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8 Years Ago

      “I don’t want you to leave me,” I whine, hating how pathetic my voice sounds.

      My brother steps forward, a small but sad smile curving his lips. Within touching distance, he loops his fingers through my hair and places a strand behind my ear, lightly cupping my chin with his thumb and forefinger, holding my stare.

      “Dad will look after you. And if not him, Uncle will.”

      I crane my neck behind me to make sure my parents aren’t within listening distance. My brother, now twenty-one, has decided that I’m old enough in my fifteen years to look after myself—to leave me with a mother who likes to drink herself into a stupor, and a father who—although nice enough to me—enables my mother’s habit because… well, I’m pretty sure he wants her dead. My brother always craved to join the army but stayed because of me. He stayed because he knew he would be the one and only one who could look after me properly. My mother can’t, and my father tries his best, but he once gave me food poisoning when he cooked dinner. My brother, after that, cooked whatever we could gather at the time, until I was old enough to take over that chore myself.

      “You know I’ve wanted this for a while, Bri. You’ll be sixteen soon and doing your exams. The world is your oyster after that. Hell, you can even join me… if you want.”

      He winks, ruffling my hair like I’m a child. When I complain, he chuckles under his breath.

      “Joining the army has been your dream. Not mine.”

      My brother glances over my shoulder towards our parents before his eyes land back on me. “It was a dream pushed on me.”

      I nod my head, a wave of sadness encasing me. I understand why he wants to leave. I will do the same once I turn sixteen, take my exams, and get myself a job. Seven more months and I will be able to leave home.

      I can’t wait.

      “Just don’t forget about me.” My slightly raised eyebrows cause him to chuckle.

      “Seriously, Bri, how could I ever forget you? You’re my only sister. It’s me who needs to worry about you. Without your protective brother around, all the boys will come flocking, asking you out on dates. You’ll forget all about me soon enough.”

      I nudge his arm, scolding him. “Hey, that’ll never happen, and you know it.”

      My brother extends his arm out to me and produces his little finger. “Pinky promise?”

      I giggle and shake my head before latching my little finger round his. Ever since I was a little girl, about six years old, we have been pinky promising things to each other.

      “Pinky promise,” I reply, biting my lip. Fresh tears begin to sting my eyes, but I fight them because no matter how much I don’t want him to leave, I also want him to be free of this shithole life we’re in. When he first told me he was leaving to join the army, I had caused a scene, screaming and shouting, throwing things around the house. It was only when I calmed down that I realised what a selfish brat I was being. Just because I can’t be free just now, doesn’t mean my brother can’t. Besides, if he hadn’t joined now, he would have had to wait a few more months. I couldn’t do that to him—no matter how selfish I want to be.

      Wrapping his big, strong arms around me, my brother pulls me in for a hug. “I’ll be back before you know it. And I’ll send money when I can so you can set yourself up somewhere. I promise. All this is as good for you as it is for me. Once you have your own place, I’ll come visit on my leave dates. We’ll have so much fun, you and I.” He pulls away before kissing me on the cheek. I grip his jacket, unable to let him go. I know I have to, but the selfish part of me is currently winning out.

      “Right, everyone on the coach now!” a man in camouflage shouts. I look around, finding lots of people hugging, kissing, saying their goodbyes. I drown out the sniffles of the girlfriends. If I don’t, it won’t be long before I’m sobbing alongside them.

      Just a few more minutes and he will be gone.

      Just a few more minutes before I can cry.

      “Take care of yourself, Son,” my dad says from behind me.

      My brother smiles as he shakes his hand. “I will, Dad. Thanks.”

      We both chance a look at my mother who, without my dad holding her, is swaying from the booze she’s been drinking since eight this morning. It’s currently ten, and apart from that, her only son is about to leave and join the army. You’d think she’d try and lay off the alcohol for him this one time. But no. Alcohol makes people selfish, and she’s as selfish as they come.

      With not so much as an acknowledgement from her, my brother sucks in a breath. “Well, I guess I better go.” He then looks directly at me. “I’ll message you once I’m there.”

      “You promise?” I ask, trying to smile.

      “Pinky promise,” he says, holding his little finger up. “I’ll either call or message every day.”

      I attempt to smile at him, but the more time runs out before he has to leave, the more my heart hurts. He hugs me one last time, says a cursory goodbye to our parents, and then all I can do is watch. I watch as he walks towards the coach and queues up before taking his first step. I watch as he moves along the aisle until he finds a seat. I watch as he blows me a kiss through the window, offering that bright smile that always manages to lift my spirits. I watch as the coach leaves, and the last thing I see is his hand waving.

      Then I cry. I cry all the way home with my mum complaining about the noise the whole journey. I cry when I’m on my bed with only my pillow to comfort me. I cry all the days and weeks that follow without him. I cry when years go by, and my brother does two tours of Afghanistan.

      The second of which, I lose him forever.
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8 Years later

      I close my eyes when I feel his tongue flick across my nipple, a slight moan leaving my lips. I feel his heavy breath above me, his slow, torturous hand caressing my other breast as it cascades down to my soaking pussy.

      “Fuck, Bri, you’re always so wet for me.”

      He inserts his finger into my wetness, causing my back to arch slightly. I’m so turned on. Always so turned on for this man.

      Ever so slowly, his finger slides out of me, but only so he can start his leisurely strokes around my clit.

      “Oh, God!” I cry out, loving the sensations flooding my body. His tongue darts out at my nipple again, flicking once, twice, three times before his lips wrap around my little nub and he starts sucking.

      “Chris!” I shout, unable to hide my emotions from him. I’ve never, in this last year of living with him, been able to hide just how much pleasure he gives me.

      “I’m going to fuck you, and you’re going to come around my cock. Got it?” he growls, plunging his finger back inside my pussy. I cry out, my breaths uneven and shallow. “Bri, I can’t hear your answer.”

      Licking my lips, I nod my head, my hands fisting the dark blonde wavy locks I love to run my hands through.

      “Say it, Bri. Say you want my cock inside you. Tell me you’re going to love it so much that it’ll make you come. Tell me!”

      “Yes!” I scream, needing my release. Over the past twelve months, he’s perfected the art of knowing exactly what my body wants and uses it to his advantage. He learnt what makes me tick and what doesn’t. He’s acquired the knowledge as to what will make me scream and my toes curl with heightened pleasure.

      Opening my eyes, I find him staring down at me with a wicked grin, the dimple on his right cheek winking at me. His ice blue eyes caress my face as his finger pushes back inside my heated core. “I love you, Bri.” His face lowers until his lips touch mine, his short stubble rough against my cheek. I touch the side of his face, stroking down his chiseled jawline, a vibratory moan rumbling through his mouth into mine. He pulls his finger out of my wetness, quickly finding my little nub, and once perfectly placed, he runs slow circles around my clit, causing me to thrust my hips. I want more. So much more.

      As my head begins to dizzy, I groan into his mouth, needing so badly to scream out my arousal, but he halts me with his lips. His kiss hardens, and his finger starts to move quicker. His rough actions cause my body to quiver. He recognises that I’m close to orgasm. He knows exactly the right time I’m about to detonate.

      When I’m almost there, he pulls his finger away, but only wasting enough time to thrust his big, hard cock inside of me. I scream out his name, and he groans out his pleasure. Every time, he can’t help himself.

      He’s as obsessed as I am.

      “You make me lose my mind, Bri. Fuck, you feel so fucking good.”

      He leans down, kissing my mouth again then begins his beautiful torture with his hips. The feel of his cock inside of me waves hello again to the orgasm I’d lost. It’s back in full force, rearing its little head to the surface, taunting me—teasing me.

      Chris flexes his hips, thrusting hard before both of us are moaning, clutching at each other as if one of us will be pulled away. With a free hand, Chris finds my hip and squeezes as he thrusts his cock again, our sweat meeting as our bodies unite.

      He lifts his body slightly, but only so he can suck on my nipple as he thrusts harder and harder with each flex of his hips. Needing to touch him, I place one hand on his arse, and with every clench of his cheek as he thrusts his way inside of me, I feel my climax rising.

      With my other hand, I thread my fingers through his hair as he carries on sucking my nipple. Everything… it’s all… too much.

      “Chris!” I scream again as my body starts to clench. He senses when I’m about to come because his own movements grow more rigorous. Skin slaps against skin as he grunts, his feral growl making my body heat and prickle with euphoria. Knowing we’re both losing control, he pulls away from my nipple and solely concentrates on giving me his all. His cock slams into me, time and time again, and with each moan from his lips, my orgasm climbs, faster, harder.

      “I’m going to make you come so hard, baby. So. Fucking. Hard,” he pants between each thrust.

      The familiar wave starts to ride my body, and just as it’s at the precipice, I grip his arse with both hands and push him inside me. I come apart, screaming his name as an orgasm like no other rips me apart.

      “Baby, you’re going to be the death of me,” he groans as his movements grow even faster. My orgasm rides on as he continues his onslaught, and right at the point when it’s about to become too much, he flexes his hips one last time, releasing his climax inside of me.

      With my eyes closed, all I feel is the giddy, calm sensation riding through me. That very same sensation that I try and hold on to as long as I possibly can before reality strikes.

      “God, I fucking love you,” he says again, kissing me on the cheek before rolling off me. For a while, we lie on the bed catching our breaths as we come down from our orgasms, the only sound is our steady exhales. I close my eyes, relishing the moment. Every single time, I let it come over me. I let the euphoria wash over me like a tidal wave. Because in a few minutes, I’ll calm. In a few minutes, that reality will set in.

      And then all I will feel is nothing but disgust.
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      “How long are you going to stare at my bacon sandwich?”

      I snap my head up from my fixed position at said sandwich and, instead, flick my eyes to my boss, Charlie. I’ve been rumbled, and he knows it.

      With my head held high, and I literally mean held high, I have to crane my neck just to look at him. He’s at least six and a half feet tall, muscular build, his skin a smooth, milk chocolate brown, and the most light caramel eyes I often get lost in. He looks a cross between Idris Elba and the guy from Bird Box who wins Sandra Bullock’s character’s cold heart… what’s his name?

      Anyway, what I’m trying to say is his presence isn’t exactly unnoticeable. To men, he’s a threat, but to women, he’s like a bottle of Prosecco and a box of chocolates all rolled into one.

      To put it mildly, he commands a room.

      Always dressed impeccably in a suit, Charlie Cox is the mysterious, dark presence and owner of the second-hand furniture/antique store called Tickety-Boo in Waltham Forest, East London. I’ve had several jobs over the years—ones that lasted no longer than two months. This one, however, has gone the distance. Just last Wednesday was my six-month anniversary as manager and all-round bookkeeper of the shop. I love it here, as not only is it a ten-minute commute by car, it also holds some of the most interesting regular customers I have ever come across. So much so, each and every one of them has their own unique name.

      Freddy the Flirt.

      Matthew the Moaner.

      Lottie the Lover.

      I think you get my drift.

      “I’m not staring at your bacon sandwich.”

      With one big hand resting on the counter I’m sitting at, he lets out an exasperated breath. “Did you eat this morning?”

      I turn my head, immediately giving away my answer. Before he has a chance to say something, the bell for the door rings, announcing a customer.

      “Freddy,” I chime, a bright smile tilting my lips at the sight of him.

      Freddy, a big man in his seventies with lots of silver hair, glasses, and a black moustache walks in looking as refined as always in his three piece, dark grey suit. Even though he’s retired now, he still travels around London like he’s got a high-class job. He had once been in banking,  and had told me that he couldn’t wait to retire as they were all a bunch of tossers.

      On my greeting, Freddy turns his head to me and raises that bright smile of his. “Bri, what a sight for sore eyes.”

      I can practically hear the silent groan coming from the big man behind me. “Freddy, are you here for something to buy, or have you come to chat up my staff again?” Freddy glances over my shoulder at Charlie, giving him a knowing wink. I hear movement behind me, and when I turn, Charlie says, “I’m going out for five minutes.” I nod my head and salivate as he bites into his bacon sandwich and opens the shop’s front door. I knew I should have eaten this morning.

      I watch as Charlie disappears before turning to face Freddy. “What can I do you for, Freddy?”

      He approaches the counter, facing me before setting his hand on top. He looks chirpy but tired. “Why don’t you like people calling you Brianna?”

      A full belly laugh escapes me. “Did you come in here just to ask me that?”

      The corner of his lips curve into a cheeky grin. “No, I came in here because I’ve had an eye on that thingy-majig over there,” he states, waving his finger behind him.

      I crane my neck to where he’s pointing. “You mean the crystal naked lady?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      I chuckle. “You could have just said the naked lady, and I would have known.”

      He turns to me, placing a hand on his heart. “I didn’t want to say that word in front of a real lady.”

      Oh, I’m no lady, I think, sadness temporarily hitting my chest. If Freddy ever became aware of my dark secret, he would be disgusted with me. Anyone in the right mind would.

      “That’s very noble of you.” I offer him my most sincere smile, forcing those dark thoughts deep down into that little box of something bad. I refuse to let my personal life interfere with my job, and today will be no exception.

      Freddy leans forward. I match him, so I can listen to whatever it is he has to say.

      “You never answered my question.”

      For a moment, I’m confused. “What question?”

      He exaggeratedly rolls his eyes. “Why don’t you like people calling you by your full name?”

      I let out a breath and lean back, my eyes darting to the sound of the bell ringing on the door. My boss is back looking gorgeous as ever. Le-sigh. “Oh, that. I’ve never liked my full name. It sounds common. At least Bri sounds more sophisticated. Like cheese.”

      A rumble of laughter echoes, making me jump. “You prefer to be likened to cheese,” Charlie says, sniggering still.

      I fake pout at my boss as he moves to stand behind me. “It’s not just any old cheese. It’s French.”

      Charlie rolls his eyes. I turn my head away to face Freddy, who has a glint in his eyes. “I’m partial to a bit of cheese.”

      Charlie groans and when I glance up at him, he points to the back door. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

      I nod my head and turn to deal with Freddy again. Immediately, I get up and wander around the counter. “Are you really interested in the crystal lady?”

      Freddy stands tall and inhales, puffing out his chest. “Of course. Every time I come in here, I keep telling myself if she’s still here next week, I’ll buy her, and I never do. She reminds me of my old lady.”

      I glance at the crystal lady, taking in her elegant, heart-shaped face, long eyelashes, and luscious hair that flows for miles, and say, “Wow, she must be beautiful.”

      “She was,” he replies sadly.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not,” he chuckles, shocking the hell out of me. “She was a fucking witch.” He then sighs at himself. “Excuse my language.”

      I giggle before responding. “You’re excused.”

      “It was an arranged marriage, of sorts,” he explains, walking over to the crystal lady, his eyes dancing over her. I follow after him, listening intently. “I loved another woman, but she was from a poor family. My parents said all she was interested in was my money. I didn’t believe them, not until I saw a letter from her agreeing to my parents paying her off to stay away from me. Bitter and hurt, I went along with marrying a woman I didn’t love out of some kind of revenge. It was only after my father died many years later that my mother told me my dad had the letter forged and had blackmailed Bethany. That was her name.”

      This is the first time Freddy has ever opened up like this about his private life. I feel bad for him, but I also have empathy. I, of all people, know what it’s like to feel trapped in something there’s no escape from.

      “That’s awful,” I finally say. “Did you ever try and find her?”

      He shrugs both shoulders. “What was the point? At the time, I had been married over ten years, and a couple of years before that I had heard she was married with twin boys.”

      My shoulders sag for him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Ah, it is what it is,” he replies, taking another step towards the lady.

      “So why do you want to buy something that reminds you of your ex-wife?”

      He turns his head towards me, a slight glint in his eyes. “Because, my dear. Despite the lack of love, there certainly wasn’t a lack in passion, if you know what I mean.” He taps his nose and winks. “She was part Sicilian.”

      “Well, that explains everything,” I respond on a giggle.

      “How much is she?”

      “She’s two hundred and twenty quid, but I’m sure Charlie won’t mind giving it to you for two hundred.”

      He sharply nods his head, decision made. “I’ll take it.” He digs into his wallet, takes out some cash, and starts counting.

      I take that as my cue to walk to the counter and start writing out a receipt for him. Once all done, I look up to him with a smile. “I can deliver it later, if you want?”

      “I can take it …”

      “No, I insist. She’s a lot heavier than she looks.”

      Freddy jokingly shakes his head. “Typical. I’ve only just purchased her, and she’s already causing trouble.”

      I laugh out loud before handing him his receipt. “Thank you for your order, Freddy.”

      He takes the receipt with my hand and kisses the back of it before giving me a wink. “Enchanté.”

      He then turns and heads for the door. “See you later, Freddy.”

      He offers me a wave but doesn’t turn. “I will look forward to it, sweetheart.”

      I hear the ring of the door and watch as he walks out. I’m smiling as I sit down before suddenly realising what’s been on the counter this whole time without me noticing.

      Picking up the foil wrap, I start undoing it and salivate once the smell hits me.

      A bacon sandwich.

      Charlie must have popped out to get me one.

      Quickly gorging on the sandwich, I sit on my little stool wondering…

      How much more could I possible fall in love with my boss?
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      I had forgotten to mention that part. I’m in love with Charlie and have been for around three months. I can’t for the life of me understand why as he doesn’t show an ounce of interest in me. Despite all of this, I still fantasise about us being together, regardless of the fact that I belong to another. Guilt constantly flares inside of me whenever I think about Charlie, but my mind still wanders there. No matter how much I attempt to push my feelings for my boss aside, they still taunt and tempt me like a shiny, gold carrot on a stick.

      Chris is my sickness.

      Charlie is my path to redemption.

      As per usual on a typical day at work, I use the massive amount of free time when clients aren’t there to do the bookkeeping. I like it because in those few moments of doing nothing but number crunching, I’m free. I’m free, and I’m numb. I don’t have to worry about Charlie or my life outside of work. In those few precious minutes, I get to lose myself. Not because I’m made to, but because I want to. I don’t belong to anybody or anything. I know that sounds crazy and dumb, but it’s the truth.

      This is the life of Bri Wilkinson.

      “Are you looking for overtime, because I’m not giving you any? You may as well stop now and call it quits.”

      My pen stops midway through jotting a number down from the receipt in my hand. I hadn’t realised I’d been engrossed this long until I glance up to find darkness creeping up upon us. My eyes flit down towards my watch, my eyes widening in shock.

      “Holy fucking shit!”

      It’s after seven.

      “Are you cursing at the fact I’m not paying you extra, or because you’ve realised how late it is?”

      I rub my temple, stressed as hell. I check my phone, but Chris hasn’t called me. That’s so unlike him, not to check up on my whereabouts.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally say, glancing up at Charlie. “I got carried away.”

      His gaze lands on the laptop beside me. “Some say that crunching numbers on one of these is far quicker than how you’re doing it.”

      I almost shiver at the thought. I’m only twenty-three, practically brought up on technology, and yet I seem to repel it. “I guess I’m just old-school.”

      I take that moment to glance up at my boss, taking in his sharp jaw, five o’clock shadow, and eyes so caramel brown, I could get lost in them. Sometimes when I look at him, I can almost see a life other than the one I’m living. A life where there’s no secrets, no violence, no sick, twisted desires living within me like a growing snake. Once just a tiny speck, it’s become a part of me, now coiled into a huge, tight ball.

      “Old-school is sometimes the best.”

      The corner of my mouth rises up. “See, I knew you’d get it.”

      His eyes land on mine, and in that moment I will them to show me something, anything that gives me a glimpse into that soul of his. Anything that will show he may have an ounce of interest in me. But unfortunately, there’s nothing. Zip. Nada. It’s like staring into a void, an endless ocean or sky that just goes on for miles, never willing to reveal to you what’s on the other side.

      “So are you going home?”

      Remembering the crystal lady, I gasp. “No, I can’t. I’m supposed to deliver the crystal lady to Freddy. I promised him I would.”

      Shaking his head, Charlie dangles his car keys in front of me. “I will deliver it.”

      “But…” I start to protest, but Charlie shows me the palm of his hand.

      “I know Freddy will be disappointed it’s me, but at least this way he will have another excuse to visit the shop again… where he might end up purchasing something else.”

      I fake gasp, a huge smile curving my lips. “So that was your dastardly plan all along. How conniving of you.”

      He shrugs one shoulder, exhaling lightly. My eyes naturally wander to his broad chest. For a moment I’m lost, daydreaming about running my hands over his tight pecks. The thought makes me bite my lip with lust.

      “So I ask again. Are you going home?”

      Like a bucket of iced water was poured over my head, I snap my eyes up to meet his. “If I didn’t think differently, I’d say you were trying to get rid of me.”

      Try as he might not to laugh, or even smile, I witness the moment the corner of his mouth twitches. It’s so tiny, some  would deem it insignificant, but it was definitely there.

      “The crystal lady is coming with me. I’ll see you tomorrow, Bri.”

      He turns, stalking out of the door, leaving me to chuckle slightly at his indifference. He’s so good at it that it’s almost charming.

      Realising he will want me gone so that he can lock up and deliver the lady as quickly as possible, I put all my papers away, grab my bag, and shout my goodbye before heading out.

      With Summer almost knocking on our doors, it’s still somewhat light out. Twilight this time of year is always my favourite time of the day. London forever busy, filled with people rushing around trying to get home, just seems more pleasant. Some stay in town, taking to the local pubs for a refreshment with their colleagues before setting for home. The tubes and buses are a frickin’ nightmare, though, so I’m lucky to have a car as well as a parking space behind the shop.

      Despite the inconvenience, I always go out the front door and around the shop rather than going through the rear exit as I get the sense Charlie likes his privacy and doesn’t want me to go past his office. It doesn’t bother me. Sometimes it’s nice to get out and breathe some fresh air before getting in my car. That’s if you can call London’s air fresh.

      Getting in my little, rusty, fifteen-year-old Mini, I shut the door before digging out my phone. Still no calls or messages from Chris, which concerns me. I wait until I’m home before I really start to worry. The moment I’m through the door and all I’m met with is silence, I call him. It goes straight to voicemail. I then send him a Facebook message, but notice he hasn’t been online in over three hours.

      “For fuck’s sake, Chris. Where the fuck are you?”

      I can’t stand his level of hypocrisy. If I go radio silent on him for more than five minutes, he’s sending out a search party to find me. But the moment he does it, I’m nagging if I question him.

      Trying to ignore the lingering concern in my stomach, I open the fridge to see if there are any leftovers, finding I’m in luck. Chinese food.

      I reheat the noodles and fetch a cold Bud from the fridge. I switch the TV on and sit at our little dining table, watching an episode of Big Little Liars whilst I eat. When nine turns to ten and I still haven’t heard a thing, I’m about to call his friend, Michael, when speak of the devil, he calls me instead.

      “I was just about to call you. Where the fuck is Chris?”

      “We’re at the Black Mamba.” Phone still clutched in one hand, I place my head in the other. I should have fucking known. “Chris is a little wasted. You might want to get over here and take him home.”

      Annoyed, I ask, “Why can’t you bring him?”

      “We’re a little wasted too.”

      “Of course you are,” I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’ll be there in twenty.”

      “Thanks, Bri.”

      I end the call, immediately grabbing the keys to my car, and leave our penthouse apartment. How far we’ve come in only six months. A year ago, I was living on my own in a tiny studio flat, struggling to pay the rent. Then Chris came along like my white knight, promising to save me. He did, but he’s also destroyed me in equal measure.

      How’s that for irony?

      I arrive at the Black Mamba to a load of drunks spilling out of the door, one almost tripping me. I would kick his drunk arse if it wasn’t for another I have to deal with.

      “Watch it, arsehole!” I seethe through gritted teeth.

      “Sorry, love,” the drunkard offers with a cocky grin. His eyes widen with lust once he locks his eyes on me. He’s about to say something, but I’m too quick, my focus solely on one person and one person only. I have no time to deal with a drunk flirt on top of everything else.

      As I make my way farther in the club, I’m assaulted by Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You” blaring so loud, I can hardly hear myself think. Thick smoke floats around the bodies of people dancing, or rather jumping, on the expanse of the dance floor. Trying to squint through the fog, I push one body and then another, hands touching me in places they shouldn’t. I slap as many as I can away as I make my way to the VIP lounge. I don’t even need to ask if Chris and his cretins are in there. I already know.

      When I reach the doors leading to the VIP lounge, Trey, the bouncer greets me, immediately getting out of my way so I can climb the stairs.

      “Thanks, Trey.”

      “You’re welcome, Bri. Seems Chris is out of it tonight.”

      I grumble at the thought. “Thanks for telling me.”

      “No sweat,” he shouts out after me as I reach the top.

      I burst through the doors, and what I see assaults my eyes.

      A large, semi-circle sofa houses Kane, Larry, and Andrew on one side. I note there is no Michael to be found, but what makes me want to bleach my eyes and has my stomach instantly filling with nausea is Brandon, the new guy, standing on the other end of the sofa, jeans around his ankles as he fucks a butt naked woman wearing only red high heels. Chris is on the sofa, too, his head tilted back, eyes shut as she bends over sucking his cock. At first, they’re all oblivious to me. All laughing as if this is some big fucking joke.

      “What the fuck is this?!” I shout, all heads turning towards me, apart from Chris. His head is still very much the same as where I found it, resting back like he’s fast asleep. Brandon just gives me an evil smirk, not giving a shit that I’m here, as he carries on fucking the woman from behind. And she carries on letting him. She’s even still sucking on Chris’s cock.

      “Holy fucking shit!” Larry shouts, causing the rest of them to laugh. “Brandon, you’re in for it now.”

      “So is Chris when he fucking wakes up,” Andrew shouts, his head lulling to one side, no doubt due to drugs and alcohol.

      It’s then it dawns on me. Chris hasn’t reacted to my presence at all. If he realised I was here, this bitch would be off him in a second.

      Frowning and my anger at boiling point, I approach the woman hovering over Chris as her head bobs up and down. I grab her hair, pulling her back until she yowls with pain. Chris’s cock is as limp as a Frankfurt sausage. He’s so fucking out of it, he doesn’t even realise this woman’s trying to suck him off.

      “You fucking bitch!” I seethe, furious that she’s taking advantage of him when he’s like this, but equally furious that her bright, slut red lipstick is smudged all over Chris’s dick.

      She’s about to say something, but I don’t even give her a chance to. My knee raises, immediately meeting her face. A crack sounds, followed by blood gushing from her nose. She goes down, face first into the sofa, hitting Chris’s leg on the way. He doesn’t even flinch.

      “Holy fuck, Bri. You’re savage!” Andrew yells, but I fail to acknowledge him, my full attention on Brandon, who despite his sex partner being comatose, is still fucking her.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” I growl, waving my hand at the woman he’s still fucking. “What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

      Brandon, picking up his pace, sucks in a breath, closing his eyes before they meet mine. “She went real tight there when you kneed her. Fucking glorious.”

      My face screws up with disgust. “You sick motherfucker.”

      I hear Kane, Larry, and Andrew laughing behind me, and then Kane says, “That’s Brandon for you.”

      It’s like I’ve entered La La Land.

      Brandon, who is the latest addition to Chris’s group, is one of the biggest pricks I’ve ever come across. I’ve told Chris a hundred times already that he isn’t to be trusted, but, apparently, he’s quick on the drug runs and knows how to use his fists when necessary.

      I step closer, and despite the stench of sex hanging in the air, I stand my ground, sneering in Brandon’s direction. He knows I don’t like him, and I believe it’s quickly becoming a mutual feeling.

      “You’re nothing but a low-life, son of a bitch, you know that?”

      Brandon, ignoring me still, quickens his pace, closing his eyes. His head lulls back as his hips thrust into the lifeless bitch bleeding all over the sofa next to where Chris is still completely out of it. Brandon pants, grunting before stilling inside her. I turn my head in disgust, but then movement catches my eye. Brandon slips out of her, quickly discarding the bitches bare body face down on the sofa. He tucks his now semi limp dick back in his jeans, zips them up, and smiles at me like the cat that’s got the cream.

      “No condom,” I observe before smiling sardonically. “I hope you catch something from this skank and your dick drops off.”

      Brandon’s eyes look up in thought before they land back on me. He steps towards me, carefully and calculatingly. “I’m surprised Chris tolerates you, you’re so fucking square. Where did he pick you up from anyway?”

      His brow raises like he knows something. My heart beats rapidly in response, and my mouth becomes dry. I’m a family friend with no parents, who quickly became a member of Chris’s family when I was a teen. That’s what we’ve been telling everyone. That’s the story Chris and I made up and have stuck to.

      Paranoia sets in, and it’s then I feel like an idiot. This arsehole can’t know anything. None of them do. He’s trying to get a reaction from me because he’s suspicious, and now I’m giving him a reason to be.

      Quickly composing myself, I step forward until we’re around four feet apart. He towers over me, his eyes sharp, his focus intent, but I refuse to let him think he intimidates me. “Chris and I are none of your business. You stay focused on yours and keep out of mine. You may think your top dog here, humouring everyone with your manwhore antics, but all you’re showing everyone is what a sad little prick you really are.”

      Brandon’s lips thin, his jaw twitching. I’ve hit a nerve. He steps forward, but I don’t step back. This seems to anger him more.

      “Bitch, I could kill you with a snap of my fingers.”

      “Woah,” Larry shouts, getting up from his seat and pulling Brandon away. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, Brandon? She’s Chris’s girl. You mess with her, you won’t wake up the next morning because you’ll have a fucking bullet in your head.”

      Brandon’s jaw is twitching faster now as he breathes heavily from his nose. His eyes narrow on Larry before they focus back on me. He doesn’t say anything, but I can read his silent words loud and clear.

      He hates me.

      He wishes me harm.

      But as Larry says, I’m Chris’s girl. Everyone knows I’m Chris’s girl. That’s why I’m untouchable.

      “What the fuck’s going on in here?” a familiar voice asks behind me. I turn, finding Michael taking in the scene in front of him, his brow furrowing in both annoyance and confusion.

      That makes two of us.

      “Where have you been?” I ask, forcing myself not to cross my arms in irritation. “I came in here to find this bitch trying to suck an unconscious Chris off while this arsehole,” I say, pointing a finger at Brandon, “was fucking her from behind.”

      Michael fixes his glare on Brandon, shaking his head. “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” His attention quickly turns to me. “Sorry, Bri. I didn’t know. I had some business to take care of outside.”

      Business meaning drugs, no doubt, but I don’t question him. I really don’t want to know. Chris doesn’t hide the fact that he deals in drugs, guns, and pretty much anything that makes him money, but he at least tries his best to keep me out of it. Well, apart from when he uses me to hide the nightmares that live in his head. They’ve been an ongoing problem since the moment he moved in with me.

      They’re part of the reason I’m here now.

      “Whatever,” I snap, annoyance still bubbling in my belly. “Can you help me take him to the car?”

      “Of course,” Michael responds, snapping his finger at Kane. “Help me with Chris.”

      Glad that I don’t have to drag Chris myself, I watch as they pick him up, each with one arm pulled around their shoulders. The only help I offer is to swiftly pop Chris’s limp dick back in his jeans, scrunching my face at the thought of where it’s just been.

      “Deal with that shit,” Michael commands, his head bobbing towards the bitch who’s still out cold.

      “We’re on it,” Larry replies, placing his drink down on the table before getting up.

      When the boys start to move, Chris mumbles but doesn’t awaken. Before they lead Chris down the stairs, I take one last look over my shoulder to find Brandon staring at me. He winks before blowing me a kiss, a vindictive smirk pulling up one side of his mouth. I ignore him, following quickly behind the boys as they exit the noisy club.

      “Where’s your car?” Michael asks, feeling grateful that I can hear him now that we’re away from the noise.

      “Over there,” I respond, pointing to my Mini.

      “You still got that shitty looking car?” Michael breathes out, looking exasperated, and I wonder if it’s my car or having to lug Chris around that causes it. “I thought Chris was going to buy you something nicer.”

      We reach the car, and I quickly open the back door so they can lunge Chris in. They waste no time dropping him onto the seat and closing the door. Kane simply nods his head and walks off, and once Michael looks back at me, I answer him.

      “I will tell you what I told Chris. What would it look like if a girl who works in an antique shop turns up in a brand new, flashy car? Besides, I like her. She’s unique.”

      Michael glances down at said car in disgust and huffs. “Graveyard. That’s the best place for her.”

      I throw my hands up in the air and make my way around to the driver’s side. “Hey, as long as she runs, I don’t care. Do you need a lift?”

      He flits his eyes away, a moment of uncertainty washing over his face. I’ve seen that look before. He needs a place to stay.

      I let out a sigh and speak before he does. “Come on, get in the car. You can sleep in the spare room.”

      With masked enthusiasm, Michael opens up the passenger side and helps himself in. Once I get in and start the car, I fix my gaze on him. “Have another fight with Tarryn?”

      He shakes his head, rubbing his temple as his right knee bounces. “She’s doing my fucking head in.”

      I smile, amused by him. He’s always fighting with his current girlfriend, but miraculously, after a year, they’re still together. I just don’t get it. They’re like chalk and cheese. Michael’s a down-to-earth guy, born and bred in East London, he’s a true Cockney. Tarryn, on the other hand, is like a princess. She only ever wants the finer things in life. And although Michael can provide it most of the time with the money their little team is making, Tarryn can’t come to terms with his East London life, and he equally can’t come to terms with her posh upbringing.

      “Why are you still with her?” I ask, before quickly checking on Chris and pulling out from the kerb. He’s still out of it. I’m guessing he’s been like that for a while.

      “She’s got the tightest pussy I have ever had.”

      Groaning, I raise my hand up. “Okay, a bit too much information there.” I hear him chuckle, so I shake my head. “Men!” I shout, complaining. “Why does everything boil down to sex?”

      “All that a man needs in his life is BFS. If they have that, then nothing else matters.”

      I crinkle my nose up in confusion as I head down an unusually quiet street. The last street that leads us towards the turning to our penthouse. Finally, I can get to bed. I already feel the weight of the day exhausting me.

      “Okay, I give in. What in the hell is BFS?” I quickly gaze over, finding his cheeky grin.

      “Beer, football, and sex.” I throw my head back, laughter immediately taking over. “Come on then. What’s so fucking funny?”

      “You,” I answer, puffing out some air when he continues to look at me like I’m crazy. “You say all that, but where are you now? Currently helping the girlfriend of a comatose man back to his flat before sleeping in their spare room, because why? You’ve had an argument with your girlfriend, who has yet again thrown you out of your house. Which is all your house, by the way. Remember you asked her to move in with you and not the other way around?”

      He runs a hand through his jet black, cropped hair, his dark brown eyes glazed over with alcohol. “I can hardly chuck a girl out onto the street now, can I? What kind of fucking arsehole would that make me? She may be a bitch at times, and we fight, but fuck me when we get together the next day, she’s pulling my dick out quicker than a gunslinger pulling out his pistol at dawn. Believe me, tomorrow morning when I get home will make sleeping in your spare room for a night fucking worth it.”

      As I pull into my parking space, I shake my head. I’m about to tell him how shallow he is when I think against it. “You know what? I give up. I just give up. Help me get Chris in?”

      “Of course,” Michael replies with a drunk grin before springing into action and opening the door.

      It takes a lot longer to get Chris into the flat and into bed than it did when Michael had help from Kane, and it doesn’t help that I’m only five-foot-five and Chris is well over six foot and built like a brick shit house. When he’s not at home, out selling drugs, or getting wasted, he’s at the gym, boxing and practicing Tae-Kwon-Do. He says it helps him to get all that pent-up anger out.

      “Thanks for helping me with him,” I say, once we have Chris tucked up in our bed and we leave him to sleep.

      I’m in the middle of setting up the spare bed in the other room when I feel Michael’s eyes on me.

      “You know he really loves you, right? If he’d been conscious, Chris would never have let that slut do what she did. You’re all he ever talks about. In fact, everyone thinks he’s obsessed.”

      My stomach clenches at the obsession part. We are both obsessed. A little too much so.

      “I know,” is all I answer. I understand Chris was a victim in this, but he should never have put himself in a position where he was so wasted that anything could have happened to him.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Michael says, “We all have his back.”

      I chuckle sarcastically under my breath. I place the last pillow down then look up at Michael. “What, like you all did tonight?”

      Michael fixes me with his big brown eyes, a look of surrender in them. He doesn’t say anything. He knows he can’t.

      I check my watch. It’s already midnight, and I have to be up early tomorrow. “I best get to bed. Some of us have to go to work first thing in the morning.” Michael smiles, and I walk towards the bedroom door. When I’m about to open it, I hear him speak.

      “You know you could just sleep in tomorrow and then jack your job in. With what Chris earns, you’ll never have to work again.”

      I turn, smiling at him. “Then what purpose would I serve? Sometimes in life it’s not about money. Getting up and going to work every day, meeting people, and keeping my brain active. It all gives me purpose.”

      Michael takes in what I say and finally nods. “Goodnight, Bri.”

      “Good night, Michael.”

      I head into my bedroom and hear Chris snoring softly in our king-size bed. I’m still angry, and I don’t want to sleep with him after what happened tonight, but even if Michael wasn’t taking up the only other place to sleep, I wouldn’t. Because, inevitably, Chris will wake up during the night having one of his nightmares, screaming out my name. When I’m beside him, he’s okay. His nightmares are so cruel, and me not sleeping with him would be piling on that cruelty. There have been so many times over the last couple of months where I have almost packed my bags, headed for the train station to escape somewhere, anywhere I could start up a new life and not feel these walls closing in on me. But I know in my heart of hearts I could never do that to Chris. Despite the way I feel, I still love him with every fibre of my fucking being.

      Once I’m ready for bed, I slip under the duvet and lie wide awake staring at the ceiling in the dark. All I can hear is Chris’s steady breathing, and despite all my misgivings, everything in that moment is as it should be.

      Because I love him.

      Because I’m lonely.

      Because I’m fucked up.

      Because. I. Am. Sick.
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      The next morning I wake up, shower, and dress without a single peep from either Chris or Michael. Even when I make myself coffee, the loud machine chortling away, neither of them stirs.

      I stick to a routine as routine is what helps keep me from going insane. Routine is my best friend.

      7:45 a.m., the alarm wakes me up. I’m in the shower and dressed by 8:05. At 8:10, I switch the kettle on and start applying makeup while I wait for it to boil. By 8:30, coffee and makeup done which allows me ten minutes to sit in silence and enjoy my coffee as I think about what the day may bring. At 8:40, I leave my flat and drive to work. By 8:55, depending on traffic that morning, I am always there.

      The first thing I notice when I walk in is the naked lady missing. “Morning,” I sing as I spot Charlie manoeuvring one of the mahogany writing desks.

      Charlie waits till he’s happy with the replacement, which I don’t mind as it gives me a full-eyed view of his pert bottom currently winking my way.

      He spins to face me, and for a moment, my eyes forget to remind themselves that his bottom isn’t in view anymore before I look up. I clear my throat, unable to ascertain whether he’s caught me staring or not, considering he has such a poker face.

      “The naked lady’s gone.”

      “I delivered it to Freddy last night, just as I told you I would. He was disappointed, and I quote, ’that it was my ugly mug that delivered it, instead of the beauty that pretties my crappy antique store’ unquote.”

      A fit of giggles erupts. It’s funny, but even funnier when the person telling it is so calm and completely unaffected by what he’s saying.

      “Fancy a cuppa?” he asks, once my giggles have subsided.

      “Would I ever!” I reply, feeling chirpy now that my day is about to begin.

      Charlie disappears in back towards the kitchen without another word. I wish I had just the tiniest of glimpses into that man’s head. I wonder if I would be shocked by what I’d find?

      Musing on that, I drop my bag behind the counter and put my coat up before taking my usual seat. There are no customers yet, but the first couple of hours are normally quiet.

      Five minutes later, a steaming cup of tea is placed in front of me. I glance behind me, noting the intimacy now that he’s leaning over me. I get a whiff of his musky scent, breathing it in as much as I can before he retreats away from me.

      “Thank you,” I say, once I get my bearings back.

      “You’re welcome.”

      No smile. Nothing. Just a polite response back. I try and think of something to say. Anything in order to strike up some sort of conversation with him. I take in my surroundings, the old cream walls, the dusty, old, red patterned rug on the floor, the big, wooden display cabinet blocking the light from coming in the window at the back of the store.

      “Have you ever thought of redecorating this place?”

      “Redecorate?” he asks, causing me to turn to him.

      I take a sip of my tea before responding. “It looks a bit old, don’t you think?”

      For the first time ever, Charlie does something that shocks the hell out of me. He laughs. It’s deep, booming—so much so it hits straight to my loins. “What?” I ask, with an amused smile.

      His head turns down, one eyebrow raised like he’s mocking me. “It’s an antique store, Bri. It’s supposed to look old.” My cheeks instantly flame. He then turns and walks into the back, his laughter continuing.

      Well, that was embarrassing. Way to look stupid in front of your boss!

      Soon after, a new customer comes in, and I’m glad to have the distraction for a while. Luckily, the lady customer buys a few trinkets: a Victorian emerald broach, a 1920s vintage style flapper dress, and some pearls. The lady, only in her early twenties and studying here at university for her nursing degree, animatedly tells me of her two years so far and the patients that she’s met. During the first few minutes with her, I am enthralled by her excitement. But then it dawns on me. This was supposed to be me.

      Nursing was always something I had an interest in. I like taking care of people. Maybe a little too much—hence the reason why I’m stuck in this life with no way out. I studied on my own for a long time between jobs as I couldn’t afford the fees for university. I watched YouTube videos and used pigs’ feet, chicken breasts, and even peaches to practice stitching. Fortunately, or unfortunately, I’ve had to use my skills on a number of occasions when Chris’s mates got stabbed or shot by rival gangs from nearby areas. Suddenly, all my years of studying and practicing skills on my own were put to good use. You could say it was fate. None of them could go to see doctors with their injuries as the staff would probably be required to alert the police. At least this way I’m keeping everyone close to Chris alive. Well, so far anyway.

      When Chris came into my life and he started making shit loads of money, I asked myself why I wasn’t using the money to start my university career. The short and very lazy answer is: I’m exhausted. Apart from my job here, Chris takes up most of my other time. I guess one could say I am stuck in a rut. One would be right. I’ve lived this life for such a short period of time, and yet it seems like I’ve been here forever.

      A couple of hours go by, and my stomach starts to rumble, so I ask Charlie if he wants anything from the café. He replies that he would like a bacon and egg roll, then hands me a tenner to pay for both our breakfasts. By now I’ve learnt not to argue with Charlie over money.

      With the shop being watched over by Charlie, I make my way across the road to the local café. As per usual, it’s packed with locals munching on their full-English breakfasts. The smell of fried bacon hits me the moment I walk into the café, making my stomach churn with hunger.

      John, the owner of the place, is alerted to the door opening and glances up. When he spots it’s me, his smile widens.

      “Bri, what do I owe the pleasure? Your usual?”

      I approach him, acknowledging some locals I recognise on the way. “Yes, please, John. I’m starvin’!  Also, can you do us a bacon and egg roll as well, please?”

      John nods his head with a wink. “Coming right up, darlin’.”

      I say my thanks then an arm immediately crawls over my shoulder. Startled, I glance up even though I already know who it is. I’m fined tuned to him.

      Chris is smiling like he hasn’t a care in the world.

      “Trying to chat up my girl again, John?” He winks at me before turning his head towards John. I don’t smile. I’m still mad about last night.

      “Ah, you know me, Chris. I can’t resist the beautiful ladies.”

      Chris doesn’t respond. Instead he tugs me to him. “I missed you.” When I don’t reply, he frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      Through gritted teeth, I say, “The fact that you don’t even know is what makes this worse.”

      Grabbing my hand, he pulls me out of the café and away from prying eyes. When we’re alone with only the traffic going by, I sigh aloud. “I’m supposed to be working.”

      Chris locks me with his pale blue eyes. Eyes which now shine from all the sleep he’s had. No one would ever think looking into those eyes that dark secrets lurk beneath them.

      “Fuck work, Bri. You and I are more important.” I’m about to respond when he says, “Look at the amount of times you’ve worked overtime in that place, and not once have you been paid or even appreciated.” I don’t respond to that as in a way he’s right. It still pisses me off, though. When my shoulders sag in defeat, he says, “This is about last night.”

      My eyes widen at his angelic face. Funny how monsters present themselves as angels. “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Bri, don’t be flippant with me. I know I fucked up…”

      “Fucked up? Chris, you were so inebriated that some skank was trying to suck you off and you were completely unaware!” Chris’s lips thin, annoyance making his forehead crinkle. He’s about to respond when I cut him off. “How would you feel if you walked in on me, jeans down at my ankles, as some arsehole goes down on me while I’m out cold on the sofa?”

      Chris grabs his hair in frustration. “Don’t even fucking say that. I don’t want to picture that shit in my head. You know that if anyone even breathes on you, they’re fucking dead.” I look away, and when I do, Chris sighs, grabbing my arms to make me look back at him. When I give him my full attention, his face softens again. That same angelic look he always gives me when he’s after something. “Do you really believe that if I had known what was going on that I would have let it happen? I’m not the one in the wrong here.”

      And just like that, I feel like shit. He’s right. He’s the victim here. If it had been the other way around, it would have been considered sexual assault. Here I am, practically blaming him for what that bitch did.

      “I know you never would have let her do those things. That’s not why I’m mad. I’m mad because you got yourself in such a state that you didn’t even know what was happening to you. Why? Why do you fucking do that?”

      “You know fucking why, Bri. Just for that one moment, I don’t have to think about all the shit in my head. It never fucking stops. And when you’re not there…”

      I step back. “Whoa, don’t start that shit with me, Chris. I’m always there. It’s just part of the day when I’m at work. I’ve told you time and time again that this is one thing you need to let me have. Everything else is yours. Besides, you never let me around you when you’re doing business. Not that I’d want to anyway. I want no part of it.”

      Chris bites his lip then closes the distance between us. He cups my face in his hands, searching my eyes with his. He doesn’t do it often, but when he does, it’s like I’m held captive, completely mesmerised. In that moment, it’s only him and me.

      “Please forgive me. I’m trying to be a better man for you. I will be. Only a few more months and I’ll raise enough cash for us to leave this fucking hellhole behind and start afresh. It’ll be just you and me then. No one will be able to stand in our way.”

      I raise a smile, but it’s forced. I think that Chris truly believes that if we run away from here, that he will leave all his monsters behind. But it doesn’t work like that. He needs help. Help that I’m incapable of giving him. He thinks I’m his medicine, that I can cure him. It’s only me who realises just how wrong he truly is.

      “It’s not about you trying for me. It’s about you trying for you.”

      Chris smiles, flicking my nose with his own, the smell of marijuana hitting my nostrils. “You should know by now that I only live for you.”

      Unfortunately, I believe him. He’s so reliant upon me that he is incapable of living without me. He’s said countless times that if I ever went before him, he would soon follow.

      “Kiss me,” he whispers, breathing his hot breath into my own.

      I don’t need much coaxing. I never have. Just like that, I’m under his spell again, being pulled under by some unseen force. His lips touch mine, gently teasing them open before he slides his tongue in. He pulls me close, causing a small whimper to leave my lips.

      “I want to be inside you.”

      I’m so caught up that for that one small moment I forget where I am. I forget that I’m supposed to be at work and that I only came out to grab breakfast for my boss and I. For that brief second when he mentions being inside me, it’s all I want too.

      But then last night floods back to me too. I pull away from him. “How do I know that slut hasn’t given you something?”

      Chris smirks, like me telling him he could have an STD amuses him. “I went to the doctor first thing. Paid a fucking fortune to get the tests expedited so I’ll know within the next couple of days.”

      I nudge him. “That means no sex for you tonight.”

      Placing an arm around me, he turns us so that we can head back inside the café. “That’s okay. I can just snuggle with my baby.”

      I laugh at that because every time we have tried to just “snuggle”, it ends up with us having sex. It’s like we’re addicts. We simply can’t help ourselves.

      I’m about to open the door, but he tugs at me. I look up at him and frown at the crooked lines in his forehead. “So we’re good?”

      I smile because I know this is Chris’s insecurity coming out. He always says that we should never walk away from the other angry. “You just never know when life decides that this day is your last.”

      “We’re good.”

      Chris nods, his cheeky grin infectious. “That’s all I need to know.”

      We head back in where the rolls are ready. I grab them, pay, and once out of the café again, Chris pulls me to him, giving me another kiss that takes my breath away. When he pulls away, his face looks so young, reminding me of better times. My stomach twists—the memories all too consuming. I push them from my head as I don’t want to think about the past. That was another life—a life that wasn’t me.

      I’m not that girl anymore.

      “Call me when you’re on your way home. Okay?”

      I nod my head and watch as he walks away, immediately pulling his phone out to call his troops, no doubt. When I turn my head to walk back, I’m momentarily startled to find my boss staring out at me from the shop’s window. No expression. Just his normal blank face. We stare, my heart in my mouth, my stomach twisting in knots, because not only did he catch me kissing a man when I should be at work, but also the fact that he knows without a shadow of a doubt that I belong to someone.

      The stare continues, almost as if he’s trying to convey some sort of message to me. Either that, or he’s trying to read what it is I’m thinking. Little does he know that there are horrors that live inside my head, taunting me every day like a sick, twisted devil.

      I’m trapped. My feet cemented to the ground, the rolls getting hotter in my hands, but I can’t seem to move.

      And just like that, his posture straightens, he turns his head, and walks away.
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      For the first time ever, I felt awkward at work. When I got back, I had handed Charlie his roll, my eyes sheepishly glancing a peek at him. He simply nodded and disappeared in back for a while, which disappointed me. It made today slow. A lot slower than usual. It got to the point that when five came around, I was glad to get out of the shop.

      Grabbing my coat and bag, I shout my normal goodbye and head round to the back of the shop to fetch my car. The atmosphere outside is stagnant. It’s the start of the afternoon rush hour, but the faces in the crowd look belligerent. They pose no threat to me, and yet like a Meerkat perched high on a hill, I look out for a threat. Something just feels… off.

      Wanting to brush it aside, I take out my phone and like the diligent girlfriend I am, I call Chris. It only takes one ring before he answers.

      “I don’t know if you can tell, but I’ve been waiting for your call.”

      I chuckle into the phone. “I kind of guessed that, yeah. Have you missed me that much?”

      A deep rumbling sigh resonates through the phone. “Baby, I miss you every second you’re not with me.”

      Smiling, I answer, “Only another 600 seconds to endure, and I’ll be home.”

      “Okay, hurry. My tongue is in need of a workout.”

      Fire ignites deep inside me at the thought of Chris’s tongue hitting my sweet spot. My breath hitches, and Chris chuckles down the phone at my reaction.

      “Drive safe, sweetheart.”

      “Jerk,” I respond, my hand outstretched. I’m ready to end the call and pull the handle, when my initial fear of a threat becomes reality.

      A gloved hand quickly covers my mouth. Another around my waist, trapping me against a solid chest. I drop my phone, my body jerking in response, a scream ripping from my lips. As my arms are trapped, my head thrashes from side to side, and at one point, I manage to move it enough to let out the blood-curdling scream that previously had been trapped inside the gloved palm of this maniac’s hand.

      The hand secures itself around my mouth again, and then I’m being dragged. My legs instinctively kick out.

      “Take her fucking legs!”

      Shit, he’s not alone!

      Fight or flight kicks in, and as I can’t escape, I have no other choice but fight. I kick, scream, and even try to bite my assailant’s hand, but to no avail. Whoever this guy is, he’s strong.

      A body comes into view, but whoever the arsehole is, he’s wearing a ski-mask. All I can see are his dark, widened eyes zeroing in on me. I lock him in with my own, nothing but venom and determination greeting him back.

      I won’t go out without a fight. I will fight till my last breath.

      I have always known that one day, Chris’s dealings will come to haunt me. I just never envisioned it would be this soon. In truth, I have no idea if this is just some random attack, but since they came prepared with ski masks and gloves, I’m guessing that this was all premeditated.

      This can mean either one of two things. They want to simply hurt me and send a message to Chris, or… and this is the option I fear the most.

      They want me dead.

      The dumpsters round the back of the antique store come into view after I’m forced onto the grotty floor. I close my eyes, fear gripping my insides. I don’t want to die, but the day I eventually do, should not be by a dumpster. Nobody deserves that.

      The man behind me still has a hold of my mouth as he pins me down by the neck. Another man comes into view, this one bulkier than the other. The two men in front of me bend down towards me.

      “Take her jeans down. Teach the fucking bitch a lesson.”

      Hysteria is the only word I can use to describe the crippling panic crawling up my spine. Not wanting to acknowledge the fact that they’ve come to gang rape me, my senses kick in, trying to gather as much information as I can about my assailants. I don’t recognise the voices I’ve heard.  The bulkier of the two men in front of me evilly smiles. I can’t see his face, but the lines around his eyes and the gleaning shine in them portray his excitement. He’s getting enjoyment out of seeing me held down. Seeing me completely helpless.

      He bends over, placing his knee at my crotch, the pain of bone crushing against my pelvis makes me whimper with pain. The fucker laughs but doesn’t utter a word. He simply pulls my jacket up and unbuttons my jeans, but when he tries to yank them down, I spread my legs, halting his effort. My mouth is dry, my body exhausted from fighting, but I continue to writhe and continue to scream, no matter how muffled they may be. The asshole stands, his knee releasing from my crotch, but the momentary relief is quickly followed by a violent kick between my legs. My head dizzies, colours dance behind my eyes, and my body clenches in response to the agonising pain rippling through me. I’m temporarily paralysed, which gives this guy enough time pull my jeans down until they’re just below my knees.

      “These guys are gonna rip your pussy apart, and you’re gonna fucking love it,” the guy behind me whispers in my ear. The other two laugh, and that’s when all the fight that’s left inside me quickly gets destroyed, leaving me with numbness. Pure numbness.

      Then their laughter stops. Everything stops. It’s only when the two guys in front of me turn around that I realise someone else is here. Someone who could either be my saviour or just another member of this fucked up gang.

      “I said step away from the girl.”

      The less bulky guy steps forward, poking a finger at who I can finally see is my boss, standing his ground, chest out, heaving with anger. His eyes land on mine and then to my jeans pulled down to my knees, exposing my nakedness. His nostrils flare, his anger visibly heightening as his murderous gaze flits back to my attacker.

      “This shit has nothing to do with you, arsehole. I suggest you move along before you get hurt.”

      Time seems to stand still. Apart from everyone’s heavy breathing, no other sound can be heard. I still lie on the ground trapped, but I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. Charlie doesn’t speak for a second or two. He just stares at my attacker. Then he cocks his head, smirking at the guy.

      “You fucking piece of shit!” the smaller guy steps forward, lifting his arm to throw a punch, but he doesn’t get the chance to finish what he started. Charlie, like an unseen force, sucker-punches him in the nose. I hear the crack, then red liquid oozes out of his nostrils like a faucet. I stare, eyes wide, mouth agape as he lands another blow at the side of the guy’s head. He goes down, but then immediately scrambles, his feet skidding against the concrete in an effort to get himself back up. He’s moaning, gripping his side as he rushes to his feet and surprisingly takes off.

      “Terry, you fucking pussy, come back!” the guy behind me shouts in anger, but the little shit is gone. “Fuck this shit.”  The guy holding me down suddenly lets go like I’m a piece of garbage, almost kicking me as he gets up.

      Now, both he and the bulky guy—who for some reason hasn’t said a thing yet—square up against my boss. I’m frightened for him, but waste no time using the fact that I’m free to finally pull my jeans up. I try to get up, gripping onto something soft and soggy, not looking down to see what it is—my focus too intent on the two men sizing Charlie up, not one yet making the first move. I somehow manage to get to my feet, stumbling a little as I do, but a grip onto the side of the dumpster stops my fall, the pain in my pelvic area making me double over.

      “Are you okay?” Charlie asks me, not looking my way. His eyes are set square on the two men.

      No, I’m not okay. Everything hurts, especially my groin which pounds like a motherfucker.

      “I’m fine,” I answer, wiping off all the dust that’s gathered on my jacket and jeans. I’m going to need a long shower and then get rid of these clothes—preferably burning them.

      “Which one of you arseholes want to go first?”

      What the fuck is Charlie doing goading these two? Little guy was one thing, but now he has two beefy guys ready to take him down. One part is telling me to run, while the other part can’t seem to find my legs. For some reason, Charlie hasn’t told me to use this time to escape. Why?

      Then all too soon, I find out exactly why. I’m in no danger now that Charlie’s here.

      Knowing they have an advantage, both guys step forward to throw punches. Charlie ducks under the punch from the guy who was holding me down and gives him a quick jab in his ribs. He bowls over, gripping onto his side, momentarily incapacitated from the blow, but then Charlie knees him in the nose, another crunch permeating my ears. I still can’t move as I watch this beast of a man, mouth still wide open at what I’m witnessing. With lightening reflexes unlike anything I have ever seen on a man, Charlie grabs the bulky guy’s arm, throws it over his head, and with his other hand, pushes his elbow in. The inevitable snap comes soon after followed by a cry of pain from the guy who hasn’t spoken a word yet. Another knee to the face, and both guys have broken noses. Charlie steps forward, ready to go again, but the two hard men are not so hard now. They take off, running as fast as their feet are able. My eyes follow them until they disappear out of sight, then they land back on Charlie, a scowl marring his face as he looks towards where they fled.

      With a quick flick of his coat, his face changes, his eyes focusing in on me standing there, my mouth still agape. It’s only when I see concern in his eyes that I falter. Without thinking, I run to him, throwing my arms around his waist.

