Scoot announces, and he starts to round up the cards.

      Confident in my friends ability to keep her occupied for at least a little while, I head back to the bar to get Lacey. Except when I arrive, her seat is empty. Little bitch. The last thing I need tonight is a game of fucking hide and seek.
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          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      I know he told me to stay put, but fuck him. Maybe it’s the strawberry rum making me extra ballsy, or maybe it’s just that I’m enjoying not doing what he tells me to for once. Either way, it’s too hot. The music is too loud. I need to get out of here. 

      I know I can’t go home. Even if I could find someone to take me, something is wrong with Stevie, and I won’t leave her here alone when she’s in that state. I just need some fresh air to clear my head. 

      I make my way across the dance floor where people are still giving it big-licks. There’s a smoke machine that’s letting off clouds like a steam-train and the strobe lights are back in full force. I pass through the two sets of double doors, glad to be out of there, and breathe in the cool night air. 

      Maybe I’m imagining it, but I feel like I’ve seen a different side to Shaun. I mull over the events of tonight in my head. First there was Rosheen. When she tried to start on me, he shut her down completely. And in front of everyone, too. So, that tells me he is fine with tormenting me, but she is not. At least, I think that’s what it means. Maybe he was just in a merciful mood tonight. I can’t help but wonder if that rule applies to others, too. What if it had been Tony? Or Calvin, who seems to be a sort of ‘second in command’. Would he have shut them down so easily? 

      Then there was the drink he made me. Okay, so it’s not exactly flowers in the pouring rain, but could it have been a peace offering of some sort? I think I might be overthinking that one. But we did have a conversation after it, and while he still teased and insulted me, he answered one of my questions honestly. It had felt like the first time he’d ever done that. 

      I have to wonder how the conversation would have gone if his sister hadn’t turned up. At least, I’m pretty certain it was his sister. They had near identical features, the same hair color, the same dark eyes and straight noses. She was like the female version of him. She was upset, about what - I don’t know, but he’d comforted her. He’d carried her away when she couldn’t walk. That was… different. The Shaun I know is rough, hard. There is nothing I recognize as gentle about Shaun Keagan. And yet, he’d been gentle with her.

      After he’d swore at her, naturally. 

      I’m thinking maybe he just doesn’t like girls very much. Or at least, he doesn’t respect us. Me, his sister, even Rosheen. I don’t like her, but he was still out of order. What happened to him? Why does he treat girls that way?

      Hundreds of questions, and only one that I can think of as ever being answered. He’s stuck here because his father basically owns the place. Why would you abandon your own kingdom?

      As if I’d spoken of the devil, he appears right in front of me and stops my thoughts spinning out of control. 

      “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he says. 

      “I’ve been right here the whole time. I was too hot in there.”

      “You shouldn’t wander about, it’s not safe,” he warns me.

      I almost laugh at him. “You brought me here! And you left me earlier, or have you forgotten about that already?” I snap. 

      Shaun takes a breath that almost looks like a laugh and then shakes his head, walking towards me. “You’ve got an answer for everything, you, eh?”

      “As do you,” I tell him. 

      “Like two peas in a pod.” 

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m nothing like you,” I say.  

      Shaun shrugs off my insult. “But wouldn’t you like to be?”

      “Like to be what? Arrogant? Cocky? A bully? A woman-hater? I can’t think of anything worse.” 

      He laughs at me properly this time and inches closer, until we’re almost touching. The cold wall of the building presses against my back and a shiver runs right through me. “What makes you think I hate women?”

      “Hmm let’s see… The way you spoke to Rosheen, the way you spoke to your sister… and basically everything you’ve ever said and done to me since we met.”

      He looks at me like I’ve said something highly amusing. “I don’t hate Rosheen; she just gets on my nerves sometimes. As for Heather, I don’t hate her either. I love her — she’s my sister. You, though. I’ve still not decided how I feel about you.”

      “Bullshit. Why? Why do you hate me?” I ask him as I search his face. His expression gives nothing away, apart from the amusement that still lingers in his eyes. 

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “Then why do it? It’s like you enjoy making me squirm.”

      “Perhaps I do.” He shrugs and takes a hold of my wrists, pushing them against the wall low at my side. “Perhaps I enjoy it because you show not a fucking ounce of fear. I have to try so much harder with you.”

      “If I cry and beg and tell you how much you terrify me, would that make you stop?” I ask him.

      “That, princess, would probably just make my cock even harder than it is right now.”

      I give him a sigh that ends in an eye-roll. “That’s your thing, is it?”

      “It is.”

      “Then I’ll be sure to never do that, ever,” I deadpan.

      “Oh, you bore,” he says, mocking me. “What if doing that made all the other shit stop?” 

      “You want me to fuck you just to get my locker door back? I think I like it better without one,” I tell him.

      “Ha! You wouldn't be doing the fucking, darlin,” he says as he slides my wrists up the wall until they‘re at the side of my head. My back arches involuntarily and it pushes my breasts out to meet his hard chest. 

      “Answers still no,” I tell him, as firmly as I can manage. 

      He opens his mouth, as if to respond, but no words come out. He looks down at my lips, and I lick them. He’s too close. There's not enough space between us for me to think clearly. The smell of him invades my senses. I feel his warm breath on my cheeks. He brings his head down and brushes his lips against mine, so soft that I barely even feel it. A tingle rips through my body and my stomach clenches. My heart-rate canters.

      I want more.

      This is so, so wrong.

      “I fucking hate y…”

      That’s the last thing that crosses my lips before he claims them. He crashes down against me, hard, and stops my words with his mouth. I don't know what to do. I know I need to stop this, but I can't. And it feels good. I’m so fucking angry at him, and yet, I’m kissing him right back.

      He pushes his body against me and I feel his hard erection hit my stomach. I did that. I have that power of his body. I wriggle my wrists, and surprisingly he drops them for me. I immediately wrap them around his neck and pull him further down, trying to get him closer, trying desperately to make us fit together.

      He crouches and his hands snake down my spine and around my ass. He lifts me up easily and spreads my thighs around his stomach so we’re now eye-level with each other. His hands rake over my bum, my thighs, kneading the muscles until I’m losing every ounce of good sense I ever possessed.

      I groan as his tongue slides into my mouth, caressing yet dominating at the same time. I take it like I’m starving, like I need it, like I’m frantic, and his hands get firmer and angrier, moving up my back and scratching me. I moan from the pain, but it’s not unpleasant. It’s just… new. The pain, the danger, the fact this is so fucking wrong. It makes me wet. It makes me needy. It makes me want him even more.

      It makes me want everything. Every last piece of him.

      And that terrifies me.

      I pull my head back. “Stop,” I say, though it’s more of a breathless whisper.

      “Stop?”

      “Stop.” He looks at me, his expression turning serious, and lets me slide down his body until my feet are planted back on the ground. “This is wrong.”

      Shaun takes a step back, and for a second I regret it. I want him closer again, pressed up against me. I want to feel his need for me searing my stomach. But the logical part of my brain I’ve been suppressing knows I don't really want that. It’s just a chemical reaction.

      “Doesn't feel wrong to me,” he says.

      “You hate me? I hate you. This isn't right,” I tell him.

      “I don't hate you.”

      I search his face, trying to assess how much truth there is in that statement. Maybe he’s a good liar. People can say what they want to, it’s actions that are important. I don't believe him.

      “I think you should take me home,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      “Fine,” I agree. “We’ll take my sister too.” 

      The words came out harsher than I intended them to and her face hardens. I don’t bother apologizing though; I think I’ve given enough for one night. 

      It took every ounce of strength I had to stop when she asked me to. I would have taken her right there, up against the wall if I thought she would have appreciated it. There’s something about her. I can’t put my finger on it. I shouldn’t like her. I shouldn’t put myself into these situations with her. But I can’t fucking help myself. 

      Maybe that’s what it is? My father ordered me to get rid of her. She’s forbidden. She’s dangerous, even though she doesn’t know it. Maybe I just don’t like anyone to tell me I can’t have something. That would make sense.

      But there’s something else. She intrigues me. She should hate me. She maintains she does hate me, but her eyes deceive her. She looks at me like she’s curious, not scared. Twice I’ve kissed her and twice I’ve felt her need, like a hunger. Like she’s starving. You don’t kiss someone you hate like that. 

      She’s different, too. Rosheen uses me. I know she does, and it’s never bothered me before considering I use her too. She knows being with me makes her untouchable, as did the ones who came before her. She likes that. She likes the power I give her. She doesn’t care that I treat her like shit, just as long as I’m nice sometimes and she reaps the rewards for putting up with it. Lacey wouldn’t stand for that. She’s happy with what she’s already got. She doesn’t need me, and that makes her difficult. She’s a challenge. To get to Lacey, I’ll need to work harder. 

      That doesn’t put me off her. If anything, it fucking excites me. 

      I take Lacey’s hand and lead her back through the warehouse to where I left my sister. People move out of the way for us. We enter the room and it goes silent, except for Heather who’s sat at the table with the boys giggling like mad.  

      “Time to go,” I tell her. 

      Heather looks at me and does a dramatic, sad face. “I’m having fun! Ten more minutes?”

      “Move it, Heather. I’m not fucking about.” 

      Her sad face turns to anger, but she gets up from her chair anyway. 

      “What about Stevie?” Lacey says. “Can you carry her?”

      “Calvin, take Stevie home.” I say.

      Calvin nods and gets up from his chair, throwing his pile of cards down on the table. 

      “No! She can’t go home in that state.” Lacey turns to me. “Take her to my house. Please.”

      I shrug. “Fair enough. Calvin, you heard the woman. Drop her off at Lacey’s.” I motion with my head for the girls to follow me, and then I make my way out of the room. 

      Lacey practically has to run to catch up with me. “I meant you!” Her spoilt tone is begging for me to teach her a lesson.

      I chuckle. “I know what you meant. Am I, or am I not doing what you asked of me?” 

      She’s skipping along at my side to keep up and I watch her puzzled face from the corner of my eye. “You are.”

      I stop in my tracks and push her up against the wall. Her eyes go wide and her mouth hangs open in surprise. “So shouldn’t you be showing me a little more gratitude?” My fingers trace her bottom lip and she turns her face away from it, making my hand slip. I hold her little neck instead, not tightly, but firm enough. Both her hands fly to my wrist and she clamps them around it. Not that they could stop me if I chose to squeeze. 

      “Fuck you, Shaun Keagan.”

      “So insolent…” My words trail off as I press a kiss against her forehead. “Why don’t you try playing nicely?” 

      She pauses for a moment and I sense my sister behind us, watching us. When Lacey finally answers, she looks me straight in the eye and says, “Because you don’t deserve it.” 

      I let go of her neck and continue on down the corridor. Within a second, I hear the girl’s steps beside me. Maybe she’s right, maybe I don’t deserve it. But there are things she doesn’t understand. 

      I unlock the car and open the front and rear passenger side. “In the back,” I say to Heather. “You can try to sleep off that drink before Dad sees you.” 

      She shoots me a dagger with her eyes but gets in, regardless. 

      “Princess,” I smile sweetly at Lacey while gesturing for her to get in the front, and she fires me a dagger too. 

      Fucking women. 

      I reverse out of the car park, and before long we’re on the single track road that leads back into town. I adjust the rear view mirror so I can see Heather and notice she’s sprawled out on the back seats; her face turned away from me. Good. My dad will fucking flip if he’s home.

      “What time is it?” Lacey asks. 

      “Twenty past three.”

      “Not a chance any of us are making it to school tomorrow,” she sighs. 

      “Speak for yourself, I’ll be there fresh as a daisy, with my toolbox screwing your locker door back on.” 

      She giggles, despite clearly not wanting to. I catch her in the corner of my eye and she turns her head to look out of the window. “I thought I had to bargain my virginity to get that back?”

      “Guess I changed my mind. Would you like to reinstate the original deal? I wouldn’t complain if you did…” I flash her a smile, and she laughs properly this time.

      “You confuse the hell out of me,” she says.

      “Feelings mutual,” I confess.  

      “Now I know you’re talking shit! I’ve done nothing to you!”

      “You don’t have to. I do enough for the both of us. It’s how you react to what I do that confuses me.”

      “How should I react?” She watches me closely, studying my face and I half look at her, half try to keep the car on the road. 

      “Let me take you out properly,” I suggest. 

      “Not a fucking chance,” she says, and whips her head forward to look out the front window, her face giving nothing away. 

      I shift the gears and speed the car up. Her hand moves to hold on to the handle and the force of the accelerating car pushes her head back against the seat. I was already doing sixty-five, and now I’m pushing eighty. 

      Eighty-five.  

      “Shaun, stop it!” 

      “Nope,” I smile, putting my foot down on the gas. 

      Ninety. 

      “Slow down! You’ll kill us!” Her face fills with terror as we approach the black and white luminous arrow sign that signifies a sharp bend in the road. 

      “Then tell me you’ll go out with me… Let me die a happy man.” I laugh, breaking at the last second to take the corner. The back of the car slips slightly, but I correct it easily and begin speeding up again. We’re on a long straight now so I can go as fast as the car will allow.

      “Fine! Now stop!” she cries.

      I break, not hard enough to cause Heather to come flying through the windscreen, but the car does eventually roll to a complete stop. “Fine what?”

      “I’ll go out with you.”

      “Say it like you mean it.”

      “I’ll go out with you,” she repeats, slightly softer this time.

      “Good girl,” I say, reaching over and squeezing her kneecap. “A real date?”

      “If that makes you happy,” she smiles in mock sweetness and I can’t help laughing at her.

      Happy as a dog with two tails and a hard-on.
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      Shaun drops me off back at my house with no further incident, and ten minutes later, I hear Calvin’s black Evoque approach outside. I go to the door to find him carrying Stevie up the garden path, her long dark hair spilling over his arm and swaying from the motion. 

      I tell him to come in and direct him to my room, following a few steps behind. He puts her down on the bed gently and takes a step back, watching her sleep. 

      “When do you think she’ll wake up?” I ask him. 

      He glances at me in acknowledgment and then his eyes go back to her limp body. “Hard to say. She should be alright by morning, but she probably won’t remember much.”

      “Like who did it…” I say, my tone slightly accusatory. 

      He turns his head and narrows his eyes at me. “Like how she ended up at the party in the first place.”

      “And how did she end up there in the first place?” 

      Calvin chuckles, as if he finds my attempt at interrogation amusing. “Not the same way Shaun got you to go there, anyway.” 

      I blush slightly at thought of him knowing just how easily Shaun can manipulate me. 

      “I think he likes you, you know. Which isn’t normal for Shaun,” he continues. 

      “This is how he treats people he likes? How does he treat people he hates?” 

      Calvin shrugs. “He was a dick to you. That was to get back at Liam. He’s not good with girls.” 

      “Understatement of the year right there,” I say.

      He smiles at me. “Give the guy a chance. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Eh… let me think… he could completely ruin my life with the click of a finger,” I tell him.

      Calvin turns away and goes back to watching Stevie. “Then show him just how easily you could ruin his.” 

      We both watch her for a moment while I let his words settle in. She doesn’t move, except for the steady rise and fall of her chest. He makes it sound so fucking easy. I have no power over Shaun. I don’t think anyone does. 

      He finally breaks the silence, pulling a phone out of his back pocket and putting it down on the bedside table. “I better get going. Tell Stevie to text me in the morning, let me know she’s alright.”

      I look at him questioningly but nod, and he turns and walks out the bedroom door. I follow him down the stairs so I can lock up behind him, but he takes them two at a time and is much quicker than me.

      “I’ll see ya around, Lacey,” he says, as he opens the front door and slips out into the night. 

      Feeling wide awake now, I go to the kitchen and click the kettle on for a cup of tea, then retrieve my phone. I lean against the counter while the kettle boils and open up Facebook, going straight to the search bar. 

      Shaun Keagan. 

      I scroll through the results, already knowing that I won’t find him. I think that’s why I’ve never bothered to look before. I do the same with Instagram and Twitter, finding nothing. Clearly, Shaun is not one for making his life public. 

      I change tactics and open up my internet browser, this time making my search more specific.

      Shaun Keagan Elgin Scotland.

      Jackpot. 

      A single news article, but I’m in no doubt it’s him. 