      “Thank you,” I muffle into his coat, snuggling my face into his chest. I’m safe now.

      Charlie remains stoic, clearing his throat. “Did you know any of them?”

      Lifting my head up, I notice the discomfort on his face. He doesn’t want me cuddling him. I step away, giving him the space he’s after, his sigh of relief like a punch in the gut.

      “No. I don’t know who they are.” My fuzzy head starts to clear a little, my mind jolting to Charlie and the way he handled those three men like he’s Jack fucking Ryan. “Where did you learn to fight like that?” He certainly didn’t learn those skills from the gym. He’s been places, learnt that shit from somewhere.

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re okay.” There’s defiance in his voice. He doesn’t like me prying into his private life.

      I’m about to answer that I’m fine again when the revving of a familiar bike comes into view, spewing dust up in its wake.

      Chris, immediately coming to a stop, throws his helmet off, scowling in the direction of my boss. “I heard you screaming on the phone. What the fuck happened?”

      Running towards Chris, I lay a hand on his chest. “It’s okay. Three men jumped me, but Charlie scared them off.”

      Chris’s head snaps to mine, both concern and anger burning in his deep blue eyes. “Some men fucking jumped you?” I nod my head. Chris frantically searches my body. “Did they hurt you? I swear, I’m going to kill those mother…”

      “Chris, stop. It’s fine. I’m fine. If it wasn’t for my boss, I wouldn’t be.”

      Chris wraps his arm around me, pulling me into his chest, his eyes square on Charlie now. “Thanks for your help. I can take it from here.” Chris’s jaw is ticcing, his lips forming a hard line. He’s pissed that he wasn’t here to save me himself and even more pissed that he’s had to thank someone else for doing his job. I can read him like a book.

      My eyes dart to Charlie, who simply nods his head and walks back into his shop like he hasn’t a care in the world. I should be reeling from my attack, but all I can focus on is what I saw. All I can think about is the way he took those guys out so effortlessly you would think he was simply taking out the trash.

      “What the fuck happened here?” Chris asks, his voice panic-stricken and angry.

      Exhaustion setting in, I sigh. “Can we not talk about it right now? All I want to do is get home and take a shower. I smell like shit.”

      “Do you still have that spare helmet in your boot?” Unable to speak, I nod my head. Tears want to spring, but I’m willing them down. “Go get it. I’m taking you home.”

      “I can dri…”

      “Fuck, Bri, will you just listen to me for once? The car can stay here. I can bring you to work next time.”

      I note the fact that he didn’t say tomorrow. Just next time. I don’t want to argue with him. I simply haven’t got the energy to. So I open the boot and grab the spare helmet while Chris grabs my bag and phone which are still scattered on the floor from my attack.

      Then it dawns on me.

      I was attacked. They were going to rape me—teach me a lesson. A lesson for what?

      Chris takes the helmet from my hand and places it on my head. He grabs the helmet in both hands, making me look at him. “I’m going to get you home, okay? You’re safe now, baby. No one will ever hurt you again. Got it?”

      Tears well my eyes as I nod my head. Chris zeroes, his eyes narrowing, anger present from my distress. He drops his hands from my helmet, grabbing mine to pull me to the bike. His swift movements tell me he wants to get out of here as quickly as possible and have me home where I belong.

      Pulling my leg up to wrap it around the bike, I wince, remembering the pain from being kicked.

      “What’s wrong?” Chris asks, panicked.

      Stealthily, I climb on his bike, wrapping my arms around him. “I’m fine. It’s okay. Please, let’s just get home.”

      With no further hesitation, the bike’s engine comes roaring to life, and then we’re off, cool air hitting my body. With a slight shiver, I place my hands into the pockets of Chris’s jacket and concentrate on watching the world go by.

      With the advantage of being on the bike, we beat the rush hour traffic, zooming past all the cars, and arriving home a few minutes later. Chris is off the bike, immediately tending to me, careful with every movement he makes—almost as if he thinks I will break. He takes my helmet off, brandishing a sad smile before grabbing my hand and leading me to the elevator. On the way up, he simply takes me into his arms, kissing the top of my head.

      That’s when the dam bursts. Great, big, fat tears spill out of my eyes and soak into Chris’s jacket. All the while he just holds me, gently leading me to our apartment. I continue to cry as he runs a bath and undresses me. When the water’s filled, he gently places me in the bath, the warmth of it stinging my vaginal region. I close my eyes against the pain, desperately trying to hide a wince that wants to let rip.

      “You’re in pain.”

      I open my eyes. Chris’s posture is relaxed, but his eyes are wild, holding anger, desperation, fear, and revenge. He won’t let this lie.

      And I don’t want him to.

      When I nod my head, acknowledging the pain, Chris simply walks out of the bathroom. “Just give me a sec.”

      For a brief minute, I’m alone with my thoughts. Flashbacks of what the guys did to me and were about to do flick through my mind like an endless slideshow. Of Charlie and him stepping in to save me, taking down all three of them with ease.

      “Here, take these.”

      Chris is holding out his hand, a couple of white tablets in the palm. I know they’re not simply paracetamol, but at this present moment, I don’t care. I just want the pain to go away.

      I take the tablets then grab the glass of amber liquid from his other hand, downing them all in quick succession. Chris takes the empty glass from me, placing it on the sink before he sits down on the toilet seat. He’s going to want answers—answers I’m not ready to tell him but owe him, nonetheless.

      “You need to tell me what happened, babe.”
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      I’m surprised at how calm he’s being in the face of everything. Sure, his posture is rigid, his leg twitching as he sits, his jaw ticcing with the information that I’m about to give him. But his soft voice holds nothing but love.

      I take in a deep breath, and I tell him everything that transpired. Chris hadn’t hung up yet, so he heard the initial attack. When I divulge the fact that they were going to gang rape me, Chris almost shoots up from his seat, his knees bending ready to get up, but something seems to hold him back. He sucks in a breath, his teeth bearing with rage.

      “Is there any information you can tell me about them? Eye colour? Build? Their accents?”

      “All of them had local accents. Two of them were heavily built, the other one skinny.”

      “Terry, you fucking pussy, come back!”

      “The skinny one was called Terry. Well, that’s what one of them shouted to him when he ran away. The bigger guy with the evil smirking eyes, I believe they were dark brown. He was the only one who came close to me—the one who kicked me.”

      His intake of breath echoes around the bathroom walls, his fists squeezed so tightly together that I can see the whites of his knuckles.

      “Are you going to be okay for a couple of minutes while I make a phone call?”

      I simply nod my head. If I say no, he’ll stay, but he’d be completely useless for me. He needs to let off steam. He’s angry, and he wants payback.

      I close my eyes, a warm fuzziness spreading through me as I run my fingers through the water. Whatever Chris has given me is already working. The pain is gone replaced by a light, tingling sensation which makes me smile. I sigh my contentment, zeroing in on the hum of Chris’s distant voice as he speaks to someone on the phone. The hum escalates to a full boom as his anger rises.

      “I’m telling you now that I want their dicks cut off and fed to the fucking pigs. I want to watch their eyes as the life drains out of them. I want those fucker’s heads on the platters of their mother’s best fucking China!”

      A small giggle erupts from me as I picture little, bloody heads dancing on China. It’s like I’m floating on a fluffy cloud. All the cares and woes I endured only minutes ago have gone, replaced with only calm and relaxation.

      Silence fills the bathroom, but movement from the door alerts me. Chris walks in, a scowl on his face, but when his eyes meet my smile, his sour face changes… just like that.

      “You’re funny.”

      Chris slightly chuckles under his breath as he takes a seat on the toilet. “I see the tablets have kicked in.”

      I flick up some bubbles with my hand and blow them into the air, watching as they float before coming to rest on the side of the bath. “What did you give me?”

      “Has the pain gone?”

      Closing my eyes, calmness floats over my whole body again. “Oh, yeah.”

      “Then does it matter what it is I gave you? As long as it’s working.”

      “I want to suck your cock.”

      Chris chuckles again, shaking his head. “There’s no doing that until you’re better. Besides, I haven’t got the results back for that test, remember?”

      A deep frown creases my forehead as I pout my lips. “I want that bitch gone.”

      “You never have to worry about her again. I can assure you of that.”

      “What does that mean?” I can hazard a guess, but my fuzzy mind doesn’t give a crap.

      “She’s out of the country, working at another whorehouse. I’m guessing she won’t have many customers for a while considering how messed up her face was after you went to town on her.” His posture straightens like he’s proud, a small smirk curving his lips.

      Although the Black Mamba is strictly a nightclub, they are known for hiring prostitutes for the VIP areas on the down-low. I’ve never liked it, but I trust Chris. I know for a fact he would never cheat on me.

      That kind of makes me a hypocrite, considering the feelings I have for my boss, but feeling and acting are two completely different things.

      “She deserved it.”

      “There’s no doubt about that,” Chris answers, getting up. “I think we need to get you out of the bath. Any longer and you’ll fall asleep. You can hardly keep your eyes open as it is.”

      Really? I just thought I was a little sleepy.

      An arm wraps underneath me, pulling the plug. “Spoilsport,” I utter under my breath.

      “I’m not going to have my baby drowning. Come on,” he says, holstering me up and wrapping a towel round me. With my legs still in the bath, my height advantage allows me to snake my arms straight over Chris’s shoulders. With hooded eyes, I watch him studying me. I lean forward, sticking my tongue out then running it along his bottom lip. Chris’s breath hitches. He’s so easily turned on by anything I do, and knowing that turns me on too.

      “Stop teasing me, Bri. You know I have no control when it comes to you. Absolutely fucking zero.”

      I kiss him lightly once, twice, and then we’re full on tongues, our bodies glued together, gripping each other tightly. My hands thread through his hair, fisting them and pulling him closer—as if being this close isn’t enough. Our breathing heavy and harsh, a growl leaves Chris’s lips which awakens my loins even further.

      Then he pulls away from me, holding me up by his one arm. He leans forward trying to catch his breath. “Fuck!” he snaps, frustration in his voice. Resting one hand on his knee, he closes his eyes, taking in a couple of deep breaths before looking up again. “You’re only acting like this because of the drugs. We’re not having sex tonight. No matter how much either of us want it. And believe you me, whenever you’re in my presence, I want it.”

      “I love you,” I blurt, making him smile. I’ve always loved his smile. It lights up my heart whenever he gifts it to me.

      “I know you do. And I love you too. Maybe even too much.”

      With the water now completely drained, Chris places his arm underneath my bum and lifts me up with ease before carrying me into the bedroom. I snuggle my head into the crook of his neck. I’m so tired now, I could so easily fall asleep like this in his arms.

      He places me down on my feet, and I stumble a bit. “Woah there, tiger. Let’s get you dried and into bed ASAP.”

      As Chris gently dries me down with the towel, despite my sleepiness, I cast my eyes on him, unable to look away. What we have… it’s too much. In my darkest thoughts, I have often wondered if what we have will kill us one day. We’re like tainted lovers fighting the whole world, but one day the world will fight back.

      Once I’m dry, Chris snuggles me into bed, laying a kiss on my forehead as he sits beside me.

      “Do you ever think we’re wrong, you and I?” I ask, those last thoughts still in my head.

      “Fate brought us together, Bri. There ain’t nothing fucking wrong with that. We belong together. Just like the stars belong in the sky. Like life, it just… is.”

      Closing my eyes, I breathe out a contented sigh. “You’re like a poet and shit.”

      Chris chuckles under his breath. “And you’re just too adorable for words.” A tender kiss is placed on my forehead again as the pull to fall asleep consumes me. “Goodnight, beautiful.”
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      I wake with a start, my head fuzzy and pounding. “Ugh, what the fuck is that?” My body aches, especially round me pelvic area. Did Chris and I have rough sex last night?

      I rub my eyes, confusion filling me, and then a hand snakes round mine, making me jump.

      “It’s okay, Bri. It’s only me.”

      I fully open my eyes, Chris’s bright smile greeting me with a cup of steaming coffee in his hand.

      “Oh, you beauty,” I say, greedily grabbing the mug from his hand. “I ache all over. Why does it feel like I’ve been kicked in the…”

      And then it all comes flooding back. The three masked men, the assault, attempted rape—rape that would have been carried out if it wasn’t for my boss.

      Work!

      “Shit, what time is it?” I have to get to work. My head snaps to the digital clock on the nightstand. It’s after ten!

      “Bri, calm the fuck down. You’re not going to work today. I spoke with your boss, and he said he didn’t want you in for the rest of the week. He wants you to rest, and so do I.”

      Panic subsiding slightly, I close my eyes, but when I do, all I see are ski masks. All I see are those men taunting me, pulling my jeans down.

      Tears begin to well in my eyes, and the mug quakes in my shaking hand.

      “Oh, shit. Bri, give me your coffee.” I hand it to him, and within seconds I’m in his arms, his hands caressing my hair as he lands soft kisses on my head. “You’ll never have to go through anything like that ever again. Do you hear me, Bri?” Sniffling, I nod my head into the crook of his neck. “You will get justice for what they did to you. I fucking promise you that.”

      I pull back, wiping my runny nose. “How will you ever be able to find them? They all wore ski masks.”

      Chris bares his teeth, his jaw tic, tic, ticcing. “You had a name. We’ll go from there. If the Carver family has a Terry working for them, we’ll find out.”

      The Carver family runs much of the east end of London. When Chris took over Waltham Forest, Graham Carver (the boss, also known as Frosty because of his white hair and stern appearance) didn’t take too kindly to a newcomer taking over an untapped area. It took Chris weeks of negotiations and promises not to meddle in Carver family affairs. Initially, Frosty agreed, but only if he got a percentage of the cuts earned. Chris, knowing that he’ll only end up walking all over him, stood his ground. This was Chris’s turf, nothing to do with him. Frosty had no interest in Waltham Forest before Chris started becoming known in the area and whispers of him followed.

      A year back, Chris was set upon by two men with a baseball bat. Because of his training, he ended up beating the shit out of them, sending them with their tail between their legs and a message to their boss that Chris was not to be messed with. A war of words and even more fights ensued, but Chris never backed down. In the end, Frosty called a truce. There would be peace as long as Chris kept within his area. Ever since then, things have been bitter but civil. I’m guessing something has changed since if Chris believes I was targeted by the Carver family.

      “What have you done?” I ask, assuming he must have done something.

      Chris sighs, looking away. “We’re not earning enough as quick as I want to in Waltham Forest…”

      “Oh, Chris, you promised this shit wouldn’t happen.” And he had. We both agreed that he would do what needs to be done to earn money, but not at the cost of our lives. It’s just not worth it.

      “I know,” he says, grabbing both my hands to make me look at him. “We have lots of money, Bri, but not enough to leave here and make a new life. I want to marry you, and we can’t do that here. I’m getting… impatient.”

      I almost snap that his impatience nearly got me raped, but I hold my tongue. What happened to me may have nothing to do with the Carver family. Besides, my attack seemed all too… personal.

      “Are you certain that Frosty knows what you’re doing?”

      “I’ve been careful, so I hadn’t thought so. Still, I can never guarantee anything. It’s not an area of his, so he can go fuck himself.”

      I sigh aloud, causing Chris to look up. “It’s not about that, though, is it? It’s about keeping the peace. Just slow the fuck down a little, Chris. Please.”

      He squeezes my hands in his. “Okay, okay. I’ll slow things down. But I will tell you one thing for certain. If he ordered this, he’s not going to get away with it. No matter how long it takes to get revenge, I will raise holy hell on the motherfucker.”

      My mind doesn’t want to wander back to that attack, but something still feels off about it. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

      “I think this was personal.”

      A deep crease forms in Chris’s forehead. “What do you mean?”

      “One of them said I needed to be taught a lesson. It was almost as if I had done something to them.”

      “They fucking said that shit to you?”

      Squeezing his hand, I pull him closer. “Stay with me on this. Getting angry isn’t going to solve anything. You need to be calm in order to think rationally.” Chris takes in a deep breath, nodding, nothing but pure, heated rage swimming in those blue eyes of his. “The other unusual thing was one of the three men never spoke a word. He was the one who kicked me and pulled my jeans down…” Chris sucks in a breath, his face turning red. He’s about to blow. “I think he didn’t talk from fear that I would recognise his voice, which can only mean one thing.”

      Anger is replaced by realisation. “You know him.”

      “I could be wrong.” I shrug. “He could just be mute. Does the Carver family have anyone working for them who can’t or won’t speak?”

      Chris looks down, his fingers on the bridge of his nose, deep in thought. “I don’t think so. Fuck, whoever it is won’t stay hidden for long. I’m going to make sure we find out who those three are, and believe me, baby. They will live to regret that they ever touched a hair on your head.”

      Oh, I have no doubt about that. I secretly want it that way too.

      “Drink your coffee and relax for a bit. I’m going to make some breakfast. Scrambled eggs?”

      Propping a pillow up, I lean against it and grab my coffee mug. “Sounds great. Breakfast in bed. I could get used to this.”

      “You know for a fact you could give up that shitty job and become a lady of leisure, but your stubborn arse won’t have any of it.”

      I smirk behind my coffee cup. Chris is like a bad version of Del Boy from Only Fools and Horses. He thinks one day we’ll be millionaires and run off into the sunset together, eventually getting married and having babies.

      That last thought always makes me shiver inside, but I push that dark thought away and instead live in this playful moment with him. “Being a stubborn arse keeps you on your toes.”

      Chris places a hand on the door, smiling back. “Ain’t that the truth.” He taps the door and walks out, leaving me alone with only my coffee and my thoughts for company. My mind quickly wanders to Charlie—which doesn’t take much—but after what happened yesterday, I’m more eager than ever to find out about the mystery behind the man. I’ve always had a strong inkling that he was more than just an antiques dealer. I’m guessing he served in forces of some kind, but I could be wrong. He’s such a closed shop that it makes me want to delve deeper. It’s his own fault. If he wasn’t so enigmatic then maybe I wouldn’t find him so… entrancing. He’s like a puzzle with most of the pieces missing. And I never let a puzzle stay unfinished. I’m stubborn like that.

      I really shouldn’t let my mind wander to questions regarding Charlie, but it’s better than the alternative. Physically, I will get over my attack, but I’m sure it will remain a thread in my head for a while to come. I have no doubt that Chris will seek and enact justice on the three who did this to me. I just wish I didn’t have to live with memories of the attack running through my thoughts.

      A few minutes run by, and then Chris appears with a tray full of scrambled eggs and toast. On the side is a glass of OJ.

      “You spoil me too much.”

      I pull myself up to allow Chris to place the tray on my lap. “I don’t spoil you enough.”

      Chris has this insane notion that he doesn’t do enough for me, when in fact, it couldn’t be further from the truth. Whenever he’s with me, his focus and attention are always on me. His eyes either gentle with love or hooded with lust offer me all that had been lacking in my life up until he came into it. At home, I was only loved by my brother, so when he left, I had nothing. My mum died, and my dad grew more and more disinterested. The only other people I had left were my uncles. One of which—Pete—took an interest in me no uncle should. When given an opportunity, he would grab my waist, his hand sliding down to my arse where he would squeeze until he would hear that gasp that would instantly light up his sick, twisted eyes. He would always try and get me alone by suggesting he take me out to see a film or buy me some food. I would get hungry because we hardly had food in the house, but I was never that hungry. For a long while, I would always decline, because I knew for a fact that his groping would eventually turn to something more serious. I even lost my virginity to a boy I only semi-liked just so that my uncle wouldn’t get to me first. Unfortunately for me,  things did get worse at home, and when Pete saw I was losing weight, he quickly realised I was starving, using that—big time—to his advantage.

      By the time I was old enough to get a job, I left and never looked back. I cut all ties to everyone in Newham, moving only nine miles away. I figured when I left that they would believe I left London altogether. I have no idea if my dad or my uncle are looking for me. As long as my sleazy uncle never finds me, then I’ll be okay.

      Ignoring Chris’s comment, I ask, “Did you give Michael all the details?” As much as I don’t want to think about what happened last night, I still want to know what’s going on.

      “Yes, he’s looking into it.”

      “Is he back with Tarryn now?”

      Chris frowns. “How do you know about Tarryn?”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Michael and I do talk, you know. We talked about her when you were passed out in the back of my car that night.” I’m guessing Chris doesn’t know how Brandon spoke to me that night. I haven’t said anything, and I’m guessing Michael hasn’t either since he’s not one to gossip. He will only speak when there’s something important to say.

      “I don’t like the fact that you’re so pally with Michael that you know about his girlfriend troubles.”

      And there it is. The green-eyed monster. It never takes much with Chris. “Do you not trust me?”

      I’m being hypocritical. When it comes to Charlie, Chris should worry, but he never does. I assume it has something to do with the fact I lied and told him he was gay.

      Yeah, I’m going to hell for that.

      “I trust you, it’s Michael I don’t trust. He wants to fuck you, you know?”

      A small giggle erupts from me. “You think every man wants to fuck me.”

      “Talking of which, I thought you said your boss is gay?”

      And there it is. The lie coming to the surface. “He is,” I answer, clearing my thought, developing a sudden interest in my breakfast. I take a bite of my eggs and close my eyes, humming my approval. They’re good.

      “He fought all those men off.”

      A bit of egg gets caught in my throat. I cough, patting my chest, and when I start to calm, I laugh. “You think gay men can’t fight as well as straight men?”

      He sighs through his nose. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      I laugh even harder. “That’s exactly what you’re saying.” I really don’t want him focusing on Charlie. He’s the only thing that I have that closely resembles something normal in my life.

      “Listen, it really doesn’t matter about his sexual orientation right now. What matters is he saved me from getting raped. We should be eternally grateful to him for that.”

      Gritting his teeth, Chris’s eyes glare with danger. “I am grateful, but it should have been me who saved you. I’m the only one who gets to save my girl.”

      Setting down my fork, I grab his hand, pulling him closer to me. “And you have. Remember that life I led way back when? You saved me from that. I would still be in that grotty, horrible studio flat struggling to pay the bills and put food on the table if it wasn’t for you.”

      “You should never have had to be in that position in the first place.”

      I haven’t told Chris about Pete. He would be out for blood if I did. As far as he’s concerned, all ties are cut with my family, and forever will stay that way.

      Chris fusses where he sits, causing the duvet to slip and reveal my breasts. His eyes immediately travel there—like a beacon homing in on its target. His eyes become hooded, and his nostrils flare with desire, but he glances away, instead getting off the bed to fetch me one of his t-shirts, handing it to me.

      “Here, put this on.”

      This is really hard for him. We’ve never gone a single day without having sex. Sometimes we’re so wrapped up in each other we can go several times in one day. It’s so strange. When I’m apart from him, it’s so easy to let my mind wander to other things, but stick us together and my focus is one hundred percent on him.

      He realises I will need time to heal first, and so do I. That’s why I grab the t-shirt from him without hesitation and place it over my head. Chris makes an excuse to leave, mumbling something about needing to make a phone call. Phone call equaling needing some space from me.

      Yes. We have it that bad for each other.

      I use my time alone to finish off my breakfast, and when I’m done, I throw the duvet from me and ease out of the bed. I’m still feeling sore in my nether regions, but better than I did last night. I frown, remembering the tablets Chris gave me. My mind became fuzzy after I got into the bath, which leads me to believe that whatever they were pack some punch. I should be mad at him for giving me something as strong as that, but I also know his intentions were honourable.

      Gingerly, I grab the tray, my muscles aching but from lack of use more than anything. I crack my neck, rounding my shoulders as I carry the tray out of my bedroom and into the living room/kitchen area. Chris is hunched over the island, his eyes dark and dangerous, his posture rigid. He’s unaware of me at first, his hand resting on his temples, rubbing them in thought. I know that look. He’s planning something. And I have a feeling that plan somehow involves me.

      “Penny for them?” I ask, nearing the sink. I place the contents beside it and turn to face him. Chris’s posture turns from rigid to soft within a nanosecond of seeing my smile. He pushes himself up from the island, his white t-shirt high enough for me to glance a peek at just one of the many tattoos he’s had designed over the years. The biggest one is my name, which he proudly wears across his chest in Algerian font. He has a multitude of scars on his torso, most of them covered by tattoos. When he had my name done, he said it was a symbol of covering something bad with something good. I will forever be etched into his skin till the day he dies.

      He snakes his arms around me until they rest on my hips, then he pulls me close, inhaling before he lands a soft kiss on my lips. Upon exhale, I smell the mixture of coffee and marijuana on his breath.

      “Just thinking about work. That’s all.”

      I pull my head back to gaze at his expression, noting the element of confusion on his face when I do. “You mean you’re figuring out ways to shoot people first then ask questions later. I know some arseholes hurt me, Chris, but please promise me you won’t go in all guns blazing until you know all the facts. Maybe whoever did this thought you would react violently and is counting on you screwing up. Just… be careful. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Chris stares at me a long time, his eyes holding me captive the whole time. Then he nods, the corners of his lip curving. “Cross my heart and hope to die, baby.”

      That’s what I’m afraid of.
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      Over the next few days, I fully heal physically, but mentally I am still replaying my attack over and over again in my head, trying my hardest to remember things, but also not wanting to. My head is fucked. And it doesn’t help that my body is raging war against my head. My body desperately wants Chris, but my head has been winning so far.

      I fucking hate my head.

      It doesn’t help matters that Chris is feeling the pinch too. He’s been crabby and distant. I understand that a major part of it is because of my ordeal, but I also know he’s missing me. Missing us. I think a part of me realises that I won’t feel good about anything until I know who it was that attacked me. I’m starting to think Chris feels that way too.

      “I noticed you had company this morning.”

      Typical of Charlie. No good morning or hello or how are you. Straight to the point.

      Swivelling in my chair, I face him. He’s wearing a blue button-down shirt, which is tucked neatly into his jeans. Jeans which rest ever so perfectly on his hips. He has dark rims around his eyes like he hasn’t slept, but that doesn’t stop the storm in his golden irises from holding me captive.

      “Chris says he’s going to drop me off and pick me up from now on. You know… after what happened and all.”

      Charlie glances away a moment, nodding his head. “Yeah, erm… how are you feeling after that?”

      Finally, a question. A question that shows me he does somewhat care. “I’m feeling a lot better now, thanks. And thank you for letting me have that time off. I didn’t think I needed it, but I definitely did.”

      Charlie fixes his eyes on me, a sharper nod this time. “Tell him that if there’s  a time he can’t make it for some reason, I will make sure you’re safely brought to the shop and returned home.”

      And just like that, the steely walls around this man lower. Only slightly, but enough to let me see that he really does have a heart under that unwavering persona of his.

      I bite my lip, my heart skipping a beat when his eyes land on my mouth. “Thank you.”

      Clearing his throat, his posture straightens. “As long as you’re okay.”

      And just like that, he disappears into his back office, leaving me feeling slightly stupefied and breathless. The encounter, although brief, fills me with a coating of warm sunshine. To some, it may not seem like anything special, but to me, it meant a lot.

      A ping of the bell chimes, alerting me to a customer. No time to be dwelling on the tiny bit of concern my boss just awarded me. I swivel back in my seat, my smile ready for whoever is at the door. But when I see who it is, all the colour drains from my face, my heart accelerating with each step he takes inside the shop.

      Frosty.

      I sit rigid in my chair, mouth dry, my eyes following him as he absentmindedly takes in his surroundings. He doesn’t give a shit about the shop. It’s all for show.

      With hair as white as a snowman and his moustache as black as a panther, his eyes dart around the shop until they eventually land on me. He brandishes a smile, but in no way is it meant to be friendly. Still, he’s playing the part, and his presence alone sends shivers up my spine. No doubt he senses this and is enjoying every moment of my discomfort.

      Sick fuck.

      “Good morning,” he practically sings, his hand clasped on a Fedora style hat he swings obliviously to and fro.

      “Good morning,” I say back, trying not to let my voice break too much. “How can I help you today?”

      His icy blue eyes land on mine. “Brianna… isn’t it?” With a swallow, I nod my head. He steps forward, and my body instantly cringes at his close proximity. Will I have enough time to call Charlie before this arsehole causes some real damage?

      “Relax, I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Okay, cool. I’m glad we got that out of the way.

      For some reason, his words don’t make me feel any better.

      “On the contrary, in fact.” His eyes sweep over my body, noting my discomfort. When he places his hat on the counter, he sighs. “I heard about what happened to you last week.” My posture picks up, my heart rate accelerating even more. Frosty pulls his hand up in response, a placating gesture. “I’m not here to cause you alarm. I just want you to tell your boyfriend to stop sniffing around my men, causing no end of trouble. None of them had anything to do with your attack, so it needs to fucking stop.”

      Despite the amount of fear trying to strangle me, I swallow it down, my chin held high. “And we’re supposed to take your word at face value?”

      A small snarl crosses his lips. Only slight, but enough to make me wish I could take back what I just said. Frosty inhales a deep breath, his hands resting on the counter. He studies me a moment before responding. “When I was a young lad, my older sister was gang raped whilst on a night out with her friends. I had to listen to her night after night, howling to the sky, pain tearing away at her insides. I was too young to do anything back then, but when I was old enough, I made sure those men were never able to rape again.”

      Holy fucking shit!

      He turns away, gritting his teeth, the memory of it all evidently still painful. He inhales another breath, looking back at me. “I may be a lot of things, Brianna, but I will never harm a woman just to prove some kind of fucking point. I came to you because I believe you’re the sensible one of you two.” He leans forward, teeth bearing slightly. “Tell him to back the fuck off. What happened to you has nothing to do with me.” He straightens up, snapping his hat off the counter in the process. I stay still, rooted to my chair, my eyes unblinking. He walks to the door, opens it, and is about to walk through when he hesitates. I can only see his profile, but it’s almost as if he’s having some kind of debate in his head. Whatever the dispute is, it’s decided on an exhale.

      “Tell Chris that if he stops looking into my men and concentrates closer to home, he may find who the real culprits were.” And on that last word, he steps out, closing the door behind him like he hadn’t just left a hurricane in his wake.

      “Holy shit!” I shout out loud, forgetting where I am.

      “What was that all about?”

      I almost jump out of my skin when I spot Charlie standing in the doorway. How much of that conversation did he hear?

      My heartbeat accelerating even more, I glance around the counter and start messing with some paperwork on it—anything than actually having to look at my boss and outright lie to his face. “Err… it’s nothing. Just… a friend.”

      I almost roll my eyes at my stupidity. A friend? Seriously, Bri?!

      “Hmm,” I hear him mutter under his breath. “Whatever you say.”

      I need to get out of this shop for a moment and call Chris. Without a moment’s notice, I swing my body around to face my boss, noticing his disappearing frame as I do. “Er, Charlie, can I go to the cafe?”

      “Yes!” he shouts back.

      “Do you want anything?”

      “No,” is all he replies.

      This is one of those rare moments when I’m so glad Charlie is all too aloof about everything around him. I know he doesn’t ask too many questions because he would hate any in return.

      Scrambling off my seat, I grab my phone and some money and rush outside. I’m shaking so bad that I put my PIN in wrong, cursing under my breath. I let out an exasperated groan, managing to somehow pull myself together and type my code in correctly. I find Chris’s number, calling him quickly. He answers after two rings.

      “Bri, is everything okay?” The panic in his voice is evident, but that doesn’t surprise me after everything that’s happened.

      “I’m fine, but I had a visitor.”

      “Who?” His words are clipped and angry.

      “Frosty.” I hear his intake of breath but cut him off before he has a chance to speak. “Now, before you go off like a caveman, he only came in to speak with me. He wasn’t threatening in any way. He just wanted to talk. He said you’ve been asking too many questions, harassing his men.”

      “Well, if it’s not his men, then who else can it be?” he answers on a growl.

      I let out an exhale, closing my eyes. “I think he knows something. He believes we should be looking closer to home, which means he thinks it’s one of your guys.”

      “No fucking way. They all know better than to pull a stunt like that.”

      I remain quiet for a moment, biting my lip. I must admit, it has crossed my mind that it could be related to the incident at the club, but I’ve refrained from saying anything just in case I’m wrong. No matter how much I hate Brandon, I didn’t want to get him into trouble for something he might not have done.

      “Bri, you’ve gone quiet. What is it you’re not telling me?”

      I let out another sigh, knowing I have no other choice now. We’ve run out of options. “That night at the club, Brandon got all up in my face. Your other boys stepped in before it got out of hand, but he certainly looked like he wanted to hurt me.”

      “Jesus, Bri. Why the fuck didn’t you say anything until now?”

      “Because I didn’t want you potentially killing someone who had nothing to do with my attack. Also, I know how much he’s relied upon—regardless of whether he’s an arsehole or not.”

      “That doesn’t matter. His kind are a dime a dozen, Bri. I can replace him with a snap of my fingers. You should have fucking told me.”

      A headache is starting in the back of my head. I close my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “You have fuck all to be sorry for. No one else told me either—which I’m going to make damn sure they all know how fucking pissed I am at them for. Anyway, just so you know, whether Brandon’s innocent of attacking you or not, he’s a dead man. No one treats my girl like that and gets away with it.”

      I smirk at his hot-headedness. “Chris, I think you should calm down first…”

      “This all fucking makes sense now. Brandon hasn’t shown up at the warehouse in a week. He’s still been working for me, but so far, he’s managed to avoid meeting face to face.”

      Logic runs through my head, making my skin prickle. “Charlie kicked his arse. There would be evidence of that if you saw him… Shit, is this really just a coincidence?”

      I hear his angered exhale. “I don’t believe in fucking coincidences, Bri. I’m thinking it’s time to pay that little fucker a surprise visit.”

      My eyes widen with both fear and… excitement. God, I’m fucked up.

      “Okay, but remember to get all the facts first before you act. It may not be him.”

      I’m clutching at straws, knowing full well that fists will fly before the questions do. I only ask because one day his hot-headedness might end up getting him killed.

      “I think both you and I know the answer to that, Bri, but if it makes you feel any better, then yeah, I’ll get all the facts first.” He then sighs exasperatedly before saying, “Are you okay? I can come pick you up.”

      “I’m fine. No need to pick me up,” I answer, knowing full well he’s most probably on his way to see Brandon already. “Oh, and while we’re on the subject, Charlie said he would make sure I get home safely whenever you couldn’t.”

      “Well, that’s very noble of the ninja gay man.”

      I almost choke on my own spit. “Ninja what?”

      “Listen, jokes aside, I have to go.” I’m about to tell him to be careful because I know for a fact he’s going to go apeshit on Brandon, but like a mind reader, he speaks again. “Don’t worry, I already told you I’m not going to come in hard at Brandon until I know the facts. The first thing I’m going to do is try and find him to see if he’s been beat up lately.”

      I sigh my relief. At least he’s thinking logically.

      “That’s a good start.”

      “You’re seriously okay after that Frosty arsehole…?”

      “Chris, I’m fine. I already told you he just wanted to talk. I even believe he wanted to help too. He told me his sister was gang raped when he was younger. I think it affected him enough to come to me and let me know that we’re looking in the wrong direction.”

      “As long as you’re okay. I’m going to take a look into this now. We have a shipment coming in later tonight and there’s a fucking storm coming. Talking of which, I think it’s supposed to start by four, so you may want to ask Charlie if you can leave early. Let me know, and I’ll pick you up.”

      I glance over towards John’s café, my stomach grumbling for food now. “Sure thing. I’ll let you know. Love you.”

      I hear the smile in his voice when he replies, “Love you more,” before hanging up.

      I place my phone back in my pocket and look for an opportunity to cross the busy main road. I’m so glad the antique store is on a busy road because after what happened to me, I don’t think I will ever walk anywhere isolated ever again. At least not alone. Without wanting to, my eyes wander to the side alley that leads to the back of the shop, and I shiver, the images still all too consuming in my mind.

      I glance away, instead looking again for my opportunity to cross. A few seconds later, I’m in John’s packed café. It’s always full of blue-collared workers having their big breakfasts. Watching them all eat makes my stomach grumble even more.

      “There she is. A sight for sore eyes.” John, the big, balding owner’s smile stretches wide as I approach him. “No bodyguard today?”

      Without him having to say, I know he means Chris. It’s his new nickname for him, considering he’s always so protective around me.

      “No, he’s working. And so am I.”

      John beams back. “What can I get ya? Your usual?”

      I offer him a big smile back. “Of course. Can’t start my day without the John’s special.”

      He winks back at me. “One John’s special made with love coming right up!”

      God, he’s such a flirt.
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      I completely forgot about this bloody storm coming until the shop door suddenly blew open after three in the afternoon, causing leaves and bits of paper to come flying in with it.

      Launching myself up on my feet, I race to the door, shutting it behind me just as Charlie appears—obviously hearing the commotion.

      I lean on the door, slightly out of breath from my jolt of adrenaline. Man, I need to exercise more.

      “Shit, it’s getting pretty bad out there.”

      Charlie’s forehead forms a tight frown, his eyes fixed on the window. I turn my head to look behind me, noticing not one person is out there braving it. The wind is howling, plastic and paper bags flying all over the place in the wind. The skies are grey but are increasingly blackening by the second.

      Shit! “How am I going to get home in this?”

      “I guess you’re staying here until it passes.” I hadn’t realised I had said that out loud until Charlie answered. “Lock the door, Bri. The shop’s closed for now.”

      He disappears into the back, and I do as instructed, locking the door behind me and turning the open sign over to closed. I wonder why Chris hasn’t called about this, so I take my phone out of my pocket and notice there are already five missed calls from him. Immediately, I call him back.

      “Bri, fucking hell, why didn’t you answer my calls? I’m going fucking crazy here. I tried leaving to come get you, and part of a metal roof flew at my head—”

      Panic searing through me, I blurt out, “Oh, shit! Are you okay?”

      He sighs, and I note the instant relief in his voice. “I’m fine. More importantly, are you? The storm came quicker than expected.”

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m safe in the shop. Charlie just told me to lock the door. There’s zero people outside. No customers are going to brave this.” Just as I say that, I spot a branch from a tree flying into the window of a shop next to John’s café. Glass smashes with an almighty crash.

      “Holy fucking shit!”

      “What’s wrong, Bri?”

      No one seems to be around. The branch is just sitting there, wedged inside the shops window. “A branch just hit the shop opposite us.”

      “Stay away from the window.” He sighs, frustrated. “I can’t fucking get to you.”

      “I know, don’t worry. I’ll stay here and ride it out until I can come home. Just stay safe yourself, okay?”

      “Okay, let’s stay in touch. I’ll come and get you as soon as it starts to calm.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too, baby.”

      I hang up, my eyes scanning outside. It’s not getting any calmer at all. In fact, it seems to be getting worse. My eyes narrow, attempting to see if there’s any signs of life in the shop opposite, but if anyone is in there, they’re choosing to stay away from the window for now. It’s frustrating, knowing that there’s another commercial premises in trouble and not being able to do a damn thing about it.

      I guess I’m just going to have to sit, twiddling my thumbs in the shop and wait it out.

      A thump sounds against the window, making me jump with a yelp. All it was is a cardboard box of some kind, but it was a big enough thump to scare me.

      Remembering Chris’s words to stay away from the window, I take his advice, moving towards my seat behind the counter, perching myself on top with a sigh. Lord knows how long I’m going to be sat here for.

      “Fancy a brew?” Charlie’s voice jolts me up from my seat. “Sorry,” he says, looking guilty that he’d scared me. I guess I’m still jittery after what happened.

      Not wanting my mind to go there, I answer, “No need to be. And yes, I would love a cup of tea.”

      He motions with his head towards the back. “Well, come on then. There’s no use in you sitting out here anymore, is there?”

      My eyes almost bug out of my head. My boss is seriously inviting me in the back with him? I must be dreaming. I pinch myself.

      Nope… Not dreaming.

      Swiftly, I get up from my seat and follow Charlie into the back. It’s only a tiny hallway with his office tucked off to the right at the back. I notice that his light isn’t on, but there is light shining from upstairs. Gingerly, I grab the staircase and take one step up, noticing the creak on the first step. I take the rest of them without noise and emerge into the light.

      A slightly bigger room, old, but not in the least bit untidy, appears before my eyes. In fact, this kitchen/dining area is almost military grade tidy, with all the plates stacked one on top of the other in order by size, same with all his tea cloths. The kitchen is galley style with a small, rectangle wooden table placed what appears to be right smack bang in the centre. It’s also warmer up here. I shiver at the warmth radiating through me.

      “I can turn the heating up, if you’re cold?”

      “No, it’s fine,” I reply. “I was actually thinking how warm it is up here compared to downstairs. It’s nice.”

      He motions to the table. “Take a seat. I have a feeling we’re going to be here for a while, so may as well make yourself comfortable.”

      I sit down, looking around the dimly lit kitchen area, taking everything in. It’s strange being up here after working downstairs for six months. It’s like an attachment to another world.

      “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

      His voice pulls me from my musings to find him sat right opposite me, tea already placed on the table along with some chocolate biscuits perfectly stacked in a line, one overlapping the other.

      “I bet if I were to inspect your wardrobe, all your shirts and everything will be neatly pressed and stacked in military order.” He doesn’t respond, just eyes me, almost suspiciously. I shrug my shoulders. “Everything seems in perfect order, that’s all,” I explain. “I’m betting your ex-forces of some kind.”

      One eyebrow raises in the sexiest manner I have ever seen. Sort of a cross between mild amusement and mild annoyance.

      “You’ve come to those conclusions about me by looking at my kitchen?”

      My cheeks flush. Is he mad? I can never tell with that perfect fucking poker face of his.

      “Everything’s stacked neatly, like in order. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “And how would you know anything about that?”

      I search his face, trying to determine whether or not he’s annoyed, when he leans in, narrowing his eyes. He seems genuinely interested in my answer.

      “My brother was in the army…”

      “Was?”

      My body stiffens, and my throat clogs. The mere mention of my brother has me on edge.

      “He joined the Coldstream Guards when I was fifteen, did two tours in Afghanistan…” I stop for a moment, my composure starting to slip. I take a deep breath.

      “Did he not make it back the second time?” Glad that he asked so I don’t have to go into detail, I offer a small smile and meekly nod my head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I close my eyes, guilt riddling every part of my body. I deliberately don’t make a habit of ever talking or thinking back to that part of my life. That part is dead now—buried. I knew back then things were never going to be the same again, and I was right.

      “It is what it is, I guess.”

      “Do you have any other brothers or sisters?”

      I frown at his questioning. Not once has he bothered to ask me anything personal the whole time I’ve worked for him. I guess now he’s forced to because of the storm.

      “No, it was just him and me.” Deciding to change the subject, I say, “Where did you learn to fight like that?” If he wants to ask prying questions, then so will I.

      He eyes me a second, a faint hint of some emotion there, but I can’t quite figure out what. He picks up a biscuit, breaking it in half. “I’m a black belt in karate.” He pops the biscuit in his mouth and starts chewing, and my eyes can’t help wandering down to his lips as he does.

      Focus, Bri. Focus.

      I’m about to ask him to go into more detail, when he speaks again. “How are you feeling after… you know… what happened?”

      I can’t help but wonder if he’s only asking that question to veer away from him, or if he truly cares enough to ask. Either way, I answer him. “I’m still jumpy and sometimes wake up during the night thinking someone’s in the house.” Not to mention the fact that Chris and I haven’t had sex in what feels like forever. This is definitely a record for us, but we both realise I almost got raped. I doubt anyone would want to jump into bed with someone for a while after that.

      “That’s only natural. Do you know who they were?”

      I shake my head. “I have no clue.” Thinking about that third guy, I frown.

      “What is it?” I flit my head to Charlie, questioningly.

      “It’s like you’ve remembered something about that day. What is it?”

      I shake my head. “It’s just silly really, but one of them never talked…”

      “Never talked?”

      I’ve been thinking a lot about that lately, and what Frosty said. I always had my suspicions, but the attacker’s silence plus what Chris revealed today about Brandon not turning up for work this past week has it almost cemented that it is him.

      “Yeah, one of them never spoke at all. It was almost as if he was afraid to, like he knew I’d recognise his voice, you know?”

      “You sound like you already know who it is. Have you been to the police with your suspicions?”

      Nah, cause Chris is the police,  judge, juror, and executioner all in one. That’s not something you can divulge over a cup of tea and a chocolate digestive biscuit, though, is it?

      “I take it by that look you haven’t even reported it to the police?”

      What fucking look am I giving this guy that makes him read me like a book?

      “What’s the point of it? The police don’t do diddly-squat.”

      “You really believe that?”

      I narrow my eyes at him then nod my head. “Yes, I really do believe that. I can’t tell you the countless times things have been reported to the police, but the victims are just ignored.”

      “Are you speaking from experience?”

      Woah, Charlie’s getting very personal now. The heat in this kitchen seems to have turned up a few notches.

      “Can we talk about something else?” I almost whisper back. Again, we’re going back to a time in my life I don’t want to look back at. My mother was an alcoholic, sometimes bringing unsavoury characters back to the house when my dad wasn’t around. I can’t even guess the amount of times I had to call the police because one of the guys was getting full-on or violent towards me or my mother. The police would come, turf the guy out of the house, and see how shit-faced my mother was. However, as long as she was in the house to take care of me, (the irony), they would just piss off back to the station. I learnt my lesson early enough to realise that the police really don’t give a shit.

      An uncomfortable silence descends upon us, so I take the opportunity to grab a biscuit and dip it in my tea. A sound I can only describe as a slight snort makes me look up to find Charlie smiling. A very rare sight to behold.

      “You’re one of those,” he says, motioning with his head to the biscuit in my hand.

      “What?” I smile back too as this is much better than the tension we had only a moment ago.

      “You’re a dunker.”

      I shrug my shoulders and bite into the soggy biscuit. My favourite. “Nothing wrong with dunking.”

      “And you talk with your mouth full. Great.” A laugh erupts inside of me causing me to almost spit my biscuit out. Charlie gets up quickly, retrieving some tissue and handing it to me. “Here, before you spit bits of biscuit all over my table.”

      I take the tissue and wipe my mouth, making sure to chew everything before I reply. “You know, you’re like the male version of Monica Geller.” He frowns deeply, proving that he doesn’t have a clue who I’m on about. “From Friends.”

      “Ah, I don’t watch stuff like that.”

      “Stuff?” I feel almost offended. “That stuff is only the greatest piece of television you’ll ever watch.”

      His chest moves with a silent laugh. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Don’t you ever dunk?” I ask, dunking the remainder of the biscuit in my tea then taking a bite.

      “Dunking is for the uncouth.”

      I nearly spit the biscuit out again, my brows raised. I wait to chew the remainder before I reply. “So you’re saying I’m uncouth.”

      “Did you hear me say that?” he quips back.

      “No, but you implied it.”

      “Implying is not saying.”

      I shrug nonchalantly. “Whatever, big man.” I stiffen the moment those words leave my lips. Way too personal a statement for my boss. “Sorry,” I quickly say, my head turning away.

      Back to feeling awkward again.

      “Where do you see yourself in ten years, Bri?”

      My eyes widen. Of all the questions I’d expect him to ask me, that would have been the last on my list. The moment the shock wears off, my stomach ties in knots. I know where Chris sees us in ten years. He’s told me about it often enough.

      “I’m going to show you the world, princess, because a princess deserves the world. You will never want for anything, never need anything. All this hard work will pay off tenfold for us. I’ll buy us an island where we can live off the land and make babies. No one will be there to judge us. It’ll just be you and me.”

      I swallow nervously because I don’t know how to answer. But then I decide to answer honestly.

      “In nursing, paediatrics.”

      Charlie nods his head in approval. “I’ve seen you sat at the counter numerous times, reading all sorts of medical books.”

      It surprises me that he’s even noticed. I always thought he disappeared into his office, rarely ever resurfacing. I didn’t realise he might have been spying on me. Hmm… interesting.

      “I live and breathe that stuff,” I eventually answer.

      “Why aren’t you doing it then?”

      Because Chris needs me more.

      “I guess it’s just not my time yet.” I bite my lip, wondering if I should tell him something that I haven’t told anyone yet. “But… having said that, I have been working on a degree online… for a while now.” So far, I have been acing my coursework because of the extensive knowledge I was already armed with, but what I don’t mention is the fact that I’ll have to do some practical hours to complete this degree.

      “As much as I like having you in the shop, I also like the fact that you have ambition. You’re too young to get tied down to working in an antique store all your life.”

      “Why do you do it then?”

      “What? Own and work in an antique store?” I nod my head. “I don’t know. I guess I just like working with old relics.

      “So it makes you happy?”

      “I guess it does, yes.”

      “Then isn’t that the main thing in life? I would rather be someone who cleans toilets and is happy than someone who has riches beyond her wildest dreams but is miserable. I say aspire to what makes you happy, not what you think looks good in other people’s eyes.”

      “Even if it’s cleaning toilets,” he replies, jokingly, his eyebrow raised in challenge.

      I let out a small laugh. “Yeah, even if it’s cleaning toilets. Besides, someone has to do it.” I remember back to our conversation that he conveniently skipped over. “So a black belt, huh? How many years have you kept that under your belt..? Excuse the pun.” I narrow my eyes at him, awaiting his answer. If he wants to play suspicious question games, then so will I.

      He tries to hide a sigh, but his shoulders pick up, and his chest rises before they fall back down again. “I was adopted by a Tibetan couple who were masters in martial arts.”

      I almost have to pick my jaw up from the floor. Of all the answers I was expecting, that wasn’t one of them. Is he for real?

      “Are you being serious?”

      His right eyebrow dips down. It’s kind of weird how he does that.

      “You find it hard to believe I was adopted, or that I was taught martial arts?”

      “No, it’s just of all the things I’d pictured or imagined, I never would have imagined that. Have you ever been to Tibet?” I clasp both hands around my tea mug, relishing the warmth it provides me.

      “Several times, but I haven’t been in a few years.”

      “Why?”

      He fidgets a little in his chair before answering. “I just haven’t had the time lately.” I’m about to ask him about his parents when he speaks. “Have you ever been abroad?”

      From the way he’s been fidgeting when I ask him questions and his way of managing to redirect questions back on to me, one would think he’s hiding something.

      “No, but I would like to.”

      “Got anywhere in mind?”

      I glance away dreamily and smile. “Yeah, Bali.”

      Charlie snorts, causing my head to snap to him. “Bali? That’s quite the jump on your first journey. Have you not thought to go to Europe first and then branch out a little? I mean, what attracts you to Bali?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I watched one of those wildlife programs a couple of years back, and since then it’s been my obsession. I mean, how cool would it be to live in a beach hut surrounded by a sea so clear, you can watch all the fish scurrying around in the water? Or a beach so soft that when you dip your feet in and lift them up you can feel each grain slip through your toes?”

      “How do you know it’s like that?”

      I pick a biscuit up, breaking it in half again. “I don’t. It’s just how I imagine it.” I pop the biscuit in my mouth, wiping the crumbs from my fingers onto the plate. I can feel him watching my every move. I bet if I was to drop a tiny bit onto the table, he’d be up like a shot, fetching a cloth to wipe it.

      “I bet you’ll be disappointed if you ever go there and find it’s not how you expected it to be.”

      “Call it an intuition, but something tells me I wouldn’t be.”

      Charlie gets up, taking the plate of biscuits and our finished teas before taking a cloth and wiping away imaginary dirt or crumbs that I know aren’t there. I can’t help but smirk at this.

      “Maybe you could be a paediatric nurse in Bali?”

      I raise my shoulders, embracing the idea. “That would be nice.”

      Once Charlie has finished his fussing, he sits down again, his eyes scanning me like he’s appraising me. “Who was that guy who visited earlier?”

      Hmm, back to the questions again. I had no problem with Bali, but this line is going a bit beyond where I’m comfortable.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “He wasn’t here to buy anything, and you looked all pale, like you’d seen a ghost.”

      How do I explain who he is without going into detail? I like the fact that I can come to work, be with Charlie, and somehow feel disconnected from the rest of my life during the few precious hours that I’m here.

      “He’s not from around these parts—”

      “That much I gathered,” he says, interrupting me. “I think I would have noticed him before. He kind of sticks out a bit.”

      “You mean the stache?” I ask, jokingly. Never mind the white hair. I smirk at him and my belly dances when he smirks back.

      “Yeah, the stache.”

      For a moment we’re silent, staring at one another. I know he’s still waiting for an explanation, so I clear my throat. “Chris has been asking questions and generally making himself a nuisance. That guy came in to ask me to tell Chris to back off.”

      “Is this about your attack?”

      I wince at the word attack—even though he’s correct. “Yes, this was about my attack. Chris thinks that guy knew something about it, but he didn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      I shrug. “He told me a story about an attack on his sister, and I believe him. I don’t think he had anything to do with it.” I fidget in my seat a little, uncomfortable in the knowledge that Charlie now knows bad people are in my life. “I’m sorry your shop got involved in all this. I like the fact that I can come here and get away from all of that…”

      I stop myself before I go further. I’m already giving too much away as it is. Charlie deserves an apology. That much is for certain, but that’s where it needs to end.

      Charlie doesn’t say anything for a while, just narrows his eyes at me like he’s somehow trying to figure me out.

      “It’s fine. As long as it’s not an issue in the future.”

      I shake my head. “It won’t be.”

      I know I can’t guarantee that, but I will certainly try and keep my personal life away from this life.

      “How long have you known with Chris?” 

      He doesn’t look at me when he asks me this question, simply leans his elbows on the chair, interlacing his fingers together—all the while my heart is skipping ten million beats an hour. Asking me questions about me is one thing, but we’ll be heading towards completely unwelcome territory if he starts delving down this path.

      I shift uncomfortably in my seat—a movement that catches Charlie’s attention. He narrows his eyes and then opens his mouth to speak. “I’ve made you uncomfortable.”

      Not a question, just a statement.

      “It’s… complicated. That part of my life is separate from work. That’s where I want to keep it.”

      He nods, clearing his throat. ‘Fair enough.”

      My phone rings, startling me. I glance down. Speak of the devil… I answer the call straight away because I know if I don’t, questions will be asked.

      “Hey, babes. How are you getting on?”

      I look around. Considering there are no windows in this kitchen, it’s hard to tell what’s happening in the outside world. “It’s quiet here. I’ve just finished a cup of tea. How about you?”

      A scraping chair makes my head turn in its direction. Charlie gets up and starts busying himself around the kitchen.

      “It’s still bad out there, so it’ll be a little longer. I know I won’t be able to sleep until you’re home, so I’m just going to have to ride this out. It’s fucking killing me, though.”

      “It’s better to be safe than sorry. Why don’t you just take a alprazolam tonight?” Charlie hesitates over the kitchen sink at my mention of this. Despite the fact he’s pretending not to listen, I know he is.

      “I don’t like taking those fucking things. You’re my alprazolam and always will be, you know that.” He sighs before continuing. “Let’s give it another couple of hours, and I’ll call you. Hopefully the storm will have calmed enough by then.”

      I nod, even though he can’t see me. “That’s fair enough. We’ll speak then.”

      “Love you, babe.”

      My eyes flit up to Charlie, heat tinging my cheeks. “I love you too.”

      I put my phone down and close my eyes, stress kicking in. Chris doesn’t do well without me, and I know the longer this goes on, the more jittery he’s going to be. For now, he’s okay as it’s still relatively early, but the minute night really starts to kick in, so will his nightmares.

      “Every man has his secret sorrows which the world knows not; and often times we call a man cold when he is only sad.”

      My head snaps to Charlie, his eyes fixed on me from where he stands by the kitchen sink. He knows about Chris, that much is for certain, but I’m too blown away with what he’s just said to care. “That’s… beautiful.”

      “That’s Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Unfortunately, I can’t take credit for that.”

      I think for a moment about all the times Chris has seemed cold and callous, knowing deep down it’s because he’s suffering.

      “I try my best,” I almost whisper—more to myself than anything.

      “But sometimes your best isn’t good enough, huh? Not everyone is capable of fixing things. Sometimes these things are far beyond our reach.”

      I scrutinise him for a moment. “Are you talking from experience?” I’m not sure. It’s so hard to tell with Charlie.

      “My adopted sister committed suicide when I was thirteen.”

      Fuck.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      He shrugs his shoulders almost nonchalantly, but I know he’s anything but. “She suffered from depression and anxiety for years. My parents tried to help her, even I did despite being so young. But no matter what we did, she would get worse, not better. Just before she died, she seemed to be so happy. We all thought she was finally breaking through it all. She was a pleasure to be around, always smiling, always laughing. We didn’t realise that deep down she was happy because she had committed herself to ending it all. For her, it was a way out from the constant battles in her head.”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “I can’t imagine what you must have gone through.”

      “It was a long time ago.” He then points to the fridge. “Looks like you’ll be staying for dinner. Is pasta okay with you?”

      It may have been a long time ago, but it’s obviously still very much with him. I’m glad he trusted me enough to open up about his sister, but I can tell that he now wants the matter finished with. And that’s fine with me.

      “Pasta sounds perfect.”
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      Charlie’s pasta was absolutely amazing. In fact, the whole evening went really well after that. We ate, and we spoke more about travelling and different foods that we both liked. It was definitely an insight into my boss I’d never thought I would see. When a couple more hours went by and the storm was finally passing, I was reluctant to go, but by the time Chris came to pick me up, it was already past two in the morning, and I needed to get some sleep before work only a few hours later.