      It’s been a turbulent 12 months for Scottish boxer Shaun Keagan. A former three-belt champion, the 18-year-old was tearing up the heavyweight rankings at lightning pace. However, the first loss of his career to Josh Handren in January, followed by a damning drug test result, and having his boxing license revoked after being convicted of assault, brought the former Elgin amateur’s career crashing to a halt.

      There’s a picture of him at the top of the article, standing ringside and staring at the camera, his hand clenched tightly in a fist. He’s wearing a light-gray cotton tracksuit, unzipped to reveal a tight white T-shirt that shows off his pecs perfectly. And a… something else. I slide my fingers apart on the screen to zoom in, for research purposes only of course. Not that I have much to compare it too, having never seen one. Pervert.

      Okay, that’s enough of that. I shift my gaze away from the package and towards the man standing next to him. This man wears a suit, I’d say he’s in his mid 40s. He’s balding slightly at the top of his head, but that doesn’t detract from his handsome looks. He has the same pronounced dark eyebrows and chin as Shaun, and though the older man is an inch or two smaller, the pair are very similar. Similar enough to be father and son. He’s also doing the fist thing with his hand, like Shaun. 

      I scroll down the article to see if it mentions the second man’s name, but to my disappointment it doesn’t. If I had his father’s name, then perhaps I could research some more about him. 

      Not because I’m interested, or because I’m seriously considering what Calvin said… it’s more to do with Stevie’s theory. The secret club / illuminati stuff that she was convinced had some weight. 

      Just say, for arguments sake, that Shaun did actually like me. And that I found some secret superpower that could ruin his life and ensure he couldn’t ruin mine first. And that the stars aligned, the sea boiled, and the end of the world happened, and he was the last man left on this earth. In that situation, it would be useful to know what I was getting myself involved in. 

      But there’s a chink in Stevie’s theory that’s right here in black and white, printed in the article. He was convicted of assault earlier this year. 

      If he is part of some elite club, and they hold all the power — including the police, then why would they sit back and watch their golden boy take an assault charge? 

      Who did he assault, and why?

      I open up a new page and this time I type in:

      Shaun Keagan Elgin Assault. 

      Another news article. I tap the link to open it and this time it takes forever to load. 

      404 Error. 

      The requested URL was not found on this server.

      I hit the back button and try again on the next article, only to face the same error page. All the links are broken. It’s like the story has been wiped completely, the only mention of it in the boxing article. 

      I lock my phone in frustration, take a final gulp of my now lukewarm tea, and head back up the stairs knowing full well I will not be able to  sleep. There is far too much going on in my head for me to just shut it down. 

      I go in to the bedroom and check on Stevie, who’s still sleeping peacefully. Heading to the en-suite, I run myself a bath and throw in a Lush bath bomb. By the time I’ve undressed, the scent of ylang-ylang, vanilla and jasmine fill the air and I switch the lights over to the warm under-bath floor LEDs. 

      Bliss. 

      I instantly feel more relaxed as I slide down into the piping hot water. Wishing I’d brought in a book, but too lazy to get out and fetch one, I close my eyes and try not to think of anything. 

      When that fails, I try to think of anything that isn’t Shaun. 
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      “Lacey.” 

      Someone is shaking me. 

      “Lace!” I open my eyes and see Stevie sitting up in bed, her makeup smudged down her cheeks and her hair a mess. “Someone’s outside your house!” 

      “What?” I sit up, still half asleep and not really understanding what’s happening. Why is Stevie here? What day is it? 

      And then I remember last night. 

      “Oh god, are you okay?” I ask her.

      “I’m fine,” she says, dismissing me. “Is your dad home?”

      It’s… Wednesday. I shake my head. “Not until tomorrow.”

      “There’s someone outside,” she repeats.

      “Alice? We have a housekeeper. What time is it?”

      “It’s men’s voices!”

      The anxiety I’ve been carrying around for days like a heavy stone shackled to my stomach returns instantly. I jump out of bed and rush over to the window, scared that I’m about to witness the second attack on my home. 

      But that’s not what I see. 

      Two white unmarked vans are parked on the street in front of my house. Men walk around the garden, chatting and barking orders at each other. One with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. Another carrying a bucket. All of them dressed in paint covered overalls.

      “It’s decorators,” I tell Stevie. “I guess Alice must have sorted it out. What time is it?”

      “I have genuinely no idea where my phone is. How did I get here?”

      I nod to the bedside table and she turns around. “Long story… and I’m not actually sure I know the half of it. Can you get up? I’ll fix you a cup of tea.”

      Stevie nods and we head down the stairs to the kitchen, where Alice is busy wiping down the counters. I check the time on my phone on the way down… 11.15. Looks like we’re kipping today. 

      “Good morning, girls,” Alice greets us with a smile. “I tried waking you two at 6.45 but ye’s were dead to the world!” 

      “Uh… Study day today. Exam tomorrow.” I flash her a smile and she nods. 

      “Cup of tea?” she offers.

      “It’s okay, thanks. I’ll make us one.”

      Alice shrugs, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. “Well, I’ll get out of your hair, I have errands to run.” she says as she picks up a set of empty canvas bags that are lying on the dining table. “How did you manage to find the decorators? I swear I phoned every one from here to the English border and they were all booked up til the end of the month!”

      I look at Stevie, and then back to Alice. “Oh, I found these guys online.”

      She pauses while she thinks and then smiles. “Och aye, that web thing. Sorry dear, that’s beyond my many talents!” She grabs her car keys and makes towards the door. “Remember to study!”

      “We will!” I shout back, turning to Stevie and giving her my best WTF eyes.

      “If it wasn’t her, who the fuck was it?” Stevie hisses under her breath. I wait until I hear Alice slam the front door before replying. 

      “Shaun? That’s the only person I can think of.” I tell her.

      “Shaun? Fuck off!” She rears her head back in disbelief. I admit, I’m struggling to get to grips with that theory too but for now, it’s the best one I’ve got. 

      “Calvin said last night that he liked me…”

      “Calvin? Wait. You need to back the fuck up and tell me what went down last night.”

      “Okay…” I walk over to the kettle and switch it on, making tea while I relate to her exactly what I know, and what I don’t know. 

      “I genuinely don’t remember any of that,” she says as I put her cup down on the table in front of her. 

      “Not even going to the party?” 

      “Zilch. Nothing. Not a thing. I remember taking a shower and going to bed… and then I woke up here with the strange voices in the garden.” She shrugs her shoulders and then takes a sip of her tea. 

      “Is something going on with you and Calvin?” I ask her, watching her reaction closely.

      Her eyes widen. “No!” She quickly looks to the side to cover it up. “Is something going on with you and Shaun?”

      “God, no!” I tell her firmly. 

      We both regard each other for a moment and I’m pretty sure each of us thinks the other one is lying.

      “He texts me sometimes…” she concedes. “I wish I could remember why I agreed to go last night. It just doesn’t sound like something I would do. I mean I’ve been batting him off for days… hardly replying, when I do it's something snide.”

      “But… do you like him?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I dunno. I mean look at him. He’s fucking gorgeous. But also, a class A prick. So I suppose I like him enough to fuck him, if that makes sense.”

      I laugh at her logic. “That makes no sense!” 

      “I know right,” she says, and giggles back. “But enough about Calvin, why did you agree to go with Shaun? I thought you hated him.”

      I think for a moment. Stevie didn’t lie to me or try to cover up the way she feels about Calvin, so why am I thinking about the best way to lie to her? 

      “I do hate him.” I tell her. That bit isn’t actually a lie. “If Calvin is a class A prick, then how would you even begin to describe Shaun?” 

      “Evil incarnate,” she says with a wink. 

      I can’t help laughing at her. “He basically manipulated me by threatening to drag me out over his shoulder. And when that didn’t work, he then threatened not to leave. I still don’t know which one would have been worse. So I went with him.” I explain. 

      She nods, taking it all in. “And now Calvin thinks he likes you? That’s not how you treat someone you like.”

      “Exactly. He says that’s just the way Shaun is. Like it or lump it, basically.” I take another drink and then swirl my finger around the rim of the cup, not really sure how to say the next part. “So… now I’ve agreed to go on a date with him.”

      “Jesus, Lacey. Are you insane?” she says. 

      “Probably.”

      “You can’t go alone. Not a chance. Like, he will eat you alive. Tell him it’s a double date and I’ll tag along too, make sure he doesn’t strap you down in the back of his car and…” she cuts off and I flush bright red. 

      She’s correct, I am fucking insane. I’ve lost all ability to rationalize. To reason with myself. Logic has left my brain, and in its place lies idiocy and foolishness. This is a boy who set out with the sole objective of ruining me. He wanted to see me suffer. Hell, I think he gets some weird kick out of making me squirm. And I’m going on a date with him. 

      Even an idiot could work out Shaun is not a nice guy. He’s not a good guy. Assault charges. Failed drug tests. A powerful family. A sexual assault. Vandalizing my house. Humiliating me with that photo. Tormenting me at every single interaction. 

      So why am I so drawn to him? Why do I think about him all the time? 

      Maybe I’m a sadist and I enjoy inflicting pain on myself. Maybe I want to feel something, even if that’s hurt.

      No.

      Maybe I see something good in him. 

      There must be something good in him, even if he doesn’t show it. Last night, he shut Rosheen down quicker than a speeding arrow. He was tender with his sister, even if his words were firm. He stopped the kiss before it went too far as soon as I asked him to, even though I could see in his eyes how much he wanted to continue.

      “No, I think you’re right. I promised him a single date, so I’ll give him one. But you should definitely be there.”

      Stevie nods. “I don’t trust him.”

      “Neither do I,” I agree.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      School rolls around on Thursday and I have even less of a clue about what I’m walking into than I did on Monday. 

      I park up, and as I walk across the car park, I remember my game plan from a week ago. Keep my head down and survive the last year of school. Study hard, get good grades, and go off to university somewhere far away from my father. I feel like I’m not playing the game to the best of my ability. I’m bunking off school, and when I’m here, I’m distracted. I’ve been to two parties in the space of a week. I’ve kissed two boys, in the space of a week. 

      I never knew this much could happen in the space of a week. 

      I get to my locker and the door is back on. So he definitely wasn’t joking then, he did put it right. Yesterday, I went outside to speak to the painters and confirmed my suspicions — it was a Mr Keagan who hired them. 

      He’ll probably expect a medal or something for being so damn nice to me. He’ll twist it around so that if  I’m not sufficiently gushing over his kind and generous actions, I’ll be spoilt, ungrateful, unreasonable. But he’s not being generous. I don’t feel grateful or indebted to him. He’s merely putting right all the things he should never have done in the first place.

      And he can’t take the video back. He can’t make everyone forget. So as far as I’m concerned, he’s still not in my favor. I still don’t forgive him.

      And I’m certainly not being unreasonable. 

      I open my locker and find a note attached to a single red rose. Expecting some Spanish expletive, I open it and read it. 

      “Tha thu breagha X” 

      I fold the note up and open my phone, setting the translator to detect the language before I type in the words. 

      Scottish-Gaelic. 

      You are beautiful. 

      How original. 

      I pull out my English textbook and put the rest of them away, before heading to Mrs Hunters class. I remember last week, walking here with Liam. If someone had told me then what I know now, I’d probably have turned around and walked straight back out the door. I’d have demanded my father leave, and if that wasn’t possible then boarding school in Glasgow, or Edinburgh, would have been the only thing on the agenda over dinner that night. 

      But you don’t know what you don’t know. 

      And I guess, you don’t know how strong you are until something happens to make you realize it. Until someone turns your world upside down and forces you to react. 

      That’s what I’ve been doing for the last week — reacting. That needs to change. Calvin's words cross my mind again… I need to find a way to have power over him. I need to stop reacting. I need to start fighting. 

      I enter Mrs Hunter’s class and only then do I notice that no one has slut coughed me. No one has whispered or sniggered behind my back. Shaun is powerful, and he seems to be on the back foot, playing nicely for once. If what Calvin said was true, if he actually does like me, then he shouldn’t have been so fucking stupid. Because I do hate him. And he’s underestimated me. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      I meet Stevie for lunch in the central hallway and we grab lunch from the canteen. I go for a sausage roll and she gets herself a tray of fries before heading to the wall. 

      I’m deep in conversation with her and not paying attention to where we’re going when she stops me in my tracks and nods her head in the direction of the wall. 

      “Liam?” I say, looking at the two boys already sitting on the wall, their backs facing us. His golden head is instantly recognizable. Liam and Brad. 

      “Come on, let’s go to the canteen,” she says with a shrug. 

      “Eh… let’s go to the toilets!” I suggest, forcefully.

      She looks at me like I’ve suggested we go to the moon. “Shut up. You’re not serious?” 

      “Shaun will be in the canteen?” I argue. 

      “And? He’s clearly not going to bother you anymore. And if he is, he’s not going to do it in the canteen, is he?” she says. 

      I know I’m being a pussy. I know I promised myself I wasn’t going to just react to what he throws at me anymore. 

      I shrug at Stevie. “You win.”

      We get to the canteen and I do a quick scan of the room before sitting down at an empty table. I can’t see him in here… maybe they go out for lunch? I just assumed they would sit here, but I could be wrong. I start to relax as I rip my sausage roll into little bite-sized pieces. 

      “Guess what I found in my locker?” I say to Stevie. 

      She raises her eyebrows. “A voodoo doll with pins in it?” 

      I laugh at her, mouth closed while I chew, and shake my head. “A rose with a note on it.”

      “Death threat or declaration of love?” she asks, stabbing a fry with her plastic fork and dipping it into a huge pool of brown sauce. 

      “Neither,” I shrug. “It was like Gaelic words for ‘you are beautiful’.” 

      She chuckles, covering her mouth with her hand. “Fuck's sake he’s smooth. Tha thu breagha?” 

      “That’s the one,” I tell her. 

      “A true poet,” she says sarcastically, “are you impressed?”

      I roll my eyes at her. “Would you be?”

      She shrugs. “Shaun Keagan is a ride, no two ways about it. Would I actually fall for him, though? Not a fucking chance.”

      I’m about to reply when I see her face change as she catches on to something going on behind me.

      “Don’t turn around,” she tells me under her breath. 

      I’m trying really hard to listen to her. When someone says “don’t look” it’s like genuinely the hardest thing in the world not to look. But I try to trust her advice. I give her my best WTF face.

      “Incoming ride,” she says under her breath and looks down at her fries.

      A moment later, the chair beside me squeaks on the linoleum floor as someone pulls it out. I look up, and two dark eyes stare down at me. A smirk. A smell of wood and vanilla. An electric tension that fills the air. 

      Must be Shaun. 

      He sits himself down right next to me. 

      “Ladies,” he says. A second later, the rest of them fill the empty seats. “Hope we’re not intruding on your cosy little lunch date.”

      “Actually, you are,” I tell him. 

      Shaun shrugs. “Couldn’t keep away.”

      “You should try harder.”

      “Mo chridhe,” he puts his hands to his chest and gives me the puppy dog eyes. “You cut me deep. I am trying hard.”

      I turn to Stevie. “What’s this prick saying?” I ask her, nodding my head sideways at Shaun.

      She laughs, along with the rest of them, and then her face turns sad, imitating Shaun’s. She puts her hands to her chest, the way he did and says “My heart,” and then laughs, turning to Shaun. “Your patter is pitiful.”

      “Aye, well it was better when she couldn’t understand it.” he shrugs and takes a huge bite of his burger, his elbows sticking out and getting right up in my personal space. 

      “God loves a trier,” Tony cuts in. 

      “Did you want something?” Stevie asks, looking around the group.

      “Just lunch with some beautiful ladies,” Calvin says. “We never see you in here, it’s like the lunch bell goes and you both bail.”

      “We like our own company.” Stevie replies.

      “But not today?” Shaun says, looking at me.

      I shrug. “Our usual spot was taken.”

      “And you didn't scare them off? I thought you both had more backbone than that.” Calvin replies, turning to Stevie. “Especially you.”

      Stevie stabs a french-fry and pops it in her mouth, rolling her eyes. “It was Liam. I try to avoid him.”

      “Pity you couldn't have encouraged your little friend here to do similar,” Shaun cuts in.