      It’s now the next afternoon, and my day has come to an end. I didn’t get to speak to Charlie much today, which was disappointing, but maybe he felt we talked enough yesterday to last him a lifetime. Instead, we used our time to help our fellow neighbours with the damage that the storm had caused the previous night. Although Charlie and I were in close proximity, we never spoke. We did, however, smile at one another on the occasional moments we looked up from either sweeping or clearing debris. Each time my heart soared, and my belly did a funny dance.

      When Chris picks me up from work, he’s smirking, handing me my helmet for the bike. “What’s gotten into you?” I ask, my smile wide because let’s face it, a smile is rather infectious.

      “I have a surprise for you.”

      Biting my lip, I nudge him. “What is it?”

      His eyes dance with mischief, and then he winks at me. “You’ll see. Let’s just say I have been waiting for this moment, and I’m pretty sure you have too.”

      Without another word, he climbs on the bike and motions for me to get on too. I do as he asks, feeling a little flurry of excitement in my belly at what’s in store. Fifteen minutes into the journey, I quickly realise he’s taking me to his warehouse where he keeps all his vans and sometimes products when they’re in between selling to clients.

      Chris comes to a halt outside the warehouse, so I quickly get off, taking the helmet with me. “What you got in here?”

      “The scumbags who attacked you.” My eyes widen. I certainly wasn’t expecting that so soon. “I told you I would find them, and I have.”

      “How did you find them? Who are they? Is one of them Brandon?”

      Chris chuckles at my eagerness. “One thing at a time, baby. You’ll see for yourself who they are. One thing I will tell you is, I did try to find Brandon yesterday, but the fucker slipped through my fingers. I decided to put the feelers out and offered money. It didn’t take long before the smell of cash made loose tongues wag.”

      “I want to see,” I say, my breathing heavy and my heart beating rapidly in my chest. I wouldn’t normally have this morbid curiosity to watch someone die, but considering it’s the people who attacked me, I have zero sympathy.

      Chris nods, taking my hand then leading me into the warehouse. Michael stands guard watching, his arms crossed, chest out, his lips pressed into a hard line. He’s pissed. We’re all pissed.

      And it warms my heart.

      My eyes home in on a single strobe lamp in the middle of the vast empty area. It’s positioned over three men sitting in chairs, their hands bound behind them, blood dripping on the concrete floor below. They’ve been beaten all day by the looks of it, but carefully so that they live long enough to suffer.

      Silently, I step around their chairs to face them head on. All their heads are down, but one looks up.

      Brandon.

      In the end, I knew deep down it would be him. Defiant until his last breath, he’s determined to show me he hasn’t given up yet. Despite only being able to open one eye, he glares at me with a hatred I have never seen before. His lips turn down into a scowl, and then his head rears back, spitting blood onto the floor.

      “You… think… you’re… so… fucking special… don’t you?” His breathing is harsh, the words barely a gargle, but I understood them loud and clear.

      Chris makes a move to hit him, but I put my hand up, shaking my head at him. Chris hesitates, but then moves back, allowing me to do whatever it is I want to.

      I step closer to Brandon—because I can. An arrogant play on my part, but I don’t care. I kneel in front of him, his eyes following my every move. “That’s where you’re wrong,” I begin, pulling out a pocketknife I have had in my back pocket ever since my attack, and opening it up. Brandon’s eyes widen as I bring it close to his face, sliding the edge down his cheek. “I don’t think I’m something special, but I have people in my life who do, and that’s why you’re tied up in this chair completely helpless right now. If you hadn’t been such an arrogant prick, then you would still be alive.”

      “I… am… alive.”

      I smirk at him, causing him to scowl back. “Yes, but not for much longer.”

      He’s about to answer back when I place the knife at his dick. Instinctively, he reacts, trying to pull himself up to get away from the pointed part. I smile at his reaction, and that’s when it hits me.

      I’m actually enjoying his discomfort. I’m enjoying seeing him squirm, and I’m going to enjoy it even more when Chris pulls the trigger ending his life.

      Strange, as I always thought of myself as a compassionate person. I’m unsure as to whether I should be troubled by this notion or not.

      Defiance still in his eyes, Brandon grits his teeth, blood seeping through his gums. “You’re going to burn in hell, bitch!”

      I smirk back. “Well, I guess I’ll see you down there.”

      I glance up to Chris, nodding. I get up, moving out of the way and watch as Chris moves forward, shooting the other two, one at a time. Brandon is next, but Chris hesitates  when wetness coats Brandon’s jeans.

      Chris laughs, looking from Michael to me. “The fucker’s pissed his pants.”

      Michael and I chuckle back. “Not so tough now, are you, rapist motherfucker?”

      “Fuck…”

      Brandon doesn’t get a chance to complete his sentence. Chris quickly pulls the trigger, Brandon’s head collapsing forward, his body limp.

      It’s over.

      “Can you and the others deal with this shit?” Chris asks Michael, his head pointing towards the bodies.

      “Larry and Andrew are just out getting some fags. They can help me with this when they get back.”

      Chris hands the gun to Michael then rushes over to me, placing his arms around my shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      Surprisingly so. In fact, I haven’t felt this invigorated in a long time. I nod my head, grabbing his shirt and pulling him to me. In a whispered growl, I say, “I want you.”

      Chris rears his head back, unable to fathom what I’ve just said. “What?”

      “I want you,” I repeat, my loins getting more and more desperate as the seconds go by.

      Chris’s breathing becomes harsh, his eyes glassy with immediate lust. “Okay. Let’s go home.”

      He pulls away, but I yank him back. “No. Now. It has to be now.”

      His eyes search mine for a moment, noting the desire in them. He looks up towards Michael, his Adam’s apple bobbing with a swallow.

      “I’m going to the office for a moment. No one is to enter. Got it?”

      Michael smirks at both of us, giving us a finger salute. “Got it.”

      Taking my hand, Chris leads me to his office which is a small room with only a desk, a laptop, a filing cabinet—which is locked up at all times—and a small lamp that aids to light the dark room. I say dark, as it only has a small window at the very top of the room. A window which allows the street lamps to shine through and nothing else.

      The moment Chris closes the door, I’m on him like bees on pollen. My body presses against his, a thump echoing as he’s backed against the door. My lips press against his, desperation clawing at my insides. It’s been so long for both of us that we’re exploding with passion, my heart thumping against my chest, my hand gliding towards the bulge in his jeans, squeezing his hardness in my hand.

      “Fuck, Bri, it’s been so fucking long, I’m going to come in my boxers.”

      I trail kisses down his neck, nibbling him as I rub his stiffness. “You’re coming inside me.”

      With a growl, he hoists me up, making me straddle his waist. He carries me to the edge of his desk, sitting my bum down. Frantically, I unzip my jeans, yanking them past my hips. Chris takes my boots off, dropping them with a loud clank on the floor. Next goes my jeans, then my knickers before his zipper comes undone. Cold air meets my soaking wet pussy, but it’s not cold for long when the warmth of his hard cock presses against me. I moan, grabbing at his shirt and pulling him in for a kiss. Our lips meet, our tongues dance, our breaths erratic. That familiar pain in the pit of my stomach surfaces—a pain so fierce I know only Chris can alleviate it.

      “Fuck me,” I command, growling it into his mouth. “Fuck me hard.”

      “Jesus fucked, Bri. You’re going to fucking kill me.”

      One hand still gripping my thigh, he moves his other hand to grab his cock, positioning it at my entrance. With one small push he’s inside me, my need for him so powerful that it takes a millisecond.

      He stills, a sharp moan pulling from his lips. “Are you okay?” he asks, breathlessly.

      Grabbing his head, I make his eyes meet mine. “Don’t think. Just fuck.”

      A low, deep rumble rattles throughout his whole body. It’s so intense that I feel it from my head to my toes. A whimper leaves my lips, the pain so intoxicating that it only heightens the pleasure.

      Is it wrong to want someone so much that it actually becomes a need? Chris is a necessity—an obsession brought on by fuck knows what. He’s the positive to my negative, constantly pulling us together, an addictive drug I can’t stop administering. Battle lines have been drawn, but no matter how much my mind rages war, my body… heart… soul always win out. In these precious, delirious moments with him, I’m on the best fucking high money can buy.

      Chris pulls out slightly, but only enough so that he can push back in with a violent thrust. Both our moans echo around the small office, only aiding to heighten our arousal. Chris’s eyes are shut tight, he’s savouring the feeling as much as I am. One hand falls flat at my back holding me up while the other slides up my leg until it reaches the top of my thigh. He squeezes, letting out a growl before using his hand as leverage to hold me still as he pounds his cock inside of me. The desk jolts, the contents jumping and then spilling on the floor, but neither of us care.

      His fingers dig deep into my skin, but there’s no pain. Only pleasure. I’m flying high on a cloud, his cock hitting that sweet spot he always manages to find. Our grunts are loud, but we don’t give a fuck. Right here, in this moment, it’s only him and me—our bodies coming together in a union that makes us one.

      “Don’t stop,” I scream. “Don’t fucking stop!”

      “Fuck, Bri. It’s been so long since I’ve been inside you. I’m going to come soon. You… Feel… Too… Fucking… Good!” he yells between each thrust.

      I throw my head back, allowing myself to capture every movement he makes inside of me. I’m close—so close that my insides want to burst.

      One thrust, two thrust, three, and then I’m there, my body quivering with an impending orgasm that I know is going to rip me apart. Colours start to dance between my eyes, my climax dancing on a precipice.

      “You’re going to come, I can feel it,” he pants in my ear. “Come around my cock, Bri. Show me how good my cock feels inside your soaking wet pussy.”

      My mouth parts, letting out a scream, and with it my orgasm robs me of all my senses. I grab at Chris, holding onto him as tightly as I can for fear I will collapse. An uncontrollable quiver overcomes me, my body rigid with a climax that doesn’t seem to want to let go. It’s so powerful that I swear for a moment I have an out of body experience. Tears spring to my eyes, the pleasure so potent that it’s pulling this reaction from me.

      “Fuck, Bri, I’m going to come! I’m going to come. So. Fucking. Hard.”

      A violent roar leaves his lips as he thrusts two more times then stills inside of me. We don’t move. Neither of us can.

      “Fuck… Bri… I should kill people in front of you more often.”

      A laugh escapes me as I snuggle my head into his chest. We stay like that for a couple of minutes, allowing us time to calm down from our highs. I wait for the disgust to wash over me, but this time it doesn’t come. I’m still too fucking doped up on the orgasm I’ve just had to give a shit.

      I snuggle my head into the crook of his neck, inhaling his musky, metallic scent. I’m guessing it’s blood, but I don’t care to look and see.

      “I love you,” I whisper, his hand now stroking my hair.

      “I love you too, Bri. Too fucking much.” He pulls his head away, kissing me lightly on the lips. “I need to get you home so we can shower and do that again. I need to taste your sweet pussy on my tongue, feel your walls closing in on my fingers before I fuck you senseless.” His cock slightly jerks inside of me, causing me to jump. “See what you fucking do to me?” he growls, his hand fisting my hair. He pulls out of me, allowing the cold air to hit my body. It’s so sharp that it makes me inhale a breath. Chris grabs my knickers and jeans, handing them to me. “Get these on quick. I can’t have my baby cold.”

      I take them from him but don’t dress yet, allowing myself to watch him take the time to pull his jeans up properly. Once he’s dressed, he walks around the table, picking up the items that fell.

      “We were a little loud, weren’t we?” I chuckle, getting off the desk and slipping my knickers up my legs. Chris pulls out a couple of tissues from a box, handing them to me. “Thanks.”

      “We’re loud because we have the best fucking sex in the world. No one can beat us, baby.”

      I smile like an idiot because for now,  euphoria consumes me. The adrenaline of seeing those arseholes die is still coursing through my veins.

      Chris takes my hand, leading us out into the warehouse again where Michael, Larry, and Andrew are throwing the bodies in the back of the van like they’re pieces of meat.

      “You two are like a modern-day fucking Bonnie and Clyde, all sexing each other up after killing shit.” Larry tilts his head, winking in my direction.

      “Fuck you,” Chris snaps back, causing Larry to laugh loudly.

      “Let’s get these wankers buried,” Larry says, his head nudging towards the van. “I’m feeling horny after listening to those two fuck. If I don’t get my dick wet soon, Michael will start looking like a good proposition.”

      “You fucking wanker!” both Chris and Michael say together, causing an eruption of laughter from me. Larry’s only saying all this shit because he knows it’ll wind them up. They fall for it every time.

      Without warning, Larry suddenly lifts an arm up from one of the bodies and says, “Does anyone need a hand?” He waves the fucking thing, making the hand wave back and forth. It looks gross just hanging there, blood dripping from the bottom, bits of muscle and tissue hanging out.

      “For fuck’s sake, Larry,” Michael groans on a laugh. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I shake my head and groan. “I’ve entered The Twilight Zone.”

      Chris tugs me to him, causing me to tilt my chin up to meet his eyes. “Now it’s my turn to take you out of it.” I affirm this with a swift nod, and he focuses back on the guys. “Deal with this shit. We’re out of here.”

      “Yes, boss,” Michael confirms as we make our way out.

      “Hey,” Larry shouts, causing both of us to turn our heads at the exit. He’s holding Brandon’s lifeless head in his hands, his eyes glazed in death, his mouth parted from the shocking blow that ended him. “Sure you don’t fancy a game of footie before you leave?”

      “Oh, jeez,” I reply, burying my head in Chris’s shoulder. Chris tugs me to him, and I catch him shaking his head before we walk away. He doesn’t respond to Larry’s childish antics. However, I can’t help but chuckle when I hear nothing but laughter fill the warehouse as we walk away.
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      “Why do you have to get up for work today? Take a sickie, and spend the morning fucking me.”

      Chris’s arm is draped over my waist, effectively trapping my back against his chest. I wiggle against his erection causing him to moan. “I know exactly what will happen if I take that sickie.”

      His head nuzzles the base of my neck, his hot breath causing shivers to race over me. “Oh, yeah?” he asks, playfully nibbling my neck. If he carries on doing that, I will most certainly be late for work. “And what’s that?”

      Turning over, I face him, my eyes wandering over the boyish glint in his light blue eyes, his face illuminated with the megawatt smile I have always loved. “We will get into it, that’s for sure, but then a few minutes, or an hour later, Michael or Larry or someone will call, and you’ll have to deal with some shit.” He opens his mouth to protest, but I don’t let him say a word. “And no matter how much you may try to convince me that you would let them deal with it, we both know that’s a lie.”

      Chris clamps his mouth shut in theatrical fashion, causing a bubble of laughter to escape me. He grabs me, pulling me to him, his arms snaking around my waist to tickle me. I squeal, attempting to get away, but his strength holds me in place. I’m about to tell him I can’t breathe when he suddenly stops, his body laying between my legs, holding me captive. Everything stops as he presses his lips to mine, his hard length digging into my pelvis. I moan as his kisses trail from my lips to the curve of my neck.

      Sod work, I can afford to be a few minutes late.

      “God, you’re so fucking beautiful, Bri. Beautiful and all fucking mine.”

      My hands trail up his back, causing him to shudder under my touch. Fire like no other dances in my belly, lust coursing through me as he takes one nipple into his mouth and sucks it at the perfect intensity that he knows will make my toes curl.

      I hiss, threading my fingers through his hair, arching my back to allow him more access. I’m gone… in my perfect, little bubble where only he and I exist, and the rest of the world can go fuck themselves.

      That is… until Chris’s phone rings.

      We both groan, our bodies sagging back onto the bed, the moment lost. “I knew it!” I shout, half pissed but kind of half relieved because… well, I really do hate being late.

      “I won’t answer it,” Chris protests, his mouth back on me when the phone stops. But just as we’re getting started, the phone starts again.

      “Fuck!” Chris curses, admitting defeat. I knew he would eventually. Sometimes I think I know Chris better than he knows himself.

      A cool breeze graces my skin as he rolls off me and answers the phone.

      “What?!” he barks, making me jolt. He’s silent for a moment, letting whomever it is answer. “You’re fucking kidding me.” Chris places his head in his hand, and immediately I’m up, my hand sliding over his back with unease. “No, just hang tight. I’ll be there in twenty.”

      He sighs, dropping his phone on the bedside table, his shoulders rigid with anxiety. “What’s happened?” Whatever it is can’t be good.

      Chris stares off into space, his eyes holding uncertainty. “My main supplier had a heart attack and died this morning.”

      I close my eyes. “Shit, I’m sorry. What does this mean?”

      He shakes his head, getting up and grabbing his jeans, quickly sliding them on. “I have no idea. But I need to see my guys and makes some calls. See what the fuck can be done to solve this.” He does his jeans up, bending down and kissing me on the head. “Shit, I thought we were close, Bri. Close to me getting you out of this shithole.”

      I get up from the bed, snaking my arms around him and tugging him to me. “Hey, it’s not the end of the world. Sometimes when one door closes, a window opens. Maybe you just have to find your window today.”

      He pulls away, a soft smile tilts his lips as his hands wander to my face. He strokes my hair behind my ears. “You always know exactly what to say, you know that?”

      I pop up one shoulder, a cheeky glint in my eye. “I guess I’m just naturally gifted that way. But seriously. Something else will come, resolving the issue. In life it always does.”

      He kisses my forehead. “You’re right.” He glances down at my nakedness, like he’s just realised something. “Shit, I have to take you to work.”

      I shake my head in protest. “No, you don’t. Brandon is a thing of the past now. The threat is gone. I can drive myself to work.” His deep frown is a sure sign of his uncertainty, so I wave for him to go. “Seriously, Chris. I’ll be fine. Go… sort this out, and I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I roll my eyes, smiling. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      He grabs a t-shirt, pulling it over his head before grabbing his phone and keys. He quickly runs back and kisses me deeply, a growl leaving both our lips before he rushes out of the door, leaving me breathless.

      When the door slams, I release a breath then remember I have to get ready for work. I check my watch. “Shit!” It’s already well after eight, and I haven’t had a shower yet.

      Grumbling, I rush to the bathroom and have the quickest shower on earth. I don’t wash my hair, instead piling my wavy blonde locks into a messy bun before applying only enough makeup which will accentuate my light blue eyes. I make do with some tight jeans and a red tank before grabbing my keys and a first-aid kit for the shop, before heading out of the door. If traffic is good enough, I may just actually make it.

      I do, with about one minute to spare. I open the front door with my keys, switching the CLOSED sign to OPEN, and when I turn around, I jump.

      “Oh, my God, you scared me,” I complain, my heart only just climbing down from my throat.

      “I just fancied sitting in your seat this morning. I must admit, it’s quite cathartic sitting here with a cup of tea, watching the world go by outside.”

      I frown at Charlie’s sudden change of personality lately. It’s almost like my attack woke him up and made him realise I’m an actual human being after all.

      I close the distance between us, setting my kit and bag on the floor for now. I place both my arms on the counter and lean forward, his gaze watching my every move. It’s so surreal having his stare upon me when it’s all I’ve ever dreamed off. It sets my jolly mood this morning even higher—if that’s possible. I’ve been riding on this buzz ever since the warehouse last night, and I don’t ever want to come back down.

      “It’s one of the highlights of my day,” I admit, truthfully. Although from his slight frown, he seems hesitant as to whether I’m teasing him or not. I laugh. “It’s true. People watching. It… calms me.”

      Charlie raises one eyebrow, causing butterflies to take flight in my stomach. It makes me fidget a little, my feet naturally scooting closer. When I kick my bag, his eyes trail down towards it.

      “What’s that?”

      I take the bag, bringing it around him and towards my trusty box that always sits next to me. I sense him watching as I pull the lid open revealing what’s inside. I bend down, opening my bag then pulling out its contents. New plasters, gauze, and saline solution. All the medical supplies I need that Chris obtains for me. How he gets them, I don’t ask. Maybe he knows a dodgy doctor who manages to supply him with all the kit and medicines—some of which you most certainly cannot buy over the counter. He gets whatever I require to keep him and his crew alive, and that’s the main concern of mine.

      “Plaster and gauze don’t have a sell-by-date, but it just gives me peace of mind replacing it every so often.”

      “Don’t you think you’re going a little OTT? This is a furniture shop, not an indoor sports arena.”

      I stop for a moment to stare up at him, an unamused look on my face. “You can never be too careful, Charlie. Accidents happen… wherever you are. I just feel safer knowing that it’s there and within reach whenever I need it.”

      He glances down at what’s in my hand. “Saline solution. Seriously?”

      I take the old saline out of the bag, dumping it into the bin on a sigh. I turn to face him, realising all too quickly how close we now are. I gaze into his caramel eyes, my heart accelerating with every millisecond that passes. He’s so close, I can breathe in his cologne. He smells of sandalwood and citrus, all earthy… manly. I swallow hard, an attempt to be able to speak again without my voice breaking.

      “Better to be safe than sorry,” I reply, my voice a husky whisper.

      Am I seriously making saline solution sexy?

      Without a word, Charlie gazes into my eyes for a while, causing my heart to skip and my top teeth to graze my bottom lip. Fire dances in my belly when his gaze drops down to my lips, his pupils ever so slightly widening as he catches my bite.

      Surely to fuck, no! This can’t be happening… can it? I’ve studied a lot about the human body in my lifetime, and believe me, one of my favourite modules was sexual attraction. I read more than enough to recognise when a man or woman finds the other attractive. The gaze towards my lips was one thing, but the pupils widening… that was a slam dunk.

      I only have enough time to process all this when suddenly, Charlie is up from my stool, motioning for me to sit.

      “I made a cuppa for you,” he offers, my eyes landing on the steaming cup I hadn’t noticed was there until now.

      “Thanks,” I reply, taking my seat where I see a red envelope with my name typed on it in bold, black letters. I frown, picking it up. “What’s this?” I ask, turning it over then back again. It only has my name, so it certainly hasn’t been posted.

      “It was amongst this morning’s mail when I picked it up. Is it your birthday today or something?”

      I shake my head, still frowning. “No, my birthday isn’t for another few months yet.”

      Not wanting to keep it a mystery for longer, I rip the red envelope and take out the contents. It’s a “Thinking of You” card. I wonder for a second if it’s some sort of romantic gesture from Chris, but knowing how quick he needed to deal with his emergency this morning, I swiftly dismiss that thought. My eyes wander over the beautiful flowers on the card, my mind awash, wondering who it could be from. Tentatively, I open it, my smile immediately dissipating and all the colour draining from my face at the four words staring back at me.

      “Who is it from? An admirer?”

      Dropping the card on the counter like it’s a disease or something, I practically jump out of my skin. I didn’t realise Charlie was still standing there. “It’s… no one,” I quickly respond, my eyes darting in his direction.

      His carefree appearance morphs into a stoic stance, his shoulders tense like he’s ready for an assault from some unseen force. “It didn’t look like no one, Bri. You’ve gone white as a sheet.”

      “It’s fine,” I quickly snap, wanting this conversation over with.

      Charlie grits his teeth in annoyance and searches my eyes for something, but when he doesn’t find it, he turns and walks into the back, leaving me with only the offending card and my haunting thoughts to plague me.
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      I know your secret.

      Those were the four words.

      Just four little words that turned my world completely upside down and knocked me off the high cloud I had been riding on since last night.

      How stupid of me to think I could be happy. How completely fucking ignorant of me to think I could escape my life as it is and sugarcoat it under the guise of joy.

      Again, I had been kidding myself that I can be anything but locked into a world of my own fucking making. In my mind’s eye, I’ve been chasing that pot of gold over the rainbow that deep down, I know I will never find. Because, like everyone knows, pretty soon the rain will stop, the sun will emerge, and the rainbow leading to that pot of gold will be gone forever. I’m a lost cause, a sailboat forever bound to sail the seas with no set destination.

      Reluctantly, my gaze falls down towards the offending card, my heart racing like I’m staring at a timer on a bomb—and figuratively speaking, I may as well be. My mind races with what to do. I can’t tell Chris, because he’ll flip and want to do something rash without thinking it through first. There’s also the fact that armed with the knowledge of what my uncle did to me would completely destroy him. What choices do I have? Ignore it and hope that it’s just some practical joke that will go away? Although something tells me that’s not going to happen, for now I have little choice.

      My mind set, I pick up the card and the envelope and throw them both in the bin. There’s nothing I can do with this shit now. I’ll just have to deal with it if and when the time comes. For now, all I can do is be more vigilant.

      The bell at the top of the door rings, and in walks Freddy. I love Freddy, I really do, but today is not the day I can deal with his carefree, flirtatious manner.

      He breezes in, his eyes lighting up the moment he spots me sitting in my usual seat, and right then, the guilt of what I thought just now eats away at me. Freddy is lonely and just wants a little company now and then. Who am I to begrudge him that? I do my best to match his smile. This is, after all what he comes in for. That’s what he tells me regularly, anyway.

      “Bri, so nice to see you again. I missed you the other night.”

      I take in a deep breath, trying to calm my wretched nerves somewhat. “Yeah, I’m sorry, Freddy. I worked real late that night, so I couldn’t make it. Are you happy with your purchase, though?”

      “The crystal bitch lady?” he asks, a devious glint in his eyes.

      A chuckle leaves my lips, and for that moment, I’m happy that I had at least a second to want to laugh. “Yes, the crystal bitch lady.”

      “She’s looking as beautiful as ever on my mantlepiece. She certainly catches people’s eyes when they walk in, that’s for sure.”

      “I can imagine,” I respond, glancing down at the newspaper in his hand. Of course, he notices.

      “Ah, my morning paper.” He walks towards me and places it down on the counter in front of me—just like he does almost every visit. “As always, I thought you might like a little light reading while you’re sitting here on your own.”

      I smile, grateful. “And as always, that’s very thoughtful.”

      As he’s about to say something else, the bell on the door rings again, alerting me to another customer—only, it’s not a customer.

      I glance up to the ceiling, having a word with the man upstairs. Seriously, is there anything else you want to throw at me today?!

      “What in the hell are you doing here?”

      Freddy’s angered voice halts my thoughts abruptly, my focus squarely on him and the man who’s just walked in.

      Frosty.

      “Well, hello to you too, brother.” Frosty responds.

      Wait, what? They’re brothers!?

      Freddy’s normally carefree demeanour is long gone. Instead, his teeth are clenched, his fists balled up by his sides. Frosty, on the other hand looks relaxed, not a frown on his face or an angered, agitated twitch in sight. If he feels any anxiety whatsoever, he’s doing a damn fine job at hiding it.

      “This is not your area, Graham. You promised you’d never step foot in it. It was the only reason why I moved here, remember?”

      Frosty straightens his long, brown overcoat, and the smile he gives to Freddy makes the hairs on the back of neck stand on end.

      “I haven’t come here for you, Fred, so don’t get your boxers in a twist.” My heart rate picks up as he pans his gaze from Freddy to me, offering a somewhat warmer smile, but still menacing, nonetheless. “I came to see the lovely Bri here.”

      I gulp down the load of saliva gathering in my throat as two sets of eyes stare at me. Freddy is incredulous, a nervous frown creasing the tip of his nose. I know that look. He’s nervous for me.

      That makes two of us.

      Frosty approaches my counter as slow as a snake, purposeful in his strides. It’s almost as if he’s deliberately intimidating me. Either that, or I’m imagining something that’s not there.

      “Bri,” he says, laying one hand on the counter. “I would love to say that this is a more favourable visit, but unfortunately I have some bad news.”

      I take in a deep breath, inhaling as much air as I can muster to help me deal with the news. I’ve already been hit with one punch today, what’s the harm in taking another?

      “What is it?”

      “Brandon,” he replies, his eyes narrowing. “You remember Brandon, don’t you?” He conveys a silent message to me of acknowledgment, so I nod my head, my heart skipping ten beats per second.

      “Apparently, Brandon is a mummy’s boy. Who knew?” He chuckles, his gaze turning to Freddy for a second like he’s attempting to engage him in our conversation. Freddy, however, just stands there, his posture rigid with that concerning crinkle still above his nose. “It turns out that Brandon calls his mummy at least four times a day. But guess what?” He doesn’t need to tell me. He and I both know the answer to that and why. I have no doubt whatsoever that Frosty knows that Brandon is gone, but I don’t know what it’s got to do with him. “His mother hasn’t heard from him in two days, so last night she got his older brother to sniff around asking questions.”

      While still nervous about all this, I have to ask the question. “Why are you telling me this?” He’s warning me for some reason.

      Frosty exhales a deep breath, seeming to look off in thought for a moment until his frosty gaze captures my eyes again. “I don’t like who you associate with, Miss Wilkinson. Frankly, Chris’s attempts at managing his end of the bargain always seems to tip extremely close to the edge of crossing a line. I believe you get my drift.” I nod my head in confirmation, wondering where all this is heading. I’m also acutely aware that Freddy is listening to this whole conversation, and as a result, will now know that I’m not all sweetness and light like  he’s been led to believe. “However, you on the other hand are a different kettle of fish.” A little dazed by this, I narrow my eyes displaying my confusion. I’m met with a sly grin. “I have no idea what you see in him, but frankly that’s none of my business. I’m here today out of courtesy… towards you.”

      I’m rooted to my spot. Again, he’s telling me things he has no real reason to tell me, but he’s doing it anyway. Why? I should be suspicious, but he tried to warn me about Brandon last time, so I have no real reason to be distrustful now.

      My nerves calming somewhat, I lean forward. “Thank you.”

      Satisfied with my answer, Frosty swiftly nods his head and pivots towards Freddy. “You will be pleased to hear that I will be gone and never to return…” he gazes back at me with a warning look, “unless I have to.” I’m granted with a surprising wink before he ever so calmly strolls towards the door and opens it. “See you around, bruv,” is the last thing he says as the door shuts closed behind him. The moment it does, my breath is released.

      “What was that all about?” Freddy asks, approaching the counter.

      I gaze around trying to see if Charlie is secretly watching the whole scene, but thankfully he’s nowhere in sight. If this keeps up, my job will be on the line, and I really don’t want that. Yet I can’t help wondering how I’m going to get out of all this mess. Everything seems to be weighing down on me all at the same time, and I don’t know how long it’s going to be before the weight becomes too much and everything collapses around me. Running away seems all too tempting right about now.

      “It’s complicated,” I offer him back. “I never knew you were brothers!” However, come to think of it, they do look somewhat alike. Frosty has much lighter hair, but they have the same ice blue eyes as each other. It’s just Freddy’s are kinder.

      “I tend not to dwell on that as much as I can,” Freddy answers, blowing out a puff of annoyed air. “I’m worried about you, though. If you’re mixed up in something that involves my brother, that is never a good situation to be in, Bri.”

      Something I’m all too aware of.

      “I know. It’s not the life I would have chosen for myself, Freddy. It’s the life I’ve been handed.”

      With a sad smile, Freddy nods, and I’m glad for that. So many people in his shoes would judge, screaming and shouting that I only have myself to blame as I choose to stay. However, for people like me, it’s not a choice. It is never a choice.

      I feel it’s my duty.
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      After Freddy finally leaves, I stay sitting in my chair with only my thoughts to keep me company. Usually I enjoy watching the world go by in the quiet times where there’s no customers, but today I am stoic, finding no peace in that. Charlie has been completely absent today, which isn’t totally unusual, but has been of late. In a sense, I’m glad, because his presence only brings confusion to my already muddled mind lately. I wish I knew where to go from here, but every time my mind attempts to focus on a solution, it goes blank.

      As it gets nearer to closing time, I send a message to Chris telling him I’m getting ready to leave, noting that I haven’t heard from him all day. I’m gathering up my coat and bag, placing my keys in my pocket, when I hear a ping from my phone.

      Chris: Okay, baby. I might be a little late. Trying to sort shit out. I’ll message when I’m on my way home. Love you. x

      Feeling deflated that I will be alone even longer now with my ever-depressing thoughts, I message back that I love him too and place my phone back in my pocket. I’m about to pick up my handbag when I hear several screams outside. Frowning, I step towards the shop window to see what all the fuss is about. Across the road is a gathering of people tending to a someone laying in the road. I can only see the man’s boots, but it’s enough to know that he may be seriously unwell.

      Without another thought, I ignore my handbag and instead grab the first-aid kit and go racing outside towards the crowd. A woman in her forties is hovering over him, wailing that he can’t breathe and for someone to help him.

      I push past people, telling them to get out of my way, before placing the bag down by my feet and kneeling to look at him. I can hear a slight wheezing like he’s trying to draw in breath, but the oxygen isn’t getting to him.

      “What happened?” I ask the lady, who’s hands are frantically shaking as she cries over the man.

      “We were just eating, and then he started complaining that his tongue was swelling up. Can you help him?” she asks, her face filled with horror, despair, but also hope.

      “I’m certainly going to try,” I reply, going through my bag to find an EpiPen, but having no luck. Fuck! Then, as if things couldn’t get worse, the man stops wheezing altogether. A sense of dread comes over me when I realise I will have no other choice but to perform a tracheostomy.

      “He’s not breathing! He’s not breathing!” the woman wails, making me feel even more anxious. I’m a wrack of nerves, but considering no ambulance is here yet—and I sincerely hope someone has called them—I have no other choice to perform it, otherwise this man will be dead in a couple of minutes.

      Focused solely on this, I get to work, grabbing some alcohol from the bag and pouring it over the guy’s throat and my hands. I have no time for gloves. I grab a scalpel from one of the sealed bags and hover over him. It’s then I remember.

      “I’m going to need a straw, or a pen—anything that forms a tube!” I shout, trying to get someone into action.

      “Hold on!” someone shouts from the crowd. “The waiter’s rushing in to get a straw.”

      “Tell him to hurry!” We don’t have much time!

      Within a nanosecond, said waiter is dangling the straw in front of me. “Okay, grab that alcohol solution and pour it on the straw. I don’t have much time.”

      As he’s busy doing this, I quickly find the soft spot underneath his Adam’s apple and start to make the ever so small incision in his neck. Blood starts to pool out, so I quickly place my finger over it while holding my hand out for the straw. “Quickly,” I shout, making a grab for it as soon as it’s within reach. I place the straw into the incision and breathe the biggest fucking breath of my life when the guy starts to breathe on his own again.

      “Oh, my God, thank you, thank you, thank you!” the woman cries.

      “Has someone called an ambulance?” I ask to the crowd.

      “Yes, I did,” some guy shouts back, just as the telltale sign of sirens are heard in the distance.

      That’s my job done. Grabbing all my things, I get up and start to move back a little. The ambulance zooms past us and parks quickly. Everyone’s attention is now on the ambulance, so I move back farther then quickly run across the road, back towards the shop, glad that nobody shouts after me. I grab some disinfectant wipes from my kit bag and wipe my hands as I make my way back to my car. Too exhausted to even go back into the shop, I place my kit in the boot of my car when Charlie emerges next to me. I try to ignore him, but he’s so close.

      “I saw what you did back there. Why’d you walk away?” I continue not to look at him, instead concentrating on zipping up my bag and shutting the boot down. “Bri,” he commands when I don’t immediately answer him.

      Standing stock still, my eyes fix on his. “Yeah, well, what's the point?”

      His eyes dart around the parking area incredulously. “The point is you can make a difference.”

      My hands ball into fists. I’ve seriously had enough of this day. “A difference to whom, exactly?”

      He grabs my arms, holding me in place then leans forward so his eyes are level with mine. “You do something so fucking extraordinary, and yet you walk away like it's nothing? You don't think that the mother, father, brother, sister, whatever would want to thank you for saving someone so important to them?!”

      I flail my arms out, causing him to let go of me. “So what am I supposed to do? Stand around basking in the glory of all the thanks I get? I’m not that type of person. I may have saved his life. So what?” My eyes start to brim with tears. I’m angry. So fucking angry with everyone and everything.

      Fuck my life.

      “Don’t you dare fucking act like what you just did was nothing. It was everything, and you know it.” When I purse my lips and cross my arms like a petulant child, he sighs. “Why are you so upset? Is it something to do with that card you got today?”

      The moment that question leaves his lips, it triggers something in me, and before I can stop myself, the words are flying out of my mouth. “That fucking card is one of the many reasons why I am angry. That card is a reminder that when I needed someone to be on my fucking side for once, no one was. That card is the reason why I can never have a normal life!” I snuffle, unable to hold my tears any longer. I'm tired. So fucking tired of it all. I so want to be able to go to sleep like this is some kind of bad dream and be able to wake up free of this everlasting nightmare. 

      I want to not have to hide anymore.

      Charlie steps forward, surprising me when his arm snakes around my shoulder. I naturally recoil. I don't need his comfort. I don't need anyone's comfort.

      He doesn't flinch one bit when I try to push him away. Instead, he pulls me to him, not accepting my rejection. Refusing to give in to my dismissal, he places my head to his chest, his hand gently stroking my hair.

      "You don't ever have to feel like you're alone."

      Those words. They fucking break me.

      The dam breaks, and I cry. I cry in Charlie's arms with him never wavering. He holds me until I'm done, and even after I've calmed, he doesn’t let go. It's only when I pull away that he releases his grip on me. He places his hands on both of my cheeks and says, "It takes a special someone to give all they can and expect nothing in return. But even that special someone needs someone too." Tears flood down my cheeks, and all Charlie does is wipe them away. “Fancy a cuppa?” he offers, brandishing a smile that immediately stops my tears and has me laughing instead. I pull out my phone, checking that there’re no messages from Chris. When I see none, I nod my head. If I get a message from Chris saying he’s coming home, that will be my cue to leave. For now, though, I really don’t want to be alone.

      He holds out his hand to me, and I take it, warming in the glow of feeling his soft touch. “Why are you being so nice to me all of a sudden?”

      Charlie snorts like I’ve just cracked the biggest joke. “Are you saying that I wasn’t before?”

      “I’m not saying that,” I reply as we walk through the door and make our way upstairs to his kitchen. “It’s just we never really spoke much before. That was, up until… you know.”

      I don’t want to say the word attack. He knows what I’m referring to without me having to say it.

      Once I’m seated at his kitchen table, Charlie busies himself putting the kettle on. “I’m a private person, Bri. Always have been. It doesn’t mean that I’m not a nice person. I guess—if I’m honest—if I don’t speak much to anyone, then I don’t see them as real people.”

      My eyes fixate on the contours of his shoulders. The way they flex as he pulls out the mugs and places the teabags inside.

      “That’s an awfully lonely existence,” I reply, knowing there’s a lot more to Charlie than meets the eye.

      He doesn’t respond, just carries on making  tea. Once done, he places my steaming mug in front of me and sits down opposite, staring at me for a moment.

      “Do you know who that card was from?” My shoulders stiffen at the mention of it. I nod my head. “Want to tell me?”

      Normally, I would have shaken my head and be done with it, but today hasn’t exactly been normal. Charlie’s luckily caught me at a weak spot.

      “It was from my uncle.”

      “How do you know?”

      I know because he used to write shit like Property of Pete Wilkinson on my skin whenever he got the chance.

      “I recognised his handwriting.”

      He licks his lips slowly, a welcome distraction in my moment of discomfort. “What happened?”

      His question snaps me back to reality—an all true, gut-wrenching reality that I never revisit, because if I do, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “By the time I turned fifteen, my brother had left for the army, and I was left with an alcoholic mother and a disinterested father. The only person who paid attention to me was my father’s brother, Pete. The problem was that Pete gave me a little too much attention. My mother would spend all her benefits on booze, leaving me starving.” I close my eyes, the disgust worming its way through my insides like a snake releasing its venom, turning everything black. “I don’t want to say what happened. I’m too ashamed.”

      Charlie leans over the table, capturing my attention. “You did things for him to get food.”

      And there it is. The one thing I have been keeping trapped inside of me for so long that, for a while, I’d convinced myself that all that happened back then was a nightmare. One of my dark secrets is out, laid bare for my boss to pick apart and judge me for.

      How dare he make me do that!

      “See, now you know. Your employee used to be a whore—for her own uncle, no less.”

      Charlie’s nostrils flare, an angered exhale leaving them. “You were fifteen, Bri. A fucking child. You did what you had to do to survive.”

      I slap my hand on the table. “I could have done it another way, though, couldn’t I? I could’ve begged on the street for money to buy food, or better still, begged for actual food. I could have gone to a shelter—anything that didn’t mean letting my uncle fuck me from behind while I gorged on a fucking cheese sandwich!” I swipe away angry tears with my fingers and get up. I can’t deal with this shit anymore. I can’t even look at Charlie, let alone have a cup of tea with him.

      So I get up, my chair scraping as I raise to my feet. “I need to go. I can’t be here.”

      I make a move towards the stairs, but Charlie grabs me, immediately pulling me to his chest. “Fuck, Bri. Your parents were the worst scum in the universe for not protecting you from that monster. Everything that happened to you was beyond your control. You never made those choices, don’t you understand? It was never your fault, Bri. You were just a fucking child.”

      For the second time today, my tears come, and they don’t stop. I relax in the comfort of Charlie’s arms, taking in his cedarwood scent and basking in the warmth of his strong arms and solid chest. After a while when I’m calmer, Charlie strokes my hair, and I look up, my watery eyes meeting his kind ones. A soft smile graces his lips as he brushes my hair from my eyes. I’m lost. So lost in those kind, caramel eyes of his that I don’t think when I tiptoe up, cupping his face in my hands, and I press my lips to his. So lost I am that it doesn’t even register when his hands tug at mine, forcing our kiss apart.

      Rejection washes over me like bad skin. The warmth I had while being near him has dissipated from the ice cold water he just poured over me.

      “I’m such an idiot,” I say, more to myself than him. Charlie’s eyes widen as he takes a step forward, but I halt him by taking a step back. “I need to go.” I can’t even look at him as I make a run for the stairs.

      “Bri, please, it’s not what you’re thinking!” he shouts after me as I rush down the stairs.

      “I’m sorry!” I shout back. “I’m so sorry.”

      And I mean it. I fucked up. Charlie has never given me cause to think that he has any attraction to me whatsoever. He’s my boss, or up until this moment when I made this colossal fuck-up, he was. But, even if I manage to keep my job, I won’t be able to look at him. No doubt he won’t be able to look at me either. I’ve gone and spoilt everything. How can I even turn up for work tomorrow without wanting to throw a paper bag over my head in shame?

      In my haste to get away, I soon realise that I’ve left my handbag in the shop. I need it as it has my contraceptive pills in there, but there’s no way I’m going back for them right now. I’ll sneak in later when he’s left the shop completely unattended and fetch it then.

      As I wipe the tears away on my journey home, it dawns on me that I’ve just kissed someone who isn’t Chris. If he knew I had even thought about Charlie in that way, it would completely and utterly crush him.

      I truly am a monster.

      An undeniably shameful, despicable monster. Maybe I’m just kidding myself, and I really don’t deserve to be loved after all. Maybe, I am doomed to live this life because it’s all I fucking deserve. I don’t want to hurt Chris—that is my last intention. I just want to be able to breathe for once. I want to be able to live at least one day where I don’t think I’m sick in the head or delusional for thinking I can carry on this life without there being consequences.

      And there will be consequences. I can feel it in my gut. My sickness. It surrounds me like a thousand bugs crawling all over my skin. I’m trying my hardest to fend them off, scratching at every pore in hope that it’ll get rid of them, but I know they will never leave. They’re in way too deep, crawling inside me, infecting every morsel of my body until there’s nothing left but this void within.

      A life outside of Chris. I had been kidding myself to think that could ever happen. I would never leave him—even if I were faced with the opportunity. So why is that thought in my head still? Am I a masochist? Do I purposefully or subconsciously set myself up for the inevitable failure, because deep down, I know?

      I deserve it. I deserve it all.

      At the apartment block, I turn the ignition off and just stare into space. I don’t even remember the journey home, my head filled with so many emotions that I can’t compartmentalise them fast enough. I try my damn hardest to take parts of what Chris and I have and place them in a box labeled “something good”. But how can I have a box of “something good” when everything we currently have is in a box labelled “something very bad”?

      All I want to do now is crawl into my bed, place the duvet over my head, and shut out the world and everyone in it. It’s bad enough that I told my boss—the guy who’s been practically ignoring me these past six months—one of my deepest, darkest secrets, but then I go and try to kiss him?! What was I thinking???

      My phone pinging jerks me out of my stupor. I glance down at it learning that Chris is on his way home, and not only that, he has an exciting proposition to lay out in front of me. Exciting sounds good right about now. Anything other than this cloud of dark despair currently hovering above my head.

      I lock the car up and take my time heading to the apartment where I pour myself a well-deserved scotch before sitting on the sofa to wait for Chris. Around fifteen minutes later, he turns up, a big, beaming smile on his face that’s so welcome that I can’t help but match it. Chris halts a moment after closing the door behind him, calculating my mood. Despite my smile, he can sense something’s off. He can read me way too well.

      “What’s happened?”

      I brush everything off by saying, “Just a bad day at the office, that’s all.”

      “Want to talk about it?” he asks, sitting down next to me and bringing my feet up over his legs.

      I take a swig of my drink, handing him the rest which he instantly sucks downs. “Not really. I would much rather talk about this exciting proposition of yours,” I answer, in my best carefree, playful manner. It does the trick because he shifts slightly towards me, his face all lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “How would you feel about a two-week holiday with me and the guys? And not just any holiday, a sailing holiday where we’ll travel to southern Spain and back.”

      I frown, taking the glass from him and placing it on the coffee table. “Hold on, what about your supplier? This morning it was like the world was ending, and now we’re going away on holiday? Aren’t you wanting to sort things out first?”

      He takes my hands in his. “It is sorted, the brother of our supplier has agreed to take over. It’s going to take a couple of weeks—hence, I feel we deserve this break. So,” he says, patting my hand, “what do you say? Fancy two weeks of sun, sea, and plenty of sex?”

      I glance away, biting my lip. Normally, I would have made an excuse not to go away as I would have wanted to stay and be at the shop, but after all that’s happened today, a holiday is the most obvious solution. Earlier, I wanted nothing more than to run away, and although it’s only for two weeks, it’ll be two weeks of not having to worry about Charlie, my uncle, or Brandon’s family. Two weeks of not having to think about any of this shit may just be the recipe I need.

      With relief washing over me in waves, I glance back at Chris, his eager expression meeting my eyes. “Yes, of course I’ll go! Nothing would make me happier right now.”

      Chris whoops, scooting me up into his arms, making me laugh. God, it feels good to laugh after my horrific day. And the idea of getting away from it all—literally—has me smiling the more I think about it.

      “How are we getting this boat?” I ask, once the euphoria dies.

      Chris nibbles gently on my neck, and as always, a fire start deep within my belly. A stab of guilt riles through me when I think about Charlie and me trying to kiss him earlier, but I will that shit down. This is a happy moment, and I want to bottle it up and keep it as long as possible.

      “Well,” he begins, threading his fingers through mine, his other hand resting gently on my hip. “It just so happens that my supplier has a boat docked at a place called Sotogrande in Spain. His brother wants the boat back on UK soil, but he’s too busy dealing with his death to go get it himself. Since we will be out of action for a while, I thought it might be good for us and the guys to go on a little break, and what better break than to offer to fly to Spain and sail the boat back for him? Of course, the condition being that we take our time and use it for our own pleasure. He said as long as we don’t crash it, then we’re good to go. Plus we’ll end up doing him a huge favour. And what’s even better is Michael’s granddad used to sail boats and taught him from when he was in his early teens. It couldn’t be more perfect.”

      This is an opportunity of a lifetime. How many get the chance to sail across Europe on a luxury yacht? And no doubt it will be luxurious.

      “When can we go?”

      “We go whenever you’re ready. If you need to square it with Charlie, we can wait.”

      “How about Saturday?”

      His head rears back, gauging me. “You mean Saturday, as in this Saturday? As in two days’ time, Saturday?”

      I giggle into his chest and revel in the cocoon of his arms. “Yes, silly. I mean this Saturday.”

      His arms wrap tightly around me, squeezing me to him. “Wow, I wasn’t expecting you to want to leave so soon. Do you think Charlie will be okay with this at such short notice?”

      All I need to do is make sure all the bookkeeping is up to date by tomorrow afternoon, and that will be enough. Besides, I have an inkling that after tonight, Charlie will want nothing more than to get rid of me for two weeks. I’m even wondering whether I will have a job to go back to at all after my little stunt.

      “I’ll speak with him first thing in the morning, but I have a feeling he won’t mind. Besides, when have I ever taken time off since working there—other than that time…” I stop before I mention it as it will only bring up bad memories for the both of us. To change the subject, I say, “I left my handbag at work and need to get it.”

      Kissing my cheek, he lightly nibbles my earlobe. “Can’t you just collect it tomorrow?”

      Breathing heavily at his touch, I shudder, my nipples instantly hardening. “I can’t. It has my pills in there. I need to take one tonight, otherwise I won’t be protected.”

      Chris probes his erection into my butt, pushing me farther into it, making us both moan. “Surely as long as you take one first thing in the morning you’ll be protected?”

      I wouldn’t risk it if it was a small chance as it would still be a chance. And there’s no way I’m taking that chance with Chris.

      “No, Chris, I won’t be. It’s important that I keep taking them regularly.”

      His shoulders sag back into the sofa admitting defeat. “Okay, I’ll take you on the bike. Let’s have dinner first, at least.”

      I nod my head. “Deal.”

      I get up off his lap and make my way to the kitchen, Chris following behind. “Fuck, your arse is the most perfect specimen I have ever seen. Every time you present it in front of me, I just want to bend you over and fuck you as I smack it… repeatedly.” The final word is a lustful whisper that has my loins waking up yet again. I can’t place my finger on what happens when I’m around Chris. All I know is that sense of decency flies straight out of the window, and all I’m left with is this sinful, twisted need that always… always needs satiating.

      “Maybe later,” I reply, turning around and placing my hands on his chest, halting him from going any farther. If I don’t end this now, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop. “Dinner first, my handbag second, and then we have the rest of the night to do whatever we want.”

      He pouts, making me laugh, but he doesn’t push it any further. We’re both aware that in the grand scheme of things, when we’re alone later, it will end up in sex.

      I busy myself for the next half-hour rustling up chicken and noodles. By the time we’ve eaten and washed up after ourselves, it’s getting close to nine and completely pitch-black outside.

      The next thing I know, Chris is standing in the hallway, his extra helmet outstretched for me to take. “My, my, we are eager, aren’t we?” I tease, putting my jacket on quickly and taking the helmet from him.

      “The sooner we get your bag, the sooner we can get home and talk about all wonderful things we’re going to do on holiday as I ravish your body.”

      Heat pools in my stomach as I picture that very scene in my head. “I’m looking forward to that,” I admit.

      We make the journey in just over five minutes, Chris pulling up to the kerb. I get off the bike and hand him my helmet, saying that I’ll be back in a jiffy.

      I note all is dark inside the shop, and for that I’m truly grateful. It means Charlie won’t be around for me to see. Regardless, I put the key in the shop’s lock as quietly as I can and push it open just enough for me to squeeze through and grab the bell just before it makes a noise. It’s awkward, trying to hold it and wedge myself through the door, but I somehow manage it. I breathe a sigh of relief as I close the door behind me and sneak up to the counter to grab my handbag. As I grab it, placing it over my shoulder, I’m just about to leave when a moaning sound halts me in my tracks. My breath catches as I home in on the noise, realising all too soon that it wasn’t my imagination.

      As steadily as I can, I step forward towards the entrance of the hallway into the back. The only light coming through is the moon shining on the one person I wasn’t expecting to see. He’s by the back door, standing, but kind of hunched over, his head back, his eyes closed. My eyes glance down to see what is giving him that pleasurable look on his face when I see a woman, on her knees, fully clothed but with her skirt hitched up to just below her arse. Charlie’s hand is fisted in her hair as she takes his cock deep into her mouth over and over again.

      All sorts of emotions wash over me. Rejection again, yes. Betrayal of sorts, yes—although I have absolutely no right whatsoever to feel that way—but another emotion shocks me as I watch.

      Lust.

      I’m feeling it all. Lust. Hunger. Heat. Anger. Hurt. Jealousy.

      And I am jealous. I hate to fucking admit it, but as I watch her take him into her mouth and Charlie hisses with fucking pleasure, all I can think about is how I wish I was her.

      His eyes fly open, and I gasp, thinking he’s going to see me here watching, but he’s so engrossed in what she’s doing that he doesn’t spot me. He doesn’t look down for some reason, just pumps her head on his cock, making her take him deeper into his mouth. It’s ferocious but somehow erotic. She’s gagging, making loud, slushy sounds with her mouth, unable to take him in so deep. She doesn’t stop, though, just diligently keeps on going, trying her best to give him the pleasure he’s seeking. His forehead is crinkled like he’s in pain or something else. Could it be anger? Frustration? He grunts several times, my heart rate picking up a notch. I should leave, but my feet are cemented to the ground watching this disturbing but erotic scene in front of me. I’m so engrossed that I forget I should have left ages ago until the sound of Chris’s horn outside alerts me to his impatience. I gasp, looking back, but then remember Charlie could have heard. I glance a look back, hoping with all hope that he didn’t hear the horn or me gasping, only to see a pair of dark orbs staring at me in the darkness. He doesn’t say anything, just stares, but it’s enough to have me turning on my heel as quickly as possible heading straight for the door. I don’t bother with the bell this time, he’s already heard me, so what’s the point? I make sure to lock the door then turn to Chris who is by the bike, his arms out in question.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t find my bag at first,” the lie easily leaving my lips. “Charlie must have hid it out of sight in the cupboard, and it was the last place I looked.”

      He hands me the helmet, smiling. “No worries. At least you have it now. Come on, let’s get home.”

      I nod, securing the helmet on my head before placing my leg over and settling myself onto the bike’s seat. Just as we’re pulling away, I notice the woman who was just with Charlie walking swiftly out from the back, heading into the road, walking away. Now her skirt is pulled down to its original height just above the knee, her coat wrapped tightly around her. She wipes at her lips, causing another wave of jealousy to rush through me.

      As we pull away, her figure quickly fading, I have to wonder... She can’t be anything special to him as no woman he would have respect for would be on her knees in a hallway one minute then sent on her way the next. Could she be a prostitute? She didn’t look like one, but what does a prostitute really look like? All these questions and more whirl around my head, but the one that tops all the most is… why did that sexual act make him seem so… I don’t know… irate?
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      I dread the day ahead as I get ready the next morning. Chris and I spent the remainder of the evening—as he suggested—talking of nothing else but our upcoming holiday and basking in nothing but orgasmic, angry sex. The scene replaying in my head of that woman with Charlie fuelled my frustration, causing me to ride Chris’s cock like a madwoman, digging my nails into his flesh until he bled. Although Chris hissed, he never made a move to stop me. In fact, our orgasms came hard and fast, causing me to collapse in a heap on his chest until our breathing calmed. Afterwards, I licked the blood off his chest, an act Chris found so erotic that he flipped me over and fucked me into oblivion once more. I quickly zonked out and didn’t wake until my alarm did.

      “I have a free day,” Chris says, biting into a piece of toast and handing another to me. “Why don’t I drop you off and pick you up later? It saves you bringing the car and parking in that—most of the time—uninhabited car park.”

      I shiver, still thinking of that day. “Okay, sounds like a plan. I’ll message you once I know what Charlie says.” I crunch into my toast, grabbing my bag and placing my phone inside.

      “As soon as you let me know I’ll book the flights.”

      “Where would we fly to?”

      “Gibraltar is nearest, but we’d have to cross the border into Spain. Malaga is the next. I’ll go for  whatever’s the most available and more convenient.”

      I nod my head, grateful for this opportunity to get away for a bit. I think after yesterday it’s necessary. Maybe it was even fated.

      A set of arms wraps around me as I bite into the last piece of my toast. “You were an animal last night,” he whispers softly into my ear, causing goosebumps to rise.

      I smirk, my head resting back against his chest. I ignore the pang of guilt as to why I was an animal, as he put it, and, instead, bask in the safety of his arms.

      “If I can get home early today, I will.” If I could avoid going in at all, I would, but I have to in order to get the permission I need to take time off, and also to get the last week or so’s accounts in order. I haven’t been keeping on top as much as usual because my head hasn’t been in the right place. But today, I will have no excuse. It’ll be a good thing as it will allow me to put all my concentration into that and not all the other shit I have to deal with. That’s if I don’t have many customers today.

      A deep pain in the pit of my stomach causes me to close my eyes. What if Pete shows his head today? It’s not a question of if but when that day will happen. He knows my secret, which can only mean one thing. He’s going to use it to blackmail me. And I have a feeling it won’t be for money. My gut twists at the thought of what I will do if faced with that scenario. I’ll have to protect my secret at all costs, but not with sex.

      Please, God… anything but that.

      “Anytime you’re ready, baby, I’ll collect you.”

      And just like that, all dark thoughts leave my head as I twist around in his arms to face him. His twinkling, light blue eyes dance over my face with nothing but love as I place both arms around his back and pull him to me.

      “I love you,” I whisper, closing my eyes and breathing in his sweet, citrus scent.

      His hand brushes my hair as he bends down, kissing my head. “I love you too, baby. Always have, and always will. Till my last breath leaves my body.”

      I hate that Chris brings up death so often, but today I don’t scold him for it. In his early days with me, all he ever talked about was death. He saw so much of it that it became a primary aspect of his life. Over time, when with me he would speak of it less and less, but there are still occasions where he brings it up, causing me to wince, remembering back to those days when he was in such a dark place. I am his light, as he tells me.

      A swift pat on my bottom snaps me out of my trance. “Come on, beautiful. The quicker we can get you to work, the quicker you can get home, and we can start to pack.”

      I don’t argue with that. I jump into action, gathering my things, but all the while dread pools in the pit of my stomach. It grows the nearer we get to the shop, and then it becomes almost unbearable by the time I’ve said my goodbyes to Chris, and I walk the few steps towards the door.