      “I did,” Stevie replies, “she just has an uncanny ability to not take advice and do what she wants anyway.”

      Shaun narrows his eyes at her and then laughs and goes back to eating his burger.

      The boys start chatting and joking easily amongst themselves. I learn they’re actually not awful. Well, Tony and Scoot and Doeboy, that is. Doeboy is really hilarious, and seems to be a constant source of laughter between them all. I can't make my mind up about Calvin. On one hand, the way he acted on Tuesday night after the party suggests he cares about Stevie, at least to a degree. But, I don't know enough about him to make up my mind. He could have spiked her himself, for all I know.

      “Did you do that essay for big Janice?” Tony asks Scoot.

      “Did I fuck her on Sunday on the roof of the church?”

      Tony starts laughing. “She’s going to grind your balls into paste and use it on the white board.”

      “She’s going to fuck you, up the arse, with a rusty fork, on days ending in Y.” Doeboy adds, laughing.

      “I bet she’s into that shit as well, wouldn't fucking surprise me,” Tony tells him.

      “You lot are genuinely revolting,” Stevie scowls, closing the lid on her box of fries and pushing it away dramatically.

      Calvin slides the box over to him, opens it up, and starts eating what Stevie left. “Pass that right over to me, pet.” Catching her WTF look, he shrugs. “I’m a growing laddie! And there’s bairns starving the world over — you shouldn’t waste food.”

      I shake my head at him and chuckle.

      A moment later, Stevie, Calvin, and Scoot — who are all sitting opposite me — look up. When I realize something is happening, I turn around and see Liam staring down at me.

      “Lace,” he greets me, his tone warm and a smile on his face.

      “Liam.” I don't smile back.

      “I see you’re keeping different company now, since we last spoke?”

      I glance nervously to Shaun, who pushes his chair out and stands up. Liam is tall, but Shaun is taller. Where Liam has the build of a soccer player, lean and toned, Shaun has that of a boxer. He has a sturdy weight behind him that can't possibly be created in a gym. I wouldn't fancy Liam's chances if the pair ever happened to clash fists.

      “Have you got something to say, Liam?” Shaun asks.

      “I think you’ll find I was talking to Lacey,” Liam bites back.

      “I think you’ll find, Lacey doesn't want to talk to you.”

      “Oh, because you decided that? I let you walk all over me before, but I’m not doing it again. She’s better than you. She deserves more.”

      “Why don't you let Lacey decide what she deserves?” Shaun suggests.

      “Oh, like you did? You might think she’s falling for your bullshit act, but I see right through it,” Liam says, shaking his head.

      “Well, you can carry on seeing through it somewhere else.” Shaun shuffles his hands as if he’s swatting a fly. “See ya later, Liam.”

      Right on cue, the sound of the bell reverberates through the dining hall, and I watch Liam’s jaw clench. He turns away from Shaun and looks at me. It’s not a smile, but it’s not angry either. His look is something akin to how a disappointed father might look at you when you tell him you’re failing all of your classes. “I thought you were smarter than this, Lace.”

      He turns around and walks away and I swallow down the lump in my throat. I glance up at Shaun who's still standing. He puts his hand on the back of his neck and shifts his head to the side as if he’s cracking it. Then he too walks away, without a backwards glance at me, and I’m left wondering if Liam might be right.

      I am smarter than this.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      I arrive home to the sight of a freshly painted house. It was already pristine when my father bought the place, so he shouldn't even notice that it’s been repainted.

      Hopefully.

      I’m about to find out, because his Discovery Sport sits on the driveway. He’s home.

      I come in and dump my school bag on the floor, stacking my thick pile of books on the side table. I go in to the kitchen and see my dad sitting at the kitchen counter, deep in concentration and staring at his laptop.

      Opening the fridge, I pull out a carton of orange juice and place it on the counter along with a glass. He’s facing my direction, but he doesn't even look up.

      “Hi Dad,” I say.

      A quick glance at me and his eyes are fixed on his laptop again, where he starts typing. “Hi honey,” he mumbles.

      “Good trip?” I ask him, taking a gulp of the orange juice and sticking it back in the fridge.

      “You know how these things are,” he replies absentmindedly. I grab my glass and go to leave the kitchen, but just as I reach the door he calls me back. “Before I forget, keep Sunday free.”

      “Sunday? I don't have anything planned. Why?”

      “Well, I have a meeting tonight and then I’m back in Norway for a couple of days. There's a dinner I need to attend on Sunday, it’s business but I thought you could come with me? Some quality time, you know?”

      Quality time. Fabulous. I have to fight myself to refrain from rolling my eyes, not that he’d even notice. “Sure, Dad,” I say, before heading up the stairs to my bedroom. A business dinner. I shouldn't be surprised, he’s always been like this. At boarding school I hardly noticed, but now I’m home it would be nice to have an actual parent from time to time.

      I put my phone on the docking station and stick on the “hot right now” iTunes playlist for some background noise. I have a maths test that’s due in tomorrow, and since the curriculum is a totally different set up here from what I’m used to, I want to get a solid couple of hours studying done tonight.

      I change out of my school clothes and put on a comfy pair of leggings, shove my hair up in a messy bun and sit down at my desk to get cracking with the maths revision. I don't even get ten minutes into it when the music temporarily quietens and I hear the buzz of my phone vibrating twice.

      I fight the urge to go and see what the message says. I don't need distractions, I need to pass this test.

      Fuck it. I’m weak.

      I pull my phone off the dock and see Shaun Keagan’s name on my home screen.

      “Don't listen to Liam, he’s a dick.”

      Well, he would say that wouldn't he? Though from where I’m standing, Liam isn't the one acting like a dick. Except for basically cutting all contact with me after Friday. That was a dick move, under normal circumstances. But he kinda explained why he did that today. He was scared of what Shaun would do, and I can sympathize with that.

      “He’s just looking out for me. Maybe he has good reason…”

      My eyes are glued to my phone while I wait for his reply. Almost instantly I see the three dots wiggling at the bottom of the screen, signifying that he’s typing.

      “He wants you.”

      “Who wouldn't.” I do the little emoji of the girl in the purple T-shirt shrugging. I like a sprinkling of emojis now and again.

      He's already typing.

      “Good point. But remember our deal. You’re mine.”

      “That was NOT part of the deal.”

      “I make the rules. You follow them like a good little princess.” Blonde princess emoji, followed by the hand that could be a wave, but equally could be a slap.

      “You're going to get a shock when you realize I’m not going to do what you say…” Eye-roll emoji. One of my favorites.

      “A shock? Or an erection?” Big long purple aubergine. How mature. I laugh anyway.

      As much as I’d love to sit on my bed and receive defenseless vegetables all night from Shaun, I really, really need to study for this test. “Enjoy yourself with that! Bye.”

      The dots are going before I’ve even exited the chat, and within seconds I have a reply.

      “Before you go, I’m taking you out on Friday. Pick you up at 6.30pm.”

      I better tell him. “Stevie's coming too.”

      “FFS woman! Fine, I’ll bring Calvin.”

      “Fabulous. Can't wait.” I type back.

      “Bet you can’t…” wink.

      I lock my phone and put it back on the dock, pressing play when the music app appears on the home screen. And then I study. Well, I try to study. I half study maths, half dissect Shaun’s phycology in my head.

      I really need to stop thinking about him, but the harder I try the more he fights his way in. So apparently he likes me, but what does that even mean? What does that mean for him, and more importantly, what does that mean for me?

      So he has made the effort to right some of the wrongs he committed. He got the house painted, and he got the door put back on my locker. I’m not complaining — it was the right thing to do — but that doesn't mean he likes me. And just say he does like me, what does he want from me? A relationship? Somehow, I don't think so. I don't even think he’d be capable of one. I suspect I’m just a challenge for him. I don't throw myself at him, like maybe he’s used to when it comes to girls. I’ve never given him a reason to think I’m interested, except possibly the times we kissed, when I didn't fight him.

      The kisses were good. He has this power over me that seems to make my thoughts illogical. I forget what he’s done, and that he’s not good for me. Well, maybe I do remember, and I just don't care. When he kissed me that second time I knew that I could get hurt, but it didn't phase me.

      As long as I don't give him my heart, he can't break it.

      I put my head down and focus on my equations before I give myself a headache thinking about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      I know her father is away on yet another business trip, so there’s nothing forcing me to ring the doorbell like a normal person would. 

      To me, her father seems like a bit of a cunt. Not that I can talk, considering my father is quite possibly the biggest cunt of them all. But there is a difference between the two of them. Somewhere inside my dad’s cold and twisted soul, I do believe he actually cares about Heather and I. Not love; I don’t mean that. I don’t think he’s capable of actual love, even though he probably feels something for my mum. But he cares whether we live or die, which I think is more than can be said for Laurence Tyler. I wonder if anyone who wasn’t paid to do so has ever given a shit about Lacey. 

      My dad is mostly absent, like hers, but I have memories of my dad. I have the scars on my back when he took the belt to it for playing with matches up the old abandoned coal mine. I have the summer I turned eight when he’d get me up out of my pit at 5am to teach me how to ride a horse. I’d fall off, and he’d force me to get back up until I was red in the face with frustration, fighting tears, my little fists clenched in annoyance. He slapped me, hard, right on the cheek and asked me right there who I wanted to be. Do I want to be weak? Or do I want to fight? It wasn’t about the horse; it was about getting back up. He taught me how to fight mentally and physically. Hours in the gym, knocking lumps out of the pads that covered his hands. He taught me how to drive when I was fourteen in the fields behind the house. He taught me lessons without me even knowing it at the time. 

      What has Laurence ever done with Lacey, other than force money down her throat? I got Calvin to ask Stevie, and it seems like she’s just been punted from one boarding school to another, shunted all over the world following him wherever he goes, just so he can fuck off and leave her the second they get there. I don’t respect that. You don’t bring children into the world and do that. When I have bairns of my own, they’ll know they’re cared about every single day. I’ll be firm, I’ll be stern, but I’ll never leave them. 

      And where is her mum in all of this? 

      Who the fuck is looking out for Lacey?

      I think that was my father’s mistake. I think my dad thought there was someone who would actually give a fuck that Lacey was being bullied. Someone who would notice that we were making her life miserable. She doesn’t have anyone to tell, so what fucking good was it doing? Her dad would never have packed up and left, anyway. We’d have destroyed her and it would have been for nothing. Her dad would still get his claws into the McGuinness business and turn it from a mediocre operation into a well-oiled machine.

      But no matter what I think, I can’t go back to my dad and tell him I’ve failed. He’ll think I’m weak. He’ll think I’m not trying hard enough. He’ll tell me to try again. I can’t go back and tell him it hasn’t worked unless I have another plan, a better plan. 

      And my problem is that I have absolutely no fucking idea how to do it. I don’t even know where to start. 

      I walk down Lacey’s garden path and twist the handle on the door, walking straight into the hallway. 

      “Lacey?” I shout on her, to give her fair warning. 

      I hear footsteps above me and then she appears at the top of the stairs, dressed but with her hair still in rollers. 

      “You’re early,” she tells me. 

      “Can’t bide lateness.” I shrug. 

      “Well, you can wait there.” 

      She pivots and I hear her walking back down the hall and closing her bedroom door. She told me to wait here and I last a good 35 seconds before I get fidgety. I walk to the end of the hall and look at the pictures hanging on the wall. They’re all generic pictures of flowers or art. Nothing of Lacey. Turning and going into the living room, I look around. Same again, generic. It’s not even just the pictures either, it’s everything. There’s nothing here that would show a family lived in the house. There are no belongings. No trophies or books or photographs. This could be a show-home. 

      I hear her coming down the stairs and make my way back to the hall. She turns at the bottom of the steps to face me and I stop walking. The light from the glass panel in the door is flooding in behind her and lights up her golden hair, making her look like an angel. Her make up is subtle, not like that first night I met her when I could have scraped it off with a rake. She’s wearing tight black jeans, heels, and a khaki top that shows off her narrow shoulders and hints at her cleavage.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her. 

      She lowers her dark lashes and her lips curve at the edges into a slight smile. “You scrub up all right, too.” 

      “Ready?” 

      She nods and turns around to grab her purse from the side table behind her. Fucking hell. Her arse looks exquisite in those jeans. I quickly glance away before she catches me looking, and then I follow her out of the house and towards my car. 

      “Are your fingers twitching to grab a hold of my neck?” she says playfully. “Are you struggling?” 

      “You’ll be the one struggling in a second if there’s any more of your cheek, princess,” I tell her as I open the passenger side of the door and she hops in.

      “So growly tonight,” she says as I get in my side. “Are you mad we’ve got company? Is it interfering with your plans to seatbelt me again?”

      I chuckle. “Did company stop me last time?”

      She clicks her tongue at me and I can almost hear her eyes roll as I back the car out of the drive. 

      “Calvin’s a pain in my ass,” I continue. 

      “Really? I thought you were like, BFFs.”

      I laugh at the way she says ‘BFFs’. No one says that in Scotland. ‘Mates’ is sufficient. 

      “Doesn’t mean I want to have dinner with him. I eat with him enough Monday to Friday,” I tell her. 

      “Think of him and Stevie as like an insurance policy. For me, anyway. There’s no chance I would have gone on a date with you alone.”

      “So you’d have broken your promise? I had such high estimations of you,” I tease. 

      “You tricked the promise out of me!” She turns to look at me, eyebrows raised and her tone passionate. 

      “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat, darlin.” I shrug and flash her a smile, switching on her heated seat so I can open my window. Her perfume fills the car, and it’s fucking intoxicating. Sweet, really sweet, but not sickly. It’s like a clean, fresh smell that’s going straight to my head. 

      “Joking aside, you can’t just manipulate me into doing what you want all the time. I’m not a doll,” she says, turning away to look out of the window.

      I change gears and put my hand on her thigh, squeezing slightly. “I know that. It’s one of the things I like about you. You put up the good fight.”

      She looks down at my hand resting on her leg and then looks up at me. “You shouldn’t have to put up a fight against someone if you like them. Like, it should be easier than this.”

      “Nonsense,” I say. “Who told you that?”

      She shrugs, not saying anything.

      “I’m telling you, my gran and granda’ have been together since they were younger than us, and they’ve had some fights in their time. They bicker constantly. They give each other shit every day, but they’re a team. They fight, they make up. They know the other one better than they know themselves. They know all the shit makes it worth it.”

      “We’re not your gran and grandad,” she tells me. 

      I look back at the road. “I wasn’t talking about us. I’m just trying to teach you a life lesson. If it’s easy, then it means nothing.”

      “You have a point, but I don’t think it applies to me. I’ll never let someone else hurt me. Not really,” she says.

      I stop the car at a set of lights and tap the steering wheel, waiting for amber. “How can you trust someone unless you give them the power to hurt you?”

      She goes quiet for ages and I half watch her, half watch the road. She’s clearly deep in thought. I park the car outside the restaurant and unclip my seatbelt. She turns to me with a serious expression on her face and says, “Maybe I’ll never trust anyone.”

      I look at her and see the vulnerability in her eyes.

      “That’s no way to live, princess. Take it from someone who already lives that way.” 
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      We walk into the restaurant and I see Calvin and Stevie have already arrived. They’re sitting in one of the booths that spans the far side of the wall, and the owner, Lorenzo, stands at their table chatting to Calvin. 

      Calvin catches sight of me and we nod at one another. Lorenzo looks up, smiles, and comes rushing over to greet us. 

      “Mr Keagan! It’s been too long,” he says with a grin as he approaches us. He sticks out his hand and I take it, shaking it firmly while he pulls me in for a bear hug. “You’ve grown big!” He stands back and looks up at me.

      “Aye, so have you.” I nod down at his round stomach and laugh. 

      “Still a cheeky bastard,” he says, giving me a tap on my cheek. 

      “How’s things? Business good?” I ask.

      “Keeping me busy. Myra’s on about opening up a second restaurant in Glasgow. Told her yes, but only if she goes down there and runs it for me. That shut her up quick,” he jokes. “What about you? Your old man was in here last week, says you’re starting up the boxing again.” 

      “Ah, not made my mind up yet. Think I’m getting too lazy for it these days,” I tell him with a chuckle. 

      “Well, the love of a beautiful woman can do that to you, son,” he says, turning to Lacey. “What did he do to you? Blackmail? Threaten your livelihood?”

      Lacey laughs, nervously, but she hides it well. “You don’t know the half of it!”

      “Oh, I can guess! Me and his dad go way back. Listen, if he gives you any jip, you come straight to me, honey, all right? I’ll kick his scrawny little arse into next week for you.” 

      She flashes him a smile. “I’ll keep that in mind!”

      “I’m Lorenzo,” he tells her, reaching out for her hand and bending down to plant a kiss on it.

      “Lacey,” she replies, blushing slightly.

      “All right, that’s plenty from you,” I say to him, taking his shoulder playfully and pushing him back. 

      “Follow me, guys,” he says, turning and heading for the booth where Stevie and Calvin are sitting. 

      We sit down across from each other, Lacey next to Calvin and me beside Stevie.

      “Good evening, lovebirds,” Calvin says with a wink. 

      “Is it really necessary to sit at the same table? Can Stevie not make sure I behave from the next table down?” I ask Lacey.

      “You just be thankful she doesn’t have a restraining order against you, son,” Stevie cuts in, shoulder barging me. 

      Calvin bursts out laughing and slams the palm of his hand against the table. “Damn, girl. Remind me never to get on your bad side, eh?”

      “You wouldn’t dare anyway,” she tells him, before turning to Lacey. “Got this little bitch wrapped around my finger already.”

      Lacey giggles. “Have you been drinking?” 

      “Might have had a tipple en route,” says Stevie, looking to the side with a cheeky expression on her face. “Or maybe like, three.”

      I can’t help laughing at her. “You are the single worst babysitter I’ve ever witnessed.”

      She flashes me a grin. “Well, why don’t you try being on your best behavior so the babysitter can have a well-deserved break?”

      “You’ve not even started yet!” Lacey says, her eyebrows rise but there’s a twinkle in her eye. 

      “Well,” she replies, taking a sip of her drink. “How do I know how long you pair will require my services? Like, this could be a one-night thing, or this could be my new life, every weekend til we’re thirty.” 

      I cough and shoulder her back playfully. “Listen doll, if we need a babysitter when we’re thirty it’ll be for the army of bairns I give her,” I wink at Lace. “And if that’s the case we’ll hire a decent, responsible, sober babysitter.”

      “An army of little Shaun Keagans?” Lacey giggles. “It wouldn’t be a babysitter we’d need, Shaun. It would be a fucking cage.”

      “Aye and some opium for Lacey,” Calvin says. 

      “And a team of psychiatrists.” Stevie pitches in, too. 

      “Ha!” I say sarcastically. “You’re all a bunch of wankers!”

      Thankfully, the waiter comes over to take mine and Lacey’s drinks order, and saves me from the verbal annihilation I’m being subjected to.

      I order a cola, since I’m driving, and the girls decide to share a bottle of rose wine. Stevie’s already sipping on a gin but I don’t think she’s shy when it concerns the drink.

      Not like Lacey.

      We order our food and it comes out a little while later. By this point, Stevie’s pished as a fiddle and Lacey is giggling so much she can barely fucking breathe. I guess I was wrong about Lacey being shy with the drink. 

      I’m the recipient of the jokes mostly, which I take on the chin. When they do take pity on me, it’s only so they can start ripping into Calvin. Pair of little cackling witches. 

      “Would anyone like to see the desert menu?” the waiter asks, stacking our plates on his arm.

      “How about the cocktail menu?” Lacey suggests. 

      “Fuck that. Tequila shots!” Stevie pitches in. “Four of them. We’ll take a taxi home. You two are boring me.” She nods her head between Calvin and I.

      “No! No, no, no. I’m not doing tequila shots so make that three,” Lacey tells the waiter.

      “Make that none,” I tell him. “We’ll just take the bill cheers, mate.”

      The waiter nods, giving me a knowing smile and heads off with the plates.

      “What was that phrase you used on me before?” Lacey asks me, rolling her eyes dramatically and resting her fingers on her lips and chin as if she’s deep in thought. “Oh, yeah… try unclenching your arsehole for me, darlin.”

      She does this fake gruff Scottish accent that sounds absolutely nothing like me, but the table erupts anyway. She’s a sharp one, so she is. 

      “So we’ve gone from a full on babysitter and bodyguard operation, to you being annoyed that I’m trying to get you home with your morals still intact?” I ask.

      “Don’t think we’ll ever understand what goes on inside a woman’s head, mate.” Calvin says in agreement. 

      “Good thing too! You would likely shit yourselves,” Stevie says. “Anyway where are we going next?” 

      “Well, there’s Below the Stairs? I heard that’s decent on Friday nights. Shut’s at 1am, though. I know the owner at The Undercroft, he might do a lock-in for us?” Calvin suggests.

      “Does The Undercroft have a pool table?” Stevie asks.

      “We’re just going to call it a night.” I tell them, watching for Lacey’s reaction. She looks down at her drink but doesn’t argue.

      “Really?” Stevie looks at me, then Lacey, then back to me again. “Can’t keep your hands off her, aye?”

      “Weesht, bitch.” I say jokingly. “I’m just wanting to make sure this little one gets home safe.” 
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      I park the car outside Lacey’s house. She’s been quiet the whole way and I look over and see she’s nodded off to sleep. Too much fucking wine. 

      I watch her for a minute while I decide what to do. I could wake her up, but then she’d probably just get out of the car and that would be that. I unclip both our seatbelts and go around the car to her side, retrieving her house keys from her purse. Then I scoop her up into my arms and kick the car door shut before making down the path to her front door. 

      She wakes up from the motion but she doesn’t tell me to put her down, so I head straight in the house and up the stairs to her bedroom. I don’t put her down until I’m standing in the middle of her dark room. She stumbles slightly in her heels and I catch her arm, guiding her to sit down on her bed. 

      I kneel at her feet and pull her leg up, feeling in the dark for the buckle.  

      “Thank you,” she says. 

      “Don’t be daft. It’s not like you’re in any state to do it yourself.”

      “I don’t mean that — that’s your rightful place. At my feet.” She giggles and flops down on her bed. “I mean thanks for tonight. I had a nice time.”

      “Drink makes you brave, darlin.” I drop one foot and pick up the other one, squeezing her ankle until she lets out a little squeal. “Wish I could say the same, but your friend is an arsehole,” I joke.

      “You took it like a pro,” she tells me. 

      “Anything for the little princess. I’m trying to turn over a new leaf, remember? Best behavior.”

      “Oh, sure… you said that. But here we are, alone in my bedroom, one of us inebriated and not capable of making good decisions.” Her tone is surprisingly playful.

      “One of us much stronger than the other one,” I tell her. 

      “One of us the prey, and one of us the predator,” she says, sliding down off the bed so she’s facing me on the floor. 

      “Which one do you want to be?” I ask.

      “The predator.” she replies.

      “I’m the aggressive one,” I say, giving her a gentle push so she falls back against the side of her bed.

      She corrects her position but moves closer to me. “I’m the smarter one.”

      “I could break every one of your bones.”

      She pulls in close, until I can feel the warmth of her breath on the side of my cheek. She just breathes for a second, sending a shiver right down my spine. “I could break every piece of your heart,” she whispers with a shrug. I can’t see her face, but I can make out the outline of her body well enough now that my eyes are adjusting.

      Maybe she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      Shaun Keagan. In my bedroom. 

      Will I ever get used to thinking those words?

      But tonight, I’m not scared like I was the first time. Tonight I feel brave. In fact, fuck that. Tonight I feel like I don’t need to be brave. Tonight I feel powerful. Invincible. Like he couldn’t hurt me, even if he wanted to. 

      “I could break every one of your bones,” he says.

      I’m kneeling down on my bedroom floor, inches from him. My mouth is almost touching the side of his jaw, and every breath I take is a mixture of cologne, testosterone, and electricity. 

      “I could break every piece of your heart,” I whisper in his ear. 

      He turns his head to face me and his breath warms the air between us. The room gets too hot. Blood rushes to my head, my heart, my whole body. I feel like I’m running, but I’m not moving. In fact, I don’t think I’m even capable of moving. 

      “I believe you,” he growls back.

      I don’t have to move. Shaun moves for both of us. His hands come to my shoulders and he pushes me down, pinning me to the floor up against the bed. 

      “Are you feeling like prey now?” he asks me, taking my head in his hands and pressing his forehead on to mine. 

      I nod slowly. He can’t see it, but he’ll feel it.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he whispers.

      “Would you stop if I said yes?” I ask. 

      He pauses for what feels like an eternity and I’m on the edge, waiting for his reply. “I don’t know.” 

      His words should terrify me, but they don’t. I wonder if something is wrong with me? It’s like he’s so fucking bright that I get blinded when I’m near him. I’m helpless. I am the prey. I have no choice. 

      “Then no. I don’t want you to stop,” I whisper. 

      He tilts his head and our lips touch for the first time since he’s been in my room. Just a brush. A single caress that lights a fire inside me.

      “I won’t ask you again, princess,” he says, his voice low and husky. 

      I try to think rationally, but how can I do that when his weight has me pinned down? He’s everywhere. I told him I was drunk, but I’m not. It’s not alcohol that’s made reason flee from my brain; it’s something else. It’s him, like a drug. I’m not addicted, not yet, but it’s something I know I shouldn’t do. The forbidden fruit. Illicit and dangerous. Not to mention, completely fucking unattainable.

      I know if I fuck him tonight he’ll be gone by tomorrow. 

      But I want to know what it feels like. Even if he only wants my body, and he walks away tomorrow, at least I’ll know what it feels like to be wanted. For once. 

      “You won’t need to,” I tell him. 

      He goes for my wrists and forces them down against the hard floor, bedside my head. My back arches and my chest strains against the fabric of my bra. 

      He runs his lips across my jaw and down my neck, while he whispers, “So. Fucking. Perfect.” 

      I squirm under him. His grip on my wrists intensifies and my heart thuds. 

      “Will you be gentle?” I ask him. 

      His mouth moves down my neck and across my chest, following the curve of my breasts. I push them up to meet him and my head rolls back against the hard floor. 

      “Only when I break you, princess,” he growls back. I’m about to look at him. I’m about to ask him what that means, but I don’t get time. He releases my wrists and instantly his hands fly to the neck of my blouse, he rears back and the sound of fabric tearing nearly stops my heart. He doesn’t give me a second to react, to process what’s happening. He pulls my bra down and his hands, his mouth, they’re everywhere all at once. Like a frenzy. 

      One hand squeezes, the other kneads. His mouth locks on to my nipple and one second he’s swirling, licking, sending shock-waves straight to some place deep between my legs. The next, he’s biting, tugging, pushing me right to the edge of pain. 

      I feel like I’m being eaten alive. 

      And I fucking love it. 

      I take his head in my hands and run my fingers through his hair, over his ears, down his neck. I want to feel every inch of him. My thighs part on instinct and I wrap them around his middle, crossing my legs behind him and locking him in place. I want him to take everything. Every single part of me. 

      His mouth moves up to my neck, and he kisses me with a ferocity that makes my hips buck against him. He grabs a hold of my thighs and his weight presses down on me, but I like it. His back arches and he pulls my whole lower body up off the floor, forcing me with his hands on my ass to grind against him. 

      I don’t fight this. 

      I want this. 

      I can feel his dick, rock solid through his jeans searing into me, telling me clearly how much he wants this, too. His tongue moves over my ear, kissing and sucking and fucking and I come apart. The frenzy he’s in, it’s like it’s catching. I can feel myself losing control. I need him. I need him inside me. I need him like I need air in my lungs.

      I never knew the line between love and hate could blur so easily. 

      I never knew how beautifully pleasure dances with torture. 

      I never knew passion could feel like a madness. 

      If this is madness, then I don’t care. 

      I need to be closer. I need to feel the heat of his skin against me. His lips press down hard against mine and I open for him. My mouth can’t get enough of him. He removes the rest of my blouse while I pop open the buttons on his shirt. His hands run over every inch of me and still I fumble with his buttons, trying to get his shirt off without our lips breaking apart. 

      He sits up on his knees, and I feel the loss of his weight on my chest like an emptiness inside me. He pulls the straps down on my bra and I slide my arms through, and then he goes straight for the button on my jeans, flicking it easily with one hand while the other is already sliding them over my hips. My knickers follow soon after. Finally, he comes back and undoes the clip on my bra. Within seconds he has me naked, and I only managed the top three buttons on his shirt.  

      I sit up to meet him, to remove his clothes too, but he stops me, taking my hands in his and planting a kiss on them.

      “I take the clothes off,” he tells me. 

      I don’t know what to say, so I say nothing. He scoops me up in his arms easily and lays me down in the middle of the bed. The covers are cool beneath me, and the rush of air I feel puts me on edge. I feel exposed, like there’s an imbalance between us. 

      He comes to the center of my legs and spreads them wide on the bed in front of him. His grip stays hard on my thighs, and the next thing I know his hunger is back and his mouth is eating the inside of my leg. I squirm against him. 

      This is too much.  

      His hands are pawing at me, forcing me to open further, forcing my knees down onto the bed. His lips move closer, inches away from the place I don’t want him to go. Except I need him to go there. There’s a fucking hunger inside me, too, and it’s eating me alive. 

      His lips brush the crest where my legs meet my pussy and I shudder hard on the bed. I don’t know what to do. Half of me wants to thrust my hips up to meet his mouth and the other half of me wants to slide up the bed, away from him. Away from this torture. But I can’t get away, he’s got me locked down and just the thought of it thrills me. 

      “Have you ever been kissed here, princess?” he asks, his voice like gravel. His breath as he speaks blows over my exposed flesh and I squirm with a sigh. 

      “No,” I tell him. 

      “Then I’m going to enjoy it even more. I’m going to eat your sweet little cunt until I hear you screaming my name,” he tells me. 

      His words and his proximity make be shiver. I need him to do it. I need him to ease my suffering.

      “But first I want to hear you ask for it.”

      “Please,” I whisper, without hesitation. I lift my hips, as much as physically possible but he turns his face to my inner leg, and my pussy meets his stubbled jaw. 

      “No,” he says, kissing my leg. “Ask for it properly. Tell me what you need. Beg for it.”

      I pause, moaning as his kisses inch towards my centre but never quite reach it. Saying it would mean playing his game. I told him I didn’t want him to stop, but now he wants me to beg for it. Begging for it means I’ve forgiven him for what he did to me that first night, and I haven’t. I still hate him for that. He took something from me that night, when he touched me. He took my innocence and replaced it with something darker. And now, that dark and twisted part of me, that he created, wants to give him everything else. 

      He’s fucked me.

      He’s fucked my mind. 

      And now I want him to fuck me proper.

      “Please do it,” I breathe, squirming against him. “Please eat my pussy. Please fuck me.”

      He chuckles and his breath makes the tiny hairs on my thighs stand on end. “Good girl.”

      His mouth crashes down on my pussy with a growl and my breath catches in my throat. His hands grip onto my ass and he lifts me off the bed, the whole time swirling his tongue all over me and I’m dying. I think I might die. It feels incredible. It feels like he’s starving, and I have exactly what he needs to feed his appetite. 

      This is what it feels like to be wanted. 

      He doesn’t stop, not until I’m a shaking, shivering, soaking wet mess and my hands are balled into fists of frustration. I grab at the pillows beside my head, trying to find something real. Trying to keep a grip on reality. But its so fucking hard. When he sticks his tongue inside me, I fall apart. My thighs clamp hard around his beautiful head and I feel like I’m flying. 

      My mind is flying but my body is rigid as fuck at the same time. When I finally relax back onto the bed, I’m gasping for air like I’ve just finished a three mile sprint, and he’s still down there, still planting kisses on my spread lips and every touch makes me feel weaker. 

      He flicks his tongue over my clit and another wave of pleasure begins to build inside me. I sit up. His tongue isn’t enough. I need him. 

      I need to know what it feels like. 

      My fingers slide around his collar and I push his shirt apart, trying to show him what I want. He pushes me back against the bed, firmly, and sits up on his knees. I hear the movement of fabric and feel his weight shift on the bed while he strips, and I lie there, exactly how he wants me, until his naked body presses down against mine. 

      His hard length pushes against my thigh and I part my legs for him, making it easy.