      I take in a much-needed breath, closing my eyes as I place the key in the door and push it open. I exhale when I don’t find Charlie in the room. I close the door, swing the CLOSED sign to OPEN like normal, approach the counter, and set my bag down. The moment I’m in my seat glancing at the paperwork in front of me, a steaming mug of tea is set down on the counter.

      My heart rate picks up. I don’t want to face him, but I have no alternative now. “Thank you,” I whisper softly, swirling in my seat to face him, shocked at the dark, weary circles under his eyes. For a moment I waver, completely forgetting everything that happened yesterday. He notes the concern in my eyes, but before I can say anything, he cuts me off.

      “You’re welcome.”

      He turns to walk away, but I know that if I don’t grab this opportunity now, I never will. Besides, I imagine that Chris will be waiting diligently by his phone, expecting my call or message that lets him know we can go on Saturday.

      “Charlie,” I call, flinching slightly when he stops still, his shoulders rigid. He turns to face me, his indifference causing a pang in my stomach.

      “I have an opportunity to go on holiday for a couple of weeks, but if I go it’ll mean today will be my last day as we’d fly tomorrow. I know it’s short notice, but…”

      “Is this about last night?” he asks, shocking the hell out of me.

      I swallow hard, my nerves kicking in. “I didn’t mean to spy, I only came to collect the handbag I had forgotten when I came across… never mind,” I say, closing my eyes and trying to shake that mental image out of my head.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” he barks, making me jump. “And I wasn’t talking about that.”

      Shame and dejection wash over me again as the attempted kiss slices through my mind, a never-ending loop of torture.

      “No, it’s not that,” I answer, turning away in shame. “I just need to get away.”

      “I think it’ll be a good thing… to create some space, clear your head. Plus, you’ve had hardly any time off since you started here, so two weeks off might just be the thing you need.”

      Hurt at the undertone of his meaning hits me hard. He wants space between us. With a sad smile, I nod my head. “Okay, thanks. I’ll make sure all the bookkeeping is up to date, so all you’ll have to do is manage the shop whilst I’m away.”

      His face wears the stone cold expression I was used to up until a couple of weeks back. “Good. Once you’re done, you can leave. Just let me know when that will be.”

      He makes a move to leave, but I halt him in his tracks with two words. “I’m sorry.” His shoulders are rigid, but on an exhale, he relaxes them, his head down. I wonder if he will turn, but all he does is stand for a second or two and then walk away.

      Closing my eyes, my stomach twists in knots. I’ve ruined everything, and I don’t know how I’m going to fix it. My head is in such a muddle right now. Maybe this two-week holiday will help me figure out some issues and come up with a plan. Maybe that plan will include admitting defeat and handing in my notice altogether. Maybe it won’t be a bad thing to talk to Chris and ask him if the money he’s saved is enough to start a new life—especially with Brandon’s family asking questions and now Pete.

      I take a deep breath and send a message to Chris that the holiday is a go. He replies back that he already bought the tickets as soon as I left. I roll my eyes. Typical Chris. He sometimes likes to make out that I have choices when really, I have none. If Charlie had said no, Chris would have found a way to convince him.

      I message back that I’ll let him know when I can come home then get to work on the bookkeeping. Around half an hour in, I’m interrupted by a couple of customers, but soon they’re gone, and I can finally get back to it. My phone pings with a message, but I ignore it. Another few minutes go by, and it pings again, but again, I ignore it. I manage to have an hour of uninterrupted bliss when another load of customers come in. This goes on until around three when I finally manage to close the books and put my pen down.

      I pick up my phone to message Chris when I see I have a message request in Facebook. I have an account, but I try not to use it too much. I deliberately changed my surname, and I’m unsearchable, but that doesn’t stop the odd pervert who sends a friend request to one of my friends and then sends me dick pics. It doesn’t happen often—thank God—but it’s not pleasant when it does.

      I click on the message request from some guy named Liam Payne, which I laugh at as I had a crush on Liam Payne when I was a teenager. This Liam is friends with a guy named Samuel who I used to go to school with. I can’t even remember the last time I spoke with Samuel.

      I click on the message, and all the colour drains from my face.

      Did you like my card?

      There’s a second message below the first one.

      I know you will try to avoid me, but pretty soon you will have no other choice but to face me and face the choices that you have made. I think you know what I mean.

      Under that is a photograph that has my head spinning. There’s definitely no denying now that he knows. My heart skips ten to the dozen as I block him then delete my profile altogether. He may try to intimidate me further, but he’ll find it hard to do when I’m almost fifteen hundred miles away. It’s easy to delete it all now and pretend it’s not there when I’m running away. Two weeks of not having this constant dark cloud hovering above me will feel like bliss. I just need to get home. Once I’m there in the safety of Chris and my packed bags, I’m confident I’ll feel better.

      I send a quick message to Chris to let him know I can come home then I head to the back, searching for Charlie.

      “Charlie?” I shout, heading towards the door of his office. He’s at his desk, hunched over, his head in his hands. “Charlie?” I ask again when he doesn’t flinch an inch. I place my hand on his shoulder to rouse him, and before I can blink, he shoots out of his chair and pushes me up against the wall, his arm pressed into my neck and a gun pointed to my head. His eyes are wild, but when he realises it’s me, he grits his teeth.

      “Fucking hell, Bri, don’t you dare sneak up on me like that again. I could have killed you!”

      My initial panic at being manhandled subsides, but he still has me pressed against the wall. “I… can’t… breath.” He releases his grip and with it a breath. “I’m sorry,” I gasp, still a little scared. Where the hell did that gun come from?

      “Will you stop fucking saying that?”

      “Why are you so angry at me?”

      He places the gun down on his desk, closing his eyes and holding the bridge of his nose. “I’m not angry.” He perches himself on the edge of his desk, an exhausted sigh leaving his lips. “I’m just tired.”

      From the dark circles under his eyes, I did gather that. It still doesn’t take away from the fact that something’s changed between us. It’s my fault, and only my fault, but when I see him suffering like this, for whatever reason, I can’t help but care.

      Without thinking, I take a step forward until I’m right in front of him then place my arms around his shoulders, pulling him in for a hug. For a moment he resists, his arms rigid with tension. But after I’m snuggled against him, his shoulders relax, and he hugs me back. 

      “That woman last night. She was just someone I met at a local pub. I don’t normally pick up random women like that. I really don’t know what got into me.”

      I have no idea why he feels the need to explain his actions, but I’m glad he did. The relief of knowing she’s no one special courses through me—despite how fucked up that sounds.

      “You don’t owe me an explanation,” I whisper back, inhaling his musky scent and feeling on top of the world in his arms.

      “It kind of felt like I did,” he responds, stroking my hair. After a beat, I pull back, a perplexed look on his face.

      “What was that hug for?”

      I shrug, a small smile curving my lips. “I don’t know. I guess sometimes people just need a hug every now and then.”

      He snorts out a laugh. “Even after I’ve just treated you like shit all day?”

      “Especially because of that.”

      Charlie rises from his position on his desk and steps forward, surprising me when he brushes a piece of hair away from my face. “Why do you have to be so nice, Bri?”

      I frown at his question, but I’m also locked in place by the way he’s staring into my eyes. At first he searches my face, his eyes dancing around every pore, until they land on my lips. My breath hitches, and he senses it, his eyes widening with something. Is that… lust? I so want to ask what he meant by the question, but I also know I can’t stop this moment from happening, even if I tried.

      Ever so slightly, his face leans forward, our lips literally an inch apart. My heart freezes, my mind races. Everything comes to a stop… until the sound of the bell chimes, alerting us to a customer.

      Charlie snaps his eyes away from mine, the moment lost. “Are you done for the day?” he asks, his demeanour completely changed again.

      “Yes,” I whisper, my breath still getting away from me after that near kiss—or at least what I think was a near kiss.

      “Well, then. Gather your things, and go home to pack. I can take over from here.”

      Without another word, he walks around me, never glancing my way, and leaves me like a heaving mess in the middle of his office. My heart races, my mind whirls. Am I just imagining all this? Am I really reading into something that’s not there?

      I’m stuck in his office for a few more seconds, trying to gather my wits about me, before I turn and walk out to where Charlie’s dealing with Lottie. I put on a big smile as she comes into view. She loves Charlie, so she will no doubt be in her element having him deal with her and not me.

      “Afternoon, Lottie. How are you?”

      She reluctantly turns her eyes to me, causing a tiny snicker to leave my lips. Lottie doesn’t notice, but the swift turning of Charlie’s head towards me lets me know he heard it.

      “I’m doing very well, Bri. Just thought I would have another look around to see if I can pick up a bargain. It has been a while since I…” she turns her head back to Charlie, her eyes scanning his body, “looked at the goods.”

      I cover my hand to hide the snort leaving my lips, but Charlie’s glowering at me. I give him a knowing smirk and wink at him, a silent message conveyed. Yes, Lottie the Lover is at it again.

      “Well, I shall be going.”

      Charlie scowls at me. “You can’t leave me alone now,” he whisper-hisses under his breath.

      I flicker my eyelashes at him. “My boss told me I could go home now and pack.”

      “Pack?” Lottie asks, obviously picking up at least that word.

      I smile sweetly at her. “I’m going on holiday to Spain for two weeks tomorrow.”

      “Ah, Spain,” she replies, raising her hands up, pretending to hold castanets. “Olé!” She clicks her heels on the wooden floor a few times. I clap my hands, but Charlie grabs one, holding me in place.

      “Don’t encourage her,” he whispers, gritting his teeth. When she stops and gazes back at Charlie, he beams back at her, causing another giggle to erupt from me.

      “I have to go now.” I grab my things, a huge smile on my face. Charlie still glowers at me. “I’m sure I’m leaving you in the more than capable hands of Charlie.” I should be scared by the throbbing vein in Charlie’s head, but the whole scene is way too comical to feel threatened. I’m sure he’ll forgive me by the time two weeks go by.

      “Yes, I’m sure he has more than capable hands.”

      A groan comes out of Charlie, but I’m already on the move. “Have a good holiday, Bri,” he bites through clenched teeth.

      I smile sweetly, open the door, and then wave at them. “Oh, I’m sure I will. Adios!”

      I walk out of the shop and wait for Chris to turn up. I’m giggling like a schoolgirl as I stand by the kerb, looking out for the telltale signs of his bike. After a beat, my laughter subsides, and all I’m left with is the burning question Charlie asked me whirling around in my head.

      “Why do you have to be so nice, Bri?”
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      School was an absolute shitshow. My brother had managed to scrape together a few crackers for me to eat for breakfast this morning before I went in, but that was the only positive of the day.  As soon as I arrived, the school’s most notorious bully saw the cigarette burn on my shirt and proceeded to point at it so everyone laughed at me. The only reason why I have this burn is because my mother was in a comatose state as she was attempting to do the washing and her cigarette fell out of her hand and onto my shirt. She was standing by the washing machine when she passed out and it happened. I mean, who gets so shit-faced that they fall asleep standing up? The only reason why she didn’t end up burning the house down was because my brother caught her. He tried to salvage my shirt, but the damage had already been done. Considering we don’t have the money to buy new clothes, my burned shirt will have to do. But now, everyone at school thinks I smoke, and this then caused the head teacher to call me in and start asking questions. I told her that it was an accident and that my mum is going to get me a new shirt as soon as she is able. Total bullshit, but it got the head teacher off my back. I think she realises we’re poor because I always get the same sympathy look from her that I do all my other teachers. I hate that look. I don’t need sympathy from anybody. Besides, my brother is trying his hardest to get a job so he can get us both the hell out of here. The trouble is, he has no education.

      During the week he was supposed to do his exams, our mother went on a bender, and he ended up having to look after her the whole time. He probably could have retaken them after explaining why he needed to reschedule, but that would mean admitting to our failed home. Unfortunately, both of us have too much pride for that—hence the reason he never rescheduled and why he never retook them. He’s been dancing around from one job to the other since, mostly cash in hand and temporary construction work—nothing he can put on a resume. When he has had jobs, life was temporarily great as we were able to eat, but pretty soon my mother would find the hiding spots where he’d put all his cash savings then drank it all. It pissed me off that all his hard work went down her selfish throat.

      When the bell for the end of school rang, I hightailed out of there to avoid being the butt of anyone else’s jokes. What makes everything worse is that normally the couple of crackers I was able to get this morning would have lasted me the whole day, but because the school decided to do a hot dog and burger day, my stomach has been rumbling since the smell began wafting through the hallways at eleven this morning.

      I’m one of the first people out of school, miserable and tired from lack of food. However, my mood takes a turn for the better when I spot my brother waiting outside for me.

      “Hey, precious,” he says, coming towards me for a hug. I blush at my nickname but smile brightly as this makes up for all the shit I endured today. Still in his embrace, I feel the bag he’s holding against my back, the aroma of vinegar hitting my nostrils, making my stomach rumble again. I pull back, eyes widening with hunger.

      “What’s that you got?”

      He waggles the bag in front of me. “Oh, you mean this?” he asks, teasing. “I spotted it on the wall of someone’s house. Fancy leaving a whole bag of fish and chips on the wall of your house unattended, huh?” He tuts, rolling his eyes, but I know what he really means is he stole it. How he did it, I won’t ask, but I know he didn’t use violence. He may steal, but my brother’s too sweet for outright thuggery.

      “Come to the park so we can eat?”

      Eagerly, I nod my head, and we make the short, five-minute walk to the park. The whole way there, all I can focus on is the bag of fish and chips teasing me with each stride. Once we find a bench, I’m almost combusting. It’s February, but the thought of food warms my stomach despite the chilly weather.

      “They’ll be cold by now,” he says, ripping the bag open.

      “I seriously don’t care,” I jibe back, making us both laugh.

      Once the first chip is uncovered, I waste no time gorging on it like it’s my last meal. For the next couple of minutes, we sit in total silence, the only sound being our moans of satisfaction and the faint sound of dogs barking somewhere in the park.

      After a beat, my brother stops eating and watches me consume the last morsels remaining, a sad expression on his face.

      “I need to fix this shit, Bri. This is no way to live. I can’t even afford to feed you.”

      I lick the grease and vinegar off my fingers before scrunching up the now empty bag and placing it the bin next to me. Once in, I scoot up to him, allowing his arm to wrap around my shoulder, sheltering me from the cold.

      “But you’ve just fed me.” And I feel so much better for it. I’m actually full, which in turn means I’m now fully satisfied and not miserable as sin anymore.

      “Yes, but what about later when you’re hungry again?”

      I squeeze his arm. “Don’t be silly. After what you’ve just given me, I’ll be good until tomorrow.”

      A grumble rumbles through his throat. “But it shouldn’t have to be this way.”

      I close my eyes, loving the warmth he provides. “We have each other, and that’s all that matters.”

      

      “Don’t leave me!” I snap up in bed, scared at first by my unfamiliar surroundings until there’s a slight dip and the sound of a splash against the boat, reminding me where we are.

      “Bri, are you okay? What’s the matter?” Chris asks, sitting up, squeezing my shoulder.

      “It’s fine. Just a bad dream.”

      He takes my hand, threading his fingers through mine. The only light in the luxury stateroom we’re in comes from the moon shining through the portholes.

      We got here after two this morning, and although we were all ecstatic by the huge yacht we’re on, we were so tired after traveling half the day, so we all called it quits and went to bed.

      “You know I will never leave you, right?” His eyes are darting, searching mine, guilt written in every twinkle.

      I nod my head, not wanting to go there. To go there would be reliving every moment of what used to be. To go there would tear my already crumbling heart to shreds.

      “I know you won’t. It was just a bad dream. Don’t worry about it.”

      Chris doesn’t ask about the dream, because to ask would mean suffering more guilt then he already does. Instead, he lies back down, pulling me towards him so that my head is resting on his chest.

      “We’re all just tired. You wait, baby. Tomorrow when we wake, we can explore this boat in the sunlight and have a swim. How about that?”

      I smile at Chris’s attempts at making me happy again. That always seems to be his number one goal in life. Sometimes I feel like an ungrateful bitch for wanting more in my life when I have a man who would stop at nothing to make me happy. I deeply love him, and I am grateful.

      But at what cost?

      Trying my hardest to ignore the dark thoughts in my head, I snuggle up closer to Chris, a soft smile coating my lips. “Sounds wonderful.”
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        * * *

      

      Booming laughter then a very loud splash is what wakes me up the next morning. Groaning, I pull myself up from the comfortable bed, the sunlight shining through the windows burning my eyes. I rub them with my hands, trying to focus on my surroundings, my eyes snapping to the empty space next to me. I check my watch, my eyes widening when I see it’s already well after noon.

      “Morning, sleepyhead!” Chris shouts, practically crashing through the door, the excitement written all over his face making me smile. His broad chest is bare, my name on display accompanied by a few other tattoos he’s accumulated over the years. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of pale red swimming trunks that sit perfectly on his hips, displaying the most impressive V. He keeps in shape so much that it makes me feel guilty when I choose an elevator over a set of stairs. Chris doesn’t mind, though. He loves my curves. He says he never, ever wants to see me skinny, and if he does, he’ll smack my arse. A part of me wants to lose a few pounds just to make that happen.

      “It’s not morning, though, is it? How could you let me sleep in so late?”

      Chris sits down on the bed next to me, bouncing like an excitable child. The act makes one of his dark blonde locks fall above his right eye, but he swiftly moves it away from his face. “One, we’re still technically on UK time, so it is still morning to us—at least until tomorrow. Two, you looked so angelic in your sleep that I didn’t want to disturb you. And three, we’re on holiday, Bri. Let your hair down a little.”

      He grabs a hold of me, pulling me to him and tickling my waist. Instantly I’m wide awake and screaming like a banshee.

      “Okay, Okay!” I shout, trying to wriggle from his grip. “You’ve said your peace, now let me go.” He releases me, and I let out an undignified hmph.

      “Change into your swimming costume and join us up on the deck. We’ve got a spread of food and drinks going, and the lads are already taking a dip.”

      “So I hear,” still noting all the shouting outside. “Okay, give me a few to freshen up, and I’ll be right out.”

      “Don’t be too long,” he replies, his hand cupping my breast and caressing my peaked nipple, his eyes hooded. “Later, I’m going to fuck you in this bed until your pussy can’t take it anymore. And yes, I want you to scream for me. I want every fucker on this boat to know you’re mine.”

      Not that they don’t already know that. He says it often enough to them to last a lifetime. It’s practically been drummed into each one of them until that’s all they can think when they see me. I may as well have Chris’s Property written across my forehead.

      “I’ll look forward to that,” I reply, my voice but a whisper.

      Chris growls at my seduction but lets me go so that I can get ready.

      I quickly use the loo, brushing my teeth and putting my hair up into a tight bun so I’m ready for my dip in the sea. Chris had packed me a one piece, but without him looking I grabbed my sexy black and gold bikini and packed that instead. He’ll flip once he sees me in it, but if I’m honest enough, that’s the reaction I’m hoping for. Sex between us is always explosive but even more so when he’s angry. Who can blame a girl armed with this fact when she takes  a flame to his stick of dynamite?

      Diving into my suitcase, I dig out said bikini, which I’d conveniently hid inside one of the pockets, and lay it out on the bed. I chose it because it’s unique. The black part covering my boobs is a push-up, accentuating my already bulging bust. Unfortunately for me, I always have to buy swimwear that’s two sizes too big for me to allow my breasts the room. Definitely a big breast woman problem, that and fitted shirts. I hardly ever wear them because my boobs push out against them so much that it looks like the button’s about to pop at any second.

      I busy myself getting into the bikini then check myself out in the mirror. Shit, it looks even better than I thought. I have a distinct V from my chest to my breasts, accentuating my cleavage. Underneath my breasts are criss-cross straps of gold wrapping around my torso, making my waistline stand out. The black bottoms only just about cover my vajayjay, the two gold straps holding them in place. I feel sexy as I twirl in front of the mirror, my hands caressing my curves as I go.

      Shouts and laughter are what snap me out of it. I shouldn’t be stuck in here a moment longer when I know all the fun is outside.

      I open the door, taking a few steps up to the vast kitchen and living area. The kitchen in the daylight is absolutely luxurious. The black granite countertops have speckles of what looks like diamonds inside, making them twinkle in the light. Nothing but stainless-steel appliances adorn the kitchen, and despite this being a boat, they still managed to squeeze in a wine fridge which was fully stocked when we got here. All the lads went apeshit when they saw that last night.

      I venture into the living area, feeling the plush cream carpet beneath my feet. A huge, eight-seat sofa wraps around one side of the boat, and on the other is a panel where there’s a hidden seventy-inch screen TV. When Larry found the hidden button for that underneath the panel and pressed it, he almost shit himself.

      Continuing towards where the noise is getting louder, I step out onto the wooden deck of the patio and up the steps to the front of the boat where all the lads are. I say lads as I’m the only lady. For some reason, no girls were allowed on this trip apart from me. I’m unsure why that’s the case.

      As I reach the top step, Larry is the first to notice me, his mouth parting as I emerge. He has his shades on, so I can’t read his expression, but his open mouth certainly says a lot.

      “Holy fucking shit, it’s Princess Leia! Fuck me!”

      I let out a snicker, but silence fills the air as all eyes land upon me, their expressions the same as Larry’s. Well, all but one. As I had hoped, Chris stands by the table where the food is spread out, bottle of beer in hand, his nostrils flaring to display previously unseen levels of anger.

      “Good morning, boys,” I say, walking slowly towards the table and picking up a stick of cheese and pineapple. Chris watches me, his face stern as I take the stick and seductively place it in my mouth.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re wearing?” he growls, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      I twirl around, pointing at my bikini then rubbing my hands over my curves. “You mean this old thing? I found it in the back of the wardrobe. Thought it might fit, and hey, it does. What do you think, boys?”

      Larry and Kane are about to respond, but Chris beats them to it. “If one of you dares to answer that question, so help me God, I will throw you into the ocean where your body will never be found again.”

      “Sea,” I say, grabbing another stick of cheese.

      “What?” Chris snaps back.

      “Technically we’re on the sea as seas are much smaller than oceans…”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck if we’re in Timbuk-fucking-tu. Go get changed.”

      I jut my hip out, chin held high, standing my ground. “No.”

      Everyone is deathly silent as they watch the scene unfold in front of them. Gone is the fun and laughter of just a couple minutes ago.

      Chris closes the distance between us, his nostrils flaring again once his eyes meet my bulging cleavage. “Don’t make me tell you again.”

      “Or what?” I ask, deliberately planting my hands upon my hips, the silence around us deathly now. I haven’t even managed to process the beauty that surrounds me on this boat, I’m so consumed with our stand-off.

      Chris hesitates a moment, his teeth gritting, his eyes hooded with anger and lust, fire and rage… all the ingredients needed for a combustion that will  burn from the inside out. Our eyes are locked, a silent duel playing between us. Pretty soon, though, I know Chris will snap, making a grab for me, so to call his bluff, I about turn and run as fast as my legs can carry me towards the edge of the boat and launch as high as I can, whooping as I dive.

      The cold water hits me, shocking my senses as I plunge into the vast sea. When I surface, I open my eyes on a gasp, my arms and legs flailing through the water. “Shit, it’s cold,” I giggle as others start to join me. One by one, they all jump in. All but one brooding male currently still glaring at me from the boat.

      “Oh, come on, grumpy! Get in. The water’s lovely.” And it is now that I’m getting used to it. I twirl around, noting that we’re approximately a thousand meters or more away from the shore. The sun is high in the sky, and of course, being that it’s well into June, the weather here is hotter than hades. Well, it was until I jumped into this beautiful, cool water.

      A huge splash jolts me out of my reverie. I turn quickly, my arm being yanked towards this tyrant of a man, his arm snaking a possessive claim around my waist. Our eyes catch, our lips only a breath apart. He’s still angry, but that anger is being pulsated into the one area that’s pressed against my crotch.

      “Barely here a day and already I want to spank that naughty fucking arse of yours,” he growls, thrusting his erection against my stomach.

      I’m about to retort that I am my own woman when cold water is thrown over us. “Hey, if we can’t get any action, neither can you.”

      “Fuck off,” Chris snaps back to Andrew, but he smiles before placing his lips upon mine, our tongues dancing.

      “Fuck’s sake, I’m going to have a serious case of blue balls by the time I get back home.”

      “Don’t worry, Andrew,” Kane shouts back. “I’m sure we’ll find you some nice Spanish pussy to sink your dick into.”

      I groan, pulling away from our kiss. “You are so disgusting,” I retort.

      Kane pulls his head back, dipping it into the water. “Ah, you love it. All chicks love it.”

      I snort a laugh. “Okay, Kane. Whatever you say.”

      I note Michael being quiet, but I don’t say anything because sometimes he just likes to brood. Maybe today is one of them. He swims towards the ladder, hoisting himself up, but nobody pays him any mind.

      Wrapping my arms around Chris and my legs around his waist, I smile. “So what’s the POA?”

      Chris frowns. “POA?”

      I giggle back. “Plan of action, silly.”

      “Oh,” he replies, twirling us around in the water. I dip my head back a moment, relishing the cool water on my hot head. “We have enough supplies, so we’ll spend the next couple of days out at sea, partying and shit. Tuesday we’ll dock in Gibraltar and have a look round there, go to the shops and stuff, refuel the boat, shit like that. We’ll play everything by ear, but we also need to do some sightseeing. We should hire a car a couple of days and see what Spain has to offer. All I know is that a week from Tuesday at the latest, we’ll need to be heading back. I don’t know how long it will take us to get this thing home, so we need to play it safe.”

      I nod my head. “So for at least a week we can have some fun, huh?”

      He glances up at the boat, laughing. “Whether we’re sightseeing or sailing back home, being on this is going to feel like a holiday twenty-four-seven.”

      Guilt pangs my stomach. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

      He kisses me tenderly at the same time as trying to prop us up. “I know you didn’t, baby.”

      Another huge wave of water engulfs us, making us splutter. Chris releases me, cursing and looking towards the culprit. “Which one of you fuckers did that?” He pulls away, swimming towards the guys, each one of them swimming in opposite directions. I throw my head back, laughing at how comical they look. “Come on, own up, arseholes,” he grunts, swimming ferociously towards Kane. Laughing commences, and they all start throwing water at each other.

      Feeling a little colder now, I swim towards the ladder and climb up, watching a second as they play. A smile encases my lips as I save this mental image in my head. It’s a memory of the holiday I can take back with me.

      Once I’m on the boat, I grab the nearest towel I can find, drying myself off before sitting on the bench seat next to Michael. He’s gazing across the horizon, deep in thought.

      “Penny for them?” I ask, taking a plate and placing all sorts of delicious looking meats and pastries on it.

      Michael turns his head towards me, a small smile tilting his lips. “I’m just taking it all in, I guess.”

      “Why didn’t you bring Tarryn with you?”

      He leans forward, plucking up a piece of ham and putting in his mouth. “I told her it was an all-boys holiday.”

      I laugh. “Oh, shit. But it’s not, though.”

      He pulls down his sunglasses and winks at me. “I know.” He places them back on. “Don’t take offence when I snap some photographs of this holiday and you’re not in any.”

      “You little shit,” I snort, taking a bite of a sausage roll. “Surely she’s pissed that you’re here without her, though? Tarryn doesn’t sound like the sort of girl who’d be happy about you going without her. I mean, look at where we are,” I announce, waving my hand at the vast sea, the glorious sun, and the picturesque setting.

      “You’re right, she wasn’t happy. She mentioned that if I dare go to Puerto Banus without her, she’ll chop my dick off.”

      My eyes widen, making him laugh. “Okay, so no photos of me or Puerto Banus. Got it.”

      We both laugh together, but when I pop a sausage into my mouth all laughter stops. I know Michael is looking in my direction, but because he has sunglasses on, I have no idea which part of me he’s looking at.

      “You know, you and Chris have the most batshit crazy relationship I’ve ever seen.”

      A burst of laughter rumbles through me. Of all the things I thought he would say, that was the last.

      “Yeah, you could say our relationship is a bit unconventional.”

      To say the least!

      “He loves you like you’re the air he needs to breath. I envy that.”

      I frown, wondering where this is coming from. “Are you unhappy with Tarryn then? Is that what you’re trying to say?”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure right now. I’m happy with what we’ve got, but if you were to ask me if I could see myself putting a ring on her finger and starting a family, I’d have to say no.”

      I chew on another sausage I’d placed in my mouth before speaking. “Do you think it’s wise then, dragging things out? What if she’s at that point now, oblivious to the fact that you  never will be?”

      He sighs, raking a hand through his hair. “I suppose that’s why I needed this break—to get away and think about what it is I really want.”

      I nod, understanding more than anyone how that feels. I know my coming on this holiday was me effectively running away from all our shitty problems at home, but it also does present the opportunity for time to think.

      “Getting away is always an opportunity to unwind enough to enable you to see things more clearly. Being stuck in a rut doesn’t offer you that. I think what you’re doing is a good thing, but no matter what, you must ask her where she is in this relationship before you make your final decision. You never know, in her head she might be exactly where you are.”

      He grabs his beer off the table, taking a swig. “You’re right, of course, but something tells me she wants commitment. Whether it’s now or sometime soon into our future.” I’m about to respond that it’s important he finds this out when a voice halts me.

      “Are you going to wrap that towel round you, or am I going to have to lock you in our bedroom this whole fucking holiday?”

      I snap my head towards his voice, but he’s already sitting next to me, pulling me towards him, thus creating more distance between Michael and I. Subtle possessiveness, but it’s definitely there.

      “God, will you stop being such a caveman,” I retort, snuggling my body into his nonetheless.

      He grabs the towel from me, placing it over my body like a kimono, trapping me in place as he wraps it tightly, all the way to the top of my neck. “That’s better.”

      I roll my eyes towards Michael, making him laugh.

      “So what are you guys talking about?”

      “Tarryn,” I reply back.

      Chris shakes his head. “Man, that bitch is fucking crazy.”

      “Hey,” I snap, jabbing him in the stomach, making him hunch over.

      “Don’t worry about it, Bri,” Michael says. “He’s right.”

      They both laugh, clinking their beer bottles together. I shake my head and carry on eating my food in silence for a while.

      I sit, taking in my surroundings, half listening to Chris and Michael’s conversation while also half listening to the waves crashing against the boat. I’m at peace with the world, my shoulders instantly relaxing, all my troubles drifting away with the tide. I’m not stupid. I realise they will all be there once I return home, but for now, I sit, I relax, I eat, and I bask in the glorious sun. For tomorrow—as they say—is another day.
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      My stomach flips every time I think about the fact that we’ll be starting our travel back to the UK in just two days’ time. Back to normal. Back to reality and my troubles catching up with me. Since being here, my phone has been switched off, my contact to the outside world completely cut, my head buried deep inside a sandpit.

      Most people would be loving life, but my mind is fucked, dark thoughts creeping in every chance it gets. Guilt rears its head once in a while too, making me want to act recklessly.

      That’s why, when I was getting ready to go out to a nightclub with all the guys earlier tonight, I knew going was a bad idea. So far, I had been enjoying the sun and sea, with plenty of food and drink, my actions had been tempered down, my thoughts kept tightly locked up in the fucked-up box in my head. I knew it was only a matter of time before that simmering pot would hit a boiling point.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re wearing?”

      My teeth clench, my nostrils flaring. I stop applying my eyeliner and turn to the six-foot-four monster currently glaring at me with his sharp, penetrating blue eyes.

      “They’re called clothes,” I all but growl back.

      Chris’s eyes scan my tight, red dress, the ending of which barely covers my arse. “That’s not clothes, I can see what you ate for breakfast this morning!”

      I roll my eyes then turn away from him, turning my attention back on my makeup and my attempt at making my light blue eyes pop. “It’s a nice dress that I picked up on sale. I have been keeping it in the wardrobe in hopes that one day I’d have the opportunity to wear it.”

      He scoffs. “We must have a fucking magical wardrobe, because all this shit you bought with you seems to have been plucked from thin air.”

      I narrow my eyes at him through the mirror. “Do you go through all my stuff at home or something?”

      Chris runs his hands through his hair, his body humming with frustration. “We do share the same house, you know.” When I avert my eyes, he asks, “What the fuck’s gotten into you, Bri? Ever since the first day we got here you’ve been deliberately trying to bait me.”

      I finish my eyeliner, popping the lid on and placing it in my makeup bag, every movement forceful, every action showing my frustration. “The only thing I’m doing is wearing what I want to wear. Just because you don’t like it, doesn’t mean I’m baiting you. You are the one with the problem, not me.”

      His lips curl, and my stomach heats at the ticking time-bomb before me. I’m pressing all his buttons, and if I had to really admit it, deep down I am doing it deliberately. But by fuck, does it make me mad when he tries to dictate what I can and cannot wear.

      “I’m not going out with you dressed like a fucking prostitute.”

      He’s biting back, and I know he’s doing it deliberately, but it still doesn’t stop the anger bubbling in the pit of my stomach. “Well then, it looks like you will be going one way tonight and I another. I’m certainly not sitting in this boat on my own. I either go out like this with you, or I find my own form of entertainment for the evening. Simple as that.”

      Chris closes the distance between us, his fists balled at his sides. “Take the fucking dress off, Bri.”

      Lifting my finger up, I poke it into his chest. “No.”

      Grabbing me by my neck, Chris thumps me against the wall, our breathing ragged and heavy. He’s not applying pressure to my neck, not enough to strangle me. This is complete dominance on his behalf—and by fuck, does it secretly turn me on. Chris is more than aware of this, but he hates me pushing him to this point. My eyes widen with lust, but that dissipates the moment he takes his free hand and clamps it over the top half of my dress.

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” I sneer at him. If he rips my dress, I’ll kill him.

      His eyes dance excitedly with the challenge, and when his hand moves to tug at my dress, I’m about to scream blue bloody murder when there’s a loud rap at the door, interrupting us. “Come on, fuckers, we got to go!” Larry’s loud voice booms from the other side of the door.

      “You heard the man,” I pant at Chris, his eyes focusing back on me. There’s no denying the lust I feel as he penetrates me with those sharp, blue eyes of his. I’m conveying my message loud and clear without speaking a word.

      The door bangs again. “Come on, stop fucking like rabbits! Plenty of time for that once we get back.”

      “Fuck off!” Chris shouts back, resulting in laughter on the other side. Pervy fuckers are always trying to listen out for us having sex.

      Flittering my eyelashes at Chris, I say. “Go and keep them busy for a couple of minutes while I change. I’ll meet you up top.”

      His anger diminishing, Chris sighs his relief before a triumphant smirk reaches his lips. “I knew you’d see sense,” he responds, his hand dropping to his waist as he steps away. He strolls to the door, and just as he opens it, he says, “Don’t be too long, baby.”

      “I won’t,” I reply, giving him the best saccharine smile I can muster.

      Once he’s out the door, I straighten my dress, push up my cleavage, make sure my hair and makeup are in place, then walk out of the door. I make it up two steps before Larry clocks me. He’s like a wolfhound, sniffing out prey within an instant. When his eyes land on my dress, his devilish lips curve up knowing full well that shit’s about to hit the fan.

      “Fuck me, it’s the woman in red.” First, I was Princess Leia, now I’m the woman in red.

      All eyes turn to me within an instant, but the eyes I concentrate on are now boring into mine, his anger rolling off him in waves.

      “Good evening, boys,” I say, my smile wide, my hips doing the talking as I walk.

      As I get to the last step, all heads are turning to me then Chris. A ping-pong dance that would normally make me chuckle if it wasn’t for the fact that Chris is about to blow his top. But then he completely blows me away by simply puffing out some air and turning.

      “Let’s get to this fucking nightclub,” he growls under his breath as he strolls off.

      All the lads turn their heads to me, cheeky smirks on their faces. I note how they all look ready to impress tonight with their loose fitting, short-sleeved shirts in varying colours, pink being my favourite which Michael is currently sporting. I see that cargo shorts are also the name of the game. Even Chris is following the gang in a simple, light blue shirt and khaki shorts. They all look like football players out for a party on their night off.

      “You’re really trying to piss him off on this holiday, aren’t you?” Larry asks, coming up beside me as we walk off the boat.

      “I really don’t know what you mean,” I reply, my innocent smile making him laugh.

      I get to the end of the walkway, and a hand is immediately shoved in my face. I gaze up at his offering and decide to take it as I would actually like to get to this nightclub tonight. The moment I step on dry land, Chris hoists me tight to his body, his claim spelt out loud and clear to anyone who dares to look our way. And people do stare. Must be the “fuck off” body language Chris is currently trying to convey.

      Chris mumbles expletives under his breath, his hand tightening around my hip with every step. It’s a humid evening, but there’s a welcome, cool breeze hitting us every now and then from the sea. The marina is lit up with bars and restaurants filled with people eating, drinking, laughing, and even dancing. Spanish voices fill the air, their silky, Mediterranean tanned skin on full display. I would have felt out of place a few days ago with my previously pale tone, but having spent most of my time filled with nothing but sunbathing, I’ve managed to pick up quite the tan myself—hence another reason why Chris is so mad. My legs are bronzed, my hair highlighted from the sun. I look healthier and sexier than I ever have.

      We reach a car park area where there are waiting taxis, the whole way there, the lads—bar Michael and Chris, of course—leering at all the pretty ladies who walk by.

      “You three take that one,” Chris says, motioning to the taxi behind the one Chris, Michael, and I are standing by. Larry, Kane, and Andrew nod their heads, making their way to their taxi while we climb into ours, Chris’s arm still clasped tightly around me. Michael tells the taxi driver the name of the club we’re going to, and the driver immediately nods his head, thankfully knowing it.

      “So how do you know about this Funky Buddha club?” I ask Michael as the car pulls out from the kerb.

      “I asked a couple of locals at the marina, and they said it was one of the most popular, high-end clubs to go to.” I nod my head, noting the silent, brooding Chris staring out of the window. Michael smirks, and then his eyes dart towards Chris’s rigid hand clamped around my hip before his eyes travel down my legs. I knock my knee against his, causing a deep chuckle to leave his lips.

      “What’s so funny?” Chris asks, his attention now on Michael.

      Michael shakes his head. “Nothing, mate. Just some idiot acting stupid outside.”

      I roll my eyes at Michael, but Chris stays deathly silent. Hopefully once we’re in the club he’ll loosen up a bit.

      For the rest of the drive, I gaze out of the window at the night’s sky, the palm trees flashing by us, and the restaurants which are alive with people. Spain is always alive during the day, but it’s at night when they all seem to come out to congregate. The roads are busy with people trying to get to their destinations, the air thick with excitement of what the night might behold.

      Ten minutes pass by, then the taxi driver is pulling up to the nightclub. It seems small on the outside, but there’s a large queue trying to get in. I groan.

      “What’s up?” Michael asks, grabbing his handle to open the door.

      “Do you not see that line of people?” I point, making it clear.

      “That’s why we’re on the VIP list. We get to jump the queue.”

      Feeling more excited now, I climb out of the car with a still pissed off Chris quickly following after. I’m only released those few seconds before he clamps his arm around my hips again, pulling me forcefully to him.

      “Will you stop acting like a fucking ape?!” I whisper-hiss, causing him to growl.

      “You wear the fucking dress, you suffer the consequences. If you think I’m going to let you out of my sight until we’re back on the boat, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      I grumble but smile when I spot the rest of the boys getting out of the taxi behind us, their eyes immediately scanning the crowd. Already they’re on the prowl looking for girls. And there are plenty—with even shorter dresses than mine, I might add. Still, that doesn’t stop Chris from acting like the caveman he was born to be. I sometimes wonder how we got to here, but then all too soon, I remember.

      It was me.

      That dark thought threatens to engulf me, so I push it deep down inside and instead concentrate on the scene in front of me. All the guys, apart from Chris and Michael, continue their ogling of the girls in the queue as we pass them to approach the front of the line. I note some girls looking back, giggling with their friends. A couple of girls have their eyes fixed on Chris, so I bore holes into them until they notice, quickly averting their gaze.

      Michael shows the guys our VIP tickets, and we’re ushered in soon after. Now everyone is staring, wondering if we’re some kind of celebrities, no doubt.

      “How much were these VIP tickets, Michael?”

      He reluctantly averts his eyes away from the surroundings, the loud music currently blaring “Billie Jean” by Michael Jackson. “For entry and champagne, six grand.”

      My eyes all but bug out of my head, and I’m about to retort that six grand is a shit-ton of money when we walk in the most luxurious nightclub I have ever been to. Subtle lighting hits the plush, velvety sofas, making it feel warm and inviting. Curtains cascade down from high beams, and numerous buddhas are scattered around the edges of the club. Up high in the middle of the club is a banner reading, “Welcome to the 80’s.”

      “Eighties night,” I say out loud to no one in particular. “Awesome!”

      “I know, right?” Kane responds, his eyes lighting up like a megawatt bulb.

      We’re led to our booth which has the biggest sofa I have ever seen in my life. The moment we’re seated, drinks are poured by a server who tells us she is our host for the night.

      “Whenever you want, sweetheart, come sit on daddy’s lap,” Kane purrs, patting his leg, causing the poor girl to blush.

      “Stop being a fucking arsehole, Kane, and leave the poor girl alone.” I turn my attention to the girl. “Sorry about that. They’ve been cooped up on a boat for a few days, and now they’re acting like animals.”

      She’s about to respond when Larry shouts, “Fuck me, look at that!”

      Everyone glances at where he’s staring, finding two girls locking lips by the bar, their hands running through one another’s hair, the kiss deep and passionate.

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, Larry. It’s two women kissing, so what?”

      “It’s making my cock fucking rock hard, that’s what,” he responds, rubbing at his crotch for good measure. I groan my displeasure, but that just makes Larry and the others laugh.

      “Remember, be on your fucking best behavior, lads,” Chris snaps back.

      I note that our host has gone, but all our drinks are filled. I pick my glass up. “Let’s ignore grumpikins and just enjoy ourselves, shall we?” I lift my drink up in the air, and we all clink glasses. Well, everyone except Chris. I take a good gulp of my champagne, elbowing him. “Come dance with me.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” he grumbles.

      I nudge him in the ribs, gracing him with a playful smile. “Oh, come on. I know you want to.” I lean in, whispering seductively in his ear. “Take me to the dance floor where you can show every man here that I am yours and only yours.”

      That seems to do the trick as Chris is up, pulling me with him. As we make our way to the dance floor, we can hear the lads cheering behind us. The moment we’re together, Chris yanks me to him, our hips swaying together as “Kiss” by Prince plays, the perfect song to have a sexy dance to. My body hums as our eyes lock, the anger we’d both felt now channeling into a new emotion. Chris’s hands do a slow dance from the top of my back down to my hips before placing them on my bottom. He yanks me to him, both of us breathing heavily.

      “I want to fuck you so badly right now,” he all but growls.

      “Ditto,” I respond, noting that despite his anger, he’s still a horny devil underneath.

      “But I also want to spank the fucking shit out of you too.”

      Pure heat warms my body, making my cheeks flame. Wetness dampens my knickers, my arousal making a show of itself.

      “I want that too.”

      His forehead crinkles, pain etched into his features. “I don’t like that you make me feel that way, Bri.”

      And there’s the ice-cold water that ceases my fire. “You think you hurt me, but you don’t,” I respond. I welcome pain sometimes because it’s like a form of punishment for my actions. I want him to hurt me. I want him to tell me that I’m a sick, disgusting woman for making him choose the path he chose all those months ago. It’s the least I deserve.

      “Bri, stop. I don’t want to have this fucking conversation.”

      “Fine,” I reply through gritted teeth. “I want to go back to the table then and have a drink. I’m done dancing.”

      Chris sighs but reluctantly lets me go, taking my hand as we head back to the table. When we sit back down at our seats, everyone is quiet,  tension still thick in the air. I grab my drink, and for a while in silence, I just sit there, drinking and refilling, drinking and refilling. I watch the world go by, laughing when the boys do, swaying my drunk-filled head along with the music.

      Well after an hour later, Larry, Kane, and Andrew all have girls sitting on their laps, whispering in each other’s ears, the moment feeling extremely intimate. I have an inkling the guys won’t be coming back to the boat tonight. Michael is on his own, brooding as usual, sipping on champagne, and just simply… watching.

      “I need the toilet,” Chris exclaims, getting up. “Michael, watch her whilst I’m gone.”

      He walks away, and I stifle a growl, banging my flute on the table, making the champagne spill. “I’m so sick of this shit!” I shout, getting up.

      “Woah, where are you going?” Michael asks, panic set in his eyes.

      “To dance,” I snap back.

      “But Chris said…” he starts, rising from his seat.

      “I don’t care what Chris said, Michael. I’m not his fucking puppet!”

      Larry and Kane laugh their heads off, but Michael sighs his frustration. I walk away before he can make a grab for me and all but run to the dance floor before I’m yanked back to my seat. “Need You Tonight” by INXS plays as I dance my way through the throng of people, ending up next to a girl with light brown hair and eyes who also seems to be on her own. We both smile at each other, and from that moment on, adopt each other as dance partners.

      A few seconds in and I have my back to her, her body fixed to mine as we move our hips together to the beat. I turn my head to find all the guys are watching intently, no doubt loving the fact that I’m dancing provocatively with another woman. But then my eyes travel until they lock with another set which are boring holes into me. He’s standing by the sofa, his posture rigid, his fists balled at his sides. He doesn’t make a move to come get me, though. Just stands there staring. He won’t like the way I’m dancing, but he also realises he can’t go all ape on a woman for being so close to his.

      “Like a Virgin” by Madonna replaces the last song, and soon, the girl and I are switching places, her back now to mine as I grab her hips. We don’t talk to one another, just simply enjoy the silent company, all the while my eyes are fixed on the dangerously combustive body on the other side of the room. But then his head snaps to something behind me, and suddenly he’s practically marching over, his strides hurried, Hulk-like and purposeful. Michael snaps out of his chair too, climbing over the table and swiftly following him. I glance behind me to find out what’s gotten both their knickers in a twist when a set of hands clasp around my hips.

      I don’t even have time to find out who this person is, as the hands that were there are yanked from me, and before I can say a word, Chris rears his fist back and punches the guy square in the face. The people in the club start screaming, and then Michael has Chris in his grip, holding him back before he can cause any more damage. Before I’m yanked away too, I spot the guy on the floor, holding his nose, blood gushing out all around him as more people start to gather.

      “We’ve got to fucking split before security gets here,” Michael snaps, grabbing me and hauling me up. “Move, man!” Michael snaps at Chris, who’s still sneering at the guy on the floor.

      The next few seconds are a blur of bodies, loud voices, and streaming lights flying past me as Michael tries his best to get us out of the club as soon as he can. Within moments, we’re outside, and Michael is leading  us towards an awaiting taxi. We don’t even wait to see if the other guys are following after. No doubt by the fun they were having, they’ll want to stay anyway. It wasn’t them causing the problems after all.

      Without a word, we climb in, and we remain in total silence the whole way home. The air is thick with tension, anger from both Chris and I palpable. I want to scream at him. Tell him he’s a fucking prick, but suddenly Michael’s words halt my thoughts.

      “You know we can’t attract trouble,” he says to Chris.

      “Shut the fuck up!” he snaps back.

      I frown. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means nothing,” Chris barks in my direction, not even looking at me.

      I snap my mouth shut, because I know if I dare open it the way I feel right now, I’m going to fucking explode on his arse.

      By the time we arrive back, Chris’s knee is bouncing, his whole body jerking with rage. He has his hand up by his mouth like he’s trying to stop himself from saying something. I note then that his knuckles are a little swollen and smeared with a bit of blood, but right now I’m still too angry to care.

      The moment we get to the marina, I fly out of the car, practically running towards the boat. I punch in the security code, and when the doors open, I march inside. I’m just about to head for the stairs when a hand clasps around my head. I yelp my surprise as he tugs me back, his hand sliding down to the back of my neck. He holds me in place but moves me forward so that I have no choice but to descend down the stairs.

      “You fucking asked for this, now you’re getting it. Are you happy now?!” he roars, sending me down more steps into the huge kitchen. Chris yanks the door open, pushing me through, then forcefully pushes me over the kitchen island, my face planted sideways as he holds me still.

      “This dress,” he growls, grabbing the top with his free hand. “This fucking dress is never to be worn again.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” I scream back, trying my hardest to get up, but it’s no use. Chris has a vice-like death grip on me.

      Violently, he tugs at my dress, the inevitable rip tearing through the room and echoing off the walls.

      “You fucking prick!” I shout, my body jerking to get free. Within seconds, the dress is completely discarded in shreds on the floor, and within another nanosecond so are my knickers.

      “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it, Bri? This is what you’ve been fucking asking for all night, dressed up like a fucking whore. Well, I’m going to make you my whore right now. How do you feel about that?”

      My mind is horrified by his cruel words, but my body betrays my mind, secretly humming to life, wetness soaking my core, begging to be fucked. This is what I’ve been craving since we got here, guilt riddling through me until I pushed and pushed that beast I knew would come out if I pushed hard enough.

      Now, the beast is finally here.

      The sound of a belt buckle coming undone followed by a zip prick my ears, and my body stops fighting, welcoming the punishment Chris will give me.

      Chris yanks my legs apart, and then I’m almost catapulted across the table as he enters me so forcefully, I see stars. Chris grunts, pressing my head down to the table, his cock hard and punishing inside my tight walls.

      “Fuck!” he bellows, slamming into me. My pulse quickens, my body igniting. This is the most degrading position he’s put me in, but my body welcomes it, and so does my mind. This is where I should be. This is where I should always be when it comes to Chris. Made to feel sick, debased, cheapened, and disturbed. The pain he inflicts with each thrust quickly channels into pleasure, my dark mind welcoming the blissful torture he’s unravelling in me. The ferociousness of his wrath makes my walls tighten around him, the inevitable orgasm about to detonate quicker than ever before.

      I close my eyes, moaning my pleasure, causing Chris to tighten his hold even more so on my head. Having the side of my face planted against the cool, stainless steel top has my mind spinning and my body thrumming. Chris grabs my hip, pulling it to meet each of his thrusts. I open my eyes, another moan escaping me, when movement in the corner of my eyes momentarily halts my orgasm from climbing.

      My eyes scan a small window that looks into the kitchen, finding Michael staring at Chris before his eyes move to land on mine. They widen, knowing he has been caught, but when I don’t say anything, he stays still, locked on the moment I’m choosing to share with him. I can detect all the emotions floating through his eyes. Shock, horror, indecision, with an unmissable tone of lust shining through. The scene before him must horrify him, but seeing such intensity, he probably  can’t look away. I watch him as he watches me, his eyes dancing from Chris to me, taking in as much of the scene as he can. My body quivers, another moan escapes, and when Michael clasps his eyes back on mine again, my body quakes with an impending orgasm to end all orgasms.

      Chris too is close as he quickens his pace, his grunts punching through the air as the sound of skin slapping on skin echoes around the kitchen.

      I cry out as an orgasm rips through my body, momentarily blinding me of my surroundings. My body jerks, but Chris stills holds strong.

      “Fucking bitch, you’re going to make me come!”

      An all too powerful burst rips through Chris as he violently empties himself inside of my pussy, a huge roar leaving his lips. My eyes glance back to Michael, his face stoic as he stares back. After a moment, he turns and leaves, surely knowing that if he hadn’t, he’d get caught.

      I close my eyes, my body still quaking from my orgasm. Chris’s hand relinquishes its hold on my head, and then he’s pulling out of me, panting and tugging at his shorts. Cool air hits my skin, and I shiver at the loss of body contact. With my head still spinning, I gingerly pull myself up from the table and turn around at a still pissed off looking Chris. He bolts his belt up and grabs my tattered dress from the floor, flinging it at my chest.

      “You can’t fucking wear it now, can you?” he snaps, but despite his anger, he’s unable to look at me. I don’t say a word back, because I’ve pushed further than I should’ve tonight. Instead, I tug the dress to my chest and watch as he stalks out of the door, leaving me how I should be… completely and utterly naked and alone.
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      I keep the dress clutched to my chest as I wobble unsteadily towards the door. My mind is still woozy from not only the alcohol but also my orgasm. I should feel depraved, but shit like that is exactly what I crave, leaving me breathless and panting for more instead of disgusted and ashamed like usual. The only element that puts a damper on my current mood is the fact that Chris will be stewing over this for the rest of the night.

      I have no idea if he secretly understands why I push him that far. Maybe—like me—he’s too ashamed to say what we both keep buried out loud.

      When I get to our room, there is no sign of Chris in sight. There’s a small lamp lighting up the part of the bed, but other than that, there’s no signs of life. I drop the dress on the bed then lift it up again to inspect it. In his anger, he’s torn the whole dress wide open.

      Throwing it in the corner, I head to the shower, staying under the spray for a few minutes before I wash. Once out and dry, I put on a tank top and a pair of pyjama shorts then go in search of Chris. At the top of the stairs by the kitchenette, I spot Michael clutching a glass of strong, amber liquid to his chest, the room dark, his thoughts pensive.

      “Who were you watching, Michael? Me, Chris, or both?”

      I’ve had an inkling there’s more to Michael than meets the eye. A tuition of sorts that I’ve never been able to figure out.

      Michael’s head snaps to mine, his initial shock at my question settling when I offer him a small smile.

      “Why do you do it to him, Bri?”

      I approach the countertop and lean forward. “I asked my question first.”

      He takes in a deep breath, whether in frustration or realisation, I’m not sure which. “Both,” he finally answers, averting his eyes. But then they quickly find their way back to me. “You didn’t say anything when you caught me. Why?”

      I slip up onto the barstool. “You want the honest truth?” He nods, his body leaning forward, invested. “I liked that you were watching us.”

      “But if Chris ever found out…”

      “He would kill us both,” I interrupt. “You more than me.” He swallows hard, his eyes downcast. “He would never entertain another in our relationship. Chris would never share.”

      He places his drink on the counter, his features awash with emotion. “I know that. Chris has eyes for you and only you. I think… I don’t fucking know. It’s just… when I look at the two of you together…”

      “You wish you were a part of it.”

      “Yes,” he replies on an exhale. “I want what you have. I want to feel the kind of intensity you both share. Shit, it’s hard to explain.”

      I place my hand over his, causing him to jump in surprise. “I understand totally, but the problem is, you will never understand Chris and I.”

      Michael frowns, tilting his head. “What does that mean?”

      I chuckle lightly under my breath. “That, I cannot say.” I’ve already said too much.

      “Is that why you pushed him tonight? Because of whatever it is I won’t understand?”

      Closing my eyes, I let out a sigh. “Yes.” I glance up to him, deep in thought. “How did it make you feel, watching that?”

      “You want the honest truth?” he asks, repeating my own question back at me. I nod my head. “I thought watching the way he abused you like that would disturb me, and it would have if I had known you didn’t want it. But you did, and despite how disturbing it was, I couldn’t look away. I wanted in, but I knew all I could do was watch. I was just so surprised you let me.”

      I step off the barstool, getting ready to leave. “Letting you watch is one thing, but letting you take part is another.”

      “So are you saying that if Chris was all for it, you wouldn’t be?”

      His questions startles me a moment as I wasn’t expecting it. Would it be hot to have two guys in a bed? Shit, yes. Would I really go for it? No, I don’t think I would. But it’s only because it has everything to do with what Chris and I have, nothing to do with Michael. In fact, adding Michael would only make the whole relationship more tainted than it already is. It’s something that Michael would never, ever understand. And that, for me, is the whole truth.

      “No, I wouldn’t be.”

      Michael smirks. “Why do I get the impression you’re lying to me?”

      I chuckle and start to walk away. “That, my friend, is something I guess you’ll never truly know the answer to.”

      I walk out of the kitchenette and into the living area. There’s still no sign of Chris, but I can hazard a guess that he will be brooding up top somewhere. As I go in search, my mind is awash with what Michael revealed. I had no idea he had feelings for us both. But then again, I think it has more to do with the idea of us, rather than actually being with us. I could stew over it for hours, but my main focus, as always, is on Chris.

      I step outside, a light breeze hitting my skin. Distant music and cheering can be heard from the marina behind us, their lights offering a nice, relaxing atmosphere on the deck. There, I find Chris sitting on the plush sofa, staring out to the sea ahead rather than the nightlife behind him. He doesn’t notice I’m approaching, or he does and is choosing to ignore me. However, I won’t be ignored.

      I grab his hands and pull them out, so I can slide on his lap, straddling his waist. I place both his arms around me, forcing him to cuddle. I lean forward, resting my head on his shoulder, and his body is rigid at first, but then he relaxes soon after, making me smile.

      “I’m sorry,” he utters, almost a whisper.

      “I’m sorry too.”

      His arms squeeze around my body, pressing me to him. His neck smells all musky, a familiar scent that has my hips moving involuntarily over his crotch. He hisses, pulling me away to grab my face in his hands.

      “Why do you make me do it then, Bri? Why?”

      Swallowing the truth, I let out a half lie. “Because it turns me on.”

      He closes his eyes a moment, a deep crinkle in his forehead. “Having me treat you like shit and throwing you around like that turns you on. Tomorrow you’ll no doubt have bruises all over your skin because I lost it, and how do you think that makes me feel?”

      I place my hands on his arms. “But I wanted it. Every minute of it.” And I did, my dark, fucked up thoughts making me this way with him.