      He takes my bottom lip in his mouth, biting down on it hard until I gasp from the pain and my arms fly to his shoulders, uselessly trying to push him off.

      “That hurt, princess?” he whispers, before planting a kiss right on the bite. 

      “Yes.”

      “Get used to it,” he tells me, and I can only imagine his smirk as he reaches a hand down between us and aligns his cock at my opening. 

      I close my eyes. It’s really happening. He slides the tip of his cock in and I freeze. He takes a hold of my wrists and slams them down above my head, letting his full weight press me hard into the mattress.

      He inches in further and pain sears my insides. It stings. It’s too much. 

      “Shit,” I say, my voice shaking. 

      “Unclench yourself, darlin,” he says with a chuckle. I giggle, I can’t help it, and just as I do he pushes the full length of him in.

      “Fuck!” I cry out. 

      “Shhhhh,” he whispers, kissing my neck. He holds himself still inside me for what feels like forever, while he licks and bites and kisses my neck, my cheeks, my jaw. When the pain finally subsides I shift my thigh slightly, and he gives an inch, only to take a whole mile inside of me, crashing his lips down on my mouth to stifle my moan. 

      But it doesn’t hurt so bad anymore. He pulls back and then slams into me, and this time the moan is half pain, half pleasure. This time I tilt my hips up to meet him. 

      This time I want more. 

      He takes my subtle shift as an invitation to do whatever the fuck he wants, and before I can move again one hand grabs my ass and forces it off the bed, the other one clenches in a fist around my hair and pulls my head back. My tits rise and his mouth covers my nipple, taking it between his teeth and swirling his tongue around it.

      “Fuck!” I scream as the sensations overload me. This is too much. Too. Fucking. Much. 

      He slams into me again and this time, he hits something inside me that I didn’t even know existed. 

      “Fuck. Oh fuck,” I whimper. 

      My legs clench around him and I grab on to his shoulders, pawing and scratching and rubbing every inch of his thick muscles while he pounds into me. His breath is ragged. His mouth is everywhere, my tits, my nipples, my neck.

      He’s hot, so fucking hot and I’m burning up, but I don’t care. I’m on the edge again. I want to come so fucking badly and not only that, I want him to come, too. I want to feel him spill inside me. 

      “You like that, little princess?” 

      His head moves up and covers my mouth again. This time, I bite down on his lip and he slams into me harder, as if in revenge. 

      “Yes,” I moan into his mouth.

      “You need to be perfect,” he tells me, his tongue running up my cheek, all the while he’s still pumping into me, still hitting that sweet spot inside me, exactly where I need him. “You need to come on my cock for me, like a perfect little princess.” 

      His words are like verbal ecstasy, sending shivers running straight down my spine and I’m so fucking close. If he would just stay still for a second. I try to kiss him, but I’m clumsy. I’m delirious.

      “I want to come, oh god I really want to come,” I tell him, while his hand grips around my neck and tightens. 

      His pace slows, but the force of him intensifies until I’m moaning through the vice around my neck, grinding my hips against him and trying desperately to push myself over the edge. 

      His mouth slams down on my lips and this is exactly what I needed. He bites me, hard, surely drawing blood but it makes better, so I don’t care. 

      I cry out, straight into his mouth as my insides clench around him and I fall over the side of whatever it was I was climbing on. 

      I’m shuddering, my whole body moving without me even trying to as the knot inside me releases and wave after wave of pleasure wracks through my whole body. As I’m coming, he slams into me a final few times and then I hear him fucking roar. Liquid heat spreads through me and I sigh in relief as it soothes my burning muscles. 

      Eventually he stops shuddering and collapses on top of me, running his fingers through my hair and planting little kisses on my forehead like I’m the most precious thing to ever stumble into his life. 

      Like he actually cares about me. 

      Like this actually meant something other than a fuck.

      I close my eyes, short of breath and try not to think about it too much. 
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      I think it must be the middle of the night when Shaun shakes me awake. I don’t know, I’ve not opened my eyes but I’m exhausted. My back aches. There is no way in hell I’ve slept long enough.

      “Lacey,” he says in a hushed tone. What could possibly be so important? “Lacey,” he says again, louder this time.

      “What.” 

      He must find my attitude amusing because he chuckles. I peek an eye open at him. It’s not the middle of the night, I think it’s dawn. He stands at the edge of the bed, fully dressed and with an amused look on his face. 

      “Didn’t want you waking up to an empty bed and thinking I’d fucked off without saying goodbye,” he says. 

      “Goodbye,” I tell him, my tone neutral. 

      “I’ll see you tonight.” 

      I open my eyes properly and look at him. Why is he so fucking gorgeous? It’s not right. He’s looking at me like he’s daring me to argue with him. Okay, I’ll bite. “We’re not seeing each other tonight?” 

      “Sleep’s got you confused, darlin. You promised me a date. Last night wasn’t a date,” he says, smirking.

      “Sure as hell felt like a date,” I bite back. 

      “That was four friends having dinner. I’ll pick you up at 7pm.” He bends down and plants a kiss on my forehead. “You were perfect, by the way.” 

      “You were depraved, by the way.” I imitate his tone and hear him laugh as he crosses my bedroom and walks out the door. 

      “Get used to it, princess. That was fucking tame,” he shouts from the hall. 

      Always wanting the last word. 

      I turn over in bed and tuck the duvet between my thighs, trying to get comfortable enough to sleep again. It’s useless though. My mouth is too dry and my head is too full.

      Cup of tea. 

      I haul myself out of bed and wrap my housecoat tight around me, slipping my phone in the pocket before heading downstairs. I’m assuming Alice doesn’t work weekends, so headache or not, this one is up to me. I put the kettle on and check my phone. It’s quarter to six in the morning. Jesus. Does the man not need sleep? 

      Stevie texted me at 2am to make sure I got home okay. I type a reply, telling her I’m fine and to phone me when she wakes up. 

      The kettle hasn’t even finished boiling when my phone rings. 

      “Stevie?”

      “Not even been to sleep yet, motherfucker,” she giggles. 

      “What are you like! Is Calvin with you?”

      “He just left, like, not even two minutes ago. But enough about him… on a scale of 1 to 10 how intact is your cherry?” 

      “You are vile,” I laugh at her. 

      “And you are one hundred and ten percent not a virgin anymore,” she says, matter-of-factly. 

      “Good job babysitting you did, eh?” I fill up the cup and stir the tea bag, crossing the room to fetch the milk from the fridge. 

      “I know. I’m sorry. Listen, we need to talk. Calvin said some things and well, I kinda believe him. I’m not saying Shaun is a good guy, but Calvin seems to think he’s crazy about you. We spoke on the drive to the restaurant and I kinda had my guard down last night. I should have pulled you into the toilets and filled you in, but well, one too many tipples.” she says. 

      “I think he just liked the challenge, to be honest. But he’s won that now. He wants to go out tonight, ‘a proper date’, so he says, but I’m not reading too much into it.”

      “You can’t have round two without filling me in on round one first. That’s a crime against best-friendship. Meet me at the high street. We’ll get coffee and find you an outfit for tonight. I just need to sleep first.”

      “Okay, but honestly I think I’m good for outfits,” I tell her, thinking back to how much Shaun hated her first attempt at dressing me. 

      “Sorted then, text you in a bit when I’ve returned to the land of the living,” she says. 

      I chuckle at her, taking a sip of my tea. “Sweet dreams!” 
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      I spend the morning pottering around the empty house, watching TV and drinking tea and trying to avoid my bed, which smells like Shaun. 

      I don’t regret what happened. It was a mistake, but it felt like it was inevitable. And it was my mistake to make. It can only end in heartache if I let it, and I won’t. I don’t let anyone get too attached. It’s a skill I’ve gained throughout my life, always moving from place to place. Never getting too close. 

      My phone buzzes and I check the message. Stevie’s ready. 

      I would miss Stevie if we left tomorrow.

      Would I miss Shaun? 

      Maybe. But not like how you’d miss someone you cared about. I think I would miss having nobody there in my head with me all day. He takes up such a large part of my thoughts, that it would take time to fill it with something else. It’s not like the thoughts are all good ones though, so maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing. 

      I grab my car keys and my purse and head into town to meet Stevie. She chose this quiet little cafe that sits inside a barn conversion, which is probably the closest thing this town has to a Starbucks. She told me the coffee was decent and they don’t rush you, but I don’t want to stay too long. The pharmacy is just down the road and I want to catch it before closing time to sort out a morning after pill… I really wasn’t joking about the cage for his kids thing.

      “You wouldn’t know you didn’t get any sleep last night,” I tell her as she sits down in the chair opposite to me. Her long dark hair is tied back in a voluminous ponytail, and she’s bronzed and contoured her cheeks to perfection. 

      “I have someone to impress now,” she winks at me. “Never know who you might bump into!”

      “So are you two… like.. a thing?” I ask her. 

      “A thing? We’re fucking, yes. I told you he was a ride, and I meant it,” she answers with a shrug, taking a sip of her latte and then screwing her nose up like she’s just burnt her tongue. 

      “Just fucking?” I say with raised eyebrows, keeping my voice low so as not to shock any innocent patrons. 

      She puts her cup down on the table and leans forward. “Just fucking. I still believe all that shit I told you about. Calvin seems nice… for like, a bad-boy arsehole whatever, but I don’t want to get caught up in whatever it is they’re all caught up in.”

      “You both seemed to hit it off,” I tell her, pausing while I choose my next words carefully. “What if it is just business? Wouldn’t that be shame to not take a chance on something that could be good, just because of some superstition?”

      “Doesn’t seem worth the risk to me.”

      I nod. I’m not going to argue with her. She’s a grown-up; she can make her own decisions.

      “Anyhoo… what’s the deal with you?”

      Surely I’d have to know myself to be able to explain it to her? I swallow, trying to think of the best place to start. “We did it,” I tell her, as casually as I can manage.

      “And… ?”

      “And… it was good.”

      “You‘re shit at this. How good? What was it like? Is he big? Did you come?”

      I laugh at her directness. “Uh. Let’s see. Quite good. Quite good. Yes, and yes.” I laugh.

      She rolls her eyes at me. 

      “No, I’m kidding,” I smile at her. “I’m just not used to this.”

      “How did it happen? He said he’d get you home safe, the little shit. I wanted to believe him so much,” she says, shaking her head. 

      “To be fair to him, it was kinda, sorta, almost me. Well, mostly me. He’d have read the signals.”

      “You were sending signals? I didn’t think you’d had that much wine!” She has another attempt at her latte, her face screwing up in mock disbelief. It’s one of the things I like so much about Stevie. I remember when I first met her, thinking she was blunt and almost standoffish, but now I couldn’t have her any other way. 

      “It wasn’t the wine!” I protest. “Seriously, I think I just had a fuck it moment. Like, once it’s done, then it’s done. I won’t be a challenge anymore, and he can leave me alone in peace. At least that was my logic at the time,” I tell her. 

      “And if he doesn’t leave you be?” she says. “I’m just thinking about what Calvin said last night. I really don’t think he was winding me up, Lace.”

      “Then I can cross that bridge when I come to it. I still haven’t forgiven him for what he did.”

      “You sure?” her eyes narrow on me. 

      I am sure. He set out to ruin my life over some petty schoolyard rivalry. Anyone who does that isn’t mentally stable, and no matter how fucking handsome they are, no matter how much my body wants them, that’s not someone I should be with. And, even if I could get passed that, even if I could forgive him… we’re not the same. I can’t imagine ever bringing someone like Shaun home to meet my father. He looks like bad news. He looks like the type of guy my mum would warn me about, if I had one. Parents can sense things like that on instinct. 

      No, if I have to cross that bridge, then I’ll take it as it comes. I enjoyed sleeping with him. It was fun; it made me feel good. I’d probably even do it again, but that’s where it ends. I won’t let myself forget. 

      “I’m sure. He’d have to find the cure for illness and bring about world-fucking-peace before I ever forget what he did to me,” I say. 

      “Damn girl,” she slams her palm down on the table, imitating Calvin last night. “You know how to hold a grudge. I respect that.” 

      I giggle at her, sipping my coffee. 

      “And I’ll be sure to remind you of that if his magic cock ever makes you forget.”

      “Spoken like a true friend,” I say, smiling sweetly at her. 

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” she says, nodding her head towards the door. 

      I turn around, not really sure who I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t Rosheen, anyway. She’s standing at the door with two other girls, and she’s watching me watch her. 

      I’d rather not aggravate a confrontation out of her, so I turn back around towards Stevie and pick up my cup of coffee, but Rosheen has other ideas. I hear heels click across the wooden floor, and she takes the seat right next to me, her little crew of minions standing behind her. From the amused look on their faces, they’re impressed by her boldness. 

      “Rosheen,” I say. I won’t let her dominate the conversation. Not this time. 

      “Slut,” she says back. Her friends cackle behind her.

      “You’re doing a great job of hiding your jealousy, hun. Take a bow.” I smile at her and her face drops. That shuts her friends up. 

      “Jealous of a little skank like you? Why would I be jealous?” She corrects her composure quickly, her dark eyebrow arching up and her face turning into a smirk. 

      “Listen, everyone knows you’re like, mad for Shaun,” Stevie pipes up, her tone dripping with sympathy. “He’s just not that into you. They’re dating now. Move the fuck on.”

      “Dating?” she says, both her eyebrows rise now, but her smirk is gone. “Shaun doesn’t date.”

      “Then who took her to dinner last night? Who’s picking her up tonight? As I said, you need to move on. It’s getting more than a little draining now,” Stevie says, casually picking up her coffee and taking a drink. 

      Rosheen slides her chair back across the wooden floor and stands up. The two girls behind her are silent. I don’t personally know how much of Rosheen is talk and how much of it could be backed up by actions. I know nothing about her, other than she hates me. She could flip the table over right now, rip me to the ground by my hair, and kick the shit out of me. Or not. I don’t know. I’m not sure anyone knows. Her friends are looking at her warily. She looks from me, to Stevie, and then back to me again. 

      “Well, enjoy it while it lasts. Because it won’t.” She turns and pushes right through her friends, storming out of the cafe. They look at each other and quickly follow behind her. 

      I hear the door slam shut and look at Stevie. “You probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      She shrugs. “I know. But it was so fucking worth it.”

      I hope she’s right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Shaun

        

      

    

    
      “So, was her pussy made of milk and honey?” Calvin asks. 

      “Is she the one who’ll finally change Shaun Keagan and lead him to the path of redemption?” Tony offers. 

      “He fucked it up. I bet he fucked it up,” Doeboy says with a laugh. I let go of the steering wheel and clip him around the ear, giving him my middle finger on the way back.

      I don’t know how to describe it, but I do know I’ve never fucked a girl like that in my life before. Like there was a point to it, besides coming. Like we were the same fucking being. Like she was everything that matters, and more on top. 

      Not that I’d ever admit to any of that.

      “She’s nice, alright? That’s all I’m saying,” I tell them. 

      “Never had you down as someone who likes them ‘nice’, Shaun,” Scoot says from behind me. 

      “Aye well, maybe that’s why I’ve never bothered my arse before,” I chuckle. “And I don’t mean nice, as in, nice and boring. She runs rings around me. Keeps me on my toes. That’s the difference between a girl and a woman, as far as I’m concerned. Maybe one day when you lot grow up, you’ll understand what I mean.” 

      They all erupt in laughter and I know I’ve said too much. I’d meant it as a joke, my tone clearly portrayed I was joking, but there was obviously some semblance of truth in there and they’re not going to pass up on an opportunity like that. I’ve just handed them my balls on a silver plate and given them a sharp knife to carve them with. 

      “He’s in love. That’s it. We won’t see him again for shit,” Tony says.

      “Aye, what if the boxing’s on TV and we all want to come over with a crate of lager… and she’s like ‘no Shaun, please Shaun, I need you to fuck me Shaun, I just wanna stay in and suck your cock Shaun’ what will you do?” Doeboy, the arsehole, is lucky he’s not getting another slap.

      “We’ll be dropped quicker than a half-key of Gear on a drugs raid,” Tony tells the group. 

      “Fucking settle down. Do you cunts want to walk?” I say, trying to keep my voice stern but I can’t help smiling at them. 