      Chris pushes my hands away, grabbing my shoulders. “Yes, but I don’t. I hate it, and you know it. That shit fucks with my head for days after. I’m not the type of man to be rough with a woman, and when I am with you, it makes me feel like a monster. Don’t you understand, Bri? Fuck!”

      He attempts to push me off his lap, but I hold tightly to him, throwing my arms around him again. “I’m sorry,” I say, my eyes filling with tears. Chris has always been my gentle giant, and he’s right; I do push him until I create the monster he detests. I just can’t help myself. But knowing how much I’ve upset him cuts me deep to my core. “I’m sorry, so sorry,” I say over and over again, sniffling and snuggling my nose into the crook of his neck.

      His rigid body relaxes upon hearing my cries, and soon he’s encasing his big, strong arms around me. The relief at his acceptance has me releasing a breath I didn’t realise I was holding.

      “I fucking love you, Bri, and I hate hurting you.”

      I run my hands through his hair, kissing the side of his neck. “I know, and I’m sorry for pushing you. I’ll try my hardest not to do it again.”

      His hands are in my hair next, tugging my lips to his. His hardness digs into my groin, so I thrust my hips, causing Chris to groan in my mouth.

      “I’m not fucking you out here. Someone might see us.”

      I chuckle into his mouth. Little does he know that’s already happened. I don’t plan to let that little secret out, though. Instead, I relax in his arms as he carries me inside and down towards our bedroom. My heart pounds and my pussy throbs as he undresses me and lays me down before fucking me until another orgasm rips me apart.

      When I’ve calmed and Chris has fallen asleep, I lay awake, staring at the ceiling. With the euphoria of our lovemaking well and truly diminished, the usual dark thoughts are free to creep into my head again.

      I sigh, slipping out of the bed as carefully as possible and walk over to the window where the moon is shining through. While there, gazing upon the moon, I think of my brother. We would often watch the moon together, out in the park at night when we couldn’t stand being at home with our parents. When it was cold, sometimes we would manage to gather a blanket, lay it on the grass, and talk about what we would do if we could escape to the moon. “Being able to breathe would be an issue,” my brother would say, making us both laugh.

      I glance at Chris, a pang shooting through my stomach, thinking about all those memories. Oh, how I miss my brother. If he were here with me now, no doubt he would smile, ruffle his fingers through my hair like he used to, pinky-promising the world to me. I would give up all the planets in the solar system for one of those pinky promises.

      A single tear drops down my face, the pain at missing him so much tearing through me. I glance back at Chris, and he’s sleeping like an angel. It’s in these moments when Chris sleeps peacefully that my nightmares begin. My presence gives him solace, but in my waking moments, I wish… God, how I wish someone was here for me.
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      The following night, Chris and I stay at a five-star resort in Puerto Banus, allowing the lads to have a free night to do what they want. All I demand of them is that our bedroom remain completely and utterly off limits. They are not to bring any girls in there. Period. Apart from that, they can do what they want. Well, within reason, of course.

      After a night in the hotel where I am  treated like a queen and have one of the best views of the Mediterranean, Chris and I are on better terms. He’s happy that we’re now back on track, but my heart still aches, the torture of my thoughts threatening to drown me. Knowing that we are on the way back to England today doesn’t help ease my mind either.

      “Fancy a beer?” Chris asks, offering a bottle to me. I shake my head, and he places it on the table before taking a seat next to me on the deck. The sun is warm, my face to the sky as I take in the last rays. The lads are listening to music, drinking and prancing about the place like lads on holiday do.

      “I don’t want to go back,” Chris says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I stare out into the endless sea. We’ve only been travelling on the water for around an hour, Michael’s capable hands at the wheel. “I don’t want to go back either,” I admit, but for difference reasons than him.

      “One day, baby. One day very soon this could all be ours permanently.”

      I sigh, leaning my back against his chest, his arms surrounding me. “Not too soon, though, with your supplier dying on you and you having to wait until his brother takes over.”

      If I’m honest with myself, I’ve been partly relieved but also partly scared of this fact. Relieved that it will take longer, but also scared that it just gives my past a better opportunity to catch up to me.

      “Don’t you worry about that, babe. Things have a habit of working out. Which reminds me,” he says, pulling away for a moment before delving his hand into his short’s pocket. I swivel my position so I’m facing him more, intrigued to see what he has for me. He lifts it up, dangling a silver chain with a small key attached to it.

      “I need you to promise me you’ll wear this at all times.”

      I frown at his request. “What is it?”

      “It’s a key to a locker at Green Park Station. If something were to ever happen to me…”

      “Chris, I don’t like where this is going,” I interrupt, scared all of a sudden. Why this? Why now?

      “Shh, listen to me, Bri. This is fucking important. I’m not planning on going anywhere, believe me, but if something does happen, I want you to promise me you’ll drop everything and head to Green Park. The locker number is 316, and inside it is a fake passport, credit cards, and enough cash to keep you going for a while. Can you remember the number, Bri? 316.”

      Meekly, I nod my head, taking the chain he’s thrusting in front of me. “Why now, though? What’s changed?”

      “Nothing’s changed,” he says, taking the chain back from me to loop it around my neck. “It’s something I’ve had planned for months but I only recently, before we left, managed to sort out. From time to time, I add as much cash as I can to the stash already there. It gives me comfort knowing that you will be okay, if ever I’m not. This is only a precaution, not because I’m planning to leave you. Wild horse wouldn’t be able to keep me away, so don’t worry. It just makes me happy to know you’d be taken care of. So can you promise me you’ll wear it at all times?”

      A sad smile encases my lips as I clutch onto the key hanging from my neck. “I promise.”

      Chris lets out a sigh, grabbing me to pull me to him again. “Then all is good in my world.”

      “Boss!” Kane shouts from the top of the ladder. “We’ve got a problem.”

      We’re both up on our feet, my heart skipping a beat, wondering what the problem could be. We walk to the edge of the boat, glancing at what Kane is currently staring at, when I spot a Guardia Civil boat heading towards us.

      “Shit!” Chris shouts, threading his hands through his hair.

      “Why? What’s the problem? We’re not doing anything wrong. We’re on holiday.”

      Chris plants me with a look that sends ice cold water over my skin. I grit my teeth, deciding not to ask another question that could land me in trouble. Now is definitely not the time for an interrogation.

      The Guardia Civil boat lines itself up with ours, and then a guy who looks to be in his forties comes onto the boat, his eyes scanning everyone.

      “Who’s the owner of this boat?” he asks in a Spanish accent.

      “It’s a close friend of ours whose brother recently died,” Chris answers. “He asked if we could bring it back to the UK. We’ve got all the papers to prove it.”

      “Show me,” the guard says, his hand out ready. “And I need to see your passports too.”

      Chris disappears inside the boat, the guard scanning the rest of us all the while, including two of his mates with guns clasped beside them. Even though I know I’ve done nothing wrong, my heart is in my throat. These guys are fucking intimidating.

      Chris reappears with a small bag in hand. He places it down on the table and unzips it. Inside there is no sign of any paperwork or passports, just  a wad of cash.

      Fuck!

      Nervously, I swallow hard, my anxiety creeping up exponentially. If Chris bribes the wrong Guardia Civil, we’re all in deep fucking shit.

      What has he done?!

      The guard glances down at the cash then up at all of us, his eyes scanning us one by one before they land back on Chris. “You can close that back up now.”

      I’m all but peeing myself. The last thing I want is to end up in some foreign jail where nobody speaks English.

      To my utter surprise and relief, the guard picks the bag up and slings it over his shoulder. “You have a safe trip back home.”

      I don’t truly process that he’s leaving until he’s strolling back onto his boat, and they’re pulling up the fenders and throttling away. The moment I hear that sound, my shoulders sag, my relief palpable. Once out of the guards’ earshot, the guys all gather.

      “Fuck me, I almost shit myself,” Larry shouts first, making everyone laugh.

      “I was warned this might happen,” Chris answers. “They won’t bother us again. If need be, we’ll do the same in France.”

      My eyes land on Chris, my anger slowly building now that the shock and anxiety are waning. “What the fuck was that about?” I ask, causing all eyes to land on me. Silence fills the air, then Kane and Michael glance away, guilt written across their faces. “What are you not telling me?” I ask again to anyone who will answer. No one will answer, though. I know no one but Chris will, but I still want to make a show, nonetheless.

      “We needed a quick hit,” Chris begins.

      “I don’t fucking believe this!” I shout, throwing my hands in the air. “This was never about a holiday, was it? You were using it as a guise to do business.” My eyes scan the boat, wondering where the stash could be. “Where is it?”

      “It’s probably best you don’t know.”

      Something dawns on me. “Last night when we stayed at the hotel, that’s when the drop took place, right? Where did you get the stash from? Oh, no, don’t tell me. Probably Morocco?”

      Chris’s guilty faces says it all. “Fan-fucking-tastic!” I shout, my legs moving towards the living room.

      “Baby, please hear me out…”

      I turn forcefully towards him, my nostrils flaring. “You brought me here on the pretence of a holiday when all this was really about was buying drugs. What if that guard hadn’t been corrupt? What would you have done? You promised me you wouldn’t involve me in your shit, Chris. You promised! I could have been fucking arrested!” I try to walk away, but Chris spins me back round.

      “I would never have let that happen. If he wouldn’t have taken the money, the lads knew what to do.”

      My eyes widen. “You were going to shoot them, weren’t you? I can’t fucking believe this. They had guns themselves, didn’t you notice?!”

      “Yes, but we were prepared for that; we’re always prepared in case the worst comes to the worst. I would never let anything happen to you. It’s just that we found out we could make well over a million on this collection. Can you imagine how much of a difference that’ll make towards our dream?”

      Disgusted, I shake my head, puffing out a frustrated breath. The words “Your dream!” play on my lips, but I don’t dare let them out.

      “I don’t care that you had provisions in place, or money to bride officers of the law, or whatever the fuck you want to call it. What I care about is that you involved me in a drug run.”

      A flash of guilt flits through his eyes, but he stands his ground. “You really think I didn’t think about all that? Involving you was the last thing I wanted to do, but there was no way in hell I would have left you on your own at home. I had to think of something. What else was I supposed to do? Come on, Bri, you can’t get angry.” He steps closer, trying to pull my arms to him, but I yank them away.

      “No!” I shout back, shocking him so much he takes a step back, his mouth agape. Tears fill my eyes at his betrayal. He knows full well he fucked up. No amount of excuses are going to cut it.

      “Don’t you dare tell me how to feel. You could have thought of a better way of handling this. Hell, you could have sent the guys, and you and I could’ve gone someplace else for a holiday, but no. You had to be here, didn’t you? You had to be the one who took all the glory. To be the one who made sure it all went the way you wanted. I don’t care that it makes our dream that much closer,” I say through gritted teeth. “It could have been dealt with better.”

      “I’m sorry, baby. Please. I didn’t think you’d get so angry.”

      I stare at him, my eyes widening and my heart breaking. “If you truly think that then you don’t really know me at all, do you?” I whisper, turning and walking down the steps to our room, but not before noticing the devastation written across his face.

      In the confines of our bedroom, I take to the bed, pulling the pillow to my chest, hugging it flush to my body. I’m angry, but more than that, I’m upset. Chris promised me. He’s been saying since day one that he would do everything within his power to protect me from his way of life. Now I’m so far involved, I could land in prison if caught. I have no idea where all the drugs are, and even though I asked, I don’t really want to know.

      I scoff at the fact that he didn’t think I’d get so angry. If he honestly thought that, then why didn’t he tell me to be begin with?

      Questions like this and others fill my head, making me even angrier. Now I have to spend the last few days of my holiday knowing that sleeping beside me each night is enough drugs to probably send me away for the rest of my life.

      Deep fucking joy.
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      Five days later, we sail into St Katherine’s Dock in London, my heart heavy, eyes weary from lack of sleep. Luckily, the rest of the journey was uneventful, but that didn’t stop my nerves from fraying the whole time, constantly on the lookout for any police presence out at sea.

      Chris and I have hardly spoken since, and it’s taking its toll on both of us. He knows I need space to cool down, but his patience will only last so long before he’ll snap and get angry, demanding my forgiveness. Yeah, like that will make me forgive him. The irony has my eyes rolling.

      It’s now Monday morning, and I’m getting ready for work. In one sense, I’m looking forward to getting back to my routine, and if I admit it, to seeing Charlie again. I didn’t realise how much I missed him until I was showering this morning.

      “Good morning,” Charlie announces the moment I walk into the shop, a bright smile and steaming cup of tea on the counter.

      I approach with my hefty bag, placing it on the counter in front of us. “Good morning,” I smile back, his cheerful demeanour immediately infectious.

      His eyes lower down to the bag. “Ah, we need restocking again, I see,” he mutters, pointing to the bag.

      “Nah-ah, you have no right saying that because the last time you did, I ended up across the road with my kit, practically performing surgery.”

      “You mean saving someone’s life,” he quips back.

      “Whatever you want to call it,” I reply, waving my hand dismissively. “If I hadn’t had these things here, then Lord knows what would have happened. And for all we know, the man still  died. I might have done something wrong and killed him.” That thought makes my eyes bug out of my head.

      “You didn’t.”

      My eyes snap up to him. “Didn’t what?”

      “Kill him,” he replies, stroking a hand over his sexy five o’clock shadow. My my. Just that one simple act has me inadvertently licking my lips. Of course, he had to look there when I did, didn’t he? I really wish I wasn’t so obvious around him.

      Composing myself, I clear my throat. “How would you know?”

      He gets up from my barstool, clearing a path for me to sit, but for now, I stay where I am.

      “I figured you might worry that you didn’t do it right and done more harm, than good, so I visited him in hospital. I overheard the doctor saying he’d make a full recovery.”

      I drop my shoulders in relief. “That really is good news.”

      “I thought you might like to hear that. Anyway, how was your holiday?”

      My shoulders tense again, and Charlie notices, frowning. “It was good, thanks. A nice break.” Well, it was nice up until I found out we were on a drug run!

      Thankfully, Charlie doesn’t question my discomfort; he simply moves out of the way for me when I attempt to get past, dropping my kit to the floor to deal with later.

      “So what did I miss when I was away?” I get comfy on my little stool and pick up my tea. “Thanks for this, by the way. It’s just the ticket.”

      Charlie leans his arm against the doorframe, a casual but sexy stance that makes my butterflies resurface. I hoped going away would quell any feelings I had for my boss, but the separation has only seemed to fuel them.

      “Not much has been happening. I sold the rocking chair, the writing desk, and a few other little items. Other than that, it’s been quiet. Oh, and thanks for saving me before you left. Lottie stayed, flirted like crazy, and then pinched my bum before she left, giggling like a schoolgirl, she was.”

      My head rears back with laughter at the thought. I would’ve loved to have witnessed that. “You gotta love Lottie,” I reply with a snort. “By the way, you’re welcome. I knew you could more than handle her on your own. Besides, I have Freddy. It’s only fair that you have your very own female version.”

      He points a finger at me, smirking. “Okay, I’ll give you that.” Laughter leaves me again, but then he frowns like he’s remembered something. “By the way, a man came in looking for you.”

      I swallow hard, trying my hardest to act nonchalant when my heart is now racing twenty million miles per hour.

      “Oh, yeah. What did he look like?”

      “Dark, greying hair, blue eyes, around five-foot-eleven, something like that. I would say in his late forties, early fifties.”

      Another lump forms in my throat. “That sounds like my dad,” I respond, because it does sound like my dad. Both he and Pete look vaguely similar, which only added to my disgust at what he did to me. “What did he want?” I ask, busying myself with bits of paper and mail on the countertop, trying my level best to seem normal.

      “Just wondered where you were. I told him you were on holiday, but I didn’t say when you’d be back. I didn’t know who he was to you, so I wasn’t going to give too much away. Are you alright with him, Bri? He won’t cause you any trouble, will he?”

      I drop the mail in my hands and spin around, fixing a bright smile on my face. “No, it’s fine. I can handle him.”

      His eyes narrow on my face. “Are you sure?”

      I let out a small chuckle, attempting to lighten the mood. “Sure, I’m sure. It’s fine. As I said before, my dad was never the trouble, just seriously neglectful. I’ll sort it out. Don’t worry.”

      He nods his head and tells me he’s going to leave me to settle in before disappearing in back. I won’t involve Charlie in more of my shit, I refuse to. I’ve already involved him in too much as it is without adding Pete into the mix.

      With shaky hands, I get my phone out. I charged it this morning, but still haven’t turned it back on yet. Chris will wonder why if I don’t.

      I close my eyes as I press the button to switch it back on, bile rising in my throat as the screen lights up asking for my code. After two attempts at putting it in, the phone finally comes to life, and then a few seconds later, the inevitable pings alert me to several missed messages. There’re around ten of them, but as there’re no names, I ignore them all. I don’t need to read them to know who they’re from.

      I run on autopilot for the rest of the day, catching up with all the bookkeeping and dealing with customers when they arrive. When the day ends, I shout my goodbye to Charlie and lock up the shop before walking around the back to fetch my car. I fiddle with my handbag trying to find my keys; the damn things have a habit of disappearing into the smallest of crevices, so I can never find them. Once I pull on something that finally jingles, I unlock my car and slide in, placing my handbag on the floor of the seat next to me. I’m so busy with this, I don’t see the figure approaching my car, opening the door, and sliding in the passenger seat before it’s too late.

      “Hello, Bri,” his familiar, gruff voice says, punctuating my name.

      Angry, hot tears immediately prick my eyes as I gaze into the set of familiar blues I’d never wanted or hoped to see again. He’s aged a little since I last saw him, but the only real telltale sign is the greying of his normally dark brown hair. Still, his eyes haven’t changed a bit. They still leer at me the same way they did back then—the same way that used to set my skin crawling.

      “What do you want?” I snap, angry that he’s already placed me in a vulnerable position.

      “You’ve been ignoring me,” he answers, shifting in his seat like he’s getting himself nice and comfortable. “I don’t like being ignored.” He wipes his hands on the legs of his jeans like he’s drying them off. The fucker’s already getting excited. It was always the power he had over me that got him off the most. I can see it now, the delight swimming in his eyes that he has something over me that he can dangle in front of me on a piece of string, making me obey his every command. I was never scared of Pete, because whatever shit he did to me, I always legitimised it by convincing myself it was my choice. Always my choice. Complete bullshit, but that’s how a fifteen-year-old thinks when placed in a situation that could otherwise swallow her whole. It was because of this reasoning that I was never scared of him. He’d feed me, fuck me, then be on his way and I on mine. I would be full of food, but empty of love. I would sometimes even contemplate suicide, but the only person who kept me from committing that act was my brother. That and sheer determination, telling myself that I’d only had to put up with it for a few more months and then I’d be off.

      “I wasn’t here,” I reply, the knot in my stomach intensifying.

      “So I heard.” His eyes dance across my face then down to my breasts before delving the rest of the way. “Looking good, Bri. You’ve grown into quite the woman, I see.”

      Closing my eyes, I quash the nausea bubbling. “Stop the charade, Pete. You came here for a reason. Now, spit it out.”

      A deep rumble of laughter leaves his lips before he grabs the seatbelt behind him and fastens it. “You’re going to take me for a drive to Anslie Wood—where we can be undisturbed for a while, so we can chat.”

      I know full well what he means by chat, and it makes the acid burn in my stomach. “And if I refuse?”

      His eyes widen ever so slightly, light dancing in them. He’s already hard. There’s no denying the tent now poking up from his jeans.

      “How’s Chris doing these days? Does he know about us?” He lifts a finger up, trailing it down my upper left arm. I flinch, but all that does is make him smile.

      “You leave him out of this,” I snarl, anger bubbling in my stomach.

      “I know about you,” he whispers, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. “I know your dirty, little secret. You’re quite the disgusting slut, aren’t you, Bri?”

      Fat tears threaten to engulf me, but I will them down, instead, putting my seatbelt on and starting up the car, resulting in a triumphant smirk from Pete.

      “I knew you’d see sense.”

      I pull out of the car park and make the short journey towards the woods. As I’m pulling into a wooded area with no one around, my phone starts to chime, and I know full well it’s Chris wondering what time I’ll be home.

      I switch the engine off, my mind telling my body to switch off with it. Instead, I stare straight ahead, fixing my gaze on a branch swaying in the breeze.

      “I almost forgot, I got you something,” he says, undoing his seatbelt and delving into his pocket. It’s only when he drops the offending object on my lap that I see what it is. A Snickers bar. “Remember these, Bri? You used to love it when I bought you them. Your eyes would light up like a Christmas tree. Best fucking sex I ever had.”

      I close my eyes, trying my fucking hardest to drown out the words he’s implanting in my head, but it’s no use. He’s surrounding me, his sick, twisted words, his smell, his presence. I feel him everywhere on my skin, like a thousand white, hot poker sticks.

      I fling the Snickers bar onto the floor. I don’t want to see it. If I can’t see it, then it’s not there. To this day, I’ve never once looked at one of those bars for fear it’ll bring back all those fucked up memories.

      “Oh, come on, Bri. That’s not very nice, is it? Your uncle hasn’t seen you in years, the least you can do is show how much you missed me.”

      Leaning forward, he unfastens my seatbelt, and the inevitable click has me swallowing the bile in my stomach. His heavy breathing fans against my neck, the smell of stale cigarettes hitting my nostrils and making me nauseous.

      “I’m on my period,” I quickly spit out, the words automatically leaving my lips.

      “You have a mouth, don’t you?”

      An involuntary gag makes its way up my throat. “How do you know I won’t bite your dick off?”

      A deep rumble echoes around the car, making me flinch. “Okay, Bri. You want to go slow for now, I can do that. Just know that next time we meet, I will want more. Get in the back seat.”

      My hand trembling, I pull the door open, my mind telling me I can do this. I can do it because it protects me, and it protects Chris. I would do anything for the ones I love, so how is this any different? The only thing I have to sacrifice is my body… right?

      With that lie in my head, I get out of the car, and as I do, my phone rings again. “I think it might be best to put that on silent, don’t you?” Pete asks, irritation in his voice. “At least until we’re finished. We really don’t want any disturbances now, do we?”

      Once I climb in the backseat, I pull out my phone seeing Chris’s name flash up. I’ve been flat-out ignoring him for days, but I’d give anything to answer his call right now, to tell him how sorry I am, and that what I’m about to do, I’m doing for us. That I love him and would kill to be in his arms right now.

      Instead, I put my phone on silent and place it back in my bag, a tear dropping from my cheek as I do.

      “Take your top off,” Pete instructs, his breathing heavy as he undoes his jeans. I do as he requests, letting the top fall next to me.

      “Nice key around your neck. Is it the key to Chris’s heart? How sweet.”

      Through gritted teeth, I say, “Don’t fucking bring him into this. He has nothing to do with what’s happening here.”

      Pete lets out a dark chuckle that crawls up my spine. “Oh, you and I both know that’s a lie, don’t we, Bri?”

      I hate the way he says my name, like he has every right to address me. “Can we just get this fucking over with already?”

      Pete’s evil smirk is like witnessing the devil himself. “So eager, aren’t we?” He points to my chest. “Now your bra. I want to see those perky tits I used to suck on.”

      I grit my teeth, closing my eyes as I unhook my bra and let that fall down too. Pete hisses in a breath, his hands immediately shooting out to knead them. His touch disgusts me so much that when I bite into my tongue, I draw blood.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed these.” He pulls his hands away, but only so he can unzip his jeans and pull out his nasty, erect penis. “Lie on you back.”

      Like a robot, I act on his instructions, laying back until he’s straddling my chest, his vulgar cock bouncing in front of my face.

      “Take it, hold it,” he barks, his body quivering with his excitement. The only solace I have is knowing this won’t last long. He never did. Literally a minute or less, and it was over.

      I place my hand on his cock, wrapping it tightly. He pulls back, thrusting into my hand and hissing with pleasure. “Fuck, I’ve missed this, Bri. Missed you.”

      I turn my head away as he starts to move into my hand, his own hands palming my breasts as he moves. I close off, trying my level best to drown out the repulsive grunting above me and the feel of his disgusting hands on my skin.

      My eyes squeeze shut tight as his movements become faster, his cock moving in and out of my hand until he roars, stilling, and then wetness coats my chest. I gag at the smell of his repugnant cum all over me, another tear sliding down my face. This is what I’ve reduced myself to. This is what I’ve become.

      “Fuck, that’s sexy,” he coos, rubbing it into my skin. “Just leaving a little reminder for you. Look how I blend into that perfect, bronzed skin of yours. My, you have caught the sun, haven’t you?”

      “Are you finished now?” I spit, my voice raising an octave.

      With a frustrated huff, he gets off me, placing his dick back inside his jeans before yanking his shirt down. “For now, yes. But I will be in touch, and next time, don’t fucking ignore me. I’ll give you a couple of days until your bleeding stops, but that’s all. My patience can only run so far.”

      He opens up the door and gets out. “Don’t worry about giving me a lift. I can take it from here.” He’s about to shut the door, then halts a second. “Oh, by the way. Thanks for that. Just what I needed.”

      The words “Fuck you,” are on the tip of my tongue, but the door is shut before I get them out. I lay there a couple of seconds, wondering if he’ll come back. As that possibility fills my head, I spring into action, sitting up and gazing out the window. There’s no one in sight, just endless trees and greenery. Once it dawns on me that he’s really gone, I scramble out of the car with just enough time before the contents of the sandwich I ate for lunch comes back to haunt me, making my body heave even after I have no more left to give.

      My body slumps by the wheel of the car, half naked and more alone and degraded than I’ve ever felt. A bird squawks, jerking me out of my reverie. I look around to see if there’s any danger, feeling relief at finding none. I scramble to my feet, dizzying slightly from my now lack of food. I throw open the boot, taking out the big bottle of water I have stored in there for when I need to replenish the car, and I grab a rag, throwing the water on my chest, washing away his filth. The cold water hits me, making me wheeze, and that’s all it takes for the floodgates to open. My body wrenches with tears, and I scream out at the injustice in the world, not caring if anyone hears my cries.

      “Why???!!!!” I screech towards the sky, my head tilted back, my hands fisted at my sides. Angrily, I wipe the tears from my face and use the rag to dry myself up before throwing it in a bush. I fetch my bra and top from the back of the car and get dressed before getting into the car and starting the engine, numbness now taking over.

      On autopilot, I make my way home, completely unaware of the trip back. I park and make my way up the elevator to the top floor. The moment it pings and the escalator opens, our door swings open, and Chris appears wild-eyed.

      “Where the hell have you been? Why haven’t you been answering your phone? I’ve been fucking going out of my mind here.” I don’t even look at him when I walk slowly into our apartment. “Bri, please. What happened?”

      I have no choice but to answer, but all I really want is to be left alone. “I’ve had a very rough day at work and could really use a shower. Can we talk when I’m finished?”

      “Bri…”

      “Please,” I implore him, making the mistake of looking up into his concerned eyes. Tears immediately well, causing Chris to take my hand.

      “You’re scaring me.” He squeezes my hand in his, the gesture threatening to engulf me even further.

      “I just really need a shower. Please, Chris. I will talk to you as soon as I’m done. I just really need to relax under water for a few minutes.”

      Sadly, he nods his head, dropping my hand to let me walk to the bathroom. I rip my clothes off my body and turn the tap on, welcoming the warm spray hitting my skin. But then as I close my eyes, flashbacks of what happened earlier whip through my mind, making me angry. I grab a scrubbing brush, and I scrub my chest until my skin turns purple and blood starts to seep out of my pores. After a while, the water starts to grow cold, so I turn it off and wrap a towel around me before taking a seat on the edge of the tub.

      Chris enters, taking a knee in front of me as he grabs my hand. “Bri, what have you done to yourself?” He places a hand through my hair, and needing his comfort, I lean my head, curving it into his palm. He cups my face, his eyes scanning mine. “Bri, you’re fucking scaring me here. Has someone hurt you? I’ll fucking kill them!”

      “No one’s hurt me,” I lie, taking his hand and placing it in mine. “I’ve just had a rough day. I tripped over something at work and whacked my chest, and I passed out for a bit,” the lie slipping easily from my lips. “Hence the reason why I’m late, and also why my chest looks sore.”

      “Shit, Bri. Why didn’t you call me? I could have come and got you. Shit, I thought you’d left me.”

      I place a hand on his face, my thumb stroking his cheek. His eyes close, giving in to my touch. “I will never, ever leave you.”

      He lets out a whoosh of air and encases me in his arms. “Oh, fuck, I’ve missed you. I hate it when we fall out. It does my fucking head in. Please say you forgive me?” He sprays kisses on my eyes, cheeks, nose, and forehead.

      “I forgive you,” I answer, not having any more strength to argue. Pete has sucked everything I had out of me.

      Chris hits me with those light blue eyes of his, an intensity in them that takes my breath away. He pulls me to him and places a warm, gentle kiss on my lips, something that would normally ignite a growing fire inside of me, but I’m still too numb to feel a thing.

      He bends down, kissing my neck, sliding down to my chest. I wince with not only the pain, but the memories of what went down. If Chris knew what had happened to my chest, there’s no way he’d be kissing it so tenderly the way he is now.

      “Sorry,” he whispers, his breaths hot and heavy. “I just want to make it all better.” He lowers even farther, his hands sliding up my legs underneath my towel. “I just want to kiss it all better.”

      I stay stock still, staring into space as he kneels before me, his face at the same level as my knees. I don’t push him away or tell him to stop, just simply part my legs when he pulls my knees apart, his head sliding in between them. There’s no reaction until his tongue darts out, and he flicks my little nub, sending shivers wracking all over my body. I groan and Chris reacts, squeezing my legs with his hands.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed your sweet pussy,” he growls, plunging his tongue into my pussy, kissing and licking my little nub.

      “Yes, kiss it better. Make it all better again,” I whisper, closing my eyes, praying with all I have that he can.

      Pleasure jolts through me, and with it tears prick my eyes. The last thing I would’ve ever thought I’d want right now is this after what transpired earlier, but Chris and his expert tongue is causing waves of pleasure to surface. My mind is spinning with desire, my orgasm reaching its peak. I thread my fingers through his hair, moaning as his tongue masterfully dances over my nub, over and over again until I detonate around him, my screams echoing off the bathroom walls.

      Chris grabs me off the bath and pulls me to the floor, ripping the towel from my body, his eyes filled with nothing but hunger. His sweatpants are pulled down, and within an instant, he’s inside me, calling out my name as he pumps into me. I freeze, unable to move, but Chris is so lost in us that he fails to notice my change. I close my eyes, my face turned to the side as Chris buries his head into the crook of my neck, his hot breath hitting me with every thrust. But I feel nothing. Emptiness enters my chest and settles there, creating a void unlike anything that has ever existed between Chris and me. My body has become a mere vessel, an empty shell to be used for the pleasure of others.

      So I lie there, letting him take. Take, take, take, the void threatening to implode and swallow me whole, leaving me with nothing left but the darkness that envelopes my mind and a heart which slowly turns a velvety shade of black.
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      The next day, I drive to work after kissing Chris goodbye and telling him I love him, letting him think that all is swell in the world.

      I, unfortunately, know different.

      After what happened in the bathroom last night, Chris carried me to bed, fed me, and then I passed out shortly after nine, my sleep filled with nothing but nightmares. I feel broken, my thoughts filled with dread and unease, my mind whirling with what’s to come. I might not hear from Pete today, maybe not even tomorrow, but I know one day he will be in touch, demanding I comply with whatever sick, twisted desire he has in store for me next.

      “Bri?” Charlie’s voice calls, his hand on my shoulder making me jump. “What’s wrong?” His frown is deep, his head leaning down to face me in my seat.

      “Nothing,” I answer with a chuckle, my attempt at brushing him off.

      “I’ve been calling your name for the last five minutes, and since you walked in, you’ve  looked like you lost your dog or something. You flinched when I touched you and grimaced when I asked about your holiday. What’s wrong?”

      Charlie’s more astute than I give him credit for. It’s funny really, as I’ve always thought I had a good way of hiding my feelings so deep down that no one could ever even get a glimpse of them. I guess Charlie can read me better than I thought.

      “I’m fine,” I eventually answer, turning away.

      “Now I know something’s up.”

      “Why?”

      He spins my chair around so I’m forced to look at him. “Because you said the word fine. No one is ever fine when they say they are.”

      “Well, I am fine, so that’s a load of bollocks.” I attempt to turn away again when Charlie grabs my hand and virtually yanks me out of my chair, making me yelp in surprise before he pulls me into his office.

      “Charlie, the customers,” I protest.

      “We’ll hear the bell ring if someone comes,” he replies, spinning to face me once we’re in the office. “Was that really your dad who got in your car yesterday?”

      My body turns rigid, causing Charlie to scowl. “You saw?”

      “You said he was your dad, Bri. Please fucking tell me that was your dad?” My head drops in shame, but a finger pulls my chin up to look at him. “Tell me,” he implores, his caramel eyes filled with nothing but concern. It makes my almost blackened, dead heart beat back to life.

      “It was Pete.”

      “Fuck!” he shouts, grabbing my shoulders. “Your pedo fucking uncle? That Pete?” I nod my head. “Shit, Bri. Why didn’t you fucking tell me it was him? If I had known, I never would have let him get in the car with you!”

      I don’t want to hear it, those words that show me he cares. Those words that he has no right to. “You’re my boss, not my saviour. I’m not your responsibility!”

      “Whether you are my responsibility or not, that doesn’t stop me from caring. Fuck, Bri, what did he do to you? Did he touch you? If he’s touched you, I’ll…”

      “What? Hurt him? Tell him to never come near me again? It will never work. He’ll find a way to get to me, and you know what? I will go to him, because going to him stops him from revealing my secret. Going to him protects the ones I love, and I will never, ever sacrifice the ones I love for the sake of a quick hand job in my car.”

      Charlie’s eyes turn a darker shade of brown, his features twisted in a murderous rage. “What about the sake of your soul?”

      My heart aches, because he’s right. I was broken in two yesterday after the incident in the car, and it’s only going to get worse. But there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “If selling my soul means protecting everyone, then so be it.”

      “What are you hiding, Bri? Surely it’s not that bad?”

      I snort. “Oh, believe me, it is. It’s something so bad that it tears me up every damn fucking day. It’s something so bad that I’m willing to go to any length to keep it a secret. Hell, it’s so fucked up, even I don’t want to acknowledge it. But it’s there, pick, pick, picking at my head until I think it might explode!”

      The dam breaks, and out floods the tears I can no longer hold. My resolve is waning so fast, I’m unable to hold it together any longer.

      A set of strong, warm arms encase me, and I cling to his chest through his jumper like I’m afraid he’ll let go. Through my sniffles, I inhale his sweet, musky scent, the familiarity of it all too welcoming and safe.

      With Chris, I never truly feel safe, because even though I can trust him to never hurt me, I don’t trust myself when I’m with him. With Charlie, it’s a different matter entirely. With him, my head is calm, my thoughts no longer scattered, my heart welcoming. I can truly let go.

      “I don’t care what the fuck you’re hiding, I will never, ever let that fucking scumbag touch you again. You got that?”

      I lift my head up to look at him, my eyes filled with unshed tears. “As much as I love that you said that, no one can save me,” I croak, my throat pent up with emotion. “This has always been my life, Charlie. I just have to accept it.”

      Charlie’s chest heaves, his eyes narrowing with rage. “Nobody has to accept being abused, no matter what shit’s going on. He’s your uncle, for fuck’s sake! He’s supposed to look after you, support you, not use you for his own sick, sexual gratification. That is never something you simply accept.”

      He’s imploring me with his eyes, and I hear him loud and clear, but what else am I supposed to do? I’m trapped, poised to live out this ever-lasting nightmare until either Pete dies or gets bored of me. Maybe running away with Chris once we have the money isn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “I don’t want this. I feel sick every time he touches me. But what can I do? He found a way to get to me when I was younger, and now he’s found a way to get to me again.”

      Pain touches Charlie’s eyes as he stares down at me. “You don’t deserve this. You don’t deserve any of this.”

      A single tear drops down my face at his words. Charlie cares for me, I can feel it in the way he holds me, the way he’s now looking at me with those tender eyes which speak a thousand unspoken words. In another life, I would jump into his arms and ask him to love me.

      But I’m undeserving of such love.

      “All throughout my life, I’ve made choices, and those choices have led me to where I am today.”

      Charlie rears his head back, confusion creasing his forehead. “Are you seriously trying to say that you’re at fault for all this shit?”

      Yes.

      “I’m simply trying to explain why I’m here today.” I turn my head away, ashamed to look at him, but Charlie coaxes my head back with a slight touch of his fingers.

      “You were a starving kid who needed food. You were desperate to stay alive. It was not a choice, Bri. It was child abuse. Pure and fucking simple. I don’t want to hear any more of this shit about it being your choice. That fucker is not to touch you again. Period. You’re not to be the sacrificial fucking lamb, Bri. I refuse it.”

      I grant him a soft smile and nod my head because it’s what he wants. I know differently, though. The moment Pete contacts me and crooks his little finger, I will be there, because to put it simply, I have no other choice. Charlie’s words mean a lot to me, but ultimately mean very little in the grand scheme of things. He’s my boss, not my rescuer. Not my white knight out to protect and save me. It’s not his job to do that.

      I wipe my tears away and snort. “I think I may have gotten your jumper a little wet.” It’s a beautiful, dark blue V-neck, but the middle is even darker now that my tears have soaked it.

      “It’s fine,” he replies, smiling back, and my heart turns that little bit pinker again. “It’ll dry.” He then takes his thumb, placing it under my eye and wiping away a tear I missed. “I think you’re all set now.”

      Our eyes lock, and something passes between us. The air is stagnant, the room silent with only our breathing a whisper through his office. A twist of lust squeezes my stomach, and my mouth parts, a tiny gasp leaving my lips. Charlie’s eyes scan down towards them, and he licks his own as if anticipation of kissing me is in the forefront of his mind. But suddenly, as if someone slapped him, his face hardens, and his body stiffens.

      “I don’t share,” he simply exclaims, snapping his head away from me and walking off, leaving me completely gobsmacked. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? There’s no denying that Chris and I are together. But now it seems the attraction I thought was only on one-sided was only in my imagination.

      It warms my heart knowing that he feels our connection too, the unmistakable heat when he gazes into my eyes, but it also saddens me. I’m given glimpses of a different life—a life I could only ever dream of. A natural life—a normal life. A life where I don’t have to keep secrets and lies, a life where I can settle down even, get married, have children.

      But it’s a life I can never have as mine is tied down to one person and one person only. A person with the exact sentiments as Charlie when it comes to not sharing…

      “Neither does Chris.”
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      Saying those words out loud has me crashing back to reality. Wanting Charlie is simply a dream, and dreams are the opposite of reality for a reason.

      Because they never come true.

      I see no way out. It’s like I’m in one of those Egyptian style booby trapped rooms like you see in Indiana Jones where the walls slowly close in on you, fating your demise. In one sense, I have terrible guilt that I feel that way when I have a man in my life who would go to the ends of the Earth for me, but in another, it’s all just… wrong. So fucking wrong.

      The bell on the door alerts me to a customer, so I take a deep breath, put my big girl panties back on, and walk out to the front of the shop.

      A man, around six feet tall with balding brown hair and a tattoo of a snake curling up around his neck stands in the middle of the shop, gazing at all the furniture. Instantly, something doesn’t seem right. I feel bad thinking it, but he looks terribly out of place here.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, causing the man to spin round, his dark brown eyes dancing across me before a smirk graces his lips.

      “How much is that dining table?” he asks, pointing towards the antique, Victorian, mahogany table.

      “It’s eleven hundred, but I’m sure we could make an arrangement for a grand, if you’re interested.” He simply hums under his breath, approaching it and stroking the rim with his hand. I approach him, unsure if he’s really here to make a purchase. I hate to cast assumptions, but this man with the scary snake tattoo doesn’t exactly scream Victorian furniture to me.

      Ignoring my discriminatory thoughts, I approach the man, standing beside him as he continues to gaze. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? This is actually one of my favourites, and it hasn’t been here long. I’m actually surprised that it hasn’t sold already.”

      “I take it the grand includes the six chairs?”

      I nod my head with a smile, excitement bubbling at the prospect of a big purchase. “Of course.”

      “Is this the only set you have?”

      Excitement dwindles a little. If he’s asking about others, then maybe he’s not that interested after all. “Unfortunately, yes. We had another two sell a couple of weeks back.”

      He continues staring at the table, and something about this man makes the hackles on the back of my neck stand up. “Hmm… that’s a real shame, Bri. A real shame.”

      Wait… what? Did he just say my name?

      “How do you know my name?” I ask, my heart jumping in my throat.

      He turns to me fully, the dining table completely forgotten as he scans my face with his beady, dark brown eyes.

      “I have some questions for you.”

      All this shit about the table was just an act to lead me into a false sense of security. I want to turn around, see if Charlie is around or call out for him, but I’m afraid to alert this guy that I’m scared. And I am scared.

      “Who are you?”

      He sucks in a breath before speaking. “The name’s Tom, Tom Bilko.”

      Bilko, I say in my head over and over again. I recognise that name from somewhere. I narrow my eyes, trying to figure out why that name sounds so familiar when it dawns on me, and my eyes widen.

      “There it is,” he responds. The cocky bastard sure is full of himself.

      “I don’t know anything,” I quickly snap, the walls of the shop suddenly caving in on me.

      “You get pissed off about something my brother does, then all of a sudden he’s missing. I think it’s too much of a coincidence, don’t you?”

      A dark chuckle leaves my lips as anxiety turns to anger. “Pissed off at him? You do realise he tried to rape me, don’t you? You do realise he assaulted me?”

      His face is completely blank of emotion. “Yes, and I do believe your boss rescued you.” He peeks over my shoulder towards the back door. “Is your knight in shining armour in? I’d like to ask him some questions too.”

      I ignore the jab about Charlie being my knight in shining armour and instead square up to him. “You leave him out of this. This has nothing to do with him! Your brother attacked me, yes, and if he attacked me, he’s probably attacked loads of other people in the past. I bet he has a number of enemies. All I can say is Brandon’s disappearance has nothing to do with me and nothing to do with my boss. Maybe he’s run away because someone’s after him. Have you thought about that?”

      He holds a finger up, accentuating a point he wants to make. “Yes, we did think about that for all of ten minutes until we realised something. Brandon never, ever goes a single day without calling our Ma. So that only leads us to two other conclusions. Either someone’s holding him for some reason, or he’s dead. I’m guessing the latter, and I have a hunch it has something to do with you.”

      My heart rate kicks up a notch, but anger flares when he starts circling me like a lion about to attack its prey. “As I told you, I bet he has a number of enemies. Just because he disappeared soon after he attacked me is merely a coincidence.”

      “Hmm,” he hums again, his breath so close it fans my neck. It smells of whisky and stale cigarettes, causing my nose to twitch. “We shall see, won’t we? As it’s been said many a times, the truth always has a way of getting out.” He storms to the door, allowing me to release the breath I’m holding, but as he opens the door, he turns. “I’ll be in touch.” And then he storms out.

      Fuck!

      I had been so engrossed in all the shit with Pete, I had completely forgotten about Brandon and his fucking tenacious family. Shit, this is all I need.

      With shaking hands, I walk back to the counter and pick up my phone. I have no other choice but to tell Chris what just happened. He’s going to get pissed and demand I come home, but I have no choice.

      I dial his number, and as always, he answers within two rings. “Baby, everything okay?” When I sigh, he says, “Bri, what’s going on? Tell me.”

      “I just bumped into someone,” I lie. I don’t want him thinking he came into the shop.

      “Who?”

      “Tom Bilko.” I bite my lip.

      “Motherfucker!”

      That’s my confirmation that Chris already knows who he is.

      “What did that fucker want? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, nothing like that. He was asking questions about Brandon, saying how much of a coincidence it is that he disappeared right after he attacked me.”

      The sound of what could be a rubbish bin being knocked over thumps through the phone, causing me to pull my mobile away from my ear.

      “I’m going to kill that fucking arsehole!” he bellows.

      This is the last thing we need, but I had little choice but to tell him. “Chris, calm down.”

      “I’m not fucking calming down, that fucker has crossed a line thinking he can intimidate my woman. I’m coming to get you, no fucking arguments. Hold tight. I’ll be there in ten.”

      He cuts the phone off, not giving me a chance to answer.

      “Problems at home?” Charlie asks from behind me, making me jump.

      I spin around, my smile sad. “It’s… complicated. And I think you need to be careful. Brandon’s family is sniffing around asking questions. He’s… missing.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Missing, huh?” He leans his broad shoulder against the doorframe, a cocky glint in his eyes. “I can look after myself. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “I’m fine,” I blurt, biting my tongue after.

      “Oh, look, there’s that word again.”

      Anger rising, I grit my teeth. “Why are you all of a sudden interested in my well-being? I didn’t get so much as a sentence out of you for a full six months, and then bam! You’re non-stop asking questions, non-stop poking your nose into my business. Why? Why now?!”

      A vein twitches in the side of his neck, his mouth forming a hard line like he’s trying to hold in his anger. “Someone fucking has to! Your boyfriend is completely oblivious to all the shit happening around you because he’s too busy thinking about himself and what he wants.”

      “That’s not true!” I bark back, but my voice quivers because deep down, I know there’s an element of truth in there somewhere.

      “Why do you let people push you around like that? Why do you let him push you around? He acts like you’re his possession. It’s unhealthy, Bri.”

      His question and statement completely stun me. Where has this come from all of a sudden?

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business,” I snap.

      His face is like thunder when he replies, “It is when he’s demanding my employee, who still has a number of hours to work by the way, go home.” He leans forward, his warm, minty breath fanning my face. “Whilst you’re here in your place of work. You. Belong. To. Me.”

      He fails to see the irony in his statement, but I’m too fucking turned on at this instance to point that little nugget out. My eyes widen, my heart accelerates, and heat like no other burns deep inside the pit of my stomach. My mouth parts, my breath hitting his, and before I even register what’s happening, my lips are on his, my arms snaking up around his back until they land on his head, pushing him to deepen our kiss. Charlie holds my body flush to his, making a deep moan vibrate through my chest. Our tongues dance, our kiss deep, hot, and heavy, igniting a passion I’ve never before felt in my life.

      He spins us around, my back hitting the wall, and he breaks our kiss to spray light kisses on the side of my neck. “Fuck!” I cry, unable to hold in my desire for him. My pussy is about to combust.

      I palm my hand on his hard length, gripping him tightly, heat igniting in me at the size of him. He growls in my ear, sending lust zinging through my whole body.

      I’m so engrossed in our make-out session that until Charlie pushes me away, I fail to hear the sound of Chris’s bike, the revving along the road getting closer, followed by the distinct beep of his horn.

      We both stare at one another, our breathing hot and heavy, shock registering on my face but disgust on Charlie’s.

      “You better get going. Loverboy is calling you.”

      His words, obviously intending to sting, leave a bittersweet taste in my mouth after that fiery session we just shared. Guilt should shroud me now that Chris is here to fetch me, but all I can feel are Charlie’s lips on mine, the taste of his minty breath, and the spots of his gentle kisses which now burn on my neck, permanently etching their memory deep into my skin.
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      A couple more days go by, and since that kiss, I have been hitting replay over and over again in my head until I think it might explode. Chris has been a sulking mess, stomping around the house like a pubescent child not getting his own way. His way being that the Bilko’s completely disappear off the face of the earth.

      For two days, he’s managed to keep me under lock and key. On the third day, I rant and rave at him, telling him that I’ve already had too much time off work and that I’ll get fired if I carry on. Truth be told, I just want to be with Charlie again—as fucked up as that sounds.

      Since that kiss, my mood has changed. I think Chris notices something’s up, but I assume he puts it down to the fact that my attacker’s family are poking their noses. Either way, it certainly hasn’t helped diffuse the simmering atmosphere in our apartment.

      “We have to figure out a plan to stop them harassing Bri,” Chris says to Michael as I busy myself getting ready for work. They’re both sitting at the dining table, scotch in hand at eight-thirty in the morning. No doubt I’ll have to deal with the fallout of that shit once I’m back home.

      Michael is about to speak, but I butt in. “I don’t think we can do anything. If we start causing a scene, they’ll know we had something to do with his disappearance.”

      Michael nods his agreement. “She’s right. Apart from killing the whole family, what else can we do?”

      “I would start by leaving a trail,” I continue, offering my input. “Something that makes them think Brandon’s miles away from here. Find a place where the family can go to investigate, leaving us more time to figure something else out until they get back.”

      Chris rubs the stubble on his chin, and then Michael raises his glass to me. “That’s a fucking mint idea. Isn’t it, Chris?” He glances at him for guidance, and at first, he doesn’t say a word, just stews.

      “It could work,” he finally replies, looking at both of us.

      “Do you still have his phone? You could maybe charge it and send it somewhere, switch it on and send a text so that it pings the location.”

      Chris’s head snaps to Michael, but he’s frowning, deep in thought. “I’m not sure if we still have it,” Michael finally replies. “It’s normally Larry who deals with that shit.”

      Chris immediately takes his phone out, I assume to call Larry.

      “I guess I’ll be off to work. Don’t go too crazy with the booze,” I warn Michael, more for Chris’s sake than his.

      Michael smiles, getting up from his seat as Chris speaks to Larry on the phone. “I’ll look after him.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” I jibe, making him laugh.

      “Larry’s going to take a look and get back to me.” Chris places his phone down on the table then glances my way, noting my bag in hand. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      My body rigid, I stare him down. “To work. And that’s the final say on the matter.”

      “You can’t go to work when there’s this threat hanging over our heads like this.”

      My nostrils flare, anger bubbling at the pit of my stomach. “I can, and I will. Life doesn’t stop just because someone’s asking questions about a family member’s whereabouts. That would be ridiculous. Have you ever stopped to think that me not being at work the last couple of days looks highly suspicious?”

      “She’s right, you know?” Michael adds.

      “No one fucking asked you,” Chris snaps back.

      “Hey, that’s enough. Michael is only trying to help, and all you’re doing is being downright fucking rude and obnoxious. You’re not the boss of me, Chris. I’m going to work. Final!”

      The keys to my car scrape across the table as I snatch them up in my hand and storm towards the door.

      “You better fucking call me, even if there’s whiff of something dodgy. You got that?”

      “Yes, master,” I call back, waving my hand goodbye.

      It’s only when I’m in the lift and making my way down that I release a deep breath, the tension in my shoulders finally letting go. I never realise just how wound up I am around Chris until I’m not.

      Despite it all, I’m extra careful once I’m in the car park and get in the car, immediately locking the door behind me. Since Pete, I have learnt my lesson not to be too complacent when it comes to my safety.

      I make the car journey in ten minutes, nerves creeping up but for an entirely different reason now. Since the kiss, I have messaged Charlie to let him know I wouldn’t be in the last two days, but all I got back so far were very brief acknowledgements.

      I park the car in my usual spot, being careful to look everywhere before I unlock the car and get out. I stroll around to the front of the shop and glance down at my watch. In my haste to get away this morning, I’ve ended up at work fifteen minutes earlier than normal.

      I place my key in the lock and walk through, not turning the sign to OPEN yet. I close the door behind me and walk towards my little stool, all is quiet, lights off. As it’s a little dark this morning, I switch on one light then set down my bag, calling Charlie’s name. I don’t wait for him to appear, I simply seek him out, knowing he’s probably in his office.

      As I approach his door, I peep in, and sure enough he’s sat at his desk typing away on his computer, his focus so intent on whatever he’s doing, he fails to realise I’m here.

      As I get closer, I squint at the laptop, my eyes trying to scan anything that pops out. The words “warehouse” and “act soon” stand out, making me frown. What is he writing?

      “Charlie?” I say again, and this time, his head shoots round, and in an instant, he slams his  laptop shut.

      “Fucking hell, Bri, knock before you go barging into people’s offices!”

      His large frame, rigid body, and clenched fists have me stepping back. “I’m sorry,” I say, biting my lip. “I called out for you, but you didn’t answer.”

      His eyes narrow like he’s trying to figure something out. “Next time shout louder.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, backing out of the office and turning to leave.

      “Bri,” he whispers after me, his voice softer. I halt my journey and turn around, noting his posture is not so rigid anymore. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I’m a little wound up tight lately.”

      My heart calming, I smile, appreciating his candidness. “Aren’t we all,” I breathe out, relieved that he doesn’t seem so mad anymore. It still doesn’t stop me from wondering what that little writing session was all about, though.

      “When I get wound up, I write stories. It’s kind of my thing.”

      That explains it. “Anything you’d let me read?” I ask, my voice teasing. Charlie’s laughter is low but deep, sending a zing of lust through me.

      “It’s kind of my thing, so not something I share with anyone. No offence.”

      I shake my head. “None taken. I can understand more than anyone how writing your deepest thoughts down on paper is something sacred for only your own eyes to see. It’s cathartic.”

      Silence hangs in the air a moment as we stare into each other’s eyes.

      “I need to apologise to you about the other day,” he starts, his body rigid again. He’s obviously not used to handing out apologies. “I was intrusive and rude, and I am acutely aware of my hypocrisy too. One moment I’m asking you why you’re letting men walk all over you, and then I go and do the same thing by claiming you when you’re here. It was not only completely unprofessional of me, considering I’m your boss, but it was downright unacceptable.”

      He’s right to apologise for what he said, but I sure hope he’s not sorry for what transpired after. “I’m not sorry,” I reply, deciding to lay it all out on the table.

      “Bri,” he whispers, turning his head away, dismissing my admission.

      “I know,” I reply back, stopping him from adding anything further. “I realise we can’t be together like that.” I stop a moment, my heart aching with the knowledge of this and having to admit it out loud. I take in a breath, trying to compose myself, completely aware that Charlie’s watching me. I dip my head down, embarrassed. “I just want you to know that I’m not sorry it happened. I will never be sorry…”

      Charlie closes the distance between us, his finger lifting my chin to face him. His eyes search my own, noticing my unshed tears. “Why don’t you leave him?” he asks softly, no resentment coating his voice, just genuine confusion.

      Two of the unshed tears drop down my face as I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      His frown at my answer is laced with pain. “Can’t or won’t?”

      I’m about to tell him that it’s more complicated than he realises when the doorbell chimes, alerting us to a customer. Although the sign says we’re closed, it’s obviously been ignored by whoever’s entered.

      “I… I better see who that is.” I sniffle, wiping away my tears and sucking in a breath to compose myself. Charlie simply nods, letting down his hand, the loss of his touch more than just physical.

      As I walk out to the shop’s entrance, I smooth out my blonde locks and dab my eyes, making sure there’s no moisture left as I plaster on my best, winning smile.

      However, once I emerge and see who this so-called customer is, my smile instantly drops, and all colour drains from my face.
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      “What are you doing here?” I growl, annoyed that he’s entered my workspace.

      “I sent you a message last night, but you never answered me. If you don’t answer when I call, then I come looking for you. It’s as simple as that. Next time, you may want to reply when I fucking click my fingers.”

      After the last few days, this is all I need. I’m wound up so tight that my voice raises an octave when I answer. “I’m not your fucking puppet, ready to pick up and play with whenever you feel like it. I have a life, and right now you’re invading my workspace. Go now, before I scream and alert my boss that you’re here.”

      His teeth clench. He doesn’t like it when his plaything talks back. “Tonight at six in the same place as the other night. Be there, or my tongue will decide to become loose.” He’s about to leave, but something behind me catches his eye.

      “She’s not meeting you anywhere, you sick fuck.”

      Pete takes in the beast of a man that Charlie is, his demeanour slipping for a second. Then his lip curls into a snarl, baring his teeth in Charlie’s direction. “The conversation between me and my niece has fuck all to do with you. Keep your nose out!”

      Charlie attempts to barge past me, but I thump my back into him, holding his arm with my hand when I do. I have to laugh inside that I’m ironically shielding my uncle from his wrath. Immediately, Pete’s eyes land on my hand on Charlie’s arm, causing him to raise an eyebrow at me.

      “It has everything to do with me when I’m aware her pedo uncle is blackmailing her,” he snarls back. The anger bouncing from his chest into my back has my heart racing.

      Pete glares at me but points at Charlie. “Who the fuck is this guy?” He steps forward, a sarcastic laugh escaping him. “Are you fucking him?” He laughs harder and louder this time, causing Charlie to stiffen beside me. I squeeze his arm, a silent ploy for him to keep it together. This is what Pete wants. If he riles Charlie up enough that he hurts him, no doubt the police will turn up arresting Charlie, and then Chris will find out and start asking questions. I simply can’t let that happen.

      “You are, aren’t you?” He laughs again. “Does Chris know about your extra-curricular activities?”

      “Leave my fucking shop now, or I’ll…”

      “You’ll what? Hit me? Go ahead, punk. Make my day!” Pete beckons him with his hands, causing Charlie to step forward again, but again, I hold him back.

      “Stop!” I hiss back with gritted teeth. “This is what he wants.”

      “That’s right, Bri. Get your fucking mutt under control.”

      Charlie growls, but only loud enough that I hear it. Despite the fact that Pete’s here being a prick, I’m surprisingly calm against Charlie’s chest. His warmth surrounds me, giving me a sense of security that for a moment, under these fucked up circumstances, saddens me. Because it’s temporary. Only ever temporary.

      “I’m going to leave now, so keep your fucking hair on.” Pete walks towards the door, but pivots just enough to point at me. “Just remember our agreement. Tonight. Don’t be late.”

      He storms out, and once the door is shut, I instantly relax back against Charlie’s chest. He grabs my arm, spinning me to face him, but I surprise him by placing my arms around his waist. “Thank you for keeping it together there.”

      His body relaxes, reciprocating my affection, his arms holding me to his chest, my safety net fully engulfing me.

      “You’re not going to him tonight, Bri. I fucking refuse to release you to that monster.”

      I nod my head, because despite knowing I have no other choice, I also refuse to let Charlie suffer the guilt of knowing I went and that he could do nothing about it. He can’t do anything about it. It is what it is.

      “I won’t go tonight,” I mumble into his chest, my eyes slamming shut at the lie.

      “You promise?”

      Pinky promise.

      Pain slices my heart when the sound of my brother’s voice whispers in my ear. I keep my eyes shut tight, agony tearing away at my insides. It had been our mantra, we’d agreed that promising is sacred, and we would never, ever break our promises.

      So when I promise Charlie that I won’t go tonight, it takes everything I have not to break down at my treachery, taking everything I have to keep the nausea, guilt, disgust, and torment locked up tight, deep inside me.

      I truly have slipped down that deep, dark, rabbit hole.
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      I plan out my day, using my lunch break to do a big shop and placing all the bags in the boot of my car. I purposefully don’t buy anything frozen as it will be stuck in the car for hours on end. I then message Chris to let him know that I’m going shopping after work, so he knows I will be a little late back and not worry. I get a message back saying he’s not happy but knows I’ll just ignore him anyway. Apparently, they have a plan of action now to get the Bilkos off our backs. I don’t ask what that plan is, figuring I will get to ask that later. For now, I just need to get through whatever Pete has in store.

      Closing my eyes, a wave of nausea erupts in my stomach. He will want more tonight, that’s for certain. And that’s why, when I went shopping, I bought some condoms. If I have to endure his cock in me, I at least want a layer between us. I absolutely refuse to let him come inside me. Just the thought of that has the acid in my stomach threatening to bubble in my throat.

      I leave the shop with the empty promise to Charlie that I’m heading home. I even turn my usual right towards home rather than left where I need to go before backtracking.

      The closer I get to the park, the more my hands become clammy with sweat, the more my body trembles with anxiety, and the more my gut twists with disgust. Several times today I found myself staring into space, my thumb stroking over the blade of my pocketknife, imagining all the things I could do with it tonight.

      Making the last corner, I pull into the wooded area, noticing there’s no one around. No one but Pete who’s eagerly sat on a wooden fence, his smile widening when he notices my car.

      I turn off the engine, and as he approaches the car, I take out the condoms from the glove compartment and throw them at him through my open window.

      “I’m not fucking wearing one of those nasty things,” he says the moment they hit him.

      “Wear them or this is not happening.”

      He picks up the packet and inspects it. “Get in the back seat and lie down,” he commands, still staring at the pack.

      Closing my eyes, I swallow hard as I unbuckle my seatbelt then get out to do as he instructs. I climb in the back, Pete following after. But just before he climbs in, he throws the packet of condoms away.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, sitting up. Pete smacks a hand against my chest, pushing me back down, a winded breath leaving me.

      “I already told you. I’m not wearing those fucking things. I want the full experience with you, Bri.”

      I violently shake my head, anger, disgust, and frustration crawling all over my skin like a thousand poisonous spiders. “No, that’s not happening. I could get pregnant,” I lie. “It’s my only protection.”

      He quirks an eyebrow at me, and then very slowly crawls his way inside the car, an evil smile on his putrid face. “You’ve just had your period, right? That means you’ll be okay.”

      Nope. Not a fucking chance!

      “No, no, no, no,” I repeat over and over again. “This isn’t happening. I won’t let…”

      I don’t have the time to get the words out as his hand covers my mouth, halting me. I scream into his hand and start to wrestle myself away from his grip, but his body is pressing against mine, effectively trapping me in this cocoon of a car. With his free hand, he tugs at the buttons of my jeans, trying his best to yank them down past my hips, but I struggle so much he has difficulty maintaining his stride.

      “That’s it, Bri. Fight me. You have no fucking idea how turned on I am right now.”

      Those words break me, and I stop fighting him. If it adds to his sick pleasure, I’m not doing it. And what’s the use anyway when he’s going to take what he wants? Instead, I go rigidly still, my face turned to the side, my mind racing to blank out everything he’s about to do to me.

      “You think if you stop struggling, I’ll stop?” I already know the answer to that, so I say nothing, just lie there like a dead fish. “Is that it?” he asks, darting out his tongue and licking the whole side of my face. I close my eyes when I hear the sound of his belt buckle undoing, nausea erupting from the wetness of his tongue now cooling on my skin and settling there.

      “I’ve been dreaming about this for years, you know that? Dreaming about your tight cunt around my hard cock. Dreaming about ramming it in you over and over again until you scream.”

      I try my level best to keep my breathing in check, but his words are zinging their way through my brain, settling there like the bad pennies they are. I want to scream, I want to fight. I want to tell him to fuck off and leave me alone—so many things I’d love to say, but all the words are fruitless.

      I keep my eyes closed as he continues to pull down my jeans, and just as he’s about to get them past my hips, a sudden whoosh of air whirls past me, and his weight disappears from me.

      I shoot up with just enough time to witness Charlie swinging a punch at Pete’s face, a discernible crack sounding as his nose breaks.

      “I’m going to kill you, you motherfucker!” Charlie roars, pelting Pete’s face over and over again. On the fourth punch, Pete is out cold, but that doesn’t deter Charlie. He continues his onslaught, completely immersed in his rage, one hand punching him whilst the other fists his shirt. If I don’t stop Charlie, he’ll kill him.

      Scrambling out of the car at the same time as frantically trying to do my jeans up, I approach this beast of a man to try and make him see sense. “Charlie! Stop! You’re going to kill him!” I get the last button of my jeans done up when I throw my arms around Charlie from the back, pinning his arms and pulling him into my chest. His own is heaving, but he relents, relaxing in my arms. I glance a peek down at Pete who has blood covering his whole swollen face. He’s barely recognisable after that extremely quick but seemingly endless assault.

      Once I have Charlie secure and feel confident that he won’t punch Pete anymore, I relax my arms, letting his down. “Come,” I command, pulling him to the boot of my car. Acting on autopilot so I don’t have to think about everything that’s happened, I open it up, grabbing a bottle of water and my first aid kit before turning around to inspect Charlie’s hand. I wince at the swollen, bloodied knuckles. It’s hard to tell, but he may have broken a couple. It looks pretty messed up.

      “You might have to go to hospital,” I say, my breathing heavy from the adrenaline. I screw open the bottle of water and pour it over his knuckles, making him wince.

      “No hospital,” he breathes out. “I’m fine.”

      Despite the fucked-up situation, I attempt a smile. “I thought fine was code word for nowhere near fucking fine,” I joke, grabbing some alcohol and gauze.

      “Okay, then. How about I’m fucking peachy?”

      I snort out a laugh. “Peachy is better.” I pour alcohol on the gauze and grab his injured hand. “This is going to sting.”

      I carefully graze over his cuts, and at his natural instinct to pull back, I hold firm. After some wincing, he remains silent, letting me tend to his wounds. Charlie simply watches me the whole time I bandage him up. When I’m done, I glance up at him with a smile, suddenly realising I had been so engrossed in my job that I’d completely forgotten why we’re here in the first place.

      I glance another look at Pete, and again he’s unmoving. I’m about to check to see if he’s still alive when Charlie’s arms are suddenly around me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I’m not okay, but I snort into his chest. “I’m good, it’s you I’m worried about with your messed-up fist.”

      Charlie pulls away, cupping my face with both hands. “Typical Bri, always thinking about others before herself.”

      His kind words warm my heart, making me ache to be with him. “Aren’t good nurses supposed to be like that?” I tease back, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Nurse’s don’t get sexually assaulted by their uncles. And I think that trumps my messed-up hand. In time, my hand will heal. But what about you?” I don’t respond to that, simply look away, biting my lip. “You promised me.”

      I close my eyes, guilt riling through me as I breathe out. “I know, and I’m sorry. It was eating me up inside that I lied to you, but I already told you that he has me trapped. There is nothing I could do to stop it.”

      Charlie nods and steps back, the loss of his touch like torture. “I already knew you would go back on your word. That’s why I followed you. I was a few cars away, and when one made a turn, it held me back a while. Took me some time to find you, but I’m glad I did before he…” He stops when I flinch.

      I’m glad he found me, and I’m glad he rescued me, but all this does is bide me some time until Pete recovers from his injuries.

      Speaking of.

      I take a step back and walk towards Pete who is still out cold on the ground. I check his pulse; it’s there, but it’s extremely weak.

      “He needs a hospital.”

      Charlie stalks towards me. “He needs a grave.”

      I’m about to argue with him that I’m not going to risk him going to prison because of me, when all of a sudden, Charlie snakes his arms under the back of Pete’s, propping him up before grabbing his head and snapping his neck.

      I stumble back, almost falling on my arse, a huge gasp leaving my lips. Charlie lets go of Pete’s body, and it slumps to the ground in a heap.

      “He needs a grave,” he repeats, completely detached like he hasn’t just killed someone with his bare hands.

      My mouth remains open, my heart beating wildly in my chest as panic starts to set in. “Why, Charlie? Why would you do that for me?!” I shout, grabbing at his arms and yanking them. “You could go to prison if you get caught, I’m not worth it, Charlie! I’m not!” I scream, trying to make him see sense.

      Swinging his arms up and around mine, he grabs them, pinning them down so I can’t move. “Will you fucking stop this self-deprecating bullshit!” he yells, nailing me with those dark, intense, caramel eyes. “One, I won’t go to prison because I’m going to take that scumbag’s body and bury it so deep within the woods, no one will ever find him. I know for a fact he won’t be missed because, let’s be honest here, who would miss that fucking piece of shit? Two, he deserved everything he fucking got. And three, I did it for you because I care about you, okay? I don’t want to feel…” he sneers, slapping his chest, “this… this… infatuation I have for you, but it’s there! And I can’t switch it off no matter how hard I try. And knowing I can’t fucking have you… I want to break the world apart, tear down all walls, and scream at the sky at the injustice of it all. You may believe you’re not worth it, but you’re a million percent worth it all to me!”

      So shocked I am at his confession that I slink to the ground, my knees hitting the cold grass beneath me. His revelation has me on my knees, my heart splitting open and breaking into tiny little pieces.

      He reciprocates my feelings, yet I still can never, ever be with him.

      Charlie takes me into his arms, and for a while we stay there, clinging onto each other like a second skin. But all too soon, reality kicks in, causing us to break apart.

      “Go home, Bri. Chris will be waiting. I’ll deal with this.” I start to argue that it’s my problem, not his, when he holds his hand up. “I won’t take no for an answer. Go. Now. Before Chris starts asking you questions you can’t answer.”

      Sadly, I nod my head, pack up my shit, and get into my Mini. As I’m driving away, I watch him in the rearview mirror as he stares back at my retreating car. When I turn the corner, I notice his van parked hidden behind some bushes. I shiver at the thought that Pete’s body will no doubt be thrown in there shortly, destined for his permanent resting place.

      As I turn onto the main road, my mind begins to race over tonight’s events. But the questions at the forefront are ones pertaining to Charlie. I can never leave Chris—not even for him. My mind is made up, and this is how my life will be until my it ends. Charlie asked me why I don’t leave Chris, but he never said the two words that would have cemented the reason why he asked.

      For him.

      Which then leaves me with one more question…

      Is there something also holding him back?
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      Parked in front of my flat, I’m surprised to see that I have zero messages or calls from Chris. Maybe he’s trying to give me some space after all. A part of me thinks not, but I’ll roll with it until I see otherwise.

      I unload the four shopping bags, struggling with them in my hand as I head towards the lift, all the while my mind is awash with Pete, what happened, and the fact that he’s now dead. At some point, it will hit me, but for now I’m still so raw. I’m relieved, though. Hugely relieved that I’m finally free of him. But I’m so afraid as to what cost. Hopefully Charlie’s right, and he will be able to bury him somewhere no one will find him. It still makes me nervous to think he could somehow be found.

      When the lift opens, I struggle to the front door, my hand ready with the key to let myself in—performing a very difficult balancing act. I’m about to turn the key when the door opens, revealing Michael on the other side.

      “Here, let me help you with those.” He takes all the shopping bags from me, so I follow him into the kitchen, noting that Chris is nowhere to be found.

      “Where is he?” I ask, placing my bag and keys down on the counter.

      Michael starts taking the contents out of the bags, laying everything out on the countertops. “He’s asleep.”

      I close my eyes, a frustrated sigh leaving me. “You mean he’s passed out again from all the alcohol and God knows what else he’s consumed since eight this morning?”

      He stops what he’s doing, turning around to face me. “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s been really stressed lately with Brandon, the big deal in Morocco, and now this shit with Brandon’s family.”

      I want to do the biggest eye-roll on earth. Chris is stressed?! I don’t say anything, though, causing Michael to scrutinise me.

      “Have you been wrestling in the woods or something?”

      “What?” I ask, my breathing heavy. How does he…?

      “Your knees are all scuffed with what looks like mud and grass stains.”

      I glance down, and sure enough, the evidence is there. “Oh, this,” I reply, my mind struggling to quickly find an explanation. “I parked by the grass when I went shopping and accidentally tripped, landing on my knees.” Relief washes over me. That’s a good enough explanation as any.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I would have helped.”

      Yeah, no… that would have been the last thing I would have done.

      “Ah, it’s fine. I managed.” I point behind me. “I want to check on Chris and get a shower. Do you want to stay for dinner?”

      Michael smiles brightly. “Yes, that would be nice, thanks. What were you thinking of? I can get started on it.”

      “There’s mince in the fridge. I was just going to do a spag bol for tonight.”

      Michael heads towards the fridge and pulls out the mince. “You go get a shower, I’ll take care of the rest.”

      I smile, grateful that someone else can take over. I’m so tired after everything that happened tonight. “Thank you.”

      Chris is completely zonked out when I enter the bedroom. As usual, he has the most angelic face in sleep. He’s on his side, one leg under the duvet as the other props over it. His long eyelashes are fanned out against his face, and a couple of his dark blond locks lie on his forehead, making him look younger. The whole room reeks of booze, but that’s not an uncommon theme after one of Chris’s benders. I lean over him, checking to make sure he’s still breathing before I get undressed and take a shower.

      Once I’m done with the shower, I get dressed in a pair of pyjama shorts and tank top, not caring that Michael is here. I’m too tired to bother getting properly dressed, and besides, he’s seen me in a lot less. I shiver at the thought of my antics that night on the boat. I seriously don’t know what had come over me. I keep putting it down to the fact that I’d been high on sex when it happened.

      Glancing one more time at Chris, I approach him. Pushing away those two locks from his forehead causes him to moan my name, but he doesn’t waken. Even in his sleep, he seeks me out.

      I leave him to sleep and walk out of the bedroom, the smell of cooked mince and onions hitting my nostrils. It’s much better than the alcohol aroma in my bedroom, that’s for certain.

      “Smells wonderful already,” I say as I enter the kitchen spotting Michael tapping on a container of basil over the mince, watching as it drops into the pan.

      Michael stops and turns to smile at me, but it drops when his gaze lands on my attire. “Hello to you too, sex kitten.” He winks at me, causing me to gasp.

      “How do you think Chris would react knowing that you’re flirting with his girl, huh?”

      Michael chuckles. “He’d fucking kick my arse, but it would be so worth it.”

      “Michael!” I protest, causing a rumble of laughter to fill the room. He doesn’t say anything back, simply walks to the fridge, pulls out a bottle of rosé wine and pours a glass, handing it to me.

      “Now you’re trying to get me drunk.”

      He places a hand on his chest. “Ah, shit. I’ve been rumbled.”

      He returns to the stove to continue stirring while I consider the burning questions on my lips. “So how did it go with the whole Bilko family shit?” I take a nice gulp of my wine, closing my eyes as the welcome coolness of it washes down my throat. Michael doesn’t realise just how much I needed this drink right about now.

      “Larry luckily keeps shit. He’s like a fucking psychopathic serial killer who likes to collect victims’ belongings. Do you know he has a box of belongings from all the people he’s killed over the years?” My eyes widen at his statement, causing Michael to nod. “Exactly. Anyway,” he continues, “to cut a long story short, he has Brandon’s phone, and as Kane has family in Australia, we’ve sent the phone to them with instructions to make a phone call from a remote place then wipe their prints before throwing it away.”

      “Australia, huh? Can’t get more distant from the UK than that, can you?”

      “Exactly,” he smirks, stirring the tomato sauce in, the sweet aroma instantly hitting my nostrils and making my stomach growl.

      “How long will it take the phone to get there, do you think?” Instantly, I’m thinking of Charlie and what he’s doing right now. Guilt churns my insides. He’s already killed for me, and now I have to worry about Tom Bilko sniffing around asking questions about him. I bet he’s in his van now, wondering why he ever hired me.

      “It should arrive in around three days. We realise time is of the essence, so we expedited the package. The quicker it gets there, the quicker they get off our backs. Chris just wants to do them all in, but I told him that’s a stupid idea.”

      I roll my eyes. “It is a stupid idea. Once they hit a dead end, they’ll have no other choice but to leave it. What else can they do? Shoot first and ask questions later? I tried to tell Tom that I can’t be Brandon’s only enemy.” I take another gulp of my wine.

      “You’re right, of course. What doesn’t help, though, is the fact that his two minions who attacked you with him have also gone missing. But since Bilko didn’t mention that fact to you, then I’m guessing Brandon didn’t reveal that to his brother.”

      That thought hadn’t crossed my mind before now. Tom certainly knew I was attacked, but he hadn’t mentioned the other two to me during his little interrogation. Maybe it was because Brandon was embarrassed to mention it was just my boss against the three of them? I suppose that’s not something you’d want to reveal when telling a story.

      “Want to try some?” Michael asks, breaking me out of my deep thoughts. He’s holding up a spoon in one hand whilst holding his other hand below it to capture any that might spill. I quickly scoot off my stool and walk towards him, bending down to have a taste. He places the spoon in my mouth, the tomato and herbs instantly hitting my senses.

      “Hmm, that tastes good.”

      Michael smiles, placing the spoon down then stepping forward, wiping the side of my mouth with his thumb. He hovers at my lips, a moment that is far too intimate. I step back, clearing my throat.

      “I bet Tarryn loves having you around,” I say, reminding him of his girlfriend. “You’re quite the cook.”

      “I broke up with her a couple of days after we got back.”

      Although this shouldn’t surprise me, it still does. “Was it because of what we discussed?”

      He seems sad as he answers. “Yes and no. Part of the reason I did it was so that I could see if I’d miss her enough to want her back. Sounds cruel, but considering I’m here now and not with her answers my question.”

      I nod my head, and he asks me to take a seat so he can serve up. We chat about random shit as we sit and eat together, the setting so ordinary it makes for a refreshing change. Afterwards, I insist on at least washing up as Michael enjoys a glass of wine. I have my back to him as I do the dishes, and I can feel the burn of his eyes on me. When I’m finished, I turn, surprised to find him standing right behind me. He steps forward, his eyes darting towards my lips. He licks his own and then bends down, his mouth parting ever so slightly. I just stand there, still as a rock, unable to piece together what the fuck’s going on. He darts his tongue out, trying to coax my mouth open, his hand caressing the side of my face. The moment is so tender and so sweet that for a few precious seconds I let myself get lost. Then flashes of Charlie flit through my mind, shocking me to the core. I step back, completely disgusted with myself for even letting him get as far as he did. What’s wrong with me? Seriously?! It’s like I have a self-destruct button that I like to press on an everyday basis.

      “Stop!” I snap, finally managing to get the words out that I should have said two seconds ago. “What are you doing?”

      He steps back, shock evident on his face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I saw you there washing the dishes, and the more I watched you, the more I wanted to kiss you.”

      “But… Chris… how could you?” And then I gasp, realisation hitting me like a ton of bricks when it dawns on me that the only person who flit through my mind and made me stop the kiss was… Charlie.

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. It’s the alcohol and the nice company. It all felt… natural.”

      “I think you’d better leave.” I clutch onto the kitchen counter, my breathing heavy, anger now setting in. Have I got “do anything you want to me” written across my forehead or something?

      Shit, I’m a bad person. A fucked up, impulsive person who seems intent on sabotaging myself and anyone else who comes remotely close to me.

      “Okay, I’ll leave. I’m sorry, Bri. Please don’t say anything to Chris. He’ll kill me.”

      Anxiety shines through his eyes as he pleads with me. I nod my head as who am I to judge? I’ve already cheated on Chris, so I can hardly take the moral high ground.

      “Thanks.” He breathes out his relief and steps back. “I’ll erm… I’ll get going then.” I simply nod again,  watching as he turns to leave when his head butts into the barrel of a gun.

      “Chris,” I whisper, fear creeping up my spine at the palpable anger pouring over him. All of which is solely directed towards Michael.

      “You think you can get me drunk and high just so you can make a pass at my woman, is that it?”

      He’s wobbly on his feet, his eyes glazed over from the booze and whatever else is in his system. I’m surprised he’s even managed to get up, never mind walk the distance from the bedroom to here.

      “No, no,” Michael pleads, his hands out in surrender. “It was just a moment of weakness. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      I’m just about to argue in Michael’s defence, hoping to calm Chris down so that he’ll take the fucking gun away from Michael’s head when he pulls the fucking trigger.

      Blood splatters across the kitchen, coating the white cabinets in splashes of red. Michael seems to stand forever, his dead eyes fixed on Chris. Then finally his legs give out, and his body collapses in a heap on the floor, his eyes open wide and his mouth parted in shock.

      I attempt a scream, but the sound gets lodged in my throat. My hands begin to tremble and my head dizzies, making the room spin. “Chris, what the fuck have you done?” My breathing is heavy, my heart beating a million miles an hour. All he did was try to kiss me!

      In my panic, I glance back at Chris, but he’s nowhere to be seen. I walk past the table to try and find him, but he’s passed out on the floor, gun clutched in his hand.

      “What. The. Actual. Fuck!” I boom out to the room, even though there’s no one to hear me.

      What in the hell am I supposed to do now? I feel like I’m living in some fucked up Groundhog Day world where my day is on repeat, only this day is filled with dead bodies.

      For a moment I stand still, unable to comprehend what’s happened here. Chris has always been a little impulsive, but this has taken things too far. Way too fucking far.

      I groan, wiping the sweat forming on my brow. I can’t stand here all night. I need to do something. I gather myself together before I pull the gun from Chris’s hand, placing it on the display cabinet. Very awkwardly, I pull his slumped frame out from the cold, hard kitchen and onto the softer living room carpet. Once he's firmly out of the kitchen doorway, I grab a cushion and place it under his head. I snatch the biggest towels I can find and walk back into the kitchen, placing them under Michael’s head to soak up some of the blood. I make the mistake of looking into his dead eyes, and it sets the waterworks off, my mind reeling and my heart racing. I then get to work, trying to soak up as much of the blood as I possibly can before I eventually collapse in a heap on the living room floor, my eyes fixed on Chris’s sleeping frame. Again, so peaceful and angelic, one would never imagine he just shot one of his closest friends dead.

      Pulling the chain around my neck out from my jumper, I clutch onto the key, my heart desperate more than ever to run away. My mind conjures up scenes of what that would look like. I would grab that bag of money and passport, and I would get on a plane, flying wherever the first flight would take me. No dark thoughts surrounding me, no Chris to keep me down. Just me and hopefully the open waves. I close my eyes and dream I’m laying on a beach somewhere, sand sifting through my toes. An escape from everything.

      As I’m laying on the beach, a hand reaches out and grabs mine. I glance towards the source to find Charlie beside me with only a pair of swimming shorts and dark shades on. He smiles at me tenderly, and my heart soars and races with nothing but love. For a few precious moments, I am there. For a few precious moments, I am euphoric.

      But then I open my eyes and they land on Chris again. I tilt my head to the side, gazing at his innocent face. For the briefest of moments, I wonder if that dream of mine could actually come true. I could ask Charlie to run away with me, build a whole new life together, but I know it will never happen. One, Chris would eventually find me, and I don’t even want to imagine the fallout once he did. And two, it would devastate Chris. No matter his actions tonight, I could never do that to him.

      So I just sit slumped by the wall in the living room and just stare, acutely aware that there’s a body laid spread-eagle on our kitchen floor. I have no idea how Chris is going to handle this when he wakes up. Hell, will he even remember doing it?

      “Shit, Chris,” I say, my voice a whisper. “What have you done?”
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      At some point past four in the morning, I fell asleep. The sounds of Chris groaning rouse me, and when I open my eyes, Chris is sat up, rubbing his head. At first, I wonder why we’re both sleeping on the floor, but then I remember. I don’t say or do anything, just wait until Chris finds his bearings. His head jolts around the room until eventually his bleary, red eyes land on me, his forehead crumpled in confusion.

      “What are you doing over there?” he croaks out, clearing his throat.

      “You mean you don’t remember?”

      “Remember what?” he asks, groaning again, an attempt at standing up feeble as he lands back down on the floor with a loud thump, clutching his head with a moan.

      I should be concerned about Chris’s reaction when he sees his best friend dead on the floor at his own hands, but right now, after witnessing him killing him for simply kissing me added to the exhaustion I feel from the last twenty-hour’s events—quite frankly—I’m past caring.

      “Go take a look in the kitchen.”

      I watch as he struggles to get to his feet, my mind telling me I should care more, but my heart has just given up. I’m tired. So fucking tired. He’s obviously still drunk, high, or both. Despite my bum being numb, I stay seated and watch as he eventually gets up, stumbles, and then grabs the doorframe for support.

      “Fuck, my head,” he groans, his hand wiping over his face.

      I want to shout that he only has himself to blame, that because of his antics with drugs and alcohol it’s now led to the most serious of consequences. But still, I remain silent, just watching… waiting.

      Eventually, he gets a hold of himself enough to open the kitchen door. It swings behind him once he disappears, then it doesn’t take long before the silence is interrupted.

      “Fucking hell!”

      I hear the sound of crashing pots then him retching his guts out. That’s when I decide to get up, rubbing my arse to try and send blood flowing back into my cheeks. I push the kitchen door open, finding Chris hunched over the sink, the water flowing from the tap as he washes his mouth out, groaning.

      “Has it all come back to you now?” I ask, surprising myself at how calm I’m being.

      Already, it’s starting to stink in here, no doubt from Michael releasing all his bodily fluids shortly after death. Glancing down at him, I see that livor mortis is starting to set in; his skin is turning a purple colour, and his eyes are blackening over. Pretty soon, he will enter the rigor mortis stage, and that’s when it will become difficult to move his body.

      “What the fuck’s going on, Bri?”

      “I take that as a no then,” I whisper under my breath, my attempt at remaining calm surprisingly withholding.

      Chris turns the water off, looking at me, his mouth parted in shock. “How can you be so calm? Michael’s fucking dead! Did someone break into the flat? Did they hurt you?”

      I let out a deep breath, exhaustion kicking in tenfold. I should shield him from the pain of knowing, but right now, I just don’t give a fuck. Because seriously? What has Michael ever done other than be with us? Care for us? Love us? Be loyal to us? And the icing on the cake for him… He wanted us to want him in return. Was that really so much of him to ask?

      “The person you’re looking for is you.”

      An angry, confused frown surfaces, causing me to sigh my frustration. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I snap my finger to Michael’s body, my anger levels rising. “You fucking did this, Chris. Nobody broke in, nobody crashed into our flat and shot Michael. It was all you!”

      Closing his eyes, he pinches his nose and shakes his head. “I don’t understand. Why would I do that?”

      I seriously can’t believe he doesn’t remember. “Because he kissed me!” I shout. “You came in here, saw him try to kiss me, and you fucking shot him!”

      His eyes widen as the memory dawns on him.

      “Now it’s coming back to you, huh? You immediately passed out the moment you pulled the trigger, leaving me to clean up all the blood. I couldn’t move his body myself, so sorry about that,” I sneer, throwing my hands up in the air.

      “Don’t get flippant with me. We need to figure something out here,” he snaps, throwing his hand towards Michael.

      “We?” I ask, my voice rising an octave. “There’s no we in this scenario, Chris. This is all on you to figure out. You shot him, you deal with him.”

      I turn to walk out when what he says halts me in my tracks. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t been at work.”

      And there it is. The blame is all on me just because I won’t stay at home, be the dutiful wife, and look after him when he decides he wants to do shots at eight in the fucking morning!

      I turn back around, my eyes filling with angry tears, but I refuse to shed any. “I’m sorry, I completely forgot. It’s my fault. Of course it is! Your actions are always my fault. I should have remembered that part.”

      I walk out of the kitchen, hearing a loud crash behind me, but I ignore it, head held high as I walk to the shower.

      As I get dressed, Chris is on the phone telling whomever’s on the other line that he needs a huge favour. Fuck knows who he’s calling, considering Kane, Larry, and Andrew are friends with Michael. They will never understand why Chris shot him. Not in a million years. I’m guessing it’s one of his lower drugs runners. Someone he can pay off that won’t blab a word. And at the end of the day, Chris will no doubt offer them a promotion in the ranks too. The whole thing makes me sick to my stomach.

      I don’t say a word as I grab my keys and head for the door, but an arm pulling me back halts me from leaving. Chris spins me around, his face a lot softer, the colour starting to come back to his cheeks after throwing up earlier.

      “I’m sorry I was a jerk earlier. I just found out I shot my friend, and it was all too much to take in. He shouldn’t have fucking kissed you, though.”

      I can’t believe he’s seriously trying to justify his actions. “Chris, it was just that. A kiss. It was certainly not worth ending his life over.”

      His jaw tics, his leg twitching with nerves and pent up rage. “And if you hadn’t stopped it? What then? You seriously think he would have stopped?” Already knowing the answer, I turn my head away. “I thought so.”

      “It still wasn’t worth killing him over.”

      The first sign of guilt flits across his face, his eyes lowering to the ground. Normally this would be the moment I would take him into my arms, stroke his hair, and tell him everything will be okay, that all is forgiven. However, this time it’s different. This time, he’s gone way over the line.

      “My nerves are getting the best of me lately, what with the Bilkos and holding up a shipment of drugs in a warehouse where I can’t shift it fast enough without raising questions. If Frosty wasn’t always breathing down my fucking neck, it wouldn’t be such of an issue.”

      I hold my hand up to him. “I really don’t want to hear anymore. The less I know, the better, remember?”

      He smiles, turning on the boyish charm. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve already gotten you involved enough as it is. Go to work, and when you come back it will be as if all that went down here last night was just a bad dream.”

      I nod my head, knowing all too well that this nightmare I’m living is never, ever going to end.

      Driving away from my apartment block, all thoughts of last night disappear as I concentrate on Charlie. I’m desperate to find out how he went on last night, and if he’s okay. Two lives have now ended because of me. Although that thought is in my mind, I haven’t fully processed it yet.

      I lock up my car behind me and start to walk around to the front of the shop. My mind is whirling, my body about ready to collapse from lack of sleep. I’m in a world of my own, so I fail to hear the calling of my name at first.

      “Bri!” Charlie shouts, causing me to halt in my tracks. I turn to the back door where he’s standing, and when my eyes meet his, he smiles, causing my heart to light up. The past twenty-four hours of hell wash away with that simple smile.

      “Come through this way for a change.”

      I bite my lip at the small gesture that means so much to me. When I get within reaching distance, Charlie pulls me in, closing the door behind us. I’m in his arms in the next instant, my body immediately relaxing in his warm embrace.

      “You don’t realise just how much I need this right now,” I murmur into his chest. He squeezes me harder to him, offering me a bit more, and I gladly take it. I’ll take all I can get because it’s moments like these where I can take a snapshot of these memories and lock them tightly in my box of something good.

      Selfishly, I grip onto him for several seconds before my conscience finally makes me pull away. “How are you?” I ask, this being my number one priority.

      His caramel eyes search mine, the illumination causing a flurry of activity in the pit of my belly.

      “Happy that you don’t have to deal with your uncle anymore.”

      A little crinkle forms at the top of my forehead. “Are you not uptight and anxious about killing someone?”

      He doesn’t say a word, just stares into my eyes, conveying a message. This isn’t his first killing.

      Of course it isn’t. How stupid of me. His lightening reflexes and the way he casually grabbed Pete’s neck and snapped it without a care in the world should have given me those clues last night.

      “You really think I’m going to lose sleep over that scumbag? You were wronged when you were younger, Bri, and now it’s time to set that straight.”

      I smirk at that, my heart skipping a beat. “Are you trying to say you’re my guardian angel?”

      He chuckles lightly. “It would be a nice job to have.”

      I check my watch, noting it’s well past nine already. “I best get to work, otherwise my boss will tear me a new one.”

      Charlie sniggers, letting me go, and the whole journey through the hallway, I’m smiling like an idiot. Strange to think that a few seconds of a cuddle can lift the spirits and switch your mood entirely. Charlie’s cuddles are the best, so it’s not surprising.

      I drop my bag and sit on my stool, working through the mail that Charlie’s already placed on the counter. I’m a few minutes into opening the mail when someone attempts to come in, but of course, the door’s locked. I run to the door, unlocking it and open it to a young lady standing outside, the wind whipping at her coat.

      “Come in,” I say, waving her through. “I’m sorry it was locked. It completely slipped my mind.”

      “It’s fine,” she replies, dusting off imaginary bits on her coat. “I came in a couple of days ago and asked the gentleman here to put a vase aside for me as I unfortunately couldn’t purchase it then. I would like to now.”

      I nod my head and walk towards the cabinet where Charlie keeps all the reserved items. I unlock the cabinet and see the vase, a piece of paper attached. “Laura Kemp?” I ask, reading the name and amount on the slip.

      “That’s me.”

      I rip the piece of paper off and place it on the counter. “That will be one fifty, please.”

      She gives me her card, and I place it in the reader. I get to work wrapping the vase up as best I can before handing it over. She leaves, another happy customer, and I go through the rest of the mail.

      At some point later in the day, I fall asleep leaning against the wall, waking as a set of arms wrap around me. I jolt, frightened at first, until I hear his soothing voice.

      “Shh, it’s just me. Go back to sleep, Bri. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      I let out a satisfied moan, my head snuggling into his solid chest. I’m carried upstairs and placed on something soft, and then I must fall straight back to sleep again because when I wake, I’m more refreshed than I’ve been in ages. My body aches from sleeping in one position, but it’s a satisfying ache. I must have been so tired that I didn’t even move a muscle.

      I glance around the room I’m in, taking in the beige walls, thick, dark grey curtains, and a single wardrobe snuggled into the corner of the room. A very simple bedroom with only the basics of what Charlie needs. I turn over, burying my head into the soft cream pillows, inhaling the musky, citrusy scent which causes heat to ignite inside my core. I move my head, opening my eyes, and they immediately land on the digital clock on his bedside table. My eyes widen when I see it’s well after five.

      “Shit!” I shout, shooting up from the bed. I get up way too quickly as my vision blurs and my head spins. I gather my bearings then spot my shoes placed neatly against his small chest of drawers. I grab my shoes and carry them with me to the stairs. I start to descend when I hear raised voices coming from downstairs.

      “I know you know something, so you may as well tell me!” I hear a gruff male voice shout.

      “I told you already, I don’t know anything.” Charlie spits back.

      I kneel halfway down the stairs and clutch onto the railing for support.

      “If you don’t fucking tell us what you know, things will start to get ugly. You had a beef with my brother, and now coincidentally, he’s missing.”

      Fuck! It’s Brandon’s brother sniffing around again. When is his fucking phone going to arrive in Australia?

      “That doesn’t mean jack shit. Your brother’s disappearance could be for any number of reasons.”

      A scuffle sounds, and then Tom’s growling voice rumbles, “Tell me what you’ve done to him.”

      I hear more scuffling, my heart entering my mouth and the guilt at Charlie having to deal with this eats away at my insides. How much more will this man put up with before he kicks me to the kerb? I’m not fearful for him. Charlie can more than handle himself. It’s just… so much fucking grief for a mere employee.

      Just as these thoughts enter my head, the scuffle grows louder. “Let go of me, you fucking prick!” There’s a loud popping sound and then a grunt before I hear the sound of something or someone slumping to the floor.

      My heart races and my body quivers, because unfortunately, I know all too well what that sound is.

      Someone’s been shot.

      Please, God, don’t let it be Charlie, I pray as I race down the stairs.
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      With no thoughts  regarding my safety, I sprint down the remaining stairs and out into the hallway where I find Charlie slumped in the back doorway, his hand clutching the area between his chest and shoulder.

      “Charlie!” I scream, panic setting in tenfold. I glance a look outside to make sure Tom’s not here anymore before I bend down, pulling his hand away to inspect the wound. “I need to check your back.” Charlie nods his head, his features contorted in pain. I lift him slightly forward, making him cry out. Shit, there’s no exit wound which means the bullet is still imbedded.

      “I need to ring an ambulance,” I say, scrambling to get to my feet.

      A hand grabs my wrist, tugging at me. “I trust you,” Charlie says, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      I violently shake my head. “No, this is way beyond my capabilities, Charlie. You need a hospital.”

      His hand squeezes mine, his eyes glazing over in pain. “I want you to do it,” he reiterates. “I know you can do it. There’s no need to call an ambulance because the person who can save me right now is right here.”

      Shit, how can I begrudge him when he’s done so much for me?

      With that thought in my head, determination sets in, and I run for my first aid kit. “We need to get you upstairs. Can you walk?” He nods his head, but the grimace he makes scares me beyond belief. Going into fight mode, I pull out a gauze and press it into his wound. He yells out in pain, a sound I don’t ever want to hear again.

      “I know it hurts, but we can’t have you losing any more blood.” I grab his good arm and throw it over my shoulder, using all the strength I have to lift him up. He bellows out in pain, and it takes everything in me not to give up and call it quits, tell him he needs help and that I don’t want to lose him.

      Painfully slowly, we make our way up the stairs then I get Charlie to lie down on the dining table, praying that it holds his weight. I’m acutely aware that he’s in a lot of pain, so the first thing I do is go in search for some painkillers. I pull out a syringe and administer Toradol into his arm before pouring alcohol on my hands and reaching for some gloves. I then yank off his shirt, his buttons splaying out all over the floor.

      “Sexy,” Charlie mutters under his breath, the medicine already kicking in.

      “I can’t believe you’re flirting with me after being shot,” I respond, sweat forming at my brow. I wipe it away with the back of my arm then use scissors to cut away the rest of the shirt from him, fully exposing his wound.

      “With you it comes naturally,” he whispers, making light of the situation.

      “Flirt with me all you want, as long as you stay alive.”

      “Believe me, I don’t intend on going anywhere.”

      I smile, but then my eyes travel to the task at hand. When I glance at his arm, I find a tattoo of an anchor wrapped in the Queen’s coronation crown with the words Lest we forget above. Charlie catches me looking, his eyes glazing over.

      “I was in the royal navy for five years.”

      Considering I had an inkling he was in the forces of some kind, this hardly surprises me. However, I have no time to dwell on this as one by one, I get out all the tools I will need to try and find this bullet, my mind fully focused on the task in hand. “You’ll have to tell me all about it one day,” I reply, wondering if will. He just responds with a groan.

      Knowing it’s now or never, I intake a deep breath and get to work pulling the gauze off his wound. I grab the alcohol and pour it over, causing Charlie to cry out in pain.

      “I’m sorry,” I offer, wondering if I can do this.

      “It’s… it’s okay,” he breathes out listlessly before swallowing hard. “You do what you have to. I’ll be fine.”

      “There’s that word again,” I joke, causing a ghost of a smile to grace his lips.

      “Now look who’s flirting,” he replies, his head lulling to the side. His eyes are beginning to droop, which may be a good thing. I really don’t want him awake for what I’m about to do.

      I snort back. “If you call that flirting then you really should get out a bit more.” My laughter stops the moment I realise I’m going to have no choice but to cause him more pain than he’s ever probably experienced in his life. I grab the Lidocaine and begin numbing the area as best I can, saving the rest for later when I have to stitch him up. Charlie winces with pain, but the more the drugs kick in, the quieter he becomes.

      Once I’m satisfied that I’ve numbed the area enough, I grab some tweezer forceps and delve into the wound to try and find the bullet. Charlie’s scream is the most hair-raising, blood-curdling howl I have ever heard in my life. Thankfully straight after, his head flops sideways, passing out from the pain. I quickly check his pulse to make sure he has just passed out, breathing a sigh of relief when I pick up a strong beat. He’s fit, still young and healthy, all positive things for him right now.

      Once the panic subsides, I’m thankful to all gods that he’s temporarily free from the pain. At least I can now tend to the wound without guilt tearing me up inside over hurting him.

      It takes a few agonising seconds as all I hit is flesh at first, but when I come across something solid, my heart rate drops a little. I clasp the tweezers on the offending object, and as slow as possible, I pull the bullet out. I plonk the bullet on some gauze then quickly get to work stitching him up. Once I’ve fully bandaged him, I sink back in the chair a few minutes. I am completely and utterly exhausted but also so fucking grateful that despite Charlie’s comatose state, his chest is steadily rising and falling.

      As I take in another deep breath, I pull off my gloves and place them, along with all the bloodied gauze, into the bin. Once all is done, I collapse in a heap. The moment I do, Chris’s booming voice fills the air, making me jump through my skin.

      “Bri!” His muffled screams followed by him bashing the door downstairs race up to Charlie’s apartment.

      I groan but rush as fast as I can down the stairs and unlock the shop door to let him in. Charlie must have locked it himself once it hit five.

      “Bri, what the fuck’s going on? I’ve been trying to call you.”

      I sigh, letting him in, closing then locking the door behind him. “I’ve been busy with something.”

      An angry frown forms on his forehead. “Busy with what?” He then plants his eyes on all the blood on my shirt. “What the fuck, Bri! Are you hurt?”

      I grab his arms, trying to calm him. “Chris, calm down. It’s not my blood.” When he’s about to open his mouth to no doubt ask whose blood it is, I crook my finger at him. “Follow me and I’ll show you. I’m going to need your help.”

      “With what?” he asks, following me into the back. “Fuck, what’s with the blood everywhere?”

      “I’m going to show you now,” I repeat as he follows me up the stairs.

      Once we reach the kitchen area where Charlie is still sprawled out cold on top of the table, passed out, Chris curses under his breath.

      “Shit, what the fuck happened to him?” Chris’s eyes are wide with shock, scanning the whole scene in front of him.

      “He was shot. He didn’t want to go to hospital, so I tended to his wound. He’ll need looking after. That’s why I need your help.”

      “With what?” he asks, his eyes meeting mine.

      “I need more pain medication for Charlie.” I pull at my top. “And I definitely need more clothes.”

      Chris gazes at my bloodstained clothes. “Do you know who shot him? Were you with him?”

      Knowing I can’t lie to him, I nod my head. “It was Tom Bilko.”

      “Fuck!” Chris bellows, a hand rubbing over his face.

      “We really need his phone to turn up in Australia.”

      “I know,” he sighs, shaking his head. As if something dawns on him, he turns to me. “In the meantime, you can’t stay here. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m not leaving him, Chris, so you can get that out of your head straight away.”

      “I’m not compromising your safety, Bri. We’ll just have to bring him home with us, and you can nurse him there.”

      I whisk my head back and forth. “Nuh-uh, never going to happen.”

      Chris’s jaw tics, his mouth forming a hard line. “I don’t want to argue with you about this…”

      “Then don’t,” I reply, hopefully interrupting anything else he might add. “Even if the Bilkos come back here, they will see that the shop is closed, and with no word of someone being shot in this area, they will believe he’s dead. They should disappear once they get the lead in Australia anyway.”

      “Yes, but what if they do come back? I’m not risking your safety.”

      I run up to him, grabbing his hand. “Then stay here with me tonight, and we’ll figure something out in the morning. For now, I really need you to get me some stuff. Please,” I implore, giving him my best begging eyes.

      He chuckles lightly, shaking his head. “I never could say no to you.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, my eyes glancing to Charlie. “We’re going to need to move him to his bed.”

      Chris gazes at Charlie’s frame on the table. “Easier said than done. Have you seen the size of him?” Something catches his eye, so he leans forward, seeing the same tattoo I spotted. “Royal Navy, that figures.”

      I frown. “Figures what exactly?”

      He points his hand towards him. “Well, he’s gay, right?” I roll my eyes and he notices. “What?”

      “You think everyone in the RN is gay?”

      He smirks. “So many men on the ships spending so long at sea without the comfort of a woman.”

      Typical of Chris to respond with this. “That’s such outdated thinking. Women have been onboard navy ships for years now.” I shake my head, wondering how we got round to this conversation when we have a wounded patient laying on a dining table. “Anyway, that’s by the by. We need to do something to get him more comfortable. He certainly can’t stay here all night.”

      Chris looks around the room a moment, deep in thought. “I think the only way we’ll be able to do this is if I grab him under his arms and you grab his legs. Where’s the bedroom?”

      I point towards the door a few feet away, and I’m about to say it’s in there, when I get paranoid he’ll want to know how I know this. “I think it’s in there. I’ll go check.” I rush towards the bedroom and turn once I’m there. “Yep, this is a bedroom.”

      “Okay, so not too far. Maybe we can scoot the table a bit more towards the room and then carry him from there?” I nod my head, thinking that’s a good idea as any.

      With brute force, both of us manage to push the table towards the entrance of the bedroom then Chris grabs under Charlie’s arms, lifting him up with as much strength as he can muster. I quickly run to his feet, picking them up and carrying him like he’s a wheelbarrow towards his bed. Charlie moans, but he thankfully doesn’t wake as we grunt our way to the bed and place him on top. I pull his trainers off and try yanking the sheets down under him so that I can place it over his sleeping frame. I gaze at him after, grateful that he seems peaceful enough in sleep.

      “You did a good job with him. You should be proud of yourself.”

      I beam at Chris, grateful for his praise. “Thank you.”

      “Follow me downstairs? We need to make sure everything is locked up tight before I even contemplate leaving you to get all the stuff you need.”

      I nod my head, and then remember Michael. After everything today, I had completely forgotten about him. “Did you sort it all out this morning?”

      A sad expression crosses his face before he answers. “Yes, I got someone to help me. Looks like I fucking owe the little bastard now, but at least Michael’s gone, and there’s no sign he was ever at the house. No doubt questions will be asked once he doesn’t turn up in the next couple of days.”

      I want to remind him who is to blame for that, but this is not the time or the place, so I hold my tongue.

      “Did he not want the hospital?” Chris asks as we make our way out of the room and head for the stairs.

      “No, and thinking about it now, I believe he only said no to protect us.”

      Chris halts his descent down the stairs, turning to me. “What do you mean?”

      “Put two and two together. I get attacked, Charlie saves me, and then within a few days all the guys that attack me go missing. He’s not stupid, Chris. He knows we have something to do with that, but for some reason he’s choosing to protect us.”

      His forehead crinkles, doubt forming. “Are you sure he’s gay, because he seems to be doing a lot for someone who simply works for him.”

      My heart rate kicks up a notch because he’s right. This is more than he should be doing for a simple employee.

      “He doesn’t like coppers,” I say, the lie easily leaving my lips. “Can’t stand them.”

      “Do you know why?”

      I shrug. “No clue. He’s very secretive, so there’s not much I do know about him.”

      Seeming satisfied with my answer, Chris continues his descent down the stairs, leaving me to breathe out a sigh of relief.

      We get to work bolting the back door then Chris leaves from the front after I promise I will lock up after and listen out for when he comes back. Once he’s gone, I wash the hallway as quickly as I can, trying to get as much of the blood off as possible, before grabbing my phone and making my way back up the stairs.

      I walk into Charlie’s bedroom and silently sit by him, taking his hand and watching him sleep. He looks so peaceful now, but no doubt he’ll wake shortly, when the pain medicine starts to wear off.

      For the next couple of hours, I keep myself busy checking Charlie’s blood pressure. It’s low, but understandable considering the blood loss. It doesn’t dip below 90/50, so as long as that continues, he should be fine.

      My saviour, Chris, returns, bringing more medical supplies, some of my clothes, and some food. Just after eleven, Charlie wakes and is in pain again, so I administer more medicine, and shortly after, he falls asleep. I remain vigilant in a chair by his bed, waking myself up every hour throughout the night to check his blood pressure. Chris sleeps on the sofa in the living room, and at around five in the morning, he wakes screaming the house down during one of his nightmares.

      “Shit, Chris!” I shout, trying my level best to hold his arms down so he’ll stop flailing them around. One time he did this, and he accidentally punched himself.

      “Why didn't you save him?!” he bellows, crying out.

      “Chris, please! Wake up!”

      I shove at him until thankfully his eyes fling open, wild and dangerous. The moment they meet mine, he calms.

      “Bri,” he whispers, pulling me into his arms.

      “It’s okay,” I soothe, running my fingers through his hair. “It was just a bad dream. I’m here.”

      He holds me tight for a few seconds before pulling away. “Must be because of the new surroundings and you not being here with me.”

      I wipe away the sweat from his forehead and smile. “Hopefully this morning Charlie will be okay, and by tonight we’ll be back at home.”

      He grabs my hand, squeezing it. “You’re not his mother, Bri. I can understand tonight as he’s just had surgery, but by tomorrow night, his nurse does need to come home.”

      As much as I want to argue with him, I bite my tongue. After one of his nightmares, he’s agitated for a few hours before he calms down. Snapping back at him now will only make things worse.

      “If you want to go back to sleep, I can stay with you,” I offer, knowing this will placate him for now.

      “No, it’s okay,” he smiles, sitting himself up and running his hands over his face. “I need to get going in a bit anyway to sort the warehouse out.” By warehouse, he means trying to find a way to get all the drugs currently in the warehouse out of it. “How is he?” he asks, motioning his head to the bedroom.

      “I had to give him more pain meds, so he’s sleeping for now. Hopefully I can get his BP up as well. It’s been quite low all night.”

      Chris places a hand on my cheek, stroking my skin. “You’re too kind to people, you know that?”

      “I would hope that anyone in my position would help, if they could. It doesn’t make me special. It simply makes me human.”

      He gives me a look as if to say I’m wrong, but I’m way too tired to argue. I’m exhausted from lack of sleep and stiff as a board after sitting so long in that chair.

      “I’m going to head back home, take a shower, and then phone the lads. Do you need me to get anything for you while I’m out?”

      Standing up, I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. The only thing I want right now is coffee, and thankfully Charlie has that here.”

      Chris gets up and leans forward, kissing my cheek. “Okay, I’ll see you later then. Don’t be late.”

      I suck in a frustrated breath. “I won’t.”

      This seems to satisfy Chris as he simply smiles, grabs his jacket and keys, and leaves the shop. I lock it behind him and wave before retreating back up the stairs. At the top, I contemplate making coffee, but I’m too exhausted to even do that.

      Closing my eyes, I make my way back into Charlie’s room. He’s still asleep, so I take his vitals again.  Thankfully, they seem to be improving, so I decide to try and go to sleep. I glance at the uninviting chair and groan. Maybe I can squeeze in next to Charlie and fall asleep there instead.

      I manage to find a big t-shirt in one of his drawers and get fully undressed, slipping the t-shirt over my naked frame. I slide into the bed next to Charlie and lay on my side, watching his chest rise and fall. The only sound I can hear is his deep breathing which slowly but surely lulls me into a deep sleep too.
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      I’m roused from sleep by a gentle hand stroking my back. I don’t open my eyes, simply moan my pleasure, snaking my arm and leg over his broad frame. When my leg slides over his hardened length, his hand halts its strokes, gripping my back, a hiss leaving his lips.

      My eyes fling open, and at first, I’m panicked, completely forgetting where I am, but when I glance up at a smiling Charlie, my lips immediately do the same.

      “Morning, beautiful” he whispers, making my heart do all kinds of crazy stuff.

      “Morning to you too. Are you okay?”

      “A bit sore, but better than I expected, thanks to you.”

      I glance down in shame. “It’s thanks to me that you’re in this mess to begin with.”

      He squeezes my back. “If those scumbags hadn’t attacked you, none of us would be in the positions we’re in now. It’s not your fault.”

      I smile up at him, remaining silent. It’s while gazing up into his eyes again that I realise how intimate we are. I attempt to sit up, but Charlie shocks the life out of me when he simply pushes me back down.

      A tiny but wanton gasp leaves my lips, my spine tingles, and my heart rate picks up a notch, wondering what he’s up to and wishing with everything I have that it’s no good. My eyes travel from his now sparkling eyes down to his lips, and I lick my own. I’m then yanked up on top of him in one fell swoop, Charlie hissing in pain in the process.

      “Charlie, stop. You’ll pull at your stitches.”

      “I don’t care,” he whispers, his voice coated with desire. “Come here.”

      I’m tugged down, our lips immediately locking in the most tender and precious kiss I have ever had the pleasure to experience. His lips touch mine, slowly at first, coaxing mine to reciprocate. I part my mouth, darting my tongue out, and when he growls in response, I rock my hips over him.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, finding it hard to get the words out, I’m so turned on.

      “Whatever you want at this point, Bri. I’m tired of fighting you.”

      I should stop. I should berate myself for even taking it as far as I have, but for once, my selfish side wins out. For once, I want to know what it’s like to be in this situation where everything is just natural, everything is real, and everything feels perfect.

      So I don’t hesitate to roll myself farther on top of him, straddling his waist as I continue to kiss his mouth. Charlie attempts to wrap both arms around me, but hisses with pain when he forgets his bad shoulder.

      “Relax,” I whisper into this mouth. “You need to rest. Let me do all the work.”

      I continue to lay gentle kisses around his neck, torso, and down to his stomach, relishing the sound of his sweet groans as I descend.

      “I so badly want to flip you over right now,” he growls, causing a jolt of pleasure to hit me between my legs.

      “For now, you can’t. So suck it up, big fella.”

      I undo his jeans and yank them down past his waist. Next to go are his boxers, his impressive length popping up to great me. I wrap him in my small hand, causing Charlie to release a low groan.

      “Bri,” he whispers, as I take him into my mouth, hunger lodging itself in the pit of my stomach. I slink my head down a couple of times, and Charlie responds by wrapping his hands in my hair, hissing his pleasure as I take him in deep. I suck him up and down two more times, but then he halts me with his hand.

      “I need to feel you,” he strains, making wetness pool between my legs.

      With longing filling our eyes, I lift myself up, hoisting the t-shirt over my head, baring my nakedness to him. My heart dances at his dilated pupils when he glances at my breasts. He palms one in his hand, gently sweeping his thumb over my nipple. I moan, my head lulling to one side.

      “You’re fucking beautiful. Do you know that?”

      I bend down, offering my mouth to his, our tongues dancing in unison as my hand travels down to his length. I wrap my fingers around his cock, directing it to my opening, and I carefully slide down, our breathing rapidly increasing.

      “Shit, Bri. You feel incredible!” he strains, and I moan in response.

      “You’re so big,” I whisper, my body jerking forward in response, taking him all in. I’m so fucking wet and so filled with desire that he easily slides inside of me.

      I thrust forward, my hips starting a rhythm over his engorged cock. Our breathing becomes so ragged that I have to break away, my mind focused on riding the pleasure. I throw my head back, closing my eyes, and thrust over him, taking him deep. Charlie digs his nails into my hips, causing a wave of pleasure to shoot through me.

      “Shit!” Charlie shouts, throwing his head back into the pillow. His eyes momentarily close, but when they open again, they lock with mine as I continue to pull pleasure from him.

      I’m so lost in his penetrating stare. So completely taken in by the glimpse of a life I can never have. I sink deep down again, and when I do, another jolt of pleasure zaps me so hard that I cry out, tears of joy filling my eyes and spilling down my cheeks. My pace quickens, my race to find that orgasm my number one goal. Charlie grunts and moans, which only adds fuel to my fire, until I shudder, my orgasm robbing me of sight… robbing me of breath.

      “Bri!” Charlie strains, his eyes squinting shut, his mouth parting, making my orgasm even stronger.

      “Oh, God!” I cry, and with one final thrust, Charlie is joining me, his fingernails digging into my flesh, his body shuddering with the strength of his own climax. I fall forward, my head snuggling into the crook of his neck, careful not to put any pressure on his wound. We don’t say anything for a beat. I’m too busy riding a glorious wave.

      When I calm, I wait for the guilt, the disgust… anything that will dampen this experience, but it never comes. I’m so overjoyed that tears start to fall, wetting Charlie’s bare shoulder.

      Pulling me up to face him, Charlie tenderly wipes my tears. “Hey, what’s this for? Have I hurt you?”

      Quite the opposite.

      I shake my head. “No, nothing like that at all. I’m just… I don’t know… happy?” I ask, like he can offer the answer I’m seeking.

      He pulls my head down, lightly kissing me on the lips. “Happy is good. Happy is definitely good.”

      A tiny giggle erupts as I pull him out of me, but only so I can snuggle up next to him on his good side, his hand gently gliding over my skin, causing goosebumps. I’m about as relaxed as cat lazing out in the warm, golden sun.

      “You don’t know how many times I have pictured this moment in my head, wondering over and over again how the reality of it would be,” I admit.

      His hand momentarily halts its journey over my back. “And the reality of it?”

      “Exceeded all expectations.”

      I wouldn’t normally admit to such feelings, but I know that this is a temporary solution to a situation I can never escape, so what harm is there in revealing my innermost thoughts and feelings to a man I can never be with? The thought depresses me considering I now know how it feels to have him inside me, with me, together like this. I want it to last forever, but like anything good in life, it never does.