      I’m in a ridiculously good mood. They can play the goat all they want to, I don’t give two fucks. 

      “Lacey’s alright by the way,” Calvin says.

      “Well, you would say that considering you’re fucking her best pal,” Tony argues. 

      “Do they have any more friends with these mythical milk and honey pussies?” Doeboy asks with a chuckle.

      I can’t listen to them anymore. I turn the music up to full volume and drown out their noise, and they laugh at that like it’s the funniest joke in the world. I don’t turn it down until I pull up outside Calvin’s house and they all pile out. 

      It’s hot outside, so the windows are down, and Calvin leans his head back inside the window while the rest of them head up the path. “Try not to fuck it up tonight, mate.”

      “You’re over-invested in this,” I tell him. 

      “I enjoy seeing you happy. Beats the moody wee cunt you normally are.” He grins, and I flick the button on the side console so the window begins to roll up. He jumps back and starts laughing. “Prick! I’ll catch ya later.”

      “Aye, catch ya later.” 

      I arrive home and see my father’s red Huracan parked in front of the house. He doesn’t normally get home til yawn-time on Saturdays, preferring to spend his nights at the club in the nearest small city under the guise of "business”. 

      Maybe my mum won this battle. 

      I check the time on my phone as I head into the house, it’s 6pm so that gives me just under an hour to get showered and shaved before I pick her up. I haven’t told her what I’m planning, so if she comes out in a dress I’ll have to march her back inside to get changed. You can’t ride a horse in a dress. At least, I assume you can’t. But I won’t warn her about that, because the thought of marching her back inside and watching her change is making my cock hard. 

      I come in the house and head straight for the kitchen, as always, to see what’s for eating. My mum and dad are sitting at the table, and I give them a nod as I pass. 

      “Sit down, Shaun,” my dad says. 

      I stop what my I’m doing, my hand still resting on the fridge door. “Can’t — sorry Da. Heading straight out.”

      “Sit down,” he repeats, and this time it’s impossible to miss the edge in his voice.

      I do as I’m told and take the seat opposite from him and my mum. 

      “John O’Connell came to see me tonight,” he says. 

      Rosheen’s dad? Fuck does he want? I wouldn’t use that tone with my old man though. I save that tone for inside my head, like a good little son.

      “Aye?” I say instead. 

      “I’m only going to ask you this once, son. What the fuck is the deal with Lacey Tyler?”

      He stares at me and my heart starts fucking racing. There is only one person on this planet who stirs anything close to fear inside me, and it’s my dad. I can lie to him. Although I don’t enjoy lying, not when there’s the option of keeping quiet instead. But I’ve nothing against lying to save your own arse, as long as you don’t get caught. 

      The problem with my dad is that he never lets on what he knows and what he doesn’t know. Not until it’s too late. I’ve found that out the hard way too many times. 

      “There is no deal,” I tell him, shrugging casually.

      “I told you to get rid of her.” His face is blank. What does he know?

      “I know,” I reply. This is normally the best way to lie. Don’t offer any additional information.

      “You’ve not done that. Are you incapable of doing that?”

      “No,” I say, looking him in the eye. 

      He watches me for a minute, studying my face. “You said you were going out tonight. Where are you going?”

      “Out,” I reply.

      “Don’t take the cunt out of me, son. Where? With whom?” His face turns hard and I swallow. There it is. The bit where I’ll actually have to lie. Fuck this. I try to remember what I did with my car keys and give my pockets a sly feel under the table. Empty. Must have chucked them down on the side table in the hall, along with my wallet and my phone. 

      I get up to leave quickly, and my dad is already standing up. He’s probably slightly smaller than me, but he’s faster. He always has been. Even when I was unbeaten at the boxing, I’d spar with my dad occasionally, and he’d still get the better of me.  We eye each other across the table. He knows I know he could probably get the better of me, and his eyes are daring me to move. 

      “Sit the fuck down, boy. Use your head for once,” he warns. 

      “Jim,” my mum looks up at him, her voice soft, her eyes pleading. She reaches out and puts her hand on his forearm, but he doesn’t even acknowledge her. 

      “I’m going out.” I keep my face straight and my eyes locked on his. If I look away now, I’ll lose whatever game he’s playing. He hates any sign of weakness. 

      “With that wee slag? Think again, son. You take one step towards that door and I’ll break your fucking legs.” 

      All I can do is hope he’s bluffing, as I turn around and head for the door. 

      He’s never bluffed before. 

      He’s not bluffing now. 

      I feel his fingers grip around the neckband of my T-shirt, and he yanks me backwards with the force of a fucking car crash. I stumble back into him but he must anticipate this, because the next thing I know his fist is coming down in a torrent on the side of my head. 

      “Fucking little bastard,” he spits.

      My hands instantly move up to defend his target. I’ve taken so many punches in my life that it’s just pure instinct now. Like a reflex. I don’t have time to recover and turn this back around on him. And even if I did, would I? Would I have the balls to knock him one back? 

      I don’t know if I would. 

      “Jim!” I hear my ma screeching behind us. “Jim, please,” she begs. 

      I scoot forward on the tiles between thumps and flip myself over. He’s on me in a second, but now I can see what he’s doing it is easier to anticipate and block him as he swings. She’s screaming behind him, going ballistic like a fucking banshee on speed and I want to tell her to shut up, so I can focus on not reacting. On keeping from snapping. He’ll tire soon. He’s not got the stamina anymore. 

      But she doesn’t leave it. She grabs his arm. She grabs his arm, and he turns and looks at her, swinging his arm back as if I’m just an annoyance, and she is the goal.

      Fuck's sake.

      I try to jump up, blood pishing out from my nose and my vision blurry, and stop his hand before he does something in a rage that he’ll regret in the morning. I try to, but I’m not fast enough. His fist slams down and cracks me right on my brow bone. Pain explodes inside my brain and the world goes dark at the edges. 

      I stumble. 

      She screams.

      I fall. 

      And then none of it even matters anymore. 
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      I wake up some time later and I have no fucking idea how long I’ve been out. It’s dark, and the floor is cold and hard. Too hard, like concrete. I take a moment, but when I come to my senses, I realize I’m in the basement. 

      It’s been years since the old cunt has done this. 

      And I still remember it like it was yesterday. 

      I push myself up off the floor and stumble a bit, but manage to keep my balance. The blood from my nose has gone hard, and it’s sticking to my cheeks, making my face feel all stiff. My head is pounding; he got me a fucker with that last one. I didn’t have time to block it at all… I was only thinking about my mum. He probably knew that, though. Probably planned for that to happen. 

      I feel around in the dark for something familiar, and my hands reach cold metal bars that I know from memory belong to racking shelves. I follow them to the end where an old broken chest freezer sits and use it as a seat while I wait for him to calm down. I try to think back to the longest he’s ever kept me down here. I don’t think it was more than a full day and night. My mum would always be too scared to let me out, but she’d make sure the second he left the house to come down and slip me a packet of biscuits or something.

      I used to just sit on this freezer and think about shit, similar to what I’m doing now. 

      What did I think about then? I try to remember. Probably my friends. I’ve known the four of them since we were babies, what with our dads all being in the same circles. I’d cook up things for us to do, places to explore, trouble to make, all while sitting on this freezer. I wanted to be a boxer then, best fucking boxer the world had ever seen. I snort at myself, that didn’t work out so well, did it? I remember even though I hated him, my dad, I didn’t have this urge to turn out nothing like him. You hear about that, people with arseholes for parents who swear they’ll never grow up to be like them. I didn’t. It was just expected I’d grow up to be like him. I’d take over, just as the rest of my friends would. 

      And it’s still expected now. 

      That’s the thing with my dad and his friends. You don’t just walk away. You’re either in, or you’re destroyed. 

      Which leads me on to the current mess I’m in. I knew I was playing with fire getting involved with her, but I couldn’t fucking help myself. And now I have two choices. I can let her go, or I can fight.

      The problem is, I don’t know who to fight first. And I don’t know how to fight them. I thought I was fighting Liam by being with her, by making her see that maybe, just maybe there might be something deep inside me worth liking. If she’s thinking like that, then she’s not going to entertain any fucked up notions of marrying Liam, is she?

      But by beating Liam, I’m directly disobeying my father’s orders and so far, all that’s achieved is a bloody nose, a cracked socket, and a night in the fucking basement. I can’t beat Liam without disobeying my father. 

      I need to convince him that there is another way. I sit on my chest freezer and think, as the time drags by. 

      Finally, when my back is aching from leaning against the hard wall and I feel like I might die if I don’t get my fucking dinner, I come up with some semblance of a plan. I just need to get Doeboy to clear it with his dad first. I’ll need a shit hot accountant and a rat in Lacey’s house. 

      Luckily, I already have one. 

      I hear a tinkling sound above my head and then the fluorescent light flickers a few times before it finally switches on. I close my eyes as the light blinds them and hear the turn of the lock at the top of the stairs. Blinking my eyes a few times, I jump off the freezer and walk around the shelves to see my gran coming down the stairs. 

      “Gran?”

      “Your mum text, told me what happened. Christ boy, look at the state of you,” she says, tutting and taking my cheek in her hand. My gran is a lovely wee woman with a heart of gold and eyes that can’t hide her emotion. I sometimes wonder how a man like my dad could have come from a woman like her. 

      “Probably looks worse than it feels,” I shrug. “Where’s Da?” 

      “Took your mum out. Come on, come ben the kitchen and we’ll get you all cleaned up.” She turns and makes her way up the stairs. “I brought a tub of stew over for you, figured you’d be needing it.” 

      “You’re a wee angel, gran,” I tell her as I follow her up the stairs. “What time is it?”

      “Just gone midnight. I’ll be having words with yer dad tomorrow, bloody fool, getting me out of bed at this time over a wee feckin’ lassie.”

      Midnight? I’d expected it to be at least four in the morning. Maybe I can still salvage this shit-show if I get my arse into gear now. “Sorry Gran, I need to go. I was supposed to be somewhere hours ago.”

      “You can’t go out looking like that, you’ll scare the dead looking like that,” she says, huffing and running a cloth under the tap. “Come here while I get you cleaned up.”
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          Lacey

        

      

    

    
      It’s five minutes past seven and I wonder if it’s too soon to text him. Last night, he showed up fifteen minutes early and said he hated being late. And now, twenty-four hours later, he’s late. 

      I’m ready, have been for a while, so I go down the stairs and wait for him in the living room. I mess around on my phone while flicking through the channels on the TV, trying not to look at the clock. 

      By 7.32pm, I’m thinking it’s an acceptable time to text and ask him where the fuck he is. I send it and lock my phone, putting it down on the sofa beside me while another episode of ‘Police Interceptors’ starts. I wouldn’t go out of my way to watch it, but then again it’s not the worst way to spend a half-hour of being stood up. 

      After everything that’s happened, you’d think if he was really trying to prove he wasn’t a prick, he’d at least have the good sense to text me and tell me he was going to be late.

      Not Shaun, though. 

      At 8.15pm, I pause the TV in the middle of a high-speed chase and go up the stairs to get changed into my pajamas. To say I’m disappointed would be an exaggeration. I didn’t really have high hopes for him, anyway. I mean, it wasn’t so long ago I hated everything about him. And while some parts of him have grown on me, there is still a lot there to hate. 

      Like the fact he manipulated this date out of me. Or should I say yesterday's date — which he retrospectively decided didn’t count. He’s manipulated pretty much every bit of contact we’ve had, and while a certain amount of male-dominance is attractive, it’s a fine fucking line. 

      He was a tempting fantasy. It’s every girl's dream really, isn’t it? The bad boy who doesn’t know how to love, until he meets that one special girl who makes him whole again. Except, I’m not the special girl. I’m just me, plain boring Lacey Tyler. And that’s okay. Just as long as he doesn’t go back to trying to ruin my life again, we can go our separate ways. I can have my thoughts back. I can get him out of my head. I can forget about what he did to me, all the bad stuff. I can move on from it.  

      I come back down the stairs and notice my phone on the couch, lighting up and buzzing. Even though I’ve just given myself the pep talk, I still can’t help going straight for it to read what his excuse is. 

      Except it’s not Shaun, it’s an unknown number. I slide the text open and get a shock at the long wall of text that appears.

      It’s Rosheen. I know you don’t want to hear this, and I’m sorry to be the one to tell you but I can’t keep my mouth shut anymore. You might think I’m a bitch, and I have been a bitch to you, but I do actually try to abide by girl code and since no one else has the balls to tell you, I will. 

      Shaun is playing you. He’s getting inside your head so he can rip the rug from under your feet. His dad and Liam’s dad are bitter enemies, and Shaun’s dad ordered him to destroy you and run you out of town, because your dad is here to work for Liam. Think about it, think about everything he did to you. You’re stronger than he anticipated and now he’s changing tact. Now he’s being nice because he’s going to break your heart. He’s going to chew you up and spit you out so you will leave and take your dad with you. I’m sorry, but it’s always been me. We’ve been a thing since I turned 13. We were trying for a baby until you showed up. I’d rather you hate me than not understand. 

      My phone buzzes again, twice, and two photos pop up on the screen. The first one is Shaun and Rosheen, although she is barely recognizable without the makeup. Her hair is highlighted blonde and you can hardly see her eyebrows in the photo. They’re young, really young, possibility 13 like she said. It’s nighttime, clearly this was before decent cameras existed on phones because the flash has turned their faces ghostly pale. They’re sitting on grass. Shaun has a can of beer in his hand, and she’s wearing a hoody that I’m assuming is his. They’re sitting side by side and she’s leaning into him, smiling for the photo. 

      I look at the next one. This is more recent — she’s got a set of fucking bear ears filtered on the photo — her hair is black and her eyebrows are thick and dark. She’s lying in bed, with the covers wrapped around her chest and his head rests on it. You can see his naked back on the picture and her hand, complete with long acrylic nails, strokes his cheek. She’s pouting at the camera. 

      I feel numb.

      I don't want to believe her, but it sounds pretty fucking convincing. I’ve always thought there was more to the way he treated me than the fact that he disliked Liam, and Liam liked me. I just didn't know what it was.

      Well now I do know. He wants me gone. He wants my dad gone. When his little games and his torment didn't work on me, he decided to do one better. He decided to break my heart.

      I have news for him. You can't win when your opponent has nothing to lose. You can't break a heart unless your opponent gives it to you.

      Fuck him!!

      I come out of her message and open my contacts list, scrolling down until I see Shaun Keagan. I half think about typing out a cutthroat message to him, describing exactly what I think of him and his actions, in great detail. But I won't do that. I won't give him the satisfaction of thinking I care.

      I block his number — something I should have done ages ago — and throw my phone down on the sofa. Then I head to the kitchen and pull out a tub of cookie dough ice cream, which I devour while I watch criminals flee from the police. When I wake up tomorrow, I’ll feel better. Well, I hope so anyway. I don't know if this means he’ll revert to the bullying of Plan A, or even ramp up the ruining of my life now that heartbreak Plan B will fail too, but I’ll just have to take that as it comes.
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      I’m lying in bed some hours later, drifting off to sleep when I hear the door open in my bedroom. I turn around and scramble to sit up. I didn’t hear anyone come in. 

      The lamp at the side of my bed goes on and I don’t even need to wait for my eyes to adjust. I already know who it is. There’s only one person who thinks it’s acceptable to break into someone's house and sneak into their bedroom.

      “Get the fuck out of my house,” I tell him. 

      He shakes his head before I’ve even finished my sentence. I look at him and notice his eye is cut open. “Lacey, please. Just listen to me for a second. I can explain.”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Shaun.” I spit his name out like it’s venom on my tongue. 

      “You will want to hear it, it’s important,” he argues. 

      “More of your lies? No, thank you. I’m fine. Your little plan to seduce me didn’t work. I don’t give a fuck about you, and I’m seriously not interested in what you have to say.” I lie back down in bed and pull the covers close around me. This is a risk, of course. Every muscle in my body is screaming for me to sit up, and get into a defensive position. He’s taken what he wanted once before and has the strength to do it again if he wanted to. But I won’t cower before him. He needs to know I’m not scared of him, because he feeds on that. 

      “My little plan to seduce you? What are you talking about? Who the fuck have you been speaking to?” He takes a step closer to the bed and I stare at him, eyes filled with hatred. 