      “What we’ve done here changes things, Bri. It changes a lot.”

      Those daunting words seep deep into my head, conjuring up scenarios that involve nothing but bloodshed. If Chris ever found out I was laying here next to Charlie like this after just having sex, not only would he slaughter Charlie, but it would break him, and I don’t think he would be able to come back from it. He’s so unstable that he probably has the notion in his head that if he can’t have me, nobody else can either. I have no clue where that would leave me, but the finality of it doesn’t even bear thinking about.

      “I know it does. We’ve crossed a line between boss and employee.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      I close my eyes, pain eating at my insides. “I know.” I sigh, wondering if I can get the words out. “He will never let you have me, you know.”

      “Your relationship with him. It’s unhealthy.”

      I snort. I know. Believe me, I know. And Charlie doesn’t know the half of it.

      “It’s… complicated.”

      “If it wasn’t complicated, what would you do?”

      I sigh. “Honestly?”

      “Yes.”

      Closing my eyes, I picture that beach in Bali, the sand slipping through my toes. “I would live a completely different life. A life where I could be free to marry, have kids. Basically, a normal life. A life where I can take care of sick children and nurse them back to health. A life where I can go about my days and nights and not feel like I’m suffocating from the inside out.”

      Charlie shifts a little, causing me to pull myself up and look at him. His eyes are filled with nothing but sadness.

      “Why don’t you simply leave him, Bri? Run away, even?”

      What pains me the most about that sentence is he didn’t add two solitary words at the end.

      With me.

      He wants me out of this toxic relationship I have with Chris, but he won’t offer to be the one who takes me away from it all. And why should he? He doesn’t owe me anything just because we’ve had sex now. Besides, it’s best he never does offer because I already know what my answer would be, and that, above all else, would break my heart in two.

      “I can’t run away.”

      His eyes narrow, anger setting in. “Can’t or won’t?”

      I sit up, gazing down at him, wondering how we even got here. All those months working together, he’d simply ignored me, and now he’s asking me to dump the man in my life.

      “I don’t want to give you the honest answer, but I will. I can’t and I won’t. As I said, it’s more complicated than you realise. My relationship with Chris goes beyond the realm of a normal couple. And besides, you don’t know what he’s done for me in the past. The sacrifices he’s made for me and the decisions I’ve pushed him to make.”

      I think back to the day that changed everything, and I shudder inside. I only have myself to blame.

      “So you’re beholden to him forever now?”

      I take a moment to think on that question, but there really is only one answer. “Yes.” Charlie looks away, his nostrils flaring. “Okay, so you want me to leave him, but are you going to be the one who saves me when the shit hits the fan?” He remains silent, so I say, “No, I didn’t think so.”

      I close my eyes. I’m already tired despite having had such a wonderful sleep. “Listen, I don’t want to spoil what happened between us. Can’t we just enjoy each other for the few hours we have left?”

      Charlie exhales a deep breath before grabbing my hand in his. “I’m sorry. Of course, we can.”
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      I stay locked up in bed with Charlie for as long as I can before I have to shower, get dressed, and head for home. Over the next few days, I manage to juggle looking after Charlie throughout the daylight hours before dragging my heels back home in time to appease Chris. Charlie is healing nicely, and we’ve spent a few more times in bed together, knowing each could be the last. Afterwards, I go home, acting like the diligent Bri I have always been with Chris, but he isn’t stupid. He can sense a change a mile away, especially as I have avoided any sexual contact with him since. I betrayed Chris in the worst way. The worst part is that I cannot seem to even conceive of doing the same to Charlie. That should speak volumes, but at the end of the day, there’s simply nothing I can do.

      “The phone worked,” Chris says after eating dinner. “The Bilkos took the bait and are now on their way to Australia, so Charlie’s safe.”

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. “That is good news. I’ve been convincing Charlie all this time he’s been nursing his shoulder that the shop should be closed, and for now he’s accepted that. But he’s getting more and more independent with every day that passes, so the excuses to keep shut are starting to wear thin.”

      Chris reaches out his hand across the table, covering my own. “I also have some other good news.” His eyes light up so much that I can’t help but smile. Encouraging him, I nod my head for him to proceed. “I think I may have found a buyer to take that shipment off my hands for good. I’m just finalising everything now, but if all goes well, it’ll all be out of our hands in just two days, and you know what that means?” I frown, shaking my head. “It means we’ll have enough money to pursue our dream together. It means we can finally flee from this shithole and be together… just the two of us.”

      I smile widely, but it’s forced, dread collapsing in the pit of my stomach. “That is great news,” I reply, picking up our plates and taking them to the kitchen sink. I place them both inside, clutching the edge and closing my eyes. It’s this moment… the moment I have been dreading for months. The moment the final nail in the coffin will be sealed and I will end up trapped in this nightmare forever.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asks, following behind me like an excitable puppy. “The world is our oyster. I can take you to America, Thailand, India… anywhere. Just tell me where, and we’ll start planning it together. In fact, tonight let’s sit down and map out what we’re going to do, yeah?” When I don’t respond straight away and just stand there at the kitchen sink unmoving, Chris closes the distance between us, and for the first time ever, I flinch when he reaches out to touch my arm. “Bri, what’s going on? I feel like I’m losing you, and I can’t lose you. For the last few days, you’ve been distant, and now when I touch you, you recoil away from me.”

      I grip the edge of the sink before I turn to face him, but even when I do, I can’t look him in the eyes. “It’s nothing,” I lie. “I guess I’m just tired.”

      Chris studies my face a moment before shaking his head. “It’s more than that. I can feel it. I know you, Bri, and this shit’s fucking scaring me now. It’s like you’re slipping away, and I’m powerless to stop you.”

      “I’m fine.” Those two words almost make me chuckle. I guess they really are the go-to words to say when you’re really not fine but don’t want to ruin a moment by saying otherwise.

      “If you’re fine, then look at me. If you’re fine, then touch me. If you’re fine, then be with me in all the ways we should be.”

      You mean all the ways we shouldn’t be.

      I shake my head, still unable to look at him. I genuinely thought that after being with Charlie, I’d be able to take the memories we shared together and move on with Chris. But I’d simply been deluding myself into thinking I could be anything but miserable in the face of losing the one chance I had at genuine love.

      “I’m just tired,” I say again, hoping that it will be my saving grace.

      Chris throws his arms around me, gripping me to his chest. “I can’t lose you, Bri. I won’t lose you. If you ever left me, I’d take my own life. You know I will. Without you, my life means nothing. You can’t do that to me after what we’ve been through—after all that we’ve shared.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as tears start to burn. This day was bound to come, but I’ve been putting it off and putting Chris off until the inevitable happened. His words—he knows—cement my fate. He knows that I will never, ever leave him, and that’s the leverage he has over me.

      I owe him my life.

      So I relent in his arms and hug him back. “I’m sorry, Chris. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      His tears wet my neck as he snuggles his head at the base. When he kisses me there, it feels like red, hot poker sticks burning my skin. My mind fills itself with nothing but Charlie as it screams and screams for this to stop.

      I don’t stop, though. I can’t. I’m trapped, my feet firmly planted to the ground knowing that if I pull away, Chris will finally know the truth, and it would kill him.

      “I fucking love you so much, Bri. Tell me you love me too. I need to hear the words from you.” He carries on kissing my neck, his heavy, hot breath hitting my skin.

      “I love you too,” I reply on autopilot, my body quickly becoming numb.

      My words seem to fuel his fire. He kisses my lips, forcing my mouth open with his tongue, his body pressed against mine, his hardness digging into my groin.

      “Fuck, Bri, I can’t get enough of you,” he pants. His need for me completely overtakes him as he spins me around, my stomach hitting the kitchen sink. Once there, he grabs my neck, pulling it to his mouth where he nibbles and sucks, making sure to leave a visible mark on my skin. I stay stock still, my hands gripping the edge of the sink with all I have, waiting for this to be over. Chris is lost in the moment now, completely oblivious to my body’s inaction towards him.

      Through my dress he squeezes my breast, my nipple hardening, but my mind is still shut down. His moans vibrate through my body as he lifts my skirt up, his hands frantic to free himself  so that he can invade my body.

      I close my eyes, my imagination swiftly allowing itself to picture that it’s Charlie behind me, touching me, teasing me, desperately wanting me. I float gloriously on this cloud, because to allow anything but will destroy me.

      He’s there now, ripping my knickers from my body, his cock pressed urgently at my entrance, and then he plunges forward, both of us gasping through the initial contact.

      He rams in deep and violently, so violently that my hip bones hit the side of the kitchen sink with each thrust. I keep my head there, allowing myself this moment to picture that it’s Charlie grunting, it’s Charlie biting my neck, it’s Charlie losing himself inside me like a raging animal.

      “Fuck, Bri, I’m going to fucking come! Shit!”

      Over and over again, he hits that spot he knows will render me completely his. I come undone, shuddering beneath his arms, unable to hold on any longer. He bellows my name, thrusting one last time before he empties inside of me.

      With our breathing ragged, Chris holds me close, kissing the back of my neck so tenderly that you would never think he had just abused my body in the way that he had a few moments ago. I ride high on my wave, euphoric on that little cloud I had been dancing on this whole time I’ve had my eyes tight shut, avoiding the outside world.

      But then my eyes open.

      Then, I feel nothing but disgust.
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      I don’t sleep a wink, my mind whirring with guilt, fear, anxiety, and pain. I dwell on my situation for hours until I realise that my emotions are fruitless. I’ve made my bed, and I need to now put on my big girl panties and take the bull by the horns.

      That’s why, when faced with the day ahead, I make my decision. A decision that will ultimately make Chris the happiest man on earth. My world will be broken, but it’s the sacrifice needed to keep Chris in my life. To keep him sane and happy.

      “Are you getting ready for work?” Chris asks, his hair wet from the shower.

      As he flips through whatever’s holding his attention on his phone, I answer him. “I am, but only to tell Charlie that I quit.”

      His thumb halts over the screen, his mouth parting as he stares up at me. It was inevitable that I’d  quit at some point, and considering I have gone as far as I can with Charlie, it’s only right that I end things. I guess the last time we made love was our very last time after all.

      “You’re shitting me?” he blurts, a bolt of laughter coming from him, making me smile.

      “I shit you not. We knew this day would come, so why not now?”

      Although it was a decision I consciously made, it still hurts like a bitch, nonetheless. Apart from the obvious of missing Charlie, I will also miss the regular customers who pass through, cracking jokes, flirting, and making me laugh. Those are the memories I will look fondly over when we’re miles away, living a brand-new life.

      Chris quickly closes the distance between us, picking me up in his arms and spinning me around, causing laughter to bubble out of me. For a few seconds, I allow myself to get swallowed up by his infectious euphoria. Besides, his happiness has always been my own.

      “That’s the fucking best news I have ever gotten, Bri! But why right now? What’s made you decide?” He pulls away, eagerly awaiting my response. I cup his face, and he leans into it, seeking my affection.

      “Why delay the inevitable? I realise I haven’t been focusing on us enough lately, but from today forward, that changes. Besides, someone needs to keep an eye on you,” I tease, trying to lighten the moment when all I want to do is collapse into a heap on the floor and curl up into a tight ball, shutting the whole world out.

      “Fuck, Bri. I don’t know what to say. You know how I’ve felt about you working there, so to hear that you’re finally jacking that shit in makes me so happy. That job was always beneath you anyway.”

      A jolt of pain slices through me at his words. That job was never beneath me. It was the only thing I had that was truly mine. But Chris will never, ever understand that.

      Chris glances at his phone again, then his eyes light up like he’s thought of something. “I tell you what. I have to meet this guy about the stash in an hour, but once we’re done, I’ll take you out to a nice, fancy restaurant. How about that?”

      I grace him with the best smile I can muster. “It sounds perfect.”

      Chris bends over, kissing me lightly on the lips before he picks up all of his things and leaves. The sound of the door clicking has my eyes closing, my feet wobbling through the dizzy spell enveloping me. My hand shoots out, holding the bedpost, steadying my legs. All this lack of food and sleep is unhealthy, but it’s not only that. It’s the thought that I now have to drive my car to the shop and tell Charlie that I can’t work for him anymore.

      Swallowing the bile rising in my stomach, I grab my keys and head down the lift to my car. I get in then drive all the way there while struggling to keep down the nausea erupting in me. I park up in my usual spot, making sure I arrive early enough to tell him before the shop opens.

      I glance down at my watch. It’s twenty to nine, hopefully  enough time to say what’s been eating away at me for the last few hours.

      I put the key in the lock and open the door, silence immediately hitting me the moment I walk in. I call out Charlie’s name, but there’s no answer, so I make my way upstairs into the kitchen where I find him dunking a teabag into his mug, completely lost in the task. He’s looking rather dapper this morning with a pale blue shirt and dark jeans riding just above his hips, his arm slung through the makeshift sling I created for him to use for a while until he’s fully healed.

      I get up the top step, and it creaks, alerting him to my presence. He spins round, a huge smile on his face, but then it quickly lands on my expression. However, it’s when his eyes travel towards my neck, seeing several hickeys that Chris planted there last night, that my heart breaks in two at his reaction.

      Pain. Betrayal. Hurt. Anger.

      All of the emotions he has every right to feel.

      “Want a cuppa?” he simply asks, the pain hidden, his stoic mask slipping firmly in place.

      “No, thank you,” I reply softly stepping farther into the kitchen. Charlie continues busying himself with his tea, obviously trying to avoid eye contact with me.

      “I need to speak with you about something.”

      “Okay, what is it?” he asks, still not looking at me.

      “I can’t work here anymore.”

      “Okay,” is all he responds as he walks towards the fridge and takes the milk out.

      “Okay? Is that all you have to say?” I ask, my teeth gritting in anger.

      He tips a little milk into his mug as he talks. “You don’t want to work here anymore. I won’t force you. In fact, go home, and I’ll pay you till the end of the week. How’s that?”

      Tears burn my eyes, but I will them back. “Why are you being so heartless?”

      He turns then, stabbing me with nothing but hatred in his eyes. Before he responds, they travel to my neck again. “Me, heartless? That’s rich coming from you, don’t you think?”

      Message read loud and clear. He’s angry at me, and why shouldn’t he be?

      “You’ve made your choice,” he continues, laying it all out on the table. “What else is there to possibly say?”

      My eyes study the floor, shame eating away at my heart. He’s one hundred percent correct. Of course, he is. I have no right whatsoever to get angry at him after turning up here like I’ve been sucked to death by a vampire. So why is it I feel this gut-wrenching, blood-boiling rage of fire racing through my whole body? Why is it, even though I’ve betrayed him, that I’m the one who feels wronged? There’s no logic. I can’t be with him, and yet here I am, hoping that he’ll fight for me. Here I am, wishing he’ll get angry, tell me to leave Chris and run away with him—pull me into his arms and never let me go.

      I nod my head, my lip slightly wobbling with the tears that are threatening to shed. “Okay,” I whisper. “I hear you loud and clear. I just want you to know that the time I worked here has been the best of my life. I know it seems like a strange thing to say, but I mean it. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I will be eternally grateful.” I turn, placing my hand on the banister to make my way down the stairs. “Goodbye, Charlie. I wish you well in life.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I take a step, hearing the sound of my heart tearing out of my chest with each step that follows. I want nothing more than to run back upstairs, demand that he be with me, fuck everyone else in the process, but all that remains a fantasy in my head. Instead, I will go home and cry into my pillow so I can get it all out of my system. I will allow myself at least that. And when I am done, I will pull myself together, put on a bright smile, and finally be the devoted partner that Chris expects me to be. Besides, will it be so bad when we run away together to start a new life? Will it be so bad if we stay together for the rest of our lives? Maybe in time I can learn to live with my feelings of repulsion whenever I consider the debauched lifestyle we lead. Maybe, in time, I will find it all to be… normal. Maybe, in time, I can finally convince myself that what Chris and I share is… perfect.
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      It has been three days since I said goodbye to Charlie and the best job I ever had. Since then, I have been using my time to concentrate on where Chris and I are going to go and the life we will finally have together. We decided Costa Rica is a good place to start simply because our money will stretch an exceedingly long time there. We’d be able to buy something by the beach outright, live near the jungle where we can pick fruit and swim in the sea every day. It all sounds so glorious but also cut-off. We would arrive as a married couple—to the locals we would be anyway. A couple that made it big in the UK and decided to retire early to raise a family. But as far as I’m concerned, there will be no babies on my horizon, no matter how much Chris wants them. That is definitely one hard line I will never cross. He can have my body, he can have my soul, but in no way will he get me to have his children.

      So here I sit,  packing and organising what I can while Chris tries to wrap up everything in his warehouse. Apparently the pick-up will be made tonight. Chris has been bouncing with happiness that we’re finally going to be able to live our dream. We just need to get through tonight, sort out the handing over of the warehouse and our flat, and then we can go.

      All sounds perfect, right?

      As I think about what we can have for dinner tonight, I check my phone for the millionth time, because for the millionth time I’m secretly hoping that Charlie will message me. Even if it were a simple “hello, how are you?” it would do. I really should not be surprised that nothing is there each time I do look, though. As he said, I made my choice. Despite all this, it still angers me that he never offered me an alternative. As selfish and quite frankly despicable it is of me to feel this way,  I can’t help but feel the  emotions that still run through me.

      Tonight, I am super nervous. I am unsure of what’s causing my anxiety, but it has been building and building for several days. I have been trying to put it down to leaving my job and cutting things off with Charlie, but I don’t know… something doesn’t’t sit quite right with me.

      That’s why when my phone starts ringing and I clock that it’s Chris calling, my anxiety grows. He calls, letting it ring once, and immediately hangs up, so I try to call him back when he rings me again.

      “Chris, what’s wrong?” I immediately pick up on his heavy breathing.

      “Fucking warehouse has been raided. I was in the middle of doing a deal when the fucking police raced in. We all fought back, but most of my guys are dead.”

      My heart leaps into my mouth. “Oh, my God, are you hurt?”

      After all the  time we’ve spent planning this day, only for it to be ripped from us. I should be grateful, but after accepting my fate a couple of days ago, this fills me with nothing but dread.

      What are we going to do now?

      “I’m fine,” he replies, an angry breath leaving him. “I managed to escape and drive off before the police got me. But that’s not it, Bri. Just before it all went down, I got a phone call from Frosty.”

      My breathing quickens as I listen intently for what he has to say. Frosty has been very amicable since Chris told him he was packing it all in and leaving, so I’m eager to know why he called him.

      “Go on,” I urge, impatient to hear the rest.

      “He got word a while back that there was an undercover police officer possibly investigating our activities, but he didn’t want to say anything until he had concrete evidence. Frosty got one of his best investigators on it, and it took him a while, but he eventually managed to find the arsehole. The moment he knew, he called me. But then all fucking hell broke loose the moment he told me.”

      I hear a thumping sound as he lets out a growl. He’s driving and he’s angry. Two things that do not gel well together.

      “I should have fucking known!” he curses. “I should have fucking seen it. All this time, I’ve been letting you go there every day, telling him fuck knows what…”

      Wait… what? My head feels like it’s about to explode. “Chris, what are you saying?”

      “Charlie fucking Cox, that’s what I’m saying. He wasn’t your boss, Bri. He never was. He was just using you to get intel on us. He’s the fucking undercover copper. And I’m heading right over there now to put a fucking bullet in his brain.”
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      Chris ends the call abruptly, and for a moment, I can’t move… I can’t even think. My brain is working overtime to process everything he’s just told me, but it’s not going in fast enough.

      Charlie.

      Undercover police officer.

      My boss.

      Not my boss.

      Police officer.

      Chris.

      Chris and the warehouse.

      Chris escaping and heading to kill Charlie.

      “Shit!” I scream, my brain finally engaging. I take flight, grabbing my car keys before I flee down in the lift. I try to call Charlie, but every time it goes straight to voicemail.

      “Shit, Charlie!” I curse, my mind and my heart whirling with the news. I have no idea why I’m trying to call him to warn him. He lied to me this whole time. Was any of it even real? Were we real? I then sigh. Of course, we weren’t real. I must be stupid to even contemplate it. He only slept with me to gain access to Chris.

      Didn’t he?

      None of it makes any sense as he never really asked me questions about Chris. He only asked about me. Only ever me.

      Despite all that, I certainly don’t want to see him dead. Yes, he’s fucked up our plans to take everything and run—to live a comfortable life where we will hopefully never have to worry about money again, but I would never want his life ended for it.

      I grip my chest. Shit, why does it hurt so bad?

      I start the car up and frantically call Charlie again, but again it goes straight to voicemail. I need to drive now, so I have no other choice but to leave him a message.

      “Charlie, it’s Bri. Chris is on his way to the shop to see you. Just… keep a look out, okay?”

      I end the call, leaving it there and start the car. There’s no way I’m leaving a message to tell him he’s on his way to kill him. Charlie might use it against him if Chris ever gets caught by the police.

      Police.

      Shit, how in the hell did this happen? Who owns the antique store, if anyone? And if someone does own it, then how is it that they just let the police take it over all these months just to, what? Investigate Chris? The whole thing’s fucking insane!

      With my mind scrambling for answers, I drive as fast as I am able to the shop, parking it where I normally would. It’s dark, and I can hardly see shit, but for now, I breathe a sigh of relief that I don’t spot Chris’s bike anywhere in the parking lot. I get out of the car and try the back entrance, but it’s locked. Sighing a frustrated breath, I run around to the front, my keys jangling in my hand when I spot Chris’s bike parked by the kerb and the shop’s door broken into. I rush forward, pushing the door open, where I find Chris standing in the middle of the shop, pointing a gun at Charlie. They both turn their heads towards me as I step in and shut the door behind me.

      “Bri, you shouldn’t be here,” Chris grumbles. “Why are you here?” He’s sweating and agitated, his legs twitching, his arm outright, holding the gun fixed on Charlie.

      I turn to face Charlie who as usual is showing no emotion. His face is stoic, and so too is his body.

      “He’s right, Bri. You shouldn’t be here,” Charlie repeats.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Chris seethes, his hand jerking in response, making my heart jump painfully.

      “I need answers,” I say, taking another step in. I face Chris but jerk my head towards Charlie. “I want to hear it from his mouth.” Charlie still appears unmoved as I turn to speak with him. My eyes fill with angry tears, and it’s only when Charlie spots them that his own fill with an element of empathy.

      I suck in a breath. Now is not the time to get emotional. I want answers.

      “Is it true?”

      His exhaled breath releases, his body relaxing somewhat. “Yes.”

      I knew it was probably true, but to hear it come out of his mouth hurts worse than I thought it would. I let one angry tear slide down my cheek before vowing to never let him see another.

      “Did you deliberately target me to get close to Chris?”

      “Yes.”

      I grip my hands into fists. One word fucking answers won’t cut it. I need more than that!

      “How did you manage that? Give me something, Charlie?” Realisation has my hand rubbing my forehead in an attempt to alleviate the stress pulsing through me. “Shit, is your name even Charlie? I assume not.” I let out a frustrated snort, shaking my head.

      “My name is Charlie, but Cox isn’t my surname.” My eyes lock with his, conveying a message without saying any words. All this time, he’d used me. All this time, everything had been a lie.

      “We wanted to infiltrate the group, but Chris had a tight ship of men he trusted, so I knew it was a long shot that I’d become integrated into his group.”

      “Fucking too right!” Chris shouts. “Babe, can we move this along. I don’t know how much time we have. I need to put a bullet in his brain before the fucking rest of the pigs get here.”

      I lay out my hand to Chris, asking him to calm down for a moment. “I need him to answer the question. I need to know how.” I do need to know how, but I’m also stalling as much as I can for Charlie’s sake.

      “We noticed through surveillance just how close Chris was to you, so it was decided that the best way to get close to Chris was to get close to you. We quickly learned that you were looking for a job, and we found this abandoned antique store that we managed to bring back to life. Then it was just a matter of getting you in for an interview.”

      I look back at the time I was looking everywhere for a job, wondering if one would ever come along. When I saw the advertisement on a lamppost outside our apartment, I thought it was too good to be true.

      Turns out it really was.

      “So the advert on that lamppost was just for my eyes to see.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Charlie answers it anyway.

      “As soon as we noticed that you had taken down the number, we took down the advert.”

      I close my eyes, hurt gripping at my insides. “You were lying to me the whole time. Nothing was real.”

      Charlie takes a step forward, his hand up to motion to me. “Some of it was real.”

      I dip my head to the floor, the kindness in his voice too much to bear. But then Chris notices all of this. He’s not stupid.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      I pull my head up to look at him, but I don’t say a word, causing Chris’s eyes to widen in realisation.

      “Bri,” he urges. “Talk to me. What the fuck does he mean?!”

      Can I really do this? Lay it all out there for Chris to see, completely breaking him in the process? Can I really take that proverbial gun, aim it at his heart, and shoot? It would crush him. I quickly realise it’s too late to make that decision now because my mouth cementing shut at the pivotal moment gave me away straight off the bat. Now I have no alternative but to tell him what’s truly in my heart.

      “I was so wrong… what I did over a year ago. What I made you do…”

      Chris’s wild eyes bore into mine as he shakes his head. “That’s not fucking true, Bri. You saved me! You fucking saved us.”

      I shake my head, my chin dipping to the floor. “My head was not in the right place. I missed you so fucking much, and I didn’t know how to fix you. I was lonely and desperate to get you back, and ultimately made a decision that ruined our lives…”

      “Stop it!” Chris screams, banging his head with the butt of his gun. “That’s not fucking true. We were always meant to be together.”

      I close my eyes, my answer but a whisper. “Not like that.”

      “Bri, I think you should leave,” Charlie says, a warning in his voice. He then turns to Chris, who’s frantically looking at me for answers I can’t give him. “This is between me and you. Bri has nothing to do with this.”

      Chris grits his teeth, his body shaking with rage. He’s a warming kettle about ready to boil. “Why do you fucking care so much, huh? What is she to you?”

      “Don’t answer that,” I bark, my words escaping before my brain engages.

      Chris snaps his head to me. “Why can’t he answer that?”

      My eyes fill with tears, my betrayal leaping out of my body and falling to the floor in a heap in front of him. Chris’s mouth parts in horror, awareness zapping in that pained mind of his. I never wanted him to hurt… not like this. The treachery in his eyes at what I’ve done to him will stay with me for the rest of my life.

      I will never forgive myself for this.

      “Say it isn’t so, Bri. Say it!”

      “Bri, you need to leave,” Charlie warns again.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Chris’s eyes burn with rage as he raises the gun in Charlie’s direction, but before I can move my feet to save Charlie, the gun goes off, the ping of the shot echoing off the walls and piercing my ears.

      I scream, my eyes trying to take everything in. “Chris!” I cry, running towards his slumped body, his hand clutching the area on his chest where Charlie shot him.

      I kneel down, grabbing his hand, my tears slipping down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” I say over and over again. “I need to get the first aid kit!” I attempt to get up, but Chris tugs me down, shaking his head. “Chris, I need to tend to your wound. You’ll bleed to death!”

      Chris shakes his head again, and for the first time tonight, he smiles, instantly transporting me back in time to all those years ago. It shocks me to my very core, taking my breath away.

      “I think you and I always knew it should end this way.”

      Fresh, hot tears pool my eyes as I shake my head. “No, Chris. You’re just injured. We’ll get you an ambulance, and you’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Okay? And then we can be together, just like you wanted.”

      Chris’s breaths become laboured, his chest wheezing from the blood filling his lungs. “I won’t be able to survive this, Bri, I feel it inside me. It’s my time to go. But you, you’re so young. You have a life to live.” He releases my hand, reaching up to place a strand of hair behind my ear, a soft, adoring smile creasing his lips.

      “No,” I whine, not believing my ears. “I can’t lose you again. I refuse!”

      Chris swallows hard, closing his eyes. “I was always holding you back. I can see it now. You need to be free, and although it kills me inside to know this, it won’t be with me.”

      I grab his hand again, shaking it. “Please, Chris. Let me help you. Let me make this okay. Please.”

      “No,” he wheezes, shaking his head and squeezing my hand back. “Take that key I gave you,” he says hoarsely, motioning his head to my chest where the chain hangs around my neck, “go to the locker and make a life for yourself with it. There’s not much in there, but enough to last you a few years if you spend it wisely.”

      My ears don’t want to take in what he’s saying. “But our dream..?”

      Chris smiles. “It was always my dream. I knew it deep down, but I selfishly wanted to keep you all to myself. Go, take the money. You’ll never have to be hungry again.”

      A sob wracks my body as I rock, shaking my head. I hear Charlie in the background on the phone, no doubt calling his colleagues in, but I don’t pay any attention. “Chris, no…”

      “Yes,” he says, gripping my hand before releasing it. “Live your life, be happy. Promise me you’ll do it, Bri? Promise me you’ll live your dream.”

      His eyes lock with mine, begging me to agree. He’s dying, and I have no choice but to  accept that it’s his time.

      “I promise,” I eventually reply, my heart heavy with the knowledge that his body is letting go.

      Chris smiles softly, his eyes glazing over in pain. He’s losing so much blood. Pain tears away at my gut knowing it won’t be long before he passes.

      With a strained breath, Chris lifts his hand up, showing me his little finger. “Pinky promise?” he asks, managing to show me that smile that always used to lift my spirits when we were younger.

      I smile back, my heart bursting, taking in as much of this memory as possible. My one, last pinky promise.

      I lift my hand, wrapping my little finger around his, my mind flashing with images of all the happy moments we shared together.

      “Pinky promise,” I reply, and the moment I say it, Chris smiles one last time, his little finger slips from mine, his eyes shut, and he draws one last breath before his head drops to the side.

      I cling onto his body, my loud sobs echoing around the room. I snuggle my head into his chest, and the tears just won’t stop. I don’t know how long I stay there, but at some point, a set of strong arms wrap around me, pulling me from Chris’s body into his own. I cry into Charlie’s chest, my grief too raw, my body desperately needing comfort.

      “Bri, the police will be here soon, and I don’t want you here when that happens.”

      Instantly, everything comes back to me. Charlie is a police officer. A police officer who shot and killed Chris. I push him away, fisting his chest, my mind filling with betrayal and rage. Nothing but rage.

      “You killed him! You killed him! You lied to me, you son of a bitch!” I hit him, and I hit him, and with each strike, he just stands there taking it. When his eyes start to fill with tears, I break down again, the shock of his distress completely replacing my rage. I snuggle my head into his chest again, gripping the collars of his shirt and pulling him to me. Charlie gives me the time I need, cradling me in his arms, but eventually I pull away, knowing I need to leave.

      Charlie cups my head in his hands, and I sniffle, trying to catch my breath. “The police will be here soon.”

      He compels me with his eyes, so I nod my head and am walking around him to head to my car when I hear his voice.

      “I never wanted to hurt you, Bri. You must believe that.”

      I close my eyes, but I don’t say a word back. I simply carry on walking, open the shop door, and walk to my car.

      As I pull out onto the road to make my journey home, sirens are blasting, police cars and an ambulance darting past me at lightning speed towards Charlie. Towards the carnage, and towards the corpse of my brother, Chris.
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      Today I buried my brother.

      I am completely alone as they place him into the ground. It has rained the whole time, soaking me to the bone, but I stay even after the grave diggers refill the dirt, covering him so he will never be seen again. I haven’t cried since the day he died two weeks ago, and today is no exception. I just feel… numb.

      I have been interviewed by police, but since they have no evidence to pin me to any actual involvement, they let me go. I was there a gruelling six hours, grilled by snide officers and leered at. My personal favourite was when I was walking down the hallway of the police station to be interviewed and heard an officer whisper, “Brother fucker,” under his breath.

      Very original.

      Of course, I had been asked directly in the interview room if we’d had more than a brother/sister relationship. I had denied it as, to put it simply, they had no evidence whatsoever of us having sex, so they can't slap an incest charge on me, that’s for certain. What did put a spanner in the works and had my heart racing, was several pictures of us kissing. My quick answer was to tell them it was all for show. They didn’t believe me, but who would? Suffice it to say, I left the station with promises that they will be in touch. I’m the only one left for them to question since everyone is dead or already fled the country.

      They’ve been leaving me alone since then, presumably because I’ve needed to bury my brother, but I have no doubt now that the funeral is over, I will be hearing from them again. And the reason being is they don’t believe they’ve retrieved all the money that’s been obtained through the vast amount of crimes that Chris has committed. They believe I know where the cash is, and I do. It’s just they don’t know I know. That’s the big difference.

      This is one of the reasons why, when I get back to my flat, I pack a bag and hide it away in the boot of the car I rented two days ago. I leave just enough clothes in the wardrobe, so if any of those fuckers come to interview me and start snooping around, they won’t suspect I plan on leaving. At least not yet. I just need tonight to lay in bed and grieve the loss of not only Chris but Charlie too.

      I haven’t heard from him since that dreaded night; I hadn’t really thought that I would. He’s done what he’s supposed to, no doubt getting a pat on the back by all his comrades for a job well done. I hate him with a passion, but something inside me still yearns for him, regardless. Throughout my life, I have been used by men. Even Chris used and manipulated me. I could see it, but I chose to ignore it as at the end of the day, what happened with us was all my fault. I was the one who led us down that path, so I need to own it and move on. It just completely bamboozles me that in Chris’s last minutes of life, he chose to become my brother again, not my lover. I will forever wonder what it was that switched him so drastically. Is it only in death that we realise our wrongs? Who knows. Nobody will ever find out until faced with death themselves.

      It’s dark outside, and the weather is still a perfect reflection of my mood. I lie on my bed, staring out the window at the black night sky, watching the rain pelt against my window. I haven’t eaten all day because the thought of putting food anywhere near my mouth makes me feel nauseated. I’ve been neglecting myself these last two weeks. In fact, the only thing I have made sure to do every day is shower and dress. The rest of it has been too much effort.

      The faintest of knocking pricks my ears, but I ignore it, assuming it’s the neighbours beneath me banging around in their apartment. When it happens again, I hold my breath wondering if I’ve heard correctly. The banging then gets louder, and it’s then I realise someone is at the door.

      I bolt up, my heart in my mouth, fearing it’s the police finally coming over to arrest me. What for, I have no fucking clue, but I’m sure they’ll get me for something.

      The thumping on the door sounds again, and as I get closer, I hear the sound of a voice.

      “Come on, Bri. Open up. I know you’re in there. I just want to talk.”

      Charlie.

      For the first time in two weeks, my eyes prick with tears. I angrily will them back and stand my ground. “Go away!” I shout back, not wanting to ever see his treacherous face again.

      “Just let me in for a few minutes, Bri. That’s all I ask. I just need to speak with you.”

      I press my back up against the wall by the door, my head leaning against it, my eyes closed. “Whatever you have to say you can say behind the door.”

      He bangs it again with such force, I practically jump out of my skin.

      “Open the fucking door, or I swear to God, Bri, I will kick it down.”

      With an angry breath, I whisk around, unlocking the door and flinging it open, locking a hateful glare on him. He looks good, and I fucking hate him for it. He’s soaked through from the rain, his jacket and his skin glistening with water. His caramel eyes are burning with such intensity that for a moment, it takes my breath away. But then I get angry again. How can he look this good when I feel nothing but shitty inside? He killed my brother. He’s the reason I’m in this mess.

      “What do you want?” I growl as he barges his way in, almost knocking me off my feet in the process. “Did I say you could come in?” I let go of the door, and it closes behind me. Once Charlie steps through, he glances around the room before he spins to look at me. What he’s searching for, I have no clue. “I’m not hiding any drugs or money in here, so if you’ve come to search, you’re shit out of luck.”

      His lips thin as he breathes through his nostrils. “I know you’re mad at me…” I snort, causing him to halt a second. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, Bri. I was simply doing my job—”

      “Oh, really?” I bite back, interrupting him. “So sleeping with me was part of your job, huh? Getting me to fall in love with you was part of your job?!”

      I snap my lips shut. I’ve already said too much. The shocked look on his face makes me curse my heart, which seems all too eager to reveal the truth to him.

      Charlie blinks a couple of times before he regains his composure. “I was to get close to you, but not that close. I could get fired if they found out I slept with you.”

      With my hand behind my back, I grip the door handle tightly, placing my anger into it. “If you’re here to make sure I don’t talk, then you have no need to be concerned over that. I won’t tell them shit.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s not why I’m here—”

      “Then why are you here? Because, to be quite frank with you, for a man who was supposed to get close to me, you really fucking sucked at it, because you pretty much ignored me for six whole months.”

      “I know,” he whispers, his shoulders sagging in dejection. “Even though I was never there, I was always around, watching you. You never knew, but there were hidden cameras in the shop watching your every move and listening to your every conversation. I would either stand by the door listening to you or watch you on a screen. I watched you for all those months, letting you virtually run the shop in order to hopefully get intel on you. I waited and I watched as you conversed with customers, your beautiful smile lighting up the shop, your kind and caring words to every single person you met. I didn’t want to fucking like you, Bri. I didn’t want to feel all the things that went through me as I watched. For six whole months, I tried to avoid talking to you because I knew I would be enchanted just as much as all of the customers were. The problem, though, is I already was, and I was just too blind and pig-ignorant to admit it to myself. I was there to work, not to fall in love.”

      My grip on the door loosens, my mouth parting with a gasp. Did he just say what I think he said? I shake my head frantically side to side. I don’t want to hear those words.

      “There’s no need for you to lie to me. I don’t need your sympathy or your fake words…”

      I’m about to rant on when he rushes to me, gripping my arms with his hands, holding me in place. I avert my gaze, because I don’t want to look into the eyes of the man who killed my brother and feel nothing but adoration.

      “Do you know how fucking hard it was for me to let you get walked all over by your brother who did nothing but manipulate you and trap you? All your life, your family has done nothing but take, take, take, and you have been on the receiving end every single time!”

      A feral scream rips through my body as I push his arms away from me. I pace the room, Charlie’s eyes pinned on me the whole time. I feel shame. Nothing but shame and disgust for what I have become. And the worst part about it is Charlie feels sorry for me?

      “I chose to be with Chris. I made that decision. You think I’m the innocent party in all of this, but I’m not. I slept with my brother night after night, comforting him when he screamed through his nightmares, being close to him in every way a sister should but also wanting him in every way a sister shouldn’t. I’m fucked in the head and sick. I was disgusted with myself day after day and night after night, but I still went to him. I still craved his touch, I still wanted his cock inside of me. What the fuck does that say about me, huh?!” I slap my chest, my torture spilling out and laying bare for Charlie to see. Charlie closes the distance between us, but I step back. How can he want to be near me after admitting such repulsive truths?

      “You think you’re guilty, but the fact that you feel disgust for what you were doing speaks volumes, don’t you understand that?” I part my lips, about to tell him how wrong he is, when he carries on speaking. “Bri, you were a kid when you were abused day after day by your uncle. You were brought up being made to feel that it was perfectly normal to go to him and give him what he desired in order to feed yourself. Is it any surprise that when you got your brother back, that you sought comfort in his arms too? You only ever wanted to be loved, and in your mind’s eye, you thought you’d get that from the one and only person who had been a constant in your life. The one person who you relied upon as a kid growing up. The one person who missed being there for you when you needed him the most.”

      “Please stop,” I whisper, not wanting to hear any of this. “There is no justification for my actions. None.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Bri, you’re the victim here. All your life, you’ve been neglected and abused. You had no one but Chris to rely upon, and even he abused you and the trust you shared as brother and sister.”

      “Don’t you fucking talk about him like that. He was everything to me!” I scream.

      Charlie’s eyes flare as he sucks in an angry breath. “And yet you sought affection in another man’s arms. You sought affection in my arms because you knew deep down that you could never live a normal life with Chris, but you could with me. You were desperate for normality—desperate for me to take you away from the emotional pain you went through day by day because you knew what was happening between you two was wrong.”

      Turning my head away in shame, I close my eyes. I want to scream and shout at him, tell him how wrong he is, but how can I when every single word coming out of this mouth is nothing but truth?

      “We could never have been truly happy together,” I whisper, my whole body exhausted.

      “Yes, but at times, we were, weren’t we? And I believe you sought that despite knowing it may break your heart in the process.”

      I grip my eyes shut, the pain of what I’m about to admit tearing away at my heart. “After his death, I came back home, and I looked around the empty space, knowing Chris will never fill it again.” I glance around the living room, my gut clenching. “Do you know what feeling came to me in that precise moment?” I lock my eyes with his, finding eagerness to know the answer shining through them. “Relief.” A small laugh escapes my lips. “Can you believe that? I felt relief that my brother was dead. Do you know how fucked up that is? Do you not realise just how messed up I am in the head, knowing that I felt that way? I mean, what kind of person does that make me?”

      Charlie tentatively steps forward, and when I don’t move, he steps forward again until he’s within reaching distance. He places a finger under my chin, lifting my head up to him. “It means that you were locked up in a cage, but now you are free.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “But for how long, though?” An angry thought flicks through my mind. “So many occasions I have sought help from the police, and they let me down every time. It’s kind of ironic that I’m now on their radar, isn’t it?”

      Charlie narrows his eyes, irritation mirroring my own. “They haven’t got shit on you, Bri. Although you were with Chris, you had nothing to do with his criminal lifestyle. All you need to do is stand your ground. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I laugh. “Yes, and the funny thing is, even after all that’s happened, I believe you. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that they will stop at nothing until they find something on me, and they certainly won’t let you stand in the way of getting their justice. I was there when Chris killed Brandon and those little shitheads. I was there when we went to Spain, and the guys shipped all that stash from Morocco that they placed in the warehouse your lot raided. I may not have known it at the time, but I quickly found out when the Spanish national guard boarded the boat and Chris bribed them right in front of my eyes. I was complicit.”

      Charlie grabs me by the arms again, holding me in place. “They don’t know that, and I’m certainly not about to tell them.”

      It’s then something dawns on me. My eyes widen with awareness. “You killed for me. You’re a copper, and you killed for me…”

      “Yes, and I would do it all over again if it meant keeping you safe. You have to believe me. I may have been your enemy once. I may have even hated you once, but the realisation that you are the most beautiful woman on the inside as you are on the outside quickly changed all that.”

      I roll my eyes. “How cliché.”

      Charlie laughs, loosening his touch and placing his hands back by his sides, shocking me at the loss I feel when he does.

      “I guess clichés are the best way to get your point across at times.” We both fall silent a moment. “I watched you today… at the funeral.” My eyes snap up to his questioningly. “I wasn’t sure how you would react to me being there, so I kept my distance. You have no idea how fucking hard it was to watch you bury your brother all on your own, that lost look on your face nearly killed me. I almost ran over to be with you and hold your hand, but I didn’t know how you would react to me being there, so my feet stayed cemented to the ground, hiding behind a tree like a deranged stalker.”

      Something else dawns on me as he speaks, causing a slight smile to arch my lips. “You could never be with me because of your line of work, not because you didn’t want me.” A bit presumptuous of me to say, but in my heart, I feel it to be true.

      “Yes,” he replies, his response exhaled in a relieved breath. “The amount of times I wanted to tell you everything, take you in my arms and ask that you run away with me, were immense. Selfishly, I wanted you to choose me, knowing full well I couldn’t be with you in that way. There really is no competition when it comes to family, but that still didn’t stop me from wanting you all to myself, fuck the consequences.”

      I swallow, my heart pounding in my chest. Chris may no longer be here, but that still doesn’t take away the fact that Charlie is a police officer, and I would never, ever ask him to choose me over his life’s work.

      “I would never expect you to give up your whole career for me.”

      Charlie closes the distance between us, cupping my head in his hands—something he’d done often during our last few weeks together, and I love him for it. It makes me feel like I’m the most precious gem, delicately held in his possession and handled with the utmost care.

      “And that’s what makes you so special. You want so passionately, but you never expect anything. If I asked you now what it is that you want, what would you say?”

      My eyes fill with tears as my head screams at me to yell everything that my heart desires. In an ideal world, my brother would be alive, the life we shared as a couple gone, and I would be Charlie’s forever. But like everything in this world, it’s not as simple as that. Charlie was investigating us, I was with my brother in a way I shouldn’t have been, and to top it off, I’m now in the arms of the man who killed him.

      The ultimate betrayal.

      But my heart wants what it wants, and I owe myself the luxury of being selfish. Just for tonight. That’s all I can ever ask for. So when I open my mouth to answer his question, the truth—in so many forms—comes rushing out.

      “You.”

      Charlie’s eyes become hooded, his breath ragged, as he leans forward, gently touching my lips with his. “You have me, Bri. You have all of me.”

      His words punch at my heart, my body quivering with the need to be in his embrace. I race to him, wrapping my arms around his neck, pressing him to my body in a feral kiss. Charlie growls into my mouth, setting off fireworks in my belly.

      “I want you inside me,” I whisper, hot and heavy into his mouth.

      “I want to be inside you. Fuck, Bri, if I never had anything else, I would die a happy man.”

      I press his lips to mine again, my tongue dancing with his in the most passionate kiss. His hands slide from my head down to my lower back, pressing me into his hardness. I hiss my pleasure, causing Charlie to moan. I jump into his arms, straddling his waist, dry humping him the moment he captures me.

      “Where?” he commands, his feet moving before I can answer him.

      “There,” I reply, pointing towards the spare bedroom. There’s no way I’m taking him into the room Chris and I used to share. That would be all kinds of levels of fucked up.

      The boot of Charlie’s foot kicks the door open, bashing it against its frame, the vibration lasting long after Charlie bounces us both on the bed, our mouths meshing in a frenzied kiss.

      We’re a mess of arms and legs, both of us yanking at each other’s clothes, desperate to get the other naked. Charlie’s shoes go first, followed by his jacket, then shirt, his bare, dark chest heaving and calling for me to touch it. I look up at him with hungry eyes before pulling my t-shirt over my head. I unhook my bra, letting it fall down my arms, desire swimming inside me at the hungered look he greets my breasts with. Leaning over me, Charlie hooks his fingers at the hem of my sweatpants, pulling them down along with my knickers. I’m fully naked, fully bare, fully vulnerable… and I haven’t felt this free in weeks. I part my legs, all the while Charlie is watching my every move. He’s yet to take his jeans off, but after baring all to him, he doesn’t need any coaxing. They’re off in a flash, his fists kneeling against the mattress, his frame hovering over me like a lion about to pounce on its prey. Our eyes lock, staying that way the whole time as I slide up the bed towards the pillows while Charlie crawls over me. Then I’m trapped, taken into his arms as he presses his hardened frame against mine. His lips place feather sweet kisses along my jawline as my fingers trail from his upper back until they meet his impressive, taut arse. I squeeze him to me, loving the reaction he gives me when he growls into my mouth.

      “Charlie, please,” I beg, needing more.

      As if his cock knows what I want, it seeks out my entrance, sliding its way in. We both moan, our breaths hitting each other as he starts to move inside of me.

      “I fucking love the feel of you around my cock. It’s like your pussy was made for me. Fucking perfect,” he groans, sliding into me again.

      I throw my head back into the pillow, my eyes closing, my moans echoing off the walls. He feels incredible, and I tell him so as he makes love to me. And he does make love to me. For the first time in my life, this act between male and female feels as natural and as right as it should be. I don’t feel any guilt. And I won’t feel disgust later. All I feel is love.

      Pretty soon, I am swimming on that high, loving every single thrust he gives. We come together, shuddering in each other’s arms, completely open and completely exposed. But I know I’m safe. I will always be safe with Charlie.

      “I need to ask you something that’s been bothering me,” Charlie says as he’s stroking my hair.

      Intrigued, I reply, “Go on.”

      “I don’t want to bring up bad shit, but I need to ask you why you didn’t tell Chris about your uncle? If he had known, he could have—”

      “Done something about it?” I complete for him.

      “Yes.”

      I sigh, my fingers trailing a line across his bare arm which lies across my chest. “I didn’t want any more murders on Chris’s mounting list, but that’s not the main reason. Chris’s mental state has always been my top priority, and if he had known when he joined the army that he had left me in the arms of an abuser, he would never have forgiven himself. I think knowing that would have killed him.”

      “So you protected his mental well-being at the cost of your own?”

      I grip my eyes shut, willing the torture of it all to disappear. “In a nutshell, yes.”

      “Oh, Bri,” he sighs, tugging me to him. 

      “I know, I was a martyr.” He kisses the top of my head, a gesture that warms my belly.

      “No, you were a loving sister.”

      Tears prick my eyes as he continues to hold me. At some point later, we fall asleep, waking only to make love again.  When dawn arrives, I lie there for a moment, allowing myself five minutes to watch him sleep—creating a memory that I can cherish forever.

      When I know I can’t stay any longer without Charlie possibly waking up and catching me, I carefully and quietly slip out of bed and get dressed. When I’m about ready to leave, I falter, staring at the spare bedroom door. I can’t leave without saying something.

      Quickly grabbing a pen and piece of paper, I scribble down five words. Five words that will hopefully explain why I’m running away.

      I have nothing to lose.

      I place the pen on top of the paper before grabbing my bag and slipping out the door and down the lift to my rental car. I purposefully left two days ago dressed in a black, short wig, baseball cap, and loose jeans that made me look like a boy, then headed for the nearest car hire place. There, I used one of Chris’s fake credit cards and rented a little Fiat 500. I’ve had two weeks to plan all this and two weeks to enact my plan of escape. If Chris couldn’t live out his dream, then I will live mine out for him.

      Just like I’d pinky promised.

      I load the car up with all my things then take out the baseball cap and place it on before I drive out of the car park. It’s still dark, but there is the faintest of light peeking through the sky, alerting me that I need to get a move on.

      I drive to car rental lot, my heart heavy with every mile that’s placed between me and Charlie. With every mile that’s placed between me and Chris’s gravesite.

      Eventually, I pull into the car rental drop-off area, and as I’m the only one here, the guy comes out quickly, checking the car. After this, I sign a form and then I’m quickly on my way with my suitcase and bag in tow to hail a cab to take me to Green Park Station.

      I offer the cab driver a twenty to wait outside for me then I quickly run into the storage shop next to the station. Once I find locker 316, I take a deep breath, pulling out the key from my jumper and staring at it a second before placing it in the lock. All that’s inside is a holdall bag. Despite wanting desperately to look inside it, I simply grab it, locking the door behind me, and leave to get back inside my taxi. Once inside, I ask him to take me to Heathrow airport.

      We pass by all the familiar London streets, the place I have called home since I was born, feeling sad knowing I will probably never see them again. The pavements are filling up now that it’s lighter, the street cleaners out power-hosing down the mess people made the day before, newspaper vans dropping off their deliveries to all the local newsagents. Although I am leaving, life in London still goes on, and I take in as much as I can, knowing it will be my last chance to.

      During my journey towards Heathrow, I allow myself to shed a couple of tears. Despite my crappy start in life, I will miss this place. With all the bad, there has also been some good. It was the place I found my perfect job, the place I met some great people, and it’s the place that brought me Charlie—the one and only man I ever fell in love with.

      A sad smile pulls up on my lips as I think about leaving Charlie. Without me in his life, he can move on, find someone worthy to marry and have kids with. It fucking hurts like hell that it won’t be me, but as the famous saying goes, if you love someone, let them go.

      This is me, letting him go.
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One year ago - The decision that changed everything.

      Chris has been home for a few weeks now, but he in no way the Chris I’ve always known. The Chris I knew seems to have died long ago in Afghanistan. The Chris I knew and loved is long gone, and strangely, I find myself mourning his death. Strange because he’s here beside me now, breathing deeply in sleep.

      It’s in these quiet, reflective moments as I stare at the ceiling when my mind dances back to a world that once was. The world where my brother used to make me cheese and ham toasties as a treat when he could steal the ingredients we needed. Or when he managed to steal a couple of quid and he’d take me to the shop to buy me cola bottle sweets. Because anyone who eats cola bottles knows how much they rock. I used to get a huge high on them as a kid when Chris used to be able to grab what little money we had left for food and drink before our mum drank it all. It was in those moments when he used to take me to get sweets, where we would skip—well I would—to the park, and he would tell me funny stories about his mates trying to chat up girls, or how they’d started smoking because they thought they looked hard, that I would see that glint in his eyes. Those few precious moments of happiness shining through them like a beacon of light calling to me. I would be transfixed in those moments. It may not sound like a lot, but those moments meant everything  to me. My brother was all I had.

      My brother is still all I have.

      But yet, he’s not really here anymore.

      For weeks, I have searched, sometimes painfully so, for that glint I used to see in his eyes. The one that told me he was still in there somewhere. But now, it’s gone. It’s like his body is physically here, but his mind is somewhere else completely. He’s changed a lot. Hell, who wouldn’t after seven years of hardly seeing each other? He missed me growing from a spotty teenager into a woman. He missed all those special moments, like when I went on my first date, left home, got my first job… my first apartment. When he first left, we would be in touch as often as he could, but over the years, he grew distant. So distant that at one stage, I thought he was missing in action, presumed dead. I had no idea about the torture he was going through in his mind. No idea of the torment.

      Not until he left the army and came back home to live with me. At first, he slept on my sofa, but after a couple of nights of hearing his torturous cries during the night, I suggested he sleep in bed with me. There would be no harm in that. He’s my brother, after all. We were family, and I would do anything for him.

      Anything.

      Which leads me to the here and now. For the past few weeks, we have been sleeping side by side together all night. The nightmares have subsided quite substantially, which is great news. What’s been happening over the last couple of weeks, though, not so much.

      Nobody knows what they do in their sleep. They’re completely unaware of their actions—if any—during the night. When Chris started putting his arm over me during the early stages of sleep, snuggling his head into the crook of my neck, my initial reaction was to think how sweet it was, how close we are. But after a time, his hand would innocently swipe down my arm, leg, or even breast, and that’s when the lines between us being brother and sister started to blur. My belly would flutter with excitement. A need to be satiated would crawl up my spine like a poisonous spider ready to sink its teeth into my flesh. During the day, I would watch him before he was about to leave for the gym, noting how taut and strong his muscles looked. He would flex an arm, and my breath would catch, heat pricking my skin and scorching my insides. Once gone, I would play with myself until orgasming, and then, I would have this overwhelming urge to vomit afterwards because I knew I was sick. My mind would try and scramble something from nothing. I would make excuses, telling myself things like he doesn’t look like my brother anymore. In fact, he’s not my brother anymore. My brother’s dead.

      None of this taking away from the actual fact that he is my brother.

      Last week, I lost my job as a check-out girl at the local supermarket because my boss was an idiot who would perv on all the girls who worked there—including me. When Chris found out what I went through because of him, he went down to the store and gave my boss a good hiding. It cost me my job, and my boss threatened to go to the police until a couple of girls I was friendly with stuck up for my brother and threatened to tell the police exactly why he had been beaten in the first place. The girls cooed over my Chris, wanting me to give him their phone numbers.

      I hadn’t liked that.

      I hadn’t liked it at all. I took their numbers, and the moment I was out of the store, I threw them in the bin. Chris was mine and only mine. A selfish thought I had felt sick over later.

      Which again leads me to the here and now. The now where I wake up—as usual—before Chris does, and I lie in wait to see what he’ll do next. More often than not, he will moan, roll over, and seek me out, his arm sliding across my stomach, causing a wave of excitement to heat through me. I know afterwards, when I calm, that I will realise how wrong this all is, but in that moment—in this moment—all I care about is the chase. Chasing that feeling—however big or small—that will keep me going for the rest of the day. Knowing that with each day, the need to go further increases. Yesterday morning, I had managed to somehow pull his hand up to my breast and lay it there, my body heating, my breaths uneven as I waited for him to squeeze it—do something. After a few seconds, he did, and when that happened, I almost orgasmed right then and there. He squeezed once and then twice, moaning in his sleep as my eyes rolled to the back of my head. But then his body would move, awakening him from his slumber. His hand would eventually slide away, and then, so too would his body as he headed for the bathroom. I would stay still the whole time, frightened to move… to let him know I was awake and felt everything.

      Wanted everything.

      This morning is no exception. Not having to get up for work every day has helped my obsession grow. This is now my new job. I wake, wait for the moment Chris moves towards me, then the pattern repeats itself. Before I used to wear a bra and knickers at the very least, but this morning I’m butt naked.

      My insides burn to new levels as I turn, facing away from Chris, while scooting my body a little closer to his. He reacts—as per normal—manoeuvring himself in order to place his arm around me. I expect his hand to slide to my waist, but this time, he places his hand straight onto my breast.

      My breath hitches in response. My skins burns, and my stomach somersaults. For some, this would seem like such a small touch, but to me it feels as though my body is about to explode.

      Unmoving now, I scoot my bum out farther, trying to seek the warmth of his body. He reacts by curving his around mine, his hardness digging into my bum, sending more scurries through my stomach. He flexes his hips, and I moan, unable to hide my feelings anymore. My body heats, my insides burn, my breathing uneven. If Chris is awake, there is no way he’ll mistake my wanton desire.

      His hips thrust again, and with it, a soft moan escapes his breath. My hand slides over his, forcing it to squeeze my breast. My heart accelerates to new heights, my body about to detonate. His heavy breaths—matching my own—hit the back of my neck, causing a shiver to run through me.

      “Bri, no,” he whispers, but the hesitation in his voice says otherwise. He’s awake. He wants this. He wants this just as much as I do.

      I squeeze his hand once more on my breasts, again thrusting my bottom back to meet his hardness. “Yes,” I whisper back, pleading with him to make this all better. Begging him to take away the pain inside me that’s about to boil over.

      “Bri, no” he says again, his words making my need for him even greater.