      “Rosheen filled me in on your schemes. How you set out to ruin my life, because you want rid of my father, how when your plan didn’t work you thought you’d break my heart instead, how you’ve been with her for five fucking years, how you were trying for a baby with her. All of it. So there’s nothing for you to explain. You can just leave now. Goodbye.” I tell him. 

      “Fucking hell, Lacey. You’re seriously going to believe her? She’s twisted with jealousy,” he says. 

      “Well, what she says makes a lot more sense than half of the shit that comes out of your mouth,” I snap back. 

      “What she says is lies! The part about wanting you and your father gone is true, but that's it. And none of that was my idea; it was my father who told me to do it. You don’t go against what my father wants. I tried it tonight and look at my face,” he says.

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better? You only did what you did because your family hated me? Oh well, that’s fine then. I take it all back. Let's be in love and live happily ever after, shall we?” I sit up in bed, it’s hard to stay lying down and acting like you don’t care, when you do. What the fuck does he want from me?

      “I’m not asking you to be in love with me right now. Hell, I’m not even asking you to like me right now. All I’m asking for is a chance.” His face softens and his tone lightens, but I’m determined not to fall for it.

      He’s a master manipulator.

      “Why? What is it about me that makes you want a chance so desperately?” I ask him.

      He pauses for ages, just looking at me. He pauses so long that I think I was right all along, he’s lying. There’s nothing about me he wants; there’s nothing that actually makes me special. “Thought as much,” I continue. “Why don’t you run along now, back to Rosheen. Leave me alone.”

      “Listen Lacey, I could lie to you right now and list off a hundred shitty reasons about why I like you. I could tell you you’re beautiful, smart, funny, that your eyes shine like diamonds and your hair glows like the sun. I could lie and tell you all of those things make you special. I could list them all, quick fire, rapid succession, and I could do it all night. But the real answer, the truth? That’s harder to explain. It’s hard because sometimes I don’t even fucking know myself.” 

      His hand goes to the back of his neck and he turns around, giving me his back. I watch him as he moves, shifting, like he’s nervous. Like he’s having to think about what he’s going to say. 

      “I know that we’re the same, though. I know we both live a life where it’s easier to not give two fucks than it is to risk getting hurt. I know you take my shit and you throw it right back in my face, and I know that’s not always a good thing, but it’s necessary. I know it’s not going to be easy with us and that is a good thing. I know you won’t let me walk all over you. I know I’ll enjoy trying to, anyway. I know that one day, if anyone will ever have any sort of power over me, it will be you.” 

      He turns back around and looks at me while I sit there, my mouth open, trying to process everything he’s saying. 

      “And I know that somewhere, deep down, you like the thought of that. You don’t need money, and you don’t need company. But you need someone who cares enough to want you, even when you tell them to stop.” He walks over to the bed and stands in front of me. “Even when you tell me that you don’t want it.”

      I look into his eyes, studying them. So fucking dark. He takes my chin in his hands and looks me in the eye, and my breath catches in my throat. “I’ll always give you what you need, Lace, even if it’s not what you want. Even if you hate me for it. I’m not scared of you hating me.”

      I try to process what he’s saying while he watches me, and my thoughts are a jumbled mess. Maybe a part of me wants to believe him, and is even enamored by his words. But the rest of me is scared, and I’ve tried so fucking hard to not fear him. Even when he was at his worst.

      Letting someone have that much power over you, letting someone decide what you need and what you don’t, that takes trust. That takes more than trust. Even if I wanted to trust him, I don’t know how to. I’ve never trusted anyone in my life.

      He takes my hand and pulls me up on my feet. I stumble forward and slam into his chest, and his arms close in around me, and all I can think about is how it feels more like a cage than a comfort. 

      “I don’t trust you,” I tell him, my face pressed hard against his chest. 

      “You will. You’ll see I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, ever. I’ll deal with my dad. I’ll deal with Rosheen. I’ll deal with all of it, and I’ll show you I’m worth trusting,” he says, his chin resting on my head and talking into my hair. 

      I don’t reply to that. What would I even say? I don’t believe you? He’d just argue more. And what’s the point. This is fucked up, and I can’t think straight when he’s around me. 

      He releases his grip on me only to tilt my chin up, forcing me to look at him. He looks straight into my eyes but says nothing. Both of us say nothing.

      And then he kisses me. 

      The first time he kissed me like he hated me.

      The second time he kissed me like he was playing with me.

      The third time he kissed me like he wanted me.

      This time… this time he kisses me like he’s sorry. 

      And all I feel is sorrow. I close my eyes because they’re stinging. I kiss him back, even as tears start spilling over and running down my cheeks. I’m sad because I don’t believe him. I’m sad because I want to believe him. I’m sad because even if I did believe him, forgiving him would mean betraying myself. I’m sad because I know that if I tell him this, he’ll either walk away and go back to hating me, or he won’t listen, he won’t leave me alone, and I honestly don’t know which one would be worse. 

      Is there anything more bittersweet than the taste of a kiss with a tear? 

      My sorrow isn’t enough to make him stop though. Not when he’s pulling my nightdress up over my hips. Not when he’s pulling his top up over his head. Not when he’s loosening his belt and kicking his jeans off. 

      I only think about stopping when we tumble onto the bed and I feel his heart beating against my chest, his warm skin pressed against me. I told myself the first time that I didn’t care, that it would only be once and if he walked away, then so be it, I wouldn’t let him hurt me. But this time? This feels different. This feels too raw, too emotional. This time I’m so fucking scared that I’m going to get hurt no matter what happens. 

      “Stop,” I tell him, while his mouth dominates mine. I push his shoulders back, trying to make him listen but it’s impossible. He’s too heavy. 

      He takes my head and his hands and looks at me. “Why would I do that?” 

      “This is wrong,” I tell him, looking away. I can’t turn my head but I find a spot on the wall behind him and I focus on that instead of his beautiful face.

      “It’s only wrong if I’m lying, would you agree?” He plants a kiss on my wet cheek and then rubs his own cheek over it, breathing me in. 

      I nod my head.

      “Then you can tell me to stop if you want to, but I won’t do that. You need this. You need me. We need each other, and it’s only wrong if I’m lying. I’m not lying.” he whispers. 

      And then he does what he said he would do only a few minutes ago. He does what he thinks I need. And maybe he’s right. Maybe him removing the choice is a blessing in disguise, because at least this way I won’t wake up tomorrow and feel like I’ve betrayed myself. 

      And the truth of the matter is, what he’s doing feels good. My body wants him. My heart wants to believe him. If the promises he made are true, then this isn’t wrong. This is two people, with some crazy, insane connection doing what feels good. And the way he’s inching himself inside me feels good. The way he’s got my wrists stretched high above my head in a one-handed grip, that feels fucking good. The way every move he makes screams how much he wants me, no matter what I say or do, that feels good. Like he owns me. Like I’m the most important thing in the world to him.

      I need him to fuck the sorrow right out of me. I need him to replace it with lust and desire and anger and pain. I need him to fuck me like we’d die if we don’t, like we’d ignite and burn up. 

      And he knows it. He knows exactly what I need before I know it myself. 

      He pushes all the way in, and this time he doesn’t give me a second of recovery. This time he fucks me brutally. This time I’m struggling to free my wrists because I want to claw the fuck out of his back, I want to inflict on him what he’s doing to me. But if anything, my struggle seems only to spur him on, to make him more determined. Harder. Faster. He fucks me until I’m screaming at him, and when he finally lets go of my wrists, my nails dig into his shoulders and he slaps me. Not full force. Not enough to really hurt me. But enough to make my insides clench around his cock and a wave of fucking pleasure to wash over me. 

      Through gritted teeth he groans like he’s in agony, and I run my nails down the back of his spine while he slams into me. His hands are everywhere, rubbing, squeezing, pinching, and scratching at my skin until I feel like I’m being consumed by him. I’m on the edge. I’m so close I can hardly stand it. And when he pulls out I feel the loss of him like he’s just taken the breath from my lungs.

      He flips me over on the bed and pulls at my hips until I’m on my knees. Within an instant he’s stretching me again, and my breath catches in my throat when I feel how much deeper he can go now. It’s too much. He’s going to break me. I scramble forward on the bed but he catches me, dragging me back and slamming into me, without mercy. I cry out from the shock of him hitting my cervix, from the sensations being too much but it doesn’t stop him.

      It’s only when I stop fighting him, when I collapse on the bed in a mess of heat and sheer exhaustion does he slow down. He lies flat on my back, one arm around my neck beneath me and one reaching down between my legs to rub my clit. He fucks me deep, but slowly. His arm tightens around my neck until my muscles clench and I grind down on his hand, and waves of fucking ecstasy rip right through me. 

      He comes a few moments later, and when he makes no move to get off me, I close my eyes and drift off to sleep with him still inside me. 
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      “So, how are you enjoying the new school then?”

      I’m sitting in the passenger seat of my dad’s car, and this is his idea of father-daughter bonding. A half-hour car journey on the way to meet his business buddies for dinner. I’ve always hated these, but it’s not like it’s a weekly occurrence. Maybe twice a year or something there will be a ceremony or a cocktail party, or a ball, and I’ll go along as his plus one. I reckon he thinks it makes me feel special or something. Like I’m still twelve and tagging along to work events will make me feel all grown up. I think it just highlights the fact that he works too much to find himself a wife, but what do I know?

      Either way, I don’t enjoy them. They’re always far too people-y. Which means eye contact, and smiles that make your cheeks ache, and small talk, and polite laughter, and telling the twentieth person who asks that you still don’t know what you want to be when you grow up. 

      But on the plus side, at least it takes my mind off Shaun for a night. 

      Just as I suspected, I woke up feeling more confused than I did last night, so I’ve been trying to shut down all thoughts of him. He left at dawn again this morning, with a promise that he’d see me at school on Monday and a kiss on the forehead. I didn’t say too much, because I didn’t know what I wanted to say. 

      My plan now is just to see how things go. Nothing needs to be decided right now. I could cut all ties with him, but then I’d run the risk that if he IS lying, and he’s just being nice to break my heart, he’ll return to Plan A… and I’m quite enjoying having a locker door. If I let him think things are okay between us, then he’ll play nice. Whether he’s really playing nice, or if it’s all just an act like Rosheen claims, I don’t know. But he can’t break my heart unless I give it to him. And I won’t do that, because that would mean forgiving him for everything he did to me.

      I never had myself down as an over-thinker, but I feel like that’s all I’ve done this week. It’s draining me. I’m mentally exhausted from second guessing everything and analyzing his every move. I’ve decided just to stop and take everything as it comes. 

      “It’s fine. Same stuff, different location,” I tell my dad, looking out the window. An answer that could not be further from the truth. 

      “Glad to hear it. I was hoping we hadn’t made a mistake putting you in mainstream school for your final year, but it sounds like it’s going okay,” he says. I’d actually forgotten about that. When he accepted the job, the plan was for me to board Monday through Friday at an academy in the capital. He’d convinced himself that now I was old enough to be home alone, it would be nice to have me closer to him. He failed to mention the fact that he travelled for business a good 98% of the time. 

      Oh well. 

      I smile at him in reply and he doesn’t say much else for the duration of the journey. We arrive at a grand country house, all red brick and short cropped lawns and more windows than I could count. Warm white lights are planted amongst the shrubbery, which casts dramatic shadows on the walls and makes the arches glow, giving the whole place an aura of grandeur. 

      “Where are we?” I ask him, as he puts the car into park on the gravel forecourt and unbuckles his seat belt.

      “You’ll find out,” he says, winking at me and getting out of the car. 

      Confused, I hop out of the car too and follow behind him, my heels crunching all the way to the front door. Dad gives the ornate knocker a few blasts, and moments later the doors open to reveal Liam McGuiness, dressed in a full tuxedo smiling down at us. 

      “Mr Tyler, I’m Liam McGuiness. It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance,” Liam says, nodding towards my dad. “And the lovely Miss Tyler. You look absolutely exquisite tonight.” He smiles warmly at me and gives me a nod too, while ushering us in the door.

      We’re at Liam McGuiness’s house? 

      Awkward.

      I let Liam take my coat, and then he leads us through the grand entrance hall and into the even grander dining room. People fill the edges of the room, dressed in finery and chatting in small groups. The red walls are adorned with paintings framed in gold, but the art that lines the walls dulls in comparison to the ceiling, which is a work of art itself. Ornate floral cornices run around the room, framing the painted vaults where cherubs sit on clouds, and divine saints draped in fabric cling on to each other around a glittering chandelier.

      “It’s breathtaking,” I say. He takes two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray and hands me one. 

      “Beautiful, isn’t it? My great-grandfather had an artist brought over from Italy to do it. I’m told it’s one of the finest examples in Scotland,” he says, his head pointed up at the ceiling. 

      I feel like I could study it for hours and still discover some new detail I’d missed.  

      “I can believe that,” I agree. “So your family has lived here for years then?”

      He looks down at me and nods. “Yes. The estate’s belonged to my family for centuries.”

      Hmm... I hadn’t expected that. The day Stevie explained about the rivalry, with the ‘locals’ taking a dislike, I just assumed that Liam’s father was some kind of ‘new money’ who had moved in on the turf and that’s what sparked the feud. But maybe there is more to it than that. Whatever the story, I’d like to find out. But I don’t get the chance to pry any further. 

      “I didn’t invite you and your father here to talk frescos and estates, though,” he continues with a chuckle. “Come, sit with me. We have an important announcement to make.” He motions me over to the dining table. It’s U shaped, and I follow him around it until we reach the seats at the head. He pulls out a chair in the very center, where the bride would sit if this was a wedding, and I raise my eyebrow at him. I’m not an honored guest. I’m not even a part of the company. But he just smiles and nods his head for me to sit. 

      A few moments later a bell rings and the rest of the guests take to their seats. My father sits on my right, and Liam’s father takes the seat on his left. I don’t see anyone that could be his mother. He introduces me to his father and I smile politely, just like my father has always expected of me. But inside I’m confused. A business dinner, he said? So why are Liam and I so important?

      Liam’s father stands and dings his cutlery against his glass, clearing his throat. The noise in the room tails off while everyone pauses their conversations to watch him. 

      “Ladies and Gentlemen. I want to thank everyone for attending tonight, truly. As you’re all aware, my family has an announcement to make. But you must forgive me for deceiving you all, for the announcement was not the sole purpose of this dinner. It’s also a celebration! Tonight, we celebrate the joining of two families. Tonight, marks the start of a long and glorious alliance that begins with the union of my dear son, Liam, and my new partners beautiful daughter, Lacey.” He looks between the both of us as he says our names and grins at me. “I’d like to ask you all to stand and join me in a toast.”

      I hear the sound of at least thirty chairs sliding back against the hardwood floor. I hear the sound of glasses chiming against plates whilst their owners pick them up. I hear the sound of my own heart hammering in my ears. I hear the sound of Liam calling my name, urging me to stand up with him. 

      I look at Liam, whilst trying to find the balance to stand. My knees are weak. He’s smiling. I turn to my father and he smiles too. Should I be smiling?

      What the fuck is happening? 

      “To Liam and Lacey. May they have a long, happy, and fruitful marriage, and may they produce many L-named, blonde haired babies!” 

      The volume in the room heightens with the sound of polite laughter, and they repeat “to Liam and Lacey” before the chinks of glass against glass float towards my ears. 

      I look down and see that I’m holding my glass up, and I don’t even remember how it came to be in my hand.

      I feel like I’m dreaming. This can’t be real? 

      Can it? 

      I want to pull my father out of the room and demand to know what the fuck is going on. As much as our surroundings may look the part, we’re not in the 18th century. You don’t just sell your daughter’s hand in marriage as part of a business deal. I want to ask him what gives him the right? What planet is he on? 

      But people are looking at us, and the servers are trailing in, one after another in a long line, and the years of conditioning I’ve had are hard to ignore. Smile politely, don’t be rude. Don’t cause a scene. 

      I bide my time. I don’t say a word that’s not small talk. I nibble at my dinner and sip on my wine, barely tasting it. When the dessert dishes are cleared away, I’m about to ask my dad if he’ll take a walk outside with me but Liam beats me to it. 