      With my hand still over his, I push it down towards my pussy. I wonder if I will be met with resistance, but although hesitant, he lets me lead him. I make him cup my mound then make him slide his fingers through my folds, soaking them with my obvious wetness.

      “Fuck, Bri. You’re fucking soaked.”

      “I want you,” I whisper, before turning my head around to look at him. At first, his eyes express  indecision, but when he locks on my hooded expression, he swallows, pulling me over so that I’m on my back. He bends down, kissing me. At first lightly, almost as if he’s unsure of himself. His kisses are soft, gentle, setting off fireworks that explode throughout my body. I’m so fucking turned on that I go one step further, pushing his boxers down as he’s kissing me. In an instant, he’s on top of me, and when he thrusts his cock inside me, our cries match one another. I’m so wet that he easily enters me to the hilt, his cock kissing my womb. He pulls out slightly but then quickly pushes forward again. He kisses me again, this time more hungrily, and I meet every dance of his tongue with mine, every thrust of his hips as they grind into me.

      Our breaths ragged, he grabs my arms, placing them above my head. He has me trapped at the wrists as he uses them as leverage to thrust his hips forward.

      “What the fuck are you doing to me, Bri? I can’t fucking stop.”

      His words coupled with his movements are my undoing. “Fuck,” I breathe out, knowing an orgasm like no other is about to rip me apart. “I’m going to come! I’m going to come!”

      His hips move faster, like he’s forcing the orgasm out of me. And my body embraces it.

      “You’re going to have to come soon. I can’t hold on much longer.”

      And with those words, I’m gone. My orgasm robbing me of all my senses. Colours dance before my eyes, my whole body tingles, jerking with the violence of my climax.

      “Fuck, Bri, you feel so fucking tight. I’m going to come…”

      The moment those words leave his lips, he violently thrusts three more times before stilling inside of me. We lay still, our breaths uneven as we calm from our orgasms. I feel so high. I feel like I’m floating on the softest cloud known to man.

      For a while longer, we stay like that. Him still snug inside me, his head resting at the crook of my neck, his warm breath tickling me there. For those few precious seconds, everything seems so natural, so normal, and so freeing. My life doesn’t seem so complicated or fucked up. I’m just me, floating on this fantastic cloud.

      But then Chris slides out of me. I glance up, but he’s not even looking at me. His face deliberately turned, he crawls off the bed and walks towards the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.

      I know in that moment exactly which feelings are washing over him, because all at one, they come crashing down on me too.

      Disgust.

      Regret.

      Remorse.

      Disbelief.

      But most of all… shame.

      What have I done?
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Four months later

      I remember that fateful day as if it were yesterday.

      Chris came out of the bathroom freshly washed and dressed, and we spoke like nothing had happened, both of us burying our heads in the sand. Maybe if we pretended it didn’t happen, then it didn’t.

      But it did.

      And on that night and the following nights, we went to bed knowing we would wake up and the cycle would repeat itself. We were hooked, unable to stay away from one another once we had a taste. Unable to say no when the opportunity arose. In fact, it repeated itself so much that in the end it became just as common as shopping. Well, for a while anyway. We were in that honeymoon period where once you had sex with someone for the first time, you couldn’t stop. Only we were worse. I don’t know if it was the forbidden element to our relationship, but everything was heightened. When he touched me, my body would immediately respond. When he kissed me, the urge to make him fuck me turned my insides out. Never in my life had I ever felt this way. It was like a drug. The moment I had the tiniest of tastes, my body craved more… more. So much more. Every part of me knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t help myself.

      What had I become?

      That had all lasted about four months before I began to realise that we were getting in way too deep and that I was beginning to lose myself. What we were doing was wrong. So fucking wrong, and I knew it. Every time we had sex, I knew it. That’s why I was always disgusted with myself after my orgasms faded. It wasn’t the act itself, it was knowing who I was doing it with.

      Four months have passed  since I arrived at Heathrow airport, suitcases and bags in tow with absolutely no idea where I was going. The moment I arrived, I rushed to the restrooms, got myself inside a cubicle, and quickly unzipped the holdall bag to check its contents. Inside I found a fake passport for both Chris and I, two credit cards, and a stash of cash that I certainly wasn’t going to count right there and then.

      I knew I couldn’t take the contents of the holdall on the plane with me, and I had accounted for that. With my suitcase only half-filled, I took out only the passport and credit card in my new, fake name of Amy Jones, and stuffed the rest into my suitcase which I padlocked before venturing out to see where the next planes were flying. I smiled when I saw a flight to Singapore was leaving in just over an hour. It was almost like fate was playing a hand in my adventure. I purchased a business class ticket using my brand-new credit card, boarded the plane, and twenty-two hours later, I landed in Bali, where I have been ever since.

      It’s late afternoon, and I have just finished my part-time shift at the local children’s hospital. The moment I settled in here, I felt the need to give something back after all the crimes I committed to get here. So in the end, I offered to volunteer at the nearest hospital. They snapped me right up, and once they realised I had actual skills, they offered me a part-time job, which thankfully just about pays my rent and bills. My job also covers health insurance, which I recently  discovered I desperately need.

      Exhausted after being on my feet for four hours straight, I get changed into my bikini and sexy floral kimono, sitting outside my rented beach hut, smiling as I stretch my feet out. When I first arrived, I had gone to the nearest hotel and slept ten hours straight before getting up and searching for a more permanent place to stay. I looked everywhere, eventually finding a row of huts strewn across the beach overlooking the beautiful stretch of Bali sea, a body of water so crystal clear that you can see the abundance of sea life swimming in its warm waters. It was one of those moments when I knew this was the place I needed to be. So I put a deposit down on the next available hut, thankful that I only had to wait another two weeks before it was ready, and I have been living in it since. It’s small but cozy with only one bedroom/living area, the tiniest of kitchens, and a small bathroom. I knew I wouldn’t be able to live here forever, but I’ll need to move sooner than expected now that something unexpected has cropped up. But for now, I am basking in its glory, taking in the most beautiful sea I have ever had the pleasure of experiencing.

      Being here is just as I had pictured it in my head, and I smile every time I dip my toes in the sand and watch as the grains fall through my toes. I’m content that I finally did this, but in no way does that mean I am truly happy. I miss Charlie. I miss him more than I ever felt I could possibly miss a person. I have been working my way towards contacting him, but for now, I’m still  too chicken shit to act.

      I take a sip of my ice-cold water and slink down in my low beach chair, doing as I always do as I thread my toes through the cold sand. I lie back, relaxing in the warm sun, allowing myself a few minutes to completely unwind, completely free myself of my every day stressors.

      I close my eyes for a few minutes, but when a shadow darkens my eyelids, I open them up to find it isn’t a cloud that’s overshadowing the sun.

      It’s Charlie.

      He stands like an apparition, a warm glow highlighting the contours of his sculptured body. Wearing a pair of beige shorts with a brown belt, his black with white dotted shirt is tucked neatly inside, accentuating every curve of his body. I can’t see those beautiful caramel eyes as they are hidden by a pair of black Ray Bans, but I don’t need to see his eyes to know that he’s pissed. He is staring down at me, his mouth formed into a hard line. My heart accelerates both with excitement and need, but also with anxiety and trepidation.

      Despite the fear prickling my skin, I force myself to remain as calm as I can, finally smiling up to him. “Charlie… Hi.”

      He snorts out a laugh, shaking his head. “It’s been over four months, Bri, and all you can offer is ’Charlie… Hi?’ Don’t you think I deserve a bit more than that?”

      My eyes dart side to side, trying to think of something to say. “How are you?” I tease, knowing this will just piss him off even more, but I’m surprised when all he does is let out a deep breath.

      I push myself off the chair, trying to do it in the most ladylike fashion, but ultimately no one can look graceful getting up out of these frickin beach chairs. Once I’m on the same level as him, I say, “Have you come to arrest me?” I’m teasing him, but I'm also fully aware that I'm poking the bear.

      He flits his gaze on me, his jaw ticcing. “No, but I fucking should. Why the hell did you run away, Bri? You could have stayed, faced the music, and soon they would have wrapped up this whole case, and have completely forgotten about you. But, no. You had to flee the country using God knows what criminal means to do so, causing my superiors to think you may have been the secret mastermind behind Chris’s activities all this time.”

      Panic burns my skin, causing my heart to slam against my ribcage. “They don’t know I’m here, do they?”

      Charlie shakes his head. “No, they don’t know you’re here.”

      With my heart calming somewhat, I say, “But you do. You found me.”

      Charlie scoffs. “I remember being told a dream from this girl about being on a beach in Bali, sinking her toes into the sand. It didn’t take much to find you once I got here. You’re a lot paler than the locals, probably the only solitude, blonde girl with blue eyes for miles, so yeah, it didn’t take much digging.”

      I try and process as much as I can, but the only words screaming in my head right now are “Charlie’s here. Charlie’s fucking here!” I’m so elated, but so damn fucking anxious at the same time, I don’t know which way is up. Him being here. What does it all mean?

      “Do you want a drink? I can’t offer you alcohol, but I do have a local, tropical fruit punch.”

      Charlie sniggers, probably unable to believe his ears at my blasé attitude. “Yeah, sure. Why not?” He throws his hands out before they slap down by his sides.

      I take that as my cue to walk into the hut, Charlie’s eyes burning into the back of my head as I venture in with him following just inches behind. I head to the fridge, pouring him his drink and setting it down on the counter between us. When I turn, Charlie removes his sunglasses, allowing me to see those eyes I fell in love with all those months ago.

      “You’re looking really good, Charlie.” And he is. I’m jealous that he’s been able to look this good after being apart all these months. Me, I’ve been a complete and utter mess since.

      Charlie’s eyes roam over my face, and when they dance over my body, I instinctively pull at my kimono.

      “You’re looking good yourself. Practically glowing. I guess the Bali sun agrees with you.”

      Nervously, I watch as he takes a sip of his drink before pulling it away and inspecting it appreciatively. “This is really good.”

      This small talk of ours will wear thin shortly, so I decide to break it up now before he does.

      “I only left because I knew if I stayed, I would only end up holding you back.”

      Charlie thumps his glass down so hard it makes me jump. “That wasn’t only your decision to make, though, was it?”

      My heart feels like it’s escaping my chest with the burning question I need to ask him. “Why are you here?”

      He leans his hands on the counter, dipping his head. “I needed to see you. I needed to hear the words from your own mouth. The words which offer an explanation for running away like you did.”

      Tears start to prick my eyes, the burning pain of everything that has happened settling in my stomach. “We’re two worlds apart, you and me. If I had stayed, I would have been selfish, demanding that you be with me. It could have caused you to lose your job, your career. You could have lost everything, whereas…”

      “You had nothing to lose,” he interrupts, repeating the words from my note back to me.

      I give him a soft smile, nodding my head. “Nothing to lose but you,” I explain, admitting that the note was a complete lie. “I couldn’t fathom how I had fallen in love with a man I knew nothing about. You knew everything about me, and I had zero clue as to who you really were. I had resented that… resented you. I also resented that the one man whom I was head over heels for, was the one man I couldn’t have. So I ran. I was a coward, and I ran, but I promise you this. I haven’t gone a single day without missing your touch, your smell, the way you feel when I’m in your arms. Not one single day.”

      Charlie pushes himself off the counter and takes a step back, his eyes holding a sadness that breaks my heart. “You ran away, not because you were a coward, but because you were trying to save me? Save me from what? Losing my fucking job? Do you really think that my line of work has any precedence over you? It couldn’t hold a fucking candle.”

      Shocked at his confession, I take a step back, but in doing so, my kimono opens, revealing my bare torso. Charlie glances down as I quickly cover myself, but as I take in his dazed expression, I know he’s already seen enough.

      “Bri?” he asks as I close my eyes. “Bri, fucking talk to me.”

      I swallow the bile in my throat and open my eyes. “The night Chris was killed I was on my period.” A tear slides down my cheek as I turn to face him, my heart in my mouth knowing I’m about to face his wrath. “After my period ended, I neglected myself terribly, and one of the many things I neglected was taking my contraceptive pill.” I close my eyes again, another tear falling. “Around four weeks after getting here, I started to get sick. I put it down to change of climate, but it wasn’t that at all.”

      Charlie’s mouth hangs open as he steps forward, his hand reaching out towards my protruding belly. “You mean…”

      “Yes,” I reply. “I’m almost eighteen weeks pregnant with your baby.”

      Angry tears fill his eyes, and the shock of seeing them tears me apart.

      “You’ve been pregnant with my baby all this time, and you never thought to tell me?” He throws his hands up in the air, a frustrated growl leaving his lips.

      “I was going to tell you, I swear. I thought I could be apart from you, and that thought was bad enough, but when I found out I was having your baby, it changed everything. I knew it would. But, what could I have possibly done? I couldn’t exactly call the police station and ask for a Detective Charlie Cox, could I? It’s not even your real name!”

      “You easily could’ve contacted me, Bri. You could have phoned me, written to me… anything!”

      “I left everything behind!” I growl back, my blood pressure reaching a boiling point. I place my head in my hands, trying to calm my breathing. “I left my phone, ID, contacts, everything behind. I was ashamed and frightened and all alone out here. When I found out I was pregnant, I didn’t want to believe it at first. I was frightened… so fucking frightened that I buried my head in the sand as long as I possibly could. But just three weeks ago I started showing, and since then the fear has crippled me from the inside out. I was going to try and somehow find you to tell you, I swear. I was just too chicken shit to act for fear that you may reject me.”

      Marching towards me, Charlie grabs me by the arms, gripping me in place. He searches my tear-stained eyes, his own softening at my distress.

      “You ran away to a country you’ve never been and had to deal with a life growing inside of you all by yourself. You should never have to deal with something this momentous on your own. And now I’ve missed the crucial stages of my firstborn, not being here when you needed me the most. It fucking kills me to learn this.”

      Hot tears fill my eyes again. I’m so frickin hormonal lately. “But what about us, and the life you’d leave behind? Your career as a detective… everything?”

      He lets out a deep breath before responding. “I stayed long enough for them wrap up the case, and then I resigned. When you left me, everything was put into perspective. Suddenly, my career in the police force meant absolutely jack shit; if I couldn’t have you in my life, nothing else mattered. Besides, you were right. They did fail you, and others just like you.” I frown, wondering what he means, but he answers my question before I can ask. “When you left, I put all my efforts into finding police reports like yours where crimes against children were committed and nothing was ever done. I was fucking appalled when I counted them all up. Almost ten thousand over the last fifteen years.” I gasped and Charlie nodded. “I know. I felt sick to my stomach when I realised so many crimes had been buried, and so many children had suffered as a consequence. I did something completely unethical and took down as much information as I could, and once I resigned, I leaked the lot to all the major press in the UK. I didn’t name names, just incidences. Just two weeks ago there was a major news announcement about failings in the Metropolitan Police, and now a full investigation has ensued.”

      I swallow hard. “I had no idea. I deliberately haven’t looked up any news in the UK because I’ve been frightened my face would come up,” I joke, causing Charlie to smile.

      “No, baby. No one’s hunting for you. Only me.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my smile. “Is there any chance I can know your real name now? It’s only fair since I’m carrying your baby.”

      Charlie lets out a growl of a laugh. “I guess so. It’s Charlie Pearson.” I glance away, repeating his name in my head. “You’re thinking if Pearson goes with your first name, right?”

      I gasp, causing him to laugh again, and it’s the best sound in the world. “No, I’m not.”

      I really am.

      “My name is Charlie Pearson, and I was born on the seventh of May, nineteen-eighty-five. All that stuff I told you about me being adopted and losing my sister was true. I was trained by my adoptive parents in numerous fighting techniques including karate, jiu-jitsu, and krav maga, which served me well when I joined the navy at eighteen. I stayed in for five years before joining the secret service where, after six years, I almost died in a blast in Kuwait. I was fine, but seeing so many people die and the chaos that ensued lived with me for so long and affected me so much that I resigned from that position and decided to live a somewhat quieter life working for the police.”

      I huff at that. “Yes, you’ve certainly been living the quiet life, almost getting shot and killed by my brother, no less.” I wince at my joke, the pain of it all still fresh in my mind.

      “I know. And you’re right, of course. I decided it’s high time I hang up my service cape and semi-retire in a beautiful place.” He raises his eyebrows, a cocky grin on his face. “Like Bali, perhaps?”

      A huge smile stretches my lips so wide, it almost hurts my face. “You mean..???”

      Charlie beams back at me, nodding his head. “That’s if you’ll have me?”

      “Have you!?” I scream, jumping into his arms where he quickly captures me. “Of course, I will have you. Nothing could make me happier.”

      Charlie leans his head down, kissing me tenderly on the lips. “Good, because even if you had said no, I would never have let you go. Especially now that you’re carrying my baby.” His eyes glaze over with sadness for a moment, making my heart leap. “From this moment on, all of your needs come first, okay? From this moment on, allow yourself to be happy. You may not think you deserve it, but you do. You deserve the world, and I would give it all to you, if I could.”

      I squeal like a teenager, squeezing my body to him for a hungry kiss. At first he responds, but then he pulls back, lowering me to the floor.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, frowning.

      “I don’t want to hurt the baby. Which reminds me…”  He bends down on his knees to face my belly. His hand comes out, covering my little bump, the feel of it sending warm shivers throughout me until it eventually lands in one place.

      My groin.

      “You and I are going to get to know each other real soon, but before that happens, you have some growing to do.” I throw my head back laughing, my hand stroking his cheek. He kisses my belly, causing me to moan, my desire for him growing every second. He looks up at my heated stare then says to my belly, “We’ll talk soon, little one. I think your mother needs Daddy’s attention right now.”

      I bite my lip, my heart pounding in my chest, wetness instantly pooling between my legs. “Oh, yes,” I whisper, my voice coated with longing.

      He pulls himself up, taking me into his arms, and kissing me like his life depends on it. “I have no idea where we go from here, Bri, but I will tell you one thing’s for certain. Wherever we go, we go together.”

      I nod my head in confirmation, not able to form words due to the need I have to be with him. Sensing this, Charlie doesn’t hesitate as he takes me to bed, laying me gently down, and making love to me like this will be our last time.

      Except this time, I know it won’t be the last. This time, I am the happiest woman on earth because I know now that my future won’t be filled with despair and uncertainty. No more fear or trepidation. This time, I see it as clear as day, the road map of my life to come. It will be filled with passion and romance. Warmth and happiness.

      It will be filled with nothing but love.

      For the first time in all my twenty-two years of life, I am no longer afraid of what’s to come.
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        * * *

      

      Hold on! Don’t go just yet. Turn the page to get two bonus chapter from Chris’s point of view.

    

  


  
    
      I’m staring into the abyss. Right into the heart of the deepest, darkest pits of hell. But it’s all been worth it. All worth it for her.

      Chris Wilkinson - Deceased.
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The day that changed everything

      Chris’s point of view.

      I’m laying in bed awake, the faint lights from the street illuminating the room. Bri is sleeping soundly next to me, her breathing soft, her face like an angel, so peaceful as she rests.

      I often wake during the night like this, my mind in torture, flashes of war an endless loop playing through my head. I’d been near two blasts in Afghanistan, both were bad, but the second is the one that tortures me the most. Nothing but dead bodies, flesh hanging from skin, a ten-year-old boy stuck hiding inside a hut with nowhere else to go, staring at me, begging me to save him. I tried. Fuck, did I try, but I didn’t get to him fast enough. I witnessed his death. Saw the moment the force of the blast catapulted his body, eventually landing at my feet. I made the mistake of looking into his eyes, and they have haunted me since. All I saw when I looked into them was terror. An emotion that’s been reflected back at me every night since. I often wake screaming, my heart racing, my head constantly shouting, “Why didn't you save him?!” over and over again.

      I have deliberately kept all this from Bri. She has enough on her plate right now, dealing with me and losing her job because of some prick that couldn’t keep his hands to himself. I still clench my fists every time I think of that fucking creep.

      When I first got back, I tried sleeping on the sofa, but I had so many nightmares, my cries waking Bri, causing her to run in to try to calm me down. She suggested I sleep with her in the bed, and it’s certainly worked. My nightmares have subsided substantially, and when I do wake, my body riddles in terror, I seek her heat like a missile; it immediately calms me.

      My gaze flits to her sleeping frame, wondering if she’s dreaming, and if so, about what? She’s changed so much since I last saw her. We both have. She’s no longer the young, teenage girl I left behind all those years ago, which I’ve been beating myself up over ever since. I did send money whenever I could, but something tells me our precious, loving mother managed to find the money whenever it arrived and spent it all on booze. I haven’t asked Bri, because selfishly, I don’t want to know the answer. She’s safe now. She has roof over her head—it’s not exactly the Ritz, but it’s enough for now until I can find work. Something I’ll be heavily looking into in the morning. Bri deserves so much better than this shit. All her life, she’s had to live in poverty with only me really looking out for her. I have to laugh at that. Funny how the roles are reversed now.

      Bri moans, a discomforting frown forming at her brow, intensifying my need to make it all better for her. Get her out of this shitty, never-ending situation she’s in. She deserves so much more than the hand she’s been dealt, yet here she is, taking me in, even though I’m a broken man. She’s still so young; she has her whole life ahead of her. I can’t help but get this feeling that I’m holding her back. At the moment, I’m too selfish to let her go, but my better judgement still taunts me, nonetheless.

      I want her all to myself.

      That’s what the ugly monster inside my head screams, again and again, never letting it go. And it’s grown worse since we’ve been sleeping in the same bed together. Lately, she’s been seeking me out, wrapping her tiny little arms around me in her sleep. At first, it was sweet, but one night she pressed her breasts against the side of my chest, and my dick fucking reacted. She’s a woman now, so different from how I remember her, so I can’t blame my errant cock for behaving the way it did.

      No longer is she the skinny girl with limp hair and dark circles under her eyes—the dark circles which never overshadowed how beautiful her light blue irises were. There aren’t any dark circles there now, her eyes a magnificent, sparkling shade of light blue. Her hair is light blonde, long, soft, and wavy. She’s filled out in all the right places, with curves that have men glancing her way whenever she walks down the street or into a shop. I’ve witnessed it myself several times, and each time I’ve had to bite my tongue for fear I’ll fucking tear them from limb to limb. Just for simply looking. That was all it took for the raging monster inside me to rear its butt-ugly, fucking head.

      What the fuck’s wrong with me?

      No doubt she sees the changes in me also. I’m not the boy who left to join the army. I’ve since filled out, too, my muscles tight, my hair grown out from its former army cut. I’m a beast of a man in size and in nature. Quite the transformation from how I was all those years ago.

      The sound of Bri moaning snaps me out of my thoughts, and my eyes scan in her direction. She kicks out at the duvet cover, causing it to fall, revealing her breasts.

      Fuck! Why isn’t she wearing pyjamas?!

      I turn to look away, but my hardening dick forces me to glance back. Her breasts are the most perfect pair I have ever seen. They’re full, perky, with the most exquisite pink nipples. My tongue naturally darts out, desperate to lick them, take them into my mouth, and feast on them.

      I turn my head away in disgust.

      That’s your fucking sister, you sick piece of shit!

      Why isn’t she wearing any fucking pyjamas?!

      My mind wages war, my desire spiking as even with my eyes shut now, all I can picture are her impeccable breasts.

      “Chris,” she moans, and my head instantly zips back to her. Her hand rides up her torso before landing on one of her breasts. She pinches the nipple, moaning, and my dick fucking jumps through my boxer shorts.

      I think she’s going to wake, but her hand soon relaxes, and she falls back into a silent sleep. I should look away again, but no matter how much I try, my eyes remain transfixed on those flawless breasts. My hand hovers, fucking desperate to touch them, caress them, hold them, suck on them. But instead of reaching out to her, my hand glides over my cock, making me hiss with pleasure.

      I’m too fucking far gone.

      Unable to stop this, I take my cock out and start to play with myself as I watch her tits. I’m like a fucking pubescent teenager wanking over a magazine or some shit. It’s fucking insane, but I can’t stop. It feels too fucking good to stop.

      Pleasure spikes and my breathing quickens. I’m wanking myself into a frenzy right next to my sister… over my sister.

      Shit, this fact should stop me, but I can’t. All my head is screaming at me at this point is… “Mine, mine, mine!!!”

      My hand moves faster, and soon my balls start to tighten as waves of pleasure dance all over my body. I picture myself licking and sucking those pebbled nipples while she moans her desire, begging me to fuck her.

      I come. So. Fucking. Hard. It lands on my boxer shorts, seeping in and growing cold as it hits my skin. For a few moments, I still, my breathing calming from the warm glow of my orgasm. After a beat, I rub a hand over my face, guilt and shame at what I’ve done eating away at me.

      I slip out of bed and place my sperm-stained, tainted boxers in the washing machine before pulling out a new pair and slipping them on. I get back into bed and pretend as hard as fucking possible that the act I performed mere minutes ago never happened.

      It was just a weird, fucked up dream.

      I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling for ages until I eventually fall asleep. It’s when I wake up that things get even more fucked up. Bri has her hand over mine making me cup her breast. The same breasts I was fucking jerking off to in the early hours of this morning.

      I should move, I should tell her this isn’t happening, pull away—anything to stop this. But I can’t. Her soft, pert breast feels too good in my hand to pull away. She makes me squeeze it, and instantly, my dick fucking jerks. I press against her rounded arse, loving the sensation it brings me when I do.

      I want more.

      Need. Fucking. More.

      She’s your fucking sister!

      “Bri, no,” I manage to say, but it’s a token effort. Her response is to force my hand to squeeze her breast again, making my eyes roll round the back of my head. When she thrusts her arse back into my groin, I almost come on the spot.

      “Yes,” she answers, her voice wanton and fucking sexy, heading straight to my loins.

      “Bri, no,” I try again, but I don’t think I can stop this even if she agrees with my plea.

      Her only response is to push my hand down from her breast, and although my mind is screaming at me to stop this, my hand fucking betrays me, letting her do whatever it is she wants.

      I could never say no to her.

      Her hand lands on the one place I have been dreaming about way too fucking often lately. She pushes my hand between her legs, her wetness coating my palm and then my fingers.

      “Fuck, Bri. You’re fucking soaked.”

      She fucking wants this. Wants me. My head still screams at me to run away, that she’s my little sister.

      But she’s not my little sister anymore. She’s a woman. The most beautiful, sexy woman I have ever met. Her body is heat. Pure and simple. It radiates from her to me, begging me to touch her. Begging me to take her, fuck her. Make her mine. And as if things couldn’t get any worse, she says three words that completely render me hers.

      “I want you,” she whispers, her voice thick with desire, telling me her body is aching with a need to be satiated.

      And she wants me to be the one to make it all better.

      She turns, her heated blue eyes locking on me. Eyes that are begging me to make it all go away. I swallow hard, my cock aching to be inside her soaking cunt. I pull myself up just enough to be able to look down at her then kiss her soft, welcoming lips. At first, I go slow, a moan wanting to rip its way up my throat at how good she tastes. I want to give her time to say no, though, to tell me to fuck off… anything to stop this fucking madness. But all she does is yank my boxers down, and all I can do is lift my hips up, aiding her in her quest.

      In an instant way too fast for my liking, I’m on top of her, my cock seeking out her hot, soaking pussy. Normally I like to take my time, my head focused on the task at hand, my ultimate goal of working myself up into a frenzy, but I’m already there. One fucking kiss and Bri taking my boxers down was all it fucking took to make me lose complete control.

      I’m inside her within an instant, her tight walls squeezing my cock as I enter her, and when she moans, I almost fucking bust a nut then and there.

      I press my lips to hers, devouring her like she is my last meal. I’m gone, completely lost in her and only her.

      Grabbing her arms, I raise them above her head, my need to have her trapped beneath me and taken raw overpowering me from the inside out. Squeezing them tightly, I use her arms as leverage to wage war on her, fucking her over and over again while she’s milking my cock.

      Fuck, she feels good. Too fucking good.

      “What the fuck are you doing to me, Bri? I can’t fucking stop.”

      “Fuck,” she screams out. “I’m going to come! I’m going to come!”

      My hips instantly react, moving faster, chasing her orgasm, when my own starts racing to the surface. “You’re going to have to come soon. I can’t hold on much longer.”

      Her walls react, tightening around my cock, her body momentarily locking, then her mouth parts, howling out her orgasm as her cunt clamps on my cock in a vice-like grip. My head swims, my own body quivering as my balls tighten to a level I’ve never before experienced.

      “Fuck, Bri, you feel so fucking tight. I’m going to come!”

      The moment those words leave my lips, I violently shoot my load inside of her, my body jerking with the most intense orgasm I have ever experienced in my life.

      Finally satiated, I collapse on top of her, my mind and body humming with this brand-new sensation flooding through me. I stay with my head snuggled into the crook of her neck, my hot, ragged breath fanning her soft skin.

      For a while, I can’t move. For a while, I feel on top of the fucking world. It’s been over a year since I felt the body of a woman underneath me. Over a year since I gave pleasure as well as took it. For a while, I’m as high as a fucking cloud, but the moment I calm, it dawns on me.

      Your cock is buried inside your sister, you sick fuck!

      The voice inside my head is all it takes to make me slide out of her. Like a fucking selfish, despicable arsehole, I can’t even look at her as I get off the bed and make my way to the bathroom.

      Once the door is shut, I sit on the edge of the bathtub, burying my head in my hands, feeling like the biggest dick of the century.

      This can’t happen again.

      I can’t let this happen again.

      She’s my little sister, someone I am supposed to care for, nurture. Not use for my own pleasure, my own sexual gratification. Not having a woman in over a year is no fucking excuse for my actions out there.

      The best thing I could do right now is put a bullet in my fucking brain.
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Chris’s point of view

      Like the everlasting prick that I am, I practically ignore Bri the whole fucking day, going about my business and staying out of the flat as long as I can possibly stand it. I mean, I do have shit to do.

      I’ve heard rumours the last few days. Rumours that involve a certain high-ranking drug runner in East London. A drug runner, that for some unfathomable reason, doesn’t consider Waltham Forest as one of his areas. Apparently, anyone living here has to purposefully go outside of Waltham Forest in order to seek out their fix.

      I’m planning on changing that.

      Over the last few weeks, I have been asking questions, seeking guidance, keeping ears and eyes out for any possible way to be able to set up on my own here. Risky, I know, but this is something that offers a very quick fix to an otherwise dire situation. I was there for Bri when she was young, but when she needed me most, I took the easy route out. And I have never been able to forgive myself since.

      This is my redemption.

      This is all for you, Bri. All fucking worth it for you.

      I don’t care if it lands me in prison. I don’t care if I suffer. All of this is for her. All of this is so she can live her life and never be hungry again. I don’t want her ever hungry again.

      So I make some new friends, ask the relevant questions in order to set myself up. This Frosty fucking arsehole that runs all of east London, except for where I live, can go fuck himself. Whatever reason for why he doesn’t come here is his business. It’s time someone else stepped in.

      So I’ve been spying on Frosty’s guys, following wherever they go. I have intel on drop sights, liaisons, and best of all, his suppliers. I have a goldmine of information which I can now act on. The big fucking snag in this whole situation is…

      I need money.

      Money to invest. Money to look like I’m a serious investor, a serious narco—as they say in the business. That’s why lately, I have been using the talents I perfected when I was younger to build my investment. I’ve sought out busy streets to pickpocket on, mainly only grabbing the odd ten, twenty, or maybe fifty, if I’m lucky. Nobody seems to carry cash anymore. It’s fucking frustrating. I’ve been lucky, managing to bag a few hundred, and I’ve also been able to use a few bank cards before they were frozen. I mean, seriously, why would you write your PIN down on a piece of paper and try to disguise it as a phone number? Easily solved for people like me.

      Anyway, I’ve managed to build a cash fund to invest, and I have also met this guy, Michael, who I think I can trust. He’s street savvy, someone who has lived a similar, neglectful upbringing like Bri and I endured when we were kids. He had to fend for himself, find food and water for himself. All the issues Bri and I faced as kids and beyond. He digs us, empathises with us. Something I can use big time. Through him I have managed to set up a date to buy our first stash in a couple of days—something I know will piss off Frosty, but seriously, what can he do? He doesn’t use this area, so why shouldn’t I?

      At the end of the long day, I’m exhausted. So exhausted that all I want to do is curl up in bed and fall asleep. That also means avoiding Bri. It means avoiding what we did. It means literally not having to fess up to the fact that my sister was the best fuck I ever had.

      I get to the door of her shitty fucking studio flat on the second floor. As per usual, kids are screaming, and domestic arguments abound, followed by crashes of fuck knows what hitting the floor or walls. I sometimes wonder what’s worse: this or the war zone I survived  in Afghanistan?

      I place my key in the door at the same time some woman a few doors either below or above—I seriously can’t fucking tell—shouts at her partner that he’s a worthless piece of shit. Nice. I turn the key to unlock it, letting myself in, and what I see and hear inside immediately assaults me.

      Bri is standing in our living/dining/fucking bedroom, because it’s literally only one room, chatting and laughing with some prick I have never seen before.

      “Oh, Chris, hi!” she beams the moment I walk in the door. I approach, taking off my jacket and throwing it on the sofa, my scowl firmly in place for this prick to see.

      “This is Adam. I bumped into him on the way home from the shops, and he helped me with my bags. He was telling me about this club he thinks I should try out this coming Friday. I’m thinking I should go.”

      I flit my eyes to Bri, her face impassive, but showing that ever so slight hint of challenge. Is she seriously goading me?

      Fuck, Bri. If you push us to that place, there’s no fucking going back, baby.

      This arsehole, Aaron, or whatever the fuck his name is, smiles at me. Fucking smiles. I have to hand it to the prick. He’s got balls.

      Somehow, something tells me he’s completely fucking naive to what’s going on around him. Still, it doesn’t stop my blood from boiling that he thinks he can come into my house and take what’s mine.

      So I smile ever so sweetly at Adrian, or whatever the fuck his name is, and say, “Time for you to leave.” I make sure to growl and pull my most menacing face when I do.

      Seems to do the trick as he quickly agrees and runs to the door, opening it a little too swiftly then quickly closing it behind him. I think he may have even wet himself a little.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Bri asks. I knew I would get that question sooner or later.

      I turn to her, taking purposeful strides towards her, forcing her to back up to the small dining table we have. Once the back of her legs hit it, she grabs onto the edges, letting out a grunt.

      I take stock a moment, noting her heavy breathing, her breasts heaving through the navy floral dress she’s currently wearing a little too well. Her eyelids droop, a sure sign she wants to be fucked, her mouth parts, a small, but notable gasp leaving her lips. She’s fucking gagging for cock.

      My cock.

      I fix her with my sharp gaze, my eyes conveying a message I know she will understand.

      “Babe,” I whisper, my breathing hot and heavy. My anger is spiking to new heights, but my body somehow manages to stay under control. I take a hand, stroking it down her cheek, my cock fucking jerking at her small but audible gasp. “Do you really think you can let some fucker other than me into the house without me staking my claim? Do you really think someone can come swooping in here, look at you, undress you with their eyes, desperate to fuck you?”

      Her nostrils flare, a sure sign of anger, but what she can’t give away is her heavy breathing, her pupils dilating, and her chest heaving with her wanton breaths.

      “You can’t tell me who I can and can’t have in my own house,” she screeches, her chin jutting out in challenge.

      Game. Set. And fucking match, baby.

      “I can when I’m living here. I can when it involves some prick thinking he can take what’s mine.” I growl the last word like a primitive fucking lion staking his claim.

      Bri’s chest is vibrating through her ragged breaths, her eyes dancing over my lips, begging to be kissed… begging to be touched. She may very well be putting on a show, but by fuck does it make my cock rage to be inside her again.

      “I’m not yours,” she argues. “I can be with whomever I want and fuck whomever I want. I don’t answer to anybody, certainly not you.”

      She raises her finger, jabbing it into my chest, unleashing a fucking previously unseen beast inside me. My body vibrates with rage, my mind awash with scenes of murder, mayhem… anything and everything that involves taking down the whole world in order to set it straight.

      Bri is mine and nobody elses. Full. Fucking. Stop.

      She attempts to move away from me, but the beast is too far gone now. It grabs her by the arm, forcibly keeping her still… forcing her to see the authority the beast has over her. She has no say right fucking now. She has no fucking say at all.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Those words scream inside my head as she dares to challenge me with those piercing blue eyes of hers.

      I’m going to show her. Show her who’s fucking boss. Show her that she belongs to no one else but me.

      With an aggression I have never, ever used on a woman, I spin Bri around so she’s facing away from me, her small yelp of surprise bouncing off the room as I do. I push her forcibly over the table, and she lets me without any retaliation. I should take stock of this, but I’m so far gone with fucking rage, that I can’t see straight. My cock has taken over; it’s bulging, pulsating, seeking out her tight, wet cunt. It’s been seeking it out all fucking day, now that I’ve had time to think about it. I don’t want to be here, wanting this, but I am, nonetheless.

      It’s her fucking fault.

      It’s her fault for wanting me and making me want her.

      She deserves everything she gets.

      A fucking whore.

      A bitch who needs punishing.

      So I punish her.

      I don’t think. I just react. I almost rip her dress from her body and yank away her knickers soon after. Bri cries out, her moans giving me a glimpse of her depravity.

      She wants this.

      She craves this.

      Her body quivers and quakes under my aggressive touch. I’m certainly not gentle with her when I grab her hair, fisting it with one hand as I quickly release my cock from my jeans, positioning it at her tight, wet entrance.

      I slide in, her moans of pleasure are almost my undoing as I decide to punish her more, pushing my cock in deeper, thrusting my hips inside her dark, tight heat. I close my eyes, my hand still fisted in her hair as I pull my cock out and shove it back in. A few thrusts of my cock, and I’m completely lost in her, taking. Only fucking taking. I’m a selfish madman, chasing the ultimate game which is to find my release. The same release I had early this morning. I know it’s coming, but I’m fucking aghast at how quickly I get there.

      Bri is not showing signs of coming, but that doesn’t stop the inconsiderate prick of a beast in me from waging war inside my body. It wants.

      Wants. Wants. Fucking wants.

      Grunts and roars I never realised I could release leave my body as I pound my cock inside of her. She moans, her body finally shuddering with an impending orgasm when I release my fucking load inside of her before she can finish.

      Disgusted with myself, I immediately pull out, releasing her hair from my hand then heading into the bathroom. Once there, I sit on the floor, my body flush against the bathtub as I try to calm my breathing.

      I had a fucking plan. I was going to stop this shit, but instead I’ve met a man I never knew dwelled within me. And all it took was some measly little prick. A prick I bet Bri had no fucking intention of entertaining, but that didn’t stop me from seeing red.

      After a few moments, my breathing is back to normal, but my head is still all over the place. I don’t want to feel what I do, act the way I do, and I certainly don’t want to feel it’s my God given right to.

      I have no clue how long I’m in there before a hand reaches out, caressing my arm, her soft skin grazing my own as she pushes herself down to straddle me. I don’t even attempt to push her away, tell her to stop.

      I could never say no to Bri.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers, her hot breath fanning my face, her breasts pushing into my chest, and her heated groin pulsating over my crotch. “I didn’t mean to make you angry,” she continues, all the while her body is still quaking with the need to be satiated. I came, she didn’t.

      And I can’t say no, even if I wanted to.

      It’s only been mere minutes since I came, yet my cock fucking reacts the moment she places her body against mine, whispering nothing but words of love as she splays gentle, warm kisses against my skin, making it heat to unimaginable levels.

      Her breathing intensifies as she grinds her hips over my already hardened cock. “Make it better, baby,” she begs, like everything that just happened can be forgotten.

      Based on just her words alone, I act, picking her up and placing her on the bathroom floor. There, I pull her dress up, her moans escaping just from my simple touch. I push her legs up, dipping my head in between, her arousal instantly hitting my nostrils and making my cock twitch. I dart my tongue out at her perfect little nub, licking her over and over, almost coming again when she screams out my name. I flick my tongue over every inch of her pretty pussy, and it’s not long before her body stills, her orgasm imminent. When the need to feel her come on my cock is all too consuming I pull away, causing her to groan her frustration, but the moment I enter her tight walls, they clamp down, her climax at its peak, ready to burst open.

      “This is what you fucking wanted, huh? This is what you fucking asked for,” I growl into her ear, setting her orgasm racing until it’s spilling over, her walls tightening down on my cock, milking me for everything I have. I’m about to follow, but then an errant thought flicks through my mind.

      Is she even protected?

      The monster inside me relishes that she’s not. It wants to spill its seed inside her, filling her with cum, making her pregnant. Thoroughly and completely marking her as  his.

      She screams my name, her body shuddering, the orgasm she’d been chasing now here for the taking. And it’s in this moment I realise…

      She played me.

      Alex—or whatever his name—was just a ruse this whole time. This was her ultimate end game. The penultimate race to the end that leaves her satisfied. Little does she know she’s awoken a monster. Little does she know that her actions this morning and tonight can never be undone.

      The beast is out, roaring loud and proud, fisting its chest in a show of defiance and dominance.

      And as I shudder out another all too consuming, quick release—because yes, she’s that fucking good—the only thing that flits through my mind is…

      If she thinks I’m ever going to let her go now…

      She has another thing fucking coming.
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        * * *
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Future Tense

      I can taste and smell the bourbon on his breath as he lazily spreads kisses to my lips, along my jawline, and down towards my neck. I can feel the slight buzz of my own alcohol coursing through my veins as I lie here with him on top of me, digging something alien and never before felt between my legs. I feel lightheaded. I’m not drunk; I just feel the nice, tipsy effects of the two shots I had at the bar tonight.

      With a heady moan coming from above me, I try to blank out all sounds and feelings. I don’t want to be here with this stranger, but circumstances have forced me here.

      He forced me here.

      My virtue and free will have both been promised to one man. I don’t even want to think about this man, but I can’t stop myself from reaching out to him whenever he beckons. I have known him for six years, and for the last couple of those, my woman parts have responded to the idea of entertaining his sick, twisted desire for me.

      I shouldn’t be here with this stranger.

      I don’t want to be here with this stranger.

      Even so, my stubborn mind has brought me here to this seedy hotel with its fluorescent lights, outdated bed sheets, and creaky bed. My heart wants to tell this man to stop, but my mind urges me to defy the man who put me here. If I can do this, then I’ll hate him even more. It’s his fault I ran away. It’s his fault I went to a bar. And it’s his fault I’m currently lying here, letting a strange man feel his way up my legs.

      “Your legs feel so smooth and silky soft. I can’t wait to find out what your pussy feels like.”

      Panic resonates inside of me. I don’t want to lose my virginity like this. Furthermore, I know it will hurt. This man—Ben or Brandon or whatever the hell his name is—doesn’t know I’m a virgin. I deliberately left that part out. I must admit … when he kissed me at the bar, some sparks did fly, but now that I’m here, all I want to do is run. Run as far away as possible from my parents and from this whole situation.

      From him.

      “Are you ready for me, baby?” he whispers in my ear as he kisses his way up to my lips.

      I nod shakily as words get stuck in my head. My heart is screaming, “No!” but my mind is freezing me—locking me in place. “Just get this over and done with!” it bellows.

      The stranger shifts off of me momentarily to reach for a condom in his jeans pocket. I still have my summer dress on, but it’s now rising up around my hips. Sheer panic spikes again when he starts to pull my panties slowly down my legs. He’s doing it for effect, and it is certainly having an impact on me. It’s just not having the effect he’s aiming for.

      As he discards my panties, he hovers over me with a smile before looking down between my legs. I see the gleam in his eyes as he licks his lips. “Such a beautiful pussy,” he purrs as he starts to unbutton his jeans.

      Panic is escalating to sheer terror. Seeing him undoing his jeans has my fear level creeping up exponentially. My mind is now in tune with my heart. I don’t want this.

      I don’t want this.

      And yet, I’m frozen. I can’t move. Time seems to be standing still. As he undoes one button, the next one follows with agonising slowness.

      I don’t want this.

      My heart thumps against my chest as tears start to well in my eyes. The stranger looks at me, cocking his head with a frown. He has noticed my distress and is about to say something when …

      BAM!

      The door is busted open, and in comes my saviour and personal predator—combined into one fucked up package.

      Drake.

      He pauses momentarily, taking in the sight of me on the bed—almost in tears—with this man in between my legs. His face scowls into nothing but evil. Nothing but hate. His dark eyes are scanning the scene in front of him, but then they widen as he finds my panties discarded on the floor next to the bed. His broad, muscular chest expands before he rushes towards the stranger on top of me.

      “What the fuck?!” the stranger shouts. As soon as the words come out, he’s off me like a shot and being thrown up against the wall.

      Drake ignores the man and turns to me. “Did he rape you?”

      I wince at his words, but find the courage in my voice. “No! I wanted it!” I scream, finally defying this man in the worst way possible.

      “Then, why were you fucking crying?”

      I don’t answer him. Instead, I turn my head away from him in defiance. It’s only when I hear the stranger’s strangled cry that I turn back to him. “Stop, Drake! You’re going to kill him!”

      With gritted teeth, he motions to his men. In no time at all, two of them grab me by the arms and hold me in place. “Drake, what are you doing?!”

      He ignores me. All of his attention at the moment is focused on this stranger, who Drake’s currently holding by the neck. “One question,” he barks into his face. The stranger’s eyes dart around in fear as his face starts to turn blue from the pressure on his neck. “Did you fuck her?”

      The man’s eyes grow wider still as he tries to speak, but can’t get the words out. Instead, he shakes his head vehemently as if trying to appease Drake.

      Drake looks deep into his eyes like he’s trying to sense whether or not he’s telling the truth. Once he gets what he’s after, he reaches into the waistband of his trousers, pulls his gun out, and shoots him in the head.

      I scream, but my cries are soon restricted by the big, beefy hand covering my mouth. Tears pool in my eyes as I try to make sense of the scene in front of me. This stranger—this random, innocent stranger—is dead because of me.

      I scream into the man’s hand. A mixture of anger and remorse is eating away at my insides. Drake snaps his head back to me, and there’s fire in his eyes. “Do you see what you fucking did? Why do you defy me, Evelyn? Why?!” Suddenly, he storms towards me, grabbing my neck and squeezing a little. My eyes widen in response as a different type of fear creeps up my spine. “I’m going to teach you a lesson you will never forget. Don’t ever think you can get away with this without there being some sort of repercussion. I was going to take it slow, but your actions tonight have forced me to decide on a different course. Just remember something, Evelyn. You did this. Not me. You.”

      What does that mean?

      I have no time to dwell on this as he pushes himself off of me with a huff and angrily orders two of his men in the room to take care of the stranger. I watch in horror as they drag his lifeless body away. Drake watches it too before turning his attention back to me.

      Our eyes lock, and that same spell he is so adept at casting on me comes bursting through me like a tidal wave. I don’t want it to come, but he forces his way through me with a crash.

      Disappointment.

      That’s all I can see in his eyes as he stares at me. For a moment, my eyes drift down at his reaction. I feel… What is this feeling? Regret?

      My eyes meet his again, showing him the remorse I feel. Again, my heart wants to give in to him, but my head is trying to outwit my heart. This time, my heart is winning.

      Gritting his teeth, he shakes his head from side to side, but doesn’t utter the words that are so painfully itching to get through. Instead, he just stands there—all six-foot-seven of him with his impressive chest showing through a tight navy v-necked t-shirt. He wears his jeans low at the hips with a bulky belt strapped around them. He’s still surveying me. Still staring at me with those light caramel eyes of his. They seem to be burning their way into my soul—deeper than ever. I don’t want him to affect me, but he does. He coaches it out of me. In fact, he commands it.

      And just like that, he finally breaks his spell, motioning to the men to move me. They immediately comply with his commands, hoisting me up from the bed and pushing me out of the hotel room. As I step out, I look around to see if anyone has come out of their rooms to watch the commotion, but there’s not a soul to be seen. This doesn’t surprise me. Drake is well known around these parts, and people wisely leave him alone to do whatever the hell he pleases. Even the police know not to be anywhere near wherever the great Drake Salvatore conducts his business. Everyone knows whatever he deals in isn’t legal, but everyone also chooses to look the other way.

      No one wants to save me.

      I can’t be saved.

      As the men pin my wrists behind my back, I’m carefully pushed down the stairs and into a waiting limousine. I frown, wondering why his chosen method of transport tonight is this one.

      In no time at all, I find out why.

      As I push myself towards the other end of the seat—as far away from where he will sit as possible—Drake joins me, and his door is quickly shut behind him. He’s still wearing that same look of anger and disappointment on his face as he clocks me cowering in the far corner.

      “Up,” he commands to his driver. “Drive home, but don’t fucking disturb us until I tell you to.”

      “Yes, sir,” the driver says before putting up the visor.

      I feel when the car starts to move and can see Drake studying me again. He inhales sharp breaths. It’s almost as if he’s trying to calm himself.

      Then, he notices it. “Where’s your ring?”

      I don’t say anything, but my eyes betray me. They land on my bag that was thrown in before me. Drake’s eyes travel to where I’m looking, and I watch as he opens my bag and combs through it a few seconds before pulling the ring out.

      He motions to my hand. “Give me your fucking hand, and don’t make me ask you again.”

      He’s so mad that I immediately bend to his will. With a shaky hand, I guide it towards his where he shoves the ring back on my finger. “I don’t ever want to see that off of your hand again.” He glares back up at me before inhaling sharply. “Was he telling the truth?”

      I try pulling my legs up in front of me, but my dress rises up too high. I notice Drake looking, so I purposefully place my legs down and try to straighten my dress.

      In an instant, Drake yanks my legs down, pulling them apart so he can get in between them. Feeling my stubbornness creep back up again, I hiss and buck underneath him, trying to get him off me. It’s no use. He’s too strong. Instead, he pins my arms above my head and catches my eyes again.

      “I asked you a fucking question.”

      Feeling angry, I blurt out, “No. He was lying. He had already fucked me. We were just about to get to round two when you so rudely interrupted us.”

      Feeling his grip tighten, he growls down at me. “Is that so?”

      “Yes!” I seethe. He can tell I’m lying, but doesn’t call me out on it.

      “I will have to find out for myself then, won’t I?”

      My eyes widen. I’m about to ask what that means when it becomes painfully obvious as he starts unbuttoning his jeans. Shaking my head violently, my voice trembles. “I didn’t mean it. I was lying. I’m sorry. Please don’t do this.”

      Like a bolt of lightning, he hitches up my dress, and I feel when he positions his cock at my entrance. “Why do you disobey me at every turn? I have been waiting a millennium to get in between these silky thighs of yours, but you constantly want to fight me. Don’t you ever defy me again, Evelyn. And don’t ever deny me what is rightfully mine.”

      With a growl, he pushes forward and the sting burns like a motherfucker. “No!” I cry as he pushes in even more. Bit by agonising bit, he gets deeper and deeper inside of me. Taking my innocence in the most fucked up, unromantic way possible. I want to scream at him. I want to fight him. But the only thing I can concentrate on is how much this fucking hurts. How on earth can anyone get enjoyment out of this? It kills.

      Opening my mouth to sob, Drake captures it with his mouth. He darts his tongue in, coaxing me to open up to him. Slowly, as if knowing this is hurting, he starts moving in and out of me with unhurried thrusts.

      He moans on top of me, letting me hear how much he’s enjoying this. I don’t want to be pleased by this, but somehow that sensation washes over me. The pain subsides, but doesn’t fully go away. It dials down to an acceptable throb—one which I welcome.

      Breaking our kiss, Drake looks me in the eye with a brand new expression. His eyes are hooded, telling me how much he’s enjoying being inside of me. I don’t want the pleasure to come, but somehow, it does. The pain is still there, but he’s coaxing me to enjoy it.

      Now, he’s commanding me.

      “I didn’t want it to be like this,” he said with a strained voice. “Just remember, you did this, Evelyn. You did this. You made me do this.” And with a laboured moan in his voice, his movements become faster … more uncontrollable. “Fuck, Evelyn, you feel better than I ever imagined. I’m never letting you go.”

      With that last sentence swimming in my head, he pushes faster, grunting and nibbling at the side of my neck. I lie there, trying not to feel the pain and also trying not to feel the pleasure. It’s no use. Both come crashing down on me, urging me to feel every single bit of him.

      “Oh, Jesus! Evelyn, I’m going to come!” He screams as he groans out one more time before I feel something shooting inside of me.

      It’s over.

      I’m no longer a virgin.

      I lost it to this tyrant of a man—one who has been waiting for me for six years. One who I have defied for the last four.

      But, it was all my fault. Drake has made sure of that. I could have complied, but I went behind his back. Now, I have paid in the worst way possible. My punishment is now complete.

      As I feel Drake’s breathing calming, he pulls his head up to look into my eyes again, and all I can think about are the words that stuck to me when I was thirteen.“Just remember one thing for me, Evelyn. No matter what I do, I am not a monster.”

      He lied. Of course he’s a monster. I may have known this day would come, but he never gave me a chance to be ready for it. He just took it instead.

      He swipes my hair back gently with this fingers and gazes longingly inside my eyes. “Who do you belong to?” When I don’t answer straight away, he tugs at my hair, making me yelp. “Who do you belong to?”

      “You,” I answer with a quivering voice. “You, Drake.”

      He smiles at my answer, but then, as quickly as it comes, it vanishes. “It’s going to take a while for me to get over your betrayal tonight. I’m not going to trust you for a while. I’m going to need to keep a very close eye on you. Do you hear me?” He tugs at my hair again, so I obediently nod my head. “Good. Now, isn’t there something you want to say to me?”

      I know exactly what he wants to hear, so I robotically reply, “I’m so sorry. I promise not to do it again.”

      Having gotten what he’s after, Drake nods his head and lifts his weight off of me. He slowly pulls his cock out of me, making me wince as he does. “Sorry,” he offers. “You will be sore for a little while, but it will pass. The next time will be much better. I promise.”

      Slight fear from knowing this creeps up my spine. But also mixed with it is a sick, twisted expectation of the next time. I don’t want him anywhere near me after that, but he also seems to command that I do.

      Staring down, a big smile lights up his face as he strokes his finger along his shaft. I can see the traces of blood all over him as he pulls his finger up for me to see. “Look at this. This is what I’ve been dreaming of. You’re all mine now, Evelyn.”

      My name dances on the tip of his tongue as he places his finger inside of his mouth and tastes my blood. “Hmm,” he moans, closing his eyes. “The taste of your innocence is the sweetest fucking taste on earth.” He crawls towards me, and I try to crawl back, but I have nowhere to go. “Do you know how much it turns me on to know that your pure blood is coating my dick? Best. Fucking. Feeling. Ever.” He grabs my hair again, pulling my head back. As soon as he’s done this, his tongue is forcing its way into my mouth. Once he breaks free, he stares at me again with those hooded eyes. I don’t want them to turn me on, but they force their way through me.

      “You’re mine now—all mine.” Without warning, he enters me again, and my mind is awash with so many feelings and emotions. Desire, hatred, longing, anger, bliss, pain, yearning, and rage. I don’t want them to come, but they do.

      I try shutting down—pushing my emotions to one side, so I don’t have to feel anything anymore. I try singing a song in my head. Sentence by sentence, verse by verse, I sing it over and over again until my head hurts.

      Happy Birthday to me.

      Happy Birthday to me.

      Happy Birthday …
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      For people who are familiar with me and my writing will know I favour the side of taboo. I think myself (along with many others) will agree it’s one of their guilty pleasures. I had the idea for Tainted Love about a year ago, but with many of my other books, I sat on the idea for a while until the urge to put it down on paper took hold.

      Anyway, enough of my waffling, I need to thank some people.

      To Kim, from Kim Bookjunkie. Thank you so much for editing and proofreading Tainted Love. You did a fantastic job, especially considering you’re American having to edit an English book.

      Another big thanks to Shabman Arora and Sharon Powell for agreeing to beta read Tainted Love for me. I love you guys. Especially when I got a message from one of you (not naming names) telling me to fuck off, just because I killed Chris. LOL.

      To Francessca Wingfield from Francessca PR & Design. What can I say about you? You always do a kick-arse cover. You never fail to disappoint, my friend. Thank you.

      To Leigh Stone, from Formatting by Leigh, thank you so much for formatting Tainted Love. You’ve done most of the formatting for me, and also most of the time on a very tight deadline, so it’s a no brainer. The inside—as always—looks beautiful.

      To Tracey from Be My Book Boyfriend, thank you so much for working your butt off—as always—on promoting Tainted Love for me. You rock.

      Obviously, I can’t go without thanking my family. They support me one hundred percent, and for that, I’m truly grateful. I love you all to bits!

      And lastly, the readers. Thank you so much for sticking with me, through the good and the bad. I know some of my work hasn’t been loved by all, so I’m eternally grateful with your loyalty. I will be bringing out more books as the years progress, so I hope you enjoy most. Whatever the outcome of what you think or feel, I value your opinion. I will always value a reader’s opinion. As I stated above, you are what helps me grow and develop as an author. I know I can do better. I can always do better.

      Love and light,

      Jaimie xx
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      Jaimie Roberts was born in London, but moved to Gibraltar in 2001. She is married with two sons, and in her spare time, she writes.

      In June 2013, Jaimie published her first book, Take a Breath, with the second released in November 2013. With the reviews, Jaimie took time out to read and learn how to become a better writer. She gets tremendous enjoyment out of writing, and even more so from the feedback she receives.

      If you would like to send Jaimie a message, please do so by visiting her Facebook page:

      https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJaimieRoberts.
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