      I want to have the conversation with my dad, but I also want to understand what the fuck is the role that Liam’s playing in all of this. Does he want this? Who’s idea was this?

      We walk out of dining room and I take his arm. I remain calm and dignified. The second we’re outside and the cool night air surrounds us I drop his arm like it’s burning me and round on him. 

      “What the fuck was that?” I say to him. “Did you know about this? Tell me you didn’t know about this!” All thoughts of trying to stay calm fly out of my head and I feel the anger boiling up inside of me. 

      “I’m sorry. It’s for the best,” he says. I have a feeling he was going to say more but I can’t help myself. I’m absolutely fucking boiling. 

      “It’s for the best? Are you for real? Tell me you’re joking. This is insanity!” I push him as I say the words because it feels good.

      “It was the only way to ensure you are kept safe. I saw you at the lunch table with them, with him. And I knew I had to act quickly,” he explains.

      “With him? Shaun? This is about Shaun? Jesus fucking Christ!” I shake my head in disbelief. 

      “You don’t understand, Lacey. There is so much you don’t understand.” He looks at me like he pities me. Like I’m a six-year-old who isn’t mature enough to be let in on the secret. 

      “Then tell me. Explain it to me, please!” I let the sarcastic plea slide off my tongue like a poisoned arrow.

      “I knew I had to save you and I knew you wouldn’t let me. This was the only thing I could think of. If you’re married to me, they won’t touch you. They can’t touch me and they can’t touch you,” he says the words quickly, desperately.

      “Why can’t they touch you? They hate you! If anything, I think marrying you would make me top fucking target. Look at what he did to me for… for kissing you,” I say, trying not to think of that night.

      “There’s a gentleman’s agreement in place regarding my kin. They won’t touch you, but only if you’re my kin,” he explains.

      “You’re doing all this to save me from some spray-paint and a broken locker? Listen, I know what Shaun did to me that night was fucking criminal. But I’m dealing with it in my own way, on my own. I don’t need you to save me!” I tell him. I’m so sick of other people trying to dictate what I should and shouldn’t be doing.

      “If I hadn’t done this, Lacey, then you would have gotten more involved with them, so involved that you couldn’t walk away. They don’t ever let people walk away. He would have let you in, and you would have followed him blindly, not even realizing that the door had been bolted shut behind you.”

      “What are you talking about?” My eyes narrow on him, searching for an explanation.

      “You need to trust me.”

      “No. No, I won’t trust you. Tell me what you mean.”

      He looks up at the sky and lets out a breath of air before placing his hands on my shoulders and looking me in the eye. “They’re a cult, Lacey.”

      A cult? What kind of cult? I don’t believe it. I didn’t believe it when Stevie told me her theory and I don’t believe it now. I know what cults are, and I know how the people in them behaved. They’re brainwashed. I think back to Friday night at the restaurant… him and Calvin didn’t act like they were brainwashed. Lorenzo, who claimed to know his dad for years, didn’t act like he was brainwashed. It’s too far-fetched. 

      “They don’t seem religious to me,” I say nonchalantly. 

      “That’s because they’re not. They’re a different type. The type with handshakes and meetings and a set of rules that are probably punishable by death. Listen, I don’t know the ins and outs. The only people who do are the ones who are in it. But I can’t sit here and watch you take that risk. By the time you know what you’re getting into, it will already be too late. Nobody walks away, Lacey. I can’t stress that enough.” He looks at me and his eyes are filled with a heated panic that has me wondering if what he’s telling me might be true. 

      I don’t think he’s lying. I mean, I don’t necessarily believe that what he’s saying is definitely true, but he says it with such conviction that I think, at the very least he believes his own words. He believes that what he’s telling me is true. 

      “Let’s just say, for argument’s sake, that what you’re saying is true. How is trading my freedom from one man, only to give it to another, how is that the answer?” I ask him.

      “You don’t want to marry me,” he says. “I can understand that. You barely know me. I won’t force you to live as man and wife with me, not if you don’t want to. I’m not doing this as some sneaky way of winning you. I’m doing it to keep you safe. If you want us to be married in name only, then I’ll respect that decision. I won’t live as a monk, but I will be discreet. I’d never bring shame on you or your family,” he says. 

      I turn away from him, trying to get some space so I can make sense of the situation. “I need to think, Liam. I need time to process this,” I tell him. 

      “Of course. This must all be such a shock for you. I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you about it, but I was afraid you wouldn’t come, and we needed the big announcement to make it seem believable.” He holds out his arm for me. “Come, I’ll escort you back inside.” 
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      The rest of the dinner goes down like you’d expect any normal engagement dinner to go down. People who I don’t know come up to me and congratulate me, they make small talk; I smile. Liam parades me around the room like he’s just won first prize and I’m the trophy. He acts like we’ve known each other for years. He looks at me like I’m making him the happiest man in the world. 

      It would have been a nice engagement dinner, had any of it been real. 

      I hold my tongue in the car on the way back to the house. I can sense my dad is uneasy, but he won’t be the one to break the silence. He won’t be the one to ask me how I actually feel about any of this. I don’t say anything until we get home. I’m beginning to process Liam’s reasoning, but I don’t understand why my dad would agree to it, especially since he has no idea about the so-called trouble I’m in with the ‘cult’.

      “Why did you do it?” I look him in the eye as I ask him the question, my expression blank. We’re standing in the hallway, and his gaze shifts uneasily before he turns and heads into the kitchen. 

      “McGuiness made me a very generous offer, Lacey,” he says, his back to me as he walks away. 

      “A very generous offer? Just how generous do you need to be to buy a daughter? Asking for a friend!” I say, following him through. 

      “He’s making me a partner in the company. Can you believe it?” He busies himself in the kitchen with useless shit, putting plates away and rummaging in the cupboard. Anything to keep from having to look at me. “Years of hard work, finally paying off. I see the potential. Potential so great that we’d be made for life. You will be made. Your children, your grandchildren, will be set for life. You’ll never have to work like me. Isn’t that what every father wants for their daughter?”

       I watch him, my eyebrows pushed together in confusion and disbelief. “No! This isn’t normal, Dad. You don’t get to choose what kind of life is best for me.”

      “Liam isn’t a bad choice. His father assured me you were well-matched. He said you were fond of Liam, and that he’d been courting you. I know it’s soon, honey. But I really do think this is best for everyone,” he says, finally looking me in the eye.

      I can’t do this. Not because I don’t have one-thousand things I want to say to him… but because it hurts. At least Liam thought he was doing it for the right reasons. To know for sure that your own father values shares in a company more than he values you, that’s a tough pill to swallow. 

      “I’m going to bed,” I tell him, pivoting and walking out of the kitchen. 

      “You’ll feel better in the morning. You’ll see it makes sense,” he calls. 

      I doubt that very much, Dad. 

      I walk up the stairs feeling utterly defeated and lost. How the fuck did I get myself into this situation? I have two men, who both appear to be pursuing me in ways I hadn’t even thought possible. One of them has outright told me that he has no reservations about removing my choice in anything, as long as he thinks it’s in my best interests. The other, well he HAS just gone and removed the choice for me.  

      Is there any point in even thinking about this? Do I even have a choice?

      I lie awake for hours, assessing the situation, overthinking everything.  

      I could reject Liam’s offer and choose Shaun. I would disappoint my dad, maybe even make him angry, but well that’s probably the least of my worries, according to Liam. What if everything Liam said is true? I do see the way people react around Shaun, and I’ve always thought it was odd. That day in the common area at school, when he was causing a scene, and no one was looking at us. Odd. The way everyone around him are like puppets, with him pulling the strings. The night in the warehouse where he sat on his throne like a king ruling over his kingdom, and people watched his every move. The decorators that were all booked up, even when Alice offered to throw money at them. The way Stevie called all of this way before Liam did.

      I suppose it’s not as far-fetched as I originally thought, especially if what Liam says is true and it’s not some obscure religious thing. But pushing the ‘cult’ thing to the side for a minute… I wasn’t even set on choosing Shaun before all of this anyway. 

      We have something, there’s no denying that. We have a spark. A strange chemistry that I find difficult to rationalize. When he did what he did last night, I can’t deny not liking it. But he called it himself during his big declaration: it’s never going to be easy with us. He admitted I’m never going to have choices. He showed me his true colors the first night I met him, when he forced me into a car and sexually assaulted me. There, I said it. 

      He sexually assaulted me. 

      And while Liam may have also removed my choices, at least he explained and said if I want marriage in name only, then he’ll respect that. Liam seems… normal. 

      Compared to Shaun, Liam seems safe. 

      I lie in bed and my thoughts rattle on in this direction for hours. Comparing the two of them. Comparing the two choices. Imagining what the outcome would be if certain things were true, and certain things were lies. What if Rosheen was telling the truth? What if Liam was telling the truth? What if Shaun was telling the truth?

      What kind of life do I actually want to lead?

      By the time I think I’ve finally made a decision, my head hurts and my eyes are heavy. But my path is clearer. 

      When I wake up the next morning, I’m almost certain I’m doing the right thing. 

      I open up my phone as I cross the school carpark and type out a message, hitting send. 

      “We need to talk.”
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      “Meet you at your wall at lunch.”

      I hit send and shove my phone back in my pocket, heading to class. Is a “we need to talk” text ever a good thing? Sounds ominous. I shrug it off. I’m no stranger to her mixed fucking messages. One minute she hates me and the next minute she’s got her legs wrapped around my waist screaming my name. 

      Fuck. 

      I push all thoughts of Lacey and her sweet little cunt to one side. I don’t want to walk into class with a boner. 

      I don’t see her at morning break, but then I don’t normally leave the building like she does. I wonder again what she will do come winter when the snow is a foot off the ground and the cold is enough to freeze the cum inside a ball-sack and the rain comes down sideways. Hopefully she’ll see sense and be sitting at my table — right next to me — by then. 

      The bell rings for lunch and I head to the agreed meeting spot, turning the corner and watching her pace back and forth in front of the wall. She looks up and catches my eye, but she doesn’t smile. 

      “What’s troubling the little princess?” I say, keeping my tone light. 

      She’s stopped her pacing now and stands still as a statue, but the eye-contact she managed a second ago has gone now and her eyes are looking down at the grass behind me. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to come out with it. We need to stop whatever this is. I can’t see you anymore. I can’t talk to you anymore. I’m guessing what I’ve just said might make you angry, but I’m going to ask anyway… if any part of what you told me on Saturday was true then I’m asking you to leave me alone. Walk away.” 

      I stay silent for a minute, thinking of the best way to handle this. When I don’t say anything, she looks up and searches my face. 

      “Why?” I ask her. 

      “I would have thought that was obvious,” she says, shifting from foot to foot.

       “I would have thought it was obvious too, if you hadn’t fucked me all weekend,” I deadpan. 

      “I guess I felt like I didn’t need to forgive you to fuck you. But if you want more than that, then I’d have to forgive you. And I can’t do that.” She looks shifty as fuck. Something isn’t right. 

      “Bullshit,” I argue. “I told you I didn’t expect trust or forgiveness, not anytime soon anyway.” I take a step towards her and she backs away, eyeing me warily. 

      “You know you’ve never even said sorry? Not once?” 

      I sigh. “I can tell you I’m sorry every day for a month, if that makes you feel better. I’d rather show it than say it, though.” 

      “It’s too late,” she says, her tone flat. 

      “Why? Why now?”

      She stays quiet and breathes a few times; her face deep in thought. “Because I’m going to marry Liam.”

      I smile. Then I smirk. Then I full on laugh. Fucking hell, she’s outdone herself this time. Innocent fucking Lacey. I had her down as being smarter than this.

      “An arranged marriage? Fucking listen to yourself, Lacey!” I shout at her. I can’t fucking help it. This is ludicrous. 

      “It’s nothing to do with you. It is what it is,” she states, her face blank. 

      “It is what it is? It doesn’t bother you? That your own father would sell you to the highest bidder? Do you even realize how fucked up that is?”

      “Maybe it is fucked up, but what is this?” she gestures between us. “You manipulate me. You do what you want with me. You play games with me. And I just let you. No, that’s not fucked up AT ALL, is it?” she shouts right back at me. I stand there and rub my neck, trying to understand the fucked up thought processes that led her to this decision. 

      She doesn’t even know she’s trading a monster who wants to keep her safe for a monster who wants to hurt her.

      I wonder if now would be a good time to mention the fact he drugged and raped my sister. I know myself I’m a boundary pusher, a manipulator — to say the fucking least — so I don’t know if that would make him any worse or any better in her eyes.

      But I can’t tell her, anyway.

      It’s not my secret to tell, and I won’t do that to Heather. 

      I don’t think there is anything left to say. Not right now, anyway. So I shut my mouth. I turn around and I walk away from her. I round the corner and I get straight into my car. 

      I’ll go through Liam McGuiness. 

      And I’ll go through anyone who stands in my way, even if that person ends up being Lacey. 

      I’ll do what I know is best for her, just like I told her I would. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      I drive straight over to my father's club and see his car parked outside. 

      This time, I don’t wait outside the door of his office like a scared wee laddie. 

      This time, I walk straight into his office like I own the whole fucking building. 

      He sits in his chair, Calvin and Doeboy’s fathers sitting across from him. All three of them stop the conversation and turn to look at me. Frank and Colin just look confused, but my dad, well, he looks like he’s chewing on a fucking wasp. 

      “What the fuck do you want?” he says. “And why the fuck are you not in school?”

      “There’s business that needs dealing with,” I tell him, keeping my face straight as I walk straight over to his desk and sit down next to Frank and Colin. 

      My dad leans back on his chair, and the rage slides from his face only to be replaced with something akin to mild amusement. “Well, you’ve got our attention. You better pray it’s for a good reason, son. Now shoot; we’re all ears.”

      “Lacey Tyler got engaged last night to Liam McGuiness. You wanted Laurence Tyler gone? It didn’t work. He doesn’t give a flying fuck about his daughter.  Laurence Tyler is now a permanent cog in the McGuiness family business.”  

      Frank and Colin start talking at the same time, but my dad instantly shuts them down. Then he turns to look at me. They all turn to look at me. “And what are you going to do about it?”

      I miss a beat for maximum effect, and then I come right out and say it. “I’m going to make sure that the deal falls through. I’m going to take her and marry her myself. And then I’m going to do what you cunts have been playing at for years. I’m going to destroy that fucking company and I’m going to take Liam McGuiness down with it.”

      My dad is silent for a long arsed moment, and then he laughs. “Never thought you had it in you, son,” he says, flicking his eyebrows at me like a taunt. “And while I’m mildly proud to discover that you do, I’m going to burst your wee bubble and tell you there are more holes in that plan than a fucking colander.”

      “No holes there that can’t be dealt with,” I tell him, shrugging. 

      “You can’t marry Lacey Tyler,” Colin says. “She’s not one of us.”

      I turn to face him. “I’ll make her one of us. My ma wasn’t one of us either.”

      My dad pitches in. “Let’s say we allow it. How exactly do you intend to to shut down his operation?”

      “By taking his accounts and fudging the fuck out of them,” I say. 

      “You think we’ve never thought of that before? Can’t be done. Believe me, we’ve tried.” Frank says, holding a cigarette to his mouth and lighting it. 

      “Have you ever had access to the Managing Director’s personal devices before?” I ask him. 

      Frank shrugs. “No.”

      “All right,” my dad says, the amused look on his face growing. “You marry the girl, you fuck up the company. You still can’t touch Liam,” he warns me. 

      Heather will hate me. Fuck, I hate myself. But it’s the only way. 

      “He raped Heather,” I tell him. 

      My dad looks at me. He searches my face for ages, probably looking for some tiny sign that I’m lying. When he gets up from his desk and walks over to the corner of the room, I know I’ve won this fight. Now I just have to do what I told them I would. 

      Frank and Colin look at each other awkwardly. Frank shakes his head, exhales the smoke from his cigarette into the room and comments: “Like father, like son.”

      I look up at my old man and watch as he stiffens at Frank’s words. He turns around and there’s a rage in his eyes that’s enough to send a chill straight down my spine.

      He clears his throat and looks straight at me. “What do you need?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Lacey

        

      

    

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

      I don’t even think I’m 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. 

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      “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. 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? 

       

      

      To be continued…
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